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We all died during the Cuban Missile Crisis.

All of this is just an after-image.

—Dennis Nurske
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BETTY ANN JOHNSON was alone. Her two assistants wouldn’t arrive at the dressmaking studio until eight. That’s what she called it—her studio—although it was really just a large, open room over Paul’s Vacuums in a plaza in Silver Spring. In other shops, fluorescent lights tinged the room green and errant pins stuck up from dingy, threadbare carpet. That was not Betty Ann’s style. Rather than keep a dismal workroom, she had run her business from closets in her homes on Air Force posts and had saved every nickel until she could afford to open a nice studio.

She pulled an aqua Princess phone within reach, lined up a tablet of pink paper beside it, and settled on her stool. She expected the unexpected call. Tons of supplies, munitions, and personnel moved through the Maryland Air Force base where Ray, her husband, was stationed. Although the installation was undergoing rapid expansion, the current activity level outstripped its usual frenetic pace. The military does plenty of senseless things, but not at that scale. Something was up. She had to be alert.

Ray had already called earlier that morning to tell her that he was working a double shift again. It was his third in a week. When the order came to shrink the time for mandatory flight readiness down to only one hour, the wives knew something was up but the guys weren’t talking. That was the disturbing part of carrying on as usual: the wives were on the inside, knew details civilians never heard about, but when the men wouldn’t, couldn’t tell, it was time to worry. However, Betty Ann had rules. Never worry until you know what to worry about. That was a hard one to keep, with the wall in Berlin, Castro in Cuba, missiles in Turkey, and rockets in space.

The newspapers talked about nukes and A-bombs in the abstract—how many they had, how many we had—even as American school children drilled for an emergency in the vain hope that a nuclear strike might be survivable. All of that was well and good for civilians. Her husband loaded nuclear weapons onto planes. Her son’s ship was probably carrying them also. If she knew all of that, someone on the other side did also, making her home base and her son’s berth big, fat targets. Fussing with pleats and sewing hidden hems seemed ludicrous when she thought like that, so she tried not to.

Clouds of taffeta and silk floated from racks of half-finished gowns for upcoming balls. Most of her clients were well-to-do Negroes who attended the Harvest Moon Ball put on by the black Shriners. She had a growing following, though, among white women who wanted more style than a department store could offer and who liked Betty Ann’s reasonable prices. She kept the patterns for their gowns segregated so she could assure them that when they appeared at the Harvest Ball, no colored woman would be wearing the same dress to the Harvest Moon Ball. What she didn’t tell them was that her best creations always danced with her Negro clients.

Betty Ann inspected every stitch sewed in her studio. At the end of the previous night, her assistants had left a green taffeta and a white satin on her worktable. Most of Mimi’s green taffeta was fine; Betty Ann found fault only in the ruche at the back of the waist. She pinned a small square of red cloth to the spot and turned to the white satin. Terry’s stitching was more problematic, as she was more likely to rush. When the hour got late and the hand and eye tired, the brain reasoned that good was good enough. Betty Ann understood, but she had her standards. The zipper would have to be redone. She shook her head as she wrote “zipper” on a piece of pink paper. She pinned the note to the offending spot and returned the gowns to her assistants’ stations.

The extra worktables for her assistants, along with a serger, a steamer, a counter with a small sink, and a miniscule bathroom, made up the work area at the end of the studio furthest from the door. Ray knew a carpet layer who had patiently assembled remnants of steel gray Berber carpeting that didn’t show dirt. The pearl gray walls echoed the color of a Manhattan showroom she had studied during a visit to Ray’s family. The work area could be hidden by curtains that hung from ceiling to floor. Betty Ann had made them from a coral-and-salmon striped sateen she had bought on the same trip to New York. The smooth fabric had cost more than the nubs of carpeting did, but the stylish curtains lent polish to the atelier. That’s what Betty Ann really called her studio, but only to herself.

Despite the seasonal jump in work, the women kept the studio clean by tidying up at the end of each day, no matter how tired they were. Betty Ann was strict with that routine, keeping it up herself as an example, and her assistants usually stayed in line with her. Even so, Betty Ann found an Ebony magazine on Terry’s chair and returned it to the coffee table on the showroom side. Two years earlier, as 1960 headed for the World Series and its own late innings, Ray had balked at missing a late-season game to buy furniture for her studio. Despite his reluctance, though, she had gotten the pink Naugahyde and black wrought iron love seats. Then she bought the coffee table and two matching side tables from an Air Force family that had been reassigned to Japan. Ray tiled them in black, pink, and gray. Soon her lounge area, accessorized with Good Housekeeping and Jet, aqua pillows, and the aqua Princess phone with its long cord, became the nexus of a certain Negro feminine society.

After filling the percolator with water and plugging it in, Betty Ann sat at her work table in the center of the studio. An emergency repair, the fallen hem of a black wool skirt, lay in front of her. It would have to be done by hand. She decided to get it out of the way before plunging back into the froth of the ball gowns. She usually wouldn’t take a routine job like the black skirt during the season of fetes and balls, but it was for Mrs. Dupont, who always paid extra. Betty Ann made an exception for her. Exceptions were good for business. Exceptions were good for life.

She had no illusions. She had grown up outside a town in Southern Illinois that was so small, folks driving south on Route 3 from Murphysboro toward Kentucky didn’t notice the clapboard church and the few other buildings that reluctantly huddled down the cross road to their left. Even the outbuildings on the farms looked like strangers that had been forced into close quarters and were trying their damnedest not to touch. She knew that the Negroes in Washington who could trace their ancestry on both sides of the color line back to the 1600s could smell the dark loam settled deep in her soul. When she slipped and said “ambalance” or “su-supposed,” she saw the slight flaring of the nostrils and the barely noticeable uptick of the head. Still, they came to her.

If they wanted to pretend that no one in their family tree ever picked cotton, she let them. She just charged a little more. Once, Mrs. Dupont, the owner of the skirt she was hemming and a light-skinned lady who insisted she was allergic to the sun, discovered that her neighbor paid less than she did for a suit. Betty Ann immediately offered her the same discount, saying, “Of course, for that price, you get German-inspired design, not French. It’s just as good, though.” She reached over to Mrs. Dupont and smoothed a nonexistent wrinkle out of her collar. “No one can tell the difference. Mrs. Kennedy, maybe. Surely, though, it won’t matter to you.” Not only did Mrs. Dupont refuse the discount, she told all her snooty friends to request “the French cut.” Their reach for exclusivity was A-okay with Betty Ann.

The Princess phone rang.

Betty Ann lay down the wool skirt. The call couldn’t be one of her regular customers; they didn’t phone before nine. Ray maybe, with a request goofy enough that her heartbeat could slow and she could let exasperation creep into her voice. The phone rang again. Or perhaps it was Lonnie, her oldest, the one in the Navy, on the Princeton somewhere in the Pacific (he had been vague about his whereabouts in his last several letters). Perhaps he had swapped a bottle of illicit Scotch for a phone patch-through to the States. The phone rang a third time as she opened the drawer of the worktable and pulled out a man’s gold ring. On its face was an eagle etched in onyx. She closed her fist around the ring and picked up the phone.

“Sonia has broken her wrist.” The soft words began without introduction. “Bowling.” The Southern accent and obvious frustration drew the word out long past its natural life.

“Bowling, Mrs. Hepplewhite?” Betty Ann’s voice was light and clear, but the circle of the ring dented the flesh of her clenched fist. She was almost a hundred percent sure who her caller was, but if it were not the wife of the famous Brigadier General Harold “Happy” Hepplewhite, the speaker would be flattered by the mistake. Nicki Hepplewhite had a distinctive, melodious voice, familiar from her many appearances at base functions, but until now, she had never spoken directly to this particular wife. Not once.

The general’s wife wasn’t in the habit of calling NCO wives at seven thirty in the morning, unless, of course, they worked for her. Betty Ann didn’t. She didn’t even work on base, not since she had moved her dressmaking business closer to the Negro trade. She didn’t consider the earliness of the call odd, the way a real civilian would. The military started before dawn and those married to it did too.

“I would not dare to bother you if this unfortunate accident had not put me in a completely desperate situation.”

“Ma’am?” Betty Ann cradled the receiver with her shoulder. She dropped the ring into her pocket and picked up the black wool skirt. Her hands were steady as she worked the needle.

Mrs. H. was the Jackie Kennedy of the Maryland Air Force set, and the wives of the airmen religiously followed her Southern interpretation of the First Lady’s style. Sonia K., her dressmaker, had ambition, a mutable background, and a facility with accents. Her designs flattered Mrs. H. with a natural sophistication.

“Sonia’s arm will be in one of those huge, ugly plaster casts for weeks. Why can’t they make them more modest? Anyway, that leaves me without a new dress for our invitation in two weeks.” She assumed that the world knew about an upcoming dinner with the Kennedys. In this case, the world did know. Success at the White House would mean additional commands assigned to the base and maybe even another star for the General’s shoulder. Betty Ann made it her business to know such things.

She snipped the black thread of the hem. “What may I do for you?”

“Honey, Sonia says you’re the only one north of Atlanta that she’d trust. We’ve changed the design so much that the right pattern’s not even cut yet. Think of coming here as a personal favor to me.”

Betty Ann swept a look over the racks of her own colorful creations. “I can’t possibly leave the studio with all the gowns to finish for the balls.”

“Is it the money? I swear you people will bleed me dry.”

Betty Ann’s hands stopped checking the skirt’s seams for breaks. What people was she referring to, exactly?

After a pause Mrs. H. said, “I’ll pay you double your normal rate.”

Most services were available at the right price, but a major hurdle loomed that money alone might not clear. This was the first time Mrs. H. had spoken to Betty Ann directly, but it wasn’t their first meeting. That was just a few weeks before and had involved the owner of the ring in her pocket. The encounter had gone poorly. If Mrs. H. made the association, her surefire drive to engage Betty Ann might evaporate or turn vindictive. Betty Ann’s casting as a generic Negress at their first meeting had humiliated her. Now the namelessness presented a grand opportunity, but accepting this commission posed a huge risk. 

“You’re very generous,” she said, “but I was here until midnight last night, and probably will be again tonight with my existing orders.”

“Then we’ll come to your studio.”

Betty Ann sewed for several white women, but none came to the studio. She speared white thread through the eye of the needle and started to reinforce the overstitching on the skirt pocket.

“This is a Negro shop,” she said. She appreciated the quality of the silence that followed. Good. Now they were both uncomfortable.

Mrs. H. sighed and said, “Any other circumstances I should be aware of?”

Betty Ann could think of plenty. “No, ma’am.”

“Then when will you be free?”

“Three thirty?”

“Three thirty it is.” Mrs. Hepplewhite hung up.

Betty Ann jumped up and shook the receiver like a maraca. Its long cord waved underneath. “All right, Mrs. H.,” she said, swaying her hips to her own beat. This business exception could prove deadly, her trespass too fresh to go without notice by the eagle-eyed Mrs. H. Yet. A dress worn to a White House dinner. The recognition? That would be worth the risk.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Lola

[image: ]


The Discretion of the Monteros 1

––––––––
[image: ]


I AM THE sister that makes the food. I am the practical one. I have a small café named Dolores, after me, although everyone calls me Lola. It is near Plaza Valdés, not far down Calle Santa Monica. Most women in our old set would not have run a café, much less cook in their own homes, but I am a Montero, and our heritage shows no matter what we do. We have Catalonian blood from both sides. Yes, but you’re showing your Versailles roots, those silly women would chide, as if that were not as good as being from old Matanzas. No matter.
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We were not afraid of work and remembered well that Abuelo started in a small shack on a deserted beach. Although Mami came with more blood and money than Papi, she did not believe that women should be useless. She made sure all three of us girls learned to cook on our large stove at home. A lady needed to know how to make meals that please a man, she insisted, even if the lady is not expected to do more than supervise their preparation.

At first Chita, our middle sister, scolded me for pursuing what she called a common course. She taunted me with the venerated name of Lola Cruz, saying I was bringing shame to that gracious first lady of Matanzas (who Mami said I was named after). Then one morning, while we were drinking delicious Cubano coffee in the courtyard of our family home, Rosita, née Rosalba and our oldest, pointed out that I did what I wanted when I went to Havana with money that my José knew nothing about. That shut up Chita for a while.

What freedom my café brought. Soon my sisters wanted some too. Rosita set up a sewing room to make dresses in the back of her house. She used to be taken in private cars to Havana to fit the latest fashions on ladies who imported bolts of fabric from Paris and Madrid. Of course, due to the circumstances of the Revolution, most of her patrons went across the water. She stayed in town and let out seams and altered sleeve lengths or, on rare occasions, went to Havana about a dress to be made from a cherished piece of European cloth.

Chita, the bossy one, was also the stylish one with the beauty salon. She used to go with the very rich to Miami or the Keys to lounge and redo their hair every day because of the humidity. After the change, it was the Saturday night dancers and the Sunday morning worshippers with their twittering and little dramas that kept alive her two-dryer shop. She was a staunch comrade who never uttered a word against El Líder, but I know she missed the bright lights and fast cars she knew across the water.

Together we were known as the Sisters Montero in certain circles in the city. Our family owned a wonderful home in the Versalles neighborhood. Everyone called it the Montero House. It reflected our parents’ prominence. Papi had the kind of luck in business that opened many doors and encouraged men to find new respect for a family name. Mami had the Catalonian looks, manners, and ease with money that furthered the Montero interests. We had advantages as their daughters.

My little brother, Tomás, was a lovely afterthought in our family. We had already left childhood behind when he appeared, and I had been the youngest for so long that he seemed more like my own child rather than a baby brother. We all practiced motherhood on our sweet, mischievous boy. We never squabbled with him as we did among ourselves. Rather, his injuries at our hands arose mostly from our fierce battles to take charge of him. Sometimes our poor boy was pulled in two directions by determined sister-mothers. He learned to hide until our rages were spent.

We all knew that the Russians had arrived to join in the defense of our beautiful island, but the glory of the actual revolution quickly dimmed for us. Even as most of our crowd deserted the island with only the clothes on their backs and whatever they could hide beneath their girdles and in their hair, we continued to enjoy certain privileges. Then our Tomasito was taken at the end of summer. The night it happened, Selena, his best friend since childhood and the daughter of a renowned officer of the second revolutionary war, stumbled into my café, bruised and crying. I quickly shooed out the neighbors that had lingered over coffee and dominoes and locked the door tight. She told a fractured tale of her evening with Tomasito on the Malecon and the moment when a truck full of militiamen dragged him off. It departed with Tomasito inside and Selena running and tripping behind. She blurted that Comrade Castro was no good for the Revolution. I couldn’t even think such a thought without looking over my shoulder.

Immediately we launched inquiries but could learn nothing of Tomasito’s whereabouts or the origins of the mysterious truckload of militiamen. Our investigation had to be discreet, as everyone knew Tomasito was indeed involved with comrades whom he called patriots but whom many others called worms. Still, we had connections, but José, my husband in the army, couldn’t find any official mention of our brother’s location. Neither could Ramón, Rosita’s milquetoast husband who was a deputy in the local Committee for the Defense of the Revolution. We feared the most sinister forces, since the CDRs usually trumpeted the capture of citizens whom they considered traitors. The administration went so far as to televise the executions of prisoners “against the wall” as an example to the rest of us. The week before, one of his close childhood friends starred in one of their ghastly programs.

For five days after the disappearance of Tomasito, I waited for my sisters with my back to the door of my café. Above my head was the sign that José painted in bright pink with viney green letters spelling out my name. At the top of the D was a white rose for Rosita, and underneath the S sat a conch shell for Conchita—Chita’s real name. Those two are silent, or maybe not so silent, partners in my enterprise. Each day I contemplated the perfect view of the Church of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart across the plaza. Each day after my sisters arrived, we joined arms and marched over to the church to light candles and pray for the safe return of our little brother. Early on the sixth day, after setting the rice to boil, I stepped out of the café and looked through the lightening darkness at the statue of the Madonna. Her hands cupped that fickle heart. I said, “Please, Señora. You know what it’s like to lose a boy. Please send our Tomasito home safely.”

I couldn’t see her face clearly, but she spoke from across the plaza. She used the voice only a Montero could hear, saying, “You are too demanding, my child. You must accept God’s way.”

“No!” I shouted, my voice bouncing off the walls and down the street. Ernesto across the road opened his second-floor shutters, and nosy Anna up the way leaned out her window. I waved at them, it is nothing. I had to continue my conversation with La Señora under my breath.

“If it is the way of God to punish us for speaking the truth about men drunk with power, then I am a crusader for the Devil!” I stopped. A silence ticked away. “I’m sorry. You know I didn’t mean that.”

The Madonna said, “You are upset, my dear, I understand. But now you must do penance.”

Behind me the top of the big stew pot started to rattle with the escaping steam. I pointed at her church. “I will do my penance, but I will not step foot inside your useless sanctuary until our Tomasito returns.”

An hour later, during breakfast, I watched through the window of my café as José approached with an unknown soldier behind him. I returned to my stove before they entered. There the kettle simmered and a pot of black beans cooled. I flipped over the frying black market eggs and turned off the fire. On the other side of the half-wall, six of the eight tables were filled with neighbors who had come together to keep each other company. Some ordered nothing, but I gave them a small plate anyway.

My José rushed in the front door carrying a large crate and made with the big important swagger in the five steps it took to cross the floor. He lifted the crate onto the counter beside the stove. Another language marched across the side of the box in angry red letters. The soldier who followed was a big blond man, muy guapo, a full head taller than my José. He wore a uniform different from that of our local comrades. His walk was precise and forceful, much too large for my small space.

José introduced me to this Captain B., who said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Señora. I’ve heard many compliments of your cooking.” He spoke continental Spanish with a Russian accent.

“The pleasure is mine.” I know this Russian accent, this way of moving. I had a Russian lover during the heady days of the revolution, while my husband was stationed across the island and it was too dangerous to travel. At the time I believed José’s letters that said Comrade Castro and his Revolution would make a better life for all of us. My affair was full of patriotic fervor, but I was glad that I had no blond baby to explain to dark José. When the promises evaporated, I became suspicious of anything the Russians brought.

“Please, Señora,” the captain continued. “We have some men who are doing important work in the field. We need a cook. Might you do us the favor of helping out?”

This was not a mere invitation. I had just been enlisted. “Of course.”

He glanced back at the full tables. Everyone, from old Pablo down to baby Trini, had stopped eating and had an ear turned to our conversation. The captain stepped closer and bent toward me with a confidential air. I smelled the acrid tang of last night’s vodka and the sweet sweat of a pig eater. This one would like my pork sandwiches. Since the rationing, I’d missed the aroma of roasting meat. “Your husband assures me of your discretion,” he said in a low voice.

“Claro que sí.” Of course José made these assurances. Did he know about the Russian lover? No! You see how discreet I was even with my own family? “And perhaps you could help me with one small matter. My customers need strength to serve our country and would appreciate fresh pork. I’m famous for my pork sandwiches.”

José’s eyes grew wide at my request, but the captain never blinked. He merely smiled. “Of course, Señora. I’ll see what I can do, especially if you would do me the personal favor of making one of your famous sandwiches for me.” I nodded my agreement, and our contract was complete.
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IN THE DAYS following my enlistment as a cook for the Russians, I discovered how Cuban I could make my Soviet-Cuban dishes. By the following week, I knew which spices to pack and which to leave at the café. One afternoon, I waited in the shade of a dump truck for a ride back to the city from the Russian work camp. Although clouds were building all over the sky, they had not yet obscured the hot sun. I was anxious to get home. My days had been longer than usual, and I had many new things to learn in a short time. The Russian crew chief approached with a boy whose uniform was covered in grease. I stood up. The chief introduced me to Karl, this boy who would drive me home, then said, “No Spanish, this one.”

He turned to the boy and spoke rapidly in Russian, gesturing turns and curves in his directions. Karl nodded. “Da, da,” he kept repeating. When the chief stopped him with a hand on his arm and an urgent tone in his voice, the boy shrugged him off and started toward the truck.

We loaded my supplies into a small flatbed truck and drove away. Most of the Russian phrases I knew implied intimacy, but I tried a few of the more formal ones on Karl. He just flicked his flat gray eyes at me as if I was not good enough to touch the greasy pocket of his overalls. Ah, the arrogance of youth and dominance. I wondered if he concealed his contempt with charm when giving the soap to the girls on the beaches. Perhaps he didn’t bother, knowing that they would eagerly follow his light skin into the darkness.

Despite the jolting from the pockmarked roads, I soon fell asleep. I dreamed of Captain B., his first taste of my plantains, his easy movements among the men he commanded, his smiles in my direction. I awoke, thinking surely by now we had reached the coastal road and soon would be enjoying the ocean breezes. Instead, we were creeping along a narrow dirt road that was flanked by Royal palms and hemmed in by aggressive bushes and vines. In several places the roadside vegetation had a flattened, scarred look, as if it had been trampled by a monster. Further on there was a new clearing in the jungle. For a moment, I wondered about Karl’s intentions, but I could read only fear in his hunched shoulders and scowling face. He tapped on the steering wheel as he stared straight ahead. He had every right to be scared, for the island landscape had become so complicated. Too many secret operations advanced under the cover of foliage and silence. Whispers reached me (I cannot say from whom) that told of Soviet sites deep in the jungle that would scare the devil out of our Northern neighbors. Lost travelers, even the most innocent and patriotic, were not welcome at such installations.

“Comrade?” I said. The boy twitched. “Where are we?” I didn’t know the Russian words.

He shrugged. Was he answering me, or was he simply abandoning responsibility? He stopped the truck and shrugged again, taking his hands off the wheel. I waved to indicate he should drive into the clearing, but before he could move, a horn blasted behind us. I whipped around and saw the grille of a giant truck as it crashed into us. The crash threw me against the dashboard. Karl grabbed the twisting steering wheel and slammed on the brake, but we were no match for the force behind us. We skidded into the clearing, and I crawled back into my seat with a throbbing shoulder. Men swarmed near sleek tubes that were on the beds of other gigantic vehicles.

Rockets.

Missiles.

Dios mio!

Could they be the kind that will end the world? I wished I had not seen!

We finally came to a stop halfway into the clearing. The truck behind us rumbled, as if it was catching its breath to assault us again. In front of us, men pulled tarps over the obscene weapons, and a figure stalked toward us with a flank of soldiers armed with machine guns. As the group neared I recognized the leader. Captain B. Of course. He was no innocent, and I was now at his mercy because of the bumbling of a young ally. My frustration at Karl exploded, and I shoved hard at him. His arrogance dissolved. He hunkered down like a puppy awaiting punishment.

A soldier opened the door and yanked Karl out of the cab. I huddled as far away from them as I could and wedged my heels against the shift box. The captain’s contorted face came looming into the truck. Please let him remember his humanity, I prayed. He took one step back and held out a hand for me. “Señora.”

I didn’t move. “The driver made a terrible mistake.”

“We cannot afford such mistakes.” He flicked his hand once. The command to exit was clear.

“Unfortunately, I can’t see out of this windshield and don’t know where we are or what’s out there.” Karl and his armed guards retreated toward the far end of the clearing. He suddenly dodged backward, but the guards on either side of him grabbed him tight before he could get away. The pulled him along.

Captain B. dropped his hand into a ball and rested it on his hip. A hot breeze rippled his clothes, and I thought for the first time of his flanks where he would run to fat with all the drinking. A dump truck drove by with an entire bush caught behind its front tire, the branches waving as if it were calling for help. It left a trench in the churned up soil. The whole area went from light, to dark, to light again as a cloud’s shadow passed overhead. Thunder rumbled in the distance. Captain B. grabbed a fistful of my hair and wrenched me closer.

No one knew where I was.

A thrill ran through me and left me panting along with the huffing of the truck’s engine. The child that Tomasito had been came to me, his face upturned and trusting. I hadn’t been able to protect him, either. Then I saw him as a man, alive, laughing, his deep brown eyes sparkling in the sun. I drew courage.

“Let me go.”

“I don’t have time for this,” Captain B. said.

“Nor I.” I lifted my head as far as I could in his grasp. “Send me home with one of your trusted men.” His arm flexed, ready to pull me from the cab. That would be my end. “A man you can trust as much as you can me.”

He drew me closer. I could feel his breath, alcohol-free, on my cheek. “You owe me,” he whispered. I nodded as much as his grip would allow. “A warning, Señora. I have never met your lovely children.” He glanced at Karl and his guards. The boy struggled in their grip. “You breathe a word of this . . . no one in your family is safe.”

“You have my word, Captain.”

His fingers still clutched my hair.

“I am in your debt.”

With that he shoved my head away and straightened up and turned away.

The sound of rapid-fired shots spurted from the other side of the clearing. I turned toward the sound. Most of Karl’s guards were already walking away, while one nudged his body with his boot.

Captain B. turned back toward me and shut the truck’s door. “His family has to be notified. He died a hero.”

No one was immune from danger on this island of secrets and lies. We must save our children from this evil.

I don’t know how long I sat in a daze before a grim older Russian slipped into the driver’s seat and turned the flatbed around. It was such a hot day, yet I couldn’t keep warm on the drive back to the city. The only words that passed between us were my simple directions to the café.

When we arrived, I hurried inside and locked the door tight before a nosy neighbor could rush over to hear the latest. I called the Montero House, but Chita wasn’t home. Her maid said she and Rosita had gone to our favorite spot on Varadero Beach. I couldn’t hold this horrible mess in my arms alone, so I asked Ernesto across the street for a ride to the beach in his ancient Ford truck. His reply was made easier when I settled a small sack of vegetable patties in his hands. Despite the usual oppressive heat, I wore a light jacket. Even under its sleeves, my skin prickled from my chill. Every time I closed my eyes, even for a second, I heard the sharp reports and saw Karl’s slumped body.

I passed through the usual hotel to gain entrance to the beach where I would find my sisters. I kicked off my shoes and trudged along the hot, white sand. The damp traces of high tide would’ve made walking easier, but the warmth on the soles of my feet and the burn in my calves as I churned through the sand kept my mind from flying off in a complete panic. Even so, when I found my sisters on their striped blankets beneath the palms, I couldn’t open my mouth for several minutes. How to tell them about this latest danger to our future? What could we do to release our children from its menace? Like so many of our compatriots, our family had discussed the possibility of escape across the water. Now Captain B.’s threat of harm may have closed off less drastic options. Whatever we decided, we would act together.
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BETTY ANN SAT down with the tablet of pink paper and jotted a list. Move racks by window & stagger. That would get the unfinished gowns out of the way but would create a pleasing display of autumnal colors. Flowers. Music. Arrange magazines. Ebony and Jet would be relegated to the second shelf of the coffee table. Finger sandwiches. No time to do them properly. She lined it out. Cookies. Dust. Vacuum. New dress on mannequin. Sweep stairs. WH fashions. She clipped pictures and kept notes on the clothing Mrs. Kennedy and her guests wore. They may not look at the notebook, but having it out would show Mrs. H. that Betty Ann had the style and know-how to complete this commission. Portfolio. That’s what she called the scrapbook where she kept photos and sketches of her own designs. Grayson House. Too bad she couldn’t include it in her portfolio.

That would be suicide. Her hand sought out the man’s ring in her pocket. She had originally slipped it into the lost-and-found so no one would think it special. Terry speculated about it when it first appeared, but neither girl had commented when Betty Ann sometimes wore it on her index finger. The frequency of the ring’s appearance increased as the tensions on base heightened.

The percolator ceased its husky pops. Coffee was ready and the girls would be in soon. The Hepplewhite commission, added to the orders for ball gowns, would mean many late nights for them all. She also had orders for winter suits, complete with plackets, darts, and pads, for regulars like Mrs. Dupont and Mrs. Neville. Betty Ann poured herself a cup and turned on the radio on the counter. A Maytag commercial gave way to a weather report. A slight chance of rain. It was followed by the ninety-second spot that regularly featured the man with the nasal voice who had all the answers. That day he was demanding that the president send an invasion into Cuba to “get rid of those Ruskies on our back door step.” Sure, Betty Ann thought, that’s easy for you to say from the safety of your soundproof booth. But it’s my husband, and my son, and our friends out there on the planes and ships that will have to go. Jump on Cuba and you touch off Turkey and Berlin and who knows what else. No thanks. She settled with her coffee cup at her worktable. She didn’t allow the girls to have drinks at their stations for fear that a spill would ruin the delicate fabrics they worked, but Betty Ann knew what she was doing.

She slid the notepaper closer and reviewed her list. Yes, Mrs. H. conjured up the Grayson House, and that always led straight to the captain. Betty Ann thought of her usual flirtations as harmless. Her attraction to the captain was not. Each breach of a rule felt innocuous at first, but together they led to a dangerous territory. She had it under control though, and this new risk only served to recall the thrill of her moments with the captain. She first saw him late in the spring as he jotted notes at a table in the library on base.

The mustiness of public books mixed not unpleasantly with the sweet-sharp smell of buffed floors. A gridded square of sunshine from the window opposite lit his long, straight lashes and glinted off his pen and the bars on his shoulder. Books about historic homes littered the table. Few scars marred the surface of this study table tucked behind the home and garden stacks.

It was unusual for such a young Air Force base to have a well-stocked library, complete with an auditorium, in a two-story brick building. This random fortune arose from the installation’s proximity to Washington and the ease with which national and foreign dignitaries could be steered there for both scheduled and unplanned visits. The brass wanted to showcase American might and know-how, hence the rocket and jet monuments on the parade ground, as well as this brick shrine to knowledge imbedded across the street from the movie house.

“We don’t get many officers in this corner of the library,” Betty Ann had said.

The captain’s pen stilled as he looked at her. He ran a hand up over his short, blond hair. “I’d never hear the end of it if I brought these books to the office.”

“I bet,” she said. “Sir,” she added.

“No need for that.” A hint of a smile and crinkles at the corner of his eyes reinforced his words. “You probably outrank me when it comes to all this.” He waved a hand over the books piled on the table. A gold wedding band flashed in the sunlight.

“Most men leave decorating to women,” Betty Ann said.

“So do I usually, but I’m doing something for the general.” On this base, the general was Hepplewhite, the base commander; all other generals had names.

“Why don’t you ask your wife to help?”

The captain glanced out the window. “She’s in Nebraska. There’s no room on Officer’s Row right now. She’s waiting until that new development on the north side is finished.”

“Then maybe I can help. I have lots of experience.”

He laid down his pen. “Thanks, but I have to keep this quiet.”

The need for confidentiality allowed Betty Ann to slip into the chair beside him. Her boldness with a white officer surprised her, but not much. “I’m a dressmaker. My clients depend on my discretion.”

“Your husband?”

“Master sergeant, loads planes. I don’t bother him with my business affairs.”

He sat forward and considered her. “He—the general—doesn’t want Mrs. H. to know.”

“Of course,” she said. She smelled something other than Old Spice, something muskier.

He covered his mouth with a loose fist and rubbed the black stone of a ring on his bottom lip. He introduced himself, and after she did the same and they shook hands, he paused again, ring to lip. Finally, he told her that the general wanted to pre-empt his wife’s plans to make an old homestead known as the Grayson House into a wives’ club. The general wanted to do an end run by turning it into a VIP club while she was in Germany over the summer with their daughter and new grandson.

“That old place would be perfect with a little updating,” Betty Ann said. “The dining room could be turned into a large conference room, and you could tear down a wall upstairs and make a smaller meeting area.”

“Exactly. How do you know the Grayson place so well?”

She smiled. “Why couldn’t it be for both wives and VIPs?”

“The men won’t want wives anywhere near it.”

“That kind of place?”

“Yes, ma’am. Can’t imagine it’ll get too bad, though.” He capped his pen and flipped his notebook closed. “It’ll be quite a challenge to pull this off before Mrs. H. gets back. I don’t suppose you’d be interested in going out there with me to take a look. Strictly professional, Scout’s honor.” He held up three fingers and grinned.

The grin said that although he was an officer, he was no scout. That suited Betty Ann just fine. She had an instinct for men. This one wouldn’t get too obnoxious and looking at the house would be fun.

“Sure,” she said.

He shut the book and piled it with the others in front of him. “I can’t use regular channels on this. You know Mrs. H.”

Everyone knew about her far reach. “I have sources Mrs. H. doesn’t know anything about. Guaranteed,” Betty Ann said. Several Negro tradesmen would benefit from this connection.

At home later that afternoon, Betty Ann gloated over the stipend Captain Bledsoe had offered for her expertise and discretion. She would’ve done it for free, just to spend more time with a man who paid attention to her decorating ideas. She smoothed her hand over a piece of maroon damask she had pulled from the hall closet. Most people would pair gold with it, but she would argue for silver. She tried to tell Ray about the decorating project when he got home, but he was too intent on an early season baseball game to listen. She didn’t mention the captain that first night, and later it just seemed better not to.

Betty Ann had rules. No white men. No officers. No one she might like as much as Ray. But with Martin, she always followed her favorite rule: exceptions were good for life. The next several weeks were filled with consultations late in the day and necking sessions in the empty rooms of the Grayson House or in his car, hidden behind warehouses in the industrial parks they visited. Then on a summer Friday, her husband called to say that their plans for dinner and a movie were off because he had to work a double shift. She had been looking forward to some adult fun since their youngest boys were going to be out of the house at sleepovers. When Martin called about inspecting the installation of her draperies at the Grayson House, she had no reason not to go. She told him she wouldn’t be free until early evening, which was long after the installers would depart. When Martin spoke again, his voice had dropped a notch. They both knew what the timing meant.

The early evening sunlight glowed burnt orange in the back of the house, leaving the front parlor cool and dim in its maroon and silver dressing. Her damask sample had given way to a lush velvet chosen by Martin. The dark wood floor had just received a new polish, so they took off their shoes and glided in stocking feet to the front window. Betty Ann ran her hand up the curve of silver fringe and down the soft maroon. She turned to him.

“Good choice, Captain. Very good choice, sir.”

Martin answered her with a kiss. He closed the drapes, then left her at the window and pulled a plaid car blanket out of a duffel bag. Like the Boy Scout he wasn’t, he was prepared. He spread the blanket on the new Oriental rug in front of the fireplace, then pulled out a transistor radio and put it on the mantle. He twirled its small opalescent dial. Snatches of songs and deep, confident voices jumbled out until he settled on Bobby Darin’s “Mack the Knife.” He reached into his bag one more time and liberated a brown leather portable bar set, which he stood on the coffee table.

Betty Ann trailed behind him but stopped at the radio. Darin was trying too hard to swing. She rotated the dial, moving down in megahertz.

“Do you mind?” she asked.

“Of course not.” Martin knelt before the bar set, which he splayed open like an upright book. He poured amber liquid into two gold-rimmed glasses.

Betty Ann stopped on Billy Eckstine’s fluid voice singing “My Foolish Heart.” The radio’s dial recalled the mother-of-pearl ground of a silver Nefertiti brooch her mother wore to church. Her mother had always said that white men see only one thing when they look at us.

What did Martin see when he looked at her? She wanted him to see the woman who had conjured the luxury of this parlor room. Every time a white man sat down in this room, it would be on a chair or a couch she had chosen. Every party girl who gazed out the window while being sweet-talked from behind would caress silver fringe that Betty Ann had sewn onto maroon velvet. She took the glass of bourbon that Martin offered and let herself be kissed by the thin, hard lips that had said “yes” to maroon and silver.

He would see a woman whose name could never be associated with the success of the Grayson House, but who could christen it with her essence, right now, before it opened. Ray could never have given her this, but would Martin have given it to her without the assumption of the act to come? She slipped away from him. Martin watched her, drink in hand.

She took a healthy gulp of bourbon. Its warm cascade ran straight down toward her true desire. The rest of her world disappeared into the tingle of her pelvis. She stepped onto the blanket and sank down, first to her knees, then to her hips, with her bare feet tucked beside her. She held Martin’s gaze the whole time. She knew what she was doing.

Soon, a last rule was about to fall—no going all the way—when Martin shifted his hips away from hers and said, “I can’t do this.”

Betty Ann didn’t understand. All indications were that he could. “Baby, everything’s okay.”

“Jesus, I don’t deserve you,” he whispered. He scrunched his eyes closed, as if that were the only way he could speak. “I wouldn’t do this with a white woman. With a lady, like you are. I’m not like that. We’d go to a fine restaurant, check into a fancy hotel.” He smiled, eyes still closed. “Mr. and Mrs. Jones.”

Betty Ann allowed herself the same fantasy. It was interrupted by the hotel clerk’s lascivious stare that was guaranteed, even if they were actually married. She sat up and surveyed her room: the tufted leather club chairs, the silver leaf frame on the mirror over the fireplace. “This is better than any hotel that would have the two of us.” She clasped her hands behind his neck and drew him close again.

Betty Ann had another rule: never bring it home. Those floozies that got caught in their own beds were just plain stupid. Not like her.

She was back in her car, alone, by ten.

At home, a thorough washing dampened the sensations of her skin, and by eleven she was ready for her own bed. She slipped into the smooth coolness of freshly ironed sheets and fell right to sleep. She awoke momentarily when she turned over to embrace Ray’s solid bulk and her hand fell to the flatness of the empty side of the bed. She pinched one of his pillows under her cheek and went back to sleep.
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BETTY ANN WAS wide awake to the dangers those memories held now that Mrs. H. was coming into her life. She crossed out Grayson House repeatedly until the paper tore, then dropped the pen and picked up the black skirt. The news came on the radio. A double tractor trailer had jackknifed on the new highway circling the District and was snarling traffic. The initial excitement of a White House dress faded, and Betty Ann was left with the weight of possible disaster. She had trained her mind to skip away from the moments of humiliation at the hands of Mrs. H., but in light of the upcoming meeting, she had to revisit them.

It was just before Labor Day and the Grayson House was finished. On a last visit, Betty Ann and Martin had kicked off their shoes and were smooching on the new sofa in the parlor when they heard voices in the front hall. They jumped up and straightened their clothes but didn’t have time to retrieve their shoes before General Hepplewhite and his wife appeared in the doorway.

Betty Ann scooped up her clipboard and pencil. “I’ll make a note of that, Captain.”

General H. touched his wife’s arm. “Honey, this is Bledsoe, the captain I was telling you about.”

No one introduced Betty Ann. Mrs. H. stared at Bledsoe’s shoeless feet but didn’t broaden her glare to take in Betty Ann’s.

“We didn’t want to soil the new Oriental,” the captain said.

Mrs. H. stepped into the room and surveyed its furnishings: the plush curtains, the deep, tufted leather sofa and chairs, the mahogany cabinets, the portraits of early Air Corps heroes, the beveled mirror and its silver-leaf frame over the fireplace. She turned in profile to her husband behind her. “You two men couldn’t have done this well on your own.”

“Cap’n Bledsoe is very good with these things,” he said.

“Actually, ma’am, I had a lot of help.” Bledsoe pointed at Betty Ann, but when Hepplewhite shook his head behind his wife’s back, the captain’s hand continued upward into a pass over his brush cut and down to rub the back of his neck.

Mrs. H. followed the altered gesture. She caressed a brass reading lamp with a gloved hand. “You’re not telling me a little colored gal is responsible for this elegance.”

Behind her, General H. narrowed his eyes at the captain.

“No, ma’am,” Captain Bledsoe said.

She turned her back on the room and said, “Congratulations, Happy. You seem to have won this one.” As she left she said, “Come on, boys, show me the rest.”

The captain slipped on his shoes and followed the general and his wife without once glancing at Betty Ann. She carefully set the clipboard on the table.

After that incident and the end of the project, Betty Ann had no real excuse to see the captain again. No useless phone conversations or suggestions of unsavory rendezvous followed. Even so, one day a few weeks later, Martin appeared early in the morning at Betty Ann’s studio, before the girls came in. She leaned against her worktable and he stood near a bare dress form. He touched it lightly on the shoulder and said, “I wish . . .” Betty Ann moved closer. After a moment he took off the onyx
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