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“The most important kind of freedom is to be what you really are. You trade in your reality for a role. You trade in your sense for an act. You give up your ability to feel, and in exchange, put on a mask. There can’t be any large-scale revolution, on an individual level. It’s got to happen inside first.”

Jim Morrison (in conversation with Lizzie James)


PART I

Atlanta, Georgia 1906


1

There was a clear parting of the ways as children made each other aware of Grandma Addy’s approach. Anna and Nessie, however, were too engrossed in their make-believe puppet world and reveling in the laughter of their captive audience to notice.

But when the laughter stopped abruptly and all eyes shifted to above her head, Anna knew. Her puppet’s arms fell limp and Anna turned to find her grandmother staring down at her.

“You need to be tending to your guests.”

“Maybe they would like the show, Grandma. It’s so much cooler here and we could make some benches—”

“No, they are waiting on you to open your gifts. You mustn’t keep them waiting.” Addy turned her head to leave, then turned back. “I’ll have a couple of the older boys bring the theater over to the tent.”

“Yes, ma’am.” There was a hint of winning the compromise in Anna’s expression. “Come on, Nessie. We’ll do the show all over again for them.”

Nessie stood but made no attempt to follow Anna.

After a few steps alongside her grandmother, Anna turned to see that Nessie was still standing behind the theater. “We’ll get the puppets after I open the gifts, Nessie. Come on.”

Nessie stood silently, her eyes now focused on the ground.

“Nessie will stay here, Anna, while you entertain your guests.”

“No,” Anna replied, marching back toward Nessie. “They’re not my friends, they’re Emily’s. And, they’re boring.”

Grandma Addy’s eyes held their stare. “I’ll have no back-sass from you. You will mind your manners and entertain your sister’s friends, too. They came here to celebrate with you.”

“But, it’s my birthday,” Anna replied, staying her ground and taking Nessie’s hand. “Why can’t I have my best friend there?”

Nessie stood silent and lowered her eyes.

Grandma Addy stepped toward the girls, her words softening to a story-telling tone. “It must be, that’s all. When you’re grown some, you’ll see. You’ll both see.” She held out her hand to Anna. “Come on, now.”

That was it. There were no legs capable of holding a stand against Grandma Addy. Anna leaned over and whispered something to Nessie, and held her hand until Nessie nodded, then Anna took her grandmother’s hand.

Halfway to the back of the house, Anna asked, “What won’t I know ’til I’ve grown some?”

“What’s proper, honey child. That’s all. Just what’s proper.”
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It was supposed to be a wonderful day. A birthday celebration better than all others because she had the perfect gift for Anna, the absolute perfect gift. And, for Nessie, the day had started out to be just as perfect as her gift.

“Hurry, hurry, hurry. Lest you make your momma worry.” The words had bounced breathlessly with each long stride of ten-year-old legs. Nessie hurried along the well-worn path to the big house on the hill. It was going to be the best surprise ever.

Despite her wide-brimmed hat shielding the rays of an intense September sun, perspiration ran dark streaks down the smooth brown skin of Nessie’s cheeks.

“Hurry, hurry, hurry,” she chanted again, excitement quickening her steps as she neared the house and the voices busy in preparation.

A burlap bag of tomatoes, fresh from the garden, fought the skirt of her blue cotton dress, and the cloth bag slung over her shoulder safely carried Anna’s birthday surprise. Such a party; days of preparation. More than any birthday that she could remember. It had taken days for the boys and men, straight from the fields, to erect the huge white tent, haul out tables and benches, and tend the fire until the coals were white-hot perfect. Nessie loved the sounds, the voices, the anticipation. But it was the smells leading to a celebration that she loved most. The sweet smell of pork roasting on the spit filled the air, wafting through open windows to challenge the aromas of rising yeast and warm fruit pies. After all the anticipation, the day was finally here. Nessie’s smile gleamed wide and bright as she ran the last few yards to the back door of the big house.

Inside the kitchen, large flat pans of cornbread cooled on a long table and pans of bran muffins were being pulled from the oven. The huge blades of the overhead fan pushed hot air in a futile attempt to temper the heat.

Nessie ducked under her mother’s arm and reached for a muffin from the basket on the counter.

“You bring the best tomatoes, child?”

Her mouth already full of a large bite of sugar-crusted edge, Nessie nodded and raised the burlap bag up off the floor.

Willa Jameson peered inside, looked over the first few fruits for quality, and handed the bag to Nessie’s aunt at the sink. “Uh, huh, you did pick good ones,” she said, with a kiss to Nessie’s head. “Now, take this rag and get it cold under the pump and bring it back for Grandma Beulah’s neck. Hurry on, now.”

Nessie rushed out the back door, anxious not just for her grandmother’s comfort, but to quicken the time to when she could give Anna her present. The old pump stood chest high, a few yards from the back door, and from there she could see the corner of the big tent on the east side of the house. Nessie watched as she pumped the handle. More than the usual birthday guests were spilling beyond the poles. She didn’t recognize any of them, all white women, dressed in their Sunday best, or the girls hanging close to their skirts.

The water turned ice cold and Nessie doused the rag under the flow and rung it out. She gave one more curious glance toward the tent, then hurried back to the kitchen.

“Oh, thank you, thank you, child,” her grandmother said, closing her eyes and smiling as Nessie wrapped the cold rag around her neck. “This here cake’s gonna get iced now free of ole Beulah’s sweat drops.” Her laugh, with that soft lilt at its end, made Nessie smile. She could always pick out her grandmother’s laugh from the mingle of voices and laughter emanating from the kitchen at night, and it helped put her to sleep.

“Go along now,” her mother said, filling another basket with warm muffins. “Put Miss Anna’s present on the bench in the hall. And take this basket to the table under the tree.”

“But I wanna give Anna her present.”

“You do that after her guests leave,” she said, turning Nessie’s shoulders toward the hall.

It wasn’t right. It wasn’t right at all. Nessie slipped the cotton bag from her shoulders and left it on the old oak bench that had lion’s paws at the end of the arms. Her brothers and her cousins and the other farm workers’ kids were all gathered under the big tree on the west side of the house. Pine boards stretched over sawhorses served as tables for the tin plates and cups and enough food to keep them all happy. This is where they usually gathered, everyone, Anna’s family, too— celebrating birthdays, adults sharing stories of the week while children laughed and played. Under the tree on the cool side of the house. The tent, usually reserved for weddings and holidays, had Nessie wondering.

Two muffins were snatched from the basket before Nessie could put it on the table with the breads and pies. Henry, her cousin, running from John Allen and too fast to make the turn, caught his sleeve on the corner of the board and nearly upended half the table. He was grabbed by the nape of the neck by the closest man and their tag game redirected to the open yard.

“Papa,” Nessie called, as the tall, lean figure emerged from around the huge trunk of the tree.

“Got it all set up right back here,” he said. “Went together just right.”

She followed him to the other side of the tree where a huge root, protruding and running atop the ground, made a perfect seat for four small butts. “Look here how nice it is,” his tone brimming with pride at his handiwork.

“Oh, Papa,” Nessie exclaimed as she examined the puppet theater with its new wooden floor and fresh black and gold paint. “It looks like real, just like in town.” The wooden structure, while sturdy and perfect for two little bodies working hand puppets from below, had remained unpainted and devoid of decoration since her grandfather had made it years before. It had taken only one trip to town, though, to the Grande Theater where cousin Little John worked, for Nessie to fall in awe.

The sight had stopped her short just inside the big doors— grand indeed, with its fluted columns on either side of the stage and scrolls of gold across the top. The normal stream of questions that Nessie would have asked, bombarding Little John, never had a chance to form. She stood there speechless, her eyes moving slowly over details and color and a grandeur that she had never seen before.

“Come on,” he said, “ain’t nobody here this early.” He took her by the hand and ran down the center aisle, around to the steps, and onto the stage. There they were, blood red curtains framing their presence, standing where the talents of actors and singers and dancers shone in the spotlights.

Little John threw his long arms out to the sides, lifted his face upward, and turned a slow, full circle. “Up here,” he said, “you can be anything and anyone.”

Nessie saw the joy on his face, threw out her arms, twirled around, and claimed that joy for herself.

“You could be Ma Rainey and sing the blues and dance, and everyone will applaud. And I,” he added, easing lazily into shuffle-tap steps on the balls of his feet, “can be Mr. Bill ‘Bojangles’ Robinson.”

Nessie smiled and tried to mimic Little John’s fancy steps. “Who would Miss Anna be?” she asked.

“Well,” he said, repeating the steps more slowly so that Nessie could copy them. “Miss Anna don’t need to be up here on this here stage to be whatever she wants.”

When Nessie got home that day, she and Anna made their hand puppets sing like Ma Rainey, and that’s when the plan for the most perfect birthday present ever was set in Nessie’s mind.

“Look here,” her father said as he bent down to pull little blood red curtains across the front of the puppet stage. “Your grandma sewed ’em up special. And, see here? You can paint a different piece of paper and put it up in the back, so’s you can be outside, or in the kitchen, or any place ya want.”

“It’s so pretty, Papa. Let’s hurry and show it to Anna.”

He straightened his long frame and spread his hand gently over Nessie’s head. “Time ’nuff later for that. You let Miss Anna tend to her guests. Go see if your momma needs you.”
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It seemed downright silly to get all dressed up in your Sunday finest to celebrate a birthday. Anna scowled her way down the stairs. Her beige cotton dress with the big pockets was just fine. It made no sense to have to change. And why in the world did Emily have to invite her friends? It wasn’t her birthday.

Grandma Addy greeted her at the end of the hall. “Anna, honey, take this up to your momma’s room.” She handed her a plate with a warm, buttered, blueberry muffin and a glass of lemonade. “She’s not feeling well today. This is her favorite, so it might pick up her spirits.”

It wasn’t that Anna minded. She didn’t at all. It seemed as though it wasn’t her birthday party anyway, with Emily’s friends from school and church there and the adults making all the plans. It was just that she hated to see her mother on her “bad” days. She had known it would be a bad day for her mother the moment she got up this morning. The sound in the house was always different on those days. Quiet. Not a church quiet, like when the preacher is giving his sermon. It was a sad quiet. A hush, wishing not, but knowing better.

Anna walked carefully along the squeaky boards of the upstairs hallway, but couldn’t say why. She placed the glass on the floor, and rapped lightly on her mother’s bedroom door. When there was no response, she picked up the glass and entered cautiously.

“Momma?” She spoke softly as she approached the bed. “I have a surprise for you.”

The room smelled of not caring, like Jane Buffet at school whose hair and clothes rarely got washed, and Daniel Jenkins’s breath, and being all shut up together with no air to push it away. It did no good to hold her breath; that only made her take a big gulp of nasty air at the end.

She placed the plate and glass on the bedside table and tried again. “Momma, it’s my birthday today.”

Her mother’s eyes were open, her head turned on the pillow to stare at the closed drapes on the opposite side of the room. But she didn’t stir.

“Grandma sent you a muffin and lemonade, and there’s lots of good things to eat. And Nessie’s grandma made my cake. You have to come down so that I can blow out the candles.”

A tiny spark lit inside Anna’s chest when her mother turned slowly to face her. That same tiny spark which tortured her over and over by dying so quickly. “No,” her mother replied as if it was painful to speak. “You go on. Leave me be now.”

“But you promised that you would play the piano. Everyone loves it when you play and we can sing . . .” Anna reached out and smoothed down the dark auburn hair over her mother’s forehead. “I’ll brush your hair ’til it shines and pin it up for you, and I’ll get you the pretty dress with the lace on the collar . . .”

But the spark that had held the tiniest of hope was gone. Her mother turned her face away and there was nothing left to do.

So far, today had been special only in bad ways. Papa had business in town, Momma wasn’t feeling well, and Emily got to invite her boring friends. Well, Emily can play the silly, stupid games with her friends. Anna hurried down the stairs, stopping at the bottom for just a glance toward the kitchen, then headed for the front door.

From the porch Anna could hear the clank of horseshoes and squeals of laughter from Emily’s guests on the lawn. Anna ran down the steps, past the Beautyberry bush and was almost knocked over by John Allen racing around the corner. Losing his balance, he tumbled to the ground and was quickly tagged by one of the Jackson twins. “I’m sorry, Miss Anna,” he said, rubbing his elbow as he jumped to his feet.

“Hey, John, you’re ‘it’,” she said and laughed. “Where’s Nessie?”

“The other side of the tree. They’re gonna have a show in the theater.”

“Oh, yes,” she replied, breaking into a skip, “we’ll do a show.”

She jumped over the big roots of the old tree, felt the immediate coolness beneath its massive branches, and welcomed the sight of Nessie’s smile.

“Oh, Nessie, look at the theater. It’s beautiful.” She examined it closely, stooping to open and close the red curtains. “What a great surprise.”

“There’s more, there’s more. That’s only part. I’ll be right back.”

Nessie ran as fast as she could, in the back door and through the kitchen, and grabbed the cotton bag from the hall bench. Somehow, amid the bustle of kitchen activity, she slipped unnoticed back through the kitchen with her prize.

“What is it, Nessie? What is it? I can’t wait to see,” Anna exclaimed as Nessie breathlessly presented the bag.

“We made it for you, Papa, Grandma Jameson, and me,” she said with a smile so big it showed all her teeth.

In an instant, Anna pulled from the bag a string puppet. A beautiful string puppet— face and hands of smoothly carved wood, silky brown hair, and a pretty hand-sewn yellow dress.

“Do you like it?”

“Yes, yes, I love it,” Anna said, quickly wrapping her arms and the puppet around Nessie’s shoulders. “It’s the best birthday present ever,” she said, squeezing her tightly.

Then, with a quick release, she added, “Come on, let’s do a show.”

It took only minutes for the strings to be unwrapped and tested, and hand puppets to be retrieved from below the theater floor. “What shall we name her, Nessie? Who will she be?”

Nessie’s eyes widened with possibility. “She can be anyone.”
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“Emily.” Grandma Addy’s tone was one wrong look short of major irritation. “I told you to find your sister. Is she still up in your mother’s room? She needs to just leave her be when she’s having a spell.”

“No,” Emily replied. “She’s under the tree, putting on a puppet show with Nessie. I told her she needed to be playing the games under the tent, but she said they were boring and it’s cooler under the tree.”

Before the last few words had left Emily’s lips, Grandma Addy, jaw set determinedly, was hard-stepping her way to the other side of the house.

That’s when the perfect day ended.

That’s when Nessie knew that the rules had changed.


2

It was a long way back through the overgrown field abandoned when the reduced workforce could no longer farm it. Sitting in the farthest corner, also abandoned, was a tool shed just waiting its new lease.

Nessie could see the slant of the old tin roof, but couldn’t tell yet if the door was open or closed. Although she had run a good distance of the way home from school, she had no doubt that old Jona would have had Anna home in the buggy easily before her.

Concentrating on her school lessons had been near impossible all day. From the moment she had gotten there, until the moment she bolted from the door of the converted old church building, Nessie had thought of nothing but meeting Anna at the tool shed. It had only been a whisper, quick and direct, no details at all. But one thing was clear, Anna had a plan and it was meant for no one else. It was going to be a secret.

She tried to hurry, but the tall grasses grabbed at her skirt and tough stalks twisted her black leather shoes that were a good size too big for her feet.

Finally, she could see the door standing ajar and a piece of board tossed from behind it, then another. She hesitated to call out until she saw the light brown head of hair with its telltale braid falling over Anna’s shoulder. “I came as fast as I could,” she called as she closed the distance to the small clearing.

Anna reappeared from behind the door, her face red from exertion and bright with whatever secret she was about to share. “Nessie, this is perfect. Come and see.” She pushed the door open wider and Nessie stepped around a pile of boards to follow Anna inside.

Anna stood in the middle of the little building, her biggest smile directed right at Nessie. “Isn’t it perfect?” she asked, taking both Nessie’s hands. “This will be our place. And no one’s going to know, and when we’re here no one’s going to tell us what to do.”

Nessie looked around, beyond the spider webs and the piles of boards and broken-handled tools— and she saw it, too. A good clearing out and sweeping, some discarded pieces of furniture, and yes, it would be theirs.

“Come, on,” Anna said, her eyes darting from wall to wall, “help me take all this stuff and put it in the old wagon around back.”

They worked tirelessly, clearing everything they saw no use for, and using sticks to wind up cobwebs and discard them outside. The sweat covering their arms and faces had traded its glisten for a layer of dust and dirt. Nessie pulled up the hem of her skirt to clean her face, and Anna burst into laughter.

“What?” Nessie asked. “Didn’t I get it all?”

“It’s your hair,” Anna replied, with a pat to the top of Nessie’s head. “You look like an old woman.” She started trying to pick loose the dusty grey net of cobwebs clinging to the wiry nap of hair that was tied into little tufts.

“What?” Nessie asked. “What is it?”

“Cobwebs. And I can’t get them off.”

“You have to, Anna. Momma will want to know where I’ve been.”

“And, that just wouldn’t be proper,” she replied in her best Grandma Addy imitation. “Being out there in that dirty ole tool shed.”

“My momma wouldn’t say that . . . but, Papa told me about why your grandma was so mad at the birthday party. You got to worry about your ‘proper’ friends now.”

Anna pushed Nessie’s head down a little so that she could reach the tufts at the crown of her head. “I looked it up in the big dictionary at school today. I thought there might be a special meaning. But, it just means suitable, like I thought. And, just because Emily thinks they’re suitable, doesn’t mean that they’re suitable to be my friends.”

“Papa said that knowin’ what’s proper is the most important thing to know.”

“All I know is that they’re boring. They’re like Emily; all they talk about is boys. All the time. They tell secrets about seeing a boy’s privates and all. Stupid. Not good scary secrets like we have.”

Anna picked the last of the webs from Nessie’s hair. “There,” she said, “you’re proper again.”

“Did you see the Billy doll in the guest room when you went upstairs to see your momma?”

Anna shook her head. “I was going to look when I got her dress out, but she didn’t feel well enough to get dressed.”

“Do you think it’s up there?”

“Grandma Addy said that she put it up high so that we couldn’t mess with it. The armoire in the guest room is the only place left that I haven’t looked.”

“Why doesn’t your grandma want us to play with it?”

“Must be a grown-up secret.”

“About why the hat keeps falling off?” Nessie lowered her voice almost to a whisper. “Do you think there’s a ghost?”

“We’re going to find out, just you wait.”

“I guess you couldn’t go tellin’ your proper friends about the ghost. That’s just for you and me.”

Anna held her hands up, palms out, and Nessie did the same. They grasped right hand to right hand, and said together, “You and me.” Then left to left, “Best friends we.” They pulled their hands and locked their arms tightly, “Locked together, secrets forever.”
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Saturday afternoon was the best time to see if they could find the doll, with Anna’s momma feeling good enough, and she and Emily going to town with Anna’s papa. As soon as Nessie’s papa had his lunch and headed back to the barn to fix the mule harness, her momma told her to “get along and play” after the kitchen was cleared, so Nessie met Anna under the big tree.

“Do you think Grandma Addy is sleepin’ yet?”

“She went right to her nap after she finished puttin’ up the beans for tomorrow,” Anna replied. “Come on.”

They ran around the front of the house to the corner where Grandma Addy’s window was partially open. Carefully the girls stepped around drooping red blooms in desperate need of water. Anna held her finger to her lips and the girls listened below the window. Yes, there it was. Interrupting the surrounding hum of fan-pushed air was the deep, intermittent rumble of Grandma Addy’s snore.

Nessie failed to stifle a high soft giggle. Without tempting fate further, the girls ran around to the back door, and carefully closed the screen door behind them. At the foot of the stairs, Anna warned in a whisper, “Remember, step exactly where I step so you don’t hit the squeaks.”

They reached the top without one misstep, and walked along the outside of the carpet runner to avoid the squeaky boards. Once in the guest room, Anna went right to the armoire across the room from the foot of the bed. She tried the doors, but they were locked.

“This must be where Billy is,” Nessie whispered, “because it’s locked up. Grandma Addy sure don’t want us to play with it.”

“Maybe I can find the key,” Anna said, beginning a search of a small wooden box on the top of the bureau. They found no key, and moved on to the drawer in the table next to the bed. Nessie watched. Still no key.

“I’m going to look in Momma’s room.”

Nessie followed Anna across the hall, and watched from the doorway. The search covered the jewelry box, the drawers, and even the sewing basket. But, there was still no key.

Disappointment clear, Anna said, “Grandma must have it.” She crossed the hall again to close the guest room door, grasped the doorknob, and froze. “Ho,” she gasped.

“What?” Nessie asked, crowding closer to a clearly frightened Anna.

“Look,” Anna whispered.

Nessie looked into the room where Anna pointed. There on the floor at the end of the bed was a small replica of a Union army cap. The cap that matched the war uniform which they knew the Billy doll wore.

Nessie wasted not a second. She bolted down the hall and clambered down the stairs, with Anna so close on her heels that she almost pushed them both down the last few steps. Sounds, half-stifled screams, escaped them both as they raced out the back door and around to the far side of the big tree. They grabbed and held each other tightly and huddled at the base of the trunk.

“The ghost,” Nessie whispered, barely catching her breath. “I told you.”

Anna tightened her arms around Nessie and nodded against her head.

Then came the sound that snatched their fear, and nullified it in an instant. “Anna Elizabeth,” Grandma Addy shouted, “you come up here on this porch this minute. Do you hear me?”

The girls separated with a start. “Yes, ma’am,” Anna called back. “I’m coming.”

They appeared appropriately demure at the porch steps. Grandma Addy stood in the doorway, arms folded across her chest, her expression diffused behind the screen door. Her tone, however, was quite clear.

“I cannot think of one good reason for you girls to be making that kind of ruckus in this house.”

They waited, eyes dutifully trained on the figure behind the screen door. There are times when silence is the best defense. They chose it wisely.

“Is there a good reason?”

They answered in unison. “No, ma’am.”

“Then you best find something quiet to do until everyone gets back from town. You hear?”

“Yes, ma’am,” was offered quickly. And, just as quickly, they accepted their reprieve and hurried out of sight.

Neither of them said a word. They ran to the edge of the field, and made their way as fast as possible through waist-high growth to the shed, their own little “house” now.

Nessie closed the door behind them, collapsed onto the stool with the broken rung, and barely caught her breath. “Oh, Anna, she’s really mad at us.”

Anna nodded and settled on the discarded kitchen chair. She started to wipe her face on the sleeve of her blouse, but Nessie stopped her. “No, use your skirt. Remember?”

Anna was never able to make her clothes last as long as Emily’s before they needed washing, but Nessie’s trick helped. Anna pulled her skirt up and wiped her face with the underside of the hem.

Sunlight, from an old window with a crack the width of one pane, streaked across Anna’s flushed cheeks. “I’ll brush Grandma’s hair out for her tonight. She likes it when I do that.”

“You gonna tell her ’bout Billy’s hat?” Nessie asked.

Anna shook her head. “She’d be even madder knowing why we woke her up . . . you saw it, didn’t you? Right there on the floor.”

Nessie nodded. “I saw it, just like you. What’s that ghost want with Billy’s hat?”

“Papa says there’s no such thing as a ghost, but if there was it’d be knocking that hat off because it’s just not right that that doll’s dressed in Union blue. He says it’s got no business being in this house since Grandpa was a captain and died for the cause and all. He even said that to Grandma Addy.”

Nessie’s eyes widened. “What’d she say?”

“She straightened up tall, and pushed her shoulders back like this, and said, “This is my house. What I choose to keep here is no one else’s business, and you will do well to remember that, Mr. Benson.” Anna relaxed her posture. “She never calls him Thomas when she’s that mad, it’s always Mr. Benson.”

“It’s best not to get your grandma mad, that’s for sure.”
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Thomas Benson was particularly fond of the new sign displayed prominently above the glass door. Satin black, it spanned the width of the entrance and announced with fancy gold letters in a graceful arch: T. K. Benson Insurance. It was fitting of a prominent Atlanta business. He needed only to be able to take the next step and land a prominent, wealthy client for his company to be seen as a serious competitor to Thacker & Son. And Benson Insurance would have gained the respect as a leader in the business community in half the time that it had taken Old Man Thacker.

He stood at the edge of the walk, hands on his hips, and surveyed his sign, looking at it just as he imagined potential new clients did. It was by far the best looking sign on the street, and it surprised him that he had yet to hear a compliment from another business owner in the two weeks it had been up. Thomas went back up to the door, locked it, and checked its security, then took one more long look at the sign before starting down the street. Today, he’d take the time to have lunch at the club, mingle with the fraternity of business owners, and collect a few compliments there.

An hour later, though, there had been cordial greetings and ongoing discussions of weather and stocks and the gubernatorial race— and not one compliment about his new sign. In fact, as Thomas moved about the smoke-filled room lined with bookshelves and game tables and dotted with groupings of chairs perfect for conversation, he hadn’t found one opportunity to mention it.

He dared not interrupt Ben Johnson, stern in his concentration to avoid checkmate, or disturb the intensity of a poker game with a pot larger than his last three months’ earnings. No, today he’d have to settle for the bar, a good cigar, and a few small business owners like himself.

He ordered a beer and joined George Wagner, who owned the tobacco shop, and his brother at their table.

“I’ve got to say, George, this is a fine cigar you recommended.” Thomas drew his lips around it, turned it slowly, and drew a puff as he tilted his head back.

“A little more expensive than some,” George replied, “but you can’t argue with that flavor, and every puff is cool on your mouth. Yes sir, a good smoke, good friends, and a good woman, and you got life by its tail.”

“You’d better throw a good job in there,” Gerald added. “Not much of a good life to be had without it. Damn Negro businesses are taking over, taking money right out of our pockets.”

“It goes without sayin’, little brother, we make Clark Howell our next governor so he can put ’em back in their place.”

Thomas nodded. “He’s got my vote. If we don’t get control of this now, there’s no tellin’ what’s next. Too many of ’em already think that voting will make them the same as us. There’s an article in the Journal every day about another white woman being accosted. I got my wife and my girls to worry about.”

“We all have to be takin’ care of our women.” George took a long sip of his beer, then leaned over the table to focus only on Thomas. “How is your Mary?” He asked. “Genevieve said that she saw you all in town last Saturday.”

Thomas held off on the next puff, and leaned forward in his chair. “Sickly more days than not,” he said. “Got Doc Jones baffled and searchin’ his journals for some answers . . . It’s worrisome, George, worrisome for me and the girls.”

“Well now, you let me know if there’s anything you need. Genevieve can have our girl cook you up some supper, or take your daughters for a spell after school. It would be no bother, no bother at all.”

“That’s a kind offer, George. Much appreciated, but we’ll manage. Business is doing well now. I’m thinkin’ I’ll hire some more help for Mary. You know, someone—”

A hand on his shoulder brought Thomas’s attention to the club’s security guard leaning close to his ear. “It’s your foreman, Mr. Benson. You need to hurry, sir, there’s been an accident on the farm.”

Thomas rose quickly, excused himself and met John Shakly, his hat clutched
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