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Dedication


This one is for the Elizabeths . . .

Mary Elizabeth


Lila Elizabeth

Mabel Elizabeth

and

Alexandra Elizabeth

All strong and fierce women





Epigraph


I can look back and see sharp shadows, highlights, and smudgy in-betweens. I have been in sorrow’s kitchen and licked out all the pots. Then I have stood on the peaky mountain wrapped in rainbows, with a harp and a sword in my hands.

—Zora Neale Hurston, Dust Tracks on a Road
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Prologue

Neshoba County, Mississippi

June 21, 1964

ALL FOUR MEN passed around a bottle of Jim Beam as they peeled up State Route 19, giddy with excitement about what they’d do once they hog-tied those coons and got them to a tree. The engine revved as they hit the crest of the road, doing 80 mph. Getting pulled over was the least of their concerns because Olen’s cousin, Sheriff Bickford, was riding shotgun. Bickford had gotten a tip and rounded up the other three to head from Jackson over to Meridian and then north to Neshoba County.

Olen, sitting in the back seat, threw back a swig and passed the bottle on, assuring the others they were doing God’s work. “The last thing anybody needs is for them to start votin’. Bad enough the goddamn government wants us to let ’em eat in our restaurants and sit beside us on a bus. If the Lord had meant for whites to mix with coloreds, he woulda’ made the coloreds a hell of a lot smarter. Either we stay all white or we die amongst ’em.”

A couple of the other men nodded in silent agreement.

Bickford had explained to the others that his buddy, a Neshoba County sheriff, tipped him off that they’d landed a few of those troublemaking civil rights activists from up north. They’d made “arrangements.” The plan was to arrest the men and hold them for a few hours. After nightfall, they’d release the men, tell them to be out of the county before midnight. Fifteen minutes later, the men would find themselves caught in the speed trap out on Rock Cut Road. Bickford’s friend told him he could get a piece of the action if he made it up in time.

A few minutes later, the car slowed to a crawl. “I think this is it,” Bickford said.

They all went quiet as the car eased up to the edge of a band of trees. Bickford spotted Smite Goody’s truck and pointed. They knew they were in the right place. They cut the engine. All four men sat in the vehicle for a moment, polishing off the bottle, Bickford’s low wheeze of excitement the only sound among them. The sweltering summer darkness cloaked them all. Voices, low, some laughing, whispered through the cypress trees. The men piled out of the car. Olen and Bickford unloaded rope and pliers from the trunk before they followed the sound of the voices.

By the time they reached the clearing, they found at least six or seven men there, all standing in a semicircle. Someone had parked his car just so and flooded the space with his car beams. The low-lying light cast the men’s faces in ghostly angles, their cheekbones and chipped teeth upturned in wicked smiles of accomplishment.

Bickford was the first of his little quartet to reach the clearing, Olen right on his tail. The heavy scent of wet earth and male sweat slinked through the small crowd. By the looks of things, Bickford could see the “arrangements” had changed. The rope and pliers were no longer needed.

They were too late.

All the other men stood over an open shallow grave. And lying at the bottom of it—three young men, two white and one Negro. All three had been shot dead, their bodies oddly contorted, their faces grim vestiges of youth and hope extinguished.

Bickford eased over to his friend and gathered up the details of how the plan had unfolded. According to his buddy, some folks had gotten impatient. Guns this time instead of rope. The blue Ford station wagon the three men had been riding in would be burned and disposed of over at Bogue Chitto. The other men stood around holding conversations, laughing even, and grabbing a smoke. One man stood at the edge of the circle pointing a Brownie camera down into the grave and snapping pictures. There was a new man in their midst, because Bickford heard gagging and vomiting against a tree behind him, probably someone who’d never seen a dead body, or the way Mississippi handled rabble-rousers and nigger lovers.

Now all that was left to do was collect a few souvenirs—an ear, a finger—and head back to Jackson.





Part I

Leaving Jackson





1

Violet Richards

MY OLDER SISTER, Rose, had been dead for almost eight years, and still, she was bossing every part of my life like she did the day she died. After her funeral, I swore I wasn’t ever stepping foot inside another funeral. All those tears and heartache to spill over a dead body, the soul of which was long gone. Brown bodies that were tired and worn out, their earthly usefulness ended. Or the other bodies mangled from the wretchedness of living too close to white folks who killed us for sport.

The Richards family had had too many funerals, and I didn’t go to any of them after Rose’s. That included Papa’s death a few years after Rose, and Momma’s passing last fall. Even now folks around town still talked about that shameful Violet Richards gal who wouldn’t go to her own momma’s and daddy’s funerals! After all those funerals, I was fresh out of tears. I was the reason for all them deaths. And the guilt of it scratched and picked at my heart as if it was a tender scab on a days’ old gash.

Now it was just me and my sister Marigold left. Seem like after Momma died, the two of us wandered about aimlessly in the little lives all that death and loss left us with. I dreamed of being anywhere but here. Both of us desperate to leave Jackson but forced to stay by the fear of wandering out in the world without our parents. Even as old as we were, losing both Momma and Papa had left us barely holding on. Death can cut you like that. Everyone—aunts and uncles, deaconesses from church—made promises to be there for us, to fill in and pick up where Momma had left off. But in the days after her death, everybody went back to their own bills and kids and troubles. Maybe they thought me and Marigold was grown women and that we’d figure it all out somehow.

We talked and pretended like everything was okay. But it wasn’t.

Last year, after Momma’s funeral, everything sorta spun off in a blur. There was the houseful of people sadly shaking their heads and speaking quietly about how there was no finer woman in all of Jackson. But Momma’s upstanding reputation among the neighbors and friends wasn’t enough to dull the swollen pain of my having contributed to putting all those people I loved—Rose, Papa, and Momma—six feet under.

A couple weeks after Momma’s funeral, I pulled out a bottle of Cutty Sark I’d stashed behind my bed and convinced Marigold to split it with me, liquid courage for us to get through the task of dividing up Momma’s things. The scotch numbed us, but it didn’t make the task any easier. Marigold kept Momma’s Bible, with its worn leather cover, and I kept her old Timex watch, with the mother-of-pearl face. Marigold said it was fitting that I should have her watch, since Momma spent so much time looking at it to see if I would make curfew. I also kept Rose’s old diary that we found among Momma’s things. I guess if I was the one responsible for Rose’s death, I should be the one who kept the reminder of what I’d done.

All them funerals cut a hole deep down inside me that I kept trying to fill up with all the wrong things. For almost a year, I’d been staying out and dancing until all hours of the night at Snooky’s Joint, smoking reefer and drinking gin like it could quench my thirst. When Momma was alive, she used to warn me: Ain’t nothing open after midnight except hospitals and legs. Now Marigold had gotten to the point where she stopped asking where I’d been or who I’d been with. I guess she probably didn’t want to hear the answers. Or maybe she was too busy grieving all those deaths I had caused.

Sometimes I think the only thing all that partying did was make me forget my common sense. I guess that’s why I didn’t even see Huxley Broadus’s truck when he pulled alongside me the night I walked home from Snooky’s. Before I knowed what hit me, he had blocked my path and was headed round the side of the truck after me. I kicked and fought back the best I could, even left a few fingernails and bite marks in him. But it didn’t do me no good. Me, running and screaming like somebody would come and save a colored woman out in the middle of the night. Nobody saves colored women like me. The best we can do is to save ourselves. Too bad for me.

Too bad for Huxley, too.

* * *

JACKSON, MISSISSIPPI, WAS a big enough place that if you didn’t go to church or work for any of the white families in town, maybe you could hide out, disappear among the crowd. I didn’t fit into either one of them categories. I was simply a colored woman who’d killed a white man in Mississippi. It didn’t matter that I’d gone to the police about his attack days ago. I needed to get out of town. Fast.

Now, a few hours after I’d killed Huxley, I waited in the humid breeze under a sprawling magnolia in the front yard at 2:30 in the morning and smoked a cigarette. Each puff crawled down my chest and smoothed out my fraying nerves, making me believe I could really pull this off. I might finally be leaving Jackson and all the ghosts I had created. I hadn’t even told Marigold what I was planning. If I did, she’d either think I was crazy as a loon or try to help me, and I didn’t want no harm to come to her.

I waited. A chorus of crickets, and barn owls rustled and hooted out into the night darkness, restless, like me. Moonlight fell around our old clapboard house in a bright bluish glow. Maybe it was the moonlight or maybe it was all those ghosts hovering over the house and wishing me Godspeed or good riddance. Papa used to call this “our palace,” with its chipping paint, squeaking floorboards, and all those ghosts. I closed my eyes and could see the inside, walls covered with the lingering reminders of what we used to be—pictures of Momma and Papa on their wedding day, his bushy mustache, her hands clutching a small bouquet of wildflowers, as they stood in front of a house. There was a picture of Marigold from the first grade, missing two front teeth, and another of Rose dressed for her first school dance with Silas Monteque, his jacket too big and her with a bashful smile. And in the middle of the wall was a picture of Momma, Papa, Rose, Marigold, and me in front of the Greater Saints AME Church.

I gazed up at the porch. Me and Marigold still hadn’t taken down that puny string of holiday lights from last Christmas hanging along the porch banister. I hadn’t wanted to put up a Christmas tree or any kind of decorations after Momma died, but Marigold insisted, saying it was what Momma would have wanted. I didn’t argue with her. Marigold was always smarter than me and it showed whenever we argued.

After Rose died, folks always liked to compare me and Marigold, like we was two different shoes. Like I was a harlot’s high heel and she was a sturdy oxford. Marigold was the smart one. I was the pretty one. Marigold was the one who made good decisions. I was the one who made fast decisions. Marigold worked hard at getting rid of what she called her “accent.” Me? I just talked the way I talked. Marigold, with all her dreams of going to college and becoming a lawyer. And then there was me. I didn’t have no dreams unless I was asleep. So maybe I enjoyed a social outing more than I did a schoolbook. But that didn’t make me a bad person. Why people always think things got to be this way or that with nothing in between? Hell, me and Marigold was more alike than we was different.

She would understand my leaving.

I was doing this for both of us. When I got settled somewhere, I would call Marigold and explain everything. Maybe I could send for her, and we could live together again. She’d understand. She was the smart one.

I tucked myself behind the magnolia. There weren’t any cars out this late at night, but I couldn’t be sure someone wouldn’t come along and talk the next morning of having seen me out front. I looked up at Marigold’s room. Her light was still on, but I knew she was asleep. She was twenty-two years old, one year older than me, and still afraid of the dark. What ghosts had she created to be afraid of?

Here in Jackson, everything between colored folks and white folks was throbbing hot like a tinderbox about to blow. Marigold told me about that new law the president signed in early July that meant colored folks could go wherever white folks went, and through the front door, too—restaurants, hotels—no more Jim Crow. But the president could sign as many laws as he wanted, it still wouldn’t stop the evil inside the hearts of Mississippi white folks. That new law came too late to stop them from probably killing those poor boys up in Neshoba County about a month ago. It came too late for all them colored bodies that had been tossed in the Pearl River, an open grave of warm water and hungry fish. Ever since they assassinated Medgar Evers last year, white folks was bolder now than they’d ever been before. But colored folks were bound and determined to fight back any way they could without winding up dead.

As for me, I was finished with Jackson, Mississippi. I packed Momma’s old carpetbag with the few belongings I owned, along with Papa’s .38 pistol. The gun Papa showed me and my sisters. He used to say, All that marching and peaceful protesting is fine. But if somebody come up in here messing with me and mines, they gonna catch a bullet in the ass. This was the same gun I used to take care of Huxley.

Finally, a beam of light rounded the corner. I ground my cigarette into the trunk of the magnolia tree and quickly pulled a stick of Beemans gum from my purse. I popped it in my mouth and hoped it would do the job. I brushed the front of my green shirtdress and plumped my hair a bit. I’d straightened it and wore it down on my shoulders. That’s the way he liked it. Gravel crackled underneath the car as it cut across the driveway. I peeked from around the old magnolia.

Dewey Leonard pulled up in his brand-new Bonneville Coupe, all candy apple red and chrome, beside the house. He flipped a lock of strawberry blond hair from his eyes. Dewey was the kind of guy who always got what he wanted. I met Dewey while I worked at his daddy’s feed and supply store. Over the past couple weeks, I’d made him some promises. Dewey was all lit up like he had come ready to collect on every single one of ’em. Marigold would kill me if she knew I had been messing around with a white boy.

I tossed my bag in the back and slipped inside the car. It smelled like new leather seats and Old Spice aftershave. He looked all wide-eyed, full of excitement, as if we were off on our own Bonnie and Clyde adventure.

He stroked my hair. “You are so beautiful,” he whispered before he kissed me. “We should be in Birmingham by sunrise. Maybe you should try to get some sleep?” he said.

“I’m fine.”

He smiled at me. “I love you, Violet.”

I nuzzled my head on his shoulder. “You already know how I feel about you, Dewey, honey.” I wasn’t no ways close to being in love with Dewey, but I could put on a good show. And just because he was whisking me away up north didn’t mean I would start to act any differently.

“Did you tell your sister . . . you know, about us leaving?”

“No, Dewey. It’s better this way.” I hadn’t breathed a word to Marigold or anybody else that me and Dewey was together. Colored folks would think I was crazy, and white folks would kill me with their bare hands. “What about your daddy? Did you tell him you was leaving town?”

“Don’t worry about my daddy. I’ll take care of him when we get up north. You can be sure of that.”

“What do you mean?”

Dewey patted my hand. “Violet, I’ve got a plan to take care of everything. Just trust me.”

“Okay.” I nervously glanced around the neighborhood. “We better get going.” I didn’t have a clue what he was talking about, and I didn’t care, either. I just wanted to get out of town, and Dewey was my ticket.

“You pack some sandwiches or something?”

“Uh-uh. Sorry, we ain’t have nothing back at the house. Let’s just stop and get something along the way.”

“Well . . .”

I already knew what he was thinking. We both knew there was no way any restaurant south of the Mason-Dixon Line would let a white man and a colored woman step foot inside as a couple and sit down to enjoy a meal together. It was just the way the world worked down here, no matter how many laws the president signed.

“It’ll be okay, Dewey. Really, I don’t mind.”

Dewey cranked the handle on his door to lower the window before leaning his elbow out. A warm breeze rushed into the car. Dewey squeezed my hand. “Why’d you finally change your mind and decide to marry me?”

“Dew, ain’t it enough that I’m here?”

He gave me an understanding nod. He was like every other man, always asking questions and looking for me to tell him what he wanted to hear. The first time Dewey asked me to run away and marry him, I thought he was joking. A white man wanting to marry a colored woman was like a man walking on the moon. Things like that didn’t happen in Mississippi, but Dewey said he had a plan for the two of us. He had gone to college up north for a year but came back south right before I met him. Rumor had it he flunked out. He said his daddy had been against his going up north, and after his return to Jackson, his daddy considered him a “solid failure.” I knew the real reason Dewey wanted to marry me was because he and his daddy didn’t get along. Dewey was always trying to prove something, like he was a better man than his daddy. I didn’t want no parts of their family feud. All I wanted was a way out of Jackson, Mississippi.

“I just hope you know how much I love you, Violet. I’d do anything to make you happy. Things will be better up north. Trust me.”

“I do.”

I hadn’t told Dewey what Huxley did to me. Or what I did to Huxley. I didn’t need Dewey fighting my battles for me. I just needed him to get me as far away from Jackson as possible.

“You all set?” he whispered.

I took one last look at Papa’s “palace” and that string of Christmas lights sagging across the front porch banister. Marigold’s light would be on for the rest of the night.

“Yeah, I’m ready.”

Dewey pulled off onto the street. I prayed to God to forgive me for what I’d done to Huxley and for what I was about to do to Dewey.





2

Violet

THE CAR QUIETLY hummed along the road, straight out of Mississippi and the white-hot hell that it was. I turned up the radio and we rode in silence for a little while, listening to Patsy Cline warbling out a song about falling to pieces over some man. The country music station finally faded out. Dewey chimed up, talking nonstop about his big dream of the two of us living up north, getting married and having a bunch of sweet brown babies underfoot. I listened and smiled occasionally like that was my dream, too. Men always like to make plans for a woman as if she ain’t got dreams and a mind of her own. Nearly every man I’d ever met talked to me like I was four years old and didn’t understand English. Maybe men pretend to be smart so they can keep up with the women who really are.

We were probably fifty miles inside the Alabama state line when Dewey’s ramblings came to a halt. The whirl of flashing red and blue lights and the wailing siren of a police car right on our tail. My heart darn near jumped up inside my throat. Had they found Huxley’s body already? How did anyone know I was in this car with Dewey?

“Shit!” Dewey said.

I blinked back at the bright beams and the spinning lights of the police car. All my plans might be ruined. “Were you speeding? What’s going on?”

“Quick! Slide back over to the window. It’ll be okay,” Dewey said. I coulda swore his voice cracked.

Dewey slowed down. The tires rumbled over rocks and gravel as he pulled the car to a full stop on the side of the road. Dewey ran his hand through his hair and cocked his head toward the window, waiting for the cop. From the wide-eyed look on his face, he was probably as scared as me. Neither one of us had any business in this car together. What we were doing was against the law. He was a white man out in the middle of nowhere, in the middle of the night, with a colored woman. Even he wasn’t sure whether he could protect me from the spiteful hate of another white man. All it would take was this cop figuring out we was a couple and Dewey could go to jail; it could be even worse for me.

He turned to face me. “It’ll be fine. Just don’t say anything. Not a word.”

Dewey didn’t have to give me no instructions. I had no plans to talk to this cop or any other cop after the last time I stood inside a police station. Momma was the one who taught us girls how we should address the police. But it didn’t matter none when me and Marigold went to the police station after Huxley attacked me. The police back in Mississippi wasn’t the least bit interested in protecting and serving people like me. And from what I knew about Alabama, it wasn’t no different here, either.

The cop took his good and sweet time walking up to the side of the car. Dewey pulled his wallet from his pocket and sat it on the seat between us, ready just in case the officer asked him for identification. I was in trouble if he asked me for the same. By the time he appeared at Dewey’s window, my hands trembled slick with the sweat of fear. I sat calm and quiet like Momma had taught us—No fast moves, don’t make eye contact, be polite, yes sir and no sir. Momma had taught us to become invisible in the presence of white people. In other words, she had taught us to stay alive. Never give them a reason to harm you, even though they might still hit you over the head with their billy club just for good measure, she would say.

The officer peered inside the car. “Young man, you realize you were swerving awhile back there?”

“I’m sorry, Officer. Just a little tired, I guess.”

“Uh-huh.” He pointed his flashlight inside the car and it landed directly on me. “What we got here?”

I suddenly remembered Papa’s gun in my bag. No fast moves.

“This here is Alberta. She works for our family. I’m driving her over to Virginia to take care of my sick grandmother,” Dewey said, as cool as a cucumber.

“Uh-huh,” the policeman said flatly. He steered the flashlight across the back seat of the car. “That there’s yo’ bag?”

My stomach churned and I could feel the first inklings of sweat pop up along my hairline. But I didn’t answer him. If he looked inside, I would be off to jail faster than I could blink—unless I got to the gun first. And if I did, I might have to leave more dead bodies. I could feel Dewey staring at me. My only thought now—Get Papa’s gun.

“Hey, nigger, I’m talking to you!”

“Yes, sir.” I never looked at him. No eye contact. My heart pounded inside me like a locomotive barreling through my chest.

“I asked you a question. What’s in the bag?”

“Just a few things for the trip. Clothes, shoes, sir.” I stared down at my hands. I was scared as hell, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of bringing me to tears. I mulled over what to do next once he found that gun. Run? If I could get to the gun first, could I get a shot off? I’d save myself before I let this man cart me off to jail. What about Dewey? He didn’t know about the gun or Huxley or who I really was. The cop leaned in toward Dewey, maybe to get a better look at me.

Dewey cleared his throat. “Officer, I’m really sorry. I guess maybe it’s been a long drive.”

“Where y’all comin’ from?” the cop said.

“Jackson, Mississippi. My daddy owns Leonard Feed & Supply.” And then Dewey did what he did best. He used his daddy’s money to get out of this mess. His voice became lighter, friendlier. He ran his fingers through his hair and smiled at the cop. “Matter of fact, he’s planning on opening up a store in Alabama soon.” Dewey chuckled and threw the officer a big wide grin. I didn’t know if that was true, but I sure as hell hoped it would work. “Like I said, we’re just trying to get to Virginia. Get to my grandmother’s place. I’ll grab a cup of coffee as soon as I can.”

“Hmm.” The cop flashed the light back in my face again. But at least it wasn’t on Momma’s bag anymore. I never took my eyes off my hands in my lap. Quiet. Obedient. In that moment, I was a model citizen in the Jim Crow South. And because of that, I was alive. He finally flipped the flashlight off. “I’ll let you off with a warning this time. Watch yourself.”

“I appreciate that, Officer. Thank you.”

He walked off and we both sat silent. Dewey watched him through the rearview mirror as the cop got back in his car and made a U-turn in the center of the road before speeding away. Dewey let out a long deep sigh. He squeezed my hand. “It’s okay now. He’s headed in the opposite direction.”

Dewey slowly pulled the car back onto the road. Neither of us spoke another word before sunrise. I couldn’t tell which one of us was more humiliated by what had happened—Dewey, having to lie and tell the cop that the woman he loved was his maid, or me, with a gun in my bag and a dead body behind me, grateful that he did it so that I got to live another day.

* * *

BY DAYBREAK, WE pulled into Birmingham, Alabama. I peered out the car window. Steel mills blew curling plumes of smoke and sulfur gas from their huge furnace stacks. The traffic picked up and soon we were amid streetlights and a few people mingling here and there. The pink-orange tint of early day slowly climbed over the top of the buildings we passed. The Municipal Auditorium. The Jefferson County Courthouse. A public library. All places that Dewey could freely go in and out of. Places where I was required to enter through the rear or only on certain days. Birmingham, Alabama, wasn’t no better than Jackson, Mississippi, with Bull Connor turning loose fire hydrants and barking dogs on us and the Ku Klux Klan bombing a church with four little colored girls inside.

Was I far enough from Mississippi to risk it?

A few nervous butterflies dipped in my stomach. I decided Birmingham, Alabama, was far enough. This might be my last chance.

“Dew, honey, I’m hungry. Can we stop and get a bite?” I wasn’t really hungry. I hadn’t had an appetite for anything except freedom.

“Well, uh . . .” Dewey was always thinking about the races and how nobody wanted us to mix. I thought about it, too, I guess.

“Maybe if we go someplace close into town, near a bus station or a train station. Sometimes things are a lil’ more pleasant. You know, since folks always coming and going.”

“Yeah, that makes sense.”

A few minutes later, we pulled into the parking lot of a restaurant called the Eat-in Station. God was looking out for me because the restaurant was located right next to the Greyhound bus station. People milled about, in and out of the place. My guess was that a couple buses were on a layover and people were using the time to stretch their legs a bit and grab breakfast.

Hanging out front of the restaurant was the big, bold sign that greeted every customer in the South, like a lettered guard dog at the door: COLOREDS IN THE REAR. I hated the fact that signs dividing us up was most times bigger than the signs advertising the goods and services inside. Dewey said I’d never have to look at another one of those signs again up north. Apparently, they weren’t following that new law Marigold kept talking about, just like back in Jackson. Jim Crow was alive and well here, too.

Me and Dewey spotted the sign at the same time as we stepped outside the car. Even though Papa and Momma tried to cover me and my sisters from the harshest rigors of the South, we knew where we were and what our place was supposed to be. We were young, but we weren’t blind. Back in Jackson, we either ordered our things through the Sears catalog or shopped on Farish Street, the black business district. If we didn’t have a need to interact with whites, we didn’t. Momma used to say she worked in white folks’ houses cooking and cleaning so me, Rose, and Marigold wouldn’t have to. Momma and Papa provided what they could for us, and if they couldn’t, that meant we didn’t need it.

“It’s okay, Dew. You go on inside. I need to freshen up in the bathroom.” I reached inside the car and pulled my bag from the back seat. “You order something for both of us. I’ll meet you back here at the car.” I squeezed his arm for reassurance before I snatched it away and glanced around to see if anyone was watching. White men could be run out of town for displaying anything close to genuine affection for a colored woman. Dewey didn’t seem to mind, though. I watched him walk away. He turned around and gave a brief embarrassed look back at me. I smiled.

Bag in hand, I quickly headed to the rear of the restaurant and scurried past the line of colored folks waiting to order food from the back window of the Eat-in Station, past a couple of women coming out of the dilapidated “colored” restroom. My heartbeat sped up as I crossed the alley, peeking back every now and then to make sure Dewey wasn’t following me. I picked up my pace, damn near running as I got closer to the bus station. It was a little hard to run in my heels, but I made do. I scrambled farther down the alley, my head light and fuzzy. Could I get away? A couple minutes later, I stood behind a line of parked Greyhound buses. I glanced back down the alley, nary a living soul behind me.

I wound through a couple parked buses and scooted inside the Birmingham bus station. It was hot, crowded. A frenzy of travelers of all races—some weary, some excited—bustled about. I heard a child screaming and the loudspeaker announcing the arrival of the number 57 from Huntsville. A few minutes later, a crackled voice announced the final call for the departure of the number 28 headed to Washington, DC. I strode up to the ticket counter.

I was practically panting from the run to escape Dewey. “What time’s the next bus to Los Angeles, California?” California was as far away from Jackson as I could get. I had a high school friend who lived there, and I could stay put at her place while I looked for a job.

A white man, pale as a cotton sheet, sat behind the counter with a bored expression. “Two o’clock this afternoon.”

That wouldn’t work. I had to catch the first thing smokin’ out of here. And Dewey might come looking for me in the bus station at any minute. I took a quick peek behind me at the entrance. I couldn’t spend a minute more in this station than I needed to. I’d have to go north. But I didn’t know anybody up north. Besides, the police and Dewey would expect me to head north like most colored folks did.

“Come on, gal. Are you gonna buy a ticket or not? I got customers behind you.”

I turned around again. A short brown woman with two small kids hanging on her coattail peered up at me. I smiled at her and turned back to the clerk. “What’s the next bus leaving?”

The clerk glanced up at the clock on the wall. “You got about six minutes. Maybe you can make the number twenty-eight. Headed to Washington, DC.”

Marigold had gone to the March on Washington last year with some of the people from her job. She was still talking about that city. I didn’t know anybody there, but that was good enough for me. “I’ll take a one-way ticket.”

I reached inside Dewey’s wallet and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. I had caught a lucky break when Dewey left his wallet on the car seat. The money I had in my purse might not carry me as far as Dewey’s cash. If the good Lord was with me, maybe he hadn’t reached for it inside the restaurant yet and discovered it missing. Hopefully, it would be a few minutes before Dewey even realized what was going on, that his woman and his wallet were missing and that I had stolen it. Restaurants collected the money from colored folks before they even started cooking the food. But white folks in a restaurant could have a full meal, dessert, and a loud belch before anybody thought about collecting their money.

The clerk seemed like he was moving in slow motion. Then another man behind the counter walked over to ask him a question. I only had six minutes to freedom. The longer I stood in this bus station, the faster my heart went to beating. I glanced back at the door. No sign of Dewey or, thank God, the police. The two men finally stopped talking, and the clerk slid my change across the counter, along with a one-way ticket to freedom. “Door seven. Next.”

I hustled through the station and back outside. The driver was just about to close the door. “Hey!” I yelled. I hopped on, holding a tight grip on Momma’s carpetbag. The bus had a few empty seats in the front. I thought about testing all them new laws Marigold talked about, but I didn’t want no trouble. I had brought enough this far along with me. I headed straight to the back of the bus and found a seat next to another colored woman. The driver closed the door. The bus engine whined as we pulled out of the station and I headed for Washington, DC.

Alone.

With any luck, I could outrun Dewey Leonard and the Jackson, Mississippi, police.
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Marigold Richards

THE SILVER ALARM clock rattled on the bedside table at 7:30 with a noisy wake-up call that, lately, set my teeth on edge. For the past couple months, loud noises, strong odors, the least little thing was a reminder. I slammed the alarm clock to silence before I sat up on the side of the bed and turned off the lamp. I waited for the wave of nausea to wash over me like it had been doing every morning for nearly two months. I moved slowly. No fast moves to get out of bed because that only made the nausea worse. A minute later, the familiar queasy feeling eased in, moving up from my stomach and through the back of my throat, my tongue tingling and making way for the urge to vomit. There was no more denying what was there. We were there.

I was pregnant.

The house was quiet. No singing. No clanging pots and clattering dishes coming from the kitchen. And praise God, no smell of fried bacon. All the usual telltale sounds and smells of Violet being up and about. She must have stayed out late again last night. As usual. I hadn’t told Violet about my pregnancy. I would tell her eventually, but not right away. What would she think of me? Women in my so-called delicate condition needed to be mindful of what this might look like. And besides, Violet might gloat over the fact that for all her loose ways, she’d never been stupid enough to get pregnant. I hated keeping secrets from her, since it was just the two of us left now. But I didn’t need my sister passing judgment. It was best for me to figure this whole mess out first before I told anyone.

I slid into my house slippers and slowly padded down the hallway for the kitchen. Alaga Syrup. RC Cola. Gingersnaps. I made a mental list of the things I needed to pick up from the Jitney Jungle today. I was down to the last few gingersnaps. Those small brown cookies were the only things I could keep down in the morning.

Sunlight poured in through the red-and-white gingham curtains in the kitchen. Momma had made those curtains the year I started high school. Hanging on the wall over the stove were the big wooden fork and spoon Momma called decoration. Violet and I used to giggle about how the kitchen looked like a room-size picnic basket. Everything in the kitchen was clean, just like I’d left it the night before. Where is Violet? By now she’d have left a sink full of dishes for me to clean up as she hustled out the door, making up some excuse about being late and cleaning up when she got home from work.

“Violet!” I yelled from the kitchen. “You’re gonna be late for work.” For the past few months, she had been working at Leonard Feed & Supply, cleaning the back room. Sometimes she picked up odd jobs like babysitting Miss Alfreda’s kids when she had to travel as a visiting nurse. Violet was probably a fun babysitter, but I sometimes wondered how responsible she was with young kids. I pulled a glass from the cabinet and filled it with water.

“Violet?”

No answer.

“Violet, it’s almost eight o’clock.” Ever since Rose had died, I had to step up to be the responsible sister, which included making sure Violet got up and off to work on time, even now despite the fact we were both adults. I missed Rose even though she’d been dead eight years this coming August. When she died, there was no one left to prod me out of my shell the way she did. No more big sister to look after me. I became the big sister, and I wasn’t any good at it, not like Rose. Since Momma died last year, I didn’t offer sisterly advice or even ask Violet where she was going or who she’d been with. I loved Violet. I just didn’t know how to show it.

I paced back down the hall to Violet’s room and opened the door. The whole room looked neat and untouched in a way Violet never left it in the morning. Her dresser was clear. Her bed had been made, the pink chenille bedspread smooth without a wrinkle. And in the center of the bed—a note.

Marigold,

I’m leaving Jackson. I messed up, but I’ll die before I spend my life in a cage. I’ll call you when I get settled. I’m sorry. Keep me in your prayers. I love you.

Violet

I scanned the room again. The only evidence of her presence was the faint scent of her Camay soap lingering in the space. I opened her closet. Empty hangers hung from the closet rod like a row of wire skeletons. Every trace of my baby sister was gone, including Momma’s old carpetbag.

I looked down at the note again . . . I messed up.

I raced back up to the hall closet, as fast as the nausea would allow. I dragged down hatboxes and blankets. Momma’s old sewing kit. Me and Violet’s graduation caps and gowns. But it wasn’t there. I tackled the floor of the closet, throwing shoes and umbrellas out behind me. Nothing. Violet was gone and so was Papa’s pistol. I slumped onto the floor.

I messed up.

Another wave of nausea washed over me. I leaned against the closet door and slipped my hair scarf from my head. I knew exactly what she’d done and I was powerless to stop it. We’d both been adrift since Momma died last year. Violet blamed herself for everything that had happened. But I didn’t blame her. Who could foretell how one small incident could send an entire family into a tailspin? And now this thing with Huxley Broadus might undo us both.

I knew my baby sister better than anyone. Beautiful. Smart and fearless. A dangerous combination for any man who dared to cross her. Headstrong almost to a fault, she never backed down or cowered to anyone. She so easily did all the things I was afraid to do—go to parties and miss curfew, smoke cigarettes out behind the house, wear lipstick when Momma forbade it. And even when they fussed at her, it seemed to roll off her back like morning dew slipping from a blade of grass.

Momma and Papa had plans for their girls. All three of us were supposed to go to college to become teachers. But none of us were interested in teaching. Rose had confessed to me that she wanted to be a writer. She was well on her way, too, before she died. I wanted to be a lawyer. And Violet? She wasn’t quite sure what she wanted to be. And it showed through her grades. College wasn’t in her future. Sad, too, because out of all of us, Violet was the smartest. She just didn’t believe it.

I got up from the floor, returned to the kitchen, and sat down at the table. I nursed my glass of water and the bad feeling I had about Violet running away.

This thing with Huxley was a whole different ball of wax. To add insult to injury, the Jackson police, lily white and Negro-hating, barely batted an eye when we went to the station to file a police report. Why were you in that neighborhood at that time of night? What were you wearing? Why weren’t you accompanied by a man? Did you make eyes at this man or lead him on? Questions that made it seem like it was Violet’s fault that some man would take out his rage against her. And once the police officer asked her to describe the man, he placed his pen down and rubbed his forehead. Are you sure it was Huxley Broadus, a white man?! Why would a white man want to rape YOU?

I closed the bag of gingersnaps, then I did exactly what Violet asked me to do. I prayed for her. I prayed that she would run as far and fast as she could from Jackson, Mississippi. I also prayed that Huxley Broadus understood the depth of his mistake as he went to meet his maker.

* * *

AN HOUR LATER, the nausea had eased, and I was dressed and ready for work. I’d finally made up my mind that today was the day I would tell him about the baby. But I had to be smart about it. It was dicey, telling a man that you were carrying his child even though you weren’t wearing his wedding band. I didn’t want him to think I was trying to trap him into marriage. He was a decent guy. He would do the right thing. A good man wouldn’t let his own child wander through the world without a proper name.

I remember when our cousin Birdie Mae got pregnant in high school. It was the talk of the whole town until Uncle Bud forced Charlie to marry Birdie. The two of them moved to a small town in Georgia. That’s just the way it worked—if you got pregnant, you got married. After Birdie and Charlie got married, the talk settled down. But the town’s gossipmongers didn’t stop people from having relations without the benefit of a wedding ring or a preacher. Women would just find ways to hide the consequences or make them go away. That’s just the way it was too. Now Papa wasn’t here to force anybody to marry me. I rubbed my hands across my stomach. Everything would work out. I felt sure of it. There was a child to think about. We’d do what was best for the baby.

I was finishing up my makeup when the doorbell rang. I scurried to the front door and peeked through the curtain. Oh no! I opened the door.

“Hey, you ready to go?” Roger Bonny stood at the front door smiling at me, dressed in a blue-and-white box-cut bowling shirt and a pair of slacks. This was what he called his job-hunting outfit. But nobody in Jackson was going to hire a Negro man who wasn’t wearing a pair of overalls and a humble attitude. Roger, with all his big dreams, wasn’t cut out for working in a city like Jackson.

“Roger?” He leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. “What are you doing here?”

“I thought I’d swing by and give you a lift to work before I go out job hunting.”

“Uh . . . oh.”

“Now what kind of greeting is that for your favorite chauffeur?”

In high school, Roger was considered a great catch. Tall, handsome, wavy hair, and hazel eyes to go along with all his gold-plated trophies for varsity track and basketball. But now, several years out of high school and no steady job, he had finally worked his way down to dating me. He once told me that his mother thought he was “dating down.” Why she said that—and why he told me—was no surprise. Neither one of them was the smartest person in Mississippi. She was light, bright, and almost white, the type of woman who slathered her face in Nadinola bleaching cream every night, afraid of turning darker than a paper bag and thus of a lower class in her mind. They rented the house just a few streets over from us with no visible appearances of living any better than us. It always frustrated me that some people in our race had no interest in standing up for our rights. Roger’s mother ignorantly believed that being light-skinned would save them from the white man’s bigotry. She was just as misguided as the poor whites who thought they were better than us, all of them too ignorant to realize survival didn’t depend on skin tone but on economic status.

He smiled at me quizzically. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. Just let me get my bag.” Roger’s arrival had thrown me off. I needed more time to gather my thoughts, to figure out how all this would work.

I locked up the house, and Roger stood at the car, holding open the door to his beat-up old blue Plymouth Belvedere. Today, it was working. I climbed inside and prayed it would make it to the Platinum office building on Farish Street, where I worked for the Mississippi Summer Project. The Summer Project was a volunteer campaign started by several civil rights groups, including the NAACP and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, the SCLC. Among its many goals, the Summer Project worked hard to prevent Negroes from being forced off jury rolls. To do that, we had to get people registered to vote. If you don’t vote, you don’t serve on a jury. That’s why all-white juries prevailed in the South. We were doomed before the trial even started when we went to court.

Working as a secretary for the Summer Project was the best job I’d had since I graduated from high school. After Papa’s death, I couldn’t afford to go to college. Being around so many smart and dedicated people now from all over the country gave me a sense of purpose I had never had before. Violet always teased me, saying all those big words I learned in school were finally paying off. Even though we attended substandard schools and used the old torn-up books handed down from the white schools, I loved learning. And now, on my job, I was learning from some of the smartest people in the country. I was saving up my money to move to Washington, DC, one day. I dreamed of going to Howard University and on to law school. Maybe I could go to college one day without it being a national news story like that young man who integrated Ole Miss.

Roger turned the key a couple times before the car engine rumbled to a start and we headed down Oakland Avenue. This was the colored section of town. The houses weren’t fancy by a long shot. Almost every house in this neighborhood needed some type of repair and a paint job, necessities none of us had the ownership status or money to do anything about. But most folks did the best they could by planting flowers and keeping their walkways neat and tidy.

“So, what’s the count now?” Roger asked.

“Count?” I leaned my head toward the open car window, hoping for a breath of fresh air to help the waning nausea. Instead, I smelled the remnants of someone burning garbage, and another wave of nausea slid through me again.

“How many times have I asked you to marry me now? Five, six? When are we gonna get married and move up north?”

“Roger, we talked about this. We always talk about this. Now isn’t the right time. We’re at a crucial point in the project. With the new law and the civil rights groups down here, we’re pretty busy.”

“Listen to me, the Klan probably killed them three boys that went missing up in Neshoba County, and two of them were white. If they do that to their own, why you think they’re suddenly gonna switch up and give colored folks anything? My momma said you and those people you work with are just sending folks into harm’s way.”

Of course his mother would say that. What other stupidity was she filling his head with?

“So what does your mother think we should do?”

Roger went quiet for a moment. Maybe deep in the recesses of his brain, he knew his mother wasn’t exactly a vestige of knowledge on the civil rights movement.

Roger just shook his head. “I’m telling you, Marigold, y’all are wasting your time. I ain’t met a white man yet that wouldn’t take a baseball bat to our head to keep us from voting. I don’t care how many laws the government put in place. Once the racists realize we’re not voting for them, they’ll snatch back all them laws. Just watch.”

Despite what Roger and his mother thought, I knew we were on the cusp of something big. And I wanted to be a part of it. All those deaths—bodies hung and burned and buried in pursuit of civil rights for all of us—cannot have been in vain. All we wanted was the opportunity to sit at a lunch counter and enjoy a cup of coffee and a meal or a chance to vote for the people who governed us. Nothing more, nothing less. But white people in Mississippi knew how valuable the right to vote was, which was why they fought so hard to keep it from us. Roger never understood this, and sometimes I grew weary trying to explain it to him.

“Why can’t we just get married and move up north?”

“I can’t just go off and leave my job. They’re counting on me. We’ve got a stack of court filings I need to type up and—”

“Can’t you do more good up north? Why do you want to continue to fight a losing battle down here in the South? Nothing’s going to change. It’s the way it’s always been and it’s the way it’ll always be.”

“What makes you so sure things will be so much better up north?”

“I told you my younger brother, Frankie, is up there and he said up north, colored folks already got it as good
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