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It Takes a Licking


Vonetta, Fern, and I didn’t sleep well last night or the night before. There’s something about preparing for a trip that draws my sisters and me closer together than we already are. Maybe it’s the planning and excitement of going places or seeing who we’re going to see.

As soon as we dragged our suitcases out of the attic, my sisters and I race-walked along Herkimer Street and headed to Mr. Mack’s store on Fulton to buy a bag of candy that would last the whole trip down south. We planned to fill our hands with different-flavored Jolly Rancher sucking candy, wax lips, and Pixy Stix, plus Bazooka bubble gum to last the whole trip, starting from Brooklyn, New York, then to New Jersey, all the way down to Georgia and lastly to Alabama. Vonetta was good at keeping track of things and divvying them up between us, so I let her be in charge of handing out the “new state” candy. Candy was enough to send Vonetta and Fern over the moon, but it didn’t mean the same thing to me. It was too hot for Mr. Goodbar, and a box of Good & Plenty only reminded me of watching movies at the RKO with my pa. All of that was different now that I shared him with Mrs., but as long as Pa’s wife stayed with us in our house on Herkimer Street, even after their fights, I gladly shared my father.

We were about to go inside Mr. Mack’s when three girls who had been in Vonetta’s third-grade class two years ago came out laughing and chewing on long red licorice. “Hi, Vonetta!” they all sang at her.

“Hi,” Vonetta returned weakly.

“Hi!” Fern echoed, but louder.

Then they sashayed past us, the one wearing Vonetta’s watch snaking her wrist around and around like a baton twirler, except there was no baton. Just Vonetta’s watch. The watch Vonetta had let her “hold” and never got back. She sashayed and twirled her wrist and arm purposely so Vonetta could see her watch, and when Vonetta did nothing and said nothing, I got angry. At her.

I said, “Vonetta, go get your watch.”

Vonetta tried to act like she didn’t hear me but I knew she did.

“Don’t think I’m going to get it for you.”

“No one asked you to.” She tried to sound tough, like she wasn’t afraid of me. “Besides, I didn’t want that old watch in the first place.”

“Yeah,” Fern said. “She wanted a charm bracelet. With ballet slippers, a heart, and a shamrock for luck.”

“Not a stupid watch,” Vonetta said. “All it can do is tell time.”

“Tell time, take a licking, and keep on ticking,” Fern sang.

Vonetta sucked her teeth. “Licking and ticking. What’s so special about that?”

I said, “Pa gave it to you. That’s what’s special about your watch.”

“So.” She rolled huge cow eyes at me. I didn’t care what our mother, Cecile, had told me about looking after Vonetta. I wanted to knock her out.

Then Fern said, “Yeah. So. If it’s so special, and she should have it, where’s my watch?”

Fern planted both hands on her nothing hips and tapped her toe, doing her best Vonetta impression. Turning eight hadn’t grown Fern any taller. It had just made her mouthy.

“Where’s my watch?” she repeated.

“Safe in my drawer, where you won’t lose it.”

“Well, I want it,” Fern said. “And you can’t keep it from me. If you don’t cough it up, I’ll tell Mrs.”

I shrugged. “Tell Mrs.”

“I’ll tell her and she’ll tell you—”

Then Vonetta, her ally, cleared her throat, fluttered her eyelashes, and finished in a voice as close to our stepmother’s as she could mimic, “Delphine. Your sister is capable of wearing a watch.” Capable was one of Mrs.’s words. She used it against me to make me stop helping my sisters. Vonetta is capable of doing her own hair. Then Vonetta burned her ears with the hot comb, and who had to rub Vaseline on burned ears and finish pulling the hot comb through Vonetta’s thick, thick head? Not Mrs.

“Fine,” I told them both. “And when you lose your watch, don’t come crying to me.”

“Boo, hoo, hoo,” Fern said. “Delphine, you better gimme my watch when we get home.”

We left the house giddy and returned crabby. A giant sack of candy made no difference.

I had chicken to wash, flour, and fry and a lemon cake to bake and frost. It all had to be done before I went to bed that night. Pa said we had to be up before the sun to get the first Greyhound down to Atlanta. From there, Big Ma and her neighbor, Mr. Lucas, would be waiting to drive us over the state line to Alabama to our great-grandmother’s little yellow house that sat just on the edge of Prattville on twenty acres that ended at a creek.

Mrs. poked her Afro into the kitchen to offer her help but she looked as green as she had earlier that morning. Pa said it was the summertime flu but I knew better. There’s no monthlong flu, summer, winter, or otherwise. I said, “No, thank you. I’m almost done.” Mrs. seemed grateful and went back to the sofa to lie down.

I preferred my sisters’ company in the kitchen but we weren’t exactly on speaking terms, which was hard to maintain because our voices either followed or lay on top of one another’s for as long as I could remember. We spoke almost like one person, one voice, but each of us saying our own part, kind of like those records Cecile used to play with a singer’s voice catting and scatting like a horn, piano, and bass. Or like Pa’s old doo-wop records with duos and trios that went high, higher, then low. We’ve been laying our voices down, catting and scatting, and following variations of the same notes for so long we didn’t always know we were doing it. But others noticed. The way we flowed in and out of our words drove Mrs. crazy, and she’d give us the eye like, Cut it out. “You’re individuals,” she’d say. “One complete thought for each complete person.” But when you’re used to speaking as one, it’s hard to stop just because someone is under your roof and says stop.

As I whipped, beat, and stirred the lemon cake batter, I missed hearing my sisters’ voices and having them around me.

Vonetta, Fern, and I could afford to have our little scraps. Closing a door behind us and stomping away didn’t mean a thing. Sooner or later Vonetta or Fern would open the door to my room or I’d open the door to theirs. My sisters and I might quarrel but we didn’t stay mad or gone too long a period from one another’s sight.

Heaven knows we’ve had our share of long gone. Like our uncle Darnell, who’d left us after he had stolen from my sisters and me. I knew it was his fighting in Vietnam that made him turn to drugs, and I knew it was the drugs that made him steal from us. I didn’t know how much I’d miss him when he left.

It seems every time the door to our house on Herkimer Street is slammed shut too hard, pictures flash before me. Pictures of Cecile, our mother, leaving back when my sisters were barely walking and I was four years old.

I’ve been dreaming a lot lately, kicking the covers every which way. I’ve been dreaming . . . running to the door to keep it from closing hard . . . to keep footsteps from walking out . . . walking away . . . away . . . But as long as my legs are, I never get to the front door fast enough. As strong as my arms are, I can’t keep Cecile from leaving. Uncle Darnell from leaving. Big Ma from leaving. Or Mrs., when she’s mad . . .

I can’t stop the dreams. I can’t stop seeing the opened door and the footsteps.





Things Fell Apart


The next morning Pa gathered us around for what was usually a Pa and Delphine talk. The talk where he told me everything I needed to know to get my sisters and me safely to our destination. This time Vonetta and Fern were also under his chin as he spoke.

“I don’t want to hear about you two acting up on the ride down.” Vonetta and Fern gave him cow-eyed innocence but Pa smiled, knowing better. “Delphine, I don’t like putting this on you, but if anyone asks, you’re thirteen.”

“But twelve rides cheaper, Pa,” I said. I only had a few months before I became an official teenager. I could wait, but I didn’t want to admit that to my father.

“Can I be eleven?” Vonetta asked.

Pa said, “Ten’s good enough for you.”

“And eight’s great.” Fern found her spot and jumped in. She rhymed and played with her words like she played with peas, butterbeans, and mashed potatoes at the table. It was those poetry letters to and from Cecile that got her playing with words at every opportunity.

I sang, “I’ll bet we’ll save a few dollars if I ride as my real age.”

Mrs. picked up the tune. “Did someone say save a few dollars?” It was good to hear Mrs. joke for a change. She smiled but her skin looked dull and greenish.

“Good one, Marva,” Pa said. “But we don’t need the whole world worrying about kids riding on a bus without an adult.”

Mrs. had been lying on the couch and propped herself up. “Louis, honey. Maybe we should—”

But Pa put his hand up, and to my surprise, Mrs., an out-and-out women’s libber, closed her mouth and lay her head back down on the sofa pillow. Mrs. smiled, but I could see how tired she was and that her eyes were losing their sassy spark. I hated to see Mrs. change. It had taken a while, but I had gotten used to her beaming and grinning at Pa, calling him “old-fashioned” and “country.” I had gotten used to Mrs. talking her women’s-lib talk. It was funny how Big Ma had always warned Pa that Mrs. would upset the household. As I watched her grow quiet, tired, and nauseous, I knew it was the other way around: Pa was changing Mrs. before Mrs. could upset the house.

“There’ll be a bunch of kids going down south to spend the summer with folks. A few parents on the bus to keep an eye on things. They’ll be fine,” Pa said.

“Honey, don’t you think—”

“Sweetie, you worry too much, and you know that’s not good for you,” Pa said. He pointed his finger at Vonetta and Fern. “I mean what I say: I don’t want to hear about you two causing a stir, having the world looking at three colored girls, wondering where their father and mother are.”

“They won’t,” I said.

Then Vonetta said, “We won’t,” raising her voice over mine. “We know how to act on a bus trip.”

“And we act splendidly on a plane,” Fern said. “Splendidly and perfectly.”

They both said together, “Or on a train.”

Vonetta punched Fern in the shoulder first. “Jinx!”

Pa shook his head. “That’s what I mean. None of that bickering and hitting. One minute you’re play-fighting. The next minute you’re cats in the alley. You can’t have any of that on the bus.”

“We won’t,” they chimed. Chimed and lied.

“Well, I better not hear about it,” Pa said. “I better not get a call from the state police.”

“You won’t, Papa.” More chiming and lying.

“I mean it. You two, mind your sister. You hear?”

“We will.” Their notes were high, sweet, and fake.

Even Pa shook his head.

Instead of driving the Buick Wildcat from Brooklyn to the Port Authority in Manhattan, Pa drove us down to Newark, New Jersey, to catch the Greyhound. He said it was to save a few dollars but I knew better. If Pa wanted to save money, I wouldn’t be traveling down south as a thirteen-year-old adult. I’d pay the children’s fare like my sisters, and Pa would have told one of the bus-riding mothers to keep an eye on his little girls. Pa’s first thought wasn’t to save money. He drove us to Newark because he wanted to spend time with us. Just us.

“Mind yourselves down there,” Pa said. Even though we’d been south visiting Big Ma and her mother, Ma Charles, when we were younger, Pa felt the need to remind us, “The South’s not like Bed-Stuyvesant and you can’t get more southern than Alabama.” To Vonetta, he said, “Don’t go grinning at every white kid trying to make friends. Stick to your own and you won’t have any problems. If they call you a name, keep your mouth shut and walk away.” Then to Fern, he said, “Don’t ball up your fists at everyone who says something you don’t like.”

“We can handle white kids,” I said. “We can handle racist names.”

“And racist oppressors.”

“Trying to keep the black man down.”

Pa shook his head. “That’s exactly what I mean.” He looked to the sky. “Why did I send you girls to Oakland?”

“So we could be strong black girls,” I answered, although the real answer was so we could see our mother.

“Black and proud.”

“Black and loud.”

“Power to the people.”

“None of that while you’re down there. Delphine, this is no joke. None of that black power stuff in Alabama. Black Panthers strut about in Brooklyn and in Oakland, but they’re not so loud and proud in Alabama and Mississippi. Once you cross the line from North to South all of that black power stuff is over.”

“So we better get it all out now!” I said. My sisters and I started chanting, “Ungawa, Ungawa. Soul is black power.” Then, “Free Huey, seize the time!” and every other Black Panther slogan we learned last summer in Oakland with Cecile and the Black Panthers.

Pa let us get it all out of our systems and then he said, “You had your fun. I need you to listen. Really listen.”

“Yes, Papa,” I said, taking the silliness out of my voice.

“The South isn’t like Brooklyn. You’re not freedom riders going down south to kick up some dust. You girls have some mouths on you; I don’t know who to blame for that—your mother, Marva, or those Panthers. I want you to stay together. Don’t let one separate from the other. I’m counting on you, Delphine. Keep your sisters in line and together.”

Pa sounded like his mother, Big Ma, worrying about white people. But Pa’s voice was steady and firm and his eyebrows pinched together. He meant for us to hear his every word. Our grandmother used to fuss with us so much that all we heard was the fussing and not the words. That was when Big Ma lived with us in Brooklyn on Herkimer Street. But then Pa married Miss Marva Hendrix and Uncle Darnell left us and Big Ma got on a Greyhound and returned to her house in Alabama. Like the title of my sixth-grade teacher’s favorite book, things at our house in Herkimer Street fell apart.





On the Road


The bus was like Pa said it would be. More kids traveling down south than adults. Half of the travelers wore blue and white T-shirts that declared them Young Saints of Shiloh Baptist from Queens. Ours was a double-decker bus, which was exciting in itself. We had never been on a double-decker bus and we all said, “I want to go up there!” The bus driver, a man older than our father but not as old as Big Ma, stopped us. “Bunch of teenagers up there. Young ones stay where I can see you. Plenty of seats down here.”

I started to tell the driver I was thirteen and could watch my sisters, but Vonetta told him, “You can’t drive the bus and keep an eye on us,” and then I said, “Shut your mouth, Vonetta,” and as if Big Ma had been poking me in the back telling me what to say, I added, “Sorry, sir,” and we moved down the narrow aisle to join the Young Saints.

My sisters sat together on one side of the aisle and I sat across from them in the aisle seat, next to a boy about my age. I geared myself up for some conversation, mainly to practice talking to a real teenage boy, but he closed his eyes almost as soon as I slid into the seat next to him. That was fine with me, although some conversation would have been nice. Besides, I would get in all the practice I wanted in talking to teenage boys when we got to my great-grandmother Ma Charles’s house. My cousin JimmyTrotter would do. And I hoped he felt like talking. I hoped he wasn’t sad and quiet like he was when we left Alabama three years ago. But I’d understand if he was.

The plan to dole out one piece of bubble gum, one Jolly Rancher sucking candy, and a Pixy Stix for every state we entered fell apart long before we reached the middle of Virginia, but that was all right. I glanced over at my sisters. Vonetta erased and filled in her crossword puzzle. Fern read Charlotte’s Web. I didn’t know how much longer they’d remain fuss-free but I was grateful for their good behavior and plowed onward with Things Fall Apart.

I’d been saving my book since Christmas, waiting for a long stretch of time that didn’t include bickering sisters, a heap of chores, and homework. When Pa announced our bus trip I knew I’d have hours and hours on the road with the perfect companion if my sisters let me read in peace. I felt a surge of pride as I read my first adult book—and a book about Africa written by an African. With everyone in the neighborhood taking on African names and trying to go back to Africa, I was anxious to learn more about the place of our ancestors.

It didn’t take too long for me to know I wouldn’t be changing my name to some Swahili translation for “oldest, tallest daughter.” Even the cherry Jolly Rancher soured in my mouth as I read. How could this be a great African novel if the people weren’t so great?

The more I read, the less I liked Okonkwo, the main character. I couldn’t understand why the writer would spend an entire book on such a mean, selfish ogre, or why my sixth-grade teacher thought it was a great book. He’d read the cover ragged! I kept waiting for the story to be the fine literature that even my stepmother declared it to be. Even if Okonkwo changed or did something right or heroic, I still wouldn’t like him.

I could have kicked myself for being trapped with mean, murdering Okonkwo when The Soul Brothers and Sister Lou and The Outsiders rattled around unread in the underbelly of our Greyhound. It wasn’t fair to have waited for so long to read a book that was less than what I’d imagined.

There I was, without the book I’d hoped for. Stuck for hours and hours with a story I didn’t want to read. Next to a boy who wouldn’t let me practice boy-talking with him. I might as well have been stuck between Vonetta and Fern, kicking, punching, and yowling like cats.

At least my sisters weren’t miserable.

I glanced over at Fern and envied the way she raised her eyebrows, a sure sign that she was loving her story and couldn’t wait to turn the page. I could even guess which part of her story she was at. How I longed for any one of my books locked in my suitcase.

When we pulled in for our stop in Spartanburg, South Carolina, the bus driver refused to let me retrieve my other books from my suitcase, no matter how politely I asked. You think I can haul out every piece of luggage for every passenger? The bus driver didn’t have time for that, although he did retrieve my seatmate’s luggage—only because Spartanburg turned out to be the boy’s stop. We didn’t even bother to say any good-byes, and to boot, I’d soon be stuck with mean and unlucky Okonkwo for the rest of our trip, and we had a long, long way to go.

My sisters and I stood guard for one another in the bathrooms at every rest stop. If we stopped long enough, we’d join a few of the Young Saints from the bus for games of freeze tag and Mother May I? until it was time to reboard the bus. I didn’t want to use up our money in Spartanburg, but I had to reload our cooler with snacks and drinks for the rest of the ride.

There were only two working telephone booths. I was overdue for the call home to let Pa and Mrs. know that we were safely on our journey. I was anxious to get to the phone booth and had to wait my turn. I took my dimes and quarters and fed them into the slot, each coin clinking down one after the other. I dialed the number while Vonetta and Fern cupped their hands at the coin return just in case. I had everything well timed. The phone rang once. I prepared to hang up the receiver but I heard a sound on the other end. A voice. It was Mrs. She’d picked up the phone when she was supposed to let it ring. Now we’d lose our coins!

“Hullo?” Her voice was heavy with sleep.

It was too late to hang up so I answered. “Hello, Mrs.”

“Delphine!” She perked up like she missed us and was genuinely glad to hear my voice. I couldn’t stop Vonetta and Fern from saying their hellos in the background, and she seemed to like it because she laughed.

“We’re fine, Mrs. But you weren’t supposed to pick up the phone,” I said, almost scolding her. “Pa and I had it worked out so I could call in one more time before we got to Atlanta.”

“Pure nonsense!” Mrs. declared. “Pure, utter nonsense. You call collect at every stop to let us know you and your sisters are all right. I wasn’t crazy about you girls traveling south all alone to begin with.”

“We’re all right,” I said.

“We’re safe,” Vonetta said. “There’s lots of kids going south for the summer.”

“Surely are. Like birds flying south in the winter.”

Then Vonetta made fun of what Fern said and I had to push them away from the phone.

“We’re all right,” I said again. The last thing I wanted was for Mrs. and Pa to fight over us traveling by ourselves.

“Delphine, you call collect every chance you get,” Mrs. said.

“Pa won’t like it,” I said.

She laughed. “Don’t you worry about that.”

“Mrs. . . . ?” I asked slowly, even though I was eating up the coins and minutes.

“Yes, Delphine?”

“Is everything with you and Pa—”

She cut me off as if she knew what was on my mind. “Everything is fine, Delphine.”

The last fight they had was because Mrs. was sick. Pa said, “I never knew a woman could get so sick,” and Mrs. yelled at him, “Stop comparing me to Cecile!” and she took some things and left for a few days. Then she came back.

“And are you—”

“Delphine, I’m fine.” I could almost see her smile. “Now stop worrying, and have some fun. It’s summertime.”

But I couldn’t help it. I added, “See you when we get back home,” just to hear what she’d say.

“We’ll be here,” she sang.

She almost sounded like the old Mrs., or like Miss Marva Hendrix. Sure of herself and speaking her mind. It had taken me a while to like her, and I knew I really liked her when I began to miss hearing her speak her mind.

“Fifty cents, please,” the operator interrupted. “Please deposit another fifty cents for the next three minutes.”

Vonetta and Fern yelped their good-byes and we lost the connection.





Everything Is Everything


No one was happier than Vonetta and Fern to get off the bus for good. We weren’t done traveling but at least we’d be off the Greyhound. Now that we’d been cooped up on the bus for more than a day, and Vonetta and Fern had long ago worn out their “best behavior,” I saw that Papa knew best by putting us on the bus in New Jersey instead of in New York City. We couldn’t have made it one mile farther. Even though the bus transfer from Atlanta to Montgomery would have taken only a few hours, that would have meant a few hours more than we could have stood. It was a miracle Vonetta made it from New Jersey to Atlanta without picking on Fern, and a bigger miracle that Fern’s watch still hung from her puny wrist. I was just glad we survived more than a day’s worth of riding without a real reason to call home.

Mrs. turned out to be right after all. Pa didn’t mind me calling collect when we reached Atlanta. He told me what a good job I had done getting my sisters down south safely and I soaked it in. Neither Pa nor my real mother, Cecile, were long on praise. I had to enjoy the few words they sprinkled when I got them.

Pa said, “You know Mr. Lucas’s truck when you see it.”

“Yes, Pa,” I said. “I know Mr. Lucas’s truck when I see it,” I repeated back for my sisters.

“I know Mr. Lucas’s truck too,” Vonetta said.

“It’s blue, Papa!” Fern added. “Blue and rusty.” I waved my hand to shush them. Still, I couldn’t believe Fern remembered the old blue truck. Fern was five when we had come down for the funerals. She was smaller than small and sat on my lap back then.

Fern and Vonetta played invisible hopscotch next to the luggage while I waited for Big Ma and Mr. Lucas to drive up in his truck. Mr. Lucas, a widower with no kids, was practically Big Ma’s brother. The Charles and Lucas homes had been standing within shouting distance from each other for more than ninety years. Mr. Lucas had always treated Big Ma’s mother, Ma Charles, like she was his mother, and took care of things for our great-grandmother, especially when Big Ma had come to stay with us in Brooklyn.

We still had to drive to Big Ma’s small yellow house that stood on about an acre of land, just off the edge of Prattville proper in Autauga County. I looked forward to seeing the big blue truck. Mr. Lucas was sure to bring us bags of unshelled pecans covered in sugar and salt, and maybe a few ripe peaches. Mr. Lucas and Papa always sang “Old Man River” and other songs on the porch in the evening. Mr. Lucas could dip his voice low to sing baritone and make us laugh. We welcomed his treats and attention. He was the closest thing to a grandpa we’d ever have. We didn’t know Cecile’s people, and Grandpa Gaither died the year Uncle Darnell was born, although Big Ma never talked about that.

I was the first to see the old Ford truck riding up. Then Vonetta and Fern saw it and stopped in the middle of Fern’s hopscotch turn. They began to do their praise dancing, glad that we’d soon see Big Ma and Ma Charles. If Big Ma could have seen them jumping and shouting “Hallelujah!” she would have given them a real reason to jump. But she would have gotten to me first for letting them carry on in public.

The old truck bounced in the distance. When it was maybe one hundred feet away, approaching slowly, I realized Mr. Lucas wasn’t behind the wheel. The girls must have realized it also because they stopped praise dancing—Fern reacting to Vonetta, whose face stiffened with recognition.

The truck came to an abrupt halt and lurched forward all at once. Uncle Darnell got out of the truck and came around. He stood with both hands on his hips and waited. He looked down before he looked up but then he came toward us. I knew Vonetta was still angry over what he had done to us but I missed him, maybe even more than when he’d been fighting in Vietnam. I knew he’d made us cry, and made Big Ma cry and worry, and made Pa hate him. But he was my uncle and I had given up hurting from what he had done to us a long time ago. He was my uncle and I couldn’t stop running until I was hugging him.

Vonetta’s hurt hadn’t dried up and she hadn’t forgotten a thing. She couldn’t let go because she didn’t get it. She couldn’t see how our family was scattering, piece by piece. She only cared that Uncle Darnell had stolen our concert money last year and ruined our chance to see the Jackson Five at Madison Square Garden. It didn’t matter to her that our uncle had gone to the army hospital to get himself cleaned up and off drugs. You’d have thought she was Fern when she set eyes on Uncle Darnell, clenching her fists and banging them at her sides, ready to fight. Vonetta marched up to Uncle Darnell, took one of her fists, and reared back the way the puncher shouldn’t if she didn’t want to be the “punchee.” Then she gave a battle cry before letting him have it in the gut. She had been saving that up for months.

I knew a look of pity and shame when I saw one. He took her punch and said gently, “Vonetta.”

“I hate you. You junkie. You thief.”

Fern gasped aloud. Her natural instinct was to follow Vonetta, but this time she wouldn’t. She loved Michael Jackson, but she loved Uncle D more, and she clamped herself around him in a hug.

That left Vonetta outside of our hug and she seemed happy to not be a part of us.

“You hate me?” Uncle D asked her. “Still?” After all, he had sent us the Jackson Five album by special delivery to make up for stealing from us.

Vonetta showed her teeth like an animal. “I hate you.” She breathed short and heavy. “I hate you.”

“So you’re not going to ride with me up front?” he asked.

Vonetta crossed her arms. “Not for a sack full of candy.”

Fern looked at her like she was crazy.

“I’ll ride in the back,” Vonetta said.

“Ooh! In the truck part, where it’s nice and bumpity-bumpy! Me too!” Fern cried.

“There’s a huge bag of chicken feed back there to rest against,” Uncle D said.

“So,” Vonetta said. She hadn’t uncrossed her arms.

“Wait.” If Uncle Darnell was hurt by Vonetta he didn’t show it. He lifted our luggage onto the truck bed, then took a blanket from the front seat, shook it, and spread it down next to the luggage. He lifted Fern up and into the truck. He went to lift Vonetta but she said, “I can climb. I don’t need your help.” But she couldn’t climb and Uncle heaved her up into the truck bed next to Fern.

“No standing, no horsing around.” His voice changed. He was serious.

“We can wave at all the people we pass, right, Uncle Darnell?”

“You bet.” I think he waited for Vonetta to add her two cents, the way she normally would if Fern beat her to the first line. Vonetta stayed mum, arms crossed, chin pressed to her chest.

He and I got into the cab and we were off.

Uncle D was different. Older. He wasn’t twenty-one yet, but he wasn’t the way he used to be. Singing, dancing, telling us stories about princesses in the tower or about the Arabian Knight of Herkimer Street. The war had made him older. And the drugs. I didn’t know if people could be fixed. The way they showed it in health films, commercials, and episodes on crime stories, drugs turned you into something or someone else. Like in Old Yeller. Old Yeller was a good family dog who got bit by a rabid wolf while protecting the family. Then he became a mad dog foaming at the mouth and the only thing left to do was to shoot him. When Uncle D came home from Vietnam, he became like a ghost rattling his chain and moaning in the night. Then Pa said he had to leave our house.

I glanced at my uncle, who knew I was staring at him. Knew it but kept his eyes straight on the road.

“Uncle D . . .”

“Ask me what you want to ask.”

“You’re a grown man, right?”

“Grown enough.” He squinted against the sun and tilted his head my way. “Go ahead, Delphine. Ask.”

“Are you . . . all right?”

He knew what I was asking. Were the drugs gone for good? Did he sleep and moan all the time? Did his sniffling cold go away? And the hollering out in the night. Was that gone too?

“Mostly.”

“Mostly?”

Mostly wasn’t enough for me or what I wanted to hear. He said, “I did a lot of healing in the army hospital, Delphine. Some on the way down here.”

“But you’re better, right?”

His eyes went from the road to me and back to the road. Even though I loved him, I had been hurt by him. Underneath it all I was unsure and Fern was probably a little frightened. But only Vonetta was mad enough to stay mad. I asked him again if he was better. I had to tell my sisters to not be afraid and to not be mad. I had to tell them that it was all right. That he was all right.

“Mostly.” His voice was flat and old. Like Pa’s. “That’s all I can give you.”

We drove for a little less than three hours. I dozed off, but for how long, I didn’t know. When I awoke, the Georgia pine trees had become Alabama pine trees. I knew we were getting closer



OEBPS/images/9780062215901_Cover.jpg
Rita Williams-GaRcia

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
6 CRaz
%ﬁ%ﬂaﬁ@mﬁg

by Rita Williams-GaRcia

L)
a ;
4 Amistad
Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





