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Accidental Desperados

In this second book of the Rainbow Gap Lesbian Family
Saga, MJ Beaudry, an angry, brilliant, abused runaway, is dumped in
Rainbow Gap, Florida, and almost immediately discovers an aptitude
for crime. The lesbian cop who catches her expects good-hearted
lovers Jaudon Vicker and Berry Garland to save the kid. Although
Jaudon’s business has suffered a killing blow and she’s frantic to
make it right, she was once a besieged gay kid herself and reaches
out, only to find herself in cahoots with MJ.

Berry is left in the dark, her own big dream on hold,
and fears losing her love as Jaudon is swallowed by work and guilt.
Berry, salt-of-the-earth Gran, besotted-with-MJ Vonnie Lowe,
Allison the social justice warrior, and scofflaws Shady and Tad all
stand behind Jaudon, but are they enough?

Or will it take this next generation of lesbians—MJ
and Vonnie—to lead the way?


Praise for Lee Lynch

“Lee Lynch has been writing lesbian fiction since the
1960s, and is an important influence in modern lesbian
literature.”—RVA Magazine

Sweet Creek

“Like Chaucer’s pilgrims, Lynch’s characters tell
stories throughout the novel. The novel wanders through stories of
the characters’ past lives and present events at a leisurely pace.
Chick, Donny, Jeep, and the women who comprise their closest circle
of friends are compelling characters, and readers will want to know
more about their motivations, fears, and dreams. Lynch has to be
commended for tackling a novel of such grand scope. From characters
who lived their early years deeply closeted to characters who have
benefited from the pioneering work of those women who were brave
enough to break away and blaze the trail to places like Waterfall
Falls. These women—warts and all—show the reader that this
pilgrimage is still underway.”—Story Circle Book Review

Beggar of Love

“Lynch is the master of creating the ‘everydyke,’
championing the underdog and providing a protagonist with whom
garden variety lesbians can relate.”—Lambda Literary
Review

“The highest recommendation I can give Lee Lynch’s
writing is that you will not mistake it for anyone else’s. Her
voice and imagination are uniquely her own. Lynch has been out and
proudly writing about it for longer than many of us have been
alive. In her new novel, Beggar of Love, she creates a
protagonist, Jefferson (known by her surname), so fully realised
that the story seems to distill the last several decades of lesbian
life. Lee Lynch finds the words.”—Lesbians of North London
Reviews

Lambda Literary Award Finalist

An American Queer: The Amazon Trail

“Thirty years ago, Lynch moved from the East Coast to
the West Coast and started her amazing journey depicted throughout
almost 400 ‘Amazon Trail’ columns. Editor Ruth Sternglantz has
distilled these through the selection of 73 Trails, providing the
author’s half-century perspective of lesbian life as lesbians have
moved from invisibility to public life and even marriage—for most
LGBT people in the United States…An American Queer follows
the tradition of ‘the personal is political’ in an accessible quick
read, both heartfelt and gentle, that stays in the reader’s
thoughts. It is recommended for all public and academic
libraries.”—GLBT Reviews: ALA’s Gay Lesbian Bisexual Transgender
Round Table

“This very fine collection of columns by Lee Lynch,
spanning the period from the 1980s to 2010, is required reading for
those who want to remember and for those who are hazy or
inadequately informed about LGBT history. An American Queer: The
Amazon Trail is not a stiff academic text. Lynch is a
passionate advocate with a quiet humor, and her columns are an
entertaining yet informative read.”—Carol Rosenfeld

“Lynch, whose novels, such as Old Dyke Tales
and Sweet Creek, have won numerous awards, deserves to be in
the pantheon of legendary lesbian journalists since her columns
straddle the literary and the journalistic, always contemporary in
their look at queer women’s culture and beyond.”—The
Advocate

“Some stories crawl under your skin, diving deeper
until you can’t separate yourself from them. Reading that kind of
book is like throwing down a time marker, because who you were
before is not who you are when you’ve finished it. And even when
you try to explain to someone why it’s so important to you, you may
not be able to access the right words because you’re trying to
describe an experience, which is so much more than a plot or set of
characters. And yet, try you must because all you want is for
someone else to love the book as much as you do.”—Curve
Magazine

Rainbow Gap

“Sometimes it is hard to write a review because you
can’t find the words, in this case it’s hard to find words big
enough to describe such an epic tale…This is both a coming out and
growing up story, but also a timeless work of literary fiction,
with classic writing that draws you into its world. Rainbow
Gap will win awards across the board, and deservedly so. It is
simple in plot, but complex in emotion. It is a genuine classic
telling of nothing more or less than real life. More than anything
it’s a story of the birth of our community and the fight to be
openly who we are.”—Windy City Times

“Rainbow Gap by Lee Lynch is a book so
exquisite that I just want everyone to go read it. Like, seriously,
stop reading this review, buy it and read it right now…Rainbow
Gap is not only a wonderful, moving book, it’s also an
important book that should be required reading…it reminds us that
we’ve been here before and we can do this again. I cannot recommend
it highly enough.”—The Lesbian Review

“[T]his book covers a broad period of lesbian
history, seen through the eyes of two relatively ordinary women…A
real feel-good novel: I can see I need to catch up with this
author’s back catalogue.”—The Good, the Bad, and the
Unread
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Chapter One

October 1975

 


MJ Beaudry readied herself each time the driver’s
eyes slid her way. She stayed awake the first two hours by
anticipating the marvels of the tropics: palm trees, crocodiles,
maybe flamingos. Tired to the bone, she plunged into a brief
sleep.

“I like my chicken tender,” the driver said in a
gravelly voice, waking her, brushing her cheek with the bristles on
his red-veined white face.

She saw that he’d pulled into the empty lot of a
closed strawberry stand. The cab sat so far up, no one could see
in.

Aw, shoot, she thought as his damp hands
touched her. Just before she napped, he’d exited onto this
secondary road, and she wondered if he’d lied about driving to Key
West.

“What’s the matter with you? You said I remind you
of your daughter.”

He snorted a laugh in her ear. “What daughter?”

Crossing the country by bus, she’d developed the
habit of keeping her hand in her pocket, around her only weapon.
With her thumb, she unsnapped the leather sheath, eased the short
buck knife out, and with the strength of her fear, jabbed at his
exposed ear. He yelped and drew back. She hit the door handle and
reached for her pack, but he grabbed her wrist and yanked her
toward him. She saw then that the wound was shallow, a
disappointment after what he’d tried. He touched the ear, saw blood
on his hand, and scrunched his face in anger as he roughly put the
truck in gear.

He eyed her again and again, obviously debating with
himself. She prepared to jump from the moving truck, but he pulled
to the curb and said, “Get out.”

“No problem,” she snapped at him. Her father told
her the same thing last week. Get out. She was proud of
defending herself this time but wanted to slash the trucker’s
tires.

Shaken, backpack in hand, she jumped from the
air-conditioned cab into a shock of moist heat, sounds of
construction, and boom box reggae. All manner of traffic rumbled,
cruised, hurtled, and crept by on this divided highway, leaving the
scent of hot tar. Her legs were unsteady, and the majestic Columbia
River was far behind her now, but the river’s vigor, she knew,
flowed in her blood, a driving force. She straightened her spine;
MJ Beaudry, age fifteen, was now in Florida, impatient to start her
real life.

She held a hand at the top of her glasses to shade
her eyes and squinted into a sun of the truest yellow she’d ever
seen. The truck driver came around the cab toward her, holding to
his ear a white paper towel stained with a bit more blood.

Two guys sat in the shadow of a paler yellow
block-and-brick building against a chain-link fence tangled with
weeds. A handwritten sign read Car Wash. An arrow pointed to
an uneven asphalt lot behind the fence where several buckets sat in
a line and clean rags hung. A hose ran from the building.

One of the men sat in a wheelchair. He was white
with a gray beard, downward mustache, and granny-style sunglasses.
The other man was younger and dark skinned. In their grimy pants
and loose short-sleeved shirts, she thought bums, her
mother’s word. She fingered her ribs where her mother’s curtain rod
had left bruised stripes and concluded she didn’t have a mother
anymore, so who cared?

She, the driver, and the bearded man were the only
white people on the street, both porcelain pale. Dear Old Dad often
pointed a finger and called her a squaw because of her dark eyes
and obsidian-black hair and declared she wasn’t from his side. She
knew how she must appear to the men watching her. She let no one
but herself razor-cut her ragged-edged hair. Her hips were narrow
and her rear end small-scale; except for her nuisance breasts, she
might be a boy. Sweat slid her patched, black-framed plastic
glasses low on her narrow nose.

The well-muscled dark-skinned man came toward her.
She smelled marijuana on him.

“This man hurt you, sugar?” he asked, positioning
himself between her and the driver. Shug was how he
pronounced sugar.

“The sleaze tried.” She showed him her knife.

The truck driver claimed, “That’s my little girl.
Get away.”

“Sugar, is this your daddy?” asked the car wash
man.

“No way, nohow. He wanted a reward because he gave
me a lift. I poked him in the ear to back him off me.”

The car wash man advanced on the driver.

“I got this,” said the guy in the wheelchair.
Briefly, he flashed a gun. MJ backed into a doorway.

As the driver retreated, cursing, the car washer
said, “Toss me that touch-up spray.” The seated man reached into a
bag hanging from the arm of his chair and threw the paint
underhand.

The driver was above them in his cab, taking a few
seconds to shake a shotgun at them. He shifted, and the truck
started to roll.

The young guy ran in a crouch after the truck. He
covered the rear license plate with black paint.

The old guy held up both middle fingers. “With any
luck, he’ll have that shotgun on his seat when he’s pulled
over.”

The driver went to the next gear, his load
threatening to tip as he rounded a curve.

Earlier that day, in Tallahassee, she’d calculated
that she didn’t have enough money to both eat and pay for a ticket
to take her to her dream destination, Key West. She wanted to find
a nice woman driving that way, because she’d not long ago read a
new library book called Against Our Will: Men, Women and
Rape.

She’d walked along Tennessee Street, stopping at gas
stations to ask the service guys where to catch a ride. One station
was getting a fuel delivery. The truck driver overheard her
question and chided her for hitching, adding that she reminded him
of his daughter. She thought of the considerate logger who’d driven
her away from Depot Landing, Washington, her hometown.

“I’m headed south,” he’d said with a shrug, and she
admired the imposing shiny tractor trailer with a bit of awe. She
couldn’t turn down a once-in-a-lifetime chance to see the world
from one of those elevated seats.

That was the last ride she’d accept from a stranger,
she pledged. She could still hear the driver’s eight-track tape of
Merle Haggard’s “Movin’ On.” Wherever the hell this was, she was
home.

Not a word was exchanged after the car washer
returned with his spray paint, but the three of them bent over
laughing.

The car washer caught his breath first. “Come away
from that doorsill where we can see you. Make sure you’re not Patty
Hearst running from the law again.”

Still laughing, unsure what to do, she knew she
couldn’t stay put. On the bus, she’d read that the United States
service academies had begun to admit women. She visualized herself
in a Coast Guard uniform, MJ Beaudry on her name pin.
Bow-dree! the sergeant would yell, and she’d salute. She
pushed off the door, prepared to hightail it if need be.

“I’d lay odds you’re hungry,” said the older
man.

“That’s Professor Shady talking, and I’m plain old
Tad.”

She wasn’t rattled enough to give her name—the
police couldn’t send her back to her parents without a name. That
Coast Guard name fit. “I’m MJ.”

“What’s that stand for—maryjane?” plain old Tad
asked.

He horse-laughed; the graybeard joined in, sounding
like a hoot owl. In the South, would everyone remind her of the
animals back in Depot Landing?

“Seriously?” She held back her last name. “It’s Emma
Jean,” she said, lifting her pack and shrugging it on.

“Em-jay?” Tad spelled out.

Weary, sweaty, uprooted, she replied to them with
her noiseless laugh. “I wish they’d called me a name that fit me,
Sam or Pat or…”

Professor Shady grinned, his teeth bright white
behind the whiskers. “My father gave me a woefully inappropriate
name too. Please call me Shady.”

Bums didn’t speak like him. He reached out to her.
In the spirit of their shared amusement, she shook his hand,
showing her strength.

She offered her hand to the young guy also.
Handsome, eyes smiling, his manner respectful despite her youth, he
spoke with a distinctly Southern accent. “Be careful. He’s called
Shady for good reasons, not only about his shades.”

“Don’t listen to him. He’s full of envy because his
mother decreed him Tad, meaning teensy-weensy.”

“Leave it be, Shady, or I’ll knock your teeth
out.”

“And he’s capable,” Shady confirmed. “Doesn’t
believe in violence, but don’t provoke the man. Let me introduce
myself more formally: Morton Sokol, PhD, as I’m known to my
parents.” He waved a hand over his legs. “As capable as I can be
after the bike accident.”

Tad spread his arms wide. “Bike accident, my foot. A
speeding dump truck full of gravel mowed him down.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s no wonder you were
quick to point a gun at that truck driver.”

Shady wrinkled his forehead. “From the mouths of
babes,” he said. “I thought I was protecting you. Apparently, I
persist in coming unglued at the sight of innocent vehicles.”

She filed his words away, sensing a lesson in
them.

Shady went on, “I don’t want trouble for any of us,
and that depraved trucker is going to get stopped sooner rather
than later. I recommend we get off this corner in case he comes
back.”

Tad went behind the fence and collected their
materials, dumping hoses and spray cans, window cleaners, and dry
cloths into a shopping cart. She shouldered her pack. He glanced at
her when her stomach loudly, embarrassingly, growled.

“Don’t you have folks?” he asked.

“Not anymore.”

“Your choice or theirs?”

She thought about it and said, “A lot of both.”

A palm tree grew at the corner of the fence. She
walked over and, with the pads of two fingers, explored first the
trunk, then a frond. She grinned. She’d made it to the magical land
of palms and sunshine.

“You never saw a palm tree before?” Shady asked.

“Not close-up. Don’t they grow coconuts?”

“They bear a resemblance, but there are actual
coconut trees. Not many around here. A few hours of freezing temps,
and they’re kaput.”

“It freezes here?”

“Once in a blue moon.”

Tad said, “Shady, we need to move your geography
lesson off the street. MJ, you’re dog-tired, hungry, and you had a
scare. Take yourself that way.” He pointed to a door she hadn’t
noticed. She stood back and saw, stenciled on the front window, in
the same lettering as the car wash sign, Pansy’s Home
Cooking. “That’s my mother who has the storefront café. Money
or not, tell her Tad sent you and to fatten you up.”

She thanked him. All at once her pack weighed a ton.
She headed for the café, wobbly on her feet from the adrenaline
rush of her encounters. Tad’s prank had her smiling the smile that
was never more than a tug of the left side of her mouth and a deep
dimple. She’d never smiled much.


Chapter Two

On that same day, two miles north of Pansy’s Home
Cooking, Berry Garland and her longtime partner Jaudon Vicker left
their home in Rainbow Gap for a honeymoon, six busy years after
they became lovers.

“Jaw-dun, honey, slow down,” Berry cried at
each picturesque sight, camera at the ready.

In those six years, Berry had earned her Bachelor of
Science in nursing with scholarships and money Gran put by for that
purpose. Jaudon skipped the degree but took a load of business
courses and earned a CPA license.

When they returned after the honeymoon, Jaudon would
step into her ailing mother’s shoes to take over the family
business, seven drive-through liquor and sundries stores called
Beverage Bays. Berry was using piled-up vacation time from the
medical practice where she worked as a registered nurse.

Florida was a sultry state. Once travelers left the
highways and the coasts, it offered a taste of the old South
overlaid with faded and rusted midcentury tourist facilities that
drew Northerners ravenous for sunshine. The honeymooners roamed
Route 301 North through Thonotosassa, Zephyr Hills, Dade City, and
Lacoochee, before bearing east on 50 through a hitch in the road
called Mabel.

“May-belle!” Jaudon shouted. They sang Chuck
Berry’s song “Maybellene” out the wide-open windows.

Twenty-four-year-old Jaudon, her large hands on the
wheel, arms gnarled with muscle, drove north. She was sturdily
built, often taken for a man with her barely tamable facial hair,
short, straw-straight straw-blond hair, and a semipermanent
cowlick. Jaudon couldn’t countenance beauty shops. The one time she
tried going to a barber, he asked if she wanted a shave. Berry had
cut her hair ever since.

Also twenty-four, Berry wore ladies’ shorts, a
cardinal print yellow blouse, and plain white tennis shoes with
white anklet socks. She was freckle faced, with short, bouncy
naturally wavy and curly hair. Her earring collection kept growing.
The night before, Gran, who lived with them, gave her the Seminole
medicine wheel earrings she fingered now: black, red, yellow, and
white beads, in a quartered circle. Gran Binyon, her mother’s mom,
brought her up, and Gran was part Florida Seminole.

Berry flattened Jaudon’s main cowlick. “Let’s stop
for lunch at that restaurant we passed a minute ago. Its parking
lot was full.”

They were in a shadeless four-block farm town they’d
never heard of. The white waitress was pretty far along in years
and half watching Somerset, the TV soap opera. The cook
stared at them, shifting a toothpick from one side of his mouth to
the other. Berry ordered a few side dishes to make a vegetarian
meal. Jaudon spent the time comparing this deep-fried catfish to
Mudfoot’s Fish Camp back home.

The waitress asked where home was. “Law,” she
said when they told her, “I have a cousin over there. I asked her
how Rainbow Gap got its name. She said no one knows.”

Berry swallowed the last of her tea. “My gran told
me a party of white settlers followed a rainbow into the gap left
by early centuries of flooding waters. They farmed the fertile land
successfully and credited the rainbow with their good fortune. But
a friend at work says the name goes further back. The whites stole
the name—and the story—from the indigenous people they drove
away.”

“Well, you know what they say. May the best man
win.”

Berry started to object, but the waitress stacked
their plates on her arm and, with the enthusiasm of an evangelist,
told them how lucky they were to come by on a Monday because the
flea market across the road was open.

“Watch for that patch of purple thistle,” Berry
called from the driveway, but Jaudon, always partial to a shortcut,
was disentangling herself from the sharp spines. “I’d like to toss
that waitress into these thistles.”

In the long, poorly lit former barn there were more
vendors than customers.

As Jaudon passed by, a tall white man selling guns
said, “Hey, is that a St. Pete jersey?”

In her rumbly voice Jaudon asked, “Were you a
fan?”

He came around his table and fingered the sleeve,
nodding. “I played for them when I was young. Haven’t seen one of
these in—”

“Did you watch the Sox beat Cincinnati last
night?”

“Game six? Now that was baseball.” He stepped back,
examined her, and folded his arms. She was pretty used to some
people getting mean as spit when they saw her unwomanly gait and
stance, her cargo shorts over unshaven legs, though who set the
standards for womanly she didn’t know. To bridge the gap with men,
she often used sports. Once they got talking, they mostly let her
be—to them, mercifully, she was a white oddball.

He continued telling her about the game she’d
watched until Berry caught her eye, holding a jadeite glass
pitcher.

Jaudon excused herself and hurried over. “It’s the
same as Gran’s jug that was buried in the sinkhole. We need to buy
it for her.”

Across the railroad tracks from the Vickers, Gran’s
former small homestead—a single-wide manufactured home, a shed, and
a small travel trailer—lay in a forested, swampy wetland on a dirt
road called Stinky Lane after the smelly mushrooms that, a couple
of times a year, thrust through the soil by the hundreds. One day,
a sinkhole opened up, swallowing the manufactured home, Gran’s
mother’s jadeite pitcher, and everything else except her car, the
clothes she wore, and the travel trailer. Ever since, Gran and
Berry lived in what was, since Momma bought her upscale residence,
Jaudon’s house.

It was getting toward dusk when they landed in
Astor, named for the robber baron’s family. They sat on a
screened-in veranda overlooking the St. Johns River, licking
Popsicles from the gas station store.

“Peaceful,” said Berry.

“It sure is. I’d as soon sit here for two weeks,
between visits to the bed. Nobody around here trying to assassinate
President Ford, no families having to go to court to take a kid off
life support, and who cares if New York City goes broke?”

“You’ve never traveled farther from Rainbow Gap than
Tampa. We’re not wasting this opportunity, my darling
workhorse.”

They unpacked their nightclothes in the tiny 1940s
vacation cabin and, after making love long and slowly, fell asleep
on their backs, holding hands.

In the morning, they headed west. Both of them
wanted to see Alachua County where Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings wrote
The Yearling, right off South County Road 325.

“Jiminy. Her house reminds me of home.”

“It should—it started out a cracker house too.”

“So many windows for catching a breeze. They knew
how to build for the climate in those days. Now they cobble
together any flimsy structure because they have
air-conditioning.”

Jaudon chose dated motor courts or motels each
night, the kind with half-burned-out neon signs, ceiling fans,
washed-thin bed linens, and old Florida pastel colors. They only
stayed if there were TVs. Jaudon couldn’t do without Starsky
& Hutch or M*A*S*H. Berry loved Welcome Back,
Kotter and Hawaii Five-O.

Sleepy and sexy, they took their good time leaving
each mostly empty motel.

“I’m crazy about honeymooning,” said Berry one
morning, dabbing at her light lipstick.

Jaudon came behind and wrapped sinewy arms around
her shoulders, nuzzling Berry’s neck. “We’ll take a honeymoon
yearly. And if I win my lawsuit against the county, I’ll take you
right to the top of the Grand Canyon.”

A few years back, their best friends Cullie
Culpepper and Allison Millar, both Southern white girls, sought
refuge at the Vicker home on Pineapple Trail. At the time, Allison
was a radical feminist on the run from US Marshals and the sheriff
over a false bombing charge. During the melee, a deputy sheriff
hurled Jaudon headfirst into the corner of her barbecue where her
ear connected with the pointed end of a brick. Jaudon lost most of
the hearing in that ear. She hated taking anyone to court but was
finally convinced the county should be held responsible.

“My poor angel, they’re going to pay for hearing
aids the rest of your life if I have my say.” She touched the gold
studs Jaudon gave her on their fifth anniversary.

Jaudon stepped away. “Hearing aids cost an arm and a
leg. Customers know to honk their horns if I don’t hear them drive
in. If we get that money, I’ll buy you a diamond ring and update
all of our Beverage Bay stores.”

Berry held her tongue. In the mirror she saw, from
Jaudon’s open-mouthed smile and eyes filled with light, that her
mind raced with plans for the stores. She was well aware of
Jaudon’s tendency to neglect herself for the family business.


Chapter Three

MJ’s stomach no longer growled—it hurt. There was
nothing in it but her jumpy nerves. To conserve money on her trip,
she primarily ate peanut butter crackers and soup. She read on this
café window, Pansy Lanamore, Proprietor.

A wind came up, tousling the leaves of the few trees
behind the old yellow building. Goose bumps rose on her sun-heated
skin. She could get used to all this warmth.

The little restaurant’s interior was painted apple
green and rusty red. Fans blew around smells of coffee, chicken,
and sweet corn. A group on the radio sang about fighting the power.
One of the customers sang along between bites of pie, pumping his
fist in the air. A table of four gray-haired women played cards.
Toward the back several men in business suits sat at three
pulled-together tables, laughter punctuating serious talk.

She drank icy water until Mrs. Lanamore left the
pitcher on the counter for her.

Though she did have fifty-two dollars left, when she
finished stuffing herself with a generous plate of open meatloaf
sandwich, mashed potatoes, and succotash, Mrs. Lanamore refused her
money.

She sounded mad, but her eyes were kind. “I can see
a white person calling the police on you, child.” She wiped her
long face, shiny with moisture, and added, “But I know what they do
with lost children.”

“I’m not lost,” she said, believing it.
“Honestly.”

Mrs. Lanamore pressed a strawberry milkshake into
her hands. “If you come across a child of a different color than
yours in trouble, you remember this day, little miss.” She frowned.
“Tell me your name.”

“MJ.” She hesitated but wanted to hear it aloud. “MJ
Beaudry.”

“Now, where are you headed, MJ Bo-dree?”

She was so tired. She prodded an index finger
against the counter. “Right here.”

Mrs. Lanamore walked away from her, head shaking.
Her bottom was big compared to the rest of her and seemed to
maneuver after her in the narrow space behind the counter. When she
returned with what remained of the shake to pour it into MJ’s glass
she said, “How does anyone land where we do? You say you’re not
lost. Do you know where here is at?”

“’Course I do: Florida.”

Mrs. Lanamore raised her eyes to the ceiling. “Oh,
for pity’s sake, I know a lost child when I see one. You’re at the
southern tail end of Rainbow Gap, Florida, which is less than a
town. That’s called Laudre Flats Boulevard out there, once a
two-lane. Now it’s four lanes, and it’ll take you directly to Tampa
in twenty minutes and the Gulf of Mexico in an hour.”

MJ sucked in a slug of frozen strawberry and nodded.
Her so-called parents were never going to find her in a non-town
that was nothing but a spot to pass through. If they bothered to
come after her. From the radio Barry White’s sonorous voice sang
out, “You’re the First, the Last, My Everything,” her song with
Christine. She scowled to hide her pain.

Mrs. Lanamore met her eyes. “We had a wild man
living in the Green Swamp north of here a few months ago. They sent
him back to his family in China when they caught him.”

Wild man. Swamp. The words fanned her enthusiasm
until Mrs. Lanamore added, “I bet your family misses you. I know
I’d miss my sons if they ever ran off.”

She almost set the shake on the counter with her
cash, swiveled toward the door, and left, but she owed it to this
lady to fill her in. She lifted her shirt high enough to expose the
lines of bruises left by her mother’s curtain rod. Mrs. Lanamore
also regarded her cockeyed glasses and the deep cut over her
eyebrow where the curtain rod broke. “My mother,” she said, her
voice husky with all her unshed tears.

“That’s going to scar you for life in the shape of a
J. You say your own mother did this?”

It didn’t matter anymore who knew. “She was upset
because I was caught with a girl.”

Mrs. Lanamore made a hmm-ing sound. “I can see she’d
be upset, but you can’t beat out what you don’t favor in a person.”
She called, “Duval Lanamore.”

One of the customers raised his head from pie,
coffee, and a newspaper. He resembled Tad except for his slighter
build and an immaculate lime-green uniform shirt and shorts. She
pushed her glasses tighter on her face to read the embroidered
label.

“Duval, take this lost child to the university with
you. She can use the same jobs bulletin board you did. A white girl
will get work quick enough.” Mrs. Lanamore gestured to her
restaurant. “You do what it takes to get by.”

Duval was as quiet as his brother Tad was mouthy.
The step van Duval drove to collect and deliver linens had the
smell of her ex-mother’s detergent. He delivered her to the
university.

At the bookstore she lingered in the classics
section, but she’d read most of them. Instead, to impersonate a
Floridian, she bought a polo shirt embroidered with the
university’s logo.

On Duval’s advice, she walked into the gymnasium and
used a shower. The jobs list was in yet another hall. By day’s end,
after a few nervous phone calls—she’d never had to search for a job
before—and an interview in which she lied that she was a student,
she moved into a room about a half mile from Mrs. Lanamore’s
restaurant. For food, a room, and thirty dollars a week, her job
entailed cooking dinners, doing laundry, and cleaning a two-bedroom
apartment that smelled like movie theater air-conditioning without
the popcorn or the chill. Mrs. Belda’s two air-conditioning units
were in the living room window and by Mrs. Belda’s bed.

She turned on the small night table fan, unloaded
Hop, her stuffed animal, from her bag, and sat on her new narrow
bed holding tight to his worn bunny body. Mrs. Belda, a cranky
eighty-two-year-old widow, gave her a shopping list to take to the
nearby Publix.

Cranky she was used to. Sometimes her ex-mother
ignored MJ altogether, and other times she turned on her, lashing
out with words and slaps, hurling a potholder, an ashtray, a
hairbrush at her before breaking into tears and diving to clasp her
little Emma Jean, pet her, use loving words. At such times MJ
grappled to get away—fear and love entangled within her. She’d been
a well-behaved kid, good at entertaining herself, but most of the
time her mother was cranky with her, or glum.

She’d never forget the winter morning when,
miserable with the mumps, she’d gone into the kitchen to ask her
mother for a glass of something cool to soothe her sore jaw. Her
mother stood at the kitchen sink, staring out the window, and gave
not a flicker of response. She’d half sat, half fallen to the
floor, afraid her mother had transformed into the pillar of salt
the pastor talked about.

She once asked if she was praying at those times.
Her mother answered, “What times?”


Chapter Four

November 1975

 


Their elderly dog Zefer did her best to jump all
over Jaudon and Berry when they arrived home. Jaudon led the way
into the Vicker homestead, converted over three of generations of
her forebears from basic cracker house to a white four-bedroom home
with a wraparound porch deep enough to keep the worst of the heat
out. Gran had the color TV on and a talk show guest was having
conniption fits over rumors George Wallace might run for
president.

Jaudon sniffed Gran’s apricot preserves in the air.
“Is that roast pork I smell?”

“Your welcome home dinner, with slow-cook grits and
butter, and brussels sprouts.”

Gran hugged the girls hard a few times each, and
Berry presented her with the jadeite vase.

“Oh, my word. It’s the very same piece, pet.” Gran
held it out and squinted at it. “To think, both my mother and my
granddaughter gave me this vase.” Her eyes were wet. “It’s precious
to me. But I’m forgetting. Jaudon, your pops wants you to call him
the minute you get home.”

Jaudon and Berry exchanged alarmed glances.

Pops answered his phone on the first ring. “I’m
fine. Your momma’s her usual. Your brother’s fine. I’ll be right
over. Don’t go to the stores until after I talk to you.”

She stared at the phone. “He hung up without letting
me ask diddly-squat, and that’s not the Pops I know.”

“Did all your stores burn to the ground?” Gran
joked.

Jaudon gave her an evil squinty look.

They took their suitcases to their rooms, Zefer
herding. Although Jaudon and Berry each had a room to herself,
Berry learned years ago that Jaudon was immune to the sweaty sock
and wet dog blend issuing from hers. They slept together in Berry’s
bed.

Soon after, Jaudon stood in Berry’s doorway. “Hey,
my Georgia gal. For all the fun of our honeymoon, coming home may
be my favorite part.”

Berry deposited a jumble of laundry into Jaudon’s
arms and pointed her to the washing machine.

Pops came in the kitchen door, his habit before
Momma bought the big house nearer town. This kitchen was an
original room with copper fixtures his father added. Pops sported a
good head of hair, gray going white, and stayed clean-shaven
because of the heat. His short-sleeved shirt hung over a round
belly Jaudon sometimes poked to tease him.

She didn’t tease today. Pops’s chiefly smiling mouth
drooped, and his eyes were grim behind rectangular wire-rimmed
glasses as he removed his trucker’s cap and stowed a number eight
grocery sack at his feet. He neglected to remark on the cooking
smells. The quick swishing sound of the neighbor’s sprinkler became
oddly distinct and irritating. They were bound and determined to
grow a lawn back there, lowering the water table with each sweep
of—

“Sit, Daughter. Please.”

She stood. “This doesn’t sound good.”

Gran switched the TV off.

“Momma got hornswoggled by that Reverend Skunkweed
or whatever his name is.”

“Reverend Scully, Pops. Momma dotes on the man.”

“Skunkweed has taken advantage of her since before
we knew about her little strokes. The way I see it, your momma has
worked so hard all her life she’s burned away chunks of her mind.
He charmed the whole nine yards, with the exception of our
operating revenue, from her. I can’t pay most of my vendors, can’t
pay what I owe the store crews. I’m able to pay the mortgage on the
new house because I put aside the you-know-what money for many
years and grew it with loans to good prospects. Momma never knew
about that.”

Jaudon finally sat. “His church? Is that where the
money went?”

“Went is right. We’ll never see that money again.
He’ll always be Skunkweed to me.”

“But Momma is famously close with a dollar. We left
her in charge too long.”

Pops fidgeted with the top button of his shirt.
Momma became fed up with the habit years ago and taught him to sew
on his own buttons.

“We did. She hid her losses well. All the while she
hung on Skunkweed’s lying words. A Yankee carpetbagger if I ever
saw one. Talked as if he was a Kennedy. At church she was the queen
bee. You met him at one of Momma’s get-togethers: clerical collar,
a wolfish white-tooth smile.”

She remembered the man in preacher’s clothing who
once declined to shake her extended hand.

“I didn’t take to the guy except he gave your momma
an interest aside from business. I considered a church might mellow
her out.”

Overhead, the ceiling fan spun round at its highest
setting, yet sweat soaked the back of her shirt. She averted her
eyes from Pops and hung her head, sick to her stomach.

“The church did keep her perkier, but I was
unsettled with all the time she spent with Skunkweed. From the
git-go I thought he was as much use as a cat flap in a submarine,
going on about wanting a better house of worship for his flock.
Momma introduced him to Christian businessmen, and I knew she
chipped in some.”

She outlined the blue and white squares of the
tablecloth with the tip of a finger. “How much, Pops?”

Berry put a light hand on Jaudon’s shoulder.

Pops took Jaudon’s hands in his. “I swear, I didn’t
know how bad when I told you we were in high cotton. Skunkweed must
have noticed Momma was…not quite herself. Then Rouie discovered
that Momma took out loans to pay the bills.”

Jaudon had interned with Rouie Waver, their
accountant, while studying for her CPA.

“Rouie laid it on the line. Momma told him she was
using the cash for expansion and improvements, but the stores
showed no such changes. When Rouie put a stop to that, she snuck
around us, took out a second mortgage on the new house, then a
third, when the interest rates were close to ten percent. She
skimmed cash from the stores. When Rouie noticed the declining
receipts, he said Momma took over the books herself and fired him,
the most trustworthy guy in the business. I hired him back when I
saw these overdue statements.”

He reached into his sack and gripped a bundle of
mail in one sizeable hand. With the other he dealt envelopes, many
with green registered mail stickers attached, onto the kitchen
table. “The bread companies, the beverage distributors, the
electric bill, the dairy.” He slammed the rest on the tabletop
piecemeal. “Who don’t we owe? Rouie is busy with our numbers,
trying to save the stores.”

She took a bill and realized her hand was shaking.
“Save them? It’s that bad, Pops?”

He pressed the pads of his fingers to his eyes, as
if massaging the tiredness out.

Jaudon raised her chin. “I don’t care what Momma
said, the competition advertises, and it’s time we do too. We’ll
find the money to put in gas pumps and go one better—deliver orders
to the customers’ cars at the pumps. I’ve wanted to make these
changes for a while.”

“Oh, Daughter.” Pops put an arm around her and
pulled her in close. She smelled his familiar barbershop hair tonic
and talc. “It’s too late for that. Momma also took out a second
commercial mortgage on the business itself.”

In school, she studied enough business to know this
spelled disaster. Her heart raced.

Berry laid a steadying hand on her shoulder again,
saying, “We can work out a payment schedule.”

“Lawyer says we’ll be fighting foreclosure.”

“Are the police searching for this Reverend
Scully?”

“Lawyer says all was done on the up-and-up until the
darned minister cut and ran. Thing is, there is no new church. The
lawyer checked records at the county, and no one’s bought property
for a church. To top it off, the lawyer checked Skunkweed’s
divinity degree—it’s hokum. Momma was chewed up and spit out.”

“I’ll kill him,” she said. “I’ll kill him with my
bare hands.”


Chapter Five

December 1975

 


MJ missed home, such as it was. Instead of
discovering critter trails along the brown cliffs and rock
outcrops, she explored the half mile of humidly luxuriant green
passageways of Lecoats County between Mrs. Lanamore’s café and Mrs.
Belda’s condo. Weeds and cultivated bushes smelled of rampant
growth, even in winter. She heard no silence here like the silence
in Depot Landing where she listened to the swish of bald eagle
wings. Here in Central Florida, tree toads made a ruckus at
twilight, competing with traffic, riding mowers, her footsteps.
They put her to sleep trying to delineate their calls.

She sometimes took a shortcut through a worn trailer
park. A row of dirty aluminum mailboxes on wood posts lined the
entryway. The trees were deciduous and plentiful, the unpaved sand
roads carpeted with decaying brown leaves and pothole puddles. But
the sun shone, and she could count on one or two residents to lift
a bottle of beer in greeting from wobbly wooden steps, gracing her
with big gap-toothed smiles that mirrored deteriorating fences. The
trailers were aluminum skirted and plain white with occasional
colorful shutters. Some owners had built small decks, askew with
age, with weeds ambitious for light crowding through gaps. Others
had narrow gardens that boasted blooming bright blue lobelia,
many-colored pansies, yellow, white, and pink snapdragons.

Unused to winter heat, she summoned memories of cold
winds in the heights over the Washington side of the wide Columbia
River. She absorbed Florida’s warmth, enjoyed the hot bath of it as
it seeped into her muscle history of tensing in the cold. She was
eager to adjust to the discomfort of overheating, of pouring down
stinging-the-eyes sweat which drew mosquitoes. She scratched bites
bloody on her skinny arms and legs. But she was learning: during
the day she wore shorts, and in the evenings she protected her legs
with a pair of full-length pants from the Lanamores’ church’s
thrift store. There she bought rainbows of polo shirts, triumphant
when she came across those embroidered with Florida alligators. She
wore them daily, buttoned to the neck.

She went to dollar movie matinees more for the
air-conditioning than the films. She regretted seeing Jaws
and read an Anita Desai library book in an attempt to erase the
horrors of the film, only to discover the disarray of Calcutta, a
chaotic city beyond her comprehension, and as sweltering as Florida
could be.

Most of the time, between chores and errands, she
sat in her stuffy room with Hop, fan at top speed, steamed she was
too young to get a real job or a rental and too illegal to go to
any school. Her anger made her fretful beyond bearing. In the
background, Mrs. Belda’s endless game shows played at high volume
to compensate for a growing deafness. MJ speculated about ways to
move on as a free person and imagined a whole lot of nothing.

From the window of her room in this Depression-era
three-story resort hotel that had been converted to cheesy
condominiums, she looked across a narrow alleyway. In her view was
a freshly painted light blue wall and the near ends of balconies on
a swank modern motel, sumptuously restored to draw nostalgic
upscale buyers. A full complement of idle residents drank by a
large swimming pool most of the day. Many of the apartment owners
in Mrs. Belda’s building got around on canes and walkers.
Ambulances were common.

Afternoons at two thirty, a man Mrs. Belda called
Ike Keister sat on his elegantly furnished second-floor balcony
tying the laces of his shiny black shoes. He’d made his money in
sugar, according to Mrs. Belda, retired in his fifties, and did
nothing from that point on but laze on his keister counting the
cash. MJ never learned if Keister was his real name.

She’d read about the horrific effect of the sugar
industry on Florida’s ecosystem. Easy to see how the man afforded a
condo with all the trimmings. She stood at her window and watched
him, wringing her hands. She sat, paced her room, lay on the narrow
bed, went back to the window.

What a waste of resources people like Ike Keister
were. One day she’d had enough. She peeled her forearms off the
sticky windowsill and stood. Wheel of Fortune was on the
living room TV, and the audience applauded as if they were winners,
not dupes providing the network with free marketing.

In her first week she’d plotted both covert and
run-like-hell routes to Mrs. Lanamore’s restaurant, on the remote
chance her family reported her missing and the even more remote
possibility she could be traced here. She’d had a nightmare that
Dear Old Dad came to drag her home. Or maybe some small part of her
wished he wanted to. It was a lamebrain thought, but she was
prepared. Trash went out a side door with a bar opener and set off
an alarm if residents used it. The back door led to a walled
parking lot. Her heart quickened as she pictured the drop from
Ike’s balcony to the ground.

A sob hiccuped from her. She twisted her hands
together until they hurt, as if twisting off a faucet of tears.

The meadow atop a basalt cliff in Depot Landing had
been, to her, sacred land, a high prairie sanctuary. Last spring,
she’d led Christina to the wide, shallow cavity that collected
rainwater and attracted the most amazing singing, honking,
cheeping, cawing birds in migration. Yellow buttercups, pink
prairie stars, and plum-colored shooting stars sparkled. In the
distance, blue camas lilies encircled the plowed land as if to
shelter new crops of seedlings. On a still day, the sun teased
aromas from the wildflowers and grasses, richer than perfumes.

If only Mrs. Obrenger, Christina’s mother, hadn’t
come searching for them, shrieking that MJ had attacked Christina.
If only she hadn’t seen them, blouses unbuttoned, touching in that
thrilling way. Mrs. Obrenger shepherded them down the hillside,
swatting at Christina.

If only, two months ago, Mrs. Obrenger hadn’t come
across the new poem to Christina and called Emma Jean’s
parents.

MJ’s father bellowed and frothed curses. Her mother
cringed and wept on a kitchen chair. MJ said nothing.

Dear Old Dad asked, “Is it true, what the Obrenger
woman said about that sick foolishness with her kid?”

She folded her arms and spoke, embarrassed by her
tremulous voice. “You taught me to be honest, so here’s the truth:
my kind of love is not foolishness.”

His upper lip curled into a sneer. He was an
uncomplicated man, a soldier and a well digger, with no tolerance
for the unconventional, but why did he call her sick? For loving
someone?

“I can call what you were up to a lot of things, but
love isn’t one of them.” He told her mother, “Straighten her out.”
As he grabbed his cowboy hat and opened the back door, both little
brothers ran through the room, one shooting a water pistol, the
other slashing air with a toy whip. Her father smiled at the boys,
then met MJ’s eyes. “Or get out. Before you spread it.”

He left, and she heard his diesel engine. Pea gravel
splattered against their rental house from the outsize tires on the
family vehicle, an extended cab pickup with Bo Beaudry Pump
Services stenciled on the sides.

“See what you did,” said her mother, as if Dear Old
Dad never before washed his hands of MJ. “He’ll go to the tavern
now.” She leaped at MJ, pounding with her fists, strong from a
lifetime of house and yard chores.

Her mother’s eyes were slits, her face shone with
blotches of high color, her nostrils flared, and she smelled of the
fish and Spanish rice she’d prepared for dinner. She seemed intent
on either killing MJ or driving her away, as usual growling at her
for an ungrateful, grumpy, godless child.

MJ barged into the bedroom she shared with her
little sisters, who gaped the way they did at The Jetsons on
the TV. Her mother followed, became entangled with the curtain that
served as a door, and in her wild frustration, ripped it and
extracted the rod. The little girls cowered.

MJ fell to her narrow bed and covered her head for
protection. Her glasses dug into her face, and she feared they’d
warp. She held Hop tightly as she waited for blows from the curtain
rod. Her mother hit her ribs until MJ almost broke her silence with
the scream reverberating in her head: Stop blaming me, stop
blaming me, stop blaming me. She would never forget the sound
of the rod striking flesh, her mother’s grunts, and the deep,
radiating sting. She was certain her mother was punishing herself
as she cried and cursed her child, her husband, her
hopelessness.

“You won’t lend a hand with the babies,” her mother
screeched, “so I can get away once in a while.”

MJ moved to safeguard her ribs. It struck over her
left eyebrow, breaking the rod, gouging and drawing blood.

For crying out loud, she did lend a hand to maintain
the fall-apart rental Dear Old Dad’s erratic earnings afforded.
Laundry, cleaning, dishwashing, maintenance—she undertook any chore
she could stomach. It became her job to walk the wild pack of four
siblings to and from the school bus at the end of their road, but
she refused to take over mothering the irritating curs.

A wheezing cough, smoker’s voice hoarse, her mother
menaced her with the jagged end of the rod. “I married him to give
you a name—you were born tainted.”

She raised her eyes to her mother’s. “What do you
mean?” She’d read plenty of books about unwed mothers and tangled
messes of families. She was fond of Madame Bovary and
Tess of the d’Urbervilles.

Her mother cursed and prayed to end her misery and
wailed a chant as she teetered from the room. “Evil, evil, twisted
child.”

In the middle of that night, she packed Hop, her
paperback dictionary, a few necessaries, and tried to straighten
her glasses. She had held back half of the money from her summer,
weekend, and after-school job at the aggregate company west of
town. Work was scarce for high school students in Depot Landing,
but her teacher’s husband owned the business. He’d asked his wife
for her smartest student. MJ worked there close to three years,
saving for college.

Dear Old Dad wanted her to get out? Well, she wasn’t
about to be there when he came home stewed and stewing and beer
breathed. Her doting mother took a rod to her to beat the evil out?
Bullshit—she filled her backpack and left through a window.

She hiked down and down a bluff along a dry creek
bed—they only got about fourteen inches of rain a year—slipping
where last week’s hail had formed ice patches, toward the Columbia
River, picked her painful way between boulders, scraped knuckles
and knees, and stayed off the road almost to Route 14 where a
locomotive groaned in the night, warning people and cars away from
the tracks. She wore a straw farmer’s hat, won at the county fair,
pulled low over the bloody bandage that covered the welt her mother
left on her forehead.

Finally, she saw the bright lights of the train
depot next to the river. Her father was unquestionably at the
down-at-the-heels Tracks Tavern and Grocery across Railroad Avenue
from the depot, drinking with his Vietnam era buddies and bashing
President Gerald Ford.

No pedestrians or bicycles were allowed on the
bridge she needed to cross. She was counting on getting a ride from
someone at the quarry, but a ponytailed man stopped in a wheezing
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