
[image: image]


[image: image]





Dedication

For Mansa Nkrumah, with love




Contents


Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Part One


Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19


Part Two


Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55


Acknowledgments

About the Author

Copyright

About the Publisher



Part One





Chapter 1

Ricksville, Mississippi, Summer 1982

There weren’t many people I loved when I was eleven, but I loved Mr. Macabe. I knew he couldn’t be my daddy because he was too old, but I always thought of him as my granddad even though I’d never had one. Mr. Macabe said his blindness gave him the second sight. That he could see deep into souls. I didn’t believe him one lick.

“I go to Sunday school,” I would say sharply to him, “only God sees into souls.”

He would grin back at me, his partly toothless smile reminding me of my seven-year-old cousin, Devin.

I ran all the way down Ricksville Road to get to Mr. Macabe’s house at number 2, feeling the last memories of school fade with every step I took. I wanted to keep that feeling going all day, so I dawdled by Cammy’s house, wishing she hadn’t gone away to her father’s somewhere up in Indian Reserve country, and dodged around that half-naked crazy Sammy who shouted obscenities at anyone who came within his sight.

Finally, I was at Mr. Macabe’s.

Mr. Macabe lived on the right, five houses down from mine. I walked up the porch stairs and up to his front door. I pushed the door open and went inside and there he was, sitting in that old wicker chair. I went right up to him like I always did and stared into his milky eyes, willing him to open them and see me. He was wearing a dirty, torn, pale blue shirt.

My eyes swept up and down to scrutinize his skinny frame, taking in the overgrown gray beard that partially covered strong carved-out, oak-colored features, and finally settled on his worn and calloused feet. Every inch of him was as familiar as the red dirt that filled the potholes on our street.

“That you, Ella?”

“Yes. It’s me, Mr. Macabe. Just wanted to tell you that we won the Ricksville mud battle this morning.” The mud battle happened only in May, a few days after school ended, and it had to have rained enough for the soil to get so sopping wet that we could scoop it up like clay and mold it into balls. The battle was one side of the street against the other, and every child between the ages of four and fourteen had been outside hurling mud balls.

“Heard you all a-hollering this morning. Couldn’t even sleep in. Must think I’m deaf, too.”

He took his time packing tobacco into his pipe, and I stood by his side, close as I could, while he finished.

“How’re your legs doing?” I asked.

“Still not working as good as they should, Ella. You’ve been asking me the same question since you were six.”

“Because I’m still waiting on God. He’ll fix those up good as new, same as your eyes.” I looked at him again, wishing that what I believed would just flow from my eyes into his brain.

“Ella, why you always waiting on a miracle? Those don’t come by here often, you know.”

“I know God can make many miracles,” I said. I was tired of having to convince Mr. Macabe that if he believed hard enough, he would see. He was so old, you’d think he would know these things by now, but no, I always had to tell him.

“Have you seen Fats around here?” I asked.

“Why you all keep calling that boy such a horrible name? What if people started calling me blind old Mr. Macabe? Would that be nice?”

I wanted to tell him that everyone did call him blind old Mr. Macabe when they were talking about him, but I didn’t want to make him mad because then Mr. Macabe would raise that cane of his and bring it down every which way about, and you’d have to duck just in case it hit you.

“He was just here, not ten minutes afore you, looking twice as muddy.”

Fats was my second-best friend, after Cammy. Everyone called him Fats, even his ma. Every single part of his body was round, from his full soft bulging lips to his pudgy rolling belly. Fats was the color of sandpaper, but when you looked carefully, that color seemed to depend on which part of his body you were looking at. His face was like butterscotch, all smooth and warm, but his belly, hanging out over swim trunks, was pale and pasty, like the underbelly of an octopus, while his arms and legs were a chocolate brown.

Mr. Macabe reached and took my thumb out of my mouth and put his hand in mine. I could feel the calluses in lumps and bumps under the hardness of his palm. I could never figure out how he knew the minute my thumb was in my mouth. He had long grown tired of telling me that I was too old for that, and I’d get rabbit teeth.

“You all right, baby girl?” he asked me. “Things all right at home?”

I nodded.

“Leroy’s still away?”

I hesitated, not wanting to say anything because maybe Mr. Macabe had that second sight that made him sense things no one else did, but in those seconds I waited, Mr. Macabe’s voice was back again, sharper. He was now leaning forward, looking through me, trying to see deep into my soul again.

I kept it out of his reach, buried it way, way down.

“Is he back?”

“No, he’s still away.” I managed to keep the wobble out of my voice.

“That man’s been away almost nine months this time.” Mr. Macabe seemed to be talking to himself again.

He leaned back in his chair.

Leroy, my stepfather, was Ma’s husband and the father of my sister and brothers. I knew he hated me. Couldn’t stand to look at me.

I wanted Mr. Macabe to go right on talking about something else and not try to look into my soul, so I said quickly, “You going to be all right?”

“Yes, don’t you worry that pretty head of yours over me. Just hand me a clean shirt.”

I went to get Mr. Macabe a clean shirt and came back with his favorite gray shirt with the white collar.

“Want me to fix you a sandwich before I go?”

“That would be real nice. There’s a piece of bacon in the fridge and some bread on the counter. Make sure you wash those grubby hands first.”

I fried up the bacon and made the sandwich.

“Now, what’s your new word for the day?” he asked.

“Preposterous.”

“My, my, my. That’s a handful for a little girl. You know what it means?”

“Yes,” I said, rolling my eyes to give him some sass. “It means ridiculous, absurd, foolish, inane.”

Mr. Macabe could hear that sass right in my voice, but he only shook his head and said, “You keep it up, hear now?” He stretched out his hand, and when I grasped it, he pulled me close to him for a quick hug.

I ran down the street. Past the tiny, mostly rented clapboard houses that made up my neighborhood in the black part of town; past the big old sign where if you squinted you could just make enough sense of the peeling red paint to read “Town of Ricksville, MS, Population 8014”; past our neighborhood liquor store; past Fats’s house at number 6; past Cammy’s at number 8 until I reached the smallest house on Ricksville Road, number 12. It was a slightly lopsided house that you could just about tell used to be yellow. We lived in the poor, all-black neighborhood of South Ricksville, which, on our classroom map, was south of Main Street.

Years back, in 1964, Main Street and most of its stores had been burned to the ground in retaliation for what happened near Philadelphia, Mississippi, when the Ku Klux Klan had killed those young election workers turning out the black vote. All that had put in stone the open resentment between blacks and whites, and even though the white owners had rebuilt, we kids almost never ventured north of Main Street into the white part of town. Those lines, drawn in the sand between north and south, stayed unchanged over the years. Every child in Ricksville knew where they were supposed to be when the sun set. If we were sent to get something from the larger grocery five blocks into the north side, the moment the glow of the sun started to retreat, our feet had better be on North Perry. If darkness was moving in fast, we would have to run at full tilt—only when we hit South Perry could our feet slow down, and our hearts steady, and our lungs fill with air. Then we would settle into a stroll, because from there it was a straight shot from Perry to Woodlawn, Woodlawn to Grace, and Grace to Ricksville, and then we were finally home.





Chapter 2

Princeton, New Jersey, January 1981

She wore a white dress, one of those pretty cotton sheer dresses. She had felt like wearing a summer dress today, but it was freezing, so she had it on over her warmest wool turtleneck and her thickest leggings. The dress was sleeveless, gathered at her narrow waist. Pearly buttons ran down the front of its length, just stopping short above her ankle. She was all fingers and thumbs as she tried to button it up quickly. She slipped on her black boots before stopping to glance at herself in the mirror. Her father, who preferred her all dressed up the older she got, would have approved of the dress, all southern and demure. But he wouldn’t have liked the shoes, nor the turtleneck.

She never was one for mooning in front of mirrors, but she took a glance at herself out of habit. She knew what she was: nondescript. She had shoulder-length straight brown hair, brown eyes, and pale white skin that burned easily in the sun. An everyday person that barely afforded a second glance. She made up for that with a well-placed belt, or shoes, something that would cause them to take another look, if not at her face, then at the rest of her, which she knew was very well proportioned.

She would be late, and she couldn’t afford to be. She paced up and down the tiny apartment searching, first for her black cross-body satchel, her coat, her journal, which she took everywhere with her, then her ruler and pens, and finally her watch, which she hurriedly shoved in the bag. She didn’t stop to grab anything to eat but almost ran down the stairs, jumping over the steps two at a time, till she was at the bottom. Ten minutes of brisk walking and she was almost there. Relief at the sight of the massive dark brick administration building ahead of her slowed her down a notch. Two minutes later, she pushed through the large spring-loaded doors and immediately could hear them even before she saw them, a raucous crowd of students, the din of their excited voices filling the hallway. She joined the line in front of a long desk behind which sat four ladies, each busy registering second-semester classes, papers and books strewn all over the desk in front of them.

“Is Dr. Livenworth’s class still open?” she called out, even as she stood eighteenth in line.

“Wait your turn,” someone said behind her.

She turned and stared into a set of hazel eyes. It was an undergrad. Lank brown hair, needing a cut. She made an impatient gesture.

“What’s so important about getting a class with Livenworth anyway? Heard he’s a terrible grader. A guaranteed C or below.”

She had no time for him. She ignored all the babies, or so she called them. Those eighteen-year-olds who were at least fourteen years younger than she was. She was a graduate student, but certainly older than most of the graduate students in her year group. She screwed up her face in concentration. She considered buying someone’s spot in the line, but she had not thought to bring cash with her. She had to get into this class, The Rise of the Black Working Class in America. Her advisor had said it would help her as she began her thesis research on the impact of the black migration and the civil rights movement on southern society between 1940 and 1980. She had become more and more liberal since college, fully immersing herself in the diverse environment of NYU, where she had been an undergrad, and now at Princeton her friends were a mix of every race, creed, and color under the sun, as were her interests. It was deliberate, and her thesis topic was just as deliberate as everything else she had done since she left the hospital.

By the time she reached one of the registering ladies at the table, there was only one spot left in Dr. Livenworth’s class.

She almost wept in relief.





Chapter 3

I looked down at the state of my clothes after the mud battle; Ma would surely give me a hiding. So I left my shoes at the door and went upstairs to wash. I changed, put my dirty clothes in a bucket and gave them a good scrub on the washing board, like Ma had taught me, before hanging them to dry on the line outside.

I sat on the front step, reluctant to head back into the steaming house. It was getting dark, and the sinking sun gave the clouds a heavenly golden-red aura. I reached up and waved to God, who I could just see by his wispy beard. I didn’t need a Bible or preacher to tell me God was there; all I had to do was to look outside, past the buildings and the roads that humans had created, to the magnificent magnolia trees that spread out on their own, branches outstretched as though the trees were praising God. Then, finally, I would look up, way up, past the clouds, past the edge of the earth, almost into the Third Heaven.

“Hello, God,” I whispered. “It’s Ella again.”

The clouds moved and God’s mouth opened into a wide smile. I smiled back, taking in the gentle breeze and the responding rustle of the leaves. God was passing by in the wind.

“Please make another day just like today,” I asked silently.

I never got an answer, because just then I heard the shuffle of Ma’s feet down the road, heavy with weight and tiredness. I ran to help her carry in our evening meal—a bag of leftover chicken and fries from Nate’s Diner, where Ma worked. The last stretch was downhill, but she was still breathless from the steep climb where Grace meets Ricksville Road.

“Ma, please give me the bag . . . Ma . . .”

Ma’s mouth twitched a little, but she said nothing.

“Ma, give it over.”

Ma handed me the bag, and I ran past her, wishing that someone could do something about her sore legs. I flicked on the lights, dumped the bag on the table, and took out the place mats to set the table.

Ma finally came in. She moved slowly past me and stood heaving by the kitchen counter. She opened the bag and began putting chicken pieces and mounds of fries onto the paper plates, and I took them in turn and carefully set five heaped plates on the small kitchen table by the window.

Finally, she turned.

I waited, knowing that she would now speak.

“Get the others.”

She never called me by my name.

I was the sin that she couldn’t wash out.

I went out the front door and yelled, “Kitty, Callun Thomas, Stevie! Ma wants you!” I waited ten seconds and bellowed out their names again, hard. Stevie came first, running from behind the house, carrying a baseball bat and gloves. He was thirteen, almost fourteen, two years older than me. C.T., the baby and only four years old, trailed behind him. Kitty, who was sixteen and the eldest, was always late. I left Ma to deal with finding her and banged the door shut. Then I scooped C.T. into my arms. He was a bit slow, but he was the sweetest boy I knew. I ruffled his soft light-brown hair and rubbed my face on his cheek.

“You’re so pretty,” I said.

“No!”

“Okay, handsome. You’re the most handsome boy in the world.”

C.T. smiled, a big broad toothy smile. I took him to wash his hands, and by the time I got back into the kitchen, the others were all there. Three heads that looked like Ma and Leroy: soft light brown curly hair; vanilla-hued skin and almond-shaped green eyes. They were so pale they could almost pass for white, except for the curls in their hair and the slightly generous set of their mouths.

I sat at the end of the kitchen table, dark as an oil spill, looking like a cuckoo in their nest.

Becky, my ex-best friend, had taken me behind the woodpile four years ago when I was seven and whispered that I was illegal and that my real father was an Army man with short steel-wool hair, coal black, just like me, who had stopped by Ma’s house while her husband, Leroy, was away on one of his long trips. “Just long enough to hang his coat before he was gone,” she had added, with her ma’s snide smile.

“Illegitimate, not illegal,” I had corrected, furious enough to strike her dead. I hated her from that moment on, and I planned an exacting revenge—hacking off all the hair on her baby doll with the open-and-shut eyes. I swore I’d never talk to her again, and I never did.

Ma spent most of the meal with C.T. on her lap, feeding him like a baby even though he was old enough to use a fork. She was breathing better now. Her hair, pulled into a bun for work, now hung loose and luxurious down her back. As soon as she was done with C.T., she put him down on the floor. Kitty put her arms around Ma, and as she did so, Ma’s face became soft and relaxed, like putty. I wondered what it would be like to have that effect on people, on Ma.

Kitty was pretty, slender, and waiflike with wide-set eyes, a button nose, and long wavy hair. Ma had once said that looking at Kitty was like standing beside a blue ocean and gazing over the sunset. In our house, we knew that she mesmerized Ma and Leroy with her beauty and her dainty flounce. Somehow the rest of us had escaped her spell.

Stevie saw me looking at them and winked. He was tall for his age, and handsome, except he had big old buckteeth. No one made fun of his teeth, though, because he was the smartest kid in town. Ask Stevie anything about math, physics, or engineering and he would talk you into an unexpected nap. He wolfed down his dinner as usual and waited for Ma. She was who we all yearned for, and Stevie and Kitty constantly fought to be first place in her affections. But we were never able to forget that it was Kitty who was to be Ma’s ticket out of the poor side of Ricksville. Ma was going to get Kitty married to a lawyer or doctor up in Atlanta, one of those Morehouse graduates who was looking for a beautiful wife. Never mind that she couldn’t divide eight into fifty-six without having to recite the entire eight-times table.

“Do you want some more food, Stevie?” Ma finally noticed Stevie’s empty plate.

“Yes. Ma, you sure can fry up some chicken.”

“Yes what?”

Ma was a stickler for good manners. She didn’t want us disgracing her in public. She wouldn’t let anyone forget that although she had sunk this low, she hadn’t started out this way.

“Yes, please, Ma. We’re in the finals for the baseball tournament, Ma.”

Ma turned her attention fully away from Kitty and smiled at Stevie. “We’ll be there,” she said. “I told Nate there was a chance, and he said he’d give me the day off if it happened.”

“Ma, we won the Ricksville mud battle today,” I said loudly.

No one spoke.

My words hung in the air and disappeared. Kitty kept picking at her food, and Ma was wiping C.T.’s nose, her eyes keenly on him.

Stevie twitched in his seat.

Why did I even try? How could I have been so stupid? What an idiot you are, I said viciously to myself. What a stupid, ugly idiot. I looked past Stevie. Caught the pity in his eyes and hated him for it. Hated his legitimate birth, his fair skin, and that he was still loved despite his buck teeth.

The silence grew and held.

“You mean our side of the street won?” Stevie’s voice was raspy, and too loud.

I felt nothing but shame. I didn’t need rescuing. I could rescue myself.

“Yes,” I said flatly.

“We never won before,” he said.

I shrugged, wishing he would just shut up.

Ma pursed her lips. She turned and lifted C.T. into her arms and carried him off to be cleaned up.

“Hey, Oreo,” Stevie said softly.

“What?” I answered meanly.

“Don’t worry about it.”

I stared at him blankly, as if I didn’t know what he was talking about. Hated the name that many outsiders thought was a sweet, pet name. Only I knew it was Leroy’s particularly sly way of branding me, so I never forgot that I was the illegitimate child of his wife, a constant reminder of her infidelity, neatly sandwiched between his legitimate children. Only I knew how deep it went, for didn’t we all know that the paste in the middle of the cookie was white, when I was as opposite to that as you could get? How could I forget even without the nickname, looking so different than they did? But that was never enough for Leroy.

I willed my tears to slide back into my eyes by thinking how much I hated them all.

And my lovely day shattered and crumbled into dust at my feet.





Chapter 4

Philadelphia, Mississippi, Early 1953

She was white and was never allowed to forget it. But she wasn’t quite the right type of white. Wasn’t blond, or blue-eyed. Just the mousy brown of an ordinary white person. Her mother always told her that her hair was near white when she was born. It had taken two years for it to turn a pale blond.

“You were so adorable. Like a cherub,” her mother would say wistfully. “Skin like cream, eyes the palest blue-green. You took after me then.” Her mother always paused after saying this, as though she didn’t want to relinquish the image. “Then your father’s genes kicked in and now look at you, all that beautiful hair and eyes turned brown, just like your brother.” Then, perhaps feeling guilty, her mother would add hastily, “Well, at least you still have your beautiful skin. You need to stay out of the sun, or you will burn. I keep telling you that.” She must have heard this almost every day of her life, right up to when her mother died.

Yet she remembers a time of being out in the sun all day, hatless. It was a time when her mother didn’t care or had other things to occupy her. She doesn’t remember her mother much during this time. All she remembers is running barefoot outside, and someone, Bessie, their black cook, calling her name, running after her, swooping her up, smooshing her laughing face against that soft round mountainous chest before swirling her around and around. It was a chest she returned to time and time again: when her stomach hurt, or when she felt lonely, or when her brother, Randy, was tormenting her. Bessie would swoop her up, kiss her with a big resounding smack, and put her under her skirts, where she would stay, quiet as a mouse, as Bessie hummed and sang as she washed the clothes in the tub, till Randy disappeared. She would then crawl out from under those skirts and Bessie would say, laughing, “Go on with you, chile. I gots work to do. Don’t think I got time to play games with you,” and then she would wink at her.

“Don’t go encouraging that chile,” Mary, Bessie’s helper, would say, scowling. “You know how they be. One minute all cute and babyish, and the next like the very devil take them over. Look at that Randy over there. See how quickly he turn? Wasn’t but five years ago he was sucking on your breast, and now can’t barely stand the sight o’ you. Sooner spit at you than say hello.”

“This one’s different. I knows it.”

“This one’s just the same as her ma. You just slow, Bessie. How many of them babies you raised?”

They were always talking about her and her ma, but she wasn’t sure what they were saying, just that Mary looked mad, but she always looked mad, and Bessie, well, Bessie was just Bessie. She put her thumb in her mouth and listened awhile more before going to pull on Bessie’s long skirt.

“I’m tired.”

Bessie immediately sat down on the kitchen chair that was pushed against the wall. Reached up and pulled her across her lap, so that her head was resting on that mountain of pillows. She relaxed into Bessie’s soft flesh.

“Sleep, chile.”





Chapter 5

Nate’s Diner stood right in the center of town on Main Street, an oddity because it was the only black-owned business on the white side of town.

If you were on Main Street, you could not miss the brand-new Greyhound Bus Station, nor ignore the delicious, greasy fried chicken smell that wafted in and out as Nate’s doors opened and closed; so tempting it made everyone waiting for the bus wonder if they had time to slip out of line to grab a quick bite to go before the bus driver shouted, “Bring your tickets, step up, bring your tickets.”

And if you decided to make a run for it, all you had to do was follow your nose, and it would lead you across the road and half a block up, right to the red neon sign. Ma was the tall, heavy-set woman you saw behind the counter fixing and wrapping sandwiches or burgers or sometimes frying crispy chicken wings and fries. She worked afternoons six days a week at a job that she said was way beneath her.

“My mother would turn in her grave,” she’d often complain. When I asked Stevie why, he said it was because Ma’s father was a white lawyer, and her ma was a mulatto seamstress. I didn’t know what it meant then, but from the proud way Stevie said it, I knew it somehow made Ma better and more genteel than everyone else.

* * *

I did chores for Nate on Saturdays, mostly helping him clean the diner and earning three dollars for my trouble. It was Nate who had bandaged my knee at age five when I was too scared to go home and tell Ma that I had jumped off Kitty Hawk Bridge, right into the Big Black River because Fats dared me.

For many years, Nate’s Diner used to be called Catchedy Groceries, white-owned and the town’s only family grocery store. It was the only store that had not been burned to the ground during the Ricksville riots of 1964 that followed the murders of the civil rights workers later called the Freedom Summer murders. Joe Catchedy had died in 1971, and eventually, with pressure from an incoming grocery chain, his ailing wife sold off its contents and closed the doors. The store had stood empty over two years until the townsfolk finally talked about pulling it down. Nate later told Ma that someone started a rumor that the store was infested with termites, “damn near about to topple down and maim someone,” while others talked about what an eyesore it had become.

Then, early one spring morning, while the white town council members met to discuss the dilapidated store at their monthly town council meeting, Nate, who was in those days the town drunk, walked unsteadily to Mrs. Catchedy’s back door and demanded to see the old lady. Meeting resistance from Lucille, the black housekeeper, he forced his way past her to the door of Mrs. Catchedy’s sickroom. In the darkened room, he gently took off his hat, made his apologies, and humbly whispered that he would like to buy the store. It was later said that Mrs. Catchedy had looked him in the eye and said, “But you’re a drunk, Nate. Nothing but a drunk nigger.”

Nate had slowly moved forward till he was right up close to the bed, and there he had whispered some words, all the while his head bowed and his eyes not even meeting hers. According to Lucille, who had stood at the door trembling with fear at the thought of what the crazy black man would do, Mrs. Catchedy, who hadn’t gotten out of bed in a year, waved her over and, with the use of her walker and guiding hands, Lucille on one hand and Nate on the other, walked clear across the large hall to her husband’s study and handed Nate the papers. Paid enough for it over the years was the rumor, for those white folks were all about business right to the very end.

I heard Miss Claudia, who was my friend Cammy’s ma, say that a few trouble stirrers slyly hinted that there was some bizarre sexual relationship between Nate and Mrs. Catchedy, but she said that was the nonsense talkers, since it wasn’t so long ago that you could get strung up for just looking at a white woman. Others said that Nate must have threatened her with all kinds of bad things, but Stevie, knowing Nate’s kind nature, merely said the old lady sure knew a good business deal when she saw one, especially when it reached down and bit her in the ass.

Whatever it was, it was said that this was the beginning of the new Nate. He never touched another drop. Sure enough, every Sunday morning, you would find him cold sober as could be, sitting on the front pew at the AME church at the corner of Ricksville and Pike. On Sunday afternoons, townsfolk heading home from window shopping in Louisville town center would see him making his way to Mrs. Catchedy’s, walking with a spring in his step, cool as you please, right up those marble front steps of her big mansion. Once I heard Ma saying that black folk never would stop gossiping about that. Even though they all done grown used to the sight with each passing year, they still gossiped, shaking their heads, wondering what made Nate think he was good enough to stride through those rose-colored front doors, just like he owned the place.

This particular Saturday morning, I ran through the rain all the way down Ricksville, up Grace, took a right on Woodlawn, and finally reached Perry before crossing over to Main. I hurried past the Wilkinson Hardware Store without looking in, because everyone knew that they didn’t serve blacks and everyone’s ma said we were not to go near there or we’d get such a whupping our butts would be aflame for a week. I swung open the door to Nate’s and quickly went to the back and put on an apron. Then I got out the mop, broom, and dustpan and filled a bucket with soapy water.

“This floor here is real dirty, Nate,” I said, mopping away.

Nate was tall, with a high forehead, light brown eyes, and thick, smooth brown skin. He was looking at me impatiently, momentarily distracted from spicing the chicken he was about to cook.

“Sure is. A dirty floor store is a profitable one. Means people are coming in and out. Just make sure you mop up real good. It’s been raining and folks’ shoes are muddy. Now, back to work, Ella. Today’s a busy day.”

I cleaned in silence for the next half hour, giving the floor all my attention, getting on my hands and knees to scrape the gummy sticky mess off the linoleum with a knife. Afterwards, when the floor was clean and shiny, I washed my hands and sat at the counter, watching Nate fry the spicy batch of chicken for the Saturday noontime rush.

“Nate?”

“Yes?” Nate was focused on dipping chicken thighs into a bowl of flour mixed with seasoning.

“Sure you couldn’t be my father?”

He abruptly stopped what he was doing, dusted his floury hands over his apron, and turned around so he was facing me. After a moment, he walked up to the counter and looked at me wearily.

“Ella, what is wrong?”

I shook my head. “Nothing. Just checking.”

“Okay, you ask me if I am your father at least three times a year, and if I remember correctly, you even asked me once if I was an angel. An angel, Ella?”

My mouth wobbled and I concentrated on counting the number of chicken pieces on the table to hold back the bucket of wetness that was always behind my eyes, trying to seep out.

“You know the answer is no. I’m just a single man with no kids, just a lot of chicken to fry.”

His face softened. “Why does it matter so much that you have no daddy? I never had one. Not one who would acknowledge me anyway.” His eyes looked sad for an instant. Then he shook his head and continued, “Half the kids up Ricksville Road don’t often see their fathers. How often do your brothers and sister see Leroy? That man’s always gone. Eight months in Alabama, six months in Arkansas, here for a few months, then he’s gone again. It’s what we do down here, Ella, men trying to chase down money to keep body and soul together.”

I didn’t answer, holding in the volcano trapped inside my chest.

“What happened to God?” he said. “I thought you told me the last time that He was your dad.”

I wanted to say that I needed one on earth, too, but when my mouth opened nothing came out.

It was quiet in the store. Nate looked troubled.

“Did they forget your birthday again?”

I shrugged off the question, pretending I didn’t care if they did or they didn’t.

“Is it your twelfth?”

I nodded.

Nate’s broad smile filled the room.

Nate wasn’t handsome at first glance, but when you’d stared up at him as many times as I had, or had seen him smiling or singing softly to himself, you’d see his features rearranging into such symmetrical perfection that strangers would think someone else had walked in and taken over the grill.

“I remember twelve. Now, that’s a great age. You suddenly feel all grown up, finally on the march to being a teenager.” He smiled down at me. “Well, I haven’t forgotten. I’ve got something for you.”

He came around the counter and put his hands on my shoulders and led me to the back storeroom. From behind the door, he pulled out the most beautiful hand-carved kite I had ever seen. The wood looked light and flexible, and the thin, silky cloth was a pretty turquoise color. It was almost as tall as I was.

How did he know today was my birthday and that I had really wanted a kite? “How did you know?” I asked when I’d found my voice.

“Still think I’m an angel?” Nate was gently teasing. “Yes, just give me wings and a tutu and I’m right at home,” he said, and he kept right on raveling up the kite’s string. “I used river birch, the lightest and best kite wood around.”

I touched the wood. “It’s real nice. It’s going to fly great. But I never mentioned it was my birthday to anyone,” I persisted.

“Ella, believe me, everyone in Ricksville knows the day you were born, and as a matter of fact, I brought the midwife to your house to help with the birth. I think I was the third person in the world to see you. What a pretty baby you were.”

I stared into his lying face.

“Yes, you were. Sure enough, you looked nothing like your ma, but those big eyes of yours lit up your whole face. Still do, and don’t let anyone tell you different.”

I forgave him the lie.

“As to what you want, I can read you like a book. You’ve just got one of those wide-open faces. Too much emotion.”

Nate crouched down till he was at my level, the worried look back on his face. “Ella, let me give you a piece of advice. You feel too much, and everything you feel is right there on that face of yours. It’s in your voice. You’ve got to close that face of yours or people will keep hurting you. Put on a skin of toughness and hide yourself. You know, like a crab.”

His hand reached out and shook me a little, his eyes searching mine. I didn’t know what he was looking for, but it seemed like he didn’t find it, for he just shook his head, looked at me in exasperation, and handed me the kite.

“Go on, take it out for a run. I know there’s nothing you like better than running, and you’ll have to run like the wind to get that kite in the air. Put it in your mind that you’re an African running away from slave hunters deep in West Africa and you will fly.”

I reached for the kite slowly, wondering if it was really mine. The urge to fly it was too much. I was ready.

“Take it around the back, use Perry Lane,” Nate said. I scarcely heard his voice. I stretched out my hand and held the kite. It felt so light, so delicate. How it would soar! At Perry Lane, I started running like there were a million devils chasing me, slave-hunter dogs nipping at my heels. Yet my mind was clear, and an age-old rhythm pounded in my blood as I ran, till I felt the tension in the cord and the reassuring noise of the kite rippling in the wind. And still I ran, not even stopping to watch the kite, because by then the joy of running had oiled my joints, and that bucket of water behind my eyes had finally dried up, and I couldn’t stop running, and from there it was Perry to Woodlawn, Woodlawn to Grace, and Grace to Ricksville. It was there I finally stopped, close to home, and turned to watch. I saw the large turquoise kite rise to meet the blue sky, bucking like a wild bronco as it got caught in updrafts and then growing stronger and pulling, tussling with me and the wind till it was finally soaring straight and high above me, like a bird on a wire. As I watched, the kite and the sky knitted together and became one.





Chapter 6

Philadelphia, Mississippi, August 1954

She loved her father more than her ma, and certainly more than Randy. Her daddy was big and strong and was the boss of the farm. He had dark brown straight hair like hers and everyone said they were two peas in a pod. She tried to walk like him, talk like him, and by the time she was sent to the big school up the road, she refused to wear anything other than pants and a shirt, just like him. His laugh was as loud as the church bells on Sunday, and when he walked across the farm, everyone disappeared. All the farmhands, who were always white, and all the nigger boys; they all ducked out of sight until he called them out. That they were scared of him made her realize that he was a king.

My daddy’s a king, she would say to Bessie when they played.

“That’s right, chile,” Bessie would agree.

When he got angry at the nigger boys, his voice would thunder, like a vicious storm had come across the land, and Bessie would come running out of the house and gather her up and take her inside.

“Nothing for you to see,” Bessie would whisper, even though she wanted to stay and watch what her father would do. While he thundered, she could hear, from inside, screams and shrills and all kinds of commotion, but Bessie wouldn’t even allow her to look. Sometimes there was the swooshing sound of a slap or a whip, over and over again, and the screams then seemed to fill the sky.

“What’s he doing?” she would ask Bessie.

“Just making sure everyone is working good,” Bessie would say.

Mary would suck her teeth hard.

Sometimes her mother would come out, too, and scream along with her daddy at whoever was making them mad. It was a concert of screams, her mother’s high-pitched excited shrieks, and her daddy’s bellows. It was the only time Bessie seemed to get annoyed. “What’s that woman doing out there?” she would mutter. “Slavery times been over. No need to treat ’em like that.” Mary always had an answer. “Woman just adding her two cents. Lying on the couch all day, this is the only exercise she get. Wish she come in here to get some exercise cooking, and cleaning and pressing.” Mary always seemed to find that funny, and she would laugh and slap her thigh and push on Bessie, who just pushed her away. “Stop it,” Bessie would say, “the chile can hear you talking about her ma like that.”

Mary would make a face and say, “Let her hear how lazy that woman is. And they say black people lazy.” Mary would suck her teeth over and over again.

She didn’t like Mary one bit, but oh, how she loved Bessie.





Chapter 7

On choir nights, it was my job to keep an eye on Kitty. Ma didn’t say why, but I was smart enough to know that it was up to me to make sure that Kitty made it to evening choir practice on Wednesdays, the day Ma worked late at the diner. I was pretty sure that it had something to do with what Fats had said a week ago. He had come up to me as I walked along Ricksville Road to Mr. Macabe’s and said that he had a secret about Kitty.

“What secret?” I had asked curiously.

“Kitty’s wild,” he replied with a smirk.

“What are you talking about?” I asked. He had gestured to me to stop walking, and when I did, he whispered in my ear that Kitty had to be watched because she was likely to be found going down on Luke in the alley behind Tucker Lane. I couldn’t figure out what he said so I just stared at him, wondering what he meant.

“She completely melts everyone’s hearts when she sings ‘Amazing Grace’ in that voice they all say is just like an angel. And then she does that.”

“What’s ‘going down’ mean?” I finally asked. Fats had just looked at me and laughed fit to burst his big ol’ gut. I had pummeled his arm until he stopped laughing but he still hadn’t told me.

“You’re like a baby, Ella. You don’t know anything.”

“Am not. I know a lot of things, I just don’t know what that is.”

Fats just rolled his eyes and lumbered off. No doubt to tell someone else who knew what going down was.

I almost told him. Almost told him what I did know, just to watch his eyes open wide and see what color his face would turn, red-brown or pale brown. But I didn’t.

Kept my secret buried deep down.

I looked in the dictionary to find out what “going down” meant but I couldn’t find it.

It was Wednesday a week later when I waited on the front stoop for Kitty to come home from summer school so we could walk together to choir practice. It was five in the afternoon. The air was hot and sticky, and even though my T-shirt clung to me, the air was still cooler outside than indoors. I could’ve walked a few steps and stood under the shade of the magnolia tree, but I didn’t want to sit on the ground, where the fire ants would have bitten me to shreds. So I sat on the cement stoop, enjoying the occasional sticky breeze and once in a while getting up to peer down Ricksville Road to see whether Kitty was coming. The street was deserted. All the kids were either having their baths or, like me, just about to set off for the Oh Precious Heavenly Voices Children’s Choir. While I waited, I savored my most recently acquired new words. I had underlined them in the dictionary and all day long they danced around in my head. Now I took them out from where I kept them in my mind and played about with the sounds in my head as I clapped my hands to the beat of the new words. “Per-fi-dy, pres-ti-gi-ous, plu-ral-is-ti-cal-ly.”

The next time I got up to peer down the street, I spotted Kitty in the distance by the sashaying motion of her hips.

She wasn’t alone.

When they were two houses away, I recognized Luke, captain of Ricksville Senior High School’s football team. He was tall and had a mop of curly hair. Kitty had mentioned how cute he was. I’d once seen him at school, but I couldn’t figure out why she thought he was cute.

When they got a little closer to our house, I ran up to meet her.

“What do you want?” she said coldly.

“Ma’s here.”

“Don’t be an idiot. I know she’s not. Stop your stupid tricks.” She pushed me out of her way and walked towards the front door.

I was close on her heels. “I tell you, Ma’s here, and him over there”—I gestured at Luke, who was right behind us—“is going to get it.”

Kitty looked at Luke. “She’s lying, Ma is never here this time on Wednesdays.”

I really didn’t care, so I sat back on the stoop.

“Are you lying, Oreo?” she demanded.

I wasn’t about to say another word.

“Luke, wait out here while I check. I swear I will hit her if she’s lying.”

Kitty disappeared inside. I looked at Luke. Wondered whether Kitty liked that crooked way he smiled or whether she liked him because his hair was curly, just like Leroy’s. But the resemblance ended there. Luke was brown-skinned and brown-eyed and although his hair was curly, it was black. Leroy’s hair was pale brown and his eyes a piercing green. I went back to looking at my words, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw a movement. I glanced up and saw Luke fidgeting, like he just couldn’t keep still.

There were no voices from inside, and I could tell this made him anxious. He paced in front of me, then glanced at Ricksville Road, a few yards away. He took a step in the direction of the road. He was leaving.

He swiveled back, decision made, and climbed over me to get to the door. As he did so, his hand reached down towards my chest, and before I knew it, I had smacked his hand so hard I could tell it would smart right into next week. I ducked out of the way as his hand came down again, this time to hit me back, and ran to the middle of the yard.

From there I saw Luke raise his hand to knock on the door, one last-ditch effort to see where Kitty had disappeared to. I almost ran back to tell him that it was true, that Ma was home because she’d forgotten her change of clothes for the midweek church service, but what he had done made me mad enough not to care what happened to him. I saw him hesitate, then knock loudly.

Ma opened the door.

“It’s just one of those good-for-nothing boys.” Ma’s voice was loud and annoyed. Then she shut the door right in his face.

Luke should have left right then, but he was still standing there when Ma opened the door again.

“You still here?” This time, she looked Luke up and down with obvious distaste. “Tell me something, boy. Do you think you can get into Morehouse College or Lincoln University?”

Luke stood there like he was made of stone.

“That’s right,” Ma said disdainfully. “I didn’t think so. A piece of nothing, just like all the boys in this dusty town, sniffing around at something beautiful. Well, she’s not within your reach. Just keep on walking right out of here and stay away from Kitty. She’s marrying up, not down.” She stood at the door, waiting for him to disappear.

I saw the tremble in Luke’s legs as he slunk away, stumbling over the stoop. Saw by the contorted grimaces on his face that he was close to tears. Yet even
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