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Synopsis

Jaudon Vicker and Berry Garland are polar
opposites yet know they are meant to be together. Growing up in
steamy backcountry Central Florida, they fight each other’s
battles: Berry protects boyish Jaudon from bullies, Jaudon gives
the abandoned Berry roots. They pledge that nothing will part them,
not a changing Florida nor a changing America, not Berry’s quest
for her spiritual path, nor Jaudon’s ambition for her family's
business. When the war in Vietnam, politics, police, rough times,
society itself, and other women threaten to come between them,
their bond grows deeper. In the safety of their secluded tree house
hideaway, they learn to dream, dance—and to make love.
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Prologue

They started courting as schoolgirls in that fall of
1959, when they were eight.

Berry and Jaudon held hands on the sandy path from
bus to school, wearing thin, fresh-washed little girl dresses
homemade for the Florida heat. They dilly-dallied in and out of the
shade of oak and palm, past red hurricane lilies risen that very
morning after a downpour.

By then, Jaudon Vicker already worked at her
family’s new business, The Beverage Bay. It wasn’t usual at the
time for a girl of any age to work at a drive-thru beer and pop
store, but Jaudon was far from a usual girl. Quick-tempered and
scrappy, blessed with ungirlish strength and form, she’d also
inherited her father’s talent for joshing, which kept the customers
returning, the bullies mostly at bay, and masked her sore,
bewildered, uncomfortable, different young self.

Berry Garland was a poster Southern Christian girl,
mild-mannered and polite. She was an eager student at school and
had a sweet smile for everyone. She played as hard as a tomboy, but
loved her Sunday go-to-church dress. Before she’d moved to Florida
for good, she’d followed her ma and Grammy Garland through the
house in Georgia, learning to fix meals, sew, and clean. She’d also
followed her pa and Gramps around the yard and the garage and was
taught how to change tires and shoot. Every night she recited her
prayers.

Berry’s last memory of her ma and pa was watching
them drive down Stinky Lane away from Gran’s place on Pa’s
motorcycle, Ma waving, dust rising between her and them. She
couldn’t wait till they got set up and sent her an airplane ticket
to join them. An airplane. California!

Berry and Jaudon met on the bus that carried them to
third grade.

“Jaw-dun,” Jaudon told Berry. “You say my
name jaw-dun. After Momma’s family.”

Berry noticed that Jaudon always said Momma,
not my momma, as if hers was the only mother in the world.

Berry spent her first years on the Florida border in
Georgia. Her speech was so muddy with drawl it took Jaudon months
before she stopped asking, “What? What?” Slowly, Berry sounded more
like the other kids. Though they lived close, they didn’t wait at
the same bus stop, because the school didn’t want children walking
over the railroad crossing on Eulalia Road.

Berry’s hair was old-fashioned—dark, wavy, and
thick. In the humidity it frizzed out and stayed out, resembling a
living helmet, but beautiful. Her church wanted girls to wear their
hair long even in the heat. Under the helmet was a pale, pale face,
as if it was masked in powder. Makeup was against the church rules
too. They hadn’t outlawed freckles yet and in the Florida sun they
blossomed on Berry.

The Vickers’ house was on the dry side of Eulalia
Road at 12 Pineapple Trail in Rainbow Gap, Florida, where Jaudon
grew up during country-and-western singer Tennessee Ernie Ford’s
heyday in the 1950s. The house was set on a post-and-block
foundation. Pops and Jaudon’s brother Bat connected the original
two rooms, or pens, by enclosing the dogtrot, although Momma
complained of missing the breezes that used to blow through. This
enlarged the living room on one side and gave them space to install
an indoor toilet and tub on the other.

Up in the Vickers’ tree house, Jaudon and Berry
giggled, imagining a hurricane sliding the old outhouse, barrel and
all, far into the swamp to rot.

The men connected the kitchen out back to the main
house with a windowless, skinny hallway. The fireplaces and
chimneys remained at the gabled ends of the main building. They put
on a new tin roof and attached rails to the sun-bleached wood
porch. The four wings added to the original structure, one square
room at each corner, were the bedrooms. The ceilings were grayed
pecky cypress. Home, to Jaudon, smelled of new wood and wet cement
as much as it smelled of the red trumpet honeysuckle by the porch,
cool air after a thunderstorm, and a pot of Pop’s swamp cabbage
with bacon.

The Garland family used to move back and forth
between grandparents, so Jaudon and the tree house in the old live
oak became constants for Berry. Her pa had a best friend named
gambling. When he wiped out, Pa, Ma, and Berry returned to Grammy
and Gramps Garland up in Georgia, or came down to stay with her
mom’s mother, Gran Binyon, in the travel trailer behind Gran’s
manufactured home. The small homestead was set in forested, swampy
wetlands on a dirt road called Stinky Lane after the smelly
mushrooms that thrust up through the soil by the hundreds around
there a couple of times a year.

Berry’s Binyon and Garland kin were connected way
back when. Cowmen, including some Garland boys, came down from
Georgia to let their cattle graze on grassy flatlands. They were
called Georgia Crackers. In the early 1800s, the Binyons left Wales
for America, migrating south over time until two grandsons found
Rainbow’s Gap, as the settlement was first called, rowdy enough for
their tastes.

Jaudon and Berry spent a good chunk of their
childhoods on the Vicker property in the tree house whose branches
had a sixty- to eighty-foot spread over the long pond everyone
called Rainbow Lake. Despite an occasional sulphur smell, Rainbow
Gap kids dove to a hidden freshwater spring and a small underwater
cave. Berry and Jaudon wouldn’t go in because of alligators.
Instead, they played card games on an old wood bench half swallowed
by reeds. There they heard the burble of the spring and watched
ospreys and eagles follow their submerged prey, swoop and clutch
large fish—or several small fish—in their talons.

Jaudon made up stories of what might be hidden in a
fissure of the cave, and of a secret swim path all the way to the
Gulf of Mexico. She claimed there were manatees down there, nosing
into warm spots. Berry said she didn’t believe a word of it, but
she reckoned how it could be possible.

When the Garlands were in Florida, Berry and Jaudon
played, imagined, read, napped, laughed at the strutting peacocks
and scurrying hens, cried over unfair punishments—and they were all
unfair. In season they gobbled strawberries up in the tree house
out of sticky reddened hands. Strawberry farms lay everywhere in
drained fields. The girls were often covered with calamine lotion
to treat the poison sumac they ignored as they played.

Bat hid his transistor radio in the tree house when
he joined up to drive trucks for the army. Jaudon happened on it,
so they were able to listen to Mel Tillis, a country singer from
their area, and to JoAnn Campbell and Pat Boone from North Florida.
She also found Pops Vicker’s favorite station, with all the old big
bands and singers. They listened so often to such tunes as “Some
Enchanted Evening,” “White Christmas,” and “On the Sunny Side of
the Street,” they knew the words.

It wasn’t quite a tree house—more a shack on stilts
leaning against the forty-one-foot oak: high stilts, twelve feet
off the ground, reinforced by struts and camouflaged by the huge
leaves of an elephant ear plant. They used a homemade ladder and
pulled it away from the tree at night to keep varmints out. More
than once Jaudon, who always checked before Berry went inside,
found snakes and took a hoe to them from the top of the ladder.

Bat, officially Batson, their mother’s maiden name,
painted the outside of the tree house black before he enlisted, but
only patches of the paint remained on the weathered gray wood.
Stains on the inside walls could be maps of the world. There was a
warped door that almost closed, and outside plywood window covers
were hinged at the top, with hooks to shutter them. Jaudon, at age
ten, built a narrow railed platform over the pond, big enough to
lie on, and sawed out a pint size dormer window under the overhang
of the roof so she saw more of the sky. There was an old window in
the garage which she used to cover the hole—too big, but she
hammered it down tight.

She nailed screening across the windows for the
bugs, but the bugs were clever. One year the mosquitos got so bad
she had the bright idea to soak the floorboards with citronella
from Momma’s stash at the Beverage Bay office, but it stank to the
high heavens and Berry wouldn’t visit at all.

After every storm she checked the tree house first
thing.

The freight trains came howling across Eulalia Road
towing gondolas of oranges, limes, lemons, and grapefruit. Hopper
cars moved tons of phosphorous from the Bone Valley mines. Momma
commented it was a wonder some train didn’t shake the tree house
apart. Jaudon’s granddad originally built it for a young Pops who,
some months after inviting Momma to visit the tree house, married
her. He kept it in good shape for Bat.

Jaudon wanted to do whatever Bat and Pops did.

By the time Jaudon was three she was climbing the
ladder. Pops seemed to know she would be as much of a son to him as
Bat. Pops dragged her off the tree house ladder and smacked her on
the behind time and again. For her fourth birthday, he stood at the
bottom of the ladder and watched her climb it over and over,
propping her up when she started to fall, until he saw she did it
safely. At that point Jaudon planted herself in front of him,
fisted hands on her hips, and he gave a roar of laughter. “You,
Daughter, inherited the true Vicker spirit!”

Jaudon, proud, stood as tall as she could and never
forgot his words.

Pops also laughed when Jaudon, age eight, over
Thanksgiving dinner, announced to a houseful of relatives that she
planned to marry Berry and live in the tree house. She went back to
gnawing on her drumstick. When she became aware of the silence and
Pops’s laugh faded to a cough, she looked up to see the family
watching her. She excused herself, drumstick in hand, and jumped
off her chair to run to the pond bench and cry. She never forgot
that incident either.


Chapter One

Berry insisted Jaudon finish high school with her.
She would help Jaudon catch up and take leave of those hallways the
first second possible.

Early on, Pops had told Jaudon, with true merriment,
that she walked like a sailor late from shore leave, knees hugging
air, leaning forward into the wind to rush up a gangplank. At
school she was called a circus freak. The bullies grabbed her books
and scattered them. They pinched her behind and teased her more for
crying. Humiliated, uncomprehending, emotionally scorched, at
school she found no help. The teachers looked the other way—Berry
never did.

By their junior year, Jaudon didn’t get any more
girlish, but she made a good-looking boy, Berry thought. Jaudon was
so energized, so excited, so much fun when they were alone
together.

“Is it okay, Berry, that I get a funny pitter-patter
in my heart when I see you? And how I’m feverish, but I never felt
better in my life?”

“If it’s okay that I want to cuddle you into my lap
and pet you till you purr loud as Toby. Or that I want to be in
your lap so you can pet me till I purr.”

The school bus was still a trial. They agreed to
ride it like statues to give no fodder the bullies could use to
further torment them. Both of them endured name-calling, shoving,
and—one day—a dead rat tossed onto Jaudon’s lap. She grabbed
Berry’s arm to stop her from reacting, dumped the rat to the floor,
and used her foot to push it under the seat in front of them.

Every weekday they escaped the school bus and
dawdled through a sandlot of sad-looking grass to reach their
redbrick high school. When the other pupils were far ahead, Jaudon
sometimes looped around the smooth gray palm trees and leapt out at
Berry for no good reason but pure silliness. School smelled of
chalk dust and Pine-Sol.

Those were the best days. On the worst days, home at
the tree house, Jaudon would cry and Berry would hold her, praying
this cruelty would someday end.

Their classmates’ words were soon carried home to
the adults in the small congregation of the church Berry, with
reluctance, attended.

One Saturday she saw the pastor talking with Eddie
Dill, the man-friend Gran took up with a few years after Grandpa
died. As soon as they walked into Gran’s house on Stinky Lane,
Eddie took hold of Berry, slapped her hard across the face, and
slammed her against a wall. He pulled her to him, turned her
around, and slapped her from the other side. He threw her into an
armchair.

“Is it true about you and that Vicker girl?”

Berry held her cheeks. Her face stung. Her head
throbbed from the nasty blows. She said nothing, her ears filled
with noise, as if her skull was a bell Eddie had rung. She tried to
find her inside place, her peaceful sanctuary, her time with
Jaudon.

Eddie’s voice turned shrill. His breath stank of
rotting teeth, his body of dead animals and swamp water. “Is
it?”

It was true she loved Jaudon, but the other truth
was no, what people said wasn’t true. Brought up to wait for
marriage, they did no more than hold each other, to staunch tears,
and out of affection. If it was her gran asking, she’d have said
more, but not to this loathsome, depraved predator. He deserved
lies or silence.

Eddie raised his bony hand again, his face misshapen
with what looked like disgust. She rose up quickly, lifting her arm
to ward off the blow. The side of his hand hit her wrist like a
hatchet chop. She screamed in rage and pain.

Gran rushed at him. He swatted her away. Berry fled
to her bedroom, the former laundry room. They’d moved the washer
outside under a thickly fronded palm and the dryer into the living
room. There was no other place for it, or her. She was scared
stiff. With one hand and her legs, she rammed her bed against the
door and her dresser against her bed. She jammed her rear to the
wall and used her feet to reinforce her blockade.

Jaudon called her a girly girl; but there was no
rule saying a girly girl couldn’t take care of herself. She wanted
to run across the railroad tracks to 12 Pineapple Trail and ask the
Vickers to call the police, but that would cause Gran to suffer and
Berry suspected she suffered enough from Eddie Dill. Instead she
recited the names of the trees she knew: pond pine, loblolly pine,
sweetbay, redbud, grand oak, live oak, chickasaw plum, sweetgum,
holly, cypress, bottlebrush, myrtle, magnolia, cedar, palm.

The stabbing sensation in her wrist was so bad she
was about to sick up. Her head was swimmy. Help me God, or the
Great Spirit that Gran talks about or some, any, powerful
Thing. Her pleas came out in whimpers and she covered her mouth
to hide the sound from Eddie. What did she know about Gran’s swamp
vagrant? He seemed to have no history, no family. For all Berry
knew, Gran took in an escaped prisoner. Lots of them fled to
Florida. A hobo? A man who saw too much war? Her hatred was a
torture to her, but she would not turn her cheek after this.

Another girl might run away from home. Berry knew
she was lucky to have a home, what with no ma and pa. She ought to
give up putting herself to sleep at night burbling MaandPa,
MaandPa into her pillow. She often woke with a stuffy nose
and red eyes. Gran put her hand on her forehead and concluded, each
time, that Berry suffered from allergies. Berry would lie there
asking herself, did Pa land in hot water with illegal gambling on
their way to California and were they serving out jail terms? Did
he gamble away the bike and try to resume the trip ever since? Get
robbed and left for dead or lose their memories like in the movies?
Were they too ashamed to come home after a losing streak?

No, Berry was a wicked child and drove them away.
Was there something that made them suspect she was inclined to love
a girl?

Other than loving Jaudon Vicker, she was a regular
person. She stayed and waited out Eddie’s anger. Gran knew how to
bind a hurt wrist. No, she refused to answer Eddie Dill or be even
a mite close to him again.

Gran wanted her to go to college, teach children
like Ma—she dropped out early on and ran wild. With fair and
conscientious teachers, Gran told her, she might have been
comfortable enough to stay in school and get on in the world. It
stung Gran when the teachers claimed the Binyons spoke as if they
were gargling mush. Not all Floridians had deep accents, but the
Binyons and the Vickers did. Gran didn’t always understand Berry,
who occasionally sounded like her pa’s relatives. So Gran
encouraged Berry to talk right if that was what it took for someone
in the Binyon family to make a better life.

She heard Gran’s calming murmur and Eddie Dill’s
grumbling, with the occasional loud, “Out!” Who was he to think
Gran was going to let him send her away? She wished she could get
her hands on his gun, or one of her own. She pictured herself
shooting holes in him, over and over, cutting him down, one bullet
at a time. The fantasy was soothing and conflicting. She shouldn’t
want to harm a living thing, but outrage took her places she didn’t
want to go and trapped her there. Who wouldn’t want to run her out
if they saw far inside her head?

Where would she go if he got his way? To Georgia,
where the last of the Garlands lived? The Binyons, but for Gran,
were every last one gone from Rainbow Gap, chasing employment or
being chased by the law. If she left, Jaudon would never finish
high school and she might never see her again. Pain was clouding
her thinking so she switched to prayer and became lost in
conversation with her faith. What was her faith? Gran had schooled
her a bit in what Berry’s Seminole great-grandparents believed.

Some Seminoles took up Christianity, Gran told her.
The original tribe believed there was a Great Spirit and that
critters and objects have their spirits set free when they die or
break. The Seminoles hunted for food, but knew nature needed to
maintain a balance, so they apologized to the animals they killed
by a ritual of sweating and bathing after the hunt. Rainbows, the
moon, and the sun were supernatural spirits too.

She listened to Gran, and took on those Seminole
beliefs. The tribe’s words and notions held what she believed. She
came by vegetarianism and the rescue of small animals
naturally.

Her ancestors’ Great Spirit would guide her if she
learned to listen. She was self-conscious about saying the Great
Spirit, even to herself, when everyone she knew said
God.

Gran tried to open her door.

Berry, without the adrenaline of terror, wasn’t
strong enough to push her furniture from the door. Between them,
they made a passage big enough for Berry, who had meager flesh on
her fine bones.

Eddie Dill was in bed. Gran said Berry’s arm was too
swollen to fix at home. “We’ll see the doctor tomorrow if you can
wait. I don’t know how we’d pay for an emergency room visit. Take
two aspirin every couple of hours.”

Gran rigged up a sling to keep the wrist motionless.
One minute sweat seeped from Berry’s every pore, the next chills
made her shake. They sat close together on the couch and Gran
pulled the floor fan near so it blew on Berry.

“No, Gran. I’m colder than the deepest well
water.”

She didn’t dare move her arm for the pain of it, but
Gran had enough worries without a big bill. The doctor always let
her pay over time.

“We best not send you to school tomorrow, pet.
They’ll busybody us to death.” Gran looked toward the bedroom.
“He’s too mean to live. If I thought he wouldn’t go into hiding out
in the swamp forest, I’d tell the authorities.”

Never before had she heard Gran say a word against
Eddie Dill. She never put up with him harassing Berry, but was
otherwise meek with him.

Her hatred threatened to spill out in a slurry of
words that would bury Gran in guilt. She dammed away her ill will.
“Why do you stay with him, Gran?”

“He’s part Seminole, pet. He’s almost kin. A woman
like me needs a man.”

Berry didn’t think she needed a man herself, didn’t
think so at all. It was 1967 for crying out loud, a long time since
Gran was young. Berry knew she would do fine with Jaudon.

Gran looked abashed, but her eyes smiled. “He
doesn’t know I took out an insurance policy on him. I’m in the dark
about where he gets to or if he’ll show up at all.”

She wondered if it would be as much of a relief for
Gran to lose Eddie as it would be for her. She gave Gran a half
hug. “You’re the smartest person I know.”

Gran scrutinized her eyes. “Thank you, pet. You’re
so smart, never mind nursing, you’ll be a doctor. You have my
grandmother’s eyes, so dark. She was a healer. I wish I’d had the
interest to learn her secrets. I loved her, but she kept the
old-fashioned ways. I wanted to be up-to-the-minute.”

She hugged Gran. “I’d be content as a healer, but a
doctor?” She pondered the idea. “That’s not the road I’m on. If I’m
a nurse, I can be closer to the people I help. You’ve said
yourself, doctors like prescriptions and tests. They forget how to
talk to their patients. I guess I wouldn’t mind someday running a
clinic respectful of patients.”

They watched TV for a while. She dreamed about the
future to keep her mind off her arm. At the advertisement, which
was for Aero shaving cream, she came right out and asked Gran how
come Jaudon had conspicuous hair on her face and arms, like duck
fluff. Gran told her most women found themselves with hair they
didn’t want, in places they didn’t want it, but they went on to
marry and have kids.

After a while Berry said, “Can you imagine a man
marrying a woman and waking up the first morning to find her in the
bathroom shaving?”

“Does it seem so bad to you, Berry, your wife having
whiskers?”

“She doesn’t. And Jaudon’s not my wife.”

“Of course she is.”

“Women don’t have wives, Gran.”

“Yes they do, and men have husbands. It happens all
the time, everywhere. People fall in love, some people fall in love
with people the same as them, some don’t. It’s human nature. After
your Grampa Binyon’s death and your ma and pa going missing, life
is too precious to quibble about the manner anyone lives. Your ways
may be peculiar to me, and I know you think I don’t belong with
Eddie. It’s beyond me why some people judge other people in matters
of personal choice.”

“You think there are more people like Jaudon and
me?”

“I know there are, my pet.”

Gran continued to call her pet despite knowing what
was between her and Jaudon. The thought soothed her. She looked
forward to telling Jaudon.

Berry didn’t sleep much that night from the pain.
She was at the bus stop before Jaudon, wearing the unbleached
muslin sling. She pleaded with Jaudon to go to school without her,
so they wouldn’t miss anything.

Jaudon looked over her shoulder for the bus. Their
driver never stopped the other riders when they spit and teased her
with hateful, injuring words while she fought to hide her
tears.

“I’m going to the doctor with you, Berry.”

“No, Jaudon, you can’t.” Gran didn’t want anyone to
know Eddie Dill hit her and why, but this was Jaudon—it made sense
to tell her.

Jaudon slammed her book bag to the ground. “We’re
not safe at home anymore.” She scrunched up her forehead. “I guess
we never were. Momma isn’t very nice to me either. She used to wrap
a scratchy rope around my middle to keep me in place so she didn’t
have to bother watching me while she sold cold drinks and
strawberries at our roadside stand, before the first Beverage Bay
opened. The rope stretched as far as I needed to go to dump melted
ice out of the cold drink washtubs. When I was strong enough to
wiggle free, she used a switch to keep me in line, the same one she
had for Bat. But at least she was my mother. That son of a biscuit
Eddie Dill isn’t even your grandfather. He better not show up at my
family’s door. I’ll stay home too, in case.”

Berry gave her a reproving look. She might not agree
with the church on everything, but prettied-up cuss words bothered
her.

“Sorry.” Jaudon tried her best not to curse.

Berry prevailed over Jaudon, as usual. The school
bus driver waited for her to follow Jaudon onto the bus. She
displayed her sling. As the driver pulled the lever to shut the
door, a football player from one of the new showboat houses on Lake
Suggens called out, “Did you break your arm fighting off the
weirdo?”

Berry surveyed the ground around her, picked up a
broken piece of asphalt, and flung it at the football player with
all her might. It would have hit him if she hadn’t been hurt. She
yelled, “You better shut up or I’ll knock your teeth down your
throat till you spit them out in single file.”

The bus pulled away and Berry wrinkled her nose at
the puff of diesel. She imagined, as if she was praying, the Great
Spirit protecting Jaudon and herself. She was lucky not to have hit
that ignorant child with the asphalt but also wished she had. Her
ugly words repeated on her like nasty burps. She sat on the ground
until the dizziness and sweating passed.

Gran’s doctor pronounced a clean break and put her
wrist in a cast. When asked how it happened, Gran reminded the
doctor, in a long story, about the day Berry’s pa, as a kid, broke
his leg. The doctor didn’t ask again. He should have been retired,
or stopped drinking—she smelled the liquor. His hands shook while
he wrapped padding around and around. She needed to take care to
keep the kids at school from writing anything evil on her cast.

The visit to the doctor cost enough, but Gran took
her afterward to buy a short, boxy, lightweight white jacket at
McCrory’s, never asking anything, never talking about Eddie Dill or
Jaudon. This was Gran’s favorite store out in Plant City, far from
any big shopping center. It was the very first department store in
the area and served non-whites, but the salesladies were all white.
Berry shopped there twice before in her whole life. It was a
wonderland with a little bit of everything, a big, plain building
made magic by goods in cases of dark wood and glass. When they
passed the furniture section she squirmed onto a red leather easy
chair. She bounced once on a mattress, which irritated her wrist. A
saleslady hurried over.

“Ida, it’s you!” the woman said. Gran had once
worked with her in a packing plant and they did some catching up.
She asked Gran about Berry’s arm and Gran blamed the injury on a
fall from a tree.

“She’s a lively looking one, all right.” The woman
patted her on the head. “Take after your grandmother, don’t
you?”

They drank thick strawberry milkshakes at the fruit
and vegetable stand on the way home. Watching the customers poke
around the bins was as entertaining as a movie, they joked.

“You can tell the Northern women,” said Gran. “Look
at those floppy sombrero hats.” Berry and the ladies from Lecoats
County went bareheaded or, at most, tied a scarf around their hair
like Gran.

They poked fun at the visiting men’s brightly
colored porkpie hats with contrasting bands. “You won’t find our
men in anything but straw or truckers’ caps.” The local men bought
boiled peanuts and ate them out of brown paper bags while they
waited for their wives to get the melons or mangoes, potatoes and
fresh pea greens in the pod.

In strawberry season, every roadside stand sold,
besides the milkshakes, individual strawberry shortcakes,
strawberry soft-serve sundaes, and strawberry bread. Gran had shown
Berry how to freeze the berries along with stalks of rhubarb to
make pies year round. A church woman Gran knew came over and
exclaimed how Berry was a young lady now.

It was one of the best days of her life, despite the
pain and knowing she’d have to keep living with despicable Eddie
Dill a very long time if she planned to go to college. Jaudon
always said no place was safe for them.

The next time Eddie took off, she got into his shed,
scared herself silly when her head brushed against a croaker sack
full of frogs, found his pistol, loaded it, set the frogs free in
the woods, wrapped the pistol in the empty sack, and took it into
the house with her.

Go ahead and womp me again, Eddie Dill. Go ahead and
try to womp Gran.


Chapter Two

They started at Cloud Christian College directly out
of high school, summer semester. Berry was in a hurry to make them
independent. She wanted a four-year RN degree. Jaudon studied
business.

The Vickers were able to foot the almost $2,000 a
year for Jaudon’s education.

After Ma was born, Berry’s grandfather Binyon bought
a life insurance policy from a church friend. The same friend
stepped in to advise Gran on investments when she became a widow.
Gran invested, but otherwise never touched the money and it grew
substantially, enough so she could mostly pay for Berry’s college.
Berry earned scholarships. She supplemented them by working at
Jaudon’s store. Better to save the investment money, what she could
of it, for Gran or a rainy day.

“Eventually, Jaudon, I’ll look for an after-school
job like nurse aide. For the time being I’m going to enjoy working
by your side.”

Berry looked around her. Momma had updated the Bays’
lighting, added shining stainless steel coolers, stark white ice
chests, and shelving that made it faster for employees to snatch
products. Model airplanes, all painted silver, glittered and swayed
overhead. In her store, Jaudon kept the glass surfaces so clear
they mirrored every ray of light—starbursts everywhere. Momma
outfitted the Bays with white bell-shaped hanging lights. Jaudon
bleached the concrete floors regularly. “This must be like one of
those light shows so popular out on the West Coast,” Berry told
Jaudon as she admired the ceiling from below.

Her whole life lately was a starburst, ever since
the night she chose between Jaudon and her school friends and
despite Eddie’s attack. Berry loved being at the tree house, but
the girls at school asked her to their homes and taught her how to
use makeup. She ran with them and their boy hangers-on till the
night their little gang went to the movies and stopped at Jaudon’s
Beverage Bay afterward. Her new girlfriends were rude to Jaudon and
made fun of her. She’d recited the line from the Bible she
associated with Jaudon: “People call you an outcast: Zion, no one
cares for you.” She’d closed the car door behind her and shut the
girls out of her life. God bless them, those school friends were a
waste of good time.

An excited pleasure filled her whenever she saw
Jaudon. She helped Jaudon close the store on the nights she worked
and Jaudon drove Berry to Gran’s mobile home, up Stinky Lane. At
graduation Pops Vicker presented Jaudon with the heavy van he once
used for deliveries—he switched to a three-ton truck. The van had a
bench front seat so she sat close to Jaudon and held her hand even
when Jaudon maneuvered the stick shift.

Those last days of high school had been
intoxicating. Their plan to ignore the bullies had worked—the
bullies lost interest. A new freedom awaited them, but she’d
relished their last school bus rides, sitting side by side, lagging
behind the other kids as usual, dallying close together from the
bus stop to school, stretching out the minutes under the tall royal
palms that lined their path like an honor guard.

Berry thanked the powers that be for leading Jaudon
to graduation. On the last day of school Berry wore sandals and a
new pinafore-style dress Gran had sewn. Jaudon was in one of her
shapeless skirts; her short-sleeved blouse was half tucked in, her
tennis shoes were worn through at the left little toe. At Berry’s
suggestion Jaudon had finally given up wearing Bat’s old shoes.
Jaudon held her hand for a few furtive feet. Berry’s heart sped to
a crazy pace. Jaudon scuffed her shoes along the sandy ground,
leaving a trace of Berry and herself.

In June, Berry celebrated her eighteenth birthday.
After dinner Berry walked over to Pineapple Trail and climbed the
ladder to the tree house. She brought some of the eighteen birthday
cupcakes Gran made her. She knew she was now old enough to make up
her own mind about things.

It was ten years or so since Ma and Pa left. It
weighed on her about them not being at her high school graduation.
What did she do wrong to get under their skins so bad? Pops Vicker
was there with Gran, though. Pops had carried on about her
graduating as much as he did for Jaudon.

Jaudon heard Berry’s steps on the ladder the night
of Berry’s birthday and turned up the transistor. Ella Fitzgerald
was singing a moony song. Jaudon’s grin stretched her mouth so wide
her eyes were forced almost shut. In the tiny tree house, Berry’s
kind, calm bearing filled Jaudon up with what must be
happiness.

“They didn’t cost much,” Jaudon said of the two gold
bands she’d found, after much searching, in an antique store.
There, in the catawampus tree house, in the dusky light, she gave
one to Berry. Her voice was as raspy as a teenage boy’s. “Happy
birthday, Georgia gal. Will you marry me?” She showed Berry the
matching ring. They’d already agreed to marry; the rings were to
make it final.

Berry went so pale Jaudon feared she would faint.
She held out her hand. Jaudon set down her own ring box and worked
Berry’s ring onto her finger. They both admired it. Berry did the
same for Jaudon.

“When do you have to be home?”

“I’m eighteen now. I told Gran I’m sleeping over
tonight.”

They kissed and drew away, Jaudon’s eyes wide, as if
she was surprised all over again at the pleasure of it, or in fear;
Berry wasn’t sure. The boy she’d kissed had pushed at her mouth
until her neck hurt. She kissed Jaudon again, gentle as she could.
She touched Jaudon where her breasts should be and found slight
swells of flesh around firm nipples. Jaudon was so familiar; she
refused to imagine being without her.

Tears outlined Jaudon’s eyes.

She stroked Jaudon’s cheek. “You scared?”

Jaudon shrugged.

“What are you scared of?”

Twisting away, Jaudon wiped the tears from her
cheeks with the hem of her faded polo shirt. Her voice hoarsened.
“I don’t want to be a man.”

Berry didn’t know what she meant. “But you’re
not.”

“I must be, I married you. I’m kissing you. I want
to do it more. The kids know it’s true, I’m not a girl. Your gran’s
boyfriend said so.”

“Eddie Dill? It’s cruel to say, but he’s as dumb as
those kids. Why would I want a man? I want to be with you and you
alone. Forever.” The fear in Jaudon’s eyes was receding.

Berry sat on the old twin mattress they’d long ago
lugged up the ladder and kept under the table. “Come and sit,” said
Berry, patting the spot beside her, studying Jaudon’s shirt. “Guys
don’t have breasts.”

Jaudon’s tanned face flushed pink. “Do you for a
fact want to be married to a queer?”

Berry smiled. “If you do.”

Jaudon’s hands were tentative as they touched
Berry’s braids. Her fingers were nicked up and there was a small
wart on the back of her left thumb. Whenever she thought Berry was
looking, she folded her thumb under her other fingers.

Berry admired Jaudon’s hands, big for her wrists and
as sturdy looking as Jaudon.

A man’s hands, Jaudon thought with disgust as
she unbraided the hair she’d so often braided.

Berry embraced Jaudon and clasped her to herself,
imprisoning her arms until Jaudon calmed. She pictured one of their
many nighttime campfires in a space under the live oaks Jaudon
cleared by the pond bench. The last time they made a fire, they
held hands in the dark, listening to the voices of the swamp:
crickets, alligators, water birds, a dozen kinds of frogs, heard
the animals grunting, croaking, whistling, rustling, flapping
wings, splashing—a glee club of them making repetitive, rhythmic
sounds increasing in volume and thundering in the night.

In the tree house, Sinatra sang “Almost Like Being
in Love.” Berry ran the tip of her tongue lightly over Jaudon’s
upper lip. Her memory of the campfire burned hotter, its crackling
leapt into the roar of the swamp. Jaudon carried the smells of
campfires and earth, milky sweet coffee, and strawberries, always
strawberries.

Horrified and embarrassed at first, Jaudon little by
little got stirred up. Berry’s tongue was rolling along her lips,
moistening them. Jaudon opened her mouth to take a breath and
Berry, excited, dipped inside.

Berry never knew anything as soft as Jaudon’s mouth.
Should she stop? The church would want her to. It didn’t strike her
as wrong, what they were doing. No, this was good and befitting and
the Great Spirit wanted her to love the world and everyone in it:
the birds and frogs and her own little outcast.

Jaudon was awed. This wasn’t the same as the
tickling and touching they did. They’d never kissed before today;
she’d never kissed before at all. How did Berry learn?

Berry was glad she’d gone out with a boy once and
learned to do this. It was so much more delicate, sweet, close,
tender with Jaudon. “Begin the Beguine” came on the radio. Jaudon’s
arms closed around her and she let herself go without hesitation
into them to be closer to those lips that did so much more than
touch. She wished herself a sweet warm syrup, always coating those
lips.

A mosquito came near. Eyes closed, lips against
Berry, Jaudon stretched out an arm and, surprising herself, caught
the bug, crushed it, flicked it away. She wanted nothing to
intrude, nothing to interfere, nothing to distract them from these
light-headed sensations, from the pleasure flowing through every
inch of her flesh, better than delicious sleep and delicious
awakenings.

On they went, kissing the night away while Rosemary
Clooney, Jimmy Rushing, and Dinah Washington serenaded them.

Jaudon’s lips were impossibly sensitive. Berry’s
were bruised with continuous arousal.

I’m kissing Jaudon, she thought.

“Berry, Berry, Berry,” Jaudon spoke against Berry’s
lips.

They collapsed together on their mattress under the
table, two swamp saplings taken by a hurricane.

Jaudon squeezed Berry to her, more aware than ever
of the immoderate strength in her arms. She wasn’t a freak in the
circus if Berry liked kissing her. Or maybe she was because she
liked kissing Berry. She was a cauldron of excitement, remorse,
desire, despondency, and a euphoria she’d never known before. This
body of hers was not all torment and trouble.

Berry said, “Take off my clothes, angel?”

Jaudon tipped their table against the door for
privacy. Self-conscious, they giggled at their shaking hands as
they undressed. Berry managed to light a citronella candle, though
the worst of the pests left with darkness. When they lay facing
each other, she wasn’t sure what to do. As they kissed she looked
with a finger for Jaudon’s spot, the spot she’d discovered on
herself, and brushed over it. Jaudon started.

“Did I hurt you?”

“No,” said Jaudon. “I didn’t expect—”

“Relax, my angel. Everything is as it should
be.”

Jaudon’s was different, fuller and bigger, but very
womanly. It infuriated her when Eddie Dill walked around in skimpy
underwear. She’d never looked at him after the first repellant
time. Gran would tell him to dress himself. If he answered at all,
he muttered, “My home, Ida. I’ll do as I please.” In fact, it was
Gran’s home and property, not Eddie’s.

Jaudon tried to relax. “Where you’re touching, am I
the way I’m supposed to be?”

“Of course you are.”

“I was afraid, because of the rest of me—”

“You’re not so different from me, silly. Didn’t you
ever do this yourself?”

“No. You’re not supposed to.”

“Why? Because you’ll go blind? I’m not blind.”

“You do that?”

Berry kissed her. “Yes.”

“But your church—”

“Remember? It’s not my church anymore. This is
another reason why it isn’t. What’s wrong with enjoying our
bodies?”

“And there’s nothing wrong with me?”

“Nothing I can tell, honey.”

They kissed more.

Berry was excited, touching Jaudon, giving her
pleasure. She shut out everything but Jaudon, Jaudon’s lovely
pleasure. Jaudon didn’t get wet the way Berry did. No matter,
Jaudon was shuddering against her. Berry wanted to shout in
triumph. This is beautiful.

Jaudon somehow knew to put her fingers inside as
Berry went over her edge and Jaudon’s was receding. It alarmed her
when the walls around her fingers contracted and then opened wide
once, twice, again. She hoped Berry wasn’t irritated by the
calluses on her hands when they touched her sensitive places.

“Lord have mercy. Don’t ever stop what you’re doing,
Jaudon.” The unexpected exquisite sensation of Jaudon inside her
blocked every other awareness. When her mind was clear, Berry
whispered, “We’re two halves of the same person.”

Against her belly, Jaudon’s lips stretched into
another big smile. Make this last, she thought.


Chapter Three

Summer 1969

 


Pops brought his proud daughter a nameplate:
Jaudon Vicker, Store Manager.

As of that day, Jaudon hired her own helpers. She
required them to be flexible because she needed to schedule around
school. Berry had long since taken a part-time job as a medication
aide at a rehabilitation facility. Her Aunt Lessie covered odd
shifts to relieve Jaudon and her cousin Cal.

Cal came in one day with his draft notice.

“Gosh damn. There’s no way I wanted to go. Guys are
getting killed right and left in ’Nam. Can’t you tell the army you
need me here?”

Jaudon squared her shoulders, filled with
patriotism. “Bat’s done a couple of tours in ’Nam. Your country
needs you more than I do, Cal.”

Her cousin was a motorcycle enthusiast. When he
wasn’t putting in hours at Beverage Bays, he fixed cycles, raced,
and was friends with guys in a motorcycle club. He was a burly,
hairy kid who seldom took off his prescription aviator glasses and
had accumulated a wardrobe of motorcycle club T-shirts, though Aunt
Lessie forbid him to join one.

“I knew what you’d say, Cousin Goody Two-Shoes.”

Jaudon said, “Ha-ha.” Cal came off threatening, but
growing up they’d played at each other’s houses. She knew he’d
messed around with dolls as a youngster. She’d hated playing dolls,
even paper dolls.

“You can’t shirk that easy, Cal. They’d know I was
lying.”

Cal’s shoulders slumped. “Find me a way to serve,
but let me do it alive and whole. What if I’m released with no arms
to steer my hog? And for what? Someone else’s civil war?”

She pumped a fist in the air. “To keep the Commies
in line, Cal.”

“I guess.” The poor guy pouted as he always had. “If
I don’t have to kill anybody. Hey, I have to do this quick. I don’t
want to spend my last days of freedom selling cigarettes and beer,
and I already asked my mom if she minded taking my hours.”

“Aunt Lessie told me a long time ago she never
wanted to work regular hours, but I always get a few people
stopping by to ask if I’m hiring. One lady in particular I’ve taken
to. We josh each other no matter how many cars are waiting. Momma
will have a conniption, though.”

“The lady’s not from our family?”

“And then some.”

“Don’t tell me you’re hiring a colored lady?”

“Afro-American is what we say nowadays, Cal. You
better practice saying it for the Army.”

“Your momma’s going to have a fit.”

Jaudon jutted out her jaw. “By the time it’s done,
Momma won’t be able to undo it. Mrs. Ponder used to come through
every day with her youngest boy, Emmett, and his older sister. The
boy’s busy playing sports and studying to get into college, and the
sister is married with her own baby. Mrs. Ponder tells me she’s
bored and lonely. We jaw about every subject on earth and she
teases me about my delusional Southern white girl opinions. She
wants to make money to send her boy to college, but wanting and
getting hired are two different animals around here if you’re
Afro-American.”

Cal put on his Beverage Bay jacket and went to wait
on a customer. Jaudon called Mrs. Ponder to ask if she was
available. She arrived the next morning for training.

Jaudon leaned, elbows on the counter, eye to eye
with Mrs. Ponder. “There’s one thing I need to tell you.”

“I know what you’re going to tell me. It’s your
mother, isn’t it? You’re going to be in a heap of trouble.”

Jaudon held up her hands in peace. “She won’t make a
scene in front of you, but don’t be surprised if she inspects the
store and finds things to criticize while you’re on duty.”

“I have to hand it to you, Ms. Vicker. You’re a
brave child to hire me on. People like your mother have been rude
to me longer than you’ve been alive, but I know my worth. Mr.
Ponder works at MacDill and I worked at the BX there for years. The
budget cuts came and I was laid off. I am honest, reliable,
hardworking, and know how to follow instructions. If it would help
with your mother, I can go after a written reference spelling it
out.”

“Sure, if it’s no trouble. Not so much for me as for
you if you ever need to stick up for yourself. I don’t expect it to
come to that, Olive, but I understand if you’re disposed to give
this job a pass.”

“I think I can give Mother Vicker a run for her
money at least as well as you, sugar. She didn’t raise me.”

“Lucky you.”

“Poor and black, coming up in a tar shack?”

“I take it all back. Lucky me.”

They worked together over the next weeks. Olive was
steady and deliberate in her duties, seldom making an error, good
at catching them and asking for help. She was nimble with heavy or
light cartons on the dolly and neat in her shelving. The vendors
asked for Cal, but Olive put them at ease. She knew how to cash out
the register and volunteered to replace a high fluorescent bulb
because she was taller than Jaudon. Olive was eagle-eyed at rooting
out old stock which she left in the cooler for Jaudon to deal with.
Some items smelled so rancid Jaudon gagged. Olive Ponder went from
part-time to running shifts without a hitch.

“You’re so capable I’d vote for you for president,”
she told Olive.

As much as she commended herself for hiring such a
gem, Jaudon picked a time Momma wasn’t in her office to drop off
the references Olive provided. She girded herself for Momma’s
reaction and skittered away. It was bad enough Momma kept asking
her what she and Berry got up to in the tree house and why they
spent so much time there.

One night after she and Berry came down from the
tree house, and she watched Berry go up Stinky Lane, Jaudon went
into the kitchen with the stump of the candle they’d used. Momma
was standing by the stove with folded arms. She’d expected Momma to
be in bed by this hour. Jaudon quailed at what was to come.

“You better not burn down the woods,” was all Momma
said before turning and walking to her bedroom.

Jaudon bit her lip to keep from showing a reaction.
She was relieved not to be given Hail Columbia over hiring Olive.
She and Berry would never be careless enough to start a fire,
though they might rock the tree house or break through the floor.
Theirs was the lovemaking of two slight, innocent young women,
whispering and falling into fits of laughter and sharing touches
light as the breeze from a handheld fan. As Berry said, “How is
what we do wrong?”

Momma showed up at the store the Friday after Jaudon
delivered Olive’s paperwork. Olive said Momma parked outside and
entered while Olive was hustling to serve two customers. Olive
never saw Momma up close before and said she hadn’t expected her to
be so much taller than Jaudon.

From pictures of Momma and Pops, Jaudon knew Momma
was never the prettiest girl in town. She had those furry, dark
eyebrows—two upside-down Ls over her eyes—their tips not
quite touching. When she started wearing wire-rimmed glasses,
Momma’s countenance turned all the way stern. Her hair looked like
she was struck by a lightning bolt that flattened and scorched a
path, gray as ash, front to back over the top of her head, dark
hair frizzing the rest of the way to her earlobes.

“Yeah, I’m the runt of the Vicker litter, Olive, no
getting around it.”

“You don’t resemble your momma one bit, Jaudon. For
one thing, I can’t see you in a feathered black hat perched on your
head with hat pins.” They laughed. “Oh, my, she was a surprise. In
black head to toe, down to her low heels. I assumed she was a poor
lost widow woman looking for directions.”

“Pops says she wears black to downplay her hip
size.”

“You could have knocked me over with a feather when
she introduced herself, nice as pie. I kept on working while she
watched me. She asked if I needed help with anything and I told her
I was fine. She left without another word. You hear from her
yet?”

“No, and that’s unlike her. I’m leery,” she told
Olive, looking over her shoulder. “I sense a black bear stalking
me, out of earshot.”

Olive tittered
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