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Author’s Note


Some stories just beg to be written, and Alison and Jackson’s story, Have No Shame, is one of those stories. I could not turn away from their voices if I had wanted to. I know there is ugliness in this beautiful world of ours, and for that reason, I feel that stories such as this one are so very important to be told.

I was lucky enough to be brought up by a woman who believes that love knows no boundaries, and I try to raise my children with the same conviction. In this very short life we live, we are lucky to find true love, and my hope is that society will accept—and even strive for—happiness for all, regardless of color, sexual orientation, or religious beliefs.

I hope you enjoy Have No Shame, and I thank you for picking it up.
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**Attention Readers**


Choose Your Reading Format

You will notice that this book is presented in two formats: With Southern Dialect in Narrative, and Without Southern Dialect in Narrative. After querying over 400 readers about their reading preferences, and receiving an overwhelming response, it became apparent that readers are very passionate about their reading preferences, and in this ever-changing world of ours, we are lucky enough to be able to give readers what they want. Therefore, you may choose which version you’d like to read. Both versions are included in this eBook.

•Read With Southern Dialect in Narrative

•Read Without Southern Dialect in Narrative
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For everyone who has ever been touched by the harshness of society, and for my mother, for teaching me that the heart is color-blind, just as it should be.



Chapter One


It was the end of winter 1967, my father was preparin’ the fields for plantin’, the Vietnam War was in full swing, and spring was peekin’ its pretty head around the corner. The cypress trees stood tall and bare, like sentinels watchin’ over the St. Francis River. The bugs arrived early, thick and hungry, circlin’ my head like it was a big juicy vein as I walked across the rocks toward the water.


My legs pled with me to jump from rock to rock, like I used to do with my older sister, Maggie, who’s now away at college. I hummed my new favorite song, Penny Lane, and continued walkin’ instead of jumpin’ because that’s what’s expected of me. I could just hear Daddy admonishin’ me, “You’re eighteen now, a grown up. Grown ups don’t jump across rocks.” Even if no one’s watchin’ me at the moment, I wouldn’t want to disappoint Daddy. If Maggie were here, she’d jump. She might even get me to jump. But alone? No way.

The river usually smelled of sulfur and fish, with an underlyin’ hint of desperation, but today it smelled like somethin’ else all together. The rancid smell hit me like an invisible billow of smog. I covered my mouth and turned away, walkin’ a little faster. I tried to get around the stench, thinkin’ it was a dead animal carcass hidin’ beneath the rocks. I couldn’t outrun the smell, and before I knew it I was crouched five feet above the river on an outcroppin’ of rocks, and my hummin’ was replaced by retchin’ and dry heavin’ as the stench infiltrated my throat. I peered over the edge and fear singed my nerves like thousands of needles pokin’ me all at once. Floatin’ beneath me was the bloated and badly beaten body of a colored man. A scream escaped my lips. I stumbled backward and fell to my knees. My entire body began to shake. I covered my mouth to keep from throwin’ up. I knew I should turn away, run, get help, but I could not go back the way I’d come. I was paralyzed with fear, and yet, I was strangely drawn to the bloated and ghastly figure.

I stood back up, then stumbled in my gray midi-skirt and saddle shoes as I made my way over the rocks and toward the riverbank. The silt-laden river was still beneath the floatin’ body. A branch stretched across the river like a boney finger, snaggin’ the bruised and beaten body by the torn trousers that clung to its waist. His bare chest and arms were so bloated that it looked as if they might pop. Tremblin’ and gaspin’ for breath, I lowered myself to the ground, warm tears streamin’ down my cheeks.

While fear sucked my breath away, an underlyin’ curiousity poked its way through to my consciousness. I covered my eyes then, tellin’ myself to look away. The reality that I was seein’ a dead man settled into my bones like ice. Shivers rattled my body. Whose father, brother, uncle, or friend was this man? I opened my eyes again and looked at him. It’s a him, I told myself. I didn’t want to see him as just an anonymous, dead colored man. He was someone, and he mattered. My heart pounded against my ribcage with an insistence—I needed to know who he was. I’d never seen a dead man before, and even though I could barely breathe, even though I could feel his image imprintin’ into my brain, I would not look away. I wanted to know who had beaten him, and why. I wanted to tell his family I was sorry for their loss.

An uncontrollable urgency brought me to my feet and drew me closer, on rubber legs, to where I could see what was left of his face. A gruesome mass of flesh protruded from his mouth. His tongue had bloated and completely filled the openin’, like a flesh-sock had been stuffed in the hole, stretchin’ his lips until they tore and the raw pulp poked out. Chunks of skin were torn or bitten away from his eyes.

[image: * * *]

I don’t know how long I stood there, my legs quakin’, unable to speak or turn back the way I had come. I don’t know how I got home that night, or what I said to anyone along the way. What I do know is that hearin’ of a colored man’s death was bad enough—I’d heard the rumors of whites beatin’ colored men to death before—but actually seein’ the man who had died, and witnessin’ the awful remains of the beatin’, now that terrified me to my core. A feelin’ of shame bubbled within me. For the first time ever, I was embarrassed to be white, because in Forrest Town, Arkansas, you could be fairly certain it was my people who were the cause of his death. And as a young southern woman, I knew that the expectation was for me to get married, have children, and perpetuate the hate that had been bred in our lives. My children, they’d be born into the same hateful society. That realization brought me to my knees.


Chapter Two


It had been a few days since that awful night at the river, and I couldn’t shake the image from my mind; the disfigured body lyin’ in the water like yesterday’s trash. At the time, I didn’t recognize Byron Bingham. I only knew the middle-aged colored man from town gossip, as that man whose wife was sleepin’ with Billy Carlisle. Daddy told me who he was after the police pulled him from the river. I know now that the purple, black, and red bruises that covered his skin were not caused from the beatin’ alone, but rather by the seven days he’d spent dead in the river. I tried to talk to my boyfriend, Jimmy Lee, about the shame I’d carried ever since findin’ that poor man’s body, but Jimmy Lee believed he probably deserved whatever he got, so I swallowed the words. I wanted to share, but the feelin’s still burned inside me like a growin’ fire I couldn’t control. It didn’t help that some folks looked at me like I’d done somethin’ bad by findin’ Mr. Bingham. Even with those sneers reelin’ around me, I couldn’t help but want to see his family. I wanted to be part of their world, to bear witness to what was left behind in the wake of his terrible death, and to somehow connect with them, help them through the pain. Were they okay? How could they be?

I walked all the way to Division Street, the large two-story homes with shiny Buicks and Chevy Impalas out front fell away behind me. A rusty, red and white Ford Ranch Wagon turned down Division Street. There I stood, lookin’ down the street that divided the colored side of town from the white side. Even the trees seemed to sag and sway, appearin’ less vital than those in town. A chill ran up my back. Don’t go near those colored streets, Daddy had warned me. Those people will rape you faster than you can say chicken scratch. I dried my sweaty palms on my pencil skirt as I craned my head, though I had no real idea what I was lookin’ for. The desolate street stretched out before me, like the road itself felt the loss of Mr. Bingham. Small, wooden houses lined the dirt road like secondhand clothes, used and tattered. How had I never before noticed the loneliness of Division Street? Two young children were sittin’ near the front porch of a small, clapboard house, just a few houses away from where I stood. My heart ached to move forward, crouch down right beside them, and see what they were doin’. Two women, who looked to be about my mama’s age, stood in the gravel driveway. One held a big bowl of somethin’—beans, maybe? She lifted pieces of whatever it was, broke them, then put them back in the bowl. I wondered what it might be like to help them in the kitchen, bake somethin’ delicious, and watch those little childrens’ eyes light up at a perfect corn muffin. The short, plump woman had a dark wrap around her hair. The other one, a tiny flick of a woman with a stylish press and curl hairdo, looked in my direction. Our eyes met, then she shifted her head from side to side, as if she were afraid someone might jump out and yell at her for lookin’ at me. I felt my cheeks tighten as a tentative smile spread across my lips. My fingertips lifted at my sides in a slight wave. She turned away quickly and crossed her arms. The air between me and those women who I wanted to know, thickened.

I felt stupid standin’ there, wantin’ to go down and talk to them, to see what the children were playin’. I wondered, did they know Mr. Bingham? Had his death impacted their lives? I wanted to apologize for what had happened, even though I had no idea how or why it had. I realized that the colored side of town had been almost invisible to me, save for understandin’ that I was forbidden to go there. Those families had also been invisible to me. My cheeks burned as my feelin’s of stupidity turned to shame.

A child’s cackle split the silence. His laughter was infectious. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d heard uninhibited giggles like that. It made me smile. I bit my lower lip, feelin’ caught between what I’d been taught and the pull of my heart.

A Buick ambled by, slowin’ as it passed behind me. I startled, rememberin’ my place, as Daddy called it. Daddy’d keep me right by his side if he could. He didn’t like me to be around anyone he didn’t know, said he couldn’t take care of me if he didn’t know where I was. I turned and headed back toward town, like I’d just stopped for a moment durin’ a walk. The elderly white man drivin’ the shiny, black car squinted at me, furrowed his brow, and then drove on.

I wondered what my daddy might think if he saw me gazin’ down Division Street, where his farmhands lived. Daddy’s farmhands, black men of all ages, were strong and responsible, and they worked in our fields and gardens with such vigorous commitment that it was as though the food and cotton were for their own personal use. Some of those dedicated men had worked for Daddy for years; others were new to the farm. I realized, surprisin’ly, that I’d never spoken to any one of them.

A long block later, I heard Jimmy Lee’s old, red pick-up truck comin’ up the road behind me. The town was so small, that I could hear it from a mile away with its loud, rumblin’ engine. I wondered if someone had spotted me starin’ down Division Street and told him to come collect me. He stopped the truck beside me and flung open the door, flashin’ his big baby-blues beneath his wavy, brown hair. Jimmy Lee was growin’ his hair out from his Elvis cut to somethin’ more akin to Ringo Starr, and it was stuck in that in-between stage of lookin’ like a mop. I liked anything that had to do with Ringo, so he was even more appealin’ to me with his hair fallin’ in his face.

“Alison, c’mon.”

“Hey,” I said, as I climbed onto the vinyl bench seat. He reached over and put his arm around me, pullin’ me closer to him. I snuggled right into the strength of him. It was hard to believe we’d been datin’ for two years. We’d met after church one Sunday mornin’. I used to wonder if Mama or Daddy had set it up that way, like a blind date, but there’s no proof of that. Jimmy Lee’s daddy, Jack Carlisle, was talkin’ to my mama and daddy at the time, so we just started talkin’ too. Jimmy Lee was the older, handsome guy that every girl had her eye on, and I was the lucky one he chose as his own. I’d been datin’ Jimmy Lee since I was sixteen. He was handsome, I had to give him that, but ever since findin’ Mr. Bingham, some of the things he’d done and said made my skin crawl. Others thought he was the perfect suitor for me. I wondered if that, along with my daddy’s approval, was enough to make me swallow these new, uncomfortable feelin’s that wrapped themselves like tentacles around every nerve in my body, and marry him.

I twisted the ring on my finger; Jimmy Lee’s grandmother’s engagement ring. In eight short weeks we’d be married and I’d no longer be Alison Tillman. I’d become Mrs. James Lee Carlisle. My heart ached with the thought.

[image: * * *]

The afternoon moved swiftly into a lazy and cool evenin’. I was still thinkin’ about the women I’d seen on Division Street when we stopped at the store for a few six-packs of beer. Jimmy Lee’s favorite past time. Like so many other evenin’s, we met up with my brother Jake and Jimmy Lee’s best friend, Corky Talms, in the alley behind the General Store. I think everyone in town knew we hung out here, but no one ever bothered us. The alley was so narrow that there was only a foot or two of road between the right side of Jimmy Lee’s truck and a stack of empty, cardboard delivery boxes, boastin’ familiar names like Schlitz, Tab, and Fanta, lined up along the brick wall beside the back door of the store. On the other side of his truck, just inches from the driver’s side door, a dumpster stood open, waftin’ the stench of stale food into the air. Just beyond that was a small strip of grass, where Jake and Corky now sat. And behind them were the deep, dark woods that separated the nicer part of town from the poor.

I sat on the hood of Jimmy Lee’s truck, and watched him take another swig of his beer. His square jaw tilted back, exposin’ his powerful neck and broad chest. The familiar desire to kiss him rose within me as I watched his Adam’s apple bounce up and down with each gulp.

Jimmy Lee smacked his lips as he lowered the beer bottle to rest on his Levi’s. His eyes were as blue as the sea, and they jetted around the group. I recognized that hungry look. Jimmy Lee had to behave when he was away at college, for fear of his uncle pullin’ his tuition, which I knew he could afford without much trouble. Jack Carlisle was a farmer and owned 350 acres, but his brother Billy owned the only furniture store in Forrest Town, Arkansas, and was one of the wealthiest men in town. Jimmy Lee might have been king of Central High, but now he was a small fish in a big pond at Mississippi State. The bullish tactics that had worked in Forrest Town would likely get him hurt in Mississippi, and Billy Carlisle wasn’t about to be humiliated by his nephew. Jimmy Lee was set to become the manager in his uncle’s store, if he behaved and actually graduated. I was pretty sure that he’d behave while he was away at college and make it to graduation, but I rued those long weekends when he returned home, itchin’ for trouble.

“Jimmy Lee, why don’t we take a walk?” I suggested, though I didn’t much feel like takin’ a walk with Jimmy Lee. I never knew who we’d see or how he’d react.

He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and pulled me close. “How’s my pretty little wife-to-be?” He kissed my cheek and offered me a sip of his beer, which I declined, too nervous to drink. I felt safe within his arms, but those colored boys were out there, and my nerves were tremblin’ just thinkin’ about what Jimmy Lee might do. I took my hands and placed them on his cheeks, forcin’ his eyes to meet mine. Love lingered in his eyes, clear and bright, and I hoped it was enough of a pull to keep him from seekin’ out trouble. Jimmy Lee was known for chasin’ down colored boys when he thought they were up to no good, and I was realizin’ that maybe he just liked doin’ it. Maybe they weren’t always up to no good. Ever since findin’ Mr. Bingham’s body, I noticed, and was more sensitive to, the ugliness of his actions.

I took inventory of the others. My brother Jake sat on the ground fiddlin’ with his shoelace. His golden hair, the pale-blond color of dried cornhusks, just like mine, though much thicker, was combed away from his high forehead, revealin’ his too-young-for-a-nineteen-year-old, baby face. Jake seemed content to just sit on the grass and drink beer. He had spent the last year tryin’ to measure up to our older sister’s impeccable grades. While Jake remained in town after high school, attendin’ Central Community College, Maggie, with her stellar grades and bigger-than-life personality, begged and pleaded until she convinced our father to send her to Marymount Manhattan College.

I wished more than ever that Maggie were home just then. We’d take a walk to the river like we used to, just the two of us, climb up to the loft in the barn, and giggle until Mama called us inside. We’d do anything other than sittin’ around watchin’ Jimmy Lee blow smoke rings and think about startin’ trouble.

Corky cleared his throat, callin’ my thoughts away from my sister. He looked up at me, thick tufts of dark hair bobbin’ like springs atop his head as he nodded. I bristled at the schemin’ look in his brown eyes. He smirked in that cocky way that was so familiar that it was almost borin’. With muscles that threatened to burst through every t-shirt he owned, one would think he’d be as abrasive as sandpaper, but he was the quiet type—’til somethin’ or someone shook his reins. He came from a typical Forrest Town farm family. His father was a farmer, like mine, but unlike Daddy, who saw some value in education, Corky’s father believed his son’s sole purpose was to work the farm. Everyone in town knew that when Corky’s daddy grew too old to farm, he would take over. Corky accepted his lot in life with a sense of proud entitlement. He saw no need for schoolin’ when a job was so readily provided for him. I swear Corky was more machine than man. He worked from dawn ’til dusk on the farm, and still had the energy to show up here smellin’ like DDT, or hay, or lumber, or whatever they happen to be plantin’ or harvestin’ at the time, and stir up trouble with Jimmy Lee.

Corky took a long pull of his beer, eyein’ Jimmy Lee with a conspiratorial grin.

I tugged Jimmy Lee’s arm again, hopin’ he’d choose a walk with me over trouble with Corky, but I knew I was no match for a willin’ participant in his devious shenanigans. Jimmy Lee shrugged me off and locked eyes with Corky. Tucked in the alley behind the General Store, trouble could be found fifty feet in any direction. I bent forward and peered around the side of the old, wooden buildin’. At ten o’clock at night, the streets were dark, but not too dark to notice the colored boys across the street walkin’ at a fast pace with their heads down, hands shoved deep in their pockets. I recognized one of the boys from Daddy’s farm. Please don’t let Jimmy Lee see them. It was a futile hope, but I hoped just the same.

Jimmy Lee stretched. I craned my neck to look up at my handsome giant. Maggie called me Pixie. Although she and Jake both got Daddy’s genes when it came to height, I stopped growin’ at thirteen years old. While bein’ five foot two has minor advantages, like bein’ called a sweet nickname by my sister, I often felt like, and was treated as if, I were younger than my age.

Jimmy Lee set his beer down on the ground and wiped his hands on his jeans. “What’re those cotton pickers doin’ in town this late?” He smirked, shootin’ a nod at Corky.

“Jimmy Lee, don’t,” I pleaded, feelin’ kinda sick at the notion that he might go after those boys.

“Don’t? Whaddaya mean, don’t? This is what we do.” He looked at Corky and nodded.

“It’s just…” I turned away, then gathered the courage to say what was naggin’ to be said. “It’s just that, after findin’ Mr. Bingham’s body…it’s just not right, Jimmy Lee. Leave those boys alone.”

Jimmy Lee narrowed his eyes, put his arms on either side of me, and leaned into me. He kissed my forehead and ran his finger along my chin. “You let me worry about keepin’ the streets safe, and I’ll let you worry about—” he laughed. “Heck, worry about somethin’ else, I don’t know.”

Corky tossed his empty bottle into the grass and was on his feet, pumpin’ his fists. My heartbeat sped up.

“Jimmy Lee, please, just let ’em be,” I begged. When he didn’t react, I tried another tactic and batted my eyelashes, pulled him close, and whispered in his ear, “Let’s go somewhere, just you and me.” I hated myself for usin’ my body as a negotiation point.

Jimmy Lee pulled away and I saw a momentary flash of consideration pass in his eyes. Then Corky slapped him on the back and that flash of consideration was gone, replaced with a darkness, a narrowin’ of his eyes that spoke too loudly of hate.

“Let’s get ’em,” Corky said. The sleeves of his white t-shirt strained across his massive biceps. The five inches Jimmy Lee had on him seemed to disappear given the sheer volume of space Corky’s body took up. He was as thick and strong as a bull.

I jumped off the hood of the truck. “Jimmy Lee, you leave those boys alone.” I was surprised by my own vehemence. This was the stuff he did all the time, it wasn’t new. I was used to him scarin’ and beatin’ on the colored boys in our area. It was somethin’ that just was. But at that moment, all I could see in my mind was poor Byron Bingham.

Jimmy Lee looked at me for one beat too long. I thought I had him, that he’d give in and choose me over the fight. One second later, he turned to Jake and clapped his hands. “Let’s go, Jake. We’ve got some manners to teach those boys.”

“Don’t, Jake,” I begged. “Please, leave them alone!”

Jake looked nervously from me to Jimmy Lee. I knew he was decidin’ if it was safer to side with me, which would lead to instant ridicule by Jimmy Lee, but would keep him out of a fight, or side with Jimmy Lee, which would not only put him in Jimmy Lee’s favor, but also make his actions on par with our father’s beliefs. He’d happily fight for a few bonus points with Daddy to balance out his poor grades.

My hands trembled at the thought of those innocent boys bein’ hurt. “Jake, please,” I pleaded. “Don’t. Jimmy Lee—”

They were off, all three of them, stalkin’ their prey, movin’ swiftly out from behind the General Store and down the center of the empty street. Their eyes trained on the two boys. Jimmy Lee walked at a fast clip, clenchin’ and unclenchin’ his fists, his shoulders rounded forward like a bull readyin’ to charge.

I ran behind him, kickin’ dirt up beneath my feet, beggin’ him to stop. I screamed and pleaded until my throat was raw and my voice a tiny, frayed thread. The colored boys ran swift as deer, down an alley and toward the fields that ran parallel to Division Street, stealin’ quick, fear-filled glances over their shoulders—glances that cried out in desperation and left me feelin’ helpless and even culpable of what was yet to come.

Jimmy Lee, Jake, and Corky closed in on them like a sudden storm in the middle of the field. The grass swallowed their feet as they surrounded the boys like farmers herdin’ their flock.

“Get that son of a bitch!” Jimmy Lee commanded, pointin’ to the smaller of the two boys, Daddy’s farmhand. The whites of his eyes shone bright as lightnin’ against his charcoal skin.

Corky hooted and hollered into the night, “Yeeha! Let’s play, boys!”

Bile rose in my throat at the thought of what I knew Jimmy Lee would do to them, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he might take it as far as killin’ those boys—if even by accident. I stood in the field, shakin’ and cryin’, then fell to my knees thirty feet from where they were, beggin’ Jimmy Lee not to hurt them. Images of Mr. Bingham’s bloated and beaten body, his tongue swollen beyond recognition, seared like fire into my mind.

Jimmy Lee moved in on the tremblin’ boy. I was riveted to the coldness in his eyes. “No!” I screamed into the darkness. Jimmy Lee threw a glance my way, a scowl on his face. The smack of Jimmy Lee’s fist against the boy’s face brought me to my feet. When the boy cried out, agony filled my veins. I stumbled and ran as fast and hard as I could, and didn’t stop until I was safely around the side of the General Store, hidden from the shame of what they were doin’, hidden from the eyes that might find me in the night. There was no hidin’ from the guilt, shame, and disgust that followed me like a shadow. I sank to my knees and cried for those boys, for Mr. Bingham, and for the loss of my love for Jimmy Lee.


Chapter Three


Every mornin’ began the same way. Before sunrise, Daddy would creep downstairs, listen to the weather on the radio, and walk softly into the kitchen. I’d lay in my bed, listenin’ to his mornin’ noises—the refrigerator door openin’ and closin’, a mug drawn from the cabinet, the sink water runnin’, the kettle settlin’ on the stove—and then, I’d roll over and fall back to sleep feelin’ the safety of his familiar rituals.

Mama and I were in the kitchen when Daddy came in from the fields. I swear he has a sixth sense, because every mornin’ he came inside just as breakfast was bein’ prepared. It wasn’t until years later that I learned that Daddy watched the sun, and when it had risen to just above the roof, he’d know it was time for breakfast. Today he patted my head, as he’d done every mornin’ for as far back as I could remember, and though I was too old to be patted, his touch brought comfort.

“Good mornin’, Pix,” he said. His tired eyes lit up at the smell of the warm eggs and hot, buttered biscuits. The deep lines that etched his forehead softened as he reached out and gently touched the small of Mama’s back, and whispered in her ear. She turned to face him, her eyes wide. Her hand flew to her gapin’ mouth. All of the color drained from Mama’s face.

“Mornin’ Daddy,” I said, watchin’ Mama press her lips into a tight line and rub her neck. I knew better than to ask for specific details of whatever they were wrestlin’ with, so I kept my question light; the kind of question Daddy didn’t mind answerin’. “Is everything okay?”

“Sure is,” he said. He washed his hands, then sat down at the table.

Mama set our plates on the table then wiped her hands on a dishcloth, removed the apron from her waist, and set it on the counter. Her fingers remained clenched around the fabric. She didn’t make a sound. She just stood there, one hand on the crumpled apron, the other coverin’ her eyes.

“Mama, aren’t you gonna eat?” I asked. I glanced out the window. Jake’s bicycle was already gone. He had class in an hour, and it was a long ride to school.

“Eat up, Pixie,” Daddy said.

Mama was a quiet woman who rarely let her opinions be known, and I was used to Daddy speakin’ in her place. I picked up my fork and swallowed my questions.

“Is Jake at class?” I asked, just to break the silence.

My father nodded, and shoved his third biscuit into his mouth, chewin’ fast. “He’s comin’ back early. We’re down one hand today. Some dumb boy got himself beat up.”

I put my fork down as my stomach lurched and twisted. “Who?” The smell of the river came back to me like a bad dream.

“I dunno. One of them coloreds.”

I set my napkin on the table and stared at him. “You don’t know who it is, but you know he’s missin’?”

My father glared at me. “Alison, know your place young lady.” He took a sip of his coffee. The tension in his cheeks softened. He reached out and patted my hand. “Sorry, Pix. Albert Johns, if you must know. Why are you so interested?”

Albert Johns. I repeated his name over and over in my mind. I could no longer listen to Daddy refer to the coloreds in town, or the ones who worked for him, as “them coloreds.” I’d been ignorin’ how Daddy’d spoken of them forever, as if they were invisible. But now, havin’ come face to face with a dead colored man, a man who I was sure had died at the hands of a white man, I could no longer pretend they didn’t matter. They were people. They had names, and families, and feelin’s, and thoughts.

I looked down. I’d overstepped that thin, gray line Daddy saw so clearly. “I’m just…it’s just…after what happened to Mr. Bingham, I just wanted to know his name.”

My father set down his fork and wiped his mouth with a napkin. I could feel Mama’s eyes on me from behind. “The boy isn’t dead, Pix, he’s beat up. Probably did somethin’ to deserve it.”

“Yes, sir,” I mumbled. “May I please be excused? I need to get ready to go to the library before Mama and I start bakin’ for the day.”

Daddy nodded. “Sure, Pix. Come over here and give your daddy a hug.”

“I’ll drive you in today, Alison.” Mama’s eyes were dark and serious.

“Okay,” I said, thankful that she’d saved me from what was sure to be an uncomfortable ride with Daddy—me holdin’ in my new feelin’s about the coloreds and him tryin’ to talk to me about marryin’ a boy I wasn’t sure I wanted to be marryin’. I wrapped my arms around Daddy’s neck. His earthy smell warmed me, his whiskers tickled my cheek.

“Are you sure, Hil?” Daddy only called Mama by her full name when they were in contention, which wasn’t often. She was always Hil, not Hillary. Her features softened as he spoke.

She nodded. “I have to go into town for some sugar anyway. I’m makin’ a cake for tonight’s Blue Bonnet meetin’ so we need more. Go get ready, Alison, and don’t forget your sweater. It’s gettin’ chilly.”

[image: * * *]

Mama drove faster than her usual careful pace, her left elbow rested on the open window, her fingers pressed firmly against her forehead. You’d think a small-framed blonde might look out of place drivin’ a beat up, old, pick-up truck. I always thought she made Daddy’s truck look better. Mama didn’t need to drive an expensive car to get noticed. People were drawn to her natural beauty. When it was warm out, she’d whip a scarf around the front of her hair, and tie it under the back, the scarf trailin’ down her back. The end result looked perfectly planned. Today her waves blew free.

She hadn’t said a word since we’d left home, and as we neared town I asked her if she was okay.

“Mm-hmm,” she answered, then forced a smile. “I’m fixin’ to stop at the drugstore first.”

[image: * * *]

As I wandered through the drugstore door behind Mama, I caught a whiff of Mr. Shire’s familiar aftershave. Ever since I was little, he’d worn Old Spice, a fragrance Daddy said smelled like a waste of good money. I loved the peppery-vanilla and warmed-wood smell. “Are you ready for your weddin’, Alison?” he asked. Mr. Shire reminded me of any generic grandfather; a sweet, gray-haired man who tsked at the ways of youth these days.

“Yes, sir, almost. I’m wearin’ Mama’s weddin’ dress, and the church is all set. We just have to coordinate who’s makin’ what for the reception. Thank you for askin’.” Thoughts of the weddin’ left an acrid taste in my mouth. I glanced at Mama as she shopped and contemplated talkin’ to her about my misgivin’s about Jimmy Lee, but I wasn’t sure she’d understand. My own father talked about his farmhands as though they were a commodity, not individual people, and she was married to him. I decided I’d better hold my tongue for a while.

Mama returned to the counter with an armful of bandages, bottles of antiseptic, and medicated creams. She quickly slipped down the condiments aisle and returned with a bag of sugar.

“What’s all that for?” I asked.

She looked at me, then at Mr. Shire. “Oh, just stockin’ up. You can never be sure when you’ll need first aid items.”

We made one more stop on the way to the library that mornin’. She pulled up behind the furniture store and told me to wait in the car.

Seconds later she was up the back steps, carryin’ the bags she’d just purchased. She knocked on the door, her back to me. A colored woman opened the door and peeked out. Mama shoved the bag into her arms, lookin’ behind her as she did so. The woman pushed the package back at Mama, shakin’ her head. Mama pushed it back into the woman’s arms. What was she doin’? If Daddy knew that she used our money to buy things for a colored family, he’d…I don’t know what he’d do, but I wouldn’t want to be anywhere near the house when he found out.

The woman nodded fast and hard. Mama took the woman’s hand in her own and leaned in close, sayin’ somethin’ that I couldn’t hear. The colored woman looked down, hugged the bag to her chest, and nodded.

When Mama came back to the car, I stared straight ahead. I wanted to ask her who that was, and why she’d given her the bag of first aid supplies, but I couldn’t find the right words without soundin’ disrespectful. I had so many questions racin’ through my mind. How often did she come here? Does Daddy know? How long has she known that woman? What other colored people does she know? Were they friends? I turned to face Mama, gatherin’ the courage to ask.

She stared straight ahead as she drove away from the store, and said, without lookin’ at me, “Your father is never to know about this. You hear me, Alison Jean? Never.”

Pride swelled within me. Mama had trusted me with a dangerous secret. “Yes, ma’am.” Maybe I could talk to her about Jimmy Lee after all. I learned more about Mama in that five-minute stop at the furniture store than I had in my entire eighteen years of livin’ in her house.

She reached out and touched my leg, her eyes focused on the road. “Good girl,” she said.


Chapter Four


I sat on the deep front porch mullin’ over my conflictin’ feelin’s, tryin’ to enjoy the sunshine and the gentle breeze, but the air carried with it whispers of the colored boys’ cries for help. I rocked, tellin’ myself to think of somethin’ else, but the porch creaked, remindin’ me of the way I impotently pleaded for Jimmy Lee to take me instead of hurtin’ those boys. I covered my ears, wishin’ the memories away. Shame warmed my cheeks. What would Daddy think of me?

The sound of tires on dirt and gravel brought my eyes to Jimmy Lee’s truck pullin’ into the driveway. Somethin’ I wasn’t used to rose within me. At first, it was like I’d eaten somethin’ bad and it was stuck in my throat, pushin’ its way out, but then, it melted to a heat that filled my chest and spread to my limbs.

Jimmy Lee stepped from his truck, swaggerin’ all tall and handsome across the front walk and up the steps. He wrapped his arms around me, kissed my head. “Hey there, beautiful. How’s my girl?”

There it was—the sweet that evened out his sour. I stood in his arms, against the chest that was so familiar. I felt safe, and I breathed him in.

“Ready to go to town?” he asked.

We held hands as we walked to the truck. Jimmy Lee’s hand engulfed mine, like Daddy’s did. Daddy’s hand was calloused from workin’ in the fields. Jimmy Lee’s was tainted with the blood of those boys. Daddy would never beat up anyone. I dropped Jimmy Lee’s hand and climbed into his truck, happy to be free from the memory of the fields. “As long as we stay away from the old high school crowd. I swear, ever since I found Mr. Bingham’s body, they act like I’m the one who did somethin’ wrong.” Jimmy Lee didn’t say anything, but he patted my leg as if to say, It’s okay. I’m here. We used to talk more, and I wanted that now. I needed it. I needed to feel his comfort and love, and try to wipe away the darkness that was creepin’ into my heart.

“Remember last June, before graduation? How my friends stopped hangin’ out with me? I was the odd girl out because of datin’ someone older? I was the literal third wheel that got kicked to the curb,” I admitted, sadly.

He drew his eyebrows together and I watched tension darken his eyes. Then his gaze lightened and he said, “I remember. It’s worth it though, right? You didn’t need to go anywhere with them. You had me.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But now, it’s happenin’ all over again. It’s as if by findin’ Mr. Bingham’s body, I carry some sort of bad luck. I never knew bad luck could be contagious, but others seem to think so.” Jimmy Lee turned on the radio, and I continued, “Do you remember a few years back, when the Holsten’s farm flooded? The neighbors helped them through, but after that year, when the next crop season began, everyone disassociated with them. I’m beginnin’ to wonder about the strange relationships that our small town is made up of, and it scares me.”

Jimmy Lee didn’t respond. He tapped his hand on the steerin’ wheel to the beat of the music. I tried again to bridge the gap between us, to gain his understandin’.

“I feel like findin’ Mr. Bingham is like that—like I’m bad luck and that’s why they’re shunnin’ me now. I saw Sheila Porten at the store the other day and she didn’t even say hello to me. We graduated together! Do you think they somehow blame me for findin’ him?”

He stopped tappin’ the steerin’ wheel and cast his winnin’ smile upon me; his white teeth beamin’ like pearls, a sparkle in his eye. “Nah, they’re just jealous that they didn’t find ’im.”

“You’re such a jerk, Jimmy Lee. That’s just awful. Who would want to see that?”

“A dead nigger? Most of the town,” he laughed. His eyes danced with delight at the nastiness of his own comment.

I clenched my teeth against the unfamiliar venom that wanted to spew, and leaned against the door. In silence, we drove out to the river in the next county, which we’d done often enough for me to know what he had in mind. He had to return to school the next day, and the last thing I wanted was to be intimate with him again before he left. Sometimes I regretted givin’ into him the first time. Oh, I can’t blame him for that. I wanted to do it just as badly as he did. He was everything I had dreamed of, strong and decisive like Daddy, and on a successful enough career track that I knew Daddy would be pleased. I just wish I had understood then what I understand now. Somehow, and I’m not sure why, sex complicated things. Sex was no longer somethin’ that we fought the urge for. Now it was expected.

Jimmy Lee reached over and grabbed my hand, a lusty look in his eyes. He hadn’t started drinkin’ yet, and he was always kinder when he was sober. I liked his gentler side and felt my heart softenin’ toward him.

“Soon, we won’t have to sneak away to the river to be alone,” he said with a grin.

I feigned a smile, then turned and looked out the window, watchin’ the town fall away. I wish I had talked to Mama about my feelin’s. I was battlin’ myself, wantin’ to be with him and not wantin’ to at the same time. I wish I understood what was goin’ on inside my crazy heart.
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The wind blew the tips of the long grass this way and that, the smell of manure from nearby fields hovered in the air. Leaves rustled in the trees as we walked toward the water. Jimmy Lee carried a blanket under one arm and held me with the other. The smell of him rose to meet me, musk and pine, liked he’d rolled around on the forest floor. I felt a tug down low, and gritted my teeth against my growin’ desire for him.

Jimmy Lee spread the blanket out below a tree and lay down, relaxin’ back on one elbow. He beckoned me with his finger in a playful way. I continued toward the water.

“Can’t we just walk a little first?”

“Walk?” he asked.

“Yeah, you know, one foot in front of the other? Come on.” I headed down river, hopin’ he’d follow. The last thing I felt like doin’ was lyin’ naked beneath him. I was too confused, too sickened by the way he’d viciously attacked Albert Johns, leavin’ the poor boy in a field, lyin’ in pain, broken ribs an’ all.

Jimmy Lee came up behind me and wrapped his arms around my middle. I flushed, ashamed of how my heart fluttered at his touch.

“We don’t have much time,” he whispered in my ear. “I want to be with you.”

It was hard to turn away from him. As much as I loathed what he’d done, I still loved him.

He took my hand and led me back to the blanket, lowerin’ me to my knees. I closed my eyes, willin’ myself to be in the moment. Allowin’ myself to. His fingers trailed down the buttons of my blouse, unbuttonin’ them one by one, then caressin’ the skin beneath. Shivers ran up my chest, a collision of desire and the frigid air. He pulled my blouse down off my shoulder, kissin’ each bit of skin as it was revealed. His lips were soft and tender.

“I’m cold,” I complained, partly to slow him down, and partly because it was chilly kneelin’ there in the breeze.

“I’ll warm you,” he said. The scent of him wrapped itself around me. He leaned against me, pushin’ me back until I was lyin’ beneath him. I could feel him pressin’ against me. With one hand he reached behind his back and pulled his t-shirt over his head, his hungry eyes lookin’ right into mine. His knees pushed my legs apart and I wanted to hate his touch, wanted to want to push him away because of what he’d done to those boys, but that hatred melted under his touch and I longed for him to be closer to me. His hand slid down my side and hiked my skirt up around my waist. He kissed my neck, sendin’ a shiver down my spine. His fingers hooked my panties, drawin’ them down. I hated myself for wantin’ him.

A bird sang out from the tree, bringin’ my brain back to the surface. The breeze on my naked chest was causin’ me to shiver. I opened my eyes, listenin’ to the flow of the river, the bristlin’ of the leaves above us, Jimmy Lee’s heavy breaths against my neck, and I began to tremble. Byron Bingham. Albert Johns. Thoughts tumbled like stones into my mind, knockin’ me out of my reverie. I must have gone rigid, because Jimmy Lee lifted his head and looked at me with a quizzical, lust-filled gaze, like he wasn’t really seein’ my face, but he was lost in the frenzy of what he was doin’. I pushed at his chest.

“Stop,” I whispered. My voice was lost in the image of Byron, strangled by the thought of Albert.

Jimmy Lee laughed, tugged his jeans down.

I turned away, a tear slippin’ down the side of my face. “Stop,” I whispered again, or maybe I just thought it in my mind.

He thrust himself inside of me, groanin’, one hand clenchin’ my breast, the other clamped onto my hip.

“Stop, stop.” I whispered. My body shook with each poundin’ thrust of his body. Anger rushed through me. I clawed at his back, screamin’, “Stop! Stop!” I kicked and fought against him, and he pumped harder, faster, as if he didn’t hear me.

“Almost,” he said. “Al…al—”

“Stop!” I found my voice and screamed until my throat was raw, my nails stripped chunks of skin from his back.

He gave one last, long thrust then fell on top of me, pantin’. I pushed him off, cryin’ and shakin’ as I did so. I thought I was gonna throw up, pass out, die. I crawled away. He lay there, spent, lookin’ at me with a stupid grin on his face.

I pulled my clothes on, sobbin’, strugglin’ to stay upright, and stumbled through the grass, toward the water. The breeze stung my skin. The birds sang out in a beautiful tune that I could not reconcile with the awful feelin’ bloomin’ inside me.

“What?” he called after me with his palms held up toward the sky, confusion in his spent eyes.

Hate blinded me. I wanted to go home. I wanted to run away. I wanted to find someone to beat him up. The grass and trees swirled around me, pointin’ their branches like fingers at my guilt of knowin’ what he’d done. As he climbed back into his jeans, I ran past him, clambered back into the truck, and slammed the door, sobbin’. Curled up against the door like a child, I covered my face and waited for him to get back into the truck and take me home. I smelled like him, like sex. I had never felt so powerless and alone.

[image: * * *]

On the way home, I remained huddled against the door. All I could think of was Mama, and how she’d kill me if she knew I was havin’ sex with Jimmy Lee, and how Daddy might slaughter me if I told him I wasn’t sure we should get married. Jimmy Lee kept lookin’ over at me.

“You okay?” he asked.

I opened my mouth to answer, but all I could do was cry. How do you tell your fiancé that he makes you sick to your stomach? Anger simmered within me when he didn’t ask me again, or try to figure out why I was pullin’ so far away from him. I never thought Jimmy Lee would force himself upon me. He’d been rough with me before, but not like this, not like he ignored what I wanted. How do you tell him that the world you’ve lived in for eighteen years suddenly looked different, that you noticed sneers that you previously accepted as normal, or maybe that you—ashamedly—had also doled out? Jimmy Lee was hummin’ to the radio, his thumbs tappin’ on the steerin’ wheel like he was fine and dandy, while my world was spiralin’ out of control and I could barely keep my head on straight.

My father’s truck was gone when we arrived home. Jimmy Lee leaned over to kiss me but I pulled back and hopped out of the truck.

“That’s it? No goodbye kiss? I’m goin’ back to school. Won’t you miss me?” He looked so hurt, and the last thing I wanted was an argument.

“Sorry,” I said, and reluctantly climbed back into the truck. I scooched across the seat and pecked his cheek.

“That’s more like it,” he said.

Anger bubbled up again, but this time, I found my voice. “Jimmy Lee, I asked you to stop, and…” I saw it then, a look in his eye that said it all. Not only was I wastin’ his time tellin’ him somethin’ he didn’t want to hear, but he could no better understand what I was sayin’ than I could understand what he’d done to those boys. “Nevermind,” I said, and slammed the door.

As I walked toward the house, I could feel my heart breakin’ into a million little pieces. I couldn’t bear to face Mama. I knew I’d break down in tears and have to tell her the truth. She’d surely kill Jimmy Lee if she knew he’d forced himself on me. Or had he? Had I led him on? Confusion drove me around the house to the backyard. I didn’t dare look at the windows of the house, or toward the barn or the garden. I didn’t want to accidentally see Mama. I ducked beneath the dryin’ line hangin’ from the massive oak tree in our backyard, and hurried toward the cellar doors, thinkin’ about how livid Daddy would be if I backed out of the weddin’. All he ever wanted for me was to be happy, like him and Mama, and I don’t think Daddy could understand how I could be anything but happy with Jimmy Lee.

It was time to get my feelin’s in check. I pulled open the cold, metal doors and descended the stairs into the dark dirt cellar where Mama kept jugs of water, first aid kits, towels, and all sorts of canned supplies in case of tornadoes. The damp, earthy smell was cold and seemed appropriate given what I’d done. I quickly slithered out of my clothes and doused a towel in water. I scrubbed his kisses from my neck, his touch from my breasts. The water was cool, raisin’ goose bumps on my arms and across my chest. The blood rushin’ in my ears reminded me of his lousy, lust-filled grunts, and I cried louder, tryin’ to drown them out as I spread my legs and wiped his chlorine-like scent from within the soft folds of my skin. In my mind, my fightin’ him replayed over and over, and with it came more hatred, more disgust with myself. I started scrubbin’ his sweat from my stomach, legs, and arms. I was pressin’ too hard, deservin’ of the pain, and hopin’ it would wipe all the ugliness of the last few weeks away. I scrubbed ’til my skin was red and raw. By the time I’d finished, my body shook and shivered, my heart ached from loneliness, and my mind ran in circles. There was nothin’ left for me to do but slip my soiled clothin’ back on, sit on the cold step, and sob until I had no more tears to free.

I washed my face, bundled the dirty towels together, and took them with me to the burn barrel by the barn, where I hid them beneath the debris. I hoped it might even burn away the memories of the afternoon, the alleyway, and the field where Jimmy Lee had stolen precious moments of those boys’ lives.

The barn loomed before me, a big, wooden structure almost as big as our house. I walked through the double doors; the familiar smell of hay and the sharp odor of stored wood and fuel assaulted my senses. Memories rushed in. Oh, how I wished Maggie was here to help me with the way I was feelin’ about Jimmy Lee. I could almost feel her pullin’ my arm toward the stall where our old cow, Hippa, used to live. Mama had painted a mother and baby cow on the wall inside of the stall. It had chipped and cracked with age, and by the time Hippa died, a few years ago, it was nearly indiscernible. I’d cried for days when Hippa died. By then Maggie was too old to be attached to a cow, I guess. She didn’t cry, but when Daddy told me that it was just a fact of life on a farm, and that I should be used to it by then, Maggie took me up to the loft and held a memorial service for Hippa. Just the two of us.

Maggie went away to college while I was still in high school, and I wondered if she’d want to hang out with me anymore, or if she’d be too grown up. I longed to talk to someone about Jimmy Lee, and I had no one to turn to. Thoughts of Jimmy Lee made my stomach clench all over again. I went out the back doors of the barn and sat against one of the tractor’s tires, shaded between a thick, old maple tree and the barn, out of sight from the fields and the house. I laid my head on my arms, and tried to wash away the thoughts of what I had just endured.

The calm of the breeze and the familiar sight of the newly planted rows of cotton should have filled me with ease. Instead, I grew even sadder. Nothin’ felt right. The life I thought I had swirled around me with the realization that Daddy, who I treasured, was treatin’ people like machines, Mama, who I believed to be honest and good, was keepin’ secrets from Daddy, and my boyfriend, whose strength I used to adore, I now loathed. It was as if they all mixed together and whirred in circles, like a tornado of a mess unravelin’ around me. I didn’t know how to move forward. I didn’t want to move back. So I remained there, stiff and confused, with no outlet other than my own tears.

“S’cuse me, Miss, are you okay?”

I jumped at the unfamiliar man’s voice, and pushed to my feet. I’d never been approached by a colored man before. I was even more startled because this young man wore a military uniform. He stood so straight I thought he might salute me. My stomach tightened, my senses heightened. I fought the urge to run away.

“I’m fine, thank you.” I took a step backward. They’ll rape you faster than you can say chicken scratch. I whipped my head around. My father’s truck had not yet returned. I suddenly regretted my decision to hide behind the barn.

The man removed his hat and held it against his stomach with both hands. He looked down, then up again, meetin’ my eyes with a tentative, yet respectful, regard.

“I’m lookin’ for a Mr. Tillman?” His uneasy gaze betrayed his confident tone.

“My father?”

“Yes, ma’am. I have a message for him.”

I stood up straighter, suddenly feelin’ as though I needed to exert my strength and take control of the situation, as Daddy might. “Farmhands show up at five in the mornin’. It’s gotta be seven o’clock at night by now. What are you doin’ here?”

He smiled, then shook his head. “My apologies. I’m not a farmhand, ma’am. My younger brother is Albert Johns.”

Albert Johns. The night came rushin’ back to me. The way Corky had egged on Jimmy Lee and Jake. Oh, God
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4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole, must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are not met.
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[The English version of this License is reproduced below.]
[El texto en espanol se presenta sin acentos ni diacriticos de modo intencional.]

Reglas de uso

Usted puede:
-Instalar las fuentes tipograficas en tantos dispositivos como desee.
-Distribuir las fuentes tipograficas a quienes desee.
-Utilizar las fuentes tipograficas en documentos comerciales y no comerciales.
-Guardar las fuentes tipograficas en un formato que se adapte mejor a sus propositos.

Pero no puede:
-Modificar las fuentes tipograficas en un programa de edicion tipografica.
-Vender o rentar las fuentes tipograficas.

Notas:
-Las fuentes tipograficas y cualquier otro material escrito o electronico que las acompañen se proporcionan en su estado actual sin garantia de ninguna especie, expresa o implicita. Los autores no garantizan que las funciones contenidas en las fuentes tipograficas seran las mismas que las requeridas por el usuario.
-Los autores no seran responsables por danos directos, indirectos, consecuentes o incidentales (incluyendo los danos por perdida de ganancias, interrupcion del negocio, perdida de informacion y similares) que surjan del uso o incapacidad de uso de las fuentes tipograficas.

---

Conditions of use

You may:
-Install the fonts on as many devices as you wish.
-Distribute the fonts to anyone you wish.
-Use the fonts in any commercial or non-commercial document.
-Save the fonts in a format that would best fit your purposes.

You may not:
-Modify the fonts in a font editor software.
-Sell or rent out the fonts.

Notes:
-The fonts and any other accompanying written or electronic materials are provided "as is" without warranty of any kind, expressed or implied. The authors do not warrant that the functions contained in the fonts will meet the user's requirements.
-The authors shall not be liable for any direct, indirect, consequential, or incidental damages (including damages from loss of business profits, business interruption, loss of business information, and the like) arising out of the use of or inability to use the fonts.



