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June 1950

Gracetown, Florida

Robert Stephens held his breath and counted to three, hoping to see Mama.

Some mornings his nose tickled with a trace of talcum powder or Madam C. J. Walker’s Glossine hair grease, and he felt… something hovering over him, watching him sleep. His groggy brain would think… Mama? If he gasped or sat up too quickly, or even wiped the sleep from his eyes, it was gone like a dream. But sometimes, when the June daylight charged early through the thin curtain and broke the darkness, movement glided across the red glow of his closed eyelids like someone walking past his bed. He felt no gentle kisses or fingertips brushing his forehead. No whispers of assurances and motherly love. Nothing like what people said ghosts were supposed to be, much less your dead mama. That morning he was patient, counting the way he’d practiced—one one thousand, two one thousand, three one thousand—and slitted his eyes open.

A woman’s shadow passed outside of the window above him, features appearing in the gaps between the sheets of tinfoil taped across the glass. In a white dress, maybe. Maybe. Moving fast, in a hurry.

“Mama?”

The shadow didn’t stop, or turn around, or step inside the room through the wall to show her face. His hope that she would say something to him died before it was fully awake. That’s how fast she was gone. Always.

Robert jumped from his mattress to peek through a gap in the foil, but of course she wasn’t there. Nothing was visible except the old chicken coop, long empty. And it was an ordinary day again, with Mama in heaven and Papa in Chicago—starting out wrong already. Robert had given up trying to convince his older sister, Gloria, that Mama was visiting him, unless she was just jealous that he still had a piece of her that she didn’t. But it was such a small piece, not even enough to touch or hold.

Since Robert and Gloria lived downwind of the McCormacks’ turpentine camp, the sweet scent of cooking breakfast ham filled the cabin like a shout. Robert’s violent hunger overpowered any happiness he’d won from the quick-moving shadow that could have been Mama’s ghost, but probably wasn’t. That day started the same as the rest: the vaguest shadow and the smell of meat. Robert’s empty heart whimpered and his empty stomach roared.

Later on, when the bad thing would happen and the judge would ask him, “Why’d you do a fool thing like that?”—and in the days to come he would cry himself to sleep in secret with the same question—the answer rested squarely with the frying ham at the turpentine camp. The camp was down the path from the two-room, ninety-year-old oak-and-brick cabin their grandfather built on the patch of land Master Powell had given him to die on when he was no longer useful—and luckily Papa had just fixed the leaky roof before he was chased off to Chicago. The money Papa sent the first week of the month never lasted long enough to keep the pantry stocked, so he and Gloria couldn’t afford regular meat anymore except on Sundays. After church, Gloria might surprise him with a squirrel or rabbit she’d trapped, or she’d chop up a handful of smoked pork from Miss Anne in her greens so he could remember the taste of something other than cornmeal and soup. And the camp was no more than a quick run from their cabin—close enough to smell the food, but as far away as the moon.

When he and Gloria opened the door that morning, the box from Chicago was waiting, dropped off overnight by Uncle June, Miz Lottie’s grand-nephew, who carried Papa’s packages from the post office. Papa never dared address his mail to his children directly for fear of reprisals or tampering by spiteful postal employees. This box was larger than usual, wrapped in brown paper, crisscrossed with twine and tape, slightly crushed in one corner during its trip from Chicago, or else in Miz Lottie’s old truck.

“Told you they’d come,” Gloria said.

The boots! Robert had been waiting on new boots since his soles had started falling apart in May. When Robert saw the box, he swooned with excitement, his hunger forgotten.

He ripped away twine, brown paper, tape. And stared.

The brown boots with bright white laces were large, crammed in the box from end to end.

Not for a child at all. His stomach curled in a knot with disappointment. “These are like Papa’s boots—they won’t hold my feet, Gloria!”

“Course not. You think Papa has money to send you boots special—all the way from Illinois—from a catalog every two weeks, racing to keep up with how your feet grow?”

Gloria’s long sentences were dizzying. His school friends said his sister sounded whiter than white folks on the radio shows. His favorite programs were Dragnet, Dimension X, and Suspense, and Gloria sure enough sounded just like the hysterical ladies seeing an alien or staring down a gun barrel, the way she talked so fast.

Robert slipped his bare feet into the boots. His toes rattled inside. He flopped around the porch in the giant boots. “I can’t even wear ’em!”

“We’ll wrap your feet,” Gloria said.

“I can’t run in ’em like that!”

“Why do you need to run in your boots?”

“ ’Cause Papa says don’t run barefoot.”

“Then don’t run,” she said.

She might as well have said Don’t breathe. Don’t let your heart beat. All pleasure was gone lately. No Mama. No Papa. No sweets. No meat, most days. And now he couldn’t run?

Robert’s salty tears broke free. Gloria was forever telling him not to run—It’s just like Mama always told you—but the Mama in his memory was a smiling face, birdsong voice, gentle touch. Gloria was forever talking about a scolding and rule-setting Mama he did not remember.

Gloria rubbed his chin. “By winter,” she said, “your feet will fit.”

Later, when Gloria would feel especially tender toward him because of his terrible ordeal, she would confess that she’d asked Papa to send boots two sizes too big. But that day she scolded him for his selfishness when so many children had no shoes at all. Made him promise to write a thank-you letter to Papa.

Robert was unhappy in two pairs of hot woolen socks and too-big boots as he and Gloria let themselves out of the chicken mesh fence they still kept latched tight even though the chickens were long gone. With a grumbling stomach and sweating feet, Robert was in a bad mood as they set out on the uphill climb through woods to the clay dust farm-to-market road that passed within shouting distance from their door. Rusty barbed wire from a long-ago hog pen was still strung along the path.

“Why we gotta wear shoes at school?” Robert said, but he stopped short of complaining about school. Luckily, it was the last week of school before summer break. Half his class was already gone to start picking in Quincy, although Gloria said Robert could never go to any white man’s cotton field no matter how little money they had. That was what Papa wanted. Gloria had been forced to quit school after Papa left, and he often caught her wiping away a tear before she left for Miss Anne Powell’s to clean. Gloria treated school like it was holier than church. Robert liked to kick off his shoes under his desk, but Gloria had told Mr. Harris to rap his knuckles with a ruler if he ever saw him barefoot in the classroom. Papa had written in one of his letters that no one in Chicago would be caught dead barefoot, and Gloria hoped to beat Robert’s country habits out of him so they would be ready for city life.

They would join Papa in Chicago one day. Gloria had promised him.

The dirt path let out on State Route 166, or McCormack Road, which stretched from one end of the county to the other, mostly through timber farms. He and Gloria lived just outside the Gracetown limits, with a three-mile walk to Frederick Douglass colored school on Lower Spruce, so they needed an hour to get there on time. In winter, the sun was still hidden when they began their walk to the school. If Robert was tardy, Mr. Harris gave him a paddling in front of the class. Robert had been late only once, and once was enough to last his whole life; the surprisingly sharp pain from the paddle hadn’t smarted nearly as much as the eyes of his classmates on him, and the titter through the room: Robert Stephens’s son being paddled! He could almost hear them planning how they would tell their parents. Like Papa said, everyone knowing your name wasn’t always a blessing.

As they passed the McCormacks’ fence, Robert heard the snorting of six-week-old piglets rooting near the roadside. Four of them, already fat enough to eat. The sight of the piglets made Robert’s stomach growl again. He wished he could reach through the McCormacks’ log slats to swipe one of the piglets. It would hardly be like stealing, with all the money the McCormacks had from slavery days. No one but the piglet’s mama might ever know he was gone. But Robert walked past, his belly complaining as he recited his commandments under his breath: “Thou shalt not steal. Thou. Shalt. Not. Steal.”

He’d promised Mama he would keep God in his life. She’d said God was the only thing she had to give him. She’d given Robert plenty more than that—almost gave him Miss Anne’s old piano once, if she’d been able to find someone to haul it into the woods for them, and if it could have fit inside their cabin. But when Mama had played for him during his lessons, Robert heard Mama sing how much she loved him even if she couldn’t give him the piano to keep.

Robert remembered Mama’s hollow-jawed cheeks and wide-open dead eyes before Mr. Kendrick had come to fetch her in his hearse to take her to the colored graveyard. Whenever Gloria said “Mama” or someone mentioned her name, Robert saw her dead face instead of the smiling one he’d known. He was thinking of Mama’s dead face when the voice called out from the thin Florida pines.

“Hey there, Robbie!”

Two years had roughened Lyle McCormack’s voice, but Robert still knew it well enough to stop and turn to him with a smile. Papa had taught him that if a McCormack addressed you—any white man, really, but especially a McCormack—you smiled like he was family you thought you’d lost in Normandy. You smiled like he was Christmas morning itself.

“How come y’all don’t come to the swimmin’ hole no more?” Lyle said.

At fourteen, Lyle McCormack had been another boy splashing with him and his cousins at the swimming hole near the swamp just beyond the McCormack fence. Two years later, at sixteen, Lyle McCormack was nearly six feet tall, broad-chested, with a patchy beard trying to grow over his ruddy cheeks. Robert had never considered Lyle McCormack a friend, but Lyle could not be a playmate now that he was becoming a man. Why was Lyle even asking?

“Don’t know,” Robert said. He shrugged in the way his sister hated. He felt her nudge his back, a silent correction.

Robert didn’t mention he’d been busy with school. Six months before, he’d been walking in town with a primer under his arm when a white man he’d never seen knocked it free and kicked it into the street. “Strong-lookin’ boy like you don’t need to think about anything except tobacco,” he said. Robert had been too shocked to smile. He’d stood gape-jawed while the stranger examined him. Asked him how old he was. Got angry when Robert said he was only twelve. Insisted he was tall enough to be fourteen. The tears in Robert’s eyes seemed to convince the stranger of his age, and he finally walked on, leaving Robert with shaking knees.

Later, Gloria said he was probably one of the growers’ agents looking for pickers, and he probably worked for the McCormacks. Men who didn’t hire themselves out for picking got thrown in jail for vagrancy and sent into the woods or fields by the sheriff. Since then, Robert never walked with his primer in town unless he hid it in a sack. Tried not to walk in town, period. Anyone knew it was best for Negroes to stay clear of Main Street, not to venture beyond the railroad tracks that separated Upper Spruce from Lower Spruce. None of that fear had touched Robert on McCormack Road—until now. Lyle McCormack was asking about swimming, but Lyle didn’t give a snot about Robert, so he must have another meaning. Guessing at a white man’s meaning was a dangerous game.

“We don’t got time for swimming now,” Robert said.

Robert expected Lyle to say, Condolences on the passing of your mama, and I know you must miss your papa now that he’s gone, but he didn’t. He was staring at Gloria.

Gloria had brought Robert and his cousins to the swimming hole each night after supper until the end of summer two years ago, wading alongside the young McCormack twins under Lyle’s watch. White and Negro, they all raced under the water to try to catch the flat, shiny stones Lyle McCormack threw in; they all pulled strands of moss from their hair that floated like snakes on the water. They had thrown their clothes on the riverbank and complained about mud stains. White and Negro, they had lain in the soft soil with their fingers locked behind their heads as pillows, staring up at moss strung from the old oak’s branches, speculating on whether or not haints lived in the rotting wood and dropped moss into the water to try to tangle and drown them. Those swimming days had been the last good days, with sunset so late in the summer, Mama still alive and breathing, Papa coming home each night.

“You oughta come by like before.” Lyle McCormack ambled closer to them, leaning on his fence bordering the woods. Closer to Gloria. “You too, Glo. We could swim, you and me.”

Gloria hated being called Glo, but Robert knew she wouldn’t sass at Lyle McCormack. All at once, Robbie understood that Glo was the real reason Lyle had stopped them. His sweaty feet made him squirm.

“Robbie’s right,” Gloria said. “No time to play these days, Lyle.”

Instinct made Robert glad for the fence that separated them, but Lyle suddenly hopped over the rails to sidle closer, breathing as if he’d come running across the field.

“Everyone’s got some time to play,” he said. “How ’bout on Sunday?”

“She says she don’t want to,” Robert said. His mouth moved before he could think.

His muscles felt tense all over, coiled like a rattlesnake. He said it like Papa would.

Gloria’s head whipped around. Emotions paraded in her eyes, one by one: Shock. Delight. Anger.

“I can speak for myself, Robbie,” Gloria said, schoolmarm proper. She gave his arm a sharp yank for emphasis. “Hush.”

“Yeah, hush,” Lyle McCormack said. “Nobody’s talkin’ to you.”

“Sure you was,” Robert said. Hadn’t Lyle called him over first? But Robert decided to keep the rest silent when the angry blaze in Gloria’s eyes burned at him.

Lyle squinted at Robert, a challenge. “What you say?”

“He ain’t said nothing, Lyle,” Gloria said. “He’s a stupid kid.”

The hunger in the pit of Robert’s stomach twisted, making him feel sick. Gloria had stripped the schoolmarm out of her voice, replacing it with country sweetness, like lemonade with too much sugar. She took a halting step closer to Lyle, showing him her full face, her lips upturned as if she were really smiling.

Lyle’s eyes drifted back to Gloria. “So come swim on Sunday, then. After church. Close to dark. The sun sets pretty on the water.”

“Bet it’s pretty, all right,” Gloria said. “But I’m goin’ on to work. I’m Miss Anne’s girl now, you know. Good mornin’, Lyle McCormack.”

She took a step farther down the path and Robert quickly followed, glad to be away from a moment pricked sharp, even if he wasn’t sure why. Something to do with the swimming hole, and Lyle asking Gloria to go swimming as if they were courting. But no McCormack would court a Negro girl—no white man, period, would—so why was he bothering Gloria?

Lyle McCormack flipped a tuft of flat golden hair from his face as he matched Gloria’s pace. He took her arm to stop her walking and lowered his face close to hers. For an amazed instant, Robert thought he meant to kiss her—but instead, he whispered in a voice just loud enough for Robert to hear, “You look nicer’n those gals at Pixie’s.”

Gloria stared at him with a moon-eyed face Robert had never seen on his sister, so childlike it frightened him.

Lyle McCormack grinned. “You can do more’n scrub floors, Glo. I know you can.”

Then he winked at her. As Lyle McCormack’s eyelid slid shut above his grin, locking into a leer, Robert understood one of the last things his father had told him before he fled to Chicago: he was never, ever to wink his eye at a white girl or white woman. Foolishness like that can get you killed, Papa had said.

And here was Lyle McCormack winking at his sister in broad daylight, standing in the middle of the road where any passerby or farmhand could see. A hundred years could have passed since their twilight swimming days. The bright morning sun, his stomach’s knotted hunger, and Mama’s death face stirred Robert into a rage. He didn’t want Lyle McCormack’s hand and eyes on his sister a breath longer. He squeezed himself between Lyle and Gloria.

“Leave her be!” Robert said.

Lyle’s eyes dropped down to him. “What’s got into you?”

Gloria backed up a step behind Robert, but Robert remained fixed, a wall.

“Move, Robbie,” Lyle said, and shoved him aside, so much power in the blunt motion that Robert stumbled two steps. His upper arm smarted from the heel of Lyle’s hand.

“Stop it!” Gloria said to Robert. “Mind your business.”

But Robert ran toward Lyle McCormack, swinging his foot at the bigger boy’s left knee, and his new boot’s bulk sank into the side of Lyle’s kneecap with a thunk of bone. It wasn’t like he’d done it: he watched himself do it.

Lyle McCormack yelled in pain. “You little shit,” he said. He hopped on one leg.

“You pushed me first,” Robert said, his voice and eyes low. The kick had taken all the fight out of him. Instead, he was realizing what he had done.

“He didn’t mean it, Lyle,” Gloria said. “He’s stupid! It’s just me looking after him since Mama died. He don’t have his daddy now either.” Gloria was talking fast, as if Lyle McCormack were holding a shotgun to his head.

Lyle McCormack was red-faced, so tall above Robert that he blocked the sunlight. Lyle pursed his lips, eyes staring death at Robert. “I oughta brain you, Robbie.”

“Walk on it, Lyle,” Gloria said gently. “Your knee’s all right. Ain’t it?”

After a last glare at Robert, Lyle hobbled in a circle, testing his knee. “Dammit!”

“But you’re fine,” Gloria said, a feeble plea in her voice. “Ain’t you?”

Robert knew better than to lay hands on a McCormack. Any Negro knew better than to lay hands on any white man, but especially a McCormack. At best, Robert calculated he was about to get the thrashing of his life. The worst was too big to form a picture.

“You do that again, I’m gonna knock your teeth out,” Lyle said, his finger pressing the tip of Robert’s nose. “You hear me?”

“Yessir. I’m sure sorry,” Robert said, more grateful than scared. Amazed it was over. But it wasn’t.

“Lyyyyle!” a man’s voice called across the field, from beyond the fence.

Their heads snapped like owls toward the fence. Robert hoped the voice didn’t belong to Lyle McCormack’s father, who everyone called Mister Red because of his bright orange hair, but his hope died as his hair charged through the pine grove.

Gloria took Robert’s hand, squeezing it. They both wanted to run.

“Did this little nigger just kick you?” Red McCormack said. He ducked the fence rail. The closer he walked, the more Robert felt the earth parting around him, a hole swallowing his feet. Mister Red is gonna kill me, Robert thought, the most certain thought he’d ever had.

Lyle’s eyes went to Gloria in an apology meant only for her to see. Then he went to his father, hiding his limp.

“Yeah, he kicked me, Pa,” Lyle said. “Wasn’t nothin’, though—”

Red McCormack boxed Robert’s right ear so hard that he and his sister screamed.
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Robbie kicked Lyle McCormack. And Red McCormack saw.

Gloria’s thoughts wouldn’t let her sleep. Memories slapped at her as she lay in the bed her parents had shared, already an uneasy place to rest: Lyle McCormack’s sour breath on her neck. Robbie’s kick to Lyle’s knee. (His knee! And he wanted to play football for Florida State!) Red McCormack storming over so quickly that he might have meant to snap Robbie’s neck. And blue flames in Red McCormack’s eyes as he boxed Robbie’s ear, daring her to move or speak.

What would Mama have done?

Mama had kept most of her childhood stories locked in her eyes. Mama’s stories were unsuited for the ears of children—stories of evil without consequence and pain without cease—the unholy things that happen when God blinks. Or maybe sleeps. Surely God sleeps sometimes, Gloria thought; the evidence of slumber was all around. Secretly, since Mama’s passing, Gloria wrestled with her father’s unshakable belief in God, but sometimes she made peace with the notion that Mama’s cancer had come while God’s eyes were shut. Mostly God’s eyes are open, but God blinks, there’s a hurricane, or, blink, there’s an orphan. Reverend Miles had never put it so plainly, but to Gloria it was a truth as bright as summer sun.

At least Mama’s terrible crying and sweating had a swift end. Mama’s dying had a measurement: it began, it flashed with bright pain, it ended. Emptiness so big it made her feel blind. Painful enough to make any good in the world a lie. But it ended.

Papa in Chicago was a different thing entirely. They needed him now. Papa had fled to Chicago and she did not know when, or if, he would send for her and Robbie. He said he would try to bring them to Chicago by fall, but it wasn’t certain… and fall was months away. She couldn’t hear his laugh or feel him nearby when she heard night noises outside her window. He hadn’t called her at Miz Lottie’s at his usual time on Sunday, so her father might already be dead and they were the last to hear. And if that were true, God help them—

She couldn’t form new thoughts beyond it, though she knew she had to. She needed a plan. Mama and Papa both were planners: Mama had run her six sewing and laundry girls like a sea captain, and Papa knew how to move men to singing and unionizing.

Gracetown had a long history of beloved Negro singers, but the history of union-talking Negroes was bleak. Everyone knew that—Papa especially. But still he’d called a meeting and spoken before twenty-five colored mill workers—at least!—and said enough with his voice raised to be chased out of Gracetown that same night. She could have told him that you can only trust explosive secrets or plans with three people at most. Maybe four. Beyond that, loyalties tended to buckle beneath the thrill of the telling.

So of course at least half a dozen men had gone running to the bosses before Papa even warmed up or said the word strike. What happened next had been a Negro “riot,” or, by eyewitness accounts, a mauling of Negroes by twice the number of white men with clubs, tire irons, and shotgun butts. Clyde Frazier—the barber who worked from his back porch near the railroad tracks on Lower Spruce—lost an eye. But at least no one died like when Papa was a boy and had to hide out in the woods with his parents, grandparents, and cousins during the Marianna riots. Or like the Rosewood survivors a dozen years prior, like Mama. And the way Papa’s grandmother had hidden under her bed in 1909, when three Negro boys went missing on McCormack land—and when their papa fired a warning shot demanding news of his sons, a mob of angry whites killed him and rounded up a score of other Negro fathers, brothers, and sons who were never seen again.

On Florida soil, sometimes killing broke out for its own reasons. Florida’s soil is soaked with so much blood, it’s a wonder the droplets don’t seep between your toes with every step, Mama used to say. Sometimes, when Gloria walked along McCormack Road, she thought she heard whimpers beneath her footsteps. She wondered if blood turned the muddy clay roads in Gracetown the stubborn red-orange color that stained the folded cuffs of her dungarees.

This time Papa had been the one they wanted to hang. They wanted to swing him up like Claude Neal in Marianna when Papa was a boy; Papa had seen the body swinging in front of the courthouse, and on that day he decided he could not let white people scare him or he’d be scared all his life. Most of Papa’s lessons were about the ways of white people, which made it all the more unthinkable that he had not heeded his own warnings.

While the mobs had been looking for Papa, trying to scare the shotgun house dwellers at the far end of Lower Spruce, someone invented a story that Papa tried to rape a white lady behind Pixie’s. Anyone who knew Papa knew that was a lie, since he’d had eyes for no other girl but Mama since they were both in third grade. And he didn’t drink, gamble, or frequent juke joints. But that hadn’t stopped somebody from pointing a finger toward the house Papa was building out on the other side of McCormack’s land. This had not surprised Gloria either—she knew from school that not everyone was happy Papa had scraped together savings to build a house “out near the lake,” as her once-friend Rose had put it, as if lake water and comfort were a betrayal. By the time the Klan burned down their unfinished house, Papa had hopped a train and asked Miz Lottie to keep an eye on Gloria and his namesake, little Robbie. And Miz Lottie, a spinster with a glass eye at eighty-three, couldn’t watch her own self, much less a boy of twelve and a girl of sixteen. Gloria had felt less safe at night knowing she had to keep Miz Lottie’s oyster knife sharp under her pillow to protect not just her and Robbie but maybe the old woman too. After three weeks, she and Robbie had gone back to their own house to live. She’d promised Miz Lottie she was grown enough to care for her brother—and she’d believed that until they ran into Lyle on McCormack Road.

Their cabin felt like a dead space now. Empty chicken coops and a chicken wire yard of dusty grass patches. Soured memories in every corner, especially the formerly happiest, the wooden table for four where they had shared so many meals. It was a hostile space too: so many dripping places when it rained, flies and mosquitoes wheeling freely inside the walls, so much stagnant heat and darkness, not enough windows, and Reynolds Wrap instead of curtains. Her great-grandfather had not built big windows like Miss Anne’s and the houses in town.

Even before Mama got sick, they had begun to talk about the cabin as their old place, a relic from Papa’s slave-born grandfather, a parcel doled out to a dying servant. (“White folks can love their property like a hunter loves his hound,” Papa had said.) Papa and his friends had built the new house from sturdy Florida pine, board by board—three bedrooms. An indoor bathroom and plumbing he’d hired workers for, not an outhouse. A picture window in the living room looking out on the lake.

All of it burned now. A black circle seared in the soil. That burned-up house had been Mama’s dream for them before she died. Now all of their dreams were dead. Every photo carefully posed in Mama’s ornate frames felt like a lie, even the photos of her and Robbie. They looked too young. The photo taking had stopped when Mama got sick.

Robbie kicked Lyle McCormack. And Red McCormack saw.

Should she take Robert on a train to Papa and try to make it to Chicago to find him? She had no money for train fare, so she imagined getting arrested or thrown off the train, stranded somewhere trying to find work with Robbie in tow. And what “work” was waiting for a girl who knew more about Langston Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston than the laundering, sewing, and cleaning Mama had tried to teach her?

Robbie kicked Lyle McCormack. And Red McCormack saw.

Gloria turned on the dim lamp on the night table beside her mattress. The cabin had only one bedroom, and no door separated her from Robbie’s sleeping form on the trundle bed on the other side of the old cabin’s coal stove and dining table. She heard his calm, steady breathing and longed to be in his place—untroubled, all fears forgotten with sleep.

Gloria hunted down a pen and lined paper in the night table drawer: Papa had forever been writing his thoughts and plans, sometimes late into the night. She found a blank page and addressed it in neat lines the way Mama had taught her before Gloria even started school:


Mr. William Jones

101 47th Street, Apartment 16A

Chicago, Illinois



It was not his actual name or address, Papa had explained, but that was where he’d arranged to pick up his mail from a friend. She stripped her report to the bare facts: Robbie had kicked Lyle McCormack and his father Red had witnessed it and boxed his ear bloody. She added that Red McCormack had sworn to make Robert’s life a misery, so I can hardly think of all the sorrow that will rain on us if we stay here.

Papa had complained for years about how petty the McCormacks were, how tightly they held their grudges. Papa’s family had once been owned by the McCormacks, and both sides of the McCormack fence held long memories. With their cabin so close by, half the things Papa said were rules to keep away from McCormacks. Two years ago, Papa had announced that he and Gloria weren’t allowed to swim there anymore, even if they were invited.

Too late, she now fully understood why. If she’d known how casually catastrophe might strike, she and Robert could have stayed closer to the tree line and far on the other side of the road to keep away from that McCormack fence each day. Robert was sleeping as if he thought the kick on the road was forgotten, that his bloodied ear had squared him with the McCormacks. But Gloria knew better. Knew in her heart.

Gloria Patricia Stephens did not sleep that night.

She wasn’t surprised at dawn when the sheriff’s deputy came to the door.
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The deputy looked angry to be on an errand so early. None of Gloria’s rehearsed apologies or excuses swayed the gruff boy in his too-big deputy’s uniform, barely older than she. His black-and-white sheriff’s car sat parked outside their chicken wire, a sight she knew well: sheriff’s cars often had parked in that spot in the months before Papa left—usually at dinnertime, when Papa had stood at the window while she and Mama and Robbie sat with their forks frozen above their plates, waiting for flames or gunshots. Had this boy deputy come to the house before? If you asked the operator to call Sheriff Posey’s office, the Klan klavern would pick up on the other end.

The deputy’s clothes were rumpled. Handcuffs gleamed in his hands.

“Where’s Robert Stephens Junior? The judge is waiting on him at the courthouse.”

His voice sounded muffled, as if Gloria had cotton in her ears. Why, oh, why hadn’t she run away with Robbie when she’d had the chance?

“You’re here for me?” Robbie scurried to the deputy when he should have been climbing out of his window and jumping the wire. He sounded more confused than scared. He had slept in Papa’s old blue mill shirt. Robbie hopped on one leg to pull on his pants as the deputy stepped toward him.

“He’s under arrest?” Gloria said.

“What you think?” the deputy said, fixing the metal cuffs around Robert’s wrists. The click-click was as loud as a gunshot.

Gloria had seen gangster pictures where outlaws were arrested by the police, and she had expected more ceremony. But she’d overheard Papa and the pickers complaining about how the sheriff broke down their doors and dragged them to jail on vagrancy charges when they got tired of picking. The sheriff in Gracetown wasn’t like police in pictures or on the radio.

Robert didn’t cry or fight the deputy, but his head hung like it was boneless. He didn’t look Gloria’s way. Family couldn’t do anything for you when the sheriff came, just like family was helpless against sickness—except through prayer, Mama would say. And the judge was involved. The son of Robert Stephens would not go unnoticed.

Gloria had hidden her unmailed letter in her dress, but what good was the letter now? Letters took days to arrive in Chicago! Instead of writing a silly letter, she should have packed their clothes in Mama’s powder-blue suitcase and fled, even on foot. They should have run, just like Papa had.

“He’s twelve years old. What’s going to happen to him?” Gloria said.

“Ask the judge,” the deputy said.

“They wouldn’t send a young boy to a work gang, would they?”

“Just shut up and come on, if you’re comin’.”

“Can you wait and let me get dressed proper?” Gloria didn’t have any clothes better than the faded gingham dress she wore, tattered at the hem, but she was frantic to stop the motion of the day. The deputy was quick about his business, like Robert was a calf he had tied with a rope. He tugged on Robbie’s arm to pull him to his car.

“Catch up,” the deputy said.

Gloria had to run to keep pace with him, but she climbed into the back seat beside Robert before the deputy slammed the door. Robert lay against her while she rode with him the way he had when he was small. With the mesh separating them from the deputy, they might both already be in a cage.

“What’s he being charged with?” Gloria said. “Lyle McCormack pushed him first.”

“Shut up or I’ll arrest you too,” the deputy said. “I’ll lock you up for obstructing justice. He twitches a muscle, he’s resisting arrest. You talk too damn much. I better not hear a peep.”

Gloria sat with Robert and stroked his wrist where his shackles met his skin.



Gloria had never been inside the Gracetown Courthouse, a monument with a golden bell tower at the center of Main Street. She lost sight of Robert on the steps because the deputy said Negroes went in from the rear, so he was gone before she could hug Robert or say she could fix everything, even if it might not be true.

Papa had been to the courthouse many times on behalf of friends and family, but he had never brought her or Robert. Why would he? The only Negroes in the courthouse were the accused and their families, with whispers up and down Lower Spruce when so-and-so was arrested or about to go on trial. Golden arrows pointed out windows on property taxes and probate (the latter a word she did not know), but no one would believe a visit to the courthouse was about anything except shame. If anyone who knew Miss Anne saw her at the courthouse, Miss Anne would ask Gloria terse questions about why she had been there. Would Miss Anne fire her because Robbie had been arrested? Gloria sorely needed the fifteen dollars a week Miss Anne paid her for cooking and cleaning.

“You lost, little missy?”

A Negro uniformed custodian with a long-handled broom was the only person who noticed her. He was about ten years older than Papa, in his forties, with white hairs sprayed throughout his curly black crown. His eyes were big behind thick glasses.

“Yessir,” she said. “I’m trying to find my brother.”

“He in trouble?”

“The deputy said he was going to see the judge.”

As the man listened, his lips curled up slightly in a hidden smile. Gloria knew he was struck, perhaps bemused, by the crisp way she spoke. But his eyes were sympathetic.

“Only judge on the bench this time of mo’nin’ is Judge Morris. Courtroom’s up ahead.”

Finally—information! Gloria said a hurried “Thank you” and ran in the direction of the double doors the man had pointed out at the end of the hall.

“Don’t you go in them doors!” the custodian called. “Colored door’s to the side.”

Gloria stopped three strides short of the wooden doors and their burnished gold-colored handles. Sure enough, the COLORED sign was posted to the right, with an arrow pointing down a narrow corridor. A smaller door met her there, propped slightly open with a wad of cardboard. Inside, narrow wooden stairs rose in a dimly lighted stairway.

Gloria at last found her way to the courtroom balcony, in the gallery set aside for colored observers. The benches were empty. The walls smelled of sweat, chewing tobacco, and waiting. Gloria moved past the spittoon near the door to the first row of benches to peer down at the courtroom, so far below. Only four anxious spectators sat in the neat rows of white seating. The plump, thick-shouldered judge occupied his bench like Saint Peter in the clouds, but in a black robe instead of white.

A thin white man in an ill-fitting suit was standing before the judge.

“Billy, you promised me you’d give up corn whiskey,” the judge said, leaning forward, elbows propped. He hocked a wad of tobacco into his own spittoon.

“I know it, Your Honor.” The man’s voice was all trembling misery.

“Well, this time you’ve left me no choice.” The judge rapped his gavel, a sound so harsh that Gloria jumped. “Spend a year at Raiford, that’ll sober you up. Go on, now. You’re lucky nobody got hurt worse.”

“I sure do know it, Your Honor,” the man said, his head low. He was nearly in tears. The spectators all rose and went to him. One tearful older woman in Sunday dress, probably his mother, hugged him.

“I’m sorry, Doris, but the law has my hands tied,” the judge said.

“It’s not your fault, Judge Morris,” the older woman said. “We warned him ’til we was red in the face.” The grown man sobbed on the woman’s shoulder before a deputy led him away.

This private scene felt like the worst kind of omen. As the miserable man exited by a rear door with a deputy Gloria did not recognize, Robert appeared, hands still chained behind him.

The same deputy who had come to their cabin followed Robert, guiding him to the bench by his arm. Gloria suppressed a cry at how small Robert seemed, swallowed inside the massive courtroom. He looked for her, but he did not notice the gallery. She waved to get Robert’s attention, and he saw her but did not smile. He moved slowly, nearly too frightened to walk.

“Robert Stephens Junior?” the judge said.

Papa’s name rang in the courthouse, an indictment in his absence. The room seemed to quake with Gloria’s racing heart.

Far below her, Robbie mumbled. Speak clearly! Gloria’s thoughts screamed.

“Speak up.” The judge already sounded impatient.

“Yessir.” Hearing him speak, Gloria breathed.

The judge studied a page in front of him. “Did you kick Lyle McCormack?” Gloria’s shoulders hunched when she heard it aloud. And with none of the facts to explain it.

Robert hung his head again. “Yessir.”

“Why’d you do a fool thing like that?”

Say it! In Robert’s long silence, Gloria thought of her shock and anger at how Lyle McCormack had taken hold of her arm, comparing her to the colored whores who worked in cars behind the juke joint. And proposing they meet on a Sunday! Had Robert understood? Was that what had riled him senseless? Gloria wanted to rise to her feet and tell his story, but didn’t dare.

“Don’t know, sir. He…”

He pushed me. Say it! Gloria’s thoughts screamed. But Robert said nothing more. “Well, son, you’d be in a world of trouble if you’d run off from Red McCormack. Might be dogs after you right now. He said you stood there and took your whupping. Is that true?”

“Yessir,” Robert said. He was deathly afraid of the McCormacks’ dogs.

“Boxed your ear pretty good?”

“Yessir.”

Gloria’s heart surged. The judge’s questions had taken a turn away from confession to consequences paid: that could only be a good sign! Had she heard grandfatherly kindness in the judge’s voice? Maybe Robert would endure a stern lecture and be sent back home. Robert would still have time to go to school, and she’d make up an excuse to Miss Anne about why she was late. Their true day was about to begin as normal, with Robert sitting at his school desk and her wringing undergarments in the sink in Miss Anne’s laundry room.

“You know you’d be lynched in some counties for foolishness like that?” Gloria nearly gasped aloud. How could the judge speak that word?

Robert’s lip shook. “No, sir,” he said. His voice sounded smaller.

“Your mama and daddy both dead?”

“No, sir. My daddy’s in Chicago.”

Blood stalled in Gloria’s veins. How could Robert have forgotten never to say where their father was?

“What’s his address in Chicago?”

Robert shrugged—shrugged! Mama had forever told him never to shrug at an adult; it was disrespectful, she’d said, a flaunting of indifference. Had the judge seen it? Of course he had, staring down at Robert from his perch of gleaming wood.

“You don’t know your own father’s address?”

Don’t say anything else! As if he’d heard her, Robert’s head jerked as if to look back at her, but he fought the impulse to turn. Robert had always been a baby, quick to cry: she’d never seen him more restrained in his fear. He had listened to Mama’s stories. He had heeded Papa.

Now, if only he would remember—

“No, sir,” Robert said. “I don’t know the street or nothin’.”

“Well, that’s a hell of a thing: a man goes to Chicago and leaves his son to go wild.”

Robert looked up, facing the judge’s eyes. “No, sir. My sister’s ’bout grown.”

Gloria rose to her feet, as if she’d been called. She purposely brushed back against the bench to make the wooden leg squeal against the floor. The shiny bald patch on the judge’s head winked as he looked up at her.

“I’m Gloria Stephens, Your Honor,” she said loudly, as she had rehearsed in her head all morning. “We’re both in the care of Miss Lottie Mae Powell, who is a deaconess at Holy Redeemer Baptist Church. I promise you, Robert is not ‘running wild.’ ”

Gloria’s fear left her as she spoke. She was ready to enunciate clearly when she answered his questions. She would quiver her voice when she told him all about Mama’s terrible cancer and how she was raising Robert to know the Lord. She would say nothing about her father.

The judge looked away from her. He closed a sheath of papers and pushed it aside. “You’ll go to the Gracetown School for Boys for six months,” the judge said to Robert. “A nigger who won’t learn respect and a trade won’t live to see thirteen. I see you in front of me again, you’ll go on a work crew to Raiford like a grown man. Hear me?”

And he rang that terrible gavel again.

The Reformatory! Six months? Even nigger, which she’d heard her whole life, cut deeper from a judge’s lips in this church-like chamber. If she had known those words were coming, she would have screamed and begged all this time instead of sitting in her good-girl silence. But even wishing to object with every part of herself, she couldn’t make a sound.

His sermon finished, the judge beamed at Robert as if he expected to be thanked. After all, it wasn’t a year at Raiford or a work gang in the tobacco fields, turpentine farms, or phosphate mines. The Reformatory was called a school.

But for the first time since the deputy had come, Robert wailed with childish tears. By the time Gloria rushed back down the flight of narrow stairs in hopes of talking to Robert, hugging him, she could only peek through the forbidden double doors to see a flash of his shirt as the deputy led him through a doorway on the opposite end of the courtroom, across a vast wooden floor her feet were not permitted to touch. Gloria let out a pained rush of air when the door shut closed. The empty courtroom had stolen her brother.

In the hall outside, Gloria’s worry for Robert twisted her stomach, but her mouth would not obey to make demands. Her feet would not move toward the window boxes without COLORED signs. She was dizzy and ill with it: How could a court of law have no provisions for a child to be given comfort by family? Had Robbie been formally charged and convicted? If so, why had there been no jury? Why had she been punished with such faceless formality—wrested from her only family, given no chance even to say goodbye?

And what, oh, what would she say to Papa?

The idea of Papa’s anguish jolted Gloria from her stupor. She would have no time to learn the ways of the courthouse, which was the biggest building on Main Street, full of warrens and long hallways.

Instead, she must find her way to the Reformatory.



Gloria ran mostly uphill from Main Street to Miz Lottie’s seawater-colored house at the end of 14620 Fillmore Street on Lower Spruce, just past the railroad tracks and wooden trestle at the border of Negro Town. She ran so fast and hard that she could only spit up her empty stomach by the time she waded through the untended crabgrass to Miz Lottie’s front porch. Her body shook with sobs as she bent beside the porch railing over a patch of mud by Miz Lottie’s cabbage and collards. Miz Lottie opened her screen door to see who was there, and Gloria wasted precious seconds with a clogged throat. Finally, she heaved out her story.

“Robbie’s been arrested!” she began, and told all the rest.

Miz Lottie held her in a way no one had since Mama died. Her bosom smelled like her steaming kitchen. “I’d like to give one o’ them McCormacks a swift kick myself,” Miz Lottie said, and Gloria’s laugh came as a tiny sob instead. Miz Lottie rested her hand on Gloria’s head, heavy and earth-sweet from her gardening glove. “I know, pumpkin. I know. But you dry those tears. We gotta get Ole Suzy warmed up. Might be we can get there ahead of ’em.”

Ole Suzy was Miz Lottie’s red 1939 Ford truck at the end of the driveway, and Gloria trembled with the promise of it: What if she could be there waiting for Robert? The happy prospect burned so brightly that Gloria swallowed her tears.

“You’ve got enough gas to go and back?” Gloria said. The drive was at least ten miles, at the far west side of the county, near the peanut mill. Papa had driven her out that way once to collect money he was owed, and he’d pointed out the Reformatory as they passed the sprawling, regal green lawn behind mighty spiked fences.

Gloria remembered, as if for the first time, exactly what Papa had said as they passed the grounds: “That’s the first place they start killing us.” And for the first time she had noticed the barbed wire. The memory clapped her with such force that it carried the scent of her father’s pipe. This was where her brother was being sent. A killing place. Papa had said so.

“Grab that gas can out the carport,” Miz Lottie said. “We got enough.”

Until that moment, Gloria had only seen Miz Lottie’s deficiencies: her weak joints and bad eyesight, her inability to stand Robert’s constant motion, her too-meager meals she could barely afford to share. Gloria saw no weakness in Miz Lottie now. Her good eye was clear and alert. She moved slowly but with purpose as she retrieved her cane from the side of the porch steps. She gathered the oversized pocketbook she always carried when she left her house, as big as a carpetbag. While Gloria fumbled with the heavy, rusted red gas can, spilling a few drops when she stumbled over a box in the carport, she caught Miz Lottie glancing at herself in her compact mirror, vain even now.

And Miz Lottie had called her pumpkin. Only Mama called her pumpkin. Gloria could barely see through her tears as she tried to fit the can’s nozzle into the rusted gas tank of Miz Lottie’s truck. A gasoline droplet on her hand stung her right eye like fire when she rubbed it.

“Chile, gimme that ’fore you spill all my gas,” Miz Lottie said, so Gloria stood aside for the old woman, who angled the gas can with a practiced hand. “Eighteen cents a gallon—you better treat this here like gold.”

On Miz Lottie’s street of houses with small yards, her neighbors were behaving as if it were a regular day. Someone’s gas lawn mower burred, and Ivory Joe Hunter’s “I Almost Lost My Mind” played through an open window with a flapping curtain. Miz Lottie’s neighbor, Clyde Frazier, was plucking ripe mangoes from his tree, not noticing her—maybe on purpose. Minding his business.

Gloria wanted to scream her story to them. Papa would have rushed out in the middle of the night to help any of them.

“Come on,” Miz Lottie said. “We’ll get there faster if we cut through the woods.”
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For thirty minutes, Robert stood under the midday sun with his arms chained to the hot iron banister by the rear courthouse door. The deputy watched him from the shade under the awning, out of the sun’s glare. Robert’s knees shook the way Mama had trembled with fever. He counted every minute on the courthouse clock tower between a V of live oak branches above. At eleven o’clock, he counted thirteen strikes of the bell—a bad sign for sure.

Where was Gloria? All the time he’d waited, he’d expected her to round the corner with the good news that she’d phoned Papa somehow. It couldn’t be that he was about to be sent to live somewhere without Gloria or the Philco radio Papa had bought him or his last Easter snapshot with Mama, their white clothes matching. Or anything at all.

A green Ford Woodie approached the driveway behind the courthouse, low undercarriage scraping against a dip in the road. The deputy ground out his cigarette with his heel. “ ’Bout damn time,” he muttered.

Robert had not cried since he’d left the courtroom, but he wanted to cry now. The station wagon was so long, it looked like Mr. Kendrick’s hearse. “For me?” he asked the deputy.

“Ain’t a milk truck.”

The station wagon stopped a few feet from him, and the curly-haired white man driving opened his car door and fixed on his hat to block the sun. His shoes shone like a starry night. He stood, his legs unfolding until he was as tall and thin as a pine tree. He made the deputy look like a little boy beside him. But no gun. Whenever the deputy was near him, all Robert noticed was his holstered blue-black gun.

“Transport isn’t exactly my purview,” the tall man said. He had a flat, dull accent Robert had only heard on the radio. He sounded like private detective Johnny Dollar. Papa loved that program.

“Wouldn’t know about all that,” the deputy said. “Sheriff Posey said to wait on you, so…” He shrugged. Gloria was right: shrugging was an ugly gesture, especially when it was meant for you. Your situation. Your life.

For the first time, the tall man looked down at Robert from eyes a mile high. Irritation deepened creases across the man’s forehead and jawline. Robert had never spent so much time with white men. The man’s linen suit smelled like womanly soap. His fingernails were like a woman’s too, clipped and smooth and clean. His teacher Mr. Harris was fussy, but even Mr. Harris’s hands weren’t so smooth and unblemished. Robert wondered how shabby he must look to this giant white man.

“Where’s his admit form?” the tall man said.

“Judge Morris just said carry him over to Haddock.”

The name Haddock soured the tall man’s face. “No paperwork. Guess that’s how you know you’re in Gracetown municipal. Get those cuffs off, would you? This boy’s not gonna give me trouble. Are you?” He tapped Robert’s shoulder lightly.

Robert shook his head. “No, suh.” Gloria had told him it was best to sound dumb when talking to white men. If he was dumb and young enough, a white man might leave him be the way he might walk past a dog. He’d tried to sound dumb to the judge but not dumb enough to make him mad. Robbie cast his eyes down, staring at his too-big boots from Papa.

“What’s your name?”

“Robert Stephens Junior.”

“Look me in my eye when you speak. I’m Mr. Loehmann.”

The tall man outstretched his smooth hand, expecting a handshake. Robert tried, but he could not meet his eyes, his head too heavy to move.

The deputy sucked his teeth, but he reached to his belt for his keys and unsnapped the handcuffs. Only then did Robert realize how tight the hot metal had been, grinding against the lower bone of his thumb anytime he moved.

His hands free, Robert reached to shake Mr. Loehmann’s hand. He first reached with his left hand but quickly corrected himself. Mr. Loehmann gripped tightly, not letting Robert pull away as quickly as he tried to. The tall man leaned down to stare in Robert’s eyes. Dark brown eyes matched his own.

“We’ll have no trouble on the ride to the Reformatory. Is that understood?”

Robert nodded. “No trouble,” he said. “I swear on my mama.”

A miracle: Mr. Loehmann smiled! He gestured toward his open car door. “Slide in. Passenger side’s yours.”

If anyone had told Robert that he would have a reason to feel glad on this horrible day, he’d never have believed it. But as he gazed at the wide-open car door and the expanse of the clean, pale leather seat, he felt his mouth upturning, his teeth poking out. He’d never had a ride in a new car, only old cars. Mr. Loehmann’s car smelled fresh. And no more handcuffs!

“See him grinning?” the deputy said. “You see that?”

“Same way any kid smiles when you say they can ride up front,” Mr. Loehmann said. “Since there’s no form, tell me: What’s Robert’s crime? Ran away from home? Orphan?”

“He kicked Lyle McCormack. Assault’s a crime.”

“Lyle McCormack, huh?” Mr. Loehmann said, eyebrows raised when he looked back in Robert’s direction. Robert was ready to blurt an apology and explanation—How could he have forgotten to tell the judge that Lyle pushed him first?—but Mr. Loehmann gestured again for him to get into the car. “Well, that explains it.”

The front seat was so smooth that Robert glided from one end to the other. He wished he could have lingered at the dashboard, shiny with silver, and its knobs, meters, and numbers. He couldn’t resist a tug at the two-toned steering wheel as he passed, but it didn’t budge.

“I been meaning to ask you, Mr. Loehmann…,” the deputy said, with an odd emphasis on his name, drawing out LOW-mannnn. “Where you from? Miami, I bet?”

“I’m from New York. Lower East Side.”

“New York, huh?” the deputy said. “Well, that explains it.”

“Explains what, Deputy?”

“I’m surprised your car ain’t painted pink. Or red.”

Robert watched through the windshield as the men stood locked in a moment he didn’t understand. The deputy smirked as if he’d gotten away with an insult. Pink was a terrible choice, but red wouldn’t be such an ugly color for a car, would it? Why had Loehmann’s face gone pale?

“Remind your boss that we have procedures and a state juvenile board,” Mr. Loehmann said. “I’m pretty sure rules apply even in Gracetown.”

“Tell him yourself.”

“Oh, I intend to.”

“You drive safe out there, Mr. Loehmann.” Again the deputy said it like an insult. Then he pretended to sneeze, saying A Jew where his sneeze should be.

When Mr. Loehmann climbed into the car, he slammed his door. His face reminded Robert of Papa’s for an instant, tight with ugly knowledge. So, when white men argued, they did not say the thing they were arguing about, not like with Papa and his friends shouting over each other on the porch. These white men hid their arguments behind polite words and sneezes.

But that was the white men’s business, not his. He bounced in his seat, his grin breaking free. As Mr. Loehmann turned his key and the engine whispered to life without choking or gurgling, the radio played Nat King Cole’s “Mona Lisa” so crisply that Nat and his orchestra might have been hiding under the hood. Nat King Cole was a Negro, Mama’s favorite. Suddenly, Mama was in the car with him, singing in his ear. Mona Lisaaaaaa. Cool air blew from the vents like a fall breeze. And a car like this probably could drive fast! He’d only had a quick glance at the speedometer, but it went up to a hundred miles an hour at least.

A clanging across his window startled Robert and made his sore ear throb. The deputy had tapped the glass with his handcuffs. “You won’t be smilin’ long, boy,” the deputy said.

Mr. Loehmann reversed his car so fast that the deputy jumped back. Robert turned in his seat to watch the deputy through the rear window and saw that he was laughing.



After they passed the last tack and feed at the far end of Main Street, the road was bordered by woods. Cars and a few horses had crowded Main Street, but the county road was empty except for trees and farms. Robert peeked to see how fast Mr. Loehmann was driving: only fifty, the speedometer said. Still, the ride seemed fast and free. Papa always drove slowly, like an old man. So no one has an excuse to pull me over, he always said.

Robert pressed his own foot against an imaginary gas pedal, urging him to drive faster.

Sure enough, the car lurched ahead. Like magic.

“You act like you’ve never been in a car,” Mr. Loehmann said.

“Not like this one.”

Mr. Loehmann slumped lower in his seat, relaxing. He stretched out his arm. “Always wanted a Woodie, but the canvas roof wouldn’t have survived New York winters. Then I moved down here. And they came out with this tin roof last year. I like her pretty well myself.”

“Why’d…” Robert started to ask why he’d left New York to move to Gracetown, which felt like going about life backward. He had seen the grand city in picture shows and heard it sung in songs. But he had no business asking a grown-up, a white man, to explain himself.

“Sometimes life throws you a curveball, Robert, and you end up in places you never expected. My mother was reared in Tallahassee. When my father died in the war in ’42—he enlisted as a surgeon—she moved to Gracetown to be near her family. Now she’s sick, so I moved to be closer to her. But I’ll tell you what: I never thought I’d live down here. Never in a million years.”

It was an answer that opened more questions, but Robert did not ask how the man’s father had died and if his mother had cancer like Mama.

“My mama was sick,” Robert said. “Then she died.”

Telling never made Robert feel better, but he couldn’t help it. Her dying always sat at the tip of his tongue. Mr. Loehmann glanced at him with sadness that shocked Robert so much that it pricked his eyes.

“Sorry to hear it, Robert,” he said. “You’re young to lose your mother. Your father too?”

“No, sir. My papa’s not dead. He’s…” Robert remembered what his nervousness had made him forget in the courtroom: Papa being in Chicago was a secret. The sheriff in Gracetown might hate Papa enough to try to track him down. Now he’d gone and announced it in a courtroom where anyone might have heard—a judge! “He’s somewhere else.”

Mr. Loehmann asked his own questions with his eyes. Robert fidgeted and turned to his window. During the drive, woods had turned to cow pastures. Robert rarely traveled farther than walking distance, so he tried to memorize everything he saw: the hulking old tobacco barn, the skeletal oak burned dead at the roadside, the aging albino nag pulling a hay wagon under a farmer’s watch. He filled his eyes to forget where he was going.

“Let your window down if you want,” Mr. Loehmann said. “I like the air-conditioning, but my kids and our dog like the wind in their hair.”

Despite the thrill of the cool air massaging him from the car’s vents, Robert was glad to crank his window down. The wind was hot, like the car was taking off in space, breaking through the atmosphere with a chunk-chunk-chunk sound of the air thrashing inside the car.

Robert’s stomach growled. Loudly.

“When’s the last time you ate?” Loehmann said.

“Dinner. Last night.” It seemed so long ago, Robert could barely remember the scrawny chicken wings he and Gloria had shared—scraps from Miss Anne’s table, where wings were not anyone’s favorite. And at least two days old to boot, judging by the toughness of the meat. Even the bones had been dry, with no good moist marrow to suck out. Gloria had sounded so proud when she brought the food home, he hadn’t had the heart to complain. And with the pain in his ear pounding so bad, he’d barely noticed he was still hungry. And he’d been hungry when the deputy came. And hungry while he waited in the sun. He was so often hungry, sometimes he didn’t notice it, the way he was getting used to the throbbing deep inside his ear. The drumbeat of pain had kept him awake much of the night, so he hadn’t thought about being hungry.

“Nobody’s fed you today?”

“No, sir.”

Mr. Loehmann cursed then: “Damn hicks.”

His anger frightened Robert. The car swerved slightly off the road, spitting gravel as Mr. Loehmann reached behind him to grab a Woolworth’s sack from the back seat. Robert clung to his seat, bracing to feel the car roll into the parallel ditch. His favorite teacher, Mrs. Cherry, had died this way on a stormy night, her car running headlong into the earth.

Sack in his lap, Mr. Loehmann righted the car as if it had never strayed. “Take this. I was saving a sandwich for later.”

Robert’s mouth flooded. He grabbed the sack and rifled through, past napkins and paper straws. The sandwich was at the bottom, wrapped in paper. The soggy, toasted bread hugged lettuce and a yellow core he did not recognize right away.

“Egg salad,” Mr. Loehmann said.

Robert could not remember ever eating egg salad. Mama had never made it, or Nana. Maybe Miz Lottie had made it for church picnics, but he’d never tried it. “I’ll like it fine, sir.” Robert hesitated, shy about saying grace before a stranger. His stomach rumbled again. Acid scalded his belly.

“Thought you were hungry,” Mr. Loehmann said. “Like I tell mine, if you’re hungry enough, you’ll eat what’s put in front of you. Go on, now.”

Robert had forgotten that everyone didn’t say grace. Or expect you to. Before now, he’d never seen it with his own eyes. His chin nestled his chest. Thank you, dear Lord, for this bounty—a silent, abbreviated version of Papa’s dinnertime blessing. He took his first bite of the food, and it tasted more than fine, like the gift from God it was. A mash of boiled eggs and celery and mustard and pepper filled his cheeks, soft down his throat. Oh yes, but it was good. He’d hardly blinked before the first half of the sandwich was gone.

“Go on, eat the rest,” Mr. Loehmann said. “I’ll grab a bite somewhere else.”

His stomach screamed for more, so Robert ate the second half, but more slowly this time, remembering that he might not eat for a long time again. What kind of food would he eat at the Reformatory? Nothing but porridge and gruel, like in Mama’s storybooks? For the first time since he’d climbed into the grand car, Robert let himself think of the place. Let himself wonder.

“Better?” Mr. Loehmann said.

Robert forced a nod. He felt worse somehow. As if the food had awakened him. “Lyle McCormack started it,” Robert said. “He pushed me first.”

“Wondered when we’d get around to all that.” Loehmann didn’t sound interested. “You tell your side to the judge?”

Robert stared at his boots, which looked all the bigger now. He shook his head. “No, sir.”

“Might’ve been a good idea, don’t you think?”

“The deputy, he said keep my mouth shut.”

Loehmann lit a cigarette with his car lighter. Then he cranked his window down a bit.

The swooshing wind in the car evened out, making it easier to hear through his sore ear’s buzzing. “How
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