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Chapter 1

I woke up hot that morning. Came out of a sound sleep with my face tingling and my nightgown stuck to my body. Third time that week. The clock on the dresser on the other side of the bedroom glowed 4:45, and I could hear the hiss of the air conditioner and feel its breeze across my face. I had set the temperature to sixty before going to sleep. So common sense said that it had to be chilly in the room. Well, common sense and the fact that my husband, James, who lay snoring beside me, was outfitted for winter even though it was mid-July. He slept like a child – a six-foot, bald-headed, middle-aged child – wrapped in a cocoon he had fashioned for himself out of the sheet and blanket I had kicked off during the night. Just the top of his brown head was visible above the floral pattern of the linens. Still, every inch of me was screaming that the room was a hundred degrees.

I lifted my nightgown and let it fall, trying to fan cool air onto my skin. That accomplished nothing. My friend Clarice claimed that meditation and positive thinking eased her path through menopause, and she was forever after me to try it. So I lay still in the predawn darkness and thought cool thoughts. I summoned up an old summer memory of hopping with the kids through the cold water jetting from the clicking yellow sprinkler in our backyard. I pictured the ice that formed every winter on the creek that ran behind Mama and Daddy’s house in Leaning Tree, making it look like it was wrapped up in cellophane.

I thought of my father, Wilbur Jackson. My earliest recollection of him is the delicious chill I got as a little girl whenever Daddy scooped me up in his arms after walking home on winter evenings from the carpentry shop he owned. I recalled how cold radiated from Daddy’s coveralls and the way it felt to run my hands over the frost-coated hair of his beard.

But Daddy’s shop had been gone for ages. The Leaning Tree property, creek and all, had been the domain of various renters for half a decade. And my children were each at least twenty years beyond dancing in the spray of a sprinkler.

No thoughts, at least not the ones I came up with, proved capable of icing down my burning skin. So I cussed Clarice for her bad advice and for making me think of the old days – a certain recipe for sleeplessness – and I decided to head for the kitchen. There was a pitcher of water in the Frigidaire and butter pecan ice cream in the freezer. I figured a treat would set me right.

I sat up in the bed, careful not to wake James. Normally, he was as easygoing a man as you’d ever meet. But if I woke him before dawn on a Sunday, he would look at me sideways all through morning service and right up until dinner. So, in order not to disturb him, I moved in slow motion as I stood, slipped my feet into my house shoes, and made my way to the bedroom door in the dark.

Even though I had made the trip from our bed to the kitchen thousands of times in pitch blackness, what with sick children and countless other nighttime emergencies during the decades of our marriage, and even though not a stick of furniture in our bedroom had been moved in twenty years, I rammed the little toe of my right foot into the corner of our old mahogany dresser not five steps into my journey. I cussed again, out loud this time. I looked over my shoulder to see if I had awakened James, but he was still snoring away in his linen wrappings. Hot and tired, my toe throbbing in my green terrycloth slip-ons, I had to fight the urge to run and wake James and insist that he sit up and suffer along with me. But I was good and continued to creep out of the room.

Other than the faint growl of James snoring three rooms away, the only sound in the kitchen was the bass whoosh made by the lopsided ceiling fan churning above my head. I turned on the kitchen light and looked up at that fan wobbling on its axis. With my toe smarting, and still longing to distribute my bad humor, I decided that even if I couldn’t justify snapping at James about my hot flash or my sore toe, I could surely rationalize letting off some steam by yelling at him for improperly installing that fan eighteen years earlier. But, like my desire to wake him and demand empathy, I successfully fought off this temptation.

I opened the refrigerator door to get the water pitcher and decided to stick my head inside. I was in almost to my shoulders, enjoying the frosty temperature, when I got the giggles thinking how someone coming upon me, head stuffed into the refrigerator instead of the oven, would say, “Now there’s a fat woman who is completely clueless about how a proper kitchen suicide works.”

I grabbed the water pitcher and saw a bowl of grapes sitting next to it looking cool and delicious. I pulled the bowl out with the pitcher and set them on the kitchen table. Then I fetched a glass from the dish drainer and brought it to the table, kicking my house shoes off along the way in order to enjoy the feel of cold linoleum against the soles of my bare feet. I sat down at what had been my place at the table for three decades and poured a glass of water. Then I popped a handful of grapes into my mouth and started to feel better.

I loved that time of day, that time just before sunrise. Now that Jimmy, Eric, and Denise were all grown and out of the house, the early hours of the day were no longer linked to slow-passing minutes listening for coughs or cries or, later, teenage feet sneaking in or out of the house. I was free to appreciate the quiet and the way the yellowish-gray light of the rising sun entered the room, turning everything from black and white to color. The journey from Kansas to Oz right in my own kitchen.

That morning, when the daylight came it brought along a visitor, Dora Jackson. I clapped my hand over my mouth to stifle a squeak of surprise when I first caught sight of my mother strolling into the room. She came from the direction of the back door, her short, wide body waddling with an uneven stride from having her left leg badly set by a country doctor when she was a girl.

People used to call us “the twins,” Mama and me. The two of us are round women – big in the chest, thick around the waist, and wide across the hips. We share what has often been charitably called an “interesting” face – narrow eyes, jowly cheeks, broad forehead, big but perfect teeth. I grew to be a few inches taller, five foot three. But if you were to look at pictures of us, you’d swear we were the same woman at different ages.

My mother loved the way she looked. She would strut through town on her uneven legs with her big breasts pointing the way forward, and you knew from looking at her that she figured she was just about the hottest thing going. I never came to love my tube-shaped body the way Mama loved hers, but learning to imitate that confident stride of hers was probably the single smartest thing I ever did.

Mama wore her best dress that Sunday morning, the one she usually brought out only for summer weddings and Easter. It was light blue with delicate yellow flowers and green vines embroidered around the collar and the cuffs of the short sleeves. Her hair was pulled up, the way she wore it for special occasions. She sat down across from me at the table and smiled.

Mama gestured with her hand toward the bowl of grapes on the table and said, “Are you outta ice cream, Odette?”

“I’m trying to eat healthier, maybe take off a few pounds this summer,” I lied, not wanting to admit that I was thinking of the grapes as a first course.

Mama said, “Dietin’ is a waste of energy. Nothin’ wrong with having a few extra pounds on you. And you really shouldn’t drink so much water at this time of day. You were a bedwetter.”

I smiled and, in a childish show of independence, drank more water. Then I tried to change the subject. I asked, “What brings you by, Mama?”

“I just thought I’d come tell you about the fun I had with Earl and Thelma McIntyre. We was up all night goin’ over old times and just laughin’ up a storm. I had forgot just how funny Thelma was. Lord, that was a good time. And that Thelma can roll a joint like nobody’s business, tight little sticks with just enough slack in the roach. I told her—”

“Mama, please,” I interrupted. I looked over my shoulder the way I always did when she started talking about that stuff. My mother had been a dedicated marijuana smoker all of her adult life. She said it was for her glaucoma. And if you reminded her that she’d never had glaucoma, she would bend your ear about the virtues of her preventative vision care regimen.

Other than being against the law, the problem with Mama’s habit, and the reason I automatically glanced over my shoulder when she started talking about that mess, was that James had worked for the Indiana State Police for thirty-five years. Mama got caught twenty years back buying a bag of dope on the state university campus on the north end of town, and as a favor to James, the head of campus security brought her home instead of arresting her. The campus security chief swore he’d keep it under wraps, but things like that never stay quiet in a little town like Plainview. Everybody knew about it by the next morning. It tickled Mama to no end when her getting busted became a sermon topic at church a week later. But James didn’t see the humor in it when it happened, and he never would.

I was eager for Mama to get back on track with the story of her evening with the McIntyres, skipping any illegal parts, because foremost among my mother’s many peculiarities was the fact that, for many years, the vast majority of her conversations had been with dead people. Thelma McIntyre, the excellent joint roller, had been dead for twenty-some years. Big Earl, on the other hand, had been just fine one day earlier when I’d seen him at Earl’s All-You-Can-Eat buffet. If he had indeed been visiting with Mama, it was not good news for Big Earl.

“So, Big Earl’s dead, is he?” I asked.

“I imagine so,” she said.

I sat there for a while, not saying anything, just thinking about Big Earl gone from the earth. Mama gazed at me like she was reading my mind and said, “It’s all right, baby. Really. He couldn’t be happier.”

We found out about Mama seeing ghosts at a Thanksgiving supper back in the 1970s. Mama, Daddy, my big brother Rudy, James, Jimmy, Eric, and me – I was pregnant with Denise that fall – were all gathered around the table. In keeping with tradition, I had done all of the cooking. Flowers Mama understood. She had the best garden in town, even before she devoted a plot to her prized marijuana plants. Food Mama never quite got the hang of. The last time Mama attempted to cook a holiday meal, we ended up feeding her black-and-gray glazed ham to the dog and dining on hardboiled eggs. The dog took one bite of Mama’s ham and howled for six hours straight. The poor animal never quite recovered. So I became the family chef at age ten and we ended up with the only vegetarian dog in southern Indiana.

That Thanksgiving supper had started off real nice. I had cooked my best feast ever and everybody loved it. We joked and ate and celebrated having Rudy at home. My brother had run off to Indianapolis as soon as he graduated high school, so we didn’t see much of him and my boys barely knew their uncle. Everyone was having a good time, except for Mama, who was testy and distracted all afternoon. She got more agitated as the meal went on, mumbling to herself and snapping at anyone who asked her what was wrong. Finally she stood up from the table and hurled the butter dish at an empty corner of the dining room. She shouted, “Goddammit to hell!” – my mother can cuss a blue streak when the inspiration hits her – “Goddammit to hell! I have had just about all I can take from you, Eleanor Roosevelt. Nobody invited you here and it’s time for you to go.” She shook an accusatory index finger at the corner of the room where the stick of butter, avocado-green plastic butter dish still adhered to it, slid down the wall, leaving a shiny trail like the path of a rectangular snail. Mama looked at the astonished faces around the table and said, “Don’t give me that look. She may have been the perfect little lady when she was in the White House – all lace doilies and finger bowls – but since she died, she ain’t done nothin’ but show up here drunk as a skunk, tryin’ to start some shit.”

Later, Jackie Onassis came to see Mama, too, but she was much better behaved.

Daddy reacted to Mama’s ghosts by trying, unsuccessfully, to persuade her to see a doctor. James and I worried about her in private, but pretended in front of the kids that there was nothing odd about their grandma. Rudy decided that Indianapolis wasn’t nearly far enough from the craziness of his family, and he moved to California a month later. He has lived there ever since.

Mama reached across the kitchen table and poked at my arm. “You’re gonna get a kick out of this,” she said. “You know that woman Earl was livin’ with?” “That woman” would be Big Earl’s second wife, Minnie. Mama couldn’t stand Minnie, and she refused to utter her name or acknowledge her marriage to Big Earl.

“Thelma says that woman set up a fountain in the front room where Thelma and Earl used to have the hi-fi. Can you imagine that? Do you remember how nice that hi-fi was? Best I ever heard. And they saved up for a year to get it. We sure had us some parties to remember in that house.”

Mama watched me eat a few more grapes and then said, “Earl said the nicest things about you. He was always so crazy about you, you know. And I don’t need to tell you how much he loved James.”

James loved Big Earl, too. Earl McIntyre was the closest thing to a father James ever had. James’s daddy was a low-down, dirty son of a bitch who ran out on him and his mother when James was barely more than a toddler. James’s father stuck around just long enough to leave a few nasty scars and then hightailed it out of town a few steps ahead of the law to inflict more damage somewhere else. The visible scar on James was a half-moon-shaped raised leathery line along his jaw made by a razor slash intended for James’s mother. The deeper, invisible scars he left on James, only I saw. Only me and Big Earl.

After James’s father ran off, Big Earl and Miss Thelma took it upon themselves to see that James’s mother always had food on the table. When the All-You-Can-Eat, the first black-owned business in downtown Plainview, opened in the mid-1950s and Big Earl couldn’t have been making a dime, he hired James’s mother as his first employee. And they kept her on the payroll long after emphysema had made it impossible for her to work. More important, the McIntyres kept an eye on James, so he wouldn’t end up like his daddy. I’ll be forever grateful to them for that.

That’s how Big Earl was, a good and strong man who helped other people to get stronger, too. All kinds of folks, and not just black, loved him. You could take a problem to Big Earl and he would sit there and listen to you spill out a lifetime’s worth of troubles. He’d nod patiently like it was all new to him, even though he was a man who had seen a lot in his life and had probably heard your particular kind of blues a hundred times over. After you were done, he’d rub his huge hands across the white stubble that stood out against the coal black of his skin and he’d say, “Here’s what we’re gonna do.” And if you had sense, you did whatever it was he said. He was a smart man. Made a little money, kept his dignity, and still managed to live to be old – something a black man his age in southern Indiana shouldn’t have been able to do. Something many had tried to do, but failed at.

Now, if Mama’s word was to be trusted, Big Earl was dead. But that was a mighty big “if.”

Mama said, “What was I talkin’ about? Oh yeah, the fountain. Thelma said the fountain in her front room was six feet tall, if it was an inch. And it was made up to look like a naked white girl pouring water out of a pitcher onto the head of another naked white girl. Who comes up with that kind of stuff?”

I poured another glass of water, and thought. Mama was often wrong when it came to her perceptions of the world, physical or ghostly. And she’d said many times herself that ghosts could be tricksters. The whole thing about Big Earl being dead could have been a prank played on Mama by a tipsy, belligerent Eleanor Roosevelt. I decided to put it out of my mind until later when we’d meet our friends for our standing after-church dinner date. We were gathering that Sunday, as we always did, at the All-You-Can-Eat. Little Earl and his wife, Erma Mae, had taken over running the restaurant several years back, but Big Earl still came in nearly every day to help out his son and daughter-in-law. One way or another, I’d have my answer come evening.

Mama asked, “So why are you up drinkin’ all this water at this hour?”

“I woke up hot and needed to cool down,” I said, taking another swig. “Hot flash.”

“Hot flash? I thought you were done with the change.”

“I thought so, too, but I guess I’m still changing.”

“Well, you might wanna get that checked out. You don’t wanna change too much. Your aunt Marjorie started changin’ and kept it up till she changed into a man.”

“Oh, she did not and you know it.”

“Okay, maybe she didn’t switch all the way over to a man, but Marjorie grew a mustache, shaved her head, and took to wearin’ overalls to church. I’m not sayin’ the look didn’t suit her; I’m just sayin’ you can draw a straight line between her first hot flash and that bar fight she died in.”

I ate a grape and said, “Point taken.”

We sat in silence, me thinking about Big Earl in spite of telling myself I wouldn’t, and Mama thinking about God knows what. She stood up and walked to the window that looked out onto the side yard. She said, “It’s gonna be a truly beautiful Sunday morning. I love it hot. You should get some rest before you go to church.” She turned away from the window and said, talking to me like she used to when I was a kid, “Go on to bed now, git.”

I obeyed. I put my glass in the sink and replaced the half-empty bowl of grapes and the water pitcher in the fridge and headed back toward my bedroom. I turned around and said, “Say hi to Daddy for me.”

But Mama had already slipped out the back door. Through the window, I saw her slowly making her way through my sorry excuse for a garden. She stopped and shook her head with disapproval at the stunted stalks, insect-chewed vegetables, and pale blooms that made up my pitiful little plots. I knew what I would hear about on her next visit.

Back in the bedroom, I climbed into the bed and squeezed in close to my husband. I propped myself up on one elbow, leaned over James, and kissed the rough scar on his jaw. He grunted, but didn’t wake up. I lay back down and pressed myself against his back. Then I reached around and brought my hand to rest on James’s stomach. Squeezed against my man in the center of our king-size bed, I fell asleep listening to the rhythm of his breathing.

Throughout the year that followed, I thought about that Sunday morning and how Mama’s visit had cooled me down and cheered me. Even during the worst of the troubles that came later, I smiled whenever I recalled that visit and how sweet it had been for her to come by, looking all done up in that cute sky-blue dress I hadn’t seen in the six years since we buried her in it.





Chapter 10

Odette, Clarice, and Barbara Jean became the Supremes in the summer of 1967, just after the end of their junior year of high school. Classes had been out for only a couple of weeks and Clarice was at Odette’s house preparing to go to the All-You-Can-Eat. Big Earl occasionally opened up the restaurant to his son’s friends on Saturday nights. The kids thought of it as adventurous and grown-up, getting out of Leaning Tree and into downtown Plainview for an evening. A night at the All-You-Can-Eat was their first taste of adult liberty. In truth, they had escaped their homes and their parents to sip Coca-Cola and eat chicken wings under the most watchful eyes in town. They couldn’t have been more strictly monitored anywhere else on the planet. Big Earl and Miss Thelma had a talent for identifying and neutralizing troublemakers, and no kind of teenage mischief got past them.

Mrs Jackson tapped on Odette’s bedroom door as Clarice rummaged through her best friend’s chest of drawers searching for something to liven up, or cover up, those dreadful dresses Odette always wore. The blind grandmother who had made her clothes back when she was a little girl was dead, but her grandma’s style and taste lived on in Odette’s sorry closet. Mrs Jackson said, “Before y’all go to Earl’s, I want you to run this over to Mrs Perdue’s house for me.”

She held out a cardboard box wrapped with twine. Grease stains covered most of the box’s surface, and it emitted an aroma of burnt toast and raw garlic. Even Odette’s three cats, all strays that had sensed her true nature beneath her get-the-hell-away-from-me exterior and followed her home to be adopted, shrank away from the odor of the package. They yowled and bolted out of the open doorway.

Odette took the box from her mother and asked, “Who is Mrs Perdue?”

Mrs Jackson said, “You know, your little friend Barbara Jean’s mother. Her funeral was today, so I baked a chicken for the family.”

Clarice looked at the clock and felt that she had to say something. She had made plans to meet Richmond and one of his buddies at 7:00. It was only 5:30, but Clarice knew from experience how long it could take to transform Odette from her usual self into someone a boy might want to wrap his arm around. There simply wasn’t time for anything else.

Clarice was indignant. She was a good girl. She got excellent grades. Hardly a season passed without her piano playing winning her a prize or affording her a mention in the newspaper that would join the articles about her birth that adorned the walls of her parents’ home. Still, she was monitored every hour of her day. All of her socializing took a backseat to the four hours of piano practice she did daily in preparation for the two lessons she had each week with Zara Olavsky, an internationally renowned piano pedagogue who taught at the university’s music school. She was required to check in hourly whenever she was away from home. And she had the earliest curfew of any teenager in town.

Her parents grew even more vigilant that year, with Richmond in college and Clarice still in high school. There were no dates at all unless she double-dated with Odette. Clarice was certain that, with Odette’s gruff personality around boys and those horrible outfits she wore that growled “keep away,” her parents viewed Odette as walking, talking virginity insurance. Not that Odette’s face was all that bad. She could be cute in the right light. And her figure was decent, top-heavy and round. Lord knows there were plenty of boys who longed to slip a hand down her blouse. But no boy wanted to cop a feel off the fearless girl. She was just more trouble than she was worth. Richmond had called in all kinds of favors to get his college friends to go out with her. Pretty soon he was going to have to start paying them.

But Richmond had a date for Odette that night and Clarice’s parents had agreed to allow her to stay out an hour later than usual. It was going to be a perfect evening. Now Odette’s mother was trying to ruin it.

Whining often worked on her own mother when she wanted out of an unpleasant chore or wanted her curfew extended, so Clarice gave it a try with Dora Jackson. She said, “But, Mrs Jackson, we’re going to the All-You-Can-Eat and Barbara Jean lives the other direction and I’ve got on heels.”

Odette mouthed, “Shut up.” But even though she knew from the look on Mrs Jackson’s face that she should stop talking, Clarice piped up with “And besides, Barbara Jean is not our friend. She’s nobody’s friend, except the boys she runs around with. And she stinks, Mrs Jackson. She really does. She drowns herself in cheap perfume every day. And my cousin Veronica saw her combing her hair in the bathroom at school last year and a roach fell out.”

Mrs Jackson narrowed her eyes at Clarice and said, slow and low, “Odette’s gonna take this chicken over to Barbara Jean to show that child some kindness on the day of her mother’s funeral. If you don’t wanna go, then don’t. If you’re worried about your feet, borrow some sneakers from Odette. If you’re worried about roaches fallin’ off of her, then step back if she gets to flingin’ her head around. Or maybe you should just go on home.”

The only thing Clarice could think of that was worse than delaying her date with Richmond to run this ridiculous errand Mrs Jackson couldn’t be dissuaded from was the idea of going back home and, with her chaperone otherwise occupied, being forced to stay in and keep her mother company all evening. Seeing her plans with Richmond fading away, Clarice rushed to save them. Speaking quickly, she said, “No, ma’am. I’ll go with Odette. I didn’t really believe that roach story. Veronica likes to make stuff up.”

Mrs Jackson left the room without another word, and Odette and Clarice headed to Barbara Jean’s.

Plainview is shaped like a triangle. Leaning Tree comprises its southeast section. To get to Barbara Jean’s house, the two girls had to walk south along Wall Road and then along side streets into the very tip of the triangle’s corner.

The wall that gave the road its name was built by the town when freed blacks started settling in Plainview after the Civil War. A group of town leaders led by Alfred Ballard – whose house Barbara Jean would one day own – decided to build a ten-foot-high, five-mile-long stone wall to protect the wealthy whites who lived downtown when the race war they expected finally came. Though further north, the poor whites were on the east side of the wall with the blacks, but the town leaders figured they could fend for themselves. When the new inhabitants proved less frightening than predicted, commitment to the wall project faded. The only section of Ballard’s Wall that made it to the full ten-foot goal was the portion that divided Leaning Tree from downtown. The rest of the proposed wall ended up as isolated piles of rocks, creating a dotted dividing line through town.

That part of the story of Leaning Tree was pretty well accepted as fact by everyone. Plainview’s children were taught that bit of local history in school, with the aesthetic aspects of the wall replacing much of the racial politics. But the history taught in school and what black children were taught at home took off in radically different directions at the subject of the naming of Leaning Tree.

In school, they learned that early settlers called the southeast area of town Leaning Tree because of a mysterious natural phenomenon – something about the position of the river and the hills – that caused the trees to lean toward the west.

At their dinner tables, the children of Leaning Tree were told that there was no mystery at all to the crooked trees. Their parents told them that, because downtown was on higher ground, Ballard’s Wall cast a shadow over the black area of town. The trees there needed sunlight, so they bent. Every tree that didn’t die in the shadow of that wall grew tall, top-heavy, and visibly tilted. A name was born.

Barbara Jean’s house was on the worst street in the worst neighborhood in Leaning Tree. Her street was only eight blocks from Clarice’s house, only five from Odette’s. But as they turned onto Barbara Jean’s block, Clarice surveyed her surroundings and thought that this place might as well have been on the far side of the moon for all the resemblance it held to the landscaped, middle-class order of her street or the quaint charm of Odette’s old farmhouse, with its fanciful octagonal windows and scalloped picket fence, courtesy of Odette’s carpenter father. In this neighborhood, people lived in tiny boxes with warped and splintering siding, peeling paint, and no gutters. Noisy, nappy-headed children ran naked over lawns that were mostly dirt accented with patches of weeds.

Barbara Jean’s house was the best on her block, but that wasn’t saying much. It was a little brown shack whose paint had faded to a chalky tan color. This house was only better than its neighbors because, unlike every other house on the street, the glass in all of its windows seemed to be intact.

Odette climbed up the two steps from the walkway and rang the bell. No one answered, and Clarice said, “Let’s just leave it on the stoop and get going.” But Odette started banging on the door with her fist.

A few seconds later, the door opened just wide enough for Clarice and Odette to see a big man with red eyes and blotchy, grayish-brown skin staring at them. His nose was flat and crooked, as if it had been broken a few times. He had no discernible neck, and most of his face was occupied by an unusually wide mouth. His shirt strained against his belly to stay fastened. He topped it all off with hair that had been straightened and lacquered until it resembled a plastic wig from an Elvis Presley Halloween costume.

He squinted against the sunlight and said, “Y’all want somethin’?” His words whistled through a gap between his front teeth.

Odette lifted the box and said, “My mama sent this for Barbara Jean.”

The man opened the door fully then. He stretched his mouth into a smile that caused a prickly sensation to travel across the back of Clarice’s neck and gave her the feeling he was about to take a bite out of her. She was relieved that they could finally hand off the box and get the hell out of this neighborhood. But the man stepped back into the dark beyond the doorway and said, “Come on in.” Then he yelled, “Barbara Jean, your friends is here to see you.”

Clarice wanted to stand on the front stoop and wait for Barbara Jean to come outside, but Odette was already walking through the front door and waving at her to follow. When they stepped into the front room, they saw Barbara Jean looking surprised and embarrassed to have two girls from school she hardly knew walking into her house.

Barbara Jean wore her funeral clothes, a too-tight black skirt and a clinging, shiny black blouse. Shameless, Clarice thought. During the walk to Barbara Jean’s, Clarice had admitted to herself that this mission of mercy really was the only right thing to do. But as she silently critiqued Barbara Jean’s sexy mourning outfit, another side of Clarice’s nature leapt to the forefront and she began to eagerly anticipate describing Barbara Jean’s getup to her mother and her cousin Veronica. Their reactions would be priceless.

The living room was crowded with showy, ornate furniture that was all well past its prime. With each step, a plastic runner protecting the bright orange carpet crunched beneath their feet. The place looked as if someone with a little money, but not much taste or good sense, had once lived there and left behind all their stuff.

Odette walked over to Barbara Jean and held out the box. “We were sorry to hear about your loss. My mama sent this. It’s a roast chicken.”

Barbara Jean said, “Thank you,” and reached for the box, looking eager to hasten her visitors’ departure. But the man grabbed the box away just as Odette handed it to her. He said, “Y’all come on into the kitchen,” and walked toward the back of the house. The girls didn’t move, and from the next room the man shouted, “Come on now.” Obedient girls that they were, they followed.

The kitchen was in worse shape than the two rooms Clarice and Odette had passed through to get to it. The floor was so chipped they could see the tar paper underneath the linoleum. Dirty dishes were heaped in the rusted metal sink and piled on the cracked wooden countertop. The red patent leather seat covers of the kitchen chairs had all split open and dingy white stuffing bulged out of the open seams.

Where, Clarice wondered, were the aunts, female friends, and cousins who were supposed to descend en masse to cook, clean, and comfort after a tragedy? Even the lowliest, most despised second or third cousin in her family would have merited at least one afternoon of attention on the day of their burial. But no one had bothered to come here.

The man sat at the table and motioned for them to sit with him. The three girls sat down and stared at each other, not knowing what to say. He turned toward Odette and said, “Tell your mama that me and my stepdaughter sure appreciate her kindness.” He reached out then and patted Barbara Jean’s arm, causing her to flinch and scoot away from him, her chair making a loud scraping noise as the metal feet dug into the scarred floor.

Clarice wanted to get out worse than ever, but Odette wasn’t doing anything to move the process along. Odette just watched the man and Barbara Jean closely, as if she were trying to decipher a riddle.

The man poured a shot of whiskey from a bottle of Old Crow that sat in front of him on the table. Then he picked up his smudged glass and drained it in one swallow. Clarice had never seen a man drink straight whiskey and she couldn’t help gawking. When he noticed her staring, he said, “Sorry, girls. Where’s my manners? Barbara Jean, get some glasses for our guests.”

Barbara Jean put her hand to her forehead and sank a little lower in her chair.

Odette said, “No, thank you, sir. We just came to drop off the food and get Barbara Jean. My mother said to bring her back to our house for dinner and not to take no for an answer.”

Barbara Jean looked at Odette and wondered if she was crazy. Clarice kicked Odette hard under the table with the point of her shoe. Odette didn’t yelp or react at all. She just sat there smiling at the man, who was pouring his second drink.

“Nah, I don’t think she should go anywhere tonight,” he said, his wide mouth twisting into a nasty expression that made Clarice’s stomach tighten up. She got the feeling that something bad was about to happen, and she set her feet beneath her so she could run if she needed to. But the man relaxed his mouth back into his cannibal grin and said, “Barbara Jean’s been through a lot today and she should stay home with her family.” He looked around the room and made an expansive, circular motion with the whiskey bottle as if he were indicating a corps of relatives scampering and fussing around them. Then he put the bottle down and touched Barbara Jean’s arm again. Again, she recoiled from him.

Odette said, “Please let her come. If we come back without her, Mama’ll have Daddy drive us back over to get her. And I hate riding around town in the back of that police cruiser. It’s embarrassing.”

“Your daddy’s a cop, huh?”

“Yes, sir. In Louisville,” Odette said.

Clarice couldn’t stop her jaw from dropping open at the sound of Odette lying with such conviction.

The man thought for a few seconds and had a change of heart. He rose from his chair, staggered badly, and stood just behind Barbara Jean. He leaned forward and squeezed her upper arms with his large hands. Then he rested his chin on the top of her head. He said, “No need to put your daddy through the trouble of comin’ by. Your mama’s right. My little girl should be around women tonight. Jus’ don’t stay out too late. I don’t like to worry.”

He stood there for a while holding on to Barbara Jean’s arms and swaying while she looked straight ahead. Finally, she said, “I’ve got to change,” and she slid sideways out of his grasp. The man was thrown off balance and had to grip the chair to keep from toppling forward onto the table.

Barbara Jean walked just a few steps away and opened a door off the kitchen. She went into the smallest bedroom Clarice had ever seen. It was really just a pantry with a bed and a battered old dresser in it. And the bed was a child’s bed, far too small for a teenager. Clarice watched through the partially opened door as Barbara Jean pulled off her tacky black blouse. Then she picked up a bottle of perfume from the dresser and repeatedly squeezed the bulb, spraying her arms where the man had touched her as if she were applying an antiseptic. When she caught Clarice’s reflection in the mirror above her dresser, she slammed shut the door.

The man straightened up and said, “Y’all scuse me. I gotta take a leak.” He shuffled away, but stopped at the kitchen door and turned back to Clarice and Odette. He winked and said, “Be good and don’t drink up all my whiskey while I’m gone.” Then he continued out of the room. A few seconds later, they heard him relieving himself and humming from down the hallway.

When they were alone, Clarice took the opportunity to kick Odette again. This time Odette said, “Ouch, quit it.”

“Why did you do that? We could’ve been out of here and gone.”

Odette said, “We can’t just leave her here with him.”

“Yes, we can. This is her house.”

“Maybe, but we’re not leaving her alone with him right after she buried her mother.”

There was no use arguing with Odette once she got a notion stuck in her head, so Clarice said nothing more. It was clear to her that Odette had looked at this cat-eyed, stray girl and set her mind on adoption.

When Barbara Jean emerged from her cramped cell, she was wearing a glittery red blouse and the same black skirt. Her hair, which had been pulled back and pinned up, now fell around her shoulders in waves, and she had applied lipstick to match her blouse. She may have stunk of cheap perfume, but she looked like a movie star.

The man came back into the room. He said, “You look just like your sweet mama,” and Barbara Jean looked at him with a hatred so strong that Clarice and Odette felt it like a hot wind sweeping through the room.

As the man fell into his chair and reached for the bottle, Barbara Jean said, “Bye, Vondell.” She was out of the kitchen and headed down the hallway before Clarice and Odette had begun their farewells to the bleary-eyed man at the table.

Outside, they stood in front of the house looking at each other. Clarice couldn’t stand the silence. She lied the way she’d been taught to do after meeting someone’s unpleasant relative. “Your stepfather seems nice.”

Odette rolled her eyes.

Barbara Jean said, “He’s not my stepfather. He’s my mother’s . . . He’s nothing is what he is.”

They walked about a half a block together, quiet again. Barbara Jean spoke after a while. “Listen, I appreciate you getting me out of the house. I really do. But you don’t have to take me anywhere. I can just walk around for a while.” She looked at her watch, a dime-store accessory with yellow rhinestones surrounding its face and a cracked, white patent leather band. “Vondell’s likely to be asleep in another couple hours. I can go back then.” To Odette she said, “Thank your mother for making the chicken. It was real nice of her.”

Odette hooked an arm under Barbara Jean’s elbow and said, “If you’re gonna walk, you might as well walk with us. You can meet the latest victim Clarice’s boyfriend has dragged over from the college to distract me while he tries to get down her pants.”

“Odette!” Clarice screamed.

Odette said, “It’s true and you know it.” Then she tugged Barbara Jean in the direction of the All-You-Can-Eat. “Oh, and Barbara Jean, whatever you do, don’t eat any of my mama’s chicken.”



When her mother and her cousin later asked Clarice why she had become friendly with Barbara Jean that summer, she would say that it was because she got to know and appreciate Barbara Jean’s sweetness and sense of humor and because she had felt a welling up of Christian sympathy after gaining a deeper understanding of the difficulties of Barbara Jean’s life – her dead mother, her dreadful neighborhood, her sad little hole of a bedroom, that man Vondell. And those things would one day be true. Within months, Clarice’s mother and cousin would learn that any petty criticism or harsh judgment of Barbara Jean would be met with icy silence or an uncharacteristically blunt rebuke from Clarice. And Clarice would eventually confess to Odette that she felt tremendous guilt about having been the source of many of the rumors about Barbara Jean. Her cousin might have started the rumor about the roach in Barbara Jean’s hair, but Clarice had been the main one spreading it around.

But at the time, even as she listed in her mind the more noble reasons for making this new friend, she knew that there was more to it. At seventeen, Clarice was unable to see the true extent to which she was ruled by a slavish devotion to her own self-interest, but she understood that her primary reason for becoming friends with Barbara Jean was that it had benefited her. On the night she and Odette dropped off that putrid-smelling chicken, Clarice discovered that Barbara Jean’s presence was surprisingly convenient.

When Clarice, Odette, and Barbara Jean walked into the All-You-Can-Eat, Little Earl ushered them to the coveted window table for the first time. A group of his pals was sitting there, but he chased them off, saying, “Make way. This table is reserved for the Supremes.” After that, every boy in the place, even those who Clarice knew had told some of the most outlandish lies about Barbara Jean and what she’d supposedly done with them, came to the window table to stutter and stammer through their best adolescent pickup lines.

Richmond showed up with James Henry in tow a few minutes after the girls had been seated. Clarice made a mental note to give Richmond hell later for bringing him. James was the worst of all the regular guys Richmond had scrounged up for Odette. He was nice enough, and he’d had a fondness for Odette ever since she’d beaten two teenage boys bloody when she was ten after they’d called him “Frankenstein” because of that ugly knife scar on his face. But he was, Clarice thought, the most boring boy on the face of the earth. He barely made conversation at all. And when he did, it was pathetic.

The only topic James talked with Odette about at any length was her mother’s garden. He worked for Lester Maxberry’s lawn care business and he came to their dates armed with helpful hints for Odette to pass along to Mrs Jackson. James was the only boy Clarice knew who could sit in the back of a car parked on the side of a dark road with a girl and talk to her about nothing but composted manure.

Worst of all, James was always exhausted. He had to be at work early in the mornings, and he took classes at the university in the afternoons. So just when the evening got going, James would start nodding off. Odette would see his head droop and she would announce, “My date’s asleep. Time to go home.” It was intolerable.

Odette had a slightly different view of James Henry. He might have been the worst double-date choice for Clarice’s purposes, but Odette was content with him. She thought it was kind of sweet how he dropped off to sleep during their dates. How many other boys would let themselves be that vulnerable in front of a girl – mouth open and snoring? And he had excellent manners. James had become a frequent visitor, never failing to come by and personally convey his thanks to Dora Jackson for the food she regularly brought to his home after his mother became housebound with emphysema. This in spite of the fact that Odette had witnessed James wisely burying her mother’s half-raw, half-burned pork chops beside his house one day. She assumed, hoped, that all of the meals her mother gave the Henrys ended up underground as well. Still, each inedible bundle was greeted with undeserved gratitude from James.

Odette knew just enough about men to have her guard up at all times. So she hadn’t eliminated the possibility that, underneath it all, James might be as horny and stupid as his friend Richmond. But she was willing to tolerate his head falling onto her shoulder occasionally while she figured him out.

Richmond and James wound through the crowd of boys gathered around the window table. James behaved the same way he always did. He sat next to Odette, complimented her homemade dress, inquired about her mother’s garden, and then yawned. Richmond was another story. To Clarice’s surprise and enjoyment, Richmond, by then a college football hero, felt threatened by all of the testosterone-dizzy boys surrounding his girl, even though they were really there for Barbara Jean. Ordinarily, he was content to sit in the center of the throng, entertaining the boys who came by the table to laugh at his jokes and to hear tales of his record-breaking freshman year on the team. Clarice felt that she had his full attention only in those brief moments when they found themselves alone. That night, though, Richmond spent the entire evening with his arm draped around her shoulders, whispering in her ear and being extra attentive to her in order to clearly stake out his claim.

Barbara Jean was like magic, Clarice thought. The more boys came by to get a close look at her, the more territorial Richmond became. That night was a wonderful evening of flirting, dancing, and nonstop free malts and Coca-Colas from admirers. When James drifted off to sleep and it came time to leave, Big Earl had to intercede to forestall a fistfight over who would see the Supremes home.

As they left the All-You-Can-Eat and headed for Richmond’s car, Clarice whispered to Odette, “Barbara Jean is our new best friend, okay?”

Odette said, “Okay.” And by the end of the summer, that’s the way it was.





Chapter 11

Six weeks after Big Earl’s funeral, my summer break ended and I returned to my job. I was food services manager at James Whitcomb Riley Elementary School, which was a fancy way of saying “head lunch lady.” Normally, I enjoyed getting back to work and starting the new school year. But that fall was a tough one.

James was still adjusting to life without Big Earl being there for him. I often caught him reaching for the phone, only to set it back down again as a brief shadow of pain traveled across his face. Whenever that happened, I knew who he’d been thinking of calling. I’d done the same thing for months after losing Mama so suddenly. James’s mother had died relatively young, but she had wasted away for years and James had learned to live without her long before she passed. Losing a parent, and that’s what Big Earl had been to James, in the blink of an eye was a new kind of loss for James and it was going to take him some time to work it through.

Barbara Jean was bad off, too. She tried to put up a good front. She wasn’t hysterical or even teary-eyed, and she looked as perfectly put together as ever. But it was easy to see that Lester and Big Earl passing right up on top of each other like they’d done had laid her low. She was living deep in her own thoughts and pulling herself further away from Clarice and me every day.

Clarice had her hands full with Richmond. He was back to his cheating ways with a vengeance. It was like the old days. Richmond catted around, not caring who knew. People barely acquainted with him and Clarice openly gossiped about it. Clarice pretended not to notice, but she burned so hot with anger at him some days that I hoped, for both of their sakes, that Richmond was sleeping with one eye open.

And me. After slacking off for a while, my hot flashes were back big time. More nights than not, the early hours of the day found me cooling myself in the kitchen and shooting the breeze with Mama, instead of sleeping. I loved Mama’s company, but the lack of sleep was taking a toll on me. I felt run-down and I looked, as my mother bluntly put it, “like shit on a cracker.”

By the middle of October, I’d had my fill of feeling bad, so I went to my doctor and rattled off a long list of symptoms. I told him about my hot flashes and my fatigue. I complained that I was getting forgetful and, James claimed, irritable. I wasn’t willing to tell him the main reason I had decided to see him. I had no desire whatsoever to explain to my doctor that I’d made my appointment because former first lady Eleanor Roosevelt had been showing an awful lot of interest in me lately. I remembered, all too well, how she’d orbited around Lester right before he electrocuted himself, and it had me feeling antsy.

At first Mrs Roosevelt had only visited me along with Mama, but then she started turning up by herself. Some mornings I would walk into my cramped office off of the cafeteria at Riley Elementary and there she’d be, asleep in one of the rusty metal folding chairs or stretched out on the floor. Occasionally she’d pop up out of nowhere and lean over my shoulder as I did the food orders over the phone. I made up my mind to see the doctor after Mrs Roosevelt greeted me every morning for a solid week, grinning wide and offering me a swig from her flask. (Mama had been right about Mrs Roosevelt and the drinking. That woman was at her flask morning, noon, and night.)

Mrs Roosevelt and Mama sat in the corner of the examining room during my checkup and during the tests that came afterwards. They came with me again a week after that first appointment and listened in as my doctor, Dr Alex Soo, told me that I had non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma.

Alex was my friend. He was a chubby Korean man, about a year younger than my son Jimmy. When he took over my old doctor’s practice several years back, I had been his very first patient.

Alex came to town just after my Denise left the house, and as soon as I laid eyes on Alex’s round, smooth face I decided to mother the hell out of him, whether he wanted it or not. When I found out that he lived alone and had no relatives nearby, I badgered him into spending the holidays with me and my family. It was an annual tradition now. Sometimes, if Alex wasn’t careful, he’d slip and call me “Ma.”

Now this kind young man sat twisting his fingers behind a mahogany desk that seemed too large for him. He worked hard at not looking me in the eye while he rattled off the details of what was happening within my body and what needed to be done to stop it. The next step, he said, was to get a second opinion. He’d already made an appointment for me with an oncologist at University Hospital who was “one of the most highly regarded in his field.” He used terms like “five-year survival rate” and “well-tolerated chemotherapy cycles.” I felt sorry for him. He was trying so hard to remain calm that his voice came out robotic and full of bottled-up emotion at the same time, like a bad actor playing a soap opera doctor.

After he got done with his speech, he let out a long sigh of relief. The corners of his mouth curled up slightly, like he was proud of himself for making it over a big hurdle. When he was able to look at me again, he started in offering his most optimistic prognosis. He said, “Your general level of health is very good. And we know a lot about this kind of cancer.” He went on to say that I might be lucky. I might be one of those rare people who sailed on through chemotherapy with hardly any side effects.

His words were meant to comfort me, and I appreciated it. But part of my mind had already left the office. In my head, I was telling my anguished kids not to worry about me. They were adults now and scattered all over the country, but still in need of parenting. Denise was a young mother, still filled with fear and worry over each stage of her children’s development that defied the books she had believed would bring order to motherhood. Jimmy and his wife were both hell-bent on getting ahead and would work themselves to death if I didn’t nag them into taking an occasional vacation. And Eric, he was as quiet as his father, and no one but me, who had listened over the phone as he cried his heart out over lost love more than once, knew that he felt everything twice as deep as his brother or sister.

From the moment I told the Supremes I was sick, Clarice would try to take over my life. First she’d want to take charge of my medical treatment. Then she’d get on my very last nerve by trying to drag me to her church for anointings and such. And Barbara Jean would just get all quiet and accept that I was as good as dead. Seeing her grieving for me ahead of time would bring back memories of all she’s lost in her life, and it would depress the hell out of me.

My brother, in spite of being raised by our mother, had grown up and become a man who believed that women were helpless victims of our emotions and hormones. When he found out I was sick, he would talk to me like I was a child and pester me just like he used to when we were children.

And James. I thought of the look I used to see on James’s face in that horrible, gray-yellow emergency room light whenever one of the kids suffered some childhood injury. The smallest pain for them meant despair for him. Whenever I came down with a cold or flu, he was at my side with a thermometer, medicine, and an expression of agony on his face for the duration. It was like he’d pooled up all the love and caring his father had denied him and his mother and was determined to shower it onto me and our children ten times over.

I made up my mind right then that I’d keep this whole thing to myself for as long as I could. There was still an outside chance that it was all a false alarm, wasn’t there? And, if this chemo was indeed “well-tolerated,” I might be able to tell everyone about it at my leisure. If I was lucky, in five or six months I could turn to James and my friends one Sunday at the All-You-Can-Eat and say, “Hey, did I ever tell you all about the time I had cancer?”

When I didn’t say anything for a while, Alex spoke faster. believing he had to provide me with some sort of consolation. But I wasn’t the one who needed to be consoled. Behind him on the windowsill of his office, Mama sat with both of her hands pressed to her face. She was crying like I had never seen before.

Mama muttered, “No, no, this can’t be right. It’s too soon.”

Mrs Roosevelt, who had been lying on the sofa against the wall of Alex’s office, rose and walked over to Mama. She patted Mama on the back and whispered in her ear, but whatever she said didn’t do the trick. Mama continued to cry. She was crying so loud now that I could barely hear the doctor.

Finally, forgetting my vow not to talk to the dead in the presence of the living, I said, “It’s all right. Really, it’s all right. There’s nothing to cry about.”

Alex stopped talking and stared at me for a moment, assuming I was talking to him. He apparently took my words as permission for him to let go because within seconds he was out of his chair and crouching in front of me. He buried his face in my lap, and I soon felt his tears soak through my skirt. He said, “I’m so sorry, Ma.” Then he apologized for not being more professional as he blew his nose into a tissue I pulled from the box on the corner of his desk and handed to him.

I rubbed his back, pleased to be comforting him instead of him comforting me. I bent forward and whispered, “Shh, shh, don’t cry,” into Alex’s ear. But I said it staring ahead at my mother as she sobbed into Eleanor Roosevelt’s fox stole. “I’m not afraid. Can’t be, remember? I was born in a sycamore tree.”





Chapter 12

Clarice turned around in her chair to get a good look at the newly redecorated All-You-Can-Eat. It was just before Halloween and the restaurant was dressed up for the holiday. The windows were draped with cotton cobwebs. A garland of crepe-paper skulls surrounded the cash register. Each table was decorated with a centerpiece of tiny orange pumpkins, gold-and-green striped gourds, and a small wicker basket filled with candy corn. It wasn’t the prettiest display Clarice had ever seen, but it did at least cover up that awful restaurant logo on the tablecloth.

No matter how she felt about the new logo, it was clear that this affront to her sensibilities wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. The kids from the university had discovered Little Earl’s T-shirts with the big red lips, pink tongue, and suggestive fruits on them. Now a constant stream of young people came into the All-You-Can-Eat to giggle and buy the risqué restaurant merchandise. Little Earl was making a small fortune.

The Supremes, Richmond, and James were all in their usual places by the front window. For Barbara Jean’s sake, they had tried shuffling things around after Lester died – moving the men to the opposite end one week, shifting James to the center and Richmond to Lester’s seat the next. But it was no use. The more they tried to avoid seeing it, the stronger they felt Lester’s absence. Barbara Jean finally called a halt to the musical chairs, saying that she preferred to keep things the way they had always been.

Everyone was tired that week. Richmond yawned every few minutes – which was no surprise to Clarice since he’d been out all night again. Barbara Jean hadn’t been fully awake since Lester died. She pretended that she was okay, but her mind wandered constantly and Clarice always had the feeling when she talked to her that Barbara Jean was only half there. James had been sleepy since childhood. And Odette actually fell asleep at the table that afternoon.

Clarice was exhausted from having spent most of the night playing the piano. She had begun to rely on music to get her through those nights when Richmond did his disappearing act. Instead of sitting up stewing over where her husband was, she had taken to playing the piano until she was too worn out to think. The previous night Clarice had begun playing Beethoven sonatas at midnight, and the next thing she knew she was underscoring Richmond’s arrival home at six in the morning with an angry fugue. Now her fingers ached and she could hardly lift her arms.

She poked Odette on her shoulder with her fork and said, “Wake up. You’re starting to snore.”

Odette said, “I wasn’t sleeping. And I certainly wasn’t snoring. I never snore.” James heard her say that and let out a snort. “I heard every word you said. You were talking about how you surprised yourself yesterday with how much Beethoven you could still play from memory. See, I was listening.”

“I finished telling that story ten minutes ago, Odette. Since then I’ve just been watching you sleep. Are you feeling okay?”

Odette sidestepped Clarice’s question. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Work is really taking it out of me. The children get unrulier every year. And the parents, well, they’re just impossible. It seems like all the kids are on some sort of restricted diet that their parents have to come in and explain to me. And you’d better believe they make sure I know they’ll sue me and the school district, too, if their little darlings ever get near a peanut or a grain of refined sugar. It’s like they were bred in a lab somewhere, all of them allergic to this and intolerant of that. And try keeping those kids from trading candy loaded with chocolate and nuts this close to Halloween. It’s enough to drive you crazy.”

Barbara Jean said, “The kids haven’t changed, Odette, you have. You’re getting old.”

“Thank you both. It’s such a joy to come have Sunday supper and find out I’m a decrepit old woman who snores. Why I continue to hang out with you witches I will never understand.”

Clarice laughed and said, “You hang out with us because we’re the only ones not too scared of you to tell you that you snore and that you’re old. But don’t feel bad about it. We’re all in the same boat.”

At the other end of the table Richmond said, “Now that is a nice car.”

Everyone turned and saw the car Richmond was admiring. It was a steel-gray Lexus, polished to perfection, with windows tinted so dark you couldn’t see who was behind the wheel.

No one spoke, each person at the table feeling the absence of Lester right then. He would surely have taken over the conversation at that moment. Lester had loved cars. He would have said that the Lexus was okay to look at, but way too small. From the 1970s onward he complained that luxury cars were disappointing now that they’d “taken the size out of ’em.” Every year, he took a tape measure with him to the Cadillac dealer and bought the longest one on the lot regardless of color or style.

The Lexus moved forward at no more than three miles per hour. Just a few steps in front of the car, a heavyset young woman in a blue sweatshirt and blue sweatpants that were darkened to black from perspiration jogged in slow motion, struggling to lift her feet from the pavement.

Barbara Jean asked, “Isn’t that your cousin’s girl?”

Clarice said, “Yes, that’s Sharon.” The driver’s-side window of the Lexus slid down and Veronica stuck her head out of the window. She yelled something at her daughter that the spectators in
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