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Nashville, 1959

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
Freda

         
         On day one, Freda Gilroy stared up into the face of a woman more formidable than her own mother. Standing in a line of seventy-eight
            young ladies on the first floor of Jubilee Hall, Freda’s legs quaked under the watchful gaze of their house mother. Even if
            dunked in a bucket of water, Mother Gaines probably weighed no more than ninety pounds, her silver curls standing in stark
            contrast to her midnight black skin. She had to be in her seventies, but women were not forthcoming with those details and
            Black women aged better than most, so one couldn’t be certain. Either way, she cut as sharp as the blade of a chef’s knife.
         

         
         “If I get so much as a whiff of defiance or disobedience, you will be on a train back to whatever Godforsaken town dared send
            its worst to the best university in the world.” Her voice reverberated from the high ceilings of this ornate dormitory for
            freshmen girls at Fisk University, and Freda found the words of Mother Gaines both chilling and inspiring.
         

         
         The night before she left home for college, her father came into her bedroom while she was folding a wool sweater and packing it in her suitcase. He pulled a money clip from his pocket and peeled off a crisp twenty-dollar bill, and when he slid the money into her hand, he hugged her close, whispering, “You will be fine, baby girl. You are now part of a great tradition of excellence. A Negro aristocracy.” 

         
         Papa’s words and her history gave her wings. Fisk University was legend in their family, and she inherited that legacy from
            both her mother, Almeda Gilroy, and her father, the distinguished Dr. Booker Gilroy, named after Booker T. Washington, although
            his thinking lined up more with W.E.B. Du Bois. Papa didn’t buy into the idea that the race would prosper if Negroes began
            their lives at the bottom. That’s where their ancestors had started, and there was no sense going back there. No, he saw higher
            education as their people’s true emancipation.
         

         
         Freda only needed to follow the rules, beginning with the ones Mother Gaines outlined for the girls. “You are to dress as
            ladies and you must not wear jeans after two o’clock in the afternoon on Saturdays,” she said. After a dramatic pause, she
            offered an ominous warning. “Look to your left and to your right. One of these ladies may not be with you at graduation. That
            all depends upon the choices you make.”
         

         
         Freda stood between her new roommates, Cora Hendricks from Murfreesboro, Tennessee, and Evaline Bates from Detroit, Michigan.
            Both girls beautiful in their own way.
         

         
         Evaline cleared her throat. “Ma’am, if you don’t mind my asking, what is so special about not wearing jeans after two o’clock
            and not one or three or four?”
         

         
         Freda hailed from Chicago, up north like Evaline, but even she knew that disrespecting her elders fell under the category
            of things not to do at all and certainly not at Fisk. While feeling shocked at how crass this girl was, she secretly admired
            Evaline for being bolder than she ever could be. When a few of the other girls failed to contain their laughter, Mother Gaines
            said, “Miss Bates, you have forfeited your right to wear jeans at any hour of the day. And as for the rest of you, I don’t
            want to hear loud laughing at inappropriate times. It’s unbecoming.”
         

         
         In the demure voice of a baby kitten, Evaline said, “I apologize, ma’am. I will stick to dresses and skirts.” Under her breath
            and only loud enough for Freda and Cora to hear, she said, “Besides, I look better in dresses.”
         

         
         That’s when Freda confirmed this girl was fun and trouble all in one. Evaline was tall and dark with fine features, and in a more egalitarian time, she could have been a runway model gracing the covers of every lady’s magazine in the country. A girl from Motor City, she bragged when they were first introduced about being from a town known for fast cars and fast music with the advent of Motown. “Fast girls, too!” Freda had teased, and Evaline threw her a smile and a wink, revealing nothing, which told Freda everything she needed to know. 

         
         Mother Gaines rattled off more rules, reminding them of the ones she’d already enumerated and warning them about regular room
            checks. Freda saw Cora nodding. They stood shoulder to shoulder, since Cora was short like her. She had skin the color of
            honey and wore her hair pulled back in a bun, her eyes shining like black pearls, wide in awe. “Yes ma’am, yes ma’am,” she
            repeated softly, reverently, as if she were praying.
         

         
         While Cora and Evaline couldn’t have been more different, Freda could sense that she would grow to love them as if they shared
            a bloodline. The tight muscles in her shoulders loosened and she realized she would be okay, that she would be fine here so
            far from home. Vivacious, impetuous Evaline would push her to act on wild impulses she didn’t even know she had, moving her
            beyond the limits her parents set for her as a girl. And Cora, sweet, sensible Cora, would be her conscience, the steady hand
            at the cliff, holding her in place before a precipitous fall.
         

         
         The girls listened politely to more cautionary tales from Mother Gaines, who then said, “Do you know you’re standing in the
            most famous residence hall in the entire world?”
         

         
         Freda’s gaze traveled past the old woman to a floor-to-ceiling portrait that she immediately recognized as a rendering of the Jubilee Singers, and she remembered her parents’ stories of how Fisk began as a place to educate freed slaves, and that when the whites who ran the school heard the students singing slave songs, they were mesmerized. Eventually, the school’s treasurer and music professor at the time took the young singers on tour to raise desperately needed money. The students began performing in local concerts, and one day President Ulysses S. Grant invited them to the White House to sing. A year later, they traveled across the pond for an audience with Queen Victoria of England. From there, they toured all over Europe until they raised enough money to build this dorm Freda would live in. Her legs began to feel heavy with the weight of all that history, the hopes of her entire family, generations of Negroes strapped to her back, all of them expecting her to do even better than they had. 

         
         “Miss Gilroy, are you listening to me, or have you found something more entertaining on the walls or the ceiling maybe to
            occupy your attention?” Mother Gaines stood two inches from Freda’s face now, close enough to smell onions on the woman’s
            breath.
         

         
         “No, I heard you, ma’am. I was admiring the painting, that’s all,” Freda stuttered, her face hot, as she shuffled from one
            foot to the other in her stiff new pumps, the hard leather squeezing her toes.
         

         
         Normally, she stayed focused and single-minded about serious matters. That’s precisely why she had been overwhelmed with listening,
            watching, remembering, absorbing—the stimulation overtaking her. It was important not to start off on a bad note at Fisk or
            become known for the wrong things.
         

         
         The truth was Freda had been training for this day as far back as she could remember. In third grade when she still wore pigtails
            and saddle shoes, she stood in another single file line with girls, their gloved right hands holding copies of Goodnight Moon on top of their heads. With each step, they maintained their balance, descending stairs and curtsying, careful not to curve
            their spines, stumble, and let the books fall to the floor. Their etiquette teacher, Miss Nicholson, intimidated them, as
            beautiful as she was in her floral dresses with pleated skirts that expanded and contracted like an accordion.
         

         
         Their own starched taffeta dresses itched, but they didn’t dare stoop to scratch. The space between the hems and the tops
            of their white knee socks exposed bare little-girl knees. In the mornings, their mothers greased their elbows, ankles, the
            spaces between their fingers, and of course, their knees. It was a requirement for girls like them to be presentable. They
            stayed away from the lotion-less, ashy children, as if their lack would rub off on them.
         

         
         On Saturday mornings, Freda’s mother brought her to these lessons in a three-story brownstone on Michigan Avenue called the South Side Community Art Center. Local Negro artists exhibited their paintings, and some had become quite famous. The building itself gained notoriety, too, with Eleanor Roosevelt dedicating it when Freda was a year old. Miss Nicholson reminded them often how privileged they were to practice becoming ladies in this space where the First Lady had led the dedication ceremony that was heard all over the world on CBS Radio. 

         
         Always one innately wired to follow the program, Freda considered that training common sense, vital like the teachings of
            Mother Gaines. She adhered to these precepts without question, for they seemed as sensible as her parents telling her to bundle
            up in the winter or she’d catch cold.
         

         
         Mother Gaines continued with her list of admonitions. You are not to leave this campus in anybody’s car. Never look or act rough. You are now a Fisk lady. Carry yourself as a lady.
               The girls grumbled quietly, each of them privately deciding which rules they would follow and which they would gladly break
            over the next four years.
         

         
         *  *  *

         In those early weeks on campus, Freda studied her course list—mathematics and biology, as well as a journey through American history from the country’s inception through Reconstruction. And then the humanities obligation she dreaded—a philosophy class focused on a lot of dusty old ideas she would never use in the real world. Other than walking across campus to her classes, she stayed close to Jubilee Hall, sitting cross-legged on her bed either studying or laughing with Cora and Evaline. She was eager to find her place at Fisk and establish routines that made her feel safe in this brand-new world. She had meticulously reviewed the syllabus for each class, planting her thoughts and questions in the margins of notebooks with her careful cursive. She mapped out a schedule for herself, always fastidious about being on time. Every weekday morning at 8 o’clock before her first classes, she walked the stacks of the library. She ate lunch in the dining hall at 11:45 before the noon rush, giving her enough time to briefly study her class notes before her friends joined her. And on Sundays, she called her parents at 4 o’clock in the afternoon, when church service was over, and she knew they were still sitting at the dining table after an early supper. 

         
         Freda remembered her parents taking her to the 31st Street Beach as a girl, where she ran out to meet the incoming tide and
            they reminded her to only wade in water no higher than her ankles. Still, they were always there to pull her back if she ventured
            too far. And as much as Freda had appreciated that steady, guiding hand her entire life, she felt more like herself than ever
            now on her own as a freshman thousands of miles from home, for the first time, toying with the idea of wading in deeper waters.
         

         
         One day, Freda was strolling by Fisk Memorial Chapel when she heard the raspy wail of music. She couldn’t play any instruments,
            but she appreciated good music when she heard it. The wild, other-worldly sound drew her inside, and she followed it until
            she found a young man onstage playing a saxophone with a majestic pipe organ behind him. The chapel was empty except for this
            young man and his sax. He wore a black suit a few sizes too big, and his eyes were closed. She slid into the first pew, silently
            watching him riff as if he were communing with God himself. But when he hit his last note, it didn’t seem like an ending.
            He must have sensed her presence and opened his eyes, looking sheepish to find her there.
         

         
         “Oh, sorry, I didn’t know anybody was here. I was . . .” He didn’t finish his sentence or the song he’d been playing.

         
         Standing and moving closer to the stage, Freda clapped. “That was the most beautiful music I think I’ve ever heard. Don’t
            apologize. Why did you stop? Keep going. Play like I’m not here.”
         

         
         But he didn’t. “It reminded me of mathematics,” she said, grasping for a way to reclaim what had been lost when he stopped.

         
         He smiled with questions in his deep brown eyes. “How so?” She liked that he didn’t immediately dismiss her observation. A
            girl who excelled in math caught many people, even teachers, by surprise.
         

         
         “I recognize the patterns in the music,” she said, studying the face of this young man with dark skin and full, ripe lips. “The precision. Einstein and Coltrane have more in common than you think. The same geometric principles that governed Einstein’s quantum theory can be found in Coltrane’s music, and in yours.” 

         
         He walked to the edge of the stage and dropped to the floor with his sax cradled in his lap like a baby. When he patted the
            space next to him, she hesitated for a moment but then gathered her skirt and lifted it enough to climb awkwardly onto the
            stage to sit beside him. When he reached for her hand to help her, she pulled it away instinctively, as if she’d touched a
            hot stove. If he took offense, she couldn’t tell.
         

         
         “A lady who knows math and music. I can appreciate that. Do you play any instruments?”

         
         Now didn’t seem like the appropriate time to mention the grand piano her parents had bought for her as a child that collected
            dust when she lost interest in lessons. Or the clarinet and flute donated to a local charity when she tired of them. Somehow
            she could tell that he didn’t grow up with such extravagances that now seemed wasteful and embarrassing to her.
         

         
         “I love music, but I don’t play anything,” she said.

         
         “So, who’s your favorite performer?”

         
         “What if I said you?” Freda surprised herself flirting so shamelessly with a boy she just met. Didn’t even know his name.

         
         He laughed. “Well, I’m nobody. I mess around a little bit.”

         
         “Mess around pretty good from my ears.”

         
         Dropping his head, he shrugged off her praise. “But no, really, if you could see anybody in the world perform live, who would
            it be?”
         

         
         She didn’t have to think twice. “Nat King Cole. He’s from my hometown, Chicago, but I’ve only seen him on TV. My mama and
            papa saw him in concert years ago and haven’t stopped talking about it.”
         

         
         “Well, the King used to do shows at all kinds of joints on Jefferson Street, you know. Of course, he’s big time now so we
            don’t get to see him too much. But he’s supposed to make a stop in Nashville right after his European tour.”
         

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Yeah, I’m for real.”

         
         “Maybe I’ll see you there,” she said, trying to keep the thread of connection between them. She didn’t have a lot of experience
            with boys, but this boy didn’t seem like others she’d known back home. They usually led with their family names and prospects
            for future careers, one no different from the next. But not this boy, an artist who would take time to get to know her and
            that excited her. He had to be around her age and likely a Fisk student, but what if they didn’t have classes together and
            she never saw him again on campus?
         

         
         He looked up from his sax and met her eyes. “We don’t have to wait until then to see each other. Nashville State Fair’s going
            on. Come with me.”
         

         
         Throwing back her shoulders and lifting her chin, Freda didn’t let on that the invitation thrilled and scared her at the same
            time. “I don’t even know your name and my mother taught me to never go anywhere with strangers.”
         

         
         He leaned back lazily on his elbows and studied her with amusement. “I’m Darius. Darius Moore. A sophomore here at Fisk. Philosophy
            is my major.” He extended his hand and she slid her palm into his, and their handshake lasted a beat too long before she broke
            contact. “So now you don’t have any more excuses, Miss . . .”
         

         
         “Freda. Freda Gilroy, mathematics major.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
Freda

         
         Freda sprawled across her bed poring over a problem set for her class on differential equations. It was early on a Saturday
            morning, and Evaline bounced on her mattress hard enough to make Freda’s pencil slide across her note paper.
         

         
         “Girl, look what you made me do and you broke my concentration.” Freda was teasing but had to admit she was a bit peeved. Evaline spent more time in Freda and
            Cora’s dorm room than her own, saying her roommate had an annoying habit of smacking her teeth when she talked.
         

         
         On the opposite side of the small room, Cora perched on the edge of her bed painting her toenails. “All I know is you better
            not come over here, Evaline, and make me smear this polish all over my feet.”
         

         
         The girls had fallen into this easy rhythm, as if they’d always been in one another’s lives. That’s why Freda didn’t flinch
            and smiled when Evaline slammed her textbook shut indicating it was quitting time. “Reading about math is dull and it’s going
            to make you even duller. You can do that anytime. Let’s go out and have some fun.”
         

         
         Solving differential equations was hardly drudgery for Freda, who gleefully unraveled its mysteries. Mathematics required more than reading because to master it, you had to practice and then practice some more. Evaline would be a lawyer someday and she didn’t have to work as hard at her studies. She had enough confidence that everyone around her believed she’d do it because she said so. 

         
         Dawdling wasn’t an option for Freda, though, and neither was whiling away her time on frivolity. She had come to Fisk for
            a single purpose—to study hard and walk across that stage with her degree in mathematics so she could make something of herself.
         

         
         Usually, she could train her mind to focus for hours on a math problem, but if she was honest, even before Evaline interrupted,
            she couldn’t stop thinking about Darius Moore and his lips wrapped around the mouthpiece of that saxophone.
         

         
         “Did you hear me?” Evaline pretended to pout. “We’re going into town to do some shopping. Come with us.”

         
         “I can’t. I still have more work to do, and I’m meeting someone this afternoon.” Freda knew she sounded cryptic and as soon
            as the words were out of her mouth she realized they would rouse the girls’ suspicions.
         

         
         Cora stopped painting her nail mid–brush stroke. “Wait a minute. You’d said there was someone your folks wanted you to meet
            in Nashville. It’s him, isn’t it?”
         

         
         She was talking about Gerald Vance, a student at nearby Meharry Medical College. Last year, when things petered out with Charles
            Higginbotham, Freda’s high school beau, the finagling began to find Freda an appropriate suitor. Her father in Chicago and
            Gerald’s uncle in New York, both of them Meharry men, belonged to the same Negro medical society, and before Freda ever laid
            eyes on this boy, her mother began plotting a courtship and planning a wedding. An arranged courtship sounded so antiquated
            that it seemed too impossible for Freda to imagine.
         

         
         “No, I haven’t even met this mysterious medical student. His name is Gerald Vance. And he might have a wide forehead and bug
            eyes for all I know.” They laughed picturing it.
         

         
         “Then who pray tell are you meeting?” Evaline seemed more intrigued by Freda now than she had in the entire three weeks they’d
            known each other.
         

         
         Freda shuffled her note papers of scribbled equations. “Nobody. Just some boy I met in the chapel. Nothing to talk about.”

         
         Cora squealed, spilling bright pink polish on her white bedspread. Evaline said, “We’ll be the judge of that after your date.”

         
         Date. A spark of electricity shot up Freda’s back.
         

         
         And so began her dating life at Fisk, every man she met auditioning to be her husband without knowing it, possibly being the one.

         
         *  *  *

         Freda found herself surrounded by caged roosters crowing back and forth until she wanted to scream. When she put her hands
            over her ears, Darius laughed. “They can get pretty loud,” he said. “I take it you don’t see too many roosters in Chicago.”
         

         
         “I can’t say I’ve ever seen one until now.” What she didn’t tell him was that she had never set foot on a farm, and this trip
            to the state fair was her first time seeing barn animals like hogs, goats, mules, and these loud, ornery chickens being coaxed
            to crow in fifteen minute intervals.
         

         
         Freda chose to wear a simple plaid dress and matching cardigan with flat Mary Janes, which allowed her to still look up at
            Darius, who was only a few inches taller. Yet out here on the fairgrounds with these snorting pigs, mooing cows, and clucking
            hens, Darius was decked out in a dress shirt, jacket, and slacks, even dress shoes, and for the life of her she couldn’t figure
            out why he was so overdressed. The dull, lifeless fabric and the frayed buttonholes told her his suit didn’t come from the
            fine men’s section of Marshall Field’s, where Papa shopped because he could, paying no mind to salesclerks who glared as if
            to say how dare he.
         

         
         Offering her a plate of okra, Darius said, “So when you were a kid, your folks never once took you to the fair?”

         
         “Before you go judging me as some pampered princess from the big city, you should know that the state fair is all the way in Springfield, a long way from Chicago. At least three hours, maybe more. Besides, we had other things like art and music and literature.” Now she sounded defensive and snooty without meaning to, yet he didn’t blink an eye. He seemed to be enjoying himself at her expense. 

         
         “Well, I’m a country boy from North Carolina. Don’t know much about all that high falutin’ stuff,” he said, and she could
            tell he was teasing. “Grew up on a farm getting my hands dirty. Now don’t tell me you never had okra, girl.”
         

         
         She’d never even heard of it up north. “Well . . .”

         
         He laughed. “My mama makes the best fried okra. That’s how we eat it in North Carolina. She coats it in corn meal and then
            fries it up in a cast-iron skillet. Nobody makes it better than she does. People have tried and been put to shame.”
         

         
         “This one’s a little slimy but it has a pretty good taste,” she conceded, popping another one in her mouth and chasing it
            with a gulp of fresh-squeezed lemonade.
         

         
         “They probably didn’t soak that okra in vinegar first. That’s the trick.”

         
         Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him wiping a grease stain off his pristine white shirt. “Why are you so dressed up around
            all these pigs and goats?” she asked.
         

         
         Darius tilted his head up to the sky, quiet for a moment as if considering how honest to be with her. “Every day, I have to
            remind myself I’m a child of God even when some of these white folks are telling me I’m less than a man. I know they don’t
            want me here in their city, at their fair. But I have every right to be here. My folks worked their fingers to the bone and
            never got what they deserved for it. Don’t get me wrong now. When I put on my best clothes, I’m not doing it to prove anything
            to them. It’s for me to remind myself of my own greatness, of who I really am.”
         

         
         His words chilled her. That was not what she had expected to hear. She assumed he’d make some wisecrack about how ladies liked
            a man who took the time to dress in his finest even to walk by stinky cattle stalls and step in manure. And then they’d laugh
            and flirt some more.
         

         
         She hadn’t been prepared for his somber eyes and serious voice. Freda didn’t know what to say. They had passed several other Negroes out here at the fair and they seemed to be having a good time. She’d read the papers and watched the news enough to know that a lot of white people considered her a second-class citizen if they cared to think much of her at all. It seemed the Supreme Court ending racial segregation in schools in 1954 hadn’t made it so everywhere. This year and last, students from all over the country had been marching to integrate schools. Carrying signs. Carrying on, if you wanted to know the truth. 

         
         Right now, she wished she could turn on the light in Darius’s eyes. She had to whisper because they were in a small cluster
            of people now waiting for the tractor pull race to start.
         

         
         “Don’t let folks get you down on yourself. You’re smart and talented. You’re at Fisk, one of the greatest universities in
            the world. If that’s not reason enough to hold your head high, I don’t know what is.” That sounded like something Papa would
            have said. And she would have rolled her eyes when he turned his back.
         

         
         “That’s not enough anymore,” Darius said, throwing a cap end of okra in the trash can with such force, the projectile almost
            hit a lady walking past them. Freda hadn’t seen him like this before, but she barely knew Darius. All afternoon, things had
            been light and easy between them. Yet she remembered Darius’s face when they were waiting to drive the bumper cars long after
            a steady stream of whites took one, two, sometimes even three turns behind the wheel. It had been a flicker that she barely
            noticed at first but now recognized as indignation, even fury.
         

         
         Being disregarded, ignored, set aside like that upset Freda, too, but neither of them could solve the race problem. This was precisely why she lost herself in mathematics, because as complex as the problems were, you could count on the answers to be definite, unambiguous. Besides, she came from a world where Negroes lived in their own beautiful communities yet still shared a friendly word with white folks from time to time. Back home in Chicago, the man who delivered milk to their front doorstep—Mr. Kirshner—was a white man. As a child, Freda would show off her math skills, rattling on to him about the difference in price between a gallon and a half-gallon of milk. She still remembered Mama standing in the doorway laughing at some joke Mr. Kirshner told or smiling when he complimented how healthy her house plants looked. Never a cross word uttered between them. 

         
         “Hey, I brought you out here to have some fun, not be all serious. I’d never forgive myself for ruining our first date.” Darius
            bumped her shoulder with his and winked, the tightness in his face softening.
         

         
         “Who said we were on a date?” she said, smiling.

         
         “Don’t tell me you got a boyfriend back home.”

         
         Freda couldn’t help but be relieved to talk about something other than the discontent between the races. She told him she
            hadn’t dated anyone seriously since Charles Higginbotham escorted her to the debutante ball her junior year in high school.
            He hailed from a well-connected Chicago family, a good social pairing everyone said, but the two of them talked very little
            at the dance. Her parents had presented her that night as a choice candidate for marriage someday, and in the pictures on
            the mantel in her family’s living room, she and Charles resembled a bride and groom—him in a black tailcoat tuxedo and her
            in an elegant white ball gown with white satin gloves that stretched beyond her elbows.
         

         
         “Wish I could’ve seen you in that getup,” Darius said, laughing.

         
         “Oh, it was a sight I tell you. But I must have been a terribly boring date because I never heard from Charles again after
            that night.”
         

         
         Darius kept his eyes on the grass. “Damn fool if he let you get away.”

         
         Her cheeks burned. He probably flirted shamelessly with all the freshman girls, but she played along, secretly hoping he found
            her uniquely appealing. “What about you?” she asked boldly, the knowledge that he liked her at least a little bit giving her
            confidence. She stood directly in front of him, hands on her hips. “Is there some girl back on the farm in North Carolina
            pining away for you?”
         

         
         He met her eyes and that serious look of his reappeared. “No. No, there is no one.” The intensity of his stare made her look away, stunned by the quiver in her chest. Darius was nothing like Charles Higginbotham or this Gerald Vance her folks kept talking about. He didn’t come from a prominent family. Just the opposite. And Freda knew he wasn’t the sort of boy her parents would approve of. But none of that mattered right now. They were two underclassmen having a good time. 

         
         The roar of a tractor pulling a dead-loaded sled drew them away from the moment. Spectators piled on the sled, screaming as
            their weight made the sled sink into the ground like quicksand, the poor drivers grinding it out to outdo another farmer.
            Freda had never seen anything like it.
         

         
         The whole thing seemed dangerous, and she shuddered, covering her mouth as more people tried to climb aboard the sled. When
            she glanced at Darius, she saw that his playful side had returned, pumping his arms and cheering on the driver. Before long,
            she joined him in screaming at the turn of those heavy wheels. Thinking of the irony of growing up in high society with good
            manners and good grooming made her blush as if her parents and every prominent family in Chicago could see her making a fool
            of herself. She imagined the horror on their faces and somehow this tractor pull became outrageously funny to her and she
            laughed until her cheeks hurt.
         

         
          

         “I need to go to the ladies’ room,” Freda told Darius shortly after they sat in the stands to watch a pig race. “I’ll be right
            back.”
         

         
         “I’ll go with you,” he said, standing and brushing dirt off the seat of his pants.

         
         “No, you stay here.” When he hesitated as if unsure how far to press things with this young lady he was just getting to know,
            she gently placed her hand on his chest. “I’ll be fine.”
         

         
         Alone in her thoughts about Darius, she could smile as wide as she wanted, be giddy, and let the bubble of delight taking
            root inside her expand throughout her body. She liked how direct he was, the way he looked at her and surprised her in ways
            no other boy had. She skipped past a stand where a woman was selling boiled peanuts and then a row of tables filled with grown
            men, shirt sleeves rolled up to show bulging biceps, as they arm wrestled before a cheering crowd.
         

         
         When she spotted the restrooms ahead near the entrance to the fairgrounds, she rushed toward them, the urge to pee stronger than ever. But two crude signs in bold, block letters stopped her. 

         
         WHITE and COLORED.

         
         The air thickened. She had never seen signs like these before. At least not in person. Only in the news, and those little
            towns had seemed so backward and far from Chicago. Freda struggled to take a breath. White ladies and children bumped into
            her as if they didn’t see her, as if she were invisible.
         

         
         Chin up. Shoulders back. Perform confidence until you feel it. That had worked when she stood before the church congregation to recite poems as a little girl or when she was being presented
            to society at cotillions. But not now. She even turned to the one ritual that calmed her when she couldn’t sleep, when the
            worries of the day encroached upon her nights. She counted in multiples of three . . . 3, 6, 9, 12, 15, 18, 21, 24, 27 . . .
         

         
         Yet not even numbers could soothe the sting of the Jim Crow South indignities. It was one thing to intellectually understand
            this kind of cruelty to Negroes and another to experience it herself. Nothing she had read in the papers had prepared her
            for this. For the humiliation, the embarrassment of not being allowed to squat on the same toilet as a white woman.
         

         
         If you asked her, she couldn’t tell you how long she stood there, the sounds of happy white children outside the restrooms
            taunting her—their innocent laughter, Kool-Aid-stained fingers waving and ready to be washed, how oblivious they were—a reminder
            of freedoms they enjoyed that she couldn’t. No matter what, she would not walk through the door to enter that colored restroom.
            Grabbing the skirt of her dress, she ran until she reached a cattle barn and hid behind it, a wet stream trickling down her
            legs.
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Freda

         
         The evening after Freda’s date at the fair, she visited Drucilla Barnham’s room in Livingstone Hall where sophomore students
            lived. She might as well have been a witness on the stand in some old Perry Mason film with Cora, Evaline, and Drucilla, all
            three in bright sweaters and corduroy pants, lying across the floor on their bellies, hands under chins, awaiting answers.
         

         
         “Okay, so tell us about Darius. Do you like him? Are you in love, girl?” Cora said with that faraway look as if mistletoe
            was hanging over her head.
         

         
         Evaline, already acting like a lawyer, dispensed with preamble. “Did you kiss him?”

         
         “She must have,” Drucilla said, tying her two long, thick braids under her chin like a beard. “Otherwise, she wouldn’t be
            sitting here stone-faced like the cat snatched her tongue.”
         

         
         “Stop it, y’all,” Freda said, her cheeks hot under their gazes. “We did not kiss. I like Darius just fine, but I don’t know
            if I’ll see him again.”
         

         
         Evaline sat up and leaned her back against Drucilla’s bed. “That sounds fishy. There’s more to it than that and I know it.”

         
         How could her new friends be so light and carefree when outside the perimeter of this campus there were people who believed they were less than human? And they had the law on their side. The night before, Freda changed quickly out of the dress she had worn to the fair, showered and avoided the girls, pretending the day had never happened. But that COLORED bathroom sign played like a movie scene in the back of her eyes, its imprint there in her sleeping and waking hours. How could anyone legislate and segregate something as intimate as a bathroom? When Darius finally found her, dazed and shaking, she had refused to look at him or tell him what was wrong. 

         
         “You’re scaring me, Freda,” he said. “Did I do something? Did somebody hurt you? Talk to me.” He had pleaded with her as she
            woodenly climbed aboard the city bus that would take them back to campus. Growing up in the South, Darius had probably used
            more colored restrooms than he could count. May have grown numb to it even. Then again, if she had let him, he might have
            started preaching right then and there about the horrible plight of the Negro. Talking about it would make the indignity sting
            more, only reinforcing how powerless they were to change any of it.
         

         
         “Darius didn’t do anything wrong,” Freda said to the girls. “He’s nice enough. I’m just not sure he’s right for me, so why
            waste time with him?”
         

         
         Hopefully, she was convincing. Her quivering heart disobeyed the commands of her brain. But the memory of that restroom sign
            snapped her to her senses. How silly of her to have even gone to the fair with Darius in the first place. Nothing could ever
            come of a relationship with a boy from some little town in North Carolina no one had ever heard of. A boy who, Almeda Gilroy
            would be quick to point out, didn’t have the right pedigree.
         

         
         A skeptical look passed between Evaline and Cora, but they stayed quiet in front of Drucilla, knowing you don’t tell your
            business in front of company, even though they were visitors in the sophomore’s room.
         

         
         “Shouldn’t we get to work?” Freda pulled a notepad from her book bag and gave Drucilla a pointed glance. Knowledge of Freda’s
            natural affinity for numbers spread quickly on campus and that’s what led Drucilla to call on her for emergency tutoring on
            the eve of her geometry test the next day.
         

         
         After an intense hour of Freda drilling Drucilla on solution sets to linear equations with three variables, a crescendo of banging erupted below them. The floor vibrated beneath their feet, and Freda thought it might have been the building’s old steam radiator. But leave it to Evaline, always ready for excitement, to snap her fingers. “Is there a party going on over here?” she asked, looking for an excuse to take a study break. 

         
         Drucilla pressed her palm to her forehead. “Girls, I forgot they’re training tonight.”

         
         The yelling downstairs had grown louder now, and a series of guttural noises accompanied the sound of bodies slamming against
            walls. “Training for what?” Freda said. “War?”
         

         
         Drucilla belly flopped onto her mattress. “Yes, I guess you could say it’s war. After Martin Luther King came here to Fisk
            to speak, he started sending his leg men to do training.”
         

         
         Martin Luther King. He was that Baptist preacher at the center of the Montgomery bus boycotts a few years ago. His name kept coming up in the
            news as some great messiah for colored folks. What in the world did he have to do with all the racket downstairs?
         

         
         Drucilla must have seen the confusion on her face. “Nonviolent training, you know, teaching Negroes not to bash some racist’s
            head in when he deserves it.”
         

         
         What surprised Freda more than anything was when Drucilla shut her math textbook and said, “Want to go watch?”

         
          

         They followed Drucilla down the dark stairs, past a stuffy storage room, and found the door to the lounge open wide enough
            for each of them to take turns peeping. What unfolded reminded Freda of a stage play or movie, the actors playing their parts
            with sincerity, honoring the gravity of the scene until the director yelled cut and the actors dissolved into laughter. A white student with sandy brown hair that fell over his eyes played the role of the racist, standing behind a young Negro student cracking an egg on top of his head and calling him a nigger. Freda had never been that close to hear anybody white say that word, and while she knew it was playacting, her muscles seized.
            Cora gasped, and Freda elbowed her to keep quiet.
         

         
         “That’s Gregory Wilcox from Oberlin,” Drucilla whispered. He must have been one of the handful of white exchange students
            Freda had seen on campus.
         

         
         “He can’t be pretending. Listen to how he said that word. Like he meant it. I don’t like it.” Cora flinched as if a fist had
            connected with her cheekbone. “What’s happening to us in this country isn’t right,” she said softly, and they all nodded.
         

         
         No, none of it was right—not the segregated schools, buses, or that colored restroom sign at the fair—but this show they were
            witnessing now wasn’t right either. Their classmates were taking things too far, getting involved in something that should
            have been left to others who didn’t have professional careers waiting for them upon graduation.
         

         
         Watching through the tiny crack in the doorway, Freda kept scanning for Darius, knowing how he burned inside over racial injustice,
            but she didn’t spot him. Thank God he had enough sense not to be part of something like this. Chairs scraped against the cement
            floor and Freda noticed a few students—young men and even a few ladies—watching with rapt attention as the man in charge instructed
            them on why nonviolence worked and how to respond or not respond to provocation. Drucilla told them the man was a preacher
            and Freda had expected fire and brimstone, but Reverend James Lawson led the training in a calm, reasoned, measured tone.
            Definitely an intellectual.
         

         
         His lieutenants riled up the students with a barrage of racial insults to prepare them for what they would face from real white mobs. At their direction, one guy hit one of Reverend Lawson’s lead lieutenants squarely in the back and the young man demonstrated how to receive that blow without fighting back. When this lieutenant turned, Freda got a glimpse of his face and swooned. He was taller than any of the boys she had seen so far on campus, and he had beautiful brown skin, a solid build, and a head full of curly hair. Evaline noticed him, too, and was equally appreciative, finally showing more than passing interest in their little adventure. “Now that is a tree I would love to climb,” she said, and they giggled. 

         
         Freda realized for the first time that she was a long way from home and her mother’s watchful eye when she said, “What do
            they call this work? Civil disobedience, right? Well, if he’s running the show, I see myself being uncivil and very disobedient.”
         

         
         “Ooh, listen to you with your fast tail self,” Evaline whispered. She and Drucilla muffled their cackling as best they could.

         
         Cora shot all of them a reprimanding look as if they had propositioned Jesus. “Shh. Show some respect. This is serious work.”

         
         Laughing, Drucilla said, “Yes, but you have to admit he is seriously good-looking. He’s come a few times before to help Dr.
            Lawson, but too bad for us, he goes to North Carolina A&T, not Fisk. His name is Jesse. Jesse Jackson.”
         

         
         “Definitely cute, but girl, why are we whispering out here instead of going in there and introducing ourselves?” Evaline asked.

         
         Drucilla had the exasperated look of someone trying to explain a complex idea to a small child. “Because they’re not playing
            games and you don’t want to get mixed up in this. It’s dangerous work, not to be played with unless you know what you’re doing.
            When these brothers and sisters put their plan in motion, whatever it is, no one will see it coming.”
         

         
         The training seemed no different than a performance with high drama and standout characters like Jesse playing scripted parts.
            One where Freda picked out the best-looking actors to fawn over from balcony seats. It didn’t seem like a real possibility,
            like something that would actually happen to these fine young men. When she and her friends gently closed the door to the
            session and snuck back upstairs, it felt as if the curtain had closed at the end of a show.
         

         
          

         Later that week, Freda called Mama and Papa for her regular Sunday check-in, when the long-distance rates were low. Her father picked up, and she could picture him sitting in the living room in his favorite rust orange chair that had worn over time and showed the imprint of his body. The same chair she would sit on the arm of as a young girl until he pulled her onto his lap for a hug. He had probably been reading the paper or poring over a challenging patient case, a glass of cognac on the side table. 

         
         Unsure of how her father might react, she casually mentioned the nonviolent training on campus, making it clear she had stumbled
            upon this activity and had not participated. At eighteen, almost nineteen, she could make her own decisions, and besides,
            she had no interest in the protest movement. Still, she became a toddler again, her palm hovering over the burner flame of
            the stove, well aware of the danger with no intention of touching the fire, but testing her boundaries, curious to find out
            how much she could get away with.
         

         
         “We did not send you to Fisk to get involved in this nonsense,” Papa said as if he hadn’t comprehended her words. She pictured
            him rocking in his chair to gain enough momentum to stand to continue fussing. “Your head is hard, and you need to listen.
            We sent you there to get an education.”
         

         
         “Yes, Papa, but you are always talking about Negro pride and how we have to advance racial progress. How we need to uplift,”
            she said, challenging him for once and barely breathing as she awaited his response. While she hailed from a younger generation
            and should have been more reckless, a renegade willing to take risks for higher ideals, she agreed with her father. She couldn’t
            help it. Maybe it was his influence on her. But she didn’t think so. She knew her own mind and no good could come from stirring
            up trouble.
         

         
         “Our pride as a people is in what we accomplish, how we distinguish ourselves. I studied and worked hard for everything I
            got. I didn’t agitate to try to force anybody’s hand,” he said.
         

         
         “Yes, Papa, I know.”

         
         “Don’t ‘yes, Papa’ me. We have a legacy to uphold.” She could tell he was pacing the living room floor now, breathless, the long telephone cord wrapping around him. Then he did what he always did, reminding Freda of his biography, his history and hers. He had been born to one of the first Negro postal clerks in Tennessee, a coveted position for anybody colored, and that made their family as close to royalty as you could get in the South. His mother was a hardworking washerwoman. Neither parent had much money or opportunity to advance but they saved every penny they made to send their only son to Fisk and then Meharry Medical College. As Papa put it, they poured into a future, a dream, they couldn’t see. 

         
         When she was a little girl, Papa would tell her about her grandfather’s work, and maybe that’s why she would tear out of the
            house as soon as she heard the wheels of the mail truck on their street, eager for the mailman to drop off the bills, letters
            from long-distance family members, and of course, the always heavy Sears catalogue.
         

         
         When she ran inside one time loaded with mail and delivered a letter to Papa in his office, he looked up from the papers on
            his desk. “Sanford Gilroy would get a kick out of seeing you right now.”
         

         
         “How come?” she asked.

         
         “Because he was a mailman. Oh, he was big time in that spiffy uniform of his. Back then, if you worked for the post office,
            you were the cream of the crop.”
         

         
         “Like you, Papa?” she said, putting an envelope between her lips. “Like a doctor?”

         
         He shook off her praise, smiling. “I don’t know about all that. You didn’t have a lot of Negro doctors in Tennessee in those
            days. Or Negro letter carriers. If you were smart and lucky enough to get the job, it came with a whole lot of prestige. Brought
            us up to be middle class Negroes. But it wasn’t easy for your grandfather doing his job in those days.”
         

         
         “Why?” Freda asked, enjoying how that one word could frustrate grown-ups sometimes.

         
         Papa didn’t seem to mind the question, taking off his glasses and crossing one leg over the other. “Some terrible men came
            after him once. They wore masks and put a gun to his head one day while he was out delivering mail.”
         

         
         “Okay, Booker, she doesn’t need to know all that now. She’s just a child.” Mama stood in the doorway, wiping soap suds from her hands with a dish towel. 

         
         Freda’s eyes bulged, scared for a grandfather she never knew, a man who died before she was born. But she didn’t let on in
            case Papa had more story to tell.
         

         
         “She’s eight years old. That’s plenty old enough to hear it,” he said, inhaling deeply, his nostrils flaring as he continued.
            “I was with my mother at the house she was cleaning, sitting on the floor playing with sticks, when a man we knew from the
            street we lived on burst in to tell us what had happened. My mother grabbed me off the floor, put me under her arm, and ran
            out the house to find my daddy. Sanford Gilroy lived to tell that story himself to anyone who would listen. Became a legend
            in our little town. And I have to say ole’ Teddy Roosevelt stood by us. He said anybody who gave Negro postal clerks a hard
            time must not want any mail delivery. He threatened to shut it all down whenever some of the rough and tough men got out of
            line. But your grandfather was the real hero.”
         

         
         Freda would hear that story again many times over the years, certain details amplified for maximum effect.

         
         Papa must have stopped walking and sat back down because his voice came through so loud and clear as if he were right next
            to her, and she could tell he was holding the receiver as close to his mouth as he could get it, his way of reaching through
            the phone line and across the miles to talk some sense into her. “Sanford and Delilah Gilroy didn’t work hard, scrimp and
            save like they did, for their grandchild to sink into self-pity and blame other people for her circumstances. Life is hard,
            and no, it’s not fair. But it is what it is. The kind of thinking you’re flirting with right now will paralyze you and keep
            you stuck. You’re only dealt one hand in life. May be a bad hand, but it’s yours to play. You must play it well. Do you hear
            what I’m saying to you?”
         

         
         Forcing a smile for the girls in her dorm who waved to her as they passed in the hallway, Freda lowered her voice and whispered,
            “Yes, Papa. I hear you.”
         

         
         Mama fussed in the background, telling Papa to hush with all that yelling, and Freda could almost see her bending over the back of her father’s recliner trying to get a word in when he took a breath. 

         
         “What’s she saying, Papa?”

         
         Her mother must have wrested the phone from him. “What I said was that we don’t need to get into all this business right now.
            We’ll see you for the winter holidays and we can sort it all out then. I’m baking my famous sweet potato pie. You’re welcome
            in advance, sweetheart. Oh, and we’ll pick out a Christmas tree together. I told Booker we’d wait for you to get here first.”
         

         
         This was the part of the weekly call home Freda had been dreading and the rush of excitement in her mother’s voice made it
            harder to tell her. “Mama, I know I said I would be coming home for Thanksgiving and Christmas, but Cora invited Evaline and
            me to Murfreesboro. It’s so much closer, and you know I’ll be back home all summer.”
         

         
         There was nothing but the sound of static on the line now and Freda wishfully thought they may have lost the phone connection.
            Then in a quiet, tight voice, her mother said, “Oh, I see. I assumed. I guess you are practically grown now.”
         

         
         “I love you, Mama,” Freda said, holding the receiver tight against her cheek.

         
         “And I love you. I’m glad you’re making friends and making time for your social life. Now, listen to me, sweetheart. Your
            father and I want you to stay focused on your studies.” Then she lowered her voice and Freda realized Papa must have gone
            in the other room. “But this part is from me. Don’t focus so hard on school and friends that you miss out on finding your
            husband while you’re there. And you know exactly who I mean. Get that Fisk degree and marry a Meharry man. Like I did.”
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Tulip

         
         The buildings dotting the skyline came to life long after the hum of the workday had gone silent. Chicago at dusk dazzled
            in its beauty, amid the downtown lights and the people dressed up, laughing too loudly, already a little tipsy. Tulip hadn’t
            had a drink yet and maybe it was better this way—to take in the splendor of it all sober.
         

         
         The mothers of Tulip’s friends would have said have fun and maybe thrown in a be careful to their daughters heading out to a company party, but not Tulip’s mother. She cautioned her not to embarrass the family
            that night.
         

         
         “Really, Mom. I see these people at work every day. Heaven forbid, I drop my salad fork and it falls off the boat.”

         
         One of her mother’s eyebrows lifted but her lips didn’t even twitch. Serving one of those looks that only a Black mama can,
            she said, “Don’t be flip. They’re watching what you do. Everything you do matters.”
         

         
         The nebulous they indeed hovered over every single thing. As did Black excellence, always shelved out of reach. Like the good china they used
            when guests came over.
         

         
         When Tulip was a child, her mother ironed her party dresses and smoothed her baby hair with gel, or as gauche as it was, with a quick lick of her fingertips when no one was watching. She reminded Tulip of table etiquette: Fork on the left, knife on the right, and chew with your mouth closed. Keep your elbows off the table. Offer a serving bowl to the person on your left and pass everything to the right. Don’t spit tough meat gristle into your napkin. Never slurp soup from a spoon. 

         
         No matter how many times Tulip repeated to her mother that this wasn’t Nashville or the 1960s anymore and Black folks didn’t
            have to sit in, stand up, or do anything for that matter to get what was due them, Freda wasn’t hearing any of it. She was
            from the old school and couldn’t accept that this was a new day. “You’re being hardheaded. You don’t know the world the way
            I do. Whatever advantages you think you have must be protected, and if you’re too naive to see that, God help you.”
         

         
         But Tulip was well primed. She’d matriculated from her parents’ household with carefully orchestrated experiences to prepare
            her for the real world: Jack and Jill sweet sixteen parties, Links cotillions, and debutante balls. A world set apart with
            rules she grew to know well. Guest lists carefully curated and cross-matched with recognizable family names. A circle wound
            tight as a fist. Outside the perimeter of that circle, she would need to distinguish herself. Which she had tried her best
            to do when she’d joined Mattingly Public Relations five years ago, right out of college.
         

         
          

         There was nothing like seeing the pier lit up at dusk, tiny sparkles dotting the water’s edge. Waiting to meet the boat for
            the night cruise, she felt equal parts anticipation and trepidation, unsure of what to expect as Mattingly celebrated the
            agency’s ten-year anniversary.
         

         
         “Tulip, oh my God. You look amazing.” Darby from accounting put an arm around Tulip’s waist. The woman’s eyes, the color of
            parsley, bulged in a perpetual look of surprise. Until that night, their conversations had been limited to tracking client
            invoices, but now Darby was pressing their hips together.
         

         
         Tulip smiled, discreetly searching for her roommate, Sharita, a graphic designer. She was Hollywood beautiful with her chic, close cropped haircut that people said made her look like a dark-skinned Halle Berry. Their buddy, Rudy, the in-house videographer, who was one of the few white people who had genuinely gotten to know Tulip, would also be there. Sharita and Rudy had joined Mattingly a year before Tulip and had given her the lay of the land, filling her in on who to trust, a small list indeed, and who to steer clear of. Darby had been on the avoid-at-all-costs list. 

         
         “You look amazing, too,” Tulip responded, momentarily unable to conjure anything original or, for that matter, truthful. Especially
            since the public relations agency ordered the same uniform for everyone: crisp, button-down white shirts and black tuxedo
            vests to be worn with your favorite jeans. When she preened in front of her bedroom mirror earlier that evening in a sheer
            black blouse that surely would have been chic and unexpected under her vest, she could practically hear her parents’ voices
            saying no, that five years didn’t qualify as long enough tenure to buck the company dress code.
         

         
         Tulip gazed all along the pier, where captains of industry and their minions blew curls of smoke into the night air. And then,
            lips and warm breath brushed her earlobe. “These white people trying to get crunk out here.”
         

         
         Key had snuck up from behind. The high-top fade was slowly fading from the fashion scene, but he managed to keep it looking
            current. His haircut reminded her of Kid’s from Kid ’n Play or possibly Dwayne Wayne’s from A Different World minus the shades on top. Her father said he looked like a black string bean plucked right out of the ground, and that was
            generous since it was the kindest assessment he’d made of any of her boyfriends. Key was a regular brother, but he had that
            special something you couldn’t quite put your finger on that made people stop short and take notice. But right now it was
            his choice of words that she noticed, even though it was the kind of remark she might have made herself if it had been just
            the two of them. Luckily, he came over just as Darby had found someone else to fawn over. Maybe she hadn’t heard what he whispered.
         

         
         Tulip’s eyes widened in reprimand, and on instinct her voice rose to a higher octave for anyone in listening range. “Alrighty then,” she said. “Now that you’re here, we can board.” A voice she reserved for business calls—brusque and authoritative—the way she needed to be in the world of media and PR. 

         
         “Okay, babe. I’m with you. Whatever you say.” Key shrugged and a stabbing pain seized her chest, wondering as she always did
            if there was an air of superiority in her tone, anything that hinted at an unequal balance in their relationship.
         

         
         They were not married and had been dating for only two years, but the truth was she could envision a lifetime with this man.
            Tulip appreciated Key’s indifference about wealth and applauded his lack of interest in summering on Martha’s Vineyard, even
            though she wondered if he was somehow stunting his ambition. She and Key had found their own groove, although it was not modeled
            off her own parents’ relationship, which often appeared utilitarian. Yes her parents loved each other deeply—the way they
            loved her—because that’s what good families did. But over the years she’d noticed one parent would miss cues from the other,
            their timing a bit off. Gerald with his hand outstretched to touch the small of Freda’s back only to find she was out of reach
            as he pulled his hand back fast and stuffed it in his pocket. Or her mother waiting for affirmation about her cooking or a
            new dress when her father’s face was buried in the pages of the Tribune.
         

         
         Even without a solid blueprint for love, Tulip’s heart found what she needed: a man who made her laugh until her belly ached
            and she screamed for mercy; a man who pulled her in to the crook of his arm and sheltered her from the storms around them.
            That had to be love.
         

         
         Most weekends, they cuddled on the couch of his tiny apartment reciting hip-hop lyrics, her back against his chest, and all
            she could feel or wanted to feel was the electric current of his heartbeat. This was the first time he was joining her at
            a company function though. Something about it made her jumpy, and she began viewing Key through the lens of her coworkers
            even before they laid eyes on him. His rawhide rough hands and the traces of dirt under his fingernails made it apparent that
            he didn’t work behind a desk all day. Then there was his height, which some found intimidating.
         

         
         Key leaned close again and she smelled the sweet-and-sour scent of the Camay soap he bathed with and the sweat he must have worked up sprinting that couple blocks from some parking garage. She had teased about not wanting to show up at the company party on CP time and he knew she was only half-joking. 

         
         “You nervous,” he said.

         
         “What makes you say that?”

         
         “Cause you tripping and you only tripping when you not feeling like yourself.”

         
         Her silence confirmed he had hit on the truth. He didn’t understand how it was for her, dealing with tense work stuff. He
            drove a city bus for a living, which meant he never took his work home and he didn’t have to put on the clown suit, as he
            called it, to impress anybody after his shift ended.
         

         
          

         Bryce Malloy stood a few feet away on the pier, calling to them with his arms outstretched. Tulip’s boss commanded a room
            with the way he stood, feet apart, his broad chest filling the space. A shock of dark blond hair streaked gray made a man
            his age consider himself more distinguished and important than he really was. Tulip hesitated, unsure of the rules of corporate
            America after-hours, certain that the employee handbook had not addressed hugging the CEO.
         

         
         Bryce folded her in his arms, and she tried not to grimace at the shock or the mix of cigarettes and Scotch oozing from his
            clothing. He grabbed a martini from a serving tray and shoved the glass in her hand.
         

         
         “What a gorgeous night and look at all this,” she said. “You’ve outdone yourself.” The words fell from Tulip’s lips, pitch
            perfect. Ms. Tolbert would have been proud to see all her elocution training had paid off.
         

         
         “And you must be—?” Bryce left the question hanging, glancing from her to Key.

         
         “Oh, I’m sorry. Please meet my boyfriend, Key McCray.” The men shook hands, so far so good.

         
         They walked on the boat as if stepping aboard Noah’s Ark, two by two. Every woman paired with a man, no other permutations. No one had told Tulip to expect this, yet somehow, she guessed right and so had invited Key. 

         
         Once on board, they all stood in that awkward silence of coworkers who knew one another, but only found common language within
            the confines of cubicle walls and under the harsh glare of fluorescent lights. Maybe they were all a little nervous, especially
            Tulip, who had her eye on a promotion. Key’s solid hand gripped hers, and its roughness steadied her, the pressure of his
            hand forcing her to look up at him and see that crooked smile of his telling her everything would be all right on this night
            where she had something to prove.
         

         
         She needed to show her boss she belonged at Mattingly. She needed to prove that she could stand on her own two feet in this
            world, not carried along on the shoulders of her parents’ influence. She needed to prove that after five years with the company,
            she was worthy, she was enough.
         

         
         Tulip ran one hand over her straight, smooth hairstyle, a fresh blowout that made it move as effortlessly as any woman’s there
            when the night wind whipped it. Those hours at the Van Cleef salon seemed a worthy investment.
         

         
         A long blast of the boat’s horn sounded, and the boat passengers cheered loudly when the vessel pushed off from the dock.
            Tonight would give her the chance to make an impression when her CEO’s defenses were down, and his hard edges dulled by liquor
            and the lull of the lake. A handful of the team appeared at Bryce’s side like Pavlov’s dogs, making it impossible for him
            to forget on Monday morning who had played the role of the good soldier that night. That classical conditioning spared no
            one, not even Tulip.
         

         
         Her father may have pulled the necessary strings to get her this public relations job, but nobody should be fooled into thinking she was undeserving. In five years, she had built relationships with reporters around the country, gotten to know the ins and outs of her clients’ products and services, and felt the rush of seeing stories she pitched appear on TV news and above the fold in the paper. She did that, nobody else.
         

         
         Tulip had spent those years fighting for relevance, a bigger title, and more money at the agency with little to show for her
            efforts except for bruises she got from bumping her head against ceilings along the way. There was always a reason she hadn’t
            advanced yet.
         

         
         This client wants someone more experienced on their account.

         
         You hardly ever join us after work for drinks. People don’t know you.

         
         Speak up more in meetings. You’re much too quiet.

         
         We like passion but try not to sound so aggressive, so
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