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CHAPTER 1


  Mrs. Baylor




 

 

I SAW MRS. BAYLOR first. I saw her making her way up Montego Drive as if she was battling a headwind. It was Monday. She was coming for her interview for the housekeeping job. I watched her from the den window, and where Montego Drive curves like a kidney bean, she stopped, withdrew a hankie from her bra, and mopped her face. Then she blew a stream of air up at her forehead. I saw how she hauled herself heavily up the hill and that she resented that the hill was steep and that she had to worry about having a heart attack or sweating out her straightened hair. And I saw something else. She was a woman who was not going to like me.

I wasn’t going to like her either because she was coming to take our old housekeeper’s place. Shirley was young and pretty and she’d taught my sister, Lily, how to put a smudged brown line in the crease above her eyes and white shadow just beneath her brow. And that Lily needn’t fret about her size-nine shoes because she’d heard that Jackie Kennedy wore a ten.

Shirley kept up with celebrity news, too. She told us little-known facts that she had the inside scoop on. But she had boyfriends who came to visit her in the night. My mother didn’t like the idea of boyfriends slipping in and out at all hours.

She had to let Shirley go. Lily sulked. I cried.

 

I left the window, slipped back into my room, and closed the door behind me just as the doorbell rang. Then I walked from one end of my room to the other thinking about stuff: How Lily would be leaving soon for college and I’d be left behind in a lonely house where my mother and father didn’t really care for each other, as far as I could see.

I touched one post of my four-poster bed. I ran my hands over the books on my shelf, looking with pride at the dioramas I’d made of scenes from my favorite stories. I decided to ignore the lady who was now crossing the threshold into our home.

I was picking up Anne of Green Gables—I’d just started it—when my mother called me. “Sophia, come down here. I have someone I want you to meet.”

In my bare feet, I walked as slowly as possible down the hall to the arched doorway that led to our living room. I listened to every creak beneath my steps. When I reached our foyer, I stood next to the entry hall table, lingering there. I drummed my fingers on my mother’s briefcase. It was full of all her club stuff and charity stuff and art gallery stuff. When my mother wasn’t digging around in her briefcase, that’s where she usually kept it—on the entry hall table. I waited there until she called me again.

In the shaft of sunlight spilling from the arched window above our front door, my mother stood next to the piano, resting her forearm on it like a lounge singer. The sun was her spotlight. She had a Dorothy Dandridge kind of beauty. My sister once told me that was how she got our father.

Now my mother gave me the once-over and introduced the new housekeeper. She had been desperate to hire someone quickly.

Mrs. Baylor smiled and turned. Two gold-trimmed teeth glinted in the corners of her smile. She lowered her head but kept her eyes glued on me. “And who’s this young lady?” she said in a singsongy way.

“Sophie,” I said.

“Sophia,” my mother corrected.

“Ah, like Sophia Loren,” Mrs. Baylor said, her smile growing wider.

She dabbed at her forehead with her balled-up tissue and I noticed an odd scar on her wrist. Triangular, with a slightly raised border and a smooth shining center. I looked at it for a second, then quickly looked away. It was impolite to stare at a person’s disfigurement.

Yep. She wasn’t going to like me. I could stand on my head and blow bubbles out of my ears, and she wouldn’t be impressed. She smiled and smiled at me now, but I didn’t believe in that smile for a second.

 

One evening a week or so later, I went into the kitchen to get a handful of Oreos to eat in front of Gidget. My best friend, Jennifer, was over and Gidget was our favorite TV show. My mother was off at her art gallery organizing a new exhibit, Lily was out with her friends, and my father was probably at his office. Mrs. Baylor was sitting at the table sipping coffee with a pile of laundry in a basket on the floor next to her. She seemed to be taking a little rest before tackling it.

Let me explain about Jennifer. See, we moved to Montego Drive in the spring. Before that, we lived on Sixth Avenue near Adams.

We were the first colored family on this block, and for the first few weeks we were very aware of our “coloredness” every time we stepped out the front door. Everybody ignored us, but we knew we were annoying them big time just by being colored and living so close.

The kids who rode by on their bikes or on their skates glanced over with curiosity—but they kept going. The first Saturday in our new house I could see a bunch of girls down the street jumping rope, but they were acting as if I wasn’t there. I decided to mosey on down. Put my face in front of them and see what happened.

They probably expected me to keep walking, but I stopped. The two girls turning the rope kept it going and the jumper kept jumping—making a point of ignoring me.

“Can I jump?” I asked one turner, noticing she had on a top with a satin fish that was really a pocket. I wished I had that shirt.

“No,” she said without looking at me.

“Why?”

“We have enough people,” she said.

“It doesn’t matter how many jump.”

“We have enough,” the other turner said.

I spun on my heels and made myself believe that they said no because they really did have enough people. That could be it. But deep down, I knew it wasn’t the truth.

 

Then a week after we moved in, Jennifer popped up on my porch looking shy but friendly. She lived directly across the street in a two-story house that looked just like a Father Knows Best house. I always wanted to live in a Father Knows Best house. She had red hair and a nose that I call short and she calls pug. She invited me over and we discovered we had everything in common. She was twelve, soon to be thirteen, and going into the ninth grade because she had skipped a grade, and I was twelve, soon to be thirteen, and going into the ninth grade because I had skipped a grade. We both loved the Beatles—especially Paul, if we had to choose—and we were still in undershirts, though we both had started our journey toward brassieres. And we loved to read. Me, only real stuff, no fantasy. Definitely no talking animals.

We were going to be like Kim and Ursula from our favorite movie, Bye Bye Birdie. And to seal our friendship, when school started, we’d have to skip class—at least once. We were going to meet at the flagpole in front of my school at lunchtime—I didn’t know how she was going to get there from her private girls’ school across town—and then walk on down to that café next to the Leimert Theater, where we were going to order coffee and a Danish and then buy tickets for the double feature. We planned to wait until they were showing something with Doris Day.

Jennifer didn’t have to have a housekeeper. She had a grandmother who lived with her. The grandmother had come all the way from England. She did all the stuff a housekeeper usually did, because Jennifer had a working mother, just like me. Jennifer’s school year ended way before mine did. By the time I got out for the summer, she’d already been to England and back with her mother and grandmother. She returned with an idea to have some fun with the people on our block she suspected of being prejudiced.

One afternoon, she pointed out the houses on the block where she thought colored people weren’t allowed (unless they were the day workers or the handymen). She’d heard her mother discussing this with her grandmother a while back, though she didn’t say how they knew.

I looked at the houses. They seemed quiet and normal.

Jennifer wanted to pull a joke on the prejudiced people in those houses. She came up with a fake fundraiser. The scheme was to present a collection for poor kids in China, just so we could see their reaction to me standing there beside Jennifer.

With our plan all set, we went from one prejudiced house to another, ready to talk about our fake fundraiser. We were soon disappointed. Only Mrs. Cantrell was home. She was an older woman—divorced, Jennifer thought—with her mouth set in a permanent downturn, as if she was suspicious of everything and everyone.

Jennifer had an order form pad from when her school had sold wrapping paper and her mother was the head of the PTA. “We’re not taking anyone’s money. We’re just taking orders for wrapping paper,” she had explained to me earlier.

So, when Mrs. Prejudiced Cantrell opened her door, Jennifer began her spiel about poor kids in China and her school’s fundraiser. Summer school fundraiser. She had to correct herself because it was July. So would Mrs. Cantrell please donate?

There was a long, suspicious-sounding sigh, then an “Oh, I guess so . . .” Mrs. Cantrell disappeared into her house and came back with a five-dollar bill, fresh from her pocketbook, I imagined. She looked at me and pursed her lips with distaste. Jennifer filled out the form for one roll of birthday wrap and handed Mrs. Cantrell the carbon copy. “We’re not taking money until we deliver your order,” she said. Mrs. Cantrell stuck the five dollars in her apron pocket and sighed again.

“Thank you so much,” Jennifer said, turning away and starting down the porch stairs with me in tow. “Oh, I forgot,” she added just before Mrs. Cantrell could close her door. “Half of your donation goes to civil rights for colored people in the South. So they can get their rights. They’re going to be really happy with your contribution.”

I looked at Jennifer with eyes round with shock. My mouth was ready to drop open! Then I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing. I glanced over at her as we walked on to the next house and saw her beaming with pleasure.

Since no one else was home, there were no more opportunities for our scheme. But I knew I had a friend in Jennifer.

 

I could feel Mrs. Baylor’s eyes following me around as I went about the business of getting the Oreos and a napkin to wrap them in. Finally, she took a long drag off her cigarette and squinted at the smoke curling off it. “You want to know something?” she said, her voice startling me as it broke through the uneasy silence. “I’m goin’ to tell you something that’s goin’ to shock you, but I’m goin’ to tell you anyway, ’cause you need to hear it. And you can tell your mama if you want to, but it’s the truth.” (She said “truth” like trood.) She was probably counting on me not to say anything at all to my mother.

I folded the napkin around the cookies and shoved them into my pocket and waited for the truth she was about to tell me.

“You know, with your light skin and that long braid you got hangin’ down your back . . . If you ever went to Africa, they’d kill you. It wouldn’t be right, but they would.”

I stood there speechless.

“Yeah,” she went on. “They don’t like no light-skin Negroes in Africa. Just in case you thinkin’ you special because of your color.”

I frowned because I didn’t think I was special because of my color. I hardly ever remembered my light color.

“That’s right. You might not believe me, but they hate light-skin Negroes in Africa.” She said the word in three distinct syllables: Ah-fri-cah.

I stood there waiting to be released from this lecture. I wanted to tell her the word was skinned, not skin. I wanted to, but then I thought she might get a notion to spit in my food. She might get a notion to spit in my food for a solid week.

She’d think I was a showoff and that I wasn’t respectful, and that I was precocious. Some people didn’t like precocious kids. And that’s what I was, according to my fourth grade teacher, way back when I was nine. In fact, she was the first person to use that word about me. She’d had my parents come in to discuss skipping me to sixth grade. “Sophia is precocious. Her writing is way beyond her years, in fact. She has an extensive vocabulary and a keen use of language.” My mind stopped on the word keen. How sharp it sounded.

My parents smiled in a way that signaled she needn’t go on. They already knew all of this about me.

“But she’s a little withdrawn, as well, I should mention. Maybe a little too self-contained.”

They frowned, and that visit led to this: “Do you like school, Sophia?” my father had asked.

“Mostly,” I said.

“Well, what do you like about it?”

“Reading biographies.”

A pause here where my mother and father looked at each other, then at me.

“Do you like being with friends?”

I had to stop and think because I had only one friend back then, and she was more of an acquaintance. Millicent. We had the same love of reading at every opportunity, so we sometimes ate lunch together. We would just sit on the bench and read while others played around us.

My mother was appalled at the news of just one friend. She had many, many friends. Lily had many, many friends. My mother looked at me as if I had suddenly grown horns, as though I had turned into someone who wasn’t her child at all. How could I disappoint her like that?

 

I waited for Mrs. Baylor’s final words. But she seemed to be done. She wanted me to be sad, so I bowed my head a little. I could have told her I hardly ever think of being light, but she wouldn’t have believed me. As I walked quietly out of the room, she took what seemed to be a long, satisfying drag on her cigarette. She’d gotten me told.

As Lily had explained it, we were light skinned on purpose. Light-skinned people deliberately married other light-skinned people so they’d have light-skinned children. (“I’m not doing that. It’s pathetic,” Lily had said, and I believed her.) And they were the ones who’d gotten most of the opportunities. White people had made sure of this.

Lily always had profound things to say. Things that made you think and think with your eyes squinted; things that made you see the world in a whole new way.

So I knew then that Mrs. Baylor would probably prefer working for Jennifer’s family over working for a light-skinned family who’d gotten all the opportunities.

I told Jennifer what Mrs. Baylor said as soon as I’d settled in the beanbag chair next to the couch. I handed her some Oreos. “Guess what Mrs. Baylor said to me?”

“What?”

“She said if I went to Africa, they’d kill me for being light skinned.”

Jennifer’s eyes got big. “They would?”

“She said they don’t like light-skinned Negroes in Africa.”

“They don’t? How come?”

I shrugged. What did I know about Africa?

It occurred to me then that Mrs. Baylor would never tell Jennifer that. We unscrewed our Oreos and raked our bottom teeth across the filling. Then we laughed for no reason at all.


CHAPTER 2


  Lily




 

 

LILY HAD GIVEN ME a list. She said to me, “This is what you need to do before you get to ninth grade. You know ninth grade is really a preparation for high school. So you need to get rid of the weirdness. You need to not be such a bookworm. You need to have more friends than just the little white girl across the street. And there’s more stuff—but you’ll have to wait for it.”

So now I was waiting for it. It was Saturday and Mrs. Baylor had been with us for a few weeks. She usually left for her weekend on Saturday mornings, but she’d asked my mother if she could work overtime. Her daughter in Jamaica was having some kind of problem and Mrs. Baylor needed to send her some money.

I could hear Lily in the bathroom taking a shower. I was still in bed, reading. In seven weeks’ time Lily would be going off to her college in Georgia and I’d be left alone in this house with no one to talk to but myself.

Our house could feel lonely because my mother was busy with her life and my father was busy with his. And then there was me. Lily promised to write, and to call once a month when she got to Georgia, but I knew she’d forget. That she’d get too busy to remember me. And when fall came I’d be off to ninth grade at a new school by myself—because Jennifer went to Marlborough in Hancock Park.

I had no idea what to expect from my new school. Lily had heard from someone that there were only a few colored kids there and nobody talked to them and they had to huddle together at lunchtime while people ignored them. That was good to know.

 

Lily was letting the water run and run and it had already been twenty minutes. Earlier, at the breakfast table, our mother had mentioned the business with the long showers. She said, “Lily, you’re not the only one who lives in this house. There are other people who’d like a hot shower besides you, and—” My mother stopped midlecture because just then Lily pushed back her chair, stood up, and quietly walked out of the room—not even clearing her bowl from the table. My mother went on eating her half grapefruit with her special serrated spoon, and I looked back at Mrs. Baylor and caught her with her head bowed and smiling to herself.

My mother was on a diet. That’s why she was eating half a grapefruit and drinking a can of Metrecal for breakfast. She was always on a diet. But it never lasted. It wouldn’t be long before she’d be sneaking a box of See’s Candies into the house and slipping it under the stack of sweaters in her closet—to pick at later while she waited for my father to come home from the Flying Fox. He stopped by there most nights after work to unwind.

 

While I waited for the shower to shut off, I thought about writing a new novel. I was only in the thinking stage for this one, but it was going to be about my daddy’s secret sister. Minerva. She was an outside child. He hadn’t even known about her until he was in high school. What a great subject. I came across her picture tucked under the blotter on my father’s desk in his home office. Lily knew all about her and explained to me who she was. That’s what gave me my great idea.

I listened to the shower going full blast as if Lily had a point to prove. I sank down into the bedcovers, thinking and thinking and occasionally reading a couple of pages of Anne of Green Gables, to help put me in a writing mood.

The shower cut off and there was a period of silence. I waited, breathing softly and listening, debating if I should tell Lily what had happened a few days ago—down at the Bakers’. I risked annoying her, but I wanted her opinion. I’d have to see what her mood was first.

She could be moody. I could usually judge her frame of mind by the way she searched for what she wanted to wear. If her mood was bad, then there’d be a lot of jerking drawers open, rummaging around, and slamming them shut in a violent way. Or there’d be stomping over to the closet we shared and sliding clothes back and forth on the closet rod. If she didn’t find something quickly, there’d be accusations about people messing with her stuff. People—meaning me.

So I braced myself when the door opened and a cloud of apple-scented steam followed her into the room. She had on her white terry-cloth robe and her hair was making a wet splotch on the back of it. In her hand, her transistor radio was belting out Martha and the Vandellas’ “Heat Wave.”

She stopped, held the radio like a microphone, and began to sing the words at the top of her lungs, moving around as if she was on a stage. When the song ended she fell back on her bed and yelled, “I love that song!” Then she got up, walked over to me, and said, “You know what I think? I think I’m going to remember this song forever.”

Apparently, her friend Lydia had played it over and over at her pool party the week before and Lily had felt pure happiness when everyone began to sing the song at the top of their lungs.

“You know you only feel pure happiness like ten times in your whole life.”

“Only ten times?” I asked.

“Okay—maybe twenty times.”

As she and her friends sang, Lily said, it was as if the music drifted up into the sky and hovered over all of LA. As though everyone she knew was dancing to Martha and the Vandellas. And they were all in this heat wave together. It was like magic, she told me.

Lydia was Lily’s best friend. She lived around the corner on Escalon. Her family had been the first colored family on her block, just like us. Her father was a judge and her mother a lawyer. So she was way more bourgeois than we were. She already had a car. It was a used Corvair, but still, to me it represented freedom and independence.

I thought of those twenty times and soon disputed that “fact.” People had to have more than twenty experiences of joy in their whole life. They had to.

“It’s never going to be like that again. Because I’m going away and they’re going away. Next year, I’ll hardly know those people. Or the knowing will change and we’ll all be half forgotten in each other’s lives because we’ll be busy making new lives.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. I didn’t like when she talked about her new life to come. She sat down at her vanity and began to examine her face. Lily liked looking at herself. She liked checking up on her beauty. When we walked down Crenshaw, she looked in the big plate glass windows of the stores along the way over and over.

“I’m going by Marcia Stevens later,” she said. “I saw a Help Wanted sign in their window and I’m going down there to check it out. I know I’m only going to be here for another month or so but, hey, why not?”

Marcia Stevens was a boutique in Marlton Square.

“I’ve never seen any colored people working there,” I said.

“So? We don’t know for a fact that they don’t hire colored.”

“They probably won’t hire you?”

“I’m going to try anyway.”

When we first moved to Montego Drive, the stupidest thing happened. One of the Baker girls walked up when I was sitting on the porch reading and stood there at a safe distance at the end of our walkway. I hadn’t yet met them, but from what Jennifer told me, I knew there were three girls in the Baker family and they were the ones who’d locked me out of their rope jumping. I knew this one was the youngest and her two older sisters had probably put her up to it.

I looked at her and waited. Was she going to ask to be my friend? Was she going to introduce herself? Finally, she said, “Why do you have that white girl living with you?”

I didn’t know who she was talking about, so I thought it was a joke. “What?”

“That white girl. Why is she living with you?”

Then it became clear. She was talking about my sister. I suppose with her gray eyes and light brown hair, Lily could look white to some white people, but she’d never fool anyone colored. Any colored person could tell right off she was one of them.

“That’s my sister and she’s not white,” I said, and the Baker girl just turned on her heels and trotted back down the street. I guess to make her report to her sisters.

“The one who asked you that question,” Jennifer said later, “that’s Marcy. They’re always putting her up to stuff. Because she’s kind of slow.”

Slow, I thought, thankful I wasn’t slow.

 

I watched Lily begin to roll her hair on giant rollers.

“I have something to tell you,” I said.

“What?” she asked. But just then The Temptations’ “My Girl” was suddenly coming out of her radio. With only half her hair rolled, Lily stood up and started doing the Temptation Walk. She pulled me up next to her and said, “Follow me.” Then it was as if she was climbing stairs, slowly, with her head going this way and that, her eyes closed, and I knew she was drifting off to that place where someone was calling her “My Girl.” Someone who had to just stop in his tracks and do a slow pivot like Smokey Robinson with his brilliant smile that slid over his mouth and drifted right up to his laughing eyes.

That was going to happen to me one day, I thought. Someone was going to call me “My Girl!” As soon as I got my figure and my mother let me get my hair cut.

The song ended and Lily flopped down on her little bench in front of her vanity and began to scrutinize her highlights.

“So what were you going to tell me?” she asked.


CHAPTER 3


  The Bakers




 

 

IT HAPPENED a few days ago. If only we hadn’t been playing jacks on Jennifer’s porch. Weren’t we too old for jacks anyway? If only we hadn’t seen kids going down there with towels around their necks and thongs flip-flopping on their feet. If only the day hadn’t been so still and hot. Jennifer looked past me and said, “Those kids are walking down to the Bakers’ to go swimming.” I turned around and watched them saunter by.

“They have a pool,” she said. “I swam in it last summer . . .” She drifted off, probably remembering what that felt like.

I glanced over at her. She was going to want to go down there. I remembered vividly the Bakers’ brand of meanness when they wouldn’t let me jump rope.

We looked toward their house. The Baker girls—Marcy, Deidre, and Jilly—didn’t go to the school where I’d be going. They went to Saint Mary’s. The girls at Saint Mary’s wore uniforms and hiked up their pleated skirts as soon as they left school, Jennifer told me. “I heard the nuns make you kneel on the carpet and if your skirt doesn’t reach the floor, they say it’s too short and send you home.” She looked toward their house again. “Let’s go ask them if we can swim.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Why?”

“Because they’re not going to let me.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do. And I don’t want to go.”

Jennifer bounced the small rubber ball and scooped up five jacks. But it felt like she was going to sulk. I was still on threesies. She continued to sixies, sevensies, and on and on until she’d scooped up every jack. Then she put a super-bored look on her face and said unenthusiastically, “Wanna play another game?”

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll go with you to the Bakers’.”

I trudged home to get into my suit and grab a towel out of the linen closet. I slipped on my Bermudas and T-shirt over my suit. If I was going to be turned away, I didn’t want it to be in just my swimsuit with the ruffle at the waist. I went to find Mrs. Baylor to tell her where I was going. She was mopping the kitchen floor. She stopped and put her hand on her hip, waiting.

“I’m going swimming down at the Bakers’.”

“Where do they live?”

“Just down the street.”

She sighed. “So they invited you to go swimming down at their house, did they?”

“Jennifer wants to go. She said it’ll be okay.”

“And you believe that, do you?”

“She said it’ll be okay,” I repeated.

“Hmmph.” She shook her head and kind of chuckled to herself. “You go on, girl. And see what happen to you.” She dunked the mop in the bucket and then twisted the water out. “You not a little white girl. You going to see.”

I knew I wasn’t a little white girl. I knew what I was.

I dragged a bit as we walked down to the Bakers’, slowed by the scenarios I pictured. Deidre Baker, the oldest, chasing me out of her backyard with a broom. All the kids laughing at me and pointing.

“Come on,” Jennifer said. “Why are you going so slow?”

I picked up my pace.

We could hear the whoops and hollers and splashing as soon as we walked up the driveway to a wrought iron gate standing ajar as if it were personally saying, Come on in. Jennifer looked at me and grinned. I didn’t feel like grinning.

Jennifer forged ahead and I followed, suddenly feeling my heart in my mouth. We walked through the gate and the splashing stopped. It was as if a faucet going full blast had suddenly shut off. All went quiet and all eyes turned to me, then to Jennifer, then back to me.

“Hi, Jilly,” Jennifer said. Jilly was our age. She came over and stood in front of us. She crossed her arms.

“Can we swim?” Jennifer continued, as though she wasn’t noticing anything out of the ordinary.

Jilly looked me up and down. “You know we don’t allow colored people in our pool—or our house.” Marcy hurried over and joined her. Then Deidre. All three of them crossed their arms and stared at me.

I felt my face grow warm. I swallowed. I wanted to back out of their yard. All the kids in the pool were now treading water and watching intently.

One girl, sitting on the side with her feet in the water, stopped eating her hot dog and held it at her mouth without taking a bite.

The world stopped spinning. I almost stopped breathing. There was still the welcoming scent of chlorine and Coppertone and hot dogs and mustard. I thought I could even smell the Hawaiian Punch. All the happy smells that meant summer and fun. But they were not for me. Not for me.

We stood there with our towels around our necks trying to decide what to do next.

“You can stay, but not her.” Deidre pointed her finger at me and kind of jabbed it in my direction as if she might poke it through my chest. Jennifer looked at Deidre’s finger and then at me. I stepped back a bit.

Jennifer stared at Deidre as if not quite comprehending what she was saying. “What?” she finally said.

“You can stay. Only you.”

Jennifer glanced at me and then she slowly turned to go.

“But you can stay, I said,” Deidre repeated.

Jennifer shook her head. “I’m not staying if Sophie can’t.”

“No, Jennifer,” I said quickly (and I felt I had to do this). “Go on. It’s okay. I don’t want to swim in their pool anyway.” What I meant to say but didn’t was: You’re the only friend I have. What if you start thinking I’m getting in the way of your fun? Then you might not want to be my friend anymore.

“No, I’m not staying,” she said firmly.

“I want you to stay. You have to.”

“No, I don’t either. They’re prejudiced.” She pointed her finger at Deidre, then waved it at the three of them. “You’re all prejudiced.”

In response, Deidre put her hands on her hips. Marcy stepped forward. “So what if we are? We don’t care if we’re prejudiced. We like being prejudiced.”

“How would you like it if people were prejudiced against you, and for no reason?”

“I wouldn’t care,” Marcy said.

“You would, too.”

“No—because I have plenty of other friends.”

“You’re stupid,” Jennifer said. She grabbed my arm. “Let’s go.”

I shrugged as if I didn’t care, not even a little bit. We left through the gate, our towels still around our necks.

“I don’t want to go home yet,” I said to Jennifer. I didn’t want to have to explain the situation to Mrs. Baylor. It felt like a kind of shame that I’d brought on myself. And she might be ready with a Ha! And you thought you were so special.

We walked back up the street, past my house, and continued to the end, around the corner, and then down Escalon until we came to the pass-through that ran between the driveways of two houses in the middle of the block. It bordered the Bakers’ backyard, with a wall of hedges separating it.

Quietly we crept up the narrow walkway to their hedge. Through an opening in the branches we could see much of the Bakers’ yard. Kids were back to splashing and diving for the pennies someone had thrown into the pool, and Deidre—who everyone called Dee Dee—was there with her feet dangling in the water. Then someone splashed her and she jumped up, bursting into laughter.

“I wish I had me a peashooter,” Jennifer said.

We both laughed and then clapped our hands over our mouths before someone could hear us.

Deidre jumped into the pool, climbed out, and ran across the cement to a bag of chips on the patio table.

“Oh, too bad she didn’t slip and fall,” I said.

We almost bent in half with a laughing fit. Jennifer regained her control and shushed me.

We watched as Deidre flopped down on the bench across from Jilly, a leg on either side, and they began to share the bag of chips. Jilly looked pleased with herself. Then Marcy climbed out of the pool and made Deidre scoot over so they could all share the bench and the chips. Everything had returned to normal. It was as if nothing had happened. Jennifer and I showing up was barely a hiccup in their afternoon activities, and they were back to their usual summer fun.

Suddenly, Jilly was up and jumping into the pool, diving down and then resurfacing, her dark-blond hair floating on the water behind her. She rubbed the droplets out of her eyes while laughing and calling to one of the other kids

We grew tired of the spectacle and turned to go. I had expected to feel much worse than I did. It was just the way it was. Anyway, I could imagine beating up each and every one of those kids. I could imagine beating them and beating them and beating them. Even the boys.

We walked back up the street. Jennifer went into her house and I just hung out in the backyard until I heard the garage door go up and my mother’s car pull in. She was probably coming from her gallery. Mrs. Baylor was running the vacuum in the living room and singing “Amazing Grace.” As I hurried past, she shut it off and said, “I thought you were going swimming down to your little friend’s house. What happened?” She seemed to regard me suspiciously. Could she know? Why was she looking at me like that?

“I did go down there,” I said, not really lying.

“Why your hair not wet?”

“I wore a cap.”

She cocked her head. “They don’t ever keep your hair dry.”

“Mine does,” I said.

“Only if you wear a shammy around your hairline. Did you wear a shammy?”

The lies were piling up and making me feel funny. I didn’t think of myself as a liar. “No,” I said, and hurried past. She seemed to think about this for a second. Then she turned the vacuum cleaner back on and returned to her song. Which made me feel extra guilty, since I was reminded that God was watching me and I really didn’t want to be a wretch, like the lyrics said.

 

Lily sat there for a moment. She put the radio down and swiveled on her bench to look at me with her head cocked and her eyes narrowed. I felt a storm brewing. “You didn’t say anything to those little girls?”

“No.”

“Then what did you do?”

“Came home,” I said.

“Did you tell Mom?”

“No.”

“Don’t tell her.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m going to take care of those little bitches.”

I looked over at her and waited, but she’d already gone back to rolling her hair on the big plastic rollers. She had something in mind. I felt a flutter in my stomach. Then I heard our front door open and close. I made it to the den window just in time to see my father leave. Just in time to see him skip down the front steps, pluck the morning paper off the hibiscus bush, look at it for a moment, and then toss it back toward the front porch. He headed for his car.

The way he eased his Chrysler 300 out of the driveway and turned its nose toward Olympiad reminded me of a long, sleek, twin-finned creature slipping away. Where was he going on a Saturday? Earlier, I’d heard my mother grabbing her datebook and briefcase and heading out that same door, her heels clicking on the entry-hall tiles. Everyone was always going.


CHAPTER 4


  The Rest of Saturday




 

 

LATER MY SISTER was gone, too. Off to her interview. She planned to walk all the way there, come back with a job, and shock everybody. When she’d told our mother about her plan, our mother had said, “They won’t hire you. They don’t hire colored there.” Lily told her she was going to try anyway. Lily said that because she is brave, and unlike me, she doesn’t let anything stand in her way. Nothing.

 

So then it was just me and Mrs. Baylor. I pictured her sitting in the breakfast nook, legs up on the padded bench, flipping through a Hollywood gossip magazine and sipping coffee out of one of my mother’s china cups. I stayed in the bedroom, thinking about Jennifer’s call an hour or two after the pool party incident. One of the kids who’d been there had given her a report on what happened after we left.

First, Linda Cruz made it clear that she was Spanish and not Mexican and she couldn’t have colored people at her house either. So I’d better not come walking up to her front door because her father would just turn me around and send me on my way.

Then Jilly Baker had said that Linda looked more Mexican than Spanish, and Linda said that was because she’d been at the beach a lot and her color wasn’t her real color.

“What’s wrong with Mexican?” I’d asked.
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