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CHAPTER 1

V[image: tmp_68537b53682fb6505dda3cf84ce98a79_Y6M4iE_html_57cb8e9c.gif]era Marshall stepped out of the
Studebaker, straightened the seams on her
stockings and smoothed her skirt. Jimmy Bennett leaned over,
reached for the skirt and caught the
hem.

“Haven’t you had enough?”
Vera snapped, moving her hips to the right, out of Jimmy’s grasp.

“Never could get enough,”
said Jimmy, slurring his words and leering at her while resting his arm on the warm spot where she sat
seconds before.

“Well, don’t think you’re
getting any more,” Vera said. “At least not this week.” She flipped
the mink boa around her neck and shoulder and turned toward the sidewalk. The dead mink’s plastic eyes
stared straight at Jimmy as he muttered
“bitch,” slammed the door and sped down Welsh Road.

Vera froze for a second as
she thought about picking up that loose piece of sidewalk in front of her and throwing it like a long ball
smack into Jimmy’s back window. But that meant that she’d have to
turn around, and she wouldn’t give Jimmy
the satisfaction, nor would she break one of her rules. She
never watched men leave. She couldn’t be
bothered. She left them, and when she did,
she never looked back. Now Jimmy Bennett let one taste too
many of Johnnie Walker Red pass from his mouth to
his brain and back through his mouth. She
put him behind her as fast as he drove off. He was
one more sorry piece of Ardmore that she’d be
glad to leave behind.

Vera straightened her
shoulders, lifted her head high, and walked up the steps to 479 slowly enough so that anyone on the street
who wanted to see her ample hips switching
in perfect rhythm could. She turned the handle


on the door, and it opened
immediately. With ten children going in and out all day, no one took the trouble to lock the door.

As soon as Vera stepped
across the threshold, her mother, Emma, called out, “Shut the door.” Vera laughed at how quickly Emma could
feel a breeze pass through the front room,
living room, dining room and into the kitchen. She thought that if her mother’s skin was that sensitive, no
wonder she had ten children. Every touch
must have felt great.

Vera took off the red felt
cloche with the purple feather and laid it on top of the mahogany china closet in the living room. The few
times that her parents forced Vera to go
to church, she always wore that hat. She liked the
way the feather reached back to the end of the
pew behind her and smacked somebody in the
face every time she turned her head.

“Don’t any of you kids
think of getting up there and touching my hat,” Vera said to three
of her younger siblings gathered around the dining room
table shelling and eating peanuts.

“Don’t nobody want your
old hat,” said the youngest boy, Milton, throwing a peanut at her. Vera picked it up and threw it
back.

Vera sashayed into the
kitchen and announced, “I’m home, Mom.” Emma bent over the sink shucking peas for dinner. She looked
the same as she did most every day—hair
center-parted, braids on each side touching the top of her shoulders, dark house dress fitting snugly
around waist and hips, stockings three shades too light rolled down
to her calf, mule-type slippers wrinkled from the pressure of 200
pounds. Emma turned around, took one look
at Vera and shook her head.

“You’d better learn to put
some clothes on,” Emma said, waving a pea pod in Vera’s face.
“Blouse wide open, showing your bosom. Skirt split up
the side of your leg. Little short jacket not
even covering your behind.”

“And don’t think that
skinny dead animal hanging around your neck is going to keep you
warm,” Emma said, sucking her teeth. “I could kill your
Aunt Alfreda for giving you that
thing.”

“She knew what she was
doing,” Vera said, putting her hands on her hips.

Emma straightened up and
moved her left foot back. “Even though you
think you’re grown,” Emma said, “you’re not. You’re only
seventeen, missy. And as long as you’re
still in school and in this house, you better not
give me any back talk. When you finish school
this year, you can go live where you want
and do what you please, but you’re not there yet, young
lady.”

Vera looked at Emma like
she was crazy. She was grown, and Emma knew it. At least she did the things that grown women did,
and she liked doing them. Ardmore was long past being too small for
her. She couldn’t


wait until her class, the
Class of 1955, finished Ardmore High School. Then she could move
into Philadelphia with Aunt Alfreda. Two so-called “wild
women” belonged together.

“Oh, Mom,” said Vera,
looking in the cupboard for something to eat, “you know I have a certain style, and I just have to show
it.” Vera laughed and wrapped her arms
around Emma’s neck, her usual way of apologizing
for back talking.

“Besides,” said Vera, “I
gave Valerie my old winter coat because it’s too small for me. My chest is still growing, in case you
haven’t noticed, and I could barely get
that thing buttoned.”

Emma chuckled. She was
right. Vera’s breasts were almost as big as hers, and Vera couldn’t chalk hers up to giving birth to and
breast-feeding ten children or being 75
pounds overweight.

“Maybe on Saturday we’ll
go down the Pike and see if we can find you a coat somewhere that’ll cover your chest and your behind,”
Emma said.

Vera wrinkled her brow and
shot Emma a look. “As long as it’s not at that thrift shop,” she said, “because I’m not wearing
nobody’s second hand nothing.”

Vera couldn’t even believe
that a thrift shop operated on the Pike—the nickname for Lancaster Avenue, Main Street for the Main Line,
suburban Philadelphia’s wealthy and
exclusive string of towns from Merion on the Philadelphia end to Paoli way out on the Chester County end.
The Main Line included Ardmore, where the Marshall family lived in
the town’s working class colored section.
Some of the most exclusive stores in the Philadelphia area operated
on the Main Line, and it didn’t make sense to Vera to throw a thrift shop up there.

“You’ll wear what we can
afford,” said Emma, “and with all you kids, we can’t afford much.
Just because you’re the oldest, don’t think you have
to get new clothes every time.”

Oh, but I do, thought Vera. She wasn’t known
as the finest looking girl at Ardmore High School—colored or
white—for nothing.

“If the clothes don’t
start out new with me, by the time they get handed
down through four sisters to Caroline, there’d be
nothing left,” Vera said, as if that was perfect justification for
buying the stylish new clothes that she loved.

“Get on out of here,
girl,” Emma said with a giggle. “You just won’t give up, will you?”

Not now, not ever, thought Vera.

How could she give up when
she knew that she could do better? Ten kids and two adults in a twin house in working class, colored
Ardmore was fine for now, but not for
always. From the moment her father, John, took


her to one of those
opulent Main Line estates where he frequently went on
plumbing jobs, she knew that she had to do
better. And she knew, just as well, that
whatever she wanted, she had to get it for herself.

“Is Pop home yet?” Vera
asked as she lifted up pot lids, smelling the collard greens and butter beans with ham hocks that Emma
prepared for dinner.

“He’s down in the basement
cleaning his tools,” said Emma.

“Where did he put
The Elevator?” Vera
asked. The Elevator was

Philadelphia’s colored
newspaper. It came out every week, its motto
splayed
across the masthead in bold,
one-inch letters: UPLIFTING THE RACE. “On
the sideboard. Where he usually puts it,” Emma said.

Vera looked at the
sideboard next to the basement door and didn’t see
the paper. Then she looked in the living room and
saw her five-year-old brother, Mark,
hitting her four-year-old sister, Lynn, with a rolled up
newspaper.

“Give me that,” Vera said,
as she rushed into the room and grabbed Mark’s hand just as the paper was ready to make contact with
Lynn’s head. Vera stuck out her other arm
and put her palm directly in the middle of Mark’s chest, keeping his flailing arms away from the
newspaper.

“Don’t even think of
following me,” Vera said as she gently pushed Mark into a nearby chair and walked into the front room. The
same as she did every week when the paper
came out, Vera sat down in the plastic slipcovered club chair that felt like she was sitting on
marshmallows in a plastic bag and unrolled
the paper. She flipped past the important news about segregation, the Ku Klux Klan and all of the colored
firsts and turned to Section B, “Elevator
Society”.

Vera focused on the
headline that spread across the society section’s
front page: “Mr. and Mrs. Donald Butcher Welcome
Spring with a Champagne and Crocuses
Soiree at their Mt. Airy Estate”. The rest of the page was filled with photos of colored gentlemen in
tuxedos and women in exquisite ball gowns
toasting each other with champagne and holding small pots of blooming crocuses, the hostess’ gift to
each departing lady, said the caption.
Vera studied every detail in the photos and tried to commit the names to memory. Then she turned the
page and spent the next half hour looking
at page after page of women in stunning cocktail dresses and suits
and daytime dresses as fashionable as the
Paris designer outfits she saw the white ladies wear on the
Main Line.


talented tenth, the
doctors, lawyers and other successful colored businessmen and their
wives. This exclusive group patterned themselves after “the Four
Hundred”, the phrase coined in the late 1800’s by New York
socialite Mrs. William Astor and her
friends to symbolize upper crust society—the truly
worthy 400 people who could fit into the ballroom
of Mrs. Astor’s New York City
home.

Like Mrs. Astor’s Four
Hundred, Philadelphia’s colored 400 attended a seemingly endless round of balls, lunches, fashion shows and
cocktail soirees. Mrs. Donald Butcher,
Sr., given name Harriet, ruled the colored 400 which,
in reality, had only about 50 people who were
truly worthy. Donald Butcher made a
fortune operating the largest colored funeral home in Philadelphia,
and Harriet made a life running colored society.

The 400 applied the same
philosophy to creating the pageantry of their social world as they did to their professional one—that they
had to work twice as hard as whites to be considered half as good,
and the 400 wanted to be considered not just good, but a credit to
their race.

For white folks, the Main
Line was the epitome of high society; for colored folks, Philadelphia was. White families used Daddy’s
World War II and Korean War veteran’s
housing benefits to flee the city and settle on the
Main Line. Vera had a plan to do just the
opposite, except the only Daddy she planned on using had the first
name Sugar.


CHAPTER 2

“[image: tmp_68537b53682fb6505dda3cf84ce98a79_Y6M4iE_html_57cb8e9c.gif]You
chillun wake up,” John Marshall called out at 6 a.m. as he
walked down the second floor hall,
knocking on three bedroom doors to wake his children before he went downstairs for breakfast. “Let’s get
this assembly line going.”

John ambled down the hall,
his 5'4'', wiry
frame slightly bent over from years of
carrying heavy plumbing tools and equipment. His tan cotton
cap was in his hand, where it spent almost
as much time as on his head. When he put
the hat on, it made his long, wide ears stick out even
more.

In the oldest girl’s
bedroom, the sound of John’s knock on the door reached Valerie first since her bed was closest to the door.
She switched on the light with one hand
and tugged on the window shade with the other. The shade flapped against itself and the window, signaling to
Vera and her other sisters, Stephanie and
Patricia, that it was time to wake up.

As the oldest girl, Vera
had the privilege of sleeping in the bed at the other end of the room, the farthest away from the door and
all the hallway noise generated by the
sisters, brothers, parents and assorted cousins and
friends who seemed to be in the Marshall house as
much as they were in their own. The
position of Vera’s bed had its advantages early in the
morning because the noise didn’t wake her
on the weekend when she wanted to sleep.
But that bed being in the back of the room had its drawbacks
when she came home late at night and
wanted to sneak in and not let everyone in the family know her business, at least not right
away.

“Wake up,” Valerie said
loud enough so that the other girls could hear. She knew exactly how loud to shout since calling out the
wake-up had been


her job for over ten
years. As the second oldest Marshall girl, Valerie felt
like it was her responsibility to stay in the
room until the other girls woke up and
headed to the bathroom. Normally, the oldest girl would feel
this responsibility, but Vera didn’t.
After years of being forced to take care of her brothers and
sisters when they were awake, she didn’t feel like it was
her job to wake them up, and if Valerie wanted to
take that job on, that was one less thing
to tie Vera down.

“I hear you,” Vera said as
she pushed back the covers and stretched her arms above her head. Vera hated to wait for anything so, more
often than not, she jumped out of bed as
soon as she heard Valerie raise the shade. If she waited too long to get into the bathroom, her brothers
and sisters would have used up all the hot
water, and Vera couldn’t stand anything that didn’t
feel warm and satisfying next to her
skin.

“Good,” said Valerie. “You
know how much time it takes you to get dressed.

Vera put a hand over her
yawning mouth. “Anyone who truly cares about her appearance needs time to make sure that she is
perfectly attired,” she said.

“Speak for yourself,” said
Patricia, rolling her eyes and shooting a dirty look in Vera’s direction.

“I always do,” said Vera
as she gathered her towel and washcloth and headed for the bathroom.

Vera found the bathroom
door closed. She knocked on the door and said, “Time’s up, little brother” and leaned against the
floral wallpaper lining the hallway,
waiting for the door to open.

“I’ll be right out,” said
Bobby, Vera’s brother. She called him little, not
because of his size—he was 6'1'', although at 135 pounds, he was
skinny—but because he was 10 months
younger than her. Of all her siblings, Bobby was
Vera’s favorite. Most people thought that Bobby
and Vera were complete opposites, but
Bobby and Vera knew better. Just because Bobby was shy where
Vera was flamboyant, and Bobby was self-effacing
where Vera was self-promoting, and Bobby
was an honor student where Vera was barely passing,
didn’t matter to them. For two months of the year
they were the same age, so they considered
themselves to be almost twins.

He understood Vera better
than anyone else in that household overflowing with people. Vera had saved Bobby from many a
bully until he learned to defend himself.
And Bobby smoothed over more than a few rough spots when Vera’s loud-talking self got her into
trouble that her braggadocio refused to let her see.

“Good morning, Vera,”
Bobby said, chipper as usual when he opened the bathroom door.
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“I knew it was you in
there,” Vera said. “You’re always in a hurry to get to
school.”

Bobby laughed and said,
“And you’re always in a hurry to get the hot water before anybody else.”

“Hurry up and get to that
chemistry lab so you can cook up God knows what,” Vera said. “Do they know you’re in there experimenting
when you’re supposed to be cleaning
up?”

“Mr. Texton knows what I’m
doing,” Bobby said. Mr. Texton was his chemistry teacher and the chair of the school’s chemistry
department. He hired Bobby to clean up
what he didn’t trust the janitors to take care of.
Bobby knew the difference between chemicals that
were left out because somebody was sloppy
and chemicals that were left out as part of an experiment. Mr. Texton didn’t mind if Bobby did his own
experimenting every now and then, in fact,
he encouraged it.

“Just be careful you don’t
blow anything up,” Vera said, twirling her towel.

“Now you know, of all the
people in that school, I know what I’m doing in a chemistry lab,” Bobby said.

“I know, little brother, I
know,” Vera said. She meant it, too. Bobby loved chemistry and knew more about it than anybody at the
high school. “Go ahead on with that
chemistry because you’ll need it. But all the chemistry I need to know is how my A will mix with Mr.
Right’s B. If I get the right combination,
I’ll get a reaction that will last a lifetime.”

Bobby laughed as he walked
back to his room, but he hoped that whatever reaction Vera concocted didn’t blow up in her
face.

Vera closed the bathroom
door behind her. She filled the basin with hot water and thought about the tasks ahead. Since she dumped
Jimmy, she didn’t have a ride to school.
No other colored boys in Ardmore drove to school every day, but she knew that she’d rather get corns on
her toes from walking the mile to school
in high heels than ask Jimmy for a ride.

And since she dumped
Jimmy, she had to find a new boyfriend. That shouldn’t be any
trouble, she thought. Almost every boy at Ardmore High
just waited for her to glance in his direction.
She flirted with them all, no matter who
was lucky enough to be her boyfriend at the time. She always
believed in having a spare on line for occasions
such as this one.

Vera washed off slowly as
she thought about who might be able to keep her occupied for the
next few months until she graduated and moved away.
The only face that came to mind was Billy
Patterson. Six feet tall, wavy hair, skin like butterscotch—yes, he
would do. Never mind that he went with
Regina Climers.


Billy always took his time
talking to Vera if they happened to meet in the hallway or somewhere in the neighborhood. Once he even
put his hand around Vera’s waist to keep
her from falling when she caught her heel in the
sidewalk on Welsh Road, and he held it there
longer than necessary and longer than
polite.

Billy Patterson it will
be, thought Vera as she walked out of the bathroom.
Three siblings shot evil looks in her direction
as she walked by.

“Don’t worry,” Vera said,
flinging her towel over her shoulder. “I saved you some hot water.”

Vera opened the closet
door searching for just the right outfit. The dresses hung in the closet with barely two fingers’ space
between them, but Vera knew the exact
location of every dress she owned. Fingering past
five dresses, she found the one she wanted.
Lipstick red, cut low in the front,
neckline accented with white lace, form-fitting to her hips,
capped off by six inches of pleats from
her knees to mid-calf. She pulled out the third shoe box on the left and took out her red leather
pumps, both stuffed with tissue paper.

Then Vera reached in her
dresser and unrolled a glistening pair of silk stockings. She picked up a black garter belt with a red satin
bow stitched on front and center. She laid
all the clothes on the bed for inspection. Everything
coordinated perfectly. Now she was ready to get
dressed, carefully and neatly.

“Valerie, help me with
this, will you?” Vera asked, turning around so her sister could reach the zipper.

“Mom’s going to have a fit
with this,” Valerie said as she fit the hook on one side into the eye on the other.

Vera sucked her teeth and
then sighed. “Nothing new and nothing that I can’t handle.”

After dressing, Vera
picked up the brush on the dresser and brushed her
shoulder-length black hair. She usually let her
hair hang freely around her shoulders
because most men she knew liked it that way. But today, she
wanted her dress and her body to do the talking.
She decided to put her hair up in a bun.
When Billy saw her hair up, he’d want to convince her to let
it down. She knew what she was
doing.


CHAPTER 3

T[image: tmp_68537b53682fb6505dda3cf84ce98a79_Y6M4iE_html_57cb8e9c.gif]he dining room table already was
half full. Emma walked from chair to
chair, pouring milk, dishing out more eggs, and handing out
toast. Milton, the one-year-old boy, still trying
to learn how to make the spoon reach his
mouth, left eggs in an ever-increasing pile on the table,
threw down the spoon and grabbed the eggs with
his hand. Cindy, the two-year-old girl, took a few eggs off her
plate and then reached for Milton’s. Milton splashed milk from his
cup as he swatted at Cindy’s hand.

Emma heard the click-clack of high heels
coming down the wooden steps. She looked up at Vera, focused on her
neckline, and slammed the bowl with the eggs down on the table.

“Get back upstairs and put
on some decent clothes that cover your bosom,” Emma said.

Vera wanted to laugh. Emma
always was shocked by Vera’s outfits, and everyday she told Vera as much, knowing that her protests
about proper dress fell on deaf
ears.

“It is covered,” Vera said
as she tugged at the neckline, trying to cover a little more.

Emma reared back and put
her hands on her hips, wondering how stupid this child thought that she was. “Don’t play with me, Vera,
not today,” Emma said. You come down here
looking like a harlot from Sodom and Gomorrah. No daughter of mine is going out of here like that,
at least not while I’m
looking.”


Emma waved the spoon
around for emphasis. Milton, who thought she was playing a game, leaned over, tried to grab the spoon and
landed his arm in the egg pile in front of
him. “I’m drawing the line, Vera. Cover yourself.”

Vera didn’t really want to
push Emma, but she wasn’t changing her clothes. Not today. Too much was riding on this outfit. She
tried the soft approach to calm her down.

“Now Mom, you know I have
a reputation to maintain,” Vera said. “Best dressed girl at Ardmore High School—white or
colored.”

“Nobody voted you best
dressed,” Emma said, thinking and then adding, “if they give such a crazy award.”

It’s working, Vera
thought. “Nobody has to vote me best dressed. Everybody knows that I am. The white boys even say so. The
white girls think so, but they won’t admit it. And you see all the
other colored girls around here, so you
know I’m telling the truth.”

Emma knew Vera looked
better in her clothes than the other girls in the
neighborhood, but that went to the point she kept
trying to make to Vera: the Bible tells
you not to be prideful and boastful. Sure, Vera looked
better— in decent clothes—but she didn’t
have to revel in it.

“A little modesty wouldn’t
hurt you any, Vera,” Emma said.

Vera opened her eyes wide as if she didn’t
really believe what she just heard. “What’s to be modest about?
What’s modesty ever gotten anybody?”

Emma shook her head,
straightened up and raised her hand like she was about to be sworn in to something important. “Help me,
Lord,” she said.

Vera then knew that she
had gone too far. Before Emma could open her mouth with a punishment that Vera would have to find a way to
escape, Vera said, “OK, Mom. I’ll be
modest. But if I change now, I’ll be late for school,” knowing that Emma wouldn’t want that. “How about if
I go upstairs and put a sweater on over
this. Will that satisfy you?”

Emma brought her hand
down. Not a complete victory, but progress. “That would be a blessed sight better than what I’m looking
at now. I don’t have any more time to fool
with you today, Vera,” Emma said as she picked up the baby, “so go on and get your sweater.”

Vera turned on her high
heels, smiled at the wall, and walked back up the stairs. The sweater would be easy enough to take off once
she got to school.

The sun peeked over the
horizon as Bobby walked through the school parking lot, past the only car there. As usual, Mr. Johnson,
the daytime janitor, had already arrived.
Bobby opened the side door that Mr. Johnson


left unlocked for him. He
turned on the lights in the hallways that led to the
chemistry corridor and headed toward the last
room on the right, the chemistry
lab.

He switched on the lights
and looked around. The tables were littered with the evaporating residue of spilled solutions, burnt
matches, and overturned test tube
holders—the usual mess. The night janitor only emptied
the trash cans and swept or mopped the obvious
messes off the floor.

Bobby walked straight to
the teacher’s desk, looking for Mr. Texton’s note telling him which experiments were continuing, which
were finished, and which chemicals needed
changing, mixing, or turning. Bobby never knew that Mr. Texton gave him a fraction of the chores that
he probably should have for the $10 a week
salary. Mr. Texton wanted Bobby to have time to experiment or read the books or journals in the vast
chemistry library.

Today, the water in the
advanced chemistry class experiment needed changing precisely one hour after sunrise, a time Bobby noted
by reading the tables in the
Farmer’s Almanac on Mr.
Texton’s desk. The old water had to be
collected in a sterile beaker for examination under a
microscope.

Bobby carefully pulled the
metal pan out from under a collection of rocks decomposing in a chemical corrosive solution. He
funneled the liquid into the nearest clean
beaker, fastened on a cork, and labeled it with the
date and time as Mr. Texton instructed. He filled
the pan with water, carefully balancing it
so that none of the water spilled out, and placed the pan
back under the rocks.

Then he walked to each lab
table and gently lifted the more simple experiments and wiped off the marble counter tops with a
special solution Mr. Texton
developed.

Chores finished, Bobby
checked the clock over the door and saw that he had enough time to continue the experiment he started
yesterday. He was trying to concoct
something to make his family rich—a solution that
plumbers could apply to copper tubes to
strengthen them and make them less
susceptible to holes and cuts.

“Carpenter poked another
hole in the copper,” John often explained as he headed out the door to a job. As John became more aware of
Bobby’s interest in chemistry, he told him
that the person who could figure out how to strengthen a copper pipe would make a million dollars—and
then some. Bobby figured that with as much as he knew about
plumbing and chemistry, he had just as
good a chance of making a million as anyone.

Bobby took the solution he
mixed the previous day out of the beaker. He found a few sheets of graph paper and plotted the vapor
pressure-temperature relation to determine
which temperature would bring the solution to the boiling
point. He didn’t want the solution to boil, so he
heated it to 10 degrees below

the boiling point he
plotted on the graph paper. When the solution reached the
precise temperature, he added two grams of zinc
chloride and waited for a reaction.
Nothing. No bubbles, no nothing.

He tried to think of what
went wrong. What would happen if he added hydrochloric acid? That combination would leave an excess of
heat so that the reaction would occur,
according to his notes. Bobby tapped the side of
the thimble. A bit of the acid sprinkled down,
and he waited. It didn’t take long. The
solution churned and turned green.

As he recorded the results
of the experiment in his notebook, a bell sounded three times. School started in 30 minutes. The
experiment would have to wait.

Bobby wiped down the
counters once more so they’d be sparkling wet when Mr. Texton arrived. Five minutes later, Mr. Texton
walked in, his white hair gleaming in the
full sun that now poured in the lab windows.

“Good morning, Bobby,”
said Mr. Texton. He walked over and placed his briefcase on the desk. “Everything taken care
of?”

“Yes, it is, Mr. Texton,”
answered Bobby. “Good morning, sir.”

“And how’s your experiment
going? Making any progress?” Mr. Texton asked, taking off his glasses and chewing on the
temple.

“I sure am, sir,” said
Bobby, and he described in detail what happened that morning, eyes wide and words coming out in rapid
fire.

Bobby loved to talk
chemistry with Mr. Texton, and Mr. Texton, who had 38 years of teaching experience to share, loved to talk
chemistry with Bobby. Unlike most
students, Bobby seemed to have a natural ability to
understand how chemicals worked together and an
eagerness to soak up all the information
he could.

Mr. Texton was sure that
Bobby would win the senior chemistry prize next year, and he wanted
him to have it. He knew that Bobby would need every cent of that prize money to go to college, coming from
a family of ten kids with a father who got
enough work in his plumbing business to get by but not all that he could because he was colored.

As soon as Bobby finished
describing the experiment, the second bell rang, signaling that home room started in five minutes. “See
you in class later, Mr. Texton,” Bobby
said. He gathered up his books and walked to the
door.

“All right son, see you
this afternoon,” Mr. Texton said, as students poured into the room.

Ardmore Senior High School
was the biggest public gathering place in Lower Merion Township, even though the mansions that some of
the students called home were almost as
big. The building, constructed of brick

in that yellow color
usually found in a baby’s dirty diaper, took up a
square
block at the corner of
Montgomery Avenue and Church Road in Wynnewood.

Green grass as smooth as a
golf course surrounded the building on every side. About ten percent of the 600 students who
attended the high school were colored, and
they all knew each other. Half of them were related to at least one other student in the school,
most to two or three. All the colored
students lived in the same neighborhoods in Ardmore, Bryn Mawr or Haverford, neighborhoods made up of
mostly twin and row houses only blocks
from the Main Line’s most prestigious streets.

If two colored strangers
met on the street anywhere on the Main Line and one person said he lived in Ardmore, the other knew that
it was on Welsh Road or Spring Avenue or
one or two other streets. If the town was Bryn Mawr, the streets were Prescott Avenue or Warner Road.
And in Haverford, Buck Lane.

The Main Line streets were
segregated, and even though the high school was integrated, it might as well have been segregated. Most
of the white students grew up with
privilege and colored household help, often their
classmates’ parents. The white students couldn’t
ignore the colored kids in school because
the colored kids acted like they had every right to be
there, which they did. But the white kids
knew that they didn’t have to socialize with the colored ones, unless of course they were the poor Italian
or Irish whose working class neighborhoods
were right next to the colored ones.

Most of the school clubs
had an unwritten rule: “white only.” The colored
kids let the white ones go on because they had
their own clubs outside of school, like
the Top Men of Distinction for socializing, Club Imperial
for basketball, and the Ardmore Youth
Association for everything else. That was
until Vera started at the high school.

“Don’t let those kids
bother you,” John said. “You have as much right to be in that school as they do. I pay my taxes, now you go
get an education.”

When the hygiene teacher
formed a modeling club, Vera showed up for the first meeting. No
one dared tell her that the club was for white only. Of
all the students at Ardmore High, they knew Vera
wouldn’t fall for that.

“If anyone is going to
learn how to be a model, it’s going to be me,” Vera explained to the principal when the hygiene teacher
called him to the club meeting room to
politely escort Vera out.

“You make me leave, and
I’ll have Randolph Jackson up here so fast it will make your head spin,” said Vera, hands on hips, unafraid
of the principal or the hygiene teacher
now hiding behind the principal.

Randolph Jackson, the only
colored attorney in Ardmore, was the attorney for the Main Line Branch of the NAACP. Jackson
fought

discrimination like he
fought the Germans in World War II—swiftly with
an
aim to kill the beast. The
principal knew that there’d be no lull in
combat
with Randolph and Vera, so he
told the hygiene teacher to leave Vera alone.

The modeling club met only
a few more times after that. The other girls became jealous when they saw that Vera was the only one
in the club with natural modeling ability.
When Vera walked, everyone stopped and took notice. The owner of Chez Femme, the modeling studio in
Suburban Square, Ardmore’s collection of
exclusive shops, visited the third class. She complimented Vera on her ability and used her as an example
to show the other girls proper carriage. After that, Vera left the
club.

She told Emma, “I wasn’t
learning anything from those girls about modeling,
and I sure wasn’t going to let them learn
anything from me. Those folks couldn’t give me any more than what God already did. And you know I
don’t stick around where I can’t get at
least as much as I can give.”

As soon as Vera opened one
of the double wooden doors at school that morning, heads turned. The white boys in one corner weren’t
even shy about it. Carlton Adamson tried
to put his books in his locker while looking at Vera’s behind, but the books hit the floor instead. Burton
Humphrey looked straight into Vera’s eyes
and smiled. Vera smiled back, but kept on walking. The outfit she wore was for Billy, not for some
white boy who couldn’t do anything for
her, or wouldn’t because he was too scared to.

When Vera turned the
corner to the hallway leading to her home room, she saw her target in the hall talking to Regina. Vera didn’t
have to walk slowly to get Billy to notice
her; she naturally walked slowly so that everyone noticed her. And Billy
did.

His arm hung over the
locker, lightly resting on Regina’s shoulder. As
Vera came into view, Billy moved his hand, stood
up straight and said, “Good morning,
Vera.” Vera stopped dead in front of Billy, looked him directly
in the eye, and said, “Good morning,
Billy.” She turned to the left and said, “And good morning to you,
too, Regina.”

Regina barely parted her
lips as she looked at Vera and said, “Hello.” Suddenly, Regina thought the blue and white polka dot dress
she wore that day looked immature and juvenile.

“You look nice today,
Vera,” said Billy, who stroked his goatee and grinned as he kept his most prurient thoughts to himself.
“Red is your color.”

“Why thank you, Billy,”
said Vera. “I always say, why not brighten the day with what you wear. Don’t you agree, Regina?”, asked
Vera, thinking that Regina’s dress looked about as bright as those
dark, musty basements she saw on plumbing
jobs.

Regina knew Vera was trying to insult her,
so she just looked at her.


Vera ignored Regina,
looked directly at Billy and said, “Well, I’d better
be going now. Home room’s about to start. I’ll
save you a seat, Billy.” She turned around
and moved her hips with a little more emphasis than usual,
making sure that Billy got a good look as she
walked into home room.

Billy turned back to face Regina, kissed her
quickly on the cheek and said, “You’d better go on now, Regina.
I’ve got some business to take care of this morning.”

I bet, she thought.

Billy bumped into two
desks and three students as he hurried to reach the empty desk next to Vera. Just as he put his rear in the
seat, Vera dropped a book on the floor
next to him. She slowly crossed her long coffee-colored
legs as Billy immediately bent down to pick up
the book. His face was about two inches in
front of her finely toned calves. She swung her bright
red high-heeled pump from side-to-side twice and
then slowly moved her legs back closer to
her chair.

Vera quickly dropped her
hand down to the side like she was going to pick up the book. Her fingers lightly touched Billy’s wavy
hair instead. She knew it would feel
soft.

“Here, Vera,” said Billy,
picking up the book before she had to lean down any farther. “I’ve got it for you.”

I bet you have, Vera wanted to say.

Instead, she said,
“Thanks, Billy. These little desks just don’t have
enough room for all these big books. I can’t even
stretch out like I want to without knocking something off,” she
said as she opened both arms, making sure
a wrist went right under Billy’s nose. She wanted him to smell
the perfume she dabbed on that morning.
Vera heaved her chest and stuck out her
bosom in the guise of stretching out.

“I walked to school today,
and my arms sure are tired from carrying all these books,” said
Vera, noting that Billy’s eyes lingered on her neckline.
“I thought you rode to school with Jimmy,” said
Billy.

“Not anymore,” Vera said.
“I quit Jimmy.”

Thank you, Lord, thought Billy.

“If you want somebody to
carry your books home, I’d be glad to,” Billy said.

“Oh, I sure would,” said
Vera. “But what about Regina? I thought you walked her home from school every day.”

“Every day but today,” said Billy.

And all I need is one day, thought Vera.


CHAPTER 4
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seat like bread out of a toaster as soon
as she heard the bell dismissing students from home room. She
rushed out into the hallway, a lady on a
mission. She was going to say something to Bobby Marshall today. She liked his looks the first time she
saw him in chemistry class. She couldn’t
help noticing him because they were the only colored students in the class, but she was surprised to see
him. Phyllis took all college prep
courses, as fitted her station in life. Everybody expected a
doctor’s daughter to go to college. But nobody—herself
included—expected the plumber’s son to
want to go to college. She expected him to want to be a plumber,
but she was glad that Bobby wanted something different.

From the first day of
class, Bobby’s intelligence shone through. He raised his hand frequently and knew the answers to the hard
questions that nobody else could answer.
He always scored among the tops in tests, and Phyllis was impressed that Mr. Texton hired him to work in
the chemistry lab. She knew the importance
of those experiments.

Phyllis usually sat next
to Bobby in class if she could. She was glad that
Bobby sat at the desk next to her the first week
of school when Mr. Texton paired the two
people closest to each other as lab partners. When Phyllis
didn’t understand something, Bobby explained it.
But she never understood why he didn’t ask
her out.

All her life, Phyllis’
parents, Dr. Ned and Mrs. Noreen Daniels, told her
that because of the way she looked, every colored
man would want her. They told her that her
light skin and long straight hair assured her a bright


and comfortable future.
Colored men want white women but can’t
have
them, her mother and father
always said, so you’re as close as they can get.

Phyllis heard that light
skin-long hair promise all her life, but she didn’t
believe it. None of the boys at Ardmore High
asked her out. That exasperated her, even
though she knew that her parents wouldn’t let her go
out with just any boy.

Her parents only let her
date the sons of the 400. No other colored families on the Main Line met her parents’ exacting
specifications. Dr. Daniels was the only
colored doctor on the Main Line. No colored dentists practiced there. And the colored lawyer and his wife
didn’t have any children.

“You’re too good for that
riffraff,” Dr. and Mrs. Daniels always said, although Phyllis didn’t think the other colored kids at
school, with the exception of Jimmy
Bennett, were riffraff. Phyllis knew that her brother,
Ned Jr., felt like their parents did.

He walked around school
like he was better than the other colored kids, barely speaking to them and sticking as close to the white
kids as they let him. The other colored
girls in school were polite to Phyllis because she
was polite to them, but she only counted a few of
the girls as real friends and none of the
boys as boyfriends.

The other kids knew that
Dr. and Mrs. Daniels looked down on them because their parents told
them so, and their parents were right. Everybody
in town knew that Dr. Daniels was only too happy
to treat you and take your money, but he
didn’t have any other contact with the colored Main
Line. His social clubs, church, and civic groups
all were in Philadelphia, in the
cocoon-like world of the 400.

He treated his patients
with a businesslike politeness, but he didn’t get
too close to them and didn’t want them to get too
close to him. Noreen Daniels was worse.
She kept her nose so high up in the air that everybody
could describe the inside of her nostrils
perfectly.

But as long as Dr. Daniels
kept up his veneer of no-nonsense politeness and tolerance, the folks flocked to his office. He wasn’t
dumb enough to outright disrespect his
patients, and his patients wanted a colored doctor
out of race pride.

Phyllis wasn’t interested
in the boys that met her parents’ approval; she wanted Bobby. He
was smart, handsome and trying to improve himself. She
didn’t care what her parents said.

If she had to endure one
more week of sitting next to him in lab without telling him how she felt, she would burst. She hoped that her
parents would let her date Bobby if they
knew he was going to college. It wouldn’t be easy making them understand, but she would try.


Bobby already sat at a
desk at the front of the room reading the next chapter in the chemistry book when Phyllis walked in. He
didn’t look back when she came in, but a
couple of the other boys did. She draped herself in pink that morning because she thought it brought
out the pink in her skin tone and made her look soft and sweet like
cotton candy. She was right. She put on a
bubble gum pink dress with a grosgrain bow
that tied in the back. Instead of her usual ponytail, she let her
hair hang out around her shoulders and
used a grosgrain pink ribbon as a headband. She hoped that Bobby liked long hair as much as
every man did, not that she had so many dates to know that for
herself, but that’s what her mother and
father told her.

Her white lace socks had
pink lace trim at the cuff. Her cheeks sparkled with a dab of “In the Pink” rouge, and her lips glistened
with one coat of “Pretty in Pink”
lipstick. Before leaving the house, she dabbed on
Enchantment perfume because it came in a pink
bottle.

She even made some noise
by moving her chair back and forth, pretending to find a comfortable position, but Bobby still didn’t turn
around. All during class, she prayed that
Mr. Texton would send them to the lab. Halfway into
class, God answered her prayers.

“Head to the labs,” Mr.
Texton said as Phyllis grinned.

Bobby got to the lab table
first because it was closer to his side of the room. As Phyllis approached, he smelled her perfume and
looked up. He opened his eyes as much as
he could, raised his eyebrows, and moved his lips into an admiring smile.

“Why, Phyllis,” he said.
“I hope this experiment doesn’t mess up that pretty dress you have on.”

“We’ll just have to be
extra careful,” said Phyllis. She pulled her lab
stool closer to Bobby than she normally
did.

“You not only look good,”
said Bobby, “you smell good.”

“Thanks,” said Phyllis.
“It’s called Enchantment.”

“That’s a fitting name. You look
enchanting,” he said.

Feeling bolder, Phyllis
said, “I hoped you liked it.” Shifting on her lab
stool, she said, “I wore it for you.”

Bobby dropped the test
tube he was holding, and it almost broke as it bounced on the counter he cleaned hours before. “For me?” he
asked. “Why me?”

I can’t believe he’s that dense, thought
Phyllis.

“Well,” she said,
hesitating. “If you’re going to force me to say it, I might as
well.” She took a few gulps of air to fortify herself. “I’ve
been sitting here next to you in class for
over half a year now, and I’ve grown to like you.”


“I like you, too,
Phyllis,” Bobby said matter-of-factly. He reached for
the chemicals needed to start the experiment.
“You’re a nice girl.”

Phyllis waited. Waited for
him to say something else. To ask her out. But when Bobby continued measuring chemicals and reaching for
beakers and test tubes, she boiled.
Nothing. He’s not going to say a thing, she thought.
Here I am, bearing my soul, and all he says is
that I’m a nice girl.

“ . . . And,” said
Phyllis, the exasperation in her voice begging him to
fill in the missing words.

Bobby just looked at her.

“ . . . And,” she
repeated, this time waving her arms in the air for
emphasis.

“ . . . And,” Phyllis said
again, raising her voice enough so that the lab partners at the next table looked up. “I just tell you I like
you and you leave it at that,” she said,
head shaking in disbelief.

“At what?” said Bobby,
this time carefully placing the test tubes down on the counter. “What do you want me to say?” he asked,
looking Phyllis directly in the eye, as
exasperated as she appeared moments earlier.

“I like you, Phyllis,”
Bobby said, “but what of it? I know your parents
don’t want you mixing with the rest of us.
Everybody knows it.”

Phyllis looked at Bobby
wide-eyed. “You mean to tell me that you like me, but you’ve never said anything because of my parents?”
she asked incredulously. “How come you
never let me decide?” she asked, getting angrier now that everybody but her was deciding who she could
and couldn’t date.

“Because I thought it was
pointless,” said Bobby. “Your parents only let you date boys from the 400. Everybody knows
that.”

“Well, I’m old enough to
make my own decisions as to whom I date,” said Phyllis, bold enough so that she would believe that it
was true. “And I want to date you,” she
said.

Bobby knew that he’d be
happy to date Phyllis. She was pretty enough and smarter than most any girl he knew. He looked at Phyllis
and smiled. “OK, so we’ll date,” he said.

Phyllis took a deep breath and thought,
finally.

“Why don’t we meet after
school today?” she asked.

“I’d be happy to,” Bobby
said. He looked Phyllis directly in the eye and smiled back. “Now let’s see if we can get this experiment
going,” he said, again reaching for the
chemicals in front of him.

The bell rang marking the
end of school, and the scramble began. The kids with cars lined up at the circular driveway in front of
school to pick up the kids they drove home
and to let the other kids see that they either had


the money or, as in the
case of Jimmy Bennett, the hustle to have a car.
Some of the cars lining the driveway were brand
new Packards used strictly for joy riding;
others were beat up pickup trucks used strictly to get from point A
to point B with a minimum of trouble and a maximum of
prayer.

Billy picked up Vera
outside of classroom 21. He told Regina at lunchtime
that he had to discuss a special home room
project with Vera after school. Vera
dropped men as soon as looked at them, so Billy thought that if
things didn’t work out with Vera, he
hedged his bet with Regina by giving her a good excuse. He thought that Regina was dumb enough or in
love enough to buy his story.

Regina knew the truth
because she knew Vera and she knew Billy. But when Billy lied to her, she just smiled and told him to
let her know when they finished the
project. When Vera dumped Billy, as she was bound to do, Regina would be there. Billy was too fine, and
she had come too far with him to let him
go in one day to the likes of Vera Marshall. When Vera dumped him, Regina would gladly lick
Billy’s wounds and in a way that would
guarantee that he’d never leave her again.

Vera made sure that she
carried as few books as possible when Billy picked her up. She didn’t want his arms to get tired from
holding books; she wanted him to use all
of the strength in his arms to hold her.

“I’ll take them,” said
Billy, as he lifted the books out of Vera’s hands
and put them in the shoulder bag he borrowed from
one of his friends to free his hands for
better things.

Vera gave Billy the books
and put her arm around his as if he were an usher escorting her up the aisle at a wedding.

“You don’t mind, do you?”
asked Vera, knowing that he didn’t. “Not
at all,” said Billy. “It’s an honor to have you on my arm.”
Vera knew that was true.

As they stepped out into
the courtyard, she looked around for Regina. While she had Billy, she didn’t want to rub Regina’s face in
it. She never had any beef with Regina or
any woman as long as they weren’t interested in the same man. She
grew up with Regina. They used to run up and down Welsh Road
playing hopscotch and rolling down the four-foot slopes of
grass that made up their front yards.

Taking Billy was nothing
personal against Regina, and it certainly wasn’t
anything permanent. To Vera, it was just
something to do to get her through the
next few months until she graduated or until something better
came along, which she doubted it would in
Ardmore. Something better waited for her
in Philadelphia; she was sure of that. Regina could have Billy
back when she was through.


Vera and Billy walked past
the crowd of kids and down the driveway toward Montgomery Avenue. Billy noticed Jimmy sitting on the
hood of his car at the end of the driveway as soon as they cleared
the mass of kids. He sighed; he didn’t
want to have to kick Jimmy’s ass. He didn’t want to have
to fight over Vera so soon, although he knew that
what Vera had was worth fighting for. Jimmy chewed on a toothpick
and twirled a black fedora on his index
finger, watching Vera and Billy as they walked. The closer they
got, the more Billy hoped that Jimmy
didn’t kick his ass either. He knew that any man who had Vera even once would probably fight to keep
her, especially a crazy man like Jimmy. He
couldn’t see how any man could walk away from her body and all of its pleasures without a fight. But
maybe Vera would give him an
out.

Billy tilted his head in
Jimmy’s direction and said, “Jimmy’s over there. Do you still want
to walk this way?” Billy hoped Vera would say no, but he knew that
she wouldn’t. Vera wasn’t afraid of anybody. That’s part of
what made her so interesting.

“I’m not worried about
Jimmy,” Vera said, squeezing Billy’s arm even tighter. She assumed that Billy wasn’t either or that if he
was, he wouldn’t let on. She couldn’t stand a punk.

They walked on.

Jimmy watched Vera’s every movement.

When she got within three feet of his car,
Jimmy called out, “Are you sure this is what you want, baby?”

“Damn sure,” said Vera.
She moved her arm to Billy’s waist and kept walking.


CHAPTER 5
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nice out today. Let’s walk down by the creek,” said
Billy.

“That sounds fine to me,”
said Vera. She’d been down by the creek so many times that the animals didn’t even run away from fright
when she came around.

They turned onto the path to the woods where
the creek was.

“I know a real quiet spot
where we can talk,” said Billy. “Over there,” he said, pointing toward what looked to the unsuspecting eye
like a tangled mass of trees and
vines.

Great, thought Vera. My
favorite spot. The ground was far enough from the stream to not be too wet, and there was a flat rock
big enough to hold two outstretched
bodies.

Before heading in through
the trees and vines, Vera sat on a rock and took off her shoes. “Turn around, will you, Billy,” she said.
“I want to take off these stockings, too.”

Billy gladly turned as
Vera unfastened the stockings from the garter belt and put them in her pocket. She wasn’t going to ruin her
good stockings walking in the woods.
Besides, if Billy was like most men, and she figured
he was, he wanted to touch her warm skin, not her
cold stocking.

When they reached the
clearing, Billy pulled a blanket out of his bag.
Earlier that afternoon he visited the nurse’s
office and “loaned” himself a blanket.

“Have a seat,” he
said.

“You sure are prepared,”
Vera said, settling her hips on the blanket. “I like that in a
man.”


“There’s a lot here that
you could like, Vera,” said Billy, sitting down next to her.

“Why don’t you show me?”
said Vera, as she leaned over and waited to be kissed.

Billy opened his mouth and
pressed his lips against Vera’s with all the force that he could muster, force and passion that he never
showed Regina. Vera reveled in the kisses.
She wrapped her arms around his neck and ran her long fingers through his black curly hair as she ran her
tongue all around the crevices in his
mouth.

Billy knew how to kiss.
She appreciated that. The way a man moved his mouth when he kissed the lips on a woman’s face told her a
lot about how he’d move his mouth when he
kissed her elsewhere. Billy pulled Vera closer and then pushed her back on the blanket. He rested his hand
on her thigh and then moved it up and down
on the outside of her dress, finally pulling her full body under
his.

He pushed the dress back
on the blanket and gripped her rounded buttocks with his hands. Billy felt the skin on Vera’s thighs
and legs and pressed against her even harder. He slid his tongue
down her chest until it rested between her
breasts, which he cupped with both hands.

Not bad, thought Vera. Not bad.

Billy was so hard that
Vera could feel that he was big enough to make her moan when he went in. He pressed against her, moving in a
motion that promised that the moans would
continue for a long time. She let him move around her for about 10 more minutes, enjoying every minute
herself, until she said, “I think we’d better stop now and save
something for later.” Even she didn’t give
it away on the first date.

Sweat dripped down
Billy’s face, and his crotch bulged out of his pants.
“You make me feel so good, baby,” he said. “I’m
about ready to burst.” So what else is
new, thought Vera.

“Well, don’t do it here,”
she said. “Save some for later.” Then she kissed him in a way that she knew would only cause him more
distress.

“We’ve only just begun,
haven’t we?” she asked. She moved out from under him and pulled her dress down back over her
butt.

“Yeah,” said Billy,
kissing Vera’s neck. “We’re just getting started.”

Bobby met Phyllis in the
hallway outside of her last class. “I thought your mother picked you up precisely 30 minutes after school
let out every day,” he said.

“Every day but Friday.
Fridays she lets me stay two hours later to go to
the library,” said Phyllis. “Except today I
hadn’t planned on going to the library.”
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chuckling at the girl’s spunk.

“I can’t say I
exactly planned it
because nothing would have happened if

it wasn’t for you,” she said, “but I sure
planned on asking you.”

“What if I said no, I
wasn’t interested? Didn’t you think that was

possible?” Bobby asked as they walked down
the hall.

“Anything’s possible,”
said Phyllis, “but I didn’t think you’d turn me down even if you weren’t interested. You seemed like too much
of a gentleman to embarrass
me.”

Bobby laughed. “Well
thanks for recognizing that, but how do you know
that I didn’t just agree to meet you just because
you asked?”

“I don’t know that for
sure, but I’ll find out in time,” Phyllis said as they
walked outside. “Besides, I haven’t seen you with
any other girl for the past few months.
Not since Hazel Little.”

“Ah,” Bobby said. “You’re
very observant. Have you been watching me?”

“Let’s just say that I’ve
noticed you. It’s hard not to. We’re the only colored
kids in our chemistry class. And of all the other
colored boys in school, you’re the
smartest, one of the tallest and, I think, one of the
nicest.”

Bobby was glad that his
skin was dark brown so that Phyllis couldn’t see the blood rushing to his cheeks. Her flattery embarrassed
him, but he liked it.

“Thanks,” was all he
managed to say. They walked on in silence.

“Since your mother is
coming to pick you up in a few hours, do you want to just sit over
on one of the benches and talk?” he asked.

“That’s fine with me,”
Phyllis said. Bobby lightly touched her waist with his hand and
steered her over to a bench underneath a massive oak
tree. As the sunlight streamed down through the
leaves, Bobby noticed how the light danced
off Phyllis’ face and brightened her eyes. Phyllis noticed
how the sun highlighted the coffee color in
Bobby’s skin and brought out the angles of
his high cheekbones.

The next hour passed
quickly as Bobby and Phyllis talked about the courses they wanted to take next year, the colleges they
wanted to attend and the careers they
wanted to pursue. Phyllis’ back was turned when her
mother pulled up in her boat-size black
Cadillac.

Noreen’s mouth dropped
open, and she adjusted her blue horn-rimmed glasses when she saw Phyllis sitting on the bench with a boy.
None of the boys at Ardmore High met her
standards for Phyllis, so Noreen knew that whoever that boy was, he wasn’t good enough for
Phyllis.

Noreen pounded on the car
horn three times. Phyllis recognized the sound, turned around, waved hello, and walked toward the car.
That boy walked over with her.


“Hello mother,” said
Phyllis, grabbing the top of the window that Noreen
had just rolled down. “I’d like you to meet Bobby
Marshall. He’s in my chemistry class.”

“Marshall?” Noreen said in
a high-pitched wail. She reared her head back from the window and peered over the top of her glasses.
She repeated herself. “Marshall? Isn’t
that the colored plumber’s name?”

She looked at Bobby and said, “Is he your
father, young man?”

Proud and polite, Bobby
said, “Yes, ma’am. That’s my father. John Marshall, the plumber.”

Noreen turned her head
away from Bobby so quickly that her glasses slid down her nose. She pushed her glasses back up, stared
straight ahead and said, “Phyllis, get in
the car.”

Phyllis looked at Noreen
for a few seconds and then hung her head in shame. Noreen was angry, and it was pointless to say anything
to her. Phyllis felt Noreen’s rejection of
Bobby as deeply as if she rejected her.

Phyllis turned to Bobby
and held his hand under the window out of her mother’s eyesight. She looked him straight in the eye as if
she could make her eyes speak an apology
for her mother’s rudeness. She squeezed his hand and
said, “I had a good time talking with you. See
you in class on Monday.”

Noreen squeezed the
steering wheel so hard that her knuckles turned white, which wasn’t hard to do since her skin was about the
color of pancake batter. She yelled, “Get
in the car, Phyllis.”

“Bye, Phyllis,” said
Bobby. He gave Phyllis a look that said: “I told you
so.” He managed to get out “Goodbye, Mrs.
Daniels” before she rolled up the window
tight enough to shut out the sound of his voice.

Phyllis opened the car door and slammed it
shut.

Noreen drove off.

Bobby kicked a stone lying on the ground and
walked home alone.

“Mother, how could you
have been so rude,” said Phyllis in that shrill,
haughty voice that Noreen used when she tried to
show somebody that she was better than
them. “You didn’t even say hello! All you did was
interrogate him about who his father
was.”

“That’s because I don’t
want you hanging around with that riffraff. How could you even think that we would let you see that boy. That
. . . that plumber’s son,” said
Noreen.

“So what if his father is a plumber. He
can’t help that,” Phyllis said. She added
proudly, “Besides, he’s going to college, and he’s the
smartest boy in our chemistry
class.”

“I don’t care. I will not
have it,” said Noreen. She pounded the palm of her chubby hand on the steering wheel for
emphasis.

“We raised you better
than that. We’ve worked hard to get ahead and to have you children accepted into some of the finest
families in the 400,” said Noreen, shaking
her finger only inches from Phyllis’ face, “and you tell
me you want to date a plumber’s son.”

“Never,” she
said.

“And if I ever hear of you
being with that boy again, you’ll be sorry, young lady. We’ll take away all of your privileges and the
little bit of freedom we gave you because
you were growing up,” she said.

Shaking her head as if in
disbelief, Noreen said, “Well, I see right now that you don’t know how to handle freedom.”

“Ned,” said Noreen to her
son who sat in the back seat and smirked at Phyllis’ dressing down,
“I want you to tell me if you see Phyllis with that
Marshall boy or any of that other Ardmore
riffraff, do you hear me?”

“I hear you mother,” Ned
said. He moved forward and leaned his arms on the back of Phyllis’ seat. “I can’t believe that you
wanted to get mixed up with Bobby Marshall anyway,” said Ned.
“There’s so many of those Marshalls that you can’t tell one from
the other anyway.”

“I can just picture it,”
he said. “An elegant dinner at that little row house crammed to the brim with 10 children.” He leaned back
and chuckled.

Phyllis whipped around to
face Ned and practically spat at him. “It’s not a row house. It’s a twin house.”

“Whatever,” said Ned as
both he and Noreen giggled at Phyllis even thinking that a twin house was better than a row.

Phyllis pushed Ned’s
weighty arms off the back of her chair and said,
“You have some nerve talking to me about Bobby
Marshall. I’ve seen the way you look at
Vera. It looks like you’d like to get mixed up with her.
Except she doesn’t want to have anything to do
with you, and who could blame her. You act
like you’re better than every other colored kid at
school.”

Phyllis turned around and folded her arms
in front of her as if she said the last word and that’s that.

Ned leaned forward and
whispered right into Phyllis’ ear, “We are better.”
Noreen nodded in approval.

But just the mention of
Vera’s name made Ned squirm. The thought of her long brown legs, thick black hair, and voluptuous breasts
made his temperature rise. Good thing his
mother couldn’t see the way he now adjusted his pants to hide their sudden fullness.

He’d like to get mixed up
with Vera alright; what man wouldn’t? She wasn’t the kind of woman
he’d take home to meet mother; she was the kind of woman who gave a young man just what he wanted, or so he’d
heard.

But Phyllis was right.
Vera only spoke to Ned if he spoke first, and she
never lingered for the conversation he
desperately wanted to make. And


he didn’t understand why.
Everybody knew that Vera wanted money, and he had more of it than any colored boy at Ardmore High.
Sooner or later, Vera would come around,
he thought. Then he’d get what he wanted and go on.

Ned snapped out of it and
said, “Vera Marshall is the type of girl who’s only good for one thing.”

“Well, whatever that one
thing is, she doesn’t want you to have it,” said
Phyllis.

Noreen shook her head and
said, “I can’t believe what I’m hearing.” She pointed a perfectly manicured nail at Ned and said, “I
don’t want you messing around with any girls like that. No telling
what kind of disease you could catch from
her. Your father’s a good doctor, but he doesn’t have a cure
for everything.”

“Don’t worry, mother. I’m
not thinking about Vera Marshall,” Ned lied. “And I’ll keep Phyllis away from Bobby.”

Noreen stopped the car and
looked right at Phyllis. “Stay away from that riffraff or there’ll be hell to pay, excuse my French.
Have I made myself clear?”

Phyllis thought quickly.
Noreen wanted an answer, but she wanted Bobby, and she was going to have him. Whatever she had to do
to see him, she would. And nobody in her
family would know about it.

“Well, young lady,” Noreen
asked, “have I made myself clear?”

“Yes mother, perfectly
clear,” said Phyllis. She turned her head to the
side and looked out of the window for the rest of
the ride home.


CHAPTER 6
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Phyllis looked up every time the door opened. She put her books on the seat next to her, to save it
for Bobby. When he finally walked in, she
motioned for him to come over and sit down.

Bobby walked over and set
his books on the desk. “Hi, Phyllis,” he said. He leaned close to her and whispered, “How did
everything go at home? I thought about you
all weekend.”

Then why didn’t you call
me, was Phyllis’ first thought. Her second thought was that Bobby didn’t need to know that her mother
yelled at her all the way home and that
her father yelled at her all weekend. He only needed to know that if they were going to date, it had to be
in secret.

“I was on punishment all
weekend,” said Phyllis.

Bobby cut in before
Phyllis could say anything else. “I knew your parents
didn’t want you seeing me,” he said. Too bad, he
thought, because it could have been good.
She was a nice girl and good looking, too.

“I guess we’ll just have
to be friends,” he said.

“I want to be more than
friends,” said Phyllis. She touched Bobby’s arm. “I still want to date you.”

The girl sure is persistent, thought
Bobby.

“How can we date when your
parents said you can’t see me?” Bobby asked. “It’s not like we can even get together in school. I’m
sure your parents got your brother looking
over your shoulder.”

Tears welled up in
Phyllis’ eyes. “I don’t care what they say,” she said.
“I like you, and you said you liked
me.”
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he said.

“We’ll just have to work
something out,” Phyllis said. “I’m willing to find a way if you are.”

She touched his hand and said, “I couldn’t
bear not being with you.”

This girl must really like
me, Bobby thought. He dated girls before, but never seriously and never anyone who was willing to catch
hell from her parents for him. He always
liked Phyllis, always thought she was pretty, always admired her intelligence and willingness to study hard
and excel in school even if some of the
other kids teased her about it. Nobody teased him because he was one of the boys from the neighborhood
doing good; Phyllis definitely wasn’t one
of the girls.

What the hell, thought Bobby. If Phyllis
was willing to try, so was he.

Bobby put his hand on
Phyllis’ shoulder. “Don’t worry,” he said. “We’ll find a way. It
might take some doing, but we’ll do it. I won’t let you go
that easy.”

Phyllis smiled and laid
her head down on the desk in relief. That battle
was over, but now the war began.

Bobby and Phyllis met at
lunch to go over their schedules and figure out if there was anytime during school that they could get
together without Ned finding out. They
knew they could eat lunch together every
day because the juniors and the seniors had different lunch
periods. But if Bobby and Phyllis ate
together every day, the other kids in school would know they were dating, the gossip would spread, and Ned
would find out.

“We could always say we’re
eating together because we’re studying chemistry and lunch is the only time that we can get
together,” Phyllis said.

“That’d work for a few
days,” said Bobby, “but most of these kids aren’t that gullible. And when their tongues start wagging,
you better hope that you’re not on the
tail end.”

Bobby didn’t worry about
his friends finding out about Phyllis because he’d tell them anyway. His friends, brothers and sisters, and
first and second cousins all had to help
him keep the rest of the Daniels in the dark.

“I’ll pick you up after
English and walk you to math,” Bobby said. “You said Ned has gym then, right?”

“Right,” said
Phyllis.

“So he’ll be on the other side of the
building,” said Bobby.

He looked at the rest of
the schedules, comparing times and places. “That seems to be the best we can do,” he said.

Phyllis sipped her milk and said, “That’s
good enough for me.”


“I mean that’s the best we
can do in school,” said Bobby. He put the schedules down and looked
straight into Phyllis’ eyes. “If we’re going to date, we’re going to date. We’ll go to the movies, on walks,
or whatever. We may have to sneak around to do it, but we don’t
have to do it alone.”

“Of course we have to do
it alone,” Phyllis said. She wondered: maybe he isn’t as smart as I thought. “That’s what sneaking around
means—you and me keeping our relationship
a secret.”

“No. Not just you and me.
My brothers and sisters will help,” Bobby said. “So will my cousins and my friends. They’ll be our
cover.”

Phyllis looked at Bobby
like she didn’t understand. Bobby explained, “Say we want to go to the movies. You tell your parents that
you’re going with one of your girlfriends,
except it will be one of my sisters or cousins or one of the other
girls on my block. You’ll go into the movies with them, and
I’ll be waiting on the inside.”

“Good thinking,” said
Phyllis. Maybe too good, she thought. “Have you done this before?” she asked.

“I haven’t,” said Bobby.
“But Vera has. Hundreds of times.”

That evening, Bobby called
a meeting of all the Marshalls in the high school. There was one in each of the four grades, so Vera,
Valerie and Stevie sat on the beds in
Bobby’s bedroom.

“What’s going on, little
brother,” Vera said. She leaned back on his bed and kicked off her shoes. Waving her arm around the room,
Vera said, “If you’re calling us all
together like this, it must have something to do with
little Miss Phyllis.”

Bobby laughed. “How did you know?”

“I can tell by looking
when two people got something going on,” said Vera. Shifting her body from side to side, she said,
“There’s a certain look in your eyes, a
certain way that you stand, a certain smell about
you. I saw you and Phyllis standing outside of
her English class two days in a
row.”

“You can’t hide it from me
little brother,” Vera said with a self-satisfied
smirk.

“You’re right,” said
Bobby. “But I have to hide it from the rest of the
Daniels.”

“Those high siddidy, high
yellow, bourgeois ass holes,” said Vera. “They think they’re too good for us. And that Ned gets on my last
nerve. I expect men to look at me like
they’d like to tear my clothes off, but that Ned has
the nerve to look at me and to try to talk to me. All that
four-eyed weakling can do for me is to get
out of my way so that I can find me a real man.”
Valerie and Stevie fell out laughing.


“Phyllis is the only one
of those Daniels who has good sense,” Vera said.

“I like Phyllis,” said
Valerie. “She speaks to everybody and doesn’t act
stuck up like her brother.”

“So you want us to cover
for you?” asked Vera.

“Exactly,” Bobby said, as
he paced around the room, “along with some of the cousins, like Sissy and Charlie. Valerie, I’ll need
you for the outsidethe-movie cover sometimes. Sissy won’t be able
to make it all the time, and you look like
her from behind.”

“Why do I have to
impersonate Sissy?” asked Valerie.

“Because the Daniels don’t
like any of the Marshalls, and they don’t want Phyllis hanging around with you either,” Bobby
said.

“To hell with them,” said
Vera. “So what do you want me to do? They wouldn’t believe that me and Phyllis were friends anyway. I
like the child, but I ain’t like
her, if you know what I mean.”

“I know what you mean,”
Bobby said. “We need you to divert Ned’s attention at school so Phyllis and I can get
together.”

“You’re asking for a lot,
little brother,” Vera said. She paced around the
room and shook her head. “You actually want me to
get with Ned Daniels? Who’d believe it?
He’s not my kind of man.”

She waited for a minute and then said,
“Actually, he’s not a man at all.”

“But,” Vera said, “sure, I
can divert his attention. I can get him looking in my direction just by walking by. And Lord knows, if I
stopped to talk to him, he’d probably come
in his pants right then and there.”

“What a thought,” said
Vera. She laughed. “That sure would be a sight to see.”

Over the next month,
Bobby and Phyllis worked the cover perfectly. They went to the movies every week because Noreen thought
that Bobby’s cousin Sissy was Phyllis’ new
best friend. Bobby and Phyllis spent about fifteen minutes together after school every day.

Vera diverted Ned from
spying on Phyllis by asking him for a few minutes
of tutoring in math every day after school, even
though she didn’t need any tutoring. Vera
eagerly learned math because she wanted to learn how to
handle the money she was sure she’d make one
day.

Ned didn’t know that Vera
knew all about multiplication, division and complex equations because Ned spent four years in the college
prep math classes and Vera spent four
years in basic business math. But Ned believed what Vera told him. It was good for his ego.

“You sure are smart,” Vera
told Ned one day. “How did you get such a head for
figures?”


“It’s easy. I was born
into it,” Ned said. Vera almost gagged. “My family’s always had money, and they showed us how to handle
it.”

“Is that a fact?” said
Vera, batting her eyes and feigning as much ignorance as Butterfly McQueen did when she played Prissy in
“Gone With the Wind.”

“Quite true. As a matter
of fact,” he said hesitating and coughing to clear his throat, “I wouldn’t mind spending some of that
money on you. Perfume, stockings, whatever
you want.”

Vera rolled her eyes. “I
can buy my own perfume and stockings, thank you very much,” she said. She leaned back in the chair,
looked up at the ceiling and shook her
head.

“Are you trying to ask me
out, Ned? Because if you are, you should just come right out and ask me.”

Ned didn’t even realize that Vera set him
up. “Well,” he said, fidgeting in his chair, “if you put it that
way, I guess I am asking for a date.”

“Well,” she said, mocking
his tone of voice and the fidgeting that went along with it, “if you’re asking, I’m saying no.”

Too stupid to quit while
he was ahead, Ned said, “Well, if you don’t want to go out on a date, we can just get
together.”

How dumb can this boy be,
Vera thought. “If I don’t want to date you, why would I want to get together with you?” Vera asked. Then,
in an instant, she knew.

“Wait a minute,” she said.
She threw her pencil on the desk and pushed her chair back so fast and furious that it fell over.
She stood up and walked over to Ned so
that she stood not an inch from his now cranberry-colored face.

“You think your money can
buy something that I ain’t selling, is that it?” she asked.

“Well, I thought you
wanted money,” he said.

Vera pulled back her hand
to pick up some speed and slapped Ned square across the face.

“How dare you talk to me
like that, you punk,” she said.

Ned rubbed the outline of
Vera’s hand that made his red face even redder.

“Yeah, I want money. But I
don’t grovel for it, don’t take shit for it, and
don’t spread my legs for it,” Vera said as she
picked up her books, turned on her heels
and switched away.

What a woman, thought Ned.


CHAPTER 7
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help you out any more, little brother,” Vera told Bobby when
she walked in the house that afternoon. She threw
her books on the sideboard in the front
room where Bobby was doing his homework. “That boy just
worked my last nerve.”

Bobby knew that it was
only a matter of time. Vera never was very good about hiding her feelings. He admired her for
that.

He put his pencil in the
history book to hold his place. “So what happened?” he asked.

Vera repeated Ned’s
insults, word-for-word, not leaving out a gesture or
an inflection. She moved about the room
reenacting the scene, and Bobby had to
calm her down as she told it.

When she finished, Bobby
said, “What an idiot he is. I ought to slap him myself.”

“Don’t waste your time,
little brother,” Vera said. “I slapped him hard enough for the two of us.”

She pulled her hand back
and smacked it into the other one. “Wham!” she said, amplifying the
sound of skin hitting skin. “That boy’s jaw might
not work right tonight.” She laughed and plopped
down into the big armchair, kicked off her
shoes, and let her tired feet sink into the doughy
ottoman.

Bobby paced around the
room. “That joker’s always messing something up, and just when Phyllis and I had this thing worked
out.”

He stroked his chin,
raised his finger in the air, and said, “I know. I’ll get
cousin Margaret to meet Ned after school
tomorrow. She doesn’t have the looks you
do, Vera, but she has that sweet Southern accent and that
charm


that a lot of guys fall
for.” Margaret was lace where Vera was satin, both
beautiful to touch, but one was delicate where
the other was smooth.

“She ought to keep Ned
occupied for a while,” Bobby said.

“Because if she doesn’t,
your ass is in trouble,” Vera said.

The next day after
school, Margaret took what used to be Vera’s place, to the left of
the front door. One-by-one, her friends gathered around her
before heading home.

Margaret kept moving to
the outside of the crowd so she’d see Ned when he came out. She didn’t like him any more than Vera did,
but in their family, when a cousin called,
you answered.

After a few minutes, Ned
walked out with a stack of books under his arm.

“Oh, Ned,” Margaret called
out as she walked in his direction. She only had to divert his attention for the few minutes it would take
Bobby and Phyllis to walk out the door and around the corner
undetected.

Ned heard Margaret’s call
and turned around. Then all anyone heard was metal crashing and glass breaking on Montgomery Avenue.
Ned turned in the other direction, away
from Margaret and towards Montgomery Avenue. He saw two mangled cars, but he also saw Bobby and Phyllis
walking down the path to the woods behind
the school.

Margaret continued to call
out, “Ned, Ned, over here”, but he ignored her. She wasn’t Vera, and he saw something much more
interesting.

Ned pulled his book bag
over his shoulder and walked off down the path, taking care not to get too close to Bobby and
Phyllis.

Bobby and Phyllis walked
side-by-side for about 50 feet into the woods. The path grew less distinguished the farther they walked. At
the birch tree carved up to its highest
branches with JA & AH 4EVER, JD Loves VH, and
other lover’s initials, they turned to the right,
walked off what was left of the path, and
headed toward a spot overgrown with lilacs and azaleas and
virtually undetected from the main
path.

As soon as they walked
about five feet off the path, Phyllis grabbed Bobby’s
hand. After a few more steps, Bobby lifted
Phyllis off the ground and placed her on
top of a rock that was flattened like a bench. He gently took her
face in his hands and kissed her. Phyllis wrapped her arms around
Bobby’s neck and kissed him with all of the passion her 16-year-old
lips could muster.

Ned, hidden behind the
lilac bush, smiled when he saw Phyllis wrap her legs around Bobby’s waist as she continued to kiss him. Wait
until I tell Mother, he thought. Better
yet, his sly mind schemed, Mother can wait. This is blackmail material. Ned watched as Bobby and Phyllis
continued to neck.


Finally, Bobby lifted
Phyllis off the rock and helped her down. They held each other for about five minutes and kissed again. Then
Bobby picked up Phyllis’ book bag, and
they walked back to the path. Ned moved one foot behind the other, backing up slowly and quietly until
the path cleared enough so that he could
run away swiftly and without making too much noise.

Ned hid behind the great
stone lion statue at the back of the school. He watched Bobby kiss Phyllis once more, stroke her hand lightly
with his finger, and walk away. Phyllis
walked back up the steps and to the library with a huge smile on her face.

At 3:50, Phyllis walked
out of the library and over to the steps where Noreen arrived every
day except Friday at 4:00. Ned was already sitting on
the steps. He flashed Phyllis a broad smile that
made him look like a swollen, muddy yellow
Cheshire cat. Phyllis felt like slapping that grin off his face,
for no particular reason she knew just
then, but confident in the knowledge that the only thing that made
Ned happy was someone else’s misfortune.

But Phyllis didn’t slap
him. She just looked at him. The more she got to
know Bobby and the other Marshalls and the rest
of that Ardmore “riffraff” that her family
complained of, the more she realized just how pompous and
arrogant her family was. The Marshalls, their
relatives, and all of their friends were
nothing but kind to her. And she envied the closeness and the ease
in the Marshall family—they harbored no
pretensions that they were better than anyone else, although she
could tell that they were raised to believe that they were as good
as any body.

Their manners, their
clothes, their posture and their friends didn’t have
to be perfect. No one got upset if the house
wasn’t spotless. The rooms in the Marshall
house weren’t untouchable to family and on display for
guests who came with formal invitations.
In the Daniels’ house, people never just happened to drop by.

Phyllis never had been in
a house like the Marshalls, with so much constant motion, so much laughter, so much love. The door
seemed like a revolving one because if one
of the Marshall children wasn’t coming in or out, one of their friends or relatives was.

Phyllis loved to visit
Bobby’s street. Everybody’s porch had an awning and mixed and matched furniture that never seemed empty.
There were always people standing or
sitting on their porches, their stoops or the sidewalk. Laughter and animated conversation floated up and
down the street.

Phyllis’ street was dead.
No sidewalks invited people to stroll by, and large yards separated the houses. Neighborly conversations
rarely occurred.


The Daniels’ home was
about as dead inside as the neighborhood was outside. Ned and Phyllis usually went to their respective
bedrooms after school until Noreen called
them for dinner. They’d walk into the dining room and join Ned Sr. as he sat at the table, hands folded in
front of him, waiting for Noreen to serve him dinner. The routine
never varied. Noreen served Ned Sr. first, then Ned Jr., and then
Phyllis.

No one fought over the
serving bowls like at the Marshalls where each child, even the youngest, knew that if he didn’t get the food
first, there might not be anything left by
the time the bowl got around to him. At the Daniels’, everyone knew who got what food when.

At the Daniels’, the
conversation flowed in an orderly manner and always
under Ned Sr.’s control. Interrupting wasn’t
allowed, nor was raising one’s voice above the proper level for
polite conversation. At the Marshall’s, you had to raise your voice just to be heard, and Phyllis loved
it.

After dinner, Ned Sr.
always retired to the den for one cigar and one glass
of brandy, served in a Waterford crystal snifter
that he purchased at J. E. Caldwell Jeweler’s on the day that Pennsylvania railroad baron Warren
Fitzgerald happened to stand right beside
him purchasing 24 snifters for his summer home on Little Cranberry Island in Maine. Ned Jr. was allowed to
sit with his father and finish his
homework or, if Ned Sr. spoke first, Ned Jr. was allowed to
speak with him. Phyllis was expected to
clear the table and remain in the kitchen until she and Noreen washed and dried every dirty
dish.

The routine never changed,
Monday through Friday, every day the same—no warmth, no spontaneity, no fun. Phyllis found it
harder and harder to contain her contempt
for that way of life.

And now Ned, the
embodiment of everything she hated, sat here smiling
in her face.

“So did you learn anything
new today?” Ned asked, the Cheshire grin still in place.

“What a stupid question.
Of course I learned something new. That’s what school’s for,” Phyllis said.

“What I think you learned
today you didn’t learn in school,” said Ned. “Or did you?”

“I don’t have time for
your games, Ned,” Phyllis said. She narrowed her
eyes and pursed her lips. “What’s that supposed
to mean?”

Ned twirled a twig he found in the woods.
“I think Bobby Marshall’s been teaching you a thing or two.”

“Bobby Marshall?” Phyllis
said, putting on her best puzzled expression. “What’s he got to do with anything?”

Ned threw the twig on the
ground. “Don’t act dumb. I saw you two walking toward the woods after school, and I followed you.”
He drummed

his plump fingers on his
book bag. “Wouldn’t mother be interested in the things he taught you.”

Phyllis’ face turned scarlet with
embarrassment, and then she exploded with anger.

“How dare you follow me,
you little spy. You are so pitiful,” she said. She threw her books down on the step. Ned scooted his behind
away from Phyllis’ books and wrath so fast
that he scratched the seat of his pants on the gravel that littered the steps.

“I’m only telling you what
I saw,” he said. He leaned back and whistled now that Phyllis’ hands were free of potential weapons. “And
wait until mother hears about
this.”

“Wait, wait,” Phyllis
pleaded, her anger turning to fear. She held her arms out, palms
facing Ned as if her hands could hold him back. “Please
don’t tell Mother. Why can’t you help
us?”

“Help you? You must be
kidding,” he said. “Why should I? Mother will reward me handsomely for this information. Why should I
listen to you?”

“Because,” said Phyllis,
her voice shaking as much as her hands, “because I’ll make it worth your while.” No sister-to-brother
appeal would work. Ned would only keep
quiet if Phyllis paid some price.

“Oh, a bribe,” Ned said.
“I like that.”

Phyllis whispered,
“Whatever you want. Just don’t tell Mother and Father.”

“You drive a hard
bargain,” Ned said, “but I’m sure I can come up with
something worthy of my silence.”

Phyllis sat down on the
step and put her head in her hands. “What do you want?”

“Come, come,” said Ned.
“Surely you can’t expect me to come up with something so important so quickly. I need time. I need to
sleep on it, let my finely tuned mind come
up with something.”

He chuckled like the Devil must do when
he’s made his bargain. “I’ll let you know tomorrow. But in the
meanwhile, don’t push me.”

At dinner that night, Ned
said, “Mother and Father, guess what I saw after school today?”

Phyllis stopped her fork
in mid-air on its way to her mouth and glared at
Ned.

“What son?” asked Ned Sr.
He swirled his prime rib in a puddle of gravy on his plate.

Ned paused and smiled at
Phyllis. “This big accident on Montgomery Avenue. Tied up traffic for almost an hour.”


Phyllis put the fork in
her mouth, breathed a sigh of relief that no one could hear, and
stared at her plate because if she looked at Ned, she knew
she’d say something that might get her into
trouble. Ned watched Phyllis until she
lifted her eyes off the plate. When she looked at him, he
smirked.


CHAPTER 8
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waited outside Phyllis’ home room to walk
her to her first class. Phyllis hurried past the other kids going
out the door, rushed over to Bobby and
took his hand. As they walked down the hall, Phyllis said, “Ned followed us yesterday.”

Damn that Margaret,
thought Bobby; so much for Southern charm. “And he’s going to bribe me to keep him quiet,” she
said.

Before she could say
anything else, Ned walked around the corner. “Well, well, well,” said Ned. “Two love birds walking
hand-in-hand.” Phyllis quickly pulled her
hand away.

“Don’t try to hide it,”
said Ned. “After our little talk yesterday, I thought
you would have learned, Phyllis.” He tapped his
toes on the floor as he stood directly in
front of them. “I guess it must be love.”

Phyllis raised her hand like she was about
to strike Ned.

“I hate you, Ned,” she
yelled. “Why don’t you just leave us alone?” Bobby quickly stepped between Phyllis and Ned to stop them
from coming to blows.

Ned shot back, “I just
can’t see you getting involved with any Tom, Dick or Harry—or is it Bobby—off the street.” He pointed at
Bobby and said, “You can do better than
this.” It took Bobby about two seconds to throw off that peacemaker
role.

“Watch yourself, Ned,”
Bobby said. He grabbed Ned’s shirt under his Adam’s apple and lifted him a few inches off the floor. “One
more word, and I’ll throw you into those
lockers,” he said, tilting his head towards the lockers on the left.


The other students walking
to their first class slowed down and looked over at Bobby, Phyllis and Ned. They quickly crowded around
them to watch the fight.

Bobby just let Ned’s feet
touch the floor when Vera walked down the hall. She saw Bobby in the middle of the crowd, pulling on
somebody’s shirt. She figured that
somebody was Ned because only one person could make Bobby so mad.

“Let me through,” Vera
said, pushing bodies from side-to-side to make a path. Some students who wanted a front row seat wouldn’t
move. “Get out of the way,” she yelled and
pushed even harder. Ned opened his mouth to say something, and Bobby pulled his arm back to swing at
him. Vera pushed through just in time to
grab Bobby’s arm.

“Yo,” said Vera. “Calm
down.” She held on to his arm tight as Bobby turned around to face
her.

“What’s going on here,
little brother?” she asked Bobby. Oh no, she thought. Ned must have seen them. That damn Margaret never
could do anything right with her country,
Southern ways. Vera should have known: you
can’t send a girl to do a woman’s job. She was the woman who
was going to have to do the job, like it
or not, and God knows, she didn’t like it.

“What are you doing, Ned?”
Vera asked. She moved her body between Ned’s and Bobby’s. She put both hands on Ned’s chest as if
she wanted to push him away, but she only
wanted to keep him away from Bobby.

“I can take care of this,
Vera,” Bobby shouted from behind her. He tried to step around her to get to Ned, but she blocked
him.

“Well here comes the vice
principal at the end of the hall, and he’ll have
you all on suspension today if you don’t cool
off,” Vera said. “If he catches you two down here fighting, he’ll
throw your two colored asses out on the street. That means you too, Ned, much as you don’t want to
believe it.”

Paul Burton, Bobby’s and
Vera’s cousin, watched the fight from the front row. He said, “I’ll stall Mr. Stevens, Vera. You cool these
guys down.”

Paul pointed to a group of
kids who gathered in the hall. “You all stand side by side and follow me,” he said. Two rows of kids, five
abreast, started walking down the hall.
When they got close to Mr. Stevens, Edith Davis, at
Paul’s direction, slumped over and said, “Oh,
God. I twisted my ankle.”

Mr. Stevens couldn’t
ignore her, so he stopped, bent down and tried to
help her. Paul motioned for the other kids to
gather around. They formed a circle around
Edith and Mr. Stevens to give Vera time to get Bobby
straight. The kids could care less if Ned
got in trouble, but they knew that if anybody in that fight was going to get in trouble, Bobby would. After
all, he was only the plumber’s son, and
Ned’s father’s money still could buy some things,
even from white folks.
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“Ned, don’t go getting
all mad at Bobby and Phyllis,” said Vera as she fingered his Adam’s’s apple and ran her hands up and down his
chest. “You know that us Marshalls can’t
help but be attracted to you Daniels.”

Vera knew that she sure
must love her brother to even let those words leave her mouth.

“What do you mean?” Ned
asked. Vera started tracing the outline of his ear with her fingers.

“I guess I have to come
right out and say it,” Vera said.

Bobby and Phyllis stared
at Vera like they couldn’t believe what she was doing.

“You know I like you,” she
purred.

“You like me?” asked Ned.
His wide open eyes and arched eyebrows showed nothing but surprise.

“Sure I do,” said Vera.
She moved close enough to Ned so that her breasts almost touched
his chest. He moved back.

“You insult me, smack my
face, tell me never to speak to you again, and now you tell me that you like me?” he asked,
incredulously.

“That’s just an act,” Vera
said. “Haven’t you ever heard of a girl playing hard to get? I play it all the time.”

“So that’s what’s been
going on,” Ned said, looking like a cartoon character with a light bulb that just went on over his head.
His giant-size ego tricked him into
believing that Vera could treat him like dirt and still
want him.

“Leave Bobby and Phyllis
alone and come walk me to my class,” Vera said. She wrapped her arm
around Ned’s. “They have their romance. Let’s have ours,” she said as she led him down the hall.

Before Ned knew what was
happening, he and Vera had walked by Mr. Stevens, who was attending to Edith’s ankle. By the time Mr.
Stevens finished with Edith and looked up
for Ned and Bobby, they were long gone.

When they reached Vera’s
first class, Ned asked, “Does this mean that you want to start dating me?”

“I’ve wanted that for a
long time,” Vera said. She almost choked on her words. “When can I see you again?”

“How about tomorrow
night?” Ned asked. “We can go to the movies.” “Oh,” said Vera, gliding her hands down his cheek. She
whispered so softly that Ned could hardly
hear it. “I can’t wait.”

After school, Vera waited outside, but this
time it was for Bobby.

“Get over here, little
brother. We have to talk,” Vera said. She grabbed
Bobby’s arm and pulled him over to the stone
wall.
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said.

“I know, I know,” said
Bobby. He laughed. “Thanks for stopping me from beating Ned and
getting thrown out of school.”

“I’ve got that jerk
thinking that I like him,” Vera howled. “Can you
believe it?”

They fell out laughing so
hard that other kids started looking and pointing.

“I sure must love you,”
Vera said, hitting Bobby on the arm. “I figure that if that jerk starts seeing me, which would kill his
parents, he won’t tell them that you’re
seeing Phyllis.”

Bobby asked, “You’d put up
with him again so I can see Phyllis? It’s not like just talking to him for a few minutes after school.
You’re actually going to be alone with him
and act like you like him?”

“Sure. No problem. It’s
not going to be for that long anyhow. I’ll see him for a while, but I’m not going to waste any more time on
him than I have to. I’ll fix it so that he
won’t bother you and Phyllis anymore, trust me. Just give me a little time,” Vera said, nodding her
head.

“Thanks, Vera,” said
Bobby. “I don’t want to stop seeing Phyllis now.”

Vera shook her head and
said, “Don’t worry. You won’t have to. I have to show that snot-nosed Ned that when you mess with one
Marshall, you mess with them all. And the
boy’s got to learn that you don’t mess with the Marshalls.”


CHAPTER 9
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should I pick you up?” Ned asked Vera as they stood in the
hall after home room the next day.

“At my house, of course,”
she said. Ned looked around and lowered his voice so none of the students passing by could hear
him.

“But I’m not supposed to
be dating you,” he said. “I’ll get in trouble if
my parents find out.”

What a punk, Vera thought.
About to graduate from high school and still afraid of his parents.

Vera raised the volume of
her voice enough to sound indignant. “Don’t you pick up your other dates at their houses?” If he ever had
any dates, he’d know the answer was yes,
she thought. “Well, I’m no different,” she said, trying not to laugh, because she was as different as
any girl he could ever get to go out with
him. “I may be more independent, but I still expect to be treated
like a lady.

Ned pursed his lips and shifted from side
to side.

“Oh, alright,” he said.
“I’ll pick you up at your house, but we have to be
careful.”

“Don’t worry,” said Vera.
“I know how to be discreet.”

When Ned drove down Welsh
Road, he was astonished at the crowd of kids sitting out on their porches. He never spent much time
in that neighborhood, but that day it
looked especially lively. Every house with a porch had at least three or four kids sitting up on it. He
parked the car and walked towards Vera’s
house. He thought that every eye on the block followed


him. He was right. Vera
asked the kids on the block to sit out that night to be
witnesses in her scheme to get Ned. They jumped
at the chance to help.

Ned walked up the steps to
Vera’s house. He nodded hello to the five kids sitting on the porch of the twin house that was attached
to Vera’s and then to the six kids on the
Marshall porch.

“Vera’s inside,” said her
sister, Valerie. “Wait right here, and I’ll go get her.”

Ned stood on the steps
there in awkward silence, looking straight ahead
or at the ground as everyone around him talked
and laughed. He didn’t speak to these kids
in school beyond saying hello when he had to and he
wasn’t going to start talking to them now. They
figured the same thing and went on talking
and enjoying the warm May day among themselves.

Ned rested his hand on the
railing and patted his foot in obvious discomfort.
After about ten minutes, Vera appeared. She wore
a pink dress with pea-size mother of pearl buttons up the front.
Ned thought about undoing those buttons one by one. Vera thought: touch me fool and you
die.

She looked up and down the
street and smiled at how the other kids turned out. Ned could never deny to his parents that he
picked her up. She kept him standing
outside long enough so that the kids could walk by and get a good
look at him. She wanted him to feel as uncomfortable in her
neighborhood as he tried to make everybody in her neighborhood feel
for just being alive.

“Hello, Ned,” said Vera.
“Let’s get going.”

Ned quickly followed Vera down the
stairs.

“Wait,” she said. “A
gentleman always helps a lady down the steps, and
I love a gentleman.”

Vera wrapped her arm
around Ned’s and paused for a minute so every body on the street could see them arm-in-arm.

Before Ned arrived, she
made sure that the parking spaces directly in front of her house were filled so Ned had to park at the end
of the block. She promenaded down the
block as if she wanted everyone to see her new man. She wanted them to see him, all right, but she’d jump
anyone who called Ned her man.

As she walked by porch
after porch, kids called out, “Looking good, Vera.” “Don’t hurt him, girl”, and “Go ahead, now.” Ned
burned with anticipation as Vera responded
to every call with a “Hey, Carla.” “How you doing Edith?” “Whatcha know good, Paul.”

When they reached the car,
Ned got in as fast as he could. Vera paused, smoothed her skirt, and adjusted the tilt on her hat—all to
kill time. She bent over slightly to give
Ned a good view of her behind before getting in.
He grinned and imagined himself pressed up
against Vera’s firm flesh and almost
forgot that he was in a hurry to leave.


He came to, rushed around
to the driver’s side, settled in and burned rubber as he sped off. “So much for keeping our date a
secret,” Ned said. “It seems like all the
colored kids in the school were out on your block
today. Now they all know.”

Vera waved her hand in the
air as if she was dismissing him. “I don’t have any control over other people, Ned,” she said. “I asked
you to pick me up at my house like any
lady would. I didn’t know that it was going to be
such a beautiful evening, that everyone was going
to want to sit out on their
porch.”

She gently touched his
arm. “But if dating me makes you uncomfortable, you can turn around and take me back home. She stuck her lips
like she was pouting, but fully aware that
Ned would never let her go now that he thought he had her.

“I’m not taking you back
anywhere,” he said. He leered at her over the rims of his quarter-inch thick black horn-rimmed glasses.
“We’re going to have a wonderful
evening.”

Impossible, thought Vera.

As soon as the lights
went down in the movie theater, Ned reached out for Vera’s hand. She moved her hand just in time. Then Ned
tried to put his arm around her
shoulder.

“Not here. Not now,” she
said. “Wait until we’re alone.” Ned moved his hand back, feeling frustrated, but excited. Phyllis and
Bobby sat three rows behind them and giggled in unison every time
Vera put Ned’s hands back where they
belonged.

At the end of the movie,
Ned asked Vera, “Where would you like to go now?”, thinking that
she would mention any one of a half dozen places they
could go for a snack.

“Honey, you have to take
me home,” Vera said. “Seems like I just started my monthly, right
here in this theater, and I’ve got to go take care of it.”
She held his hand so he would believe what
she was about to say or to be too excited
to even think about it. “I can’t fully enjoy you with this going
on.”

Ned shuddered at the
thought of blood dripping down her legs. “Of course you can’t” he said. He picked up his pace to get her
to the car. “I’ll get you home as soon as possible.”

Vera knew that Ned would
be disgusted and anxious to get rid of her. Men wanted to get
between your legs, but they didn’t want to think about
what happened on up in there.


It’s something I’ve wanted for a long
time.” She dug her fingers into the palm of her hand to keep from
laughing out loud.

When they got to the car, Ned said, “Let me
get a cloth from the trunk to put on the seat so you don’t get
blood on it.”

“Don’t bother, sugar,”
Vera said. “I plugged enough toilet tissue in my
underwear to make it to Welsh Road.”

Ned ignored every speed
limit as he drove Vera home. He drove past Vera’s house looking for a parking space.

“Don’t bother to park,
honey,” Vera said. “I can feel that I don’t have
time to walk down the street without making a
mess. Just let me off in front of the
door.”

Ned backed up and stopped
the car. Just as he leaned over and pursed his lips to kiss her,
Vera popped open the car door and said, “Gotta run,
sugar. I can feel it working its way down my
leg.”

With that, she hopped out
of the car, slammed the door, and ran up the steps to the house.

Inside, she closed the
door, leaned her back up against it and burst out laughing, her mind fixed on the picture of Ned Daniels
with his lips poked out.

The next morning, Bobby
walked into the kitchen where Vera was fixing herself an omelet for breakfast.

“I sure hope you and
Phyllis enjoyed that movie last night because Ned liked to make me sick, always trying to get his arm
around my shoulder or hold my hand. His
hands are so soft, they feel like a woman’s,” she said.
“You can tell that punk never does any real
work.”

“Show me again how he was
looking for a kiss,” Bobby said. He chuckled as he poured a cup of coffee. Vera poked out her lips, opened
and closed them like a goldfish sucking food off the top of the
water, and howled.

After they both had a good
laugh, Vera said, “Now seriously, little brother.
I have to speed up this plan. I thought I could
stand Ned for a couple of dates, but now I know that I can’t. I’ve
got to get rid of that jerk.” She flipped the omelet and started to
think.

After breakfast, Vera
headed down Welsh Road. The porches were mostly deserted now as people went about their Saturday
morning chores. She passed half a dozen
kids walking down the street. She greeted and thanked each one for helping out last night. At the end of
the street, she turned left onto Spring
Avenue. She waved to the girls in Hazel’s House of
Beauty. At Dent’s barber shop, Vera slowed down
and looked in. Mr. Dent,


the barber, nicked the
customer he was shaving as he watched Vera walk by
and wished he was 20- no 30-years younger. Vera
crossed the street, waved to the kids
working the vegetable stand at Goldstein’s Fish Market, and turned
onto Walnut Street in the direction of the Hotel
Washington.

Vera’s grandparents,
Alfred and Ramona Washington, owned the Hotel Washington. The
Washington’s called it a hotel because that sounded more
respectable than boarding house. Alfred bought
the three-story wooden house when he moved
to Ardmore some 20 years before. The house was too big for just he and Ramona and their three daughters, so
Ramona got the idea to take in boarders.
Once she saw all the men who came to town to work at the Autocar plant and who needed a place to
stay.

The Hotel Washington
quickly became known as a place where a man could get a clean room,
a good home-cooked breakfast and dinner, and a peaceful night’s
rest because Alfred and Ramona didn’t allow any carrying on in
their house. The men raved about Ramona’s cooking to their friends
who started coming by asking for her special homemade ice cream or
that spicy sausage she made with pork that
she bought after driving almost 20 miles
to Weaver’s Farm in King of Prussia. “That pork around here
doesn’t quite taste the same,” Ramona
always said. Alfred built a special window in front of the hotel to sell ice cream in the summer and
sausage and home cooked meals year
round.

“Hi, Delila,” Vera said as
she walked up the hotel steps, past the window where a line of customers already lined up to purchase ice
cream. Delila stopped scooping strawberry
ice cream into a half-gallon cardboard container
and looked up.

“Hey, Vera. Whatcha know,
girl?” she said.

“Nothing you don’t know,
girl,” said Vera. “We need to talk. I’m coming around back.”

She grabbed the brass handle, opened one of
the huge green double doors, and entered the hotel.

“Hi, Grandpa,” said Vera,
as she peeked into the hotel office on her left side. Alfred Washington sat behind a mahogany desk that
stretched from one end of the wall to the
other, leaving only about a foot for him to squeeze
his 250 lb. frame through to get by.

“Hey, baby,” said Alfred.
“Come on in here and give me some sugar.” Vera walked in and kissed her grandfather on the
cheek.

“You come here to see
Delila? She’s working on the ice cream,” he said.
“I know,” said Vera. “I saw her on the way
in.”

“Good,” said Alfred. “Now
don’t you two girls go getting in any trouble.” “I won’t, Grandpa,” said Vera. At least not until I get it
all planned out right, she thought.


Delila Washington was
Vera’s aunt, although she was only a year younger
than Vera. She was one of those babies born at
the change of life, an unexpected bundle
of joy for the Washingtons. When Delila was born, her
sisters were grown. Emma was 18, and Alfreda was
20. Emma had her own babies—Vera and
Bobby—to take of when Ramona gave birth to Delila.

Ramona worked like three
men keeping the hotel going. She didn’t have time to slow down and change her life for a
change-of-life baby. She asked Emma to
take care of Delila while she worked at the hotel. Even
though Emma already had her hands full with two
babies in diapers, she couldn’t turn down
her mother—and her sister.

For the first few years of
Delila’s life, Emma usually carried one of her babies in one arm and Delila in another. She lined up Delila
in a little high chair right next to her own children and spooned
cereal into Delila’s mouth the same as she
did for the others on the assembly line. Delila and Vera
grew up like sisters, not like aunt and niece.
When Delila became old enough to choose
where she wanted to be, she spent as much time at the Marshall
house as any of the Marshall children.

Vera walked into the back
of the ice cream booth, behind Delila. “What’s going on Vera,” said Delila, turning around to scoop
out a dish of pistachio ice
cream.

“I’ve got to speed up this
thing with Ned,” Vera said. “He’s getting on my last nerve. I can’t keep up this game we’ve all been
playing to keep Bobby and Phyllis
together. We’ve all spent too much damn time trying to
satisfy one worthless punk. It’s time to bring
this thing to a close.”

“Didn’t enjoy your date
with him, huh?” Delila asked, laughing and knowing full well that Vera didn’t.

“Now, you know girl. That
was our first date and our last,” Vera said, pulling
up a chair close to Delila. “Here I got that fine
Billy Patterson ready to come running when I snap my fingers, and
I’m wasting my time with Ned. Oh, no.”

“It’s time to work that
punk so he leaves me alone and lets Bobby and Phyllis go about their business,” Vera said.

“Lord, chile. You always
got something going,” Delila said, admiring her niece’s spunk.

“If I don’t, how am I
going to get anywhere?” Vera asked.

“Now here’s the plan,” she
said, whispering in Delila’s ear so that none of the customers who were looking dead in her face could hear
what was going on.


CHAPTER 10
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Ramona Washington went to Bible Study at
Bethel AME Church across the street from the hotel. Ramona
helped found the church and engineered its move
across the street from her home so she
wouldn’t have to go too far to get to services or serve the
Lord on any of her many church boards or
committees. Bible Study started promptly
at 7 p.m., giving everyone time to get home from work, eat
dinner, shower and shave, and head on
over. People dressed for Bible Study the same as they did for church.

Roughly 20 people sat in a
circle in the church basement reading and discussing Bible passages under Rev. Carson’s trusty hand
until 9 p.m. Then they’d have punch and
cookies and cake until around 9:30. Ramona and Alfred helped clean up and arrived back home at around 10:00.
Their Wednesday evening routine never
varied.

Ramona and Alfred only
made Delila go to Bible Study in the summer. During the school year, they allowed her to stay home and
finish her homework. Ramona and Alfred
made sure that all the boarders ate and their dishes were
washed by 6:45. They didn’t worry about leaving
Delila alone in the hotel on Wednesday
evenings because, after all, she was 17 and almost grown and,
if anything happened, she could just walk
across the street to get them.

Precisely at 6:55, Alfred and Ramona headed
for the front door. Delila sat in the office doing homework at
Alfred’s massive desk.

“We’re going now, Delila,”
said Ramona. “Take care of everything and remember, if you need us, we’re right across the street.” She
repeated the same words every
Wednesday.


“Yes, Mom,” said Delila.
“I know. I’ll see you when you get back. Everything will be fine.”

The door closed behind
them, and Delila waited. At 7:15, Vera appeared at the doorway carrying a brown paper bag.

“They’re gone, aren’t
they?” Vera asked.

“Of course,” said Delila.
“You can go up. Use Room 3.”

Room 3 was about the
smallest room in the hotel. It was on the second
floor, next to the fire escape that ran down the
back wall. Vera opened the door and placed
the bag down on the small bedside table. She pulled out
three red candles she had taken from Emma’s
dining room mahogany sideboard, candles
usually reserved for holiday dinners or power failures.
She placed two candles on that table and one on
the dresser across the room and lit
them.

Vera reached inside the
bag and pulled out a long red satin nightgown. It had spaghetti straps, a slit to the thigh on the left
side, and a heart-shaped neckline. She
bought it one size too small so that every inch of the satin
pressed against her skin. She brushed her long
hair and fluffed it out. She reached in
the bag and pulled out the crystal earrings Jimmy gave her
after a particularly good
night.

She rustled around in the
bag for the perfume she used on special occasions—Mitsuoko by Guerlain, just one of her signature
scents, all by Monsieur Guerlain. When
Mrs. Harrison, that arbiter of 400 taste and style
whose husband owned Harrison’s Department Store,
brought the scent to Harrison’s,
The Elevator quoted her
as saying that Mitsuoko was “a refreshing change from the scent that so many fine women wore.” She
didn’t mention the scent by name, but
anyone who read the article knew that Mrs. Harrison
was referring to Chanel No. 5. All the women in
the 400 wore that. Vera usually copied
those women, but when she read about the history of
Mitsuoko, she broke ranks.

It is said that Mitsuoko
was named for a Japanese girl who fell in love with a British naval officer during the Russo-Japanese War.
The lovers separated, but whenever the
officer’s heart turned east or whenever he came upon a spicy Oriental scent, he thought of
her.

Vera wished to be like
Mitsuoko, someone who stirred a man’s heart, gripped his senses, and hovered in the air of his thoughts.
And even though she had none of those
feelings for Ned, a seduction was a seduction, and
she wasn’t going to change her style for
him.

So she put Mitsuoko behind
her ears, between her breasts, on her wrists and in the bend of her elbow. She slipped her feet into red
patent leather mules with ostrich feathers
on the front strap. The color of the mules complemented the red polish on her toenails. She looked in
the mirror,


approved of what she saw,
sat in the chair next to the table, turned off the
light and waited.

At 7:30, Ned walked up the
steps to the hotel. He did just what Vera told him and turned to the left to the office. Delila noticed
him coming in but pretended to be
engrossed in her homework.

“Excuse me,” he
stammered.

“Oh, it’s you,” said
Delila with a sigh, trying to make it seem like the
mere sight of Ned bored her. “She’s in Room 3. Up
the stairs. Last room on the
right.”

Ned didn’t even bother to
say thank you. He turned on his heels and headed up the stairs.

Five minutes later, Bobby,
his brother Stevie, and cousins Paul and Charlie walked into the office.

“They’re both upstairs,”
said Delila. “Go wait out on the front porch and wait.”

The door to Room 3 was
slightly open. Ned knocked lightly on it anyway,
and Vera called out, “Come in.”

When his eyes adjusted to
the candlelight, he saw Vera sitting in the side chair, the split giving him a view of her legs from feet
to upper thigh. “God, you look
beautiful.”

“All for you, baby,” she
purred. “All for you.”

Ned rushed over to the
table and extended his hands to pull Vera out of
the chair and next to him.

“Slow down, honey,” Vera
said, pushing his hands away. “Take a good look first.” She smoothed her hands down her body outlining
every curve from her breasts to her hips.

“There’s no need to rush,”
she said. She puckered her lips like she wanted to kiss him. “We have all night.”

Ned had no choice but to
stand there and look. Vera turned around with the flourish that impressed everyone in the modeling
club.

She pointed to the bulge
in Ned’s pants and said, “I can see that you like what you see.” She smiled and added, “I think I’m going
to like it, too,” knowing full well that
the thought of Ned getting between her legs or anyone else’s made her sick.

She walked over to Ned and
unbuttoned the top button on his shirt. He instinctively reached out for her.

“I said don’t rush it,”
she said, stepping back. “Let me take my time seeing what you’ve got, because time is what we’ve got plenty
of.”

“I’m about ready to
explode,” Ned stammered. “I don’t know if I can wait.”


“Well, you have to wait,
sugar. What I’ve got planned for the evening can’t be rushed, and believe me, it’s well worth waiting for,
so just hold it in. We’re not even halfway
to the starting gate.”

Vera finished unbuttoning
Ned’s shirt, being careful not to touch any of the flesh that so repulsed her. She peeled it off him and
unbuttoned the top button on his pants. If
he comes all over me now, I’ll get grandfather’s gun
and shoot him, she thought.

“Hold it in there, Ned,”
said Vera, as she unzipped his zipper. Thank God he’s wearing
underpants, she thought.

“You’re driving me crazy,
Vera,” Ned said.

“What I see is driving me
crazy, too,” she said, but as far as she could tell, what he had looked too small to drive her
anywhere.

His pants fell to the floor.

“Step out of your pants,
honey,” Vera said. She took a few steps back, pretending to admire him. His body was not what you would
call taut. On a younger boy, you’d call it
baby fat. His skin color looked like the runny baby crap that Vera had washed out of hundreds of dirty
diapers. She couldn’t wait to be finished
with him.

Ned reached to pull his underpants
down.

“No, not yet,” said Vera,
raising her voice slightly. She didn’t want to see him fully naked. At least not yet.

She said, “I don’t want to
see all of your goodness just yet. I want to see
it when we’re in bed, where I can look
and touch. I’m not ready
for you yet, honey. I like to build up to
it, if you know what I mean.”

“I know what you mean,”
Ned said, knowing full well that he didn’t know what she meant since he’d never made love to a woman
before, although he had an orgasm hundreds
of times.

But Ned was tired of
waiting. It was time to be a man. He walked over
to Vera, arms stretched out, ready to take her.
Vera let his palms touch her back, and then she pushed him away.
Ned pulled her in the direction of the bed.

“Come on, Vera,” he said.
“I’m ready.”

She held out her hand to
stop him. “No you’re not, not yet,” she said. “I don’t make love
with a man without washing him off first. No telling where
he’s been. No offense. I like you and all, but
you’re a man just like any other.”

Ned looked at her like he
didn’t believe what she was saying. Not that he knew any better about what happened before people had
sex.

Vera stifled her
revulsion and put her hands on Ned’s chest. “Some
men say the way I wash them off feels almost as
good as the way I make love to them . . .
. Almost. The way the warm water feels sliding against

their skin, the way my
hands feel all smooth and slippery and warm as I
use my fingers to clean off every inch of your
manhood, getting underneath every fold of
skin, applying just the right amount of pressure. Then I dry
you off with a soft cloth and get you wet again.
That’s what you want, isn’t it,
Ned?”

He could barely speak.

“Yes, that’s what I want,” he finally
said.

“Then take this,” she
said, reaching for the pitcher on the night table,
“and go across the hall and get me some warm
water. Not cold, or lukewarm, but warm.
Let it run until it gets really warm.”

Back in his right mind,
Ned said, “I can’t go out in the hall like this—in
my underwear.”

Vera said, “Nobody’s going
to see you. I told you nobody was here. All the boarders are at the Wednesday night poker game at the
American Legion, and my grandparents are
at Bible Study. Delila’s the only one here, and she stays
downstairs until her parents get home. Besides,
the hallway’s dark.”

Ned didn’t move.

“Well here,” said Vera,
reaching for the towel next to the washbowl. “Put this around your waist. Nothing unusual around here
about a man with a towel around his waist
going to the bathroom.”

Ned thought about that for about a minute,
put the towel around his waist and headed towards the door.

Vera grabbed his arm.
“Wait a minute,” she said. She reached under the
towel and pulled at Ned’s underpants with both
hands, bent down and slid them down to the
floor. He stepped out of them. Then Vera stood up and
put her hands on his hips. “I want you to be
ready when you come back,” she
said.

Ned smiled and walked out
of the door. As soon as he got on the other side of the door, Vera locked it from the inside. She blew
out the candles and threw them and all her
other things into the paper bag.

She lifted up the window,
stepped out onto the fire escape and walked down. On her way down,
she knocked on the office window where Delila waited.

“Go, girl,” Vera
said.

Delila jumped up, grabbed
Ramona’s make-enough-stew-to-feed-thewhole-hotel pot with its heavy ladle and ran to the stairway
leading to the second floor. Delila hit the pot like a drum and
yelled, “Fire. Fire. Fire. Get out of the
hotel.”

Ned heard the pots
clanging. By the third time Delila yelled fire, he
understood what was happening. He ran out in the
hall, pitcher in hand, leaving the water still running down the
drain.


Further down the hall, the
doors to rooms 1 and 2 flew open. The men who boarded there ran out into the hall. They paused and
looked at the half-naked Ned who stood at
the end of the hall, frozen with fear.

“Fire,” Delila yelled,
clanging the pot even faster. “Come on Ned,” she said. “Get out of here.” She ran down the
stairs.

Forgetting Vera who, as
far as he knew, waited naked inside Room 3 for him, Ned ran down the stairs as fast as he could and pushed
open the double doors. Bobby and the other
boys saw Ned push through the double doors, and they sprang into action.

Bobby, waiting right
behind the door, pulled on Ned’s towel as hard as
he could. Bobby held the towel up like a jockey
holding his trophy at the end of the race.
Ned yelped and jumped up in the air. He tried to cover his
now flagging manhood with his hands. By this
time, the two boarders, and Stevie,
Charlie and Paul stood on the sidewalk watching Ned jump
around. The clanging pot and loud voices
made the street come alive. People on both
sides of the street opened their windows and doors, ran out on
their porches, and looked out at the crowd
gathered in front of the hotel.

Paul ran up to Ned and
said, “What are you doing around here with no clothes on? Don’t you know that this is a respectable
hotel?”

Stevie and Charlie ran
over and grabbed Ned’s arms, stopping him from using them to cover up between his legs.

“What should we do?” Paul
called out to no one in particular, but to everyone who was looking at Ned and pointing and wondering
where the fire was. “Should we call the
police and have him arrested for indecent exposure? Or should we call his parents and have them come
bring him some clothes?”

Ned’s face turned red and
Stevie’s and Charlie’s hands dripped with moisture from all of
Ned’s sweating. Then he started breathing hard and
getting limp. They instinctively tightened their
grip on his arms, thinking that he was
about to fall out.

Instead, Ned cried out,
“Oh, my God. Get your hands off of me. Can’t you see that I’m naked?”

Everybody on the street convulsed with
laughter.

“We can see that mighty good,” Paul said, as
calmly as he could.

“Let me go,” Ned yelled.
His embarrassment turned to anger, which gave him back his strength. He tried to wrest his arms free
from Stevie’s and Charlie’s strong
grip.

“Tell you what, Ned,” Paul
said as he stepped in front of Ned to shield his body from the eyes of the growing crowd. “We’ll let you
go, but on one condition.”

“Anything,” Ned hollered. “Just let me out
of here.”


Paul put his face right in
front of Ned’s and said, “We’ll keep our mouths shut about how you were found standing naked in the hallway
of the Hotel Washington and out here on
Walnut Avenue if you leave Bobby and Phyllis alone.”

Paul grabbed Ned’s arm for
effect. “And stay away from Vera. Do you think that she’d really be interested in your punk ass. And
if you ever think about saying anything to
your parents about Bobby and Phyllis, we’ll be right up there
telling them about this little incident tonight. And with
all these people around,” he said, waving
his other arm at the crowd, “they’ll believe us. Especially if you look right over there at the
corner.”

He pointed past the crowd
to the right. “There’s old Mrs. Greene, the notary, watching the whole thing. You won’t be able to
explain this away, Daniels. And, I’m sure
your momma and daddy wouldn’t want their holy family name mixed up in anything like this.”

“Do I make myself clear?”
Paul asked. He said right into Ned’s ear, “Stay away from Bobby and Phyllis and Vera.”

“Perfectly clear,” said
Ned, indignant as ever since he realized that he
was set up. “Now will you let me go?”

“Certainly,” said Paul. He
let go of Ned’s arm.

“And here’s your towel,”
said Bobby. He stepped out from behind the door and handed the towel to Ned. Ned snatched the towel out
of Bobby’s hand and tied it around his
waist.

“What about my clothes?”,
Ned said.

“Evidence,” said Bobby,
and he smiled. “Now get out of here.”

Ned ran down the steps and
all the way to his car. He sped off down Walnut Avenue so fast his tires squealed. Vera stepped around
onto the porch from behind the other door,
gave Bobby the thumbs up sign, and burst
out into hysterical laughter with the rest of her family and
friends.


CHAPTER 11
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end of the school year, Bobby and Phyllis
met after almost every class and walked hand-in-hand until the
next class. They spoke to Ned every time
they walked by him although he never spoke
back.

Ned usually scurried from
class to class, looking straight ahead with his chin up in the air, dodging the laughter, snickers and
whispers of any of the kids who saw him
naked that Wednesday, or who heard about it, which was
almost everybody. Ned with his nose in the air
was nothing unusual, but the other kids
knew he couldn’t act like he was better than them when half
of Ardmore saw him standing naked on
Walnut Avenue.

Ned didn’t try to see or
talk to Vera, but he didn’t ignore her. Every time he saw her, he seethed with a mixture of anger,
embarrassment and desire. She got the best
of him, that’s true; but she of all people would
never be better than him. After all, he was going
to enter Howard University in Washington, DC like his mother and
father before him to take his place among
the talented tenth. And she’d never be in that esteemed group,
of that he was sure. So whenever he saw or
passed by Vera, he looked her straight in
the eye, frowned, and never broke the gaze first. As far as
Ned was concerned, there was no need to
hide from Vera.

With Ned off her back,
Vera spent her free time enjoying Billy Patterson
and counting the days until graduation. Vera knew
that she put Ned in his place, so that
when Ned gave Vera the evil eye, she just rolled her eyes and kept
on going. She truly had better things to do than worry about what
Ned was going to do to her—or die trying
to do it.


“What are you going to do
when you graduate,” Emma asked Vera one night as they sat alone in the dining room sharing the one
piece of chocolate cake that the other
kids didn’t devour at dinner.

Vera put down her fork and
opened her eyes wide so that Emma could see that she was serious. “What I’ve told you a hundred
times, Mom, but what you refuse to accept.
I’m going to go live with Aunt Alfreda,” she said.

Emma shook her head.
Again. “I wish you wouldn’t do that Vera,” she said. “Alfreda has her wild ways, and Lord knows, you don’t
need to get any wilder.”

“I’m eighteen, Mom. I’m
grown,” said Vera. “I can take care of myself, believe me.”

“I believe you, Vera,”
said Emma, “but there’s things out there that you still don’t know. Alfreda’s not the one to teach them to
you.”

Aunt Alfreda can’t teach
me anything that I don’t already know, Vera thought with all the confidence of an eighteen-year-old. Vera
figured that she didn’t grown up in the
country like Emma, and she was sure that
the world “out there” held no surprises that weren’t pleasant
ones.

“I can’t stay in this
little town any longer, Mom,” said Vera. “It’s not
going anywhere, and I am. We don’t meet the right
type of people here. We don’t travel in
the right type of circles.”

Emma dropped the fork on
the plate and reared her head back. “What do you mean, ‘right type of people?’ People like those high
siddidy Daniels that nobody can stand.
Except for that nice girl, Phyllis.”

“Not like them, Mom,” Vera
said, “but people who are really
doing something. If the
Daniels’s were really doing something, they’d live in town
where the rest of the 400 lives. You know, in Mt.
Airy or Overbrook.”

“You and that 400,” Emma
said. “I hope you get in it because I sure am tired of hearing about it. Maybe if you get in it, you’ll see
that it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. Lots of things look better
from a distance, you know. You get up
close and you can see all the cracks and chips, how it’s all
patched together.” But headstrong as you
are, you’re going to have to see it for yourself, thought
Emma, as she looked at her beautiful and
independent first-born.

Emma shook her head. “I
want the best for you Vera, but going in town with Alfreda and chasing after the 400 is not the
way.”

“Well, I’d rather see it
for myself,” said Vera. She touched Emma’s arm lightly. “You have to trust me, Mom. Besides, Aunt Alfreda’s
the only one in the family who understands
why I have to leave Ardmore. I’m just like her in that way. So what if Aunt Alfreda drinks and hangs out
in bars? That’s part of her job, and she’s
making good money doing it,” said Vera.
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“Still, I don’t want you
running with that crowd of Alfreda’s,” Emma said. “Drinking, smoking, partying, running with men and Lord
knows what else.”

Vera knew what else and so
did Emma, except she was too embarrassed to say it. Vera thought
that after having ten children, Emma shouldn’t be
embarrassed to talk about sex beyond the typical
“keep your skirt down, your legs closed
and your feet on the floor.”

“I can run with folks like
that here or in town. What’s the difference?” Vera asked.

“They’re a lot rougher in
town,” Emma said. “Alfreda can’t watch you every minute.”

“I don’t need her to
watch me, Mom,” Vera said. “I can watch myself.”
She patted Emma’s arm again. “You’ll see. I’ll be
fine,” she said. “Well, God knows I can’t
stop you, Vera,” Emma said. She leaned back

in her chair and set her fork down on the
table in defeat. “Just don’t try to

keep up with Alfreda. You’ll never make
it.”

“I’ve got my own path to
follow,” Vera said, “and Aunt Alfreda can’t show me the way.”

I hope not, thought Emma,
because Alfreda was too fast for her own good. Her drinking, pipe smoking, and carousing got her
thrown out of the house as soon as she
graduated from Ardmore High School. Alfred wanted to put her out
sooner for disobeying his rules and running with men, but
Ramona intervened. Just let the child finish high
school, Ramona said. We’ve come this far,
and she’d be the first one in the family to graduate from
high school. Let her at least do that. I
can’t stop what you do after that, Ramona rightly admitted. Alfreda graduated one night, and Alfred
made her pack her bags the next
day.

Emma chuckled as she
recalled how Alfreda stumbled around, throwing clothes in a suitcase, because she stayed out all
night celebrating and had a massive
hangover that morning. Ramona and Emma went downstairs and pleaded with Alfred to let Alfreda sleep it
off before he put her out. You can’t have
her out there hung over and sick and stumbling all over Ardmore, they told Alfred. Then
you look bad.
Alfreda got her day of rest.

“I can’t stop him anymore,
child,” Ramona said to Alfreda the next morning between tears as she helped Alfreda get her clothes
in the suitcases. “Mend your ways, child,
and then come on back home,” she told Alfreda as
she walked her to the door.

“Mrs. Hunter has a room
waiting for you. Respect her rules and you won’t have any trouble out of her,” said Ramona. She hoped
that Alfreda


wouldn’t embarrass her,
since she had assured Mrs. Hunter, who she met at
the Eastern District Conference of African
Methodist Episcopal Mothers of the Church,
Mrs. Hunter being the mother of Emmanuel AME in West
Philadelphia and Ramona being the mother of
Bethel AME-Ardmore, that Alfreda was
raised in a Christian home. That she was a trifle prone to
backsliding was beside the point, thought Ramona.
Raise a child in the way he shall go, and
she shall never depart, was the scripture. And Ramona held
God to his word, even when it came to
Alfreda.

“Let me hear from you,
now,” Rhoda said as she helped Alfreda get her bags on the Number 7 Streetcar to Philadelphia.

Alfreda’s Christian
training lasted one week before she broke Mrs. Hunter’s rules forbidding drinking and entertaining men in
her room. Mrs. Hunter called Ramona in shock, and all Ramona did
was apologize and ask Mrs. Hunter to join
her in prayer for Alfreda’s redemption.

Mrs. Hunter simply said,
“I’ll pray with you, sister. But I still have to
put her out.”

Between all the drinking
and partying she did that week at Mrs. Hunter’s,
Alfreda still managed to find a job as a typist
at a small colored insurance company in
West Philadelphia. The owners of the company thought that
Alfreda’s diploma from Ardmore High School on the
Main Line meant that she was smarter and
better prepared than the colored kids who usually
presented themselves for jobs with diplomas from
Philadelphia high schools. Alfreda knew
there was no truth to that, but she let them think it anyway.
If some colored folks thought that the
white man’s grass was greener, she wasn’t
going to be the one to tell them any different.

Alfreda earned enough
money to easily pay the rent on a small one-room apartment. After about a year, she had saved enough
money to buy a three-floor brick twin home
in West Philadelphia. The house had a massive bedroom, living room, dining room, and a foyer that was as
big as the one room she had at Mrs.
Hunter’s. She didn’t listen to much that her father said,
but when he said, own your own home and no man
can own you, she believed him. No matter
how late or rowdy the evening, Alfreda always had enough
sense to know that, in the morning, she’d better
make it to the job that kept her living in
the style to which she rapidly grew accustomed.

Every six months or so,
Alfreda had someone deliver a note to Ramona asking her to meet her for lunch. Ramona would take the
streetcar into West Philadelphia and meet
Alfreda at whatever local colored restaurant she choose. Ramona was proud that Alfreda could take care of
herself well enough to eat at restaurants because she could count
on one hand the number of times that she
had. Even though she doubted Alfreda’s methods, Ramona

never really doubted that
Alfreda would be fine. Alfreda was wild, but she
wasn’t stupid, and her stubborn streak would keep
her from failing.

“How’s Daddy? How’s Emma
and Delila?” Alfreda always asked.

And Ramona always
answered, “They’re fine, but you can come out to
the house and see for yourself.”

“Not yet,” Alfreda always
answered back. “Not yet.”

While Alfreda was away
from Ardmore, all sorts of rumors drifted back about what and how she was doing. Living in a beaten up
one-room shack was one. Standing on the corner selling herself was
another. Sitting in the bar spending all
her money on liquor was a third, which, on some nights,
was not far from the truth.

Emma missed Alfreda. Even
though they fought too much over what was
right and what was wrong during Alfreda’s last year at home,
Alfreda still was her sister, and she
remembered the good times when they got along as sisters should. But Alfreda started calling Emma
names like Goody Two Shoes and Little Miss
Perfect because she led the upstanding Christian
life that Alfred and Ramona so carefully planned
for them.

One Sunday, five years
after Alfreda left home, the congregants of Bethel
A.M.E. stood on Walnut Avenue for a few minutes
of fellowship before they walked home to
sit on their porches or go directly inside to get dinner
on the table. A boat-sized black Cadillac with
dark windows appeared at the end of Walnut
Avenue. Heads turned to watch it sail down the street and
turn left onto Spring Avenue.

As the car turned the
corner, Alfred said to Ramona, “It’s a shame those
white folks made that driver work on the Lord’s
Day.”

Ramona shook her head and
said, “They think they have their heaven right here on earth, so they ain’t studying about how to get
in there. But, you know. God don’t like
ugly.”

Alfred, Ramona, Emma and
Delila walked across the street toward the hotel as the car came around again. This time, as the car got
up to different groups of people walking
or standing on the sidewalk, it stopped, like the
driver was looking for directions. One-by-one, as
people looked in the driver’s window,
their eyes got wide and their mouths’ flew open. Once the
initial shock of recognition passed, they
smiled and waved.

Finally, the Caddy pulled
into an empty space in front of the hotel. Alfred looked at the car so hard that he walked right into
Ramona who already had stopped dead in her
tracks.

“Hi, you all,” shouted
Alfreda as she put the car in park and opened the
door.

“Alfreda?” said Alfred, knowing full well
that was his daughter.


“In the flesh, Daddy,”
said Alfreda, running her hand along the rim of the car door. “Do
you like it?”

Emma and Delila squealed,
ran over to Alfreda and hugged her. “Welcome back,” said Emma. She stepped back and took a good
look at Alfreda. “It sure is good to see
you. You look great.”

“Is this your car,?”
asked Delila, running her hand up and down the

chrome trim Alfreda
polished to a bright shine before she left home.
“Sure is, little sister,” Alfreda said, with a
self-satisfied grin. “Sure is.” Alfred
finally closed his mouth and walked over with Ramona.

“You sure know how to
make an entrance, missy,” said Ramona. “Now

let’s get down to business. Do you own this
car?”

“Hook, line and sinker,”
said Alfreda, running her hand around the brim of her black fedora.

“I see that you’re doing
all right in the world,” said Alfred. Certain that
God would not reward a wayward child, he said,
“You must have changed your
ways.”

“I’ve only changed the way
I work, Daddy,” said Alfreda, proud of herself. “I learned to work smarter, not harder,” she said as
she tapped the side of her head with her
finger. I’m not typing anymore. I’m selling insurance now, and to the folks who really need it. Who wants
insurance more than folks who think
they’re going to die? I sell insurance in every taproom, pool hall and beer garden in Philadelphia, to every
crook, drunk and low-life who wants it.
They know they’re doing wrong, and I tell them that if they have to pay for their mistakes, at least
let someone else use the cash.”

She laughed, but Alfred
and Ramona looked at her like they were puzzled.
Selling insurance in beer gardens? Ramona
thought, “what good is it if a man gains
the whole world and loses his soul.”

Before Ramona could even
say what she was thinking, Alfreda said, “Those jokers have women and kids all over town, but even the
worst of them can find somebody they’d
like to take care of with a little money when they die. They aren’t all bad, Momma, although I bet you
think most of them will go straight to hell.”

Ramona cracked a smile.
Alfreda found a way to make money doing something legal with that crowd she ran with. The girl had
spunk.

“You’re selling
insurance?” asked Alfred, incredulously.

“Top salesman . . .
excuse me, saleswoman, with the company,” said Ramona.

Alfred puffed out his
chest like he took credit for Alfreda’s success.
“Well, God has answered my prayers,” said Alfred.
“You’ve changed your ways. You’re down
there in town doing respectable work.” He put his arm


around Alfreda’s
shoulders. “Come inside, honey, and join us for dinner.” He led her
up the steps to the hotel, opened the door for her, and led
her inside.

The prodigal daughter returned.

Vera graduated on
Wednesday and, on Saturday, Emma and John loaded
Vera’s two trunks and four suitcases full of
clothes into John’s seven year old Ford
truck. The other Marshall children stood on the steps and on
the sidewalk waiting for their big sister
to leave them. The youngest ones were excited at the prospect of
Vera moving so far away, and the older ones were
sad. They knew they would miss her; that like
Alfreda, once she left, she wasn’t coming
back. Vera gave each one a big hug goodbye.

As she put her arms
around Bobby, he held her tight. “Take care of yourself, Vera. Don’t do anything crazy down
there.”

“You know me, little brother,” she whispered
in his ear.

“I know, I know,” Bobby
said as he extended his arms and took a good look at Vera. “Crazy
isn’t your style . . . bold is.

“Got it,” said Vera. She
hugged him again.

“You take care of
Phyllis,” she said. “She’s a nice girl, and now that
brother of hers is out of the picture, it’ll be
better than ever for you two.” “I hope
so,” Bobby said.

It took half an hour for
Vera to make it down the line. When she finished
with her brothers and sisters, she started on the
cousins and friends who had lined up for
the big event.

Some of her sisters and
cousins started to cry. Vera tried to assure them,
although she was fighting back the tears in her
own eyes. “I’m only going to Philly, you
all. It’s not like I won’t be back home or the street car
won’t run you in town anymore.”

“Once you leave here, you
won’t be back,” said Valerie, wiping a tear off her cheek.

“Not back to stay,
Valerie, but surely to visit,” said Vera. She put her hands on her
hips, then waved her hands from one end of the group to the
other. “Y’all know that I have to leave to get
where I’m going. But rest assured of one
thing,” she said, shaking a finger at them, “when I get there, I’m
a bring all y’all with me.”

She adjusted her
pocketbook and said, “Now, let me get on in this truck
and be gone.” She turned to John and said, “I’m
ready, Pop.”

John opened the back
passenger door for Vera and then the front door for Emma. He closed the doors behind them and walked over to
his side of the car with his head down,
trying to keep anyone from seeing the tears welling up in his eyes.
His first born, his baby girl was leaving home. No


matter if she is grown or
has thought that she was for years, she’s his first.
Now, here he was taking her into town to live
with a wild woman. God help her, thought
John, as he wiped his cheek with his handkerchief. He also
quickly wiped his brow so that anybody who looked
would think that he was only wiping the
sweat off his face on that hot June day.

Vera stuck her head out
the window and yelled, “Bye, everybody. Take care of yourselves” as the old Ford slowly rolled down Welsh
Road.


CHAPTER 12
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middle class, striving colored folks.
Accomplished striver Alfreda Washington bought herself a
three-story brick rowhouse on a relatively
quiet tree-lined street and converted the third floor into an
apartment. The rent she received from that apartment
just about paid for her mortgage, so she could
use her money for better things. Like the
imported hand-carved pipes that she puffed on constantly,
filling the air around her with the sweet smell
of burning tobacco. Like the expensive
men’s hats that she bought once a month and wore every day,
her only concession to vanity.

Alfreda lifted up her
right hand, placed the pipe in her mouth and took
a few puffs. She lifted up her left hand, put the
mug to her lips and took a few sips of coffee—black, just about the
color of her skin. She leaned her head
back on the chair and pushed her thick, black, horn-rimmed glasses
up on her head. The two drugs started
clearing her head of Saturday night’s excesses and working through the rest of her body in time,
she hoped, to give her the strength to
change out of her bathrobe, slippers and nightgown
before Emma and John arrived with Vera. Normally,
she dressed as she pleased in her own
damned house, but even she had some modesty left
when it came to her family.

Not more than an hour
ago, she told her overnight guests to get their asses out by noon
because her niece was coming to stay with her. She put
her crowd on notice that things would be
different when Vera came—at least for a
while.


Alfreda heard the truck
pull into the driveway and snuffed out the pipe.
She ran upstairs, threw on a blouse and some
pants and ran a comb through her hair. By
the time John rang the doorbell, she looked perfectly
respectable.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,”
she said as she ran downstairs and opened the door.

John stood there alone, a
black leather steamer trunk leaning against his leg.

“Let me help you with
that, John,” Alfreda said, reaching for the trunk,
instead of him. Alfreda might have stood about
5'4'', but
she was broad and stocky and had exceeding
strength.

“Aw, bush, woman,” he
said. “I can get this in here by myself. Just tell
me where Vera’s room is and I’ll take it
there.”

“Second floor, last room
on the right,” said Alfreda as she brushed past him, dismissing him, looking for Emma and Vera.

John lugged the trunk up
the steps. It slid easily on the carpeted steps once he got the right angle.

Vera ran over to Alfreda with open arms and
a big smile. “Hi, Aunt Alfreda,” she said. “I’m so glad to see
you.”

“I’m glad to have you
here, baby,” said Alfreda as she hugged her tightly.
“Make yourself at home.”

Emma brought up the rear.
She always was slow, thought Alfreda. Always complaining about her bad legs and bad feet. Nothing that
losing 50 pounds wouldn’t cure. Naturally
big bones combined with the weight leftover from
10 children sure have taken their
toll.

“Do you need any help,
Emma?” Alfreda asked, hoping that she’d say no.

“No. My leg’s just
cramping a little bit after being squished up in that
truck. Let me just rub it a bit and bring it back
to life,” Emma said, reaching down and
massaging her left leg.

She massaged the leg and
shook out the cramp. Then she started down the walkway with steps that could only be called baby. To
what seemed to Alfreda like five minutes
later, Emma reached the door.

“Come on in. Let me get
you something to drink,” said Alfreda. “Nothing too strong, now,”
said Emma. “Iced tea or lemonade would be
just fine.”

Iced tea or lemonade, thought Alfreda. Now
she ought to know that I don’t keep any of that stuff in my
house.

“How about a nice cool
glass of water,” said Alfreda.

“That would do just
fine,” said Emma as she fanned herself with her
hat.
As she looked around Alfreda’s
house, Emma had to admit that she was

impressed. The house that her sister had brought for herself only
was bigger


than the one she was lived
in with 10 children, now 9, and a husband. Nice furniture, too. The living room couch and loveseat were
upholstered in a maroon brocade pattern,
and they rested on top of an Oriental rug with the most
beautiful burgundies, blues, and greens
that Emma had ever seen.

Two mahogany coffee tables
graced either side of the couch. Matching crystal lamps with a fringed lampshade sat on each table.
Alfreda sure did have good taste in
furniture. Emma sat on the couch.

Alfreda carried in the
water in a pitcher on a tray with four glasses. She figured that John and Vera would want some water after
carrying Vera’s things upstairs. She sat
on the black leather club chair across from the couch.

Emma took a long sip of
water and looked directly at Alfreda. “Take good care of my baby, Alfreda,” she said.

“Vera can take care of
herself,” said Alfreda. “You know that.”

“No, I don’t know that,
Alfreda,” Emma said, putting her glass down on the coaster Alfreda laid out on the table, “and she doesn’t
know what’s out there.”

“She knows,” Alfreda said,
“and what she doesn’t know, she’ll soon find out. You can’t keep her from the world.”

But I can try, thought Emma.

“I know she’ll learn, but
I want her to learn on her own. I don’t want you or your friends teaching her things she doesn’t need to
know now or later,” Emma said.

“I’m not going to drag
Vera anywhere, but I’m not going to babysit her either. When she
starts working and has her own money, she can go and do
pretty much anything she wants. I’m not going to
open doors for her, but I’m not going to
stop her from going in them either,” Alfreda said.

She leaned closer to Emma
and said, “Don’t worry. “I told all my friends that things are going to be different around here for a while
since my little niece was coming,” Alfreda said.

“I’m counting on you,
Alfreda,” Emma said.

“Now you ought to know not
to count on me,” Alfreda said. She laughed and walked back to the club chair. She sat down and leaned
back. “Count on Vera and count on
yourself. If you raised her right, you don’t have anything
to worry about,” she said, turning to the side
and putting her feet up on the mahogany
coffee table.

Vera bounced into the room
and waved her hand in the air with a flourish. “That’s it. That’s the last of the suitcases. I’m officially
moved in.” She grabbed a glass of water and sat on the loveseat,
all smiles.

John came down the stairs
and wiped the sweat off his face. “Have a
glass of water,” said Alfreda, handing it to John.


Since everybody had a
glass, Alfreda said, “Although this ain’t alcohol,
I’d like to drink a toast to Vera’s new life.”
She raised her glass and looked at Vera.
“I hope you get everything you want, baby.”

“Here, here,” Vera
said.

“God help you,” said Emma.

“Here’s to my little
girl,” said John.

Since they’d never been in
her house before, Alfreda showed off a bit and took John and Emma on a tour of the house. Ramona’s home
training ever in her mind, Alfreda served
the trio cake and her black coffee that was strong enough to wake
the dead, which is what Alfreda was after a Saturday
night.

“Come on, John,” said
Emma. “I’ve got to get home and check on dinner.” She brushed the crumbs off her dress, stood up and
held her arms out to Vera. Vera practically ran into
them.

“Take care of yourself,
baby,” Emma said. “Call me if you need anything,
hear?”

Vera said, “I’ll be fine, Mom. Don’t worry
about me.”

John put his cap on his head while Vera and
Emma hugged and waited his turn. Vera ran over to him, and he
wrapped his arms around her.

“Best of luck to you,
honey,” John said. “Let me know how you’re doing. And remember, just because you leave home doesn’t mean
that you can’t come back.”

“I know, Pop. But I’m here
now. And you always told me, if you keep looking back, you’ll never get where you’re going because
you’ll never see the path,” Vera
said.

John lightly tapped Vera
on the head with his knuckles. “I’m glad to see that some of what your old Pop told you has sunken
in.”

More than you’ll ever
know, thought Vera. My eyes are stuck on straight
ahead and don’t look back.

Emma hugged Alfreda, and
John shook her hand. Alfreda and Vera stood out on the steps and watched as John let Emma in and then
drove the old truck down the street. When
the truck’s rear gate disappeared in a jumble of streetcars and sedans, Vera jumped up in the air and said,
“Hallelujah.”

At 6 a.m., the alarm
clock John gave Vera as a graduation present went
off. Vera hopped out of bed and hurried to the
bathroom that Alfreda said was all hers.
Nobody to share it with, nobody to tell her to hurry up and
get out. She couldn’t believe the
extravagance of having a bathroom all to herself. Even though she could have taken her time washing
off, she didn’t. She rushed it because she
wanted to get the morning paper as soon as she


could. When she came
downstairs at 6:45, Alfreda was still sleeping. She
told Vera that most days she didn’t get up until
10 or 11 and didn’t get to the office
until 12 or 1. That left her plenty of time during the day to do
whatever paperwork she had to do before
heading out to the bars and beer gardens to see her old customers and to get new ones. She usually stayed
out until 11 or 12 at night.

Vera remembered where the
coffee was and fixed herself a fresh pot. After eating some toast, she took the key off the table and
headed down to the corner store. Vera
marveled at how these three story, red, stone twin
houses on the street were a lot bigger than the
ones in Ardmore. She walked on smooth
slate sidewalks under leafy trees giving lots of shade. When
Vera got to the corner, she felt a part of all
the activity going on around her. At least
twelve people stood right at the intersection waiting for the
streetcar. Every few seconds, people
walked out of the corner store with newspapers, cups of coffee and what looked like hot, sweet
rolls.

Time to make her entrance,
Vera walked over to the door with faded red lettering that spelled out “Arthur’s Stop ’N Shop.” Vera
raised her head and walked boldly into the
corner store, saying good morning to people as she walked pass them. You never know, they might be her
neighbors.

She walked over to the
cashier and said, “Good morning. I’d like to buy
an Elevator.”

A petite woman who could
barely look over the top of the cash register reached into the glass case, took out a newspaper and handed
it to Vera. “That will be 5 cents, honey.”

Vera knew that. She already had the coin in
her hand, and she gave it to

her.

Vera then said, “I’d like
to introduce myself. I just moved down the street yesterday, and I suspect you’ll see me in here a lot.
My name is Vera Marshall.”

“Why, hello, Vera
Marshall,” said the woman. “My name is Arthurine
Forman. Welcome to my store.”

“Arthurine,” repeated
Vera. “Arthur for short?”

“That’s right,” said
Arthurine. “Doesn’t hurt for people to think that a man runs this
place. Keeps the riff-raff in line, you know?”

“I can’t believe you’d
have too much trouble around here. My aunt says this is a nice neighborhood,” said Vera.

“Who’s your aunt?” Della
asked.

“Alfreda Washington,” Vera said.

“Alfreda’s your aunt? I
never heard her talk of any family,” Arthurine said.

“Some things don’t need talking about,” said
Vera.
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“Well, Alfreda’s one of my
best customers,” Arthurine said. “Did she send you down here?”

“No,” said Vera. “I just
came in to get the paper. I’m looking for a job.
Just graduated from high school last
week.”

“Do tell!” said Arthurine.
“You’re younger than you look, honey, and I mean that as a compliment.” Other customers now stood behind
Vera, giving Arthurine evil looks, waving
money and merchandise in the air, trying to get
attention.

“Congratulations. Let me
take these other customers,” she said to Vera, looking past her. “You tell Alfreda hello, you
hear?”

“I’ll do just that,” she
said as she ignored the evil eyes and walked out
the door.

Vera walked back home,
poured herself another cup of coffee and turned immediately to the classified section. It didn’t make any
sense looking in the daily papers for a
job, even though they had about ten times as many
listings as the Elevator. At least any company that
advertised in the Elevator
knew that the folks who showed up looking for
jobs would be colored.

Vera started down the
list. It was depressing. Most of the ads for women
were for maids and cooks and housekeeping, both
in Philadelphia and out on the Main Line. She quickly jumped over
those ads to the small section for typists
and receptionists. A few colored businesses and
professionals needed girls to type 65
words a minute. One ad caught her eye.

“Models wanted. Experience
necessary. Harrison’s Department Store, 52nd and Market Streets.”

“That’s the job for me,”
Vera said. She put the paper down, finished her coffee and went upstairs to get dressed.

The dress had to be
something outstanding, but not too revealing, showing just enough to let them know she had more. She
selected a navy blue linen dress with a
scoop neck that stopped right at her collarbone.
White point d’Alencon lace graced the cuffs. She
selected a pair of matching white lace
gloves. She reached up to the top shelf in her closet and picked
out a white straw hat with a navy blue ribbon around the rim. She
brushed her hair and twisted it into a
french roll. She pulled the pearl earrings out of
her jewelry box and clipped them on. She was
ready.

Alfreda was fixing
breakfast in the kitchen when Vera came downstairs.
“You sure look pretty Vera,” she said. “You going
to look for a job?” “Sure am,” said Vera.
“Harrison’s Department Store is looking for models.

$2 an hour.”


“That’s good money for
someone just starting out,” Alfreda said. “Good luck.”

Vera said thank you and
started for the door. “Oh, I met Arthurine this morning. She told me to tell you hello.”

Here we go, thought Alfreda.

“Is that all she said?”
Alfreda asked.

“That’s all,” Vera said.

Thank God, thought Alfreda. “Arthurine’s
good people,” she said.


CHAPTER 13
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Arthurine’s to catch the streetcar. She took her place among the crowd waiting for the Philadelphia
Transportation Company (PTC) Walnut
Street, Number 3 Trolley to 52nd Street. An assortment of men in overalls, uniforms with utility company
logos and hospital names, a few men in
suits and hats, and women in the white maid uniforms of private service, the pink and white uniforms of
the hotel maids, and other women dressed
like Vera in conservative dresses, hats and white
gloves. A few people talked quietly among
themselves, but it seemed like most of the
others were engaged in animated conversation, laughing,
talking loud, and throwing much hands on
hips. Giving each other strength for the day and one last chance to be themselves before they had to
spend the next eight hours holding it all
in.

Vera approached one of the men in a suit.
“Excuse me, sir,” she said, tilting her head to the side, smiling
and batting her long eyelashes. “How much is the fare?”

She honestly didn’t know.
Vera had been around the city plenty, but she never had to ride public transportation. She always had a
ride. Give her a few weeks and she’d have a ride again.

Vera had the 20 cents fare
ready when the trolley arrived. She dropped her money into the fare box and moved to the back with the
rest of the women who got on first so
there’d be room for the men who politely practiced
ladies’ first. Vera found a seat about half way
back next to an elderly lady with a white
shirt, black skirt, black flat shoes and her hair pulled back
into a bun.


Vera nodded hello, but
then ignored the woman and looked out of the window. Whenever she felt the least bit nervous about
interviewing for a job she so desperately wanted, she looked around
at the other women on the streetcar.
Objectively speaking, none of them looked better than her.
Some may have been prettier in the face, but only
slightly, and they didn’t accentuate what
they had like Vera did. She knew how to make the best of
what God gave her, and what he gave her was
pretty good. Why wouldn’t a woman want to
buy a dress if she thought she could look like Vera—at least
a little.

Harrison’s was the only
colored department store in Philadelphia. The other department
stores like John Wanamaker’s, Strawbridges & Clothiers,
and Gimbel’s weren’t officially segregated, but
colored people weren’t welcome there like
white. The colored folks cooked the food that the stores
served in their elegant dining rooms with fine
crystal and silver, but they weren’t truly welcome to eat there.
Colored people worked as seamstresses and
in alterations making dresses and gowns fit perfectly, but they had
better think twice about trying them on
themselves. Colored people worked as trimmers to decorate the ladies’ hats that they dare not put
on their hair, hot-combed straight and
full of greasy pressing oil and Dixie Peach pomade so that it
wouldn’t turn back.

But at Harrison’s, colored
people could shop just like anyone else. Customers entered through a glass front door with the
lettering, “Harrison’s Department
Store—Fine Merchandise for Fine People”. The women’s
department was directly on the left, and the
men’s department was directly on the
right. The beauty salon was situated behind the women’s
department, and the children’s department
was to the right of that. The women’s cosmetics counter stood almost directly in front of the main
door. It held the most extensive selection
of hair pomades, hot combs and straightening products in the city. The counter always was crowded with
women bewitched by the possibility of transforming their regular,
nappy, stiff colored hair into silky wavy
hair that moved or at least let a comb slide through it
without breaking.

The second floor housed a
furniture department that promised fine furniture to those with good credit and for those without,
forever layaway with $1 down and $1 a
week. The appliance department offered the latest gadgets to those
who could pay for them or thought they could. Harrison’s
Silver Dining Room seated 50 and imitated one of
the dining rooms at Wanamaker’s with gold
paint on the walls and gold tablecloths. Harrison’s
dining room served the kind of food that you
could never find downtown but that always
kept it full of customers—greens, corn bread, black eyed peas,
fried chicken, smothered chicken and spare ribs.


The Grand Hall was next to
the restaurant. The hall was divided by a
runway down the center surrounded by either chairs or
tables, depending on whether one of the
many colored clubs or churches rented the
hall for a luncheon, meeting or fashion show. At least once a
day, and more often by special request of
its best customers, the women’s department
held a fashion show of its finest merchandise. Colored
women from the 400 looked forward to coming down
and seeing the latest fashions before they
hit the sales floor. And, if a good customer couldn’t find that exact gown or dress or other garment that
she wanted among the clothes immediately on hand, Harrison’s
arranged a special showing to see whether
anything they could find would meet their customer’s requirements. Men and women attended the shows.
The women for themselves; the men for
their wives or mistresses.

The personnel and credit
office was next door to the showroom. Lines for both purposes
spilled out into the hallway. Most people needed credit,
and a lot more needed a job. Harrison’s offered
good steady work with decent pay in a
comfortable environment—something that was hard for
colored folks to come by. Vera couldn’t tell
whether some of the women in line were there for the modeling job
or for sales jobs, but she didn’t worry. Lack of confidence was not one of her problems.

Vera strode up to the
receptionist’s desk and said, “Good Morning. I’m
Vera Marshall. I’m here to apply for the modeling
job.”

“Good morning, Miss
Marshall,” said the woman behind the desk. “Welcome to Harrison’s.” Everyone in the store was instructed
to be polite. Good customers were worth
working for.

The woman picked up a
clipboard with some papers attached and handed them to Vera. “Please fill out this application. When you
return it to me, I’ll have someone
interview you.”

Vera took the clipboard
and sat down next to two other women filling out the same application. When she reached the section asking
about previous experience, she didn’t want
to lie, so she fudged the truth just a bit. “Modeled for Janet Devereaux, owner of the Main Line
Modeling School, September and October
1954.” Anything more would get her into trouble, she reasoned, and anything less wouldn’t get her the
job.

She handed the application
back to the receptionist and took her seat with the other girls, who were called one by one ahead of
her. Each interview took about 15 minutes,
and 45 minutes later, the receptionist called out,
“You may go in Miss Marshall” after her intercom
rang with her instructions.

Vera opened the door to
the office of opportunity. The name tag on the desk in front of her said “Mrs. Harrison.” Vera tensed, but
only ever so


slightly, and not so that
Mrs. Harrison would notice. Here she was meeting
everything she wanted to be: a woman with money,
beauty, a successful husband, a business, and membership in the
400.

Vera smiled, thrust out
her gloved hand, and said, “Good morning. I’m Vera Marshall and I’d like the honor of being one of your
models.”

Catherine Harrison smiled and then laughed,
“Honor? Miss Marshall,” she said. “What a marvelous way of putting
it.”

“Why it is an honor,” Vera
said, meaning it. “Not every girl can have the opportunity to model for the largest colored department
store in Philadelphia.”

“That’s exactly true,”
said Catherine. “Many girls apply for these positions, but few are chosen.”

“Have a seat, Miss
Marshall,” she said, motioning to the imitation Louis
XIV arm chair directly across from her desk.
“I’ve looked over your application, and I
must say I’m impressed. We don’t get many girls here
from the Main Line. I see you just graduated from
Ardmore High School. That’s quite an
accomplishment.”

“Thank you,” said Vera.
She thought that an Ardmore High School diploma wasn’t so much an accomplishment, but a bridge to get
to the other side.

“And you have experience
with the Devereaux Modeling Agency. Tell me about that,” Mrs. Harrison said.

“Well,” said Vera,
shifting on the white jacquard upholstered seat. “I
modeled three times at the request of Mrs.
Devereaux, the owner of the agency.” That wasn’t exactly a lie, she
thought.

“I find it hard to believe
that a white agency would use a colored model. Where did you model?” Mrs. Harrison asked.

“In private showings of
dresses for selected groups of young women,” Vera said. That was the truth. The high school modeling club
was private, and the members were young
women.

“Not unlike what we do
here,” said Mrs. Harrison. She leaned back and nodded her head as if she was satisfied with Vera’s
experience.

“Exactly,” said Vera.

“Let me see an example of
what you can do,” Mrs. Harrison said. She waved her hands in the air as if she was conjuring up a
fashion show. “Model for me now,
describing your dress as you do.”

Vera stood up, walked to the door, and
began.

“Our next model is Miss
Vera Marshall. Miss Marshall is wearing a navy blue cotton dress with empire sleeves accented by a thin veil
of alencon lace at the sleeves and the
neckline.” As Vera continued modeling and


describing her dress,
shoes, purse and hat, Mrs. Harrison peered over her
bifocals and studied Vera’s every turn, twist and
flourish. She was impressed with her
figure, her apparently effortless carriage, and her flair for
putting together an outfit that
highlighted her best features and looked absolutely
smashing.

When Vera finished with
her hands on her hips, her fingers appearing to caress the top of her hip bones, Mrs. Harrison started
clapping.

“Bravo, Miss Marshall. I
like your style,” she said.

Vera smiled and said, genuinely, “Thank you
so much.” Then she sat down and waited.

Mrs. Harrison took off her
glasses and twirled them by the arm. “I’d like to give you a
chance, Miss Marshall,” said Mrs. Harrison. “We start
you off on a probationary period for 30 days to
see how you handle the job and how our
customers react to you. During that period, you’ll do a mix of the
retail floor modeling and private showings. You are expected
to always look your best, of course. From now on,
the beauticians in our salon will style
your hair every day and manicure your nails as needed,”
she said.

Vera’s eyes opened wide.
She added up in her head the cost of daily hairdressing services and regular manicures and realized that
she’d only bring home enough money for car fare.

Mrs. Harrison looked at
Vera and smiled. Poor dear simple girl, she thought. “All of these services are at our expense, of
course.”

The size of Vera’s eyes
went back to normal. Her mind raced with all the different ways that she would wear her hair now that she
had a hairdresser at her
beck-and-call.

“You should at all times
wear clothes purchased from this store because you are a reflection of Harrison’s best 24 hours a day. Most
of our employees have a 20% discount on
clothes, but yours will be 40% because we want you to showcase our fashions at all times.”

Vera bit her tongue to
keep from jumping up, clapping her hands, and kissing Mrs. Harrison like she knew her. This job was even
better than she imagined. Someone actually encouraged her to buy
fine clothes instead of criticizing her.
And she could buy the clothes at a discount.

Mrs. Harrison continued,
“At the end of the 30 day period, we will speak again about your future with Harrison’s. Report here
the day after tomorrow at 9 a.m.” She put
her glasses on, stood up and held out her
hand to Vera. “Good luck, Miss Marshall. I hope you have a
bright future here at Harrison’s.” She had no
doubt that Vera would, and neither did
Vera.


On the escalator down to
the first floor, Vera looked like somebody who should be in Haverford—the state mental hospital located on
the Main Line—laughing to herself, shaking
her head out of disbelief, and smiling, seemingly at nothing or no
one in particular. She stopped at the cosmetics counter and bought a new lipstick—Fire Engine Red by Max
Factor—to celebrate. She asked the lady behind the counter for a
tissue and wiped off the old lipstick.
Then she put on two coats of the new, pressed her lips
together, and walked out of Harrison’s different
than when she came in.


CHAPTER 14
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driveway when Vera returned. Vera walked
into the house shouting, “Aunt Alfreda! I got the job!” Alfreda
sat in the kitchen, feet propped up on the
table, with a plate of half-eaten fried
fish, collard greens and rice in front of her when she heard
Vera’s yelling.

“Is all that yelling about
that job at Harrison’s,” Alfreda said, truly more interested right now in stopping the yelling rather than
hearing about the job. She wasn’t used to
all that commotion in her house, at least until the weekend. “Come on in here where I can hear you without
all that yelling,” she said.

“Yes, I’m talking about
the job at Harrison’s,” Vera said, still yelling
from the living room. She heard Alfreda, but
damned if she didn’t have something to
yell about, at least once in her life, and she was going to
yell no matter whose house it
was.

Vera carefully took the
hat pin out of her hat and laid it on the couch.
One thing she liked about Alfreda’s house was
that she didn’t have to worry about some
kids sitting on her things, or getting peanut butter on
them, or using them as makeshift footballs. She
could leave her things where she pleased
without fear that they’d be in no shape for her to want
them when she got ready to use them
again.

She reached down and eased
off her shoes one by one and laid them on
the floor in front of the couch. Then wiggling her toes like an
excited baby does when somebody is
tickling her feet, Vera walked into the kitchen to see Alfreda.


“[image: tmp_68537b53682fb6505dda3cf84ce98a79_Y6M4iE_html_m2cf80341.gif]You got a job, girl?” Alfreda
asked again.

“Absolutely,” Vera said as
she launched into a description of her duties and the perks that went along with it.

“That’s cause for
celebration,” Alfreda said twisting her feet around
off the linoleum chair and letting them plop on
the ground. “You got your own job. Your
own money. I’d say you’re really grown now.” Alfreda
walked over to Vera and hugged her. Then she
walked toward the cupboard. Alfreda hid
some of her liquor in honor of Emma and John coming to the house; she wasn’t sure if Emma would get a
notion to snoop around. The spices, flour,
sugar and other baking items that Alfreda rarely had use for were right in front of her face when she
opened up the cupboard. No casual snoop
could see around the tall, fat sugar and flour sacks, and anybody trying to be slick would risk detection by
moving the stuff out of the
way.

“Let me get this right
here,” Alfreda said. She took down the flour and sugar, reached in the back of the cupboard and pulled out
a bottle of gin.

“I know Emma doesn’t let
you drink, but there’s no harm in a little taste to celebrate your new job,” Alfreda said. She pulled
two glasses down from the other cabinet.
“I’ll cut yours with lots of juice if you want.”

“I’ve drank liquor
before,” Vera said, figuring that she could tell
Alfreda what she couldn’t tell her mother. “Not
much, but I’ve had a taste.”

“Well, then,” Alfreda
said. “A little taste more won’t hurt you.”

Alfreda put three ice
cubes in the glass, a finger full of gin, filled the
rest of it with orange juice and handed it to
Vera. For herself, Alfreda just poured the
liquor into the glass and held it up.

“Here’s to your new job
and your new life. May you have everything you want,” Alfreda said.

“And then some,” added
Vera, raising her glass and touching Alfreda’s.

Alfreda tilted her head
back and let the gin slide down her throat. She closed her eyes, pursed her lips, and then smiled. Alfreda
looked as satisfied with that drink as
Vera did with a good lover.

Alfreda snapped her head
forward, shook it to clear it, and said, “Whoo. That’s good.”

Vera could hardly taste
the liquor in her glass, but the cool drink sure
tasted good.

“When do you start?”
Alfreda asked, between gulps.

“Day after tomorrow,” Vera
said. “9 a.m.”

“So you have tomorrow off?” Alfreda
asked.

“Sure do,” said Vera. “One
day to get myself together. I’m going to go get my hair and nails done.”


Alfreda put down the
glass. “Well, if you want to, you can go out with me
tonight. I have to visit some customers at some
joints on Lancaster Avenue.” She shook a
bony finger at Vera and said, “It’d be good for you to come
along. I want those niggers to know that you’re
my niece. That way, if they see you on the
street around here, they won’t give you any shit.”

The moment I’ve been
waiting for, thought Vera. “What time should I be ready,” she said.

“Be ready at 9,” Alfreda
said. “I’ve got to catch those niggers before they drink too much and run out of money. Or sense. Or
both.”

By 8:30, Vera walked into
the front room, ready to go. The clothes she had on that evening couldn’t have been more different
from what she wore that morning. She
filled out every nook and cranny of a red silk jaquard sheath with one inch wide straps and a two inch wide
bow at each shoulder. She wore silk
because it felt about as smooth as her skin, and
some lucky man that evening would realize
that.

When she heard the sound
of a key turning in the door, Vera stood up to get her pocketbook. Alfreda opened the door, glanced at
Vera and said, “Whoa, girl. We’re just
going to some bars, not to a cabaret. No need for
you to wear your finest where we’re
going.”

Vera was incredulous.
“This isn’t my finest, Aunt Alfreda,” said Vera.
She ran her hand down the right side of her
dress, starting from her breasts to her
hem. “This is a date dress. I have real gowns for
cabarets.”

“Good Lord, girl. Now I
see what Emma meant,” Alfreda said. As she emptied out her
briefcase, she said, “Listen, Vera. I don’t have time to be
keeping these men off of you.” She continued
fussing. These young girls are always
asking for trouble, she thought. These men don’t know how to
control themselves. Give them a few drinks, and
they lose what little sense they do have. “I’ve got to collect my
money and hook me some new customers.
You’re going to have to keep those niggers in line yourself,
but by the looks of that dress, it seems like you
have plenty of experience doing
that.”

“I can take care of
myself, Aunt Alfreda,” Vera said. “I’m only trying
to attract the right type of man. Anything else,
I get rid of.”

“Good,” Alfreda said as
she picked up her briefcase and walked to the door. “You got your work cut out for you.”

At 9:10, Alfreda stopped
her Cadillac Fleetwood in front of a red brick storefront on Lancaster Avenue with two large picture windows
that you couldn’t see inside of. On top of
the building, a flashing red neon sign in


letters a foot high
spelled out “Velvet Slim’s” and underneath in letters
half that size, “Home of the Slim
Goodie.”

Alfreda put the car in
park and said, “Get ready, Vera. It’s show time.” A tall husky man
in a red jacket hurried around to the front of Alfreda’s
car and opened her door.

“Good evening, Miss
Washington,” the man said.

“How ya doing, Tony,” Alfreda said. “Is the
joint jumping?”

“Just percolating,” Tony
said. “You know it won’t explode until later.” He grabbed the top of Alfreda’s arm and practically pulled
her out of the car, not because he was
trying to, but because he had so much strength in
one hand, what seemed like an assist to him felt
like a tug to everyone else. He looked
over at Vera and he said, “I see you have company.”

“This is my niece, Vera
Marshall,” said Alfreda as she stuck her head back in the car so Tony, who leaned over the driver’s seat
looking at Vera, could hear the
introduction. “Just graduated from high school and got a
job today, first time out.”

Vera held out her hand,
slightly angled, as if she expected it to be kissed. It wasn’t. Tony shook her hand as he would anyone he
just met, and said, “Pleased to meet
you.”

Vera took her hand back and said,
“Likewise.”

“Stay right there, Miss
Marshall,” Tony said, extracting the top half of his body from the car. “I’ll be right over to open your
door.”

“I had no intentions of
leaving,” Vera said, smiling.

Tony followed Alfreda to
the sidewalk and opened Vera’s door. He put out his hand, touched
Vera’s arm, and let his hand rest there long enough for Vera to know that he wasn’t just doing his job.
“That sure is a beautiful dress you have
on, Miss Marshall,” he said. “Bright red, just like
a siren . . . or is it a stop sign.”

Vera raised her eyebrows.
“That depends on who’s looking,” she said. Damn her, thought Alfreda. It’s starting already. “Come on,
come on,” Alfreda said. “Enough of the
chitchat. Let’s get inside.”

Tony didn’t take his eyes
off Vera, which took some doing, since he stood in front of her and had to walk backwards to reach the
door. He made it without stumbling,
though, and he reached behind him and opened the heavy wooden doors. “Have a good evening,” he said,
looking right at Vera. “I’ll be right here
when you leave.”

“Well then I’ll see you
later,” Vera said.

Velvet Slim did a lot of
things to excess, but lighting the inside of his
club was not one of them. It took Vera a few
minutes to get accustomed to the dim
lighting.


She looked like Velvet
Slim’s decor—red on black. Red vinyl covered the tables. Red leather covered the chairs. The surface of
the bar that stretched across the left
wall was red, marked by the occasional black spot where a drunk or a player in the heat of action left a
cigarette burning too long. Each of the 20
or so tables for two was topped by a small lamp with a red and gold lampshade.

Alfreda walked in like she owned the place.
Everybody recognized her, and people shouted greetings from all
over the club.

Alfreda said to the maitre
d’, who stood behind a small podium that separated the tables from the bar area, “Frank, I’ll have a
table tonight. This here’s my niece, Vera.
We’re celebrating tonight. She just got a job.”

“Another working girl,”
said Frank. “Congratulations.” Frank adjusted the red carnation in his black suit and led Alfreda and Vera
down three steps to a table in the center.
The bartender caught sight of Vera in her red dress as he finished wiping down the counter and said,
“Lord have mercy. Check that out.” The
boys at the bar turned around and put their drinks down. They
watched Vera strut her stuff until she sat down at her
table. So did every other man . . . and woman . .
. in the club. The women looked only long
enough to size up Vera as a threat and do something to
get their men to turn back and look at
them.

“Send over a bottle of
good champagne,” Alfreda said to Frank. “You know I don’t normally drink that stuff, so just send me over
something that Velvet himself would drink.” Then she thought a few
seconds and said, “Better yet, make it something that Mrs. Velvet
would drink.”

Frank didn’t bother to ask
Vera’s age although he assumed that she was under 21 just having graduated from high school. But he
figured that anybody with a body like that
was old enough to handle whatever she would find in a bar.

As Alfreda and Vera waited
for the champagne, news of Vera’s arrival traveled to the private poker game in the back room. Someone
whispered into Velvet’s ear to go out
front and see what Alfreda Washington was trying to pass off as her niece. As bad as Alfreda looked and
as good as Vera looked, it was hard to
believe that they came from the same family. Velvet knew that this girl must be something special because
his men knew not to disturb his game
except for an emergency, like the cops or a fight or someone trying to steal his money, which didn’t
happen very often. Velvet was tall and
smooth and as fine as Vera’s favorite singer, Arthur
Prysock, but he could fight like Joe Lewis and
cut like a butcher.

Velvet threw down his
hand. “Straight flush. Game’s over fellas. Next one in 15 minutes.” Velvet scooped his hands around the
tables, collecting his winnings from the
group of lawyers who were smart enough to get the


most guilty criminal out
of jail, but too dumb to quit while they were ahead. They all owed Velvet money from games that they just
had to play. And Velvet never turned away
a chance to make money, even if sometimes
it was only in the book of gambling debts that he
meticulously kept in his
office.

Velvet handed the money to
an employee who knew that Velvet knew exactly how much was in that pile and would count it on his
return. Then Velvet stood up and parted
the red curtain that separated the back room from the front.

Nobody had to point out
Vera to him. His eyes scanned the room in less than 30 seconds,
taking in every detail—a necessary survival skill in
a world of gangsters and lowlifes. Vera was
holding a champagne glass to her lips when
he saw her. Red lips just touched the rim, head tilted
slightly back. He immediately wished that
she was holding a part of him instead of
that champagne glass.

Velvet straightened his
tie, smoothed down his wavy, conked hair, walked over to the table and said, “Good evening Alfreda. How
are you doing tonight?”

“Fine,” said Alfreda,
pausing because she knew Velvet didn’t come over to the table to
see her. Velvet looked directly into Vera’s eyes and
said to Alfreda, “I hear this young lady’s your
niece.”

“You hear right, Velvet. I
knew you’d be out here soon. This here is Vera Marshall, my niece who just came to live with me. Vera,
this is Velvet Johnson, the proprietor of
this esteemed establishment,” she said as she waved her hand around the room.

Vera held out her hand
again like she expected it to be kissed, and Velvet didn’t disappoint. He took Vera’s hand in his, lowered
his head and placed his lips on it as
gentle as a butterfly landing on a flower. “Pleased
to meet you Miss Marshall.”

“Good God,” groaned
Alfreda. “You’re really turning on the charm.” “I have good reason to, Alfreda,” said Velvet, smiling at
Vera. “Thank you, Mr. Johnson. It’s a
pleasure to meet you, too,” Vera said,

not pulling her hand away like a lady
would.

“Call me Velvet,” he said.

“And call me Vera,” she
said.

Alfreda sucked her teeth.
“It’s your own damn club, Velvet, so you might as well have a seat instead of standing there gawking
at Vera,” she said.

Velvet started to pull over another
chair.

“Don’t bother,” said
Alfreda, standing up. “Take this one.” She picked
up her briefcase and said, “I can see you’ll be
well occupied for a little


while, Vera. At least with
Velvet here, I know none of these other niggers will bother you. I’m going to go make my rounds,” She drained
her champagne glass and walked
away.

Velvet pulled the chair
closer to Vera. “Your aunt sure is some character.
But she’s good people. Tough and hardworking. I
like that.”

Vera let Velvet go on
talking as she took in every detail of this man who was a living legend. Every colored person in the
Philadelphia area knew of Velvet Slim’s.
His club was a cut above those North Philadelphia jazz joints. Most
people attributed that to Velvet being a cut above most
men—taller than most and finer than most with the
wavy hair, dark skin, and make-you-wet-in-your-panties voice like
Arthur Prysock. Everything at Velvet’s was
first class because he knew he had to do something different
to draw the folks away from North
Philly.

Many a head got bent after
drinking one two many Slim Goodies, a volatile combination of gin, vodka, tequila, lemon juice and
rum that Velvet concocted that always was
served in a tall, slim, frosted glass. It went down smooth and hit hard. Customers thought it was a mix of
the dark liquors—bourbon, scotch,
whiskey—because Velvet added a few drops of dark food coloring. Many tried but none could ever duplicate
the drink. Imbibers all over Philly tried
to duplicate the Slim Goodie but couldn’t. Only Velvet knew the precise measurements. He mixed a big
batch every evening before the bar opened
and left it for the bartender. Besides the card games that went on from opening to way past closing in
the back room, Velvet made his money off
the Slim Goodie.

Velvet wasn’t a gangster,
but he consorted with them and knew how to
keep them in line—hire a few for security and don’t take any
shit yourself. Velvet could shoot and cut
if he had to, but he rarely had to. Anyone
who had seen or heard about any of his victims knew that
Velvet was not a man to be messed
with.

Vera liked that.

Vera told Velvet about her
job. He poured her another glass of champagne and toasted her. One of his employees approached
the table, whispered in Velvet’s ear, and
he stood up. He took Vera’s hand and said, “Excuse me, Vera. I hate to leave you, but I have some
important business to take care of.” No
woman, not even one as fine as Vera, was worth missing a card game for, especially when his luck was running
good.

He leaned down and put his
arm around the back of her chair, his hand lightly touching the skin on her back. He put his face so
close to Vera’s that she could feel the
heat of his breath and smell every drop of his cologne.


His lips weren’t an inch from her ear when
he said, “I’m sure I’ll see you again, Vera. In fact, you can count
on it.”

He walked away. She poured herself another
glass of champagne and took a few sips to cool down.


CHAPTER 15

A[image: tmp_68537b53682fb6505dda3cf84ce98a79_Y6M4iE_html_57cb8e9c.gif]sliver of morning sun shined into
the bathroom where Vera knelt in front of
the toilet like she was praying to the God of the Young and
Dumb to cure her hangover.

Alfreda yelled to Vera
through the closed door, “You have to learn to handle your liquor better than that.”

Vera called out weakly, “I never drank that
much before.”

That I could tell, thought Alfreda.

She leaned against the
door so that she didn’t have to yell for Vera to
hear her, knowing that a loud voice is the last
thing a hungover drunk wants to hear. In her wise old aunt voice,
Alfreda said, “the secret to drinking is putting some food in your stomach before you leave home.
Don’t go out drinking thinking that you’ll
eat when you get there because it seems like there’s always time for drinking but never enough time for
eating. Give that liquor something to rest
on so it doesn’t start eating up the inside of your stomach, and you’ll be fine.”

Vera let Alfreda’s words
sink in slowly because that was the only speed working that morning, except when she vomited. That came fast
and furious.

“I’ll keep that in mind
next time,” Vera said. “But bad as I feel there may not be a next time.”

Alfreda chuckled. “There’ll be a next time,
believe me. Much as you liked being in that club, there’ll be a
next time.”

She leaned up off the door
and said, “I’m going to haul my colored ass to work now. Call me if you need anything. Otherwise, get
some rest. You’ll need it for
tomorrow.”


Vera pulled herself up,
straightened out her bathrobe, teetered to the door and opened it. “I sure do need the sleep. It seems like
every time I put my head down and closed
my eyes last night my head started swimming so I just propped the
pillows up behind me and sat straight up, staring ahead. I don’t
know when I finally went off to sleep, but it didn’t last long
before I felt the light on my eyes and had
to wake up. Now, I’m going right back up there, pull those shades and get back in bed,” Vera
said.

“Always worked for me,”
Alfreda said, as she went to her room to get dressed.

It was five o’clock that
evening before Vera woke up. The churning in her stomach had subsided, and she could stand up straight
without thinking that she was tipping
over. What kind of model would she make if she couldn’t
walk straight, she thought.

Vera spent the rest of the
evening getting herself ready for work. She selected another conservative dress from her collection,
starched and ironed it, and picked out
another pair of lace gloves and ironed those. She polished
her shoes and buffed them until she could clearly
see her reflection. She spent close to an
hour placing pincurls in her hair so that it would be
curved, curly and bouncy when she let it
out in the morning. Then she carefully laid out her emery board, orange stick, cotton balls, buffer and
nail polish and went to work on her toenails. She didn’t know
whether she’d be asked to model swim wear
or other clothing that would require a peek at her bare
feet, so she had to have them looking
good.

When the toenails showed
a perfect red, she went to work on the fingernails, buffing and polishing until they looked wet and
hard. She took the blue ice eye pack out
of the freezer and strapped it across her head. She
laid down for 30 minutes feeling the cool plastic
against her eyes, waiting for it to do its
job and rid her eyes of all traces of puffiness and last
night’s excesses. It worked.

By 9 p.m. when Alfreda
came home to get ready for her night rounds, Vera
was in bed asleep, hair tied up in a silk scarf,
black satin mask over her eyes.

The streetcar stopped
right in front of Harrison’s. Vera got off with about ten other people and walked through a small alleyway to
the employee entrance in the back. My
dreams are one step closer to coming true, she thought. All of the other people waiting in line to punch in
mostly had on the blue and white striped
dresses or white shirts with blue and white striped ties and navy
blue pants that every Harrison’s employee, except the
models, was required to wear. The models
could wear anything they wanted to work;
they just had to look the part. And Vera did, judging by the looks
she got from the other people standing in
line.


“You must be a model,”
said one woman as she shuffled towards the time clock. “Never seen
you before, though. Are you new?”

“This is my first day,”
Vera said proudly. “My name is Vera Marshall.” She stuck out her hand, the woman stuck out hers, and they
shook hands.

“Well, good luck to you,
Miss Marshall,” the lady said. “I’m proud of you model girls. You all look as good as any of those white
models you see in the fashion magazines. I
like to see our people get ahead, especially you
young women. More power to you, I always say.”
She picked up a punch card and stuck it in
the slot on the time card machine and said, “See you
around.”

Vera smiled, picked up her
card, and punched it in. She walked to the
middle of the store and rode the escalator to the top floor.
She walked down a long hallway dotted by
settees with pink brocade upholstery
gathered with matching buttons every few inches and gold
trim around the edges. One settee was placed
outside of each of four private showing rooms named after a place
the clients wanted to be— Park Avenue
Suite, Salon de Paris, Beverly Hills Cabana, and
Rittenhouse Square, an area in Philadelphia that
was surrounded on four sides by some of
the city’s most expensive townhouses and apartments. The names were different, but the insides were
the same. Bubblegum pink walls. A gold and
crystal chandelier in the middle of the
ceiling. Six high back chairs with pink and gold striped fabric,
three chairs in the front row and three in
the back.

Vera opened the door
marked private at the end of the hall. She walked
up to the French provincial desk, white with gold
leaf. The receptionist looked at Vera and
said, “You must be Vera. I’m Charlene. I run the modeling
salon,” she said. She stood up and thrust out her
hand, “I’m glad to meet you. And you’re every bit as beautiful as
Mrs. Harrison described.”

“Thanks ever so,” Vera
said, just like Marilyn Monroe.

“Let me show you around,”
Charlene said.

She led Vera down a pink
and white hallway past five dressing rooms with wooden doors and names painted on in cursive writing and
gold paint. Vera noticed a few of the
names: Miss Johnson, Miss Washington. At the end of the hallway,
Charlene said, “This will be yours.”

It read, “Miss Marshall.”

Vera just wanted to stop
and stare at her name on that beautiful pink door, but Charlene
opened it and showed Vera inside. There was a vanity
that looked like a smaller replica of the desk
out front with the white and gold leaf, a
brass vanity chair with a white and pink faux leather
upholstered seat, a clothing rack, three
full length mirrors so the outfits could be seen
from any angle, and a white overstuffed
loveseat.


Charlene explained, “On
top of the vanity, as you can see, is a selection
of fine perfumes and body lotions. We want you to
smell good and look good as you model our
clothes, and these are the only approved fragrances and lotions you
can use. Chanel. Balenciaga and Guerlain, which I notice
you’re already wearing. They smell good on almost
everyone.”

Opening the top right hand
vanity drawer, Charlene continued, “You have a comb and brush set if your hair needs any minor
repairs or last minute touch ups that do
not require a trip to the beauty salon. Otherwise, the
operators in the beauty salon are instructed to
give the models priority for any of their styling needs. The
success of our modeling operation leads to the overall success of
our store and everyone is invested in your looking
good.”

“This drawer,” she said,
opening the one at bottom right, “has an assortment of hosiery—Mrs. Harrison noted what shade she
thought would work for you—and a half
slip. You’ll be measured for bra size and given a
collection of bras in white, black, tan, and
brown, and slips to match. You may
purchase your own underpants, using your discount, of
course.”

“Any questions?” Charlene
asked.

“None so far,” Vera
said.

“Good, let’s go to the
showroom,” Charlene said, turning around and heading down another hallway.

The showroom was 20’ x
20’, each wall lined with dresses, coats, shoes,
hats, gloves, bathing suits, shirts, blouses,
skirts, and gowns. The middle of the room
held four round platforms that looked like the kind the
circus performers tried to get the animals
to jump up on.

“This is where the
clothing that you will model is selected. Usually, I
select what’s right for you to model. We’ll
sometimes ask you to get on one of these
platforms and hold the garment in front of you or put it on in
your dressing room and come back, so that
we can see how the garment will look. This
is usually only until we work with you long enough to know
what looks best on you, although looking
at you, it seems like everything will look
good on you,” Charlene said.

She continued, “I have two
dressers who assist me in making sure that your outfit is just right. They help select the accessories,
make sure the buttons are properly
buttoned, seams straight, that sort of thing. You’ll meet
them later.”

“Today, you’ll be doing
in-store modeling,” Charlene said. “As I’m sure Mrs. Harrison explained, that’s when you function as a
traveling mannequin. You’ll be walking
around the store modeling dresses with a card in front of
you that has the name of the designer and the
price of the dress. We like our customers
to know how much these dresses cost, unlike some of the


stores downtown which only
tell you the name of the designer. The customers that can afford it will buy it, and the ones who
can’t afford it will work for the day when
they can. You’d be surprised at how many customers
we have who said they saw the dress while they
were walking in the store and saved up for
weeks until they had the precise amount. Here at Harrison’s
we want to let our people know that nothing is
out of their reach if they are willing to
work hard to get it.”

Charlene then asked Vera
to stand on one of the platforms. She walked around her slowly, checking her out with eyes as intent as
any man’s. Vera got a bit uncomfortable
when Charlene started feeling her body, but Charlene
explained that she was just trying to get a real
working sense of Vera’s proportions.
Charlene called in someone from lingerie was to measure
Vera’s chest, waist and buttocks. She
appeared a few minutes later with the most gorgeous collection of lingerie that Vera had ever seen, and
Vera always thought that she bought
herself nice drawers. Charlene explained that they
wanted the models to feel pampered, sexy and at
their absolute best in their clothes
because that shows through as they model them.

“You’ll be wearing an
assortment of clothes,” Charlene said. “Some of them will range from a dress that most of our customers could
buy to wear to church to ball gowns.”

Charlene selected four
outfits. “Take these to your dressing room, hang
them up, and put on the Sunday church dress.
We’ll start with that and move up to the
ball gown. Then walk slowly through the store, making sure
your display card is always visible. If anybody
asks you questions as to where they can
find the dress, the information is on the back. Read it
before you start out, but if you forget,
just look at the card. There’s also other information on the dress
in case anyone asks.”

Vera took the outfits to
her dressing room, careful that nothing dragged on the floor. She closed the door behind her and jumped up in
the air.

Vera saw some of the other
models in passing as they scurried in and out of their dressing rooms. “Hi, I’m Vera Marshall. I just
started today,” was about all she had time
to say. And all they had time to do was call their
names and say, “pleased to meet you” before they
were off to their next showing.

Vera felt like a movie
star, not just any movie star, but her favorite,
Dorothy Dandridge, walking around the store
showing off Harrison’s finest. Men and
women stopped dead in their tracks as she came by, parting
like the Red Sea to let her pass. Every so
often a lady or gentleman would come closer to see the price tag and walk away. Vera smiled
broadly throughout. Sometimes a customer
wanted to feel the dress’ material. Charlene told


Vera that if a customer
wanted a feel, pull the skirt to one side and let her
feel that.

When Vera put on the ball
gown, Charlene said, “Spend a lot of time
in the Fifth Avenue Shop, which is finer women’s fashions, and
the Gallant Gents’ shop, which is our high
end men’s fashions. Those women can afford
this dress, and the men who can afford it will be up here
buying it for their wives or mistresses before
you get back up to change your
clothes.”

Vera walked through the
Fifth Avenue Shops to the “oohs” and “aahs” of women gazing at the gold lame full-length clinging sheath,
gold pumps, and gold evening bag. Vera looked like the Greek
Goddess Venus de Milo; one of the stylists
from the beauty salon pinned her hair into a bun.

On her way to the Gallant
Gents’ shop, she heard someone behind her say, “Where can I purchase that lovely dress, young lady.”
She turned around with all the flair she
had, leaning with one hip and sliding the other into place. She
faced Velvet head on. “You look like 18 carat gold, baby,”
he said. “Soft, rare and high
quality.”

“Why thank you, sir,” Vera
said, not sure who could overhear them. She didn’t want these people to know her business. “I wondered
how long it would take you to show up,”
she whispered.

“Oh you did, did you?”
Velvet said, laughing. “You’re pretty sure of yourself aren’t you?” he asked.

“Not me,” Vera said, “I
was pretty sure of you.”

Velvet burst out laughing
loud enough so that even more eyes turned in Vera’s direction. “You sure are a sassy young girl,” he
said.

“I’m not a girl,” Vera
said, looking him dead in the face. “And if sassy
means confident, then that’s me.”

She started walking away.

Velvet grabbed her arm and said, “Whoa, now,
where’re you going?”

Vera looked around
nervously. She enjoyed playing with Velvet, but she couldn’t play any longer. “Let go, Velvet. I’m working. I
have to keep moving. I don’t want to get
fired my first day out. I can’t stand here talking
to you,” she said, “unless of course you have
some questions about the gown.”

He let go his grip and
said, “Why don’t you tell me about it. And don’t
leave anything out. I’ve got nothing but time for
you.”

Vera ignored that last
remark and started describing the dress, loud enough so that others could hear too. When she was finished,
she said “thank you for listening” and
started walking again.

“Now wait, honey,” Velvet
said, taking off after her. “Don’t just leave me standing here.”


Vera kept walking. “You’re
going to get me fired, Velvet, if you stop me from moving around.
He trailed along right behind her, just like she wanted.
Nothing like testing a man to see how much he
really wanted you. She had this man
following her around the store like he was a dog and she was
a bone.

“What if I wanted to
purchase that gown,” he said.

Vera stopped and turned
around. “The gown can be purchased on the 3rd Floor in Evening Wear. $49.99.”

“But I don’t know your
size,” Velvet said, looking at Vera’s proportions
like he wanted to measure her with his hands
right then and there. “Eight,” she said,
and walked to another department.

At 5:45, Vera’s first day
ended. Charlene congratulated her on a good first day. Three people had purchased the gold gown, and ten
ladies bought the Sunday church dress.
They even asked for the same accessories that Vera had on hoping, no doubt, to look like her when they put
it all together.

Vera didn’t see Velvet
after she left him standing in the aisle, but she
had no doubt that she would see him soon. She
changed back into her clothes, walked down
to the employee entrance and punched out. She started
walking to Market Street to catch the trolley,
but looked in the direction of the honking
that all the employees heard as soon as they stepped
outside. All heads turned in the direction
of the white Cadillac Eldorado convertible sprawled across three slots in the parking lot. When Vera
looked, she recognized Tony, the valet
from Velvet’s club, standing next to the car. He
called out, “Miss Marshall, Miss Vera Marshall.”
Vera walked over.

“Velvet sent me,” Tony
said, raising his eyebrows as if to say, I don’t
approve, but I work for him, so what can I
do.

“He said a lady fine as
you doesn’t need to be taking the trolley. She needs to be riding
in style,” Tony said. He used his hand to show Vera the car, as if
he didn’t recognize style when she saw it.

Vera just looked.

“Will you get in, Miss
Marshall, or will you get me fired?” Tony asked with a sheepish grin.

“Can’t stand to see a man
beg,” Vera said, lying. “I’ll get in.” Tony opened the door to the back seat. Even in the Cadillac’s huge
back seat, there almost wasn’t enough room
for her. A huge white Harrison’s box with a gold ribbon took up 90% of the back seat. Vera opened the
card on top with her name, and it read, “Wear it
tonight.”

She lifted off the box
top, pretty sure of what was inside. The gold lame
ball gown, size 8.


Vera tapped Tony on the back of the neck
and asked, “What does your boss mean by ‘wear it tonight.’”

“He wants me to pick you
up tonight at 8 o’clock and bring you to the club,” Tony said as he pulled out of the lot and on to Market
Street.

“Just like that?” Vera
asked. Oh no. Time to take this man to school even if he does own one of the biggest clubs in town. She
leaned close to Tony’s ear so he could hear every word over Nat
King Cole’s “Answer Me My Love” that
played on the radio. “Tell your boss that I’m not going to
be running the streets, sitting up in a
nightclub, drinking liquor all night when I’ve got to go to work the next day—even if he did buy me
this ballgown.”

“Oh, so you’re playing
hard to get,” Tony said.

“Who’s playing?” Vera
asked, as she sat back and watched the huge maple trees on Alfreda’s street come into view.


CHAPTER 16
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to the stares of the neighbors she had yet to meet. While she
didn’t like Velvet’s pretensions, she liked his car
and took her time getting out. Head up, shoulders
erect, she walked toward the door, leaving
the gown on the seat.

She went upstairs, changed
into a form-fitting white blouse, half unbuttoned, shirt tails tied in the front, black capri pants
and walked back downstairs to fix her
dinner. She was seated in the front room eating cherry
pie and reading the latest issue of
Jet magazine when the
doorbell rang. She thought maybe it was
Alfreda, too lazy to look for her key, so she opened
the door. Velvet was leaning against the door
jam, resting on one arm and one
foot.

“I thought you liked the
dress,” said Velvet. He looked resplendent in a white linen suit, white leather shoes, and white straw hat
with black brim.

“You thought right,” said
Vera. She eyed Velvet with one hand on the doorknob and one hand on her hip.

“Then why won’t you wear it,” said
Velvet.

“I won’t wear it on demand,” she said.

“What demand?” said
Velvet. He threw his hands up in the air like he
was fed up. “I buy you a fancy dress and ask you
to wear it to the club, to let me see you
in it. What’s wrong with that?”

He shifted from one side
to the other and looked around at the neighbors out on their porches looking at him. Velvet raised his voice
and said, “And do I have to stand out here
in the street?” He looked around and now said in a
whisper, “People know me, you know. Aren’t you
going to invite me in?”


Vera saw the crowd that
gathered around Velvet’s car. I don’t even know these people yet, so I sure don’t want them knowing my
business before they know me, Vera
thought. “Come in,” she said, opening the screen door and letting
him pass through.

Velvet walked into the
front room, took his hat off like his Daddy always
taught him to do in someone’s home, and leaned
against the sideboard waiting for Vera to
ask him to sit down. She didn’t.

“Back to your question,”
Vera said. “What’s wrong is that I’m not at your
beck and call just because you buy me a fancy
gown. You can’t throw stuff at me, Velvet,
and expect me to jump. I may be young, but I’m not
dumb.”

Nothing beats a failure
but a try, Velvet thought, and I’m one to keep trying. Sensing her mood, he said, “I didn’t expect you to
jump at nothing.”

“Yes you did,” Vera said.
“Sending that car for me, having Tony deliver your messages.” She walked to the other side of the room and
looked at Velvet with fire in her
eyes.

He liked that.

“If you want to ask me
out, ask me yourself,” Vera said. “Don’t send somebody else to do the work for you.”

“Oh, I get it,” Velvet
said as he put his hat down on the sideboard. He
bowed like he was meeting the Queen of England.
He got down on his hands and knees and
said “Would you do me the honor of coming to the
club tonight?”

Vera looked at him
sincerely. Here she had one of the most successful nightclub owners
on his knees, begging for her company. She had him just
where she wanted him, for now.

“No,” said
Vera.

Velvet threw up his hands
again in exasperation. “I don’t get it,” he said.
“You just asked me to ask you out and then you
tell me no.” He wasn’t used to any woman telling him no, especially
a girl young enough to be his daughter. When he asked a woman out, the first word out of her mouth
was “yes” and the second word was usually
“sir”. This young girl was breaking the rules.

“Wrong,” said Vera. “I
said if you want to ask me out, do it yourself. I
didn’t say that I’d say yes.”

Thinking back, Velvet
thought that’s true. The girl was going to go and
get literal on him.

“You sure are sassy for a
young girl,” he said.

“That’s the only way to
be, isn’t it?” Vera said.

“Sassy will only get you so far, Vera,”
Velvet said.

Velvet smoothed the lapels
on his coat. “You can’t just be sassy. You’ve got to be smart. You’ve got the first, and I do like that in
a woman. Let’s hope you have the
second.”


He walked over to the
sideboard to pick up his hat. “But I’m not one to beg, darling, or
to stay where I’m not wanted. You’re a fine woman who’s
bound to go far if you keep your head on
straight.” As he headed towards the door,
he said, “Don’t be a stranger around the club, honey, you hear?” He
opened the door, turned to face Vera and said, “I’m a keep my eye
on you.”

Same as she did every day
for the past week, Vera walked home from the trolley smiling and speaking to almost everyone she saw.
She was happy; Charlene said that her
first week couldn’t have gone any better. When she
walked into the house, she threw her pocketbook
down on the sideboard and went straight
upstairs to take off her dress and change into something
more comfortable—a high class version of the
house dress that most women wore, except
hers had a halter top and a tight fit.

She looked in the
refrigerator, pulled out the chicken legs she put in to
thaw the night before and walked to the cabinet
to get the flour, cornmeal, and spices she
needed to fry the chicken. She started mixing them up when
Alfreda came through the front door.

“God knows it’s hot out
there,” Alfreda said. She pulled on the white handkerchief that stuck out of the side of her pocketbook all
summer long and wiped her forehead. “I’ve
got to take these stockings off before they burn my legs,” she said, plopping down in the chair, throwing
up her skirt and unhooking the stockings
from her garter.

“So how’s your second week
going?” Alfreda asked.

“Just great,” Vera said.
“I modeled around the store most of the afternoon, even got to wear a sharp satin cocktail
dress.”

“Well go on gal,” Alfreda said.

Alfreda pulled some papers
out of her briefcase and spread them across the table. “Let’s see,” she said talking to herself. “Who do
I need to see tonight?”

Vera threw some chicken
into the hot oil and stood with her hands on her hips waiting for
the first side to brown. As good as she felt about her
day, she wanted to keep the good feeling going.
Sitting home in Alfreda’s empty house
night after night with no one to talk to did not suit her.
Going out, mingling with people, and
flirting with men did. All she was going to get by being in that house alone was tired and frustrated.
What was the point of living in town if
you weren’t going to out on the town. And besides,
she wasn’t used to being alone. Much as she hated
to admit it, she missed her brothers and
sisters and the energy that brought to four cold, bare
walls.

“Can I go with you again?”
Vera asked Alfreda in a soft voice like she knew there was something wrong in her asking.


“You wanna go out?”
Alfreda asked. “How do you figure that you’re going to go out drinking and partying get up and go to work
tomorrow? Remember all the trouble you had last time?”

“I’m not gonna drink,”
Vera said as she turned the chicken. “I just want
to get out of the house. It’s boring when you’re
not here.”

“Can’t stand the sound of
your own voice, huh?” Alfreda said.

“It’s not that,” Vera
said. “It’s that there’s more out there than there is
in here.”

“That’s for sure,” Alfreda said.

After dinner, Vera put on
a blue sateen linen dress with spaghetti straps and let her hair hang down in curls.

Alfreda just looked at her and said, “Let’s
go get what’s ours to get.”

Alfreda drove down City
Line Avenue to Lincoln Drive, up Johnson Street to Germantown—another community of up and coming
colored folks. When they stepped out, they
went to Germantown Avenue. From the Club Nile at the north end to the Beehive at the south, Vera
caused a commotion everywhere she
went.

When Vera walked into the
Club Nile, the group of men standing around the bar near the front door parted like the Red Sea. Alfreda
walked through first.

“Don’t stand around
gawking, y’all,” she said. “This here’s my niece, Vera. Watch
yourselves.”

Alfreda knew who she had
to see and started walking around the club, pulling out forms for people to sign and giving receipts to
others for the dollar or two she
collected.

All the men at the bar
hopped off their stools. “Here’s a seat for you Vera,” one said. “Sit here, lovely,” said another. “Let me
help you up on the stool,” said a
third.

Vera examined each man
quickly, and took the stool of the nicest looking
one. No sense starting out the evening obligated
to an ugly man, she thought.

“Here you go, darling,”
said the lucky man as he helped Vera up on the stool. “Can I buy you a drink?”

“Ginger ale,” Vera said.

“Oh, a teetotaler,” he
said. “That’s something we don’t see too much of around here—a lady in a bar who doesn’t drink.”

“It’s not that I don’t
drink,” Vera said. “I’m not drinking tonight. I have
to work tomorrow.”

“Don’t we all,” he
said.

Vera laughed.

As Alfreda went from table
to table writing receipts, collecting money and signing up new customers, Vera stayed at the bar talking
with the guys.


She quickly learned all of
their names because they rushed to introduce themselves. She loved the attention and the bar
talk.

Some of the men came on to
her, but she played them off. Nobody really met her standards as far as looks went, so she kept
things on the “let’s be friends” tip, and
they just talked. The men played the dozens with each
other, hurling insults back and forth over Vera’s
head. They told jokes. They laughed. They
talked about their jobs, their wives, and the world. Vera
liked the conversation and the comedy.

“Come on gal, let’s get
out of here,” Alfreda said as she approached Vera who was laughing with her group of admirers. “We have
other spots to hit.”

“I’ve never known you to
be a party pooper,” one of the regulars said to Alfreda.

“Hush up,” Alfreda said.
“If this is how you niggers party, you’re pitiful.”
The party crowd howled with laughter.

Vera took a few gulps of
her soda to finish it off. “It’s time to go, fellas,”
Vera said. “But I’ll be back.”

“And I’ll be waiting,”
said one of the regulars.

“Don’t nobody want you,”
said another, and another round of the dozens began.

Alfreda and Vera left the
Nile and went to another club about three blocks away. The only thing that changed was the location.
Alfreda worked the crowd and Vera wowed
them, drinking ginger ale as she went. But when Alfreda collected all the money she had to and signed up
all the new customers she was going to,
she took a seat at the bar, too, except she drank scotch and water, not ginger ale. Her stories were
every bit as bold and funny and raunchy as
the men.

When they got home, Vera
said, “That sure was fun. I want to go out with you every night.”

Alfreda said, “As long as
you don’t drink, I guess you’ll be alright. You can go along with me whenever you want.”

Vera continued her pattern
of modeling to perfection every day and hitting the clubs with Alfreda every night. So far, she
hadn’t found a man who she was interested
in although plenty of men were interested in her.
She turned all those potential suitors into
drinking buddies and she had them at clubs
all over Philadelphia.

Friday night, as Alfreda
put some hot sauce on Vera’s fried flounder, Alfreda told Vera, “I’ve been keeping things quiet around
this house for your benefit and out of some respect for the fact
that you’re my sister’s child. But that
shit’s about to end. It’s too damn quiet around here.”


She pulled a fish bone out
of her mouth before she went on. “Before you moved in, I told my usual crowd to lay low for a while.
See, on the weekends, it’s usually like
party time at Grand Central Station around here with folks coming in and out. But now that I see that you
like partying as much as I do, I think
it’s time to start it up again.”

Vera knew she had made the
right decision in coming to live with Alfreda. “Sound’s good to me,” Vera said.

“Good,” said Alfreda.
“We’re going to party in here tomorrow night,” Alfreda said. “I
think you’ll enjoy it.”


CHAPTER 17
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her first fashion show. She was one of the
regular models, but she got more applause than all of the
others, even the last model who was
supposed to steal the show in a blockbuster outfit.

Charlene rushed to Vera’s
dressing room after the show. “You were fantastic. They loved you,” she said.

“Thank you very much,”
Vera said. “I gave them by best.” Which she had. She knew that some
of the 400 women that she had admired for years on the pages of the Elevator
would be watching her, and she wanted to
make a good impression. Someday she would be one
of them.

Charlene said, “I’m going
to put you in the private showing rooms next week most of the time. You need to be before our best
customers.”

Vera left that day with
her head so high in the clouds that somebody who didn’t know her would think that she was high siddidy.
She had all the more reason to party hardy
and celebrate that night.

By the time Vera got home,
Alfreda was setting up for the party. She pushed most of the living room furniture up against the side
walls. “My crowd likes to dance,” she told
Vera, “so I’ve got to give them some room.”

She put a plastic
tablecloth on the dining room table. “No sense in
using my good linen,” she said. “The way these
niggers get to spilling things after
they’ve had a few drinks, I learned real quick to save the
good stuff.”

Arthurine catered all of
Alfreda’s parties because Alfreda wasn’t going to take the time to cook for a crowd. Plus lots of times she
didn’t know


when the crowd was coming.
If some of her friends drove by and wanted to stop in, Alfreda was ready to party and a phone call to
Arthurine would get her all the food she needed. Arthurine arrived
with two of her workers and foil-wrapped
trays full of barbequed spare ribs, potato salad, greens,
and corn bread. Alfreda set up the liquor
up on the side table in the kitchen.

Alfreda pulled her records
out from under the cabinet and put them on the table next to the large, floor model record player in the
living room. As she did every time she had
a party, she prayed her people didn’t bump into it too much. She hated for her records to get scratched, but
she always went out and bought more if
they did.

As Arthurine got
everything set up downstairs, Alfreda and Vera went
upstairs to get dressed. Vera hoped that she
would meet a decent man tonight. She
hadn’t gotten any since she left Billy Patterson in Ardmore, and it
was long past time to find someone else to fill that void. All
she wanted to find was a man who looked
good in the face, had a body made for loving, money in his pocket and even more in his bank
account, and entree into the world she
wanted to inhabit.

At 9 o’clock, everything was ready.

Alfreda said, “Party time,” and raised her
glass of scotch and water.

“Amen to that,” said Vera.
She raised a glass of bourbon and ginger ale, her now favorite drink. When the bartenders at the Beehive
suggested that she put a little bourbon in
it after all those nights of drinking ginger ale,
Vera obliged. That quickly became her drink of
choice, except when she was at Velvet’s
because she liked a Slim Goodie as much as anyone else.

At about 9:15, the
doorbell rang. Alfreda opened the door and let in
three women and a man. The women were much like
Alfreda—loud-talking and rough-acting. As the night went on, they
started hanging on each other, but Vera
thought it was because they were drunk. Then every few
minutes for the rest of the night, more
people arrived. Some came with paper bags holding their favorite liquors.

“Some niggers can be so
particular,” Alfreda said to Vera as she handed her a bottle to set on the liquor table. “Like they can tell
the difference between Jack Daniels and
Jack Shit after a few drinks.” She and Arthurine,
who was putting some more sauce on the ribs, fell
out laughing.

It didn’t take long for
the house to fill with men and women laughing, loud talking, drinking liquor and greasing their chops on
Arthurine’s food. Alfreda put on some
Dizzy Gillespie, and people rushed into the living
room, two-by-two, to dance.

Vera noticed Tom as soon
as he came in. The four drinks she had by then didn’t slow her roll one bit. Tom was about
6'3'' and the
tallest man in the room. Skin the color of
a dark chocolate bar. Hair slicked back, the light


in the foyer making the
peaks of the waves in his hair glisten like the sun did on the
waves in the sea. Suit was sharp as a tack. Shoes polished
like fine silverware, and so was he. A
walk as smooth as cake batter.

Vera went over to get a
drink when Tom was fixing himself one. He smelled her perfume before he saw her. He turned around and
said, “I knew I smelled something sweet.
Can I fix you a drink?”

“You sure can,” Vera said.
“Bourbon and ginger ale.”

“Anything for a lady,” Tom
said as he mixed the drink and handed it to Vera.

“Haven’t seen you around
here,” he said, eyeing her from her thick curly hair to her high heel wearing feet. “I’m Tom Stiles.
And who might you be?”

“I’m Vera Marshall,
Alfreda’s niece. I moved in with her a few weeks
ago,” she said.

“I didn’t know anything so
lovely could come out of Alfreda’s family,” Tom said. “No offense, but she’s not a whole lot to look
at.”

Vera laughed. “That may be true, but she’s
good people.”

“Oh, I know that,” said
Tom. “Why else would she let these folks tear up her house like
this?”

They both laughed. Count
Basie’s Orchestra was calling all boppers to the floor, so Tom asked, “Would you like to
dance?”

“I sure would,” said
Vera.

They squeezed onto the
makeshift dance floor, and Vera wiggled and shook with the rest of them. Tom liked every shimmy and
shake. He took off his jacket as both he
and Vera got hotter. When he heard Billie Holiday
singing “Good Morning, Heartache”, Tom asked Vera
to keep dancing.

He wrapped his arms around
her, inhaled the perfume she put behind her ear, and felt a rush
between his legs. Vera moved her hands around Tom’s back to feel the muscles sticking to that part of his
crisp white shirt— freshly laundered,
pressed and smelling like starch—that was moist with
perspiration underneath. She liked what she felt
as he got harder and harder. Tom moved his
hands like he didn’t know whether to rest them on the small of her
back, or the tops of her shoulders or the mounds on her hips; he
liked the feel of them all.

When the song ended,
Vera’s head was spinning—intoxicated from the bourbon and from Tom’s feel and smell. He could see that she
needed some steadying, so he took her arm
and guided her to a corner. He propped her
against the wall and kissed her, joining the other couples who
were necking all around the room. Vera
hadn’t been kissed for a long time, so she came back at him with everything she had, surprising herself
at how far she could thrust her tongue
down his throat.
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him tight.

When he got so hard that
all he could think of was jerking off right there, Tom said, “If you live here, then we don’t have to
stand in this corner, do we?”

Vera loosened her grip and
said, “We damn sure don’t.” She took Tom by the hand, and they walked upstairs. Vera led Tom into her
bedroom and closed the door. Then she
walked over to her night stand to get her diaphragm. She was drunk, but not so drunk that she’d forget
to stop Tom’s sperm from swimming up
inside her.

Besides thinking that she
didn’t want to get pregnant, her only other thought was: I wonder
if he is any good? No matter what else she thought
Tom and his suave self could do for her, her
overriding thought was whether he knew
what he was doing.

“Look the other way, will
you, honey, while I get this thing in,” Vera said.

Tom dutifully obeyed,
turned around, unzipped his pants and let them fall to the floor. He wanted to be ready when she was. Vera
squatted and easily slid the diaphragm
into place. She patted the edges with her finger to
make sure the seal was tight. Then she turned
around and saw Tom in his burgundy satin
boxer shorts, facing the wall. The muscles on his thighs
looked tough and sculpted like a long distance
runner.

She tiptoed up behind him
and ran her hands from the crook in the back of his knee up to the bottom of the boxers, using her fingers
to press on each unyielding muscle until
she moved her fingers around to the front of the boxers and felt around. Nice size, she thought, but what
she said was, “Show time”, as Tom spun
around to face her.

He cupped his hands around
Vera’s behind and positioned her crotch right up against his. He
held her there, tightly, while he pressed his lips
against hers and thrust his tongue down her
mouth. She gladly returned the favor until
Tom quickly broke the suction that their mouths made, and
he began kissing and licking her neck. He held
Vera’s behind tight with one hand and
loosened the other so that he could squeeze each breast
from the bottom as he kissed and licked it from
the top, at the mound of her cleavage.
Then he pulled his head back, released his tight grip on
Vera’s behind, and pushed her dress up to her
waist with one hand. She already had the
foresight to take off her underpants when she put on her
diaphragm. He fell to his knees, stuck out his
long tongue, and made it dance on her,
quick and determined like a lizard’s tongue when it’s
searching for food.

He licked and probed and sucked until he
had tasted all of Vera. She held his head, gently at first, and
then she pressed it hard into her, hoping


that his tongue would go
even deeper. When he pulled his head back, gasping for air, Tom said, “Not yet, baby. Not
yet.”

He cupped his hands back
around her behind, lifted her up off the floor, and sat her on the edge of the bed. He dropped his boxers,
and started thrusting into her.

Vera started to lay back,
but he said, “Don’t”. He folded his legs up on either side of her, pulled her closer to him and took her
right there on the edge of the bed. Vera
moaned and moved with every thrust.

When his movements slowed
slightly, Vera sensed that Tom’s legs were giving out. She squeezed both arms tighter around his back
and leaned back on the bed, making sure
that he would lean back, too. He fell down on top of her, never missing a thrust.

When they finished, both
Tom and Vera passed out and slept for about an hour. Vera woke up first, still a little groggy, and got
dressed. She could hear the party still
going on downstairs. She woke Tom up, thanked him, and helped him
get dressed. It was time to talk.

“So what do you do, Tom?”
Vera asked. He’d met the good-looking, good-loving hurdles. No sense beating around the bush about
the other requirements she had if a man
didn’t meet those first two tests.

“I work at the shipyard,
driving a dump truck,” he said as he finished buttoning his
shirt.

“Oh, really,” said Vera.
As fine as he was and as good as he felt, this was
not the man for her. “Well, thanks for the
memories, Tom,” Vera said. “I better get
back downstairs and see what’s going on. Let’s go.”

She pulled him off the bed and practically
pushed him out the door.

Vera walked quickly down
the hallway as Tom said, “Wait a minute. When can I see you again?”

“Sorry, Tom,” Vera said.
“That wouldn’t be possible.”

He couldn’t believe what
he just heard. “Wait a minute,” he said. Vera stopped and turned to face him. “You’re going to screw me,
not once, not twice, but three times and
leave it at that,” he said.

“That’s about the sum of
it, and you ought to be happy with that,” she said, knowing that she did give him three good
ones.

“I’m happy, alright,” Tom
said, “but couldn’t I have some more? We were good together, baby, and it can only get
better.”

Vera turned around and
kissed him just to shut him up. “Let’s just leave
it right where it is, honey. I enjoyed it and you
did, too, but I know that was the liquor
in me talking and nothing else. Now let’s enjoy the rest of
the party,” she said. She walked away
leaving him standing there dumbfounded, but knowing full well that he was happy with what he
got.


When Vera went back
downstairs, folks were sprawled all over the furniture and the floor in the living room and dining room. A
small group sat at the kitchen table,
devouring Arthurine’s food. All the food in the dining
room was long gone. Vera looked for Alfreda, and
found her sitting in the kitchen, drinking
her scotch and water.

“Some party, huh?” Alfreda
said to Vera.

“Sure is,” Vera said.

“Sit down and have a
drink,” Alfreda said.

“I sure need one,” Vera
said, as she poured herself yet another. She and
Alfreda sat there drinking for the next hour
while the party went on around them. Then
Alfreda put her cup down and said, “It’s time to get rid of
these niggers. I need some sleep.” She
turned the lights on and shouted, “Party’s over. Get the hell out!” She opened up the front door so
there’d be no mistaking. Then she worked
her way back to the kitchen, shaking the folks who passed out to get them to wake up and physically throwing
out the door those people who were
dragging their feet about leaving, which was almost everyone. But, no matter how rough Alfreda got,
everyone left with a smile on his or her
face. Alfreda knew how to throw a great party.

Come Monday morning, most
everything about Alfreda’s party was just a pleasant memory. Vera looked forward to going to work and
getting away from the smell of stale
liquor and cigarettes that permeated Alfreda’s first
floor. “Open up the windows and let it air out,”
Alfreda had said. “The smell will be gone
in a day or two.”

Vera enjoyed partying with
Alfreda about as much as she enjoyed modeling. Now, she always followed the advice Alfreda first
gave her: she ate before she went out to
be able to have three drinks without getting drunk. Some nights, though, Vera lost count of how much she
drank. Alfreda called Vera all kinds of
stupid bitches as she tried to help her up the stairs to
bed. Many nights Alfreda had to undress Vera and
push her into bed.

Even though Vera set her
alarm clock for 8 a.m., which usually gave her plenty of time to get to work, a few times she punched in
late. But she always had an excuse. “The
trolley was late,” she’d tell Charlene, rushing in past the front desk and to her dressing room.

Some mornings Vera wore
sunglasses to hide the redness in her eyes before the eye drops she put in every morning took effect.
She was an expert with makeup, so most
people never noticed the dark circles forming beneath her eyes. Vera thought she hid everything pretty
well, except one morning, Irene, Vera’s
favorite beautician, said between turns with the hot
comb, “You better slow down, girl. It’s starting
to show.”


“What are you talking
about Irene,” Vera asked, never being one to peep her hole card and reveal too much.

“You’re running the
streets too much, baby,” Irene said. Close to 60 years old, she
called everybody baby. “Many’s the morning you come in
here with bloodshot eyes and bags underneath
them. You didn’t start out that
way.”

She put the hot comb down
and took a drag on her cigarette. “You’ve got a pretty face, Vera. Don’t ruin it out there running the
streets,” she said. Then she snuffed the
butt out in the ashtray and picked up another section of Vera’s
hair. “What you want you’ve got other ways to get, baby,”
she said. “The Good Lord blessed you with
a body and a brain. Don’t start messing up
both of ’em,” she said as she ran the hot comb through
Vera’s hair.

“You’re the only one who’s
noticed,” Vera said, proud that she fooled everyone else.

“I’m the only one who’s
telling you,” Irene said. “Don’t think that I’m the only one who’s
noticed.”

“I can handle it,” Vera said.

“I’ve heard that before,”
Irene said, as she started combing Vera out.


CHAPTER 18
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although nothing she did could ever be
called routine. Partying at the house on Saturday night. Sleeping
it off on Sunday. Dragging her ass out of bed on Monday. Then every
night, Monday through Friday, Vera sat at
the bars and beer gardens all over town with her
so-called friends. She kept looking for a man who
was worthy of her time and energy. But
when the liquor was talking, which was more often than
not, she had no hesitation about having sex with
men who didn’t meet any of her standards,
except the one about looking good.

Velvet’s still was Vera’s
favorite club. One Thursday night, she went to the club in her red satin dress, strapless and slit on the
side. She planned to see Michael Brown,
who she met at the bar at the club last week. She was
all up in his face then, practically throwing
herself at the man until his resolve disappeared. He told Vera that he ran his own business, a
janitorial service where he hired other
people to do the cleaning, and he just managed the
money. She hadn’t heard of the business before,
but it sounded good to her, and it looked
like it worked for him—he had on the type of imported suit
that Harrison’s carried in the Gallant Gent’s
shop. She asked Velvet to give them a
table in a dark corner in the back. Once they settled in, they
kissed like they were the only ones in the
room.

Michael told Vera that he
had to go to Chicago to take care of some business, and he asked her to meet him back at the club the
next Thursday. Vera baited her hook and
planned to cast it. That Thursday, the club was packed like a size 14 woman in a 10 blouse—bursting at the
seams. Every maid and chauffeur in
someone’s service had the night off. Vera squeezed


her way in and looked
around. It only took her a few seconds now for her
eyes to get accustomed to the dark, smoky room.
Her telescopic eyes immediately focused on
Michael at a stool at the bar.

She walked over and tapped
him on the back of the neck. He turned around quickly, knowing that the fingers that touched his
neck didn’t belong to a man. He saw Vera
standing magnificently before him, jumped off the
stool and kissed her on the cheek. “I missed you,
baby. I’m glad you came,” he
said.

“I’ve been looking forward
to it,” said Vera. She kissed him back. With uncharacteristic honesty, she said, “I missed you,
too.”

He led her past the crowd
at the bar to a table in the back. “Lenny, scotch on the rocks for me and bourbon and ginger for the
lady,” he said.

Michael slid his chair
next to Vera’s and put his arm around her shoulder.
She leaned back, nestling in the curve of his arm
like a baby bird in her mother’s wings and
waited for the drinks. “So how was your day,” Michael
asked, as he ran his fingers through one of her
curls.

“Everyday’s a good day,”
Vera said. “Sold a lot of dresses. Made Harrison’s a lot of money.”

He lightly massaged her
neck as Lenny brought over the drinks. They took a few sips, leaned back, and watched a big, boisterous
woman with a feathered headband and a
dress with fringe in constant motion sing a raucous
Bessie Smith song. Velvet liked to keep the place
jumping on Thursday night. Michael and
Vera half way finished their drinks when Vera felt
Michael’s hand being snatched off her shoulder so
fast that she got a scratch from his
fingernails. They both looked around and saw a woman
standing behind them with a drawn
switchblade.

“Either of you
motherfuckers move, and I’ll slice you,” she said.
Vera was like a statue.

“Baby, put that thing
down,” Michael said, trying to calm her.

“Don’t baby me, you no
good, two-timing bastard. No wonder your

stuff’s so limp, you’re giving everything
to this bitch,” she said.

“Uh . . . baby, you don’t
understand,” Michael said. “You got it wrong.” “Shut the fuck up, you bastard. I got it right, all right,”
she said. “You

think I’m going to let you divorce me for
this bitch,” she said as she waved

the switchblade at Vera.

Vera couldn’t believe what
she just heard. “Divorce?” she said. She looked at Michael and said, “Are you married?” For a minute
she was more shocked that he was married
than that this crazy woman was standing so close to her with a knife.

“Of course he’s married,”
the woman said. “Why the hell do you think I’m here?”


Michael stood up, put his
hands up, and said, “Honey, put the knife down. You’ve been drinking,” Michael said, trying to restore
some order.

“Hell, yeah, I’ve been
drinking. So the fuck what? I’ll still slice this
bitch if she doesn’t leave you alone,” the woman
said.

Vera practically
stammered, trying to control the rage the felt against
Michael for not telling her he was married and
against herself for not realizing it. “He
didn’t tell me he was married,” she said. “I don’t mess with
married men. There’s too many single one’s
out there.”

The wife waved the
switchblade in the direction of the door. “Then get the hell up, bitch, and get the hell away from him,” she
said.

Vera grabbed her
pocketbook and pushed her chair back, more than ready to go. The
back of the chair hit the wife in the stomach, and she
stumbled over the chair. The switchblade came
down first, cutting off a lock of Vera’s
hair and then cutting a nice, long, neat slice from the top
of Vera’s dress to about her midsection.
Vera screamed, pulled her dress together,
and ran towards the door. Alfreda heard screams, looked up
from the paperwork she was completing, and
reached in her pocketbook for her blade.
She’d been in enough bars and enough fights to know that
she’d better never walk into a bar without
a blade. Alfreda saw Vera run past her screaming, crying, and dress ripped, and Alfreda ran out
behind her.

Tony, on duty out front,
caught Vera as she ran out, pushing her way past the people waiting in line to get in. He took off his
jacket and threw it around Vera’s
shoulders as she alternately sobbed and screamed, “She
almost sliced my face. She almost sliced
my face.”

Inside, Velvet told
everyone, “Calm down. It’s a domestic disturbance,”
not knowing for sure, but figuring that anytime
two women were fighting over a man, one of
the women had to be married to him.

As the bouncers held
Michael and his wife, Velvet walked over to him and said, “Get the hell out of my club, nigger, and take that
crazy-ass woman of yours out of here,
too.”

Frank sent one of the
other valets to get Alfreda’s car as he held Alfreda
back with one hand because she wanted to go back
inside and kick the wife’s ass. When the
valet brought the car around, he practically threw Alfreda
into the driver’s seat and the other valet
hurried Vera into the passenger side. Alfreda tore off down
Lancaster Avenue, cursing Frank for holding her back and asking Vera, “Are you ok, baby? Are you
ok?”

Vera didn’t say a word.
She just hugged Tony’s jacket to her shoulders and cried the whole way home.


blade fell a few inches to
the left, she would have a scar on her face that
would put an end to her modeling career and
change her life forever. Still in shock,
she pulled the bathrobe around her and headed downstairs to
get something to eat.

There on the living room
couch in plain view, acting as if they were the only ones in the house, which they usually were, was a sight
Vera had never seen before. Arthurine was
sprawled out on the couch, arms over her head, legs up in the air with Alfreda’s head in between them,
tongue flapping and licking and twirling
and sucking, while Arthurine moaned in ecstacy.

“Oh, my God,” Vera
shouted, quickly putting her hand to her mouth as
if that would keep the shock inside
her.

Arthurine didn’t hear
Vera, but Alfreda looked up, lips moist, and said,
“Now you know, baby,” and went right back to work
on Arthurine. No need to stop now, she
thought. Time to get it while the getting is good. Vera
turned around, ran back upstairs and started
throwing her clothes in a suitcase. She
was going back to Ardmore.

Vera was crying and
throwing clothes in the trunks when Alfreda knocked
at the door. “Let me in, Vera,” Alfreda
said.

Vera didn’t budge. “I’m
leaving, Aunt Alfreda,” Vera said behind the closed door.

Alfreda hung her head as she pressed her
hand against the door, waiting to be invited in. “I won’t stop you
Vera, but let’s talk,” Alfreda said.

Vera wiped off some of the tears, opened
the door, and went right back to packing without looking up.

“That’s what I am baby,”
Alfreda said. “I came to Philly because I couldn’t hide it any more,” she said, looking at the floor.
She walked over to Vera’s closet so that
she had to look at her, even if she was looking down
and all she saw was her feet. “I tried to hide it
from you, too, and that wasn’t right
either.”

Vera sighed and put down
the blouse in her hand. “What you do is your own business, Aunt Alfreda,” Vera said. “It’s just that I’d
never seen anything like that before.
Heard about it, but never seen it.”

Alfreda said, “Don’t hold that against me,
Vera.”

“I don’t,” Vera said, as
she continued packing. “It’s just that I can’t live
my life with all that . . . with all this. Lord
knows I’ve got my wild ways, but even
they’ve gotten too wild for me. Last night I almost get my face
sliced. And this morning, I find out my
aunt likes women and so do her friends.” Vera continued, “No offense, but I can’t imagine me ever
being with another woman, and I know that
sooner or later, one of them is bound to try me. I
just figure that the men want to try me, so I
guess that the women would


want to, too. No offense,
but I don’t want to have to hurt anybody to get her to leave me alone, do you know what I mean?” Vera
asked.

“I know,” Alfreda said.
“I’ve had to stop some of them already.” Two or three of her friends had already asked Alfreda if Vera
went that way.

Vera sat down on the side
of the bed, tired, like she was laying the weight in her head and her heart on the bed with the weight
on her bones. “You need your own place back, Aunt Alfreda. I’m in
the way here, and I can’t keep up. You
were right. This going out every night and running around
is hurting me. People at the store are starting
to notice, and I can’t have that.”

“I don’t want to say I
told you so, but I did,” Alfreda said. “But you had
to learn for yourself.”

Vera closed up the suitcases and said,
“You’re right about that. I learned.”

“Let me help you with
these,” Alfreda said as she helped Vera close one of the big trunks. “When you’re ready, I’ll drive you
back home.” Alfreda wiped the tears from
her eyes.

“I liked your company,
Vera, and I like your spunk,” Alfreda said. “Watch
yourself and you’ll be all right,” Alfreda
said.

“I intend to,” Vera said.
Then she headed towards the bathroom to wash herself clean.


CHAPTER 19
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Haverford College bus had let off its
workers a few hours before, and most of the other members of
the working class had trudged in from
their jobs, hands full with afternoon newspapers and metal lunch boxes, paper bags with maid’s
uniforms neatly folded, or food from the
green grocer around the corner for that evening’s
dinner. At 6 o’clock, everybody with any sense
was inside eating dinner.

When Alfreda’s Cadillac
rolled down the street, Vera looked around. She was happy that no
one was around to see her return, tail between her
legs, like a dog who just got spanked. Alfreda
put the gear in park, turned off the
ignition, and both she and Vera got out. Vera walked around to
the trunk and met Alfreda
there.

“I just want to thank you
for taking me in and helping me out,” Vera said.

“Glad to do it baby,”
Alfreda said. She picked up one of the suitcases
and said, “Emma sure will be surprised to see you
home.”

“I just hope she doesn’t
say ‘I told you so’”,said Vera, as she walked towards the steps.

“Give her time, baby, give
her time,” said Alfreda. She followed Vera up the
stairs.”

Little noise came from the
Marshall dinner table because all of the serving dishes were back down on the table after being passed
around from one hungry mouth to another.
No one talked because food filled everyone’s mouth. The kids closest to the door heard the loud thumps on
the porch floor when Vera set down the
suitcases so she could open the door.


Valerie looked up from
her mashed potatoes to see who was coming in. She shouted, “Vera! Vera’s here.”

One-by-one, the Marshall
children pushed their chairs back from the table so fast that they almost fell over. Kids scuffled away
from the table and ran straight from the
dining room through the living room to the front
room.

“I’m home,” Vera shouted,
putting on a face full of smiles, holding her arm out to hug the brothers and sisters who ran towards
her.

Emma and John sat at
opposite ends of the table, motionless as their children moved all
around them. They looked at each other, eyes wide.
“The girl is home,” John said to Emma.

“I’m not surprised,” said
Emma as she put her fork down. She slowly lifted herself out of the chair and walked over to John’s
side. He rose to meet her and they walked to the front room
together.

“I’m home, Mom,” said
Vera, gently pushing her brothers and sisters to the side, walking
towards Emma, looking directly into her soft eyes. Vera
wrapped her arms around her mother’s sturdy,
comforting frame and laid her head down on
her shoulder.

Alfreda stood in the
doorway looking her sister straight in the eyes. She
didn’t say a word to her. There was plenty of
time for that.

“You got more bags out there, Alfreda?”,
John asked.

“A whole carful,” Alfreda
said. “I’ll help you with them.” Alfreda turned and walked away, and John followed her.

Emma patted Vera on the
back and said, “You home to stay, honey?” Vera could only shake her head yes.

“I’m glad,” Emma
said.

Emma held Vera’s arms and
helped her stand up straight. She told Valerie, “go on in and fix Vera a plate,” handing Vera off to her
sister.

Alfreda reappeared at the
door, carrying another bag in. Emma wasn’t surprised that Vera returned, but she wondered just what
incident set her off. Now was not the time
to find out. She walked over to Alfreda and gave
her a hug.

“Come on in and get
something to eat,” she said. Alfreda looked at her
quizzically, like she was waiting for the other
shoe to drop.

“No questions asked,” Emma
said. “At least not tonight.”

Alfreda nodded, took
Emma’s outstretched hand, and walked back into the kitchen with her. No questions asked.

After Emma put all the
younger kids in bed and the older ones went on their own accord, she sat on her chair in the living room,
waiting for Vera to come down. She knew
that she’d come. She knew that what Vera needed
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