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Prologue

 


 


The late months of summer in Florida are the
most dangerous. The air hangs heavy beneath skies that belie the
best forecast. Without warning the clouds gather and move in low,
the wind picks up, and far-off thunder hums a deep and muffled
warning.

When the school bus let Luella and Martin
off at the end of their road, the dark clouds were already moving
in, heavy and menacing.

“It’s comin’!” Luella said to her
brother.

“Yeah,” Martin replied, already taking off
at a run. “I bet I can beat'cha.”

Luella knew, with her arms full of school
books, there was no way could she beat him, so she didn’t try. She
walked as fast as she could. Lightning flashed so close the crack
of thunder was right on its heels. She knew it was dangerously
close because the hair on her arms stood straight up. By the time
she got to the yard, she could see Grammy Mayetta standing with the
screen door wide open. Lu pounded up the steps amid the deafening
thunder, hail stinging her scalp and back. Martin, already in the
house, hadn’t even gotten wet.

“If you weren’t trying to be such a brain
with all those books,” he taunted “you coulda’ been here five
minutes ago.”

Luella stuck her tongue out at him as she
passed him and set her wet books on the kitchen table.

The house was dark inside. Grammy was afraid
of storms and whenever one approached, which was daily during the
rainy season, she hurried around the house and unplugged everything
she could find. She said when she was a child she saw a fireball
come right into the house and race around the room, like the devil
himself, looking for a way out. She wouldn’t go near the sink or
turn any lights on until the storm had passed.

Grammy slammed the front door against the
wind and hail. Martin poured himself a glass of milk at the
counter. Luella went into the living room where Grammy sat on the
couch twisting the corners of her apron in her lap. Her gaze was
glued to the window which rattled with each roll of thunder. Luella
quietly sat in the chair across from her. “Where’s Mom?” she asked,
almost afraid to hear the answer.

“Your Daddy had to take her to the
hospital,” Grammy said. The hail stopped and Luella heard the rain
falling steadily. “She’s pretty bad sick this time. I don’t know
when they’ll be back, but probably late,” Grammy added.

“Is Mom gonna’ be okay?” Martin asked,
standing in the doorway, his milk in his hand.

“Martin, don’t bring your milk in the living
room,” Grammy scolded, but Martin didn’t move from the doorway.

“What happened?” Luella asked.

“You know she hasn’t been herself lately,
and your daddy’s been real worried about that cough of hers,”
Grammy said. “So he finally managed to get through to her that she
had to go back to the doctor. She was fussin’ and sayin’ how she’d
be fine. She wanted to change her dress first. Then she just got
weak in the knees and fell across the bed. The sweat was just
a-pourin’ off her. So he got on the phone to the doctor’s office,
and they sent an ambulance out here to take her right to the
hospital. Your daddy followed them in the truck.”

“When was this?” Luella asked.

“Just about lunchtime,” Grammy replied.
“Your daddy had come in for lunch.”

“Did he call yet?” Martin asked, worry in
his voice.

“Not yet,” Grammy said. “But, there’s no
need to get all riled up. I’m sure your momma’s gonna be just
fine.” She continued as she stood up, “She just needs to be where
there’s peace and quiet so she can get some rest, poor thing. I was
just worried what with the rain and all…” She didn’t finish her
sentence but headed for the kitchen.

“Now, Martin, you get busy on that homework,
and Luella, I’m gonna need you in the kitchen. We might as well
start workin’ on supper,” she ordered. “Leastwise, that way when
your daddy gets back, we’ll have something ready for him.”

“But, Grammy,” Luella protested. “Can’t we
call Miss Pearl and see if Jerome can take us in to the hospital to
see Momma? Please.”

“Oh, now, stop!” Grammy snapped. “She’s
gonna’ be just fine. They’ll probably be home by dark anyway.”

 


They didn’t come home by dark. It was after
nine that night when the phone rang. Grammy snatched it up and just
kept saying “Uh huh, uh huh,” into the receiver. Luella knew it was
her father calling, and she tried to get Grammy to hand her the
phone but Grammy waved her away with a scowl.

“Well,” she said when she hung up. “Your
father’s gonna’ stay there with her. He says they got her in an
oxygen tent and she’s breathin’ easy now, but he’s gonna’ stay
until she’s feelin’ a little stronger.”

Luella felt tears welling up in her eyes.
“Oh, now, stop that,” Grammy said. “I told you, she’s gonna’ be
just fine. You always expectin’ the worst, Luella! I just don’t’
know how this family is gonna’ survive all these bills though,
that’s for sure. Now, go on to bed, both of you.”

Martin dutifully shut the television off and
kissed Grammy lightly on the cheek.”G’night Grammy,” he said.

“Good night, child. Don’t forget to say your
prayers,” she replied. “You, too, Luella.”

Luella kissed her forehead. “We won’t,” she
said.

 


It was not yet light outside when Luella
heard her father’s truck pull into the yard. She lay in bed
listening to his footsteps as he walked slowly toward the kitchen.
He didn’t turn the kitchen light on, and she knew in her heart that
something was dreadfully wrong. She grabbed up her bathrobe and
tiptoed into the doorway of the kitchen. Her father sat bent over
at the table, his head in his hands. Even in the half-light, he
looked exhausted. Luella stood frozen as Grammy pushed past her and
shuffled over to him.

“What is it, Sebastian?” Grammy whispered,
as if she herself was afraid to speak. Luella’s father raised his
head slightly but did not sit up. His shoulders began to shake. He
started to speak, but he was blubbering.

“She’s gone,” he finally said. “Oh God, oh
God, Momma. My Lovie’s gone.” Once again he buried his head in his
hands. Grammy Mayetta stood behind him, both her hands resting
gently on his shoulders as his strong back bent beneath his sobs.
She looked toward Luella.

“The Lord knows best,” she said. “All these
things, the Lord knows best.” Outside, the first orange rays of
dawn ushered in a new day.

Luella’s head began to pound. Somewhere, as
though outside herself, she heard herself screaming, “No, no, no!”
Her knees collapsed beneath her. She crumbled to the floor in the
doorway. “The Lord doesn’t know best! No, he doesn’t! He can’t have
Momma! I won’t let him take my mother,” she cried…

 


 



Chapter One

 


Lu opened her eyes and looked at the clock:
7:00 a.m. Low thunder rumbled in the distance. She heard the rain
begin, turned toward her husband’s warmth and snuggled close.

The ringing telephone startled her.
“Good God,” she
breathed, reaching for the receiver on the nightstand. She muttered
a groggy, “Hello.”

“Luella Sue?” the woman on the other end
asked. “I’m so sorry to have to trouble you, honey, especially so
early in the mornin’.”

Southern voice. Very
Southern, and old, Lu thought. She pushed herself up on one
elbow. No one called her Luella any more. Carelessly she waved her
brown hair away from her cheek and sat up against the pillow. The
soft voice, the quiet drawl rang familiar,
but it was far too early and
the call too unexpected for her to place who she was speaking
with.

“Darlin’, this here is Miz Pearl, and, ah,
I’m so sorry, Honey.” She hesitated. “Luella Sue, you got to come
home, Chile. Your daddy’s done gone.” Lu remembered now, Miss
Pearl, her father’s neighbor. “My son, Jerome?” Miss Pearl
continued. “Well, see he went over there early this mornin’ and,
uh, well, he found him. Guess he passed in his sleep, nice and
peaceful like. I called your brother right away, and he said I
should call you. He’s the one what give me your number.”

Wide awake, Lu swung her feet to the floor,
her pulse rapid. She cleared her throat and thanked Miss Pearl,
whose warm manner she remembered from her childhood. “I’ll call
Martin,” Lu assured her as she stood. “We’ll take care of things.
Thank you so much for calling. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

Lu hung up the phone. “Shit!” she said.

She stared out the window, her hand over her
heart as if she could stop the pounding. Cold rain beat against the
glass.

Her husband, Zach, awakened by the ringing
phone, came around the bed and reached for her. “What’s wrong?” he
asked.

She opened the blinds and stared out the
dormer window into the rain. “My father’s dead. I’m going to have
to go to Florida.” Her voice was flat, emotionless.

“Oh, honey, I’m sorry. We’ll go right away,”
Zach came up behind her. He gently placed his hands on her
shoulders, and she turned to face him.

“No, that’s not necessary,” she replied. “I
need to do this by myself.”

“What?” he exclaimed. “You can’t go down to
Florida by yourself. Families do these things together.” She held
herself stiff in his arms.

“We can’t take the entire family down
there,” she said into his shoulder. “Taking Susan and William out
of school—it’s not necessary, really.”

“Don’t do this.”

“Do what?” she demanded, stepping back.

“Aw, c’mon, you know.” Zach sighed. “Try to
do everything yourself—the kids can miss a little school. We’ll
drive down and be back in a few days. You can’t go to your daddy’s
funeral by yourself.”

Lu bristled. “Well, he was my father,” she
said, turning toward the bathroom, “And it’s my problem. I’ll
handle it.”

He followed her. “Hey, this is not open for
discussion. We’re going to Florida, all of us, as a family.”

“Don’t you hear me?” she snapped.

“I hear you fine,” he shot back. “But we had
this argument years ago when we went down to Disneyworld with the
kids. And, baby, I’m too old now to have it again.”

Lu raised an eyebrow. “Right,” she said
sarcastically. “You were there. You saw what a wonderful reunion
that was.”

“No, Lu, I didn’t see a reunion,” Zach said,
softening his voice. “What I saw were two people who could barely
look at each other.”

Lu glared at him, remembering how she felt
when their visit to her father had been such a disappointment. She
had brought photographs of her brick colonial home in Maryland on
that trip, hoping to share them with him. She wanted him to be
proud of her, of the life she made for herself and her family.
Instead of being glad to see her, he never asked about her life. He
talked about the crops, about the weather. In their brief visit,
there on the porch, they spoke of everything that was nothing, and
nothing of what was everything. She never showed him the
pictures.

Zach took a breath before continuing, “Just
hold on a minute, okay? Suppose you go down there by yourself,
huh?” he asked. “What am I supposed to tell the kids? ‘Oh, Mom will be back in a couple of
days. She had to go to Florida to bury your
grandfather.’ Think about it, Lu.”

She turned away, tears blurring her vision.
She walked into the bathroom and slammed the door.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Once she finished her shower and dressed,
she headed downstairs to the kitchen. She heard Zach on the phone
with his brother.

Quickly, she grabbed her address book and
cell phone from her purse and walked into the dining room. She
stared out the window as she waited for the connection to go
through to her brother’s number in Atlanta. He answered on the
second ring. “Hello, Martin?” she asked. “It’s Lu.” There was
silence on the other end of the line. “Your sister, Luella,” she
clarified.

“Oh,” Martin said sarcastically. “Yeah, so
you callin’ me now that Daddy’s gone, huh?”

Lu held her breath. “Yes, Miss Pearl called
me, so I wanted to check with you. We’re making plans to drive down
there as soon as we can.”

“You comin’ to Atlanta?” he asked.

“No, I’m going down to Florida, to Daddy’s,”
she said. “I’m calling to see what the arrangements are. Have you
made any yet?”

She heard her brother exhale loudly. “No, I
ain’t,” he said. “You going down now to bury the old man you didn’t
want nothin’ to do with? Oh, no, wait a minute. I get it. You goin’
down now to see about what you might get, right?”

“No, Martin,” she said, clenching her teeth.
“I’m coming down, with my family, to pay my respects and do what
families do. Is that all right with you—or would you rather I
didn’t? Is that it?”

She heard a woman’s voice in the background,
and then Martin’s tone became more reasonable. He gave her the name
of the funeral home in Bunnell and their telephone number, saying
that she should call them. He said he already talked to Miss Pearl
and arranged for the church.

She thanked him with more warmth than she
felt. She took a deep breath and dialed the funeral home.

Zach hung up the house phone when Lu came
back into the kitchen. He looked at her purposefully. “We’re clear
to go. My brother’s going to handle the shop,” he said. “What’s
next?”

“Everything,” she sighed pouring herself a
mug of coffee and taking a seat at the counter. She stared deep
into the dark granite countertop, cupping her coffee in both hands.
“I’m sorry I shut you out,” she said quietly watching the steam
rise from the mug. She couldn’t look Zach in the eye just yet.

“I know,” he said. “Me, too. What’s
next?”

“Well, we need to get Susan home, first, I
suppose,” she said rubbing her temples with her fingertips. “I’m
pretty sure there are regular flights from State College to BWI or
Dulles. And, somehow, we have to figure out how we’re going to
drive a thousand miles in a day. Why don’t you go ahead and call
Susan and fill her in. I’m going to have to find the courage to
call my boss at home and tell him I’ll be gone all week. I just
can’t believe my father died in the middle of the busy
season.”

“I’m not sure he had a choice,” Zach
muttered.

His comment made her bristle. “I’m sure he
didn’t,” she said to let him know she’d heard him. “You know, being
a senior auditor isn’t just a job. I’ve worked years at my career.
I have responsibilities, not just to the firm, but to my team.
Taking off for an entire week right now, regardless of the reason,
could cost me the partnership,” she added.

“Okay, okay,” he said, putting an end to her
fussing. “Now, what about William?”

“There’s nothing I can do about William
until Monday when the high school’s open. I’ll call his counselor
and explain,” she answered. “He doesn’t have finals yet.” The
silence stretched between them. She knew there was a limit to how
much Zach was going to take, so she purposefully reined in her
temper.

“Since I’m the bookkeeper in the family,”
she said. “I suggest we use one credit card for all this. We need
to keep track of all the expenses. Bad enough my brother’s acting
like we’re made of money.” She pulled her keys from her purse.

“What’d he say?” Zach asked.

She grimaced and raised her chin. “‘Well,’
he says, ‘just call Serenity Gardens Funeral Home.’ You know, like
it was nothing.” She tasted her coffee. It had gone cold. “He’s no
dummy,” she continued. “He knew good and well that when I called
the funeral home they’d want my credit card number. Well, you can
bet I’m going to show him just what all this cost, too.” She set
her mug in the sink and turned toward Zach, who sipped his coffee
in silence.

“I’m going to the hairdresser and then to
the mall.”

“You’re going shopping?” he asked.

“I’ve got to get my hair relaxed; just look
at it. I’m hoping they can squeeze me in, and I have to buy a dark
suit for the funeral.” She hurried out the back door. She was
already in her Camry when she realized she left her cell on the
table. She reached for the door handle and then decided that if she
didn’t have it nobody could call and bug her and she could get
things done a lot faster. She put the car in gear and backed down
the drive.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Sunday morning dawned bleak and cold, as it
often does in northern Maryland in late March.

“I don’t know, I feel like all of this is
sort of surreal, you know?” Lu confessed as she handed Zach her
suitcase. He quietly hefted it into the back of the Expedition
taking his time.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Daddy and I weren’t close—it’s just that I
never rehearsed this part,” she sighed. “But still, I mean, I have
to go down there and take care of things.”

“Yes, we do,” he responded. “When you talked
to your brother yesterday, what did he want to do?”

“Nothing, I think,” she answered. “He saw to
it that he left me to call the funeral home. You know, he’s just
like Daddy—stubborn. You don’t get too much out of him other than
what he thinks you should do,” Lu said. “And then you’re just
supposed to say ‘Okay, sure’, you know? Did I tell you I called him
back after I talked to the funeral director and all he said was
that he didn’t think Daddy owned a suit. So then I had to call the
undertaker again and tell them we’d pay for that, too.” She shook
her head. “Oh, and I told him we didn’t expect to be there until
late tonight or maybe even tomorrow sometime, depending on the
roads. He said that he and Elizabeth would be driving down from
Atlanta, and they plan on staying at the house.”

Zach fussed with the suitcases in the back
of the Expedition. “Uh huh, you told me all that last night,” he
muttered. “What about their kids?”

“Yes, of course with their kids,” she added.
“I don’t have any problem with them staying there. But I can tell
you we’re certainly not staying in that house! I’m surprised
it’s still standing.”

“Uh huh,” he mumbled, shifting the suitcases
again.

Lu stared at the house. “Where the heck is
William?” she asked, looking at her watch.

William came hurrying out the back door with
his Game Boy in his hand. “Man! We leaving already?” he
complained.

“Not until you go back up to your room and
put on a decent shirt,” Lu directed.

“Why?” he protested, looking down at his
shirt. “What’s wrong with what I got on? We’re going to be in the
car all day.”

“Listen,” Lu started, “what’s wrong is that
we are not traveling like a bunch of gypsies! It’s bad enough you
wear those home-boy pants everywhere. You are not going to wear a
T-shirt on this trip.” William shrugged his shoulders and shifted
his weight from one foot to the other.

“Hey, son,” Zach interrupted, “just do what
your mother says. Go on back in the house and put on a Polo shirt.
We need to get going if we’re going to meet your sister’s plane on
time.”

William turned and trudged slowly back to
the house. Zach turned to Lu. “I’m not crazy about the baggy pants
look either, but he’s come a long way from last summer, so cut him
some slack, huh?”

“Well,” Lu responded, climbing into the
passenger seat. “You just don’t travel in T-shirts. You know how
that looks? Uh uh,” she said shaking her head. “My son is not going
to travel with me and look like somebody from the hood!”

 


 



Chapter Four

 


When they arrived at Dulles, Susan stood
waiting on the sidewalk, a small carry-on at her feet. Her long
hair was plaited in neat cornrows.

“Susan,” Lu greeted her, raising one eyebrow
and then planting a light kiss on her cheek. “What have you done
with your hair?”

“I knew you wouldn’t like it,” Susan said.
“My roommate, Gwen, spent hours on it last night.”

“Oh, no,” Lu responded. “It’s fine, it’s
fine. I just wish you had talked to me about it first, that’s
all.”

“Hey, baby girl!” Zach beamed, hugging Susan
tightly around her shoulders. “It looks fine!”

“It’s just a lot easier to keep this way,”
Susan said. She looked quizzically at her mother. “Mom, did you get
your hair straightened? I thought you didn’t like Michelle Obama’s
hair? You said you were going to let yours grow out more natural,
like your mother used to wear.”

“Well, I changed my mind,” Lu said.
“Besides, I’m certainly not going down to Florida all
peasy-headed.”

“I brought a dress with me,” Susan said. “I
hope you like it.”

“You won’t need it, Susan,” Lu said
dismissively as they stepped off the curb and headed for the
parking lot. “I bought you a nice pink suit yesterday and shoes,
too. You’ll be fine.”

“Oh,” Susan murmured as they approached the
truck.

“Buckle up, everybody,” Zach announced,
pulling out of the airport parking lot. “This is going to be a long
ride.” Once they passed south of Richmond, traffic was lighter and
moved along steadily. Although the sun wasn’t shining brightly, the
gray clouds appeared to thin out as they headed south.

“We can’t stay past Friday, no matter what,”
Lu said, looking up from her Blackberry.

“Are you sending e-mails on a Saturday?”
Zach asked.

“Yes. Staffing needs to know I’m gone so
they can line someone up for my team. The team needs to develop a
plan. I have to let them know they’re going to be without a captain
for an entire week.”

Zach nodded toward the Blackberry. “You
can’t go to your father’s funeral and sit there e-mailing the whole
time, you know.”

“I have no intention of it,” she snapped as
she hit the send button on an e-mail. “But, I can’t concentrate on
all I’m going to have to do about my father’s business if I’m
worried about my job either.”

“Do you have any idea what we’re facing down
there as far as your father’s business goes?” Zach asked.

“Not really. But there’s still going to be a
lot to do. I’ll have to talk to a realtor and find out what that
farm is worth. I looked a little online last night and found out
Flagler County is the fastest growing county in Florida! I think
it’s worth quite a bit. God knows we could use that.”

“Is that what you were doing up in the
middle of the night?” Zach asked.

“Well, yes,” Lu defended herself. “You have
to have a handle on these things, I mean, after all, Florida
property is always in demand.”

“Yeah, I suppose,” Zach responded.

“So,” Susan leaned forward in her seat.
“Mom, what happened to Granddad?”

Zach gave Lu a sideways glance.

Lu turned. “I couldn’t reach anyone at the
medical examiner’s office, being the weekend and all. But I’m
guessing he had a heart attack. He was 74 or 75, I think, yeah,
74.”

“Yeah,” William spoke up. “He was just
old.”

“Well, it’s really not all that old, but he
lived a hard life,” Lu added, looking straight ahead. “He worked
that farm from the time he was a boy. And working a farm in
Florida, in his day, was not easy.”

“I just can’t picture you growing up on a
farm,” Susan said. “Didn’t we go there once? I remember an old
house in the country.”

“Yes,” Zach interjected. “We stopped there
that time we took you kids to Disneyworld.”

“You always have had a good memory, Susan,”
Lu commented dryly, bitter at how disappointed she was that day.
She caught a look from Zach and changed her tone. “You know, when
we get back home, I’ll have to find those pictures we took on that
trip. You were both so little! I remember the ride down seemed to
take forever. Remember? Both of them fussing in the back seat,
asking over and over: ‘When will we get there?’”

“I wonder how come I don’t remember more of
that,” Susan said.

Lu turned toward her. “Oh, I don’t know.
Mickey Mouse probably made a bigger impression on a six-year-old
than a couple of hours at an old farmhouse.”

“I suppose, but I wish I could have gone
down there when I was writing my high school term paper,” she
commented.

“Why’s that?” Zach asked as he deftly
steered into the passing lane.

“Don’t you remember?” Susan asked. “I did my
paper on Zora Neale Hurston.”

“Zora who?” he asked.

“Dad, she was only the most important female
black author of the twentieth century,” she said. “During the
Depression the government implemented a writers’ project to collect
information about the grass roots people of our country. Zora
toured all over the south interviewing and recording all kinds of
information—black folklore, their heroes and their stories. Without
her, all that would have been lost! Oh, and she wrote great stories
herself. Oprah even made one into a movie. Anyway, I think I got an
A on that paper.”

Lu turned to look at her and out of the
corner of her eye caught William rolling his eyes and mouthing ‘I
think I got an A’. She smacked his knee to let him know she’d seen
him.

“I remember that term paper,” she said with
a grin.

“She was born in Eatonville, Florida. It’s
supposed to be close to Orlando somewhere,” Susan said brightly.
“Will we be anywhere near there? Maybe we could stop and look
around. Eatonville was the first black incorporated town in
America.”

“Oh, here it comes, Miss College knows
everything.” William groaned.

“Yeah,” Susan said, leaning toward him and
poking him good-naturedly with her elbow. “When and if you get into
college, we’ll see how much you know!”

“Not everybody that knows stuff goes to
college,” he shot back. “Jay-Z didn’t go to college and look at
him!” He balled his jacket under his head, leaned against the
window and closed his eyes.

Susan rolled her eyes. “When we get back
home I’m going to see if I still have that term paper,” she
mumbled.

“Somehow, Susan, I’ll bet you do.” Lu
chuckled.

“Yeah,” William said, opening one eye. “I
just wish we were going down to Florida during Bike Week at
Daytona, that’s all.”

“Son, I think that would be fun, but I can’t
imagine what this road is like during Bike Week,” Zach said.

When they passed the first billboard for
South of the Border, Susan sat straight up. “Oh, hey, I
remember these! They go on for miles. The little guy with the big
sombrero, Pedro. Remember? I’d just learned to read and I read
every single one!” she said.

“Well, don’t read ‘em all now!” Zach chided
her.

This aroused William’s interest. “Hey, can
we stop? Is that where we saw the big snake?”

“Oh, great, you remember the snake but
nothing else—typical,” Susan said sarcastically.

“Hey,” he said. “I was like three years old
back then. I just remember a big snake that came wriggling out of a
bag or something.”

“Oh, man, William, I can’t believe you
remember that!” said Zach. “That wasn’t South of the Border.
That was when we stopped at Santee, South Carolina, and listened to
the park ranger give a nature talk. The look on your face, Lu. Now
that was funny!” Zach teased.

“Well, I didn’t think it was so funny!” Lu
spoke up. “How’d you have liked it if you were the one leaning up
against a counter in the ranger’s office when he, oh, so politely,
excused himself, then reached around behind you and yanked a live
cottonmouth out of a pillowcase!”

“Is that what happened?” William wanted to
know, a smirk flickering across his face.

Zach broke up with laughter. “It sure is. I
thought your mom‘d die right there on the spot.” Lu scowled out the
window. It wasn’t funny to me, she thought
angrily.

Zach reached out and poked Lu’s arm.
“Remember, we bought that orange wine at a roadside stand for three
dollars thinking we were going to get a treat?”

“Oh, yuck, do I remember? It was awful, and
we had so looked forward to a chilled glass once we got the kids to
bed.”

“What’s that?” William joked. “You guys were
fooling around, drinking no less, when you had little kids?
Aha!”

“You know what,” Zach said, “let's stop at
South of the Border for old times’ sake. It’ll be fun.”

“Okay, but we’re not buying any wine!” Lu
cautioned.

They got some cold drinks at South of the
Border, and Zach cajoled everyone into posing next to the oversized
figure of Pedro for a family photo. “I guess you could say this
place has evolved quite a bit since we were here,” he observed.

“Is that what you call it?” Lu smirked.
“You’d think tacky would have to end somewhere.”

“It ended here!” Susan laughed.

They pulled William away from one of the
hundred souvenir bins where he was trying out imported “Made in
China” Mexican back scratchers.

“Let’s hit the road,” Zach said.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


Monday morning after William finished his
second continental breakfast at the hotel, the family piled back
into the SUV.

“So, are we gonna’ get to see any
alligators?” William asked.

“Probably not,” Lu answered.

“How long is this gonna’ take today, then?”
he groaned.

“Not as long as yesterday,” Zach said.
“Maybe only four and a half or five hours, tops. Once we get past
Jacksonville it will be right down the road.” When they passed the
Florida welcome station, Lu remembered the time she and some
friends snuck up there for Michael Jackson’s “Destiny” tour. She
turned sixteen that year and was anxious for adventure. None of
them had tickets for the show, but were hopeful they’d be able to
scalp some once they got to the Gator Bowl. The drive up was
wickedly exciting and they giggled and joked all the way. Then
they’d spent the entire evening walking up and down on the sidewalk
outside the concert. The scalpers had sold out. The evening was a
complete and total bust. They barely spoke all the way home. Lu was
terrified her father would find out. She swore she’d never do it
again. After that, she settled for listening to Michael, The
Commodores, and Prince on her brother’s boom box.

By early afternoon the family trip was
nearly over. Zach took the Bunnell exit slowly. The sky was a
predictable Florida bright blue. Here and there, puffy white clouds
skiffed their way toward the horizon.

“Ah!” Zach said as he pulled into the hotel
lot. “This is why everybody comes to Florida. It’s warm, the sun is
shinin’ and the sky is clear. You gotta love it.”

 


 



Chapter Six

 


The Holiday Inn Express was just down the
road from Bunnell and not far from the farm. As soon as she laid
out her toiletries and hung up their clothes for the funeral, Lu
dialed her father’s house.

“Hey,” she said when her brother answered.
“We’re finally here.”

“Good,” Martin said. “I’m figurin’ we can
meet for dinner about six.”

“That’s fine. Just tell me where to meet you
and how to get there,” she said.

As they drove down Route 100 they passed a
stone greeting on the roadside, 'Welcome to Bunnell, Crossroads of
Flagler County'. Lu sniffed to herself, Yeah, she thought,
some crossroads. In the back of her mind her conscience was
telling her that life was full of crossroads. She decided to ignore
it.

“Did you know on the Flagler County website,
the seal has a potato on it?” Susan said.

“A potato?” William sniffed.

“Yes, a potato,” Lu answered smugly. “Most
northerners think Florida’s all theme parks, but it’s a huge
agricultural state. My father and just about everybody around here
raised Irish potatoes.”

“Irish?” Susan asked.

“Right,” Lu said. “They’re the potatoes most
used for potato chips.” She suddenly felt good having come to the
defense of the county, of the farm, herself as a child, and Martin.
One of her earliest memories was the day he came home from the
hospital.

 


She spent the morning scurrying back and
forth between the kitchen and the front door. Momma was coming home
from the hospital today. She was bringing home Luella's new baby
brother. Grammy scrubbed Luella’s face and hands almost raw. She
clipped her fingernails short as she lectured her about not
touching the baby around his face or head. She twisted her hair
into little pigtails all over her head, and fastened each with a
tiny colored barrette. Grammy didn’t do it as nice as Momma did.
Momma would hum a little tune and then put her finger under
Luella’s chin and tell her how pretty she looked. Grammy just told
her to sit still, but none of that mattered now. Miss Pearl came
over right after breakfast and now held Luella on her lap, hugging
her tightly as she chuckled over Luella’s excitement.

“Now, that new little brother of yours is
going to be sleeping a lot, Luella, honey,” she cautioned. “You’re
gonna have to be quiet sometimes so as you don’t wake him
up.”

“I know, I know.” Luella whined. At three
years of age she didn’t quite understand everything she’d been told
about having a new baby around, but a baby was a baby and she could
hardly wait to see it.

She wriggled out of Miss Pearl’s lap and
stood with her tiny hands and her nose pressed against the screen
door. She stared down the road that led to her house. At last she
saw Daddy’s truck slowly rumbling and bumping into the yard.

“Momma, Momma,” she squealed, slamming
open the door and running onto the porch closely followed by Miss
Pearl and Grammy. The truck pulled up next to the house, and Daddy
got out, crossing quickly around front to help Momma. Luella
started to scamper out into the yard, but Grammy had her hands on
Luella’s shoulders.

“Now, wait, child. Don’t go runnin’ up
and knockin’ your momma over,” she cautioned. “Let her get on into
the house.”

Luella dutifully muttered,”Yes’m.”

Momma, held steady by Daddy’s strong arm,
stepped up onto the porch and carefully bent over to show Luella
the tiny bundle she held in her arms.

“Oh, my goodness, oh, what a blessin’,”
Miss Pearl exclaimed almost in a whisper. “Lookit there, Luella,”
she said, her warm hand gently rubbing Luella’s back. “Your very
own baby brother. My, my, ain’t he somethin’?” she crooned. “And
lookit here, Martin, this here’s your big sister, Luella.” Luella
stared at him. The baby scrunched his face up, tiny fingers pawing
his cheek as he peeped open one eye.

“He sees me,” she squealed. The baby
jumped, both of his eyes flew open and he began to wail. Everyone
chuckled. Daddy reached down, picked Luella up and planted a kiss
on her cheek. That was a day Luella treasured. Surrounded by those
who loved her, welcoming home her very own baby. The world was a
wonderful place.

As the days passed, Luella spent most of her
time following Momma around. She cradled her doll in her arms, and
whatever Momma did with baby Martin, Luella mimicked. Her baby doll
and Martin always napped at the same time, and Momma gave her
scraps of fabric to make pretend diapers.Martin was a good baby.
Grammy said he was a lot better than Luella had been. Luella, she
said, had the colic and kept everybody awake night after night
until she turned three months old. Momma said that just meant that
Luella was smart and she wanted to be awake for everything. Grammy
frowned and said how she hoped Martin didn’t get the colic.

Martin was soon crawling around the house
and trying to put everything into his mouth. Luella gave herself
the job of keeping an eye on him and making sure she hollered when
he tried to eat anything he wasn’t supposed to. Grammy Mayetta took
to clucking her tongue from time to time and cautioning Luella not
to be “little Miss Boss.”

In no time at all Martin was walking and
talking. He stubbornly took to wanting to be his own boss, and
Luella’s self-appointed babysitting job lost some of its
appeal.

 


 



Chapter Seven

 


“Turn here,” Lu instructed. “This is Airport
Road.”

“What was the name of the place again?” Zach
asked as he made the turn.

“Highjackers,” she said.

Lu struggled to hold her emotions at bay.
She’d been nervous ever since she talked to Martin on the phone.
She found herself chatting nonstop to Zach and the kids about
nothing. She hoped if she did all the talking they wouldn’t ask her
the question she couldn’t answer. How had she let so many years
go by—and why?

They quickly reached the end of the road
which was at the edge of the small airfield. Before them was a
one-story, fluorescent green cinderblock building. It was trimmed
with an equally garish orange and sat next to the airfield fence.
The windows were open, and diners were visible through the screens.
When she entered the restaurant and saw diners seated in wooden
booths, their meals before them in plastic baskets, Lu was glad she
hadn’t dressed for dinner. Model airplanes swayed from open beams
in the ceiling, the ceiling fans spinning only at half-pace. A
seperate dining area on the left boasted a big flat-screen TV high
on the wall. Thankfully, it was on mute. The walls were decorated
with Miami Dolphin logos, shirts, and pennants proclaiming “Fans
for Fins.”

Lu looked into the dining room. A black
family was seated at a wooden table in the far corner. A
middle-aged man in a denim shirt, wearing a Highjackers baseball
cap pushed his chair back and motioned to her. He had her father’s
face, not her brother’s. She saw he was at a table with a woman in
a white ruffled blouse and three young girls in multi-colored
T-shirts. Her stomach tightened involuntarily, but she managed to
flash a broad smile in greeting.

“Oh, my gosh,” she said as she led her
family to his table. “Oh, my, I can’t believe it.” She hugged his
neck, and Martin awkwardly patted her shoulder.

His wife Elizabeth took Lu’s hand in
greeting, it was soft and warm. She proudly introduced her
daughters. She first put her arm around her fourteen-year-old.
“This here’s Shanice,” she said. She touched the middle child on
her shoulder, “and this is our Jasmine. She just turned
twelve.”

“Yeah,” Martin teasingly pointed a finger.
“And that little one there, she’s the trouble-maker already, and
she’s only eight, huh, Ashanti?”

Little Ashanti bowed her head, trying to
hide a tiny grin. Lu could see she was used to her father’s
teasing. Her hair was carefully braided in tight little rows
anchored by colorful barrettes and Lu immediately saw a family
resemblance. Ashanti had Lu’s mother’s dimple and bore such a
strong resemblance to her that Lu couldn’t take it all in at once.
She pulled her eyes away from the child and looked to Martin.

“Where does the time go?” she asked. Without
giving him time to respond she began to introduce Zach and her own
children.

“This is our eldest, Susan,” she said.
“She’s just finishing her first year of college.” Susan graciously
put her hand out to shake first her uncle’s hand, and then her Aunt
Elizabeth’s. Lu put her hand on William’s shoulder. “And our son,
William, will graduate high school next year.”

Zach stuck his hand out to Martin. “How you
doin’?” he asked. “That makes me the old man.” He winked toward the
girls which got a giggle from them, especially Ashanti.

The introductions over, Lu quickly sat down,
hoping no one could see her knees knocking. “It seems like I just
got a Christmas picture of these girls of yours on Santa’s lap and
now, just look at them! They’re almost grown, for heaven’s sake.”
She addressed Elizabeth, afraid that Martin would recognize that
she was babbling. She picked up a paper napkin and began to toy
with its edges, but her own silence was too much for her to bear.
She could hardly take her eyes off little Ashanti. “Do you know you
look just like your Grandma Lovie?” she asked.

“Yes’m,” Ashanti replied politely.

“You even have her dimple,” Lu assured
her.

“I know,” said Ashanti shyly, leaning close
to her father.

“Until just now,” Elizabeth said, “I didn’t
realize Ashanti looked so much like you, Luella.”

Martin leaned back and looked at Lu. He
furrowed his brow and then lifted Ashanti’s face with a touch on
her chin. “Yeah,” he said in mock seriousness. “That’s too bad,
Ashanti, that’s too bad.” Then he laughed out loud at his own joke.
Little Ashanti lowered her eyes, obviously hurt. Lu detected a
slight tremor of the table and guessed that Elizabeth had given
Martin a quick kick in the shin. She liked that.

“So,” Elizabeth said, addressing Susan,
“finishing your first year of college, huh? What are you majoring
in?”

“Uh,” Susan said. Lu noticed the hesitation
and was about to chime in when Susan spoke up. “Mostly this first
year I’ve been working on the basic degree requirements. All the
boring stuff.”

“She thinks she’s going to win a ‘Poolitzer’
writing some big novel someday,” William interjected.

Susan pursed her lips. “Just ignore him,”
she said, turning her attention to her young cousins. “See, this is
what happens when you have a brother. He thinks he’s a jock, but he
just likes to show off.”

The girls giggled, staring more at William
than Susan. Amused, Lu guessed they were thinking William was a
pretty cute cousin.

Elizabeth covered Shanice’s hand with her
own. “I’m working on these girls all the time about college,” she
said in a velvet tone. Shanice and Jasmine nodded their heads and
rolled their eyes at each other, indicating their mom did work on
them all the time. Despite their teenaged self-consciousness, Lu
found them charming.

When they finished their meal and the dishes
were removed, Lu turned her attention back to Ashanti, asking her
the routine questions about her favorite subjects in school.
Although at first the little girl appeared to have an outgoing
personality, Lu noticed she looked to her father before answering,
as if she sought his approval.

Martin interrupted Lu’s attempted exchange
with his daughter. “Hey,” he said, “we’ve had a long day. How about
we get down to some brass tacks.” His abruptness brought immediate
silence to the table. Elizabeth directed her attention to the
handle of her coffee cup. “Miss Pearl arranged the service,” he
continued, “so we don’t need to do anything but show up tomorrow
morning. The ladies at the church are goin’ to provide a lunch
afterwards and that’s pretty much it,” he announced.

“Oh, how nice,” Lu responded. “Miss Pearl is
so good to do all that.”

“Yeah, well, it’s what they do for
everybody,” Martin commented. “But, we gotta figure out the rest of
this. I mean the farm and all.”

“Of course,” Lu said. “Have you got any
ideas about selling it? I’m sure it’s worth quite a bit. I mean, I
don’t know about you, but with putting two kids through college
we’re going to need all the help we can get.”

Martin looked hard at her. “Well, it’s good
land, that’s for sure,” he said, “but my farmin’ days is long over
with.”

His remark caught her off guard. “Oh, did
you want to keep it?” she asked, stunned.

“Now, don’t go listenin’ to him. He’s
pullin’ your leg, is all.” Elizabeth reached over and lightly
tapped Martin’s hand. “You stop that, Martin,” she scolded. “You
know you don’t mean it.”

“Naw,” he said, correcting himself. “A man
can’t make no livin’ down here these days runnin’ a farm—no matter
what Daddy wanted. The fella that’s been leasing most of the land
this last couple of years ain’t had such good luck either. So I
don’t expect he’d be able to buy it even if he wanted to. ‘Sides,
truth is there’s hardly any farms left, what with all the
developers that’s moved in.”

“Daddy was leasing out the farm?” Lu
asked.

“Most of it,” Martin said. “He wasn’t able
to keep farming all that anymore. He kept two acres next to Miss
Pearl’s property, and he and Jerome worked that as a truck patch
mostly.”

“Oh,” Lu said, not knowing what else to say.
“Of course, I haven’t seen much here yet, but I think real estate
is always booming in Florida.”

“Yeah,” Martin responded. “I think the
sooner we can get all this done and over with, the better. The way
the banks are tanking, who knows what’s gonna happen?”

“You got a good point there,” Zach said.

“Then let’s try to see a realtor on
Wednesday and get some idea of what the land is worth,” Lu said.
She didn’t want to offer what she learned from the internet about
property values just yet.

“I’m goin’ back home right after the service
tomorrow,” Martin replied, draining his coffee cup. “It’s a long
haul back up to Atlanta. I ain’t got time to hang around down here
to see no realtor.” He nodded toward his wife. “Elizabeth and me,
we gotta get back to work.”

His announcement hung over the table.
Elizabeth and the girls were dead silent, although Elizabeth
offered a weak smile in confirmation.

Zach seized the opportunity. “Where you
workin’ up in Atlanta?” he asked.

“I got a good job,” Martin said. “Work for
UPS.”

“UPS is a good company,” Zach affirmed.

“Yeah, well I been there awhile now,” Martin
said. “I’m in line for head mechanic pretty soon.” Lu’s eyes were
drawn to the grease stains on his cuticles.

“That’s pretty much what I do.” Zach
grinned. “Air conditioning and the like.”

Elizabeth started to say something, but Lu
interrupted. “Well, actually,” she said, “Zach and his brother own
the business.” When she saw the smile leave Zach’s face, she knew
immediately what she’d done. She quickly went back to talking about
the farm. “So, Martin, if you’re leaving right after the service,
does that mean you’re not going to be able to stay and help
me?”

“No, not if we’re going to keep our jobs.”
He looked at his wife. “We pulled the kids out of school for
this—they gotta get back, too.” He leaned back in his chair and
smirked. “Besides, I figure, hey, you the college girl. Can’t you
just go out to the house and figure out what to do? I don’t know
nothin’ about all this stuff.” He reached up and adjusted his
baseball cap.

Lu immediately tensed. The server brought
the check, and Zach pulled out his credit card. Martin nodded
toward the waitress, calling her over. Lu expected he was going to
pay his family’s share of the bill. Instead, he gave the girl a
wink, grabbed her hand and put a folded $10 bill into it. “Thanks,
Martin,” she said, hurrying off with Zach’s credit card.

Lu had to bite her tongue. Finally, she
said, “Well, if you can’t stay, you can’t stay.” She knew her
comment was condescending, but she didn’t care. She laid her napkin
on the table. “I thought we’d be doing this together. I’ll do what
I can while I’m here. I’ll have to call you. I can’t just make
decisions on my own.” She was about to stand up when Martin leaned
his forearms on the table and looked intently at her.

“No, you ain’t makin’ no decisions on your
own,” he directed. “You call me once you find out about things, is
all.” He leaned back and adjusted his cap once more. “I ain’t hard
to deal with.”

Not much, Lu thought. Determined not
to give him the satisfaction of seeing her frustration, she took a
breath and forced a smile. “Before you leave, why don’t you go
through the house,” she said, “You know, pick out whatever you
want—pictures, or tools. You should take them with you.”

He glanced at his wife but didn’t answer
right away, so she continued, “Or, if you can’t take them right
now, just box them up and put your name on them, and I’ll send them
to you before I leave. I can only stay a few days myself.”

Martin leaned forward in his chair again.
“Yeah, yeah, that sounds good,” he said with an air of
decisiveness. “There’s some stuff I want, like you said, tools.
And, the truck. It’s a classic.” He patted Ashanti’s head. “We sure
had a lot of fun in that old turquoise truck. Ford introduced the
super cab in 1974. Your Grandpa was so proud! We went everywhere in
that truck. I’m lookin’ forward to some real good times in
that.”

 


That summer was the best. Daddy had a really
fine crop, and prices were up. When he went into town that morning
he said he’d be back late, but he’d bring a surprise. Luella and
Martin waited hours and hours, wondering what kind of surprise they
would get. By midafternoon they were bored with waiting and Momma
and Grammy Mayetta were tired of trying to guess what the surprise
would be. Luella pushed the old porch glider back and forth and
back and forth, wishing she had something to do. Martin, out under
the old pine tree, pumped away on the swing, trying to see how high
he could go. It was almost suppertime when Luella looked down the
road and saw a strange truck coming toward the house. It was bright
turquoise and hardly made a sound. Dust devils spun behind it. She
ran inside to tell her mother that someone was coming, then she
heard Martin yell, “It’s Daddy, it’s Daddy!”

Grammy Mayetta and Momma came rushing out on
the porch, wiping their hands on their aprons. Daddy pulled the
truck up in front of the house and loudly blew the horn twice,
making everyone jump. Martin ran up to the truck as Daddy stepped
out. His smile was as big as the sky.

“Look here!” he yelled. “Lovie, just come
and look here!”

Everyone gathered around Daddy to see. It
was the first new truck he ever bought.

“Oh, it’s just so fine,” Grammy and Momma
said in unison, and laughed and hugged Daddy. Martin and Luella
clamored inside at Daddy’s urging. The new truck smelled odd, not a
bad smell at all, but something they had never smelled before. They
wrinkled their noses and sniffed the new smell in again and again.
It was delicious.

“Watch your dirty feet in there!” Daddy
scolded with a laugh. “Don’t go messin’ up our new truck the minute
I get it home!

“Now,” he continued, “I think we need to
go on a picnic down to the creek!”

They eagerly clamored out. “Can we, Momma?
Can we?” they begged.

“Oh,” Daddy said suddenly. “I almost
forgot.” He reached into the bed of the truck and with some effort
hauled out a large grey plastic case which he held out toward their
mother.

She put her hands up to her face. “Oh, no,
oh, my!” she squealed. She started to take it from his hands, but
he cautioned her not to. “This here is heavy,” he said as he
carried it inside.

Luella and her brother ran into the house
behind everyone. Daddy put the case on the kitchen table and
unclasped the cover. There stood a brand-new sewing machine.
“Thought it high time you had somethin’ better than that old pedal
one!”

Momma was so excited she sat right down and
began to marvel over all the buttons and dials on the front. Daddy
opened a small plastic box and showed her more dials. “The guy at
Monkey Wards said this here machine will do just about anything you
want to do,” he said holding out the box. Momma stood up and put
her arms around his neck, mumbling something about him being a
crazy man.

After that there were lots of picnics.
Sometimes Luella and Martin got to sit in the small back seat of
the cab, squeezed in next to Grammy, but mostly they liked to ride
in the bed of the truck, giggling in the wind as they sped down the
road toward Haw Creek. A new ritual began on Saturday afternoons
when it was time to wash and clean the truck. Luella’s job was to
work on the inside, polishing the dash and cleaning the windows
while Martin and her father scrubbed and waxed the outside. That
way, it was always sparkling clean for church on Sunday
morning.

 


Lu well remembered the two of them bouncing,
hot and dusty, with their cane poles, net, and bait box in the bed
of the truck as their father navigated the ruts in the old road to
Haw Creek. Momma rode in the front seat with Daddy, and Grammy
Mayetta scrunched in the seat in the back of the cab, the carefully
packed picnic supper beside her. She had to agree, it was just
about the best season of their lives. Or, it would have been if
Momma hadn’t gotten sick. The memory darkened and Lu forced it from
her mind. She turned her attention to what Martin was saying.

“…just find out about selling the place,” he
said, rising from the table.

“Well, then,” Lu breathed, “I guess we’ll
see you in the morning, right?”

“Sure, in the mornin’,” he replied. The two
families walked out into the parking lot, the night air cool and
the breeze gentle. Lu grasped his elbow, pulling him back from the
others.

“Hey, I know we haven’t seen each other in
quite a while,” she whispered, “but where do you get off dumping
all the work on me?”

He stopped and stared at her. “In a
while?” he asked. “What the hell you thinkin’? Try twenty or
more years! That ain’t no damn ‘while’, woman.” He stared skyward
and exhaled loudly. His eyes swept the parking lot. His voice was
low. “Boy, if you aren’t the sister of the Prodigal Son, I don’t
know who is! I took care of Daddy all these years while you was off
livin’ your high life up in D. C. I got kids to raise, too, and I
still got here to check on him. But you couldn’t even do that. So,
yeah, Luella, I think you can do something now!”

His breath was right in her face. Heat rose
in her cheeks. She could see how agitated he was, and she didn’t
want a scene. “I’m certainly not the Prodigal Son!” she said. “I’ll
admit you’ve been here a lot more than I have but I’m here now,
aren’t I? This is no time to fight, Martin, please. Can’t we just
work together on this? You know, like a family. And we live in
Maryland,” she corrected. “Not D.C.”

He stared into the distance, the vein in his
temple pulsing rapidly. She was afraid any minute he might grab
her. She could see the others had reached their cars and were
chatting away. She saw Zach glance in her direction. Martin didn’t
utter a word so she took a step forward all the while searching her
mind for a lighter subject.

“So, tell me, how big a deal is this service
going to be?” she asked. “Is it going to be like when we were kids?
My Susan and William aren’t used to a lot of Bible-thumping holy
rollers.” Still Martin didn’t respond, so she continued. “God, I
remember old Preacher Parker. He scared the hell out of me so many
times!” She chuckled softly to soften her comments. Martin gave her
a quick sideways look she couldn’t diagnose, but he kept pace with
her as they approached the others.

“Naw, don’t nobody go in for that kinda
stuff no more,” he finally said. “Sure, it’s a country church and
all. Lots of folks that knew Daddy will be there.”

“Well, I just don’t want anything wild,
that’s all,” Lu reiterated.

He stopped again. “Now, talk about Reverend
Parker. That man was sure somethin’ in his prime.”

“I’ll say,” Lu said. “He’s probably long
dead by now. He was old when we were kids.” She smiled to herself,
pleased that Martin understood. “I just remember being scared to
death when his old car would come down the road,” she said. “Hey,
remember, he always wore that black leather gambler’s hat?” she
asked. Martin nodded at their common memory.

“Seriously,” she said as they approached the
others, “I’m gonna warn my kids this could be a wild service, and
you had better warn yours too.”

He turned to her, the serious tone back in
his voice. “My kids and me, we go to church regular, Luella. They
know what to expect.”

“Oh,” was all she could say.

 


 



Chapter Eight

 


The evening air was soft and warm. Lu
lounged near the hotel pool. She was exhausted. After her words
with Martin in the parking lot she needed a peaceful few minutes to
herself.

“Too bad it’s not a little warmer. I could
sure use a swim,” Zach said, looking longingly at the pool, its
blue water shimmering.

“Yeah!” William said as he turned toward the
lobby door. “I’m gonna get my suit.”

“You’ll freeze,” Lu said as she lay back on
the chaise and closed her eyes. Susan was perched on the end of a
white plastic lounge chair next to her.

“Why didn’t we ever come back?” Susan
asked.

Without opening her eyes, Lu asked, “Come
back where?”

“Back to Florida,” she said.

“Well, there never was enough time,” Lu said
flatly. “You know your dad and I had to work. We came down while
you were on a break from school.”

“Yeah, but William wasn’t in school.” Susan
said quickly.

“Oh, I don’t know. We probably should’ve
come back so you kids would remember more of Disneyworld. I’m sorry
now that we didn’t.”

“No, I mean, why didn’t we ever come back to
see Granddad?” Susan pressed. “I barely remember him from that time
and William was so little he doesn’t remember him at all.”

“Your grandfather and I weren’t close,” Lu
offered.

“What does that mean?” Susan asked.

Lu sighed to show her exasperation.
“Sometimes there are things that separate families, that’s
all.”

“What could ever separate a family?” Susan
asked pointedly.

Lu sat up and stared at her daughter. “Well,
some things are unavoidable. Part of that is time, part is
distance, and part of it, Susan, is simply lifestyle.”

“What does THAT mean?” Susan snapped.

“There are just some things that children
don’t understand. That’s what that means,” Lu said defensively.

“I don’t accept that,” she argued, “William
and I aren’t children! What happened? How come we never came back?
How come Granddad never came to visit us?”

Lu bristled, but before she could speak
Susan leaned forward and continued her interrogation. “Here we are,
me and William, going to a funeral for someone we never really
knew,” she said. “It’s like Uncle Martin and Aunt Elizabeth—the
same thing. Until tonight, all we’ve ever seen are pictures.
William and I wouldn’t have known them if we fell over them, and
they wouldn’t have known us either!”

“I don’t need you to argue with me over
things you know nothing about!” Lu snapped.

“It’s just that you always say how important
family is, Mom,” Susan implored. “But then we only ever see Dad’s
family—never yours. It doesn’t make sense.”

Lu drew her lips into a tight line. “Okay,
young lady, you asked for this. All I can tell you is that you need
to prepare yourself for a trip back in time. This is not the
Florida they advertise on TV with white sandy beaches and fancy
golf courses. It’s not Daytona, where everyone goes on spring break
either. This is north central Florida. It’s farm country with
farming people.” Her words were clipped. She knew she wasn’t
controlling her emotions, but she didn’t care. She sat up and
glanced around the pool area, making sure there were no other
guests in the area. She lowered her voice and looked directly at
her daughter.

“You know, yesterday at the airport you
asked why I didn’t like your hair. I hate cornrows, that’s why.
Little black girls in the south who wear their hair in cornrows are
called pickaninnies, Susan,” she spat. “And, in case you
don’t know it, that’s not a complimentary term!”

She saw Zach scowl at her.

“I’m certainly not a pickaninny,”
Susan spat back. “I’m an African-American college student. That’s
what the Civil Rights movement was all about, Mom. We don’t have to
lie down for any of that anymore!”

“That may be what it was about in the
north.” Lu rose from her lounge chair. “You can legislate changes
in the law, but you can’t legislate the way people treat one
another. I ought to know, I was raised down here.” She was aware
she’d raised her voice but continued anyway. “My father practically
worshipped Martin Luther King, but he sure never talked about him
outside the house!” She turned and marched toward the door to the
lobby, passing William on the way. A towel thrown over one
shoulder, he blithely headed for the pool.

She knew that once she left, Zach probably
scolded Susan for pursuing their conversation so relentlessly.
But it’s not Susan’s fault, Lu thought. It’s mine. It’s
always been mine.

A short time later Zach entered the darkened
hotel room. Lu lay on the bed, a wet washcloth covering her eyes.
He sat gingerly on the edge of the bed.

“Hey, baby,” he asked. “What’s up? You got a
headache?”

“Oh, God,” she sighed, reaching blindly for
his hand. “My head is pounding. I hardly got any sleep the past two
nights, and tomorrow I’ve got to face my brother again, and all
those people. What a mess.”

Zach got up and crossed the room. He pulled
a bottle of Hennessey from his suitcase, poured a half inch in the
bottom of one of the hotel glasses and took it to Lu.

“Take a swallow of this,” he insisted.
“It’ll kill the headache or put you to sleep. Either one’s a good
thing.”

Lu pulled herself up on the edge of the bed
and took the glass from his hand, still holding the washcloth
against her eyes.

“Why am I such a bitch?” she mumbled as she
put the glass to her lips. “I’ve got a great husband and two really
good kids. I mean, I think William will be all right, you know.
He’s been really good lately. He’s done everything we insisted on
after that pot incident last year. He’s made new friends and
brought his grades up.”

“Yeah.” Zach chuckled lightly. “And I might
just give him back his driving privileges on the way outta’
here. This is too far for one person to drive.”

Lu didn’t hear him. Caught in her own
remorse, she said, “And, I think I’m a nice person. Then, like
Saturday morning, I look in the mirror and suddenly I’m mean and
hateful.” She trembled as Zach rubbed her knee. She felt like an
animal frozen in the middle of the Interstate. Trapped by
circumstance, she could not retreat, but to go forward terrified
her.

“Lu,” Zach said, “Let’s have another splash
of this. I need one. And then we’re going to sit here in the dark
like when we were first married, remember? And we’re going to talk.
Is that okay?”

“Yeah, I guess,” she said, her voice barely
audible.

Zach took a long pull on his drink. He took
a deep breath in the fading light.

“You never talk about your father, like he
was bad or something. I mean, did he beat you and your brother? Was
he a drunk? What the hell happened on that farm?”

“Oh, no,” she implored. “It was nothing like
that.”

He reached for her hand. “Baby, did your
daddy mess with you? Is that what this is all about?” he asked.
“Because if it is, I’ll turn that damned SUV around tonight and
take you home. You won’t ever have to set foot in Florida again.”
He was emphatic, his words harsh.

“God, is that what you think?”

“What am I supposed to think?” he asked.

Lu sighed and moved herself up on the bed,
her back against the headboard. He joined her there. “Daddy never
raised a hand to us. He didn’t have to. He had this look, like he
would just give you this look of his and you knew you’d better
straighten up,” Lu said. “Momma was just sick a lot. She worked
herself sick, I think. You know, farming, canning, and washing. And
she watched everybody else’s kids at our house. And then she’d
cough and cough. Now that I think of it. I don’t even know what she
died of—her heart, they said, but I think it was more than that. I
think she had some kind of respiratory thing or something. I need
to find that out.”

“Uh huh,” Zach said, “You do.”

“I just remember Daddy taking her into
Bunnell all the time to the doctor, and sometimes she was in the
hospital for a couple of days. He was always running up bills at
the pharmacy for medicine. They used to call, wanting him to come
in and pay the bill. Martin and I were kids—I don’t remember a lot,
really,” she said. “Nobody talked to us. Grammy Mayetta, my
father’s mother? She lived with us. She was good, but she was old
and tired, I think. Sort of a sad woman, you know? She would just
tell us we had to be quiet so Momma could rest. She kept saying
that things were gonna be all right.” Lu took another sip from her
glass. “But things weren’t all right—and nobody told us! And then
Momma was dead.” She began to sob. “We were just kids. It wasn’t
all right—she died. I was only thirteen!”

 


 



Chapter Nine

 


Zach set his glass on the nightstand and
took her in his arms. “Shhh, shhh,” he murmured as he held her. At
last, Lu took a deep breath and leaned back against the
headboard.

“Listen, now,” he said. “Let’s take a look
at your daddy back then. You know, I mean he probably wasn’t that
old when your momma passed. What was he, like forty something?
Maybe he got lost for a while. It happens. I mean, honey, if
something happened to you, and I had to raise these kids of ours by
myself, I don’t know what the hell I’d do. That’s the truth.”

Lu snuffled. “I guess I never thought of it
that way,” she said, wiping her eyes with the washcloth.

“What I’m tryin’ to say here is, remember
when my Dad passed? I was in my Junior year at Temple, and then, in
one phone call, it was over. I had to give up everything I wanted
and go home and take over a business.”

“Yeah, I’d forgotten about that,” she said.
“But, it’s turned out fine, really it has.”

“I know,” he said, “but I didn’t get that
degree until four long years later, and then only because you
pushed me to finish up in night school. Remember those days?” he
asked.

“Yeah, but we made it,” she said.

“Sure, we made it, but it wasn’t what I
pictured,” he said. “Here I was almost through college, all set to
put myself out in the business world in a fancy suit and tie, and
in one afternoon, it all changed. I ended up having to take care of
my mother, my brother, and run a business I had no interest
in.”

“You’ve done such a great job with the
business,” she said. “You need to be proud of that.”

“I’m not sayin’ I ain’t proud of it, baby,”
he said. “I’m just sayin’, it’s not what I had in mind, is all. My
point is that sometimes life does that. It can turn your dreams on
a damn dime whether you like it or not.” He hesitated a moment. “I
was mad at my Dad for dying and leaving me in that spot.”

“I never knew that,” she said. “You never
told me.”

“Well, it’s not really something you talk
about,” he said. “What I’m sayin’ is when somebody dies it brings a
lot of things to the surface, like old ghosts. And some’s good and
some’s not, but you gotta look at ‘em just the same,” he said. “I
didn’t have time to feel sorry for myself. My mother looked to me,
and my brother looked to me—I didn’t have no choice but to step
up.”

“I remember,” Lu said, “I looked to you,
too. It never occurred to me to ask you how you felt. I thought you
were just so noble for dropping out of school to go home and take
care of your family. I really did,” she said. “That’s when I knew I
wanted to marry you, Zach Connors.”

“Yeah?” he asked, gently squeezing her hand.
“You wanted to be married to a man who ran an air-conditioning
company instead of a Wall Street tycoon?”

“Yeah,” she said, leaning her head against
his.

Then the tension was back in her voice.
“Martin’s a different story, though. He stayed on that farm with
Daddy for years,” she said. “And he acted like a martyr for
it.”

“How so?” Zach asked.

“Well, the couple of times I went home from
college, Martin seemed to make sure he didn’t have any time for
me.” Lu sat up cross-legged. “It was so obvious. Like, he’d make up
excuses that he was going to hang out with his friends or needed to
finish some work. I could tell it was to avoid being alone with me.
It really hurt. We were so close as kids, I adored him from the
first day he came home from the hospital. But once I was in
college, when I did come home it was so obvious that he resented
me. I didn’t know what to do with that. And the next thing I knew,
he was married. He never even invited me to his wedding! And now
he’s pretty much said how he wants me to do all the work which
means he doesn’t intend to help at all.”

“Did you invite him to our wedding?” Zach
asked.

“No,” Lu said. “We didn’t have much of a
wedding, remember?”

“We could have,” Zach pointed out. “You said
you just wanted to go down to the shore and get married. It seemed
like a swell idea, just the two of us. Then when we came back,
well, my Mom was disappointed that we hadn’t had a nice
wedding—that we left the family out.”

“She was?” Lu asked.

“Yeah, but that was a long time ago, and it
doesn’t matter now,” Zach said dismissively. “Let’s talk about
Martin for a minute though. What is he, three years younger than
you? I mean, if you were thirteen when your mom passed, then he was
only ten—you were his big sister. I know you were a kid, but he
was, too! Maybe he felt that when you left for college you
abandoned him or something.” Zach paused. “Kids are strange like
that. And what I’m thinkin’ is, if that’s how he felt, maybe you
need to try to understand that.”

“Hey, he was fifteen when I left for
Temple,” Lu defended.

“Yeah, but fifteen isn’t grown up. Look at
William just a year ago,” Zach pointed out. “All moody, and quiet,
even angry. Think about Martin back then, is all I’m sayin’.”

“Yeah, I see what you’re saying,” she said,
shifting on the bed. “But then he needs to grow up now. You know,
no one forced him to stay on that farm. He could’ve left—he
could’ve done the same thing I did. It was his choice to stay. Is
that supposed to be my fault?”

“Hell, no,” Zach said.

“Martin spent a lot more time with Daddy
than I did. All those years he worked that farm with Daddy—I can
see now where he thinks just like him,” she protested.

“How do you mean?” Zach asked.

“Daddy never wanted progress,” she said. “He
would never take a chance on anything. He was afraid to take any
risks, and he didn’t want us to either. He talked about Civil
Rights, even named Martin after Dr. King, but he didn’t live it. He
didn’t want us to get involved with anything that even hinted at
Civil Rights—didn’t even want us to talk about it! It was like he
wanted us to stay on that farm and hide.”

Lu sat up straighter. “It was the 1980’s,
for God’s sake, but Daddy would never consider doing anything that
wasn’t exactly what his father had done and his grandfather before
him. And that was that,” she explained. “Like, if you wanted
something better, then you were ‘uppity’ you know? And, I don’t see
where I have to apologize for wanting something better. My brother
is smart, he graduated high school with honors. I hate to think of
him having to play Step'n Fetchit in his job. If he had just
gone to college…” She paused. “But I guess he never wanted it like
I did.”

“People don’t always want the same thing.
You know that,” Zach said. “And there isn’t anything we can do
about it. Besides, it sounds like he has a good job.”

“I suppose,” she said. “It’s just that from
the time I was little I knew I didn’t want to be looked down on. I
wanted to be as good as everybody else. Was that so wrong?”

“What do you mean, ‘as good as everybody
else’?” he asked.

“Daddy accused me of being uppity,” she
said. “I’m just scared to face these people tomorrow. I think,
being young and so independent, when I left everyone probably
thought I was uppity, and maybe defiant. And tomorrow I’m
going to have to face them.”

“Uppity?” he scowled.

“Well, it’s like the whole thing with
Susan’s hair today. It just went all over me to see her in
cornrows.”

“But, that’s what all the girls are doin’
these days, isn’t it?”

“My mother used to put my hair in cornrows,
you know, with little ribbons, like little Ashanti tonight.”
Remembering made her sad. “But even in the 1980’s in some colleges,
black girls weren’t allowed to wear cornrows.”

“They weren’t?” Zach asked. “But when your
mother put yours in cornrows, you weren’t in college, right?” he
chided.

“No, of course not. She’d work and work on
my hair. I just loved it. She’d tie little red and white ribbons in
it, and I’d run and look in the mirror, just full of myself, you
know? And Martin and I used to go with Daddy whenever he’d take the
crops down to the train station to ship them out.”

“Yeah?” Zach said.

 


When Daddy took the big farm truck into
town, Luella and Martin always piled in beside him. It was exciting
to get a chance to go with Daddy when he took the crops in. Driving
down the road, he would talk to them just like he talked to
grownups, about how he was so pleased with all the help he had from
his neighbors and how living on the farm was the best life God
could’ve given them. He’d pull into the train station and they were
free to run around on the loading dock while he talked to the other
farmers and made arrangements to ship his crops. Sometimes he would
stop the truck on the way home and they would get out and pick
wildflowers to surprise Momma. But then one day Daddy said they
were getting too big to go into town with him anymore and he
stopped taking them. Momma needed them at home to help her, he
said. And just like that their happy trips with Daddy ended.

 


“And there was always this man, this old
blind man, down there, Mister Cornelius. He played the fiddle. Me
and Martin just loved it,” Lu said. “He played the fiddle while we
were waiting on Daddy. And, uh,” her voice caught in her throat.
She took a sip of her drink and continued, “Well, Martin and I
would dance, like little kids do—you know how they do—just dance
and hop around. Everybody would clap when we were done, like we
were special, you know? I loved going down there.” She took another
swallow from her glass, the wash cloth still in her hand. “Well,
this one time there were some white men there on the loading dock
and they were watching us dance. They were all smiling, and we just
danced faster and faster and then one of them says something like
‘Lookie, here, boys, look here at these little pickaninnies!’ and
Daddy came out on the dock just then. He looked real mad. He didn’t
say anything, but he grabbed me and Martin by our arms and hauled
us out of there. We couldn’t ever go back to the train station with
Daddy after that. It was like we’d done something wrong.”

“You know why he did that, right?” Zach
asked.

“Yes, of course,” Lu said. “I figured it out
when I was older, but it stuck. Just like school, when all the
white kids would show up on the first day with new clothes. Zach,
they had like two and three pairs of shoes, and new clothes, and
all us little black girls would stand around with our socks folded
over to hide the rubber bands that were holding them up. We’d be in
same old dresses from the year before, except that the hems had
been let down and the collars turned. That was when I first
realized we were poor—that we were different. And I hated it. I
just hated it.” She grew silent for a moment gripping Zach’s
hand.

 


One afternoon, Luella’s Momma called her in
from the yard. Luella knew that Momma had been working hard in the
evenings sewing a new dress for her first day of school. Momma
measured every part of Luella carefully before they went to town to
choose the material. Momma and Grammy were sewers, and many nights
Luella was lulled to sleep by the rhythmic sound the sewing machine
made as the pedal went up and down, forcing the needle and thread
in and out of the fabric. Finally, the dress was finished. Luella
could hardly contain her joy as it fell over her head and she
pushed her arms through the sleeves. She held still as the sash was
tied, then she twirled around and around the living room for Daddy.
He laughed and hugged her close. “You gonna be the prettiest little
girl there,” he assured her. “Your momma has done a fine job on
that dress.”

At school Luella worked hard on her lessons
and listened to her teacher carefully, but school wasn’t like home,
and Luella didn’t like having to sit still most of the day. At the
end of the day she always tried to be the first one in line for the
bus so she could get a good seat, but the other kids often butted
in front of her, and, before she knew it, she was the last one in
line. One day a new girl came to class. Her name was Barbara. She
had long dark hair like Luella’s, except hers was straight and hung
down to her shoulders. Luella’s hair was curly and usually in
twists or braids. A lot of the other children knew each other, and
they played together and talked together. Barbara and Luella didn’t
know many of the other children, so the two quickly became friends.
They sat next to each other whenever they could, and held hands
when the class was ushered outside at recess. Sometimes they shared
their lunch and talked about how they both had brown eyes and hated
cauliflower and spiders. Barbara lived in town, so she didn’t ride
the bus. After Barbara came to school Luella liked going to school.
She was sure she and Barbara would be friends forever.

One day on the playground Luella went to
join some girls who were playing a game of blind man’s bluff. Their
teacher was over by the fence talking to another teacher. Suddenly,
one of the girls pushed Luella to the side and said, “I ain’t
playin’ with no nigger!” Tears filled her eyes. She didn’t know
what she had done wrong. She hung her head and slunk away, taking a
seat on the rail by the bicycle rack. Barbara, who had been on the
swings was quickly at her side.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Frances called me a nigger,” Luella
confessed, her nose starting to run.

“Don’t pay her no mind,” Barbara said.
“She’s bossy.” Then she added, “What’s a nigger?”

“I don’t know,” sobbed Luella.

 


“I know you grew up different,” Lu said,
swiping at a tear. “But can you just try to understand?”

Zach was quiet. He let go of her hand.
Finally, he spoke. “I don’t know how to say this. Everybody that’s
black has been called a nigger by somebody. People learn to deal
with it.” He paused briefly. “We’ve been married a long time, and,
I guess first off, I don’t understand why we never talked about all
this before, and second, well, are you tellin’ me you don’t want to
be black?”

“No, no!” she said, shaking her head. “You
don’t understand. Nobody understands.”

“Then, help me out here,” he said.

“It wasn’t that I never wanted to be black,
but, as I got older I just knew,” she said. “I just knew, there was
no way I was ever going to be poor. I was going to go somewhere
where nobody would ever call me a pickaninny again, where I
could have ten pairs of shoes if I wanted. I think Daddy hated that
in me, but I couldn’t change it. I wouldn’t change it! So I worked
hard in school, really hard, and I got that scholarship and got
out. I wanted to make something of my life, and I was sure I could
do it, if I could just get far enough away from that farm,” she
confessed. “I didn’t care about anybody but myself back then.” She
sighed heavily. “And now that I’m beginning to realize it, I’m
embarrassed and, uh, ashamed, too, I guess. All the people who knew
me then will be at the funeral, and I don’t know how I’m going to
face them.”

 


 



Chapter Ten

 


The morning of the funeral, the knot in Lu’s
stomach burned like a hot rock. She heaved a deep sigh as she
straightened Zach’s necktie. “Can you believe my brother last
night?” she asked. “Did he honestly think he could just take the
farm? I can’t believe it!” She walked to the mirror and pulled her
jacket down snugly.

“Aw, c’mon, Lu,” Zach said. “I think he just
wanted to get a rise out of you.”

“Yeah, and that’s why he gave the waitress a
special little tip, too, huh?” she spat. She marched to the table
and picked up her purse. “I’ll tell you one thing for sure. This
had better not be some hellfire and damnation service either, or
I’ll strangle him!”

“Uh huh,” Zach said, holding open the motel
room door indicating it was time for them to leave.

Tucked away on a narrow county road, the
white chapel was much smaller than she remembered. A small wooden
sign marked the entrance, “First Church of Christ – Holiness. We Go
By The Book”.

“Hon, if you didn’t know exactly where this
church was, I woulda’ never found it,” Zach muttered as they pulled
into the parking area which was lined by large white-washed
rocks.

Lu, her heart pounding, stared at the small
clapboard building planted among the ancient live oaks, their
fern-covered limbs spread low over the grassy parking area.

 


The Stovalls were good church folk, as were
all their friends. “God-fearin’ folks,” Daddy was proud to say.
Sunday meant Lu would don her very best dress, and Momma would fix
her hair carefully before they headed off to the service. It was
usually hot in the church, and Luella’d get a pinch from Grammy
Mayetta if she didn’t sit still. She liked singing best, but when
Preacher Parker started into one of his long sermons, she’d hurry
out with the other children for their Sunday school lesson. The
children sat on handmade quilts spread out on the grass. There they
dutifully learned the stories of the heroes of the Bible. Noah, who
saved all the animals from the great flood. David, who with only a
slingshot slew the giant, Goliath. And of course, the beautiful
baby Jesus and his mother. Luella always saw herself as the mother,
although she was sure baby Jesus listened better to his mother than
her brother did to her.

The job of caring for the church grounds
belonged to everyone, and it was an annual social event. Come
spring, all the families gathered at the church very early on a
Saturday morning. There, the men mixed up the whitewash in tall
steel drums. The white lime poofed out of the heavy bags in great
clouds as they added water and stirred the mixture with a piece of
two-by-four. They dipped the milky liquid out in buckets. It took
two 8-year-olds to haul a bucket around while the younger children
danced behind them carrying their wide stiff-bristled brushes. They
had the job of whitewashing the rocks that lined the perimeter of
the church property, while the older children helped the men clean
and whitewash the exterior of the church.

“Now, don’t be wastin’ that whitewash!”
the men admonished as they handed them their brushes. The children,
eyes gleaming, assured them they would be careful as they hurried
off, white streaks trailing down their arms and legs. Boys and
girls worked and giggled together, while the women unpacked baskets
of food and set up a huge lunch in the shade. The older girls, who
didn’t want anything to do with whitewashing, carefully covered the
lunch dishes with dishtowels to protect them from curious flies and
gnats.

Occasionally, the men took a break. They
drank sweet tea by the gallons and mopped themselves with rags,
attacking the sweat and whitewash that covered their necks and
arms. The women congratulated them on what a fine job they were
doing and urged them to rest a bit now and again. The men, in turn,
fussed at them, declaring the job would never get done if they
wasted all their time resting. News of family, near and far, was
shared among the women, their voices breaking out in laughter or
their heads shaking with “tsk, tsk,” depending on the news.
Finally, after the work was finished and lunch put away, the
congregants settled on the quilts to share the stories of family
members long ‘passed on’. A prayer of thanksgiving and a few
well-loved hymns ushered in the end of the day as the families
packed up their belongings in the long shadows of sunset.

 


“How could I forget? I spent half my life
here,” Lu said. “We were here every Sunday morning, and every
Sunday and Wednesday night. It was our entire social life.” The
small church, its steeple barely reaching above the oaks, set back
off the road. A narrow concrete sidewalk led to three wooden steps
up to dark green, double screen doors. The air was already heavy.
Spanish moss, tangled with memories, floated on the morning breeze
whispering of promises made and now long forgotten. Lu thought of
all the Sunday mornings she played beneath the arms of these very
same live oaks while the scent of orange blossoms perfumed the air.
The congregation would sing, “There’s a sweet, sweet Spirit in this
place,” and she was certain the spirit of the Lord smelled like
orange blossoms. There were no orange blossoms in bloom today
though. It was too late in the year.

Old GM cars and even older Ford and Chevy
pickups lined the parking area. Without warning, a pimped out 1961
Chevrolet Impala in pristine condition pulled in, its radio blaring
rap music. It was painted a metallic blue and the gold-colored
spoked wheels glistened in the morning sun. Three young black men
in baggy pants hurried out of the car. Their hair was slicked back,
and each wore a heavy gold chain around his neck. Lu spotted Miss
Pearl standing on the church steps and watched as she greeted the
boys with a scowl, while she gruffly motioned them toward the
entrance. They dutifully brushed their pants off with their hands
and walked respectfully inside.

Lu stepped from the truck and the Florida
humidity hit her like a sauna. Beads of perspiration immediately
covered her upper lip. Thank God, he didn’t die in August,
she thought. Then she saw a white hearse pulled off to the side of
the church. A wave of saliva caught in her throat. When Miss Pearl
spotted Lu a smile lit her face and she hurried toward her. She
wore a dark navy dress, with low-heeled navy shoes. Her hair, now
completely white, was drawn into a neat bun at the back of her
neck. Miss Pearl’s dark eyes glistened with moisture as she
enveloped Lu in a smothering hug. Lu wrapped her arms around her.
She was soft as biscuit dough, but despite the humidity her skin
was as dry and smooth as talc.

Long-forgotten Sunday mornings again flashed
in Lu’s mind. Here, at this church she had been a child, twirling
gaily in the new white dress her mother had made. She had run
through this very grass holding her little brother’s tiny hand,
shadowed by loving stories of the Bible and protective friends and
neighbors. The sweet memories swept over her.

Miss Pearl let her go but continued to clasp
Lu’s hands in hers as she crooned, “Oh, it’s so good to see you!
I’m so sorry about your daddy. He was such a good man.” Lu hugged
Miss Pearl again, bargaining with a wave of guilt for having
neglected her for so many years. She quickly introduced Zach,
Susan, and William as they approached the church steps. Miss Pearl
nodded to each as she quietly urged the family into the modest
chapel. The interior was exactly as it was when Lu was a child. The
wide plank floors, the walls and ceiling of narrow bead board
painted a shiny operating-room white led to a small raised altar
dwarfed by a massive wooden cross, its wood stained dark as pitch.
Two ceiling fans twirled lazily overhead, barely stirring the air.
The golden heart-of-pine benches, that had been worn smooth during
many a sermon, were crowded with men in suits and ties and
over-dressed women, teenagers, and children, each fanning at the
air with little cardboard hand fans. Up front, off to the side, a
choir of five women in blood-red robes with wide, white collars,
stood near an old upright piano where a smaller, younger woman sat
at the ready.

As they stopped briefly at the entrance,
Susan leaned toward her mother. “The way everyone is dressed up,
are you sure these people are here for a funeral? It looks more
like a wedding,” she whispered. Lu gave her a look of disdain to
shush her. It was true. All the boys sat rigid, dressed in crisp
white shirts and trousers with creases so stiff you could cut your
finger on them. The women were adorned in bright, colorful, flowery
dresses and showy hats. Little boys looked like their faces had
been scrubbed until they glowed, while the little girls sat primly
in starched dresses, tiny braids in their hair.

Lu took in a ragged breath as Zach took her
hand and escorted his family to the front. She tried looking
straight ahead, but she could see heads turn toward her as small
whispers went down the rows. They took their place across the aisle
from Martin and his family. He nodded a silent greeting. Miss Pearl
took her seat behind Martin.

Lu stared at her father’s coffin, a step up
on the altar just a few feet in front of her. She was pleased to
see the funeral director followed her instructions for a closed
casket. She had not seen her father in years—she didn’t want to see
him now. A large spray of yellow roses and baby’s breath was at the
center of several flower arrangements on the floor in front of the
altar. She had ordered the roses from Martin and herself. There
were additional arrangements of fresh-cut spring blooms in a
variety of vases. Lu was certain they were fresh from home gardens.
Every sweep of the ceiling fans brought the scent of jasmine.

“When I think I’m going under, part the
waters, Lord.” The refrain from the piano caught her off guard.
Oh, my God, not that. Please God, not that hymn, she
thought. Out of the past, with the scent of jasmine, the sweet
refrain of the old hymn, she could hear her mother’s voice. She
could actually see her in her mind’s eye, opening the oven door,
dish towel in hand, and carefully lifting the iron skillet of
golden, buttery cornbread, its crust sharp and dark around the
edges. Suddenly it was not her father’s coffin before her, but her
mother’s.

“Touch my life, still the raging storm in
me,” sang the choir. Lu shuddered involuntarily, rocked by the
storm in her own life. The words of the old hymn brought tears that
overflowed her eyes and spilled down her cheeks.

Oh, Momma, Lu thought, Oh,
I need you. She didn’t remember much of her mother’s funeral,
but the storm and the night of her death were burned into her
mind.

 


The choir began a second hymn. Lu fumbled in
her purse for a tissue, aware many in the congregation would think
she was overcome with remorse at her father’s passing. But these
tears were not for her father. That rift was too wide. The salt of
these tears was ancient. These were the tears she muffled in her
pillow long after her father forbade her to cry anymore in his
presence. These were tears of hopelessness and despair of a
motherless 13-year-old. Yet, too, here were the tears she never let
herself cry for Grammy Mayetta who helped raise her and Martin,
tears of regret that she had not come home when Grammy died, but
let her father’s stubbornness keep her away. So she sat, wadding
her tissue in her hand, and willing every vertebra to hold her
upright. Zach slipped an arm around her shoulders. She leaned
against him, absorbing his strength.

The music faded, and from behind the casket
an ancient Reverend Josiah Parker rose up to his full height and
walked to the wooden lectern. Her breath caught in her throat. She
inhaled audibly wondering if he’d been sitting there all along.
Yet, there he was, older and, if anything, more like a
daddy-long-leg spider than ever before. Where once had been the
towering preacher with the stiff mannerisms of a scavenging
grackle, there was now merely a lanky, wrinkled, bald old man. The
afro he sported in his youth was now only a memory. In his dark
suit and tie and starched shirt, he was still an intimidating
figure.

 


 



Chapter Eleven

 


The old preacher stood at the lectern and
silently surveyed the crowd of mourners. He quietly laid down a
worn, heavy, leather-bound Bible and raised his dark eyes toward
the congregation. “Good mornin’,” he began softly, his voice
surprisingly clear and resonant for a man of his obvious age. “It
does an old preacher good to see so many sisters and brothers after
such a long time in retirement. And so many children and
grandchildren here today!” he said, his eye twinkling. He nodded
first to Martin. “Good to see you this mornin’, son,” he said. Then
he looked at Lu. “And good to see you again, Luella Sue.” Lu
returned a polite smile. She leaned slightly forward and glared at
Martin, who’d obviously known at dinner last night that the
preacher was alive and well. He leaned forward in his seat and made
eye contact with her, then sat up straighter and turned his full
attention to the preacher. “Well, now, here we all are this mornin’
to celebrate the home goin’ of our brother, Sebastian Stovall.” He
leaned forward, both hands on the lectern. “Make no mistake here, I
said Home Goin’!”

“Umm hmm,” someone responded.

“Look here, see this purty casket?” He
pointed a long, shaky finger. “It’s goin’ in the ground out yonder
pretty quick, and we won’t see it no more today.” He hesitated
momentarily. “And, Brother Sebastian? He’s a-goin’ with it!”

“Amen, that’s right, that’s right,” a voice
from the assembly confirmed.

“Someday, ALL our caskets gonna go in the
ground!”

“Yas.” An obese woman in a huge black hat,
sitting next to Miss Pearl, responded as she fanned herself
rapidly.

“But,” he paused. “It don’t matter if this
casket goin’ into the ground. It don’t matter if brother
Sebastian’s body is goin’ in the ground with it. It don’t matter to
Sebastian. NO, not no more!” The preacher’s voice grew stronger.
“Because Sebastian, he ain’t here no more!”

“Not no mo’,” came a quiet echo from the
rear.

Lu felt herself slipping back in time as she
listened to Reverend Parker artfully use the inflections in his
voice to encourage comments from the congregation. It was this kind
of thing she hoped wouldn’t happen. She tried to explain that to
Martin and here she was not only having to endure it, but having to
subject her children to it. Good Lord! she thought.
Her tears stopped.

“I said: Sebastian, he ain’t here with us no
more!” Reverend Parker leaned back, dark hands laced with ropey
veins gripping the lectern. “But we all are still here, and it’s
our job this mornin’ to remember Sebastian, to give a TEStimony of
this brave brother of ours.”

Of course, he had to say ‘testimony’ with
the emphasis on the first syllable, Lu thought sourly.

“So, who was Sebastian Stovall?” He stared
toward the back of the little church. “All you young uns’ in the
back, all you grandchildren and great-grandchildren, you listen up
now. Old Preacher Parker is gonna give you a history lesson here
today,” he directed. “I know you all thinkin’ that this is now the
twenty-first century, like that was some kinda big deal. And you
thinkin’ that what happened in the last century, and even the
century before that, it don’t matter to you. And you wrong!” he
scolded.

“Sebastian Stovall was born in the last
century, but his daddy, Nathanial, and his granddaddy, Elijah, they
was born in the century before that. Sebastian Stovall’s
granddaddy was a slave in this here country.” The Reverend
rose up on his toes. “In this great state of Disney!” He dropped
back down on his heels. “Long, long before you and I was born, his
Granddaddy Elijah Stovall fought in the Great War!” The old
preacher paused. “He was freed in 1863 by the Eeeemancipation
Proclamation, and he fought for General Sherman of the Union Army.
He fought with the First South Carolina Volunteers. He fought
against oppression. He fought against slavery. He fought because he
believed that if he fought, we wouldn’t have to fight! Oh, yes,
Sebastian Stovall came down a long, long line of men of greatness.
Men of honor. Men of principle. It may not matter to you, but it
matters to me!” he bellowed, nodding his head violently.

Lu glanced at Susan and William who were
entranced by the old preacher.

He came around the side of the lectern. “I
said today you would learn some history—our history.” He stared
stonily at the back of the little church. “Some of you young folks
are thinkin’ you come here in your fancy cars, wearin’ your shiny
shoes and your gold chains and you think that all that come
easy-like and that you earned it,” he said. “Well, it was folks
like Sebastian Stovall and Nathaniel Stovall and Elijah Stovall
what earned it for you.”

Out of the corner of her eye Lu saw William
sit up straighter and tug on the stiff white cuff of his shirt
sleeve, pulling it snugly over his watch.

Reverend Parker reached into the inside
pocket of his jacket, drew out his handkerchief and blotted
perspiration from his forehead.

Oh, no, he’s only getting warmed up.
Lu cringed.

He leaned against the lectern. His stance
was casual, his voice conversational. “So, just who was this man?
Well, first of all, he was a man of conscience. He was a good man.
He was a simple man. Yes, he was the kind of man the Lord loves. He
was a simple man of poor, poor means who lived in complicated and
troubled times.”

“Ummm hummm,” came the response.

“I knew him well. He was my friend,” he
continued. “So, I can tell you, Sebastian may have been a simple
man and he may have lived in troubled times, but he was a man of
conVICtion. He was a man who knew love.” His gaze fell on Lu again.
“And he most certainly knew loss.” She dug her fingernails into her
palms.

“So let me tell you how I remember my good
friend, Sebastian. I remember seein’ him take off early in the
mornin’ walkin’down the road to the county seat over in Bunnell. It
was 19 and 65. Sebastian didn’t have no car. Sebastian had to walk.
He had to walk in the hot sun, down a long, dusty road, mile after
mile, all the way to Bunnell. Some here maybe remember that day.”
He stared at the fellowship.

“Yassir,” Lu heard Miss Pearl affirm.

He turned toward Miss Pearl as if they were
having their own conversation, and cocked his bald head ever so
slightly. “Remember that? Remember how we watched him and worried
on him, on that road that day? I do! Yes, I do!” He spread his
hands outward before the congregation. “In those days,” the old
preacher hesitated. “In those days, the dead bodies of colored
folks was in the ditches on the side of the roads in this here
country—like they was some kinda trash!” The old man swiped away a
tear. “Oh, we had plenty of reason to worry on Sebastian that day.
Believe you me.”

Out of the corner of her eye Lu saw Miss
Pearl dab the tears from her eyes with a small white
handkerchief.

“That’s right!” a voice spoke out.

The preacher stepped back behind the
lectern. “And remember when he came back? It was almost dark when
he came back, and we was all gettin’ mighty worried that maybe he
wouldn’t come back.”

“Um hmmmm,” a murmur rose from the
congregation.

“So we watched in the heat, and we waited,
wipin’ the sweat and the worry from our brows. And,” the old
preacher rose up on his toes again. “And the sun was ‘gwan down
before we seen Sebastian comin’ back down that road. Hallelujah!”
He picked up his pace, “Yes, Sir. He was a comin’ down that old
dirt road. That road that comes by this here church.” He pointed,
shooting his long arm out like a rifle. Suddenly he grew calm.
“That road, it was dirt then, not all paved like it is today. It
was just like the road his Granddaddy Elijah walked down here from
the war on! And we seen Sebastian a-comin’. He was all dusty from
his long journey. But, oh, he was walking TALL!”

“Praise the Lord!” someone shouted. Lu knew
without turning that behind her, hands and faces were raised
heavenward.

“Uh huh, I remember that. I remember when
Sebastian came to me and told me that he took it upon hisself to
learn to read and write his name. All growed up, he was, but how he
studied on those books. Now, he was a proud man, so you know he was
‘shamed, but he didn’t let his shame hold him back. No, Sir! And
Sebastian, he practiced his letters until he could write his name
real good.

“'I’m gonna do this right,' he told me. And
when he had learnt to write, he knew then he could go over to the
county seat, and he could vote!”

“Yassir!” several called out with
jubilation.

Susan leaned forward and glared at her
mother, her eyes full of question.

 


Daddy had never signed Lu’s report cards,
even though she earned straight A’s. She handed it to him, and he
furrowed his brow as he looked it over, then he passed it to her
mother who would read off the grades while Luella beamed with pride
at the dinner table. Then Daddy hugged her, and Momma signed the
card and slipped it back into its envelope so Luella could take it
back to her teacher in the morning.

 


Lu remembered it well, but it galled her
that the Reverend would tell it in front of everyone, especially
her children. Go ahead, Reverend, tell the whole world that
Daddy couldn’t read, she thought angrily.

Sweat glistened on the Reverend’s head.
“Sebastian Stovall was the first one in his entire family who went
down and voted! Oh, you all think it ain’t no big deal today.” He
leaned forward conspiratorially. “But let me tell you, his daddy
couldn’t never vote because his daddy couldn’t never get enough
scratch together to pay the poll tax! Now the poll tax was maybe a
dollar or somethin’ back then, and you say ‘shoot, a dollar?’ Well,
when you is a poor dirt farmer in the south and all’s you makin’
after the crops is in, in a good year, is maybe a hundred dollars.
Well, you figure it out. That would be one penny of every dollar
you made, and it would have to be taken out before you could clothe
your children! So, Sebastian’s daddy, he could never vote. And his
granddaddy was a slave. He couldn’t own no property—he was
property!”

“Oh, Lawd Jesus,” the woman in the black hat
shook her head mournfully.

Reverend Parker lowered his gaze to the
floor briefly, then raised it quickly as he went on. “But you know
what old granddaddy Elijah did? He left his family and his little
shanty on the plantation, and he walked down a dusty dirt road. He
walked that road all the way from slavery to freedom!” he bellowed
with a voice that belied his years.

“Hallelujah!”

“Tell it, Reverend.”

“And he joined the Federals so he could
fight for what was right. He fought on foot. He fought in the heat,
in the rain—and in the cold. Yes, he did! And he walked miles and
miles on them old dirt roads, and on the battlefield, stepping over
the bodies of his brothers that was lyin’ face-down in the dirt, in
the mud. And he never gave up!” he shouted, and the entire front
row was suddenly at attention.

“Never give up!” echoed a voice in the rear
of the little church.

“He fought! And do you want to know why old
Elijah Stovall fought so hard? Now, listen up here, this here is
history and you had better know it,” he scolded. “Old General
Sherman, he made a promise to all the coloreds who fought in the
Great War. Oh, yes, he did. He said if they would come with him and
fight for the Union of this great country he would give them forty
acres and a mule!” Here, the Reverend lowered his voice to almost a
whisper. “Forty acres and a mule!” he said incredulously. “My, my,
my. Now that was a big deal. It would still be a big deal today!
Wouldn’t it?”

“Oh, yas, oh, yas,” came the eager
response.

His voice still a near whisper, he wiped his
head and continued, “So old Elijah fought until there was no more
fightin’—and then he walked to Florida. I say he walked! And
he wanted to claim his forty acres. But, oh, no. No, no.” The old
preacher shook his head sadly. “That never happened. See, the new
president, who was runnin’ things at that time, after Abraham
Lincoln was shot, he broke General Sherman’s word. He threw General
Sherman’s word down in the dirt. He refused to honor the promise.
There was no forty acres and a mule. Not for nobody. Least of all
for old, colored Elijah Stovall!”

“Ummmm hmmm, we know that. He broke the
promise,” members of the small congregation acknowledged.

There was a momentary silence while Reverend
Parker drew a glass of water from beneath the lectern. He sipped
slowly, waiting, his steely eyes on the congregation. The assembled
were still, anticipating the thunder that was sure to come. Their
hand fans were motionless in mid-air as they waited. He carefully
set the glass back beneath the lectern.

Lu watched him carefully, remembering all
too well his theatrical devices. Here it comes, she
thought.

Gripping the lectern with both hands, he
roared out, “And so, oh, yes, Sebastian walked down the road! He
walked down that old dusty road like his granddaddy before him. He
walked for his daddy and for his granddaddy. And he walked down
that road for his chilren’, Martin and Luella Sue, here.” He
pointed at them. “And he walked down that road for each one of us
settin’ here this mornin’.” Again, the pause as the old man waited
for the “Um hmmm” that was sure to follow.

“And brothers and sisters, let me tell you
here today: Sebastian, he walked down that road with JEEESUS!” he
shouted and slammed his Bible on the lectern without warning. “Oh,
yes, he did!”

Even though she knew it was coming, Lu
jumped involuntarily, and her eyes went wide. She could see Susan
and William out of the corner of her eye. It had frightened them,
too. Zach softly patted her shoulder.

“Sebastian Stovall wasn’t the first in his
family to look that old devil, FEAR, in the eye. No, Sir! Oh, no.”
Reverend Parker shook his head. “Sebastian, he set his mind, and he
learned to read and write, and then he took off walkin’ down that
road. A hard, hard, scary road. The first one of us around here to
register to vote! And Jesus walked with him.”

He leaned forward again and lowered his
voice, glaring at the congregants. “And purty soon, why we all went
on down that road, too. Because of Brother Sebastian. He showed us
the way to walk that road.” He threw his hands into the air,
suddenly appearing taller than he was.

“Yes! He did, um hmm, he did,” a quiet
murmur of acknowledgement rose up from the mourners.

The preacher leaned on the lectern with his
right elbow and forearm. “Now, old Sebastian, he’s gone and walked
down another road. Um hmmm. Praise the Lord,” he mourned. “And we
don’t need to watch for him no more. And do you know why? Because
the LORD is watchin’ for him now!”

“Oh, Yas, the Lawd is watchin’ now,” came
the response.

“Oh, yes! He’s done gone out of our
sight, but he is still walkin’. Walkin’ tall, he is! That’s
because Sebastian Stovall ain’t on that old dusty road no more.” He
pointed toward the road outside again. “No, Sir! Brother Sebastian,
he is on the GLORY ROAD!” he shouted, raising his hands higher and
standing on his toes. The air was electric when he came down. “Oh,
Sebastian, my brother.” He gazed at the casket, then raised his
dark eyes, their whites yellowed with age, and announced in a voice
loud enough to wake the dead, “Let me tell you, old Sebastian, he
is STILL walkin’ with Jeesus!” He shook his head like a wet dog as
he stepped back from the lectern. “Hallelujah, brothers and
sisters!”

“Amen!” a collective shout went up from the
congregation as the choir rose and the pianist pounded out the
spirited notes of “We’re Marching to Zion.” The Reverend stood to
the side of the lectern, his rich baritone leading the song.

Lu let out a sigh of relief, unsure of how
long she had been holding her breath.

Thank you, God, that’s over, she
thought.

 


 



Chapter Twelve

 


The community hall, a separate small
building behind the church, was just one large long room. It was
about twenty feet wide and forty feet long. At the far end, a
half-wall with a pass-through separated the main area from a small
kitchen. Fabric screens stood against one side wall indicating the
room served the dual purpose of reception hall and Sunday school
building.

Lu spoke quietly to Zach. “This is quite an
improvement. When I was little there was no community hall. Our
classes were held out on the grass.”

“What if it was raining?” he asked.

“Then we had to sit in church through the
whole service, sermon and all,” she frowned.

Six cafeteria tables, in two rows, metal
folding chairs alongside them, made up the seating area. The tables
were draped with white paper tablecloths. Each was graced with two
short jelly glasses stuffed full of tiny ferns and colorful
wildflowers. Pitchers of chilled sweet tea and lemonade sat in the
center of each table. Along one wall a fifth table served as the
buffet table. It was crowded with pans of baked chicken, large
bowls high with potato salad, fresh garden salad, steaming dark
green beans, and casserole dishes of macaroni and cheese. Golden
biscuits and squares of cornbread were stacked, pyramid style, on
separate trays, and two huge glass pans held sweet, homemade banana
pudding. Lu recognized a couple of the women from the choir as they
bustled back and forth from the kitchen area, setting out stacks of
paper plates, napkins, and plastic silverware.

Miss Pearl came from the kitchen, hurriedly
tying a white cook’s apron around her expansive middle. “Oh, Miss
Pearl,” Lu hugged her tightly, suddenly realizing where she smelled
the jasmine. “God bless you for all of this. It’s just lovely.” She
lowered her voice to a whisper. “We’ll talk later. I want to be
sure everything is paid for, okay?”

Miss Pearl hugged Lu so tight she thought
her ribs would pop. “Oh, my precious little Luella,” she scolded.
“Don’t you worry about that right now. The ladies and I took care
of everything and we kept good track. We’ll get together before you
go back.” Finally, she released her grip, but she kept Lu’s hand as
she steered her back to the entrance. “You know, your daddy was
sure well thought of. Just look at all these folks that turned out.
Mm mmm, that is a testimony,” she said. “But there’s a lot of folks
wantin’ to see you.” She patted the back of Lu’s hand as she
artfully maneuvered her into the reception line next to Martin.

For the next half hour, the two families,
Lu’s and Martin’s, together with Miss Pearl, stood inside the
doorway welcoming the mourners. Miss Pearl hugged every one of them
as if she hadn’t seen them in years, although Lu guessed she saw
them every week. She held Lu’s hand and was careful to greet each
guest by name. Lu was grateful, because while many of the faces had
some familiarity to them, too much time had passed. Former
neighbors and fellow churchgoers had aged twenty years. For the
life of her, Lu could not remember their names.

Reverend Parker was the last to enter. He
was busy talking as he gracefully ushered the last of the mourners
into the hall. He patted Martin on the shoulder and took
Elizabeth’s hand in both of his, murmuring words of comfort. When
he came to Lu, he took her in his arms, wrapping himself around
her, nearly burying her face in his thin chest. His manner was so
loving that she was immediately comforted by his warmth. He had
been a good friend to her father for many years, she remembered,
and she was sorry now that she had judged him harshly based on her
foolish childhood memories. Her eyes were moist when he released
her and she held both his thin hands in hers as she expressed her
gratitude for his kind words at the loss of his friend.

“Thank you, thank you so very much,
Reverend,” she said sincerely. He was quick to smile as he held her
at arm’s length.

“You are most certainly welcome, Sister,” he
said. He glanced around the room, sniffed the air and immediately
began praising the church ladies on their selfless energy and
culinary talents.

After everyone filled their plates and took
their seats, the Reverend offered a prayer of thanksgiving, again
lavishing compliments on Miss Pearl and the ladies of the church.
The mourners took their seats, and the noise level in the room rose
as they chatted with one another. At last, Lu headed toward the
buffet table herself. She picked up a plate and Elizabeth appeared
at her side.

“Why don’t you go on and sit down, Lu?”
Elizabeth offered. “Let me fix your plate. You must be worn
out.”

“Oh, no, I’m fine, really,” Lu said. “Maybe
I’ll just have some tea.”

Elizabeth didn’t move. “Can we talk for a
minute?” she asked.

Lu didn’t know why she felt drawn to
Elizabeth, but there was something in her demeanor, a peacefulness
that was comforting and, well, almost familiar. Still, she was
reluctant to let her guard down. “Of course,” she agreed as she
took a seat at the end of the nearest table and out of earshot of
other guests.

“Is something wrong?” Lu asked, making sure
her voice showed concern.

“Well, I know we don’t know each other
hardly at all,” Elizabeth began, choosing her words carefully.
“We’re family just the same. I just want to ask you not to take
anything Martin says right now too hard.”

“Oh, that’s okay.” Lu said with some relief.
“He’s my brother. I know how he is.”

“Well, he may be your brother, but he’s my
husband,” Elizabeth corrected. She picked up a nearby pitcher and
poured Lu a glass of tea. She set it before her. “I know how
stubborn he can be—how he comes across.” She reached for Lu’s hand.
“He’s a good man, a real good man. And he loves his family and
works hard to take care of us. It’s just that he’s mad right
now.”

“Mad?” Lu asked, remembering what Zach said
about being angry when his own father died. “Well, I think it’s
normal sometimes to be angry when someone dies unexpectedly, don’t
you?” she asked.

“Yes, I think that’s partly true,” Elizabeth
said. “Right now, Martin feels bad because he wasn’t here for his
father when he might’ve been able to do something. He’s always felt
bad about leaving the farm. You know—guilty-like.” She looked Lu
straight in the eye. Hesitantly, she added, “But Martin’s mad at
you, too.”

Lu couldn’t look back at her. Instead, she
used her thumbs to wipe away the condensation on her ice tea glass.
“I know, I know,” she finally said. “But he’s been mad at me for
way too long now. He needs to get past all that, don’t you
think?”

“I think the two of you need to talk, that’s
what I think.” Elizabeth said.

Lu was suddenly uncomfortable, so she
decided to change the focus of their conversation. Clearly, this
was not the place to discuss her dysfunctional family.

“Elizabeth, I feel bad for Martin, but I
mean, he shouldn’t feel bad about not being here when Daddy passed
on. Daddy was just probably worn out,” she said. “Even if Martin
was here there’s no way anyone can know when someone is going to
die. And, as far as leaving this farm, I honestly don’t know how or
why he stayed as long as he did. There’s nothing here for a young
man, for a young family. Martin was right to leave and I’m sure
Daddy never wanted him to feel guilty about it.”

“Yes,” Elizabeth agreed. “That’s right, and
you and I know that. But right now Martin doesn’t. So some of what
he says, well, it might be a little hard to take.”

Lu nodded, pleased that she had been able to
sidestep any discussion of herself. She decided she liked Elizabeth
and felt she could be honest with her.

“You’re right, though, he can definitely be
a little hard to take. I mean, like last night when he said he
couldn’t stay and work all this out. I was completely shocked. I
mean, I get the feeling that he wants me to have all the
responsibility, yet he wants it done his way!”

“Well, yes. But,” Elizabeth glanced around
the room. “I see that’s not fair to you. That’s why I wanted for
you and me to talk—so I could tell you I’m sorry he went and did
that. I understand how he is, and I’ll be tryin’ to work on him to
make things easier for the two of you.” Lu saw her nieces
approaching them. Elizabeth touched Lu gently on her forearm.
“Let’s just give him a little time, okay?”

Lu nodded in spite of her confusion. What
exactly did Elizabeth mean, ‘give him a little time,’ she wondered.
She took a quick swallow of her tea as she watched Elizabeth walk
away. She felt a headache creeping up the back of her neck, and it
was no surprise. Keeping her emotions at bay weighed her down. She
took a quick look around the crowded hall. The sea of vaguely
familiar faces and the buzzing conversations suddenly crowded in on
her. She realized she didn’t see Zach. Her heart began to race. She
struggled to calm herself. Why am I panicky—Elizabeth’s
right. I’m just tired, she reassured herself.
I’m fine, really fine. She saw Susan and
William engaged in conversation with Martin and the Reverend.
Still, she didn’t see Zach. She pushed her chair back and stood to
look around.

“Well, well, if it isn’t Luella Sue Stovall
herself,” the voice at her back startled her. She turned abruptly
to face her high school sweetheart, Dwight Powell. He had grown a
little pudgy around the middle but he still had his devilish
grin.

“Oh, I can’t believe it,” she said, laying a
hand on his shoulder.

Dwight threw one arm around her waist and
hugged her, then turned to introduce his wife, Faith.

“This is just wonderful,” Lu said, “It’s so
good to see you. I never expected you to be here—I didn’t see you
come in.”

“You were busy at the door, so we snuck
around behind the crowd,” Dwight said. “Hey, how did you like old
Reverend Parker coming all the way over from Eatonville to preach
the service, huh? Now, that’s something! That man is, like, well, I
don’t know, but he must be a hundred years old.” Dwight laughed
conspiratorially and leaned toward his wife. “And, you know what?
He probably drove himself! Now, that’s something you only see in
Florida. Ha ha.” He winked.

“Yes, his being here is quite a compliment,”
Lu commented, relieved by Dwight’s easy manner. “He preached it
good though, he really did,” she acknowledged.

“Well, didn’t you know your daddy was a
local hero? His passing marks the end of an era around here,” Faith
said.

“Oh, I knew Daddy always went down to vote,”
Lu answered, “but until today I never knew he was the first one
around here. He never told us that.”

“Hey, come on over here and sit for a
minute,” Dwight said as he steered Lu back toward the end of the
table. “Tell me what you’ve been up to all this time! Did you
become your heroine, Diahann Carroll?” He looked at Faith. “Luella
was the only one I ever knew that didn’t want to grow up to be
Diana Ross. She was hung up on that TV show. What was the name of
it?” he asked.

“Julia,” Lu answered embarrassed at Dwight’s
familiarity. “And, just in case you’ve forgotten, she was the first
African-American actress to star in her own television series where
she wasn’t cast in a subservient role! So there.”

Dwight’s laugh was easy. “So what have you
been doing all these years?” he asked again.

“No, no, first you tell me,” she said as she
reclaimed her seat.

“Oh, I’m just an old country lawyer these
days,” Dwight spoke humbly.

“A lawyer! That’s super,” Lu said, openly
surprised. “I’ll bet you’re a good one too. Where’s your office?
Around here?”

“No, actually, Faith and I live over in
Flagler Beach. There’s no real business here besides real estate
and even most of that gets done elsewhere. The big construction
companies and agribusinesses have their own legal staff back in
their home offices. I practice in estate planning and probate which
sometimes involves a little real estate. Still, there’s a fair
number of retired old folks in Palm Coast, so I manage a decent
living.”

“No big class-action lawsuits for you, huh?”
Lu chided.

“Naw, I’m not big on litigation,” he
replied. He leaned across the table toward her. “Too much fightin’
and fussin’ there. My practice is mostly—”

Faith clearly knew what he was going to say.
She smacked him gently on the arm, “Don’t you go and say that,
Dwight,” she cautioned.

“Oh, this sounds good,” Lu said, leaning in
from her side of the table.

“It’s dead dudes and family feuds,” he
whispered quickly, and then leaned back, a twinkle in his eye.

“Oh, Dwight, you haven’t changed a bit.” Lu
chuckled. “Please don’t make me laugh out loud in here. I don’t
think that would look too good.”

“You’re probably right about that,” he
responded.

Zach appeared at the table and introductions
were made all around before Lu had to take her post back at the
doorway to bid her father’s friends good-bye. Martin and Elizabeth
stood with her, shaking hands with everyone and expressing their
gratitude. When the last guest left, Martin turned to Reverend
Parker, who was standing opposite them at the doorway. “Well,” he
said, “You ‘bout ready to go?”

“Just let me git my hat,” the old preacher
said.

Lu glared at her brother, dumbfounded. She
could see now he’d undoubtedly gone out of his way to pick up the
Reverend in Eatonville and drive him there for the service. Now he
was going to take him back home before he headed to his own home in
Atlanta. She remembered his words at dinner the night before, “It’s
a long haul back up to Atlanta.” That meant Martin knew all along
that Reverend Parker was going to preach the service. Yet, he’d let
Lu go on in the parking lot of the restaurant, criticizing the old
preacher as if he were dead and buried. Martin put his arm around
her to hug her good-bye. She barely moved.

You rat! she thought bitterly. You
set me up!

 


 



Chapter Thirteen

 


On Wednesday morning, Zach insisted the
family forego the meager breakfast buffet at the hotel in favor of
a local restaurant. Once he was fortified by a hearty country
breakfast of scrambled eggs, sausage, and hot biscuits at the
Chicken Pantry, he drove the family to a small gas station that
advertised ‘We Sell Boxes’. There he bought several boxes, a roll
of tape and a couple of markers which he loaded into the back of
the SUV. He pulled out onto the main road and drove toward the
farm. Although the country road was straight and flat, like most
country roads in rural Florida, it bore no shoulder, but was
bordered on both sides by deep ditches overgrown with wild grasses
and weeds. Even without opening her window, Lu smelled the dankness
of the ditch water. Every so often, Zach would steer around a dead
opossum or upside-down armadillo. “They must’ve just been done in
last night,” he commented. “Else the turkey vultures would be here
by now.”

“Lizards, palmetto bugs, and now turkey
vultures. Ugh!” said Susan. “What do they do, wait for lunch hour
or something?”

“Naw, they just like their meat to marinate
in the sun awhile. They’ll begin to circle later this evening and
by tomorrow, it’ll be just right for them. Yum, yum,” Zach
joked.

“Dad! That’s disgusting.” She made a face,
and Zach and Lu both laughed at her squeamishness.

“Can we turn the radio on?” William
pleaded.

“No, we’re not turning the radio on,” Lu
said. “You’ve got your iPod. All you’re going to get on the radio
around here is the farm report or some evangelist pleading for
money so he can stay on the air for another week.” William sighed
his frustration noisily and leaned against his window.

They rode along in silence. Finally, Zach
spoke. “By the looks of all the bulldozers in the fields around
here, rural Florida might soon become a thing of the past.”

Lu didn’t hear him. She was still stewing
about her brother having brought Reverend Parker to the funeral
without telling her ahead of time, but she dared not say anything
about it to Zach. The eternal optimist, she thought. She
knew if she did, he’d tell her she was over-reacting. She knew she
wasn’t. He’d say she didn’t need to find something to “pick at.” He
never understood that sometimes women want to pick at things.

“Hey, Lu,” Zach said, forcing her thoughts
back to the present. “I said, this place has sure grown, don’t you
think?”

She looked hard at the passing countryside.
“Oh, yeah, it’s a lot different now. I can’t believe it’s finally
changing,” she said. “There are new houses everywhere. Years ago
this used to be just farm after farm, filled with endless acres of
soybeans, potatoes, and cabbages. Now, it looks like entire
pastures have been bulldozed. Can you believe I used to know just
about every family at the end of each little dirt road?”

“Looks like a lot of them aren’t dirt
anymore,” Zach answered.

Lu was lost in remembering that most of the
families she knew lived in run-down unpainted houses, or tar-paper
shacks. 'Ram-shackle shanties', her father called them, their dirt
yards hard-packed and filled with barefoot kids, whose toys
consisted of rusty bed-spring trampolines and swings made of old
tires hung by a rope. Yards, she thought, made up of
lonely, emaciated marigolds struggling to stay alive, if the dogs
didn’t lay on them. She hated marigolds to this day. Thank
God, I got that scholarship, she reassured herself. It was
my ticket out. Of course, who knew then that Dwight Powell
would grow up to be a lawyer? And Daddy had him pegged as a share
cropper’s son who would never amount to anything. Ha! She found
that a satisfying thought and a tiny smirk formed at the corner of
her mouth.

Zach pulled to the side of the road in front
of a line of mailboxes. “Is this it?” he asked. The old metal
boxes, in various stages of rust, leaned tiredly against each
other, tied to the ground by an unruly kudzu vine. One read simply,
‘Stovall’ in hand-lettered, peeling red paint.

How many times did Momma and I walk down
the road to that mailbox? Lu wondered.

“Yes, turn here, it’s down this road,” she
directed. She didn’t want him to know her stomach was in knots over
having her children see the impoverishment of her youth.

“You mean, ‘Stovall Road’,” Zach asked,
pointing to a street sign that was holding its own despite its
bottom half being snarled with creeping greenbrier. “Now, how about
that,” he exclaimed.

“I wonder when that happened?” Lu pondered
out loud.

Susan and William both leaned forward,
peering out the front windshield at the shell road that lay before
them.

“What’s all this white stuff on the road,
Mom?” William asked.

“It’s ground-up shell. They put it on the
dirt roads down here to keep the dust down. It’s a lot cheaper than
grading and oiling the roads,” she informed him.

“Grading and oiling?” he asked.

Lu ignored him. Townies! she
thought.

“Sure is bumpy,” Zach said, grabbing the
steering wheel at the sides, his elbows protruding, acting like he
was driving a big tractor. Lu was too nervous to react to his
clowning. Instead she stared at the overcast sky. A light mist
began to moisten the windshield, just as the task ahead dampened
her spirit. Stovall Road narrowed, and the way ahead was barely
visible through the yawning live oak branches. The acreage she knew
existed on either side of the road was hidden by trees draped with
miles of wild, long vines, their trunks hidden amid the thick
undergrowth of scrub palmetto. The road ended abruptly in front of
the old clapboard house, its gray paint cracked and dry, the
windows dark. Her father’s old turquoise Ford pickup was pulled
close to the house, tired looking from thirty years of Florida sun.
Lu held her breath. She wanted Zach to turn the SUV around and take
her back home before the kids could see where she grew up.

“Whoa,” William said with a low whistle.
“Uncle Martin wasn’t kidding. That truck is a classic.”

“For sure!” Zach said.

Lu was relieved. Apparently her father’s
truck was a distraction from the run-down house. “1974,” she said.
“It was a good year. I remember Momma got a new sewing machine. She
was so happy, and Daddy got his truck.”

Zach parked behind the pickup. A weathered
homemade wooden table, shaded by a massive pine tree strung with
heavy cactus, sat in the side yard, its top littered with brown
needles. An array of rusting cans of various sizes held sprouting
plants. Two dull white plastic chairs, smudged with mildew, were
set in the sparse grass nearby. Lu opened her hand and looked at
the skeleton key Martin gave her. Only then did she realize how
tight she’d been holding it. Its impression was embedded in her
palm.

Only Daddy would’ve kept his house key
dangling from an old Texaco key chain, she thought. And you
already took the truck key off here, didn’t you, Martin? She
shook her head as she stepped up onto the wide front porch. Zach
held the screen door open, and she thrust the key into the lock
where it groped blindly before it forced the bolt to retract. She
gave the door a healthy push with her free hand and it swung
open.

The tall pines surrounding the house
permitted only minimal light inside. Yellowed shades were drawn
over every window, weighed down only by limp crocheted pulls
hanging from rusty thumbtacks. Lu silently worked her way around
the parlor, tugging each shade in turn. The internal springs were
old and they rose unambitiously, slowing to a stop midway. On the
wall over the sofa was a cheaply framed black and white picture of
the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King. It had hung there as long as
Lu could remember. Even though she knew Martin and Elizabeth just
left the day before, the house stank of dampness from the old
newspapers she could see her father had forced into the crevices
beneath every window frame as homemade insulation. She suppressed
the urge to throw her full weight against the sills and force the
windows open on the modern world, but she knew the rising humidity
outside and the light drizzle that was now falling would only add
to the mustiness.

Zach and the kids, who had been looking over
the truck, appeared in the doorway. “Uncle Martin’s sure gonna’
have his hands full with that,” William commented. “Man, it’s got a
lot of rust. Why’s it so dark in here? Don’t the lights work?” He
flipped a switch on the wall, and a table lamp added only dim light
to the room. “Oh, not much help, huh?” he asked.

“It’s those tall pines, son, shading that
big tin roof. It all works to keep that hot Florida sun off the
house,” Zach said. “These homes were called cracker houses. That’s
because the early settlers were cattle ranchers who herded the
cattle on horseback by cracking their whips over them. They didn’t
lasso them like they do out in Texas. That steep sloping roof out
there let the rain run away from the main part of the house, and
the deep porch provided a cool place to sit. It’s the same with the
crawl spaces under these old southern houses. It’s all about
ventilation. I’m willing to bet there’s probably a big old attic
fan somewhere, too. It would pull the hot air up and out of the
house. Sort of early air conditioning.”

“Only you would know that, Dad. Connors
Heating and Air,” Susan teased.

“Hey, it’s a livin’!” he teased back.

Lu forced herself to move from room to room,
raising the shades against the gloom. She never understood why her
father kept them drawn against the sun—shutting out the daylight.
The air in the house was stifling. She headed for the kitchen door,
hoping that opening it would provide some relief. She instinctively
reached to the right side of the doorjamb for the key. It was a
second skeleton key, discernable from the front door key only in
that it hung from a loop of grimy and worn string. Her father used
this door more often of course, because it opened on the small back
porch where he would sit watching the early morning sun draw the
dew from the rows of Irish potato plants, his main crop.

“It smells in here,” she said opening the
door. “I can’t imagine how Martin and Elizabeth were able to stay
here.”

“It looks like Granddad used the kitchen
mostly,” Susan commented as she opened the cupboard doors to neatly
stacked cups and dishes. An ancient Frigidaire stood in one corner
graced by a yellowed plastic doily crowned with a basket of
greasy-looking, plastic purple and pink flowers. The red and white
enamel-topped table took up another corner of the room, its edges
chipped here and there, exposing rough, black metal underneath.

Lu ran her palm over the table. “You know,
we used to do our arithmetic at this table,” she said. “I loved it,
because I could work the problems out in pencil on the enamel, and
if I made a mistake, I would lick the end of my finger and erase
the numbers. You don’t see these tables anymore.”

Lu stepped into the bedroom off the kitchen.
This is where he must have lived out his last few years, between
this room and the kitchen, she thought. The old iron headboard,
painted white and pushed up against rain-streaked green drapes
obliterated the only window in the room. This is Momma’s
bed, she thought. Oh, no, oh, no, she scolded herself.
You’re not going to fall apart now! She took a deep breath
and looked around the room.

“Hey, Hon,” Zach called. “We’re going out to
the SUV and get the boxes. We’ll put them together on the
porch”

“Yeah, okay,” she answered absently. The
room was exactly as it had been when she was a child. A faded green
chenille bedspread covered an uneven mattress. An old round table
stood next to the bed. Perhaps eighteen inches in diameter, it held
only a white gooseneck lamp and a pair of drug-store eyeglasses. Lu
wondered briefly where her father’s Bible went, then realized that
Martin probably took it, or put it in the casket with her father.
She would have to remember to ask him about it. A single, long oak
dresser occupied the wall near the end of the bed. It took up
nearly the entire wall of the tiny room. A couple of small towers
of seed catalogs and Florida agricultural newspapers were stacked
across the top. Her eyes were drawn back to the old iron bed.

 


On the nights when a storm brewed, little
Martin would find his way into Luella’s room. He couldn’t
say her name clearly, so he’d paw at the side of her bed and
call,”Wu Wu.” Luella would pull him up into the bed where she
cradled him in her arms. When a flash of lightning lit the room and
rattled the windows, Luella’d pick him up and flee to the safety of
Momma and Daddy’s big bed.

Luella was five in the fall of 1968 when
Daddy came in from the field early one day.

“Gotta watch this one,” he announced as
he turned on the TV. All the news was about a hurricane that was
churning its way “right towards us”, Daddy said. He had been
watching the sky and the high long clouds swirling slowly over his
farm. He called them mare’s tails, a certain sign, he said, that a
big storm was on its way. Daddy worked to put away everything in
the yard that “might take off,” while Momma and Grammy filled every
jug and pitcher in the house with fresh water. They made lots of
ice cubes too, tied them in plastic bread bags, and stuffed the
freezer with them in case the power went out. Then Daddy drove into
town and filled the farm truck with gas, and when he came home, it
was nearly dark. Around the dinner table that night Momma and Daddy
and Grammy talked about “Dora” and how they hoped this storm
wouldn’t be like that one. The lights flickered twice, and while
Luella didn’t know what they were talking about, she grew more and
more frightened. The wind picked up, the sky was heavy with low,
black clouds.

Momma put Luella to bed and tucked Martin in
beside her. “Now, don’t be scared,” she said. “Everything’s fine.
It’s just a storm.” Martin squirmed under the covers and hid.
Luella could hear the rain pounding against the side of the house
as the wind roared like an angry lion and then grew eerily silent.
Thunder echoed in the distance as the rain raked its way across the
fields. She fell asleep as it hammered on the roof.

A loud crash outside woke her, and she ran
toward her mother’s room, leaving Martin still asleep in her bed.
Her little heart pounded wildly as the wind screamed through the
pines outside. She met Daddy in the hallway. He was still up. He
had toweled the windows and doors and was watching the pots and
pans on the floor fill with water as the wind drove the rain into
every crevice in the roof. The power was out, but he had his big
flashlight and was up listening to the wind and watching the storm.
Grammy Mayetta was sitting at the kitchen table, the Coleman
lantern casting a harsh white light on the Bible which lay open
before her.

Daddy picked Luella up and carried her to
her mother. “Here, Momma,” he whispered. “This little one’s
scared.” He laid her in her mother’s arms in the big bed.

But Luella sat straight up. “Martin!” she
yelled. “Daddy, I forgot Martin.”

“I’m gonna go get him right now, honey,”
he assured her. “You go on back to sleep.”

Her mother began to hum and rock her in her
arms. Safe, Luella was quickly fast asleep again. Daddy must have
brought Martin in, because he was in the bed in the morning when
Luella woke up.

Hurricane Gladys crossed Florida from the
west. All along its path from Homosassa it left swollen rivers and
washed-out roads. Daddy spent the next couple of days cutting up
fallen tree limbs in the rain-soaked yard. He hauled his big ladder
out of the pole barn and crawled all over the roof with a bucket of
tar, patching leaks. The crop, he said, was “iffy” because of the
salt water the hurricane brought inland and dumped in the
fields.

 


Lu tore her eyes from the bed. She stood
before the dresser and began opening the drawers one by one. They
were well organized, holding socks, underwear, shirts; all folded
neatly, the socks paired into little balls. Exasperated, she shoved
the bottom right drawer back in roughly, but it jammed three
quarters of the way. She pulled it back out and tried again. It
jammed once more. Frustrated, she got down on one knee, pulled it
out as far as she could, and peered inside, feeling blindly with
her left hand for whatever might be stuck. Her fingers grasped at
the back of the drawer and she yanked out a large, bulging,
wrinkled, brown manila envelope. Ah, she thought
sarcastically, the family fortune!

She wrestled the envelope out of the drawer
and peered inside. It was stuffed with photos and bits of paper.
Curious, she unfolded one of the papers. It was a letter from her.
It looked as if all the pictures of Susan and William she had ever
sent him were in there. That’s just great, Daddy, she
thought. Just stuff every memory of me out of
sight.

She pulled out one of the photos hurriedly,
afraid any minute that one of the kids or Zach might come into the
room. A tiny piece of colored paper fluttered to the floor. She
reached down to pick it up and saw it was a picture of a little
girl’s dress. From its jagged edges, she immediately recognized it
had been cut from a catalog. She swallowed hard and quickly stuffed
the bit of paper back into the envelope and shoved the envelope
back into the drawer, her jaw tight. Why would he have saved my
homemade paper dolls? She wondered. Damn it all.

 


 



Chapter Fourteen

 


The acrid air was getting to her, the rain
was getting to her, the greasy layers on the stove and Frigidaire
were getting to her. The memories were closing in, trying to
overtake her. She didn’t want Susan and William to see her upset.
She fled out the back door.

Zach, who was just entering the kitchen,
followed her. “You need some help back here?” he asked.

“Oh, shit. Shit!” she said, clenching her
fists at her sides. She spun around to face him. “I just don’t
know. It’s like he’s still here. I can almost hear him yelling at
me.” She looked toward the door to the kitchen to be sure Susan and
William weren’t within earshot.

“I know, baby, I know. All that’s done,
okay? You gotta get your head around this—it’s over,” he said, his
hand holding open the back door. “We’re just here to pick up some
papers, that’s all. So, take a deep breath and then you and Susan
can look around for whatever you’re looking for. I’m gonna take
William out to the pole barn and see if we can see us a snake! Ha
ha.”

“No, oh, no, Zach!” Panic seized her. She
grabbed his forearm. “You can’t take William out there. Ah, uh,
there are snakes out there—bad, huge rattlesnakes. Please don’t go
out there, please,” she pleaded.

 


In the hot months of summer, the wind almost
never blows and the haze hangs in the air smothering every breath.
The attic fan rattled and banged as it labored to keep air moving
through the house. But, for all its efforts, it cooled nothing.
Momma and Grammy Mayetta were sweating over the stove doing their
canning. The kitchen was steamy with hot jars and hotter vegetables
as they worked. From time to time they would wipe the sweat from
their foreheads with a dish towel. Luella was supposed to keep her
little brother out of the kitchen, but he kept running in there,
and she kept having to pull him back out onto the porch.

“Now,” she scolded him, “you stay out
here with me. Momma is canning and we’re supposed to stay out of
the way.”

She heard Grammy Mayetta raise her voice,
“Lovie!” she shouted and little Luella knew just from the tone of
her voice that something was wrong. She ran inside to see what
happened, Martin at her heels. Momma was bent over holding her
belly, pain covered her face. Luella stopped in the doorway holding
Martin by the hand. Grammy Mayetta scolded her mother, “You workin’
yourself sick, Lovie,” she said as she led her to a kitchen chair.
Tears filled Momma’s eyes as Grammy ran to the phone and called
Miss Pearl.

Luella couldn’t hear what she said. She
moved closer to her mother and busied herself rubbing Momma’s elbow
up and down and saying “It’s okay, Momma, it’s okay.” Before she
knew it, Momma got up and tried to get to the bedroom, her skirt
dripping blood. The sight of it terrified Luella. Tears filled her
eyes. Just then Daddy rushed in and picked Momma up in his arms.
She heard Grammy Mayetta say, “Pearl is on her way. There’s no time
for the doctor.” Luella knew something really bad happened and
Momma was hurt bad. She followed Daddy into the bedroom, but he
pushed her out roughly and banged the door shut. Martin began to
wail. Luella grabbed him around his shoulders. That night Luella
had to put herself to bed. Grammy said Momma was spending the night
in the hospital because she “had the flu” was all, and needed to
rest for a couple of days.

 


Zach stopped. He put his hands on Lu’s
shoulders. “Hey, hey, calm down, now,” he said, “What’s this all
about, huh? You really scared of snakes, Lu?”

“Yes, oh, you don’t know.” She swallowed
hard and caught her breath. “Oh, my God! I’d forgotten all about
it. I was just a child. Just a little girl.” The words hurried out.
She couldn’t say them fast enough. “Something happened to my
mother, and she hurt herself. Grammy was all upset, and she said
something about there was no time for the doctor. She said she was
calling Miss Pearl.” Lu released her grip on Zach’s arm and stepped
to the edge of the porch. “I remember Daddy picked Momma up and
carried her into the bedroom. Martin was a baby. He was crying, but
Daddy pushed the bedroom door closed. I tried to go in, and he
yelled at me. ‘Git your brother and git on outside. Now,
girl!’”

She turned back toward Zach to explain. “You
know, like I’d done something wrong. I was so mad at Daddy. He
wouldn’t let me in the bedroom with Momma! Martin, he was like
three or something, so I must have been six, I guess. I grabbed his
hand and we ran out to Great-granddaddy Eli’s old log cabin. We
weren’t ever supposed to go out there.” Lu gasped. “It’s way out in
the back field where they used to grow sugar cane. I was so mad at
Daddy. I wanted me and Martin to hide so he’d have to come look for
us. And we went in there,” she explained. “It was just one room
really. And we were there a long time. It was getting dark. I was
playing house with Martin. Just playing house!” Tears boiled in her
eyes. She put her palms on Zach’s chest. “Oh, my God. I heard a
noise and turned around and right behind Martin, there was this
huge rattlesnake! I grabbed him, but the snake was between us and
the door. His rattle was so loud! And, oh, God. I got so scared, he
was between us and the door, and I got so scared! I held onto
Martin as tight as I could, and I froze! I just froze and couldn’t
move. I couldn’t even yell for help!”

Zach took her in his arms. “Oh, baby, damn,
I’m sorry,” he said rocking her gently, rubbing her back. “What did
you do?”

“Jerome, Miss Pearl’s son, it was Jerome who
saved us. He was, he, uh, all of a sudden he was in the doorway of
the cabin. He never spoke, he just drew this big old fishing knife
out of his belt and threw it at the snake and, uh, it, it nailed
that snake’s head to the floor!” Lu was breathing hard. “Then, I
ran and ran until he snatched me and Martin up and ran across the
field with us, both of us, and brought us back to the house. I
think he saved our lives. I do!” She buried her forehead in his
chest. She was calmer now, the long-buried fear having been
unearthed.

“I think Jerome saved you and Martin that
day, too,” Zach said. He stood back slightly looking at her face.
“Did you get in trouble?”

“No, no we didn’t,” she said. “I don’t think
Jerome ever told Daddy where he found us. But I think that’s why
I’ve always been so terrified of snakes.”

“Oh, baby, I’m sorry we always teased you
about being scared of snakes. I wouldn’t of done it if I’d known,”
he apologized, again pulling her close and rocking her gently in
his embrace.

Lu’s nose was running. Zach reached for his
handkerchief, but before he could hand it to her, she wiped it
against her sleeve and pushed the hot tears from her cheeks with
her fingertips. “I’d forgotten all about it,” she sniffed. “Until
just now, but I’ve sort of had nightmares about it for years. How
stupid.”

“No, not stupid. Never stupid. Listen here
now,” he said, his hands stroking her shoulders. “Some of them
memories you’re seeing now, you need to look at,” he said. “You
know, like we talked about the other night. You’re going to need to
settle all these things in your mind. But, nothin’ bad’s going to
happen to you here today. okay?”

She sniffed again and nodded.

“I’m gonna take care of you, baby,” he said.
He wrapped his arms around her waist and held her close, their
foreheads together. “You do what you need to here, but don’t go
pushin’ yourself. We still got a couple of days. Meantime, me and
William will load up the boxes Martin left. We’ll be right out
front.”

“Yeah, okay. Just don’t go too far,” she
said into his shirt front.

“I won’t,” he assured her.

When Lu came back into the kitchen, Susan
met her. “Mom, are you all right?” she asked.

Embarrassed by the tear streaks on her face,
she was briefly suspicious that Susan overheard her conversation
with Zach, but mumbled, “I’m fine.”

“I’m here to work. What do you want me to
do?” Susan asked.

“Well, let’s see,” Lu, relieved, sighed
audibly as she regained her composure. “Go get a couple of those
boxes. We need to look for all kinds of papers to box up. You start
with the sideboard.” Then she quickly added, “I’ve already looked
in my father’s room. I’m looking for bills, maybe a bank book,
Social Security papers, tax returns, anything like that. I’m not
going to sit in this musty old house and go through it, though.
I’ll sort it out once I get back home.”

Slowly, she and Susan worked their way
through the drawers, shelves, and cupboards of the house, while
Zach and William boxed up the things Martin had set aside and began
loading the back of the SUV.

“Look, Mom,” Susan said. “In the bottom of
this old chest there are some really old books and papers. Can we
take them too? They might be interesting.”

Lu barely glanced at her. “Oh, Susan, you’re
such a pack rat. Go ahead and box them up, but keep them separate
from everything else. I’m going to have to weed my way through all
this and I don’t want to waste time going through things that
aren’t important.” She saw Susan drop her shoulders. She knew she
hurt her feelings, but she would talk to her and straighten it all
out when they got home. She headed back into the kitchen as Susan
silently grabbed a small box and stacked the papers and books into
it, marking it with a Sharpie, ‘Stovall Family old books and
papers, please do not destroy.’

Rummaging through the rooms and making a
list of the furniture while Zach and William did the same with the
farm equipment in the outbuildings took until late afternoon. Lu
didn’t even stop for lunch, so no one else did either. The rain
finally ended, but the humidity was on the rise. Zach and William
loaded the last of the boxes.

“You sure you got everything you want from
here?” Zach asked Lu as he climbed into the driver’s seat.

“I’m sure,” she said, defiantly picturing
the envelope she left in her father’s dresser drawer.

“Then let’s get back to the hotel, take a
shower, and get some dinner. I’m starving,” he said.

“You’re not alone,” William chimed in.

“Tomorrow morning, we’ll make our first stop
UPS so we can get Martin’s stuff shipped out,” he suggested as he
turned the key in the ignition. “Did you find anything that looked
like a title to your daddy’s truck or the tractor? If Martin wants
to come back down here and get the truck like he said, he’s gonna
need the title.”

“Oh, no,” Lu sighed, leaning her head
against the passenger window. “That never occurred to me.”

“I did, Mom,” Susan said. “I found a whole
envelope of papers in the sideboard, and I think they were
important, but I’m not sure now which box they’re in.”

“Susan,” Lu snapped, “I can’t believe it.
You interrupted me every time you thought you saw an antique, and
you didn’t tell me about important papers?”

“Hey, now,” Zach interrupted. “We’re all
tired and hungry. Let’s not fuss at each other, okay?”

Lu reached in the back seat and lightly
touched Susan’s knee, “I’m sorry,” she said. “You didn’t deserve
that. I’m just hot and tired.”

“And starving,” William said.

“Yeah, son, we got that,” echoed Zach.

Susan placed her palm over her mother’s
hand. “I know,” she said.

 


At dinner that evening, Zach pushed his
plate aside and turned to Lu. He had a mischievous look in his eye.
“What do you think of this? Since we are pretty much done here, I
think tomorrow morning we should pack up and head out for Palm
Coast, or up to St. Augustine,” he announced. “It’s right up the
road. We can have a couple of days’ vacation out of all this before
heading home. Want to go?”

“With all I still have to do?” Lu protested.
“I still have to find a realtor, and— Oh, no! I never gave Miss
Pearl a check to pay for the church reception.”

“You can call Miss Pearl and explain that we
need to get back,” he said. “You can put a check in the mail to her
and she’ll probably get it in a day or two. As far as a realtor,
haven’t you ever heard of the Internet? C’mon, Lu, you can do that
from home. Let’s just go ahead and go. It’ll do us all good.”

“I’m all for that!” Susan and William said
practically in unison, then laughed loudly at their joint
response.

 


 



Chapter Fifteen

 


That evening, back in their room, Lu tried
to reason with Zach. “I’m not saying it doesn’t appeal to me,” she
protested. “But, with all we’ve been spending—the funeral, this
trip—we need to think about it.”

“I don’t think we need to think about it,
woman,” Zach responded. “I already did. Everything we been puttin’
out here we can count as part of your father’s final expenses and
we’ll get it back when you sell the land.”

“It’s a lot of money we’ve spent!” Lu
protested.

“I know, I know, but you holdin’ them purse
strings so tight is gonna choke this here man,” he said. “We’ll get
the money back. And if we don’t, then the hell with it. But there
ain’t nothin’ you can do here that you can’t do at home. So I vote
we take a couple of days, sit back, relax, and just be a family!
And that’s all I’m going to say about it.”

Lu reluctantly agreed and telephoned Miss
Pearl. She apologized profusely for not being able to deliver the
check in person. Although Miss Pearl was clearly disappointed that
they wouldn’t get to see each other again before Lu left for home,
she repeated her assurances to Lu.

“Oh, honey, that’s fine,” she said. “Don’t
you go worryin’ about me. I know you got a long way to go to get
back home. You go on ahead now. Maybe ya’ll will come back down
again, you know, about your daddy’s business? We can visit then.
But, now if you need anything, anything at all, you best call me,
hear?”

Zach and William drove to UPS the next
morning and were back by the time Susan and Lu were packed and
ready.

As Zach drove up the road the few short
miles to Palm Coast, the landscape took on great changes. The
roadside was planted with jelly palms, azaleas, and fan palmettos
crowded around the stately oaks. “What happened here?” Lu asked.
“This is beautiful! Palm Coast was nothing like this when I left.
When I was growing up this place didn’t even exist. I can’t believe
we only traveled a handful of miles and it’s like we’re back in the
real world! This was a good idea, honey.” She leaned over and gave
Zach a peck on the cheek.

“Hey,” William exclaimed. “That sign said
Flagler Beach. Mom, you never said you grew up close to the
beach.”

“Well, we didn’t, really,” she explained.
“As little kids none of us ever got to go any farther than a trip
to town or a Sunday picnic at Haw Creek. Most of the folks we knew
didn’t have any money to go anywhere. Besides, a lot of them didn’t
even have cars, just farm trucks. And blacks weren’t really
welcomed with open arms at the beach.” Out of the corner of her eye
she saw a puzzled look cross Susan’s face.

“See how easy you have it?” she chided.
“When I was a teenager, the most entertainment we had was swimming
in the lake, and maybe hanging out at somebody’s house for a
barbeque or something. That was pretty much it. Even in high
school, there just wasn’t anything to do for entertainment. I mean,
a lot of the white kids could use their parents’ cars, or even had
their own cars. They would go off joyriding or to the beach, but we
didn’t have those luxuries.”

 


 



Chapter Sixteen

 


Zach pulled up in front of the Hammock Beach
Resort, and Lu let out a long, low breath.

“Zach, this place looks expensive,” she
said. “I think we should try somewhere else.”

“Uh uh, girl. I checked this out,” he
replied as he cut the engine. “My family’s gonna have a couple of
days off!”

“Seriously, I don’t think we can afford
this,” she said, shifting in her seat. “Let’s go somewhere
else.”

“No, we’re staying right here,” he said. “I
haven’t had a real vacation in years because of always havin’ to
save for one thing and another. I’m the man of the family and this
is where we’re gonna stay. I’m gonna play a little golf and
relax—that all right with you?” He looked at Lu with raised
eyebrows.

Despite her initial misgivings, when Lu saw
their suite, she found herself embracing Zach’s wisdom. After what
she’d endured the past week, the luxurious atmosphere of the resort
was exactly what she needed. Zach and William played golf and hit
balls at the driving range in the morning and then explored the
surrounding area after lunch, driving all the county roads they
could find. Lu treated herself and Susan to a day in the salon
where, pampered, manicured, and pedicured, they giggled side by
side. She even let Susan talk her into a hot-stone massage. Hour by
hour she felt the tension dissolve. To her own surprise, she found
herself calmer when William and Susan posed questions about her
family background.

On their last evening, as they were
strolling down St. George Street in St. Augustine, Zach commented
about his explorations of the area. “You know, you were right,” he
said, “I found out Palm Coast was only started back in the 70’s. It
wasn’t even a city until about ten years ago.”

“Well, even though the Spanish were here in
the 1700’s,” Lu commented, “compared to the original thirteen
colonies, Florida really is new. I remember learning that the
railroads played a huge part in attracting settlers to Florida.
Before that, it was mostly woods and marsh. I’m not even sure how
my great-grandfather was able to buy land here. I mean, it was
right after the Civil War. I know what Preacher Parker said was
true because I heard that growing up, but whether my
great-grandfather was able to homestead the land or buy it
outright, I just don’t know.”

“Yeah, that’s something, isn’t it?” Zach
commented. “We don’t start wondering about our roots until we’re
climbin’ up that middle-age hill ourselves, and by that time the
folks who coulda’ answered our questions are either dead or don’t
remember.”

“I think if my mother had lived I’d know
more,” Lu responded. “But Daddy never talked about anything except
farming, and Grammy was already old and tired, so she didn’t talk
much to me, or Martin either. Of course, I was a teenager, and
probably couldn’t have cared less.”

“That’s what I’m sayin’,” he continued. “The
thing is, hon, I drove all around these roads the last couple of
days. Yet, no matter where I turned it seemed like I kept coming to
signs that read ‘Palm Coast City Limits’. I couldn’t figure it out.
But, it looks to me like Palm Coast has surrounded Bunnell. At
first I figured Bunnell was really spreadin’ out, but I don’t think
that’s so. I’m gonna look at a map when we get home because I think
it’s the other way around, and it puzzles me.”

“It puzzles you because, first of all, you
like puzzles.” Lu good-naturedly teased him. “But, you grew up in a
part of the country that was one of the original colonies. Towns up
there have been in existence forever. Around here, towns grew up
and then disappeared regularly as the roads and railroads were
built. In fact, one of the oldest roads down here was Route 1, the
Old Dixie Highway. Miles and miles of it were bricked when
automobiles became popular. I’m sure it’s paved over by now,” she
said.

“That explains it!” he said. “I couldn’t
figure it out yesterday. I took a turn and ended up looking down
this old brick lane in the middle of the woods. There was a sign
that said ‘Travel at Your Own Risk’, so I just turned around.”

“That’s it then! It’s over by Espanola. What
in the world were you doing way over there?” she asked, although
she was not surprised to learn he and William wandered that
far.

“Well, we were just poking around, you know,
to see what we could see. Right, William?” Zach asked, turning to
William for support.

William shrugged. “Yeah, we didn’t have
nothin’ else to do while you women were in the beauty parlor
spending money. So we went exploring.”

Zach laughed loudly at this. “Oh, well, I
think this trip hasn’t been so bad, especially these last couple of
days, huh?” he said. “I think the kids had a pretty good time, too,
don’t you?”

“Um hmmm,” Lu said, taking his hand as they
entered the Columbia Restaurant.

“You know, we’re pretty close to the Georgia
border here,” he said as they took their seats in the restaurant.
“There are four drivers in this family these days.” Lu saw him wink
at William. “I’m just wondering if we should try to make it back
home in one day. What do you think?” he asked.

“God, that would be a relief,” she
sighed.

“Yeah, I’ll drive! I’ll drive the whole
way,” William interjected. “I’m sick of sittin’ in the backseat
with the brain.”

“Oh,” Susan responded. “The brain, huh?
Well, you come talk to me next year when, and if, you get into
college. Dad, you’re not really gonna’ let him drive. What about
his reckless driving ticket? I am not ridin’ with him.” She turned
toward her brother with a haughty look. “Call me the brain, huh? I
wasn’t the one with the problem!”

“Hey, hey, now,” Zach scolded. “Knock it
off.”

Then he turned his gaze to William.”And you
be quiet, too, hear? I’ll make the decisions in this family. Now,
everybody gets up at dawn and we head on out,” he directed. “We can
have breakfast in Georgia, drive in shifts.”

 


 



Chapter Seventeen

 


Just after the sun cleared the trees the
next morning the family loaded up for their trip back home. As mile
after mile of I-95 slipped behind her, Lu wondered why, when there
was so much to be proud of, she always felt she didn’t want to talk
about her family history. The feeling kept haunting her, and she
couldn’t shake it.

As if she were reading her thoughts, Susan
spoke up when they stopped for breakfast in Georgia. “Mom, I think
it’s really great we had an ancestor who served in the Union Army.
I can’t wait to look at that box of old papers. I wonder if
there’s, like, really old documents and important family history in
there. Wouldn’t that be exciting?”

“You’re such a hoot! It must be just killing
you not to be able to plow through your closet right now and find
your old term paper so you can compare it with the Stovall family
history,” Lu said, grinning. “You know, I guess I always knew about
my great-grandfather Elijah, but when I was growing up no one ever
talked about family members who lived two and three generations
ago. They just talked about the ones everyone knew. I never gave it
a lot of thought. Still, it’s nice for you and William to know your
family tree can be traced back five generations.”

“It sure is,” Zach said. “To the Civil War,
no less. Not everybody gets to brag about something like that.”

“Yeah,” Lu said. “When we get home I’m going
to send a note to Reverend Parker and thank him again for making
that part of the service.”

 


 



Chapter Eighteen

 


Once they arrived home and Susan was sent
off back to college, Lu was buried in work at her office. A week
behind, she worked furiously with her team to catch up on all the
loose ends. Even though everyone performed well, she still felt it
was her responsibility to personally go over as many reports as she
could. As a result, she put in 10-hour days at the office all that
week.

 


As tired as she was, by 8:30 the following
Saturday morning, she had spread all of her father’s papers out on
the dining room table, determined to go through each and every one.
She quickly grew impatient. After all, she scolded
herself, someone who has spent her entire career as an
auditor shouldn’t be frustrated going through a few small boxes of
bills and receipts. When she didn’t find what she was
looking for, she hurriedly re-sorted all the papers, making small
stacks for the phone bills, electric bills, farm income and
expenses. She had her father’s wallet, his Social Security card,
and his driver’s license. He didn’t have a checking account, but
his bank statements showed a savings account of $4,700.00. There
was no life insurance policy, and worst of all, no deed. He had
years and years of property tax bills rubber banded together, but
no deed. It just didn’t make sense. She couldn’t have missed it!
Suddenly, she slammed her palms on the table.

Zach came in from the kitchen where he had
been reading the morning paper. He spoke cautiously, looking over
the top of his glasses which were perched on the end of his nose.
“Can I help?” he asked.

“Oh, sure, you can help if you can figure
out what my father did with the most important paper in his life!
I’ve been through every box. Here’s the title to the pickup.” She
waved it aloft. “Here’s the title to the tractor.” She started to
repeat her movement, then she realized she was acting frantic. She
waved her hand at the small stacks of paper on the table. “And
here’s every other piece of paper he ever had for the last fifty
years and no damn deed! I just don’t understand it—he was always
saying how the land was so important. Why can’t I find the deed?”
she asked.

“Take a break. C’mon, have a cup of coffee
with me.” Zach suggested. “You know how it is when you’re looking
for something. It can be right under your nose and you won’t see
it. I do it all the time in my office.” Lu knew he was right. She
reluctantly followed him into the kitchen where she saw he already
had the French press out and water on to boil.

“Did I ever tell you that I love you,
Zachary Conners?” she said slipping her arms around his middle and
resting her head on his chest.

“Yeah, but you can tell me again,” he said,
his chin atop her head.

Seated in front of the bay window in the
dining room, which overlooked Lu’s carefully landscaped flower
beds, she gazed into space, her coffee cupped in both hands.

“Hon, tell me about your mother,” Zach
prompted.

“I’ve been thinking about her for days now,”
Lu said. “I remember so much about her touch and her voice. She
sang all the time—all day long.”

“What did she sing?” he asked.

“I don’t remember exactly,” Lu said. “Just
little pieces of songs, hymns mostly. If I got hurt, she’d pull me
up into her lap and rock me and hum a little something. She was
wonderful.”

“Did she look like you?” Zach asked. “I
mean, was she as pretty as you are?”

“Oh.” Lu felt a blush rise to her cheeks.
“She was beautiful. Her hair was so soft. I remember that mostly.
You know, that little Ashanti—she looks just like Momma. What a
little doll.” She pursed her lips and gazed toward the ceiling.
“Momma used to sew most of my clothes and Martin’s shirts when we
were little. And she and Grammy Mayetta canned all kinds of things
from the garden. I remember the smells mostly. During the canning
season, our whole kitchen table would be loaded with enamel pans
filled with sliced pickles in brine, covered with dish towels. She
and Grammy Mayetta put up jams, jellies, pickles, beans,
tomatoes—everything,” Lu said wistfully. “I never realized how much
work that is, you know? They made it seem like it was a hobby or
something.”

“You never talk about her,” Zach said.

“Yeah,” Lu said, as she stared into her
coffee cup. “For a long time I missed her so much I’d cry every
time I thought of her. Finally, I just stopped thinking about her.
It was easier that way.”

“But what about when she died?” Zach asked
tentatively. “It must have been awful tough.”

“It was,” she replied. “God, you know, when
we were at my father’s service it just went all over me. Like, it
was Momma’s coffin all over again, not Daddy’s.”

She was quiet for a long moment before
continuing. “But then, I did have Miss Pearl. She kind of stepped
in then, you know?”

“How so?” he asked.

“I don’t know where I would begin. Miss
Pearl must be over eighty now, although I don’t think she looks
it.”

“No, I wouldn’t have guessed that,” Zach
said. “Susan took a real shine to her, you know, like she was
family.”

“She practically is. And she has a gift of
making everyone feel special. I really have always known her. I
don’t remember a time when I didn’t know her,” Lu said wistfully.
“She was older than both of my parents, and she was crazy about me
and Martin. I’m pretty sure her husband died in the War, like right
after they were married. I don’t know if she was pregnant with
Jerome then or if he was a baby, but she was widowed really young.
I used to wonder, when I got older, if that was why Jerome was what
they called slow. He was a lot older than me, but he didn’t act it,
so I didn’t notice it too much when we were kids. He was always
quiet, and kind of gentle, but I’m sure he wasn’t able to go very
far in school. Daddy was good with him, patient, you know? He
taught him how to fish. Jerome loved animals. He was forever
finding birds that had fallen out of their nests, and orphaned
rabbits. And he was good at feeding them and nursing them, too.
Daddy spent time teaching him about farming, like a father would
do.”

“Does he still live with Miss Pearl?” Zach
asked.

“He probably does, but Miss Pearl said he
couldn’t come to the service. She said he took Daddy’s death real
hard,” Lu responded. “That’s how sensitive he is. I should’ve gone
out to see him. He must be old himself now, although I can’t
imagine what he’d be like old.” She wrinkled her brow.

“Where do they live? Near the farm?” Zach
asked.

“Actually, they live on five acres Daddy
gave to Miss Pearl years ago. She didn’t really have any family
around,” Lu said. “I think she came from another part of the state
or something. Anyway, Jerome farmed cabbages and potatoes, and he
and Daddy took them to market. Miss Pearl took in laundry, and did
some housekeeping in town. I think she did some midwifery too.
Actually, I think she was there when Martin and I were born. Of
course, we were born in the hospital, but she would’ve been there
to hold Momma’s hand. Did I ever tell you, they called my mother
“Lovie”? Her real name was Livinia, but nobody ever called her
that. I think Miss Pearl was probably responsible for that,
too.”

Lu got up and poured another cup of coffee.
She sat back down at the table. “After my mother died, I spent a
lot of time over at Miss Pearl’s. And if I didn’t show up over
there, she’d have Jerome drive her over to pick me up. She’d say
she needed my help and then she’d let me help her with the laundry
she took in. I still remember how wonderful the clothes smelled
when we took them off the lines. And she would iron and iron and
never complain. I really didn’t do anything to help, just watched
her and talked, and then we would sit outside and drink cold
lemonade.

“She had an old wooden ice box on the porch.
She kept the glasses in there so they frosted over when she poured
lemonade in them. Grammy didn’t do much stuff like that. I mean she
was there, she taught me how to sew, and she made sure we were
clean and well fed, but Miss Pearl made me feel loved. I guess she
just understood me, you know. And I never felt like I was in her
way.

“When I won the scholarship, Daddy didn’t
want me to take it. He wanted me to go to school near home, in
DeLand. I cried and cried over it.” Lu sighed. “The only one who
understood was Miss Pearl. She held me, and I laid my head in her
lap like I was a little kid. She just stroked my hair. It was such
a simple thing, yet when she did it, I knew she loved me. She never
criticized my father, but she didn’t take his side either. She was
wonderful to me, even after I went off to college. She wrote me all
the time and sent me little poems of encouragement she cut out of
the paper. And cookies, she always sent me cookies, and kumquat
marmalade. I haven’t had that in years! I missed her so much. At
first I wrote her long letters telling her everything, but I think
I really failed her once you and I met and I graduated. It wasn’t
intentional—I just got busy, I guess. I feel terrible about it
now.”

 


What started out as a summer cold quickly
escalated, and soon Momma was doubled over with strangling coughing
fits. Sometimes it seemed like she couldn’t catch her breath
between the bouts of coughing. There were trips into town to the
doctor, and bottles of medicine began to line the kitchen counter.
Then, entire months passed when she was fine. But, she’d have
another attack and have to take to bed for several days.

Pleurisy, the doctor said, weak lungs. Momma
said it was nothing—that the doctor didn’t know what he was talking
about, but she didn’t have much strength. Grammy Mayetta would have
to order her to lie down. Luella worried a lot and, although she
tried to help, Grammy Mayetta would lose her patience and tell her
she could better help by not helping. Luella couldn’t seem to hang
the clothes out on the line the way Grammy wanted or do much
besides wash and dry the dishes.

She made the beds, vacuumed the house, and
folded the clothes, but soon she began to spend more and more time
over at Miss Pearl’s. Together they hung out the laundry Miss Pearl
did for the families in town, or she asked Luella to help with her
flower garden. Miss Pearl was sweet-natured and smart. She was a
good listener. She always wanted to know the latest lessons Luella
was learning in school and Luella was glad to have her attention.
Sometimes she talked about the boys at school, which ones she liked
and which ones she didn’t. Miss Pearl chuckled when Luella told her
of the ways this boy or that boy tried to get her attention.

“Soon enough,” she’d say with a wink,
“all them young boys goin’ be flirtin’ with you! They always chase
after the pretty ones first.” Luella felt herself blush.

“So,” Miss Pearl asked. “How’s that long,
skinny one? What’s his name, Darren, or Darnell?”

“Dwight.” Luella answered. “But he’s not
skinny, he’s tall,” she added defensively.

“Oh, yeah,”Miss Pearl said, rolling her
eyes for effect. “Why do I always forget his name?” She’d smile and
shake her head, teasing Luella.

“He’s okay,” Luella answered, even though
she knew boys were impossible to figure out. Just when she was sure
Dwight didn’t like her, he’d bump her arm in the hall, causing her
to drop her books to the ground. Then he’d squat down to pick them
up for her, mumbling, “Oh, geez, sorry, Luella.” She knew then that
he really was sweet on her. She just didn’t know what to do about
it.

“Well,” Miss Pearl winked, pouring a
lemonade for herself and for Luella. “When he does that kind of
thing, you know, you just bat those big brown eyes of yours and
say, 'Oh, thank you, Dwight.' He’ll be gettin’ all flustered then
and rushin’ off, embarrassed like. See?” Luella nodded. “But then,
honey, he be comin’ back around tomorrow and the next day to bump
into you again! Ha ha ha,” she laughed. “They be callin’ that
‘puppy love’, that’s what that is,” she chided. Then she’d change
the subject. “How’s your momma today, any better?” Luella’d report
on whether Momma was feeling stronger or weaker and whether Grammy
Mayetta made Momma lie down or not.

“Mmm mmm,” Miss Pearl would say, taking
it all in.

 


“I think you were very lucky to have her,”
Zach said.

“Yeah, and the couple of times I went home,
I wanted so badly to stay with her instead of with Daddy and
Martin. But Grammy seemed so glad to have someone to talk to when I
did come home that I hated to hurt her feelings.”

“But when your Grammy passed on, you didn’t
go home. I remember that.”

“No, I talked to Daddy on the phone when she
died. He and I had gotten distant by then, and I asked him if he
wanted me to come home.” Lu stared at her nails.

“You remember. I was working and going to
school and trying to make ends meet, so I asked him if he wanted me
to come home. That’s all I did, was ask. And all he said was that
it was up to me, and if living up north was that important to me,
maybe I should stay there. So I didn’t go. It just wasn’t worth it.
I’d have had to take the train down, and it would take two days,
just so I could spend the time sitting in silence with him.”

She hesitated momentarily, then said, “You
know the one argument we had, when I told him I was going to Temple
no matter what he said, was really bitter. Actually, it was the
only time I ever opposed him, and I was scared to death. He really
lost it. He said he hoped one day I would appreciate what I had. He
said our land was the foundation of our family and that college
wasn’t everything in life. He hollered at me and said that I had
what I did because poor, dumb, colored folk like him had handed it
to me. He said I acted like the world owed me a living as an
‘African-American’. He hated that term. He’d go on and on. It was
awful.” Lu shook her head, trying to shake the memory itself. “I
swear, when we were in that house last week, I could still feel the
anger.”

“And the two of you never resolved it?” Zach
asked.

“How can you resolve things if one party
never talks?” she asked sarcastically. “No, in my family nothing
ever got resolved. It got buried, and you hoped that if you waited
long enough it would disappear and then, as if by magic, everything
would be okay again. Maybe it was because my mother died, like you
said. He changed after that. He wasn’t Daddy anymore, at least not
to me. He changed a lot. He was angry. I could feel it, so I
learned to keep my mouth shut and my head down. It was no way to
grow up, I’ll tell you that.”

Without warning, the back door burst open,
and William came in from working out with his Cross Country team.
He was soaking wet. “Man,” he said. “It’s pouring!” Lu and Zach
looked toward the window with surprise. Neither of them had noticed
the thunderstorm that blew in during their conversation.

 


That afternoon the death certificate arrived
in the mail. Lu stared at it. ‘Cause of death: cardiac arrest’.

Your heart just stopped, she
thought coldly. It just quit—how easy. You never had to
apologize, did you? Immediately ashamed, she decided to sit
down at the computer and check again for real estate companies in
Flagler County. She found so many more than she anticipated
initially that she narrowed her search significantly and found
there were still an awful lot of properties for sale. In fact,
there were so many, it was overwhelming. Even though she felt
pressured, she finally decided to choose only those nationally
recognized companies, but the websites insisted that she input her
name and e-mail address before providing any information. I
don’t need them knowing who I am. She was irked. All I want
is to find out what the property is worth and what the standard
sales commission is. Besides, I still don’t have the
deed! In the back of her mind she dreaded calling her brother,
although she knew she was forestalling the inevitable.

 


 



Chapter Nineteen

 


When Zach came in from work on Monday night,
Lu was standing in the kitchen with her arms crossed. She’d been
waiting for him.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“This is turning out to be a big mess,” she
fumed. “You know I sent the title to the truck to Martin, like he
wanted? Well, he left a message on the machine. He says that
Georgia wouldn’t let him transfer the title without a court order.
So, he’s upset. And, oh, yeah, he wants ME to figure it out.” She
moved to the kitchen counter where she picked up a stack of papers
and a Federal Express envelope. “And, to top it all off, look at
what was on the doorstep when I got home.” She handed Zach the
papers.

“Hey, what’s this?” he asked, taking a seat
at the table and pulling his glasses out of his top pocket. “This
is an offer from some guy in Florida to buy the farm? Whew! That
would be nice. Wouldn’t it?”

“No. I already searched the internet for
recent sales in that area. This offer is for a lot less than what
the property is worth. For crying out loud, is this what happens
when someone dies these days? The vultures just start circling?” Lu
asked.

“The good news is, if you sell it to him
outright, you won’t have to pay a real estate commission.” he
offered.

“Okay, I’ll give you that, but aside from
the fact that he’s looking to exploit a death in the family, I
mean, my father’s barely cold in his grave. Is this on the up and
up? Do you think he might bring the price up? What should I do?”
She sat down across from him.

“Well, what do you think Martin will think?”
he asked.

“Martin makes me so mad. I dread calling
him,” Lu said.

“Oh, hmm, let me take a look here for a
second.” Zach’s face was serious as he took his time reading the
letter and looking over the proposed contract. Finally, he looked
up. “First off,” he began, “it’s probably best if you don’t say
anything to Martin just yet. I'm thinkin’ maybe this Rory Ashworth
guy here has got a lot of nerve. He says in his letter he wants the
farm for himself, but then he says that he’s a realtor. Then again,
look, his return address is Boca Raton. It makes we wonder if he’s
being honest about wanting it for himself. Maybe that’s a ploy so
he can grab it up cheap and then turn it over quick. Then, he says
all you gotta do is sign where the ‘Sign Here’ stickers are and
send him back one copy.” He removed his glasses. “Lu, if you do
that, it constitutes a contract. I mean, he’s acting like he’s
doing you a big favor,” Zach sounded suspicious.

“But you just said it would save paying a
commission,” Lu commented.

“Yeah, but somehow this doesn’t smell right,
Lu.” He shook his head. “It’s almost like it’s too easy. I think
maybe we better call your friend down there, the lawyer. What was
his name?”

Lu sat back in her chair and sighed audibly.
“Oh man!” she uttered, looking at her watch. “Well, it’s too late
to call Dwight now. I’ll call him tomorrow from the office. I just
can’t handle all this myself.”

The telephone rang, and Lu grabbed it. Zach
watched as she furrowed her brow. “Yes, Mr. Ashworth, this is Mrs.
Connors. Yes, I received your offer,” she said, motioning Zach
close to the receiver. “Uh, is this how things are handled down
there? This is all new to me, so I don’t know quite how things are
supposed to go in situations like this,” she said, making sure she
sounded naive.

Zach stood close enough to Lu so he could
hear the voice on the other end of the line. “First off,” Rory
Ashworth sounded eager. “Let me tell you a little bit about myself,
okay? I’m an old Florida boy myself, and I’ve been looking at
property in the central part of the state for some time. The wife
and I would really like to retire over there in a few years, you
know? It’s God’s country. Anyway, I saw in the paper that your
father passed on. And, Mrs. Conners, I’m real sorry for your loss.”
He paused respectfully, but it didn’t take him long to get back to
business.

“Anyway, that property is exactly where the
wife and I would like to be. I mean, it’s got plenty of space, you
know, so I thought I’d see if you were interested in selling. Being
a realtor myself, I can save you a lot of trouble. See, I can
handle everything down here on your behalf. You won’t even need to
come down. We can do everything through the mail in just a couple
of weeks.”

“Well, what does ‘everything’ mean?” Lu
asked. Zach winked his encouragement.
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