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Chapter 1
I answered the knock at the door, saw Tarrah standing on the front step and yelled over my shoulder as loud as I could.
“Mama, somebody else’s daughter is here crying over how Buddy done done ‘em wrong. You need to come.”
“No you didn’t say done done ‘em wrong, Kaye. Since when did you start talking like that?” Mama’s voice echoed from the kitchen mixed with the sound of pans in motion, dishes clattering, and the comforting noises of dinnertime at our house. I knew she didn’t think I was serious, so I shouted it out again in another way.
“For real Mama, Sister Joseph’s daughter Tarrah is standing out on the porch crying and hiccuping. Like Grandma said, Buddy need to stop doing all these folks’ daughters wrong. I’m getting tired of it myself!”
Mother came around the corner, the soft green tee shirt she wore declaring how difficult it was to be that color, her calf length green plaid pants bearing a few uncharacteristic flour smears. I saw where the smears were coming from as she rubbed her hands again along her thigh and gave me her ‘don’t make me cut you’ glare, but she brushed past me and pushed open the door.
“Land sakes Tarrah, whatever is wrong?” She stepped outside, letting the screen door slam shut behind her.
I followed and pressed my face to the screen. The look on Tarrah’s face said things that even I understood, even though I’d just turned 13 five days ago and probably shouldn’t, but I’d seen doe eyes just like Tarrah’s filled with tears before on Sherry Huston and Angela Warner’s faces.
I didn’t mean to, but I grunted in mild disgust. What in the world they thought my mother could do about what my big brother Buddy did and said didn’t make a bit of sense to me. But I knew they came because Daddy was the pastor at Mount Carmel Non-Denominational and it was mama’s job as his wife, as their ‘first lady’, to listen to whatever they had to say; even if it was about her so called good-for-nothing, wayward son, Byron Raymount Hawkins, Jr.
Mama threw me a quick glance over her shoulder as she put her arm around Tarrah’s waist and led her to the far end of the porch. She was making soothing, clucking noises and I could hear her saying ‘there, there now’ as she eased her down into the green metal porch chair. It screeched in protest, a signal it hadn’t yet had its spring dot of oil, even though I knew Daddy had told Buddy he wanted him to take care of all the porch furniture last weekend. Buddy! I thought! Buddy.
I wanted to step outside and join them, but Mama’s glance had let me know I’d better not. With all that hiccuping and stuff Tarrah was doing I really wanted to know what if this was going to be that ‘big one’ Grandma Hawkins kept saying was a given and that would make Grandpa Hawkins jump straight up and turn over in his grave. Since I finally knew what the ‘big one’ meant my heart was pounding just a little, partly because Grandpa Hawkins had only been dead about six months and I was still having nightmares about his funeral. That thought of something making him try to sit up in a closed casket terrified me. I shivered suddenly and turned away.
“I hope this ain’t the big one, Buddy.” I whispered then scolded my own self for saying ain’t.
****
“Hey long legs!” Daddy said when he came through the door an hour later. He grabbed me up in his arms and pretended to try to toss me in the air like he did when I was a little girl. My feet were barely off the ground, but I still giggled, loving the ritual.
“My legs aren’t long, but I sure wish they were. I get sick of everybody calling me shorty all the time. I want to be tall – tall enough to be a model.”
He put me down, a stern disapproving look replacing the smiling one of a moment before. “You don’t need to be thinking about being a model, Lisa Kaye. You don’t need to be focusing on all that trampy stuff all the time. I need to talk to your mother about that.”
I sighed, looked up towards the ceiling and shook my head. “I just said I wanted to be tall enough to be a model. I didn’t say I wanted to be a model. Why saying what I really think always get me in trouble? Dang!”
“Don’t you disrespect me, girl!”
I lowered my eyes quickly. I knew better. “Sorry daddy.”
“Where’s your mother anyway?”
He didn’t wait for an answer but went towards the back of the house calling “Mildred! Mildred!” and I was sure, by his tone, she would know I’d done it again. You can set him off quicker than anyone, she’d say to me, but it didn’t always seem to make her mad. Sometimes it even seemed to tickle her a little. But those times were rare. Lately both she and daddy seemed to stay ticked off about nearly everything.
Looks like I’m getting to be just about as no good as Buddy, I thought, my mind returning to Tarrah Joseph’s earlier visit. Mama hadn’t said anything to me when she came in after Tarrah left, but I didn’t get the feeling she was too upset. Thank God! Not the kind of upset I’d expect her to be if this really had been the ‘big one.’
I wondered if she’d mention it to daddy. That was silly. Of course she was going to have to mention it to daddy because the Joseph’s were members of the church, and then daddy was going to have to mention it to Grandma Hawkins because she was the elder mother of the church since Grandpa Hawkins had been the founder of Mount Carmel Baptist, which was what it was before it became Mount Carmel Non-Denominational. Even though Grandpa Hawkins was dead it still felt like he was running just about everything, the same way he’d run everything when he was alive.
We were having chicken fried steak, rice and gravy, and green beans for dinner. Mama always waited until daddy got home to put the cornbread in the oven so it would be steaming hot when she put it on the table. I’d already set the table. My only other chore was to make the lemonade and I had already done that too and it was in the refrigerator chilling. I had at least fifteen minutes before we would be sitting down to eat so I decided going outside seemed like a better option than sticking around inside where I might fool around and get in some more trouble.
Carmen Stuart, one of the twins from next door, was outside too. She was marching up and down along the sidewalk twirling her baton. She had been twirling that baton ever since they moved in next door, which was when I was nine, and she still missed it almost every time she tossed it up in the air.
“Hey Carmen.”
“Hey Kaye.” She threw the baton up, her eyes following it as it rose, and to my surprise she reached up and snatched it out of the air. I couldn’t help but clap.
“Wow!”
She pushed open our gate and came in, her face glowing. Like me, she was about the color of a pecan, only she was tall, almost a head taller than both me and her twin, Yasmin. Yasmin almost never came outside, but stayed in the house practicing piano, so I knew Carmen a lot better than I did her sister. They looked a lot alike, just the height difference. I didn’t think being a twin was too much fun. I didn’t get the idea Carmen did either.
She joined me on the porch step and took a seat. “I caught five of them in a row today. I think I’m getting better.”
I nodded. “You still going to try out for the marching band at school next year?”
She shook her head ‘no’. “Naw, I changed my mind. I think I want to try out for cheerleader instead.”
I nodded again. “Wish I could, but my daddy would have a fit.”
It was Carmen’s time to nod. “I know.” She laid her baton at her feet. “Can I ask you something?”
Uh oh, I thought, my guard going up immediately. Don’t answer any questions. That was the rule in our house. If a neighbor asked you something the answer was always, I don’t know. I prepared myself to reply.
Carmen pointed at the pretty blue car parked across the street in front of the Medford’s house. I knew it was a Datsun because Buddy had been talking to Mr. Medford about it yesterday. It was what Buddy said they called a “Z”.
“What would you call that color blue?”
I looked at Carmen and laughed, relieved it was a question I was free to answer, but I took a deep breath, held it in while I thought and then blurted out. “Midnight!”
“Midnight is darker than that. I was thinking it was like twilight blue.”
“I never heard of a twilight blue, but, yeah, you’re right, it could be the color of twilight maybe.”
“Can I ask you something else?”
I stiffened again and didn’t say anything, but Carmen didn’t seem to notice.
“How old is Buddy?”
I looked at her in surprise. There it was, that same old silly dreamy look all those other girls had when they mentioned Buddy. Oh, no! I thought.
“Much too old for you!” I snapped, and stood up quickly. “I got to go in. It’s almost time for dinner.”
She jumped up too, but she wasn’t ready to drop the subject. “I’m already fourteen, Kaye, whole year older than you. If I want to ask about a boy I can!”
“Not my brother you can’t!”
“And why can’t I? You think you all are too good or something?”
I gave her my drop dead look. “I didn’t say that Carmen Stuart, you did.” I rushed into the house, but I knew she was standing there with her mouth open. A part of me felt terrible for being so mean, but a part of me thought my answer had been pretty good. After all, I had not answered her question.
****
Chapter 2
We were just saying grace when the front door slammed and Buddy came rushing in. I heard the books he slung hit the steps in the hallway and listened as he ran to the bathroom and washed his hands before coming into the dining room to take his place at the dinner table.
At seventeen, Buddy was six foot one, his thick black hair added at least another inch, and he was a special kind of color that I couldn’t name if I tried. It was kind of red, but it was a brown, and sometimes it almost seemed like he was a little yellow. Even I knew he was handsome, but I would be the last one to let him know I thought so. He had our mother’s big brown eyes, while I had eyes like daddy that people said reminded them of a cat’s. I wished I looked more like mama and Buddy than like daddy and Grandpa Hawkins, but facts were facts and I took from daddy’s side of the family and Buddy took from mamas.
“Sorry I’m late!” Buddy said and slid into his seat almost sideways.
“That’s a chair, not a sandbag, boy!” Daddy said, but I got the feeling he was relieved rather than mad that Buddy was there.
Mama had started to pass the food around. She handed the platter of chicken fried steaks to daddy, but her focus was on Buddy. “And the reason you’re late, Byron?”
Daddy took the platter and laughed. “Byron?” He said, almost under his breath. We all knew that wasn’t a good sign. Buddy was Buddy until he was in really hot water with mama, then he became Byron.
“I caught a ride with Animal – I mean, Anthony, and he had to make a few stops before he dropped me off.” Buddy said, happy to take the platter from daddy that was coming his direction.
“Did one of those stops happen to be at the Joseph’s?” Mama asked pointedly.
“Uh oh!” I said, my hand flying to my mouth, but it was already too late. I couldn’t hold back the giggle, at least not until mama flashed that ‘cut you’ glance my way again. Heck, that glance can stop anything.
Buddy looked really surprised by her question. “No. Why would Animal take me by the Joseph’s house?”
“Well, someone is going to have to take you by there so you can apologize to that silly little girlfriend of yours, Byron! You better stop playing with these little girl’s emotions! I’m sick of them showing up on my doorstep ruining my day!”
“What?” Buddy said, color draining from his face.
“You heard your mother, Buddy. Soon as dinner is over I’m driving you over to Sister Joseph’s apartment and we’re going to sit down with her and Tarrah while you apologize for being unkind.”
“But –“
“But nothing, son. That’s just the way it is. Tarrah came by here really distressed cause you said you weren’t going to take her to youth convention dinner and Sister Joseph already spent, per Tarrah, nearly half her check on the new suit she bought Tarrah for the dinner.”
I had stopped eating, propped my chin in my hands supported by my elbows that I knew were forbidden on the table, but this was too good to be concerned with my table manners. Daddy’s voice was calm, mama’s face was still angry, and Buddy, poor Buddy looked almost sick.
“I’m taking Kelly to the convention dinner, daddy. I told Tarrah almost four weeks ago we weren’t going together any more.” He set his fork down on his plate loudly. “Oh man! I hate that old girl! I never did really like her that much!”
“Oh really? So you never did really like her that much, Byron? Then why did I catch you kissing her downstairs after Sunday school when you all were supposed to be upstairs with the rest of us?”
“But that was two months ago, mama! So help me, right after that we – I – broke up with her.”
The swat that took my left elbow off the table caught me by surprise, as my head dropped suddenly. I forgot how good mama was at doing two things at one time. She snapped at me, “Finish eating your dinner, Kaye!” without missing a beat with Buddy.
“These little messes of yours are not cute, Buddy. Every Sunday now I’m hearing something else about you and I don’t like it, young man!”
Daddy put his napkin down next to his plate. He’d managed to eat most of his dinner while the other three of us had been caught up in the conversation, but it was his turn to talk now.
“Like I said, son, we will be going over to the Joseph’s. You will be apologizing to Tarrah. She is going to be your date to youth convention dinner, and thank God your new little girlfriend does not go to Mount Carmel and you and you alone will have to work out that mess!”
“Amen!” I couldn’t help adding my two cents. Buddy shot me a look that could have killed a lesser person, but I just flashed him a smile. I knew I’d pay for it later.
Buddy tried one more time. “Can’t you all see what Tarrah did? She’s just playing you. She let her mother buy that outfit knowing I wasn’t taking her. Everybody knows all they have to do is come running to you all about something you think is going to create a problem at church and you’ll do whatever it takes …”
Daddy leaped up and pointed one of his big, thick fingers in Buddy’s face. “Shut it up, boy! Don’t you start trying to lecture nobody about what we do regarding Mount Carmel or you’ll be looking for you a new home!”
“No he won’t, B.R.” Mama was on her feet now too, and my amusement evaporated. Both her hands were on her hips and the looked that flashed between her and daddy put a chill in my heart. I’d never seen anything like it before. It must have shocked Buddy too.
“Okay, okay, y’all, I’m sorry. I’ll go with you, Daddy. We can go now. I’m not hungry any more.”
“Eat your dinner first, Buddy, then you go.” Mama said, easing back down, but still eying daddy.
“I’ll be waiting for you in the car.” Daddy said, storming away from the table.
Mama watched after daddy for a moment then turned her attention to Buddy and me. “Eat!”
****
Chapter 3
I should have known Mama would be getting a visit from Grandma Hawkins. She had been visiting a lot since Grandpa Hawkins died. She was sitting in the living room dressed in her usual black dress with black stockings and shoes when I got home from school the next day. She wasn’t the kind of grandmother you hugged, she didn’t like all that mushiness she said, but she could give you a smile that made you feel warm inside. She gave me one as I came into the room.
“Hi, little miss. You’re looking awful pretty in that blue you have on.”
“Thanks Grandma Hawkins.” I smiled back at her as I ran over and gave mama a big hug. She hugged me and ruffled my hair.
“How was school?” Mama asked.
I held out my hand and waved it back and forth. “Ah, fair to midland.”
Grandma Hawkins shook her head, looked at mama and laughed. “Now this here is an old soul, Mildred. She’s old as dirt.”
That didn’t sound that good to me. Somehow being old as dirt didn’t sound attractive at all so I crinkled my nose. Mama gave me a gentle swat on my rear.
“You go on and change clothes. I know you have some homework. Your grandma and I are talking about a few things, so you need to give us some privacy.”
I groaned, blew Grandma Hawkins a kiss and left them, but I didn’t go far. I parked myself in the hallway that led to the back staircase, just far enough away that they couldn’t hear me breathing, but I could hear every word they were saying. It made me feel kind of guilty that I was eavesdropping, but it wasn’t often I was asked to leave and whatever reason I was asked to this time was definitely something I wanted to know.
“Mother Geraldine, I realize that you managed to raise both your boys under the same circumstances, but B.R. and Buddy are as different as day and night. And what I remember about Edmond, he was a very gentle soul, nothing like Buddy either.” Mama’s voice had just a little bit of an edge to it as it filtered back to where I was squatting.
“God rest Edmond’s soul, yes, he was meek, almost too meek.” Grandma Hawkins cleared her throat quickly and continued. “But this isn’t about B.R. or Edmond, it’s about the image this family has in the church; the image it has to keep to keep the church together. These are trying times, Mildred. We can’t be selfish and just think about ourselves in this. We don’t have the luxury. You know that very well.”
“We have a right to our own lives though Mother Geraldine, I don’t think the Lord wants us to deny ourselves everything.”
“You knew when you married B.R. this was the life he was chosen for. You promised you would stand by him when you put your hand to this marriage.”
“And I will stand by him – him, Mother Geraldine. I’ll stand by B.R. – no matter what.”
“Well then you’ll be standing by Mount Carmel, because there is no separation between B.R. Hawkins and Mount Carmel. Never has been, never will be.”
Mama’s voice went up a bit. “Did B.R. suggest to you that maybe I’m not standing by him completely? Is that what this is really all about?”
“Now tone down your voice a notch or two, Mildred. I didn’t come here to argue with you. I’m your mother-in-law and I love you just like I would my own daughter. If I sense a little trouble I think it’s my duty to try to help you resolve it.”
“What are you doing, you little snoop?”
I jumped and almost squealed at the sound of Buddy’s voice whispering in my ear just behind me. I turned quickly and swung at him, but he ducked and laughed at me, but I held a finger up to my lips quickly and pointed towards the living room. He looked puzzled for a moment.
“Grandma Hawkins is in there talking to mama,” I whispered. “They arguing a little.”
He looked disgusted, but kept his voice down. “Grandma Hawkins gets on my nerves. I ain’t never liked the way she talks to mama, no way.”
I nodded in agreement. I really didn’t either, but hearing Buddy say it was the first time I really knew I felt that way.
“Come on, I want to show you something. You are going to get in trouble if you stay in here and get caught listening, anyway. It’s real cool.”
I hesitated. I wanted to stay and hear what was going on in the living room, but any way Buddy wanted to show me something he thought was cool I definitely wanted to see it. A part of me though was still also on alert. He still owed me one from dinner last night, so I wondered if he had a little payback in mind.
“You still mad at me?” I whispered as I stood up to follow him.
He shook his head ‘no’ and I could tell he really meant it. “Naw, I’m not mad,” he said as we reached the back door and headed out into the backyard. “That was some crazy stuff last night. No need in getting mad at you about it. You didn’t have anything to do with it.”
I followed him around to the driveway on the side of the house and was surprised when he started across the street to where the Medford’s lived. We very rarely visited any of our neighbor’s houses, but I knew that Buddy wasn’t as quick to stick to the rules about visiting and talking to our neighbors as I was. I got a little excited. This was something of an adventure.
“Where you taking me Buddy?”
“Not far. I just want to show you something.”
I followed him towards the side door of the Medford’s house and stood with my hands behind my back, suddenly very shy as he knocked on the door. Mr. Medford, a thin, elderly man that I knew used to be a post man, came to the door and grinned.
“Just couldn’t stay away, could you?” He said and laughed loudly as he pushed open the door and stepped outside. “You had to see them again?”
Buddy agreed with a nod, then pulled me around in front of him and rested his hands on my shoulders. “I wanted to show them to my little sister.”
“Well, come on back.”
I was totally mesmerized now as I let Buddy guide me to the back of the house. I glanced back quickly across the street to see if mama or Grandma Hawkins had come outside and was watching us, but I knew that if either one of them had they’d be yelling for me and Buddy to come back home. For a moment I felt terrified. Terrified of all the things I didn’t know that had to be the things that would have made the two women who loved and wanted to protect me yell out to call me back home. But, then I realized again that I was with Buddy, and I was sure that Buddy would die first before he’d let anything hurt me – ever!
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