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CAROLINE

SPRING, 1970

CHAPTER 1

M
y sister Lucy still thinks of our father every day. I know this about her 

without asking her, even though it has been almost four years since he 

was arrested by the Memphis police, as he lay semi-conscious for just 

a brief moment on the splintered hardwood floor in the small room we share. 

Later he would be charged as an accomplice in the murder of two black, twin, 

teenaged boys, who lived ten miles from our house. And as unfathomable as that 

truth is, Lucy still finds it hard to believe that our father was so different from who 

she thought he was; and yet, that idea—that someone could do something or be 

someone completely different from who you thought they were—was an idea that 

she continues to encounter again and again as she gets older. It is a part of life, a part 

of growing up: the realization that most things are not what they seem. 

Four years ago, for instance, she thought our mother non-judgmental, toler-

ant, and stalwart. And she was—in a way; but that changed, too—in a way. And it 

was something that for me was apparent early on. How could she not change, after 

everything that had happened in her seemingly-perfect world? But it was different 

for Lucy. Lucy either didn’t see things clearly when they happened or, more likely, 

she didn’t want to see them. Lucy saw things as she wanted them to be, not as they 

were, until the clarity was as blinding as the scorching summer sun at noon. There 

is something very endearing about that quality, yet it’s also very unsettling.
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Today we say Colored or Negro. And every now and then, we hear someone 

say black. But four years ago, when we, along with our newly-born baby sister Grace 

and our mother, left everything familiar to us behind in Germantown and moved 

to Raleigh without our father, Lucy called them Niggers. So did most everyone we 

knew. Sometimes I even said it. But whenever I heard someone else say it, I cor-

rected them. And most people vehemently meant it, even if they didn’t know what 

it meant to mean it, what it felt like. But that was before Petey and Lila and Bernie. 

Before Mark. Before those two sixteen-year-old identical twin boys were murdered. 

When our father was still Daddy. When he was still alive.

I wonder if Lucy will ever stop thinking about him. I say that I have, but that’s 

not entirely true. I mean, how do you completely forget about your father? Is it even 

possible, no matter what he has done? I don’t know. I guess time will tell. But it’s 

been a while now; like an annoying pimple that pops up on my face out of the blue, 

he still pops into my mind from time to time, even though I try very hard not to 

think about him. Mama never even allows us to talk about him. It is a mystery to 

all of us why we would even want to talk about him. And yet, sometimes we do. 

It just happens. But I have remained staunch in my refusal to say his name. And 

sometimes Lucy will say something about him, again out of that clear blue sky, 

without even thinking. Like walking into a dark room and flipping on the light 

switch, it’s reflexive. Like sneezing or hiccupping, it just happens. One minute she 

might be talking about going for a soda, how much homework she has, or going to 

see a movie, and the next minute she will bring up something funny Daddy said or 

something that he and Mama did when they were in high school; then she’ll not 

miss a beat and go right back to talking about whatever it was she was talking about 

before she brought him into the mix. It’s a little unnerving, but we move on.

Sometimes, whenever she journeys into the past and relives that six-month 

period of her life that changed everything, her gaze fixes on a spot on the faded rose 

wallpaper in our room. Mama, like a mystic who cajoles you over to her paisley-

draped folding table on the state fair midway to read your palm, snaps her fingers 

in front of Lucy’s face. She says, “Lucy Moore, stop that at once!” Lucy closes her 

eyes, shakes her head, and says, “Sorry.” I think sometimes Mama is thinking about 

him too, and she scolds herself by scolding Lucy. 

Last year, when Lucy was hospitalized for ten days with a severe case of food 

poisoning, she told me that every night when she fell asleep, she heard our father’s 

voice whisper, “Lucy, come here.” She would wake with a start, see him at the 

opened door to her room, “standing as erect as a stored ironing board,” and then go 
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right back to sleep. Every time I remember that story, I shiver just a bit. I think it’s 

creepy and scary, even at seventeen years old. Something tells me I’ll always think it’s 

creepy and scary, even when I’m eighty. But I hope by the time I’m eighty, I’ll have 

forgotten all about him: what he looks like, his voice, the way he smelled like a blend 

of citrus and woods. Then again, I sometimes wish he would whisper something to 

me, too; then I snap out of it, and say a little prayer of gratitude that I’ve never been 

awakened by his voice. I don’t really want to be, either.

He drifts into her mind whenever she sees a yellow Corvette like the one Daddy 

used to drive speed past on Stage Road, which happens often since Manny the drug-

gist owns one; whenever she spots a man wearing a starched shirt with his mono-

gram heavily stitched on the pocket or cuff in a deep navy thread; and always, always, 

whenever someone winks at her. She savors the sweetness of those memories, like 

the sweetness of the honeysuckle nectar that grows outside our bedroom window, 

until they are snatched away like a hand from a scalding pot, and she recalls every-

thing from the last Christmas we all spent together as a family to the summer after 

her twelfth birthday. That brief period of time which seemed to speed by like a flash 

of lightning, yet lingers slowly like the heat and humidity of a slow, mid-summer 

southern day, when even the rich luster of the polished magnolia leaves is paralyzed 

with the heavy weight of a sweltering heat; when the bark of a dehydrated canine 

seems to travel as slowly as when Grace took her first steps; when freshly-brewed 

tea melts an entire glass filled with ice before it reaches the rim; when ripples of 

sweat beads run down your spine, as you anticipate their arrival at your torso. That 

paradox of time between immediacy and eternity that changes everything. That, 

for a period of time, erased the eleventh letter of the alphabet from Lucy’s lexicon.

No more kites, kittens, kitchens, keys, or kisses. After we found out what Daddy 

did, she would scream as loud as she could whenever she heard a word that began 

with the letter k. Lucy screamed like her friend Diane’s mother, whose head was 

always circling and twitching whenever we were outside playing all those summers 

ago; Diane’s mother would scream whenever she saw a wasp. She not only scared 

the bees away with her screeching and gesticulating, but each one of us jumped a 

foot off the ground. Mrs. Howell looked ridiculous, of course, but Diane, who was 

deathly allergic to bees, never got stung. 

After Daddy was arrested and Lucy became deathly allergic to the letter k, Mama 

stood like a sentry at guard to immediately clamp shut the mouth of anyone utter-

ing the word. And Lucy became her apprentice, taking intense precautions herself, 

readying her palms to cover her ears and closing her eyes tight. Again, it became 
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a reflexive move. And while I think it both troubled and annoyed Mama, it also 

occupied her time, giving her something to focus on besides what had happened.

When it first began, Mama took Lucy to see Dr. Jewel, who assured her that it 

was a reaction to what had happened. The doctor told her it was brought about by 

the trauma of the events. He wasn’t sure when, or if, it would ever go away. When 

Mama told Lucy what Dr. Jewel said, Lucy told her that trauma was just a fancy 

name for heartbreak. She also assured Mama that Dr. Jewel was wrong, that it would 

go away in time. And thankfully, her aversion to the letter k didn’t last long. Like 

her aversion to broccoli, once Lila added some melted cheese on top, it wasn’t so 

bad after all.

As time went on, we noticed that every now and then someone would say 

a word that began with the letter k and it would slip past Lucy. At the moment 

though, we all looked at each other, held our breaths, and gladly exhaled when it 

flew over her head.

So, for a time, kittens became felines, kites became darts, and kisses became 

brushes. Kitchens became galleys, and keys became fobs. She spent a lot of time 

with the dictionary and the thesaurus. She kept a list of words that began with the 

letter k in a small spiral notebook that she wore like her favorite pair of jeans. She 

would spend hours looking up synonyms for words that began with the letter k, 

then meticulously alphabetize them so that they were readily available. She got to the 

point where she could recite the list by heart, in a sing-song, like “The Name Game.”

When her aversion to the letter k began, my biggest fear was what would happen 

to Christmas, coffee, cookies, and Coca-Cola, her favorite. When I asked her about 

these words she said, “Don’t worry, Caroline, all I see when I hear those words is 

the letter c. I don’t hear the letter k. It’s all about seeing the word.” I was happy to 

hear that, because I had even begun to worry about my own name. 

All these things I try to remember about Lucy. There is an urgency to remem-

ber them, because in the fall we will move to a different state, one completely sur-

rounded by hills and valleys, and I’ll try to keep her from spending too much time 

in either place. Because when she descends to the depths, she becomes unreachable; 

when she stretches towards the skies, she floats away before I have the time to grab 

hold of her ankle and pull her back to me, grounding her once more. I know it will 

only last for a brief moment in time before she drifts away again, and my prayer—my 

constant prayer—is that she will always feel those arms around her, even when I am 

miles away from her. Even when I am gone.


