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I believe that if you’ll just stand up and go, life will open up for you.
—Tina Turner



Washington, DC
January 1950
Bubbles closed the door to the attic bedroom just as the tiny baby in her arms started to whimper. Gertrude looked back up the stairs, holding her finger in a way that was meant to silence her. But how do you silence a newborn? Bubbles didn’t know.
Less than twenty-four hours ago, she had given birth to this little creature in secret with the help of the other Negro girls in the attic. Somehow, they had gotten through Bubbles’s labor with a perfect baby girl, and now Bubbles’s midsection ached like she’d been run over by a fire truck. The double-wadded rags that the girls had stolen from the supply closet were wedged between her legs, wet and sticky with blood, and her sagging stomach was like unbaked cake batter, not firm enough to hold her steady on her feet. But no matter; she had to continue moving. Keeping custody of her daughter depended on it, because there was no way she was giving up her baby.
For months, Bubbles had rehearsed this escape from the House of Magdalene, a maternity home for unwed mothers-to-be where the mission was to assist “the prostitutes; the troubled, lost, and fallen women; and the wayward girls.” In reality there wasn’t much redemption. The girls were worked to the bone no matter how pregnant, shamed and insulted daily, and forced to surrender their newborn babies even when they didn’t want to. After giving birth, the girls were required to work for the home as Lifers, live-in handywomen who did everything from plunging toilets to cleaning gutters to washing the laundry to polishing the pews at the local church. These girls lived in the basement until they had cleared their “debt” to the house. But Bubbles had made up her mind early on that she wasn’t doing any of that. From the moment she had arrived, she’d practiced moving up and down the old wooden steps every chance she got, careful to avoid the planks that creaked. But as she followed Gertrude, the head Lifer and her escape partner, down from the attic, where Bubbles and the other Negro girls slept, all her practice fled from her head, and she seemed to touch every loose and creaky floorboard underfoot.
When Bubbles reached the second floor, where the white girls slept, she listened for movement before heading down another flight. Sister Katherine slept on the first floor in a small room off the kitchen, and as Bubbles hit another creaking board, she prayed the rumor of Sister Katherine being deaf in one ear was true. She knew the penalty for getting caught. Her daughter would be taken away from her, and Bubbles would be sent to the shaming room, the severest punishment of the house. No one knew exactly what happened in that dark room, but the last girl sent there had come out on a stretcher.
Gertrude opened the door to the basement and then ushered Bubbles through the damp laundry area. They passed two rusty washing machines, a double-size utility sink, shelves of sheets, and racks of Clorox, washing powders, disinfectants, scrub brushes, and buckets. They moved silently to the back window that Gertrude had propped open with a piece of wood. Then she pointed to an old milking stool perched just beneath.
“We gotta hurry,” Gertrude murmured, just slightly louder than the hissing pipes.
Gertrude was the mastermind behind their escape from the home. She had given birth and surrendered her baby to the nuns nine months ago but had been sentenced to work off her debt at the House of Magdalene’s laundry room with no release date cited. As a result, Gertrude was the Lifer who had been at the home the longest, and the nuns had grown to trust her. Gertrude played the perfect head Lifer. She ratted out girls who got out of line, taught the new Lifers their duties, and managed the entire laundry operation. Her hard work had earned her the privilege of tidying Mother Margaret’s office twice a week, which in turn gave Gertrude access to make secret calls on the only telephone in the building.
Gertrude had just turned twenty years old when she and Bubbles hatched their plan two months prior. Bubbles had been picking up the hymnals for evening Bible study when she overheard Gertrude on the phone trying to secure a ride out. Even though she was leery of Gertrude’s reputation, Bubbles had no other option. She suggested they work together. Gertrude had access to the telephone, Bubbles the money and a ride, and two heads were better than one.
Gertrude lifted the window higher, and it made a screeching noise, but she didn’t hesitate, hoisting herself out of it. Bubbles climbed up on the stool behind her.
“Hand me the baby,” Gertrude whispered, her dirty blonde hair blowing with the rush of winter wind.
Just as Bubbles reached her arms through the window, a light from the basement door shone through. Bubbles’s heart hammered against her chest, but she was prepared to fight, scratch, and bite to the end. She didn’t want to hit a woman of God, but she would go to any lengths to save her baby. Bubbles turned, certain someone was about to shout and alert the whole house of their breakout. As far as she knew, no one had ever escaped.
Instead, a pale girl dressed in the gray Lifer’s uniform tiptoed to the window. “Please. Can you help me?” she croaked. She looked about Bubbles’s age, seventeen. Before Bubbles could answer, the girl handed her a scrap of paper. It had a telephone number on it. “I think my mother forgot I was here. Ask her to come for me. My name is Sadie.”
Bubbles nodded. “Just don’t tell anyone you saw us.”
Sadie nodded. “Godspeed.” She looked at Bubbles with such admiration that it broke Bubbles’s heart to leave her behind, but she could not save the poor girl and risk losing her baby.
Bubbles landed on the soft mound of grass. January’s chill hit like a knife to her throat, and she panicked, thinking her baby wouldn’t be warm enough. She had hurriedly grabbed some sheets and towels to swaddle her newborn, who wore nothing but a pillowcase as a diaper. If Bubbles had been at home with her parents’ acceptance, her daughter would have been cradled in the softest and coziest baby clothes that money could buy. Bubbles had never pictured falling so far from her standard of living, but she couldn’t spiral down that road now. Gertrude handed back the baby, and Bubbles held her tightly while moving down the side of the old gothic house, sticking to the shadows.
She did her best to keep up. Every step hurt, and she felt inside out. The faster she walked, the more blood leaked between her legs. But the movement soothed the infant, and it would all be worth it once she and Ray were reunited.
Ray, the light of her world. Ray, the father of her daughter. Ray, the man who’d asked for her hand in marriage when he found out she was in the family way. Ray, the man whom her parents had denied because he was her high school janitor, eight years her senior, with a dead wife and a young daughter. So instead of allowing Bubbles to marry and become an honest woman, they’d sent her away. Her parents thought it better to erase this “mistake” from her life and start over. Even if it meant living a lie.
Her parents’ plan had been for Bubbles to give up her baby and return to First Baptist City Tabernacle, where her father was both the founder and pastor. She was going to show up as the good girl, who had been away participating in an impressive government internship in Washington, DC. Churchgoers would fawn over her accomplishments while guessing whether she’d take her smarts to Spelman College, Hampton Institute, or Howard University.
Bubbles’s parents had planned it all out, right down to the frilly silk dress she’d wear and the hymn she’d sing upon her return to church.
But Bubbles couldn’t do that. She refused to turn her baby over to the nuns she’d been living with for the past five months. She’d witnessed what had happened to the girls who gave their babies away. Guilt had changed sturdy young women into wailing, wimpy damsels. No. She would not follow that path. She would take her chance with shame rather than live with regret.
Escape had been the only option, and now that Bubbles was out of the house, she was going to meet Ray and let him take care of them both. They would be a real family, and this thought gave her the pep to catch up with Gertrude, who was waiting at the bottom of the hill.
“You all right?” Gertrude asked, her acne-marked face even redder than usual, her lips chapped from the cold.
“Just a little winded is all. I’ll be fine.”
Together, they walked two blocks more, turning into the sleepy northeast neighborhood before stopping at the corner of a well-groomed one-way street. It was just after midnight, and the residents of the single-family homes were tucked safely in their dreams.
Bubbles held the baby closer to her chest as a gust of wind rattled through her. Her teeth chattered. Neither she nor Gertrude had dressed properly for the cold, both wearing identical housedresses over sweatpants and hand-me-down coats. Gertrude had managed a pair of mittens and Bubbles a scarf, but they still shuddered.
“You sure you gave Ray the right location?”
“Yes.”
“You called him last night from Mother Margaret’s office, right? Told him I had the baby and to come get us tonight at midnight?”
“Yes, we’ve been over this.” Gertrude looked down the silent street. “Where’s the five dollars you promised me?”
Before dropping her off at the maternity home, Bubbles’s father had hidden five dollars in a pair of ankle socks for her “in case of an emergency.” Bubbles had promised it to Gertrude in exchange for her help, but she wouldn’t turn it over until she was safely on her way home with Ray. That was their deal.
“In my shoe, like I told you.”
Gertrude started biting her already nubbed nails. “I finally got in touch with my brother. He said he’d come for me.”
“I thought you wanted Ray to drop you off?”
“Figured this was better, cleaner for us to go our separate ways. Stay anonymous, like they preached in the house.”
“If it was that easy, why hadn’t you called your brother before?”
“I did, but he never agreed to come until I had money to pay him,” she said, blowing on her hands. “He better hurry his ass. I’m colder than a witch’s tit.”
Bubbles blew white clouds from her mouth as she spoke. “The first thing I’m gonna do is buy this baby some warm clothes.”
“Heck, first thing I’m gonna do is eat three strips of crispy bacon on white, buttered toast.” Gertrude shivered.
“I’m going to shower and slip into my favorite satin pajamas.”
“I’ma watch the Lone Ranger. I miss seeing Clayton Moore in action.”
Minute after minute passed with no sign of either ride. The baby started a soft whimper. Bubbles rocked and bobbed in response, but she would not be soothed.
“What are we supposed to do? She’ll need to be fed soon.” Her daughter’s soft sob worked Bubbles’s nerves so that she thought she might vomit.
Gertrude’s face had become red with cold. “Well, we can’t go door-to-door. That’s for sure.”
The air gushed around them violently. Bubbles realized she could no longer feel her toes. As soon as she opened her mouth to say, “Maybe this was a bad idea,” the lights of a car appeared in the distance.
Bubbles squinted as a motor rumbled their way. Please Lord, let it be Ray, she prayed silently. The vehicle putt-putted up the street and stopped in front of them. It wasn’t Ray’s car. Bubbles felt fresh blood leak into her rags. What was she going to do?
A white man with the same color hair as Gertrude rolled his window down and flashed his stained teeth. He looked to be in his early twenties and needed a shave. A cigarette dangled from his mouth, and Bubbles caught a whiff of stale beer.
“What took you so long?” Gertrude barked at her brother. “We’re out here freezing our asses off.”
“I got here quick as I could,” he snapped. “More than anyone else would do for you.”
Gertrude gestured to Bubbles. “Get in the back seat while we wait for Ray.”
“Who is she?” He puffed hard on his cigarette.
When Gertrude opened the back door for her, Bubbles was too cold to argue or even to consider the implications of climbing into the back seat of a white man’s car. Her mother had told her the story of a Negro friend, Milly, out in Amherst County. Milly had been raped by five white men, passed between them like a plaything along with a flask of corn liquor. When Milly’s husband tried to save her, the white men strung him up in a tree, leaving his body on view for all to see. Bubbles knew what she could be subjecting herself to, but she was a mother now. She could no longer feel her fingers, and she worried she might drop the crying baby.
Gertrude walked around and got into the passenger seat.
“A Colored girl? Have you lost your mind?”
“It’s not even your car,” Gertrude shot back.
“I can’t be late for work again.”
“Well, I’m not leaving her out here in the cold with a baby.”
“I’ll give you ten minutes and then we’re out of here.” The man caught Bubbles’s eyes through the rearview mirror.
Bubbles unraveled the baby as her whimper turned into a full-out wail. The poor thing was hungry, and the sound of her cries let Bubbles’s milk down. She threw one of the sheets over both of them and attached the baby to her breast. The car was warm, and her nose began to thaw.
“Do you have to do that in here?” he said, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel.
“Turn your head and pipe down, Liam. I’m trying to think.”
Their voices faded as Bubbles’s eyes darted up and down the desolate street. She willed Ray to pull up and rescue her and their baby.
“We ain’t got the money to be wasting all this gas, Gertie. We need to go.”
“Something must be wrong,” Bubbles said, patting a satisfied baby on her back to burp.
“Maybe, but we can’t stick around much longer. It’s already been thirty minutes. If Mother Margaret finds out we escaped with that baby and sounds the alarm, we are all going to jail.”
“Jail? What the hell, Gertie! You know I already have a rap sheet.” Liam gripped the steering wheel with both hands.
“We’ll take you to Ray’s.” Gertrude turned around in her seat.
“The hell if I’m getting on the road with this spook.”
“Watch your goddamn mouth,” Gertrude shot before Bubbles could defend herself. “This is my car. You are lucky that I loaned it to you. Now get in the back and rest. You need to sleep it off anyway. You smell like a distillery.”
Liam looked like he wanted to protest, but to Bubbles’s surprise, he started climbing over the seat. Bubbles bundled up the baby and moved to the front. Gertrude got behind the wheel, put the car in Drive, and they puttered off.
“Thank you,” Bubbles said.
The front of the car smelled worse than the back. A beer can rolled at her feet, and the ashtray overflowed with butts. As Gertrude maneuvered the big car onto the highway, Bubbles eyed the tin of Bon Ton Potato Chips on the front seat. When was the last time she’d eaten?
“I don’t think Ray drives well at night because he needs glasses,” Bubbles rambled, trying not to think about her stomach rumbling. “Well, he has glasses, but he told me he needed a stronger prescription because the signs still look fuzzy.”
Gertrude nodded and passed the tin of chips to Bubbles. “Here. Eat somethin’.”
Bubbles accepted, gratefully, and continued talking between bites, sharing the chips with Gertrude. “Plus, he had a bad experience with the police that one time. Maybe he’s afraid of state troopers.”
Gertrude nodded, munching on chips with Bubbles until the tin was empty. Then she tilted the tin to her lips and sucked down the crumbs.
Bubbles’s mother would have had a fit and called Gertrude unladylike. But Bubbles could not think about her now. Where was Ray?
“I’m gonna need some of that money you promised me for gas.”
“Okay. What’s your plan once you get home?” Bubbles asked to get her mind off her own problems. The baby was heavy with sleep in her arms.
“I ain’t stickin’ around long. Movin’ out to Hollywood to try my hand in show business.”
“Really?”
“You sound surprised.”
“I’m not,” Bubbles said, but she was. Gertrude was not what most would consider pretty. She had forgettable features, pink acne around her mouth, and stringy hair. Even in a dress, she moved like a boy. “You want to be in the pictures?”
“Nope, management. Got a head for numbers and an aunt out there with connections. I just need to make a little money first, and then I’m gone. Leaving Virginia for good.”
Bubbles looked out the window. That sounded like a big fancy dream. All Bubbles wanted was to become Ray’s wife, maybe finish her last few months of high school, and take care of her family.
“You need to sleep while the baby sleeps,” Gertrude said. “Put your head back. That baby will want you soon.”
Bubbles closed her eyes and, to her surprise, fell right asleep.

By the time Bubbles woke, Gertrude had dropped her brother off at work and was driving through the neighborhood of Jackson Ward in Richmond. The clock on the dashboard read 3:42 a.m. Bubbles rubbed sleep from her eyes, unable to believe that she and the baby had dozed for so long. She directed Gertrude to Ray’s block. The street was lined with cars, but Bubbles didn’t see Ray’s ten-year-old, forest-green Ford Fordor. Had he been in Washington, DC, looking for her? Maybe he’d arrived late and was stone-cold worried about her and their baby. She instructed Gertrude to park at the corner.
“Hold the baby for me? I want to make sure he’s home before I take her back out in the cold.”
Gertrude took the baby in her arms. “Don’t take too long.”
The narrow street was lined with row houses, their short porches fronting both sides of the street. As Bubbles approached Ray’s, she was, all of a sudden, worried about the way she looked. She touched her thick hair, which had been styled in two braids instead of the Dorothy Dandridge curls that normally framed her face. Worse, she smelled like sour milk, sweat, and blood. She wished she had time to make herself presentable before Ray received her, but she had no other option.
Ray lived in a white house with the paint chipping around the front-porch railing. Bubbles lifted the knocker and let it bang against the front door. It was all she could do not to picture Ray in a ditch somewhere, or worse . . . in a police station, banged up by an officer who’d felt threatened by his mere existence. She lifted the knocker again and let it rap louder this time, using all the force her desperation could muster. The magnitude of what she had just been through weighed down on her, and she started shouting his name.
“Ray. Ray, are you in there?”
Nothing.
Bubbles could not believe it. All her energy had gone into escaping that home and staying with her baby. She couldn’t bear the thought that her dreams of them being reunited as a family, despite the shame and judgment, would end like this.
Sinking against the door, she wrapped her arms against the cold. What was she supposed to do now? She had no other plan. What had gotten her through her time at the House of Magdalene was returning to Ray. She kicked the door with the back of her foot in frustration. Finally, the living room light flicked on.
Relief washed over her. He was alive. He was okay.
The locks turned and the door swung open.
A rosy-brown woman with soft, tossed hair stood barefoot in a silky, peach-colored robe, one that looked fresh from the pages of the Fall 1949 Spiegel catalog—the very one Bubbles had flipped through as her mother drove her from Richmond to the House of Magdalene in Washington, DC, five months prior. Bubbles took a step back and checked the address painted on the front bricks. Had she banged on the wrong door?
The woman flicked on the porch light and peered at her.
“Bedelia Jones? What on earth are you doing here in the middle of the night?”
“Ms. Broussard?” Bubbles stumbled.
Ms. Broussard had been Bubbles’s tenth-grade English teacher, her absolute favorite in the whole of Maggie Walker High School. When Bubbles had worked on the school paper, Ms. Broussard had told her that she would go far. But here she was, dressed like an escaped prisoner in front of a woman she admired.
“Ms. Broussard, why . . .” Bubbles couldn’t finish her sentence. She was positive that this was Ray’s home. She could see through the open door to the living room, right to the brown plaid sofa where she and Ray had watched Texaco Star Theater on NBC. The same sofa where Ray had whispered into her ear that age was just a number, and that the eight years between them didn’t matter. The exact spot where Bubbles was sure their baby girl had been conceived.
When Ms. Broussard took a step forward, it was clear that she had nothing on under the sleek robe by the way her supple breasts shifted freely beneath the material. The fog loosened in Bubbles’s head, and she reached back for the porch railing to keep herself from plummeting to the ground.
“Is Ray home?” She hated how small and girlish her voice sounded.
“Mr. Williams? And what business do you have with him in the middle of the night?”
The reality before Bubbles was too much to bear. Her mouth opened but nothing came out.
“I am sure that your parents would be quite disappointed to know that you are sneaking around after curfew, knocking on a grown man’s door. Isn’t your father the pastor of that big church up on the hill?”
Bubbles mumbled, “Yes, ma’am.”
Ms. Broussard stood taller, like the real nature of Bubbles’s intrusion had just come together in her mind. “This will remain between us, young lady. Now, go before you get your feelings hurt.”
Somehow Bubbles made it down the front stairs without falling, but she staggered like a drunk back to Gertrude’s car.
“Was he there?” Gertrude now had dark circles under her eyes. She looked like she was barely keeping it together.
“He’s sleeping with my tenth-grade English teacher.” Bubbles slumped against the seat. “All of his letters telling me he wanted us to be a family were lies. The bastard never had any intention of picking us up.”
Gertrude held the baby out to her. “So what are you going to do now?”
“Just drive, please. Get me away from here.”
When Gertrude turned the corner, Bubbles spotted Ray’s car, the one he said took him years to save for. “Stop the car.”
Gertrude pressed her foot on the brake.
“What do you have in your trunk?”
“Probably old tools.” Gertrude killed the engine.
Bubbles laid the baby on her seat and walked around to the back of the car, where she rummaged around the trunk until she found a screwdriver. Then she walked back to Ray’s precious car and stabbed the screwdriver into the back tire. Nothing happened. Frustrated, she scratched the metal end against the paint of the driver’s side door. A loud screech sounded as she etched deep lines across the frame.
A light in the house across the street came on.
“Get in the car,” Gertrude hissed.
Bubbles jumped in, and they pulled away quickly.
“I can’t believe you just did that. What if someone phones the police? We stole a baby, for Chrissakes.”
“She’s my damn baby. And we are miles from DC.”
“The law won’t see it that way. Your word against Mother Margaret’s.” Gertrude turned the corner. “So what are you going to do now?”
Bubbles rocked the baby, even though she was fast asleep. “I have no idea.” But she knew two things for certain: With or without Ray, Bubbles was keeping custody of her baby. And she might not have a pot to piss in, or a window to throw it out, but she would provide for and protect her daughter, no matter what.
Gertrude made several turns and they ended up on Broad Street at the corner of Fourth. She parked the car in front of Havertys Furniture. Last Christmas, Bubbles’s mother had parked in this exact spot when they went shopping for gifts at Baker’s, Swatty’s Pants, and Rayless Department Store. How could that have only been a year ago? Back then, her biggest problems were passing geometry and deciding which dress she would wear for first Sunday when she sang solo with the church choir.
“Look, I’m sorry this is happening to you, but this was supposed to be quick and easy. There’s gotta be someplace else for you to go.” Gertrude chewed at her finger.
She cared, but Bubbles had learned while they hatched their escape plan that she was also pragmatic. If Bubbles became deadweight, Gertrude would leave her and the baby behind.
“What about your parents?”
Bubbles shook her head. The few family members she had in Richmond were all sanctified and too loyal to her father to take her in. To them she was a sinner. She was no better than Ahab, Jezebel, and Lilith of the Bible. They had all turned their backs on her. Bubbles had been dismissed from the flock, but she would not tuck her head between her knees, bearing their condemnation and shame.
The baby started whimpering. Bubbles felt her bottom. “She’s wet. I only have one spare pillowcase,” she said, feeling sweat gather in the pits of her arms. What was she doing out here with a newborn in the middle of the night? What if Ray had turned his back on her for a reason? Maybe the nuns at the maternity home were right. Maybe Bubbles was unfit to raise this baby. She had nothing to offer her but the milk flowing from her breasts—no partner, no family to turn to. Damn you, Ray Williams.
“I can’t park here forever,” Gertrude said.
Bubbles bit her lip. Gertrude was the muscle, but Bubbles was the brains of their operation. Her father would never let her back in the house, not with the baby. But if she could get her mother alone, maybe she’d have a chance.
“Look, you said you were trying to get to California. I can get my hands on some money if you just put us up for tonight.”
The baby cried, and Gertrude reached over and tapped her lovingly. “Okay, you can come home with me. But just one night. Tomorrow you give me the money, and we go our separate ways.”
“Deal.”

Country music played low on the car’s radio as the girls rumbled into a trailer park community in Chester, twenty-five minutes south of Richmond. When they pulled up to the entrance, the fence held a red NO TRESPASS sign, and the gate was secured with a chain that Gertrude unlocked with the key around her neck. Bubbles had never been in a trailer park, and as they passed an abandoned car without wheels and another without a hood, she held her baby tighter to her chest. Rusted trailers filled weedy lots and skinny dogs roamed free, sniffing around the many piles of debris as they hunted for scraps.
Gertrude must have sensed Bubbles’s shock, because as they got out of the car, she tucked her hair behind her ears and said, “This park is a bit run-down compared to where we used to live. But we won’t be here long.” She led Bubbles up three short stairs.
“Be careful with this door,” Gertrude told Bubbles as she wrenched it open and it fell partially off the hinges. Bubbles had no intention of touching anything.
Gertrude flipped on the lights, and cockroaches scampered in all directions. They were standing in what Bubbles presumed was the living room. The carpet had been pulled up and rolled into a heap in the corner, exposing bare plank floors that were sticky underneath her feet. To the left was a narrow, dirty kitchen.
A long snore pulled her attention to the sofa, where a tiny woman was curled under a pile of blankets. Beer bottles, paper wrappings, and unopened mail littered the glass coffee table.
“Ma?” Gertrude poked at the sleeping woman.
“What the . . .” The woman came to. “Gertie. You’re back.”
“No thanks to you.”
The woman sat up. She was wearing a dingy gray turtleneck, and her nails were painted red but chipped. “I didn’t have the money to get you out of there. I figured they’d get tired of looking at you and send you back soon enough. How was your stay?”
Gertrude sucked her teeth.
“Who’s your friend?” Her mother wiped her eyes. She had the same blonde hair as Gertrude, except hers looked as if she’d left the chemicals in too long during a perm, creating a frizzy tangle of unruly confusion.
“Her name is Bubbles.”
“You know they don’t allow no Coloreds here.”
“It’s just one night.”
“I ain’t prejudiced or nothin’.” She picked up the beer can closest to her foot and swallowed its remains. “Some of my best buddies over at the Dixie Pig is Colored. But you know the rules, Gertie.”
“It’s just for the night. We’ll be gone before anyone notices.”
Bubbles fell asleep with the baby in her arms, her back against the wall of Gertrude’s closet-size room.

Hours later, Bubbles opened her eyes to find Gertrude’s mattress empty. Her bladder was on the verge of exploding. As much as she didn’t want to, she placed the baby down on the rumpled bed.
In the cramped, garishly pink bathroom, Bubbles squatted over the toilet. She looked around but could find no tissue to wipe herself with. What she needed was a washcloth, soap, and fresh pads. When she turned on the water, the pipe made a humming noise, but nothing dripped. She tried to flush the toilet, nothing.
How had her life come to this? One night had caused her to fall so far from grace that she had no choice but to hide out in a whites-only trailer park with no running water? A fat bug crawled across the peeling linoleum as tears started flowing from her eyes.
“Stop. Please, no.” Bubbles’s thoughts were interrupted by voices coming from the living room. The sound was so weak that she tilted her head to see if she’d heard correctly.
“I’ve been waiting, Gertie. It’s time for you to give me what you owe.”
“Let go of me!”
Bubbles crept toward Gertrude’s voice in the living room. There, she found a man tugging on Gertrude’s dress while shoving her against the wall.
Gertrude tried to break free, but the man held tight.
“Give me what’s mine, girl,” he growled.
Bubbles looked around the room. The only thing within arm’s length was a purple vase. She picked it up and, before she could stop herself, crashed it over the man’s head.
The man stumbled.
And Gertrude, trembling, scrambled out of his reach. Then without hesitation, she picked up a brass curtain rod from the floor and slammed the guy in the back of his head. Again. And again. And again.
“Enough. He’s out cold,” Bubbles said, but Gertrude wouldn’t stop swinging the rod.
She pushed the man with her foot, but he remained crumpled. No movement. “We’d better go.”
Bubbles hurried back to the bedroom and grabbed the baby. Then, shuffling after Gertrude, she stepped over the man and rushed outside, where the bright sunlight blinded her. When her sight adjusted, she saw Gertrude’s mother sitting in a lawn chair holding a beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other.
Her mother swigged. “We’re behind on the rent. You wanna be out on the streets?”
“How about you get a job? And stop selling your daughter?” Gertrude screamed hysterically.
“You ain’t special,” her mother shot back. “Same shit I had to do.” She puffed on her cigarette, as calm as the day was long.
Gertrude slammed her car door closed.
Bubbles’s hands wouldn’t stop shaking, even as she held her baby tight against her racing heart. The last thing she needed was for a white man to turn up dead on the one night she happened to be the only Negro in a whites-only trailer park. The county sheriff would put her under the jail, give her daughter back to Mother Margaret, and ask questions later. “Please say you didn’t kill him?”
“Me? You mean you? You’re the one who hit him over the head with the vase.” Gertrude whipped the car to avoid running over a stray dog.
“You clocked him with the curtain rod. I told you to stop, but you kept swinging at him.”
“Well, I hope he is dead. Bastard deserved it.”
Bubbles turned; she could see in the hunch of Gertrude’s shoulders and the deep lines on her face that this wasn’t the first time he’d attacked her.
“Who is that man?”
“Mr. Fox. He owns the park. Lives in a fancy house on the other side of town with a wife who looks like Marilyn Monroe. He comes to the park to get his kicks. Got young girls doing stuff his cute little wife would never do. He’s sick. Just sick.”
Bubbles had heard enough stories while in the House of Magdalene to know that Mr. Fox had gotten Gertrude pregnant. Her mother would never have cared about a baby out of wedlock, other than it was another mouth to feed, but Mr. Fox had used his connections to send her away and bury his bad deed. No doubt he’d encouraged Gertrude’s extended stay.
“You gonna get me that money or what?”
“I said I would, didn’t I?” Bubbles looked through the rearview window, watching to see if they were being followed, then directed Gertrude to her parents’ house.

Gertrude bobbed and weaved on the road so recklessly, Bubbles feared the police would pull her over for impaired driving.
“Look, my daddy taught me how to drive when I was fifteen. Let me take it from here,” Bubbles eventually told her, and she was happy when Gertrude surrendered without a fight.
Bubbles’s parents had recently purchased a four-bedroom house in the upscale Negro neighborhood of Church Hill. When she drove past her old junior high school, she told Gertrude that they were almost there.
“Try to bring back some food, would ya? I’m hungry as a horse,” Gertrude said, tracing circles on the baby’s back.
Bubbles, knowing better than to park on her manicured street and enter through the front door of her three-story brick home, eased the automobile along the back alley and then cut behind the house on foot.
She dashed through the home’s backyard, which would be beautiful with black-eyed Susans, azaleas, hydrangeas, and pink roses come spring. Her father prided himself on their lawn being thick as carpet, and her mother loved showing off the three-tiered water fountain in the warmer months to her church ladies’ auxiliary. But now, as Bubbles hurried through the yard, out of breath, all the garden life lay dormant.
Bubbles pulled open the screen and tapped on the back door. It was Wednesday, and she knew that her father would have already left for the deacons’ meeting at church. She could set her watch by that man’s whereabouts. Thursdays, he visited the sick and shut in. Fridays, he hosted the men’s group. And Saturdays, he held long meetings with the church board to discuss programming, logistics, and expenses.
After a second tap, her mother, Talitha, drew the curtain, looking relieved and startled.
“Bedelia? Oh, sweet Jesus!” She ushered Bubbles into the house quickly.
“Hi, Mama.” Bubbles wanted to run into her mother’s arms, sink against her warm body, and sob. But Talitha took a step back, just out of reach, and straightened.
“Mother Margaret called. She’s worried sick about you.” Talitha’s smooth skin was powdered, her hair tightly curled, and her polka-dot shirtwaist dress crisp. She looked like she’d just leaped off the cover of a magazine. Bubbles caught a whiff of how damaged and soiled she was. She needed to bathe. She wrapped her arms around her waist.
“It was a wicked place, Mama. I couldn’t give them my daughter.”
“That place was going to give you a fresh start, Bedelia!”
Bubbles looked down at her saddle shoes.
“Who is going to want you, now that you’re damaged goods?” Her mother pursed her lips.
Ray sure didn’t.
Talitha glanced at the wall clock above Bubbles’s head, a teapot that ticked, ticked, ticked as her eyes glazed over. “What did you do with it?”
“With what?”
She looked pained. “Don’t make me say it.”
“Your granddaughter?”
It was Talitha’s turn to look down at her feet. “A girl.”
“She’s in the car with a friend. You want to see her?”
Regaining her stance, Talitha crossed her arms and shook her head. “You can’t bring her in here. You can’t even be here. If your father finds out, if anyone from the congregation finds out, we are ruined. You hear me?”
“But Mama—”
“Don’t ‘but Mama’ me! You’ve made foolish choices, and now you must live with them. I’ve tried to clean them up for you, but the moment you broke out of that home, you were on your own. You will not bring ruin on us. We have a good life here. Your father is this close to making bishop.” Talitha snapped her fingers to illustrate her point. “I can’t let your transgressions spoil how hard he has worked for our family.”
Tears burned Bubbles’s eyes as she lifted her head. “Where does it say in the Bible that having a baby out of wedlock is wrong?”
Talitha sucked her teeth. “Bedelia, now you know better.”
“Psalms 127:3–5: ‘Behold, children are a heritage from the Lord. The fruit of the womb is a reward.’ Mama.”
“Don’t you quote Bible verses to me, after what you did to us.”
“I had a baby, Mama. I didn’t steal, I didn’t cheat. I didn’t even commit adultery.”
“You need to leave.” Her mother pointed toward the back door.
“All that singing and carrying on you do every week in the name of the Lord, and you’re going to put your flesh and blood out on the street because you’re afraid of church gossipers?”
Talitha blinked as she looked around the kitchen. Bubbles followed her gaze to the counter, where new appliances took center stage: a state-of-the-art blender, a matching toaster, and a shiny, new bread slicer.
Talitha pulled herself to her full height. “Like I said, you cannot bring that baby here. Ever. It will send your father into an early grave. Now please, go on back to where you came from.”
Bubbles gritted her teeth. “At least give me my good coat, Mama. And a few clothes.”
Talitha huffed out of the kitchen.
When Bubbles heard her take the stairs, she quickly opened the cookie jar, removed her mother’s grocery money for the week, and slipped it into her coat pocket. Now she was a thief, but there was no time to feel bad about it. She knew Talitha kept another secret stash for those occasions when she wanted to purchase a new hat and her husband had tightened the purse strings, but where was it?
Bubbles opened a few drawers and moved the canned goods around in the pantry, but she didn’t find anything. Then she reached up under the sink and found the mayonnaise jar filled to the brim with bills. She stuffed the jar under her coat just as her mother’s footsteps trailed down the steps, through the living room, and back into the kitchen.
“Here.” She handed Bubbles a duffel bag.
“Food, Mama. I haven’t eaten in nearly a day. Can you at least give me something to put in my stomach?”
A softness passed through Talitha’s eyes as she opened the refrigerator and pulled out containers of last night’s fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and collard greens. She packed it up in tinfoil with slices of fresh bread.
“I hate to do this to you, baby. I really do.”
“But not enough to not do it.” Bubbles hoisted the duffel on her shoulder, accepted the food, and disappeared behind the hedges.
When she got back to the car, Gertrude was rocking the baby back and forth. “This one’s sure got some lungs on her,” she said, making no motion to turn the baby over to Bubbles. “You decided on a name yet?”
“Yep. In the Bible, one of the Psalms says, ‘Weeping may tarry for the night, but joy comes with the morning.’ I never hurt as bad as the night I went into labor, but when morning came, so did my baby. I named her Joy.”
“I don’t know what all that means, but Joy is a real pretty name.” Gertrude fussed with Joy’s blankets and then kissed her on the forehead. “I should have fought harder to keep my son. I’m such a coward.” Her voice cracked.
“You did what you were told.”
“But you didn’t. How did you find the strength?”
“I don’t know.” Bubbles adjusted in her seat. “I was so sure that she’d be better off with me. Even though I’ve grown up in the church, I’ve never subscribed to that baby-equaling-sin nonsense, no matter the marital status of her parents. Besides, I thought that Ray was waiting on me, that we’d be family. But now look at us.”
Gertrude sat up sharply and handed Joy back to Bubbles. “Did you get the money?”
“I got some. But we are going to need more if we’re heading to California.”
“Who said anything about ‘we’?”
“We broke out of the maternity home, stole my baby, knocked a man out cold. We may have killed him. I just robbed my own mother. Like it or not, we’re in this together.”
Gertrude sighed. Then nodded.
“So where to now?” Bubbles asked.
After another deep breath, Gertrude kissed Baby Joy’s forehead and said, “I know a place.”

It was lunchtime when Gertrude pulled into the parking lot of the Shady Breeze Motel, a two-story, turquoise building with a white-and-red awning. The place looked like it needed a fresh coat of paint but was a far cry better than the trailer park.
“I used to work here.” Gertrude looked in the rearview mirror, pushed her hair back, licked her finger, and then wiped at a dirt mark on her cheek. “Let me talk to my old manager and see what he can do for us.”
Bubbles waited in the car with the baby as Gertrude crossed the lot.
As Joy stretched, Bubbles looked down into her daughter’s sweet face. She had the same almond-shaped eyes as her mother. If Talitha had taken one look at Joy, she might have changed her mind. Bubbles held her beautiful baby girl up to her face and kissed her cheeks, her eyelids, and then her tiny mouth. She had been made with love, even if Ray didn’t love her anymore. Gertrude knocked on the car window.
“Here, put this on.” She passed through a baseball cap. “He said we can stay, but we gotta keep a low profile.”
“Whites only?”
“Sorry.” Gertrude’s nose turned pink.
Bubbles shrugged. At least it was a place to stay. She and Joy wouldn’t be on the street.
She followed Gertrude to the last door on the second floor, number 255. Inside, the motel room smelled musty, like it hadn’t been inhabited in months. Otherwise, it was clean, much to Bubbles’s relief. It had a queen bed made up with a floral quilt, a small sofa, and pea-green carpet with only a few dark stains.
“That man, Mr. Fox? Will he find us here?” Bubbles asked.
“Nah. He doesn’t know I worked here.”
“Would your mother tell him? Or the police if they came looking for us?”
Gertrude chewed her nail and then shrugged. “We won’t be here long enough for all of that. How much did you get from your ma?” She sat on the bed.
Bubbles emptied out her pockets and then put Joy on her breast while Gertrude counted the money.
“Twenty-four dollars and seventy-six cents. This is good. But it’s not enough. We need triple this if we’re gonna afford bus tickets and a place to set up in Hollywood.”
“I thought you had an aunt there?”
“I do.” Gertrude paused. “But just in case she won’t take all three of us, I want to make sure we have enough to get started.” She spit out her nail.
Bubbles hadn’t spent any time with white people before moving into the maternity home. She had moved through her all-Negro world under the protection of her father, pastor of the largest Baptist church in Richmond. She wasn’t ignorant to the ways of segregation and racism in the country. Just like every other Negro household with a television or radio, she’d cheered Jackie Robinson on as he became the first Negro to enter Major League Baseball, then prayed for him as he faced intense discrimination throughout the league. But now, being out in the world as a young Negro woman with a baby to protect was an entirely different experience.
“My boss is putting me to work right away, cleaning rooms. But it’ll take a year at what he pays me, especially since he’s docking me for our room. We need a quick sting.”
“Well, I’m not doing anything else illegal. No point in stealing Joy away just to end up in jail and her in an orphanage.”
“My shift starts now. Let me think on it, and I’ll be back in a few hours. Get some rest.”
“I’ll get a job too,” Bubbles said with conviction, though she wasn’t sure how she’d manage with Joy. Her ancestors had worked with less; she could figure it out.
Gertrude reached for the door handle. “He won’t hire you, but he mentioned there is a place down the road that’s looking for a dishwasher. When I get off, I’ll watch Joy so you can go check it out.”

It felt so good to be rested, fed, showered, and dressed in a clean A-line skirt and cardigan sweater. Her hair pulled back in a tight bun that made her look professional. When Gertrude returned, she gave Bubbles the car keys and directions to Tootie’s Fish and Grits, a hole-in-the-wall down across the tracks on the Negro side of town.
Bubbles pulled into the gravel lot and could already hear music playing from the juke joint. As she walked closer, she was stunned by the women laughing and the men carrying on. She had never been out alone at night before.
She followed Gertrude’s instructions: “Knock on the back door and say Tommy sent you.”
“What kind of job you lookin’ for?” a big woman asked, tying a bandanna over her hair and speaking with a cheek full of snuff.
“Whatever’s available.”
The woman let Bubbles in and handed her an apron, no more questions asked. The kitchen had a film of grease that no amount of soap and water could clean. One side of the small space was for prepping and cooking, and the side Bubbles was led to was for storage and cleaning.
“Start with those dishes over there.” The woman pointed to a corner, where two big metal basins were piled high with dirty pots, plates, and utensils. The maternity home, where the nuns made her scrub the floors on her hands and knees, even when her belly nearly touched the wooden planks, had been her first taste of hard labor. Now, she turned on the hot water, added bleach and dishwashing liquid, and started washing oversize pots scorched with gravy, plates littered with fish bones, and bowls crusted with dried grits. At the end of the shift, her hands were raw. The big woman handed her twenty-five cents.
“That’s it?” Bubbles grumbled, tucking the quarter into her coat for safekeeping.
“You think you working at the Jefferson Hotel?” The big woman cackled. “I pay thirty-five cents on Friday and Saturday nights, and you get a plate of fried fish and buttered grits for free. Best I can do.”
Bubbles and Gertrude couldn’t get from Virginia to North Carolina on her wage, let alone California, but she thanked the big woman and told her she’d be back the next night. If nothing else, she’d eat well.

Bubbles’s mother always said houseguests were a lot like fish. “They start to smell after three days.” Bubbles was finding the old saying to be true. After spending three days in their cramped quarters, Bubbles had tripped over Gertie’s shoes, kicked off and left in the middle of the room. Twice. A clump of toothpaste had been left in the sink, and she’d had to clean something sticky from the bedside table.
Gertrude complained that Bubbles spent too much, counting their money again and again. But Joy needed clean diapers, and laundry detergent wasn’t cheap. Plus Bubbles needed to eat enough to produce milk.
One day, as Gertrude was leaving, Bubbles was looking forward to the next few hours of quiet.
“Oh, shit.” Gertrude jumped back from the window with her hand to her mouth.
“What?” Bubbles moaned. Her back ached from bending over the dishes.
“That’s Mr. Fox’s car.”
Front and center sat a chariot-red Oldsmobile 88. Bright and shiny, it was the newest car in the lot. A fat cat’s vehicle, for sure.
Gertrude hugged herself and swayed. “We didn’t kill him.”
“Thank God,” Bubbles said.
“But he’s comin’ for me. I know he is. He said I couldn’t run from him.” Her voice cracked, and her eyes darted around the tiny room like a trapped animal.
“Breathe,” Bubbles said. “It’s going to be okay.” She sounded braver than she felt.
“I can’t. No more,” said Gertrude, stepping back from the curtain.
Bubbles kept her eyes on Mr. Fox as he stepped out, wearing a suit and tie, his hair slicked back like Bing Crosby’s.
“My good-for-nothing mother or my fat-lipped brother. How else would he know how to find me?” Gertrude paced the floor. She had just cut her dirty blonde hair short around her ears and wore baggy pants and a button-down shirt.
“I don’t think he’d recognize you,” Bubbles offered weakly.
When she looked again, Mr. Fox had opened the passenger door. Out stepped a young brunette in high heels and a tight, high-waisted dress.
“Come see,” she called to Gertrude. “We’re safe.”
Gertrude peeked over her shoulder. “I went to high school with that girl. We gotta get out of here, Bubbles. We aren’t safe. I feel sick to my stomach.” She reached into the nightstand, took out their stash of money again, and counted it as if it could have possibly increased in the last five minutes.
“Relax,” Bubbles said. “If you aren’t going to work, I’ll go in early.”
Bubbles needed to bathe and change Joy before another long evening at Tootie’s. She carried the baby into the bathroom and ran warm water into the oval sink. Joy didn’t like water, so to distract her Bubbles always sang.
“Papa may have.” She started singing the lyrics to “God Bless the Child” by Billie Holiday as she washed underneath Joy’s neck where dried milk liked to hide. Her daughter kicked her feet in delight, and that made Bubbles forget herself and sing louder. She had a voice like velvet, and she hit every high note, low note, and the ones in between.
Bubbles welcomed the relief that singing brought her. When she sang, she didn’t have to worry about finding her next meal or think about the fact that she was hiding out in a crappy motel room with an illegitimate baby.
When she finally came out of the bathroom, she was startled by Gertrude’s wide-eyed expression.
“What happened now?” Bubbles threw Joy over her shoulder.
“I . . . I didn’t know you could sing.”
Bubbles’s cheeks warmed with embarrassment. “I soloed every first Sunday at church. I thought I told you.”
“You certainly did not. Bubbles, your voice is our ticket to California! I told you I wanted to get into show business. How could you keep something like this from me?”
“What are you talking about?” Bubbles said just as Joy let out a loud burp.
“With your voice . . .” Gertrude brightened instantly, her earlier fears forgotten. “My head for numbers . . . Did you bring any fancy dresses?”
Bubbles laughed.
“What’s so funny?”
“My damn mother. When I saw the beaded dress she had packed for me, I thought she was crazy. But it’s just like her to slip something fancy into my bag for a just-in-case.”
“Well, wear it tonight. We’re goin’ down to the Majestic. They have a talent show every Saturday night. The winner gets a cash prize plus tips.”
“What about the baby?”
“Old Ms. Dotty on the first floor told me if we ever needed her to watch Joy, she would. She’s a grandmother of something like thirteen. She’ll take good care of her. I have a sense for these things.”
Bubbles wasn’t sure.
“Look, Mr. Fox showing up at the motel like he did means we’ve been here too long. It’s an omen. We have to try to make this money tonight and get the hell out of town.”
“My daddy always said my voice was for the Lord.” Bubbles put Joy on the bed, tucking her between two pillows.
“You always listen to your daddy? He told you to sleep with Ray?”
Bubbles winced. “Well, no. And look where that got me.”
“I’m just saying, I need you to trust me. Bubbles, tonight is our big chance.”
Bubbles looked down at her hands, skin cracking and dry from hours of scrubbing restaurant dishes. Today, Joy turned one week old, and not being able to celebrate this milestone with Ray or her parents had Bubbles feeling displaced. She thought about driving over to Ray’s house almost daily, but she couldn’t face the humiliation of Ms. Broussard answering the door again, dismissing her as just a little girl with a shameful crush. Maybe Gertrude was right. Maybe singing was her big chance. Her only chance.
“Okay.”
“Okay,” cheered Gertrude. “Now show me that dress.”

Pulling away from the motel, Bubbles felt more like herself than she had in months. She wore a navy shift dress with beaded sleeves. Her hair was pulled into a tight bun, and she’d even sprung for a cheap pink lipstick from the catch-all stand in the motel lobby, to paint her mouth and brighten her cheeks.
When Gertrude had butchered her hair up to her ears, she’d told Bubbles it was so Mr. Fox wouldn’t recognize her. But Bubbles suspected that Gertrude was more comfortable looking like a boy. It was no surprise to her when Gertrude bound her breasts with Scotch tape and then stepped into a pair of men’s trousers that a previous guest had left in a room she’d cleaned.
With her hair short and flat, she said, “In show business, male managers are more respected. Just follow my lead.”
When they arrived in Richmond, Bubbles hadn’t realized how much she’d missed her city. Even though the nightlife was totally new to her, there was also something painfully familiar. An intimate longing she wanted more than she’d ever wanted California. Chester wasn’t geographically far away, but the landscape and the rural way of life were like living on the other side of the world. When they entered the Majestic, a spark shot up Bubbles’s spine. She was back home.
Gertrude lowered her voice three octaves and introduced herself as Bert O’Brien. Bubbles couldn’t believe that the two men at the front door believed she was a manager from New York City who had driven all the way down to Richmond with his hot new talent for the show.
“We’d like you to put her down for tonight’s competition.” Gertrude stood tall, looking each man in the eye and impressing Bubbles with her bravery.
“Sorry. We’re all booked up,” said the wide-shouldered man with the gap between his teeth.
“I’m sure you have room for one more.” Gertrude pushed a bill into the wide man’s meaty hand.
He looked at it and grinned. “How do we know she can sing?” His raspy voice gave him a frightening edge.
Gertrude tapped Bubbles on the arm, and just as they had practiced on the drive over, she opened her mouth and sang the chorus to “God Bless the Child.”
The man shrugged and let them in. “Benny behind the bar will get you on the list.”
Gertrude put her hand on Bubbles’s waist, guiding her into the club the way a man would do. “Told you this would work. Let me go talk to Benny.”
Bubbles stood at the back of the club, alone. She’d never been in a club. Ray’s mother had worked at a black and tan club during the Depression, a place that had started off catering to Negro and mixed-race populations and then welcomed Negro and white clientele alike. This place was similar, though the Negros were seated in the back right corner and the white patrons took up seats in the front.
“We’re in luck,” Gertrude whispered. “The opening performer has the flu. You’ve been bumped to the top. Get up there and give it all you’ve got, Bubbles. You wanna give Joy a good life, then this is your chance.”
Bubbles nodded, though she was as scared as a hooker entering a church on Easter Sunday. Her ankles didn’t feel steady as she walked up onstage. But she put one foot in front of the other, knowing that this was her big chance. Bubbles hoped that her voice wouldn’t fail her now. The lights were blinding, and she could only see a few faces at the front tables.
“Hi.” The microphone echoed, and she stepped back. She was not a lounge singer. She was no Billie Holiday. This was all one big mistake. Then she took a deep breath and silently dedicated this performance to Joy and their new life in California.
Gertrude smiled from the audience, nodding for her to begin.
“They call me Bubbles,” she said, tiptoeing to reach the microphone. “Tonight, I’m going to sing a little song for you.” Her knees became steady and her spine straight as she signaled for the band to hit it.
The music was like silk, rubbing against her skin as she swayed to the rhythm. It didn’t take long for Bubbles to surrender. She closed her eyes and forgot all about Mr. Fox, the trailer park, the motel. She concentrated on that place deep in her belly, where Ray had hurt her. That flaming place that made her hot with anger and resentment every time she touched it. That was where she sang “God Bless the Child” from, and as it came out of her, it covered her, lit her on fire, fueled her forward note by note until she belted out the very last bar.
As the music faded, the room erupted.
Bubbles opened her eyes to a standing ovation. She had done it.
As she walked offstage, a young, grinning couple approached to tell her how much they liked her performance. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a man walking briskly toward the back of the room. She’d recognize his gabardine overcoat anywhere.
Lightheaded, she cut through the roaring applause, politely thanking the many patrons who offered congratulations and drinks, even as she moved through them in utter surprise.
“Daddy,” she called.
He kept walking like he didn’t hear her.
“Daddy!”
When he opened the door and stepped outside, she shouted after him, “Pastor Octavius Purcell Jones.”
Bubbles noticed a woman slightly trailing him. She looked familiar. The woman stopped, yanking on her father’s arms. “Baby, she knows.”
Bubbles stepped outside after them. The wind kicked up around her, but Bubbles didn’t feel one bit of the cold. Finally, her father turned to face her. His chestnut-colored skin sprouted with perspiration. His normally clear eyes bloodshot.
“Bedelia. What are you doing in a nightclub, using what the Lord has given you for evil?”
“What are you doing here, is the question. With Ms. Chisolm.” Bubbles looked Ms. Chisolm up and down, noticing her fine wool coat and leather gloves, her scent of rich cologne. “Where’s Mama? Or does she think you’re meeting with the church board, like you supposedly do every Saturday night?”
“Now wait a cotton-pickin’ minute,” he said. “You watch your mouth.”
“My mouth?” Bubbles trembled as her chest heaved. “Both of you are going straight to hell in a handbag!”
She turned sharply, and as she passed back into the club, the music from the bandstand was too loud and made her head ache. Bubbles ducked into one of the two stalls in the tiny ladies’ room. Banging the toilet lid closed, she plopped down and removed her high heels, which were pinching her toes.
It was all unbelievable. Her daddy. The man who had always been on her side until she turned up pregnant. Then he became the man who twisted the words of the Bible against her. In the name of shame and redemption, he sent her away to fix the problem. When she protested about giving up her child, he silenced her and separated her from the only community she had ever known. Meanwhile, the same righteous and holy man was out on the town, gallivanting with another woman, while her mother waited at home with her shiny new appliances. Bubbles sat in the stall pondering these thoughts for so long that she had forgotten about Gertrude and why they were in the club in the first place until she heard Gertrude knocking on the doors, shouting her name.
Gertrude threw her hands up as Bubbles exited the stall. “You won the contest. Didn’t you hear them call your name?”
“No. I—”
“What happened to your makeup? Tears of joy, I hope, ’cause this crowd can’t get enough of you. You won the showcase, and they want to bill you on Monday night. Jackpot! I told you. I could sell a painting to a blind man.” Gertrude flashed her teeth.
Bubbles’s mind was spinning over all that had happened, and she could barely comprehend, but Gertrude’s face was pink with excitement. She was in her element.
“We can take what we make tonight and Monday and head out to California first thing Tuesday morning.”
“Just take me home, Gertrude. Please.” The moment onstage had been such a high. And the fury she’d felt over her father had burned hot and fast, but with no more fuel, she just felt exhausted. She wanted to get home to Joy.
Gertrude leaned in so only Bubbles could hear. “It’s Mr. O’Brien, remember? What the hell happened to you? I thought you’d be pleased.”
“My daddy was here. With another woman.”
Gertrude’s eyes widened. “Listen, I’m sorry, Bubbles. But don’t let him blow this opportunity for you.”
“You don’t understand.”
“But I do. He’s a man. They’re all the same. They take, take, take, and take. But no more. Tonight, you take our power back. For the both of us. Now fix your face and get up there and sing.”
Bubbles could feel her energy leaking from the puncture to her heart. Seeing her father had opened it wider, and now she feared she would fall on her face.
“Don’t you let them win, Bubbles. You’ve earned this. Go claim what’s yours.”
Bubbles suddenly thought about the girl, Sadie, who had pressed that number into her palm and asked Bubbles to get her out of the House of Magdalene. She thought of all the smart, loving, and capable young women whom she had left behind. There were certainly women she’d met in that house who might never get over surrendering their children. Never fully be able to live life on their own terms again. Bubbles drank the shot of liquor that Gertrude put in her hand, declaring that this moment was for them. The girls who went away and were left behind.
The alcohol burned her throat but coated her courage. When the announcer called her name and the crowd cheered, Bubbles looked out into the audience and gave them her full voice.

When they got back to the Shady Breeze Motel, the night air hung still and heavy, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. Bubbles swept her eyes over the parking lot. With no sign of Mr. Fox’s car, they walked over to Ms. Dotty’s to pick up Joy.
Gertrude handed Ms. Dotty a dollar bill and thanked her.
“No trouble at all,” Ms. Dotty said with a smile, sticking the bill in her bra. “Welcome anytime.”
Back inside their motel room, Bubbles put Joy on her breasts while Gertrude counted out the twenty dollars in prize and tip money. Between what was left of the cash Bubbles took from her mother, the money she had won tonight, and the meager earnings they’d stashed away, they had saved sixty-six dollars and thirty-six cents.
“I’ll buy our tickets first thing in the morning. We’ll be out of here on Tuesday,” Gertrude said, adjusting her pillow on the sofa. “Hollywood, here we come.”
Gertrude was on fire, and Bubbles was, too, but in a different way. Up on that stage tonight, she had reclaimed her power. She didn’t want to run in disgrace anymore, cowering from a family who feared judgment. She wanted to stand tall for all the young ladies who ended up pregnant and alone. Bubbles wasn’t the first, and she certainly would not be the last. She wouldn’t disappear.
It was Bubbles’s night to sleep in the bed, and as she was drifting off beside Joy, Gertrude said, “I’m proud of you, Bubbles. I couldn’t have done any of this without you. You’ve got guts and grit.”
“Don’t get all mushy on me now,” Bubbles said, though she appreciated the sentiment as she put her face close to her baby girl and succumbed to sleep.

Maybe it was the shot of liquor Bubbles had downed at the nightclub, but Joy did not wake up for her 6:00 a.m. feeding. When Bubbles opened her eyes, she pressed her ear to her baby’s mouth and checked that she was breathing. Satisfied with the intake of Joy’s sweet breath, she glanced at the bedside clock. Seven thirty. Careful not to wake Joy, she slid from the covers.
Gertrude wasn’t on the sofa. Bubbles knocked softly on the bathroom door. The last thing she wanted was to catch Gertrude with her pants down. When there was no answer, she pushed the door open, assuming she’d gone in for an early shift.
But as soon as Bubbles stepped inside the yellow-tiled bathroom, she knew something was wrong. Gertrude’s side of the sink was usually cluttered with baking soda, Prell shampoo, mineral oil, and petroleum jelly, but now it stood empty. A wave of nausea passed through Bubbles’s belly as she opened the cabinets to find nothing but pipes.
This had to be a mistake. Bubbles was Gertrude’s ticket to Hollywood. She would never have left without her.
Bubbles took four long strides to the tiny closet they shared. The two outfits Gertrude owned were also gone.
Her hands shook like wind through a willow tree as she walked around the bed to the side drawer where they had stashed the money. When she yanked open the drawer, she found a yellow piece of paper.
Bubbles,
I’m sorry to run out on you like this, but I really need to get to Hollywood and start fresh. The dream of us crossing the country together was a good one, but I don’t think we would make it as far as Kentucky with Joy.
I know this is real foul, but you have a family. You can piece your life together. I can’t, not with Mr. Fox still looking for me.
The car is yours. I hope that makes things right between us. With a voice like that, you’ll land on your feet.
Gertie
Bubbles crumpled the letter in her hand. She wanted to stomp her feet and scream, but she didn’t dare risk waking the baby. Instead, she bounced on her heels while shaking her fist in the air. She had come to the end of the road, and the tears burned as she whispered over and over again, “What now, God? Why?”
Bubbles wiped her face with the corner of her T-shirt. Inside the drawer, Gertrude had left the car keys and five dollars. Bubbles couldn’t help thinking that five dollars was what started this whole escapade in motion. But how was she supposed to start over and take care of a baby with five dollars? That wouldn’t cover the cost of the motel room for much longer, and without Gertrude, Bubbles wouldn’t be allowed to stay here anyway. She didn’t even want to stay.
Quietly, she dressed in the same navy shift she’d worn the night before and packed everything that she owned in her duffel bag. Then she held Joy in her arms, took one last look at the dingy motel room, and with a clear head and strong purpose, she walked away.

By the time Bubbles pulled up to First Baptist City Tabernacle and parked in the pastoral lot, the service had already begun. Bubbles bobbed her knee, feeling like she had to pee, but she knew it was just nerves as she waited for the lot to empty of latecomers. From outside, she could hear the choir singing “Nobody but the Lord.” As Bubbles gathered Joy in her arms, Sister Clair started in on her high notes. Instinctively, Bubbles could picture Sister Rita and Mother Rose jumping up and down and fanning themselves, shouting out the favor of the Lord.
When she reached the church’s smooth mahogany double doors, the music had died down to the faint keys of the organ. The lyrics had been replaced with soft praise from the congregation: “Amen” and “Hallelujah,” “Yes, Jesus” and “Have mercy.”
Her father liked to get everyone riled up and tired out before he preached the Word. He was a cat who knew how to trap a mouse, and by the time Bubbles entered the sanctuary, he had his audience right where he wanted them.
He kissed her mother on the cheek like he did every Sunday before making his way up to the pulpit. The man of God. Bubbles smirked at his hypocrisy, but she had not come to shame him; she’d come to change him.
“Praise the Lord.” He raised his long arms, and his white robe gave him a holy glow.
Bubbles stepped from the shadows with Joy in her arms. Ms. Dotty had sent them home last night with a few of her granddaughter’s clothes, and the white dress hung over Joy’s little feet. Bubbles felt regal in her beaded shift and held her head high. She walked down the center aisle as slowly as a bride, assuring that all eyes were on her and her bundle, Joy.
Heads turned. Whispers started.
“I knew it.”
Bubbles smiled.
“Internship, my foot.”
“A baby?”
Her shoulders were erect, as she refused to let their words cut her down.
“See what happens when you give away your milk for free?”
Bubbles locked eyes with her father. He stood stunned, like she was an ancestral ghost, but her gaze pinned him in place.
“Hmph. What happens in the dark always comes to light.”
“How about what was done in the light, Sister Rita?” Bubbles asked. “The Bible teaches us that children are the ultimate blessing from God. So why condemn her mother?”
At the sound of Bubbles’s voice, her mother turned from the front pew, adjusting her green pillbox hat. When Talitha’s eyes reached Bubbles, she blinked hard and swayed so far forward Bubbles thought she might faint. In that moment, Joy started to kick her feet, and Bubbles held her up for the whole congregation to see. Bubbles’s father grabbed on to the pulpit to steady himself as he cleared his throat. Usually, he was a man of many words, but in that moment he fell short.
The murmurs and talk continued as she reached her mother, and Bubbles placed Joy in her arms. Just as she’d suspected, Talitha couldn’t turn away. Tears rolled down her face as she embraced her granddaughter, Joy.
The organ had thrummed up a steady hum, and Bubbles stood up to her full height. She looked out at the congregation, saw their judgmental looks and smug dismissal, but she would not be shamed; she had run and hidden long enough. Bubbles had come home, back to her community to change their old way of thinking, and she and Joy would take their place among her family, where they belonged. They did not have to forgive her, but she had forgiven them.
She walked into the pulpit, took her father’s clammy hand, and sang.
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