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CHAPTER ONE

***

The first time Brian Cox saw the figure hiding under the table at Stonehouse Bookstore he thought it was an owl.  There was enough room under the pile of books to fit a birdcage, and the tablecloth did hang over the sides enough to keep the owl hidden, but when the eyes blinked, Brian realised the big white orbs weren’t the all-seeing eyes of a bird of prey.  It was probably the jam jar bottom glasses and the white eyes in a black face that caught him off guard.  That and the fact that the owner looked a bit like an owl himself.
A small hand came up and the little girl pressed a trembling finger against her lips.  Brian pressed a finger against his own lips and winked conspiratorially.  The girl suppressed a giggle.  She’d never been winked at by a white man before.  

***

Hi.  Let me jump in there a minute to set the scene.  My name is Sophie Laville, and I been called lots of things in my first eight years.  Growing up in Pickersville, South Carolina, that’s just the way it is but it isn’t ought to be.  I’m just a girl who wants to grow up, but being called all them things makes growing up real hard.  I never thought of myself as African American, just American.  I never thought I’d end up in an early grave either, but at least I got my best friend, Milly.  And a love of books.
Now that’s what I want to tell you about, the books, because that’s how come you reading this in the first place.  The Englishman I met in Stonehouse Bookstore who is writing this down for you.  I won’t tell you about my life so far because I’m sure he’ll work that in as the story unfolds, but I will say this, I surely did love reading them books at Stonehouse.
This English guy, he’s a writer and teaches at the local school, and I guess him coming from so far away is why he weren’t scared of standing up for me in the first place.  Him and me became friends.  Not like my best friend Milly, but close enough for a grownup.  And he was funny.  Made me laugh.  I like laughing almost as much as reading.  More so when I’m with Milly.  She’s funny as well.  Maybe because she came from a long way away too.  Didn’t have to grow up being called all them names they been calling me the last eight years.  What I do know is she’s the best friend a girl can have.
Anyway, that’s enough to get you started.  I’ll drop in now and again to keep you straight, but I’d better let the writer write.  That’s what he’s good at.  Despite the shortcomings, I was having a good time growing up in my hometown.  Before the darkness fell and I fell with it.  Darkness that began in the children’s section of Stonehouse Bookstore across the tracks on North Howard.

***

Brian leaned forward to look into the shadowy space under the table.  “If you’re going to read in there you might need a torch and a sandwich.”
He glanced over his shoulder to make sure the owner wasn’t watching.  “A candle would be okay but you might burn the place down.”
This time the girl did giggle.  
Brian dropped to one knee and lowered his voice.  “What are you reading?”
“Everything.”
“That’s good.  I like people who read everything.”
The girl looked embarrassed as she made a confession.  “I like the pictures.”
Brian tried to see what book she was cradling in her lap.  “Pictures are good.  Stories come in all shapes.”
He held out a hand for her to shake.  “My name is Brian.  Brian Cox.”
The girl hesitated for a second then took the hand and shook it.  “Sophie Laville.  I love books.”
Brian made a big show of looking around at the loaded bookshelves.  “Well Sophie, looks like you’re in the right place.”
His voice became a whisper.  “But why are you hiding under the table?”
The girl peered out from her hiding place then looked at Brian.  “I isn’t supposed to be here.”
Brian huffed a laugh.  “Of course you are.  This is the children’s section.”
Sophie snorted a laugh of her own before stating what, to her, seemed like the obvious.  “In the bookstore.”
Brian raised his eyebrows.  “Bookstores are exactly where little girls should be.  Reading is a gift.  You should be able to do it here or at the library.”
Sophie blinked behind the thick lenses.  “Pickersville don’t have no library.”
Brian gave a pantomime gasp then opened his eyes wide.  “Then I must look into that immediately.”
He winked again, then began to stand up.  The effort of standing put a strain on his stomach and he let out a rasping fart.  The noise broke the silence and he tried not to laugh.  Ever since he’d been a child farting always made him laugh.  Farting in the quiet of a book room only made it worse.  Trying not to laugh turned the laugh into a strangled giggle and trying to suppress the giggle was a recipe for disaster.  Brian’s chest heaved as he forced his lips tight shut.  The giggles came out like a blown raspberry and that made him giggle even harder.  Tears squeezed out of his eyes and the silent giggles shook his shoulders.
“I’m sorry,” he tried to say, but the words came out as a quiet squeal.  The tears flowed.  He gasped for breath.  His chest heaved and his shoulders shook.  The giggles turned into hiccups.  The sight of this strange grown-up being reduced to a fit of childish giggles forced a smile onto Sophie’s lips, and then she was giggling too.  It was infectious.  The table trembled.  Then a booming voice came from the front of the shop.
“What’s going on back there?”
Brian stood up and forced himself to be serious.  “Creaky floorboard.”
The attempt to cover up his fart made him giggle harder.
“And what’s so funny about that?”
Tears streamed down Brian’s face.  “I’m sorry.”
Squeals of laughter made his stomach ache.  “I don’t know.”
The owner came into the backroom and stood, arms akimbo.  His pot belly and big eyes made him look even more like an owl.  It was the eyes that nudged the scenario from curious to disastrous.  He looked at the Englishman tasked with teaching Pickersville’s children, then saw the table tremble.  The cloth shivered.  A book tumbled off the display.  The owner reached down and pulled the tablecloth to one side.
“You.”
His voice grew even more strident.  “I’ve told you before.  Your kind ain’t welcome in this establishment.”
He grabbed Sophie by the arm and dragged her out from under the table.  “And I ain’t gonna tell you no more.”
Brian sobered immediately.  At first, he didn’t understand what the owner was upset about, and then he remembered where he was.  Pickersville, South Carolina.  So called because of the cotton pickers in days gone by.  It appeared that some things from days gone by hadn’t gone by at all.  The bookstore owner propelled the little black girl out through the door, snatching the book out of her hand on the way.  He launched a kick at her retreating backside but missed.  Brian took a deep breath then raised his voice.
“Hey.  That’s not right.”
The owner smoothed the book as if it were unclean, then tucked it under his arm and looked at the foreigner.  He drew himself up to his full height to add weight to his words.  His full height wasn’t very high.
“You’d better get a handle on what aint right around here.  If you want to keep teaching the youth of Pickersville High.”
At that moment Brian wasn’t sure he wanted to keep teaching the youth of Pickersville High, but he managed to compose himself before saying anything he might regret.  He reminded himself why he was here in the first place, and what his responsibilities were.  The person he was really looking out for.  He wondered what his daughter would make of all this, then thought about the little black girl hiding under a table just so she could read a children’s book.  Sophie Laville.  The girl who had been doing just fine until Brian Cox came along and messed things up.

