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			FOR NAOMI

		

	
		
			But something deep and watchful in the child knows that this is bound to end, is already ending. In a moment someone will get up and turn on the light.

			—JAMES BALDWIN, “SONNY’S BLUES”
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			PROLOGUE: THE MIRACLE
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			She left us at night. It had felt like night for a long time, the days at once short and ceaselessly long. November-dark. She’d been lifting her hand to signal for relief, a code we’d concocted once it became too much effort for her to speak and too difficult for us to understand her when she did. When it became clear that it was taking everything out of her just to lift the arm, we told her to blink, a movement that, when you’re watching for it, becomes impossibly hard to discern. “Was that a blink?” we’d ask when her eyelids just seemed to ripple or twitch. “Are you blinking, Mom? Was that a blink?” until finally, she’d heave the lids up and let them thud back down to say, Yes, the pain weighs that much, and I am lying here, pinned beneath it. Do something.

			Did we recognize the day when it arrived? A day with so much pain, a day when her patience had dissolved and she wanted nothing but to be outside of it. Pain. The word itself doesn’t hurt enough, doesn’t know how to tell us what it stands for. We gave her morphine. Each time she asked for it, we asked her if she was sure, and she found a way to tell us that she was, and so we were sure—weren’t we?—that this was the end, this was when and how she would go.

			I was grateful for my brother Conrad and his wife, both doctors. None of the rest of us would have known how to administer the drug in such a way as to say what we needed it to say—Take this dose, measured out, controlled, a proven means of temporary relief—rather than what we knew it actually meant. Grateful, and hopeful that the training might stand guard against the fact that the patient was our mother.

			The nurse who came by each day was a cheerful person who knew not to be cheery. Calm, available, knowing, pleasant. But she stopped short of chipper. She must have been instructed not to bring that kind of feeling into a home that was preparing for death. Not to bring hope. Instead, she brought mild comfort, a commendable gentleness that helped to rebuild something inside us. The nurse cared for our mother the way we sought to care for our mother: with no signs of struggle, no stifled rage at God and the unfair world, no tears. In changing our mother’s bandages and handling her flesh with such competence and ease, the nurse cared for us, too. Once a day for only an hour at a time, she came and eased our load just enough to get us to the next day when we knew she’d come again.

			I had sat and read the hospice literature one morning at the dining room table. A binder with information about how to care for the dying at home. It said that as death approaches, the body becomes cool to the touch. The limbs lose their warmth as the body concentrates its energy on the essential functions. Sometimes when I was alone with my mother, I’d touch her feet and legs, checking to see how cool she had become. I was both frightened and reassured that the literature was correct, as if her body was saying goodbye to the world, preparing itself for a journey—though that’s not it, exactly, for the body goes nowhere, merely shuts down in preparation for being left. I could sense my mother leaving, getting ready for some elsewhere I couldn’t visit, and like the cool hands and feet I’d check for every day, it both crushed and heartened me. Every day, she spoke less, ate less, surrendered a little more of her presence in this world. Every day, she seemed to be more firmly aligned with a place or a state I believed in but couldn’t decipher.

			When the dark outside was real—not just the dark of approaching winter, and not just the dark of rain, which we’d had for days, too—her dying came on. We recognized it. We circled her bed, though we stopped short of holding hands, perhaps because that gesture would have meant we were holding on, and we were finally ready to let her go. Each of us took a turn saying “I love you” and “Goodbye.” We made our promises. Then we heard a sound that seemed to carve a tunnel between our world and some other. It was an otherworldly breath, a vivid presence that blew past us without stopping, leaving us, the living, clamped in place by the silence that followed. I would come back to the sound and the presence of that breath again and again, thinking how miraculous it was that she had ridden off on that last exhalation, her life instantly whisked away, carried over into a place none of us will ever understand until perhaps we are there ourselves.

			It’s the kind of miracle we never let ourselves consider, the miracle of death. She followed that last breath wherever it led and left her body behind in the old four-poster Queen Anne bed, where for the first time in all of our lives it was a body and nothing more.

			After it was clear that she was gone, my sister Wanda rose from the floor where she’d been sitting—we’d all gone from standing around her to sitting or huddling there on the rug around the bed; perhaps we had fallen to our knees in unconscious obedience to the largeness that had claimed our mother, the invisible power she had joined—and crawled into bed beside her, nestling next to her under the covers just as we’d all done when we were children. The act struck me then as futile. In those last many weeks, I’d grown used to looking at my mother, changed almost daily, it seemed, by the disease. And every day, I’d fought to find a way to see her as herself, as not so very far from whom she’d always been to me. But now she was something else altogether. Wasn’t it obvious? The body already stiffening, the unnatural, regrettable set to the jaw, as if the spirit had exited through her mouth. Still, Wanda, the firstborn, clung to her, crying, eyeing each of us as if to say, She was mine first. Which of you is going to drag me away? It was the type of gesture I’d have expected my father to chastise her for, though of course he didn’t; none of us did. He was just as undone as any of us, though he’d done his best. In the moments after it was clear what had happened, when we found ourselves coming to in the bleak and unreal reality of her death, he’d said to my sisters and me, “You must be brave”—the thing fathers tell children in old wartime movies. I’d tried my best not to judge him as lacking in imagination, for I knew that while what he’d said was patently unoriginal, it was also true. I tried not to judge Wanda, either, but I admit that I took her invitation to even the possibility of struggle as in questionable taste. Perhaps, after a moment, she came to the same view herself, at which point she stood up and agreed to wait upstairs with the rest of us.

			We all instinctively wanted the strangers who were already on their way to find our mother as presentable in death as she had always been in life, and so Conrad had agreed to stay behind to prepare the body, to change her clothes and the bed linens. He and his wife, Janet, the doctors, doing what nurses do in order to protect the shell, the empty shape, the idea of our mother from even the slightest tinge of scorn or even simply the rote disregard the attendants might have brought to their work. He’d cried doing it. Readying her to be taken away had been his moment of realization, his genuine goodbye.

			There was a moment when I found myself alone with her in the room. Had I crept back down to steal a last look, or had we all agreed to give one another that much? It’s been twenty years now. I’ve forgotten so much that I once forbade myself to forget, but I do remember this: snipping five or seven strands of her hair with a pair of nail scissors from her bureau. Just a few short hairs from the nape of her neck. Suddenly, those few strands, things I’d have once thought nothing of brushing off her shoulders or discarding from among the tines of a hairbrush, were consecrated, a host. For a moment, I contemplated eating them, but then they’d be gone and I’d have been left with nothing, so I placed them in a small plastic bag, the kind of bag in which spare threads or extra buttons are provided when you purchase a sweater or coat, and tucked that into the flap of my address book.
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			MY BOOK HOUSE
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			The hallway leading to my parents’ bedroom was lined with oak bookshelves my father built. Simple, sturdy work upon which stretched decades’ worth of school-bus-yellow National Geographic magazines, and the stern brown spines of the Encyclopedia Britannica dating from before my birth. On a low shelf there was a frayed blue-and-green twelve-volume set of nursery rhymes and children’s tales called My Book House in which my sister Jean had written her name over and over in large, teetering letters. It was an antique from the 1940s, and in one of the early volumes there was a story called “Little Black Sambo.” Sambo was depicted as a dark-skinned pickaninny running around the bush of Africa. My parents laughed at the story in the way people laugh about something that was once incendiary but has since run out of force, and yet I gathered that that particular laughter also had something to do with why we never, ever ate at the restaurant in our town called Sambo’s.

			There were the books my father would forever push me to read: Kidnapped, Gulliver’s Travels, Ivanhoe, and the ones I eventually came to discover on my own, books I’d disappear into for days at a time: Black Beauty, Anne of Green Gables. To Be Young, Gifted and Black stood beside Yes I Can, by Sammy Davis, Jr. (which I remember poring over one morning when I was eight; everyone else was still asleep, and I read it while eating plate after plate heaped with my mother’s Alabama lemon cheese layer cake, with its lemon curd and fluffy coconut icing). There were dime-store mysteries and my father’s science-fiction paperbacks and chaste 1950s teen romances alongside The Sonnets of William Shakespeare and The Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson. Joke books and cookbooks. Books whose titles appeared to be in the midst of conversation: Man-child in the Promised Land beside Stranger in a Strange Land beside Be My Guest, by hotelier Conrad Hilton. And right below them, a yard or so of Reader’s Digest Abridged Classics, squat little books into which three hefty novels had been scaled down and squeezed together for quick consumption. All of them snugly in place and restful, having made their peace with one another in a past that predated me.

			I always assumed that our father was responsible for gathering most of those volumes. He was the one I imagined sending stacks of perforated order forms off to the book clubs, the one who’d sit down in the evenings with the Reader’s Digest or stretch out on the couch with a pipe and a science-fiction paperback. But our mother must have read them, too. She’d been a teacher once, before I was born. Mostly now what she seemed to read was her Bible or the palm-sized Christian devotional magazine that came once a month, Our Daily Bread. There were some of her books on the shelves, I’m sure of it, books on child rearing and theology, but the majority of what sat there spoke to my father’s sense of the world—or the world as he’d like us to know it: a vast and varied place full of mystery and order, just those two forces working together and upon each other in ceaselessly fascinating ways. For our mother, those same two forces were sides of the one and only God, I Am That I Am. For our father, they were tied up in physical laws that could be located everywhere: in the animal kingdom, the human body, the endless darkness of space. Did he see them in the world of people, too, I wonder? Were they the laws that informed what one person did to another, be it hurtful or kind? When he’d enlisted in the service at eighteen and left the South, had he been fleeing a mystery that had gotten the better of him or seeking a new and better order?

			Dad had become an engineer in the air force. He’d been to Europe and Asia on his tour of duty and had brought emblems of those places home for the rest of us to turn over in our hands or stow away in the china cabinet among the holiday dishes. He came back from Thailand six months after I was born with a reel-to-reel player and mahogany-encased hi-fi component set. On Saturdays after I was old enough to talk, I’d beg him to queue up the big machine and sit beside me listening to Camelot or The King and I, while the giant spools spun slowly around like the eyes on a robot. I wonder if those were the only recordings we had or if I simply liked being swept up in the fantasy that my father and I were members of the same royal court.

			Most every faraway thing we knew of or possessed had been filtered to us through our father, and I, for one, came to think of him as a character from the books he collected—someone out of Dickens or Thackeray who had fled a humble past and made himself anew, led off by his curiosity and the wish for adventure and kept aloft by his wits, his innumerable gifts. The fact that he spent most of his days just a few miles away at the air force base and that he’d come home to us every night, never once picking up and taking off like the characters in books often do, didn’t deter my sense of him as a citizen of the world. Whenever I came upon my father sitting alone with his head cocked up to that place where thoughts originate, I’d imagine he was retreading his steps through faraway cities or stitching himself into a dream of some other life in a place that didn’t exist yet in words. As I got older, I’d sometimes puzzle over whether it was unrest that held him there in what seemed to be ponderous distraction, but never did I ask him. I preferred to keep the idea of him, at least for myself, as something of a mystery.

			I felt large, coming from a man like that. I’d watch him move through our house, watch him arrange a pillow behind his back and stretch out his legs beside him on the couch like a king. “Catch me a glass of water,” he’d call toward the kitchen, and when it appeared, I’d watch the liquid transformed into might as it disappeared down his throat. When he lay down on his back, his chest and abdomen rising and falling with rhythmic sleep, I remember reclining atop, weighting him to the world with my small body and listening to his great heart rumbling beneath my ear.

			When the air force sent our father out of town on temporary duty, I’d crawl into bed at night beside my mother. My brothers and sisters had done the same thing until they got too big to do so, by which time I was just starting to toddle around underfoot. Sometimes, I’d wonder if my mother had had me so long after she’d given birth to the others simply because she’d wanted another baby around the house, someone to cuddle up with and coo to and carry around like a living doll. When she was mine like that, I’d sit up against the pillows beside her, wanting to chat and giggle, zooming through the details of my afternoon and my wishes for the days and weeks ahead. Or I’d lie beside her and listen while she talked on the phone with one of her sisters back East—conversations during which her voice took on a different timbre, where she’d suck her teeth or let out a quick guttural hmph or burst into throaty laughter at a comment that would have struck me as nonsense. When that other voice coaxed her to travel the distance back to the old days down South, she’d let slip a phrase like “ain’t that a blip,” and then, anticipating my reproach, cast me a look meant to say, Don’t worry; I know ain’t isn’t a word. After she hung up, if I asked, she’d give me enough of a synopsis so that I could understand some of what they’d been talking about, even if my grasp of who was who in her enormous family remained loose. And then she’d lead me in a bedtime prayer for all of them in her great big raucous clan. Perhaps she wanted to make sure I learned all of their names, or perhaps she would have done so silently anyway: Please bless Aunt Evelyn, Aunt Ursula, Aunt Gladys, and Aunt Lucille and Aunt June and on and on until, eventually, their names became a kind of song.

			All eight of her sisters, with their thick dark hair and their exquisite perfumes, were for the longest time only a vague collage of incomplete impressions in my mind. The smell of something cooking on a gas stove or the matching chintz drapes and sofa in someone’s living room. A skinny, pull-down stairwell leading up into the attic where someone else had set up her sewing. Candy bowls and plates of cookies. An unguarded, gut-bucket laughter spilling over into the wee hours of night. They belonged to a world that felt almost completely foreign to me, though I also knew that I somehow belonged to it, that I could claim it as my heritage, that those men and women were people I carried inside me, too, even if I couldn’t yet recognize them. What would it take for me to learn my way around in that labyrinth of voices and the knowledge they all seemed to rise up from, a knowledge that almost always rode in on laughter—even the dark, dry laughter a story like “Little Black Sambo” conjured?

			Often before saying good night, my mother and I would read a chapter together from Little Visits with God, a book of stories about children put into situations in which something must be decided. Small decisions affecting girls in pedal pushers and Mary Janes or clean-cut boys with sharp creases down the fronts of their pants. I loved the ritual of lying beside my mother and working through the chapters with names like “How to Treat Mean People” or “Smile Before Sundown,” thinking how truly simple it was, when it really came down to it, to do what is right. I remember being absorbed by one drawing of a girl holding a box of cookies, stuck in a quandary about whether to share them. I found it easy enough to race ahead and determine what should be done in most of the book’s scenarios. Instead of suspense, Little Visits promised something different. The allure of that bounty of cookies—were they peanut butter? Chocolate chip? The protagonist’s pressed jumper and shiny 1950s shoes, like emblems of a world in which perfection was the likeliest of all outcomes, a world in which children ran from house to house under the clear blue sky, listening, eventually if not at first, to a calm and clear voice telling them what to do, how to be, a voice that watched over them, guarding against harm. A world a child could grasp and parse and line up confidently in her mind before drifting off to sleep. “Stand perfectly still!” a father called out to his daughter in a different chapter. Obeying him, the girl averted being bitten by a snake hiding in tall grass. A world built to a child’s scale, whose mysteries stood within a child’s grasp, and revealed themselves at a child’s request.

			I doubt my mother believed the world was that simple, that transparently clear, but it strikes me as logical that she would have wanted me to see it that way, at least for a time. It strikes me as logical that she would have wanted me to obey the voice of my father and to equate it with the voice of God, commanding, “Stand perfectly still!” or “Come here this instant,” with an infallible authority. It strikes me as logical that she might have wanted me to live awhile in a world governed by such certainty and to take the confidence and the faith imparted by that world with me into the real world, once the time for such passage arrived.

			Of course, I didn’t make such a distinction then. I couldn’t have. And so it seemed to me that God, who cared enough to nudge children to share with one another and who kept an eye out for danger lurking unseen, was the kind of person (for He did seem to me a person, someone to call on by name—a father with a son, no less, though it wasn’t lost on me that He was certain to be much more than that, too) I wanted to have by my side.

			As my mother read, I’d sometimes let my eyes drift across her face, taking her in out of habit, memorizing her, breathing in her smell, the way she held herself, the lilting cadence of her voice. Her eyes were wide-set and large, so large and clear they were the first thing anyone saw about her. When she smiled, which she did often, it started in those wide, clear, impossibly large eyes before spreading to span her entire face. I’d count her beauty marks: one near her nose, one on the cheek, the ones on the back of her arm and peeking out from the deep V of her nightgown’s neckline (adding in the one near the bottom of her thigh, which I couldn’t see because it sat beneath the blanket). Then I’d study her hair. Short hair she was always complaining wouldn’t grow. Hair that had to be coaxed and coddled and conditioned and primped and permed or tucked up underneath a shiny wig before it would act right. Considering her body, I’d hear the echo of all the things she’d found to bemoan: she was full-hipped, dieting incessantly; her feet were too big; her nails were brittle, always fighting a losing battle to remain intact. But watching her warmed me. I was calm and safe beside her, right at home. I didn’t think to call it beauty, but beside her, I felt what the presence of beauty makes a person feel. It smelled like her Mary Kay night cream and the Oil of Olay she’d let me smooth onto my face before bed. And it was warm and solid, like her sleeping back, which I’d burrow into when she flicked off the light and the room went black.

			Did I ever wonder who my mother used to be, before she belonged to me? I have the recollection of her struggling once or twice to describe her younger self to me, and finding that girl unrecognizable. The phrase she used, that so much seemed to hang upon, was “I was searching.” What were you searching for? I would ask, confused, eager to understand. Why couldn’t she explain? “I was lonely,” she offered. “I was looking for an answer.” Why? An answer to what? My questions sought hard definites, when what it sounds like to me now is that she didn’t know. Did it just make for an easy story to tell, or was what she found at the end of that search really the same voice the children in Little Visits learned to discern and obey? Having lived beside her, with the voice of God as close and as discernible, I was urged to believe, as that of my father, I had no idea what it could have meant to be “searching.” What could have possibly been lost?

			I grew up in Northern California, one town over from Travis Air Force Base, where my father was stationed. The town was Fairfield, a spot on the map smack in the middle between San Francisco and Sacramento, and for a long time, it seems now, I was still small enough to believe our house was enormous. My father filled the outside with trees, shrubs, flowers, and other plants he tended with devotion more scientific than aesthetic. He liked to watch how things grew, transformed, survived—the logical, natural world backed and set in motion by something that resisted explanation. My mother decorated the inside with antiques obtained and refinished over the years and drapes and pillows she sewed herself. It was a physical space that began to take on the features of her inner world: pleasing, tidy, functional, with slight nods to fantasy, like an ornate fireplace mantel my father built at her behest or a family of pewter quails that made a perpetual slow march across the living room coffee table. It was the life she assembled for us, I see now. A life that would tell us, and the world, if it cared to notice, that we bothered with ourselves, that we understood dignity, that we were worthy of everything that mattered. No matter what the world thought it knew about blacks, no matter what it tried to teach us to believe about ourselves, the home we returned to each night assured us that, no matter who was setting the bar, we could remain certain we measured up. When our teachers came for lunch, as they all eventually did, this is what she wanted them to see.

			There were seven of us: Mom, Dad, Wanda, Jean, Conrad, Michael, and, after a lapse of about eight and a half years, me. “Seven is God’s perfect number,” my mother said sometimes, dragging one of the kitchen chairs to the dining room table before dinner. We might have been eight. They would have called the other child Ian if it had been a boy. “I guess it wasn’t meant to be,” my mother would offer whenever I’d ask why there was such a large gap between my older siblings and me. The doctor had wanted to use the minuscule body for research, but my mother refused. It would have seemed cruel to poke and prod and slice into the child who wasn’t meant to be. Would that have been me, or was I always me, waiting to bring up the rear, to fall into place as the youngest, the baby, the kitten of the clan? (That was even what they called me, Kitten.) Seven meant that, for a long time, I always had someone willing to look away from the real action of what was happening in our house and with whom to exchange a significant glance: Did you catch that? or Shhh—don’t say a thing. Seven meant that, for a long time, I could always hear the murmur of voices from my bedroom at night; I’d fall asleep in the knowledge that we were many, that we were all still here, that the world as we understood it to be was still on track.

			Seven is God’s favorite number, but in time our nuclear unit, like every other, would disband. In the now I’m remembering, however, we are steady, steadfast, happy, and whole. No one has yet left home and in so doing tripped the wire on a progression leading us all further into the future waiting to claim us. In the now I’m remembering, it is still only this: Michael and Conrad together in the room upstairs on the left, Wanda filling the big pitcher with water while Jean helps bring the food to the dining room. My father putting aside his book and calling us all to stand around the table with our heads bowed and then to sit down to hot rolls with butter and a meal promising that nothing bad would come for us for a long time.

		

	
		
			WILD KINGDOM
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			It was a Sunday afternoon and I was four, riding between my parents in the front seat of the wood-paneled Chevy station wagon as my father guided us westward along Interstate 80. The world outside the windows was hot and bright, caught up in a gasoline shortage and a hostage crisis; on TV each night, we watched the angry bearded faces chanting in faraway streets, shouting things against Americans like us. Everything was suddenly costlier, more precious, cause to put on the brakes, to creep along at a measly 55 mph. My two sisters shared the backseat and seemed to be mirror opposites of one another in every way: they both had bobbed hair, but Wanda’s was curled so that the ends flipped up exuberantly, while Jean’s tucked shyly underneath. My brothers, Michael, who wore a string of puka shells that accentuated the big permanent teeth he’d still not quite fully grown into, and Conrad, with his large, wise eyes and his afro that always, despite his efforts, came to a slight point on the top of his head, shared the space we referred to as the “far-far-back.”

			It must have been late summer, because we were on our way to the Gustafssons’ ranch to pick up ripe fruit for my mother’s homemade preserves. Mr. and Mrs. Gus were friends from a place called the Hospitality House, where military families spent occasional evenings together in a thing called fellowship, which meant people arrived near sundown to hold hands in a circle and pray. Afterward, everyone ate lemon cream sandwich cookies, and the kids drank punch out of the same small paper cups I used when I brushed my teeth at home. The adults would stand around with coffee, paid out like slot machine winnings from the giant percolator on the table. There must have been a lot of gatherings like this over the years, because the whole room had taken on the smell of stale coffee—a smell I’d forever associate with Jesus.

			We were heading to Mr. Gus’s ranch, because my father loved to eat two pieces of toast with his breakfast and to fold each slice around pears cooked to an impossible sweetness and spiced with cinnamon and cloves or two figs swimming in thick amber syrup. My father’s love of breakfast had turned the morning meal, for all of us, into a ritual, a rite we enacted with joy every single day. To that end, every summer, I helped my mother stir vast pots of the summer’s harvest into the thick magic we’d later ladle into the glass canning jars. And every morning, practically, I’d spoon some of the stuff from summers past onto my own toast or biscuit, hardly thinking that so much of what the jams and preserves were made of was her.

			The Gustafssons lived in a modest red ranch house just over the hill on the other side of the interstate, but they had a whole hillside’s worth of fig trees and orchards of pears, peaches, apricots (which we called “ape-ricots,” though just about everyone I met later in life would say “app”), and bitter black walnuts, along with a few old work mules and some chickens and cows. And there were cats and dogs that wandered the acres in obedience to their own sense of purpose, barely interested in stopping to let you pat their thistle-ridden fur. When they got to be a little older, my brothers helped out at the Gustafssons’ place to earn spending money in the summer months. Once, they watched in anxious disbelief as a bull scratched the dirt with his front legs and blew out a cloud of hot steam before charging straight for where they stood filling his water trough. They hopped the fence to safety in time, but even when they told the story years later, there remained the shadow of terror just beneath their laughter.

			At the top of the Gustafssons’ drive, there were bags of picked fruit waiting for us on the porch, but Mr. Gus took us on a tour of the ranch before packing them into our car. We’d just come from church. I was wearing one of my favorite outfits, a blue-and-white dress with a white cardigan and socks and brown Buster Brown shoes. Our ankles and feet got dusty following Mr. Gus through the parched grass and sun-baked dirt, but no one seemed bothered by it. Even my sisters and mother walking in high heels and pantyhose didn’t seem to mind.

			As we came to each different variety of tree, Mr. Gus would pull down a bough and offer everyone a piece of fruit. My mother split open an apricot with her thumbs and handed it to me. The flesh was warm and sweet, with a bright tang that reminded me of sunlight. Later, she gave me a bite of a small peach and bits of a walnut Mr. Gus had cracked between his bare hands. Mischief flashed on her face as she tore a fig in two and put half of it into my father’s mouth. When she offered some to me, I said, “No, thank you,” and shook my head, repulsed by the white pith and the pulpy flesh. It looked like a venomous sea creature, but when she lifted the fruit to her own lips, she practically swooned, like a woman on television who had just lowered herself into a bathtub full of bubbles.

			When we approached a hen and her cluster of chicks, I instinctively began to reach out toward the downy babies, but Mr. Gus stopped me. Without speaking, he placed his hand near the chicks and held it there a moment. Immediately, the mother began to flap her wings in agitation and moved in angrily to peck him. She bobbed up and down, driving her beak into his bare hand like the needle in my mother’s sewing machine. He didn’t recoil right away, but when he finally did and gave me his hand to examine, there was a purpled and bloody patch of skin the diameter of a gobstopper. I pulled the sleeves of my cardigan down over my own hands and walked on.

			We came to a clearing where a few cows and one calf stood grazing. The cows were unbothered and slow, larger than any other living thing I’d seen up close. Mr. Gus laid a hand on one, who didn’t stop her jaws from their slow grind of a clump of grass, though her head swung around to face him. Her eyes were deep and kindly, rimmed in black and shaded by thick long lashes, like a lady’s. I couldn’t help it; her placid femininity backed by quiet strength—not like the frantic hen whose love had made her nervous but rather calm, grounded in a steadfast, sturdy certainty—reminded me of my mother. Instantly, I trusted her, would have lifted my own hand to the thick mottled wall of fur were it not for her calf, which was watching us from farther away. Small and brown, with new fur I could already imagine the plush of against my cheek, the calf saw me, too, and she (I decided it was a she) stood still, having also just grasped our shared affinity (at least it seemed that she had), eyeing me in a way I took to mean that my own feelings were mirrored in hers. I forgot all about the wicked chicken as I ran toward the calf, who took a few lively steps away, but coyly, as if to suggest we play a game of tag.

			This is for me, I remember telling myself, meaning the sweet young calf and the strong, serene mother. I knew that I knew them, understood their bond, and that they knew me, too. I knew that I could slip in among them for a moment and revel in the love that spread out around them. It was all I knew, and so I dashed after the calf, laughing, wanting to show her, to step into their version of the language my mother and I spoke, and to carry that joy, that giddy out-of-breath knowing, back over into the human.

			Then, before I could tell myself what had happened, the calf was lowering her two hind legs back to the ground and casting a quick look over her shoulder as she pranced off. And I was doubled into myself, clutching my stomach, which throbbed and burned where the calf’s hooves had struck me, ashamed for the sobs that any second, I knew, would begin to issue from my throat.

			I felt betrayed, stunned by this first taste of cruelty. It was my first collision with the world’s solid fist.

			On the ride home, my father said, “That calf wasn’t being mean,” looking down from the road. “It was only protecting itself.” The straw-colored hills off to the side were dotted with cows and unsaddled horses that whirred past in what felt like a taunt.

			“From what?” I asked, as another knot of tears inched higher in my throat.

			“From you!” My father let out a quick laugh, and his laughter jostled loose the tears I had been struggling to swallow. I felt as though I’d been wronged, but I also knew that my father was right. How many times had we sat together after Sunday dinner watching one or another episode of Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom with Marlon Perkins, in which a pride of lions or hyenas tore into the side of an unlucky zebra? And how many times had my father sought to silence my disapproval with some variation of the phrase “It’s a necessary part of nature”? We’d go on to do the same thing that evening at home, except this time as I watched, I would feel myself implicated, as though I had stepped irreversibly into a strange and fearsome dominion. One in which I was capable of inciting panicked flight but vulnerable, too. Fragile as the creature that might soon feel the flash of contact.
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			My first Halloween was the year I was five. Somehow the others had gotten past without my catching on, my brothers and sisters being too old for the spectacle, or merely less intrigued by what it promised. But the year I was five, my best friend planned to go trick-or-treating dressed as Raggedy Ann. Once she’d explained to me what to expect—the costume, the candy, the weeks-long pirate booty of sugary bliss—I cajoled my parents to let me go along. From the moment they said yes, all I could imagine was a bounty laid out like a road to infinity: Tootsie Rolls, peanut butter cups, candy corn, lollipops, and more, offered freely by stranger and friend alike on one night only.

			I imagined going as a whole host of things: Bugs Bunny would have been near the top of the list. I thought he was so clever and debonair and quite nearly handsome, at least for a rabbit. I had a stuffed fox named Rascal that I’d carried around dotingly since I was three, and he would have made a nice model for a costume, too. But the animal costumes would prove to be time-consuming and expensive to make, with a discouragingly wide margin of error. I wouldn’t want to be mistaken for the Easter Bunny or a red dog. My mother said she could sew up a ghost costume from a white sheet in just an evening, and since the time was drawing near, it seemed the most reasonable choice to make.

			“When will my costume be done?” I asked for the tenth time and with Halloween just a few days away.

			“Don’t worry,” she replied again and again, though with increasingly less assurance than I was used to hearing in almost every other thing she said. I found it strange. Mom had sewn me dress after dress in no time at all, and she’d made curtains and bedspreads, quilts and pillows. There seemed to be nothing out there she hadn’t made or couldn’t learn to with the ease and skill of a true seamstress, but she was dragging her feet with the ghost costume. I couldn’t help but worry.

			Part of the bang of Halloween was bound to be muffled by the fact that October 31 was also my father’s birthday. Instead of traipsing through the neighborhood in costumes, we usually gathered around the dining room table for roast beef or pork chops. After dinner, we’d adjourn to the family room for Star Trek reruns and slices of my mother’s homemade pound cake, a staple in my family, which my father liked to place atop a bowl of vanilla ice cream that had just begun to melt. It was important to mark the occasion, even with something as simple, as unceremonious as this: a good meal followed by the silence that signals generalized contentment. Hugs and kisses. A pair of pajamas and a necktie or two. My mother would buy packages of white handkerchiefs as gifts from me to him, and I’d present him with a card I made myself: HAPPY BIRTHDAY DADDY floating above a drawing of him and our house. The year I was four, I drew our backyard and our dog, Sebastian.

			“What is that?” he asked, pointing to something indistinct coming out of Sebastian’s stomach.

			“That’s where he…defecates,” I’d explained. “And that”—here, I’d pointed to a dark spot on the otherwise green lawn—“is dog mess.” (I couldn’t figure out just then how to get from a verb like defecate to whatever the product of such an act should be called. Our parents didn’t believe in babyish nicknames for perfectly normal bodily functions. We never used words like poop or pee, and it would be years before I’d discover there were worse words out there in circulation, words like shit and piss.) My father thanked me, gently suggesting that in the future I didn’t need to bother with “every last anatomical detail” in my art.

			To ignore the occasion of my father’s birthday, even if we only ever celebrated it modestly, would have been hurtful, not just to him but to the idea of us as an invincible unit, as something to cleave to even if it meant missing out on what everyone else in the world was doing. However, this year was different; it marked the moment when I’d asked for and been granted the opportunity to have both.

			It may well have been that my mother was busy shopping for Dad’s birthday dinner and had gotten temporarily sidetracked from working on my costume. Or maybe she was overwhelmed with plans for the party in my kindergarten class. She was, after all, the room mother, and on the day of the party, she planned to bring in cookies, punch, and a whole six-foot-long “snake” sandwich for all of us to eat. (She also informed me that bobbing for apples, which one of the other mothers had agreed to facilitate, was unhygienic and that I should put some serious thought into whether I really wanted to participate.) Nevertheless, I was beginning to suspect that something else altogether was holding up my costume.

			“I don’t believe in ghosts and monsters,” she’d said when I asked her if such things were real.

			“What about witches?”

			“Witchcraft is real, but God doesn’t like it.” I’d heard the word witchcraft before but never given it much thought. I’d been under the impression that it was the made-up stuff of fiction, like the harmless bits of magic Samantha the witch performed in reruns of the old TV show Bewitched or the more wicked but equally unlikely feats that set fairy tales into motion.

			“What about skeletons and jack-o’-lanterns?” My best friend’s parents had toasted the pumpkin seeds after carving her jack-o’-lantern, and we sprinkled them with salt and ate them. They were so delicious I’d persuaded my mother to let us do the same at home. My father had even carved a smiling face into my pumpkin and put a nub of a candle inside.

			“We’re Christians,” my mother reminded me. “We believe in God and Jesus.” She made her face expressionless and relaxed in a manner that hinted something heavy might be on the way. “And, as a Christian, I don’t think God is very happy on Halloween.”

			I wondered how one night of kids in costumes out trick-or-treating could bother God.

			“I know dressing up and getting candy is fun,” she continued, “but what Halloween celebrates, things like evil spirits and demons, are the things of the occult. They belong to the devil, and they can be dangerous.”

			I’d heard those words before, too—spirits, demons, the occult. They came up at church, in stories where one of God’s followers must remind his foolish and forgetful people of God’s commandments. Like Moses, when the Israelites went to such lengths in order to worship a golden calf. Or Jesus, casting out demons from the possessed. Though I had never personally come up against an evil spirit or a demon and doubted that I ever would, my mother was asking me to understand that such stories were warnings I ought to take seriously. Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour. The stakes my mother was hinting at were far higher than they appeared to be.

			I sensed that she was torn. She wanted to make me understand the bigger picture, but she also wanted to make me happy. She was most concerned, I’d guess, with the symbolism of a night like Halloween, the things our costumes and make-believe fright seemed to glorify. But she also understood how excessive it would be to argue that a single night of trick-or-treating could have had heavy implications for my everlasting soul.

			And I was torn, too. I knew she wanted me to make the right decisions in all things, just like the children in Little Visits with God, decisions that would glorify God. She would probably have been very glad if I had then and there decided to retract my request and skip Halloween altogether, but I couldn’t get the candy out of my mind and the fun my friend Kim had assured me of. I wanted to push harder, to make her see that I understood the danger (I thought I did) and that I would be careful to keep my heart and spirit attuned to God and all that was good (I would certainly try). But I also sensed there was a good chance that if I questioned Halloween any further, her sense of moral duty might require her to put on the brakes, to shut down the Halloween machine entirely, so I nodded and forced myself to say nothing. She eyed me a moment, thinking but choosing not to speak, and the conversation dwindled away.

			The thirty-first fell on a Monday. The snake sandwich was really just chicken salad on long submarine rolls, which had been cut and laid out so that the whole thing looked like a huge wriggling serpent with two big black olives for eyes and a mouth propped open as if about to strike. Everyone in my kindergarten class was thrilled, except for one girl who exploded into loud sobs that didn’t subside even after my mother knelt down and explained to her how the sandwich was made. There were cookies in the shape of pumpkins and a punchbowl of 7Up in which floated a whole half gallon of orange sherbet. I was so proud that my mother had thought of everything—she’d even rigged the punchbowl with dry ice, so it seemed to fume like a witch’s cauldron. Yet I was confused, too. It all seemed so scary, so real, yet she’d made it clear that none of this Halloween stuff met with her actual approval. Was it for me? Was it a way of telling me she understood that I understood and that we could do this for fun, without believing any of it and without fear that it bothered God? Or was she sad inside from all of it, sad in the way God would have been sad about the smoke and the snakes and all the ghoulish to-do? With my eyes, I kept trying to ask her what was going on, why she had given in so wholeheartedly to the spooky affair, but she was too busy making sure everyone had gotten enough to eat and drink.

			After lunch, we lined up at the apple-bobbing basin. I stood behind Jimmy Higgins, who, when it was his turn to go under, splashed around like a cat someone had tossed into a well. Even after he came up for air, he was still slobbering, and a thick trail of yellow mucous slithered out from one of his nostrils (it took a moment before he noticed and sucked it back up into his head). Watching Jimmy had made me want to forfeit my turn, but backing out would have given credence to my mother’s other admonitions, both uttered and implied. So I put on the plastic smock and stood peering into the cloudy water. I closed my eyes before descending into the murk. It was unpleasant and cold, and the apples shied away like darting fish. I’d been blowing bubbles out through my nose so as not to choke down there, but there came a time when I ran out of air. I opened my mouth, though I knew in my heart of hearts that it wouldn’t land me an apple. It didn’t. Instead, water rushed down my throat. When I came up, I tried not to look as punished as I felt, but I couldn’t help sputtering. Someone came at me with an already-wet towel, untying the plastic apron and handing it to the next child in line. A long, dark hair that was not my own stuck to my tongue. Finally, after so much searching and waiting, my mother’s eyes at last met mine, only now I was in no mind to reassert my question or risk reading I told you so in her gaze. I went and stood beside her, not looking up, only leaning my head into her side, watching as the number of children with dry hair and clothes dwindled down to none.

			“The party was so nice,” I beamed on the ride home. A popcorn ball and a caramel apple had long since taken my mind off the indignities of the bobbing pool. “I didn’t know you knew how to do all that, Mommy.” And watching her watch the road for the few blocks it took to get back to our house—watching her hands calm yet firm upon the wheel and the way she looked down at me from time to time, letting me smile up into her face and returning the smile with real warmth, with love I could see and feel—I could tell that no matter what she believed in, right at that very moment she and I were alone together, Kathy and Tracy, just our two souls in the car moving surely toward home, full and intact with something bigger and more real than any of the questions or beliefs we might struggle to fit into words. I knew, just at that very moment, that she was glad in the way every mother who makes her child happy is glad.

			Before dinner, my mother sat down to finish stitching up my costume. It wasn’t merely a sheet into which eyeholes had been cut but a two-piece affair with bell sleeves and a removable head. The holes for my eyes had stitching around the edges so the fabric wouldn’t fray. At the top of the head, the mask wasn’t as round as I’d envisioned it would be. In fact, it was rather pointy. I wouldn’t look like Casper the Friendly Ghost at all, yet it did remind me of something I’d seen before but couldn’t quite put my finger on. No matter. My heart raced at the prospect of venturing out into the night.

			Conrad’s eyes got bigger and rounder when he saw me in my costume. It seemed to remind him of something else, too, and because he was older—fifteen and already in high school by then—he surely must have known exactly what it was. He looked at my mother with what appeared to be bewildered disbelief. There must not have been too much riding on it, though, because she merely shrugged him off with a cryptic smile.

			“Remember your manners,” she told me as I stepped up onto the landing by the front door. “And don’t wander off from Kim and her dad.”

			Outside, the evening was warm. I saw plenty of superheroes bought right off the shelf and packs of homemade Star Wars characters pieced together by all the kids whose parents had taken them to see the movie. (I recognized them from the lunchboxes and stickers my friends carried to school, though I didn’t know them firsthand or why they’d caught most everyone else up in an intergalactic frenzy.) Older kids out on their own in hastily conceived costumes scared me, they were so riled up with freedom and lust for candy. One had thrown a paper bag on his head like the Unknown Comic; others were draped in makeshift togas or parents’ bathrobes.

			For every three or four times I shouted “Trick or treat,” one person handing out candy would point at me and ask what I was supposed to be. When I answered that I was a ghost, most seemed relieved, though one or two appeared to remain skeptical. Once, looking up for an explanation of all this adult confusion, I caught Kim’s dad shaking his head, an expression of mild exasperation plastered to his face. I knew this had to do with me and with the silent conversation that had taken place between Conrad and our mom, but I couldn’t figure out what the precise terms were. What if I asked Kim’s dad what the fuss was all about, and his answer was that I had done something wrong? Or what if my mother had made a mistake in her rush to be done with Halloween? Wouldn’t it be worse if all the to-do revealed that the error was hers and not mine? It didn’t even occur to me that no error had been committed, only a subtly calculated act, a trick instead of a treat, directed not so much at me but at the very ethos of the holiday itself. If I had, my child’s mind could not have unraveled the convoluted logic that had driven a black woman from the Jim Crow-era South to dress her daughter, even only allusively, as one of the most despicable emblems of racial hatred, as someone worse than the devil himself.

			I’m not sure I can claim a clear understanding even now. My mother was in her early forties that autumn, nearly the same age I am now. The KKK, with its flaming crosses and its lynching sprees and the ghastly apparition of those white hoods, would have been real to her—not merely symbols of an earlier era but artifacts of a time she had known, specters from the real-life stories that would have haunted her childhood. Was stitching up a mini Klan costume for her unsuspecting five-year-old a way of depleting the image of whatever lingering private terror it might have held for her? I suspect she wasn’t fully conscious of what she’d done until she’d done it, at which point the only thing to do was remark to herself, “Ain’t that a blip,” and then get on with things. Of course, none of this occurred to me then. At the time, I did what any five-year-old would do. I continued along, holding out my bag, smiling my biggest, most exemplary smile, even though nobody could see it behind my great big pointed white hood.

			“Is it okay if I take this off?” I finally thought to ask, lifting the top part of the costume off over my head as we turned into the last cul-de-sac of the evening.

			“That sounds like a good idea,” Kim’s dad answered, sensing it might be easier that way for all of us.

			At home, I wasn’t given access to any of the loot until it had all been spread out on the family room floor and examined. We’d been hearing rumors of kids eating Halloween candy that had been spiked with hallucinogens. One child, the story went, had even been given a candied apple with a whole razor blade inside. (In one version of the tale, he’d sliced his tongue open biting into the treat. In another, he’d bitten into the apple just shy of the blade.) Anything that had come open in my trick-or-treat bag was relegated to the trash. A box of raisins was discarded, too, just in case. What was left was a confectionary spectacle: candy enough for all seven of us and then some. My parents laid claim to anything with coconut: Mounds and Almond Joy bars and the chewy tricolor Neapolitan squares wrapped in clear cellophane. My siblings cozied up to their own small share of the stash even as the last witches and robots of the season climbed up our stone-speckled front steps.

			Where exactly was the occult? I wondered, staring out the storm door into the finally quiet evening. Was there really a place where spirits and demons—all the beings God disliked—came from or congregated? Who made them and what did they want? Had they been good at first and only turned bad, like the Klansmen still alive in my mother’s memory, the ones who must have watched quizzically from the margins of her mind, not knowing whether, at the sight of me, to feel a sense of victory or defeat? They must have been far from God, but how could that be, if God was everywhere? Maybe they hovered between Him and us, though that, too, seemed wrong, for didn’t God live in the hearts of those who believed? What was it like for God as we went about our lives, doing the things He loved and the things He hated, sometimes without even knowing the difference between the two? And what was it like for the strange in-between beings, the ones we pretended to run from on Halloween? How many worlds were there, and
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