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Chapter 1
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Mauri Bale had never been interested in her family tree. It was nothing but name after name in small black–rimmed boxes, connected by spindly black lines — skeletal remains with no personality.

She was hard put to give it polite attention for her father’s sake, when on a rare Sunday afternoon she found him with his family tree binder in his lap.

And now it was too late, forever too late. Her father had died on Thursday, making his final contribution to his family tree by dying of colon cancer at the age of forty–eight.

Her parents had worked out all of the funeral arrangements in advance. Cancer always provided that opportunity, to face death’s details with a modicum of resigned practicality. Mauri had made a few arrangements of her own. She had a tastefully funereal suit ready, which looked so out of place in her closet that she left it in its plastic shroud until she got the call. When the call came she had only to pack it along with a few other things and catch the next flight to New York. She would be back at her job in a few days and, except for the gaping hole created by her father’s death, her life would go on as usual. Or so Mauri thought.

Mauri had taken the job in Pittsburgh a year ago, several months before her father’s cancer had been diagnosed. She would have taken a job closer to home if she had known that her athletic and fun–loving dad was going to pull such a short straw from the sheaf in God’s fist. But not knowing, she had felt free to stretch her itchy wings. She had flown as far as Pittsburgh to begin her accounting career as a junior auditor at a CPA firm.

After the crushing blow dealt by the diagnosis, her parents did not want her to change jobs. Let things go on the course already set, they said. Mauri had thought it over and agreed with them.

She kept her Pittsburgh job, but she visited them as often as holidays and the meagre vacation time of a fledgling auditor would permit. And in between times she amassed what she thought of as her stories, for distracting her parents from the ever more palpable, ever more alien presence of impending death.

Half real, half made up by stretching things a bit beyond, her ongoing stories were mostly about the people she worked with in Pittsburgh. The stories gradually took on lives of their own in the conducive atmosphere of her parents’ home in Queens. The parental audience followed her plot contortions gamely, amusedly. And when her brother Stan interrupted his studies long enough to egg her on, then . . .

“Hey, Mauri, I got an idea about that guy you say is always in the file room — the one you think is sweet on the file clerk? Well, now, gas would explain it. See, if a fella has gas, what better place to go when —”

“S’not gas, Bro. Take it from me. That particular guy would never bother to go to the file room for anything like that. He’s a master at passing it and then sniffing delicately, as it somebody else just cut one.”

“Well, okay then, scratch gas. But I just can’t buy the romance angle. I mean, that file clerk’s an out and out nut case.”

“Um, well, maybe I was exaggerating slightly about her filing methods.”

“Oh?! How can you exaggerate heaving a twenty pound box of files out the window? She either did, or she didn’t heave–ho.”

“Well, she did. She really did. But —”

“And the box either just barely missed the boss man’s head as he was going to his car, or it didn’t.”

“Well, most of the witnesses say that it really landed at least a car length away, but you know how bosses are. To hear him tell it, another inch and he would have collected disability for the rest —”

“And she’s still working there? Hey, if you’re looking for a romance angle, now there’s the place to —”

“No way! It’s just that the managing partner has a thing about the firm’s unemployment compensation ratio. Nobody ever gets fired — but of course there are other ways of getting rid of people who —”

“Thumb screws? The rack?”

“Nah, nah. C’mon. This is the 1990s. They’re much more sophisticated than that. The scuttlebutt is that mealworms in the lunch bags of the squeamish have sometimes been very effective, and — oh, things like itch powder in the chair fabric for the more hygienically challenged. Not that anyone’s ever been caught at it, but the circumstantial evidence has at times been pretty strong.”

“Diabolical. Why didn’t you go to work in a clean business, Sis, like maybe running guns for third world countries? Or selling nuclear —”

“Oh, yeah?!” Mauri’s chin came up pugnaciously. “You just wait ‘til you finish college and get out into the real world, Bro. Then you —”

“Hey, I’m no monk. I know a lot more about the world than you did at —”

“Oh, ho, Bro! No way! Why I’ll bet that —”

“Children, please,” interjected their mother, chuckling, but casting her glance toward their father, whose smile had thinned as Mauri and Stan’s din had increased.

“Yeah, well, anyway,” Mauri continued, immediately subdued, “last I heard they’re trying to make that file clerk quit instead of firing her. Trouble is, she’s got some pretty strong allies in bookkeeping.”

“You mean the ladies with so many stuffed animals on their desks that there’s no room for their computer keyboards?”

“The same, Bro. Because, after all, the files that she chucked out of the window were for the pet cemetery that got indicted for selling some of the, um, remains as fertilizer overseas.”

“Well, I’m no fan of the cute fuzzies, but I can sort of see how — hey, what would you do if a few meal worms showed up in your lunch someday, Sis?”

“I’ve got that all planned out — not that I’m worried about it, though.”

“Yeah, sure.”

“I’d wait until one of the managing partner’s munchkins was watching and then I’d eat ‘em up.”

“You would. Yes, you really would.”

“Yes. And I’d smack my lips and say that they tasted great and that I wish I had some more. After all, they’re supposed to be quite edible — mostly protein.”

“That’s double truly gross, Sis.”

“Thanks, Stan.”

“Mom, I think you’d better have another one of those mother–to–daughter talks with Mauri. I think she missed the part about the feminine mystique stuff.”

“Okay, Stan,” their mother said.

“And when you do, could I listen in? I may have some very useful —”

And on and on. Pattering with Stan while one or both of their parents grinned, grimaced, and sometimes out and out moaned. A willing–enough audience of two. A man keen to make his peace with everyone, everything. Weirdly serious — too serious. A woman eddying, oddly tentative, so unlike herself, so unlike water running deep and even, smooth and strong.

The flight home from Pittsburgh for the funeral was uneventful. The plane landed at Newark and Mauri rode the bus into the City, and then the subway out to Queens. She walked up the driveway of her parents’ home and rang the kitchen door bell in the back. Such a familiar door, but strange now, a sudden barrier between herself and what was left inside.

Her mother opened the door. It was the same face and the same familiar form. But no, Mauri knew, it was not the same. The being in front of Mauri was masked now, and costumed in sorrow. Mauri saw in an instant that there was a flow of water separating them, and she was suddenly afraid of being yanked and forced into its strong current of overwhelming grief. The image of drowning, of struggling against the water’s flow — that was what flitted and wavered painfully around her mother’s face, her mother’s mask.

“Mauri, dear,” her mother spoke, “I was not expecting you until tomorrow at the earliest.”

“I.” “I” was not expecting you, her mother had just said. Mauri shuddered. Not “we”. Not “your father and I.” How was it, Mauri wondered, this ‘I’ instead of ‘we’? This ‘me’ instead of ‘us’? But the mask was snug. It fit tight, with no unseemly wrinkles. Mauri could not see behind the mask to the woman who wore it.

Mauri opened her mouth but no words came out. It was hitting her now. The unchangeable emptiness beyond the threshold, in place of the man who had been her father. The man at the opposite end of her being, from her mother. Stretch as far as she ever might, she would always snap back to between them. Distinct or indistinct. Alive or dead.

Her mother’s arms opened and Mauri fell into them. The sum for half of Mauri enveloped her, supported her young sorrow. The other half was irretrievably gone, and this present half wore a hideous mask. Inside Mauri something recoiled further, but she knew that struggle was useless. She would have to accept what she had left. She closed her eyes and sunk deeper into her mother’s comfortless arms.

“He was better on Wednesday, Mauri,” her mother spoke into her hair. “But on Thursday morning he went . . . down. Way down. Then he got quiet. There was a moment of struggle only, and then he was just . . . gone. Gone from us.”

*   *   *
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By and large they kept themselves buttoned up rather well until the coffin was lowered into the ground. A few quiet tears around the kitchen table, some moments of constricted throat and caught–back sobs among tumbling feelings. After all, people died every day. And the three of them had known that this was coming. Death’s dark angel had been encircling their heads for months, and cuffing up against their shoulders. Its foul tattered wings had brushed their faces so many times, whispering the inevitable to them. They had known what was coming and that it could not be tricked away or outrun.

O what is this that I can’t see

With icy hands gets ahold of me . . .

O I am Death none can excel

I open the door to heaven or hell

I’ll drop the flesh off of your frame

The earth and worms both have a claim.​[1]

They hadn’t tried to dicker with Death or to run. They had faced it. And then they steeled themselves admirably for the further appalling period of first grief after their loved one’s death. Their reward was the satisfaction of an outward show of restraint and acceptance.

Theirs wasn’t the only burial in the huge cemetery that day. They passed two other corteges of late model cars alongside the road to their very own lot number 10754, which was to be the final resting place for the remains of Edward Robert Bale, loving husband and father. The accountant in Mauri automatically tallied the Work–in–Progress against the endless rows of Finished Goods which dispersed over the slopes in all directions.

Yes indeed. People died every day and had always been doing so. And the burials in this cemetery today were a slight surge of wave against the impervious shore of death. There was a vastly heavy ocean pushing behind this small surge. Grabbing the shore for a moment and then coming back again with other mourners in its froth. Death was common, and it would always be so.

But lot 10754 was the only gash in the manicured lawn that mattered when the Reverend’s handful of dirt dropped onto the coffin inside it. “From dust unto dust,” the deep voice intoned. Then it didn’t matter how many other nasty little gashes were in this cemetery, or anywhere else. The entire universe narrowed to the earth clods tatting on the conspicuously unvarnished box lid, a long step down from where they stood.

Mauri’s mistake was that she made herself watch the clods bouncing on the coffin’s wood. Recklessly she denied herself the glance away, the steadying scan of the rise beyond the huddle of mourners. Instead she persisted, seeking to know more, to feel more. Even if death was common to humankind, it wasn’t every day that one’s own father was put into the ground.

So she foolishly followed the crumbly dirt on down, and was not surprised, was only mesmerized, when Ma Earth lurched up to reclaim the moist chunks of humus, her sullen offspring, from the coffin’s lid. Ma Earth she rose up, and in her crass grab she brought the unwise Mauri down, to be pressed against the lips of her greedy cursing maw. She brought her down into her loamy mouth, conveniently articulated in this manmade pocket for death.

Somehow Mauri’s mother and brother were swept down with her, and the three of them were thrown hard against each other in the crumbling oblong hole. Ma Earth’s gagging chortles brought a rush of tears to Mauri’s eyes, which blinded her in the jumble of arrested movement among the crushed but groping arms and legs. In the awkward roll of three imperfectly balanced torsos came a nightmare of unseemly contortions, impossible to understand, or untangle. Ma Earth tousled them rough, and only eventually did they settle, did they become fixed in a morass of bruised and straining body parts.

They could have laid there, heavily and painfully entwined, for a long time, if their subhuman growls and hoarse brays could have kept better time with Ma Earth’s ruddy chortles. But their chorus of wails answering Big Ma back began to falter into coarse ahahags and sobs, and into less convincing jags of choked–off snorts. They knew then that they had lost Earth’s close beat. They had to give up the communion with Big Ma. She had tricked them, of course. She had gotten what she wanted from them — their foolish pride — and had retreated, laughing at them.

Mauri’s tears subsided with the ugly vocal accompaniment. She managed to rub the smear of grit from her eyes by brushing them against Stan’s springy hair, and she squinted toward the light to behold the world above her, the world outside her father’s grave.

There she saw an almost perfectly oval ring of faces, pitch black against the bright sky. They were the faces of her family’s friends looking down at them.

The faces were carefully passive. The last trace of a gutted sob died in her chest, daunted by their intruding silence. A ferocious anger filled its void. “Do you mind?!” she was ready to screech at them. “He was my father, and we loved him, and we can writhe on his coffin if we damn well please!”

But instead the reticent Mauri, the decorous Mauri, that dominant one of her which sought to go quietly and with dignity in the world — instead that one of her felt exposed under the staring faces, and she strove to retrieve her body parts from the heap that she and her mother and her brother made in this abysmal hole, her father’s final resting place. Amen.

It was the Reverend who extended his strong brown hand down to them, to bring them back up again, to life. It was with his help that they climbed shakily from her father’s grave one by one, her mother last astride the coffin, silently guiding her grubby chicks up and out first.

The military color guard stared coolly into the distance as the family emerged from the hole. No graveside contortions over any veteran of war was going to have any effect upon their demeanor. Mauri liked that. Her father had earned this accompaniment to his burial, which these soldiers were duly executing; he had earned it in Vietnam. The men and the woman of the color guard had already delivered the triangulated flag to the dead man’s widow, and they would leave this place at the first viable opportunity, their duty done. What was it to them if the widow chose to begrime their cloth offering with the earth of the departed soldier’s grave?

It was the austere distance imposed by the graveside friends which Mauri found harder to bear. There seemed to be no emotion, no feeling among them. These brothers and sisters through the years, most of them from church — now they all avoided looking at the bereaved family, shocked beyond compassion for the time being, by the family’s unseemly show of grief.

But there was more. Mauri always knew that there was more. It had been in the Reverend’s grip on her wrist as she had scuttled out of the hole. She had read it so very clearly in his patient, but unrelenting, gaze. So long suffering under his own cross. ‘How could you make such utter fools of yourselves over a white man?!’ she read in his eyes. ‘One who isn’t even alive anymore.’

‘You’re glad he’s dead!’ Mauri flashed back at him in her mind — but the words were close, headily close, to the spittle on her lips. ‘You never liked his white face staring up at you from your sea of brown on Sunday mornings. You never wanted him, albino pale, in your struggling black flock. I’ll bet you were even relieved when you heard of his cancer, relieved that he wouldn’t be there for you to have to bear much longer — your own damned burden of slavery past. The white man who put his mark upon your race, right under your nose, and dared to sit in your congregation afterward, time and time again.’

The words were bubbling up and would soon be out in the open. ‘Deny it if you dare,’ Mauri was ready to scream. But strong familiar hands braced Mauri’s shoulders, and a restraining, “Settle, Daughter,” just barely checked her furious words. Mauri swung around abruptly and headed for their car. She would still heed the warm mother voice, would heed the mother’s claim on her sullen offspring.

Mauri thought that she went alone to the car, but she soon found herself flanked by her mother and her brother. Together they were apart. They would always be apart.

The service was over for them. They were not ashamed. They had discovered the necessary rites and performed them. There was no more for them now in this manicured necropolis.

Mauri became aware that one of her shoes was missing. She vaguely and then with more certainty realized that it must still be in her father’s grave. She concentrated on it, a meagre part of herself left behind with him. And she concentrated on walking evenly, with dignity, to the car. Her mother and brother were as disheveled and as streaked with dirt as she was. But they walked with their own silent dignity too.

Her brother slid in behind the wheel of the car. The car doors closed softly and they looked straight ahead out of the front windshield as their car left the line and proceeded slowly down the cemetery road. Soon they would be back at the house. There they would clean themselves, change their clothes, shake and brush dirt from their hair. Some of the other graveside mourners would overcome their shock and would come by to spend part of the afternoon with them. Some of their neighbors would drop in.​

By evening her father’s life would be formally closed, sealed over. Only unpredictable grief would remain, sagging grief, to be borne in the months and years to come. Everything having directly and physically to do with her father had gone with him into his grave. Or so Mauri thought.
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Chapter 2
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“Narrative, by Edward Robert Bale, December, 1978.

My grandmother Edwina Bale died at age 90 in October of 1973. A distant cousin phoned me and told me of her death in time for me to attend her funeral in Mirard, Georgia.

It was at the gathering after the funeral that grandmother’s sister, my great aunt Madeline decided to give me a ‘piece of her mind’.

Aunt Madeline: “You’re the boy from up north who married himself a black woman. You’re Charles’s boy.”

Me: “My wife is a pediatric nurse, from the Caribbean island of —”

Aunt Madeline: “It just about broke your poor old granny’s heart. And after she’d taken you in and all while your parents were fighting tooth and nail over their divorce. When she heard tell of you marrying a black, ‘Edwina,’ I told her, ‘these youngins’ll spite you as soon as look at you. Back when you took him in, it’s a wonder that you weren’t murdered in your bed.’ That’s exactly what I told her.”

At first I thought that her outspokenness would give me a chance to defend my decision and my wife. It was the unspoken prejudices, I had thought, that were the most difficult to do anything about. But when I told her that Grandmother had in fact written us a nice letter wishing us every happiness in our marriage, my great aunt’s eyes got about as hard and mean as I have ever seen in a woman. She sort of laughed and said that my grandmother had never had any spine, had always talked out of both sides of her mouth. “But don’t fool yourself, boy,” she said. “Your granny knew as well as anybody down here knows, that the white menfolk never take to a black woman except for one thing.” Quote, unquote. She was clearly enjoying herself — clearly felt herself to be on firm, unassailable ground. I had reddened, and that obviously increased her pleasure. But I wasn’t embarrassed for myself or for my wife. What embarrassed me was that this elderly person and I were actually related, that we shared the same blood.

I labored on under her flint eyes with our “conversation”. I insisted as calmly as I could that none of that had anything to do with me or with my lovely wife. But the smirk on her face, and the way that everyone else was listening but not looking at us — those are things that I still remember quite vividly.”

“Mom, what is all this?” Mauri asked.

“Oh, that?” her mother replied. “It’s something that your father wanted you and Stan to have. It’s the stories about his people, his kin. You’ve seen the other part I’m sure — the part with the family tree diagrams. Well, he wrote up those stories over the years, in case you kids ever got interested in the past generations of his family. I suppose he wanted to make the people real for you.”

“But jeez! Who’d want to be related to this one, this Madeline character?”

“Let me see,” said her mother, coming over. “ Oh, that one.”

“Yes. What a bigoted old . . . witch.” Mauri flipped through the pages. “Have you read all of this?”

“Yes, I’ve read it all.”

“I didn’t even know that Dad ever lived down South.”

“That was long ago, when he was about twelve, I think. It was just for a few months though. And then, your father wasn’t exactly proud of his relatives. Certainly not proud of them in the same way that they were proud of themselves.”

When her mother spoke obliquely it was an invitation. If you wanted to know more, you had to ask.

“Hmm. Something they were proud of but that he wasn’t proud of,” Mauri mused, dawdling. She was not really sure that she wanted to know.

This once, however, her mother pushed ahead and answered the unasked question.

“Many of them owned slaves, Mauri, before the Civil War. And a few of them owned a lot of slaves. Then afterward, after the slaves were freed, many of the former slaves were subsistence farmers on their land. And the family had a reputation for cheating those sharecroppers, for keeping them down.”

“What a bunch of bastards,” was Mauri’s reaction.

“Yes.”

Mauri, Stan and their parents had always lived very much in the present, with the future coming on. Dad had never said much about his family. His father had come up north to be a lawyer, of sorts, until heavy drinking took him under in his forties. Cancer had ended his mother’s life soon after that, while he was still in his twenties.

When Mauri was young she had once asked her father why his other relatives never came to visit them. He had replied that they lived too far away.

“But Pappie came all the way from Barbados last year, and he had to fly over the ocean to get here.”

“I guess some oceans are easier to cross than others, Mauri.”

“Huh, Dad? Huh?”

Mauri hadn’t understood then, of course. She hadn’t understood his strange talk about great oceans which split up people — oceans which could not be found on any geographical maps of the world.

Mauri had persisted until she realized that her father wasn’t talking about real salt water oceans at all, and then ran out to find Ellen. Ellen was her best friend at that time. Meeting Ellen to play at jump ropes was much more satisfying than her father’s odd talk about oceans.

By now she knew what her father had been talking about, of course. He had meant the big gapping separateness from people who had no use for you.

The years had gone by and there were no cards, no letters. No phone calls. No visits to or from any of her father’s kin at all. And so Mauri came to lump them in with those others whom she discerned that she had no use for. She had her pride. If they had no use for her, then she had no use for them.

“Does Stan know?” she asked her mother, indicating the binder of stories.

“Oh, yes, Stan’s read them. He and your father talked about them sometimes, over the last few months.”

Mauri’s mother paused, taut. Then she added, “Stan wants to go to Georgia after his midterms.”

“Why?”

“He says that he wants to see the land that the family place was on, and maybe talk to the people living around there. Maybe find some . . . kin.”

Mauri blinked. Her brother, a mostly black boy, snooping around the woods and back roads of Georgia for his white roots . . .

“I think that’s a real dumb idea,” Mauri said.

“Nevertheless,” her mother answered quietly, “he has determined to go.”

There was a wealth of subtlety in her mother’s answer. Mauri knew from it that her mother had already tried to dissuade Stan from making this trip, and had failed. Stan was going to go anyway.

“Then I’m going with him,” Mauri announced grimly. “I’m going too.”

Her mother stared out of the kitchen window and let out a breath of resignation. “I thought you might,” she said, her eyes worried over her children’s youth and audacity. “I thought you might.”

*   *   *
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Mauri finagled few unpaid days off from work in late October, for the trip to Georgia. It wasn’t the best time to ask for time off, but since her father had died recently there was some compassionate flex.

Stan wasn’t exactly enthusiastic about his sister going with him on this trip. He said it was a man thing, that he wanted to go alone.

“So where are we going to meet up, Bro?” Mauri asked him by phone several days before the trip.

“Listen, Mauri, I’ve already told you that I’d rather go by myself. You know? Having my big sister come along is going to kind of spoil it. You understand?”

Mauri considered and rejected several rejoinders. ‘Mom will worry about you.’ ‘Go to Africa for your buck yearnings.’

“Don’t assume that I’m going to be following you around and getting in your way, boy,” she ended up telling him. “Besides, we can probably find out more if there are two of us working at it. We’ll just meet at the motel now and then to compare notes.”

“And since when have you gotten interested in the family lineage, Sis?”

“Watch me, Bro. I just may get rabid about this stuff before we’re done. And then there’s safety in numbers, Stan. We don’t know much about the South, especially the rural South. There’s no telling what kind of kooks we might run into in that mosquito–infested swampland down there.”

“There’re no swamps where I’m going. Dad told me. It was just ordinary worn out farmland. And besides, if there are some swampy patches by the river, most of the mosquitoes would be gone by this time of the year.”

“So what are you going to be looking for down there, Stan?”

“Nothing in particular. I just want to see it, Mauri. Walk on the land. See the river. Picture what it was like before, when it was a plantation. Maybe find the foundations for some of the buildings. Ask around about the people. Read the local papers. Eat in the local places. Maybe come back with a story or two to add to Dad’s narratives on the family.”

“Ah, didn’t Dad’s stories about them give you enough of an idea?” asked Mauri.

But for the first time Mauri became interested in this trip as something other than a duty to ride shotgun for her kid brother. Stories? Yeah, stories . . . maybe some stories with some kick in them. That was her line.

*   *   *
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Stan left from New York and went by train and bus; almost two days later Mauri flew into Atlanta and then headed east in a rental car. Almost five hours after leaving Pittsburgh she was easing the car into a parking place at the front office of a chain motel on the bypass around Gainesboro. The white man behind the counter commenced staring at her even before she got out of the car.

“I’m meeting my brother here,” Mauri told him when she got inside. “Stan Bale.” The clerk’s face relaxed.

“Oh, him. Well now, he’s moved on to a different place, further on. Left this address for you.”

“Moved to a different place? He only checked in here yesterday.”

Mauri listened to the man’s instructions to the other motel, her inner ear tuned for nuances. The guy just seemed so pleased to lose both her and her brother as customers. He just seemed so relieved that they weren’t staying at his motel.

“You won’t have any trouble finding the place, ma’am,” the clerk finished off politely.

Mauri just eyed him. It was a look she was cultivating for her audit work, a ‘Let’s get real’ look that was supposed to be just friendly enough to invite a telling confidence, if there was one.

But the man just looked back at her blandly. No go. His every move and word had been directed toward getting her on her way. It would take something else to get more out of this one.

They were the only ones in the lobby. Mauri leaned on the counter and turned sideways to survey the empty room and her rental car parked beyond the plate glass.

“Is there something the matter,” she asked coolly, “with the color of my skin?” And she waited, concentrating on the deep maroon color of the rental car against the washed out grey of the asphalt.

“Nothin’,” came his flat reply. The
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