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			To my family, my sisters in religion, and to Jason Harrold, who talked me into trying TikTok and made me famous

		

	
		
			Prologue

			I sat in my cell, staring at the stucco walls, waiting for the others to assemble and decide my fate. My room—the size of a big bathroom—had a large Victorian crucifix, two small wooden nightstands, a twin bed, a metal locker, and one leaded window, the handle a swoop of iron. Everything was beautiful, solid, and lasting. The convent had been here for one hundred years, and it could be here for one hundred more. I had lived here for six, but my presence was incidental, just a small blip on a long continuum. And yet, on my own continuum the convent had been metamorphic.

			Ever since I was a little kid, I’d been drawn to the idea of becoming a nun. But, in Rome, Georgia, where I grew up, I was surrounded by Southern Baptists and Methodists. Catholics were considered an exotic species, and not to be trusted. So for me, becoming a nun was as likely as becoming an NFL quarterback. I pushed the notion deep down and spent a lifetime passing for someone else—for someone richer, for someone high-powered working in advertising, for a comic, and for a wife. I felt like I had to apologize for myself everywhere I went. But no matter what disguise I donned, or personality I tried on, I never belonged.

			This might have been because, for me, home was always a place of chaos and lack. Growing up, I could open any drawer in our house, and it would be full of junk. But the refrigerator was often empty; you’d be lucky to find three pieces of baloney and an inch of milk in a gallon jug. Abundance was rare.

			By the time I was seven years old, my family had lived in as many homes. Once, when we were moving out of an apartment, a woman neighbor came by and said, “I don’t put nothin’ in boxes. I just take a big sheet, put everythang in the sheet, tie the ends up, throw it in the car.” I said a silent prayer, “Please God, let me never be that.” But often, my family got pretty close.

			Despite all this, I managed to leave Georgia and start a cosmopolitan life in New York and then Los Angeles. By the time I was twenty-eight, my days were spent writing inane taglines while being screamed at by clients strung out on coke. Most nights I was hunched over my computer, typing furiously to meet a looming deadline, or skulking along the perimeter of industry cocktail parties and red-carpet events in Los Angeles, where I’d often get dry heaves from anxiety and have to slip out the back. The one place I felt confident was onstage with the Groundlings Sunday Company or performing stand-up in my mom’s thick Alabama drawl, telling the audience, “I cain’t drank that milk ’cause it’s rurnt!”

			I could make people laugh, and that was a currency. I managed to have friends, to have jobs, and even a husband. But I never had a place I belonged.

			Then, I received a letter from a nun:

			
				Claudette, there is no hiding place from that which the hand of God presents to us.

			

			And it changed everything.

		

	
		
			Part One

			Egypt

			
				How lovely is thy dwelling place, O Lord of Hosts, to me.

				—Psalm 84, translation by Carl P. Daw

			

		

	
		
			One

			In the Beginning
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					Me in 1967

				
			
			Much to my mother’s chagrin, the first time I fell in love, it wasn’t with a man, but with a movie, and that movie was The Nun’s Story.

			My mother, Linda, had the soul of an artist and the look of Barbie—platinum blond hair, a petite frame, and fabulous clothes that she made herself. Mom wanted to be Brigitte Bardot. She wanted all her daughters to be Brigitte too. She wanted us to have romance and love and beauty. I wanted love too, only my idea of love was a little different.

			I still remember the hot summer morning as The Nun’s Story played on my grandparents’ television. It starred Audrey Hepburn as a Belgian nun, and I don’t think any other five-year-old who ever watched that movie said, “Wow, that is what I want to do. Sign me up!,” but I did.

			Watching the nuns move in their orderly lines, a sense of peace washed over me. Here was a world where everyone belonged, where your worth wasn’t determined by the neighborhood you lived in or the clothes you wore. I longed for that certainty, that sense of home. If I hadn’t been scolded for getting too close to the TV, I would have put my hands on the screen and rested my forehead on that beautiful world.

			I told my mother that I loved the movie. That I loved the nuns’ dresses. That I thought the sisters were beautiful and that I wanted to be just like them when I grew up.

			“Over mahh deeeead body, Claudette,” she drawled in her Alabama accent. She then explained that nuns were repressed and miserable and as a female, I would find happiness only by falling in love, getting married, and having babies.

			Our family was Southern Baptist, though Grandma, my mom’s mother, was the only one who went to church. Normally, on spiritual matters, I would turn to her, but I couldn’t discuss anything Roman Catholic with her because she believed all the Catholics were definitely going to hell.

			So I did what I had to do. I ran breathlessly to the library and STOLE (God forgive me) the book that The Nun’s Story was based on, then proceeded to read it fifty times. Kathryn Hulme’s novel became my private manual for living. It presented a life of service, structure, and ritual—all things that I did not find in my modern, chaotic family of origin.
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			My mom and dad were rock and roll parents. Mom would slide behind the wheel of her purple MG Midget and turn the radio up. At stoplights, she waved her skinny arms above her head singing Fleetwood Mac, “And if I needed a little money, I know he would lend me, lend me a hand.” She looked like she was up onstage, which is where I believe she belonged. She should have been famous, only at sixteen she gave up everything for love, all her opportunities, all her dreams. She gave everything to my dad, even the grocery money.

			My father, Clyde—we often called him Clyde—was very handsome, a combination of Elvis and James Dean, with a sweep of dark hair, hefty sideburns, and olive skin that made him look Italian. He was only five foot eight and trim, but to me he felt like a giant, and he always filled the room. Usually he filled it with his rage, but sometimes I would see him in public and there he could be charming and funny and brilliant. But at home, he was always on the fringes of our household, going to work mad, coming home mad, going out at night, sleeping all day, and waking up mad again.

			Sometimes he’d be high on the hog—new job, more money, more time with friends—but then the money would dwindle, or something would happen at work, and we would have to move. I lived in seven houses or apartments by the time I was twelve. Sometimes we didn’t even get the pictures hung up on the walls before we left again.

			There was one period where my father was always driving a different car—and the cars got junkier and junkier. The cars, like our homes, were symptoms of my father’s restlessness. He couldn’t sit still. His hands were always moving, his fingernails always bitten down to the quick. He often looked over my head as he spoke, as if there was something in the distance coming toward him. He even tugged at his long, beautiful eyelashes until he pulled them right out because he was such a nervous wreck.

			My big sister, Autumn, on the other hand, was as cool as steel. Sixteen months older than I am, she was a scraggly kid, a little stick figure with enormous eyes, and long, tangled chestnut hair. Growing up, Autumn was my alter ego—where I was weak, she was strong. Where I was meek, she was bold. She was tough and fiery and always did her best to protect me.

			When I was eight my baby sister, India, was born. She had a cherubic face and just a few strands of tawny hair on her enormous head, and from the moment she arrived I wanted to take care of her.
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			After my younger sister was born, my parents moved us into a house on Piedmont Avenue in West Rome, Georgia, which was an up-and-coming suburb. This was the second house they’d bought; the first had been foreclosed on, but that was many moves ago. My mother had our new house painted mustard yellow with coral shutters—it was very 1974.

			My parents went to Sears and bought a house full of furniture “on time,” which is how southern people say layaway. Soon a Sears truck arrived, and our house was filled with beautiful new things. Black faux leather couches and chairs. A quiet refrigerator—our fridges had always made a whole bunch of noise—and a shiny white matching washer and dryer, which meant no more laundromat.

			But Clyde managed to lose his new job and soon Sears started calling and sending letters. My parents were the kind of people who weren’t bothered when they bounced checks; avoidance was their primary strategy. The phone would ring and one of my parents would announce, “Don’t answer it. It’s a bill collector.”

			Then, my dad and his big, blustery southern lawyer-friend Ron Patton came up with a way out. One day a team of silent, burly movers came to our house with a van and took everything—the refrigerator, the couch, the washer and dryer. All our furniture was stowed in Ron’s basement. Then he and my dad went to Salvation Army and bought a bunch of old junk furniture, which looked pretty good but certainly wasn’t brand-new or from Sears. They decked out our whole house like a film set. Sitting on the new-old couch, they cackled—when the Repo Man came knocking, he would repossess all this junk. Before he came, my dad said, “I want you and your sister to look real sad, like they’re taking all the real furniture.”

			That was my first acting job. It wasn’t that hard; I was sick to my stomach with guilt. Grandma had taught me it was wrong to lie and steal, and here we were doing so on a grand scale. I just knew the police would come and haul us all off to a jail or, since I wasn’t at all familiar with the legal system, maybe a dungeon.

			At the appointed hour, my mom held Baby India and Autumn, and we all put on our most convincing sad-little-kid faces. Then, sure enough, the Repo Man came in with his team, carted everything off, looking a little guilty himself. When the door closed behind him, my parents laughed hysterically.

			I longed for a world where people did what they were supposed to do. Although I was sure that God wanted the world to be orderly, by a very young age I had discovered that life is peaceful when people do what they are supposed to, and when they don’t, life is stressful and scary.

			I caught a glimpse of an ordered world when Autumn and I stayed with my mom’s parents, my grandparents, in their stone cottage. Their home was a sanctuary, a place where voices were soft and all my needs were met. They offered me a taste of the kind of life—and the kind of faith—I would spend years searching for.
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			Many people were traumatized by religion in their childhood, of having dogma and guilt shoved down their throats. That was not my experience of religion at all. I loved spending time at church. Compared to my home life, it was a sweet, serene place where people were gentle and kind. For me, church was like a drug, but a good drug—an antidepressant.

			My sweet grandma Zelda Jane Turner wore beautifully tailored dresses that she made herself and had chestnut hair that my mother dyed for her over her kitchen sink. It was from her that I received my faith. Grandma prayed for people all the time, and she always did her daily Bible devotion, but she felt that she had had the great misfortune of marrying an unrepentant heathen.

			My brilliant grandfather Rufus Turner identified as a Methodist but had stopped going to church decades before I was born. Though really, I think he was more of a Buddhist by nature. To me, Granddaddy was like Santa Claus—snow white beard, round belly, a lovely laugh. He lived a simple and frugal life and was one of the happiest people I’ve ever met. Regardless, my grandma prayed that he would not be cast into the lake of unquenchable hellfire for his heathen ways.

			My grandparents were kind and compassionate, and they would give the shirts off their backs to help anyone in need. I always behaved well around them, not for fear of punishment, but because I loved them so much.

			Grandma Turner’s whole life was spent in service to other people. She ministered to her family—she had eight kids and two miscarriages—she sewed them clothes, cooked, kept house, and provided picture-perfect Norman Rockwell holidays. She served the community too. She visited sick neighbors and volunteered at the hospital.

			The other way she served was through prayer. Every single day she would bring out her Bible and sit at the kitchen table. I couldn’t talk to her while she was doing her daily devotionals but I could sit quietly with her and I did.

			At home with my parents, things were loud—the music and the yelling. But the stone cottage was aquarium quiet. Even the music was soft and tinkly. In the blue bedroom, where Autumn and I slept, there was an old player piano—and we’d lie in bed as the house filled with the tinkly sound of “The Entertainer.” Watching the stream of little black dots, and the keys plunking up and down as if played by a ghost, filled me with delight and calm.

			My grandfather was a piano tuner and sometime voice teacher. And although he never attended services, on Sundays he drove us down an old country road to the Pleasant Valley South Baptist Church, a tidy but sizable brick building that was packed every Sunday.

			Preacher Mathis was covered in tattoos from his days in the Navy in southeast Asia, had a gravelly voice, smoked like a chimney, and seemed like he’d been through some stuff. I don’t ever recall him preaching a fire-and-brimstone message. He would do what most Baptist preachers did at that time—open up the Bible to some random passage and just start talking about it. Grandma would open up her little black Bible, which she’d annotated in pencil, and read along with him. Then, the choir would sing some hymns. I’d lean toward Grandma, listen to her high voice, and let the music swell in my chest until I was riding a wave of good feeling.

			Every so often there would be a revival. To me these were epic picnics where instead of Steely Dan on the boom box, it was preachers sweating and hallelujahing. There were big tents, a lot of people being moved by the Holy Spirit; I’m sure there was some fire and brimstone too, but mostly I remember the music, the food, and grandmas like angels, floating around in pastel dresses with Kleenex-soft voices that said sweet things like, “Honey, give me some sugar,” when they wanted a kiss.

			I tried to be as good as I possibly could. After all, the Rapture was coming. One Sunday a hippie couple came into church with guitars and sang “I Wish We’d All Been Ready” about the Rapture. They sang about a couple guys going up a hill, “One disappears and one’s left standing still”; they sang so sweetly, but the terror of that prospect left my heart cold.

			I started sorting through people, trying to figure out who was lost. I believed that if I was good, I’d get sucked right up into heaven. My puckish uncle Dan was definitely going to heaven, and so were my grandparents. My mama was so fun and so good when Clyde wasn’t around so she would get into heaven. Clyde was definitely going to hell. I felt sorry for him.

			Every now and again, we would spend a Wednesday night with my grandparents and Grandma would take us to church. Wednesdays were when people got saved, and these services were driven by the Holy Spirit.

			At the end of the service was the altar call. Preacher Mathis said, “If you haven’t accepted Jesus Christ in your heart, come on and get saved,” as the piano lady played the opening chords of “Just as I Am,” and I felt something in me open up. There was a charge in the church. The air crackled and sparked and slowly, people stood and shuffled up to the altar. I had a feeling that something big was about to happen.

			A woman knelt down and clasped her hands in front of her. Beside her a man stood and bowed. Preacher Mathis drew close to each of them and murmured something and touched their forehead. Autumn sat stoically but Grandma began to cry. A powerful wave of love washed over me, and tears rolled down my cheeks. Whatever was happening in that church was contagious, and I wanted to be part of it.

			In the Baptist Church, you don’t get baptized until you are eight, because that is when you begin spiritually maturing—the Mormons call eight the age of reason, when you’re old enough to be accountable for your actions. I was certainly old enough to understand the difference between chaos and order. I looked at my life—from what I could see, my family was chaos and the church was order. I wanted to set down my flag on the path of Jesus. One morning, I found my mother on the couch. “I think I’ve been saved,” I said. She didn’t react so I kept going, “I think I want to get baptized.”

			After a moment my mom asked, “Well, what did it feel like?”

			“I’ve just been in church and felt so glad and so close to God and sometimes it feels like I’m floating because I’m so happy about Jesus Christ, and I really want my life to be centered on Jesus Christ.”

			My mother went to my grandmother. Then Grandma interviewed me. No one wanted me to take this step lightly. Then suddenly Autumn decided she had been saved and wanted to get baptized too. We were always trying to one-up each other. She was fiercer and stronger, but there were places I excelled. When Autumn learned how to read in first grade, I got so mad that Mom went ahead and taught me how to read. To make matters worse, I’d skipped from first grade to Autumn’s third-grade class. So, although I don’t think Autumn had any interest in being received into the household of Christ, she didn’t want me doing something that she didn’t do. The only thing was, she was terrified of water.

			Even though we had no money, my mother got us swimming lessons at the YMCA. I slipped into the water and swam. But Autumn remained scared. On the first day she couldn’t get her head under, and after that she never went back. But baptism requires water, and once we informed Preacher Mathis of our intentions, Autumn was faced with the inevitability of being required to somehow get her head under the water.

			On the appointed day, red velvet curtains hung in the church behind the choir and the pulpit. When the time came, the curtains parted dramatically to reveal the baptismal font, which looked like a hot tub with a plexiglass wall, so the congregation could watch the sacred act.

			Preacher Mathis wore a white robe. My grandmother made Autumn and me beautiful white outfits and put us in white tights and pretty shoes. Why in the world would we wear tights and our shoes in a pool? I thought.

			Nevertheless, I was somber. I stood beside Preacher Mathis, and he spoke to the congregation and then descended into the water, his white robes billowing out like some otherworldly creature. I descended the steps. The water was up to my chest. It pulled on my clothes, making me heavy, and then Preacher Mathis carefully bent me backward into the water and I arose from it into new life in the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Giddy, I opened my eyes. The whole congregation seemed to be beaming at me.

			Poor Autumn came right after me in her pretty white dress and I could see from the way she’d fixed her face that she was trying to be brave, but when Preacher Mathis leaned her back, she began to struggle, flailing and splashing like a giant catfish. Preacher Mathis had a serious look on his face as he persisted in saving her. Eventually she was adequately dunked, and Preacher Mathis declared that the baptism took.

			Grandma and my mother shepherded us into a bathroom and peeled off our sopping clothes. Once we were dry and our hair pulled back in tidy ponytails we emerged—newly minted Baptists. All the church ladies flocked around me bursting with pride. I was flooded with happiness. And, finally, I felt like I belonged.

			Shortly after that we moved again.

			All I wanted was to stay still for long enough that I could get my feet firmly planted on the ground.

		

	
		
			Two

			Heavenly Sunlight

			
				
					
					[image: ]
				

				
					Mom and me in 1973

				
			
			Growing up, I was often hungry. Mom was so thin that there were years she didn’t even menstruate, and she would brag about how little food she needed: “Well, yesterday all I had was a pack of peanuts and an RC Cola!” Autumn and I were scrawny too—like little POWs. But Clyde wasn’t skinny—he was perfectly hearty and hale. He would eat out at restaurants with his friends while our refrigerator was empty. But he didn’t think any of us needed much food. So my sisters and I never ate breakfast, except on the occasional weekend when there was cereal and milk. I found that being hungry was like carrying a bear inside my belly. Sometimes it roared and lumbered; sometimes it curled up and slept, deep and long.

			Once I asked my parents for food. I couldn’t have been more than four at the time, and my mom set slices of white bread on plates, made some gravy out of flour and old bacon grease, poured some of the grayish-brown goop on top, and set the whole mess in front of our family of four for dinner.

			Even though I was hungry, and I had never defied my parents, I said, quietly but firmly, “I can’t eat that. That’s gross.” Clyde’s eyes went wild. He stood up, stabbed a fork into the bread, and shoved the whole sopping mess into my mouth. The tines of the fork scraped my tongue, and his whole body bore down on me as I coughed and gagged. I couldn’t breathe.

			My mother and Autumn sat and watched in silence. We all knew if they intervened, he would attack them.

			Finally, Clyde pulled the plug of bread out of my mouth. Air rushed in, but my body didn’t know what to do. All at once I was gagging and crying and trying to breathe.

			“Go to your room. You’re not getting anything to eat,” he yelled.

			As I stumbled to the room I shared with Autumn, my father shouted, “Spoiled BRAT!!!”

			I was too little to grasp the full context of this meal: that we had no groceries, there was no money, this was the only meal we had, and we didn’t know where the next one was coming from. I was also too young to understand the violence that permeated my childhood—but it didn’t come out of nowhere.
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			One of the many ways Clyde eluded his paternal duties was foisting us off on my grandparents. We’d rotate between my mom’s parents, the Turners, and Clyde’s, the Powells. My grandfather Powell, who we called Pop, worked at GE for his whole life, but until the 1960s he had a second job too, as a bootlegger. He and Clyde would tell stories about when my dad was a kid, and the revenuers (the government agents who shut down illegal stills during Prohibition) would show up with axes to smash the still and take all the furniture out of the house and chop it up in the yard.

			“I don’t want you gittin’ caught up in all that,” my mother warned. “That ain’t normal.” She classified most of our peers into two groups: good rednecks and bad rednecks, which she would always drawl out in a dramatic whisper, “Baaaaaaaaad rednecks.” My cousins on the Powell side, whose actual legal last name was Outlaw, were covered in tattoos, before tattoos were chic, and were always in and out of prison for drug dealing. Polite society would refer to them as rough trade. Nevertheless, Autumn and I often found ourselves spending days on end with the Outlaws and the Powells and we loved them.

			I look exactly like Grandma Vesta Powell—Vesta, as in the goddess of the hearth. Because it was the South, everybody called her “Vester.” She was a surly grandma and a tough broad, a tiny woman with hair dyed black.

			“You know them kids down the street?” she said once, pausing to take a pinch of snuff from the small tin she kept in her pocket. “They all got in a fight and their daddy was drunk and stomped on that little girl’s toe and stomped it flat as a flitter.” I never wanted my toe stomped, and I never wanted to cross Grandma Powell. I didn’t ever want to accidentally kick over her spit cup and get in trouble because the rusty, slimy snuff spit spilled on the shag carpet.

			Years earlier a stroke had left Pop silent and barely ambulatory. He often sat in the living room, empty save for the old couch and the mammoth console television with a built-in record player. Their whole house was gloomy, lined with dark faux wood paneling making the place feel like the inside of an old pirate chest.

			One particular day, after Autumn and I had been with Grandma Vesta and Pop for a few nights, Grandma picked up the phone and ferociously jammed her finger into the dial.

			“You need to come git your kids,” she growled, stretching the phone cord coils between her gnarled hands. “They’re your kids, you need ’em to be with you.”

			That afternoon the house filled with my aunts, uncles, and cousins. They had brought along a feast of Kentucky Fried Chicken, and the whole house smelled of oil and meat. My mouth watered as I chose a drumstick, still too hot for me to bite. While it cooled, I polished off a biscuit with butter—crumbly and sweet and still warm in the middle. I was just about to bite into the chicken when my parents pulled into the driveway.

			Through the window in the back door, I saw Clyde coming as my mom waited in the car.

			He burst into the room. “All right, well. I guess since you’re so sick of my damn kids, I’m going to take them.”

			The air turned electric. Then Pop was off the old couch, punching my father, again and again. These weren’t weak old man punches, either; they were filled with rage. My father punched him back.

			I froze as my family stormed around. Some of my cousins were throwing punches, my aunts were trying to hold Pop and Clyde back.

			Autumn grabbed me and we scrambled under the dining room table. I was still clutching my drumstick, wondering if I should eat it. My cousin Mike was a teenager, but he was already a mountain of a man, and he was gnawing away on a thigh, watching the family feud as if it was a wrestling match on TV.

			The kitchen door swung open. I saw Mom’s feet and heard her say, “Come on, girls.”

			Back in the car, I knelt on the back seat, chicken in hand, watching through the kitchen window as Pop and my father moved into the frame. I saw my father was bent backward over the kitchen sink and Pop held a butcher knife poised above my father’s heart.

			My whole body went still as a frozen lake in winter, as I heard my mother say, “Don’t look. Don’t look.” Her voice strangled.

			I couldn’t turn my head, couldn’t even blink until I saw a bunch of Powells, with tremendous effort, pull my grandfather back as Clyde walked quickly out the kitchen door.

			I learned that day that violence was a family tradition that had been passed down for at least three generations. Clyde’s father wanted to kill him, and I was always afraid that Clyde would kill me.

			After the butcher knife incident, the babysitting fell to my mother’s parents.

			In their home, Autumn and I would sit in Granddaddy’s lap as he read the Sunday funny papers to us or he would take us out for walks in the woods. He had grown up in the mountains and would point out different trees, teach us not to be afraid of wildlife, and showed us how to make playthings like whistles from tiny branches and tom walkers, stilts formed from a couple of saplings that Autumn and I would wobble around on.

			Granddaddy talked to us about geology, astronomy, and philosophy. He told us how millions of years ago Sand Mountain, Alabama, the place the Turners were from, had been part of a seabed, which is why there was sand up at the top. That was his theory (it wasn’t right); still, he always thought about things on a deeper level. Everywhere we went, he would talk like that, telling us all about the millions of years of history. It put my life in perspective and kept me from being too focused on what was going on right then. This was all just a blip on what Granddaddy called the colossal, infinite continuum. Everything is temporary.

			Granddaddy only had an eighth-grade education, because he grew up poor in the rural South, but he was a brilliant man. He had a huge junkyard out back where we would hunker down to make Chitty Chitty Bang Bang–like creations. My uncle Dan, who was there sometimes, was an engineer, but we referred to him as a rocket scientist, because we didn’t know the difference. I laughed when I was with him and adored the fact that he talked to me like I was a really interesting little person. Uncle Dan and Granddaddy would sit around puffing on pipes or cigars while Dan taught us to play poker, which he assured us was a crucial life skill.

			When I wasn’t with Granddaddy, I was inside with Grandma. She worked at her sewing machine in the small apricot-colored bedroom, sun pouring through the white chiffon curtains she’d made. She always sewed Autumn and me matching Easter outfits in pastel polyester from the latest Butterick and Simplicity patterns.

			The clothes she made me were the only new things I had. Mostly I dressed in hand-me-downs that were ill-fitting and underwashed. Once on the way home from school, some kids made fun of me because my coat was too small and smelled bad. “Why are you wearing that old rag? You smell like a dog.” Autumn took them aside. I don’t know what she said to them, but I was never made fun of at school again. But, the shame stayed with me.

			Once I confided in Grandma that I hoped that someday I could get a job and buy some Levi’s jeans. I longed for a pair of Levi’s with the tiny extra square pockets, like the ones the kids at school wore. But I had resigned myself to the fact that we could never afford brand-name jeans.

			Despite the fact that jeans were outside what she considered “appropriate” clothes for children, Grandma bought a bolt of denim, light blue. I loved the way she ran the measuring tape from my ankle to my waist, the soft feel of the yellowed tape. She pinned the pattern to the denim, snipped the pieces. I listened to the purr and clack of the Singer as Grandma guided the river of fabric under the presser foot, while exploring her closet, which contained my grandfather’s Navy uniform from the 1940s. I would rub the uniform’s silver buttons, feeling the engraving beneath my fingertips. The idea of a uniform appealed to me, even then. It was something I could put on that would let everyone know who I was and where I belonged.

			The weekend before school started, Grandma presented me with the blue jeans in her kitchen. They fit perfectly and flared at the bottom. I told her, “I love them. They’re better than anything any of my friends have.”

			The jeans were obviously not Levi’s, but I would never dream of telling Grandma about how everybody would be able to tell they were homemade. So I hoped the compliments would disguise my disappointment. I still pined for the real ones, but I proudly wore my homemade jeans till they were practically in rags.
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			Clyde continued to cycle through jobs, and we cycled through apartments. He tried to go to Officer Candidate School in the air force, but when he had a mental breakdown after a month, he was given a medical discharge. My mother told me he had a nervous breakdown. No one elaborated beyond that. Like most of our emotional lives, it was all very hush-hush. Then Clyde got a security officer job in Marietta, an hour away from Rome, and we moved.

			I missed Grandma and Granddaddy Turner. I missed their house. I missed our quiet conversations and singing with Granddaddy. I missed my grandmother’s cornbread, her fried okra, and macaroni and cheese, and going to church with her. My grandparents, I truly believe, were my soulmates. You don’t have to be romantic to be soulmates.

			While I was my grandmother’s shadow, Autumn was my father’s. She got her craftiness from Clyde, and his brazenness, whereas India had my father’s ability to charm and my mother’s doll-like looks, and by the age of three, she was already able to work a crowd.

			When there was no food in the house, sometimes Autumn would say, “Let’s go to the Golden Gallon.”

			“We don’t have any money,” I reminded her.

			“I’ll show you what to do.” Autumn was very sneaky.

			We found two pennies so we could buy a piece of Bazooka bubble gum at the store. India sat up in her stroller giggling, while Autumn slipped a can of ravioli in the back. Then we sidled up to the cashier and slid a rectangle of gum onto the counter. The shop owner gave me a little smile and took our two cents. We danced home and split the ravioli among the three of us.

			But Autumn’s connection to my dad also put her in the line of fire. My sister was what in southern culture would be called a “spirited” child. She was strong, she was smart, she was not compliant, and she was a girl. That was a dangerous combination. If you had a spirited daughter, it was a parent’s duty to beat the spirit out of that child so that she could avoid having to be beaten by her future husband—and to make sure that someone would want to marry her in the first place.

			Autumn got hit so often that she began to plan small acts of subterfuge. She put a book in her pants so that Clyde would hit it and hurt his hand. If she had welts on her back and thighs, she’d take a safety pin and scrape the welts until they bled: “I want it to look worse than it actually is, so he feels bad,” she’d say.

			On one occasion a fight broke out in our apartment complex, and Autumn didn’t want to miss the action.

			“Hey, let’s go watch,” she said.

			I didn’t want to see anyone fight—the thought made my stomach turn—but Autumn went off with her friend.

			“Where’s your sister?” Clyde asked when he came in.

			“She went off to watch a fight,” I explained while India and I played pattycake on the floor. A flicker of fear crossed his face then Clyde bounded out of the house. A few minutes later he burst through the door, dragging Autumn by her upper arm as she stumbled behind him.

			He started hitting her with an open hand, which he knew would leave fewer marks for suspicious neighbors to see. He beat her till she fell on the floor, the light blue shirt of his security uniform pulling tight across his back each time he raised his hand.

			I cried, begging Clyde to stop, yelling: “Please. Please let her go.”

			When he didn’t listen, I ran to our room, and I talked to God. Let her be okay, I prayed.

			Autumn screamed and yelled. I was still crying when she came into our room.

			Autumn took one look at my tearstained face and told me, “You don’t need to get upset.” Her voice filled with swagger. “It doesn’t hurt. I can’t feel it.”

			“That’s awful that he did that to you.”

			She shrugged. “Aw, no, it’s not awful. It’s not bad. I just do all that screaming and yelling so he thinks he’s hurting me.” I knew that couldn’t be true, but before I could say anything else, she said, “Don’t think about it. Let’s read a book.”

			Then Autumn lay on her tummy beside me and read from The Boxcar Children, a series of books about kids who live in a train boxcar. For us, those stories weren’t fiction, they were field manuals. We always had a sense that we might end up on our own, fending for ourselves after the adults had taken off. And we were prepared.

			From a young age I understood the power of life with sisters—the advantage of facing uncertainty and terror as a team. There has always been a part of me that wonders if Autumn sometimes behaved extra badly to draw attention to herself and away from me. She will never admit to it, even though I’ve asked her more than once.

			Autumn, India, and I made sense together. I made sense with my maternal grandparents too. And getting baptized had brought me into the family of the church, but I didn’t feel like I’d found true safety and support beyond the people in my family that I loved. I still longed to be part of a bigger community.
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			After six months, my parents gave up on Marietta, and our family returned to Rome and moved in with my grandparents. I was happy to be with them, but Grandma Turner seemed muted. One night after supper I overheard her telling Mom, “You know, I picked up that iron skillet that I always use to make cornbread, and it was heavy. I had to lie down, it made me so tired. I think I need to go to the doctor.” I hoped we weren’t wearing her out.

			Eventually, my parents found a place on the first floor of an apartment complex where we’d lived before, called the Old Salem. The apartment was tiny—one bedroom for my two sisters and me, one smaller room for my parents. It had a flimsy front door that opened straight into the living room, which had putty-colored carpeting. There were no pictures on the walls because by that time, we never lived anywhere long enough to put up pictures, but my mom hung her delicate white sheer curtains that came with us from place to place. They were old, but she mended whatever small tears opened in the fabric.

			My father joined the police force. He worked third shift and often took amphetamines to stay up all night. At home we had to be quiet while he slept off the drugs. If we woke him, we’d get beaten. My mom was working at a beauty shop out in the country, and both India and I would go to work with her sometimes. We drove there with the windows down and an Eagles 8-track cassette playing as we raced past farms and trailers.

			Sitting in one of the waiting chairs that lined the dark faux-wood-paneled wall I thumbed an ancient copy of Cosmo and listened while my mom snipped the hair of one of her favorite clients. The air was sharp with smoke and hair spray.

			The woman asked after my grandmother, and the light went out of Mom’s face.

			“She’s in the hospital. She’s been throwing up,” my mom told her.

			“What? Wait—Why is Grandma throwing up?” I interrupted. My mother shot me a look and in a tight voice told me to leave.

			I stewed in worry until it was time to go. In the car, as soon as my mother’s foot hit the gas, I asked, “What’s going on with Grandma?”

			Mom stared out the windshield for a moment. Then, very carefully, she said, “Well, she’s very, very sick.”

			That was all she told me until a few weeks later when she matter-of-factly announced, “Grandma has cancer. She’s probably not gonna make it, so we need to go see her in the hospital. We need to make sure that she has everything she needs and we need to take care of Granddaddy.”

			I was scared, and the person I wanted so badly to talk to was Grandma. But when I stepped into the antiseptic room at Floyd Hospital where I’d been born, and it was so cold goose bumps covered my arms and back, I knew that I was too late.

			Grandma was there, breathing with machines attached to her, but she was gone. Her body was skinny and looked ravaged. There was a glass jar with brown goo that was connected to her somehow. Everybody was talking and I was watching that goo drip slowly through a tube thinking, What is that? What is coming out of my grandmother? My mom and Uncle Dan talked to the nurses and doctors, and I just watched the jar, hypnotized by the rhythm.

			The next day, my mom came home from the hospital.

			“Mother’s gone,” she said, then burst into tears. She sobbed and I hugged her tight.

			“I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry,” I said over and over again, patting her back.

			Losing her mama opened an abyss inside my mother. And it was clear, Granddaddy was unmoored too. We went over to visit him and instead of puttering in the yard, like usual, he just wandered from room to room in their house.

			I don’t remember anyone asking me how I was doing or patting me on the back and whispering consolations. Grandma had been our Rock of Gibraltar. Now, the family was a sinking ship, and on a sinking ship nobody really cares if you’re sad about your grandma dying. I didn’t talk about my sadness. I packed my grief up tight and tended to my mother and Granddaddy and cared for India.

			The funeral parlor was in Rome. It was the most luxurious place I’d ever been—there was air-conditioning and plush carpeting. It was a big southern funeral with rafts of white carnations, an open casket, and plenty of wailing and crying. Even now, every time I smell carnations, I think of that day. My grandmother looked elegant in a frilly pink dress, with tiny gold earrings and her hair done, but all the warmth had gone out of her. Her hands, wrinkled and papery, were arranged daintily and I wanted to take one in mine. Instead, I pressed my palms together, closed my eyes, and prayed, God, please take care of my grandma. She is an angel. I didn’t cry, despite the sadness spreading through me.

			Grandma wanted to be buried in her ancestral church. So we followed her body on the hour-long drive to Sylvania, Alabama, winding our way to Trinity United Methodist Church, which was called the “Burnt Church” because at one point in its history, it burned down and they had to rebuild it. It was October and it was cold up on the mountain.

			There was no picnic in the gazebo like there always was at the Turner family reunions, no watermelons cooling in the stream. No sunlight. Only the icy wind. When we got back to Rome, there was a hole in my heart that has never, to this day, been healed.
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