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            Part I
The Snakes

         
         
            Charlotte

            
               Tennessee

               1974–1977

            

            Charlotte repositioned herself in her hospital bed to get a better look at the crying baby. Though she could sympathize with
               the feeling of outrage that came from being torn violently from a position of warmth and comfort, she did nothing to comfort
               the child. Instead, she watched it wail desperately until a nurse forced the warm lump of wiggling flesh into Charlotte’s
               arms.
            

            
            “It will get easier,” the nurse said, but Charlotte knew that it wouldn’t.

            
            Charlotte hadn’t bothered to think of a name for the baby, as she had not planned on keeping it. But now that she was holding
               the fat little thing, she decided to name her Corinna, after her father’s favorite song. It had always made her sad, like
               looking at this baby.
            

            
            Months earlier, Charlotte had fled her mother’s home in Atlanta and sought refuge in a small town outside of Nashville. She liked the name, Chilly Springs, when she saw it on the green-and-white interstate sign. So she pulled up to a motel with weekly rates in her muddy white Mercedes Benz and unloaded her single Gucci suitcase. The man behind the desk spit chewing tobacco into what looked like a rusted urn. His pale gray eyes stood in striking contrast with his skin, tanned and coarse. 

            
            “Honey,” he said in a gravelly voice. “I think you got the wrong spot.”

            
            “Are there rooms available?”

            
            “Yup.”

            
            “I’m in the right spot, then.”

            
            She dropped her handbag on the low counter, removed her driving gloves, and put them in her purse. She briefly flashed the
               small handgun as she rummaged through her bag to locate a twenty, and when she passed it to him, he handed her a key.
            

            
            She went to her room and fell asleep on top of the burgundy polyester bedspread. It wasn’t until she woke up hours later that
               she realized the room smelled like body odor, saliva, and—somehow—bleach. A wave of nausea crashed over her. She rolled off
               the bed and crawled on her hands and knees across the grainy low-pile carpeting to the toilet, where she released the contents
               of her stomach: only a little more than a strawberry milkshake from miles down the road. She put her cheek to the cool tile
               floor for comfort.
            

            
            Not even twenty-four hours had passed since she’d last seen her mother, but Charlotte wished she could go home, to the freshly
               laundered and delicately lavender-scented thousand-thread-count sheets on her four-poster bed. But she could not go home as
               she was. Though she knew about Roe v. Wade, Charlotte was afraid to get rid of the baby any other way than to give birth to it. She thought she would wait out her pregnancy in Tennessee and return home without a baby. (She hadn’t given much thought to what would happen to the baby, but any outcome had to be better than what Charlotte could offer.) She and her mother would go back to their normal lives. As everyone expected, Charlotte would go to Spelman, though she really wanted to go to Howard. She would do whatever her mother wanted her to do; things would work out, she thought. 

            
            In the meantime, though, she needed a job. Without any practical experience, Charlotte took the first one she could find,
               which happened to be waitressing at Whiskers, a catfish restaurant. The grease and fish smells made her stomach churn in the
               late stages of her pregnancy. A few times per shift, she excused herself to the dumpsters out back, where the smell was worse,
               but a breeze might carry through the arid air. She would lean against the cement wall, and, sometimes, when she was feeling
               weak, she’d place a hand on her swollen belly. More often than not, a tiny hand or foot would push back, and she would startle
               as if a rattlesnake had leaped out of the tall switchgrass hissing with its fangs bared. She never got used to it.
            

            
            Charlotte had never worked a day in her life. Her hands were soft, and she didn’t have the upper-arm strength to carry plates
               the way the other waitresses did. In the past, she would have considered rigorous pageant preparation “hard labor.” She hadn’t
               understood the pain or exhaustion of being on your feet all day. But she did know how to plaster a smile across her face when
               she didn’t feel like it.
            

            
            When her water broke, she was carrying two heaping plates of fried catfish and hush puppies to a pair of men in hunting gear.
               She set down the plates at their table and asked if they needed anything else, then walked calmly through the swinging kitchen
               doors and asked Irene, her only friend at the restaurant, to cover for her. She drove herself to the hospital, where she labored,
               alone, for sixteen hours. She had not intended to leave with the baby, but she did.
            

            
            The nurse gave Charlotte a large supply of mesh underwear and painkillers, and she was back at work within days, though she was still in a considerable amount of pain. She took the baby with her in a wicker bassinet, which she set on the rarely used prep station in the back, far enough from the fryers. Fortunately, Corinna wasn’t a crier. She laid in her bassinet for hours at a time, sleeping or staring at the ceiling or grasping for the dream catcher someone tied to the handle of the basket when Charlotte wasn’t looking. And none of the other servers or kitchen staff was allowed to complain, because Charlotte was the most popular waitress in the restaurant. It wasn’t because she was the friendliest or the fastest, or remembered the regulars’ orders. No, the owners, a pair of big, corn-fed white-boy brothers from Mississippi, knew she was good for business because she was beautiful. 

            
            She was the prettiest woman many of the patrons would ever see. Her skin was pale gold, with an ethereal glow. Her eyes were
               light brown with flecks of yellow in the irises. Her thick black hair tumbled down her back in loose, shiny waves. If you
               had never seen her dark-skinned baby, you would have thought she was an exotic European or North African and not a light-skinned
               Negro. And Charlotte knew it.
            

            
            She did her best to exploit it, too. Most importantly, she adopted their manner of speech and flashed her wide, blinding white,
               orthodontic wet dream of a smile to every man, woman, and child who entered the restaurant.
            

            
            When Corinna started playing at getting out of her basket, Irene helped Charlotte get a job as a receptionist in a real estate
               office. The pay was worse, but the work was easier, the sort girls like her did if they wanted to keep busy between typing
               school and marriage. Her new boss, Nate, was a handsome Black man who favored brown suits. Charlotte thought he might have
               a little crush on her, because he never apprehended her for how horribly she did her job. But he was married, and never lingered
               at her desk, and she never caught him looking at her.
            

            
            As Charlotte couldn’t afford childcare, she brought Corinna to the office. Sometimes, in the middle of the day, when Corinna grew tired of coloring and rummaging through drawers looking for candy, she would stand quietly nearby and stare at her mother. Charlotte, who was sometimes typing and sometimes gazing blankly into the distance, could feel the girl’s eyes on her, trying to get her attention. Charlotte knew she should acknowledge her daughter, but Corinna’s reptilian eyes, lopsided smile, and peanut butter complexion made her think of Wayne. And almost always, Charlotte felt sick. She knew it wasn’t how she was supposed to feel. But she couldn’t help it. 

            
            One evening, when Corinna was maybe two or three, she sat in the shallow water of her bath playing with a yellow rubber duck.
               Corinna held up the toy so that she and the duck were looking Charlotte right in the face. She held her mother’s gaze for
               a long moment before squeezing the duck with her tiny hand so that it squeaked.
            

            
            “I love you,” said the little girl. Charlotte didn’t know what to make of it, as she couldn’t remember uttering the phrase
               to anyone, ever. Perhaps to her father? But he’d been dead for over a decade. So where would Corinna have learned it? From
               the television Charlotte let her watch, or from hanging around with adults all day at the office? Whatever the case, the words
               made Charlotte’s already tumorous shame grow. She carried the shame in her belly, where it squirmed like a pit of snakes.
            

            
            
               1978

            

            Charlotte sat at the makeshift kitchen table—a card table with broken legs supported by orange crates—reading a weeks-old
               copy of the New York Times that someone left behind at the office, smoking, and drinking a cup of instant coffee spiked with cheap bourbon. It was early on a Friday evening, and she was feeling unusually hopeful. Corinna sat at the other end of the table, filling in a picture of a giraffe with the wrong colors; she was using purple for the spots and green for the rest. Charlotte watched her daughter for a moment and almost smiled to herself. Instead, she went back to reading about the uptick in maternal filicide in Japan. Charlotte wondered why more women didn’t kill their children. The thought crossed her mind at least a few times a week. That’s why it was important that she have time for herself. Just as much for her daughter’s good as her own, Charlotte reasoned. 

            
            At eight thirty p.m. on the dot, Charlotte tucked Corinna into the bed they shared. It was only a full-size mattress tucked
               into the corner, but Charlotte took good care of the sheets and made it up every morning. She sat next to her daughter on
               top of the covers, and they watched the end of Donny & Marie. Usually, Corinna was asleep by the end of the show, but her eyes were still wide open when the credits rolled. Still, Charlotte
               turned off the TV and went to the closet to pull out the only going-out dress she’d managed to bring with her from her old
               life: a long yellow floral silk Treacy Lowe wrap dress with a deep-V halter neckline. It had been a really nice dress when
               it was new, but now it was coming loose at the seams. She slipped it on and did not bother with her hair or makeup. Before
               she left, Charlotte considered giving her daughter a gentle kiss on the forehead but didn’t.
            

            
            She chain-smoked with the windows down on her drive into downtown Nashville. There were nicer places she might have gone,
               places where she might have landed a man with money. But she’d had money, and it hadn’t done her much good. She was looking
               for somebody to take care of her, give her some relief. As she walked into Mama’s, her favorite bar, she took a moment to
               survey her surroundings, the unfinished wood floor covered in peanut shells. She wasn’t looking for the most handsome man
               in the room, or the one with the most money. She was looking for a few free cocktails to help her forget about being a mother.
               She selected a very tall, very fat man with a snow-white beard; a silver braid down the middle of his leather-clad back; and
               a small, single gold hoop earring, and let him buy her a few gin and tonics while he nursed a Heineken. He was a good talker,
               and good-looking in a peculiar sort of way. He could have easily played a heroic pirate in a movie. But he wasn’t quite right.
            

            
            She scanned the crowd and found an older guy standing alone in the far corner drinking what looked like a Bloody Mary. His white hair was receding, and she knew intuitively that he had large tufts of hair growing out of his ears. He might also have been married. She knew the type. She was planning to cut a path through the crowd, but before she could make a move, the scrum split like the Red Sea and offered her her Moses. He was tall with wavy, dark hair to his shoulders, and he was square-dancing in a pair of rugged brown and yellow cowboy boots, light-wash jeans, and a T-shirt with the sleeves cut off and a large sweat stain that spread symmetrically across his back like wings. He was holding a bottle of Natural Light in each hand, taking a sip every third beat, and smiling the biggest, warmest smile that Charlotte had ever seen. She set down her drink, walked right up to him, and asked him to teach her how to square dance. He gulped down the last of his beer, handed the bottles off to an unsuspecting stranger, and used his right arm to take her around the waist while he clasped her right hand with his deeply calloused left one. 

            
            “I’m David,” he said, with a smile that seemed brighter now that he was looking at her. His teeth were perfectly square and
               bright white, but just crooked enough that Charlotte could tell he had gotten lucky with good genes, not good orthodontia.
               His eyes were dark blue, almost navy. “You’re real pretty. I think I’m gon’ have to marry you.”
            

            
            Charlotte felt herself blush, something she never did. Her body felt light, and the knots in her stomach loosened a little.
               Her mother had warned her about white men and their smooth-talking with brown women, but maybe he didn’t realize that she
               wasn’t white. After all, his skin was tanned several shades darker than her own.
            

            
            “Oh, don’t go blushin’ on me like you ain’t know you’re beautiful.”

            
            They swayed slowly to a rhythm that did not match the music while the crowd do-si-doed around them.

            
            “You look like somebody painted you,” he said. “Like you belong on some rich fella’s wall. That’s how pretty you are. You
               ain’t tell me your name, darlin’.”
            

            
            “Charlotte,” she replied softly, almost shyly.

            
            “Shah-lot,” he said, disregarding the r in the middle of her name, and she thought it sounded a lot better that way. “That’s a beautiful name,” he said. “I never
               met a Shah-lot.” He placed her hand on his thick, bulging shoulder and put his own hand on the side of her face, and kissed her. “I think
               I’m going to have to marry you,” he repeated, his forehead pressed against hers.
            

            
            Flustered, Charlotte stammered, “I’ve got a kid,” to which he smiled and shrugged. It was important to mention her child upfront.
               Any man she dated would have to be okay with a kid, but also not eager to have more.
            

            
            They danced until the bar emptied out. David went home with her that night, and slept fully clothed on the floor by the mattress.
               He spent much of the next day playing with Corinna. So she decided she would marry him.
            

            
            A month later, she wore a white pantsuit from the Salvation Army to the courthouse, and he wore the same outfit he’d worn
               the night they met.
            

            
            Afterward, David moved her and Corinna into a small but comfortable blue clapboard house with two bedrooms and one bathroom.
               It also had a laundry room with a washer and dryer, a small luxury. He bought brand-new furniture and installed an air conditioner
               in the window of the front room. He went to work on construction sites every day and came back smelling like liquor and a
               locker room, but he paid the bills on time. Sometimes, he took her out to halfway decent restaurants in Nashville and flirted
               with the waitresses, or they went out square-dancing, and he danced exactly like he had the first time she saw him, a beer
               in each hand, smiling.
            

            
            
               Early 1980s

            

            A few years into their marriage, Charlotte came home early one day and found that David was gone. He’d left a short note.

            
            
               Charlotte,

               I got to get back to Louisiana to take care a some business.

               David

            

            A man with as many whims and secrets as David was bound to do something like that eventually.

            
            Corinna was devastated; her dramatic sadness annoyed Charlotte. She felt Corinna didn’t have the right to be so upset; David
               was more Charlotte’s husband than he was Corinna’s father. Anyway, she figured he would come back, but she wouldn’t make it
               easy for him when he did.
            

            
            Nate, her boss, had recently divorced, and Charlotte quickly won his attention. She liked him because he always smelled fresh
               out of the shower. He bought her flowers and jewelry and paid for babysitters. He was predictable. But he was not a good dancer.
               How was she supposed to enjoy life with a man who not only couldn’t dance but didn’t even like to dance? He preferred long, slow dinners with expensive wines and tiny desserts.
            

            
            In addition to being boring, Nate barely acknowledged Corinna, which left Charlotte with the sole responsibility of caring
               for the girl, and she found that burden far too great.
            

            
            Two months later, David came back with all his belongings packed into the bed of his truck and tears in his eyes. He was carrying
               a bouquet of peonies, her favorite.
            

            
            Nate took the news well. Charlotte suspected he was relieved, actually. Everyone attempted to go back to the way things were,
               but Charlotte couldn’t really forgive David. He’d run around on her and had drunk too much from the start, but he’d done one
               very important thing right: he’d promised he would stay and be her husband, and he’d broken that promise. Though she could
               have left him, there was nothing she wanted less than to be alone again. Or be with a man who didn’t like to dance.
            

            
            But there was turmoil. Several times, she threw heaps of his clothes out on the front lawn and set them on fire. More than once, she chased him out of the house, wielding the ball-peen hammer she kept under the sink. They fought over things as small as the mushrooms in the sauce for the frozen Salisbury steak and as big as the mortgage. Most of their fights occurred after nights out at the bar, especially after Charlotte started accepting offers of cocaine in the bathroom and quickly developed a nasty habit. 

            
            Shortly after a promotion to office manager, she was arrested and jailed so many times for disorderly conduct, public intoxication,
               and driving under the influence that she got herself fired. So she started doing hair in the kitchen. There weren’t many places
               for Black folks to get their hair done in Chilly Springs, so the competition wasn’t fierce. With the population looking like
               it was, business would never boom, but it would be better than nothing. Charlotte could do a decent roller set, and she practiced
               on Corinna’s hair for the more complicated styles.
            

            
            Corinna would sit patiently between Charlotte’s knees while her mother attempted to re-create hairstyles from an outdated
               copy of Ebony, eventually developing a passable finger wave. Corinna briefly rocked an impressive, feathered blowout that was absurd on
               a second grader, and she thought her mother did the best side ponytail she’d ever seen (especially when she was also sporting
               a feathered bang), and her edges suffered when Charlotte practiced her cornrows.
            

            
            Not long after Corinna’s ninth birthday, Charlotte tried to do a relaxer for the first time, and the child’s hair went both
               very limp and very straight, slipping through Charlotte’s hands like overcooked noodles. She panicked. When she slammed the
               faucet off, Corinna’s little crocodilian eyes popped open. Charlotte hastily attempted to rinse out the rest of the chemicals,
               but it was no use. Corinna’s head was nearly bald in some patches, and in others, her hair was as long and as strong as ever.
               Charlotte hadn’t known what to do but cut it very short, almost down to the scalp.
            

            
            Afterward, Corinna smiled wide into the cheap pink pearlescent hand mirror like her mother had blessed her with the most beautiful
               hairdo the world had ever seen. “Oh, Mama,” she said as she smoothed imaginary hair around her shoulders. “It’s perfect.”
            

            
            “Stop playing, girl,” Charlotte said and snatched the mirror away.

            
            “I’m not playin’, Mama.” Corinna looked up at her mother. “I really do like it cuz you did it.”

            
            Charlotte managed to plant a kiss on her daughter’s prickly head before retreating to the bedroom with a fifth of whiskey.

            
            
               1985

            

            Charlotte was peeing when she realized it was her thirtieth birthday. She lingered on the toilet, sighed noisily, and lit
               a cigarette. This was not where she thought she would be at thirty. As a child, she hadn’t even known people could live like
               she was living now. Even the people who worked in her mother’s house probably didn’t smoke on the toilet or resent their children
               the way that she did. Charlotte could have been like her mother and smoked on a much nicer toilet in a much nicer bathroom,
               but she’d made different choices.
            

            
            For Evelyn’s thirtieth birthday, Charlotte’s father had thrown a lavish literature-themed party on the back lawn of their
               large, Victorian-style home. Charlotte was rather young but had been allowed to stay up until past ten o’clock to watch people
               arrive, elaborately dressed as literary characters: several guests wore full suits of armor, one woman’s gown bore a painted
               crimson letter, another woman sported a flapper dress, a man carried a magnifying glass and wore a deerstalker hat. Charlotte’s
               parents had dressed as Lord and Lady Macbeth. Evelyn wore a deep blue, floor-length velvet gown with gigantic bell sleeves
               and golden embroidery snaking along the hem and placed a gold crown at a rakish angle in a pile of her loose, ash-blond curls
               and smeared red blood paste up to her elbows. Despite the unsettling texture of the paste, Charlotte held her mother’s hand
               until she was forced to go to bed. Even now, in the tiny bathroom with the peeling paint and chipped porcelain sink, Charlotte
               could still feel the crackling wax on her palms.
            

            
            Now, Charlotte wished she’d spent that evening with her father. She couldn’t even remember his costume in detail. Her memories of him were generally scarce. James Jackson was one of two Black surgeons in Atlanta during her childhood, so he was in high demand. When he was home, he showered his wife and daughter with gifts and attention. Evelyn was kinder when he was around, and the house felt brighter. 

            
            There was a timid knock on the thin plywood door. Charlotte’s cigarette was almost burned down to her fingers. The ash dissolved
               on the floor. She realized she’d been crying.
            

            
            “Mama?” Corinna pleaded from the other side of the door when she didn’t answer. “You all right?”

            
            “I’m fine,” Charlotte said and hastily wiped her cheeks, but only managed to cry harder. The backs of her hands were streaked
               black with the prior night’s mascara, and her eyes stung badly from the running makeup. When she finally looked up, Corinna
               was standing in the open doorway.
            

            
            “Mama? What’s wrong?” Corinna reached for her mother, but Charlotte recoiled and scrambled to pull up her pants.

            
            “Leave me be,” she said and hit her hip hard on the sink when she fled the bathroom.

            
            
               1990s

            

            After an exceptionally good detox in county jail in the early nineties, Charlotte woke up gasping for air as if she’d been
               drowning and whatever had been holding her down had turned her loose.
            

            
            During Charlotte’s lost 1980s, Corinna had become a teenager. She hadn’t grown much in height, but her chest was heavier,
               and her hips wider. Her hair had grown back from the relaxer incident, but it was never as thick as Charlotte thought she
               remembered it being. Corinna kept it boyishly short, cropped close at the sides and straightened within an inch of its life,
               like she was trying to emulate Lisa Bonet from The Cosby Show. But the amount of hair grease she used to make it appear slick made it stringy, and Charlotte suspected the oil may have also been responsible for her ruddy, blemished skin. But it wouldn’t have really mattered how Corinna wore her hair, Charlotte thought, her daughter was simply not pretty. Her eyes were too small, her nose was too wide, and her lips were oddly thin and pale pink against medium-brown skin with ashy undertones. Her eyelashes were short like a dog’s, and her posture was bad. The prettiest thing about her was her teeth, which were a bit crowded in her mouth, but gleaming white and chiclet shaped. Charlotte envied her daughter’s average looks. Corinna had probably never looked up from doing something, perhaps a math test or whatever she did at school, to meet the gaze of a man or boy (or girl, for that matter) who would then sort of pretend to have been looking just past her. 

            
            Charlotte laid eyes on Corinna only a few times a week. She had no idea what the girl did outside of school; she only assumed
               she attended as she had no evidence to the contrary. When they were in the same room, they had little to say to each other.
               They usually discussed the weather—almost always dry and hot, except in the winter when it was occasionally less dry and less
               hot. Sometimes they sucked their teeth in frustration while watching game shows on the thirteen-inch antennaed television.
               But years had passed since they’d had anything resembling a real conversation. When Charlotte had been Corinna’s age, her
               own mother never missed an opportunity to volley sharp critiques at her. “Is that what you’re wearing?” “Those shoes? With
               that dress?” “You should grow out your nails. Your hands look like a man’s.” Charlotte didn’t understand much about her childhood,
               but she did know that she would never speak to any child that way.
            

            
            Charlotte had considered having a second child with David. She thought she would get it right the second time, or closer, at least. But she had two abortions when she was with him, and she told herself many stories about why, including that a new child wouldn’t be fair to Corinna. Charlotte did not resent Corinna as much as she had when the girl actually needed her. Corinna, who had clung to her mother as a child, now treated Charlotte like a roommate. 

            
            One afternoon in April, Corinna came slamming into the house soaking wet and hollering about another tornado; one had narrowly
               missed their house only the month before. She claimed she’d barely escaped getting herself, and the fifteen-year-old Ford
               David had won in a bet, swept up in it.
            

            
            “Best get in the tub,” David said. He knocked back the last of whatever was in his glass and groaned. “Charlotte, I told you
               to stop buying that cheap shit.”
            

            
            Corinna was flitting around the house, pulling blankets and pillows off the beds and flailing them into the bathtub, which
               Charlotte eased into with a fresh glass of “cheap shit.” Her bare feet dangled over the tub’s edge, losing circulation; she
               was uncomfortable but didn’t bother to rearrange herself.
            

            
            “How many tur-nay-ders y’all think this house can stand?” David asked, sitting on the toilet seat lid, taking another shot
               of Jack Daniel’s. Corinna sat next to Charlotte with her legs crossed. Corinna looked up from an old, crusty copy of Woman’s World.
            

            
            “That wind out there howlin’ like a wolf,” he continued, and released a convincing howl of his own.

            
            “Where’d you learn to do that, Daddy? There ain’t wolves in the bayou, is it?”

            
            “There’s wolves everywhere, darlin’. Even in your own home sometimes.”

            
            He continued. “I ever tell you about how I lived in Montana with my great-uncle one summer?”

            
            “That’s where you learned it?”

            
            “You never told me you lived in Montana,” Charlotte said, but was ignored. The snakes in her stomach stirred. Quickly, they
               slithered around, flicking their tongues across each other’s bodies and her internal organs.
            

            
            David let out another howl. “You try,” he said to Corinna.

            
            “Y’all stop that,” Charlotte said. But she was ignored again.

            
            Corinna howled. David howled. Corinna howled again.

            
            Charlotte crossed her arms over her chest and closed her eyes. Soon, it was completely quiet inside the bathroom, except for storm sounds and David’s sips from a bottle of whiskey. 

            
            Charlotte woke up several hours later and found herself curled up in a fetal position. Corinna was also asleep, her head resting
               at a ninety-degree angle on her mother’s hip. Charlotte repositioned Corinna’s head it so that she would not wake up with
               a sore neck, though she knew it was already too late. She climbed out of the bathtub and stepped over David, who was asleep
               on the ratty bathmat that had once been the color of deviled egg yolk but was now the color of Tennessee Honey whiskey. It
               was five thirty-five a.m. and the sky was beginning to turn a dusty, blushing pink that reminded Charlotte of an Easter dress
               she’d had as a little girl, tulip-hemmed, with silk flower petals floating loose in layers of rosy chiffon. That year, uncharacteristically,
               Evelyn had made matching fresh-flower crowns for the two of them, something Charlotte still could not fathom.
            

            
            Charlotte stood on the front porch in her bare feet and the flannel pajamas she’d been wearing for several days and lit a
               cigarette. The air still smelled moist and static, but it was going to be a nice day. She stepped off the porch to assess
               the damage. Gravel from the driveway had been tossed about the lawn, but the house was mostly intact, except for a large panel
               of clapboard that had blown off and away, and the weathervane was gone. There was also a long crack in the window above the
               kitchen sink, she noticed.
            

            
            She hobbled across the gravel to the side of the house where Corinna’s Ford was parked, and cringed when she saw a branch
               lodged across the front of the car. In addition to the dents on the body of the vehicle, the windshield had been obliterated.
               The branch surprised her, as there were no big trees in the immediate area. She looked around, trying to imagine what might
               have caused this, but there wasn’t much of anything for miles besides a creek behind the house. Their closest neighbors were
               several hundred yards away in any direction; theirs was a ramshackle island in a sea of dry grass and red clay dirt.
            

            
            She turned her attention back to the car. The repair would probably cost more than it was worth. Charlotte decided she would give Corinna her car, a Chrysler LeBaron she’d been driving since she sold her Benz for coke money, until she could buy her a new one. It must have been the mild euphoria of the nicotine hit that made her feel so generous. 

            
            *  *  *

            That summer, Charlotte started temping, primarily because they needed the money to repair their house, but mostly to prove
               a point.
            

            
            At her first gig, working in the front office of the local State Farm Insurance agency, Charlotte met Delia Washington. Charlotte’s
               job was to answer the phones and Delia’s was to shuffle the endless heaps of paperwork coming in and out. Like Charlotte,
               she was a temp and, like Charlotte, appropriately bad at her job, spending most of her day filing her nails or chewing gum
               and staring off into space. Charlotte liked her immediately.
            

            
            Delia had the thickest Alabama accent Charlotte had ever heard, but she spoke so slowly that she couldn’t help but concentrate
               on what she was saying. She was very, very short and favored clothes with the loudest possible prints Charlotte could imagine.
               Her husband, Reggie, worked nights on the line at the Saturn plant, and they had two sons, Johnny and Jimmy. Johnny was a
               big, tall, strapping kid who played football at the high school so well that college coaches had been looking at him since
               he was in elementary school. Jimmy was nine, and Charlotte suspected he might be a bit slow, but Delia never said anything
               about it.
            

            
            Delia talked about her boys with an enthusiasm that made Charlotte’s eyes water with guilt. Johnny wanted to stay close to
               home for college, Vanderbilt being his top choice. His grades were good enough, even without the football, Delia said. He
               had himself a “little girlfriend,” a white girl who lived in Franklin in a big white house on Highway 31 that looked like
               the one in Gone with the Wind. Charlotte knew that her friend was proud of her son’s choice, but she was not entirely sure why.
            

            
            Charlotte had never seen Gone with the Wind, but she knew it was racist because her mother told her that once, in the dressing room of a downtown Atlanta department
               store. They were shopping for Charlotte’s cotillion dress, and she was trying on her eighth frilly white gown in a row.
            

            
            Evelyn sneered. “We’ll have to get you something made. These are stinking of Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind, if you catch my drift. That movie’s racist, you know that, right? Happy slaves and all that mess.”
            

            
            When Delia tired of talking about her sons or, more likely, realized she was talking too much about herself, she asked after
               Corinna. And since Charlotte didn’t know the answers to her questions, she invented them. She said Corinna wanted to go to
               an HBCU, because Charlotte had always wanted to. She didn’t tell Delia that she’d been expected to attend an HBCU because she was descended from a long line of Black academics, including the former president of Spelman
               College, because she was ashamed. Not because she’d gotten so far away from where she’d come from. She didn’t tell Delia any
               of that because it was more complicated than that. She hadn’t been protected when she’d needed protection. But though she
               and Delia were good friends, she didn’t know if she could ever admit all of that to anyone. It was easier to lie and say that
               her father and mother were both dead and that she’d been raised by her grandmother, who had also died. It might have been
               gratuitous to add that Corinna’s father was Charlotte’s high school boyfriend, who also died tragically in a horrible car
               accident on I-65 before Charlotte could even tell him she was pregnant, but it was the same story she’d always told Corinna.
               The only person who knew the truth was David.
            

            
            Charlotte suspected that Delia did not totally believe the story, which she’d patched together when Corinna was about ten years old and had first asked. But retelling it under the harsh fluorescent lighting in the insurance office break room, Charlotte felt ashamed for lying to the first real friend she’d made since she got fired from the real estate office years earlier. (Irene from the restaurant had stopped talking to Charlotte long before that, after an incident involving a pair of flared-leg jeans and a bottle of Everclear.) 

            
            She considered telling Delia the truth, especially once they started spending more time together outside of the office. They’d
               spend Saturdays riding around in Delia’s old hooptie—a twenty-year-old Cadillac—drinking gas station lemonade and rum out
               of a rusty Thermos, perusing estate sales in the nearby county where retired country music stars and old agriculture money
               resided. They walked through houses like the one Charlotte had grown up in, with elegant staircases, vaulted ceilings, and
               Tiffany light fixtures. She pretended to be in awe, for Delia’s sake, but internally balked at the unimaginative tastes and
               habits of rich people. Some were coated with dust; others were slightly newer with better landscaping. Some of the faucets
               were rusted brass; others gleamed like gold. But the houses Charlotte liked best were the ones that appeared immaculate from
               the outside but were packed to the rafters with junk: old newspapers, Playbills, bags and bags of cat litter, boxes of cheap
               cooking gadgets. Though all of the homes Charlotte and Delia saw had likely been cleaned to a degree by embarrassed family
               members, these were the ones Charlotte liked the best: the obvious sites for real chaos and sadness. That’s what she liked
               most about this part of Tennessee. It wasn’t like Nashville or Atlanta, where it was harder to hide. It’s why she stayed out
               there in Chilly Springs. David had wanted to stay where he’d been living when they first got married—in the northern half
               of middle Tennessee—but Charlotte insisted. She said she needed the quiet.
            

            
            She and Delia rarely bought anything, except one afternoon, when she spotted a pair of earrings on the dusty windowsill of a vast, derelict Tudor. Someone must have picked them up and changed their mind. The sun glinted on the large ruby-colored stones set as the eyes of gaudy gold-colored serpents. They reminded her of her mother, whose jewelry often featured serpents. She said they represented the balance between good and evil. 

            
            Before she knew what she was doing, she was approaching a beautiful redheaded woman carrying a clipboard, preparing for a
               vigorous haggling, but the woman barely looked at her or the earrings.
            

            
            “Ten dollars,” the woman said in a clipped accent that wasn’t local.

            
            “Five,” Charlotte answered.

            
            The woman shrugged and pointed at a metal cashbox. Charlotte assumed the woman was a distant cousin of the owner, or a put-upon
               niece, or perhaps an estranged daughter. Whatever the relationship, the estate was a burden that she was only interested in
               unloading.
            

            
            “Where you gon’ wear them?” Delia asked in the car on the way home. “You got a gala somewhere I don’t know about?”

            
            “Worry about yourself,” Charlotte said, laughing.

            
            But as Charlotte turned them over again and again in her hand, she started to become repulsed by them. When she got home,
               she shoved them in Corinna’s direction. Corinna looked at the earrings, at Charlotte, and back at the earrings. “Mama, my
               ears ain’t pierced.”
            

            
            “I know that,” Charlotte lied. “For when you do get ’em pierced.”

            
            The exchange kept Charlotte up at night, reminding her of interactions she’d had with her own mother. Evelyn forgot or disregarded
               things about Charlotte, things that felt important to her. She once heard her mother refer to Charlotte’s eyes as green, the
               color of her own eyes.
            

            
            *  *  *

            That fall, Charlotte bought Corinna a car for her seventeenth birthday. It was a used Honda, but the engine turned over reliably, and it was painted the same color all over. She might have spent the money differently, but it made her feel better. Whatever peace she could get was a reprieve from her immense shame. Corinna accepted it with a smile and hug but continued to hold her mother just a little past arm’s length. 

            
            Charlotte was drinking less and therefore having fewer violent arguments with David. She spent almost everything she earned
               on the house and that goddamned car note when she really wanted to spend it on alcohol and cocaine. She was trying, and she
               wanted that to be worth something.
            

            
            The Monday after Mother’s Day that year, Delia came to the real estate office where the temp agency had placed them the month
               before wearing a gold charm bracelet with her sons’ names etched onto gaudy ovals. There were also charms in the shapes of
               footballs and basketballs, to represent the boys’ favorite sports, and roses, Delia’s favorite flower. Charlotte forced a
               smile with difficulty.
            

            
            The day before, Corinna had come home in the late afternoon, flustered and carrying a bouquet of grocery store flowers for
               Charlotte and a stack of Styrofoam containers full of food. She’d smelled horribly of fish grease and her forest-green polo
               shirt said whiskers in small print above her right breast. Corinna saw her looking at it.
            

            
            “We got new uniforms,” she said, her mouth full of food, before Charlotte had a chance to ask.

            
            Charlotte ate the catfish and fries without a word. She could not say anything, even if she wanted to, as the wind had been
               knocked clean out of her. It felt like the universe had reared up like a horse and kicked her square in the chest.
            

            
            Now, Charlotte took Delia’s wrist in her hands and carefully examined the yellow gold charms, biting her lip to hold back
               tears.
            

            
            “Johnny saved up his money from painting houses and mowing lawns,” Delia said. “I told him not to get me nothing. It’s pretty,
               ain’t it?”
            

            
            It was not pretty. In fact, it may have been one of the ugliest pieces of jewelry Charlotte had ever seen. Still, it was better
               than pretty. It was not only thoughtful, but meaningful. Delia’s children knew her in ways that Charlotte’s daughter didn’t her. And it was nobody’s fault but her own. 

            
            Charlotte went to the bathroom and cried. She went home early, but not before stopping to pick up a bottle of Jack Daniel’s
               and a liter of Coca-Cola.
            

            
            
               Winter 1992

            

            On Valentine’s Day of the following year, Corinna told Charlotte that she was pregnant. Her daughter was eighteen years old,
               working at Whiskers, and pregnant, just like she had been.
            

            
            “Your grades are good enough for community college, maybe even a state school, if you work for it,” Charlotte told her. “Why
               would you have a baby right now?” She was digging around in her purse for her yellow faux-snakeskin wallet. “Good thing I
               went to the bank earlier. If you call now, you might get an appointment for tomorrow.”
            

            
            Corinna looked like she’d been struck, but her voice was steady. “Did anyone ever try to talk you out of having me?”

            
            “Does it matter? Look where it got us.” Charlotte placed the money on the table and lit a cigarette. “Who knows who I could
               have been. I wanted to be a dancer, you know. I could sing pretty good, and was in pageants, too,” she said wistfully. “Who
               knows who I could have been.”
            

            
            “Well, Mama . . .”

            
            “How you gon’ afford it? The daddy gon’ help? Babies cost, you know?”
            

            
            Charlotte glanced up to blow smoke and saw that her daughter’s fists were balled up at her sides. She knew she should apologize
               and make it right. But no one had ever apologized to Charlotte. She was trying to make this right for her daughter, which
               was much more than her own mother had done. So, she said nothing.
            

            
            Corinna snatched the money and fled the house without a word, while Charlotte just listened to the Honda pull away. When she returned home after three a.m., Charlotte was waiting up. She flicked on the porch lights, went to sit on the steps, and beckoned for Corinna to sit next to her. Up close, she could tell her daughter had been doing some real crying and that she wasn’t done; a few new tears rolled down her cheeks. 

            
            “I’ll help you raise it,” Charlotte said. “If you really do want to keep it, I’ll help you.”

            
            Corinna looked at her mother with narrowed eyes. “What?”

            
            “I said, I’ll help you if you want to keep it. Whatever you need me to do.”

            
            “I do want to keep it.”

            
            “All right, then. It’s settled.” Charlotte stood up, brushed off her light-wash jeans, and turned to go inside.

            
            “Mama?”

            
            “Yeah?”

            
            “Why are you helping me?”

            
            Charlotte shrugged. “It’s the right thing to do, ain’t it?”

            
            “Is it?”

            
            “Girl. Don’t ask me either of those questions ever again.”

            
            
               Spring 1992

            

            As the reality sunk in, Charlotte resolved to stop drinking altogether. After a few days of debilitating headaches and nausea,
               she decided to drink less. She allowed herself two drinks per night and forbade herself any before noon. She slipped up from
               time to time, and still carried a flask in her purse, but she really did cut back.
            

            
            It was an exceptionally hot spring and summer, and Charlotte was almost perpetually sunburned. One Sunday, David grabbed Charlotte’s
               left arm and a large chunk of the top layer of her skin peeled off in his hand.
            

            
            “Look at you,” he said. “Shedding skin like the snake you is.”

            
            Charlotte spat in his face and pulled a knife from a drawer when he lunged at her again.

            
            “Get out,” she said.

            
            “Don’t come back here till I say you can.”

            
            Charlotte went inside and wrapped her arm with gauze and went to the bathroom to cry. She wanted to call Delia, who would
               have brought over one of those big bottles of cheap wine from the grocery store and some of her homemade chocolate chip–walnut
               cookies. They would have sat on the porch and laughed about other things. But Delia had been pulling away ever since Charlotte
               had told her about Corinna’s pregnancy. For a week or so, Charlotte called and left messages, but Delia didn’t return her
               calls and didn’t even bother to make plausible excuses. Then, she stopped showing up to work. Charlotte asked the agency,
               and they said Delia had asked to be placed elsewhere. Charlotte’s feelings were badly hurt. She allowed herself to mourn for
               an entire week.
            

            
            
               Summer 1992

            

            Late in Corinna’s pregnancy, Charlotte had trouble sleeping and often woke in the middle of the night to find Corinna stumbling
               toward the toilet to vomit. One night in July, when Corinna was eight months pregnant, it was a night like many nights before,
               Charlotte found her heaving. Fighting her instinct to flee, Charlotte moistened a washcloth in the sink and repositioned her
               daughter so that her head rested in her lap. She gently wiped away Corinna’s sweat, tears, and vomit residue. She placed a
               hand on her daughter’s belly, and the fetus pushed back against Charlotte’s hand, but she did not startle.
            

            
            “Mama, I’m scared,” Corinna said, her voice raspy from crying.

            
            Charlotte knew she should say something to make her daughter feel better, but she was not well versed in platitudes. She decided
               to tell the truth. “I know. I’m scared, too,” she admitted, and Corinna’s eyes flickered open.
            

            
            “Why are you scared?”
            

            
            “Because it’s fucking scary,” Charlotte said. “Having a baby? It’s scary, and it hurts.”
            

            
            Corinna stared up at Charlotte with blank eyes.

            
            “What?” Charlotte said.

            
            “You’re supposed to be reassuring.”
            

            
            “Well, I am reassuring you it’s a scary thing. You know, people act like it’s always this joyous thing, and even if everything is the
               way it’s supposed to be, I can’t imagine that it’s not still really fucking scary. And that’s okay, I think. Normal. That’s
               my two cents, anyway.”
            

            
            Corinna smiled weakly, but it was still a smile, and Charlotte rubbed her daughter’s cheek with her thumb. “Will you let me
               do your hair?”
            

            
            The next morning, she cut Corinna’s hair very short. “I wish I’d done this myself when you were born,” she said.

            
            Corinna smirked and Charlotte felt something soften in her. A tear streamed from each eye, but she turned away so Corinna
               could not see.
            

            
            Evelyn always said crying was undignified; she hadn’t even cried at Charlotte’s father’s funeral. But that same day, Charlotte
               had crept into her parents’ bedroom to steal one of her father’s shirts and heard her mother wailing in the adjoining bathroom.
               Charlotte pressed her ear to the door and listened. These were angry, hysterical sobs, the kind she hadn’t even seen on television.
               Charlotte never saw her mother cry again, but had deduced that it was okay to cry in private, which is what she’d done ever
               since.
            

            
            
               Late Summer 1992

            

            “I’m gon’ name her Camille,” Corinna told Charlotte as they drove to the Goodwill one evening to look at cribs. Charlotte
               had tried to convince Corinna that a crib could wait, if they even needed one at all. Corinna had slept in a drawer or a wicker
               basket for her first months and a laundry basket after that.
            

            
            “How do you know it’s a girl?”

            
            “I just got a feeling,” Corinna said, a hand on her belly.

            
            “Well, can you name her something that doesn’t start with a C?”

            
            “No, I don’t think so,” Corinna said. She was chewing a piece of ginger candy, open-mouthed. “I think it’s cute.”

            
            “People will think it’s on purpose.”

            
            “Well, it is.”

            
            “What’s the letter C to you?”

            
            “It starts your name, and mine. Where’d you get my name from, anyway?”

            
            Charlotte shrugged. “Heard it somewhere and liked it,” she lied. “Where’d you get it? What’s it? Camille?”

            
            Corinna shrugged. “Heard it somewhere and liked it.”

            
            The following week, Corinna and Charlotte were playing spades at the kitchen table when Corinna’s contractions started. At
               the hospital, Charlotte stayed in the delivery room, but began to feel faint when the baby crowned. The baby’s hair was thick
               and curly, which is all Charlotte saw before she went to the bathroom and vomited. Then she went outside and smoked a cigarette
               and then another. She managed to eat a honey bun from the vending machine and smoked another cigarette. It was an oppressively
               hot and dry August day, but she paced outside anyway, sweating from each and every pore. Finally, she went to see the baby.
               The sight of the beautiful, healthy, chocolate-brown baby girl nearly took her knees right out from underneath her.
            

            
            
               Fall 1992

            

            Charlotte sighed and lit a menthol cigarette from a new pack. She reapplied lipstick in the rearview mirror and practiced
               a look of nonchalance. If he were to stop by, David usually met her on the porch, but today she found him in the living room
               holding the baby. Corinna was seated next to him, tucked underneath his right arm like a throw pillow. Charlotte cleared her
               throat when no one greeted her.
            

            
            “Oh, hey there, Granmama,” David said, smiling wide.

            
            “I’m gonna go take a shower,” Corinna said, excusing herself.

            
            “There’s my baby,” Charlotte said. She lifted the baby out of David’s arms using both hands and held her in the air for a
               moment as if to inspect her for signs of neglect or abuse. Finding none, she cradled the baby close. “What are you doing letting
               this strange man hold you?” Charlotte said, pointing a red varnished nail at David. “She usually don’t like strangers.”
            

            
            The baby grinned, baring her gummy gums.

            
            “Well, I ain’t no stranger, am I?”

            
            David looked grayer than the last time she’d seen him, but that might have only meant the Walgreens was sold out of Just for
               Men in A-40/Medium-Dark Brown.
            

            
            “She don’t know that. She’s just a baby.”

            
            “Well, I thought I might as well come on over and introduce myself, being the baby’s grandaddy and all.”

            
            Charlotte avoided eye contact by dancing around the cramped living room with the baby, who was wearing only a diaper and a
               pair of pink leather moccasins Charlotte hadn’t seen before.
            

            
            “Well, you seen her,” she said, backing away.

            
            David stood. He was a big man, especially in his twenty-pound work boots. “You like them little boots I got her? I got ’em
               a bit big so she can wear them for a little while.”
            

            
            “Yes. They’re just fine, just fine.” She hated them, and she would get rid of them as soon as he was gone.

            
            “Well, I know well enough to leave when I’ve worn out my welcome.” He opened his wallet and produced two crisp hundred-dollar
               bills. “Here,” he said. “For the baby.”
            

            
            Charlotte snatched the money as he made his way to the door. She looked down at Camille, who was only about seven weeks old and was more blob than baby. A wave of sour nausea came over her. She’d had this feeling only once before: when she realized she was solely responsible for Corinna’s life. She was not solely responsible for Camille, but she was responsible. Responsibility for another human was a big task, one she hadn’t done very prudently before. She had to do better this time. She needed help, love, and support. But most importantly, she needed access to another income. 

            
            “Wait,” she said. “Don’t go.”

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part II
Blue Magic Women

         
         
            Camille

            
               Winter 1997

            

            Most nights when Camille was very young, she sat peacefully between her mother’s knees to have her hair braided. This was
               the best time of day. Corinna was gentle, gentler than Camille’s grandmother, and Camille loved the smell of the goop her
               mother smeared on her scalp. The goop was called Blue Magic, and it smelled like nothing Camille had ever smelled: nutty,
               spicy, chemical. When Corinna was done braiding, she tightly secured her work with a silk scarf.
            

            
            Then Corinna tilted Camille’s head back so that their eyes met. They’d smile at each other, and Corinna would whisper: “Now,
               keep this on your head while you sleep.” Camille always laughed like it was the funniest thing she’d ever heard.
            

            
            Camille obediently climbed into their full-size bed so that her mother could tuck her in. They kissed each other’s cheeks with the same left-right, right-left choreography every night, then Corinna turned off the overhead light and got ready for work, guided only by the flashing lights that spilled in from the living room television. 

            
            Camille pretended to sleep but opened her eyes as soon as she sensed her mother’s back was turned to watch her get dressed.
               Even in the same jeans and one of three black T-shirts, Corinna always took great care. Camille watched her mother slick her
               hair tight to her scalp to produce a little ponytail to which she attached a scrunchie covered in a coarse plasticky material
               meant to resemble hair. When Corinna wasn’t wearing it, she kept the scrunchie on the brass bedpost, and Camille liked to
               run her fingers through it, letting the oils from her mother’s hair get into her hands so she could smell her for a little.
            

            
            Corinna closed the bedroom door behind her when she left, and then Camille usually slept until around two or three a.m. when
               her mother would come home, smelling like sweat and spilled liquor, and wake her with kisses and the rustling of plastic bags.
               Camille loved the sound of Styrofoam containers squeaking open to reveal hot French fries, fried fish, or chicken wings, and
               thought her mother seemed happiest when they were alone in their creaky bed eating fish ’n’ chips and drinking Coke out of
               glass bottles. After they ate, they went to the bathroom to wash the oil and crumbs from their hands and mouths. Then, Camille
               sat on the toilet seat lid while her mother washed her T-shirt in the sink with the tiniest amount of Fels Naptha soap that
               she could manage, humming while she scrubbed. Then Corinna would put the shirt over the shower curtain rod and her pants on
               the towel rack and go back into the bedroom. Sometimes, Corinna had Camille read one of her small collection of Dr. Seuss
               books until one of them fell asleep.
            

            
            When the sun came up, the house was usually quiet. Charlotte would be cooking breakfast with her satin kimono over her pajamas,
               accidentally dropping cigarette ashes in the eggs.
            

            
            “There she is!” Charlotte would say, too loudly. “My beautiful girl! How’d you sleep? You hungry?”

            
            “Real good,” Camille replied every morning, regardless of how she actually slept. But she was never hungry in the morning, still full of whatever her mother brought home from Copperhead. If Grandaddy happened to be up, which he rarely was, he wanted to hear about her dreams, and she knew to have a few to tell him about, even if she hadn’t dreamed at all. Sometimes, he let her have some of his coffee when Charlotte wasn’t looking. She didn’t like the taste, but she loved when Grandaddy smiled at her, despite his morning breath. 

            
            After Charlotte had finished her first cup of coffee, Camille followed her into the living room and sat between her knees
               to have her scalp rubbed and her hair rebraided. Almost every day, Charlotte invented a new constellation of braids and ponytails.
               She braided tighter than Corinna and could be aggressive with the sharp end of the rattail comb, but Camille knew not to complain
               because Charlotte would say: “Oh, you want crooked, loose, raggedy braids, huh?” And Camille definitely did not want crooked,
               loose, raggedy braids. She wanted the best braids in school, and her grandmother delivered.
            

            
            But Charlotte’s diligence almost always meant Camille missing the bus. So Charlotte drove her to school in her old red convertible,
               wearing a silk scarf around her hair and dark glasses. She blasted disco music and chain-smoked.
            

            
            Camille enjoyed school because she was good at it. She didn’t consider many kids her friends, and never invited any of them
               over, but she was never lonely. Still, she always looked forward to seeing her mother’s soft-topped jeep outside school at
               the end of the day.
            

            
            Sometimes, she and her mother went out for a milkshake at the diner by the park, or to the park itself, which was just a circle
               of land dotted with enormous bales of hay and bordered by blacktop. Camille practiced her cartwheels in the grass and picked
               wildflower bouquets for her mother. Occasionally, they went to Goodwill, and her mother let her pick out a book or two but
               rarely a toy. Camille knew not to argue; her mother always said the same thing.
            

            
            “You like to read, don’t you? You read like a big girl. You gotta practice.”

            
            Camille loved it when her mother said she was a “big girl” doing “big girl” things.

            
            No matter what day it was, when they got home, Grandaddy was sitting on the porch with his New Orleans Saints commemorative
               plastic cup in his left hand and a cigarillo in his right, playing Robin Trower on the battery-operated CD player delicately
               balanced on the porch railing. This was Camille’s other favorite time of day: before Grandaddy got too drunk and before her
               grandmother and mother got to arguing. Camille liked to sit on the porch with no shoes on and eat Popsicles or watermelon
               right out of the rind. Sometimes, Grandaddy told stories about the bayou, and other times, they sat quietly together and watched
               the sun go down.
            

            
            
               1999

            

            Corinna often forced Camille to go outside to play with the neighborhood kids, telling her it wasn’t normal to sit in the
               house reading all day. But Camille didn’t really like other children, and especially not the neighborhood kids, who were older
               and often shoeless. So she usually took a book to read by the creek, the part where kids didn’t play because it was just a
               ditch unless it had recently rained. There was a big, smooth ledge on the far side of the creek, where Camille liked to sit
               and dangle her feet as she read.
            

            
            One afternoon, she was looking for four-leaf clovers as she headed toward her spot, and was just about to leap into the creek
               basin and climb to the other side when she noticed someone was in it. A girl about her age was sitting cross-legged, a book
               open in her lap, watching her. As Camille noticed her, the girl smiled and said hi. And Camille found herself smiling and
               saying hi back.
            

            
            “I’m Jenny. I’m six,” the girl said.

            
            “I’m Camille. I’m six, too.” She paused. It was February, so her half-birthday had just passed. “Well, six and a half. You stay by here?” 

            
            “I live down thattaway,” the girl pointed. “Where there’s water in the creek. But it’s quieter down here. You wanna come sit
               by me?”
            

            
            Camille shrugged, leaped down into the bone-dry basin, tossed her library copy of Ramona and Beezus up onto the stone, and scrambled up the bank. “I like to do my feet like this,” Camille said, demonstrating, and the girl
               followed her lead. “What are you reading?”
            

            
            “Sideways Stories,” Jenny said, and flashed the cover of her paperback book.
            

            
            “That’s an orange-level,” Camille said. She also read at the orange level. Everyone else in her class read at the pink level
               or below.
            

            
            “Yeah. I’m the only one in my class that reads that high.”

            
            “Me, too,” Camille said.

            
            “I’m in Miss Partridge’s class,” Jenny said. Miss Partridge was the youngest, nicest, prettiest teacher with the coolest classroom
               that overlooked the playground. That classroom was also removed from the other three first-grade classes, which explained
               why Camille had never seen Jenny. “She cries a lot.”
            

            
            “I have Mrs. Johnson,” Camille said. She knew her mother had chosen Mrs. Johnson because she was the only Black teacher of
               first grade, but Camille had wished she had Miss Partridge. But now she was glad she didn’t. There was something very unsettling
               about a crying adult.
            

            
            “You wanna read together?”

            
            The girls sat side by side, reading quietly until it started getting dark and Jenny said it was time for her to go home. Each
               day, after school, Camille willingly went outside to meet her new friend. Sometimes they read, sometimes they searched for
               wild strawberries, and other times they pummeled dandelions with rocks to make yellow “ink” they used to write their names
               on their rock over and over again. They never argued about rules or fairness like the other kids did.
            

            
            One afternoon about a month into their friendship, Camille and Jenny were building a delicate Lincoln Log–style structure with pine needles when she heard someone calling her name. She looked up to see her mother standing on the opposite bank, hands on her hips. 

            
            “I been calling you, Camille.”

            
            “I’m sorry, Mama,” she said and scampered across the creek bed. She used one hand to hold her mother’s and the other to wave
               goodbye to Jenny.
            

            
            “So you got a little friend?” Corinna asked as they walked back to the house.

            
            “Yeah, she’s nice.”

            
            “That’s great, baby!” Corinna said, a little too exuberantly for Camille’s comfort. “You know, when I was your age, I didn’t
               have any friends. Nobody lived around here. I only saw other kids at school.”
            

            
            Camille didn’t understand what her mother meant. The place was full of kids, as far as she could see. As they approached home,
               she saw a bunch of them riding bikes on the main road. From her spot at the creek, she’d see high school students get dropped
               at the mouth of a different main road. There were kids everywhere. She was about to tell her mother this when she noticed
               that her mother’s lips were unnaturally red, and her eyelashes were spidery and long. This was makeup, something her grandmother
               sometimes wore when she was “feeling fancy.” Camille had never known her mother to “feel fancy.” She squinted in confusion
               but said nothing.
            

            
            She started coming inside from playing in time to sit on the toilet seat lid to watch her mother apply mascara and lipstick.
               Corinna was spending more time in the kitchen at night, muttering softly into the phone. She was also buying new clothes and
               growing out her hair.
            

            
            Then Corinna’s schedule changed again. Before, she’d had every Sunday off, and they spent the day at the park or doing whatever activity was free at the library in downtown Nashville. But now Corinna was gone by the time Camille woke up on Sundays, and didn’t get home until late. So Camille spent more of her waking hours with her grandparents, but it was Corinna’s presence that she craved. Her mother was her God, her Blue Magic woman. 

            
            When her mother was gone, they’d put on loud disco music, and she and her grandmother would dance while Grandaddy kept time
               tapping his big dry hands on his bony, denim-coated thighs. When it was time to go to bed, she nestled between her grandparents
               in bed and read to them. Sometimes she fell asleep there, but she preferred to be in bed when her mother arrived home because
               she smelled nice, like Blue Magic and flowers.
            

            
            One night, on the fly, she trailed Corinna to the door on her way out, expecting her to get into her Jeep. Instead, she got
               into a silver car with a man at the wheel. She could barely make out his face, but saw his hair and beard was the bright,
               deep orange of the twenty-five-cent Austin Cheese Crackers she got in the school cafeteria.
            

            
            “Who’s that?” she asked her grandmother, who wasn’t paying attention.

            
            Charlotte stood up to join Camille at the door, but the man was driving away. “I don’t know. Close this door ’fore the flies
               get in.”
            

            
            Every night after that, Camille followed her mother to the door to see if she got in her own car or the Austin Cheese Cracker
               Man’s. Most of the time, it was her own, but every now and again it was his. More alarmingly, sometimes Corinna didn’t show
               up until morning. One night, Camille was next to her sleeping grandparents on the couch when she saw headlights flashing in
               the dark living room. She leaped from the couch, met her mother at the door, and followed her into their bedroom.
            

            
            “Whatchu doin’ still awake?” Corinna asked.

            
            Camille shrugged. She likely would have fallen asleep on the couch, too, if a few more minutes had passed. But they hadn’t.
               “Who’s that man, Mama?”
            

            
            “What man?”

            
            “That man you was in the car with?”

            
            “Oh, a friend of mine.”

            
            Camille had never heard of her mother having any friends. She was supposed to be her mother’s only friend. “What’s his name?”

            
            “Isaac.”

            
            Camille started to see more of him through doorways and windows, coming and going. He did take the time to smile at her when
               they made eye contact, but it was always a tight-lipped one that gave Camille the impression that it didn’t matter whether
               or not she returned it.
            

            
            There had always been a tension between her mother and grandmother, but it had stayed in the kitchen in the middle of the
               night or in hushed tones on the gravel driveway. Slowly, it became more audible, though Camille still didn’t see anything.
               There was shouting and door slamming, but never when she was around. As soon as she stepped into a room, the mood would change
               so quickly that she thought she’d imagined it. She learned to eavesdrop. She crept from bed at night and flattened herself
               against the wall of the short hallway to listen to her mother and grandmother at the kitchen table.
            

            
            “Mama, I’m trying,” she heard her mother say. “She’s all I care about, really. I just want her to have something close to normal.”
            

            
            Charlotte sighed. “By not being around?”

            
            “By working hard. By giving her a father.”
            

            
            Camille went back to bed. She didn’t like the sound of “father.” Camille knew that she had a good life and that she didn’t
               want it to change even if there was one of those elusive fathers waiting for her on the other side.
            

            
            Soon, Charlotte began to fill the void her mother had left. It wasn’t a perfect fit. Her grandmother’s body was not soft like
               Corinna’s, but when Camille pressed her face into Charlotte’s belly and inhaled, she smelled like home; Corinna always smelled
               like somewhere else. Charlotte never encouraged Camille to go outside and play with the neighborhood kids, not minding if
               she stayed close.
            

            
            A few times a week, women came to the house to get their hair done. After Charlotte applied a relaxer to their hair and washed it, they sat in one of the kitchen chairs to have it straightened with a hot comb heated on the stove, Camille’s favorite part. Somehow, Charlotte managed to smoke while she applied Blue Magic to the scalp and hair, the cigarette coming perilously close, but never making contact. The whole thing was like magic. There was a bit of magic to everything Charlotte did, even when she was just sitting and staring into space. Charlotte spent a lot of time out on the porch, but when it was raining, too hot, or too cold, she took the rocking chair by the window with a cigarette and something to drink. Sometimes, she played different music: low and slow, and the singers muttering rather than belting like they did in disco. 

            
            “Granmama, whatchu call this type of music?” Camille asked as she climbed into her grandmother’s narrow lap. Charlotte tapped
               her heel in time with the music.
            

            
            “The blues, baby. You like it?”

            
            “Why they call it the blues?”

            
            “Don’t it sound blue to you, baby?” Charlotte winked.

            
            “Yeah, I guess so.”

            
            “When people are sad sometimes, they say they’re blue, or they got the blues. So they sing the blues.”

            
            “If it’s sad, why you listen to it, Granmama? Are you sad?”

            
            “I get sad sometimes, yeah.”

            
            “What you get sad about?”

            
            “Oh, all kinds of things.”

            
            “Like what?”

            
            “Your mama, for one,” she said under her breath.

            
            Camille pretended not to have heard. “Huh?”

            
            “Nothing, sugar.”

            
            But Camille heard. She reclined farther into Charlotte’s angular body to consider what it meant. She wondered, Did she make
               her mother sad? She didn’t want to do that.
            

            
            When Corinna told her they were moving out of the house, Camille cried, though she could see that she was making her mother
               sad.
            

            
            “You’ll have your own room,” Corinna offered.

            
            Camille didn’t want her own room. She loved sharing her space with her mother.

            
            “You’ll see Isaac more. You like him, don’t you?”

            
            Camille wasn’t “studyin’” Isaac, as her grandfather would say. She was aware of him, but she didn’t spend much time thinking
               about him.
            

            
            “You’ll still see Granmama and Grandaddy all the time.”

            
            “But why, Mama?”

            
            “For you, baby. Everything I do is for you.”

            
            Camille didn’t know if she believed this, but she acquiesced because she was the baby, and her mother was the mother.

            
            
               Winter 2000

            

            It wasn’t that Camille didn’t believe Isaac when he said all the computers would crash at midnight on New Year’s Eve. She
               just didn’t see how it mattered. Fourth graders at her school used computers to play some dumb-looking game called Oregon
               Trail. There was a computer in Jenny Rhodes’s basement where they played Barbie Magic Hair Styler, and a few at the public
               library and maybe one at the doctor’s office, but she failed to see the horror in any of them crashing.
            

            
            Isaac was collecting nonperishables on industrial pallets in preparation for Armageddon; he covered them with blue tarps and stored them on the open carport where Camille once practiced pirouettes and no-handed bike riding. But he’d collected so much by October that Camille couldn’t so much as sit out there, and the house was similarly cramped and cluttered. Worse, he lectured Corinna about the Bible and the Rapture, sometimes making her and Camille pray for hours in the living room. Once, Isaac woke Camille up in the middle of the night and asked her to confess her sins. When she said that she did not have any sins because she was seven years old, Isaac smiled and put his sweaty hand on
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