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For S and I,


I sure do love you











Mama exhorted her children at every opportunity to jump at de sun. We might not land on the sun but at least we would get off the ground.



ZORA NEALE HURSTON, Dust Tracks on a Road





Even/after all this time
 

The Sun never says/to the Earth
 

You owe Me Look what happens/with a love like that
 

It lights the Whole Sky.



HAFIZ, The Gift
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Prologue


MISSISSIPPI, 1941





He was not the first man to slither up behind her in a field of whispered white and throw her down upon a cotton sack. But he was the teachers son.


That meant he was educated; at least he was more educated than most of them sharecropping the plantation. More educated than Rae, who at fifteen had long since given up on what good could be located on the inside of schooling books.


Rumor had it, too, the teachers son was leaving soon, taking off when picking season ended. Headed beyond the railroad tracks. Rae had a notion she might go along.


She was eating when he came, finishing the wedge of corn bread she had cut that morning and wrapped in a bit of clean cloth and tucked into a pail for noontime food. The bread itself was hours old and hard as tackEbas bread. Folks joked Ebas bread was good for taking to the field; what didnt get eaten could always be used to kill a snake. But Rae had soaked her slice in molasses, had tipped up the small, tin bucket, and let the blackstrap flow until the golden bread was black and glistening. Eba would have a conniption fit when she saw how much was gone, but that was later. Rae sat in the hot dirt between two rows of cotton and ate her bread as sweet and moist as cake and licked her fingers one by one and listened for the teachers son.


Baby Rae, he whispered, reaching her with soft words and hard arms. He threw her down upon the empty cotton sack; she let herself be thrown. Had she filled her lungs and screamed, someone would have heard her. It was early September in Holly Ridge, Mississippi, with the bolls all swollen and just beginning to crack; still a week or two before all other life halted and King Cotton summoned all around. But her uncle and a cousin or two were close at hand, just up a ways eating their lunch beneath a stand of sweet-gum trees. If she screamed they would come. If she yelled she could stop him, or if she raised her hoe and laid it upside his head. She was a little piece of leather but well put together and she could do damage. If she wanted to.


But she did not scream or hit or push him away, but only looked up at the great and hazy Delta sky. Up there in the endless expanse, clouds scudded past, cotton plucked and floating free. Traveling north. Rae watched them racing, watched them making their way, then looked down and watched her fingers rake the rich, black Delta dirt. The teachers son fumbled with her skirt, threw it up to her waist, wrenched down her underthings. His hands were rough and callused from too many cotton thorns, but then again so were her own.


ThiswhatyouwantRae? he grunted, slamming himself into her, thumping her into the land. Sweat dripped from him and fell onto her neck and rolled with her own into the dirt. His breath smelled greasily of fatback and black-eyed peas; the teacherss son, hed been home for noontime meal.


This what you been asking for? You want it. I know you do. I know you do.


Picking season would begin soon. Days and days of working from can to cant, from when a body could see at sunup to when a body couldnt see at sundown. On her best days Rae could pick three hundred pounds or more of cotton, as much as many a man, though she stood barely more than five feet. The soft, white puffs reminded her of the dumplings her long-dead mother used to make; when things got tiring, when her back began to moan from too much stooping, she just got down on her knees to reach the waist-high bolls, narrowed her eyes, and pretended her fingers were snatching dumplings from the pot. She had a grasp, Rae did. Everyone said so. Her grasp was something to see.


The teachers son thumped and thumped upon her. Then he stopped, moaned high, trembled. With a whimper he fell atop her, crushing her with his weight. She pushed him off, pulled down her skirt. In a field to the right a mockingbird jawed away.


I heard you leaving, Rae said. The teachers son lay catching his breath.


Yeah, he said finally. Going north. Theres gonna be a war. Them Japs and Germans getting bad.


She had no idea what a Jap or a German was and didnt much care; it affected her life not one whit. One thing Rae knew was how to stay focused, like when she was picking cotton all she saw was cotton, not the stalk, not the leaves, not the dirt, not the other people around. Just the puff.


You gone fight? she asked.


The teachers son laughed. Hell, no! he said. Im gonna get me a job making guns! Guns and boats and planes. Somebody got to build them.


Now it was her turn to laugh. Even educated Negroes could be fools apparently. What makes you think the white man gonna let colored folks get any of that? she asked.


The teachers son sat up abruptly, began shoving his shirttails back into his pants. Ignorant gal! he sputtered. See how much you know. The president done made an order they have to let colored folks work in them places building stuff for the war. Heard Mr. Burch cussing and fussing about it weeks ago!


For true? she asked.


Youll see how true when all I am is dust.


She considered this for a moment. The teachers son was hardly good-looking; his ears stuck out from his head like tobacco leaves and his legs were as skinny as a crows. But he was nineteen or thereabouts and he seemed to know where he was going. He seemed to know what he wanted, and that was something. Rae didnt know what she wantedshe didnt even know what there was to wantbut she knew she wanted more than this.


She scooted across the Mississippi dirt to get next to him, took his hand, placed it on her leg. Let it slide again beneath her skirt. King Cotton danced and whispered in the wind. How about I come along?











Book One












Chapter One





My mother says: Be careful what you do on New Years Day. Be careful because youll find yourself repeating those actions for the rest of the year. New Years Day is a template, a groove worn in twenty-four short hours, and thereafter impossible to escape. If you wake to find yourself licking the bathroom tiles, look forward to a year of drunkenness. If youre in the kitchen until dinnertime, whipping up a feast for the gathering hordes, prepare for twelve months of domestic servitude. If you are praying, thats good, and if you are in the hospital, thats unfortunate, and if youre traveling, you might as well go on and keep those bags packed. Or so my mother says.


My mother, Mattie Jefferson, is sixtyish, Southern and black, a child of old Jim Crow, and this was only one of a vat full of superstitions in which she was steeped as a girl. I, on the other hand, am a modern woman, a rational, highly educated Brown Baby, the fulfillment of so many, many dreams. I have tossed off the weight of superstition, I chose logic and rationality, I do not believe. I do not believe eating collards on New Years Day will fatten my wallet or that consuming black-eyed peas ensures good luck. I do not believe if the first person through my doorway that primary morning is a woman, misfortune will surely follow yapping on her heels. (Lets pause a moment to acknowledge the misogynist riptide swirling under that particular belief. My mother used to keep us locked down on New Years morning until our neighbor Mr. Bonesred-eyed and stinking from the nights festivitiescould stagger down the street to our house and free us with the gift of his testosterone.)


I believe none of it, and still I soak the peas and wash the greens and even let my husband step out to the front walk for the newspaper if he is up and about. I tell Eddie the reason is not superstition but tradition: a harmless bit of Southern black cultural heritage to pass on to the kids, one of the few gifts my grandmother gave to me. I tell him we are a disconnected people, severed from our rich African legacy, reaping still the whirlwind of all that fracturing and rootlessness. I tell him human beings need ritual to frame and navigate the chaos of life, and that our children especially and Our Children particularly must be given these touchstones in order to survive. I remind him I am a sociologist and thus trained to see these things. But Eddie is not stupid; he knows there is more to it than that. And so do I, though what the more is I could not precisely say.


All of which is to say when I found myself trapped in the basement on New Years Day, I might have known trouble was coming. I might have known chaos would rule the year.


Also because I feared I might be pregnant again. And while this should have been good newswas the best of all possible good news to my husbandand while I wanted it to be good news to my own scarred heart, it wasnt.


Also because I woke that morning thinking, I could leave them. Grandmother did.


Which scared the piss out of me.


And so, the basement. It began when Eddie and the children went off to brunch at his mothers house, leaving me alone.


Sure you dont want to come? he asked as he bundled Paula into her coat. He was asking not because he desperately desired my company but because he disliked taking the children out into the world unassisted. And also because he knew his mother would be disappointed and Eddie hated to disappoint his mother. She would take my absence as a slight; Id have to grovel for days or weeks to regain a place on her slightly more pleasant side. Still, I begged off. Tell your mother Im sick, I said. Tell her Im not feeling well.


She wont believe it, said Eddie.


Then tell her Im prostrate with menstrual cramps.


He made a face. I dont think I can say that to her.


Eddies mother was what my mother would callhad called, at our wedding in facthigh sidditya Vineyard-summering, hyperarticulating, card-carrying member of the Boston black bourgeois. Her maiden name was Harrison and she liked to affect that her family had come down directly from the president, though how, precisely, such a thing might have happened she did not like to say. Her husbands name was Monroe and she had aspirations about that, too, but none that she could prove. The first time we met she asked who my people were and where we hailed from, and when I told her she gave her son a look of such raw, withering disappointment I wanted to drag myself out behind the barn and put me down. When we told her I was keeping my own last name of Jefferson, she smiled and said, Thats probably just as well, dear.


I knew Eddie would rather burn his lips with a hot poker than say the word menstrual to this woman. And she would rather that he did.


But that was their problem. I had my own, potentially, and I wanted everyone out of the house so I could sit in peace with it and figure out what to do. Then just tell her Im having a nervous breakdown, I said. Thatll make her day.


Eddie was struggling to stuff Paulas hand into her mitten, but he paused long enough to search my face. Is this about last night? Youre not still worried, are you?


Im fine, I lied. You guys go and have a good time. Because even in marriage, there comes a time when it is every person for herself.





I went down into the basement in search of a box. I went down swinging the door closed behind me to keep our cat, Prince, from following me down and casing the place. I went down and pulled the door shut because in our old house the basement door did not lock from the kitchen side, or even lock at all.


I had this crazy idea of contacting a former colleague of mine, this white guy, an English professor and acquaintance back at UNC who had moved to Boston five or six years before we did. His wife, whom Id met several times at faculty cocktail gatherings, was a gynecologist. If I could find his information, which hed sent in an if-youre-ever-in-Boston card shortly after he left and which I stuck into my address book and never looked at againI could look them up. Give them a call. Make my way through pleasantries and chitchat. Ask for her help.


What I wantedwhat I neededwas a prescription for the morning-after pill. Under normal circumstances I would just telephone my own gyn or even my primary care doc and ask for help, but the days and months postmove are never normal; wed been in our cozy little Boston suburb only a few months and Id had no time to focus on my own health needs. The children, as always, came first: a preschool for Harriet, a play group for Paula, a dentist, and, most important of all, a pediatrician. It had taken weeks of investigation and asking around, not to mention double-checking with the HMO, to get the kids into a small, parent-friendly, highly regarded practice in Hyde Park whose doctors all had props at Childrens Hospital and which had twice been voted Best of Boston in a local magazine. All of which did me no good unless the pediatrician on call that weekend was willing to write me a script for emergency contraception. Which I doubted. Although she should.


So I went down into the basement in search of a box stuffed with items from my previous life: books and papers and computer disks and scholarly journals and my old address book containing the contact information for the gynecologist wife of a man with whom Id been only marginally friendly and to whom I had not spoken in several years. Thats how desperate I was.


I might have even telephoned her. I might have choked down my pride and gulped my humiliation and called, but I could not find the card. After digging for a while, I found my address book, stuffed with a dozen business cards and several scraps of paper with names and addresses scribbled on them but none from the gynecologist and her man. The idea of calling directory assistance passed through my mind, but I did not know if they had settled in Boston proper or one of its many suburbs. I didnt know if they were listed or unlisted, I didnt know if they were still in the area or had sickened of New England winters and moved to Mexico. I didnt know if they were both still young and vibrant or if one or both of them had hit black ice coming home one winter night or had mutated cancer cells or flown the wrong plane from the wrong airport on the wrong day or gone vacationing in the Amazonian rain forest and snuck away from the tour leader seeking snapshots and been snapped by a poisonous snake.


So that wasnt going to work. I would have to find some other means to save myself.


I sat on the steps, thinking and looking around. The basement, like everything else in the house, had been renovated by the previous owners, renovated to within an inch of its life. The floors had been excavated a foot to ensure plenty of headroom, then tiled an elegant blue gray, the walls paneled in honey-warm oak, the furnace and hot-water heater removed to the far north section and artfully tucked away in their own, custom-built armories. There was a bathroom complete with shower and a kitchenette with Italian marble on the breakfast bar and windows on three walls. The windows were new and high and vinyl and shiny white, and cranked open just enough for ventilation but not enough for handy-dandy burglar access, as the Realtor had pointed out. Not that we have any problems of that kind in this town, she hastened to add. My goodness, I think the worst thing on the police blotter page in the paper last month was an unlicensed dog.


Eddie planned to outfit the place with a billiards table, black leather couch, wide-screen television, and, in the south corner where the laundry room had been (shifted to the second floor to ease the load on the previous owners wife, or, more likely, their maid) a small putting green. But at the time of my imprisonment the only furnishings were two old window air conditioners we no longer needed and a dozen empty boxes from the move. Eddie and I were still debating what to do with them. He wanted to cut them up and put out for the recycling truck; I wanted to save them. At two bucks a box, which was what the movers had charged, we were talking a nice little bit of pocket change.


But we can afford it now, Weezie, Eddie had bragged two days after our move as we stood among the empty boxes, debating their fate. He stuck out his chest and cocked his elbows behind him and did a little lap of his George Jefferson strut. Ever since wed closed on this four-bedroom, two-bath dream home of his, hed been calling me Weezie and yelling for Florence and breaking into off-key renditions of the old Jeffersons theme song. He did it with hip-rolling, eyebrow-wiggling exaggeration and I was supposed to think he was being tongue-in-cheek, but we both knew he was serious.


You need to calm down, George, I told him. That paycheck only feels heavy because the ones before it were so light.


Ouch, he said. Would you like to kick me in the other one, now?


I smiled, to show I meant no harm, and reached over to rub Eddies back. Part of a wifes job, wasnt itprotecting a mans ego? I remembered an African woman at a feminist conference Id attended once long before saying as much and how Id scoffed at the idea. Wasnt a mans ego his own responsibility? But no; no, it wasnt, not in a marriage, apparently. Im just saying we need to be careful. The fact that you are pulling in more than we were making together in North Carolina just means we werent making that much. Plus, this area is a much more expensive place to live. We need to be careful, especially until I find something.


Eddie put his hands around my waist and pulled me toward him for a kiss. Weve already found it, he said with a smile. And, I could see that he had. After many years of sojourning down in the Southern wilderness, Eddie had returned triumphant to the city of his birthor, better yet, to a suburb of that city. He had a job he loved at a money-churning pharmaceutical company, an impressive house he adored, and, except for the missing son, an enviable family. His mother was pleased, his sister disdainful, his childhood friends close and envious. Eddie had achieved the dream and saw no reason to wake from it. He had, if not precisely transcended race, at least muted it. He was good to go. And thought I was, too.


Remembering that conversation on New Years Day, I got up to go upstairs, planning to have a cup of coffee and figure out plan B. But when I put my hand on the doorknob it would not turn.


I twisted, I shoved, I banged, I cursed. But there I was, trapped in the basement on New Years Day. A clearer message could not be sent.


Walking back down the stairs, I realized Eddie and the kids could be gone for hours, could end up staying at his mothers until it was time for bed. I had no telephone, no computer, no morning-after pills, nothing even to read or study or write, nothing but a toolbox and the future to occupy my mind. I was as mentally horse-healthy as the next black woman, I had never suffered claustrophobia or any related fears, but all of a sudden it got close there beneath the surface of the earth, the room grew stale, the air tasted gritty and metallic, like dirt. I tried climbing on a box to crank open the windows, but the box collapsed beneath my weight and I banged my knee against the lovely Italian tile.


Through the window I saw the snow had begun, the weatherman predicting six to eight. To keep myself busy I sat again on the steps and began mentally arranging furniture throughout the house. I put Eddie and some friends right there in the basement on the black leather couch watching football and drinking beer. I put the children upstairs in the carpeted family room, bickering about who would get the red construction paper and who would get the green. I put myself in the eat-in kitchen, hands in soapy water at the double, stainless-steel sink, staring out at a half-acre lawn blanketed in snow, thinking about my childhood plans for myself, my great expectations, the life I would carve from the world. I put Eddie in the box in which he planned to leave the house and myself in there beside him and the lid slammed down and I couldnt breathe. I wanted to scream but I could not even breathe.


I stumbled up from the steps, began pacing the basement. A plan, a plan, I needed a plan. And then one came.


All I had to do was locate the closest Planned Parenthood. The sooner the better; I wasnt sure of my window of opportunity but I knew it wasnt long. Id get the pills, Id take them. Eddie would never know.


Later on, after he released me, Eddie joked that my imprisonment was divine punishment. It was well past nine in the evening, more than twenty-four hours since our rendezvous, and all I could think of was tracking down the closest clinic. So when Eddie spoke of punishing I thought he meant for what I planned to do.


See, Eddie teased. Thats for forcing me to lie to my mother. God dont like ugly.


God forgives, I told my husband. After all, it was New Years Day. Maybe God would set a template for the year.












Chapter Two





What happened was this: Friday, New Years Eve. The children were finally in bed. I was exhausted after a week of no school and family festivities and feeling like a slug. An antisocial slug. Then Eddie, swinging home from the office holiday party with flowers and tiramisu and two bottles of champagne. All so clich and predictable as to be embarrassing.


But when Eddie first came through the front door, whistling and wriggling his eyebrows, it was all I could do not to laugh. Youre joking, right? I asked him. Im so tired I can barely stand.


Then sit, he said, taking my hand and leading me upstairs. He ran me a hot bath and put me in to soak. He lit some candles, he refilled my glass. Clearly hed been reading magazines. Im going out for kindling for a fire, he said, kissing me.


By the time Eddie came back in, the cold clinging to his shirt, his face smelling sharp and fresh as the midwinter night, Id put away half the bottle. Slow down, he said, filling my glass to the brim. I sipped some more, feeling comfortably loose. Loose enough to let him scoop suds onto a washcloth and rub me. Loose enough to let him rinse my glistening skin. Loose enough to recognize how hard my husband was trying, and how much I needed to go along.


And by the time I let Eddie wrap me in my terrycloth bathrobe and lead me back downstairs to the fireplace, the champagne bottle was empty and I felt as pliable as well-chewed gum. I let him kiss me, let him open my robe. I miss you, Eddie murmured. So much.


But I was not loose enough to have unprotected sex. I kissed my husband, then tried to stand, feeling so light-headed I thought I could simply float back upstairs to the master bathroom for my diaphragm. Be right back, I murmured.


But Eddie pulled me back onto the blanket. Dont worry, Ive got it under control. He pulled the packet from his back pocket and dangled it between his fingertip, looking both sheepish and weirdly proud. I knew this, too, was a gift to me. Like every other male on the planet, Eddie claimed to hate condoms. This had never been a problem for me, since Eddie and I had connected before AIDS reared its terrible head and since from the age of seventeen until Harriets conception I had been on the pill. I considered going back on after Paula was weaned, but concerns about the health risks of longtime pill useand the infrequency of sex with my husbandmade me decide otherwise. I figured careful and consistent use of the diaphragm would do the trick.


Looking at the condom in Eddies hand, I laughed. How long has that thing been in your wallet, mister?


Since nine A.M. this morning, he said. Its fresh off the farm.


I leaned back and closed my eyes. Letting go for once. Giving in. Okay.


And of course the damn thing broke. Apparently, that was what you got for ceding control.


I knew it right away. Moaning ceased, panting ebbed, mind and body reconnected, and mind pointed out that things were far more sticky than they should have been.


No, I whispered. Please no.


Eddie opened his eyes and pulled back to look into my face. Whats wrong? Did I hurt you?


Body said: Dont move and nothing bad will happen. Mind said: Get up and get to the bathroom, quick. I pushed my husband off.


Whats wrong? he asked again, sounding frightened, but I had no time to waste calming his fears. There is a moment when disaster happens, a moment before knowledge or logic or training kicks in and tells us what to do when pure animal panic is running the show. This was the moment I was in. All I could think was that I had to get to the bathroom and get some spermicide into my body before the hole from which I was climbing caved right back in upon my head. But by the time I got the bathroom door closed and the cabinet door open and the spermicide in hand, reason had returned, smirking. You cant outrun sperm; the brainless little monsters swim astonishingly fast. They can gallop up those long, long tubes and breach the fort in thirty minutes, they can hide for days in secret corners, lying in wait. Pumping spermicide after intercourse was closing the barn door while the horse galloped on down the lane. I did it anyway, then sat on the closed toilet and held my head in my hands.


Eddie knocked on the bathroom door. Baby? Can I come in?


I said nothing, and when the door opened and closed I did not look up. Im sorry, Eddie said to the back of my head. I really am. He paused. Then, as if he could not help himself, he added, Guess we got a little too enthusiastic, huh? Thats your fault, for being so beautiful.


I looked up, found him trying to suppress a grin.


You think this is funny?


The grin vanished. Of course not. Im just saying its no reason for panic. Theres only an eight percent chance of pregnancy from a single act of unprotected intercourse.


I did not have to ask how in the world he might know such a thing because I knew. He would have remembered from something he read when we were first trying to get pregnant with Harriet. My scientist husband, my research scientist, my brilliant mathematician, who loved knowledge for knowledges sake, who never forgot a number, who put such faith in quantification and his own ability to calculate life. But numbers were relative; even I knew that much was true. An eight percent chance of rain was insignificant. An eight percent chance of winning the lottery was not enough to stay up and watch the power ball drawing. An eight percent chance of being pregnant when you did not want to bethat was huge.


Eddie bent down to take my hand. Besides, he said, looking into my eyes, would it really be so terrible?


A traitorous thought slunk into my head. Had this been truly an accident? Or was it a devious plan on my husbands part?


Weve been so blessed, Grace, he said. Shouldnt we share those blessings?


Dear, sweet Eddie, wanting a son and fearing my hardening heart, deciding to take matters into his own masculine hands. It was possible. I imagined him in his ergonomic chair at his sleek black desk in his Swedish-furniture office, plotting the attack. Food and drink and the melancholy madness of New Years Eve; the old pin-in-the-condom trick, which, if it worked, would work. Because being educated, progressive black folks, my husband and I danced on the pinhead of the abortion issue: supported abortion rights on the one hand; deeply opposed the idea for ourselves. I made a mental note to add this to the book of advice I was writing for my daughters: always buy the condom yourself. Useful advice was one thing I knew I could give my daughters. My own mother used to say things like Whatever doesnt kill you makes you stronger and Get up! Plenty of time to sleep when youre dead, but such admonitions did not, strictly speaking, qualify as advice. More like warnings. Predictions of doom.


Look at all we have been given, Grace, Eddie said, sweeping the air with his hands. I knew he meant the house and not the bathroom; still I followed the arc of his sweep with my eyes. The bathroom was big enough for six to stand comfortably and had been done over in French Country, with marble floors and tumbled marble walls and a sink that sat on the counter like a big, glass bowl. And stenciled chickens running all over the place. Not my taste at all. Thats okay, Eddie had said when we first looked at the house. We can remodel. Youll have fun. My heart had sunk a little at that, because the old Eddie, the Eddie of our first connect, would have been sickened by the idea of spending money on something so bourgeois and self-indulgent and ridiculous. Something his mother would so love. Ten thousand dollars to make it look like Provence and another ten thousand to make it look some other way and, in the end, still just a place to shit.


Grace, Eddie said, calling me back to the present. We have the resources for another child.


On the night of Paulas birth, Eddie had labored mightily to hide his disappointment at the fact that our second child had come to us without a penis. With Harriet wed learned the sex beforehand; with Paula we decided to put it off. Or Eddie decided; I went groggily along, acceding to his unspoken hope that delay might somehow transform even the stubbornest X chromosome into a Y. When our beautiful Haitian doctor announced Its a girl! I saw the pain in my husbands eyes, though he quickly roped it and stuffed it away. He kissed our new bundle with a grin. Shes healthy and shes beautiful, he said, then said it again. Shes healthy. Shes beautiful. Thank you, God.


Had it been a boy, wed planned to name him Paul Laurence, after the great Paul Laurence Dunbar. We had not gotten around to settling on a girls name. When I suggested Paula Laurence, Eddie had looked stricken. And betrayed. Just as he looked betrayed now at the idea of me not wanting another child.


We could raise a strong black man who would go out and help his people, he said.


Dont.


Dont what? he asked.


Dont use race, I said, suddenly angry. Also, in case youve forgotten, we already have two daughters. Cant they help their people? Or will they be too busy mopping the floors?


Eddie jerked to his feet. Dont try to turn this around, he said. Wanting a son doesnt make me love our daughters any less.


That was true; I knew it. Still, I kept a tactical silence, waiting to see what might be revealed. Eddie said, Maybe God wants us to have another child.


Though he was a scientist, Eddie saw no disconnect between his vocation and his faith. In Eddies world there was room enough for all. It was one of the things I admired about him. But I lacked the focus to try to read Gods mind.


I went to the bathroom door. Eddie came to stand beside me. I guess I just dont understand why this scares you, he said. I dont see why you resist it.


I know.


Whats wrong? He stood there beside me, bewildered and hurt, waiting for me to speak. My husband the scientist, whod run the numbers on having a third child and found they all added up for him. I should have said I dont know because that was the truth. But that would have only frightened him more. I kept my peace.


I know theyre hard right now, he said. Theyre so young, they need so much.


Probably thats it.


All parents struggle at first.


I know.


It doesnt mean anything at all.


I know.


And you love them, he said. It was a statement he was fighting to keep from being a question and it sliced mehis asking, his thinking, the possibility. Sliced straight across my heart. I pressed my hands to my face.


Oh God, I said. Of course, of course.


Eddie pulled my hands away and kissed them. He was smiling now, smiling through tears of relief. Of course you do, he said. You love them and you would not be able to imagine your life without them. I know that.


I nodded and let my husband hold me, but I knew what he said was not completely the truth. Yes, I loved my children. God, I loved my children. I would have flayed my own loins for them, hurled my body between theirs and danger, tossed myself into the river Charles to save their lives. Every day hummed along on a buzz of constant low-level anxiety for their safety; some days it rose to fear. And every night I got down on my knees and prayed for their whole delivery into adulthood and beyond.


But those were prayers offered up for what existed, for what breathed and laughed and lived. In truth, I could imagine a parallel life for myself, a life in which the two bits of unrealized humanity that were egg Harriet and egg Paula went down that river of blood like so many before. In this life, I never met Eddie, or maybe I met him and we dated but in the end went our separate, amicable ways. I joined the faculty at some esteemed university, received tenure in record-breaking time. I wrote a book that not only revolutionized racial dynamics in the country and transformed the urban educational system but inspired a generation of African-American youth to redirect their lives in a positive way. I lectured and traveled, testified and taught. In the winters I took off a month to fly to Brazil and lie upon the hot white sand. In my spare time I read and visited museums and hiked the winter slopes. I learned to meditate. I treasured silence. I baked bread for myself and ate it standing over the stove. I saw my mother four or five times a year, had love affairs but did not take them seriously though sometimes I wanted to. Sometimes I was lonely and even sad. Sometimes on rainy Sunday afternoons I put on Billie Holiday music and poured myself some wine and sat down before the fireplace and imagined myself a parallel life. A life with a husband and a home. A life with kids.


Eddie went out and I climbed into the shower, turning the water all the way to hot to scald myself. Really, what was my problem anyway? House too big? Bills too paid? Kids too healthy and well fed? I was a sociologist, a kind of societal shrink, and as capable as anyone of casting a skeptical eye over the specter of middle-class American malaise. My life was good, objectively speaking. Enviable even, exceedingly blessed, and I damn well should have been able to appreciate it. Outside my door more than three million black American children were living in poverty, and that was poverty as defined by the government, which wouldnt even get a person past those grip-and-grin greeters at Wal-Mart. In some cities more than fifty percent of black men were unemployed. Fewer than fifty percent of black Americans owned their own homes, compared to three-quarters of our white friends and neighbors. I, on the other hand, had a chemist husband with a new job in corporate America, a new house, and two healthy, beautiful children who had never missed a meal. Boo hoo hoo.


Even the fact of my unceremonious dumping by the Duke department of sociology and our subsequent retreat to Boston fell about a million leagues short of tragedy. When one was first scaling the walls of academia one assumed copious amounts of scholarship, rigorous teaching, and persistent if unspectacular publishing would see one safely to the top. That, of course, was naive. Hard work was not necessarily rewarded; the cream did not always rise, or if it did, it could be easily shoved right back down again. Folks got denied tenure all the time, as it turned out, even ambitious, accomplished folks. Their lives continued. They moved along and tried again at some other, lesser university or became permanent adjuncts or hired themselves out to corporate America or agreed, in a moment of emotional weakness and desperation, to stay temporarily at home with the kids. It was hardly the end of the world.


It wasnt like it was 7 P.M. in South-Central and I had to hide the children in the bathtub because the gang wars were raging again. It wasnt like I was a Tutsi and the president had just been killed and the streets were boiling and the Hutu radio was broadcasting vitriol. It wasnt like I was in tower number one and the stairwells were filled with smoke.


It wasnt like I was in the field picking cotton with my children and the slave auctioneer just rode past on his horse, headed up to the big house door. It wasnt like I was uneducated or living on a pitiful government handout or struggling to raise a gaggle of children all by myself.


It wasnt like I was my mother. It wasnt like I was living my grandmothers life.











Chapter Three





Heres what I know about my grandmother: she was born Royal Rose Polk in 1925 in a Mississippi Delta sharecroppers shack with dirt floors and cypress walls and a roof of corrugated tin. The walls had gaps so wide you could look out and see who was coming up the road, the floor spaces so big you could look down and see the chickens roost. The nearest town was a one-road backwater called Freedom, and the nearest town of decent size was Holly Springs. The nearest city was across the state line in Tennessee: Memphis, rich and beckoning, sixty miles away.


Her parents named her Royal to lessen the sting of having white folks address you by your first name no matter how old you were. (Among her brothers were Judge, Doctor, and King.) She was the youngest of nine, all but three of them boys, two of them dead before the age of sixteen. She never grew taller than a minute but she filled out a dress by the time she was ten and plumped sassier by the year. She was an ordinary, kinky-haired, brown-skinned girl at a time when such were crushed underfoot by the hour. They called her Royal or Roy or even sometimes Queenie. But mostly they called her Baby Rae.


I know that at fifteen she ran away to Memphis with the teachers son. Fifteen then was not what fifteen is now, here in the dawning years of the twenty-first century, here at the end of the world. Back then fifteen was both a far more tender and a far less innocent age, and I imagine that at fifteen my grandmother knew some things about life I have yet to learn.


The year must have been 1941. The country geared for war. President Roosevelt, desperate to avert a threatened Negro march on Washington (Ten thousand black Americans! cried the great A. Philip Randolph), signed an executive order banning employment discrimination in the defense industry. Maybe the teachers son heard about it. Maybe he dreamed of running north and finding a job in a defense plant. Maybe my grandmother went along for the ride.


MISSISSIPPI, 1941


She woke up alone in the room with gunnysack curtains, woke up tender and swollen and sore in a Memphis boardinghouse, and looked across to where the teachers sons black woolen coat had hung on a hook. It was gone, just like she suspected it would be. It was gone but at least shed had the foresight to steal the bastards stash.


Not that it was much money; eight dollars and some change. She had slipped it from its hidden place deep inside his tobacco pouch when he went down the hall to do his business. She had taken it because hed slapped her, hard and twice across the face, for laughing at something stupid he said. But then hed kissed her and stroked her and pushed her down on the bed and afterward she felt a little bad about the stealing. She told herself shed put it back in the morning. But in the morning he was gone.



Let that be a lesson, Rae told herself as she pushed back the gunnysack curtains and slipped out the window. From the hallway came the footsteps of the landlady, clumping up the stairs. Let that be a lesson right there: God helped those who helped themselves.


She stayed in Memphis until the money ran out, which was a day after she spent $4.50 on a pretty little navy-blue gingham suit from Sears. She put it on and walked out of the store with her head held high. She had been gone thirty-eight days from home.


It took her two days to get back home, catching a ride where she could and walking where she could not. More than one white man stopped to pat the seat next to him, his face all loose and shining, his hat tipped back. These she declined, politely if she could or by veering into the fields. In her sack she carried her shoes, her second dress, a few underthings, a comb for her hair, and a bright blue scrap of satin given her by the teachers son. She had asked for a dress; hed laughed and said he had no money for such foolishness. But then hed taken her into a dry-goods shop and told her to pick out a scrap of fabric to make herself a scarf to cover her head.


On the second day she swayed a little as she walked, dizzy. Im hungry, she told herself; hungry, thats all. But she already knew what it really was.


A gray-haired man who reminded her of her grandfather took her as far as Freedom in his wagon. She thanked him and walked the rest of the way. It was twilight and the sun fell down in the sky as she walked up the road toward her Ebas house. She knew the world would be outside on their porches, sitting, smoking, talking, easing up from a hard day. Everybody would see her come.


It was November and the air was dry and cooling. As she walked dust flew up into her face and mouth as if mocking her, calling you back you back. No dust in Memphis, paved streets she had walked and walked with the teachers son, marveling at stores. Welcome home, welcome home. She threw her head high. When she got to the fork in the road she saw a figure coming toward her in the gathering darkness. It seemed to have two heads, one normal and one on its right shoulder, and it limped, dragging its right foot heavily through the dirt. An evil spirit, she thought. Why not?


But when she got closer she saw it was only Hootie Taylor, coming out from the woods. He had a rifle slung over one shoulder, a sack hung heavily beneath it, a pail swinging in his hand. Hed been hunting and the sack was full.


Hey, he said, stopping before her.


Rae wasnt scared. She had known Hootie all her life. He was two years older than she was, or maybe threenobody knew for sure, not even him. He was the last of twelve children, and by the time he was born his mother was so worn out she stopped marking things like names and birth dates. She died three months after he was born. His father died six months later, out hunting for his hungry children when he tripped and fell on his rifle. The older boys took over the cropping and the older girls took over the house and nobody paid much attention to Hootie except to feed and diaper him and finally name him Hootie when he was two and hooting around the house like an owl.


Hey, she said, and moved to go around him, expecting Hootie to continue on his way. But to her surprise he fell in line with her, walking.


You back? Hootie asked.


Looks like.


She waited for him to ask what happened to the teachers son, why she had come back alone. But Hootie, he was silent, the only sound his steady breathing as he walked. And she remembered men were not like women in that way. They wouldnt be the ones whispering behind her back, calling her fast, smiling to her face; they would take out her humiliation in a different way, or try to. She didnt have to worry about that mess from the men. She had only to wait until they came around.


Evening, Hootie! It was Miss Grant, calling from her porch. What that with you? That Rae?


Yes, maam! Rae called before Hootie could answer. She would speak for herself. Its me.


You back, gal? Miss Grant called. It was not so much a question as a triumphant statement of fact. No doubt Miss Grant had predicted just this thing. Rae raised her head high and called, Yes, maam, Im back! and did not slow her pace. Miss Grant cackled her glee.


They passed on from sight of Miss Grants house and kept on walking. After a moment Hootie said, Carry your bag?


She tried to look at him through the twilight, but darkness was falling now and it would be a moonless night. She could not see his face. The sack wasnt heavy, she barely felt its weight against the strength of her back. And anyway nobody had ever asked to carry something for her before. That was the way men were when they wanted something. From any other man Rae would have guessed what he wanted, but Hootie wasor at least folks said Hootie wasslow.


You want to carry my sack, Hootie Taylor?


Want to marry you, too, he said plainly.


She couldnt help herself; she laughed. Stopped right there on the road and busted out laughing. It was so far from what she had expected. Hootie stood next to her, staring off a little into the darkening field as if watching a picture show.


Marry me? Boy, you crazy!


But Hootie did not laugh. He put down his head, spoke to the dirt. Got me a mule while you was gone.


Darkness had fallen completely now, folks were going inside. From their path on the road Rae could barely see the houses as they retreated into the gloom. All that was visible was the glow from kerosene lamps inside. Hootie started walking again and she fell in step beside him.


Gonna get me a plot, he said. Already talked to Mr. Burch about the one down near the creek. Gonna start cropping for my ownself.


A late last mosquito, putting off his winter death just one more night, flew down from the darkness and bit Rae on the neck. She slapped it hard, then picked it off, feeling the calluses on her fingers against the soft skin of her neck. She thought of a black woman shed seen in Memphis rubbing some kind of cream into her hands. When Rae had asked her what it was for the woman said, Mens like their women soft, sugar. Even their hands.


Youd be a big help to me, Rae, he said. And Ill take care of you.


They rounded a bend in the road. She knew that up ahead and just off to the right stood Ebas house, though she could not quite make it out in the gloom. Not that she needed to see it to know it was there; it stood stark and clear in her minds eye, even clearer now, it seemed, than before her thirty-eight days of escape. The split-rail fence weathered to grayness, the beaten dirt path to the porch. She saw the sagging steps, the tar-paper roof, the loose weatherboarding on the sides. She saw the four pine poles propping up the roof over the porch, poles against which she had leaned a thousand times staring down the road


She saw the two clustering rooms inside, always close and dark, the potbelly stove Eba used to cook and heat. She saw the iron bed in the back room, the pallets on the floor, the barley sacks they used for pillows. She saw the walls covered from ceiling to floor with yellowing newspaper, newspaper Eba carried home from the white families whose bathrooms she scrubbed, and wet with cornstarch paste and slapped up against the wall against the winter wind.


She saw, out back and up the path, the outhouse with its stench of piss and shit and lime, its hoe propped up just inside the door for killing snakes.


She saw, too, the cotton fields on every side; they pressed right up against the house like weeds against a tomato plant, trying to suffocate it, trying to steal its air and light. The fields were red brown now and barren, stripped and fallow, miles of ugly endless dirt. In the spring theyd be planted and all through the summer theyd be chopped and in the fall theyd be picked over and over again. Shed always thought cotton fields in winter an ugly sight.


You got a house? she asked.


Gonna build one. Right off.


She was quiet a moment, listening to the wind.


I want four rooms, she said. And a brick fireplace and a decent cookstove. And a big front porch, big as the house for sitting on.


He handed her the bag. All right, then, he said.


With no other word Rae turned and went up the beaten-dirt path to Ebas house. As she walked she thought it funny that folks said Hootie was none too smart, for he seemed plenty smart enough for what he needed. She saw quite clearly, for instance, how he had gotten himself two mules for the price of one.
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