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DEDICATION

For Bob and Auden, forever my green lights.





EPIGRAPH

The light seems somehow brighter brought to rest . . .

shimmering at my fingertips, so close

I have to reach for it, the twice-bent gleam that passes in the swirl 

my reaching makes.

“The Light at Hinkson Creek” by Bob Watts
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The house he’s building is done mostly. All that’s missing now is the prettying, stain on the sprawling deck, final finishing inside. At least that’s what they say. This house has been the talk around our small town. Not much happens here but the same, same: a thirteen-year-old girl waiting for the baby her mother’s sorry boyfriend gave her; the husband we wanted to believe was one of the good ones found out to be the worst kind of cheater with a whole other family two towns over. The same stupid surprises, the usual sadnesses. But this thing is strange. The boy we all saw grow up came back to us slim and hungry-gaunt like a coal miner. With money. JJ Ferguson made it. The poor child who lived with his grandmother, dead for years now, the ordinary boy we all fed when he wouldn’t leave at dinnertime, looking like he was waiting for somebody to ask him to play. We had no idea.

JJ was the newest resident on Brushy Mountain Road. The car they say is his was parked on the long driveway most mornings until evening while JJ worked alongside the Mexican men he hired. Every town has a section where the people are rich and their lives so far from yours you almost expect them to speak another tongue. Brushy Mountain Road is that place for us. You can’t help but get quiet driving on that road, like even your noisy breathing might disturb the beauty or rupture the holy calm that order and clean create. When we were young we used to love to see the houses, all lit up with their curtains and blinds open, glowing yellow like sails of ships in the black faraway on the ocean. If we went slow enough we could see the brilliant colors of their decorated rooms, their floor-to-ceiling bookcases and fine furniture, the floral designs with wallpaper you couldn’t get at the regular hardware store festooning the entryways. We might even get a glimpse of one of them sipping from a mug or snuggled into a chair staring out into the darkness. Though we knew they lived among us, bought white bread and radial tires like the rest of us, we loved the proof of them. I see him. I see him with my own eyes. We breathed in the houses, dreamed about the ones that would have been ours if our lives had run in different directions, if we’d had different faces, if we’d made all the right choices.

When they were young Sylvia and her husband, Don, would drive the road that curled like a potato peel all the way up to the almost top to experience some of what those people had. Don pretended he didn’t want to do it, who gives a shit how them people live, he’d say, but he was as interested as Sylvia. He was careful not to be staring if a body stood in the yard or looked out at him from the window. You can’t let people know what you dream—especially if you can’t get it. You knowing that they know opens a wound in you, an embarrassing naked space that you can’t let just anybody witness. If the rich see a woman looking, fine. A woman can want. But nobody alive could claim to have seen longing on Don’s face. You got to be immune, Mr. Antibiotic or else you hurt all the time.

Why they looked at those places, neither of them could exactly say, since when they came down from the mountain to their own dark little house that they’d fought hard to have and harder to keep, their space felt smaller, meeker, and as tear-filled as a broken promise. Habit is one explanation. Sundays, when they were apt to get lazy and the last thing you need is boredom, a slowed mind, the leisure to think about the man you love-hate, the face that won’t stop looking tired no matter how much you sleep, that thing you do, whatever it is—the driving, the crying, the sinning—calls to you, begs to you to keep getting it done, keep at it, don’t think, keep at it.

But habit is only part of it. The sting of not having or not having enough bores a pain black hole that sucks all the other of life’s injuries into one sharp stinging gap that you don’t need a scientist to remind you may be bottomless. Returning to their house means returning from those mountain drives to their sagging furniture that was old when they got it twenty years before and to a yard that looked even smaller than they remembered. That beautiful house is just a street away, but as out of reach as the moon. But that house-pain is just one lack, and everybody knows one pain is far better than a hundred. That is the mercy. That is the relief—the ache of one singular pain. It was hard not to believe that we, the black people in town in dog trots and shotgun houses at the bottom of the mountain, houses stuck in the sides of hills scattered like chicken feed, weren’t the ugly children. What a relief that in our hearts we knew that no coloreds, no Negroes, no blacks, were welcome, even if they could afford to buy there. At least we didn’t have to believe that we’d done everything wrong and were not the ones that God had chosen.

So much has changed since we were just starting out. The furniture plants that built the town are all but empty. The jobs on the line turning yellow pinewood into the tables and beds for the world are mostly gone. Without the factories there is little work to do. What a difference a few years can make. The jobs that everybody knew as the last resort or the safety net are the jobs nobody can get anymore. Used to be at 3:30 P.M. the roads from Bernhardt, Hammary, Broyhill, and Bassett were hot with cars, bumper to bumper, the convenience stores full of mostly men, but women too with cold ones (Coke or stronger) in one hand, Nabs or Little Debbie cakes in the other for the ride home. These days, go anywhere you please at 3:30 with no trouble. Here’s a math problem for you. How many casinos does it take to make a town? Are you calculating? Got it? No, sorry that’s a trick question. No number of casinos make a town. But if you want a stopover, a place to throw your balled-up trash out the window as you float by in your car, you just need one good casino. Don’t get me wrong, we love a casino and wish for one like the last vial of antidote. We believe despite all experience to the contrary in easy money and our own fortunes changing in an instant like the magician’s card from the sleeve. If one quarter came miraculously from behind the ear, we would milk that ear for days for the rent money. We believe. We hope for the town to morph into an all-resort slick tourist trap, looking like no real person had ever lived here. We are full of the fevered hope of the newly come to Jesus. We can reinvent. We can survive. At least some of us think so. What choice do we have?

Still the rich have moved from the center of town and the near hills to other places in the county. Their homes are estates where their windows look onto the rolling acres of kings. The houses, the once mansions in town that they and their kind left behind, belong to the flippers to turn into cramped and oddly configured apartments or raze altogether. The message was clear as day, the richest person doesn’t live in our midst anymore and what the rich had now, we couldn’t ever see it for ourselves, couldn’t even pass by it and let the images settle in our dreams. Even so, even though we know all that, Brushy Mountain Road loomed in our thinking, in our childhood imaginings. You think you forget those dreams? You get old, but the dreams remain, spry and vigorous. Swat them and they come back like gnats, like plague. You can’t kill them. They can’t die.

The first thing JJ did on that mountain was cut out a whole new road up to his house. Heavy machines of industry, Kubotas and Deeres, used to make the path dotted the hills for weeks, like kids’ toys abandoned in the weeds. Men in town speculated about the tons of gravel and the weight of red clay they had to shift from one place to another to level the hills. The women didn’t care about the road. They knew from their own yards how difficult it was to make a way to get from there to here. They’d dug their own paths, moved their own dirt and rocks in the stubborn Carolina soil. What excited the women was the river rock foundation, the big beautiful windows, the walls rising up like raptured dead.

Most days, JJ would be up there himself, walking around the site, talking to the Mexican men or working hard himself judging by the reports of his sweat-soaked clothes, his close-cropped hair grayed with sawdust. Living in a small town means knowing the news, the broad strokes as well as the lurid minutiae of your neighbor’s life. Your dirty kitchen, cancer treatments, drugged-out child all on the sandwich board of your back, swirled around the body with a stink you could not outrun. JJ was from another small town and did not have nearby family. Few people knew JJ to give out too many details. We are not surprised. We knew too little about him when he lived in Pinewood as a young man. But soon he would show his face. When that house was done, Sylvia knew JJ would be knocking at her door. Years ago that boy had spent too much time in her kitchen, on her back porch and staring at her beautiful child Ava. That JJ had loved Ava was obvious. That Sylvia loved JJ too, like a son, like Devon, her own son, was just as clear. Her son was Devon pronounced like Levon from the Elton John song, though Sylvia was embarrassed to admit that fact to anybody. Devon was her firstborn baby, the baby she wasn’t supposed to have. She never had any romance about being a mother and knew that having a baby was easy if your body was willing. Girls, hardly older than the ones Sylvia passed at the school bus stop at the end of the road every morning, became mothers. But Sylvia’s body had been unwilling until Devon came. She was almost thirty, old in those days and sure that her baby days were long past. It wasn’t that Sylvia loved Devon any more than her daughter, Ava, but Devon was the child that changed her status, the child that made her look at the ordinary world as a big and dangerous paradise. JJ was so like her Devon: both calm boys, funny children with soft voices, with the same warm puddled eyes like they’d been caught crying and they were trying to recover.

Almost a generation had passed, a long time any way you look at it, but Sylvia knew that the feelings were just there under the pancake makeup of the surface. JJ felt them too, how could he not? He had left them, but he was back. That counted. Of course it counted.

They used to say if you love something set it free. Don’t you believe it! Love means never letting anything go, never seeing it stride on long confident legs away from you. You think love leaves? You think you are ever free? Then you are a child or a fool. Flee in the dark, spend a lifetime away, never say its name, never say its name, but one day, or if you are very unlucky, every day, it will whisper yours. And, you know you want to hear your name. Say it, love. Please say it.
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“I’ve called you,” Marcus said.

“What’s that noise? Is that the boy yelling?”

“Tay Dula. Getting loud. The fat heads will stop it.”

Sylvia had rarely heard any sound in the background when Marcus called. She could almost forget he was in the county lockup.

“I told you about him, Sylvia. He’s like that this time of day.” The brokenhearted sound of the moaning boy scared Sylvia, gave her a sick feeling like she’d uncovered a snake in her yard. She would be trying to forget the sound for days to come.

“Are you okay?” Sylvia said.

“You’ve been somewhere. Why didn’t you answer? I started to think you were gone.”

“Marcus.” Sylvia fought to keep the scolding tone from her voice, but she was way past believing it cute to have a man questioning her comings and goings. “I’ve been sick.”

“What’s wrong? Sylvia? You okay?”

“Not sick. I shouldn’t have said that. Tired. I’m not sleeping.”

“Did Devon get there yet?”

“No not yet. I told you I have a lot to do. I work and I’ve got bills. I’ve not even been here.” Sylvia searched her mind for what else ate up the hours of her day but nothing materialized. The truth was she had been trying to stay away from her daughter’s house and spend some time in her own apartment for a change. “I have a lot of things to do and that’s all there is to it. You need to worry about yourself and don’t be thinking about Devon.” Sylvia sighed. He’s just a scared boy. He’s just a scared boy, she reminded herself. “I’m here now, honey. I’m not avoiding you. I’m here now.”

“I was worried.” Marcus attempted a laugh and sounded younger than the twenty-five-year-old man he was, a boy to Sylvia. Marcus had called her from jail. Not jail; Andy Griffith and Barney Fife run a jail; Marcus was in prison, for months now. Sylvia always accepted the phone charges.

“Just tired, Marcus,” Sylvia said

“I thought you must be busy with Devon.”

“I can come to see you Sunday. I’ll bring you something. What can I bring you?

“No, no don’t do that,” Marcus said. He had always refused her visits, for months now, but Sylvia thought she heard a small hesitation in his voice this time. Please don’t say yes, she thought. Please. She hated to admit it, even to herself, but she was glad he’d said no. The truth was that prison scared the hell out of her. It was her good luck that she’d not been inside a prison for nearly thirty years since she’d gone to see a son of a friend. That was enough to hold her for a lifetime. Many times Sylvia thought that the people sitting around waiting for the zombies to attack ought to visit a jail sometime. That’s an apocalypse nobody knew what to do with.

“I’m a good sleeper. I can sleep standing up most of the time,” Sylvia snorted. “But these days I’ve been walking the floor. It’ll pass.”

“Have a drink before bed. You’ve got vodka don’t you? When I first got here I didn’t sleep for weeks. They keep you up. For real. Anything to make you crazy.”

Sylvia hadn’t meant to talk about her sleeplessness, her daily problems that couldn’t sound like anything but petty and small ones in comparison. “Forget about all that. You’ll make it,” Sylvia said, momentarily unsure if the conversation had led them into a slick-sided hole. All that was left was to struggle back out. “You’ve got to work on yourself. You hear me? This is the time to improve. Fight the shame, okay? What did I tell you about that? Worse has happened to people. Worse has happened to me,” Sylvia said.

“Not to me.” Marcus cleared his throat. “This is it.”

“Well, it’s done now.” Sylvia resisted the impulse to sigh. “What are you going to do about it but live through it?”

“You cut to it, don’t you?”

“I’ll bring you a hamburger on Sunday. I can cook, but probably not this week.”

“They rob you here. You have to buy the stuff they’ve got. Three dollars for cheese crackers.”

Sylvia heard loud voices again and what sounded like the muffled-from-the-bottom-of-a-box sound of Marcus’s hand over the receiver. She imagined the life going on around Marcus. He stood in a hallway of a dorm, the common phone large and heavy like a dumbbell in his hand. Marcus leaned against the wall as the other young men (they are white with deep parted hair) lined up behind him in their shorts and baggy underwear waiting their turn to talk to folks back home. Sylvia knew better. But in her fantasy, the whole enterprise of the prison industrial complex was no more sinister than a boy’s summer camp circa 1968. “I’m just glad I got you. You don’t know how glad.”

“I’ll bring you some books then. What do you read?”

“I thought I lost you, Sylvia. You don’t know how glad.”

“Pay attention, Marcus. You need to read something. Focus your mind. I can bring you books.”

“No books. I can’t concentrate for long.”

“You can change. Keep your mind sharp. Believe in that, Marcus. Life is sad, but there’s some good moments and you have to live for those. That’s all we got.” Sylvia couldn’t remember the last time she waited for a good moment instead of holding on through the bad ones for the next wave of bad to shock her into a different kind of sadness. “You know what, Marcus? I changed my mind. There’s nothing wrong with shame. Most people could use more of it. Shame can make you better. Yes, it can.” Sylvia wondered at the statement even as she said it. In her experience nobody got better from shame, only more afraid. Fear moved underground is the most dangerous feeling in the world.

“I’m okay. I feel better. I’ll get used to being a monkey in a fucking cage,” Marcus whispered.

“Don’t talk like that.”

“I’m sorry, sorry.” Marcus’s sigh sounded to Sylvia like a shudder. “There’s guys in here that sold a little dope, stupid asses like me.”

“I’m not trying to hear that, Marcus.”

“What would you call it? Crack rocks. You believe that? The drug world has moved on, Sylvia. I couldn’t even get arrested right.” Every third news story around the area was about meth and now even heroin was making a comeback. Crack. How 1992. There’s a guy in there that was just in the same room where it was. I’m not trying to say that was me. I screwed up, man. But some of these guys. Like Tay. He needs to be in the hospital.”

“You don’t have a choice. Understand that. I tell my son all the time, if you say something enough times it’s true. You have to be strong. You hear me, Marcus?”

“How did he get over it?”

“Get over what?”

“Everything. This life, everything,” Marcus said.

A memory of Devon at her father’s geese pen emerged. He was four, maybe five, a tall boy for his age, as tall as the geese. The birds became very still as the two of them approached. The geese stared at them with their murderous beads of eyes and hissed loudly, all of them in different voices like a pit of snakes. If Sylvia had before or since heard a more hateful sound she could not remember it. Devon stopped short, his boyish movements over. He screamed, too afraid to look back at her for the reassurance she wasn’t sure she could give him. She’d wanted to scream too.

“What I’m saying is that he just keeps on trying, just like you have to. There’s boys your age and younger fighting overseas in a disgusting desert.”

“Sylvia, don’t start with the boys overseas.”

Sylvia heard the mocking tone in his voice her own children used when she pronounced mature with two oo’s or salmon with an L. “Now listen, smart ass. Think about how they feel. Everybody is struggling, Marcus.”

“Please don’t say anything about the starving children in China, Sylvia.”

“Well, there’s nothing wrong with your smart mouth.” If Marcus joked that was a good sign. For the first time in the conversation Sylvia felt a little relief.

“I’ve never been strong like that. How pathetic does that sound?”

“There’s more to you than you think? Hasn’t anybody ever told you that? You’ve got short time. What is it now?”

“Fourteen months.”

“See there! And you’re here near at home. You can make it, Marcus,” Sylvia said with as much conviction as she could, much more than she felt. If someone told her she had to be locked up for over a year she’d jump in front of a train.

“Short time? Have you been watching Law and Order?”

“I know what the kids are saying.” Sylvia laughed.

“Sylvia, can you hear me?”

“I can hear you.”

“Sylvia?”

“I can hear you, Marcus,” Sylvia said louder.

“The phone is about to cut off. I’ll call you in a couple of days. Okay?”

“Don’t get down on yourself. You have to fight for your life. Believe what I’m saying, Marcus.”

“How long can you fight, Sylvia?”

“Get a hold of it before it takes over, Marcus.”

“I’m better. I’m better. I’m okay.”

“Think about the next fifty years you have to live when you get out.”

“I’ll try.” Marcus’s laugh hissed between his teeth.

Sylvia wished she had some encouraging idea to add or a religious verse about Jesus’s enduring love.

“Will you be there? I’ll call. Sylvia?”

The line cut out before Sylvia could answer.
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Sylvia tossed the phone onto her daughter Ava’s couch. Her daughter bought from IKEA everything she didn’t drag out of people’s trash. Ava called it Dumpster diving, but Sylvia had other names for it. Turns out there were plenty of good reasons to throw stuff away. Sylvia tried to get the image of Marcus on a chain gang being dragged by bigger prisoners out of her mind. Every visual she had about prison came from shadowy Charles Bronson movies with snarling men in gangs, the lead prisoner either a skinhead or a giant very black man with laughing minions in his wake egging him on. She prayed those scenes were from some pampered white writer’s Hollywood ideas and not what Marcus had to endure. What could she do about that? She had no say, no control, nothing at all to say about what happened to Marcus in his locked-up life. Instead of further frustrating her, his calls made her feel strangely useful though she knew she had done practically nothing. She had the same kind of feeling she used to get from working out at the gym. The gym. The word felt foreign and difficult in her mouth, like when she accidentally said porridge. She had forgotten the smug virtue she had felt going. Just telling somebody she was on her way to the gym or that she needed to go to the gym or finally that she missed her visits to the gym had a certain satisfaction. Virtuous was the word. Virtue without sweat was still satisfying, do not be misled.

Though she tried to relax, Sylvia couldn’t get comfortable on the hard too-little couch. She would not say another word to Marcus about Devon. He had enough on his plate without thinking about a man he’d never even met and besides that too much had happened for Devon to return. The lie she told to Marcus was not easily untold. But nothing was easy about her relationship with Marcus. Not relationship, that wasn’t the word. Relationship sounded both too formal and too intimate at the same time. Friendship? Desperate collision of desperate people?

Prisoners at the minimum security prison could make phone calls three times a week. Some of the very sad ones called random numbers to get someone, anyone to accept charges and get a message to a loved one. Marcus had used up his loved ones and improbably Sylvia had become his best and only friend. Why Sylvia answered Marcus’s call in the first place was a mystery. Why she accepted the charges that day months ago, she could not really say. All she knew for sure was the ordinary days melted into each other and the spark of the new thing drew her in. Boredom can be an answer. Wasn’t it always an answer? But the reason that nagged at her and threatened to take her breath was that growing certainty that she had failed her mother, her children, even her piece of man husband. A voice bubbled up like heartburn and popped softly in her head; you have ruined everything.

Marcus had just turned twenty-five, young, black, and in that first five-minute conversation had told her that he was an ugly duck in a family of pretty ducks. No swans to speak of, none that he’d mentioned anyway, but a lot of pretty ducks. She imagined him chubby with a round schoolboy’s face. His hair too short for the current styles, his clothes neat and matching, like his mother picked them out in the mornings. He said that he was a father and hadn’t seen his daughter for seven months. He told her about his girlfriend who was disappointed now, but who might love him again. He wanted Sylvia to know that he was a nice man from good people who kept their houses clean, didn’t set cars on blocks in their yards, didn’t hang their oversize panties and BVDs on the clothesline for just anybody to see. He wanted her to believe that they were the kind of black people that whites saw some good in. They were a better, more acceptable subset of the race that spoke well and presented well, more and better than a cut above the great mass of regular black folks that they (whites and the special blacks) all looked down on, tolerated, and pitied. Get a message to his people, he asked. Come to see him. Write to him. Don’t forget him.

If Sylvia were being completely honest she would admit that his need attracted her. So few people needed her exclusively and with so much heat that she was strangely flattered. But the calls had amounted to more than that. She liked Marcus. No matter how her conversations to him started, she now wanted to help him. She needed to help him. She might just show up at that prison on Sunday. Twenty minutes in the car was nothing. The gray squat building built against the wishes of the community was better looking than they expected (but that wasn’t the point) and just on the outskirts of the south of town. Sylvia could surprise Marcus with a pie and a couple of magazines. He would be glad to see her once she was there and the decision made. But she shouldn’t go, not as long as he asked her not to. Even a man in lockup ought to be able to make some decisions without the imposition of someone else’s better knowledge.

Sylvia dragged herself up to the sound of her popping knees. Once in the kitchen she fixed a tray with a pitcher of iced tea and two tall glasses. No limes again like she liked—another thing to put on the grocery list. Until Ava came home she’d sit on the patio in the backyard. Of all the spaces in her home the yard was the only area she worked on and primped like it was a loved child. What she’d inherited was scrabble ground, a few pokeberries, choking weeds, and honeysuckle rooted in among the high weeds, skinny sticks of maple trees sprouted up around the perimeter of a half-acre lot—not much land, she knew that, but enough.

She’d grown up on a dirt road in the woods near the Wilkes County line. In her early years, they’d had no bathroom, no running water at all, and their heat came from a woodstove at the back of the house. Though the shack was surrounded by green rolling hills, a pebbled creek bubbled just out of sight, and the clearing where they burned garbage circled by rows of honey blond broom straw, none of them had thought to consider the place beautiful. Part of that inattention was just a by-product of being young and believing that every day had a possibility of being better than the days before. But mostly what Sylvia remembered about her childhood was the outhouse and the lingering smell of shit. No matter where she went in her life, Sylvia felt she couldn’t entirely wash herself clean. Even at her most accomplished she expected to find flecks of it on the soles of her good shoes.

Sylvia’s new house (new though she’d lived there for over twenty-five years) was a small brick split-level (what a wonderful name for a house) with a carport on the side. Not a mansion by any stretch, but so perfect for Sylvia that she could not recall many details about the trailer to mind, a trick of memory she appreciated. Except for the occasional feel along the wall for a light switch, except for that nagging moment of muscle memory, that trailer in the woods where she and Don had lived had almost never existed.

The builder set the houses on half-acre lots on Development Drive, slung a handful of grass seed, spit with a go with God, and hoped that it would take root on the red clay hills. The seed promptly got carried by wind or washed down the sides of the yards into ditches. Grassy lawn or not both she and her husband, Don, had thought the place a miracle. Development Drive was a longish stretch of paved street with small houses owned by black families. This was once one of the nicer places for blacks to live in town. Somebody had thought ahead, thought big. A few black people would slowly move up in the world and would want homes without junk cars. A development for them would do the trick and keep them all on their own streets. The developers had not imagined a possible future with blacks and whites in the same neighborhoods. Enterprising builders created separate communities—no block busting necessary. But whatever was in the builder’s hearts, the new homes were remarkable steps up from ramshackle old clapboard houses, sagging porches, or old rusted trailers. Black people with a few dollars could get a half-acre plot with 1,000 square feet or in the deluxe model 1,250 feet, fridge, stove, ready to make your life in.

What dreams they all had of progress! Each year the house would get a little better, the white linoleum the thoughtless builders put in the kitchens and baths exchanged for hardwood floors and porcelain tile. In the coming years decks got added to the rear of the houses, small decks sure, but big enough for a grill and a four-top table. They moved from all the poorest crannies of the county where people sat on porches and fanned themselves in the heat of the day and built fires to keep away mosquitoes and no-see-ums that anesthetized when they bit so the itch, the pain came later. They moved from dirt roads and clusters of men on front lawns playing cards, fighting again, playing music that’s my song right there much too loud. They moved to escape it all. Sylvia told her children about her own poor childhood days. She could see on their faces that her lack had sounded to them like fairy tales, like weaving straw into gold. Her feeling of triumph was like nothing else she had ever known, though her children could not share it. What was more surprising was that her children didn’t see her accomplishments as particularly triumphant. Their life was their ordinary life, their working class, regular way of being. That very feeling, freedom from the drag of poverty, was what she wanted for them. No struggle, no strangling scarcity, no wishing to be somewhere, anywhere else. Was it too much to ask that they feel a little pride for what she’d been able to wrest from this stingy world?

Of course there were drawbacks. Douglas, the middle-aged man across the street, revved his motorcycle for his grinning friends. The neighbor Forrest kept a steady stream of down-and-out relatives at his place. Sylvia knew it wasn’t her business, but she was unnerved to not know who she might see puffing on a cigarette staring into the horizon from the next yard. But those were small pains. How soothing to have an answer to the young white women at the social services office when they talked about their own places and the hours they spent decorating, repairing, and improving. Before she’d owned the house that kind of talk hurt her, signaled her as an outsider. That little place with the too hot second floor gave Sylvia a way to relate to the women and share a lament about the high cost of this or that, a little taste of the pain at this particular lack, which she felt had scarred over more than less. One less fear in a life ruled by fear.

Sylvia thought many times that she’d spent her whole life tensed and waiting for the worst thing to happen. The list of fears was long: spiders, snakes, and death were all reasonable and easily understood, but like her long-dead mother Mabel—Mabe to friends and family—she was afraid of everything else too. How could that have happened that she ended up like her mother who cringed in fear from the threat of rapists, popping balloons, the shrill horror movie sound of wind chimes. Everything. Mabe spent the precious years of her youth scared and mealymouthed, always too accommodating, especially when it came to men. Maybe her fears came naturally or maybe they were forged from her interactions with Sylvia’s father. Fear as a symptom or causation? Whatever. But men and the fear of them took up most of the thinking in her mother’s life. She’d been scared into being a good girl, scared into staying with a man she wanted but who didn’t want her. Scared to be by herself even when that’s what her life had amounted to anyway. She thought she wasn’t going to get anybody and she didn’t. No damn body. Nobody who was anybody anyway. Who had ever counted on Sylvia’s father and had not ended up alone?

Nobody can say her mama hadn’t tried everything. They say there are only three reasons to go to South Carolina: to get fireworks, to get married, and to get dentures—or if you are having a good day, all three. They should have added to the list going to see people like Mrs. Janey. Once when Sylvia was just a girl she and her mother had taken a trip to get the potion that would make Sylvia’s father, Carl, love her mother once and for all. With ten dollars and the cost of gas, you could banish the darkness in your head, cast out demons, make him love like you needed. The old woman’s house smelled of cooked food and the coconut grease she put on her scalp, like most old women’s houses Sylvia went to. She had thought that she would be afraid of Mrs. Janey, but the woman was no more frightening than any other old woman she’d ever seen. The three of them sat at the small table in the small kitchen while Mabe told her story. Her mother wrung her hands, was teary eyed and softer than Sylvia remembered her ever being as she talked and avoided looking directly at Mrs. Janey’s face. Sylvia had kept completely still and couldn’t shake the feeling that she was someplace she did not belong, like she was watching someone on the toilet. Mrs. Janey shrugged her shoulders at Mabe’s terrible confessions of loneliness and lack. Mrs. Janey occasionally patted her mother’s hand like she was an old dog. No doubt she’d heard every pathetic tale, every permutation on the same sad themes many times. She gave Sylvia’s mother a cleaned jelly jar.

“Put one of your little hairs in the jar here,” she’d said with her eyebrows raised so there could be no question about which little hairs. “Right after you go to the pot, you hear? Make him drink it. Don’t wait too long. Two days at the most.” Mabe thanked Mrs. Janey and refused her offer of collard greens, though she and Sylvia shared a square of corn bread. On the road home, Sylvia held the glass between her legs afraid to touch it with her hands, though it looked no more powerful than watered-down tea.

“Why don’t Daddy love you, Mama?” Mabe had not answered for nearly a full minute while Sylvia waited, afraid to speak again. Her mother was silent so long Sylvia began to wonder if she had spoken at all.

“I really don’t know,” her mother had said, a cloud of wonder on her face like she really considered the question. The genuine interest in Mabe’s voice was the first and one of the only times Sylvia ever felt that she and her mother had a real conversation. Mabe had never again mentioned the visit or the little bottle, but if her father had any more love for her mother, he kept it to himself.

Sylvia thought, like we all think, that she’d never be like her mother, but the man she chose for herself was just as sorry, did just as much dirt. Sylvia’s man, Don, was now shacked up with a girl much younger than his children. Sylvia was sure she could remember holding Don’s new girlfriend in the crook of her own arm when she was a fat toddler crying after her mother.

If she and Don had not had a life, they did have a house. That’s something. Don’t let anyone tell you that’s not something. What you got and can count on your fingers can give you a cushion, a bank account, a security against universal losses. Nobody has to know the hollow spaces you shock yourself by living through. You can survive the shell of nothing that ordinary living produces. Buck up! Organs rearrange, the blood reroutes, and you deal with it. You think you can’t but you do. Sylvia thought of the house as her stake, her sacrifice, her due for a life of sacrifice. There are worse things.

What was hers could be given away or at least rented for four hundred dollars a month. Ava and her husband, Henry, moved into the house with the idea that sometime, some year in the nearish future they’d own it outright. Sylvia was mostly glad that the house was becoming Ava’s by degrees. But old habits die hard or better said they don’t really die at all just lie low, waiting for the cloud cover to part and desperation to rear back up on its hind legs. Sylvia knew the house was Ava’s but she visited almost daily. Sylvia’s new home was supposed to be a one-bedroom apartment with builder-white walls and the stink of industrial carpet she couldn’t rid the place of even after five years. When she was a young woman she had dreamed of a cute version of that apartment. In it were knickknacks from her travels, avant-garde art she liked but didn’t understand, but liked that she had to think about it. In her imagination she was That Black Girl and her apartment told the story of her worldly and sophisticated life. Everyone she knew had wanted to be sophisticated, grown in a world of grown people with their own homes rented or owned, hosts of glittering parties in their form-fitting dresses, their dramatic jewelry jangling and glinting in the light, hair slicked back into a fist-size chignon mail-ordered for the occasion. She planned to have drawings of nudes and Persian rugs, books that lined built-in shelves, weavings made in countries where the brown people were not the usual black folk variety of dirt road North Carolina. It saddened Sylvia to see old women sick to be young, wearing too long hair and short skirts or worst of all wearing saucy words on their sweatpanted behinds.

None of that hoping and believing girl was left in Sylvia now or at least she couldn’t be found. The woman she was now didn’t yearn for sophistication, and as far as she could tell she’d stopped yearning for much at all. The woman she’d become was fat and weighed down, but not just fat, dumb too, and always in the process of adjusting, like there was two of everything, the real thing and the shimmering copy that her brain had to work with focus and concentration to integrate. Her brain in slow-mo or she felt slow—same difference. The result was the girl she’d been had evaporated from her body like an emancipated soul.

Sylvia loved tea, the sweeter the better, but she’d been diagnosed as prediabetic at her last checkup and that meant she had to take it easy, or she was supposed to. Old people used to call it sugar. As in, cut her a small piece of that pie, she’s got sugar. Sylvia would never say that. Ava lived on steamed vegetables and the occasional organic meat that made Sylvia’s head hurt to smell cooking. Who wanted all that freshness? The smell of bovine growth hormone could produce nostalgia. Sylvia was proof. All of that good eating to bribe her daughter’s body to take on a baby. What surprises this life turned out to have! When Ava was young, Sylvia had done a lot of praying that her baby wouldn’t get pregnant in high school, though she’d never known for sure if Ava was doing anything or not. She was afraid to ask her and admit that she didn’t know. How it happened that she was afraid of her own child, she had no idea. We pray anyway. Even when we know most of the prayers are a waste of time.

The front door closed softly on the frame. In her mind, Sylvia saw her daughter dropping her leather bag on the floor; tossing her jacket on the arm of the couch.

“Mama?” Ava yelled.

“I’m in the back.”

Sylvia imagined Ava coming through the front door, the large picture window at her back. The room that Sylvia slept in now was immediately to Ava’s right. Ava would not look in at Sylvia’s room and the mounds of clothes all over the bed and floor. Sylvia had never been a good housekeeper and she wasn’t about to fix years of bad habits or she wouldn’t. Either way it was easier to swing the door of her room closed. Sylvia imagined Ava rushing up the stairs to the room she shared with Henry. On the ottoman at the end of their bed were her home clothes—a tank top and stained sweatpants in a sad little melted-wicked-witch mound. Sylvia had mentioned to her just once that she might want to look a little more put together when her husband got home. Ava had cast what could only be called a murderous glance in Sylvia’s direction that had screamed that under no circumstances would she take any advice from Sylvia. How Ava had managed to say nothing out loud was an everyday miracle. Any good advice about men could not come from her. Sylvia had herself worn that same face to her own mother.

Ava would hang her skirt on a silk padded hanger, let her shimmery slip puddle on the floor, grab her hair from behind and wrestle it into a ponytail or pin it to the back of her skull. The whole transformation complete in a couple of minutes.

Ava came to the back patio with her clothes changed, her face washed and clean. At the bank she’d been a senior loan officer for several years with a real office all to herself, a desk job, an office job so she had to look the part. From time to time Sylvia caught a glimpse of Ava in town or going into the bank, her small frame a hanger for the expensive suits and dresses she liked, a confident turn of her head that made her own child unrecognizable for a hair of a second. How she had learned that poise Sylvia could not imagine. Not from her, she thought. At home Ava was young, and even her limbs were more liquid and unassuming. At home she pretzeled herself on the seats of chairs, her legs in configurations that hurt Sylvia to imagine on her own body. Her daughter had become a professional woman, a woman with a profession, a member (a new member for sure), but a member of the middle class. Sylvia thought of the young slick skinned black men she’d been raised with in Pinewood, a few of them dead young, some dead for years, but most of them still kicking, had masked themselves, moved like robots in the factories, restaurants, and yards they worked in with no expression on their lizard-dead-eyed faces. A few of them, a very few imagined that one day they would take their places among the secure. But on their own time, they ruled the room, sailed into clubs and parties, like beautiful ships, dressed to the hilt in their high glossed gator shoes.

“Mama, did you remember not to sweeten it?”

“I remembered.”

Ava brought with her a stack of her home and self-improvement magazines, poured herself a glass, and positioned her magazines in front of her like they were just more work to be done, like Sylvia wasn’t sitting right in front of her. Somehow Sylvia had become as ridiculous and easy to dismiss as her own mother had been to her.

Ava’s Victoria’s Secret bra peeked out from the narrow straps of her shirt. Sylvia’s bras she got from the discount bin at JCPenney. Every mother thinks her child beautiful, at least good mothers, but Sylvia had the advantage of being right. Ava’s heart-shaped face and sweet bow mouth took her by surprise. A good face, a little girl’s face, innocent as a girl’s, not the hard lines and knowing that looked like experience. People dropped their guards, felt protective. No one would ever look at Ava’s face and call her an old soul. Or, if they did, it would be so far in the future that Sylvia wouldn’t live to see it. Sylvia tried to tell her it was a blessing to look innocent. But Ava was always annoyed by people’s assumptions that she was younger (which she didn’t mind so much) and dumber and frailer than she knew herself to be.

Sylvia stifled the urge to stroke her daughter’s back, tickle her bones with spelled-out letters like they used to, but Ava was a bundle of nerves these days, anything could set her off. Sylvia told her that her baby was coming to her. Any day now, she’d said. Besides, she’d never heard of a black woman having problems having a baby. Ava had called her a racist. Her, a racist! Of course Sylvia knew that anybody’s body can disagree with her mind—black or not. She stated a fact, reported what life had demonstrated to her, lessons she’d learned from her own pain. Of course her world was small, of course she didn’t know it all, but when had she gone from knowing enough to knowing nothing at all good enough to repeat?

“I’m not telling Henry this time, Ma.” Ava pursed her lips, stared at Sylvia hard. “So don’t say anything, okay?”

Sylvia slowed her breathing to stop the tug of anger building in her chest. “I won’t mention it, Ava,” Sylvia said.

“Sorry.” Ava swirled her tea and tried not to ignore the tension on her mother’s face. They were both too jumpy these days and too quick to be annoyed. “Did you bring the agave?”

Sylvia shook her head and watched her daughter move to the kitchen. Sylvia was not a superstitious woman, not really, but she felt sickening guilt about her daughter’s infertility. She’d hoped from the beginning of Ava’s marriage that she would leave Henry before she had any of his babies. Henry wasn’t a bad man, but even after almost fourteen years married and almost twenty in a relationship, his presence had not felt permanent to her. Any day it seemed he might be up and gone from them, and finally she and Ava could continue the life she thought they’d have from the moment Ava was born. A life together. A fool’s dream, entirely selfish, a mother’s dream, but it persisted. If no one knew it, did she still have to be ashamed?

“Are you ready for all of this again, Ava?” Sylvia attempted to keep her tone casual, but she was afraid. “It’s just been a couple of months.”

“It’s been five months, Mama. I’ve got to be ready.” Ava shrugged, she would never be ready.

“I’m worried about your body. I don’t know everything about all these processes and procedures, but I do know that you can put too much on your body. It needs a rest.”

“At my age you mean?”

“No, honey, that’s not what I mean.” Sylvia sighed. “You know Mama was up there when she had me and Lana.” That the weird angst between Sylvia and Ava skipped Ava’s teenage years and was waiting for middle age to bloom was an infuriating surprise. She and Ava had not experienced the usual run-ins that teenage mothers and daughters famously have. Now whatever Sylvia did she was always wrong. Nothing she could say came out right either. Ava had come to Sylvia’s room a few weeks pregnant the last time in just her bra and gym shorts. “Look, Mama,” she’s said holding her completely flat belly. “Don’t you see the bump? I think there’s one there for real now.” Sylvia had rubbed her daughter’s smooth skin no bump to the touch, none visible to the eye. Her daughter had watched her mother’s face for confirmation. Sylvia’s own stomach had been stretched hard and early from both of her pregnancies, but she’d had much more of a belly to start with. More than forty years after her pregnancies and she had the extravagant stretch marks on her belly as proof. She willed herself to feel the baby, feel anything underneath her daughter’s skin. Nothing. “What a beauty you are,” she’d said. Ava frowned and sucked her teeth. “So you don’t feel anything then,” Ava said and left the room.

Sylvia’s mother had gotten pregnant six times, the first when she was sixteen and the last time when she was thirty-seven and each and every time was to her a miserable surprise. Sylvia and Lana, her last two, the only two now left alive were especially infuriating to her and she never got over that feeling. Mabe had resented Sylvia’s physical body, any happiness in her voice, the sight of her broad smiling face. Sylvia had become quiet in her presence, but looking for any opportunity for her mother’s attentions. Sylvia had never felt that embarrassing jealousy with Ava. Hardly ever. And she had never tried to lock her daughter out of her affections. At least she hadn’t thought so. What had gone wrong at this late date was beyond Sylvia’s comprehension. Sylvia liked her daughter and liked spending time with her or she had. Even when Ava was a teenager Sylvia had liked her. Ava had not brought home airheads and name-brand-obsessed silly girls, who would include her in their groups just for the joy of later locking her out and telling her secrets to anyone who found that kind of cruelty particularly amusing. Ava had not been drawn to the heartless or mean but to the sadly broken, the missing, and the ones left behind.

“I wish you’d give it some time. I don’t know anything. Don’t roll your eyes. I saw you.” Sylvia wanted to stop talking but she couldn’t help herself. “I know nothing about nothing.” Sylvia crossed her arms over her chest. She knew she looked like a brat but she couldn’t stop. “But I wish you’d take a break.” When Ava was very young she’d played house with another little girl from down the dirt road. Instead of playing dolls and motherhood the ways Sylvia and her own sister had done, Ava had played a game of their own invention called Girl. Girl, I’m so tired, the children would say. Girl, work is about to kill me. Girl, let’s go shopping. Not a baby bed, no dinner making for a man, not even a man present in the make-believe. Sylvia had wanted to play herself.

Ava attempted her kindest look. “I know you didn’t mean anything. I’m just nervous. Running out of time, Mama.”

“You know I understand that,” Sylvia said.

“I know. Can we change the subject? I’m getting a headache.”

“What you think now you won’t think forever. I’m telling you, Ava.” Sylvia couldn’t figure out a way to explain to Ava that her current feelings were not exactly untrustworthy, but too short-lived to rule the trajectory of her life. In a few years Ava would see her worries as not exactly trivial but from a different angle and more comprehensible, compared to the hurt that was coming. Everyone acknowledges the angst of adolescence, the hormone stew that can rule the body and mind. Why had no one told Sylvia that the changes do not end? Sylvia had always imagined that there is a fixed adult state that a woman sails into until her golden years. The pain of the loss, the true loss of youth, the change of life, THE CHANGE, the terrible sure feeling of being shunted out of the everyday progress of living, the move from a player on the stage to a member of the audience—until finally, the fear that crept and inched into your mind, then your soul, that your life had amounted to too little. Like some version of that joke, life was terrible and in such small portions. And finally, the realization that you hadn’t performed enough or well enough and now everyone you loved would suffer. Why hadn’t anyone said something? Of course older women had said in their way. By way of warning and encouragement, they had told Sylvia not to get old. “Don’t get old!” they’d said. Like anyone ever in the history of time had had any intention of that.

Sylvia could see that Ava was trying to smooth things over and get through the bump in the conversation. Stop talking, stop talking, she thought. She said, “All I’m saying is you don’t have to worry as much as you do.”

“Did you like it when people told you that, Mama? Did it make you feel better?”

Ava’s sharp tone hurt Sylvia to hear, but she pretended otherwise. She wasn’t sure when it happened that Ava started talking to her any way she pleased. She started to protest, but the truth was Ava knew much more about this subject than Sylvia ever could. Sylvia had not dreamed of babies when she was a girl. She didn’t think of herself with children at all and looked with confusion and a little bit of envy at other women who saw the world of children and were neither slack jawed nor afraid. She had dreamed of grown children, talking to them. Having her son did not take away the fear but made her realize that the body adjusts quicker than the mind, and whatever she had thought those other women possessed the secret knowledge that unraveled the trick of mothering was mostly in the doing. She figured it out. She had done a good job when Devon was a tiny baby. Once he started to move around on his own, pull himself up on a kitchen chair, his back to her, fat legs wobbling as he focused on a sound in another room, she knew she started to lose him. Lose him isn’t quite right. Misplace is better. Like those lost keys that might show up right under your nose in a place you’ve looked a dozen times. But what is lost or misplaced can be found, can’t it? Stuck between the cushions of the world. All she needed was a lucky strike, a glad day, and she’d reach down into a crumb-filled cranny and he’d be back—a baby who craved the sound of her heartbeat as he rested on her chest. What Sylvia knew was she had no real idea what Ava felt. Sylvia had been an old mother for a poor woman, but her daughter seemed to feel that her own inability to get pregnant was a moral mistake and not just the body doing what it does. Sylvia had never felt the weight of judgment for not getting pregnant early. She had not felt like she’d done anything wrong. Of course who knew what she might have felt if she’d never gotten pregnant at all.

Ava sighed big and rolled her eyes. Her mother would think her condescending, and maybe she was. Her mother had been nearly thirty when Devon was born, not over thirty-five, the magic number and certainly not in whispering distance of the forty, that Ava was. Ava was technically thirty eight and a half, though the doctor always added a year to her age, the age she would be closer to when her baby arrived. Either way, she was now what they called geriatric maternal age. What she wouldn’t give to be twenty-nine and three-quarters.

Ava sipped from her tea. She felt corked. She was bloated and full like a shaken champagne bottle. A queasy feeling but strangely hopeful at the same time. Maybe this time. Her mother would probably see something on her face, a hurried look, a tightness in her grin that suggested a lie or evasion. She usually did. She had tried for years now to get used to the taste of food without the cloying satisfaction of sugar. Everything you read said that Americans were too fat, too slow, at risk for the most serious ailments and all those ills pointed in sugar’s direction. At first who cared if the sugar was gone. Food had its own subtle realness. A taste! That was a surprise. But tastes took a palate, some discernment to differentiate and appreciate. Very soon, she despised the realness of the foods and ached for the sweet, just sweet. She even liked the strange, exotic sounding word, sugar, sugar. She’d almost given up eating at all. Ava drank the tea and held the glass to her face to disguise her wince. “Lana called.”

“Lana called me or you?”

“She called me to talk about you.”

People loved Lana. When they found out Sylvia and Lana were sisters they expected Sylvia to have Lana’s brightness, her humor, her unmuddied outlook of the world. They were always disappointed.

“What’d she call you for?”

“She wants me to talk you into going on a cruise with her this fall. Why don’t you go?”

“I hate boats.” Sylvia crossed her arms over her chest.

“It’s not just a boat. They have a casino and shopping and dancing. All kinds of things.”

“Don’t you think I know all about that? People get stranded out there. No bathrooms, no food. Don’t you watch the news? Who wants to be floating on a stinking toilet for days?”

“You forgot about icebergs.” Ava laughed. “Come on, Mama, those are excuses. You’ll have a good time. When is the last time you had fun?”

“I’m having fun now.” Sylvia twirled her finger in the air. “See? I can’t afford it anyway.”

“You can afford it. You can pay by the month, Mama.”

Sylvia shrugged her shoulders. She didn’t want to pay by the month. Shelling out that money to a travel agent would multiply her feelings of dread with every payment reinforcing the idea that she was making a bad, bad decision. “I don’t want to go and I’m not going to.”

“You sound like a little kid.”

“I feel like it too,” Sylvia said.

“Like I could make you do anything anyway.” Ava stared at Sylvia, intent on making her laugh. Her mother’s face was not sweet but kind, a pleasant face that missed the mark of beautiful by so little, the hard jaw, her forehead in wrinkled annoyance or despair. She did wish for her mother’s happiness.

Sylvia wasn’t going to laugh and nobody was going to make her until she got ready. She rolled her eyes at Ava’s stares and concentrated on the lawn. She had
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