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1

The Face of Knowing



TINY PIECES OF MYSELF FLOATED TO THE TOP OF THE glass, and I began to read my future in tea leaves. Mama and the preacher in the cabin by Sandy Creek, Liddy standing at the Trailways station near a bus going to Atlanta, Mr. Jenkins and the cut of his small, dark eyes, and some union of colors I dont yet recognize. Scrap by scrap, they all danced along the lip like memories in the wake of death. As they brooded and twitched, I stared down into my tomorrow wondering if I should drink from the cup or run to the sink and pour it out.

Reading hands is my sisters means of Knowing. Tiny crooked lines leading up and down, front to back, thumb to wrist, these are the roads she travels. Her fingers hot on your skin, shell close her eyes, go all blind-looking, her lips counting marks, measuring curves and stops. She can give you the first letter of your lovers last name and open up the secrets of your heart. Shes been touching palms since she was a little girl, understanding the life and death that people clutch in their fists in the name of love. By the time she turned nine, everybody in town knew she had the gift.

In spite of our recognizing it at such an early age, though, nobody treated her any more special than they did me. In our family, Knowing is a common sense; and even before I was sure like today that I had it, I knew stuff. All of the women have some form of it. Grandma Pinot interprets the sky, predicts weather patterns, upcoming anomalies, drought, that sort of thing.

Aunt Doris reads dreams and can tell a pregnant woman the sex of her unborn child. Great-grandmother Lodie could heal troublesome ailments and call out evil spirits from the sick and cursed. And her mother before her, Big Lucille, was known to associate with ghosts.

All of the Ivy women have a little something extra that causes the people in town to have a healthy suspicion of our family. So the fact that I now see snatches of another days events in my afternoon drink isnt frightening or alien; it merely establishes my gift in the parade of women who birthed me and brought me up.

Aunt Doris asked me when I was thirteen and had just started my period if Id had any special dreams on the night before Id seen blood. I thought back to what Id dreamed: I remembered the softness of the ocean, the too-white tips of the waves; I saw myself swimming beneath the rocks and craggy coral with only one long, deep breath, felt a soft-finned dolphin rubbing against my thigh. But I didnt find it unusual enough to mention, since Id had the dream twice beforeboth times marking some girlish passage. I shook my head no.

Never you mind, she said, a cigarette balanced on her bottom lip. You will Know best.

I suppose it would seem to any ordinary person that Knowing would make the women in our family rich or smart or at the very least well respected; but the truth is the Knowing hasnt given us anything extra. It seems, in fact, to have created a curse. All the Ivy women lean towards making bad decisions, especially when it comes to money and men. And just as we have accepted the ways we all Know, we also have accepted each others poor choices in husbands and fathers for our children.

Daddy left when me and Liddy turned seven. Grandma came in the kitchen talking about the windstorm that was coming up while Liddy and Mama and me sat around the table watching the candles burn into the cake.

JayDee left, Mama said, the words all square and neat. Then she blew out our candles. All fourteen of them in one quick, heavy breath. Liddy looked into her hands like she should have known, mad that she hadnt blown first. I just stuck my fingers into the side of the cake and pulled out the thickest pink rose.

I still remember the sweetness of the icing as it slid down my throat, and my mamas one lone tear snaking down her face.

He aint worth your water, Bertie, Grandma said as she reached into her pocket and pulled out a handkerchief. Handing it over, she added, He had bad blood.


Mamas Knowing has a little more prestige than that of the others. Shes the only one in the family who actually makes money from her gift. She foresees death. She gets an uneasy feeling that has something to do with the chirping of bats, that high-pitched way they fly around in the darkness; and somehow an image forms before her and she feels the slipping away of somebodys life, a beat stolen from her chest.

Mr. Lynch, from the funeral home, gives Mama a monthly allowance for her Knowing about deaths arrival because he believes it gives them an edge on the planning of work schedules. By knowing in advance that funeral services will be needed, he can decide who can take a vacation and how many extra men are needed to work. He also knows who to call about delinquent monthly installments on prearranged plans. So Mr. Lynch feels its well worth the hundred and fifty extra dollars a month he pays to Mama, on top of her regular wages. She also answers the phone and fills out insurance forms for himtasks that are part of her job as the receptionist at the funeral home.

Shes been working there for as long as I can remember; and the only death shes missed was the infant daughter of Janine Butler, who certainly wasnt meant to die.

Janine and Russell had gone on a vacation to Asheville in the fall five years ago. Nobody, not even Mama, knew that a bear would steal a baby. They searched the woods and campsites, valleys and mountains, but never found the child. Russell came back to Pleasant Cross to clean out the house and settle his debts, but Janine never came home. To this day people say she walks unafraid into the caves of bears, opening the mouths of lions and pole cats, mountain after mountain, looking for her baby girl.

I asked Mama if she believed that Little Etty was still alive since there was never any sign about the death; but she said the babys last breath had been so still and tiny that it hadnt attracted the senses of the bats or the stirring within her heart.

Secretly, Ive always believed that Little Etty Butler is not dead and is being raised by a clan of bears in the Blue Ridge Mountains. Shes growing like a cub, climbing trees, catching fish with her hands, running through the meadow fast and free, her thoughts and memories of a human life dissolved into the dreams of a strong black bear.

Since there was no funeral for the little girl, no arrangements to be made, Mamas pay wasnt affected by this incident.

Liddy and me are now eighteen, just finished General Lee High School and looking for which way to go. Liddy says she wants to head up north, try to make it in beauty school somewhere, grow a window-box garden, and find the boy whos meant for her, one whose last name begins with an O.

I havent got such high ambition, never have. I feel comfortable being around people and things that are familiar. Mama and Aunt Doris agree that Liddy has the streak of desire and I have the stretch of satisfaction. Its true. Im content not to know anything about tomorrow and to taste the sugar off birthday cakes even in the midst of personal tragedy.

Luther Shepherd, who owns Shepherds Grill, offered me a job as a waitress serving breakfast and lunch. That seemed good enough for me. And it was here at the Grill, after todays shift, that I discovered the future, slippery in a glass of old tea, and began to worry about what would pass.


Liddy going to Atlantathe first image my tea revealedmakes me sad and uneasy since weve never been separated. And yet it isnt like we didnt know shed be going. She almost quit school at sixteen to take a job in Detroit shed heard about from the guidance counselor. She had train schedules to New York and Washington; and she was thinking about riding up to Boston with Leo Jacobs, who drove a truck up there every other Thursday.

Shes been planning to leave for as long as weve been sisters, so it comes as no surprise that the time is at hand. At least Atlanta isnt as far away as New York or Boston.

Mama and the preacher, Reverend Lawsonnow seeing them together in my glass is a little unnerving, even though Ive seen the way he looks at her during altar calls. His forehead gets all sweaty when she walks down the aisle, and he holds her tighter than the others when she stands before him confessing some sin she can never seem to get shed of.

Whenever I ask her what it is shes done that she has to go down front every Sunday, she just shakes her head and looks far away into some past trouble that she wont name.

The preachers wife doesnt like Mama much and never speaks when she comes to the funeral home with her husband. She gives us all the iceberg shoulder and a look down her nose that makes me think maybe shes Lutheran or Presbyterian and doesnt really want to be with the Baptists. Mama isnt too bothered by it, though; she says theres only one thing worse than a carousing, sex-starved preacher, and thats a married one.

The signs of this future event have been around for a long time too. So even though I know it will get her into a mess at the church, maybe even cost her her job, even that image doesnt cause me too much worry.

Its the look on Mr. Jenkinss face. The tightness of his breath. The mean curl of his lip as he cuts his eyes away from my Knowing image. This is the piece that stays on me. This and the arrival of some remnants of color I feel pleasure from but cant describe. Herein lies the predicament that I detect isnt all goodness.

Mr. Jenkins runs the savings and loan on the edge of downtown. He also owns just about everything and everybody in Pleasant Cross. His daddy, Olaf Jenkins, didnt trust banks and wouldnt set foot in one; so when the Great Depression hit and everybody lost their moneyhe had a nice stash in his barn that he loaned to people at a considerable interest.

When they couldnt pay him back, he took possession of their farms, their houses, and any land they owned. Somebody said he even took a pet pig away from Curtis Murray when Mr. Murray couldnt pay back his debt and the house he lived in was rented. Took the pig and cooked it, stabbed it right in front of Mr. Murrays house while little Curtis stood on the porch and watched. Grandma says thats why Curtis is a railroad drunk today.

Mr. Olaf Jenkins had a surly reputation; and his sons, Donald and Tyrus, didnt fall far from the family tree. Donald died young many years ago when a tractor hed repossessed for his father fell on top of him, getting, as all the folks say, what he deserved. Tyrus Jenkins, the banker, the one in my tea glass, is known to turn down loans to anybody he doesnt approve of, and thats about everybody in town. Hes the mayor and the chair of the town council, and everybody owes him something.

So you see, hes not a man to dream of or think much about; and hes certainly not a person you want to see floating in the pictures of your future.

You ready to go home? Liddy, who has a job over at Tinas House of Beauty, has covered her eyelids with eye shadow. She bats her long black lashes at me. Its Silk Lapis. Do you think I look like a rock singer?

Shes just the same as me, long-armed and skinny, clumsy feet, sharp bones, and a thin oval face. Only she wears a lot more makeup, colors her hair, and shops at the mall.

You look like you rubbed Easter eggs all over your eyes. I say this as I yank off my Shepherds Grill apron and throw it in the basket of dirty linens by the trash can.

Luther, taking a breather during the after-lunch lull, pulls a toothpick from his mouth and peeks up over the afternoon newspaper. Tessa Lucille, dont forget you got to refill the ketchup bottles first thing in the morning.

Yeah, I answer.

Why does he call you all that? Liddy whispers. She erases the date and the special of the day off the chalkboard before we leave and writes, Today is the fist day of the rest of your life. (Spelling wasnt her best subject in school, and she rarely looks over what shes done.)

I shrug in answer to her question and decide not to correct the error. I grab my jacket off the coat tree, knowing that its way too hot to wear it now but remembering that itll be cold at five-thirty tomorrow morning, even though its summer.

Liddy is happy. I can tell by the way shes walking. Light and airy like the ballerina in our homeroom. We always tried to walk like Elizabeth Hines. She had blond hair that she tied up in a tight bun, and she never seemed to look down. She wasnt so very tall, but it always felt as if she was a head above everybody else. She carried herself like she was the daughter of royalty. Wed practice at home with a book on our heads or a roll of paper towels under our chins, hoping to look like her. But we were never able to walk with that kind of pride and instead just looked like we were trying to show off our breasts.

Elizabeth got a scholarship to the School of the Arts and left early in the spring to travel up north before her college began. There was something about her being real smart that they let her leave two months before high school was over. Or maybe it was that the art school didnt care if she had a diploma or not; they were just worried that her knees might get damaged in PE.

Anyway, looking at Liddy now, I think that maybe she practiced when I wasnt around, because she seems so tall and righteous.

Im going to Albuquerque, she says suddenly, stopping and turning right towards me, her chest high and puffed out. Thats in New Mexico.

I know where it is, I say. And Im unsure now if maybe I misread the leaf with Liddys life on it. Maybe I mixed up the towns that start with A. Whats in New Mexico?

Tinas cousins family. Liddy is looking at herself in Cliffords Used Bookstore window. Shes rubbing the blue up to her brow and shaping it with a finger that she licked for just that purpose.


Liddy, you dont even like Tina. What makes you think youre going to want to stay with her cousins?

First off, she says, turning around, her eyes like two drops of waterclean ocean water that wont spillI never said that I didnt like Tina. I just said that she should have never dyed her hair that burgundy color and that she really didnt have a flair for fashion. And second, I wont be staying with her cousins that longjust until I can find a place of my own.

Here. Liddy licks her finger again, takes a swoop of Silk Lapis from her right lid, and smears it on mine.

I roll back my head and close my eyes as she paints me. When I look up and see ourselves in the window, were the same. Only each outside eye is shaded in blue. Were one big woman with arms and legs on the inside that we dont need.

When are you going?

Sometime in July, maybe August. Im going to do nails at Tinas during the day and cashier at Cordessas every night but Monday. I can work two shifts on Friday and Saturday. Liddy turns to walk back up the street towards the funeral home.

I figure in eight weeks I can save about fifteen hundred bucks. That should get me going in Albuquerque. Shes about ten steps ahead of me.

Cordessas? I ask, hurrying to get beside her. Cordessas? Have you told Mama? I wipe the sweat off my forehead. I cant believe what Im hearing.

Ill tell her tonight. Her tone is firm, but her shoulders arent quite as tall as they were in front of the bookstore.

I look at her in disbelief.


She looks back, sort of haughty-like. Tessa, were eighteen now. Mama cant tell us what to do anymore.

We stop at the intersection, then turn in the direction of the funeral home.

Being eighteen dont mean anything to Mama when it comes to Cordessa, I say. We cross another street and head into Mr. Lynchs parking lot.

Liddy doesnt say anything back to this because she knows its true. Mama has some sort of weird disposition towards Cordessa Pender.

The most I can put together is that Mama and Cordessa were best friends growing up. In spite of the fact that Mama is white and Cordessa is black, they were always thicker than thieves and closer than sisters. Thats what Aunt Doris says. They were even almost related, since Aunt Doriss son, our cousin Jasper, was living with Cordessas daughter, Millie, before she died in that train wreck in Florida.

Millies death was a sad and shocking event for the family. And Mama wouldnt go to the funeral, even though she knew about it before everybody else since she heard the bats and then saw Cordessa walk by the funeral home with a cloud passing over.

I remember that church day as a time of intense negotiations between Mama and Doris. Aunt Doris claimed that Mama owed it to the family to be there in support of Jasper and that she needed to let the past be healed. Mama just turned to her sister and told her in that real quiet, serious voice that shed better leave.

Thats when I first heard about the incident between Mama and her growing-up friend. Liddy and I asked Grandma while she was outside checking the skies with her wet finger pointed to heaven what had happened so many years ago that Mama couldnt forgive. Grandma wouldnt say much except that Cordessa and Mama had lost themselves in some storm that nobody had foreseen or understood. And that some things were just meant to be left unknown.

She said it like shed rehearsed this answer, repeated it so many times, to herself I guess, that shed finally come to accept it.

Mama dropped out of school and went to work at Lynchs, although shed been planning to go to the nursing college in Greensboro. I guess she packaged up her pain and inability to move beyond Pleasant Cross, North Carolina, and labeled it Cordessa Pender.

It appears that even though Mama wears sadness like a second skin and seems to be always trying to rid herself of it, shes going to stay covered if getting free means she has to fix things with Cordessa.

Cordessa graduated, they say, and married Max years and years ago but apparently left him after she bought the bar on the interstate. Mr. Pender still lives in their house back behind the tire plant. He was at Millies funeral sitting with Cordessa, quiet and limp, moving like an old dog trying to find a place to rest. Aunt Doris had the family over to her house after, since everyone knew it was awkward to be at Mr. Penders and nobody thought a bar would be a good place for a funeral gathering.

I remember Mr. Pender standing in the corner of Aunt Doriss kitchen. Jasper and Cordessa were huddled up in the living room, smoking cigarettes and playing in their plates of food. Everybody was gathered around them trying to attend to their needs. But Mr. Pender just stood in the corner, his big black hands in the pockets of his too-small brown church suit. One of his shoes was untied. His hair had been combed and greased in the front, but the back looked like hed been standing up against a wall all night. He was the saddest person Id ever seen because he didnt have a way to bring his grief inside of him. It just sat on his shoulders and clung to his arms and chest like a hand-me-down sweater, heavy and old. He couldnt seem to find a way to smooth it down or take it off. The loss of first his marriage and now his beloved child had covered over his heart.

Mama took some cat-head biscuits and red-eye gravy, a gallon of tea, and some plastic silverware over to Aunt Doriss while everyone else was at the service. But she didnt go to the church, nor did she go by the east end of the trailer park while Cordessa was there. Even now, all these years later, shes sort of like a fox having seen a fallen chicken feather when it comes to Cordessa: she wont let it loose.

When Liddy and I walk into the funeral home Im once again reminded of the smell of death. Its hollow and old and spiced up with formaldehyde and a strong perfumed lotion. Sometimes its still on Mama when she comes home, and it drifts from her clothes and skin and lands on the surface of my tongue, coating my supper. This time, since I know were having pork chops tonight, I clamp down my jaws and decide not to speak.

Mama is shuffling through her papers and gives us a nod to go over and sit in the big wing-backed chairs that are right beside the door. Mr. Lynch is in the Viewing Room, and I hear a woman crying, though its very soft.

A man speaks from behind the closed door. Your mother had beautiful skin. I hardly had to add any blush. Mr. Lynch isnt known for his ability to comfort.

The woman sniffs and I hear a tissue being pulled from a box.

Ill leave you alone with your beloved, he says. You take all the time you need.

But I know he doesnt mean it. Mr. Lynch likes to have his lunch at one-thirty. Its almost four-thirty, and I know he hasnt eaten. Its Wednesday, and Mr. Lynch always comes to the Grill on Wednesdays. The special is chicken pie.

He comes out of the room and closes the double doors together with his back to me and Liddy. I look over to her and we smile at each other because he doesnt even see us. He walks on over to Mama.

Im going to get some crackers and a Coke, Bertie. Can you stay until Miss DuVall is finished?

Mama just rolls her eyes and plops herself back in the chair. She had already gathered up her purse and magazine.

Thank you, Bertie, Mr. Lynch says, turning towards the back of the office.

Liddy, run up to the IGA and get some potatoes, Mama says, opening up her wallet and pulling out a bill. Heres five dollars. She holds it up while Liddy walks towards her.

Why dont you ask your other daughter to go? Liddy asks, not thrilled with her assignment.

Because shes been standing all day and youve been sitting. I figure you need the exercise. Besides, Tessa makes the best potatoes, so shell be cooking them.

Liddy breathes out a puff of air, takes the money, and walks out the door without looking at me.

You make any tips? The phone rings and Mama answers before I can tell her that I got only about eight bucks after serving breakfast and lunch.

Without Mr. Lynch and the truckers, I dont make much money on Wednesdays. But I was glad I didnt have to speak since I was determined not to let the funeral home mess up my supper.

Its Aunt Doris on the phone, and Mama starts arguing about satellite movies and the phone bill. I get up and walk to the big double doors to the Viewing Room. One of them has drifted open and I want to close it, figuring that giving the bereaved her privacy is the polite thing to do.

Miss DuVall is talking out loud. As I get close I can make out the words.

I know I didnt always do right by you, Mama. Not as a child and not now. Theres a pause.

You never did like Buddy, and you didnt hold the baby long enough to see how much she looks like you.

I stand and listen even though I know I should shut the door and sit
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