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Note to Reader


For Annette and Barry, who will always be ‘right here’


HEAVEN

Patrick Phillips

It will be the past
and we’ll live there together.

Not as it was to live
but as it is remembered.

It will be the past.
We’ll all go back together.

Everyone we ever loved,
and lost, and must remember.

It will be the past.
And it will last forever.


Prologue

CASSIE

Did I ever tell you how Grandad used to say that he had lived two lives? I remember him saying that, and I always thought he meant his life here, in Ireland, and the one after, when he moved to New York. The other day, driving from the airport, I was the first one to see the sign for Donegal. It was ancient looking, white with black writing in Irish as well as English, and it made me think of that – Grandad’s before and after life. I started to talk about that, to explain it to Mom and Ryan, but before I could, Mom interrupted and said that he didn’t mean Ireland and America, he meant his life when he was drinking and the one after, when he got sober.

I couldn’t see her eyes behind her giant sunglasses but I don’t think she was saying it just to disagree, I think she was saying it because she thinks it’s true. I was tempted to argue; I almost said that ever since she’s back in A.A. she thinks everything is about people getting sober, but something told me to let it go. I didn’t want the memory of seeing Grandad’s hometown for the first time to be tied to a memory of an argument with Mom. I’ve enough of those memories already – you know that – and I’m starting to think that even when I win, I still lose.

Maybe it’s not about who’s right anymore, maybe it never was. And since Grandad’s been dead almost half as long as I’ve been alive, it’s not like we can ever know what he meant for sure.

There are things I do know for sure – things I can tell you. I know that I’m glad to be out of Redfern even though it was kind of scary leaving in the end, which was weird after wanting to get out of there for so long. I know that here in Donegal ‘summer’ doesn’t mean anything – that it can be sunny and rainy and freezing all in one afternoon – and that I wish I’d brought a woolly hat like the Kangol one Ryan’s been wearing ever since we landed. I know that even though I’ve only been here for three days, that in some way this place isn’t new, that I already know it. The air is different, the feel of it on my face, and the light is different – how it stretches so long in the evenings into the sky – everything is so different from Brooklyn, different even from when we visited Limerick and Dublin all those years ago. But even though I am experiencing this light and this air and this place for the first time, it’s all familiar too, like it was inside me all along, just waiting to be found.

I know that Grandad is glad the three of us have come together back to where he was born. I can feel him here, on this beach, on Trá Mór, with me. He knows why Dad’s not with us – he knows everything that’s happened since he died. I feel a sadness, his sadness, like he’s sorry that passing on his gift to me caused so many problems, but I’m not. I wouldn’t have it any other way. Despite everything that happened I’m still glad you came to me. I want you to know that – that I don’t regret any of it, not a single minute.

Thinking about you makes me think that even though I’m only nineteen, I suppose in a way that I’ve lived two lives already too – yours and mine. And I can’t pretend that I’m not scared about writing to you again, because it’s been so long and I’m not even sure I still know how to do it or what might happen if I start again. I’m scared I’ll have forgotten everything but I’m scared of remembering everything too, and if we were talking the way we used to talk you might laugh and say that’s just like me to be scared of two completely opposite things at the very same time.

The shrinks in Redfern asked so many questions about you, had so many different terms for you. You’d laugh at the names they called you – a delusion, a split-self, a disassociation, even a ghost.

No one just called you by your name; no one just called you E.L.

I’m sitting on the sand now and I can feel the hard indents underneath me from the ripples of waves that must have gone out hours ago because I can hardly see the white tips of them from here. I don’t care that it is damp, that the wind blows at this paper. I’ve wanted to write this story – our story – for a long time and I don’t know how I know here is the right place, but I just know it is. I know that here is where I write our ending.

I can hear the shrinks’ voices in my head – not like I used to hear yours – I hear memories of their voices, one voice, a hundred voices, all layered over each other, overlapping, all asking the same thing.

How does it feel, Cassie?

Tell me, Cassie, tell me what it feels like.

Can you describe the feeling, the sensation, Cassie?

Where do you feel it in your body?

You know me, if someone asks me something, I answer honestly, I try to – or at least I did in the beginning. I told them all of it, how it started with the dreams, the dreams that turned out not to be dreams but memories. Your memories. I tried to explain how I knew that, what it was like, how vivid they were and then, waking up, how I could hear your voice and how scary that was until I learned how to talk back to you.

That’s what sunk it for me, when I told them about talking back to you. I learned the hard way that you can be too honest, that some things are better off not said and that people who say that they just want to know the truth really mean they want a version of the truth they can understand.

A seagull is walking really close to me now. It’s not afraid, I don’t think it is. It looks curious. Curious and hungry.

You know what? I’m curious too, curious about what it will be like, now, after all this time, to write out everything that happened, to have you tell me your part all over again, even though I know it already. And maybe I don’t need to be so scared about remembering and forgetting. Maybe it’s not even about one thing or the other, maybe it’s about being able to do both.

Maybe, somehow, with your help, I’ll be able to do both, at the very same time.


Part One


CASSIE

This story starts five years ago, when I was fourteen, the year Mom’s memoir came out. Four years after Grandad died. The shrinks go further back than that, of course, so according to them it might have started when I was five or two or in Mom’s womb. Or maybe even back further again to when Mom was five or two or in her mom’s womb. That’s the problem – one of the problems – with therapy. If everything can go back and back and back, then where’s the start of anything? And if every question has a nice neat answer, then what happens to the things that can’t be explained, like magic and ghosts and the afterlife?

These are the questions I used to ask to the shrinks in Redfern and to Alice before then. They’d nod and say, ‘how interesting, Cassie’, but no one would ever answer.

But since all stories need a starting point, let’s say it started when I was fourteen, because that was when we went to Charleston and that’s where I meet E.L.

Mom and Dad were still together, I know that, although that is harder than you would think to know because their breakup came in little slices way before the big break. Like when Mom started working on her memoir on Sundays even though Sunday had always been family day, no matter what. Or when they started sleeping in different rooms – because he snored, they said – and then when he needed his own overnight place in the city, close to work, just for during the week. You buy those things when you’re a kid – or at least I bought those things – because part of you wants them to be true even though another part of you knows deep down that they’re lying. But sometimes lies are easier than the truth, it turns out. Sometimes I think it would’ve made life so much easier if I’d just lied about E.L. from the start.

So there we are, Mom and Dad and Ryan and me, in Charleston, staying in a guesthouse that’s a big, old, white house with a wraparound porch and a courtyard out the back where we eat breakfast outside and listen to the sound of the birds. No one has said that, unless things get better with Mom and Dad, this is the last family vacation we’re all going to go on together, but we all know it, and the silence somehow makes the stakes even higher.

If I was fourteen, then Ryan must have been eleven, which makes sense because I remember the first argument of the morning was about him having his Nintendo at the table.

‘Ry, I told you to put that away,’ Mom says. ‘You can take it out later, when we’re in the car.’

Dad is helping himself to honey. He doesn’t see the bee on the other side of the pot and I don’t tell him. I can tell he’s going to disagree with Mom before he does.

‘He’s not harming anybody,’ he says. ‘How is it any different than letting Cassie read through every meal we sit down to eat together?’

Mom tries to blow her hair out of her face but it sticks to her skin, already sticky in the heat. It was still long then, still blonde.

‘Books are different, Joe. Educational.’

It’s six months since Mom’s memoir came out, a month after she’s first been on Oprah. None of her novels ever made it on Oprah. None of her novels had even come close.

Dad makes a face. ‘Harry Potter? Hardly educational. Haven’t you already read that one?’ It’s a question but he doesn’t give me time to answer. ‘When I was fourteen, I was reading Hemingway. Mark Twain.’

‘Jesus, Joe.’ Mom pushes her chair back and the metal makes a screeching sound on the flagstones.

‘What?’ he says. ‘What’s wrong with the great American writers?’

‘Great American writers.’ She shakes her head, pulls a cigarette out of her pocket book and lights it up.

‘You’re going to smoke at the table now? Over breakfast? Before you even eat anything?’

She turns her head, blows smoke the other way. ‘Why not? It just gives you something else to be self-righteous and judgemental about.’

Ryan looks up from his Nintendo and we catch eyes for a second before I go back to Ron and Hermione. Dad’s right, I have read it before. It’s The Goblet of Fire and it’s the last one Grandad bought for me; he bought us both copies so we could read them at the same time.

My eyes scan the words but I don’t take them in because I’m waiting for Dad to respond. He’ll ask her what that’s supposed to mean or he’ll defend himself or he’ll accuse her of being the one whose self-righteous – that’s how it works. But he doesn’t do any of those things. Instead he just looks at her and puts some more honey on his toast, spreads it around.

And that’s scariest of all.

He gave me The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Dad did, after Grandad died. Grandad taught me how to read before I even went to school. By the time Mrs. Pikowski was teaching us the ABCs Grandad had me reading the New York Times front page. All the books on the shelves in my room were from Grandad up until Dad gave me that book. He’d wrapped it up really nicely and inside there was a note about how it was his favourite book growing up and that he hoped I’d love it too.

I never read it. I don’t know why, I knew it was a big deal to him. Maybe it was even because I knew it was a big deal, or maybe it was just because it was hard with all the funny old-fashioned words and the way that Jim the slave spoke. If Grandad had read it to me like he read all the Tír na nÓg books, it might have been different, he might have brought it to life, but Grandad wasn’t there – that was the whole point. Dad asked me every few days if I was enjoying it and if I’d finished it. I lied a few times and moved the bookmark deeper in, but when he’d try and talk about a bit of it, then he knew. And after a while, he stopped asking me.

Sitting in the heat of that Charleston courtyard, starting the same sentence about Ron and Hermione over and over, I have this crazy idea that if I’d read The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, then none of this would be happening. This argument, all the other arguments, everything unravelling might be down to that one moment. That maybe if I can somehow engineer the day so we can get to a bookshop and I can get another copy and read it as fast as I can, then I’ll have something to talk to Dad about again. He’ll know I wasn’t ungrateful and that I loved his present and that I loved him for giving it to me.

But I don’t say anything. I read instead. Mom smokes. Ryan plays Nintendo. Dad eats toast and honey. And after breakfast we get in the car and drive to the cotton plantation that Mom had seen in the guidebook, the one Ryan wanted to go to, and I had too, until this morning.

Maybe if I’d insisted about the bookshop, maybe if I’d refused to go to the plantation, then things would have turned out differently. Maybe I could have stopped Dad leaving, at least for a while.

But then again if we didn’t go to the plantation, then I’d never have met E.L. And then there’d be no story at all.


E.L.

They calls me E.L. Cassie use a’ways ask what that stand for and I say what Charity a’ways say – that E.L. stand for me and that all I need to know.

Charity not my mamma but she like my mamma. She my mamma’s friend from when they was little girls like me and Miss Ellen. My mamma and Charity, they came here t’gether. My mamma passed but Charity stay ’live. Cassie ask me a lot of things I don’t know no answers to. I don’t know ’bout addin’ up numbers or ’bout music and even though Charity teach me to read and write some, I don’t know these books Cassie a’ways talkin’ ’bout.

But I know how to read the colours in the sky and how much time it gone take b’fore they all come in from the field. I know how the wind feel b’fore it rain and which snakes you got be ’fraid of and which you don’t. I know the diff’rent looks in the Master face a’most b’fore he make them – the one that mean he gone pick me up and the one that mean I need to run fast through the kitchen and down the steps and hide under the porch. I know the Mistress don’t like me none, that she don’t like when the Master nice to me. I know where to get the best wood for the fire – better than any of the boys.

I work in the big house for Miss Ellen and she a’most a whole year younger than me but she act like she older. The big house got its own name – Riverside Hall. The whole plantation called that. Outside the walls is South Carolina and in South Carolina there som’place called Charleston where the Master go to get new slaves and do bus’ness. I ain’t never been there ’cause I’m a girl and only the mens get to go outside on Sundays sometimes or days when Nagle wants them to work som’place else.

Nagle the overseer but I don’t want to talk ’bout Nagle. ’Stead I’ll tell you ’bout the mens. They all stay in one cabin – Big Bill and Little Bill, John, Benjamin, Sullivan, Walker, Elijah, Carlton, Harry and Paul.

In our cabin is the womens: Charity and me, Linda and Marjorie and Rose and Nelly. Sometimes Big Bill comes in to see Charity and I pretend to be sleepin’ and I never say nothin’ to no one ’cause he a’ways gone in the mornin’. Linda married to John but I ain’t never seen him in our cabin.

Juba work in the house and she sleep there too. Juba older than anyone else here. She r’member the old Master – the Mistress Daddy – and she a’ways talkin’ ’bout what it like here back then. One time, Miss Ellen ask the Mistress if I can sleep in the house too and she say that the cabin good ’nough for me and that she ain’t havin’ me in her house all night. Juba hear her sayin’ all that and she smile like she better than me. When I tell Charity, she say that house slaves like Juba the dumbest of all ’cause they think white folk look at them diff’rent when ev’ryone know that white folk look at slaves like they all the same.

Firs’ I don’t know Cassie white and when I find out it like it make e’erythin’ worse, it make me think she some demon in my head. It diff’rent for me than for her. I don’t know nothin’ ’bout me bein’ in her dreams and she ain’t in mine. No one ain’t ever in my dreams ’cause I don’t ever dream nothin’.

What happen for me is that I start to feel her there – feel somethin’ diff’rent. It hard to ’splain what it feel like but I can tell you ’bout the day I firs’ notice it – the feelin’. I can tell you ’bout the day somethin’ change.

That day, I in the clearin’, visitin’ Dolly. Dolly use belong to Miss Ellen but after the Master break her when he throw her at the wall, Miss Ellen give her to me. Dolly Miss Ellen’s fav’rite – I know that – and she say she want me to treat her right and take care her so she don’t get hurt worse. I don’t take her to the cabin ’cause I don’t want Marjorie to take her and I don’t want Charity to see her neither, case she get mad that I take somethin’ from Miss Ellen, even though she give her to me. So I hide her in a hole in one of the trees ’round the clearin’ – ’bout half way down the trunk. Inside there some moss – real soft. That moss Dolly’s bed.

That night it a’ready gettin’ dark, but it easy to find the tree even without the sun. Under my feets the grass cold. One time Miss Ellen take her shoes and stockin’s off to see how the ground feel and she don’t like it none. She made me put her shoe on and I don’t like that none neither. I like to feel the earth, the grass, with my feets. I like to know what type of ground I standin’ on and to know it ain’t no snake.

The night Cassie come – the night it a’ready dark – when I reach in for Dolly she ain’t there. I put my hand down deeper into the hole in case she fallen even though I know she can’t have fallen. She ain’t there, only moss there. And my heart beat real fast then like I been runnin’ ’way from Nagle’s dogs and my breath fast too like I gone cry. And that’s when it come. The firs’ feelin’.

At firs’ it feel creepy, like someone watchin’ me but when I turn ’round there no one there.

‘Hello?’ I shout out, make my voice braver than I feel. ‘Who there?’

There ain’t no one there, only the moss blowin’ a little bit in the wind. I shiver then even though I ain’t cold and if it ain’t for Dolly bein’ missin’ I woulda done run back to the cabins. But she is missin’ and she Miss Ellen’s fav’rite b’fore she give her to me and now she mine and I want to take care her. And even though she only a doll I don’t want her bitten by no snake the way Little Bill was when he nearly die.

I gets down on my knees to look for her, in case she fell outta the tree. The grass longest here, it a’ready damp. I brush my hands through it ’round the roots of the tree and all the while I still have it – the feelin’.

After, Cassie ask me how I knew she there, what it feel like for me. She done ask me that a thousand times and a thousand times I tells her the same thing. That down on my knees in the damp grass, it feel like there someone else down there with me – someone helpin’ me look for Dolly. Only that ain’t really right ’cause it feel like the feelin’ comin’ up from inside me – not outside – like the feelin’ sometimes I get in Church when we all singin’ and I sittin’ so close to Charity that our legs and shoulders touch. But it ain’t like that feelin’ neither ’cause it silent and there only me but with this feelin’ it seem like I ain’t on my own. And even though it gettin’ darker and the dark is when the snakes come out, and even though Dolly still missin’ and even though I s’ppose be back at the cabin and have the firewood collected a’ready I don’t feel ’fraid no more. And I don’t know how I know, but I jus’ know ev’rythin’ gone be a’right.

I sit ’gainst the tree. I feel the trunk ’gainst my back. My hand skim the top of the grass and I really feel that too. I done skim the grass like that a thousand times b’fore but I feel it like it the firs’ time. And I lookin’ at my hands and my fingers and my knuckles and it all look new – even the scar where the Mistress have Nagle burn me for stealin’ the biscuit even though I ain’t never stole nothin’ from that kitchen. And it like I never seen my hand b’fore and it real peaceful sittin’ there lookin’ at it and I think maybe I dyin’ – maybe this what dyin’ feel like and if it does I ain’t never gone be scared no more.

And right when I’m thinkin’ that, in a patch of grass right next to me, a patch where I musta looked five or six times, Dolly there, lyin’ face down on the ground.

I pick her up, real slow. I put my finger on her face – like the way I seen Miss Ellen do. I run my finger over her nose and her chin and the cheek that ain’t broken and the big hole in her other cheek where the Master broke her. I take the longest on that bit and all the time I doin’ it, I tippin’ her head back and forward so her eyes open and then they close ’gain.

This the way Miss Ellen play with her dolls, but not me. I ain’t got no time to play like that with Dolly. I a’ways take her out fast – check her face – put her in ’gain. I ain’t got no time and b’sides I don’t want no one seein’ us. But that night with the new feelin’, it diff’rent. Like there ain’t no rush for nothin’. Like there ain’t no reason to be ’fraid.

I stand up slow and it like someone helpin’ me – pushin’ into my legs along with me, givin’ me they strength, well as mine. When I put Dolly back in the hole and fix the moss all ’round her I close her eyes with my hand and say ‘night, night, Dolly’ out loud and I ain’t scared that someone gone hear.

Walkin’ back to the cabins I can feel it goin’ – the feelin’ – like I leave it there back in the clearin’. If you watchin’ you won’t see nothin’ change – only a girl in a grey slave dress and white head scarf walkin’ home none too fast – I won’t look no diff’rent to you than I did b’fore. There ain’t nothin’ diff’rent ’bout the way I walk or the steps my feets take – prob’ly even my face look the same.

But inside it change – like there somethin’ full b’fore and now it empty. And it make me think of my mamma and I don’t never think of my mamma. Even if I want to I can’t ’cause I don’t hardly r’member her. And I wish then I didn’t never have it – that other feelin’ – ’cause I ain’t never known I was empty b’fore. I think how I a’ways feel the only feelin’ there is.

I get in trouble for havin’ no wood but I don’t care. Charity ask me if somethin’ wrong and even though I don’t never lie to her I say no ’cause I don’t know what to tell her. And all that night I lie ’wake and I thinkin’ it mus’ be somethin’ to do with Dolly – that she musta done had some magic inside her that I ain’t never found b’fore. But when I go back the next day, even though I hold her that same way and stroke her face like I did the night b’fore, it diff’rent. Somethin’ missin’. The feelin’ missin’ – til it come back ’gain.


CASSIE

The first time I had the dream, I thought that’s all it was – just a dream. It was the night of the day we’d visited the plantation. The plantation had not been a success. It was hot and there were too many tours and Mom insisted that we do all of them. Southern heat feels different than New York heat – your skin feels slimy all the time, like you’re dirty. I wanted to be back at the hotel sitting in a rocking chair drinking sweet iced tea and reading Harry Potter. I wanted to be anywhere but there.

After we did the tour of the big house and the tour of the fields where the slaves picked cotton, we visited the cabins where they lived. There were eight of them, laid out differently and when you hit a button by the door a slave-type voice came on to tell you the story of the family who lived there. But the story wasn’t enough for Mom – she had to read every bit of writing on the walls as well. And there was a lot of writing.

If this was a movie, or a made-up story, something would have happened to me in one of those cabins. I might have had some feeling come over me – some presence – or I might have seen the initials ‘E.L.’ scratched into a wall, really low, in a place where no one else would see it. But I’ve been over and over that day in my mind and I don’t remember anything like that. I only remember the heat in those cabins. And how all the other visitors walked out when the talking part had ended but we stayed, Mom taking photos and reading, Ryan outside in the shade playing Nintendo and Dad leaning against the door, watching Mom.

‘Seriously, Lou – do you really need to read every single word?’ He gestures at the walls.

‘For once can you exercise some patience? It’s fascinating. Look – did you see this? An inventory of all the slaves they bought and sold.’ Mom takes another photo on her phone.

‘What do you need a photo of a slave inventory for?’

‘I’m a writer, Joe. This is how you get ideas. You never know, I might decide to write a book about this someday.’

Dad tries to catch my eye, so I’ll be on his side, but I look away.

‘If you’re going to write a book about it then we should have gone to the other plantation – the authentic one. The guidebook said these cabins aren’t original – they were built for some movie. That inventory is probably made up.’

I speak before I know I’m going to. ‘Why would that bother Mom? She has no problem making stuff up to sell books.’

They both turn and look at me. Mom raises her sunglasses up into her hair.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

She knows exactly what I mean. I shrug. ‘Just that I always thought there was supposed to be a difference between writing fiction and writing memoir. That memoirs were supposed to tell the truth.’

Before she can answer, I walk past Dad in the doorway and down the steps past Ryan in the shade.

‘Cassie!’ Mom says behind me but I don’t turn back. I keep walking all the way down to the riverbank. It’s not cool there – nowhere in this sweat pit is cool – but it’s ever so slightly less stifling than the cabin.

I sit down on the grass and I start to pluck at it with my fingers. There’s a chance Dad might come after me. Mom definitely won’t. If Grandad were here he’d leave me for a bit but then he’d come and sit next to me, a little bit away. He’d wait for me to talk first and when I did, he’d listen, really listen and then he’d tell me the truth.

He always told the truth. Mom was the one I couldn’t trust, who lied all the time.

Plucking at the grass makes me think about the summer evenings when he would water the plants and dead head the flowers. We did it together, he showed me how and I used to love that time of the evening when the heat was still in the day and it was just the two of us out there, taking our time with the watering can, plucking and pouring and saying goodnight to the plants. It was on one of those evenings when I’d first mustered up the courage to ask him what I’d been meaning to ask him for a long time, what had been on my mind for months.

‘Grandad, why do Mom and Dad fight all the time?’

I remember that feeling after the question was finally out – the space I had back in my mind and the relief that brought, until fear washed into it like a wave, about what his answer might be. He might deny it, say they didn’t fight, that he didn’t know what I was talking about. But I knew he wouldn’t say any of that, I knew he’d tell me the truth.

He put the watering can down, sat on the little metal chair in the backyard so we were at the same level.

‘People fight, Cass. Sometimes even when they love each other. Sometimes people who love each other fight most of all.’

‘But why?’ I said. I remember saying that. ‘I don’t get it.’

He took a minute to answer. He looked sad and I wondered for a second if it was his fault they fought and if that would be better than it being mine. ‘Sometimes we expect so much of the people we love. It’s not enough for them to love us, we want them to love us in a certain type of way. We want them to fix us.’

His eyes held my eyes and I wondered if he was talking about Nana who died when I was only a baby because once I heard Mom and Auntie Cathy talking about the terrible fights Grandad and Nana used to have. What Grandad was saying was important – he wanted me to understand and I wasn’t sure I did but I wanted to, more than anything I wanted to.

‘And when they can’t? We get angry at them. Mad. But really we’re mad at ourselves.’

I played his words over in my head, could hear them as clear as the rushing of the river water, as if he was there, saying them to me, instead of some memory from five or six years ago. And I still wasn’t sure I understood. Grandad was the one I’d loved most of all and he’d loved me the most – everyone knew that – but we never fought, not like Mom and Dad. And watching the water flowing by over the rocks and pulling at the reeds I want to have an epiphany, to suddenly get it, but I don’t. I’m still not sure what he meant.

I wait by the river for someone to come get me but no one does and eventually I get up and I find them, three cabins on from where I’d stormed off. I don’t apologise to Mom, even though I know she thinks I should, and when we finally drive out of the long driveway no one is speaking and the only sound is the click Mom’s phone makes as she takes photos of the long line of trees through the back window.

That night we go to an Italian for dinner. Dad wants Southern food but Mom says she’s sick of grits and fried chicken, and I’m secretly glad she gets her way. On the way there it rains like I’ve never seen rain before, a sudden relentless pouring that comes out of the thick sticky air and fills up the drains and makes rivers of the paths and stops as quickly as it came. And I’m pretty sure the argument over dinner was about the rain and whether we should have waited it out under the awning of some gift shop or run the extra block to the restaurant like Dad wanted to. And I’m glad I brought Harry Potter this time so I can half read under the table and pretend I don’t notice the fight and I can tune out the stupid waitress who recognises Mom from Oprah and keeps talking on and on about how powerful reading her memoir was. And of course when she says that, Mom forgets to argue with Dad and the smiles come out and she signs a napkin and makes a drawing of a love heart next to her name.

Mom drinks too much red wine like she always does and there’s a part of the meal where she’s fun and Dad is laughing before the part where her teeth are turning that pinkish colour and there’s red stains at the edges of her lips. She’s slurring by then, saying stupid things and it’s not fun anymore. Dad’s paid the bill, you can tell he wants to get out of there, when Mom calls the waitress over and smiles, puts her hand on her arm.

She drops her voice like she is whispering her a secret.

‘Be an angel and bring me one more glass of the Cabernet, will you? We never got a photo together – we can do that if you like.’

And it’s so embarrassing then, I want the floor to open up because it’s not the same waitress; it’s some young girl who’s hardly older than me and probably doesn’t even know who Mom is. She looks around. There’s only one other table in the restaurant and they are standing up, about to leave.

‘We’re just about to close,’ she says. ‘Everyone’s left already.’

Dad stands up behind Mom’s chair, puts his hand on her shoulders. ‘Don’t worry,’ he says to the waitress. ‘She’s fine, she doesn’t need it. We’re going now.’

Mom snatches herself away from him. ‘Since when do you speak for me, Joe?’

He reaches out to touch her, both hands on her shoulders this time, keeps smiling as if she hasn’t said anything. Mom takes out a twenty from her wallet, waves it at the waitress. ‘Cabernet,’ she says. ‘Please.’

The waitress stands up straight – she looks like she might cry. ‘The bar’s closed,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry.’

Mom composes herself, stands up, smooths down her skirt, smiles. ‘Of course. That’s no problem. Thank you.’

The waitress bolts from the table, disappears behind the bar. Mom swings her bag over her shoulder and starts to walk to the door.

‘C’mon, guys,’ Dad says, ‘let’s go.’

‘I need to pee,’ Ryan says. ‘Can you wait a second?’

‘You heard what the waitress said, this place is closing. You should have gone earlier. Let’s go.’

He starts to walk after Mom and Ryan’s about to follow him when I put my hand on his arm.

‘Dad! Don’t be a jerk – it’s not Ryan’s fault. Anyway, I need to use the restroom too. And it can’t wait.’

Dad turns around and looks like he wants to kill us both but he doesn’t question it. He doesn’t want to risk getting into some teenage girl territory that he can’t handle, just like I knew he wouldn’t.

‘Okay then, go on. But make it quick.’

We hurry away, walking fast, but in the stall I take my time. I don’t actually need to go but I take out my book, read two pages. When I come out, Ryan is outside.

‘You were ages.’

‘Girl stuff.’

He makes a face. We start to walk back towards the table, Dad is gone now. The whole restaurant is empty.

‘Where’s Dad?’

‘What am I, psychic? Probably outside with Mom.’

We walk past the waitresses at the bar, the one who recognised Mom from Oprah and the young one and two others I hadn’t seen. They are talking and when they see us they stop. They wave goodnight and we wave back.

‘They’re going to get a divorce, aren’t they?’ Ryan says as we walk through the main door.

‘Don’t be stupid.’

Outside, Dad is standing on the porch, his face lit up by his phone screen as he punches in a text. He never texts.

‘Where’s Mom?’ Ryan asks.

‘I don’t know. She’s not answering her phone. She probably went back to the hotel.’

‘Without us?’ Ryan sounds close to tears.

‘Well, if you two hadn’t taken so long in the damn bathroom she probably would have waited.’

I put my arm around Ryan’s shoulder. ‘Don’t blame us just because you two are fighting. We haven’t done anything.’

Dad’s phone light goes out and I don’t know if it’s just the half dark but he doesn’t look angry anymore – he looks tired. Beaten.

‘You’re right. I’m sorry, guys. I know I’m being a grouch. Let’s just go back to the hotel.’

We were supposed to do a horse and carriage ride after dinner and I think Ryan is going to remind Dad because I know he really wanted to do it, but he doesn’t say anything and I don’t either. The sidewalks are almost dry despite the crazy heavy rain earlier and the bars we walk past are full with music and laughing and people spilling out onto outside terraces and sometimes the street. I see Dad looking inside each bar, pretending not to, and I’m looking in too, to see if I can see her. Back at our hotel, it’s quiet. The tiny bar in the lobby is empty. When Dad opens the door to his and Mom’s room I’m praying that I’ll see her shape, asleep under the covers of their four-poster bed but I don’t. She’s not there. I walk through to the adjoining room, the one that Ryan and I share and she’s not there either.

‘Mom’s not here,’ Ryan says. ‘You said she’d be here but she’s not. That means she’s missing!’

Dad rubs his hand over his hair, from one side to the other so he leaves a funny bit sticking up at the front.

‘Listen, kiddo, she’s not missing. She just needed to blow off some steam, that’s all. She’ll be home soon – wait and see.’

‘How do you know?’ Ryan asks.

Dad folds his arms and smiles. ‘I just know, buddy, that’s all.’

That ‘I just know’ crap doesn’t work on me by then but I don’t say anything.

‘Listen, how about we all get into this bed here – it’s big enough – and watch one of the movies on demand. They have X-Men.’

‘Can we order room service?’ Ryan asks.

‘No. But there’s some microwave popcorn in the minibar, you can have that. And a soda.’

‘Awesome!’

Usually we’re never allowed soda this late and Ryan drops down on his hands and knees in front of the minibar so he can see what’s on offer.

‘I’m going to go to bed,’ I say.

Dad frowns. ‘Really, you’re tired?’

‘I have as much desire to see X-Men as I do to have multiple root canals.’

Dad semi-smiles, and reaches for the remote. ‘Okay then, we can watch something else, there’s a ton of movies.’

‘It’s okay.’ I shake my head. ‘I’m going to read. I’m at a good part in my book.’

I wait for Dad to say something about Harry Potter and start on again how I should be reading something else, but he doesn’t. Instead he reaches over and hugs me.

‘You’re always at a good part in your book,’ he says into my hair.

And I go to bed then. And I read. And I hear the T.V. in the next room but I hear Dad snoring and Ryan too and I know they’ve fallen asleep and I think I’m not going to sleep until Mom comes home but eventually I fall asleep too.

And that’s the first night I have the dream.

***

We’re running through the grass. I want to say ‘I’m running through the grass’ but this is her memory, this happened to her, not to me. I don’t know this place, the flatness of it, the dirty heat. It is her memory even though it is my feet I can feel bare, on the earth, hot, stony, sore. A sharp stone jabs my skin but my foot is moving too quickly – her foot is moving too quickly – for it to hurt for long.

We’re going downhill, the ground underneath our feet is a decline, only a slight one and our legs are moving faster, whirling, out of our control. If our legs were a bike, we’d be freewheeling but there’s no wheel, only legs, one set of legs, her legs, mine, running, running, running through the grass, one set of arms out front, two hands, pushing the grass out of the way, making a V in the grass so that every now and then some of it snaps back, too fast, flicks into my eye making it water.

Her eye.

Breath is panting. I can hear it, feel it, just like I can feel my skin – itchy, hot – and I can feel the grass and the sun and the material of this strange dress I’m wearing, heavy on my body, much too heavy for this heat. Why am I wearing this? Where are my shoes?

I stumble and it slows me, just for a second. Back up, my arms stretched out in front of me are thinner than my arms. And they are a different colour than my arms – they are a black person’s arms. And I know that this is not me at all.

Something is behind us – someone is – getting closer. I can’t see who or what it is because she doesn’t look around and I can’t hear what they are calling out to us over all the breath but I can feel it, sense it, like a monster in a movie, getting closer and closer and my heart is pounding along with her heart and my feet are wheeling faster over the earth, so the stones and the broken stalks and the uneven bumps of ground barely hurt.

Over the tips of the blades of grass, there is a line of trees with moss dripping from the branches like falling water. Above the trees the sun is like a magnifying glass in the cloudless sky. But we are not running towards the line of trees – we are running at an angle now, towards a single tree at the edge, slightly apart from all the others. That tree is the one we are running towards, the one with a branch that dips towards the ground. The one with something else hanging from it, apart from just the moss.

And right now, right here, I want to stop, to pause and look closer, to see what is hanging there, but this isn’t my memory, this is E.L.’s memory. She’s the one running faster, who won’t look back – can’t look back – she’s the one who keeps running, running, running towards the tree on its own. This didn’t happen to me.

And then, we’re close enough. Over the blades of grass I see it. Has she seen it before me? The split second before I do? Or do we see it at the exact same time? The shape that even in the tree’s shade is blacker than everything else, hanging from the lowest branch, the one facing away from us. That was how we hadn’t seen it earlier – how I hadn’t seen it earlier – this shape raised up above the grass, turning, slowly, slowly.

Each stride, every foot on the earth and lifted back up again, brings the shape closer, up over the blades of grass we can see more of it, I can. The ground goes down, our feet in a hole, a wobble and it disappears for a second so there is only grass until we are level again and it is there, in the air, hanging from the tree. Turning slowly.

We’re getting closer, it’s getting closer, the thing behind us might be closer too or maybe it has stopped because it feels like she is slowing, the strides, the steps are slower, we are definitely getting slower, slow like the slow turn of the shape.

And it’s not just a shape. It’s a person.

Did she know that, all this time? Did she see straight away? Can our eyes look at the same things and see something that’s not the same?

She stops. There is a wind. I hadn’t noticed the wind before. The grass bends. The shape turns. The person, the body. It is wearing some clothes and there is red on the clothes and on the face. Blood. Slowly turning I see its hands are tied behind its back. The head isn’t bloody, the head is on one side, leaning on the shoulder, like it’s only sleeping.

It turns.

The head is facing us, straight on. The face. Her face. It’s not an ‘it’, it’s a woman. Her eyes are open. Across the grass she sees the open eyes, I see the eyes before I close my own. Open my mouth.

I couldn’t see birds but I know that my scream is making them fly from the bushes and the ground and the trees where they have been resting up until now. I know the scream that rips my throat can be heard by them, by animals everywhere even if not by people, even if I can’t hear it myself.

But maybe some people can hear it. Through the walls of their houses. Through the thick heat, through time – through seconds and minutes and decades of time.

Some people can hear the scream.

Hear us.

Hear her.

Hear me.



E.L.

We in the barn. We all sittin’ in a circle ’round Charity. She want us all see the book. Her finger move real slow, ’long with her words ’cross the paper.

‘The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.’

It dark and hard to see the black marks on the page. She done ’splained a’ready ’bout letters makin’ up words and words makin’ up sentences but ev’rythin’ look the same to me.

Next to me, Little Bill laughin’ at somethin’ and he poke me in the ribs. I lift my hand to hit him not takin’ my eyes off the page.

‘E.L., Little Bill! Pay ’tension!’ Charity say. ‘And hush. You don’t want the Master findin’ us, do you?’

‘No, ma’am,’ says Little Bill.

I shake my head.

‘You know what’ll happen if we caught, don’t you?’

We both nod at the same time. We ain’t laughin’ no more. Charity start readin’ ’gain.

‘He make me to lie down in green pastures.’

Then Marjorie shake her head and look at me like she all grown up and she never gone laugh and risk us gettin’ caught and I wish Little Bill ain’t never poked me.

‘What a pasture?’ Benjamin ask.

Charity look up, smile. She never get mad when we ask questions. She say she like it and sometimes I think Benjamin ask questions to make her like him the best. ‘Pasture jus’ ’nother word for field.’

Benjamin laugh. ‘This mus’ be som’place else ’cause there ain’t no one restin’ in no fields ’round here!’

Marjorie start to laugh ’cause she laugh at ev’rythin’ Benjamin say, and Charity laugh too but then she stop all a sudden. I go to say somethin’ but she put her finger to her mouth and then we all hear what she hear – a noise outside. Footsteps. Through the gaps b’tween the wood I can see someone there – a man – and then the door bust open and the light ’splode in.

I close my eyes, squeeze them tight.

‘What the hell goin’ on in here?’

I open my eyes. Big Bill standin’ in the doorway so tall his head nearly bump the top. He step inside, close the door b’hind him. No one says nothin’.

Charity jump up real fast to her feet, try to hide the book in her skirt but he seen it a’ready. He go to grab it out her hand but she too fast and she snatch it ’way.

‘I can’t believe you still doin’ this – what I done told you? What gone happen when Nagle find out?’

Big Bill grab for the book ’gain, miss ’gain.

‘Nagle ain’t gone find out,’ Charity say. ‘He ain’t gone find out ’cause no one gone tell him.’

‘You know that for sure? Huh? What if I been Nagle? What if I been the Mistress?’

He ain’t shoutin’, he whisperin’, but his whisper feel loud as a shout. My heart thump like I been runnin’ all the way from the cabins to the big house ’stead of jus’ sittin’ here on the barn floor.

Charity fold the book in front of her chest like a shield. ‘Well, you ain’t Nagle. You ain’t the Mistress!’

‘I coulda been – what you say if I had been?’

‘I tell them it Sunday, that we lookin’ at the Bible. Like in Church. What the diff’rence?’

‘What the diff’rence? You mean that – what the diff’rence?’ Big Bill move in close to Charity. His face real dark – much darker than hers – so all I can see is the white part of his eyes.

‘You a smart woman – you know the diff’rence.’ His fingers reach ’round the Bible, take it from her hand, throw it on the floor. ‘They find out you can read? That fifty lashes right there. Teachin’ these chil’ren? A hundred. More, maybe. That what you want? That what you want them to see?’

Little Bill musta done stood up ’cause he standin’ now but real close to me so his leg push ’gainst my arm. Charity flick her head so her hair fall back off her face and you can see the shiny scar at the top of her forehead.

‘They can give me three hundred lashes. Five hundred. Hell, they can give me a thousand! No matter how much of my blood end up by that whippin’ post they ain’t never gone be able to take ’way from these chil’ren what they a’ready know.’

She pick the Bible up from the floor, dust it off. My heart beatin’ faster and I ’fraid I gone relieve myself right there on the floor.

Big Bill walkin’ ’round in a circle. His voice louder than b’fore but still low. ‘You can’t be so damn hot-headed all the time. What good you gone be to these little ones if you sold or worse? If you want teach ’em somethin’ teach ’em how to pick cotton, skin a goat. Set a fire. What use they ever have for readin’, for writin’? None, that’s what.’

Charity holdin’ the Bible to her, huggin’ it to herself ’gain. She shakin’ her head with ev’rythin’ Big Bill say. She look at me, at Marjorie, at Benjamin. ‘He don’t mean it. He jus’ sayin’ it. He don’t mean it.’

‘The hell I don’t!’ Big Bill forgettin’ to whisper now. ‘Teach ’em to work hard. To keep their tongues. Not to cry when they gettin’ beat ’cause that make it worse. Teach ’em those things. What do they need readin’ for? To read the notice at the auction when the slave trader comes? To see how much they life worth?’

That when Charity hit him, right in front of us. She hit him with the Bible, hard, two fast thumps ’round side of his head. He grab her wrist and they struggle, she try pullin’ ’way from him from him but he hold her too tight.

‘Don’t never say that. Don’t never say that ’gain! Readin’ give you ev’rythin’, readin’ give you somethin’ they can’t take. Readin’ give you freedom!’

She shoutin’ out now – loud – and Big Bill pull her tighter. Nobody else speak and there no other noise except for the scuffle of they feets on the floor. And then I hear it – the other noise – we all do. It a rhythm, far ’way, then closer. It the sound of a horse.

Big Bill freeze, let go of Charity. She put her finger on her mouth ’gain even though she don’t need to. We don’t speak, don’t fidget, don’t hardly breathe – jus’ listen and wait. We like that for a minute, for ten minutes, and my chest hurt and I close my eyes ’cause I don’t want to see the door open ’gain and Nagle standin’ there.

The horse noise get louder and louder and right when it like it gone bust inside the barn it turn and it not quite so loud as b’fore. And then it get further ’way – little by little – until it only a soft noise and then no noise at all.

I feel somethin’ wet on my arm and when I open my eyes I see Little Bill movin’ ’way and there a wet patch down his pantaloon. Marjorie got her knees up to her chest. Benjamin standin’ b’hind her and he walk up to Charity, put his arms ’round her waist. Her hand rub his hair, his neck and I want to go to her too only I don’t think I can stand up.

Big Bill touch the side his face where Charity hit him with the Bible. When he talk ’gain his whisper lower than b’fore. ‘You think you givin’ them somethin’ they can’t take? They can take anythin’ they want. Anytime. Even these chil’ren know that. ’Specially that one – she know most of all.’

He point at me and Charity look at me too. And I see then that she got tears on her cheeks that run right the way down under her chin. I think maybe she gone argue. To say somethin’ else. But she don’t, she only take one hand out of Benjamin’s hair and she hold it out to me. And I stand up real slow and walk over and hold on to it real tight, like I ain’t never gone let it go.

And Big Bill don’t say nothin’ else neither. He walk over to the door, real quiet and open it real slow so that for a second you can see the whole barn – the loft and the weighin’ machine and the ladders and the carts – and then he close it b’hind him.

And after the brightness of the sunshine it feel darker then after that, in the barn, darker than it ever done feel b’fore.




CASSIE

I want to tell you that I had the dream every night for the rest of the vacation but I want to tell you the truth and not exaggerate, and that might be exaggerating. Maybe I had it one more time or maybe twice on vacation, but it’s really back in Brooklyn that I remember the dream taking hold. Every time I had it, it seemed longer, more vivid. Sometimes when I closed my eyes at night it felt like I fell right into it, like it had been there all day, waiting for me to come back, as if it never really left me at all.

It always started out the same – running through the grass, the tips flicking back into my eyes – and it ended the same way too. Every time I woke up, my heart was beating way fast and my throat was hoarse like I’d been screaming for real. Waking up was like being dropped into my room from some other world – some other planet – and it took longer and longer to recognise where I was, for my breath to be able to come into my body again, for me to reclaim my own life.

I developed a system to help pull me from the dream, to get things under control again. Every night before going to bed, I needed to make sure my glasses were on the nightstand. As soon as I woke up I had to put them on straightaway and turn
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