

[image: 9780062656889_Cover.jpg]




[image: ]





Dedication

For my family, who fill me with so much love
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She was sure of it, now that she was awake.

For she was awake. This was awakeness.

—Gwendolyn Brooks, Maud Martha
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A Movement

There’s something moving inside the walls of my body. It’s tiptoeing across the high arches of my feet, break-dancing on my kneecaps, running figure eights around my hips as if they’re orange cones at recess, skipping up my sides, and climbing up to my shoulders’ peaks before swinging across my chest, back and forth, to a steady beat.

Gospel music plays inside the pink wall beside my bed but I don’t sing along. The smell of bacon flows from the kitchen, but I don’t get up to steal a piece from the pile I know is stacked high on a plate atop grease-soaked napkins. Naima, getting ready in the bed under me, keeps chanting, “Taja’s gonna get in trouble, Taja’s gonna get in trouble,” but I don’t open my mouth to tell her, “Shut up.” Nor do I open my eyes. I don’t move. I’m busy noticing I’m alive.

For the first time I’m aware that I’m the only one living inside my body, the only one who can feel, know. I’m alone but not scared. It feels nice being inside myself. Better than walking up behind Mom at the stove, putting my nose in the fleshy back corner of her underarm, and taking a few deep breaths; better than laying my head on Daddy’s big belly; better than peanut butter and jelly or Blue Bell’s butter pecan ice cream or books or butterflies or tall pines—yes, the very sight of tall, skinny pines, with long necks like mine, makes me want to do a cartwheel and shout, “Thank you, God!” for teaching me how to reach and keep reaching. Even better than that.

“Do you know what time it is?” Mom says.

I have no choice but to open my eyes, join the outside world, and look at Mom standing in our doorway in her long, white robe. I know better than to not look at her while she’s talking.

“If you don’t get your butt out of that bed!”

I sit up and put my hand to my stomach. “My stomach hurts,” I lie, and quickly pray, Lord, forgive me.

“Wait before you put those on,” Mom says, walking over to Naima, one leg already in her stockings. “Lift up your arm,” she tells Naima, and sniffs her elbow. “Now your leg.”

Naima barely lifts the leg with the stocking.

“I don’t have time to play this morning. It’s already eight fifteen. Sunday school starts in an hour.”

Naima swings her arms overhead, grabs the wooden edge of the top bunk for support—ashy elbows in my face—and lifts her bare leg. As she tightens her grip to raise her leg higher, I notice her pointer finger peeling back one of the glow-in-the-dark heart stickers I’ve arranged in a perfect wave around the wooden frame of my bed. I push her finger over and press the yellow heart back down.

Mom grabs Naima’s thigh and brings the knee to her nose. She has to do this with Naima because Naima likes to pretend-bathe—run water without getting in the tub, then put on lotion to hide her smell. But she always forgets to lotion her elbows and knees. Her elbows and knees always tell the truth.

Satisfied, Mom picks out Naima’s dress, lays it on the bottom bunk, and looks up at me. “Do you feel like throwing up?”

“No,” I say.

“Is your stomach cramping?”

“No.”

“Have you had a movement this morning?”

I think about the many movements I’ve felt in my body this morning, but I know her kind of movement and my kind of movement are two different things and say, “No.”

“That’s the problem right there,” she says. “Get up and try to have one. I’ll be back.” She walks out, hips switching underneath white terry cloth.

I climb down the wooden stairs on the back side of the beds and go to the bathroom, where I look for something different in the mirror. I just know, with all the motion, that there has to be a change, but I see the same gap between my two front teeth, the same long chin, and the same bubble lips. I lift my faded Snoopy nightgown above my breasts—same flat chest—and notice my breath raising my brown skin. I flood my lungs, watch my chest swell, and hold the air in, feeling my insides stir like glitter in a globe. I exhale and the tiny dots settle. I take another long breath, and the sparkles swirl and swirl deep beneath my skin in a place I don’t know how to name, from where the songs in my head speak, from where tears race and eyes roll, from where gap-revealing smiles escape, laughter skips, cravings call . . . where words of love and fear whisper and scream, even if they never come out . . . the room inside the room inside the room.

“What are you doing in there?” Mom yells through the bathroom door.

“Nothing.” I let down my nightgown and run water over my hands before I open the door. I know better than to have dry hands after supposedly trying to have a movement.

Mom waits in the hallway. Her hair is in a slick bun behind her right ear, but she’s still in her robe.

“So?”

“No.”

“Come on in here.”

I follow Mom to the kitchen, where she makes me oatmeal with peaches and brown sugar on the stove. “Breakfast is ready,” she yells, and the rest of the family comes in. We have breakfast together at the dining room table, but everyone else eats the good stuff: bacon, eggs, pancakes, and grits.

“Mmm-mmm-mmm, this bacon is good,” Damon says, smacking. He has more on his plate than Daddy.

“Superb!” Daddy says in a lofty voice, and takes a sip of his orange juice with his pinky finger extended.

Naima giggles.

“These pancakes are something else,” Damon says.

“Magnificent!” Daddy says.

“Great!” adds Naima. She’s only nine, doesn’t have many words waiting at the edge of her mind.

“I’m glad I’m not sick,” Damon says.

“Why, I couldn’t agree with you more,” Daddy says. “Eating oatmeal in the midst of all this good food would be a small tragedy.”

“Worse than morning breath,” Damon says, and everyone laughs, even Mom.

I want to join in, but I keep a straight face, stay committed to being sick so I can keep feeling my insides play.

After breakfast I pretend to try to have another movement. Again I wet my hands, and this time Mom is waiting outside the bathroom door in white stockings and a cap-sleeved, V-neck, navy blue dress that stops beneath the knee. She’s put on her makeup—a thin, brown line on the lids of her slanted eyes and clear gloss on her thick, curvy lips. I doubt I can ever be such a lady.

“So?”

“No.”

She makes me a mug of warm lemon water. I pretend again. When I open the door, a swirl of spices, citrus, and honey curls into my nose—Poison perfume, my favorite. Mom usually lets me dab a bit on my wrist for church, but I know better than to ask. For a moment I consider giving up my sick act so I, too, can smell pretty, but then she adjusts the white purse strapped to her left shoulder and shifts the black leather Bible in her right arm, and just like that, something inside me takes off running, something wild like excitement, no, desire, no, freedom, yes, freedom, flailing its arms and screaming, “No!”

“Have you lost your mind?” asks Mom.

“I’m sorry,” I say in a voice sweeter than Poison. “But my stomach feels worse. I need to lie down.” Another lie. And I would tell a hundred more to stay home, out of stockings and a dress.

“Go ahead.”

I go back to bed, and Daddy convinces Mom she doesn’t have to stay home with me. It’s only a little stomachache . . . I’m old enough to be alone for a few hours . . . I can lock the doors and set the alarm . . . lie down and look at TV . . . be fine all by myself.

I watch them pull out of the driveway through the tall, narrow window flanking the front door, watch until I can no longer see Daddy’s smoke-gray Volvo, watch until I know they are down the street, past the neighborhood pool, beyond the auto shop and corner store, and Daddy is looking both ways to cross Antoine. Once they cross Antoine, there’s no turning back. Doesn’t matter if someone forgets their Bible, or worse, forgets to put on deodorant—that’s the rule.

I’m officially on my own.

I take off running toward anything calling my name. My first stop is the kitchen, where I open the spice drawer Mom always tells me to stay out of, and taste what I don’t know: basil, sage, cilantro, cardamom, curry, and paprika. I take a whole bay leaf and carry it under my tongue into Mom and Daddy’s room, where I spit it in the toilet, flush it, find Mom’s perfume on the bathroom sink, and dab it on my earlobes, the U between my collarbones, and the knobs on my knees and big toes. I run to the living room, turn on the radio, and do the MC Hammer dance to gospel music. Even though it’s hot outside and the air is on, I open every window in the living room, press my parted lips to each mesh window screen, and breathe the Houston heat. I unlock the back door, turn off the alarm, go outside, and lie down in warm, green blades under a blanket of September sun and stare at the violet dots sailing the red sea behind my closed eyes. I lie still, even when bugs crawl around my ankles and between my toes, perfectly still, moving farther inside the inside.

The tiny dots between my temples float higher and higher, then hover around the arch of my crown until I no longer feel alone. I enter the innermost room and lick the sweet peace of God—sweeter than all the Blue Bell ice cream in the world, sweeter than “Amazing Grace,” nothing like the tasteless lessons I swallow during Sunday school.

I can’t believe God has been right here, inside the inside, the whole time. Why hasn’t anybody told me? I want answers: Where is Jesus? Heaven’s gates? Am I in trouble for skipping church today? But with every question I move farther out: room outside of room outside of room until there’s nothing left to do but open my eyes. I try to close them, go back inside, but my thoughts and questions won’t let me. Then I think maybe it’s a sin to have tasted God and pray, Lord, forgive me.

I run back inside the house, lock the door, set the alarm, close the windows, brush the spices off my tongue, have a movement, take a shower (making sure to wash off the perfume), put on a clean set of pajamas, and turn on the television in the living room so I can easily pretend I’ve been nowhere, seen nothing but reruns of The Cosby Show, felt no One, tasted only the leftover breakfast Mom said I could reheat if I got hungry—been a good girl.
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Kickball on Christmas Eve

A gang of clouds is posted up in the Texas sky. But still I want my turn to kick the ball before the rain finds us outside my house on Bridge Forest Drive. “Dang, Naima, roll the ball!” I yell, standing in line behind Reina.

“Shut up, Taja!” Naima says, and rolls the red rubber ball straight down the wooden strip in the center of the street, right over home plate, a soft patch of green growing up through the concrete.

Reina runs to meet the ball, shy steps cut off by her long jean skirt. Skirts and dresses to play kickball, always, she and her little sister. Naima and I only wear them on Sundays, when I beg God to erase my sins from His long mind. My last sin, still sweet on my tongue, probably earned a million marks on the chalkboard of all He knows.

Reina kicks the ball with her shiny black shoe. “Foul,” Naima yells out, and the ball travels to the right of first base, Reina’s beige brick mailbox.

“Got it!” Theresa, Reina’s little sister, yells, and runs to get the ball out of the shrubs beneath their front windows. Their curtains are open, but there’s no Christmas tree decorated with lights, ornaments, and candy canes inside. Just nine fiery lights on the windowsill.

A hungry growl rolls through the clouds’ dark bellies the same way one rolled through my belly before Reina offered me half the cookie she made at synagogue.

“At where?” I asked, sitting under her cedar elm during the bathroom break. We didn’t need to pee.

“Synagogue,” Reina said, breaking the blue star. “I put extra icing on this one.”

“What’s that?”

“Icing, you know, the same stuff you put on cake,” and she licks a pointed end. Blue icing on the tip of her tongue.

“No, synagogue.”

“Oh, it’s the place we go visit God.”

I knew she was talking about a different God, a wrong God, a God against Christians’ God, but the cookie called my name one too many times, and I held out my hand to receive two pointed ends of the star. I swiped my tongue over the icing—Mmm, blueberry—and ate it quick.

Naima rolls the ball again.

“Car!” yell Pam and her little sister Becky. They live next door, on the other side of the painted white fence that divides their yard from ours. They skip to the side of the street. Bounce, bounce, bounce goes their bushy blond hair. Not as bushy as Naima’s and mine, but still. If I was a white girl with hair like theirs, I’d be mad.

Squeezing the ball between hip and elbow, Reina walks to her mailbox and takes her little sister’s hand. The only time I hold Naima’s hand is when we pray before meals. But sometimes at night I lean close to her little round nose while she’s sleeping to make sure she’s breathing. Helps me know I’m still breathing.

As the car inches by, Damon on the passenger side, the bass beats in my belly and chest. I don’t know why all Damon’s friends fill their trunks with speakers. I guess to be sure their hearts are still pumping. His friend drives an inch, brakes. Drives an inch, brakes—car humping the street. We laugh.

“Throw the ball at the car!” Naima shouts.

“Yeah, throw it! Throw it!” Pam, Becky, and I beg. But Reina’s too nice. Maybe it has something to do with her large, dark eyes. Long lashes like wings. Lids like halos. Hers and her sister’s.

Damon and his friend park in the driveway and get out. They’re still in their practice baseball uniforms. I grab the ball from Reina, run closer to the targets, and I’m about to hurl it at them when Damon’s friend flinches and grins. Something about his grin, underneath the brim of his baseball cap, makes his face look sweet, makes me feel shy, and I drop the ball.

“Y’all better be glad I’m in the Christmas spirit,” I say, trying to play it off.

Damon takes off chasing me, and I scream while running circles around the tree in our front yard until he catches me and tickles me (his favorite form of torture) in the grass.

“Help!” I yell.

Naima, Pam, and Becky run to my aid and start pulling on his arm, trying to get him to stop. Reina, Theresa, and Damon’s friend just stand there and laugh.

“You’re gonna make me pee! You’re gonna make me pee!” I get out between laughs, and he stops.

“Keep messing with me and I’ll tell Santa not to leave you any gifts tonight,” Damon says, standing up.

“There’s no Santa,” Naima says.

“Everybody knows that,” Becky chimes in.

“Yeah,” Pam says, “only little kids believe in Santa, and we’re not little kids.” She pulls the sleeve of her shirt down to show off her bra strap.

Reina and Theresa both look away. Damon and his friend shake their heads.

When did you get one? I think. I hadn’t noticed Pam’s breasts getting bigger, but now I see two small bumps.

“Could’ve fooled me,” Damon’s friend says, and he and Damon exchange laughs before walking inside.

I should’ve thrown the ball at his head.

Reina kicks again. Another foul. Pam’s yard. Closest, I run to get the ball from a bed of red begonias. It’s tangled in white lights, the same white lights that trim the house.

“Pretty begonias,” I said last Sunday in the driveway on the way to church—hair pressed, purple dress, looking out the car window, beyond the painted fence. “Why can’t we plant begonias?” I asked my parents, mainly because I wanted to say begonias again.

Daddy looked out the window. Pam’s dad mowed the grass. Pam’s mom knelt in her red begonias with a watering can. Pam and Becky sat in jean shorts, petting their orange cat.

“We praise the Lord on Sundays,” Daddy said, looking at me through the rearview mirror before backing out of the driveway. “We’d rather praise the Lord and go to heaven than work in the yard.” He put the Volvo in drive.

If God is everywhere, then why can’t we praise God in our yard? I wanted to ask but I knew better. I rolled down my window and waved to Pam, Texas’s sweet December sun kissing my arm.

“A lot of good people go to hell. Only saved people go to heaven,” Mom adds. Saved. Confess with your mouth and believe in your heart. Believe.

Lightning cracks the sky in the distance. I drop the ball back in the bed of red and white. I believe. Again, white lightning—a jagged slide from heaven to hell. I believe. I kneel in the bed, cool dirt holding my knees.

“Hurry up!” Naima shouts.

I move my hands through dirt, pretending to look for something lost. I close my eyes. No one can see this far.

Please forgive me. I didn’t mean to eat the cookie. Well, I did, but I didn’t. It was calling my name—Taja—sounded sweet. When I licked the blueberry icing off the Hanukkah star, I felt something in me try to break free. I’m sorry. I should’ve gone to the bathroom with Naima at our own house. But I’m still young and I haven’t gotten to the bottom of the difference between good, sweet, and saved; Christmas trees and candles; red begonias, no begonias; Sunday on either side of the painted fence. Please forgive me, God. Amen.

The lightning stops. Thank you, God.

Another foul. Naima catches it. Reina’s out.

My turn to kick the ball. It flies, a red star, down the street. I run. My laces flip, flop, trip up my lanky legs, but still I don’t fall. First base. I hear the buzz that comes before the lights. Second. Lights on high metal poles stagger on, one by one, toward our end of the street. Third. So many clouds that we couldn’t see the sky saying good night. Streetlights on: time for everyone to go home.
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Breathing Room

When I open our bedroom window in winter, Mom says, “Shut that window. It’s too cold to be wasting all that heat.” In the summer, she says, “Now you know good and well it’s too hot to be wasting air.” But I don’t waste air. I take it into my nose, down my throat, and into my chest, where sometimes I hold it in, pull it deeper into my belly, down below my belly button, let it swirl, rise, and rush out. A few times, I’ve tried to teach Naima how to fill herself with air, but she just fills her cheeks—little brown balloons.

When Mom finally lets me open our window, air hurries to get out. Get out and go—that’s all air wants to do. If it had a mom, she’d probably say, “You better sit your butt down somewhere.” But it has no mom to tell it what to do. So it plays free. Flies outside, catches all the sounds, mixes them up like rainbow flecks in a twirling baton, and tosses them into our room: a pink box with barking birds, crying leaves, rustling music from cars one, two, three blocks away, chirping dogs, babies booming and booming and booming with bass, alive, until the air wants to run free again, and rushes out—whoosh!—trying to take everything with it. The bottom edges of our posters flip up, loose papers do front flips and somersaults, and our curtains kiss the window screen, breathing deeply (I can tell by the way the back side of the sheer white cotton rises and falls). My hair floats up off my shoulders, toward the opened window, and when I fill myself with air, my chest and belly travel forward, too, just a little. But I want to go far.
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Hungry Sunday

Sunday morning in March, before God picks up the sun, the Gulf of Mexico is like a ghost. After driving over an hour from Houston to get to the ocean, I can’t even see it except for nine diagonal lines cast by the pier’s light posts. Even then, I only see the parts that move: tiny waves, twinkling. I make a wish on the brightest wave, Let my breasts grow big enough to need a bra, say Amen—send it off to God, floating.

Along the pier, I walk beyond the first light. In the darkness between posts, the sound of the ocean makes me want to close my eyes, go back to sleep. We drive to Galveston early, when fish and crab like to eat. I’m usually hungry when I wake, too, but this morning I sipped orange juice and watched Naima and Mom split my pancakes, Damon take my bacon, and Daddy eat my eggs and grits. I didn’t feel like eating.

Before breakfast, when everyone else was still asleep, I went into the kitchen, where I knew I would find Mom alone.

“What are you doing up?” she asked, and cracked an egg into a bowl. She was already dressed in her fishing clothes—khaki shorts and a long-sleeve button-up shirt.

“Can you buy me a bra?” I replied.

“No,” she said, and whisked a mixture in a bowl.

“Why?”

“You don’t need one.” She dropped a bit of pancake batter onto the griddle on the stove to test if it was hot enough. The drop didn’t sizzle.

“Look,” and I arched my back, trying to make my breasts look bigger through my red Rockets T-shirt (my Snoopy nightgown had to go).

She whisked eggs in a different bowl.

“Look, Mom.”

“I see, Taja,” and she briefly turned to look at my chest. “When your breasts grow large enough to require a bra, I will buy you a bra. I promise.”

I opened the fridge and got out the turkey bacon, hoping helping her cook would change her mind. “But girls at school already have bras,” I said in the nicest non-talking-back voice I could find so early in the morning.

“Don’t worry about what other girls have.” She picked up the bowl with the pancake batter, tilted it over the griddle, and poured a perfect circle.

“But a bra is nothing.” I found a pan in a bottom cabinet, placed it on the other side of the stove, poured some oil in it, turned on the burner, and waited for the pan to heat up. “Some girls wear makeup and shirts that show off their belly buttons. Some have multiple piercings and dye their hair all types of colors.” They also smoke cigarettes in the bathrooms, but I won’t tell you that. Some girls even do nasty things with boys behind the temporary buildings after school, but you definitely don’t need to know about that.

“And?” Mom poured her last circle and got a black plastic spatula out of a drawer.

I placed a piece of bacon in the pan. It didn’t sizzle. I turned up the fire. “I need some kind of cool factor.”

“Cool factor?” she said, and lifted the edge of the first pancake she poured—golden brown. She flipped it and started on the rest. “Can you get the butter out of the fridge?”

I got Mom the butter and placed more bacon in the pan. “Do you know Pam calls me her nerdy neighbor? On Friday I waved to her as I passed her down the hall, and I heard her say it to one of her friends. She barely even waved back.”

“But y’all play together every day.” Pancakes still on the grill, Mom began rubbing them with the stick of butter.

“Playing kickball at home is one thing, but at school she’s too busy with her friends who wear bras and talk about the boys who like them to be friends with me. All I have to talk about are church and books. No boy has ever liked me. All I’m saying is the least I could do is wear a bra.”

“You’re not wearing a bra because Pam or anyone else is wearing one. You can’t worry about what other people do. You have to do what’s best for you.”

“But wearing a bra is what’s best for me,” I said, forgetting about my nice non-talking-back voice.

“As long as you’re in this house, your father and I will decide what’s best for you,” she said, pointing the stick of butter at me.

“So go to church and make good grades . . . that’s all I’m supposed to do? So boring. I’m not a little kid anymore, Mom. When will I get to choose what I want to do?”

Mom looked at me like she wanted to slap me. She’d never slapped me before, but she often looked like she wanted to when I talked back too much. And I was way over the limit. “Now that’s enough, Taja. Go wake up your sister and brother and y’all brush your teeth and come in here for breakfast.”

I did what I was told.

After unpacking the car, I carry the cooler for crabs, my arms stretched wide to hold the handles. With each step, my knees bang the cooler’s side—underarms stretch, elbows stretch, wrists stretch—sloshing around the ice inside. Fingers stretch, slide. I put the cooler down on the wooden planks.

“Need help with that?” Daddy calls out.

I pick up the cooler. Knuckles stretch, and I walk fast to the third light post, where Mom likes to lower the crab nets. Up high, a swarm of bugs fight over the fluorescent light. They think it’s the moon. Hungry for light, they think any light is the moon, but the moon is a thin-lipped smile. I follow the light from the post, out to the twinkling waves, and then to the water I can’t see but know is there. I lean onto the pier’s wooden rail, stare into the darkness, step up on the bottom rail—

“If you don’t get your butt down from there!” Mom yells.

I step down and sit on the cooler. Naima drops two plastic grocery bags of food next to the cooler and plops down on the wooden planks. She forgets to look for bird crap. I see a small white pile between her ashy knees and point it out: “Ewwww.”

Mom sets down the crab nets and a bag of raw chicken necks. “I have a feeling we’ll be eating gumbo tonight.”

“I don’t know,” Daddy says. “The wind is telling me different. The wind is saying something about fish. Fried fish, to be exact.” He and Damon laugh, drop off Naima’s and Mom’s chairs, and keep walking, hauling their fishing gear to the ninth light post, where the water is deep. I don’t need a chair. I go back and forth, stay in between.

Naima unfolds the chairs and arranges them so the nylon arms are touching. “Come on, Mommy. Sit down.” She pats the seat of the chair, looking at me like I care.

“In a minute. Let me get us set up first,” Mom says.

That’s what you get, I tell Naima with twisted lips.

I know how to crab, but Mom likes to instruct me anyway: Tie the rope around the chicken neck. Tie it tight. Tie the chicken neck to the crab net. Make a knot. Loop the rope around the neck and through the net. Again, so the crabs can’t claw off the neck. One more time, so there’s no chance the crabs will claw off the neck. One more knot. Lower the net into the water near the beam. Steady now, so the net won’t flip over. Tie the rope to the beam. Tie it tight. Good. Now we wait.

Here comes the sun! Over the Gulf of Mexico, God always picks up pink and purple before bringing gold along. I like to think He does this just for me. Same pink as my high-top Converse. Same purple as the grape bubble gum I chew.

Waiting for gold, I grow hungry and reach into the grocery bag for some plain Lay’s.

“Did you clean your hands?” Mom asks, but I know it’s not a question.

I reach for the hand wipes instead and snatch a wet cloth from the starry hole of the plastic cylinder. I wipe my hands—both sides—and reach for the Lay’s again.

“I brought you a granola bar for breakfast.”

“I don’t want a granola bar,” I say, bag of chips in hand.

“You know you only get one bag of chips. If you eat them now, that’s it.”

I open my chips.

Mom checks her net. “Three crabs!” She pulls up the net. “Open the cooler.”

I get off the cooler but don’t open it. I’m not about to wipe my hands again.

“Hurry! Open the cooler!”

Naima lifts the top.

Mom flips the net over the cooler, but the crabs hang on with strong, shelled arms. Three jerks from Mom shake them off. Gray bodies fall. Flat legs, orange and blue, scramble over ice cubes. On all sides, crabs run into white walls. Claws stretch wide, reach, and strike the cooler’s sides, trying to climb out.

Naima slams down the top and checks her net. “Four crabs!” she says, and pulls the net up, Mom’s long chin over her shoulder.

Mom lifts the top, helps Naima shake off the crabs—all girls with orange legs—and shuts the cooler. “Check yours,” Mom says.

“I’m not finished.” I hold up my bag of chips.

Naima checks my net. No crabs. No chicken neck.

“I thought I told you to tie it tight,” says Mom. She takes out another chicken neck, ties it on herself. “You want to lower it?”

“No, that’s okay.” I watch the net touch the ocean—water rushing into a ring of square snares—and disappear. Can crabs see the net? Do they wonder what it is? Are they too hungry to think before they climb in? Do the crabs down there miss the crabs up here? Are they praying for their return? I toss out a chip. Watch it float. Don’t sit back down.

Daddy and Damon sit side by side. Poles straight, long lines stretched out to the sea. Daddy’s line is stretched so far, it’s invisible.

I open their cooler. Over ice and between silver cans of beer, fish with copper scales, white bellies, wet tails, and eyes like plastic stickers with black pupils that wiggle—except theirs are still. All lips parted, as if hoping to be fed, even dead.

“Hand me one of those, will you?” Daddy says.

“Yeah, me, too,” Damon says, and smiles at Daddy. He plays it off like it’s a joke but I know it’s a test.

Daddy does, too, and looks over at Damon like, Don’t even try it.

I reach in and out of the cold quickly and hand Daddy a beer, admiring the dirt under his fingernails.

“How are things up there?”

“Good, I guess. Probably caught twenty, twenty-five crabs so far.”

“Shit!” he says, and sips his beer.

I love to hear Daddy curse. He doesn’t curse around Mom. Sometimes he lets Damon curse, too, but only when the timing is just right. If it’s wrong, then Daddy gives a warning: “That’s two,” as in almost three, and three is bad news.

I grab my pole from the wooden rail and sit on the cooler. Damon hands me the pail of shrimp. I take one, bait my hook, and cast my line into the sea—nowhere near Daddy’s but not too far from Damon’s.

I feel a tug and sit up. No, it’s only a wave. I look at my watch: 10:46. Church just started. If I was there, I’d be sitting beside my friend Keisha. And on her other side would be Mona and Brandy, the twins I can’t stand. We’d all be singing the first hymn. These are the only Sundays we ever miss church: hungry Sundays, Daddy calls them, when fish and crab are the hungriest. He weighs the weather and moon to tell. My favorite Sundays, when I don’t have to put on a dress. But it’s more than that. God seems closer over the Gulf of Mexico than He does in church. Like He’s the salt I taste on my lips.

I feel a bite and a fish takes off running, making my rod arch and my line stretch invisible. I stand up.

“Looks like you’ve got a big one there,” says Daddy.

I yank hard, trying to hook the fish like Daddy taught me. But my rod goes straight, and my line gets light. I reel it in. No fish. No shrimp.

“You’ve been feeding the fish good today,” Damon says, and hands me a can of earthworms—soft-bodied Slinkys sliding in dirt. I lift one out and it curls around my finger, doesn’t try to get
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