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CHAPTER ONE


SINS OF THE MOTHER


IF SOMEBODY WAS TO ASK ME how I came to be here, I swear b’fore God that I wouldn’t know what to say to ’em. My whole life, I always wanted to be able to hear stories ’bout how I came into the world a wanted and special child. But the folks I lived with told stories ’bout my mama that wasn’t meant for children’s ears. Truth be told, seemed like nobody could even dig up a idea of how I got inside my mama, let alone what happened afterwards. Since no one was gonna tell me what I wanted to hear, I let myself believe that God had gave me a mouth and mind of my own to do what I seen fit, and I set about imaginin’ what my beginnings would’ve been like. That way, if folks was to ask me ’bout myself, I’d have an answer ready for ’em.


There she’d be, my mama, sittin’ in her hospital room in a rocking chair, arms wide open to collect me—her head leaning to the side as she smiled and reached out. I’d be folded up in a soft pink blanket that smelled like flowers from God’s backyard. After the nurse laid me in my mama’s arms, she’d drag her breath in and know that everything was the way it was s’posed to be. Then for the fun of it, my mama would pull my li’l arm out to see whose hands I’d got. Maybe they’d be stubby and fat like Uncle So-and-so’s? Or even lean and long like Great-gran’mama Whatchamacallit. And somehow, knowing that she was thinking ’bout me, I’d reach out and bind my little fingers round her one and know we belonged to each another. We’d feel just like the white families do on them TV shows I watched. ’Cause finally, there I’d be, the one my mama’d been waiting her whole life for—a li’l girl to call her own.


In no time a’tall, she’d name me. Not just any ole ugly name, like Lula Mae or Donna Janine. No, it’d be one that had been hanging round her mind, waiting for me to come so she could finally give it a rightful resting place. After that, she’d unwrap me like a present and count all my fingers and toes to make certain they was all there. Then the nurse would call my daddy and he’d come, and drive us all home. We’d live happily ever after. And that would be the end.


If anybody was to ask me, that’s what I’d tell ’em.


Truth was, from as far back as folks could recollect, me and my sister Doretha lived off and on in a foster home with a woman named Johnnie Jean Thornhill. We called her Big Mama since using her first name was out the question if you was under a hundred. And the times when we wasn’t with Johnnie Jean, we’d be trying to get back together with our mama, Ruby, whose only talent—accordin’ to the grown folks—was running round town drunk and cussing up a storm while trying to take up with other women’s husbands. This meant that those few visits we did have always got cut short and Big Mama’d have to come and pick me and Sister up from wherever my mama would’ve left us. Nobody would tell me this stuff to my face—I had to play like I was ’sleep most of the times to hear the whispers of the grown folks.


When I did ask somebody ’bout the exact reason my mama left, and how it came down, everybody got deaf and dumb all a sudden like that girl Helen Keller that I read ’bout so I had to play possum real good and just sit and listen. I finally got the answer and then some. I learned that Doretha had come some five years b’fore I was even thought of. They say that Ruby’s not wantin’ Sister started way b’fore Doretha was even born. It was all on account of Ruby being thirteen with nobody to claim what was laying in her belly, and since Big Mama could get extra money for taking in a pregnant girl, she convinced Ruby to stay on. And once Sister was born, Big Mama took to her like she was her very own. Apparently, five years later, nobody was stepping up to claim her second child either—that would’ve been me, Regina Louise—but I never got that far to hear how I came.


If you let Doretha tell it, she didn’t even know I was her sister till she was almost nine and me four. But that was almost seven years ago, and I couldn’t recall knowing her any different. And the part ’bout Ruby being her mama was something she never talked on. And if you did, it was sho’ to put her in a bad way. I learned quick how to stay on Sister’s good side. If the truth was to really be told, I never even knowed Ruby was gone till she called one day and said she was on her way to get me and my sister. But she never showed up.


The first time Ruby didn’t come wasn’t so bad. I just told myself that she hadn’t been to the house in such a long time that she prob’ly forgot the address and was still driving round looking for it. But the many times after that, when she’d promise and still didn’t come, there’d be a achin’ in the middle of my bosom anytime I’d hear her name talked ’bout.


If anybody bothered to ask me, I’d tell ’em that the worst thing ’bout a mama leaving her children was that there ain’t nobody to take up for ’em if trouble seemed to find ’em. And at Big Mama’s, folks sho’ needed taking up for.


Careful not to disturb the raggedy screen door that barely kept the man-eatin’ mosquitas from tearin’ our asses up, I leant my body into the frame and stared up at the sky. I could tell by the way the clouds moved that God was gonna start cryin’ soon. I wondered who had pissed the angels off this time. The white lady from the Church of the Nazarene told me that whenever somebody committed a cruel act against one of God’s children, their guardian angel would run and tell him, and he would cry for their pain—that’s where raindrops come from. The white lady said that when the clouds changed quickly from fluffy white to smoky gray, well that’s when the angelic messengers was runnin’ ’cross the heavens. And when every breath you take holds the promise of his tears mixin’ with the dirt, it was guaranteed to be a grand event. Thunder! Lightnin’! And sometimes if the crime was unforgivable, he might just throw golf balls made of ice at ’em. I know one thing: I felt sorry for whoever it was this time, but I sho’ was glad it wasn’t me.


That screen door was what sep’rated where we lived from the other folks who also lived on our land. See, there was two houses plus a silver Airstream trailer on our one property. Me and Sister lived with Big Mama and her husband Daddy Lent in one house. Since our house was so small, Sister and I shared a room. That made two rooms left: one for Big Mama and Daddy Lent, and the last one for none other than Lula Mae Bledsoe—the dangerous one.


The other house was for Big Mama’s real daughter Aint Bobbie and her four children plus one. The plus one was a nobodies’ child named Donna Janine—who Aint Bobbie took care of even though she wasn’t hers. As for the trailer—it was used for the overflow of visitors that we would sometimes have.


I ’magined that living with Big Mama wouldn’t have been so bad if it wasn’t for ole Lula Mae—she was Big Mama’s oldest ex–foster child, who’d moved out and back in. And on account of her Christian ways, Johnnie Jean couldn’t turn nobody away who was in need. That means Lula Mae was part of the family again—right along with her two kids, Ella and Sherry, who didn’t have no daddy to speak of. You should’ve seen how spiteful that ole Lula was to folks. Talking ’bout people behind they backs and in front of they faces for that matter. She acted like everybody in the whole world had jumped her from behind and left her for dead, and she’d be damned if they was gonna get away with it. Many times the things I overheard her saying ’bout me, my mama, and a lot of other folks wasn’t fit for the ears of a junkyard dog on its last leg. I even heard the grown folks say Lula was more ornery than a tick full of turpentine. Big Mama said that Lula Mae was meaner than she could ever be, and that was a good thing. That way Lula could do all of Big Mama’s dirty work and not get in the way with Big Mama making it into heaven.


If you didn’t do what Lula Mae asked faster than she could get the words out her mouth, she’d be on you like flies to a pile of shit. All I could say was that, even though her kids might’ve had they mama living right with ’em, she was no real mama to them—that’s why right now, I had her baby strewn ’cross my side. She’d been with me since I finished up my chores this morning. If anybody’d bothered to ask, I would’ve much rather been rolling down the river with Huckleberry Finn and Jim the slave. But instead I had to be the child’s keeper. Secretly I didn’t mind being with the baby that much—I just sometimes rather be round Huckleberry.


Ever since my teacher Miss Schenkel loaned me The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, I would ’scape to his world every chance I got. I read that book so many times I lost count somewhere round ten. Over and over Miss Schenkel would ask me to return the book back to her, and each time I’d tell her I’d misplaced it. I got to telling her that so much, she just told me to keep it. And I did. The truth was I always kept the book hiding in the underside of my pillowcase. I put it there every night after reading it, just in case Huckleberry and Jim would think to come and get me so we could ride down the Mississippi on they raft.


My mind returned to me as I pushed Huckleberry to the side. The sweat had slid down the back of my legs and pooled its way to the bottom of my feet. We needed some shade. Holdin’ baby Ella on my hipbone, I decided that we should go outside to the front yard and wait for the rain to break through. There was so much heat hanging in the air I thought I’d lose my mind. As I stepped outside onto the dirt in my flip-flops and tried to breathe in the muggy air, I felt like I was being smothered with a wet blanket. But I didn’t let the stickiness bother me too much, on account that Big Mama’d said it’s what makes the women of the South stay younger-lookin’ longer.


Outside we sat down under a big oak tree, on a pallet somebody’d left out, so its branches could shade our skin from the heat of the too-hot sun. I placed the baby b’tween my legs and licked the dust from the pacifier that was pinned to her bib— then I put it in her mouth. Within no time Ella’s dark Karo syrup–colored eyes was rollin’ into the back of her head—till she fell off to sleep.


Since right after she was born, Ella was like my own child. She was with me almost all the time. Ofttimes, seemed like I was the only one who wanted to get next to the baby other than her mama. You see, Ella was born clubfooted, which mean that her feet was turned backwards from the ankle. She had to wear special shoes that was screwed on to a curved metal bar— they was meant to force her feet forward. As long as the brace was on, her little ankles looked fine, but when them shoes was off, you didn’t know which direction her toes was heading. Since the braces made her twice as heavy, nobody wanted to tote her round when she wore ’em. Everybody else complained ’bout how they back hurt and how uncomfortable holding Ella was. Not me—no siree. I never whined. I’d pick that child up and sling her ’bout my side, and we’d be on our way.


Instead of being with her child, most of the time, Lula Mae could be found watching her soaps and yelling at me to take her baby and git.


I tried not to argue with Lula. Instead, every chance I got I aimed to get her to like me, but the harder I worked, it just seemed to make her more and more ill-tempered, which meant that she was either apt to cuss me out or find a reason to go up side my head with whatever she could get her hands on. Sometimes it was a rosebush switch with the stickers left on it, and other times it might be an extension cord pulled from a old iron or maybe even one of those orange Hot Wheel track pieces. But the worst of all of ’em was the Green Monster: the cut-off green water hose. And when the beatin’s wasn’t ’nough, she’d haul off and start cussing—saying things like, “Yo’ mama ain’t shit, and if you don’t watch out you gonna be just like her. And all I know is I betta’ not ketch you even looking at a boy with yo’ fast-ass self.”


I hated how Lula always had something to say ’bout me being “hot” or “fast.” I never understood why I always had to hear that kind of mess, when I hardly had nothin’ to do with boys, except for maybe Huck—and since he lived somewhere in Mississippi he didn’t count. So other than him, I wasn’t studying boys in no kinda way. Deep inside, I kinda figured out the reason I was called those names was ’cause of my mama and the reputation she’d made for herself by chasing after married men and leaving us for other folks to look after. I finally came to figure that where I come from, it wasn’t a matter of whether or not you yourself was guilty of what you was being accused of, but that what your mama did could hang over your head like heavy, dark clouds on a sunshiny day. I guessed when she left us my mama didn’t figure that Lula Mae was gonna be the one to look out for me and Sister, on account that Big Mama was getting old and was more concerned with having a spot in heaven than takin’ care of young girls.


Seeing how low-down my mama maybe was, I tried real hard to make it easier for Lula by helping her with Ella. Most times, unless I was doing my schoolwork, or reading, Lula didn’t even have to ask me, ’cause I kinda figured that the less Lula had to take care of kids, the less right she’d have to be hateful. I started out by going to the baby if she cried out at night. The walls of the house were so thin you could almost hear everything throughout the entire property. I’d even change her diaper and warm a bottle for her if she was hungry. Since combing hair was one of my favorite things to do, I had no qualms ’bout caring for Ella’s. It was easy to comb her hair ’cause Ella and her sister Sherry had what black folks called “real good” hair, not like mine. Theirs was soft to the touch, and each curl would wrap itself round your finger like a Slinky round your wrist. I would just section her jet-black tiny curls into plaits rubbed with Alberto VO5, so she wouldn’t get tangles. I wanted baby Ella to be hardly any trouble a’tall to her mama. I guess I was hoping that somehow I could make what my mama did go away from Lula’s mind. But it made no difference to Lula if I was good or bad. She must’ve just looked at me and seen Ruby, and I figured it was reason ’nough to keep her plain old ornery and plumb full of hate. There was very few things that scared me, but Lula Mae’s nasty temper’mint and God was at the top of the list. The only thing that could top them was being beat with that Green Monster hose, and told not to cry when the whoopin’ was done.


’Cross the yard from where me and the baby was sitting, I seen Donna Janine, the nobodies’ child, standing on the curb talking to some high-yellow-skinned boy. I don’t know what she thought she was doing, ’cause she knowed that talking to boys was off-limits on account we already had ’nough mouths to feed. From far away, the boy looked like he could’ve been kin to her, but I knowed better: she had no peoples in these parts. According to the whispers, Donna Janine was a product of a inna’racial thing, and her white mama couldn’t take her home for fear that her own peoples would kill her for sleeping with a Negro and then bringing some half-breed baby round ’em. So, Donna Janine was left with the rest of us. For years, folks in Austin who didn’t want they kids could drop ’em off at Johnnie Jean Thornhill’s. And for a small price, she would take anybody in. I heard she even had insurance policies on ever’body she took care of just in case they was to drop dead. Again, it was ’cause of her Christian background that she couldn’t let folks go hungry or without. I know this to be true firsthand since she’d taken in my mama Ruby b’fore me. That’s right, I was living in the same foster home my mama’d lived in, which maybe shoulda made it feel more like home to me, but since my mama wasn’t with me, it didn’t feel much like a home a’tall.


Big Mama’s motto was, “If you play, you should pay,” and that was that. A lot of folks must’ve agreed with her, ’cause over the years there sho’ was a lot of kids that came and went.


Accordin’ to the grown folks, there was only one thing that Donna Janine’s mama forgot to tell Big Mama when she dropped her child off: the fact that she was crazier than a bedbug. Donna Janine had that look in her eyes like them folks who you ain’t s’posed to point and stare at ’cause they different than you—the kind that came to school early on them yellow buses. The only difference was, she could talk and walk like most other folks round her, and she didn’t have stringy spit runnin’ from her mouth. I’d heard that the way she became mentally off was ’cause she got jumped in the girls’ locker room at her school by a gang of heathen girls on account of her talkin’ trash. I heard tell that they cracked her skull open with a combination lock and watched some of her brain slip out. My sister told me that some folks had found Donna Janine in the back of a Laundromat, curled up in one of them baskets and returned her to her mama, then they told her ’bout Big Mama. However she got that way, Donna Janine turned out to be somebody not to mess with. There was something way off in her.


Every now and again when she got overly upset or caught off guard, she would fall out wide on the floor and go wet on herself, while her eyes would turn so all you could see was the whites of ’em. A coupla times Big Mama’d yell at me to try and hold her tongue still with a Popsicle stick, to keep her from biting her ole tongue off. All you had to do is see that mess one time, and you knowed better than to bother Donna Janine.


But that girl hurt more’n herself. Not only could she tell bald-faced lies longer than Lake Travis, but she could steal you blind faster than you could smell a roadrunner’s fart. All us kids learned quick not to say anything round her, ’cause if we did, she’d take what you’d say and turn it into the most outlandish concoction anybody’d ever heard. And since the grown folks was ’fraid she’d snap into one of them fits where somebody was gonna have to clean up her piss, they just believed whatever she told ’em.


I’d found out the hard way ’bout Donna Janine’s thieving ways. One day, after spending the better part of my morning digging round the neighborhood for empty soda-water bottles, I decided to go and turn my findin’s in at the 7-Eleven corner store. I wanted some Little Debbie nickel cakes more than anything, and it was for certain that I’d make ’nough money for two cakes, being that they only cost a nickel. I wanted one oatmeal cake with white icing and the other would be vanilla with pink filling. I could already see myself nibbling round the thin smooth edges of the cookie first, then making my way to the thick center. I’d also figured there may be change left for a coupla pieces of banana taffy candy. After getting my bottles all bagged up in two old pillowcases, I headed for the dirt trail that led from our house directly to the front of the store. I don’t think I got four good steps down the driveway b’fore Donna Janine shows up out of nowhere and invited herself along. I guessed I didn’t mind, seeing how she was willing to help me carry the Coke and Pepsi bottles, as long as she didn’t think she was getting some of my money.


Once we was in the store, I got my thirty cents and bought the nickel cakes and the other candy I wanted and still had change left over. I was ’bout to go outside and wait for Donna Janine until her whistle made me look up and see her. She was motioning with her hand for me to come on over to where she was standing—the too-expensive candy aisle.


“Come here, Gina. Let me show you how to get any kind of candy you want wit’out having to spend your hard-found money,” Donna Janine whispered to me, while at the same time shoving a big ole candy bar down the front of my panties.


“Ain’t what we doing s’posed to be against the Bible?” I asked.


“Looka here girl, that’s why God created thieves. He made it so that all the li’l folks who was meant to have they share could get it. God wouldn’t want for some to have and others to not, so take this and walk out the door. I’ll meet cha on the other side.”


“Wait a minute now.” I asked, real confused, “Won’t God punish me for stealing?”


“Hell nah! My mama told me that as long as I was under twelve years old, then God didn’t bother keeping track of all the things I did. But, she said that after twelve that was a different story, ’cause then you was a grown-up. And since you is still eleven, and I’m sixteen, you have some time left to do good by those who don’t have.”


Well by the way she put it, it did seem like I had heard something ’bout that “being twelve” thing b’fore. And since her mama had told her it was okay, I let her talk me into taking that Milky Way candy bar.


I pushed the king-size thing deeper b’tween my legs and headed straight for the front door. As my feet turned in and almost tripped me up every step I took, you could hear the paper crackle. But I kept going. I could feel the candy seesaw against my thighs as it poked out, making me look like a boy with wet swim trunks on. When the store clerk looked up at me, I knowed I was caught, and I got scared, and as I waited for him to move round to my side of the counter, I peed all over the candy bar. He made me pay for it by turning in my other goodies and my spare change.


“Don’t ever let me see you face round here no more,” he said. “If I do, I’ll tell you peoples.”


I promised he’d never see me again; then I ran out that store for home like a hunted-down jackrabbit. Along the way I seen a Almond Joy wrapper that wasn’t there b’fore. I knowed that to be Donna Janine’s favorite candy, but Donna Janine was nowhere to be found. By the time I reached our house, Big Mama was waiting on me with a rosebush switch in her hand. No questions was asked—she whooped me like there was no tomorrow, and told me that every time she thought about my stealing, she’d beat me again. I learned that day to leave that crazy Donna Janine alone.


Baby Ella must’ve been teething, ’cause she was rubbing her gums with the grass she kept pulling up. Seemed like the more I tried to take it from her, the more she fought to get it back. “Stop girl!” I whispered to her, hoping she could understand me. “Stop! ’Fore your mama think I feed you blades of grass. Heaven only knows what kinda trouble that would lead to.” After a small tug of war, the baby gave in and started sucking on her pacifier again.


Sittin’ under the tree, all I could think on was what fun me and Big Mama was gonna have that night at the town carnival, which was in the grocery store parking lot. The carnival came every year, and since I was a tiny girl, I loved nothing more than hoping it was my turn to go. Big Mama only took one child to the carnival every year. This time it was my turn. Last year she took my older sister, and Donna Janine had had her turn the year b’fore that.


Hallelujah! I had waited a long while for it to be my turn to go. I was gonna pretend that it was the county fair, like the one that Huckleberry and Tom would go to. Maybe the Widow Douglas would be there with all her pies and cakes and fixin’s. And maybe they would have a corn-on-the-cob eating contest or bobbin’ for apples. Maybe if I was lucky, I could enter and win a watermelon seed–spitting contest. Lord knowed I could already taste the shiny, red, hard, candy apple crunchin’ b’tween my teeth. While my mind was wanting to take me to the carnival, I sensed that Donna Janine wasn’t so glad about me going. She had come up to me after Big Mama’d told us that I’d be goin’ and called me a “titty sucker” and said that she hoped I’d choke b’fore I had a chance to go. I tried my best not to worry ’bout what that fool girl said.


So I was sitting on the pallet, trying to put everything right in my thinking, when Donna Janine called to me.


“Hey, Regina, bring the baby over so my friend can see her.” One thing ’bout Ella, besides her feet problem, is she was the prettiest black baby this side of the Rio Grande. The grown folks said that if the Gerber baby food folks ever needed a new face, Ella was the one for the job, with her good curly hair and dimpled cheeks. Folks always wanted to grind they first finger into the dimpled part of her cheek and pinch her fat face. I cain’t say that she liked that too much, but other’n that, she was a pretty smiley chile.


Seeing nothing wrong with a simple look, I strolled over to where Donna Janine and the fella was standing. B’fore I could say a word, the high-yellow-skinned boy took Ella outta my hands and started throwing her up in the air, back and forth like she was some kinda rag doll or something. I could see that she liked that ’bout as much as having her cheeks pinched. So, after she started hollering bloody murder, I took her away from the boy and pulled her close to me like I’d seen Buffy do with Miss Beasley on Family Affair.


“Sssh, it’s all right, hush up now,” I whispered in Ella’s ear as I rocked her from side to side.


Just as I was ’bout to give Mr. Stupid a piece of my mind, the rain came pouring down. Oh how I loved it; I’d been waiting all day for God’s tears to come and cool us off! I could hear that ole Lula yelling through the open window, asking what the matter was with Ella. Not wanting to miss God’s tears, I just called out that she was fine. I was having such a good time, swaying the baby in my arms and playfully quieting her down, I never seen Donna Janine leave. Instead I was holding my mouth open, trying to get all the water in it I could. Within no time our hot bodies was cooler, and the baby was holding on to me real tight and she was finally quiet. We wasn’t having fun five minutes b’fore Donna Janine showed up out of nowhere, saying, “Lula Mae wants you right now. You’s gonna get it and get it good!” Then she snatched Ella outta my hands, hard and serious-like, scaring the daylights out the baby and making her cry again. I had no idea what that fool girl was talking ’bout, but I sure was going to find out.


As I turned and headed for the house I could see that the screen door to Big Mama’s house was partly open, and that Lula was standing in the middle of it with her hands on her hips. My heartbeat got louder the closer I came to the porch. I didn’t know what the trouble could be. I hadn’t done nothing. But there was Lula, seeming like she was just waiting for me to get closer so she could pounce on me, like a rattlesnake waits on a rat. Making each step more important than the last, I minded the cracks—I wanted to be careful to protect my mama’s back. Somehow I figured if I tried to help her, she might be able to rescue me too someday.


By the time I got to the porch I was moving at a snail’s pace. I tried to distract myself by snapping my fingers to the beat of my heart, but the wetness on my hands made ’em slide off each other, creating a dull thumping sound. When I looked up from my hands, there was Lula Mae, standing right in front of me, holding the door open with her big ugly foot. Her face was so twisted in knots she looked like one of them old dried-apple dolls. And her mouth was pinched up like the hind part of a polecat. Her hair was plaited so tight from the roots that it curled and flipped at the ends, making her look like a black Pippi Longstocking.


“Where my baby at?” her lips asked me, ’cause her teeth never moved.


“Ova there.” I pointed a palsied finger, aiming towards the curb of the street, where Donna Janine stood holdin’ Ella.


“Come a l’il closer; I cain’t hear ya, heifah,” Lula told me.


With all the strength I had, I lifted my foot to the next step. The sound of my heart was drowning out all else, even my eyesight somehow.


“Donna Janine said you was playing in the street wit’ my baby.”


“Nah! That’s a lie,” I screamed. “She’s lying again. I cain’t stand her.” I shoulda knowed better than to keep tryin’ to talk Lula Mae down. It only meant that she’d pitch a bigger fit and I’d be hit harder. But I couldn’t stop screaming, “She’s lying again!” I could feel it in my belly that I was in for a whoopin’. But this time it was gonna be different.


The last time Lula beat on me I made a pact with God. I told him that the next time she hit me for no reason it meant that she was wanting to kill me, and that I would take it as his way of letting me know I should run away. I promised him, and unlike my mama, I’d planned on keeping my word.


“Didn’t you hear me the first time I told you to come closer, heifah? Don’t make me have to tell you twice and snatch your smart-mouth self up them steps.”


I was scared. She was gonna get me. I could tell by the way her eyes moved tightly together, pullin’ her forehead towards her nose. And when her nostrils grew wide ’nough to see her brains, I knowed I was in for it.


But this time, I wasn’t gonna pay no mind to her. Something came over my mind, and I turned to run. I put all I had into that first pump, but b’fore my other foot hit the ground, Lula was on me like white on rice. Her fingers was buried deep in the rubber bands that held my ponytails together. As she drug me into the house, I swear b’fore God that I heard and felt my hair pull away from the scalp—it reminded me of what weeds being pulled out the ground sounded like. B’fore I could try and say or do anything else, she had yanked me into the bathroom and locked the door. I slammed my face against the commode as I tried to break loose. I was tossing and turning, trying hard to get free of her grip.


“Let me go!” I screamed. “I didn’t do nothing; Donna Janine is lying!” I was only making the situation worse, but I didn’t care anymore. Lula’s hold on me tightened.


“Shut yo’ stupid ass up,” she yelled at me. Out of nowhere, the Green Monster appeared, ready to do Lula’s business.


Lula raised that rubber monster above her head, holding on to the little gold nozzle to make sure she had her grip. Just as I reached for the door, I could hear the water hose gaining speed as it whistled through the air and slammed onto my skin, like a snake whip. Whoosh, whoosh, thwack. “You little bitch, you ain’t shit!” Thwack-whoosh-thwack.


“How you gonna stand in the middle of the street wit’ my baby?” WhooshWhoosh Thwack. “You just like you whorish-ass mama.” Thwack thwack thwack.


“You ain’t good for shit!”


“Please stop....I didn’t do nothing to you, why you hittin’ on me?” Snap! “Please! Don’t hit me no more.” Whoosh-thwack.


“I’m tired of fuckin’ looking at you.” Thwack . . .


“Even if yo mama don’t want yo’ ass, that don’t mean I don’t want my baby.”


I tried to grab hold of the water hose....I felt Lula was gonna kill me, but I couldn’t get away. I was grabbing for the hose to try to stop her.


“Oh, you bad now, you gonna grab it from me.” SlamSlam! She kept on hitting me. I knew for sure that was a sign from God....Iknew it was time for me to go. “All’s you good for is to ask too many goddamned questions and get yo’ ass whooped.” Slam! “I wish Big Mama had left you where she found you, right in that ho’ bag motel where yo’ triflin’ mama left you!”


She was lyin’ ’bout my mama now. Her words hurt pretty bad, but not as bad as the Green Monster.


“Lula! Pleeeasse don’t hit me no more!”


“Who you talking to? You talkin’ to me?”


The look in her eyes told me she had no plans to stop hittin’ on me. That garden hose kept flying through the air to bite my flesh. Thwack! I could see the hate running through her veins. Somewhere in the distance, I heard Big Mama coming. She was yelling at Lula to stop!


“Lula Mae Bledsoe, you let that chile go, you hear. That’s ’nough.... She cain’t take no mo’.”


There was a loud knocking on the door. “Leave her be!” More banging, then Lula got another lick offa me.


“You ain’t shit now, and you ain’t never gonna be shit either! And just like yo’ mama, you gonna have kids by the time you thirteen! All you ever gonna know is how to lay up with some man and have babies you don’t want!” Whack!


Lula got her last lick, sealing in her wicked spell of evil sayin’s and hateful doin’s. The door flew open as Big Mama pushed it in. She fell on top of Lula. I took the first chance I got, gathered myself up, jumped over their bodies, and ran. I ran like hell! Past Big Mama, through the screen door, and over them juniper bushes lining the front porch! All the while asking the question, “Now that I gotta live up to my word, God, where do I go?” I didn’t care. I kept on runnin’.


I kept on running ’cause my life depended on it. My body was so numb I couldn’t feel the gashes in my arms and legs where the Green Monster had left its bite, or the stinging in my body from the skin being gone—pieces of me was left stuck to the hose, but I didn’t feel nothing. Lula wouldn’t have to worry ’bout ever seeing me again. ’Cause as God was my witness I wasn’t never going back there!


Over my back, I could hear Big Mama’s voice. She was screaming at me, “Gina, Gina, where’s you going—is you coming back in time for the carnival tonight?”


I didn’t know where I was going. I hated the carnival and never wanted to go again. I couldn’t stop to answer her. All I knowed was I had to keep moving. I looked over my shoulder and waved her on.


“When you coming on back?” I heard her asking me again. “When you coming back, Gina?”


There wasn’t no words to answer her with. I kept telling myself to run. Just keep on running. It was all I could do.


CHAPTER TWO

MY DADDY’S MAMA

I RAN FROM MY HOUSE like the wind was a special friend looking out for just me. It pushed me as if I had wings. And I soared all the way to the closest house I could think of—the Perezes’. Theresa Perez was my buddy, and sometimes we’d walk to school together. She’d tell me all ’bout why she was Cath’lic and I wasn’t, and how she and her folks had some kinda special tie to God. I never let her nonsense bother me too much on account I was able to make pacts with God, and I bet myself Theresa didn’t know nothing ’bout that. Usually I’d go to her house early in the mornings and eat whatever her mama’d cook b’fore making our way to school—so her folks knowed me pretty good. Plus, they’d seen this sort of thing b’fore with me. Not too long ago, Lula had tore me up good, but not as badly as now. That time, I’d gone to the Perezes’ to be with Theresa, and Mrs. Perez had cleaned me up pretty good, shaking her head and cryin’ all the while. Today I looked way worse—the traces of Lula Mae’s hate was clearer than witch hazel; and if she hadn’t stopped when Big Mama’d said, I’d maybe been beat to death. I didn’t wanna make Mrs. Perez cry again, but I didn’t see that I had anywhere else to go.


By the time I reached the Perezes’ front yard, I could barely breathe. I had run the whole way without stopping once. I sat down on a tree stump at the edge of they yard and tried to catch some air. My chest was so tight I used the butt of my hand to rub back and forth ’cross the place that hurt. I was real thirsty and wanted a drink, but more than that, I wanted to have Ruby, my mama, come and see what that mean hussy of a woman had done to me. I knowed Ruby would take up for me if she’d seen how I looked right then. Plus she would be madder than hell if she’d heard all them mean and nasty things Lula’d said ’bout her. Whoever heard of a mama leaving her child in a motel by themselves. Anybody could see that those hateful sayings she was telling me ’bout my mama was all nothing but works of evil. And what ’bout her calling me a whore; Lula was just mad that she wasn’t high-spirited with pretty eyes with a man to dote on her.


All lies, that’s what they was. All lies. I couldn’t wait to the day that I’d see Ruby to tell her ’bout all that wickedness ole Lula said. Anyway, it wasn’t my fault, what my mama did. I sho’ felt sorry for Lula Mae and her kids, but Lula had no call to take out on me what was done b’tween grown folks. I had nothing to do with they problems. I’d get back at that Lula Mae some day, when I got grown.


As my breathin’ calmed, I got to studyin’ my body. Lula had whooped me like she was beating down the gates of hell. My arms and legs had dried blood all over ’em; it must’ve dripped when I was running. In some places I saw the pink and white of my inside flesh, and in others there was swollen welts. It reminded me of the time my stupid sister Doretha went and teased a German shepherd dog, and it damn near bit her thigh off. That dog’s teeth dug so deep in her skin that she had to go and have ’em sew her leg meat back together. And since nobody knowed if the stray animal had the rabies or not, she had to take a hundred shots in her belly so that she wouldn’t foam at the mouth. I kinda wondered if Lula Mae had rabies and if so, would I need to get them rabies shots too.


“Oh no, not again. ¿Niña, niña, qué pasa?”


Mrs. Perez must’ve seen me sittin’ on the tree stump through her kitchen window. She came hurrying towards me yelling, ¿Niña, niña, qué pasa?” I only knowed a li’l Mes’can, but I understood what she was asking me. She wanted to know what the matter was. I tried to tell her, but I choked on the tears as I spoke.


¿Niña, qui ente hizo esto? Who make this happen?” Mrs. Perez asked me again.


“Donna Janine lied and told Lula that I was trying to kill her baby, so Lula beat me with a water hose.” As I ’tempted to let her know my side I couldn’t help but think how crazy it all was. Lord knows I loved that baby like she was my own kin. I took care of her best I could, and I’d never try and hurt her. The place behind my eyes started to puff up with water again, and I didn’t try and stop ’em from coming in no way; I just let the tears fall as they pleased and listened while my heart moaned in quiet.


After shaking her head, and swearing words of “puta” and “cabrona,” Mrs. Perez led me into her kitchen, where she handed me a wet paper towel and kept one for herself. Most of the welts was real swollen and too painful to the touch, so Mrs. Perez tried to be as gentle as she could. Goodness gracious, the more I looked at me, the more my mind couldn’t make sense of the whole thing. All I could see was that one minute I was home and now I wasn’t. I didn’t even know what I’d done wrong. The tears kept sliding.


“Shh,mija.It’s okay. Shh,” Mrs. Perez whispered to me. She took my head and leaned it on her chest and petted me like a baby. It made me cry harder and want for a mama I didn’t have. I felt the wind take my breath and draw it in real deep as Ruby’s name echoed in my mind. It sounded like somebody inside me was screaming from a far-off place. I don’t know why, but something inside me always called her name whenever I cried.


It seemed like Mrs. Perez was home alone, ’cause Theresa was nowhere in sight. Secretly, I was happy. I didn’t need my friend to see me all torn up like this. I figured it would sho’ ’nough scare her half to death.


“Whatchu gonna do, mija?” Mrs. Perez asked me, the skin above her eyes raised high. “Ju cain’t go back dare.”


Again, the water hose welts started to sting and remind me of where I had just come from. I wanted real bad to stay with the Perezes, but I didn’t know how to ask if I could. Anyway I didn’t wanna stay too long just in case Lula decided to come looking for me so she could finish me off. I just knowed that nothing in the world could make me wanna go back home. I realized for the first time that when I left Big Mama’s I never thought past getting to the Perezes’. And now that I was here, I had to worry ’bout what to do next. As I let Mrs. Perez’s question sink into my mind, I quickly started to go through all the folks I knowed that might be interested in me. There was only one other grown folk who I could think of that didn’t live out in south Austin, but I was scareder than the dickens to call her up.


As I thought ’bout it, ever so slowly, I began recollectin’ the face of the nice ole lady who’d come out to the Thornhills’ to tell me she was my real peoples and she wanted to get to know me. The first time I met her I was playing “Ole Mary Mack” with one of my play cousins, and she rode up our driveway in a big brown car. I’d never seen a car that big b’fore. I tried not to pay much mind to her ’cause I didn’t wanna mess up my game, but I couldn’t help but take notice that she had the largest, shiniest forehead I’d seen in all my life. The way she wore her hair, all pushed back off her face, brought to my mind the man who sits on the front of a dollar bill—except she was black. Even while she got out her car, I never stopped playing “Ole Mary Mack,” I just kept a lazy eye on her. My game was gettin’ good.


“Hey, Gina, I was eavesdropping and heard Big Mama talking to the lady who came in that nice car. The lady say she yo’ gran’mama.” Carl, Big Mama’s youngest gran’son, came running towards me with a mouth full of other people’s business.


“You a damned lie,” I hollered at him—mad for making me mess up my game.


“No I ain’t, neither. I did hear ’em say that. You just wait,” he insisted, then licked his tongue out at me and ran off. I’d later learned that Carl was tellin’ the truth.


“Odetta Fontaine.” I surprised myself by speakin’ aloud.


Not waiting for me to answer her question, Mrs. Perez had picked up a ball of cornmeal from a bowl. She looked over at me as she started smashing pieces of the dough between her hands.


“My so-called daddy’s mama,” I explained, hoping Mrs. Perez could understand me. I say so-called ’cause if you ask me, anybody that did what my daddy did wasn’t fit to be knowed. I had a hard time believing that I had a real daddy, so when Miss Odetta called on me I thought it was even odder he’d sent her instead of coming hisself. I never did understand that. I’d thought on Odetta every now and again since the first time I met her. On account we didn’t see one another on a regular basis, she slipped past my everyday knowing, just like my unpracticed multiplication tables. But now she might be the only one I could call.


Mrs. Perez was pulling stuff out of cabinets and was making what I s’posed was dinner—after all, it was getting dark outside. The truth be told, the last thing I wanted to think ’bout was food. That Odetta woman was sitting on the edge of my mind.


Even though I’d swore to the heavens I’d never go all the way back to them mem’ries of the one time me and Doretha visited with Ruby the summer I s’posedly met my daddy, Glenn, I couldn’t stop the thoughts from having they way. I didn’t try and fight it. I just laid the wet paper towel Mrs. Perez gave me ’cross my stinging welts on my arms and closed my eyes.


I could still hear the spitefulness in Sister’s voice as she’s yelling and telling us how she didn’t wanna go and see Ruby. Me and Big Mama just stood by and watched as Daddy Lent dragged her to the car and tried to fold her into it. “I hate her. She ain’t no kin to me.” I couldn’t believe Sister. “If she’d really wanted us, she would’ve came for us herself. Cain’t y’all see that! It’s ’cause she hates us, that’s why she didn’t come! She prob’ly won’t even be there anyway!” We drove off from 2520 South Fifth Street, with Doretha having a full-blown conniption in the backseat. She was ’hooping and hollering ’bout how she hated everybody and damn sho’ didn’t want nothing to do with no mama named Ruby. Big Mama didn’t say nothing, or try and hit her for acting fool—instead she just kept right on know what to do for my sister. From what I can r’member Sister was round nine or ten, which would’ve made me five or near to it. And I thought she knowed more ’bout everything than I did. But when it came to our mama, Ruby, Sister didn’t know her like I imagined I did—as our mama, the woman who’d hug us an’ hold us and make us feel wanted. I just sat back and let Doretha scream in my ear and kick and scratch me if she wanted to. I didn’t care ’bout what she was sayin’. I was just glad to be going to see my mama.


I ’magined the reason we was able to go was ’cause Ruby had convinced Big Mama that she was done chasing them mens and dranking liquor and was ready to give me and my sister a try. I couldn’t wait.


When we arrived at Ruby’s she seemed kinda glad to see me and Sister, but I couldn’t really tell on account I didn’t r’member her ways firsthand. She was wearing what I figured to be her go-to-work uniform—a white nurse dress and shoes—and didn’t seem to have a lot of time to sit and let us know how happy she was to see us.


“Here, Doretha Ann.” Ruby handed Sister an empty Swanson’s chicken potpie box. “There’s some chicken potpies in the oven—turn ’em off in a li’l while.” Ruby then showed us to the room that we would share. We had twin beds and a dresser meant for two. The room seemed fine ’nough, but I was all balled up in knots, so I couldn’t say a whole lot. More than anything, though, I wanted to cry—on account that Ruby wasn’t gonna be round that night—but I didn’t know how to let them tears out. Instead I just held my breath for as long as I could and let the wanting pass.


At the time, Ruby was working the eleven-to-seven night shift at the hospital—which wasn’t so good ’cause we was left by ourselves a whole lot. Big Mama didn’t know all that when she agreed to give Ruby a chance with us. I believe Ruby even got me into a school to show just how serious she was ’bout tryin’ to keep us—I just don’t r’member ever going. As I thought back to that time, I see me, Sister, and Ruby’s two sons by her then-husband, Big Lawrence. Them boys was so small I don’t hardly even r’member them.


I did r’member Big Lawrence. He was blacker than tar, and he didn’t really live with us. He only came round when he had too much liquor on his breath and lipstick on his collar. Even then it seemed like he only came when he was looking for a fight—and that, he was sho’ guaranteed to get! Somehow, nobody ever told him, but he found out soon ’nough that Ruby wasn’t a woman to be messing with when it came to her mens being up to no good. I could recollect this one time when Big Lawrence came over to see Ruby, and they was carrying on ’bout him not coming over after his shift at the car dealership. Ruby only asked Big Lawrence once where he’d been all night. But by the time he was finished stuttering, talking nonsense, and wipin’ the lipstick offa the side of his mouth, she’d swung a wallop right upside his head. They’d fight for what seemed like hours, leaving me feeling like my body was shaking all the way through long after they was done. And by the time they was all used up, there’d be no windows left in the front or back of his Eldorado. There’d be bricks sticking up in the hood, and his tires looked like bald hubcaps with shredded-up rubber hanging from ’em. I don’t know, but I think Big Lawrence must’ve had a lot of money, ’cause the next time I seen him after that, he came with a new car and started all over again with Ruby.


Whenever the fights was going on, it was usually in the late night, and us kids would all be sleeping. That is until somebody called the police, and they’d come and say they was gonna take us kids away if the craziness didn’t quiet down. Deep down I kinda thought that maybe Ruby really didn’t want us to live with her and that’s why she always fought with Big Lawrence. Maybe she wanted the police to take us from her.


I opened my eyes and looked round the kitchen, Mrs. Perez’d got quiet, and I wanted to make sure she was still there. For a minute, I watched her tear up green stuff that looked like three-leaf clovers and throw it in a bowl made of concrete. She threw in salt and little bits and pieces of onions and red peppers, then grabbed a rock shaped like a stretched-out egg and mashed it all into a pasty-like mixture. I could see the stuff inside the bowl by the way she was holding it in her arms; it was cocked the way you would hold a baby if you was feeding it. I shut my eyes again, and my mind picked up where it left off.


Sometimes I wished I could’ve been more like Sister, and hate Ruby, but I couldn’t. I always felt like my mama was on the brim of giving me something, but right when it came time for her to hand it over, she’d change her mind and run off with it. So I always wanted to stay round her just in case there was a time when I’d get lucky. Doretha, on the other hand, was usually nowhere to be found. She was real good at finding somebody else’s house to be at. From sunup to sundown, you couldn’t see a hair of her. Usually, round the time for us to eat, Ruby would have to tell me to go and hunt Doretha down, mainly on account of she didn’t want the neighbor folks talking ’bout her as a neglectful mama. I could hear Ruby’s voice shoutin’, “Go on outside and find ya’ sistah, and don’t come back wit’out her or I’ll kick the both of yo’ asses!”


When I asked Sister why come it seemed like she didn’t like being round our mama, she told me, “It’s not that I don’t like Ruby; it’s that she don’t like me, or you either. Cain’t you see that she would much rather have a man or her boys up under her, than us, any a day?” I’d never looked at it that way, even though I could see some truth in what Doretha said. Sister went on to tell me how she hated Big Lawrence, mainly ’cause she could tell that he hated her. I agreed with her ’cause I sho’ didn’t have much for him myself, and deep down inside, from the way he’d look at me through one of his bloodred eyes, I knowed that he hated me too.


I was happy for the little bit of time Sister was round, though, ’cause she sho’ was good at figuring stuff out.


“You know,” she would say, “he hates us ’cause we ain’t his kids. And he specially don’t like you ’cause you so much lighter than him, and that’s a reminder to him that you couldn’t be his. And when it comes to me, it’s ’cause I’m quiet and he thinks I’m sneaky. That’s why he likes to whoop our asses and lock you in the closet.”


Every now and again, Big Lawrence would come over in the daytime. This was not good for me and Sister. Anytime I did or said something he didn’t agree with, like tell him to stop hittin’ my mama, he’d haul off and punch me in the face and stomach. Then he’d tell me I’d betta’ not cry. And when I did, he’d beat me up with the buckle of his belt or whatever he could find; then he’d throw me in the closet and push a dresser up to it and say, “If you squeak a sound, I swear that big roaches and even bigger rats are gonna come and eat your little mouthy ass up.”


Ruby never did wanna know the truth. Most times when Big Lawrence acted fool with me or Sister, Ruby was at work or maybe even standing right behind him—with her back turned. And luckily for them, the boys would always seem to be nowhere in sight. Even when I tried to tell Ruby my side she’d say, “Shet that sissy-ass whining shit up! Cain’t you see he’s trying to be a daddy to you? Now shet up, I said!” I learned to hate daddies right there on the spot.


It was there, in the closet, I learned to hold my breath and count.

Sometimes it’d be to a hundred, and other times I’d just count till I couldn’t r’member where I started from. I ain’t too sure of what would happen to my sister while I was in the closet. But I do believe she’d put up a good fight. Even through the door that was closed with a thick dresser up against it, I could still hear flesh thumping up against flesh—like big hands slapping on a watermelon to see if it was ripe. And when I’d come out of that stupid closet, my sister would either be gone or sometimes I’d find her on the floor b’tween our twin beds balled up like a newborn baby—cryin’. Funny thing, though; I don’t ever r’member Big Lawrence picking on them boys too much.


One day, while I was outside, trying to put the chain back on a bicycle I’d borrowed—a tall light-skinned man came up to me and said, “Excuse me, can you tell me where Ruby Carmichael lives?”


After giving him the once-over, I told him, “I ain’t to be talking to no strangers.”


He said that he was sure my mama wouldn’t mind. And that he was a real old friend of hers. Then he handed me a present. “Here, I have something especially for you.”


I took it and worried if he was the kind of man that I’d been warned against getting in the car with. Holding the present in my hands, I looked round, saw no car, then figured the fella was okay. I turned the gift over in my hands. It was a plastic white pen that was planted in a little flowerpot, and at the end of the pen was a white dove. “Thank you.” I turned the plastic object round in my hand and wondered why he’d gave it to me. More than that, I wanted to know what I should do with it. I wasn’t able to write with pens in school yet.


“Over there—Ruby lives in that there house.” I pointed to the house ’cross the street from where I was standing. Holding on to my new pen, I forgot about the bicycle chain and watched as the man crossed the street. His legs was long and narrow and shaped like a wishbone. He was wearing a pair of pants with a matching coat. From the looks of him, I could tell that he wasn’t the kind of man that Ruby was used to. He talked like he wasn’t from round these here parts—he sounded like Dick Clark from American Bandstand. I watched as the stranger knocked on the door and waited. Within minutes I heard Ruby screaming and shouting. “Oh, Glenny, is that you? Where the hell have you been?” Then she pulled him into the house and shut the door. I knowed not to bother ’em, so I went on about my playing.

Later on that day Ruby called me in and sat down with me at the kitchen table. She told me she had something to talk with me ’bout. “I know we ain’t never talked like this b’fore, but I gotta tell you ’bout cha’ daddy.” I could feel my stomach jump up to my throat and hang out for a while. For a minute it felt like I wasn’t no longer sittin’ on the chair, but slowly rising up towards the ceiling. In all my life I didn’t even have time to think on no daddy, on account I was so busy worryin’ ’bout Ruby. I wondered for a second why she wasn’t talking to Sister too. Then suddenly I knowed right then and there that me and Sister didn’t come from the same man, and that that man come to visit was my so-called daddy, not hers. I didn’t really feel bad for Sister, though, ’cause I didn’t know what either of us needed a daddy for.


“Now me and Glenn, we go way back. I’ve been knowing him since I was a child.” I could tell that Ruby had been sipping out her liquor bottle by the way her words was starting to get deep with drawl and by her sounding like a wee l’il girl.


“Outta all the mens I ever liked, I liked Glenn, ya’ daddy, the most. Hell, for all I know I prob’ly loved him. And that’s why I never told you ’bout him or him ’bout you. I didn’t wanna get in his way of being famous.”


I was too besides myself to understand any of them words pouring outta Ruby’s mouth. I didn’t know how to believe a sound she said. Far as I knowed, he was another one of her men friends that she was bound to run off and leave us for. And from the looks of things, she seemed like she was stupid in love over him already. I noticed she’d taken the time to put herself together real nice-like. Her hair was softly set, then pulled into a curly ’fro puff, and she had fancy makeup on. To top that off Ruby wore her l’il halter-top outfit with the pink and red flowers. In the short time I was with her, I hadn’t seen her dress herself like that for nobody. Finally she stood up, as if she couldn’t sit next to me no more, and repeated herself ’bout how Glenn was not to blame, ’cause he didn’t know nothin’ ’bout me. And the reason he didn’t know nothin’ ’bout me was ’cause she’d wanted to protect him. She said he had dreams to chase, and she didn’t want him to feel trapped here in Texas by no baby. Something inside me told me to go on and ask Ruby the question that was burning inside my mind and belly waiting to get out.
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