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            I read Rattlebone when it was first published in 1994. I loved it then, and all these years later I love it more’ Ann Patchett

            ‘Each skilful plot twist, each new, wonderful character has the effect of a sip of literary love potion. There is magic dust sprinkled over each and every page … Maxine Clair has offered us hope without rhetoric. She has told a story of struggle with a quietly triumphant end that says, sometimes, even in places called Rattlebone, Black girls get to live happily ever after too.’ New York Times Book Review

            ‘Told in a style that is memorable for its ability to shift tones and to capture, in rich and controlled language, new levels of consciousness … Clair consistently attains the poetry organic to everyday speech while avoiding the quaint, the forced and the patronising.’ Washington Post

            ‘This brilliant debut belongs on the same shelf as V. S. Naipaul’s Miguel Street and Jamaica Kincaid’s Annie John … Rattlebone is enchanting, sexy, wise, and richly imagined.’ Howard Norman
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Lucy and Robert Smith,

Robert Jr, Gloria, Ronald,
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            And always for Stephen, Michael, Joey, and Adrienne, for this journey, this love
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            Introduction

         

         Some introductions give new life to books that are already familiar, offering a fresh slant on an old text. Rattlebone, new to many of us in the UK with this publication, requires something different. It is strange to be writing an introduction for this book and this writer, when neither this book nor its writer should need an introduction. Perhaps, then, this is best thought of as a celebration; a welcoming in.

         Maxine Clair was born in Kansas City, Kansas in 1939. She is the second of nine children from a poor family. Neither of her parents finished high school. In an interview with the Washington Post, Clair recalls growing up with a feeling of ‘being always just on the periphery of importance’. She was thirty-nine years old when she decided to write, by which time she was working as a medical technologist in a children’s hospital in Washington DC and was a single mother of four. She started with poetry and sent early work to Toni Morrison at Random House (‘the only Black person I knew who was involved in literature’). Following a gentle rebuff, she took a free creative writing class and then completed an MFA. In 1992, one of Clair’s short stories won a local prize. She was put in touch with a literary agent and received three offers of publication for Rattlebone. She chose Farrar, Strauss and Giroux – famous for publishing Robert Lowell, Marilynn Robinson and Louise Glück, among many other household names.

         On its publication in the US in 1994, Rattlebone won both the Literary Award from the Black Caucus of the American Library Association and the Chicago Tribune Heartland Prize. It received widespread praise from critics, who applauded its wisdom and eye for detail. Writing in Belles Lettres, Quandra Prettyman called it a ‘small work that opens large, a miniature full of rich detail and evocative backdrop’. The Observer noted its ‘sparky heroine’ while Publishers Weekly pronounced that the impressive debut had ‘launched her toward the front ranks of contemporary fiction’.

         This is a book with much to say: about childhood and the complicated, thorny routes out of it, and about the art of storytelling. When I was asked to write this introduction, I was deeply honoured; when I finished reading Rattlebone I felt awestruck by Clair’s control and subtlety. Now, helping to bring the book to UK readers for the first time, I am excited for you and what you are to read.

         Among many reasons to admire this beautiful, wise book is its deft combination of opposites, or at least of difference: adult life and childhood collide; Whiteness intrudes on a Black neighbourhood; truth and misunderstandings mingle. Weaving in and out of the action of the novel, there is the beautiful mixture of the classic and the inventive, the blend of that which is traditional with that which remains refreshing and surprising to this day, nearly thirty years on. The book begins with a child’s perspective on things she cannot be expected to understand (adulthood, love and what adults do to one another when they are in love or near enough to it) but by the time it ends, Irene ‘Reenie’ Wilson has grown. The novel has grown with her, encompassing a wealth of characters and of stories. Its readers, too, are wiser, more fulfilled and questioning than before we began this brief journey with Reenie and the inhabitants of Rattlebone.

         As a bildungsroman, Rattlebone brings to mind novels like Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God, which is characterised by what Henry Louis Gates, Jr identifies as Janie’s journey ‘from object to subject’. Clair herself said, ‘I am always pursuing expansiveness for my characters, whether you call it “coming of age” or “coming to terms with life”.’ There is much of this expansiveness in Rattlebone: the characters’ minds (and ours) expand, but the language also morphs, changes shape with Clair’s purposes and the stories’ contexts. At times, adulthood peers around the corners of the prose and pulls faces at us, as when October Brown is recalled to have ‘read to our sleepy heads about boys going down a river on a raft, read to us in wherefore language about a boy and a girl, star-crossed, killing themselves accidentally and on purpose’.

         And yet, even in the opening story, October Brown’s presence in Reenie’s life is by no means simple or easy. She is never just a schoolteacher, and the hinted-at affair with Reenie’s father (or rather, the tangled web of reactions from the people of Rattlebone) never allows her to be ‘just’ anything. After Reenie corroborates Hank Mizell’s false accusation of October, there follows a passage striking for its childish naivety:

         
            Summer was coming when my father would show me which was dandelion and which was dock, which was pokeberry and which was nettle. We would bring back morels and truffles for my mother to dip in egg and crackers and fry them crispy brown. Summer was coming and maybe my father would come back.

         

         That ‘maybe’ haunts us just as October’s presence haunts Reenie’s father (and as her presence haunts the Wilson family). We know precisely what can and can’t happen, and yet it lingers in the mind.

         In moments like this, the adult world is subjugated by the mind of an intelligent child: it seems to contract while still retaining its rough outline. What survives is a sense that the world – that world in which Reenie exists but to which she does not, she believes, belong – is a large and complicated place, a dangerous place from which little working-class Black girls are shielded only to an extent; a world from which those who are grown are not shielded at all but are very much in the depths of the world. They are in and of that world, shaping it and reshaping it, struggling in it, knee-deep, mired at times almost beyond recognition, as when Reenie sees what she shouldn’t at the ‘Tourist Home’ and identifies a familiar face in the most distant – and yet the most immediate – of language:

         
            Suddenly when he bent forward, I saw a face I had never seen before. And when he swept her off her feet, I saw her face too. The cut bangs and the beautiful profile filled my entire view. She was not a stranger.

         

         This is not a book which preserves innocence for all its characters. It is, though, one which places great weight on dignity – that which is protected, and that which is lost or taken.

         It is also a book which offers grace. There are moments when the narrative seems to suggest that joy does not merely exist but is within reach, lying in wait in unexpected places, as when Reenie and Wanda slow dance alone in Wanda’s bedroom. Here, the language seems to dance around adulthood, around sex, circling it warily and hungrily but never becoming one with it. Instead, Reenie seems to disappear, her desire almost unknowable even to herself, detectable only by the things on which her keen eyes fall:

         
            [Wanda] flung my arm more tightly around her neck, caught my waist and drew me in, then caught my other hand in hers against my shoulder. We were pressed together, my cheek against her temple. Highlights at the edges of her brown hair brought out the tan of her face. Her skin seemed to be pulled satin-smooth over the square plates of her cheeks, her brown eyes flashed topaz. Her nearly translucent teeth suggested that they were somehow fragile. She smelled like the glycerin and rose water she used as a lotion. She had gathered her hair to one side with yellow twine and it tangled in the borealis earrings that dangled from her ears. I felt the small cushions of her breasts between us.

         

         Then, just as it seems as though Irene is about to express what she is beginning to feel, about to know herself in a new light, her consciousness seems to pull away, to avert its eyes:

         
            For a moment I had the impulse to touch her skin or hair. Desire, however, is sometimes the affectionate face of envy, and in the next moment I tried to imagine what might mar those flawless features that nobody could resist.

         

         Something sensible seems to return and remind us that nothing, not even desire, not even youth, is simple and straightforward. Reading this passage, the excitement I felt on Reenie’s behalf – more than a frisson, a bit of hope – retreated as Reenie did. The book made me think it might have been one thing, and instead became another.

         And yet the book never disappoints. When it morphs it does so cleverly, deftly. There is no prudishness here. Reenie’s brief meditation on desire is not condescending but curious; wide-eyed rather than wilfully blind. And when one thinks about the context in which Clair was writing (the fact that 1994, the year in which Rattlebone was first published was the year in which US Senator Jesse Helms referred to homosexuals as ‘degenerates’ in Newsweek), this sensitive, delicate, human portrayal becomes even more striking.

         Perhaps this is true of the entire novel: nothing sums it up more than the word ‘controlled’. It is not that the narratives lack drama or excitement – far from it. Nor is it true that Clair shies away from the messier, more painful sides of the lives she narrates, or that she ever seeks to tidy them excessively, make them feel too neat. But it is true that ‘water finds its own level’: what is turbulent will become calm, what is terrifying at a distance will often approach and make itself known. Life is sometimes unfair, frightening, too short. Intrusions come in the form of divorce, infidelity and death. And yet, ultimately, something human survives. The book follows multiple storylines, watching October Brown in multiple contexts and turning elsewhere at times. But its return to Brown is magnificent, worldly, wise, finding her, after a period of great turbulence and unfairness, calmly occupying a position of benign power.

         The rich and complex nature of the stories makes it difficult to pin down what kind of book it is. Books this clever are often elusive, encouraging us to broaden our definitions and take down walls; and so, within its pages and under its gaze, rules bend and break. It is too fragmented to be a novel-in-stories, too closely woven to be a short story collection. The novel is too full of adult life to be the bildungsroman of Reenie Wilson alone, too deeply concerned not just with the journey of its central character, but with those of the Rattlebone community, too. Not only Reenie’s story, but those of many people around her are given life. One of the remarkable things about the novel is its ability to rove between perspectives, to shift between persons. Isabel Soto rightly remarks on its ‘diasporic’ nature, referring to its ability to look ‘in more than one direction at once’. Reading this, I am struck again by Clair’s masterful ability to preserve the dignity so crucial to children’s view of themselves, even while portraying precisely the silliness, the shortsightedness, the naivety and even the failures which mark out the voice of Reenie as that of a child.

         As Soto also observes, Rattlebone is the heir to prior novels by African-American writers, such as Their Eyes Were Watching God, also set in a fictive town based on a real place. It even recalls Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye, which also begins with the first-person plural (‘We thought, at the time, that it was because Pecola was having her father’s baby that the marigolds did not grow’) and guides our eyes outward into the world. And, although Rattlebone continues in first-person singular, its ability to balance the personal with the communal is part of what makes it extraordinary. Reenie, in the opening, sees only her own life, her own interests; the novel, through Clair, sees everyone’s.

         UK readers might also reflect on its relationship to books like White Teeth by Zadie Smith, another novel that can contain a world. Unlike Rattlebone, White Teeth is set in a real city and written in third person, but the connections between the two books run deeper. Both novels are fascinated with the plurality of communities, with what it means to fail in life and to live on; both novels share Clair’s fascination with ‘expansiveness’.

         Finally, as a novel about a community and, particularly, as a novel about Black lives and the ways in which Whiteness interacts with them, Rattlebone deserves every bit of the fame and widespread affection given to To Kill a Mockingbird. Lee’s book was published over thirty years before Clair’s and has had more time to find its way into the hearts of people around the world. As Rattlebone is published in the UK for the first time, I hope it receives the same welcome into an ever-expanding canon of modern classics. I envy its new readers the opportunity to encounter for the first time its wit, its patience, its deft magic. I hope its new readers find in it everything I did, and more.

         Okechukwu Nzelu 

         2023 

      

   


   
      
         
            October Brown

         

         We heard it from our friends, who got it from their near-eyewitness grandmothers and their must-be-psychic neighbor ladies, that when she was our same age, our teacher, Miss October Brown, watched her father fire through his rage right on into her mother’s heart. In a fit of crazy-making grief, October Brown threw herself at walls and floors and cursed the name of God, apparently not mere blasphemy but mutterings that could cause limbs to crimp and men to yowl like jackals. The story went on that immediately thereafter, Satan himself had made a visitation to October Brown, and from that time until the year she became our grown-woman schoolteacher, the burnt brown of her left cheek was marked by a wavery spot of white: a brand, a Devil’s kiss.

         We put this together with what we already knew, which was that a patch of bleached skin meant death was on the way; the white would spread. When it covered your entire body you died.

         I doubt that any of us fully believed every part of the story, but we were so seduced by the idea of it that before the end of the first day of school we buzzed with frenzy – a frenzy contained, because we imagined that a woman surrounded by such lore would have to have a bad temper, a flash fire that could drive her from her desk to yours in a single movement, dislodge you by your measly shoulders, plant you hard on the hardwood floor, tell you in growling underbreaths of wrath to stand up straight and say whatever she wanted you to say, and then crumble you in the mortar of her black-eyed stare.

         Intuition is the guardian of childhood; it was keen in us, and we were right. Before we knew what current events were, she asked us who Wallis Warfield Simpson was and we sat. Attention shot through our arms and nailed our fists to the center of our desktops. Not a single hand went up.

         Our eyes dared not follow her as she got up from her desk and moved around the room in a slow prance, falling back in her double-jointed knees like a camel with each step, around and around the room, asking ‘Who was Edward the Eighth?’ speeding up while a few eyes shifted, a few feet shuffled under desks.

         ‘Who knows or think they know?’ she asked, and she was back at the desk again.

         ‘All right, then, who was George the Sixth?’

         We were still again, still until she whumped her Thorndike International Dictionary onto her desk and we grabbed our elbows.

         ‘Look at me.’

         We looked.

         ‘Who was George the Sixth?’

         We looked, and the blue Thorndike flew over our heads and crashed into the back wall between two sixteen-paned windows. One corner pane of glass, weakened by BB shot some winter or summer before, fell to the radiator and shattered on the floor.

         ‘Tomorrow I will ask you again.’

         My mother said that that was the nervy part of Miss Brown coming out, the Negro woman-teacher part of October Brown ‘trying to put some sense into y’all’s pickaninny heads’, she said.

         ‘Tell your parents you will be learning French this year. Tell them to send a note if they want you to be excused from this part of your education.’ She went on: ‘These books are old but the rules have not changed. These books are special. Each one of these books belongs to me personally. You cannot buy one of these books or replace one, so govern yourselves accordingly.’ Then she said to John Goodson, ‘Pass these books out as far as they will go and share with your neighbors.’

         Never mind that the Kansas City curriculum did not include French, never mind that the Superintendent of Elementary Schools made threats against her for it. ‘Qu’est-ce que c’est?’ ‘C’est le pupitre.’ ‘Qu’est-ce que c’est?’ ‘C’est la lumière.’ 

         The unblemished side of Miss Brown shone on Wednesday afternoons after recess. ‘Class, put your heads down,’ she would say, and down went one overhead row of lights as she hushed her voice and read to our lowered heads about the time when everything was blacker than a hundred midnights and a lonely God stepped out on space, batting his lightning eyes, and made the world, made us out of mud by the river, and she read to our sleepy heads about boys going down a river on a raft, read to us in wherefore language about a boy and a girl, star-crossed, killing themselves accidentally and on purpose. She read aloud to herself and our curious heads listened, sneaking peeks of her perched on the side of her throne, legs wound round each other in long grace, her face a still, dark well of molasses, and death-kissed. Her coal-black hair carried all the life smells of her; parted in the middle, it hung in crowded crinkles to the shoulders of her shoulder-padded, to-the-nines dresses.

         Those dresses. ‘I wouldn’t wear nothin like that, but she got tiny hips,’ my mother said. They were draped at her waist or flounced, crepe with sequined dragons and peacocks, glittery butterflies, dresses that shone like the sun in the drab circle of dark clothes dark girls wore at the rear of the classroom, the place to which we gravitated at lunch time, the back of the room where she graded papers, spread her napkin for her peeled boiled egg, peeled red tomato, her peeled-and-opened-like-a-flower orange on a white china plate aquamarine-trimmed. We nibbled, crust first, our baloney sandwiches and tried to match her spread on the waxed paper inside our fold-over-tuck paper pouches.

         For all of us, staying at school for lunch meant being away from home all day, playing jacks, telling Hank Misell stories. Hank was our recognised criminal who had stolen a dollar of the Defense Stamp money from Miss Brown’s drawer and smuggled it out in his shoe. No one had told. Loyalty was hero-making, and from that day on, he was invincible.

         But my mother said the Misells had money enough to do anything they felt like doing. ‘Don’t go gettin any notion in your head that you can do it too,’ she said, cross at me for no reason at all.

         By a happenstance unclear to me then, my mother had steadily grown a baby inside her, aggravating my father in the process.

         ‘What you think I am, Pearl, made of money? You better get your head out of the clouds and get some more ironin in here or somethin.’

         Whenever they talked, they talked about the baby. Whenever they didn’t talk, it was about the baby too. For me they had only silence.

         If you’ve ever tasted the after-rain clay dirt on a Kansas summer afternoon, or if you’ve ever secretly wanted to, you may understand why I was often tempted to eat a stick of chalk. It held the smell of that clay dirt. But if you had seen the overgrown girl that I was, standing dumb at the blackboard one day, sucking a stick of chalk, it might have seemed peculiar.

         ‘Irene, what is wrong with you? Are you ill? Don’t hunch your shoulders, answer yes or no,’ Miss Brown said.

         I couldn’t answer.

         ‘If nothing is wrong, write your sums and be seated,’ she said.

         That morning I had awakened to heat in my father’s voice. ‘How many times do I have to tell you, Pearl? Stuff costs money! Since when can’t you wash diapers? We didn’t have no diaper service for Reenie.’

         And my mother’s heat when she told him, ‘Don’t start nothin with me, James. I’m the one havin this baby. Who got the last pair of shoes that come in this house? Answer me that. Who’s all the time wearin me out about how his papa used to eat steak every Sunday?’ My father tromped up the stairs. My mother tromped right behind him, not letting up.

         They were on opposite ends of the same track, and I knew from time and again that they would both speed up, bear down until they had only inches left between them, then they would both fall back and rumble until silence prevailed. Later my father would bring home orange sherbet and my mother would rub his back and they would both be laughing.

         But this time, before the rumble melted away, I heard what sounded like the whole house falling down. My father hollered out like he was using his last breath and ran down the steps. I flew to the top of the stairs. He was picking her up from the bottom, all the while praying, ‘Mercy.’ He yelled for me to call the home nurse on the phone, but when he saw that I couldn’t move, he carried my mother to her bed and ran to call the nurse himself.

         ‘Reenie, you wait by the door for the nurse,’ he told me, but I could not leave the foot of my mother’s bed. Covering her with a quilt, he asked her ‘please’ to be quiet, but she went right on nonstop about all the things she meant to order from the catalogue for the baby, all the places I could stay if they had to leave me alone. When the home nurse came, she told my mother and father that I should be sent along to school, but my father let me stay at home until they left for the hospital.

         Certain that my mother’s fall was preface to disaster, I stood there at the blackboard with the chalk in my mouth, sucking on the fact that one or the other, mother or baby, would die. I tried to focus my grief on the loss of the hump in my mother’s belly but, unsure of my power to choose, I bit down on my mother gone.

         ‘Irene, put the chalk down. You’d better sit and work on your word problems. What’s the trouble?’

         None of this escaped my friend Jewel Hicks, the pink-ribboned, talks-too-much, needs-her-butt-beat jewel daughter of the on-our-party-line Mrs Hicks.

         ‘Her daddy made her mamma fall down the steps and her mamma’s going to have a baby.’

         Wailing is the sound you make to straighten out a tangled throat so that you can breathe, and to spill tears from boiling eyes so that you can see your ‘Come on, Irene’ way out into the hall. Our janitor pushing his T-broom nodded, ‘How do, Miss Brown’ in the dimness of the hallway, and the cedar-sawdust-muted click of her high-heeled shoes comforted me as much as her arm around my shoulders all the way to the girls’ restroom while I cried myself into hiccups.

         ‘Now listen. No matter what happens, you are going to be all right,’ Miss Brown said. ‘You’re a crackerjack, you’re smart, and you can be strong even when you’re afraid. But don’t worry, your mother will be fine, the baby too, your daddy too.’

         When I got home from school that evening, my father had a guess-what lift in his voice and a halfway smile on his face.

         ‘Of course your mamma wouldn’t leave you and me like that,’ he told me. ‘And to boot,’ he said, ‘she got us a brand-new baby boy.’ I was the happiest girl in the Rattlebone end of Kansas City.

         A few days later a baby came home with my mother. It was a tiny, raw-looking thing, writhing, gagging. At sudden times it drew up, spread tiny fingers, and grabbed at the air, shuddered as if it were falling. It squealed and fussed, and dirty clothes grew in mounds on the back porch. It slept, we listened to Damon Runyon and Let’s Pretend with our ears stuck to the sides of the radio. It was the-baby-this, the-baby-that; it was practically Thanksgiving before things got back to normal.

         By Christmastime Junie was sleeping all night and my mother had gone back to taking in ironing, ironing bushels of clothes. My father found masonry work indoors, all of us busy and tickled to be busy. A week before Christmas the Montgomery Ward truck pulled up in front of our house and we were immediately giddy. I knew some of the catalog orders had to be mine. The driver brought several boxes to the door and my mother – ‘Step back, Reenie’ – took them quickly to her room. Watching to see if that was all, I saw two men rolling a gleaming-white surprise down the plank to the sidewalk. I yelled so, my mother came running, then danced a piece of jitterbug when she saw it. ‘Westinghouse’ it said. ‘Westinghouse!’ I yelled. They sat it in the middle of the front room. ‘We needed it,’ my father said, grinning when he came home and my mother hung on his neck.

         The double-wringer washing machine was a Misells-ain’t-got-nothin-on-us kind of thing, but I was even more ecstatic over my first store-bought, stitched-down pleated skirt, and knee socks to match. We were definitely coming up in the world.

         Winter always arrived before the sun was very far south in the sky, so that a white Thanksgiving was as unremarkable as jonquils ice-sheathed at Easter. A blizzard, though, was a drama that threatened to bring the house down. With a perverse exhilaration, we compared it to what we knew as ultimate devastation: the Atom Bomb.

         Slate-gray clouds rumbled across the sky and exploded in needles of sleet. Then the all-day-all-night snow-wind screamed, whipping snow from place to place, unpredictably laying blank the railroad tracks and the cemetery, our outposts and borderlands, corners where we turned for home.

         On the day of the storm, stuck at school, we were put out about the fact that here we were, eight years old, and still had to wait for somebody’s mamma to walk us home. In blizzards of previous years, the room mothers had always come bringing rainbow sandwiches – potted meat, cheese, and sweet relish layered on bread and cut into thin fingers – piled high on a platter for us to come up and take, one sandwich at a time. I remembered being secretly relieved to link my arms into two others and be part of a dark brood in make-do headgear that followed William’s mother to the early light of our own porches, where we were handed over to our own mothers.

         Jewel’s mother swept in and bundled up her sweet one, Hank’s uncle came to take everyone who lived on Wynona. No sandwiches arrived, though John Goodson’s father did bring vanilla wafers. Pancakes of snow slid down panes of glass, then dribbled into the double-cardboard pane and dripped onto the radiator. I watched.

         This once was the only time my father ever came to school, and he didn’t merely show up; he kicked the classroom door hard from the outside. When Miss Brown opened it, my father stood snow-weighted in his black-and-red mackinaw and hunting cap, holding an orange crate lined with an army blanket. ‘Hi,’ he said to her. He was grinning. She turned away without speaking, without finding anything to do with her eyes.

         ‘The room mothers sent this – there’s enough chili in there to feed all y’all,’ he said.

         Miss Brown shook out the blanket and lifted my mother’s canning pot from the crate, then boxes of crackers, Dixie cups, streamers of paper-wrapped, figure-eight wooden spoons. O happy day! Single file, we got our cups filled and sat down to eat wherever we liked.

         At the back of the room Miss Brown spread my father’s mackinaw on the radiator, steaming and burning wool. My father sat big on top of the last desk in one row; Miss Brown sat smaller on another, across the aisle, facing him, and they talked while we ate our chili.

         She peeled her orange, dangled her legs in the aisle. She held it out to him, a flower offering on a china plate. He shook his head no. She ate one section, cherry-slick finger-tips into cherry-red lips, so proper. My father talked. He reached for a piece of her orange. She talked. She talked. He talked. Leaning over, she laughed and her heavy, live, crinkled hair fell forward and covered her face. She looked eyes-through-hair at him. She snapped straight and threw the mass of hair back, held it back with both hands, spreading elbows angel-winged out into the air. Letting go of her hair, she shook it into place and crossed her legs, talking, talking.

         Smiling, she touched the many-colored, parrot-appliquéd shoulder of her dress. Smiling, my father showed teeth all-around white. A pretty dress. Black, crepe, French. She arched herself, swung her legs, girl on a swing. When my father stood up to go, he slid his arms into her holding of his mackinaw. She held the door – ‘Bye, James’ – for us.

         No matter how fast he walked, I kept one step behind him, deep in his footprints down Sherman Alley and out Lenexa. Though he carried the box, he never slowed down. I passed him on the turn into the narrow path of our street and tried to run, feet stinging, home. After all the rush, I had nothing to say to my mother, who sang to me her rendition of Nat ‘King’ Cole’s ‘Sweet Lorraine’ over my feet, cold in the basin – Just found joy, he’s as happy as a baby boy, with another brand-new choo-choo toy, now he’s found his sweet Irene, Irene, Irene.

         If winter seemed definite, desperate, then spring seemed timid, capricious, like an innocent girl feigning wisdom. One day you felt a near-balmy wind, or sensed an almost-perfume from crocuses, saw the perhaps-violet six-o’clock sky and you guessed it was spring.

         I was mostly indifferent to it. Something had invaded our house. I watched my mother’s belly.

         ‘Don’t be ridiculous, girl, I almost got my waist back,’ she said.

         That wasn’t it. Still, a no-name, invisible something had settled on us. For instance: I saw it in the way nothing suited my father.

         ‘Pearl, can’t you think of nothin to cook but neck-bones? The stuff tastes like homemade sin. Ain’t we got nothin sweet but pound cake?’ he would say.

         He was impatient with Junie –‘Keep that boy quiet or git him outta here.’ Or careless with my mother’s feelings –‘You look like who’da-thought-it in that dress.’ Or he was absent, playing whist somewhere late at night with people my mother called God-knows-who.

         I heard it in the way my mother said ‘Reenie, be quiet’ or ‘Talk up, girl’ or ‘You shoulda been through cookin by now. Play with your brother.’ She’d stay behind her bedroom door for hours, and come out with her eyes puffy.

         She cried, she said, for my grandmother who had died when I was four. She cried, she said, for my uncle who was in Korea. For Junie’s rash, the burn on her ironing hand, a hole in my sock. For nothing, she said. ‘Nothin is wrong.’

         But it was there.

         Too early, before bird-twitter one morning, I heard my father’s brogans shuffling, my mother’s voice breaking in ways I held my ears against. Doors and drawers slammed, their voices peaked and sprawled, jabbed through the floor and walls.

         When my father’s heavy boots thundered all the way to the front door and down the walk without sounding even for a second like he was turning around, I ran to my window. In a morning light that was like gray gauze, I saw him swing a large suitcase into the cab of his truck.

         I could barely hear my voice ask why. My mother could barely say, ‘Just for a while.’

         Counting the days, I tried living the fantasy of my father away on a trip. But evenings, just before dark, when all the neighborhood seemed to settle inside kitchens and I sat alone at our table watching my mother – her whole dinner between two slices of bread – stand at the window and eat slowly into night, I knew that my father was gone.

         At first he stayed away, but eventually he took to stopping by to bring money or groceries or just himself for us to see. My mother always got busy in the kitchen or upstairs and left me to wonder out loud why and where and how much longer he would be wherever he was living, and who was fixing his dinner.

         ‘Wait now, Reenie,’ he said. ‘That’s for me and your mamma to talk about.’ But he told me that no matter where he lived, when school was out, he would still take me with him to pick wild greens and he would still teach me how to tell the good mushrooms from the bad ones. It was relieving to hear, but the end of school was like eternity, something I could not imagine.

         On Sundays my father ate dinner with us. After dinner, when he fell asleep on the divan with Junie in a snoozing bundle on his chest, my mother and I watched, ostensibly sewing and doing homework, but watching what could be if we could somehow fasten up the life we’d had together.

         Then one morning I took a shortcut through the hollow and when I arrived at school early, I saw a blue flatbed truck just like my father’s pulling away from the curb and Miss Brown going into the building. I thought to call out, but the man in the truck was wearing a felt hat with a brim, the kind men wore to church. My father had only a hunting cap. Besides, I reasoned, my father had to be at work long before I had to be at school; it could not be him.

         At about this time, school seemed pointless. Easter came and went and not even my new linen pleated skirt could cheer me. I relinquished my crackerjack seat and gave up my friendship with Jewel, so when we made our annual school jaunt to the Nelson Gallery of Art in three church buses with room mothers and teachers keeping a lid on our bubbling enthusiasm, I must have been ripe for the new taking-over of my mind.

         In the days that followed, I took to drawing. For no reason I drew trees. Naked winter trees, charcoal black on white paper. Trees with no buds, no leaves. Trees whose roots went down to the tip of nothingness, trees held in place only by the space on the white page. ‘Spring fever,’ Miss Brown said. I drew fragile roots and branches in the margins of incomplete homework, badly done test papers.

         ‘Tell me what’s gotten into you, Irene,’ she said. I studied less and drew more trees, and she slashed the trees with red Xs, asked me about my falling-asleep-with-my-eyes-open look. I drew more and she made me redo the work neatly. I drew black trees instead of redoing my work and she kept me near her desk and monitored my papers, asked me none-of-your-business things about my mother and father.

         It rained. It rained more. And on one of those rainy afternoons that we stayed in for recess, Miss Brown left the room. Hank Misell, digging through the bowels of the supply closet, came up with the box of Kotex Miss Brown reserved for intimate female catastrophes. With all eyes coaxing, he splashed red tempera down the middle of one napkin. Miss Brown opened the door at just the right time to catch him in the not-even-a-prayer position of placing it on her chair.

         ‘Out!’ She grabbed for his arm. He dodged.

         ‘You better not touch me,’ he said.

         She grabbed again, faster this time, and caught his arm.

         ‘I said out of here!’ And she pointed to the door.

         ‘Get your hands offa me, you black sidditty bitch! My mamma said you’re a whore.’ And Hank fixed his eyes on me. Miss Brown looked at me too, then fixed her eyes on him.

         Her look carried such fury we could all feel the silent curse she singed him with before she spun and pranced head-high out the door, her smeared Devil’s kiss glowing pink. Hank shrunk and slinked out behind her. I ran to the doorway and watched them, hen and duckling, down the length of the hallway and into the office.

         The next day, rumor billowed that Hank’s mother was coming to school to straighten the whole thing out. Hank Misell’s family owned the funeral home, and as hoity-toity as his mother was in protecting their name, she was deaf, mute, and blind when it came to Hank. We were excited. According to our Jewel, Hank had told his mother that Miss Brown had slapped him, said it happened on the way to the office, said she made the scratch he was sporting. His mother was coming to take Miss Brown to the Board, Jewel said. The almighty, no-corporal-punishment-allowed Board of Education.

         The principal looked pressed. ‘Who saw what happened between Miss Brown and Hank Misell?’

         Every hand went up.

         ‘Who would like to come with me to the office to discuss it?’

         Every hand went down.

         More tense, she pressed. ‘John Goodson?’

         ‘I don’t remember all of it,’ he said.

         ‘Jewel Hicks?’

         ‘My mother said that I should stop telling everything I know,’ she said.

         ‘Irene?’

         I was silent.

         ‘In my office, Irene.’

         In the office they all sat in a semicircle in front of the principal’s desk. On one end Miss October Brown sat erect in an armchair, with both high-heeled feet on the floor, looking through a Weekly Reader as though she was alone in the office. She folded the paper and folded her arms. Then Hank Misell’s mother. She wore a whole fox around her shoulders, its beady eyes open in my direction. She held Hank’s hand over the arm of her chair. Then Hank, hunched and cramped in his mother’s hold. Then the janitor, hunched too.

         ‘Sit down, Irene,’ the principal said.

         I smoothed the pleats down the back of my linen skirt and sat carefully on them.

         The principal said, ‘I want all of you to know that we’re here simply to get to the bottom of this matter. I don’t have to tell you that we can do this quickly if each of you will just relate the truth.’ And she sat down behind her desk.

         ‘Henry, would you like to begin by telling us what happened yesterday?’

         ‘Yes, ma’am,’ Hank said. His story included being caught out of his seat even though it was recess, being yanked by the arm that was still sore, being frightened enough to swear, and being slapped.

         ‘She slapped me upside my head hard, and her fingernails are sharp,’ he said. ‘They scratched me.’

         Miss Brown crossed her legs and folded her hands in her lap. Hank Misell’s mother looked at the cherry-red nails and sighed the sigh of the wronged.

         ‘Miss Brown?’ the principal said.

         ‘First, let me just remind all of you,’ Miss Brown said, ‘that this is not the first time Henry Misell has been guilty of unacceptable conduct, nor is this the first lie he has ever told.’

         ‘I beg your pardon,’ Hank’s mother said. ‘You don’t talk like that about my son with me sitting right here. I don’t have to be subjected to this.’

         ‘Please, Mrs Misell, let’s let Miss Brown finish.’ The principal wrung her hands as Miss Brown told her story, which involved her instructions to the class about staying in their seats whenever they were using paint, her shock about the sanitary napkin and the name calling.

         ‘I did touch his arm to restrain him for a moment because he broke to run,’ she said. ‘But other than that, I did nothing corporal to him whatsoever.’

         The janitor spoke without looking up. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘y’all ought to have some way these children can play inside. They need to run when they been cooped up all day or they gonna get into trouble. The boy was wrong, but look like to me he needed to move around some, and seem like the teacher did too. Maybe if y’all—’

         The principal interrupted. ‘Did you see Miss Brown and Henry in the hallway yesterday?’

         ‘I sho’nuff did.’

         ‘Did you see Miss Brown do anything? I mean to Henry.’

         ‘Naw, ma’am, I didn’t. But you know, these eyes is gettin old and there ain’t enough light out there. I think I’da heard him, though, if she really whopped him. Course, maybe he didn’t say nothin. Maybe he was scared.’

         We were all quiet for a while.

         ‘Irene?’ the principal said softly. All their eyes turned to me. I watched my hands unfold in my lap and smooth my pleats. I looked at Miss Brown looking her I’m-proud-of-you look at me. I looked at the principal, and though my mouth was very dry and my hands very quivery, though my heart was whooshing hard in my ears, I looked her straight in the eye the way people do when they are telling the truth.

         ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘She did.’ I said level and clear, ‘She hit him.’

         ‘Irene!’ Miss Brown stood up. Her Devil’s kiss glowed fire-red as it always did when her temper flared. But she sat down slowly.

         ‘Go on, Irene,’ the principal said.

         ‘Just before they got to the office,’ I said, ‘she turned around and slapped him. I could see them from the door,’ I said. ‘I guess she lost her temper because he called her a vulgar name.’

         ‘Are you sure, Irene?’ the principal said. I nodded yes.

         ‘Well, that’s all I need to know to take this up elsewhere,’ Hank’s mother said.

         ‘Mrs Misell, I believe we can handle this right here if Miss Brown is willing to apologise,’ the principal said. But Hank’s mother said, ‘No thank you, I’m tired of having to come down here every other time somebody gets it in their mind to take their jealousy out on Henry.’ And she stood up to leave.

         Miss Brown picked up the purse beside her chair, stuck it under her arm – ‘The children are lying’ – and headed for the door.

         ‘Please wait,’ the principal said to Miss Brown and Hank’s mother. ‘Irene, you’re excused.’

         Instead of going directly back to class, I headed for the restroom, where I tucked in my blouse, braided the ends of my braids, and washed my hands in castile. I folded my knee socks all the way down and sat on the cool radiator. A breeze played in the narrow opening of the frosted window, and I raised the window higher to look out.

         Spring was unraveling everywhere. Summer was coming when I would go hunting for wild greens with my father, when we would be up in the warm, damp mornings taking his gunnysack with us along the railroad tracks all the way to the woods. Summer was coming when he would show me which was dandelion and which was dock, which was pokeberry and which was nettle. We would bring back morels and truffles for my mother to dip in egg and crackers and fry them crispy brown. Summer was coming and maybe my father would come back. Maybe he would buy orange sherbet every night. Maybe my mother would get her waist back and sew herself a princess-line dress. Maybe she would sew us both one of the new kind of skirts cut on the bias so they flared way out and you never had to worry about keeping the pleats straight.
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