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CHAPTER 1 – CLOUDS
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Everyone is born with a cloud inside. Most people can’t see it, but I can.  

My head tilted at a thump upstairs that made the floor planks creak. Something fell. The noise came from Mama’s bedroom, so I ran upstairs, bursting into her room, the one with the giant window. She had fallen a couple of times last year in the kitchen and outside weeding the garden. She said she tripped, but I thought her cloud was starting to fade. The bedroom’s cracked window pane was taped together, so light bled through to warm the room when she sewed her homemade dresses. Now the same sunlight cut across Mama’s head in ribbons as spit drooled from her half-opened mouth. She lay on the edge of the bed, looking like a rag doll without stuffing.

“Roberta, I’m trembling.” 

Mama breathed in quick puffs. I rushed to her, panic spreading over me. A small smile tugged at a corner of her mouth.

“You’re brave when you’re scared.” 

Tears pricked at my eyes. “I’m scared now,” I said, squeezing her hand. “What do I do, do, do?” Sometimes I say, or think, a word three times when my brain tightens. It squeezes out other words. I don’t know why.

Before I blinked, she gasped and folded her body in pain. A jagged black border cutting into her clear cloud, making it murky. The pain twisted it into darkness. She swallowed a moan, trying not to frighten me more. Her eyes rolled back in their sockets, and her chest barely moved. 

I hurried to the shattered window, struggling to open it. The crack got bigger 'til the tape split, breaking the glass. A piece cut my arm. I screamed through the rough opening.

“Jack, Jack, Mama is hurt!”

The words burned my lips. He looked up from our garden behind the house where he

was picking potatoes.

“What’s going on?” he called out.

“Just come fast.”

My voice rattled, sounding like the wind shaking a loose window pane. I kneeled beside Mama, her skin turning pale and her eyes half-closed. Jack bounced up the stairs, resembling small thunder, chased by our dog Noodles barking behind him. They ran into the room.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, breathing hard.

Mama’s hand shook as she reached out to touch mine, smearing the blood on my arm. Her skin grew colder, as if ice flowed inside her.

“Roberta, it’s my chest.” Her voice was almost a whisper, her fear passed into my hands.

Fear streaked Jack’s face with sweat. Mama nodded once, then stopped. Her cloud deepened to a darker shade of gray, losing all light.

“Something’s crushing me inside,” she gasped.

Her eyelids flickered, like a dying hummingbird’s wings. I bent and blew into her mouth. Mama’s lips tasted of stale coffee, and her left hand jerked the way a fish flops on the ground when it’s dying. Jack screamed and Noodles barked, but even after I stopped, my shadow on the wall kept blowing air into her. Then Mama’s eyes stuck open, staring as her chest stayed flat. Her left arm slumped against the end table, making her wedding ring clink on the wood. I looked into her eyes as her cloud vanished.

Everything inside me froze. Finally, I escaped from my brain. At times, it locks me inside a dingy prison cell. When I thawed out, a police officer, like a big blue tower, looked at me. 

How did he get here?

I don’t remember.

He asked how she died. I said she fell, but I didn’t mention her cloud. When he asked Jack, my brother peed on himself and ran crying into the bathroom, locking it. It wobbled on its bent hinges as he leaned against it from the inside, sobbing. Noodles stood guarding the door. I shouted at the police to leave him alone. Noodles barked, chasing him outside onto the front porch. A doctor told me how Mama died, but I didn’t understand it. Something made her heart stop beating. I collected my words and pushed them out over my lips. They tumbled in one lump, not making sense. Mama just died worn out. This was the first time my life disappeared.

The blue tower police carefully folded the pink bedsheet, the one with butterflies, around her. He tucked the ends at her head and feet. Jack and me huddled in a corner; he buried his face in Noodles' fur. Tears etched my face, but I couldn’t make a sound. Two men wearing white jackets lifted Mama, using the sheet to carry her. After a few steps, her arms dangled loose from the folds, dragging the butterflies along the floor. I kept Jack close behind me as we followed them down the stairs, so he wouldn’t see her.

Sunlight squeezed into the house. Its rays jerked me like a lasso, lifting me. I floated. Tears blinked from my eyes and drifted away, suspended in the air like me. My hair lifted, every strand weightless and flowing. Below me, everyone slowed as if trudging through thick mud. I soared above the men carrying Mama, their thinning hair and dirty shirt collars soaked with fresh sweat, and hovered over the men who littered our living room. One fiddled with his watch, tapping to get it started, while another picked his nose and flicked away the snot. As I floated, the only sound was my heartbeat echoing in my ears—one, two, one, two. I’m alive, alive, alive. 

I watched through the screen door as they placed Mama in an ambulance. She lay still,

so still, like tree branches when the wind isn’t blowing. One man pulled the sheet off and

before he covered her with a gray blanket, I saw her face again. Her lips lightly touching together and both eyelids closed. Open, I said to Mama, open your eyes. The blue tower police man clutched the white sheet and his strong footsteps crossed the front porch back into the house, and  he handed the sheet to me, but I didn’t touch it. A knot tied my throat, causing my heart to stutter. It lost its rhythm, starting and stopping like a drunken dancer. Jack’s tears drenched my dress; they clung to me like wet leaves on shoes. The rest of me remained silent, and the silence weighed so heavy I almost couldn't lift my head. The officer cleared his throat, but my gaze stayed fixed on the floor. Blowing out a deep breath, he crumpled the sheet and tossed it onto a chair by the door. A single thought struck me, sharp and sudden, like a punch from a boxer. My mind started to crack under its weight. “What happens to us now?”

When I finally looked up, clouds of dish-colored dust swirled over the road, and a glossy blue car pierced through it. Pastor White arrived. Everyone knew his blue car, because it was always shiny. He parked it the long way under the oak tree in the yard, so it got all the shade. Other cars trailed behind him and parked on the sunny dirt. We attended church at Easter and Christmas, or when someone died, so I didn’t know him but knew about him. People called him Pastor White because he only wore a white suit. Nobody seemed to know his real name, or from where he came. Folks claimed he arrived years ago and started preaching. Somehow, he chased away the other pastor, who disappeared. The town’s people never knew what happened to him. Soon, Pastor White took over the church.  

A man in a gray suit led me and Jack into the living room to sit on the sofa as people walked in. He sat beside me, so the air filled with the burned cig smoke on his breath.

“Honey, some church people will care for you 'til we find your relatives.” 

“Don’t have anyone...anymore.” The sharp edges of the words cut my mouth like a razor.

He patted my arm, but his touch had no weight, light and empty. He rose and stepped

away to speak with the police in the hallway. They talked in hushed voices, glancing at me and

Jack like they were looking at strays.

Before long, church people filled our tiny house. I didn’t know who told them about Mama. Some carried bowls of stew, mashed sweet potatoes, and greens. They crowded the kitchen counter with food and started handing out plates. A woman brought Jack and me plates piled high, but we didn’t eat. Pastor White strolled in and licked his lips a couple of times as if tasting the air before he tapped a hickory cane on the floor, turning heads. The pastor’s suit shined with starch, about as shiny as his car; it made a slight crunching sound when he walked, bringing him more attention. The Pastor glanced about, and he eyed Jack and me but greeted the church people first, shaking their hands and patting their shoulders for comfort. Why? Our mama died, not theirs! He eventually walked to us, his cane tapping louder and slower, and then stopped. A whiff of starch burned my nose when he leaned closer, hugging us. He said a prayer with his hands raised over his head. Other people did the same, praying and swaying.

Women smothered me with hugs while Jack trembled and clung to me. People, most I didn’t know, bumped into each other, strolling around our furniture with wrinkled noses and high eyebrows. A lopsided dining table with four mismatched chairs stood in the middle of the room, looking puny. A sofa without legs sat on a row of bricks for support, and fading green-and-yellow-striped wallpaper peeled off in a few corners. No rugs lay on the floor, just worn wooden planks with termite holes staring up like frightened eyes.

I wanted to scream for everyone to get out, but I stood silent, letting people hug me, kiss me, and pray for my soul. Clouds filled our house. Some were clear, but others were gray with

lighter edges. Pastor White’s cloud hovered over all of them. It was a bit hazy, but it darkened 

when he looked at me.

In a heartbeat, something in the air changed, and the people looked strange. Their features twisted and distorted so their eyes popped out, too big for their sockets, or their teeth hung over their lips. Their voices exploded in the air. I pressed my hands over my ears, blocking the words from entering. The smell of watered-down perfume, sweat, and righteousness made me queasy. My stomach churned, vomit pushing up and coating my mouth. I gulped it back, burning all the way down. A shudder bounced through my body. It didn’t feel like mine anymore. Was this real? 

Our closest neighbors lived two miles away: Johnny and Bertha Anderson. My mama and papa, Jack and Anne Evans, knew and liked them. They let me and Jack pick peaches from their trees to sell. The Anderson kids grew up and moved away before we arrived in Walterboro, South Carolina. We moved here in 1962 when someone told Papa the land was cheap. After he lost his job on the railroad for drinking, this shabby farm with three acres was all we could afford. Papa replaced some of the rotting boards on the outside, and Mama boiled hickory bark into a gray stain. We painted the house, like living inside a dirty ghost.

The Anderson couple looked as mismatched as our furniture. He stood tall and thin like a withered telephone pole, while squatty Mrs. Anderson bulged out of Mama’s dress, testing the strength of the stitches. Mama doubled the thread when she sewed a dress for her.

Johnny and Bertha spoke with the pastor and police on the porch. Their hushed voices and quick glances at us through the torn screen door spelled trouble. After a while, the police and Pastor White drove off. The crowd shuffled out, still praying for our souls with hugs and wet kisses. The Andersons stayed behind to clean up and offered to let us stay with them. Since we didn’t have family nearby, a lady from the Child Welfare Agency was coming in a few days.  

I didn’t know what it meant. The day zoomed past me, blurry.

Once we lived with the Andersons when Papa fell asleep drunk and his cig burned the

kitchen. For a few days, Jack and me stayed at their house while Papa repaired it. The charred

wood made a spooky pattern on the wall, like an eye staring. No one could see it but me. Papa

painted the wall sky blue several times, but the dark eye bled through. It glared at me now. 

“It’ll be just like before,” Mrs. Anderson said, scraping mustard greens off the dishes.  

“Just like before,” Mr. Anderson’s words echoed, making Noodles’ ears perk. Jack clutched my hand, turning his knuckles into white cotton balls.

“Thanks, but Jack and me gonna stay here.”

Mr. Anderson scratched his gray hair under his sweaty hat. “You kids shouldn’t be alone.” 

He reached for my arm but I pulled away. His eyes blinked wider with surprise at my resistance. I surprised myself.

“We’re staying. Noodles can protect us.” My voice rumbled like small thunder.  

Shocked, he leaned back, tilting on his bad leg. A thresher machine cut off part of his left

foot years ago. He steadied himself and inched forward, about to speak, when Mrs. Anderson 

stepped in front of him. A scowl hardened his face into stone, but he stayed quiet.  

“Robbe, your mama wants you and Jack to be safe. Honey, it’s the best way.”

Her eyes glistened with tears and concern. I knew they meant to do good. My words smoothed their sharp edges.

“We’ll be okay. I promise.”  

She sucked in a strong breath and her chest rose. The seams around her bust screamed as they stretched. When Mrs. Anderson finally sighed, exhaling, the stitches cried relief. She glanced at Johnny for a long second. He hunched his skinny shoulders in agreement. My chest rose a bit higher, for staying strong.

“I guess they’ll be fine. We can check on them tomorrow.” 

As they drove away, the moon shone bigger and brighter than I remembered, as if saying, “Robbe, you survived.”  

Alone for the first time, I screamed, and so did Jack. We ran around the house shouting and sobbing while Noodles jumped and barked. Drool spilled from our mouths, pooling on the floor and drowning the termite-infested spots. After some time, my throat throbbed. I tilted, dizzy, hoarse, and tired. I grabbed Jack’s hand and raced to the backyard, where I squirted the hose all over us. We let the water soak in, washing away the stink of death, starch and cheap perfume as our breathing eased. 

Back inside, Jack wore one of Papa’s clean shirts, although it was too big on him. Mama’s favorite nightgown hung on the hook behind the bedroom door. It flowed over me and covered me with her scent. We collapsed into her bed. The metal springs creaked when we settled into the mattress with Noodles nestled between us, our tears soaking into his fur. 

“Robbe, whata we doing now? Mama. Everyone’s gone.” 

Jack’s sobs wouldn’t stop. And I had no answers, and I couldn’t lie to him, or to myself. 

“We’ll stay together no matter what.”

“But Robbe...”

“Shh, shh. Get some sleep. We will know more in morning.” 

I stroked his wet hair, and his trembling body relaxed. 

Mama draped over my dream of a silk world. She wrapped us in bundles of sleek, soft layers in all colors. We tumbled about, giggling with her as Noodles romped with us. We laughed so much, we couldn’t breathe. Then she put us inside her huge sewing kit to keep us safe, like

she promised. 

My eyes opened against their will. Laying in bed, I focused on the dark ‘til the moonlight 

revealed the quilt’s checkered pattern, comforting, comforting, comforting. A pattern always soothed me. It didn’t matter; square, circle, zigzag, I’d fall into it where it was safe. I flopped on the pillow and yanked the blanket, letting the design bury me. Silently, I begged the world not to find me. Too much happened today, and too much would happen tomorrow. 

“Sleep, rescue me,” I mouthed, fading into the shadows.

The next morning, a faint squeaking noise woke me. Jack still slept, snoring like a puppy.

I rubbed hurt from my eyes. The squeal of rusty shocks from the Andersons’ truck moaned along our road. A grubby cloud tinted their truck black as Berta hung out the window, waving the dust away. Sliding out of bed the way a snake slithers away unseen, I tiptoed down the stairs and ran outside onto the porch. Suddenly, my body leaned, so I grabbed a wooden post to steady myself. A growl echoed from my belly into my head—hunger. We hadn’t eaten yesterday. The Andersons’ truck croaked to a stop, sending a wave of scents into the morning air: ham, candied yams and steamed greens.

Mrs. Anderson’s bulk swayed side to side along the walk and onto the porch. She carried pans, flashing a toothless grin, and planted a slippery kiss on my cheek. Mr. Anderson limped when he stepped out of the truck. He walked slower and crooked. 

“Did you do okay last night?” he asked, tipping his straw hat at me. 

Standing in my wrinkled, tear-stained dress, my eyes dived into the relief of her pattern of fine sewing. Each stitch was so straight and even, people thought she sewed on a machine. The precise stitches led me away from that moment. It was the last dress she made for me, and it folded over my skin soft as rose petals. I followed the hemline around my body, recalling the day

she fit it on me.

“Roberta, you’re growing so fast. Too fast to suit me. Soon, I’lll need to make a larger

dress pattern for you.”

“I need a new pair of shoes to go with this pretty dress.”

“Well, baby, I can’t afford them right now. Maybe Daddy will start working soon. Won’t it be nice? We’ll see.”

“Girl, did you hear me?” His question slapped me back into now. 

I stood silent and muttered yes. More words popped from his mouth, but I didn’t reply, and he didn’t care. Jack opened the screen door with Noodles trotting beside him. He sat on the porch, burying his head in his fur and ignoring us.

Inside, Mrs. Anderson hummed while dishing the food onto plates while Mr. Anderson 

snoozed on the couch. Spit leaked from his mouth in a long string dropping onto his overalls. A loud snore jerked his head back, sending the drool into the air like a rope. I laughed when it landed on his head. My chuckles woke and angered him. 

“What’s so damn funny?” 

Mrs. Anderson leaned through the kitchen doorway, pointing a greasy knife at him. Pieces of ham clung to its blade.

“Don’t curse at this child.”

“She’s giggling for no damn reason ’cept she’s a retard.”

Slow. Weird. Stupid. Words tattooed on my brain. Words people said to me, and about me, so many times, because I didn’t talk 'til the age of five. I couldn’t even tell anyone my name. So Mama wrote it on paper and pinned it to my clothes. “My name is Robbe Evans.”

A faded tin cup flew from the kitchen and struck him in the chest. Mrs. Anderson stomped

over the floor, making the planks sag and creak. She stopped at the couch, towering over him.  

“Old man, you listen up. This child ain’t stupid. Just need some time to grow out of it.”

“I’m saying what everyone knows, woman.”

He defended his insult, but she leaned in close only inches from his face. Mr. Anderson sank into the couch for protection.

“John Ernest Anderson, these poor children lost their mama and have no daddy. Say

you’re sorry, or I won’t cook as much as a grain of rice for you anymore.”

Mr. Anderson grumbled and swallowed, wetting his lips. He glanced at me from his hole in the couch.

“Girl, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean nothin’ by it. Maybe you be smart one day.”

I curled in a chair, my body tight like a vise. One finger picked at a hole inside a swirl

pattern on the armrest. 

“It’s okay.”

Mrs. Anderson stepped to me and lifted my chin to meet her brown-sugar eyes. She pulled my finger from the hole and squeezed my hand, soft.

“It’s not okay, sugar. Never let anyone call you names.” She planted another slippery kiss on my forehead. “Now, get Jack and eat your breakfast in the kitchen while it’s hot.”

Mr. Anderson hobbled out the door without speaking. He sat in the truck smoking rolled cigs.

Jack and me ate in quiet while Mrs. Anderson swept the floor. Her food tasted good, even better than Mama’s, with lots of flavor. As hungry as I was, I still forced myself to swallow. 

“Robbe, you kids are doing fine. Just hungry and a bit dirty. You got leftovers for supper. Take baths today and get to bed early. We’ll come by in the morning.”

She blew kisses with a wink and waddled out. Jack ran into his room, still chewing and

and crying, with Noodles chasing him. 

Sitting alone, I got lost in Mama’s perfect stitching. Lost in the swirls of the seat cushion.

Lost in the quilt squares. Too many patterns. Some pretty and others cruel.

Brain stopped. 

Then restarted.

I remembered.

Mama named me Roberta after her favorite cousin. She told me they loved each other like sisters. Then Roberta’s folks bought a farm in Minnesota where it snows. But snow don’t fall here, so I only know how it looks in school books. I wonder how it feels and tastes. Some of Mama’s family lived there too, but I don’t know where. Papa never stayed in touch with his folks somewhere in Tennessee or Ohio. Most of them worked as farmers, carpenters, and handymen. Once, he said a brother or uncle taught him how to build stuff and gave him a new set of tools, but he sold them for whiskey. After that, they didn’t like him much, and since Papa didn’t like them either, he stayed away. Mama met Papa somewhere in Minnesota when he worked for the railroad. Soon after, they got married, and soon after that, I was born. Papa followed the train work south where it was warmer. Mama’s mama taught her how to sew, and she tried to teach me, but I was clumsy with a needle. 

For a while, Mama got letters from Roberta, but for some reason, they stopped. She never knew why. She wrapped the letters in pieces of silk to rest at the bottom of her sewing kit. Silk. She wrapped everything important in it, like keeping a secret in a tender place. The corroded hinges of the lid sounded sad when she closed it. They cried to me, “Hurry back.” 

Mama sold her dresses to people at church and at our vegetable stand out front of the 

house. Sometimes she cleaned their houses for a few dollars. Her homemade dresses were so

pretty, people preferred them to the store-bought ones. After women stopped buying most of their clothes in town, the clothing store manager offered Mama three dollars for every dress, but she said no. People paid her five dollars. We earned money from selling our vegetables and the clothes Mama made, and the money Papa didn’t drink from his job on the railroad.

“Roberta, one day I’ll have enough silk to wrap you and little Jack to keep you safe.”

I knew it was a lie, but my favorite kind. The one that won’t hurt you. 

Off and on, Papa loaded supplies on the trains and hauled grain from the mills. The

foreman said he was a good worker—when he stayed sober. Often I catch sight of him in town,

stumbling across the street drunk, and a couple of times he almost got hit by cars. I bowed my head, and walked the other way, hoping to miss his gaze. But once he noticed when I turned away and shouted at me to stop. I ignored him calling my name and kept walking ‘til his voice faded to nothing. 

Papa was tall, scraggy, with a sturdy back and brawny arms. The only steady job he said he liked was in the Army during the war, somewhere in Germany. His solid green eyes resembled tiny squares, not circles, and said what he couldn’t say anymore. He combed his red hair in slick neat rows, like soldiers standing at attention. Little Jack also had red hair, while Mama and me shared the same walnut brown. Yet when the sunlight hit my head just right, some red strands peeked out among the brown ones.

Papa’s clothes looked worn but were always clean and starched. Mama liked him to look neat, sober or drunk. He wore his black hat cocked on one side above his right eye. 

“This is how a man wears a hat to look sharp. When he wears it straight on his head, it

means he’s a smart fella. Tilted back, he’s either lazy or up to something. Remember this, Robbie.

My favorite thing was watching Papa shave in the morning. He propped me on the 

toilet seat as he swished the lather in a cup and brushed white foam on his face. I imagined he shaved with snow. The razor shined when it glided through the foam over his chin and along the long sides of his cheeks. Cherokee cheeks he called them since he was part Indian, so he was told. Papa whistled made-up tunes while shaving. When I whistled, my thin lips flapped flat, and I never blew air strongly enough to make a sound. His laughter floated in the air like happy thunder. Still, when I looked close at Papa’s wrinkled skin, it reminded me of paper folded and creased 'til it got thinner. Life folded and unfolded him many times.  

Sweat from working in the rail yard mixed with the stench of whiskey and clung to him like a blanket. Snuggled closer, he smelled like a leather baseball glove. It was as if the scent came from inside him, because he wanted to be a baseball player. No one in town could pitch the ball better than him. Papa taught little Jack to pitch. He built a pitcher’s mound in the backyard with a plywood target and a hole cut in the center for the strike zone. He taught Jack to throw his secret curve ball, straight 'til it arched at the last second to the left. Every Sunday, Jack and Papa played a game after breakfast and didn’t stop 'til supper.

Papa taught me only one thing: to salute. Extend your right arm bent at a forty-five-

degree angle at the elbow, touching your fingertips to the tip of your cap or above your right  

eyebrow.”

“Papa, when do I salute?”

“A subordinate salutes an officer of superior rank or as a sign of respect to a civilian.”

I stood facing him, straight shoulders, not breathing, eyes not blinking, and with no smile,

trying to copy his movements. Papa’s square eyes glanced up and down my body. Sweat pooled in my wrinkles, nervous. His lips tightened as he walked to me and adjusted my arm to the 

the proper angle. His gentle touch surprised me. 

“Robbe, breathe regular. Your body should be firm, not stiff. I couldn’t salute the right way 'til I practiced. You will improve too.”

We saluted 'til dark. He counted the rhythm aloud to match his arm’s movement. Every time, he snapped a salute in one smooth motion. I tried to keep up, but the counting confused me,

so he started again and again, but he didn’t mind. When Papa saluted, his body swelled and his muscles tightened, with an iron-like stare in his square green eyes. 
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