
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Praise for Betty

			‘I felt consumed by the ambitious enormity and sadness of this book. Betty is about the power of words and the language it is written in rings with this. I loved it, you will love it’

			Daisy Johnson, Booker Prize shortlisted author of Everything Under and Sisters

			‘Tiffany McDaniel has given us a vivid and haunting portrait of the writer as a young girl. A novel of tragedy and trouble, poetry and power, not a story you will soon forget’

			Karen Joy Fowler, Booker Prize shortlisted author of We Are All Completely Besides Ourselves

			‘Magical. Tiffany McDaniel follows in the tradition of The Color Purple with her unflinching portrayal of the generational ripples of racism, poverty, and abuse. Shot through with moonshine, Bible verses, and folklore, Betty is about the cruelty we inflict on one another, the beauty we still manage to find, and the stories we tell in order to survive’Eowyn Ivey, author of The Snow Child

			‘This novel broke my brain. The lush, hypnotic prose, the voice, so authentic and compelling, as Betty Carpenter holds your hand and leads you through a world filled with familial tragedy. Each more haunting than the last, until you're left holding your breath, with a tourniquet on your heart’

			Jamie Ford, author of Hotel at the Corner of Bitter and Sweet

			‘This is a book for anyone who's ever stood on the outside looking in, or for anyone who's ever scorned the unfortunate. It's a book for our uncertain times, one that has much to show us about family, about want, about love’Lee Martin, author of The Bright Forever

			‘A painful, powerful, transcendent story. An intricate, complex mosaic of myths that explores the ways in which the imagination can bring hope into our lives during difficult times. It stays in our imagination, long after we've read the last word’

			Gwyn Hyman Rubio, author of The Woodman’s Daughter
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My broken home

			You give me a wall,

			And I’ll give you a hole.

			You give me a window,

			And I’ll give you a break.

			You give me water,

			And I’ll give you blood.

			—Betty
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Prologue
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			I thank my God upon every remembrance of you.

			—Philippians 1:3

			I’m still a child, only as tall as my father’s shotgun. Dad’s asking me to bring it with me as I go out to where he is resting on the hood of the car. He lifts the shotgun out of my hands and lays it across his lap. When I sit next to him, I can feel the summer heat coming off his skin like he’s just another tin roof on a hot day.

			I don’t mind that the tomato seeds, left over from his afternoon lunch in the garden, drop off his chin and land on my arm. The tiny seeds cling to my flesh and rise above it like Braille on a page.

			“My heart is made of glass,” he says as he starts to roll a cigarette. “My heart is made of glass and if I ever lose you, Betty, my heart will break into more hurt than eternity would have time to heal.”

			I reach into his pouch of tobacco and rub the dry leaves, feeling each as if it were its own animal, alive and moving from fingertip to fingertip.

			“What’s a glass heart like, Dad?” I ask because I feel like the answer will be greater than I can ever imagine.

			“A hollow piece of glass shaped like a heart.” His voice seems to soar above the hills around us.

			“Is the glass red, Dad?”

			“It’s as red as the dress you’re wearin’ right now, Betty.”

			“But how is a piece of glass inside you?”

			“It’s hangin’ in there from a sweet little string. Within the glass is the bird God caught all the way up in heaven.”

			“Why’d He put a bird in there?” I ask.

			“So a little piece of heaven would always be in our hearts. Safest place for a piece of heaven, I reckon.”

			“What type of bird, Dad?”

			“Well, Little Indian,” he says, striking the match against the sandpaper ribbon on his wide-brimmed hat to light his cigarette, “I think she’d be a glitterin’ bird and her whole body would shine like little fires of light, the way Dorothy’s ruby slippers did in that movie.”

			“What movie?”

			“The Wizard of Oz. Remember Toto?” He barks, ending with a long howl.

			“The little black dog?”

			“That’s right.” He lays my head against his chest. “Do you hear that? Thumpity, thump. Do you know what that sound is? Thumpity, thump, thump.”

			“It’s the beatin’ of your heart.”

			“It’s the noise of the little bird flappin’ her wings.”

			“The bird?” I hold my hand over my own chest. “What happens to the bird, Dad?”

			“You mean when we die?” He squints at me as if my face has become the sun.

			“Yes, when we die, Dad.”

			“Well, the glass heart opens, like a locket, and the bird flies out to lead us to heaven so we don’t get lost. It’s very easy to get lost on the way to a place you’ve never been before.”

			I keep my ear against his chest, listening to the steady beating.

			“Dad?” I ask. “Does everyone have glass hearts?”

			“Nope.” He takes a drag on his cigarette. “Just me and you, Little Indian. Just me and you.”

			He tells me to lean back and cover my ears. With the cigarette hanging in the corner of his mouth, he raises the shotgun and fires.
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			There shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.

			—Matthew 8:12

			A girl comes of age against the knife. She must learn to bear its blade. To be cut. To bleed. To scar over and still, somehow, be beautiful and with good enough knees to take the sponge to the kitchen floor every Saturday. You’re either lost or you’re found. These truths can argue one another for an infinity. And what is infinity but a tangled swear. A cracked circle. A space of fuchsia sky. If we bring it down to earth, infinity is a series of rolling hills. A countryside in Ohio where all the tall-grass snakes know how angels lose their wings.

			I remember the fierce love and devotion as much as I remember the violence. When I close my eyes, I see the lime-green clover that grew around our barn in the spring while wild dogs drove away our patience and our tenderness. Times will never be the same, so we give time another beautiful name until it’s easier to carry as we go on remembering where it is we’ve come from. Where I came from was a family of eight children. More than one of us would die in the prizewinning years of youth. Some blamed God for taking too few. Others accused the devil of leaving too many. Between God and devil, our family tree grew with rotten roots, broken branches, and fungus on the leaves.

			“It grows bitter and gnarled,” Dad would say of the large pin oak in our backyard, “because it doubts the light.”

			My father was born April 7, 1909, in a Kentucky sorghum field downwind from a slaughterhouse. Because of this, the air smelled of blood and death. I imagine they all looked at him as if he were something born of these two things.

			“My boy will need to be dunked in the river,” his mother said over his tiny reaching fingers.

			My father descended from the Cherokee through both his maternal and paternal lines. When I was a child, I thought to be Cherokee meant to be tethered to the moon, like a sliver of light unraveling from it.

			“Tsa-la-gi. A-nv-da-di-s-di.”

			Following our bloodline back through the generations, we belonged to the Aniwodi clan. Members of this Cherokee clan were responsible for making a special red paint used in sacred ceremonies and at wartime.

			“Our clan was the clan of creators,” my father would say to me. “Teachers, too. They spoke of life and death, of the sacred fire that lights it all. Our people are keepers of this knowledge. Remember this, Betty. Remember you, too, know how to make red paint and speak of sacred fires.”

			The Aniwodi clan was also known for its healers and medicine men, those who were said to have “painted” their medicine on the sick or ill. My father, in his own way, would continue this.

			“Your daddy’s a medicine man,” they would tease me in school while flapping feathers in my face. They thought it would make me love my father less, but I only loved him more.

			“Tsa-la-gi. A-nv-da-di-s-di.”

			Throughout my childhood, Dad spoke of our ancestors, making sure we did not forget them.

			“Our land used to be this much,” he would say, holding his hands out to either side of him as he spoke of the eastern territory that had once belonged to the Cherokee before they were forcibly removed to Oklahoma.

			Our Cherokee ancestors who managed to avoid going to this alien land called Oklahoma did so by hiding in the wilderness. But they were told if they wanted to stay, they would have to embrace the way of the white settlers. The higher powers had made it the law of the land that the Cherokee must be “civilized” or be taken from their home. They had little choice but to speak the English of the white man and convert to his religion. They were told Jesus had died for them, too.

			Before Christianity, the Cherokee celebrated being a matriarchal and matrilineal society. Women were the head of the household, but Christianity positioned men at the top. In this conversion, Cherokee women were taken from the land they had once owned and worked. They were given aprons and placed inside the kitchen, where they were told they belonged. The Cherokee men, who had always been hunters, were told to now farm the land. The traditional Cherokee way of life was uprooted, along with the gender roles that had allowed women to have a presence equal to that of men.

			Between the spinning wheel and the plow, there were Cherokee who fought to preserve their culture, but traditions became diluted. My father did his best to keep the water out of our blood by honoring the wisdom that had been passed down to him, like how to make a spoon from a squash leaf and stem or how to know when it’s time to plant corn.

			“When the wild gooseberry bush has exploded in leaf,” he would say, “because the wild gooseberry is the first to open her eyes from her winter nap and say, ‘The earth is warm enough.’ Nature speaks to us. We just have to remember how to listen.”

			My father’s soul was from another time. A time when the land was peopled by tribes who heard the earth and respected it. His own respect filled up inside him until he was the greatest man I ever knew. I loved him for this and more, like how he planted violets but never remembered they were purple. I loved him for getting his hair cut like a lopsided hat every Fourth of July and I loved him for holding a light on our coughs when we were sick.

			“Can you see the germs?” he’d ask, shining the light beam on the air between us. “They’re all playin’ violin. Your cough is their song.”

			Through his stories, I waltzed across the sun without burning my feet.

			My father was meant to be a father. And, despite the troubles between him and my mother, he was meant to be a husband, too. My parents met in a cemetery in Joyjug, Ohio, on a day given to the clouds. Dad wasn’t wearing a shirt. It was in his hand and fashioned into a sack. Inside it were mushrooms that looked like pieces of a smoker’s lung. As he scanned the area for more, he saw her. She was sitting on a quilt. You could tell the quilt had been handmade by a girl still learning. The stitches spaced unevenly. The crookedly cut sheets of fabric in two different shades of cream. In the center of the quilt was a large appliquéd tree made out of scraps of mismatched calico. She was seated on this tree and was eating an apple while facing the headstone of an unknown Civil War soldier.

			What a peculiar girl, Dad thought, to be sitting in a cemetery chomping an apple with all that death beneath her.

			“Excuse me, miss. You seen any of these around?” He held his shirt sack open. She briefly looked in at the mushrooms before glancing up at his face and shaking her head.

			“You ever had one of these mushrooms, miss?” he asked. “Fried with butter? Mighty delicious.”

			She said nothing, so he went on to say she was a girl of many words.

			“I bet you’re the guardian of a lost language,” he said. “That soldier one of your people?” He motioned toward the grave.

			“How can he be?” she finally spoke. “No one even knows who he is.” She flicked her hand in the direction of the headstone. “the unknown soldier. You can read, can’t you?” She asked harsher than she meant to.

			For a moment, he thought he might leave her be, but part of him existed there better with her so he sat on the grass outside the edge of the quilt. Leaning back, he looked up at the sky and remarked how it looked like rain. He then picked up one of the mushrooms and twirled it between his long fingers.

			“They’re ugly things, ain’t they?” She frowned.

			“They’re beautiful,” Dad said, insulted on the mushroom’s behalf. “They call ’em the trumpet of death. It’s why they grow so well in graveyards.”

			He held the small end of the mushroom to his mouth and made the noise of a trumpet.

			“Toot-toot-ta-doo.” He smiled. “They’re more than beautiful. They’re a good dose of nature’s medicine. Good for all sorts of ailments. Maybe one day I’ll fry ya some. Maybe I’ll even grow ya an acre all your own.”

			“I don’t want no mushrooms.” She made a face. “I’d like lemons, though. A whole grove of ’em.”

			“You like lemons, do ya?” he asked.

			She nodded.

			“I like how yellow they are,” she said. “How can you not be happy with all that yellow?”

			She met his eyes but quickly looked away. For her sake, he turned to the mushroom in his hand. As he studied it, rubbing his fingers over its crinkled flesh, she slowly moved her eyes back to him. He was a tall, sharp-boned man who reminded her of the walking-stick insects that would climb the pane of her bedroom window every summer. His muddy pants were too big for him and were held up by a scuffed leather belt cinched around his thin waist.

			He had no chest hair, which surprised her. She was used to seeing the curly coarse hairs on her father’s barrel chest and the way they felt like tiny wires in her hands when she grabbed hold of them. She forced the image of her father out of her mind and continued to consider the man in front of her. His thick, black hair was cut short on the sides but left long on the top, where it flopped up as high as her hand, then down in waves.

			Pappy would not approve, she said to herself.

			She knew the man must have come from a household run by women. It was the way he had sat outside the quilt, rather than sitting on it. She could see both his mother and his grandmother. He held them there in his brown eyes. She trusted this about him. That he should hold women so close.

			Something she could not ignore was his skin color.

			Not negro dark, she thought in those 1930s, but not white either, and that is just as dangerous.

			She lowered her stare to his bare feet. They were the feet of a man who traveled the woods and washed in the river.

			“He’s probably in love with a tree,” she said under her breath.

			When she raised her eyes, she found him staring at her. She turned back to her apple, which had only a few bites left.

			“Excuse the dirt, miss,” he said, dusting it from his pants. “But when you’re the gravedigger, you can’t help but get a little dirty. It ain’t bad workin’ here. Though it’s bad for the folks I’m diggin’ the holes for.”

			He saw her begin to smile from behind her apple, but she caught herself. He wondered what she thought of him. He was twenty-nine. She was eighteen. Her shoulder-length hair hung bagged in a white crocheted snood. The color and texture of her hair reminded him of pale wisps of corn silk in the light of the sun. Her skin was peachy against her mint-green dress while her small waist was girded tightly by a dingy white belt, matching her soiled crocheted wrist gloves. She was a girl of little means up close, but from afar she could look like she was more.

			That’s what the gloves are for, he thought. To pretend she’s a lady and not another muted beauty expected to rust her way out of creation like some broken-down tractor in a field.

			The apple was nearly at its core, but a patch of red skin was still visible around its stem. When she took a bite, the juice escaped out of the corners of her mouth. As he watched the wind blow the loose strays of hair above her small ears, he felt a gentle rain falling on his bare shoulders. He was surprised he could still feel something so soft and light. Hardness had not yet gotten the better of him. He looked up at the darkening sky.

			“You don’t get clouds like that unless they aim to prove they got a storm in ’em,” he said. “We can either sit here and become part of the flood or seek to save ourselves best we can.”

			She stood and dropped what was left of the apple to the ground. He noticed her feet. She was barefoot. If she and he were the same in anything, it was the way they walked the earth. He was about to say something he thought would interest her, but the rain fell harder. It beat on the two of them while the sky brightened with lightning. The storm was laying claim to my parents in ways not even they could have understood.

			“We’ll get some cover under that shagbark hickory,” Dad said.

			Keeping a grip on his shirt of mushrooms, Dad grabbed the quilt up off the ground to hold over her head. She allowed him to lead her to the tree.

			“It won’t last long,” he said as they found relief beneath the dense canopy of the hickory’s branches.

			He shook the raindrops off the quilt before touching the shaggy bark of the tree.

			“The Cherokee would boil this,” he told her. “Sometimes for ailments, but sometimes for food. It’s sweet, this bark. If you bubble it in milk, you’ve got a drink that’ll—”

			Before he could finish, she laid her lips upon his in the softest kiss he had ever known. She reached up under her dress to pull down her fraying panties. He stared at her and wondered, but he was a man, after all, so he set the mushrooms off to the side. When he spread the quilt on the ground, he did so slowly in case she wanted to change her mind.

			Once she lay on the quilt, he lay down, too. In the fields around them, the ears of corn shot up like rocket ships while they smelled of each other and did not fall in love. But you don’t need love for something to grow. In a few months’ time, she could no longer hide what was developing inside her. Her father—the man I would come to call Grandpappy Lark—noticed her growing belly and struck her several times in the face until her nose bled and she saw small stars in front of her eyes. She cried out for her mother, who stood by but did nothing more than watch.

			“You’re a whore,” her father told her as he removed his heavy leather belt from his pants. “What grows in your belly is sin. I should let the devil eat you alive. This is for your own good. Remember that.”

			He hit her across her midsection with the belt’s metal buckle. She dropped to the floor, doing her best to cradle her stomach.

			“Don’t die, don’t die, don’t die,” she whispered to the child inside her as her father beat her until he was satisfied.

			“God’s work has been done here,” he said, slipping his belt back into the loops of his pants. “Now, what’s for dinner?”

			Later that night, she laid her hand upon her belly and felt certain that life continued. The next morning, she walked to find her mushroom man. It was the summer of 1938 and every expecting woman was expected to have a husband.

			When she got to the cemetery, she scanned the open expanse before finding a man digging a grave with his back to her.

			There he is, she thought to herself as she walked in between the rows of stones.

			“Excuse me, sir?”

			The man turned and was not him.

			“I’m sorry.” She looked away. “I thought you were someone I’m lookin’ for. He also works here diggin’ graves.”

			“What’s his name?” the man asked, not stopping his work.

			“I don’t know, but I can tell you he’s tall and thin. Black hair, dark brown eyes—”

			“Dark skin, too?” He stabbed the shovel into the dirt. “I know who you’re talkin’ ’bout. Last I heard he got hired at the clothespin factory out on the edge of town.”

			She walked to the clothespin factory, where she stood outside the gates. At noon, when the horn blew, the men emerged from the building with their lunches. She strained to find him in the crowd of blue shirts and even darker blue pants. For a moment, she thought he was not there. Then she saw him. Unlike the other men, he had no lunch tin. He rolled and lit a cigarette, feeding on its smoke as his eyes moved across the treetops.

			What is he looking at? she wondered as she, too, looked at the leaves blowing in the wind.

			When she lowered her eyes, he was staring at her.

			Is that the girl? he asked himself. He couldn’t be sure. It had been some time since. Besides that, there were now bruises disguising her features. Her swollen eyes certainly didn’t help. Then he saw the way her hair blew like corn silk over her ears and he knew she was the girl from the rain. The girl who had quickly put her panties on after.

			He noticed how she rested her hand ever so gently on her stomach, which was not as flat as he had remembered. He exhaled enough smoke to hide his face as he walked back into the factory. The smell of wood, the grating sound of the saw, the fine dust filling the air like constellations of stars all did nothing but take him back to that moment in the cemetery. He thought of the rain and how it had dropped in between the tree branches and splashed against her pupils, the water puddling at the sides of her eyes to run down her cheeks.

			When the factory’s final horn blew hours later, he walked outside ahead of the other men. He found she had not left. She was sitting on the ground outside the factory’s iron gates. She looked weary, as if she’d just marched a million funerals, the sole pallbearer at every one. She stood as he approached her.

			“I have to speak with you.” Her voice shook as she dusted dirt off the back of her skirt.

			“Mine?” He motioned toward her stomach before starting to roll a fresh cigarette.

			“Yes.” She made sure to answer quickly.

			He chased a bird across the sky with his eyes, then turned back to her and said, “It ain’t the worst I’ve done in my life. You got a match by any chance?”

			“I don’t smoke.”

			He finished rolling the cigarette only to slide it behind his ear.

			“I got work until five every day,” he said. “But I get an hour for lunch. We’ll go over to the courthouse. It’s the best I can do. That okay?”

			“Yes.” She dug her bare toe into the ground between them.

			He began to silently count her bruises.

			“Who gave ’em to ya?” he asked.

			“My pappy.”

			“How long the devil been livin’ in your daddy’s heart?”

			“All my life,” she said.

			“Well, a man who beats a woman leaves me with little more than anger. The type of anger I can taste in the back of my throat. And boy is it a bad taste.” He spit on the ground. “Pardon my action, but I can’t keep that sort of thing to myself. My momma always said a man who strikes a woman has a crooked walk and a man with a crooked walk leaves behind a crooked footprint. You know what lives in a crooked footprint? Ain’t nothin’ but things that set fire to the eyes of God. Now I ain’t a man of many talents, but I know how to spend my anger. Seein’ how he is your daddy, I won’t kill him if you don’t want me to. I’ll yield to your wishes, sure enough. But you’re soon to be my wife and I wouldn’t be worth a damn as a husband if I didn’t raise my hand to the man who raised his to you.”

			“What would you do to him if you didn’t kill him?” she asked, her swollen eyes brightening.

			“You know your soul is right here?” He gently touched the bridge of her nose. It felt more intimate than anything they’d done before.

			“That really where my soul is?” she asked. “In my nose?”

			“Mmm-hmm. It’s where everyone’s soul is. When God told us to inhale our soul through our nostrils, it stayed right where it first entered.”

			“So what would you do?” she asked again, more impatient than before.

			“I’d cut his soul out,” he said. “That’s worse than death in my opinion. Without a soul, who are you?”

			She smiled. “What’s your name, sir?”

			“My name?” He dropped his hand from her face. “Landon Carpenter.”

			“I’m Alka Lark.”

			“Pleased to know you, Alka.”

			“Pleased to know you, Landon.”

			They each said the other’s name once more beneath their breath as they walked to his old truck.

			“I ain’t used to takin’ ladies on drives,” he said, moving the dandelion roots off the seat for her to have a place to sit. “That’s thyme you smell, by the way.”

			Tiny rocks embedded in the backs of her thighs when she sat. He closed the door after her. She carefully watched him walk around to get in on the driver’s side. When he started the engine, she felt certain there was no going back.

			“Whatcha thinkin’ about?” he asked, seeing her eyes fill with the moment.

			“It’s just that . . .” She looked at her belly. “I’m not sure what kind of momma I’ll be or what kind of baby I’ll be gettin’.”

			“What kind of baby?” He chuckled. “Well, I’m not a very smart man, but I do know it’ll be a boy or a girl. And they’ll call me daddy and you momma. That’s the kind of baby it’ll be.”

			He pulled the truck out onto the road.

			“There are poorer things to be called than momma, I reckon,” she said before raising up in her seat in order to see over the herbs drying on the dash and give him directions to what had been her home.

			When they arrived at the small white house, Grandpappy Lark was on the porch swing. Mamaw Lark was serving him a glass of milk. Mom walked so quickly past them both, she was nearly running, ignoring their questions of who the man with her was and why he thought he could just walk up on their porch.

			Mom could hear the anger in Grandpappy Lark’s voice growing as she raced into her bedroom. She started throwing what clothing she could grab on top of the quilt on her bed.

			“What am I forgettin’?” She looked around the room.

			She walked to the open window, but instead of focusing her eyes outside on her father—who was on his back in the yard, repeatedly being punched in the face by Dad—she looked at the short cotton curtains framing the window. The curtains were yellow and had little white flowers printed on them. She wondered if she needed such prettiness to dress up the place she was going, wherever that might be.

			“Yes,” she answered herself.

			She yanked the curtains until the rod broke. She listened to her father scream outside as she removed the curtains and tossed them to the pile of clothes.

			“That should do it,” she said, pulling the edges of the quilt together and slinging it like a bag over her shoulder. On her way out of her room, she made sure to grab her pair of cameo earrings from off the dresser.

			“I wouldn’t forget you,” she said to the girl etched into each earring just before she put them on.

			Feeling as if the earrings meant there was more than one of her, she stepped out into the yard, less afraid. She walked past Mamaw Lark, who was still screaming. By that time, Dad had Grandpappy Lark by the hair and was pressing and twisting his face into the ground. When he let Grandpappy Lark up to breathe, Mom saw that her father had three teeth less than he did when the day had started.

			“Only one thing left to do,” Dad said to Mom as he got his pocketknife out.

			He put the wiggling Grandpappy Lark in a chokehold, then laid the blade against his nose.

			“No.” Mom held up her hand.

			Dad looked at her, then back down at the knife.

			“Sorry, Alka,” he said. “But I told ya I was gonna cut his soul out, and that’s what I’m gonna do.”

			Dad didn’t hesitate pressing the blade into Grandpappy Lark’s skin, causing a stream of blood to emerge alongside the metal. Grandpappy Lark cried out in pain as Dad cut the blade in deeper. More blood gushed and ran down Grandpappy Lark’s cheek. Mamaw Lark disappeared up onto the porch, where she hid whimpering behind a post.

			“You’ve done enough,” Mom tried to tell Dad.

			“Still ain’t got the soul out of him just yet,” Dad said, slicing the blade against the bone deeper until a flap of Grandpappy Lark’s skin peeled up.

			Dad removed the knife so he could look into the cut he’d made.

			“Hot jumpin’ coal,” Dad told Grandpappy Lark, “you ain’t got no soul. There ain’t nothin’ of God in ya. You’re already hollowed out and damned, old man.”

			Having no fight left in him, Grandpappy Lark let his cheek rest on the dirt as Dad stood. He took the quilt bag off Mom’s shoulder as he told her, “We best leave before you start to feel sorry for the old bastard.”

			“You don’t have to worry about that.”

			Removing half of a chocolate bar from out of her dress pocket, she walked to her father. He rolled over onto his back and stared up at her. She laid the chocolate bar half on his chest.

			Only when she heard the squeak of Dad’s truck door opening behind her did she spit on her father and leave.

			Mom thought the ride would be silent, but Dad asked her if she minded the smell of gas. At the time, he was renting a small room off the back of a filling station. The room had one window, upon which Mom hung her curtains. They laid the quilt on the bed, uniting hers with his old one beneath.

			“I’ll try to be a good husband,” he told her. “A good man.”

			“That would be nice,” she said, rubbing her stomach. “That would be awfully nice.”

			When I think of my family now, I think of a big ol’ sorghum field, like the one my father was born in. Dry brown dirt, wet green leaves. A mad sweetness there in the hard canes. That’s my family. Milk and honey and all that old-time bullshit.
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			A good tree cannot bring forth evil fruit, neither can a corrupt tree bring forth good fruit.

			—Matthew 7:18

			When the first snow of each new winter came, my mother would go into the parlor. It had the furniture our father had built in it, but when I remember her there, I see the space nearly empty. There are only the boards of the wooden floor scratched from when we had dragged furniture across or ran too hard or played with knives. I see the cotton curtains on each of the windows and I see the old wooden rocking chair the color of molasses. My mother sits in this chair after opening all the windows. She’s wearing her prettiest housedress. A pale pink one with clusters of tiny cream and bright blue flowers. I’m certain the flowers count out to any odd number. She’s barefoot. Her toes curl as she rests her right foot on top of her left.

			Depending on which way the wind is blowing, the snow comes in. At first the flurries melt before they land. Then they pile lightly like dust, bringing their cold in. I can see my mother’s breath and the way her skin prickles. This is winter to me. My mother sitting in a spring dress in the middle of the parlor while the snow comes in. Dad running in and closing the windows in between wrapping a blanket around her. The snow left to melt into little puddles on the wooden floor of the house on Shady Lane in Breathed, Ohio. This is winter to me. This is marriage.

			Houses are built in the beginning by the father and the mother. Some houses have roofs that never leak. Some are built of brick, stone, or wood. Some have chimneys, porches, a cellar and an attic, all built by the hands of the parents. Hands of flesh, bone, and blood. But other things, too. My father’s hands were soil. My mother’s were rain. No wonder they could not hold one another without causing enough mud for two. And yet out of that mud, they built us a house that became a home.

			The eldest of us was born in 1939 on a day defined by the brownest of tones like a sepia photograph. This blue-eyed son was named Leland. From the moment he was born, they knew how little the child looked like his father and how much he looked like his mother.

			“He’s got her blonde hair.”

			“Her paleness.”

			“Her cupid’s bow.”

			With their new son, Mom and Dad decided to settle in Breathed, Ohio. It was the town Dad had grown up in after his family’s move from Kentucky. He thought it would be a nice place to raise his own family. Never far from the river, Dad carried his infant son and briskly dunked him into the water as he would for each of us when we were born.

			“So my children can be as strong as the river,” he said.

			Five years after Leland came Fraya, in 1944. Leland loved his little sister, but his love was like a bag on a vacuum, swelling with filth.

			“God gave Leland to us to be our older brother,” Fraya once said. “I can’t think God was wrong.”

			When I remember Fraya, I conjure the blur of a thousand swinging lights. Particles that glint and glare before disappearing back to the black and to the buzzing I realize is the sound of bees.

			“Sweet as honey,” Fraya would say.

			As she grew each passing year, Dad would hold up her arms.

			“You’re my measurement,” he told her. “You’ll measure how far apart everything grows in the garden and how far apart the fence posts will set.”

			“Why am I your measurement?” Fraya always asked, even though she knew what he was going to say.

			“Because you’re important.” He would stretch her hands out to either side of her. “You’re my centimeter, inch, and foot. The distance between your hands is the distance that measures everything between the sun and the moon. Only a woman can measure such things.”

			“Why?” Fraya asked to remind herself.

			“Because you’re powerful.”

			In 1945, Fraya became an older sister when Yarrow was born. After Dad plunged Yarrow into the river, he caught a crawdad. He lightly scratched the crawdad’s claw against Yarrow’s palm.

			“So you will always have a strong grip,” Dad told Yarrow.

			From that time on, Yarrow grabbed everything. Marbles. Pebbles. Beads from out of Dad’s pocket. Yarrow would grip onto these things so tightly, Dad called him Crawdad Boy. I never got the chance to call him this myself. When he was two years old, the boy who picked everything up lay with his hands open to the sky beneath the buckeye tree in the yard. A nut was lodged in his throat. Perhaps he thought the nut, with its shiny brown exterior, was a piece of hard candy.

			After he was covered with dirt sown with yarrow seeds, Mom and Dad packed up Leland and Fraya. They not only left Breathed, they left Ohio and all her skinned houses and bloodshot glory, as Dad would say. They couldn’t bear to live in a state whose symbol was the buckeye tree.

			Once they left, they moved from place to place. Mom seemed to get pregnant in one state, just to have the child in another. In 1948, she nearly died delivering Waconda on the bank of the Solomon River in Kansas. Dad reckoned the baby weighed fourteen pounds when she was born. The afterbirth came before Waconda. Dad tried to stuff it back in, or at least that’s how the story goes.

			The baby was named after the Waconda Spring, which once existed with the river and was visited by Indians of the Great Plains who believed the spring had sacred powers. Spirit Water. That’s what her name translated to.

			Our Spirit Water lived for ten days and cried for each of them. Dad said it was because the shadow of a falcon flying overhead had fallen on Waconda, giving her the falcon’s cry. Dad tried to release the cry by rubbing Waconda’s throat with an earthworm. Come night, Mom would rock Waconda, hoping to nurse her to sleep. Nothing seemed to help.

			The day in question, Waconda was crying in her cradle. Dad was in the kitchen using cotton balls to pat black tea on his poison ivy to dry it up.

			“Waconda, please be peaceful,” he said. “All this cryin’ is gonna give you a watery soul.”

			Mom was in the bedroom using a cotton ball to apply witch hazel to her face.

			“Won’t the child ever shut up?” Mom asked her reflection in the mirror.

			Nine-year-old Leland and four-year-old Fraya were on the living room floor, making sheep out of more cotton balls.

			“Waconda.” They both shouted, covering their ears.

			Then, it was quiet. In the silence, Waconda was found with a cotton ball stuffed into her mouth.

			Three years later, in 1951, another daughter came into the family. She was named Flossie and was born on a staircase in California, the edges of the steps driving into Mom’s back as she gripped a baluster with one hand, the other pressed flat against the wall. Not more than a minute after Flossie was born, Dad took a dry bean and rubbed it across her lips so she would be protected against the birds flying overhead and their shadows. He also pressed a pinecone into her forehead to wish her a long life, at least longer than Waconda’s or Yarrow’s.

			Flossie was Mom’s easiest delivery.

			“The girl came right out.”

			Flossie always was eager to make her grand entrance.

			“Ain’t no doubt I was born to be special, too,” Flossie later said. “Most babies are born in some silly bed or the back of a stupid car. But me, I was born on a staircase. Like the one Gloria Swanson walked down in Sunset Boulevard,” Flossie would say as she did her Swanson impression.

			Despite it not being true, Flossie would claim she shared a birthday with Carole Lombard. Sometimes it was Lillian Gish, Irene Dunne, or Olivia de Havilland. In Flossie’s mind, she was only ever a song and dance away from fame. In my mind, she was the girl born on a staircase who then became a woman torn between taking a step up into the light or a step down into the dark.

			“Come with me,” she’d say, “if you want, Betty.”

			Betty. Little ol’ me. I was born in 1954 in a dry claw-foot bathtub in Arkansas. When Mom went into labor on the toilet, the closest place she had to lay in was the tub. In the face of Flossie’s jealousy, I was named after Bette Davis.

			Dad said he had met the actress at a dance when they were both young enough to not have dancing partners yet.

			“She made me so nervous,” he said, “my belly filled up with butterflies. I could feel ’em flutterin’ from one side of me to the other. It was like I had inhaled a wind that never settled. To calm myself, I drank the glass of milk Bette handed me. With her knowledge or without it, the milk was ill with whatever ills milk.

			“Most of the butterflies managed to move out of the way, but there was one butterfly that got splashed by the milk. To have a nauseous butterfly in one’s stomach is not a good idea.” Dad rubbed his belly in remembrance. “To get rid of the butterflies, I left Bette Davis to the moon and took a walk through the woods. Without Ms. Davis, I wasn’t nervous no more, so all the butterflies flew out except for the one sickened by the milk. This butterfly had a fever high enough to make me feel I had lit a candle in my stomach.

			“I knew I had to do somethin’ so I caught a small black spider and swallowed it whole. The spider did what I wanted it to do, which was spin itself a web between my rib bones. The butterfly got caught in that web and my belly was ever so happy. The spider is still inside me. My tummy is its home now. Some days I feel like I got more web than anything else in me, but I’ll tell you this, I haven’t had a bellyache since because all the bad I eat, the spider catches. I wonder if God shouldn’t have given us all spiders in our stomachs.”

			Instead of having the same spelling as Bette Davis, my name was spelled with a y rather than an e because Dad said a y reminded him of a slingshot and of a snake with its mouth open.

			It was the y in my name—along with the crown of black waves I came into this world with—that Dad said attracted the rattler into my cradle.

			Hiss, hiss, speak, girl, speak.

			A snake that slithers into a cradle is up to no good, at least that’s what Dad said. The rattlesnake bit him when he removed it from under my blanket. After sucking the venom from his veins, Dad cut the snake’s head off. He buried the head in a hole as deep as his arm. He said a prayer over the rest of the body to appease the snake’s ghost, before cutting the tail off and making me a baby toy out of it.

			Shake, shake, rattle, rattle, speak, speak.

			My father’s hair was black. His skin was brown like the beautiful mud-bottom rivers he swam in. Shadows lived in the angles of his cheeks. His eyes were the color of the powder he made out of walnut hulls. He gave these features to me. The earth stamped on my soul. On my skin. On my hair. On my eyes. He gave these things to me.

			“Because you’re Cherokee,” Dad said to me when I was four and old enough to ask why folks called me dark.

			“They’ll call you worse, Betty,” he said.

			“But what is cherry key?” I asked.

			“Cherokee. Repeat after me. Cher-o-kee.” He made his lips open funny when he said the o so I giggled.

			“Cherry key,” I said again, repeating it until I got it right. “But what is it?”

			“Cherokee is you,” he said, putting me on his lap.

			From out of his pocket, he pulled a small piece of deerskin.

			“It looks like a dog’s back.” I petted the side that had fur.

			“It does, don’t it?” he asked before turning the skin over to point out the strange lettering written on the smooth side. The ink was blue and blurring on the edges, as if water was taking the writing away.

			“This is what it looks like to write Cherokee, Betty,” he said. “My momma was given this skin by her mother. Momma called it her breath because whenever she felt she was out of it, she would look at her mother’s deerskin and at her mother’s words and get her breath back. Momma would be able to breathe again.”

			He inhaled until his chest filled. When he let the breath go, he blew the small hairs around my crown.

			“I can’t read it.” I ran my tiny fingers over the fading words. “They’re written funny. What do they say?”

			“They say don’t forget who you are.”

			“Did your mother forget who she was?” I asked. “Is that why she needed to be reminded?”

			“There used to be a time when people like us wouldn’t be able to say we were Cherokee,” he said. “We would have to say we were Black Dutch.”

			“What’s that?”

			“A dark-skinned European.”

			“Why couldn’t we say we were cherry key? I mean Cher-o-kee.”

			“Because it had to be hidden.”

			“But, why?”

			“Cherokees were bein’ moved off their land and onto reservations. If our people said they were Black Dutch, they were allowed to stay because someone of European roots could own land. But you can only lie to yourself for so long before it wears ya down. My daddy and momma had to say they were Black Dutch so often, it made Momma lose her breath. She had to remind herself who she truly was.”

			I looked up at him.

			“Who am I?” I asked.

			“You’re you, Betty,” he said.

			“How can I be sure?”

			“Because of who you come from. You come from great warriors.” He laid his hand against my chest. “You come from great chiefs who led nations to both war and peace.”

			Then he would say “Tsa-la-gi,” while holding my hands and writing the word in the air with his.

			I would sometimes dream of these ancestors. Of them taking my hands in theirs and rubbing our palms together until our skin peeled back like tree bark and I could speak like them in the old way. I would wake up, hold my palm to my ear, and try to hear their voices. I waited for these voices to beat me alive.

			Two years after I was born, I became an older sister. My little brother Trustin was born in Florida in 1956. When Dad was dunking him in the river, a bass swam by and struck Trustin’s backside. Dad said it would make his son a good swimmer. When Trustin got old enough, he would dive into the water. He loved the splash and the way the water spotted the rocks on the bank.

			“It’s like a paintin’,” he said, always finding images in the splash marks. “The kind of paintin’ that goes away when it dries. It reminds us nothin’ lasts forever.”

			A year later, in 1957, Mom delivered another son they decided to name Lint. They said he was Mom’s midlife crisis baby.

			“It’s why he has nothin’ but rocks in his head and on his mind,” Flossie would later say. “Mom’s crisis seeped into him.”

			Trying to understand Lint was like trying to find your way out of dark woods. All we knew was that he became easily upset. If he ate too much or spoke too loudly, he worried we would send him away. He grew increasingly concerned Mom and Dad would not stay together. By the time he was eight, he was standing at the ironing board until his clothes were pressed enough for him to believe there were no wrinkles between Mom and Dad.

			After Lint, Mom counted the stretched scars on her belly and said there were to be no more children.

			With that, Dad took the placenta from Lint’s birth and buried it six feet deep. He covered it with stones to ensure Lint would be the last.

			My father used to say that when a child is born, their very first breath is sent on the wind to become a plant or insect, a creature of feathers, fur, or scales. He would say that this human and this life are bound together as a reflection of one another.

			“There are folks always reachin’ for the sky, too large for our world, like giant sequoias,” he said, stretching his arms up over his head as we sat at his feet in wonder. “Some people are as beautiful and soft as peonies, others as hard as a mountain. You’ll come across those who are so unforgettable, they’ll leave a rash on your memory as poison ivy does your skin.”

			He playfully scratched our arms until we laughed.

			“Like spiders,” he said, “there are folks who can’t stop spinnin’ webs in life, either through the work of their tongues or through the work of their hands.” He bent his fingers like spider legs before making a buzzing sound with his tongue against his teeth. “Bzzzzz. But too many are as bothersome as pesky attic flies. Bzzzzz.” He flew his finger through the air.

			“Bzzzzz.” We moved our fingers with his.

			“You’ll need to watch out for those who spread gossip as easily as dandelions spread their seed,” he said. “But really keep an eye on the ones who live on decay, like the fungus that grows on hurt or weak trees.”

			“What are we like, Dad?” I asked.

			“Well, us Carpenters are like berries. Rich, juicy berries that grow deep in the woods. Berries that—”

			“Give sorrow to all who wander by,” Mom’s voice overtook Dad’s, “curious with taste.”
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			Awake, O north wind; and come, thou south; blow upon my garden.

			—Song of Solomon 4:16

			Ozark, Arkansas. A place of deep green wilderness on the edge of mountains. It is where I was born and where we returned to after Lint came into the world. We lived in a small house Dad had partially built on a concrete foundation. The walls were not yet up, so the insulation showed while tarp hung from the unfinished roof. In between building the house, Dad sold moonshine and worked underground like a mole along with the other coal miners.

			The only one of us kids not living at home was Leland. He was twenty by then and had already been gone two years after enlisting in the army at eighteen. He was currently stationed in Korea. He would write letters to Mom and Dad. Leland never wrote about anything related to the army or the reasons he was stationed in any particular place. He would write about things that made it seem like he was on a trip.

			I did some fishing the other day, he wrote. I used a Korean fishing pole. It’s called a gyeonji. Caught a fish that looked like one of the bass back home.

			In his own letters, Dad would update Leland on where we were.

			In Arkansas now, Dad wrote in his sideways cursive. Lots of blue sage and coneflowers. I don’t see much of it. Underground, there is only rock and crust. That’s what I get for being a miner.

			The mines were not near to our house, so Dad would take the train and stay in a tent outside to save on expense. Days would go by before we’d hear from him again.

			The afternoon he called, I was on my belly on the plywood floor. Scattered around me were crayons Dad had molded out of beeswax and tinted with things like coffee or blackberries. When the phone started to ring, I picked up the red crayon and continued writing.

			“Jesus Crimson. Get the goddamn phone, Betty.” Mom’s voice came from the kitchen.

			I grabbed the receiver.

			“I was writin’,” I said to whoever was on the line before I even said hello. “You’ve interrupted me.”

			“Betty?”

			“Oh, hi, Dad. I’m writin’ a story about a cat. The cat has a tail made of violets. I’ve made the violets red because you never remember they’re purple. It’s the tail that eats the mice, not the cat itself. Ain’t that somethin’? I’ve never seen a cat’s tail eat mice. It’s always the mouth, but I don’t see why it can’t be the tail that eats the mice as long as the tail has teeth.”

			When I stopped to take a breath, Dad took the opportunity to ask where Mom was.

			“She’s in the kitchen with Lint,” I said.

			“Go get her. I need her to come pick me up from the mines.” His voice was unusually tight, like wound-up wire.

			“Why ain’tcha ridin’ the train back?” I asked.

			“It’s not runnin’ until late tonight. Now go get your momma. They’re about to let the mine monster out. You don’t want the monster to eat your dear ol’ dad, do ya?”

			I hollered to Mom that Dad was on the phone. Once I heard her coming, I slipped the red crayon into my pocket and ran outside.

			Trustin and Flossie were in the backyard using sticks as guns to shoot one another, while Fraya sat on the grass chewing on a dandelion.

			Pretending I would turn to stone if any of them saw me, I snuck out to our Rambler station wagon parked in the yard. I made sure to slap the raccoon tail hanging from the car’s antenna like I did every time for luck.

			Quietly, I climbed up on the bumper and crawled through the open tailgate window. I hid beneath some blankets and waited. I didn’t make a sound as Mom came out of the house, letting the screen door slam after her. She had her tatty frame purse open under her arm and was using her free hands to undo a bobby pin to hold the blondest side of her hair back.

			“Fraya?” Mom’s voice was a harsh shout.

			Fraya quickly got up and ran around to the front. She stopped halfway up the porch steps, her bare feet overlapping.

			“Yes, Mom?” Fraya asked.

			“Watch Lint.” Mom pulled her purse out from under her arm and snapped it shut. “He’s in the kitchen. If he starts cryin’, show ’im a rock. I have to go pick up your father. Jesus Crimson. If it’s not one thing with him, it’s another.”

			Fraya walked sideways up the steps, giving Mom room to pass.

			“Now, I don’t wanna come back and hear Lint callin’ you Momma again,” Mom told Fraya. “Understand me, girl?”

			“He does it on his own.” Fraya looked down. “I don’t teach ’im to say it or nothin’.”

			“Don’t you act all innocent with me. I know what you been doin’. The way you cradle ’im and call ’im baby. You best straighten up and start actin’ like a damn sister. Y’hear me, girl? You’re fifteen now and I still gotta keep after you like you was four.”

			Fraya kept her eyes down as she nodded and walked up the rest of the stairs.

			“I might as well count this day ruined,” Mom said as she got into the car.

			She tossed her purse to the dash and rubbed her hands before putting the key into the ignition. After three tries, the engine started. Mom took a sharp turn in the yard to pull out onto the dirt road.

			“The man don’t think I got anything else to do,” she spoke aloud to herself, gripping the steering wheel with one hand, only to slap it with her other. “Never mind the wash and the dishes and the raisin’ of his children. Naaaaw. I got all the time in the world to be on the road.”

			She turned on the radio. About midway through a song, she started to sing along. Hers was a voice that if you heard it you would say, “Gee, I bet she’s a swell mother.”

			As we got closer to the mines, I covered my ears from the noise of the trucks rolling past. Mom turned off the radio and slowed the car as she made the turn into the office lot. I planned to pop out and surprise Dad, but when I peeked from beneath the blankets to look out the window, I was frightened by what I saw approaching.

			“The mine monster,” I whispered to myself.

			His skin was black from coal dust. He was limping, dragging his right leg behind him. I knew he was in pain from the way he leaned forward, his arm resting against his stomach as if his ribs were done in. His bottom lip was cut open and there was a deep gash above his left brow. Though the injuries were fresh, it was hard to believe the blood and hurt weren’t things he’d always been.

			I wondered why he was coming toward us, but as he got closer, I could see his eyes. I realized the bent man was not the mine monster. He was my father.

			“What in the world?” Mom put the car in neutral and engaged the emergency brake with a quick jerk.

			She was about to open her door, but Dad waved for her to stay inside.

			“C’mon, Landon.” Her eyes darted around her, reminding me of a deer in an open field.

			Dad cradled his stomach as he lurched forward. I could tell his ribs hurt. I had seen my father blackened by coal before, but this time, the color seemed to be layered. There were streaks on his left cheek where the layers had been smeared. I looked at his forehead. Someone had dragged a wet finger through the coal and written a word. I’d heard others call my father that word before. I mouthed it at the same time Mom said it aloud in a hushed whisper as she, too, stared at his forehead.

			I sank my teeth into the blanket so I wouldn’t scream.

			How dare they do this to him, I thought. Didn’t they know who my dad was?

			He was a man who knew to plant a seed as deep as the second knuckle on your finger. And he knew never to stand corn so close.

			“Makes for weaker stalks,” he’d say. “The ears will be smaller. The kernels not as full.”

			Didn’t they know this about him? That he was the wisest man in the whole damn county? Possibly the whole world?

			I hid deeper beneath the blankets and listened to Dad groan as he lowered himself onto the front seat, keeping his right leg out.

			“They smashed my knee like it was glass,” he said as he lifted his leg into the car.

			Mom was trying to get him to close his door faster.

			“C’mon,” she said. “Hurry up before they come to finish the job.”

			Once he was inside the car, she quickly put it in gear. She drove a stick better than most, but her nerves caused her to pop the clutch. The car lunged forward, pressing me up against the back of the seat as the engine stalled.

			“Easy now, Alka. Easy.” Dad tried to keep his voice from shaking. “We’re okay. Start her up again.”

			“Oh, Jesus Crimson, lock your door.” Her voice came out high-pitched as she turned the key, praying for the engine to start. When it did, she thanked God. She forced herself to lift her foot slowly from the clutch.

			“Thatta girl.” Dad looked out his window at the men staring at us. The men were black from the coal, too, but when they removed their goggles, I could see the white skin around their eyes.

			“Let’s leave this empty place,” Dad said.

			Mom drove fast, stirring up dust with our wheels. When she made the turn onto the main road, she took it so sharply, I thought we were going to flip over.

			“Not so fast, Alka.” Dad looked at the speedometer. “If we get stopped by the law, it’ll only make things worse.”

			When she was going the legal limit, she looked over at him and asked what the hell had happened.

			“I’d rather just go home and not talk about it,” he said.

			He saw coal dust on the car door. He became aware of how dirty he was. He leaned forward as if trying to save the seat.

			“I wanna know what the hell happened,” she said.

			“Ain’t nothin’ new, Alka. Same old shit.”

			He told about how, from his first day at the mines, the other men would not call him Landon. They named him things like Tonto and Featherhead.

			“Other names, too,” he said, looking up toward his forehead.

			He spoke more about how the men refused to ride in the shaft elevator with him.

			“Get inside with ol’ Landon Carpenter and you’ll get yourself scalped.”

			He described how they hooted and slapped their mouths in an Indian war cry they had most likely seen in a western movie of studio tepees and scripted culture.

			“You would think that down in the mines,” he said, “where each man is blackened by the coal, that there would be no separation among us. That we would work together.”

			“You’ll never be one of them.” Mom kept her eyes on the road. “All they need is soap and water to be better than you.”

			“Is that what you think?” he asked.

			“It’s what the world thinks, Landon. Don’t you understand? You can’t wash it off.”

			“I don’t want to,” he said. “I just want to be able to work in peace and without fear.”

			Dad kept his face toward the window.

			“They held me down until I couldn’t move. One of ’em, the fella who laughed the most, spit on my cheek. He just spit on my cheek like I was nothin’. Then he used the spit to write on my forehead. Write what they all said was my true name.”

			Dad carefully touched the word written on his forehead as if it were something that was cut into his flesh. My heart whispered to my soul, and my soul whispered back, Help him. But I could not move. I was frightened by the story he was telling. By the way his voice got quieter as he spoke more of the men’s laughter and of how their grips had tightened on his arms.

			“You ever been pinned down before, Alka?” he asked. “Can’t stop what somebody is doin’ to ya? That ever happen to ya?”

			Her jaw tightened as she drove in silence before pulling off to the side of the road. Dad put his hand on the door handle. He must have thought he was supposed to get out of the car.

			“Stay put,” Mom told him as she opened her purse.

			She pulled out a clean white hankie. She spit on the end of it before dabbing it against his cheek. He jerked away.

			“You’ll ruin your pretty things,” he said.

			She pulled his face back to her and rubbed his cheek harder, wiping the coal and blood from his face. She looked up at the word on his forehead. Rolling down her window, she banged the handkerchief against the outside of the car. Much of the coal was ingrained, but the top layer of dust shook off. Then she wiped his forehead until the word was gone. Afterward, she stretched the handkerchief out before her. She frowned as if she could see the letters of the word on its fabric.

			“I never much cared for this silly ol’ thing anyways.” She tossed it out the window before putting the car in gear and turning back onto the road.

			I slid my hand into my pocket. Squeezing the red crayon, I pulled it out and used it to write on the metal bed of the tailgate. I wrote about my father slaying the cave monster with a thousand arrowheads pulsating from his forehead. I wrote until the crayon was so short, I had to hold it pinched between my two fingers, pressing it until I was able to write the happy ending I wanted to give him. Then I closed my eyes, knowing my birthplace was a bitter chapter in the story of my father.

			For the next two years, we wandered across America. We learned history from the mouths of old-timers and foreign languages from the mouths of drunks. There was the hitchhiker we picked up in Colorado. She taught us science lessons on Newton and his apple. We met an ex-con at a diner in Arizona who taught us the laws of the world and the laws of prison. Most of all, we learned the names of states by looking at cars.

			“I call Alaska,” Fraya said.

			“Idaho.” Flossie spotted a red Ford. “I bet the trunk is full of potatoes.”

			Lint looked to see for himself.

			“It’s Texas.” Trustin waved to the car. They did not wave back.

			“There’s home.” Mom gestured to the Ohio license plate of a black Ford Thunderbird speeding past. “I wanna go home, Landon.”
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			Thy words were found, and I did eat them.

			—Jeremiah 15:16

			It was 1961 and I was seven when Mom said she wanted to go home. Home was Ohio because that was where her roots were.

			“Roots are the most important part of a plant,” Dad would say. “It’s through roots that a plant is fed and it’s the roots that hold the plant in place when everything else gets washed away. Without roots, you’re just flappin’ in the wind.”

			Enough time had passed for our parents to forgive the Buckeye State.

			We were piled in our fern-colored Rambler, which hauled a small flatbed trailer. The raccoon tail on the antenna flew back as Mom and Dad took turns driving. Come night, Mom was behind the wheel. I counted her yawns until Dad directed her to pull off into the woods, pointing toward a pair of gum trees.

			Once Mom turned the engine off, Dad got out with a jar of moonshine as company. He was going to comb the forest floor for more plants even though we already had several herbs in bunches drying from various spots in the car like behind the seats and from the window frames.

			After his foraging for the night, I knew Dad would make a bed on the hood of the car. Mom always got the front bench seat to herself. Trustin would fold down the tailgate and dangle his legs in between the trailer and the car while Fraya and Flossie lay on the backseat, their heads together, their bodies pointed in opposite directions, their feet protruding out of each of the back windows. Lint would lay on top of Fraya like a lap cat while she petted the top of his head. I was left to sleep on the backseat floorboard or sometimes the tailgate if Trustin decided to stretch out on the ground.

			That night, the Rambler felt especially crowded, so I left in search of Dad.

			Every tree I passed, I stopped long enough to write on its trunk with my finger. I thought if I wrote the trees something nice, they would be my map through the woods.

			Dear great big oak, your bark is like my father’s singing. Help me find my way. Dear beech, don’t tell the oak, but your leaves make the best bookmarks. Help me find my way. Dear maple, you smell like the best poem. Help me find my way.

			I was stepping from one tree to the next when my bare foot caught on a raised root. I fell and scuffed my knees. I sat on the ground and cried, not because I was hurt, but because I was lost.

			“My, my.” Dad clicked his tongue as he stood over me. “I’ll be rich and famous for a find like you. They’ll put me on the front page of every newspaper in the world with a headline that reads, landon carpenter finds mysterious creature in woods. First, I gotta ask ya.” He met my face with his. “Are you of God or the devil?”

			“You’re not funny, Dad, and you won’t be on the covers of any newspapers,” I said.

			“Oh, no?” he asked.

			“No.” I frowned as hard as my little brows could. “I’m lost and now that you’re here you’re sure to be lost, too. You can’t be on the cover of a newspaper when you’re lost unless it’s a story ’bout you bein’ lost. In which case no one would write that story ’cause no one would care to read it.”

			I remembered back to the way the men had beat my father at the mines.

			“You’re not important,” I said, as they must have. “You’re Landon Carpenter.”

			He leaned back with a flick of anger.

			“You’re too little in the mouth for such mean talk,” he said before taking a drink of his moonshine and stepping over to sit on a fallen tree trunk partially covered in brush and heavy moss.

			I picked up a leaf and used it to wipe little spots of blood from my scuffed knees as I stood. Studying the woods around me, I decided I was not brave enough to test the darkness by myself so I sat beside my father. I stared at the jar in his hand. He had painted small black stars on the outside of the glass.

			“Why you always paint stars on your moonshine jars?” I asked.

			“Because the stars belong with the moon,” he said before setting the jar on the ground by his feet.

			He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out his pouch of dried tobacco leaves. I watched him put a pinch onto a piece of rolling paper.

			“Why don’t you care we’re lost, Dad?” I asked.

			“You’re the one lost, girl. I know exactly where I am.”

			He let me lick the edge of the rolling paper so he could wrap the tobacco. He then struck a match against the ribbon of sandpaper on his hat. As he lit the cigarette, I stared at the scar on his left palm. The way his skin curled and burled was as if his palm had almost melted away. He looked at the scar himself, studying it from all angles. When he started to frown, he turned away and took his hat off. He put it on me, then puffed on his cigarette.

			“Ain’tcha scared we’ll always be lost?” I asked. “I am. I’m scared.”

			When he exhaled, he blew toward the stars.

			 “Did you know that smoke is the mist of souls?” he asked. “That’s what makes it so sacred and able to carry your fear up to the clouds, which is the home of the fear eaters.”

			“Fear eaters?”

			“Good little creatures who will devour all that frightens you so you don’t have to be afraid anymore.”

			He gave me the cigarette and told me to hold the smoke in my mouth before quickly releasing it. The best I could do was cough out the smoke. I went to inhale again, but Dad said to save my lungs.

			“To run the fields with,” he said, taking the cigarette back.

			We watched the smoke drift away and disappear.

			“I still feel lost,” I said.

			Dad looked at me before turning his eyes back out onto the darkness of the woods.

			“You know,” he said, “one time I come upon a devil-damn patch of woods. I’d gone out for some plant huntin’, but fell asleep. When I woke, I lost my bearings.”

			“A bear ring?” I asked. “Ooo, how pretty. A bear give it to you? Does it have sparkly things on it? Lemme see it.”

			I started to dig through his pockets, but found only his loose ginseng beads. He laughed and held me back with his arm.

			“Calm down now, Betty,” he said, still laughing. “Not bear ring. My bearings. My knowledge of direction. I flattened the grass in front of me and I was lost. I flattened the grass behind me and I was lost still. By the time evenin’ fell, I reckoned those woods would be my eternity.”

			“What’d you do, Dad?”

			“I took some small rocks and spelled my name in the dirt so folks would know I had one. Then I laid down and looked up at the stars in the night sky. That was when I realized I knew right where I was.”

			“Where were you?”

			“South of heaven.”

			“Where’s that at?”

			“Look up, Betty.”

			He gently guided my face to the sky with the back of his hand under my chin.

			“Somewhere up there is heaven,” he said. “And we’re a little to the south of it. That’s where south of heaven is. It’s right here.” He stomped the ground beneath us. “It doesn’t matter where you are or where you’re goin’ because you’ll always be south of heaven.”

			“I be south of heaven.” In great wonder, I looked up at the sky.

			“Ain’t nowhere else to be,” he said.

			He pinched his cigarette out and shoved it inside his boot. He pretended to drop a stub down my shoe, but I was barefooted so he tickled my heel until I laughed.

			“Ain’t no bigger,” he said of my foot, measuring it against his hand. “Won’t never be so small ever again.”

			“I won’t let it get any bigger, Dad.”

			“Oh, you won’t, will you?” He chuckled as he set my foot back down. “We best get some rest. Got a long drive tomorrow. We’ll see Ohio by the afternoon if we’re lucky.”

			“Can I sleep on the hood with ya?”

			“Don’t you think you’ll get cold?” he asked.

			“I’ve got a scarf.” I wrapped my long black hair around my neck. “See?”

			“You sure you wouldn’t wanna sleep in the Rambler?”

			“I’d rather sleep on Mars, which by the way, I wrote a new story about. I wrote it on a napkin at the diner when we were passin’ through Louisiana, but I forgot it.”

			“You forgot the story?” he asked.

			“Oh, no.” I shook my head. “I forgot the napkin. I remember the story. My best Martian story yet.”

			“You’re always writin’ ’bout Mars. I guess you got some Martian blood in ya.”

			“Hey, Martian blood is what my story is about.”

			“This I gotta hear.” He stretched his legs out and crossed them at the ankles.

			“Well, the Martians,” I began, “they wanna invade earth.”

			“It seems Martians are always wantin’ what’s ours,” he said.

			“Just the way they’re bent, I guess. To invade us, they send birds,” I said, trying to make a bird shape with my hands. “The kind only found on Mars. The birds have wings identical to the checkerboard menus from the diner. Their bodies are like the diner’s ketchup bottles and their heads are upside-down cups.”

			“Like the cups me and your momma drank our coffee from?” he asked, holding an imaginary coffee cup to his lips and slurping.

			“Yep. And the birds’ legs are long soda spoons, like what Trustin used when he ate his orange float. The ends of the spoons are bent and carry Martian blood. As the birds fly to earth, the blood falls out. Each drop of blood seeps into our earth like a seed. Before anybody knows it, they all got Martians growin’ in their backyard.”

			“What do these Martians look like?”

			“Instead of skin like you and me have, a Martian’s skin is made of blue checkered tablecloths.”

			“I think the diner had those, too, didn’t it?” he asked with a wide smile.

			“Sure did.” I nodded. “For fingers, the Martians have bendy straws.” I bent my fingers toward his face. “Like the white straw with red stripes I drank my strawberry milkshake from. Remember that red flag blowin’ outside the diner? Had that big blue X with white stars?”

			“I remember it.” His smile faded.

			“That’s what the Martians’ hair is, only cut into strips for ease of brushin’. They’ve all got pickle eyebrows like the pin our waitress wore and their eyes are the same as the diner’s ola . . . ola . . .”

			“Olallieberry,” Dad helped me with the word.

			“Olallieberry pies,” I said, “the juices from the berries runnin’ down. Rargh, rargh.” I pawed at my cheeks until Dad laughed so hard he coughed.

			“They got salt and pepper shaker antennas,” I continued, “and shrunken-down dinner forks for teeth. It’s their fork teeth that’s gonna kill us because when them Martians get done growin’, they’ll break from their roots and smile at us. The shine from their metal teeth will make everyone crazy and we’ll kill each other until only Martians remain.”

			Dad shimmied his shoulders as he said, “You got me so nervous I’m gonna be lookin’ to the sky for ketchup bottle birds. What do you call this jewel of caution?”

			“ ‘The Smilin’ Martians,’ ” I sang out, sticking my tongue through the hole in my smile where I’d lost a baby tooth the previous week.

			“ ‘The Smilin’ Martians’ might be my favorite story yet,” Dad said.

			We both turned to a thumping coming from the dark of the woods.

			“What’s that?” I pushed his hat up on my forehead in order to see better.

			“Maybe it’s one of your Martians,” Dad said. “We best get to the Rambler before the ol’ alien finds us and smiles.”

			He picked me up from off the tree and set my feet softly on the ground.

			“Ain’tcha gonna get your jar of moonshine?” I asked.

			“Naw,” he said. “We’ll let the Martian have it. That way he’ll just fall right asleep and not be a bother the rest of the night.”

			I grabbed his hand as we walked through the woods. He limped with every step. Two years had passed since the mine incident, but it was still fresh in my mind. The color of Dad’s blood. The way the coal dust had settled into the pained lines of his face. I thought of how he had said they’d smashed his knee like glass. I wondered if, like glass, sharp edges cut into him. He certainly walked as if they did. I decided to limp, too, so he wouldn’t be alone. He looked at me, then tried not to limp so much himself.

			“Can I sleep on the hood with ya, Dad?” I asked again. “It’s too crowded in the Rambler. Mom is like a million people all in herself. When you think of it like that, you’ve got Fraya, Flossie, Trustin, Lint, Mom, and a million more people. You can’t have a basket full of jars without the glasses bickerin’ and clankin’ against one another. You said that once. Remember?”

			“I did, did I?”

			“Hmm-mmm. Sure did, Dad. So can I sleep on the hood with ya?”

			“You have to promise you won’t get cold, Betty.”

			“I promise, promise, promise, promise, promise,” I repeated until he held up his hand and laughed.

			“I reckon there’s room on the hood for a big Indian and a little one,” he said.

			I squeezed his hand as we limped together. When we passed the Rambler, Flossie stuck her tongue out at me. I returned the gesture. Then she said goodnight, so I said it back. Both Flossie and I said goodnight to Fraya at the same time.

			“Goodnight,” Fraya said.

			Dad lifted me up and set me feet first on the hood. I played with the raccoon tail tied to the antenna before putting the hat on top of it as Dad climbed up on the hood himself. He waved inside the car to Mom, but she was already asleep, stretched across the front seat with one leg perched on top of the steering wheel. Her snores sounded like animals scavenging for food with their snouts in the dirt.

			“All right, Betty. Here’s your hard bed.” Dad patted the hood as he laid his upper body up against the windshield.

			“Dad?” I asked as I sat beside him. “Did you like my Martian story? The truth.”

			“I really did.”

			Before I could say anything more, I heard a car door squeak open and softly close, followed by the padding of little feet against the twigs on the ground.

			“No s-s-sleep.” Lint came up on Dad’s side of the hood.

			Lint was rubbing his teary eyes with the backs of his fists. His little pockets bulged from rocks he had collected.

			“Well, son, you’re in luck because I got sleepin’ dust in my pocket,” Dad said as he pulled Lint up on the hood and put him in between us.

			“You still afraid to go to sleep?” Dad asked him.

			A couple of weeks prior, Lint had drawn a picture that showed a black scribble above his stick figure body. He was only four at the time, so his drawing had less meaning than when he explained it. He told Dad the black scribble was the night and that should he fall asleep, the night would steal his soul.

			“My s-s-soul,” Lint had said as he made the black scribble darker. “Night take it, Daddy. Take it to b-b-bury it. North. In the c-c-cold.”

			Remembering Lint’s drawing, I looked out into the darkness around us as Dad promised Lint the night wouldn’t steal his soul.

			“I won’t let it.” Dad wrapped his arms around Lint.

			“You can’t s-s-stop it, Daddy.”

			“Your soul is right here.” Dad gently laid his hand over the bridge of Lint’s nose. “I’ll keep my hand on it all night long while you sleep. Your soul will be here when you wake in the mornin’. I swear.”

			While Lint laid his head against Dad’s chest, I curled up alone on the edge of the hood.
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			Gavest thou the goodly wings unto the peacocks?

			—Job 39:13

			welcome to breathed was painted in red on a splintery shred of barn wood nailed to an American sycamore. I would come to learn that between heaven and hell, Breathed was a piece of earth inside the throb, where lizards were crushed beneath wheels and the people spoke like thunder grinding on thunder. There, in southern Ohio, you woke to the barks of stray dogs while always aware of the shadows of larger wolves.

			“How you say the town’s name again?” Trustin asked. “Breathed?”

			“Not like you breathed somethin’ in.” Dad looked through the rearview mirror at Trustin. “Say it like you’re takin’ a breath, then you say ed. Breath-ed.”

			All around, the hills stood like a great exclamation from man to the heavens. Known as the foothills of the Appalachians, the exposed sandstone formed ridges, cliffs, and gorges shaped and cut by glacier melting. Covered in a green mix of moss and lichen, the ancient sandstone was named after the things it resembled. There was the Devil’s Tea Table, Lame Deer, and the Giant’s Shadow. Names handed down to each new generation as if they were as valuable as heirloom jewels.

			Passing through the hills and cutting across the land were not roads or streets but lanes, as the locals called them, as if to say the dirt-covered tracks were nothing more than widened paths. Main Lane was where Saint Sammy’s, Moogie’s Toy Store, Fancy’s Dress Shop, and other businesses were. From Main Lane branched residential lanes where every house had a family Bible and a good recipe for bread. Farther out, homesteads owned the acreage. In her most wholesome form, Breathed was a wife and mother who made sure to hang her flag banners on her porch rails every Fourth of July. At her darkest, she was the place you could bleed to death in without a single open wound.

			Dad drove into Breathed slowly, like someone careful of where he steps. A white-haired man holding a yellow balloon soon came into view. He was standing by the edge of a wood line.

			“Hey, old fella.” Dad hollered out his open window as he waved at the man.

			“Landon Carpenter?” The man waved back. “That really you?”

			Dad’s answer was a short honk of the car’s horn as we continued past.

			“That was ol’ Cotton Whithers,” Dad told us kids as we stared back at the man still waving with both arms.

			“Hasn’t stopped sendin’ his letters, I see,” Mom said as she watched the yellow balloon float up into the sky.

			I turned my attention to the town around us. We had lived in wildernesses before. Trees as tall as the men were not. Meadows as lovely as the women were. Yet there was something different about Breathed. It seemed to inhale and exhale as if it was not a town that had been created by humankind, but a place born unto it. I wanted to write Breathed into a poem. I would rhyme the words if I must, but speak them like I was throwing stones into a river. That seemed the only way to represent a place where the dirt lanes looked like brown diamond snakes laid out, the scales reflecting the sunlight.

			As Dad made a sharp turn, I looked up to see the lane sign.

			“Shady Lane,” I said the name aloud.

			Towering trees lined both sides, their branches braiding like cold rivers. The lane dead-ended at the drive to our property, which was acres of woods and uncut field. In the overgrown drive, there was a red car. Standing up against it was Leland. He was on leave and Dad had written him about the new house, so Leland said he would meet us there. He was twenty-two then. His blonde hair was cut short and he was wearing his army service uniform.

			Trustin squealed Leland’s name when he got out of the car.

			“Where’d you get that fancy new car from?” Dad asked as he stared at the shine of Leland’s car.

			“Oh, just borrowin’ it from a friend,” Leland said.

			“You bring anything back from Japan for us?” Trustin asked.

			Leland had written letters about having recently been stationed in Japan. He’d gotten us dreamy-eyed about the things he wrote. Women with white paint on their faces. Beautiful kimonos dragging the ground. Roofs which he said were called pagodas but were shaped like stacked squash blossoms.

			“Heck, sure, I gotcha somethin’.” Leland handed Trustin a paperweight with swirls of color inside it. For Lint, there was a round gray rock.

			“I dug it up from Japanese soil myself,” Leland told him.

			“Look how round it is,” Dad said to Lint. “It looks like a big old eye.”

			Lint smiled at the thought.

			Flossie jumped up and down when Leland gave her a hand fan. She held it to her face and fluttered her lashes behind its illustrations of white butterflies and gilded leaves.

			My present was a pink silk box. Inside was a pair of pajamas in the same silk. They had frog closures and knotted buttons. I was used to fabrics like denim, cotton, and flannel, but not silk. I’d never felt something so soft. I held it to my cheek while Flossie picked up a sleeve and held it to hers.

			“It feels so cool,” Flossie said, smiling.

			“You know silk comes from a worm,” Dad said.

			“A worm?” Flossie pulled back. “Ugh.”

			Leland reached into the car and lifted out a jewelry box. It was the length of my whole arm. The top of it was shaped as a pagoda roof. On the shiny black lacquer were paintings of bonsai trees and lotus plants. Two front doors opened to a silk-lined interior that had little drawers and compartments surrounding a small female figurine who twirled to the music. Leland handed the box to Fraya, who awkwardly held it in her arms, quickly closing the doors so the music stopped.

			“How come Fraya’s gift is so big?” Flossie asked as she closed her fan.

			Leland wiped his hands on his pants before getting two small bird figurines out of his glove compartment. The birds were made of red glass. He gave one to Mom and the other to Dad.

			“It’s real, real nice, son.” Dad patted Leland’s shoulder.

			Leland stepped back and dug both his hands in his pockets as he nodded toward the house.

			“I waited for y’all to get here,” he said. “I ain’t even peeped in the windas none.”

			Dad handed Mom his bird to hold with hers as he opened his arms out to the acreage.

			“Can you believe it?” he asked. “All this land no one can tell us to get off of.”

			Each of us took our own path through the tall, patchy grass. There was an unattached garage where a raccoon darted. The house itself was large and heavily guarded by dark evergreen bushes. It appeared to belong to the earth more than it did to man. Entire walls exploded in ivy, and vines wrapped the surviving rails on the porch while pervading brush growing beneath the open bottom of the porch gave it a tilt to the right. There were mud dauber nests, hanging like hollowed-out rods, while darting lizards were not in want of hiding places.

			“I’m gonna catch a hundred and keep ’em all in my room,” Trustin said as he chased the reptiles.

			The house was two stories, not including the attic. Its Victorian architecture had been distorted until it was nothing more than an old-fashioned dream tied down by the shadows of the pines that grew against its sides.

			We walked up the rickety porch steps cautiously, as if they could collapse at any moment. Dad tested the strength of the porch posts by gripping each with both hands.

			“She’s steady,” he said.

			Mom was the last of us. Her heel had gotten stuck in the crack on the top step. She cursed as Dad tried to free her.

			“The place is a trap,” she said, putting her weight on his shoulder while she looked at the house. Its wooden boards had at one time been painted yellow, but that paint had peeled, exposing the naked wood, as eroded as the sandstone.

			“What a dump,” Mom said the very second Dad freed her shoe.

			“It’s worth its weight in acreage alone,” he was quick to say. “Besides, ain’t nothin’ that can’t be fixed.”

			“Along with everything else, huh?” Mom’s tone was flat as she stared up at the sag in the porch’s ceiling.
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