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      PART 1


      Magic Words


      Hard, ugly, summer-vacation-spoiling rain fell for three straight months in 1979. Atlanta downpours destroyed hopscotch markers carefully chalked onto asphalt and stole the

         bounce from yellow tennis balls forgotten in backyards. On the few days the rain didn’t fall, children scurried to play 1-2-3

         Redlight under low-hanging gray clouds. Red Georgia clay clung to inexpensive canvas sneakers and the kids tracked it into

         light-carpeted living rooms. Mothers slapped their narrow behinds with leather belts before dabbing at the marked floors with

         wet rags, worrying about the expense of carpet cleaners or loss of deposits. When the rain fell, it did so to an accompaniment

         of growling thunder and purple zigzag lightning. Bored kids were told to sit still. Be quiet. God is talking. The children listened to the water smack against the window panes and figured that God’s message must not have been meant

         for them to understand.

      


      But on the first day of school, the students at Oglethorpe Elementary did not sweat inside yellow plastic jackets or carry

         umbrellas. The eight-A.M. sun winked as they tromped on broken sidewalks with brightly colored book satchels and lunch boxes.

         The unfamiliar light turned the girls’ plastic barrettes into prisms, casting rainbows on their cheeks. Everybody wished the

         sun had come out the day before, when they had been free to chase the ice-cream man. But this, they kept to themselves.

      


      Perhaps someone said under her breath, but still out loud, Why the sun had to come out today when we got to go to school? And maybe God heard. For although fifth-graders couldn’t understand God’s language, no one doubted that He knew theirs.

      


      By recess, the sky was as gray as it had been the day before, but the fifth-graders went outside anyway. Although they had

         looked forward to moving to the trailers recently added to the rear of the old school building, and standing apart from the

         lower grades, the windowless metal room was claustrophobic and cheerless, foiling the bright bulletin boards’ attempts to

         welcome them back. At noon, the children stampeded out to the damp playground, but LaTasha Renee Baxter was the last to leave

         the trailer, carrying the heavy jump rope that had been coiled since school let out last June.

      


      Jumping rope had been the proving ground for girls as long as she could remember, and for equally as long, Tasha had been

         embarrassingly incompetent. This was fifth grade, the last year of grade school; next year she would go to Southwest Middle

         School, which was closer to her house. Her parents had chosen Oglethorpe Elementary School because it was near her mother’s

         work, which was good when Tasha was little. Mama could get to the school in less than five minutes if need be. But now that

         Tasha was getting to be a young lady, Mama and Daddy thought that it would be better for her to be on her own side of town,

         rather than across the street from the projects.

      


      Because this year would be her last chance to make a place for herself among the girls in her class, Tasha had devoted most

         of the vacation to improving her rope-jumping technique. Because of the summer’s inclement weather, she had practiced in her

         basement, tying one end of the rope to a wooden chair and forcing her eight-year-old sister, DeShaun, to turn the other end.

         Tasha had worked on all the skipping rhymes. She was best at “Ice Cream” and could get very near the end of the alphabet before

         losing her footing. But she had decided already that she would deliberately falter at “P” since there was no boy in her class

         whose name began with that initial.

      


      After untangling the rope, she held one end in her hand and waited for someone else to grab the other, but no one did.


      “Y’all don’t want to jump?” she asked.


      A small kneesocked cluster of girls shrugged in unison and looked toward Monica Fisher, the best rope skipper ever seen in

         Georgia. She had been born in Chicago where the girls skipped two ropes at once and chanted rhymes that sometimes included

         cuss words.

      


      “Nah,” said Monica. “I don’t have time for that baby stuff. Y’all going to make me sweat out my hair.” She stroked her straightened

         page boy, pulled off her face with a wide headband. Tasha noticed horizontal imprints where rollers had been fastened.

      


      Tasha dropped the rope as if it were hot. She had washed her hair for the first day of school, but Mama had not subjected

         her to the torture of a pressing comb. Now she was unprepared. “That’s alright,” Tasha said. “I didn’t really want to jump.

         There’s just not nothing else to do.”

      


      “Look at her just lying,” said Forsythia Collier, Monica’s best friend. Forsythia’s hair was also pressed, and her oily ringlets

         coiled all the way to her shoulders. “She probably practiced all summer.”

      


      Monica laughed a little louder than was appropriate and continued her cackle until the other girls joined her.


      Tasha decided to laugh too. Didn’t Mama tell her that a person needed to be able to laugh at herself? And besides, she didn’t

         want to start a feud with Monica and Forsythia.

      


      Then the rain started and Tasha was relieved, although she groaned along with everyone else as they ran toward the tin box

         that was their classroom this year. She even cried out, “My hair!” although her tight cornrows were impervious to climate.

      


      Inside the trailer, the noise of the rain on the roof rose into magnificent crescendoes with the wind. “Let’s play jacks,”

         Tasha shouted over the weather.

      


      “Okay,” Monica said.


      Tasha turned her head to hide her smile as she reached into her book bag for the purple felt sack that held twenty jacks and

         a purple rubber ball. Jumping rope wasn’t the only thing she had practiced over the summer.

      


      The girls made a clearing by pushing all of the desk chairs over to one corner. Most of the boys argued over comic books under

         the supervision of their new teacher, Mr. Harrell. Tasha sat cross-legged on the floor across from Monica while her classmates

         breathed over them with gum-ball breath. “Anybody else want to play? Up to five can play jacks.”

      


      “No,” Monica said. “Let’s just let it be us.”


      “Okay,” Tasha said, tossing the tiny pieces of metal.


      Tasha won, as she had planned to, but she meant to quit before whipping Monica’s siditty tail. But she couldn’t make herself

         stop showboating, demonstrating all the techniques she had perfected over the long, wet summer vacation. She even knew maneuvers

         that none of them had seen before, things Tasha’s mother learned as a kid in Oklahoma. Midwestern jacks had an entirely different

         flavor.

      


      The girls clapped when Tasha perfectly executed an around-the-world with double-bounce and tap. Even a few boys came over

         and watched.

      


      “Dang,” Roderick Palmer, the cutest boy in class, said behind his hand. “She killing Monica.”

      


      Tasha couldn’t resist saying, “Wanna play again?” although it was clear that Monica had had enough.


      Monica heaved herself from the floor and crossed her arms over her chest, hiding the outline of her training bra. “That’s

         alright.” She dusted off her pants with sharp whacks. “I just let you win because my mother told me that everyone is supposed

         to be nice to you because your parents are getting separated and everything.”

      


      “Uh-uh,” Tasha clarified. “They’re not separated. They’re living apart right now. It’s different.” She paused for a minute, trying to explain what was different about her household and Monica’s,

         or that of any of the other kids who didn’t have a father anymore. She still had her daddy. He called her on the telephone

         almost every night and picked her up from ballet lessons on Tuesdays. Separated was different, harsher. Almost as bad as divorce. And not once had her parents used that word.

      


      Monica laughed and touched Forsythia with her pointed elbow, soliciting a complicit chuckle.


      “It’s just for a little while,” Tasha insisted. A warmth spread from her chest up to her face as she gathered the jacks. “So,”

         she shouted at Monica’s back, “my mother says your parents live outside their means!” No one watching responded to Tasha’s

         comeback. Monica, who had taken a sudden interest in the boys’ comic book wars, didn’t even turn around. Only Rodney Green,

         the weirdest kid in class, seemed to ponder her remark. With his face extended by two cheeks full of bubble gum, he studied

         her with scrunched brows behind his glasses, until Tasha felt uncomfortable and turned away.

      


      She went to the girls’ room, sat in a stall, and rested her humiliation in the palms of her hands. Closing her eyes hard to

         stifle tears the way pressing down on a cut stops bleeding, Tasha felt dumb as a rock.

      


      Two weeks earlier, Daddy had moved out. Tasha wasn’t so dumb that she didn’t realize this was trouble. At first, when he and Mama came to tell her, Tasha

         thought they were going to tell her they were having another baby. That was what happened to Tayari Jones just last year.

         Tayari told everyone in class that her parents had come into her room smiling and holding hands and—just like that—told her

         that there would be a new baby in the house in August. So what was Tasha to think when Mama and Daddy knocked softly on her

         bedroom door and silently stepped over the clutter, holding hands? They never held hands or really touched each other, except a quick smack on the lips on each other’s birthdays. Thank you, baby. Then the kiss.

      


      And true enough, they hadn’t been smiling like Tayari’s parents. Mama held Daddy’s hand tight so that her knuckles stood out

         and her face had worn a sorry, stretched look, like her chin was too heavy and was pulling her round face into a sad oval.

      


      But Tasha figured this was an appropriate precursor to news about an impending baby. Where in the world were they going to

         put it? In the guest room? It didn’t seem fair that a baby should have a room to itself while she had to share with DeShaun.

         And if the guest room was to be full of baby, then where would Nana stay when she came to visit from Birmingham? She knew

         Mama and Daddy weren’t going to suggest putting it in here with her and DeShaun. There was not enough room for their two canopy

         beds and a crib.

      


      “What?” Tasha said, looking at Mama’s abdomen.


      Daddy pulled his hand from Mama’s and touched Tasha’s face. “Wait till DeShaun gets here.”


      Tasha climbed onto her bed and hugged her knees. This was serious. Twins? Oh, Jesus. (She could take the Lord’s name in vain

         all she wanted to as long as she didn’t do it out loud.) One little sister was more than enough, really. She could imagine

         twins in identical prams. People would be saying how precious they were and how cute. It would be like being the only regular

         girl in a class full of pretty people. She got enough of that feeling at school already; having it at home would be unbearable.

      


      Tasha wished she had X-ray vision so she could look right in Mama’s stomach and see what was going on under the brown blouse

         tucked into the waistband of her tan slacks. Her stomach poked out a little bit, but not any more than anyone else’s mother’s

         did. Or did it? Mama ran her hand across her front, flattening the pleats.

      


      There was the sound of a toilet flushing and DeShaun came in.


      “What?” the little girl said, looking from her parents to her older sister and back.


      “We been waiting for you so we can find out,” Tasha said.


      “I was using the bathroom,” DeShaun whined.


      “Tasha,” Mama said, “don’t snap at her like that.”


      “All I said was—”


      Daddy cleared his throat. “Delores.” He took Mama’s hand again, but she didn’t wrap her fingers around his. He let go to touch

         the sisters on the crown of their heads. His fingernails were neat rectangles against their dark hair.

      


      “Girls,” he said, “I love you very much.”


      Especially DeShaun, Tasha thought. She could remember the time before DeShaun was born. Mama said she couldn’t possibly since

         they were only twenty-three months apart, but Tasha did remember and she knew that people used to love her more back then.

         What would life be like after the twins? She turned her face toward the wall and Daddy gently twisted her head so she had

         to look at his sober and unhappy brown face.

      


      “And I love your mother too.” He turned toward Mama, who seemed to be studying her knees. “But your mother and I think that

         it is best if we live apart right now.”

      


      Tasha looked up at him quickly. There was no baby?


      “For a while,” he said, looking at Tasha before turning to look at Mama.


      “For a while,” Mama echoed. “Just to see how things work.”


      “Okay,” Tasha said fast. Relieved.


      Her little sister DeShaun pulled a piece of loose skin from her wobbly bottom lip.


      Now, Tasha felt stupid. Monica was right. Tasha was immature. And Daddy was in the wrong too. He should have said, Tasha, DeShaun, your mother and I have been playing with matches and your whole life is on fire.


      After school that first day, Tasha did not wipe her feet before coming into the house. After leaving her wet umbrella on the

         carpet, she tramped into the kitchen leaving mad, muddy, size-six prints on the floors. She drank juice from three different

         glasses and didn’t rinse a single one out. Frustrated, she flopped onto the couch and put her feet up on it.

      


      “You’re not supposed to put your feet up on that sofa,” DeShaun reminded her.


      Ignoring her little sister, Tasha placed her glass on the coffee table without a coaster. “Did you know Mama and Daddy were

         separated?” she asked.

      


      DeShaun bit down on a carrot stick. “What’s that?”


      Tasha searched her mind. “It’s the same thing as divorce.”


      “I don’t know what that is either.”


      “Divorce is when the parents aren’t together anymore. When the dad lives someplace else.”


      “I already know that Daddy is living someplace else.” DeShaun looked confused. “You know that too, right?”


      “Yeah, I know that much.” Tasha was insulted. “I’m asking you if you knew they were separated.”

      


      “And I said what’s that,” DeShaun protested.

      


      Separated was kids who only had a mother to come and hear them say a poem on Black History Day. Or the ones who had stepfathers

         that they called by their first names. Ayana McWhorter, Tasha’s best friend, had one named Rex who didn’t like Ayana or any

         of her friends. He was young, according to Mama, clicking her tongue against the back of her teeth, but Tasha couldn’t see

         it. Rex was tall and thin with a narrow scar on the side of his face, which he tried to hide with a thick beard. (Unkempt,

         according to Mama.) Tasha wouldn’t have noticed the scar at all if Ayana hadn’t pointed it out: That’s where someone tried to kill him. After that, Ayana always came over to Tasha’s house to play because Tasha didn’t like going over to her house and Mama didn’t

         think much of the idea either. Last June, when Ayana had spent the afternoon, Mama had pulled them out from in front of the

         TV and spread construction paper out on the kitchen table.

      


      “You girls need to do something productive,” Mama said, putting down newspaper to protect the floor. “Since Father’s Day is

         right around the corner, you all can make cards.”

      


      Tasha thought that it was a good idea. She loved arts and crafts.


      “I’m not making a card for Rex,” Ayana said, loud as back talk.


      Tasha looked at Mama, expecting her to be mad, but Mama only touched the girl softly on the back of her neck.


      “You can make a card for anyone. Your granddaddy, or an uncle.”


      “I don’t want to make a card for anyone,” Ayana murmured.


      “Okay, you can just draw a picture.”


      Ayana didn’t draw a picture. Instead she ate paste and then threw up all over the table, ruining the paper Tasha had neatly

         folded and glittered.

      


      Mama had put a cold towel on Ayana’s forehead and made soft clicks with her tongue.


      Separated was regurgitated glue and sour spangles.

      


      Tasha went to her room to wait for Mama to come home.


      “LaTasha Renee Baxter,” Mama bellowed. “Come down here right now.”


      When Tasha got down to the kitchen, DeShaun was pleading innocent.


      “I had some juice, but I rinsed out my cup and put it right here in the dishwasher. And those aren’t my footprints neither.

         My feet are littler than that; see?” She put her foot beside one of the dirty marks.

      


      Mama, satisfied with the evidence, waved DeShaun into the other room.


      “You are really trying my patience today,” she started. She had taken off her high-heeled shoes and was gesturing with them.

         “What is your problem, Miss Lady?” She aimed the pointed toe of her pump at the empty juice glasses and the dirty floor. “I

         just mopped this floor last night. There is a mat—” She realized that Tasha was not paying attention. “Look at me when I talk

         to you.”

      


      Tasha raised her eyes to her mother’s face. She tried to talk with her teeth closed like grown ladies did when they were really

         mad. “You didn’t tell me you were separated.”

      


      Mama was caught off guard. Tasha could tell. “What?”


      “Monica said that her mother told her that you were separated. You didn’t tell that to me.”


      Mama sat down heavily in one of the wooden kitchen chairs and patted the one beside her.


      “I don’t want to sit down.” She could hear her heart beating in the sides of her head.


      “Tasha, Daddy and I told you and Shaun both that we would be living apart.”


      “But you didn’t say separated!” Tasha had never raised her voice at an adult before.

      


      Mama’s face changed and Tasha ran, frightened, to her room and shut the door.


      Half an hour later, Mama’s voice climbed the stairs. “Dinner’s on the table!” Tasha didn’t answer and no one came upstairs

         to see about her.

      


      The sounds of silverware clicking against plates she could endure, but the whirring of the blender made her put her face into

         her pillow and scream; Mama and DeShaun were downstairs enjoying milkshakes. Last week, DeShaun had refused her cabbage and

         Mama had coaxed her into eating it. Just one little bite. It was such a big deal that DeShaun might not get all her vitamins but no one cared if Tasha went to bed without any dinner

         at all.

      


      She dug around in her closet until she came up with a small package of peanuts that Nana had given her from the airplane and

         a stale marshmallow egg left over from last year’s Easter basket. She swallowed with great difficulty, choking on salty sadness

         and thirst.

      


      I will not eat with them again, she promised herself. They can have milkshakes from now until kingdom come and I will not

         even eat one bite.

      


      For two days Tasha kept her word. She ate ravenously at lunchtime and spirited away granola bars under her bed to tide her

         through the evenings. She chewed each bite slowly, trying to make it last.

      


      “Tasha will eat when she gets hungry,” Mama said into the telephone. “She’s not going to sit up in that room and starve to

         death.” She was quiet. “That’s easy for you to say … Um-hum. Hold on.” She hollered up the stairs. “Tasha, pick up the phone.”

      


      She went into her parents’ room. “Hello.”


      “Hey, Ladybug.” Daddy’s voice was dark and smooth like a melted crayon.


      She wanted to cry. “Hey, Daddy,” she whispered.


      “Your mother says you don’t have much of an appetite.”


      “I’m not hungry.”


      “She’s really worried about you. Why don’t you just eat a little something so she won’t have to worry.”


      “She’s not worried about me.”


      “Don’t say that,” he said. “Your mother loves you.”


      “She don’t act like it.”


      “What?”


      “Nothing.”


      “So are you going to eat?” The timbre of his voice masked an undercurrent of pleading, as if her refusal to eat dinner made

         an adult difference.

      


      “Yeah,” Tasha said. She couldn’t bring herself to disappoint or disobey him.


      But she couldn’t bring herself to eat dinner at the table set for only three.


      The next day, Mama stopped ignoring her.


      “Tasha, come down here and eat.” She accented each angry syllable with a tap on the banister with a spatula.


      “I’m not hungry,” Tasha yelled through her closed door.


      “Well just come down and sit at the table.”


      “I don’t feel well.”


      “You looked pretty healthy ten minutes ago.”


      Tasha didn’t answer. At the sound of Mama’s feet tiredly coming up the stairs, she kicked off her shoes without undoing the

         buckles and sprawled across the bed, hoping to appear at least a little queasy. Mama came in, disregarding the handmade signs

         ordering PLEASE KNOCK and ENTER AT YOUR OWN RISK.

      


      “Tasha,” Mama said, sitting on the edge of the bed. “I’m tired. Come down and eat. I know you miss your daddy, but a hunger

         strike is not going to solve anything.” She searched Tasha’s face for a smile. “Come on, Tash, get up. I fixed cheese-dreams

         just for you.”

      


      Tasha sat up on her elbows, looking at her mother with a quizzical half turn of her head. Mama was blinking her eyes about

         a million miles an hour, like DeShaun did when she was about to cry. Tasha lowered her brows and pursed her lips. What was

         going on here? Was all of this an elaborate ploy just to get her to eat?

      


      “Don’t you want cheese-dreams?” Mama put her elbows on her thighs and leaned her face against her hand. The softness of her

         cheek bulged brown and gentle through the cracks between her fingers. Shutting her eyes, she said, “Don’t you want cheese-dreams?”

      


      Tasha heard it, a subtle change in pitch, the precursor to tears. She wanted to put her shoulder against whatever door was

         threatening to open and press hard. She wished she could put her finger in the hole like the Little Dutch Boy and save what

         was left of her life from the flood.

      


      “I didn’t know you made cheese-dreams,” Tasha said, hoping to make it seem like her refusal to eat had been a standoff over

         menu. She started toward the door, more spry than she felt, refusing to look at her overtired mother still sitting on the

         bed in her work-crumpled blouse and skirt.

      


      “Come here,” Mama said softly.


      Tasha stopped walking but she didn’t turn around; she didn’t want to see.


      “Give me a hug,” Mama said.


      Tasha could hear her exhausted misery. Turning on the balls of her feet, she moved toward her mother’s unsteady voice. Mama’s

         hug held a desperate fierceness that Tasha had not felt since she had narrowly missed being hit by a car four years earlier.

         Mama had gripped Tasha then in a melting embrace until she had felt herself disappear. She had been aware of the heavy pressure

         of Mama’s lips on the part between her braids, her forehead, each of her cheeks, and her quivering lips; then she knew nothing

         but the outdoor smell of pine and Mama’s neck.

      


      Mama squeezed Tasha today with the same famished affection. She felt, this time, the intensity of grown folks’ emotion and

         gasped with the heat of it. The hug lasted several unendurable moments more before Mama released her.

      


      “Let’s eat,” she said.


      Tasha and DeShaun sat at the table, staring at each other with curiosity. Having cheese-dreams itself was odd enough. Mama

         had declared more than once that grilled cheese sandwiches made with French toast and smothered in raspberry syrup was not a balanced meal. On the rare occasion that she would consent to serving this treat, the girls were forced to eat a green

         salad first. But today, not only were they not required to choke down anything leafy, but they evidently were going to be

         allowed to ration their own syrup. Tasha poured a generous dollop on the center of the sandwich. It rolled down the sides

         of the bread. No response from Mama. She squeezed the bottle, releasing another raspberry globule. No response. She squeezed

         a little more. Then she realized that she had no idea how much raspberry syrup was enough. She didn’t stop pouring until the

         design on the plate was concealed and DeShaun was begging, “Give me it!”

      


      Tasha carefully cut a triangular section of the cheese-dream and popped it into her mouth. She was overwhelmed by sugar and

         a faint food-color bitterness. Mama looked at her daughters, struggling with too much of a good thing, and laughed.

      


      Her laugh was clean but heavy. The power of it shook her bosom, bouncing the gold locket around her neck. Tasha laughed too,

         although her favorite meal was all but ruined, drowning in sweetness. DeShaun giggled too.

      


      Mama rescued the sandwiches from their gooey beds and set them on clean saucers. Putting them down in front of the girls,

         she said, “I do believe that we are going to be alright.”
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      “Ouch,” Tasha protested, as her mother fastened an elastic around a small, neatly partitioned section of her hair. It didn’t

         hurt, but she howled as a preventive measure. DeShaun never complained and, as a result, often went to school with her hair

         pulled back so tightly that her eyes slanted.

      


      “You know this is not hurting you,” Mama said, but she used a lighter touch.


      “Why can’t I fix my own hair?”


      “Because you can’t part straight and I can’t have you going out of this house looking like a little pickaninny.”


      Tasha sighed, resting her face on the inside of Mama’s thigh and running her hand up and down her pecan-colored shin, enjoying

         the texture of the stocking.

      


      “Tasha, let my hose alone. I don’t have time to change them when you put a run in them.”


      Tasha moved her hand, feeling rejected.


      “Okay,” Mama said, patting her daughter’s shoulder. “I’m done.”


      Tasha went into the bathroom to inspect the job in the mirror over the sink. Her hair was just like DeShaun’s. Evidently,

         Mama thought that it was cute for the two of them to be small and large versions of the same thing, like those dolls that

         nest inside each other. But it was entirely inappropriate, not to mention humiliating, for a fifth-grader to have the same

         hairdo as a little bitty third-grader.

      


      Assuming an air of maturity, Tasha wiggled the silver key hanging on a shoestring like a pendant, from under her blouse to

         the outside. This, at least, would separate her from her sister; no little kids had keys and Tasha had only gotten hers this

         school year. Instead of staying with their neighbor, Mrs. Mahmud, she and Shaun went straight home after school and stayed

         alone until Mama got off from work.

      


      Those two hours were Tasha’s favorite time of day. She was in charge. Each day, she gravely insisted that she be the only one to touch anything mechanical.

      


      “It’s too dangerous,” she had told her sister, as she adjusted the thermostat to seventy-four degrees.


      She looked in the mirror a little longer. If the weather had been better, Tasha would have demanded some modification of her

         coif. But it was raining outside and she would be forced to wear a stupid hat anyway.

      


      Tasha was sitting at her desk when her nose started to run. There was a long piece of bathroom tissue in her pocket, but Forsythia

         Collier, across the aisle, was dabbing at her nostrils with tiny Kleenexes from a cute little pouch. Too embarrassed to tear

         off a piece of crumpled toilet paper, Tasha inhaled deeply through her nostrils, hoping to reverse the flow without making

         noise.

      


      Mr. Harrell looked at her with disapproval from in front of the class. “Miss Baxter,” he said, “if you need to blow your nose,

         please go to the lavatory.”

      


      Tasha skulked out of the trailer appearing to concentrate intently on the white tile floor, flecked with black.


      Although the walkway connecting the fifth-grade trailers to the main school building was covered, it was not enclosed. Wet

         air blew into Tasha’s face. Just as she shoved her hands into her pockets, she saw Jashante Hamilton leaning against a pole.

         He rested his weight on one leg and angled his chin.

      


      “What you get sent out here for?” he wanted to know.


      “I’m just going to blow my nose.” For some reason, Tasha felt as though she were pleading.


      He was good-looking. Not in the same way as Roderick Palmer, who had pretty eyelashes like a girl, cute bow-legs, and skin

         soft brown like the wood around a pencil lead. Jashante was tall and brown-red like a pair of penny-loafers. His hair, shaved

         low to his head, was pomaded and brushed into rows of even waves. There was something grown about him. Tasha knew he was much

         older than the average fifth-grader. (Way older than her, since she had a late birthday.) Roderick Palmer claimed to have

         somehow seen Jashante’s permanent record, which said he was fifteen.

      


      “Don’t you have one of them little bitty Kleenexes in your pocketbook like all the other fancy girls?” he asked. His voice

         was slippery and almost deep.

      


      Tasha was flattered that he thought that she was of the same caliber as Forsythia Collier; in reality, she didn’t even carry

         a purse. She stuffed whatever she needed into her pockets or in the front flap of her book bag.

      


      “Oh. I left them at home.”


      Jashante didn’t say anything. He looked at her slowly. Tasha was fragmented as she watched him seeing her. He took in the

         babyfied hairstyle, seeming to count each plastic barrette. Eyes lingered on the faint outline of an undershirt over a chest

         almost ready for a training bra. Her bony wrists, a generic brown with no warming hints of red, sticking out from the too-short

         sleeves of a striped turtle-neck, narrow hips fastened into pink jeans.

      


      “I gotta go,” she said. “It’s cold out here.” She wanted the sanctity of the girls’ room where she could reassemble herself.

         She walked past him.

      


      “Say,” he said.


      She pretended not to hear.


      “Say, Fancy Girl. What your name is?”


      By then Tasha had reached the swinging door. She pushed it and went inside. Inside the warm, safe building, she made an effort

         to breathe slowly. She felt tingly, itchy, and warm all at the same time, like she was loosely bound in a wool blanket.

      


      The television, a small black-and-white with long antennae tipped with foil, was perched on top of the refrigerator. Tasha

         noticed it immediately when she and Shaun came down for dinner.

      


      “What is that TV doing up there?” she asked. It hadn’t been there an hour earlier, when Tasha had come home still crackling

         from the electricity of her hallway encounter.

      


      “Surprise,” said Mama.


      “I thought you said we didn’t need a TV in the kitchen.” Her good mood was losing voltage fast.


      “Well,” Mama said, “I knew how much you wanted one. And I saw this one on sale …”


      This was bad, Tasha knew. When she had first brought up the subject of a kitchen television, three years ago, it was after

         she found out that Monica Fisher watched cartoons in the morning while she ate her breakfast. She could imagine Monica giggling

         contentedly as she downed countless bowls of Lucky Charms. Tasha, on the other hand, had to amuse herself by endlessly rereading

         the back of the box of Shredded Wheat. When she brought this inequity to her mother’s attention, her request was unequivocally

         denied.

      


      “This family,” Mama had sniffed, “talks to one another while we are at the table. We don’t need TV to keep us company.”

      


      “But what about in the morning? We don’t talk then. All you and Daddy do is drink coffee. Me and Shaun end up reading the

         cereal box.”

      


      “Shaun and I,” Mama corrected, and the case was closed.


      Reversal of opinion was not Mama’s style. This TV thing had to do with the separation. That was obvious. Since Daddy was gone,

         dinner conversation had dwindled to “pass this” and “eat your broccoli.” The TV meant he was not coming back to lively up

         the evening meal with knock-knock jokes or funny stories from work. Daddy was gone for good and in his place was a raggedy

         little TV that probably couldn’t even get Channel Forty-six good.

      


      And Mama didn’t even let them choose what to look at. She insisted that they watch the news at dinnertime.


      “But we wanna watch The Flintstones,” DeShaun whined.

      


      “No, The Dating Game,” Tasha complained.

      


      “We are watching the news,” Mama said, in her that’s-final voice.


      “But—”


      “But nothing. You need to know what’s going on in the world, or else, white people could reinstate slavery and you wouldn’t

         know it until they came to take you away.”

      


      That was something that Daddy liked to say. Mama had been doing that a lot lately. Like in the morning when she woke them

         up, she said, “Get ready to greet the world!” instead of “Rise and shine.” It was depressing to hear Mama say Daddy’s lines.

         It was a pitiful substitution, like the time when she lost her shower cap and had to bathe with a freezer bag on her head.

      


      As it turned out, the news wasn’t so bad. It wasn’t as interesting as The Dating Game, but it was neck and neck with The Flintstones, since she had seen all of the episodes already. At least the news never played a rerun. There was a black lady on Channel

         Two whom Mama liked to call by her first name and critique on her appearance like she was somebody they actually knew. “Monica

         should know better than to pull her hair off her face like that,” Mama might say, pouring melted Velveeta over broccoli.

      


      Tasha was going to say, “I like that top Monica Kaufman has on,” as soon as she finished chewing. But before she could swallow,

         the pictures of the children appeared on the screen. Nine photos that looked like school pictures were arranged in three rows

         like a tic-tac-toe game waiting to be played. Tasha stared hard at the TV. She had a mouth full of soft sweet fruit that she

         tried to swallow, but her throat was constricted and she coughed. Instead of patting her back, Mama said quietly, sternly,

         “Hush.”

      


      “Mama,” DeShaun said.


      “Hush.”


      Somebody had murdered all those kids. Two little girls, all the rest boys. What had happened? Tasha had seen a couple of people

         get murdered on TV. There was the noise of a gun and then the person lying on the floor with a big spot of ketchupy blood

         on his clothes. She wasn’t sure how the gun killed people. A bullet was involved, yes. But a bullet was a teensy thing that

         could fit on just one of your fingers.

      


      “All them kids are killed?” DeShaun asked. She was looking at the girl in the upper left-hand corner, who was about her same

         age. The girl was smiling with her mouth open, as if the photographer had been playing with puppets to make her laugh right

         before snapping the picture.

      


      “Some of them,” Tasha said, leaning forward to hear better.


      DeShaun hooked her fingers between her bottom lip and teeth. She was about to cry; Tasha noted her little sister’s fluttering

         eyelashes. She pushed the can of peaches toward her sister in an effort to hold off the gusher until the news was over because

         DeShaun didn’t cry like regular people; she wailed, and nobody would be able to hear the news over that racket. When DeShaun

         opened her mouth to let out a whopper, the phone rang, choking her sobs in mid-bawl.
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