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CHAPTER 1


THE WAR BEGAN thirty years, nine months, and seven days ago, when I was deaf and blind, floating silent and serene inside Hazel Crabtree. I was secreted in Hazel’s womb, which was cloaked in her pale and freckled skin, which was in turn hidden by the baggy sweatsuits she adopted so she would look fat instead of pregnant. Which was ridiculous, because who ever heard of a fat Crabtree? They were all tall and weedy, slouching around like wilting stems, red hair blooming out the top. 


Hazel Crabtree was fifteen years old, and no one thought twice about her expanding waistline as she crept around the edges of rooms, watching her mother ignore her and ignoring me in turn as I kicked at her and spun and grew myself some lungs.


I never heard Hazel’s side of the story. She birthed me but was never in any sense my mother. I heard an expurgated version from my aunt Genny; to hear Genny tell it, I frolicked bloodlessly into the world attended by singing rabbits. From Aunt Bernese, I got raw medical data and a flat recitation of events in the order they occurred. 


But my mother, Stacia Frett, told it to me as a love story, hers and mine. It wasn’t a declaration of war to her, it was simply the tale of how we found each other. My mother’s version, with every nuance communicated by her expressive face and flashing hands, dominated my imagination. Over the years, I interwove her story with what I had gleaned from Genny and Bernese, until I had an interpretation that felt like truth. It was as if my soul had been floating above the scene, watching, waiting to be sucked into my body with the air of my first breath.


I don’t know why Hazel Crabtree went to Bernese for help the night I was born, and Bernese did not think to ask her. The why of things did not often trouble Aunt Bernese, but she was a master at discovering the how. Before agenting my mother’s art became a full-time job, Bernese had worked in labor and delivery over at Loganville General. I like to think Hazel came to the Fretts because she knew Bernese was a former nurse and pragmatist savant who, beneath her bluster, had a kind heart. This was a distinct possibility: At that time Between, Georgia, had a population of about ninety people. Everybody knew everything about everyone. 


But more likely, she was being practical. Bernese and her husband and their boys lived on the lot at the dead end of Grace Street. Her sisters, Stacia and Genny, lived together in the house next door. There wasn’t another house on the block, and Bernese’s backyard overlooked empty miles of Georgia pine trees. The only other nurse in town lived on one of Between’s more populated streets; she had close neighbors. The last (although perhaps the most important) factor was that Hazel had to know going to the Fretts for help was a surefire way to piss off her family. 


Bernese woke to the sound of someone banging on her front door a few minutes past four in the morning. She came down the stairs pulling on her robe, getting her gun hand stuck in the sleeve. Her husband, Lou, trailed behind her, saying nervously, “Is the safety on? Is the safety on? Hand the gun to me and then put your robe on, Bernese. Is the safety on?”


Bernese got herself untangled and tucked the gun into her armpit, barrel down, while she tied her robe belt.


“Is that the thirty-eight?” asked Lou. “Lord-a-mercy, why didn’t you get your little purse gun?”


Bernese opened the door and there was Hazel Crabtree, holding a wad of her mucous plug cupped in both hands and saying, “This came out. Is this a piece of baby? I hurt.”


Bernese said, “Holy monkeys! You’re pregnant? Lou, call for an ambulance.” Tiny towns like Between didn’t have 911 service in 1976, so Lou went to get Bernese’s emergency-numbers card from the drawer. But Hazel shoved past Bernese and grabbed at him, falling to her knees as she yowled, “No, no, you can’t call anyone. My mother can’t know.”


Then she let go of Lou and said in a high, panicked voice, “Something’s coming. Something else. Something bad is coming.” Hazel scrabbled at her belly and crotch, frantic. Her sweatpants were soggy, and she shoved them down to mid-thigh. She wasn’t wearing any panties. Then she tilted and tipped over, writhing on the foyer carpet. 


Bernese looked up and saw all three of her young sons huddled in a clot on the stairs. They were clutching one another on the second-floor landing, staring down through the banisters with wide, horrified eyes.


“Never you mind,” Bernese said to Lou. He was tugging at his earlobe as he watched Hazel flail and howl on the floor. He set the phone back down in its cradle on the hall table. Bernese said, “Get up there with the boys. Tell them something. I will fix this.” Lou trotted obediently upstairs and picked up the toddler, herding the two older boys back toward their bedroom. Hazel’s contraction subsided, and she rose up on her hands and knees, panting. 


Bernese’s front door opened into a carpeted entryway. A wide doorway on the right led to the den, and straight ahead was a long hallway to the kitchen. On the left, the stairs went up to a landing that overlooked the foyer. There was a heavy table, almost a sideboard, that ran the length of the staircase. The phone was on the edge of the table, close to the front door, and the rest of it was taken up by the huge glass terrarium that housed Bernese’s beloved luna moths. The adult moths were awake, some fanning their wings as they posed on the perches and twigs. Others had paired off, attaching end to end to make the kind of desperate love that comes with an extremely short life span.


Bernese tried to step around Hazel, heading for the table so she could set down her gun and pick up the phone, but Hazel reared up on her knees in front of Bernese, crying, “No, you can’t! No one knows I’m this way. No one can find out!” 


She was grabbing for Bernese’s arm, but she fell short and jerked at her hand, squeezing. The gun went off. The bullet whizzed past Hazel’s head, smashing through the glass of the terrarium and burying itself in the staircase. Glass showered down, pattering onto the carpet and sprinkling Hazel’s wild red hair. 


Hazel and Bernese froze in the sudden silence, their eyes locked on the smoking hole in Bernese’s stairs. From upstairs, Lou yelled, “Bernese? Bernese?” They heard his footsteps clattering across the upstairs hall, the little boys running in a panicked herd behind him. 


“Stop!” screeched Bernese, and the footsteps stopped dead. “No one is hit, Lou. Stay with the boys.” 


“I asked you was the safety on,” Lou called down, aggrieved.


Bernese hollered back, “Maybe you better put the safety on your mouth.”


Next door, the gunshot woke up Bernese’s sister Genny. Genny bolted upright, clutching the covers to her bosom. Her bedroom window overlooked Bernese’s front lawn, and she saw the downstairs lights blazing and Bernese’s front door standing open. Genny got up and ran on tiptoe down the hall to Stacia’s room. She flipped the light switch and sat on the bed, shaking Stacia awake. Stacia sat up, her gray eyes opening wide, immediately alert. She held her fist up to her chin, thumb and pinky spread wide, asking by sign and her expressive face what was wrong.


Genny shook her head and signed back, Heard gun. She cut her eyes to the left to indicate Bernese’s house, then signed, Lights on, door open. What do we do?


As soon as she finished signing, she moved her right hand to pluck at the fine dark hairs on her left forearm, tugging hard enough to lift her skin in points. One of the hairs popped out, torn root and all from the follicle.


Don’t pick, Stacia signed. She gently peeled Genny’s fingers away and gave her a bracing pat, then signed, I’ll handle it. Stacia climbed out of bed and pulled on her robe. She tied the belt with savage efficiency, then spun on one heel and took off for the front door at a dead run. Her long black hair was unbound, and it unfurled behind her like a banner. 


Genny stared openmouthed for a moment and then said, “Goodness grief!” She ran after Stacia, waving frantically in a futile attempt to catch her eye, signing, Wait! Wait! Call police! Help! Wait! at Stacia’s implacable back. 


She chased Stacia in this manner all the way across the lawn to Bernese’s front porch. She stopped short of the stairs and leaned down and grabbed up a pinecone, ripping up a chunk of sod with it. She threw it as hard as she could past Stacia, through her line of sight. It thunked against Bernese’s siding, and dust puffed out of it all the way around, like a firework going off. It left a black smudge on the porch, like an outsize thumbprint on the wood. Stacia paused to give Genny an irked look over her shoulder before she disappeared through Bernese’s front door. 


Genny stood a few steps outside the glow of the porch lights, tugging at her long black braid. Her nervous fingers climbed up, following the weave of her braid, all the way until she touched the fine hairs at her nape. She gathered two or three in a pinch and ripped them out, twiddling her fingers together to shake off the loose hairs and then immediately seeking out another pinch. A luna moth came fluttering drunkenly out the front door and wafted up, disappearing into the night. Genny watched it go, and then she scuttled up onto the porch. She peeked inside. 


Bernese and Stacia were helping Hazel to the other side of the foyer, picking their way through shattered glass from the terrarium. Hazel was moaning and naked from the waist down. Her sweatshirt had hiked up over her grossly distended abdomen. The rest of her body was so skinny that Genny could see her ribs. Hazel’s thighs were streaked with blood. Glass fragments sparkled in her hair, inappropriately festive. Three or four of the luna moths were dancing up around the light fixture, and one was fluttering in Hazel’s wake, as if drawn by her bright hair. Genny saw the gun sitting by the phone on the sideboard. 


“What’s happening?” Genny squawked, jerking out another pinch of hair at her nape. “Is she shot? Was she shot in her pants?” 


“No one is shot,” said Bernese. “It’s a baby coming, and it’s coming now, very fast. Help me here.”


Bernese and Stacia lowered Hazel back down to the carpet in the doorway to the den. They tried to get her to squat, but she flopped onto her back and lay there, thrashing back and forth as another contraction took her. Stacia signed rapidly, and Genny said, “Stacia wants to know, what do you need?”


“Boiled string. Scissors. Clean towels,” said Bernese as Genny repeated her words in sign. “Hot water. A doctor, but that’s not going to happen. I think this baby is coming now.”


Stacia nodded curtly and ran down the long hallway into the kitchen. Bernese knelt by Hazel until the contraction subsided and she was still again. She was sobbing quietly on the floor: “It has to stop. Make it stop.”


“It will stop,” said Bernese. “We have to get this baby out is all. Genny, come sit by her head.”


“Me?” Genny squeaked.


“Unless you want the naked end,” said Bernese, staying beside Hazel. “Breathe,” she said.


“Oh, oh, oh, oh,” said Genny. She stayed right where she was in the doorway, rocking back and forth, her gaze flicking around the room, glancing off the moths and Bernese and the blood and the gun on the table, unable to light on anything. Her busy fingers sought hairs to pull as she rocked herself faster.


“Another one is coming,” said Hazel. “Make it not come.”


“You want it to come,” said Bernese. “It will get this baby out, and then it will all stop. So let it come.”


“No, no, no, I don’t want it to come,” Hazel moaned, but it came anyway. It came relentlessly, and she was helpless in it, with Bernese roaring at her to push. 


Genny was weaving harder, panting, tugging at her hair. Bernese glared at her. “Quit that picking and get by this girl’s head. Now. And quit panting. I don’t have time to drag your big butt out of the way if you faint.”


Hazel shook her head wildly back and forth, twisting her body as she fought the contraction. Genny, watching, dug her fingernails into her forearm hard enough to draw blood and then stared down at her arm for half a beat. The pain cleared her head, and she accessed the thread of Frett resilience buried in her, deep under her nerves. She stilled her hands and scurried over to kneel beside Hazel’s head.


“There you go. You and her breathe together,” instructed Bernese. Once Genny was in place, Bernese braced herself against the doorway and put the heel of her hand at the top of Hazel’s belly. She leaned in to it, bearing down and saying, “And you, girl. Push hard from here.” 


Hazel shoved at Bernese’s hand, weeping. She slumped again as the contraction ended, and Bernese said, “Next time you push like that at the start.”


Hazel said, “I don’t want a next time.” 


Genny reached out and patted ineffectually at Hazel’s shoulder. Hazel grabbed Genny’s wrist, looking up at her, beseeching, “Please tell her to quit it.”


“Oh, honey,” said Genny, pity softening her horror. “No one can make Bernese quit anything.”


“I hate you,” said Hazel to Bernese. “I hate you, you dumb whore.”


“Why, this is Ona Crabtree’s girl!” said Genny. “This is little Hazel Crabtree!”


“Course it is,” said Bernese, a world of Frett contempt ripe in her voice. The two families had nothing in common and had long regarded each other with animosity. The Fretts were a proudly emotional bunch. No Frett lips ever touched liquor (they even sipped grape juice at communion), but their moods could sweep through them as fierce and fast as any drug. Their decisions came from the gut, and they didn’t care one fig for what outsiders thought of their actions. 


The Crabtrees, on the other hand, almost universally had the deadeye, and their emotional range ran from sullen right on up to enraged. Wary and canny, they felt nothing more keenly than the gaze of the disapproving world, a world that was out to get them. Their responses to feeling judged were shrugs and sneers followed by lashings of great, cold violence. 


The Fretts were meticulous, order incarnate. The Crabtrees lived in unimaginable squalor. The Fretts lived within convention and tradition, while the Crabtrees spread like kudzu, generating chaos and more Crabtrees, generally without benefit of marriage. The Fretts had both money and the respect of the town. They were the royal fish in this tiniest of ponds, and the Crabtrees fed along the bottom.


This defied what the Crabtrees felt should be the natural order of things, because the Crabtrees, like everyone else in Between, were white. They were paper-white, pure Irish, most of them, maybe a little French or English or German blood in some of the branches. It was merely annoying when morally solvent white folks looked down on them, but it was maddening to take it from the Fretts, the children of a white father and a mother who was, as Ona put it, “half a damn squaw-Indian.”


Hazel had closed her eyes for a moment, resting. Genny looked down at Hazel’s pale eyelids, so smooth and dewy, and said, “Goodness grief, honey, how old are you? Bernese, you be sweet. She’s a baby herself!”


Bernese said, “Apples don’t fall off trees and land all the way downtown. She’s almost sixteen, and I think her mama is my age.” 


“I hate you,” said Hazel to Bernese, and then her eyes opened wide again. “Oh no, it’s coming.”


“This time you push,” said Bernese. 


“I don’t know how to push,” said Hazel, looking desperately to Genny. “Oh no, please do something. Do anything.”


“Push like you’re going number two,” said Bernese, and Genny said, “Bernese! Really!”


“How many babies have you had?” Bernese barked, and Genny dropped her eyes. “So shut up and let me help this girl.”


“Do something,” said Hazel to Genny. “Talk to me. Anything. Sing.”


Genny shook her head, but she opened her mouth and started to sing in her quavering soprano. “‘There’s not a friend like the lowly Jesus…’”


Hazel lashed up at Bernese with one foot and screamed, “Oh fuck, please not Jesus.” Bernese caught her thrashing leg at the knee and bent it back toward her abdomen. “Get ready,” said Bernese, anchoring the heel of her other hand at the top of Hazel’s swollen belly.


“I’m not ready. Help me,” Hazel wailed to Genny, and twisted on the floor while Bernese wrestled with her leg. “Help me. Sing. But not about Jesus.”


Genny patted frantically at Hazel with her free hand and sang the first thing that came into her head. “‘Sigh no more, ladies, sigh no more, / Men were deceivers ever…’”


Hazel thrashed and writhed. “It’s here! It’s here!”


Bernese bore down, saying, “Push, you hear me? You better push.” 


Genny kept singing. “‘One foot in sea and one on shore, / To one thing constant never…’”


Hazel was shaking her head but pushing anyway. Genny saw my head coming out, slick with blood and slime, and she paled and felt her head getting light. Hazel’s death grip on her arm was the only thing keeping her upright. She closed her eyes, weaving herself back and forth, and sang, “‘Then sigh not so, / But let them go, / And be you blithe and bonny; / Converting all your sounds of woe / Into hey nonny, nonny.’”


“It’s crowning. Where is Stacia?” said Bernese. “Genny, get between her legs and catch this baby.”


But Genny had reached her limit. “‘Hey nonny, nonny,’” she sang with her eyes squinched tight. 


Stacia came in from the kitchen with a pan of hot water and clean dish towels, scissors, and string. She set them down and knelt between Hazel’s legs as the next contraction hit.


Hazel pushed as Bernese bore down on her abdomen, and my head came out of her. I arrived faceup, staring into the light with my eyes open and angry. It seemed to Stacia that I was staring up at her. My eyes were puffed almost shut, slitted, but she thought my gaze was meeting hers. I looked aware to her, so angry and alive. My face was framed by the darkness that was eating the edges of her vision, and in that moment there were only the two of us. Not even Hazel existed. 


Stacia dipped a finger into my mouth to clear it. As she did so, my eyebrows lowered and my lips opened wider. I looked like I was squalling, but it was airless and silent, my body still compressed inside Hazel. As Stacia stared at me, I spun slowly in the birth canal, rotating, turning facedown. Stacia cradled my forehead in her rough palm as another contraction hit. I came slithering out, slick as a fish into her waiting arms.


“Is it done? Is it done?” Hazel said. 


“I think so, honey,” said Genny, peeking. The skin around her eyes and mouth had turned green. “Oh please, please, I think it’s over.” Stacia looked across Hazel’s prone body, and her eyes met Genny’s. Genny signed one-handed, Boy? Girl?


Stacia slid her thumb down the side of her right cheek.


“A girl,” said Genny, rocking herself and nodding. “That’s good. That’s not scary. Look, you have a sweet little girl.”


“My cooter hurts,” said Hazel.


Stacia stayed where she was, holding me with the cord trailing down into Hazel.


“Is it out?” asked Hazel. “Why is it coming again?” 


“Again?” Genny squawked.


“It won’t be half so hard this time,” said Bernese to both of them, and she leaned down and grasped the cord, easing out the afterbirth as Hazel contracted. Genny shut her eyes and started singing again, “‘Hey nonny, nonny, so weep no more, my ladies.’” Hazel relaxed, snuffling, and Stacia busied herself cleaning me up and tying off the cord.


“Genny, shut up that caterwauling,” said Bernese.


“‘Hey nonny,’” Genny sang, trailing off. “Please, is it over?” Hazel released her, and when Genny opened her eyes and looked down, she saw perfect red handprints braceleting her wrist. 


“Who is Nonny?” asked Hazel in a puny voice. 


“What?” said Bernese.


“She was singing ‘Hey, Nonny.’ Who is Nonny? Is that the baby?”


Stacia stood up, holding me wrapped in a towel. I was wide awake, staring up into her cloud-gray eyes, solemn and interested. Bernese had moved between Hazel’s legs.


“You look good. No tearing. You want to hold your baby?” said Bernese to Hazel. 


“No,” said Hazel, and she turned her face away, looking at the shattered terrarium. A caterpillar had negotiated its way out over the glass and rubble and was oozing down the sideboard. 


“It’s a nice little girl, and she is looking much cleaner,” said Genny. She sat slumped and exhausted, flat on her bottom on the floor by Hazel’s head, faintly rocking herself.


Stacia looked up from me at last, and Genny signed that she should hand me to Hazel, but Stacia did not move. She looked at Hazel as Hazel said, “I don’t want it,” shaking her head petulantly. Stacia curled her lip and held me tighter.


“Maybe later,” said Bernese. 


Stacia stamped her foot to get Genny’s attention and signed one-handed, cradling me in her other arm.


“Stacia says it’s her baby,” said Genny. 


“Obviously,” said Bernese. “Give the girl a minute. She’ll take it.”


Genny shook her head. “No, I mean Stacia’s saying, ‘This is my baby. I want her.’ Stacia wants the baby.”


There was a long silence as everyone digested this. Bernese looked from Stacia to Genny and back again and then snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous.” She tilted her face and bellowed up the stairs, “Lou, leave the boys for a sec and throw me down some sheets. The oldest ones we have. And any old towels you see in that linen closet.”


“Stacia says, ‘I am not being ridiculous. She came to me. She’s mine.’ I think she really wants this baby, Bernese.”


“Oh good,” said Hazel to Genny. “Take it. It can be y’all’s Nonny.” 


“Let’s get you to the hospital,” said Bernese. 


Hazel immediately said, “No hospital. They’ll call Mama, and I’ll never get away. She’ll keep me. And she’ll make me keep it.” Her eyes filled up with tears. “Please, I’m fine. Just let me sleep a little and then I’ll go away. Y’all can have that Nonny.”


“You need to see a doctor,” said Bernese. “You could have a complication and bleed out on my floor.”


“I won’t do that. I promise,” said Hazel, and the tears spilled down her cheeks. “You said I looked good. And if you make me go to the hospital, I’ll throw myself under a truck. I really will. I’ll throw Nonny, too.”


Stacia stamped her foot again, signing, and Genny said, “Stacia’s insisting. She says, ‘This baby is my baby. I know it. I don’t know how to do it, how to keep her, but Bernese does. Bernese, you do it.’”


Genny got up and walked over, folding back the towel to look at me. “Oh, goodness grief, look at all that red hair. And the teeny feet.”


“This is not like a hamster, Genny,” snapped Bernese. “This is a person. A little Crabtree person.”


Lou’s pale face appeared at the top of the stairs. His brown hair, thin and gingery, was rumpled, and his comb-over was hanging down past his ear on one side. He had wrapped the sheets and towels into a bundle, and he tossed it over the banister to Bernese. 


“Get back with the boys,” Bernese commanded, and he disappeared. Bernese began gently packing the towels under Hazel’s bottom to catch the fluids that were oozing out of her and soaking into the carpet.


Stacia was signing again, rapid and angry, her free hand flashing. Genny interpreted, and as she spoke, she got the roller-coaster look that she always got when she had to say things out loud for Stacia that she would not have said for a million dollars on her own account. Her eyelids lifted so high that the whites were visible all the way around.


“She says, ‘Don’t lecture me, and don’t dare patronize me. I am telling you something real here, if you aren’t too stupid to hear it. So shut up and help me.’”


Bernese ignored Stacia; she was still carefully arranging the old sheets and talking to Hazel. “Are you comfortable? You want some water?”


“Please don’t tell,” begged Hazel. 


“Your mama’s Ona Crabtree?” Bernese said. 


“No,” said Hazel.


But Genny said, “Yes, that’s her mama.” Over Hazel’s head, Genny’s eyes met Bernese’s, and Genny mouthed, “Drinks,” then bobbed her head in a wise nod.


Bernese wrapped the afterbirth in the nastiest towel. She noticed Genny’s hands creeping back up her braid and said, “Genny, for the love of Baby Jesus, get your hands off yourself. Don’t start picking now when it’s all over but steam-cleaning the carpet. Do you need a pill?”


Genny shook her head and rubbed at her forearm for a second, then went back to signing what Bernese was saying for Stacia. Bernese said, “Good, then make yourself useful. See if that girl won’t nurse her baby. She should nurse it while it’s awake. I am going to go get some trash bags, and I will call for an ambulance from the kitchen.”


Bernese headed up the long hall, her arms full of filthy towels. Hazel watched her go, panting, and then she rolled over painfully and got to her hands and knees. 


Genny said, “Honey, you should be still.” Stacia, holding me, hesitated. She tried to hand me to Genny, but Genny, still dizzy and faintly green, did not take me. Stacia walked toward Hazel, holding me, and Genny followed, saying, “Honey, you need to lie down on this pad, you are… Oh my. You are leaking things.”


Hazel crawled miserably across the foyer. She left the doorway to the den and crept back into the glass. It bit into her knees as she headed for the long table. Stacia followed, with Genny clucking and tutting along behind her. Hazel reared up suddenly on her bleeding knees and grabbed the gun off the sideboard. Stacia froze, and Genny almost ran into her. 


Bernese was at the end of the hall when Hazel called, “If you go one step more, I will shoot you.” 


Bernese stopped and turned around. Hazel was so weak she was swaying drunkenly from side to side, trying to hold up the heavy gun so she could aim down the hall. “I will shoot you if you tell my mama.”


“Put that down, you idiot. I don’t need more holes in my woodwork,” Bernese said. 


“I mean it,” said Hazel.


“Spare me,” said Bernese contemptuously. Blood was trickling out of Hazel, oozing in rivulets down her thighs. “You can barely stay erect. You couldn’t hit me if I stood dead still and gave you all six tries.”


“Fine,” said Hazel. She twisted at the waist, bringing the gun around. Stacia was close behind her, and Hazel pressed the barrel into Stacia’s belly, under me. 


“Bet I can hit her,” Hazel said.


Bernese became very still, and it was silent for a long, ugly moment.


“Jesus, help us,” whispered Genny, barely above a breath.


“Will you stop with that Jesus? I told you!” Hazel’s voice was shrill. 


Stacia moved her free hand up very slowly to sign, making no sudden movements, and Genny managed to look away from the gun and focus on the familiar sight of Stacia speaking. “Hazel, Stacia wants to know where your sweetheart is,” said Genny. Her voice was tinny and high.


Hazel looked in confusion from Stacia’s slowly signing hand to her face and said, “My sweetheart?”


Genny was so afraid that all she could do was watch Stacia’s hand and repeat after it, saying what Stacia’s hand was saying, not looking at anything else. “You have a baby. You must have had a sweetheart.”


Hazel sucked air in through her nostrils, loud. “I had a lot of sweethearts,” she said. She shrugged. Bernese knelt down silently and set her armful of towels on the floor.


“I had a sweetheart,” said Genny for Stacia, her eyes locked on Stacia’s fingers. “Just the one.” Stacia signed, her movements gentle and slow, as the luna moths fluttered up around the light and the barrel of the gun pressed into her soft belly. “His name was Frank. I don’t have him anymore. He did something stupid, and I’m done with him. I thought I’d marry him and we’d live with Genny. Me and Frank and my sister, and I would have my own babies. But that’s not going to happen now.” Stacia kept signing, but her gaze lifted, and she looked over Hazel, meeting Bernese’s eyes as Bernese stood and began creeping up the hall toward them, step by silent step. Stacia glanced back down at Hazel, at her trembling hand on the gun, and then back at Bernese. “Do you know what Usher’s syndrome is?” Genny said for her.


“No,” said Hazel. Her thin arms were trembling with effort, and Genny was terrified that she’d inadvertently pull the trigger. Genny kept her eyes on Stacia’s hand and interpreted, hardly aware of what she was saying. The gun pressing into Stacia’s belly was a black beast in her peripheral vision. 


“It means I’m deaf,” Genny interpreted. “I was born deaf. And it means my eyes are going. I’ll be blind in another ten years, fifteen if I am lucky. The edges are closing in already. It’s dark beside me, like shutters are being drawn. At some point my depth perception will go, and I won’t be able to work anymore. I’m a sculptor; I make molds and cast dolls in porcelain. That’s my work. So I’ve lost my sweetheart. And I’m losing my work. And here’s this baby.


“This baby is mine. You brought her to this house, and she slid into my arms. No one is going to call your mama, because no one is going to take this baby from me. Frank is gone, my work is going, and I’ve been asking God, ‘Why does my heart keep beating?’ And you brought me the answer. Don’t worry about Bernese. She won’t do a thing to take this baby out of my arms. She’s going to help me keep this baby. Once she sees my side—and she’s seeing it now—she won’t worry about what’s practical or legal or even what’s right. She’ll make it happen. I’ll take this baby, and you can go home. Home or anywhere you like.”


Stacia looked hard into Hazel’s eyes and signed, and Genny said, “But if you shoot me, Bernese is going to have to call your mama.”


After a long moment, Hazel’s arms dropped, pointing the gun down into the carpet. She sagged, and Bernese ran the last few steps up the hall and caught her before she slumped into the glass. Bernese peeled the gun out of her limp hand, flipped the safety on, then set it carefully back on the table. 


“Help me,” said Bernese, and Genny darted forward, panting, and together they lifted Hazel out of the glass and half carried her back to her pad of old sheets and towels.


“All right, then,” said Bernese. “Let’s make sure you haven’t ruptured anything. What a mess.”


Hazel closed her eyes. The sun was rising, spilling pale light across the lawn. Stacia turned and shut the front door. After a few minutes, Bernese got up from between Hazel’s legs. 


“You look okay,” Bernese said. Her gardening shoes were sitting by the front door, and she slipped them on and crunched into the glass. She picked up the phone.


“Bernese!” said Genny. Hazel’s eyes flew open and she started crying again, making piteous mewling noises deep in her throat. But Stacia smiled and shook her head, meeting Bernese’s eyes with a cool and level gaze. 


“Don’t get your pants in a bunch, Genny,” said Bernese. “I’m calling Isaac.” She added to Hazel, “That’s my lawyer, so stop with that fuss. You sound like a kicked cat.”


Bernese dialed from memory and stood waiting for the phone to wake up Isaac Davids. 


“It’s me,” she said when he answered. “Yes, I know what time it is, but this is an emergency. You need to walk down here, quick as you can… I know, but pull some pants on and hurry down. Stacia needs us to help her steal Ona Crabtree’s grandbaby.”



CHAPTER 2


WITH SUCH A loud beginning, small wonder I grew up to be a person who studies silence. The Fretts and the Crabtrees spent the better part of my childhood chafing hard against each other at the point where they connected, and I was painfully aware of it because that point was me. I was barely out of diapers when Ona Crabtree found out I was her grandchild and appeared on our front lawn, drunk and howling for me. Bernese ran out to meet her with equal force and volume; I was only three, but their enmity was obvious, and I understood enough to realize I was somehow the heart of it. The brawl on my front lawn trained me to look for and interpret the subtler signs that told me how deeply my adopted family despised my birth family and vice versa. 


I was raised in my mother and Genny’s quiet, well-ordered house at the end of Grace Street, playing with my boy cousins and, later, the tagalong girl-child Aunt Bernese produced when I was nine. The Crabtrees, Ona especially, paced at the periphery of my life, staring hungrily in at me. 


Ona Crabtree was half crazy, all mean, perpetually drunk, but she had a junkyard dog’s sharp memory for injuries against her person. She’d hated all things Frett from childhood: Ona and Bernese first bonked heads when they met up on the jungle gym behind The First Baptist Church of Between. Genny, fresh off a Baptist summer-revival high and aching to fulfill the Great Commission, shyly invited Ona to come on in to Sunday school with them. Ona accepted, but Bernese eyed Ona’s filthy sundress and added, “Run home and change first. We wear our nicest things to God’s house.” 


I’m sure it never occurred to her that perhaps the sundress was Ona’s nicest. Ona offered me that story ten thousand times as proof that Fretts were “fancy-pants faker Christians.” She never stopped hating them, and after she learned we were genetically connected, she never stopped hounding me. No one ever had a clue who my father was. Not even Hazel, and she’d left town. If not for Ona, I’d have been a Frett free and clear. As it was, my mother and her sisters stood over me like she-bears guarding a shared cub, ever vigilant and suspicious.


The war that would tear up our little town percolated mostly under the surface, with an occasional minor skirmish cropping up here and there. Bernese routinely cut Ona dead in the market, and when I was growing up, the Crabtree boys egged the Frett homes every Halloween. (Or they did until the year Bernese spent all night crouched in her front bushes with a loaded shotgun. Those boys came sauntering down to the end of Grace Street just after three in the morning, and Bernese waited until she could see the whites of their eyes before she discharged the gun into the air, scattering them.) 


At eighteen I moved an hour away to study anthropology at the University of Georgia, but my absence did not make the Frett and Crabtree hearts grow any fonder. I came home every other weekend, and after I graduated, my stays became longer and more frequent, so the wounds remained forever fresh and open. 


The feud ebbed and renewed in a thousand small ways even during my absence, receding and resurging before it reached critical mass and exploded. The Fretts blamed the escalation on the Crabtrees, and the Crabtrees blamed it on the Fretts. And I, the only one who might have stopped it, was caught up in a battle of my own that was raging through the half of my life I lived in Athens. 


Later, when I knelt in the ruins of Between, sifting through drifts of ash and bits of twisted metal and scorched glass, the thwarted archaeologist in me insisted that the only way I could have prevented the war would have been to strangle myself with my own umbilical cord before I pulled my first breath. I never became that archaeologist. My BA prepped me for grad school, but I didn’t go, so I can’t place much store in my findings. I ended up a sign language interpreter, but I’m a good one. I may not be able to reach into the past to reconstruct my family’s losses, but I can read the signs around me and meld them into a single story. One I believe is kissing cousins with the truth.


The morning of the day it all went to hell, I don’t know if it was Jonno or the phone that woke me up. Jonno was in the habit of groaning and muttering himself awake, and he went off at about the same time the ringer did. I looked at the clock and then rolled over and put one hand over his mouth. His eyes opened, and under my palm, I could feel his mouth stretching into a smile. We’d had our very last ever goodbye sex the night before. For about the twenty-second time.


“Morning, Nonny,” he said cheerfully, his words muffled by my palm.


I said, “Do not talk or make any noise. No reasonable human being calls this early, so that has to be Aunt Bernese. She cannot know you are here. Understand?”


He nodded at me, and as I took my hand away, I added, “And don’t smile at me.”


He obediently made his mouth into a straight line, lowering his eyebrows as if taking me seriously. His dirty-blond hair was tousled and flopping in curls over his broad forehead. He looked beautiful, and he knew it. I rolled away from him, onto my side. I grabbed the phone off the charger and said into it, “I’m not driving over there today, Bernese.” 


“Who asked you?” she said. “You sound like you’re still sleeping.” Behind me, I could feel Jonno uncoiling, stretching like a big cat and rolling toward me, pressing his naked length against my back. I shoved my elbow at him, but he ignored it and nestled closer. His body felt warm and pliable, and his morning erection was nosing at my thigh. 


I said, “I overslept a little. I have three jobs today, and I need to get going. I can’t leave town and drive down there.”


“You said that yesterday. But I thought you’d want to know that Stacia’s been up next door pacing since before sunup. I can see her through the window, going back and forth, back and forth, all in a lather. Your mama’s flat miserable.”


I narrowed my eyes. “If Mama needed me home today, she would have said so. I’m booked solid all week, and I have my court date on Friday. I’m coming Saturday, and Mama knows that.”


Bernese went on as if I hadn’t spoken. “She spent all day yesterday in her studio, digging around in her boxes of doll heads and humming and pacing and unwrapping and feeling all over the faces and then wrapping them back up and driving everybody rabid-dog crazy. And Genny! She catches your mama’s moods like stomach flu, and I had to stop her from picking fifty times yesterday. This is going to end with her in bed for four days, if not in the hospital.”


“Give Genny a Xanax,” I said, shoving at Jonno’s legs with my feet. He scooted away from me, but not far. I could still feel his body radiating heat behind me.


“She won’t take a pill in case your mama chooses a doll head and is ready for her to start sewing the body and clothes. And she’s already into the paranoid part. She wouldn’t eat the applesauce I brought her because she said I had probably snuck her a pill in it.”


“Which I am sure you had!” I said.


There was a tiny pause, and then Bernese said, “It’s still paranoid for her to think that.”


“No, Bernese, that’s not paranoid. That’s smart. You know, if you don’t want Mama to be this unhappy and get Genny all riled, you could quit selling off her doll heads.” Jonno started playing itsy-bitsy spider in the space between us, one hand finger-walking down my spine.


“If you would come over here and help her pick one…” Bernese said.


I rolled over onto the spider, pinning it under my back. I gave Jonno a look that could have withered a whole rain forest, but he grinned back at me, the tent in the sheet telling me he was completely unwithered. 


“That’s not going to happen,” I said to Bernese. “There are a finite number of heads. Quit selling them.”


Even as I said the words, I knew they were futile. Bernese had the artistic sensibilities of a handful of blackberries, and even if she had been gifted in that way, Mama and Genny were a perfectly closed unit of Artist and Craftsman. There had never been room for Bernese inside their doll-making process, so from the time they were young women, she had busied herself finding markets for their products. She’d used the appealingly tragic combination of Mama’s talent, her deafness, and her incipient blindness as a hook. Exploitative, yes. Also effective. After a couple of years of traveling to doll-making and toy conventions on Mama’s behalf, Bernese hooked up with an Atlanta lawyer, Isaac Davids, and together they negotiated a huge contract with Cordova Toys. 


Cordova still mass-produced a popular line of dollhouse dolls that were based on Mama’s work, and craft stores all over the country sold reproductions of her molds so hobbyists could cast their own dolls. At this point, there was no financial reason to sell any more of Mama’s original dolls, and every doll she gave up seemed to take a bite out of Mama. But Bernese couldn’t bear to pull her thumb out of any Frett pie, and stopping would sever her tenuous connection to Mama and Genny’s work.


“It’s for a museum,” Bernese said sanctimoniously. “And anyway, did you see how much they offered? But Genny can’t take this. She’ll pick and then she’ll chew and weave and bang until she knocks herself unconscious. And by the way, Fisher’s mad at you, too. She sulked her way through her egg this morning.”


“Fisher’s naturally sulky. Tell her I’ll be there on Saturday, Lord willing and the creek don’t rise, and don’t you call me again today unless you are personally on fire,” I said.


Before I could hang up, Bernese was talking again. “Wait one second. Fisher was hoping you’d show yesterday, so you better talk to her if you really aren’t coming.”


Jonno lay quietly beside me with his hand still trapped beneath my back. I asked, “And who told Fisher I was coming home early?” But I already knew the answer.


“Let me get her,” said Bernese, and thunked the phone down hard enough to make me pull the receiver away from my ear. I hammered my heels into the mattress in frustration; I would happily have hung up on Bernese, but never Fisher. My earth revolved around that child’s sun. Fisher’s mama was Lori-Anne, Bernese’s tagalong girl-child. Lori-Anne had Fisher at sixteen and almost immediately crapped out on motherhood. Bernese and Lou were raising Fisher, but I felt like she was at least a third mine. 


As a baby, Fisher was colicky, and Bernese had needed a break from the daily four-hour screaming sessions. Mama was immune to screaming, but Genny couldn’t bear it, so Mama would take Genny to their studio while Bernese and Lou were off working at their store. For six months, I spent every Saturday and Sunday afternoon walking Fisher back and forth at Mama’s house. The doctor recommended swaddling, so I would wrap her tightly in blankets until she was a roly-poly tube with a round, angry face on one end. She reminded me of one of Bernese’s caterpillars, wailing and squirming, a limbless bundle of rage trying to flip itself out of my arms. 


Mama’s house was built in a circle around the central staircase. The foyer flowed into the living room and then the big eat-in kitchen. An archway in the kitchen led to the dining room, and the dining room opened back onto the foyer, closing the loop. I would walk baby Fisher around and around, as if the downstairs were a racetrack, while she screamed magic screams that seemed to require no pause for inhalation. After a few hours, she’d switch to bleating, breathless screams that sounded like an enraged goat. Toward the end, she did a series of short, coughlike screams, one after another, and the pause in between made me think every time maybe she was finished, and then another would come, and another, until I was ready to throw her off an overpass. 


But I fell in love with her every afternoon when she at last wound down and dropped into a boneless sleep. I would stand swaying to the music of silence, Fisher a solid string of limp weight in my arms. I would loosen her swaddling clothes and then lie down beside her and curl inward, becoming her protective shell. I was mesmerized by the grassy smell of her baby sweat and the way her fingers would clutch my shirtfront or my finger as she slept. I couldn’t stop rubbing my cheek against the skin of her fuzzy head. 


By the time she’d outgrown the colic, I was addicted to her. I doubled my twice-monthly visits home and brought over a third of my clothes from Athens. I hung them in my childhood closet beside a goodly portion of Fisher’s pink and yellow wardrobe, and then I blew a couple hundred on a prime portacrib. Jonno’s band was booked solid most weekends, and Saturday was Bernese’s busiest time at her store. It suited everyone for Fisher to spend her weekends with me at Mama and Genny’s, so Fisher had grown up as addicted to me as I was to her, and woe betide me if I did not show up on days when Bernese told Fisher I was coming. Days like today.


I heard a rustle and a click, and then Fisher’s dour little voice filled the line. “Hey, Nonny.”


Jonno chose that moment to finally pull his hand out from underneath me. He sent it wandering across my hip to my belly.


“Hi there, Woolly-Worm,” I said. I sounded breathy. I cleared my throat and pulled ineffectually at Jonno’s wrist. “What are you up to?”


“Grampa is about to walk me to the bus stop,” Fisher said. “Grandma said you were coming over today?” 


“Grandma made a mistake,” I said into the phone, and then I looked at Jonno and added to both of them, “It’s not happening today.” Jonno ignored me and slid his arm around my waist, pulling me closer. I smacked at his hand. “I wish I could come, if only to see you. But I have a lot of work.” I put one hand over the mouthpiece and hissed at Jonno, “Go pee that thing down and get your clothes on. Out!”


Fisher was saying, “Nonny, but please can’t you? We could go to Henry’s store and us both could get books. In the window, Henry has this new book about what’s inside frogs. It shows half a frog.”


Jonno grinned, unrepentant, and rolled away from me. “You have to hang up sometime,” he said softly, and got out of the bed.


“Who is that?” demanded Bernese. “Is that a man talking?”


“Bernese?” I said, and flapped my hand at Jonno, frantically trying to shush him. 


“Yes,” said Bernese. “Fisher’s on the walk-around phone. I’m on in the kitchen.”


Jonno said, “I thought Fisher had the phone.”


Bernese said, “You do have a man over there! Nonny! You are still married, you know.”


“Until Friday,” I said.


“So today it’s adultery. And on Friday it will be fornication. You can go to hell for either, last I checked,” Bernese said tartly.


“Fisher, hang up,” I said, as Fisher said, “What’s formication?”


“Hang up, Fisher,” said Bernese.


“Okay, Grandma,” said Fisher, and I heard the click of a disconnect. Jonno chuckled, gathering his scattered clothes. I grabbed my pillow out from under my head and half sat to hurl it at him. He dropped his jeans and caught it. He set it gently on the foot of the bed, bowing and running his hands over the pillowcase like a maitre d’ smoothing a tablecloth, mock-fussy and officious. I flung myself onto my back and stared up at the ceiling.


“Who’s that over there?” Bernese demanded.


“None of your business,” I said.


Jonno said, “Tell her it’s me and get her off your ass. Even a Southern Baptist will let you do it with your husband.”


“That’s Jonno!” Bernese crowed triumphantly. “I recognize his voice! You’re back with Jonno?”


“No,” I said.


“Sounds to me like you are,” said Bernese.


“Goodbye, Bernese.” 


“Wait, Nonny. If you’re back with Jonno, you don’t have to be at court on Friday, so there’s no reason not to get on home. I am telling you, your mama is in a deep need, and there you sit, hard-hearted as Pharaoh.”


I said, “Mama’s not on the other end of this phone asking, Bernese. You are. And Jonno and I are still getting divorced.” I sat up, my free hand clutching the covers up over my chest. “On Friday. Four P.M.” I fixed Jonno with a steely gaze as I said it, reminding him. He held up his hands in surrender and went into my bathroom.


“I’m done having to be quiet, huh?” he said, and released a mighty pee that went thundering down into the toilet bowl. 


 “Aunt Bernese, I have to go get ready or I’m going to be late.”


“Give Jonno my love,” said Bernese.


“No,” I answered, and clicked off. 


Jonno flushed the toilet. His back was framed perfectly in the doorway. Jonno, damn him, was delicious from most angles, but he looked particularly good from behind. I groaned and slipped one leg out of bed, fishing around on the floor for my T-shirt. I clutched it with my toes, pulling it up into the bed with me. 


Jonno turned sideways, offering me his Roman profile as if it were a present, and gumming up my toothbrush in exchange. He was still outlined by the door, but this was due more to the ridiculously tiny size of my bathroom than any planning on his part. Probably. I pulled the T-shirt on over my head and got up.


“Shove over,” I said, and crammed into the bathroom with him. I pointed at my toothbrush. “I need that.”


He obediently passed it over. I stuck it in my mouth and brushed while he leaned around me and spat. When I looked up, I could see him watching me in the mirror, grinning smugly, his arms folded across his broad chest.


“What?” I said.


He shook his head, raising his eyebrows innocently. “Not a thing.”


I spat and rinsed. “No, what?”


He gave me his patented naughty-little-boy look and said, “You’re going to cancel those jobs and go see your mama today, aren’t you?”


“No,” I said. “Get out of here. I have to shower.”


He took a half step forward and wrapped his arms around my waist from behind. I’m a tall girl, but Jonno easily topped six-three, and he had to bend deep at the knees to nuzzle the back of my neck. He started chanting, “You’re going to Betwee-een,” in a soft singsong to the tune of “Nanny-nanny-boo-boo.” “You’re going to Betwee-een.”


“Stop it,” I said, but his warm breath was stirring the hairs at the nape of my neck, and I was already leaning back against him. He bent deeper, one hand dropping to my inner thigh and running up to cup me between my legs while the other went foraging under the T-shirt. “You’re going to Betwee-een.”


“I said I’m not. Stop that singing, you brat.”


He stopped singing, but he didn’t stop touching me with one hand, opening the bathroom drawer with the other and fishing out a condom. He tore the wrapper with his teeth, and as he was rolling it on, he whispered, “I heard what you said, but you’ll give in and go see your mama.”
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