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For my parents,


who always let me roam


and welcomed me home



















“You know, they straightened out the Mississippi River in places, to make room for houses and livable acreage. Occasionally the river floods these places. ‘Floods’ is the word they use, but in fact it is not flooding; it is remembering. Remembering where it used to be. All water has a perfect memory and is forever trying to get back to where it was.”


—Toni Morrison






“When a man goes back to look at the house of his childhood, it has always shrunk: there is no instance of such a house being as big as the picture in memory and imagination call for. Shrunk how? Why, to its correct dimensions: the house hasn’t altered; this is the first time it has been in focus.”


—Mark Twain

















CHAPTER ONE



Running Backward


NOTHING COULD HOLD back the Mississippi that summer. Our flood stage was sixteen feet and when the river crested at thirty, folks panicked with good reason.


Jackson’s Island, which jutted out of the river as an overgrown sandbar, was completely submerged. The island, immortalized by Mark Twain, wasn’t very big to begin with, though Huckleberry Finn and Jim found it to be plenty. The annual spring rains usually caused minor flooding, but the trees on the island reached up from the river like bushes floating on the muddy surface.


Water was what people talked about, worried over, and watched. Upstream and downstream, levees busted by force and by sabotage. Barges were stuck for months and the trains stopped running.


On land, we prayed to crumbling rock and gravel walls for protection and piled up more layers of sandbags to push back the pressure. If a levee broke on one side, there was temporary relief on the other. Some farmers walked their lines with shotguns, threatening anyone who came near their sandbags.


The fight was fair at first. Until it wasn’t. Until it came to sacrificing others to save yourself. Until those with power didn’t want to protect those without. Maybe that’s why I left. But by then, the Mississippi had taken more than six hundred miles and much of our lives in its wake. Ten years ago, even as I was falling for Sammy on that steamy July night parked at Lover’s Leap, one of my feet was firmly planted on the ground, even as I hiked the other to welcome him.


The river’s to blame. When you grow up on the banks in Hannibal, Missouri, you need an escape route. You never know when the water is going to rise and you have to run.


MAMA THINKS I’M HOME AGAIN for my ten-year high school reunion. I don’t tell her much more when I park my Honda in the grass, scattering chickens, and come through the door about ten o’clock. I drove twenty-two hours straight from Jacksonville, Florida, alternating between the Dixie Chicks’ first album and Shania Twain’s latest, skipping over sad songs. My boots make my feet ache, but I keep them on for courage.


The house smells like Jiffy Pop and tomato soup: Mama’s favorite. The tang and salt make my skin itch. I scratch at the rising bumps on my forearms, but there is no relief, only more allergy to this part of me.


Mama is dozing in her recliner, waiting for the late news to announce the flood stages and her Lotto numbers. When you can see the Mississippi out your windows, flood stages are your religion. And when you can’t imagine how to dig yourself out of your hole, you put your faith in the Powerball.


On the screen, a retrospect from that summer shows houses flooded past their roofs, land stripped of crops, and schools ruined. “The National Weather Service claims the Great Flood of Nineteen Ninety-Three was extraordinary. It’s considered the most costly and devastating flood in modern U.S. history. The many record river levels, people displaced, crop and property damage, and its length exceeded all previous U.S. floods.” The voice is cheerful, as if it’s a sunny weather forecast rather than the Mississippi’s destruction.


The bumps on my arms swell to hives. I drag my bags in from the car, and the weight of them feels useful. If I just keep moving, I won’t have to think. Just like Mama, I always kept the news on in the background of my apartment in Florida, just for the noise, to feel like I had people around me when I didn’t.


As I lug in the last suitcase, a threadbare maroon one Aunt Betty bought me for my high school graduation, the zipper busts and a pathetic pile of dirty socks spills out. Mama opens her eyes, and we both stare at the socks. Then she sighs like this is exactly the kind of mess she expects from me. “Be careful with my girls out there, Laura,” she says instead of hello. “Y’all haven’t been properly introduced yet.”


“Girls?”


“My girls. The chickens.”


“Those yours?”


“Yep. Oh, they’re sweet girls. Fresh eggs every morning. You’ll see.”


I nod at the prospect and go to my room. It’s the second one on the left from the kitchen, down our trailer’s narrow hall. My veins buzz from too much coffee. Black paint chips flake off as I open and close dresser drawers and toss in my stuff. A pale pink peeks through the laminate. My best friend, Rose, and I painted the walls and furniture Charcoal Magic in ninth grade. We thought it sounded sophisticated.


Mama turns up the TV volume and follows me down the hall. “Take your shitkickers off in the house.”


I hold up one of my boots to show her the spotless snakeskin. “They’re clean.”


She shakes her head but doesn’t insist. “Looks like a long visit.”


“Maybe.” The last ten years of my life are these four suitcases, my shrinking savings account, and the car that barely got me here. It doesn’t look like much more than I took when I left. I’ve given myself until the Fourth of July to decide what’s next.


Mama leans against the doorframe while I unpack. The Lotto tickets are tight in her right hand.


“You play the same numbers?” I ask. I know the answer, but I know she wants to tell me, too.


“Always.”


“Which ones?”


“You and your brother’s birthdays. Always.”


“They lucky?”


Mama huffs. “Not yet.” She chews the nicotine gum I sent her, like a cow working its cud. Her face is rounder since she quit smoking. Her creamy skin is healthier, and there is a flush to her cheeks. She smooths her purple striped blouse and black jeans to have something to do with her hands besides squeeze the tickets. I’ve come home unannounced and caught her wearing the clothes I sent, the ones she never thanked me for or acknowledged. Clearly, she didn’t hate them.


“Just a few weeks. Maybe a month,” I finally say, telling the truth, mainly. “That okay? I’ve got vacation time comin’. Thought I’d spend it here catchin’ up.” I slip back into Missouri talk so Mama won’t call me out for being uppity. You can reach, Mama always says; just don’t look like you’re doing it.


“Catchin’ up with who?” There it is. Mama’s suspicious. She smells trouble. At least there’s usually more on Trey, my older brother.


“It’d be nice to see Trey. Aunt Betty, of course. Rose and Bobby.”


“And?” She wants me to say Sammy. I don’t. Maybe she thinks I’m rooting around for Daddy, too. We haven’t heard from him in years, but that never stopped me from scanning crowds and searching the eyes of every ER patient on my shift. Just in case.


“Haven’t seen Rose in almost a year,” I say, trying to distract her. Mama could mention that I haven’t bothered to visit her or Trey or Aunt Betty in almost three years, but she doesn’t. Sometimes she’s merciful. Usually not, though. I hinted about the reunion on the phone last week, after everything that happened happened, but I didn’t tell her directly that I was on my way home. I could hardly believe it myself.


“Rose? I seen her out and about. Her and her boy, Bobby.”


“He’s a good kid, ain’t he?”


“I guess.” She watches me unpack. “Rose’s gettin’ divorced is what I heard. Second time. Same guy.”


“I heard that, too. Straight from Rose.” I move aside a pile of yearbooks and unpack my underwear. “They both want custody of Bobby.”


“Even I wasn’t stupid enough to marry your daddy twice.” She watches out the window and shakes her head. I hold my breath, hoping she’ll keep talking and tell me something about Daddy she’s trying to hold in. “I told you Rose was a wild thing. Don’t know why you never listened.”


“I listened, Mama. Best I could. You know how it is with Rose.” I move two fat nursing textbooks from my nightstand. Nothing in this room has changed. I never bothered to take any of it with me, like I always knew I’d be back. Mama hasn’t touched it either.


“Rose is saved is what I heard. Found Jesus at that slick new church downtown. You should see it.”


“Do I need to?” It’s an evangelical Christian getup with a rock band and indoor baptism pool. Rose says they even have a coffee bar with cappuccinos no one will drink. Kids love the bouncy house, too. Bobby apparently adores the place, but I have my doubts.


“Yep. She’s got Jesus on the brain. Doesn’t slow down none of her runnin’-around ways, though.”


“Rose and Bobby came to visit me at the beach last summer. Did I tell you that?” I ask. “Drove all the way down. Bobby’d never seen the ocean.” I picture Bobby on his first boogie board ride crashing into the waves and spitting out salt water. Rose and me in our rented beach chairs sipping piña coladas. “They just wanted to get out of town for a while. Florida’s nice.”


Mama fluffs a flattened pillow. Shreds of cotton stuffing spill out. She pokes them back in and props the limp pillow up on its side. “Don’t know why folks think they gotta leave. I’ve stayed. I’m just fine, ain’t I?” The pillow tilts over again and she ignores it. “This place has always been good enough. For some of us, anyway.”


I sink my weight into the twin bed, closer to her. She tucks in the quilt Aunt Betty made for my thirteenth birthday. Next to the bed on my nightstand are framed pictures covered in dust: Sammy and Rose and me at graduation, us in swimsuits posing before we dove into the muddy Mississippi, us laid out on Aunt Betty’s quilt watching the fireworks. My favorite is the one where we’d parked Sammy’s daddy’s bass boat on Jackson’s Island and grilled hot dogs and s’mores with Rose and Josh. Rose had finally lost her baby weight. She was awful proud of herself in that red, white, and blue bikini. There’s also a tiny framed picture Sammy’s mom gave me of him the year he won Tom Sawyer. He wore a straw hat with red suspenders and held a fishing pole, embracing his new town celebrity. Bobby’s baby picture peeks out of the corner of a photo of me and Daddy—the only one I have.


Out the window facing the road, a motorcycle kicks up dirt and speeds off. I wonder if it’s Trey. I didn’t even let him know I was coming. I hope he’s clean, but drugs are too easy to come by in a town with nothing else to do. If it’s Trey on the bike, I can’t see him; the glass is cloudy and needs to be scrubbed.


“I don’t know why you never visited, Mama,” I say. “I think you’d of been proud of me.” I missed her more than I expected, even her complaining. She sighs again but doesn’t answer, so I open the dirty window to let in some fresh air. A parade of dead flies rests belly-up on the sill, their legs reaching toward freedom.


“You know I had to work. You know I can’t just get time off. Your brother always needs somethin’. It ain’t easy keepin’ him on the straight and narrow. Besides, you seemed just fine without us.” She studies a picture on my bulletin board. It’s the one of me in a tutu with Trey making bunny ears over my head. Mama says I wore that same hot pink tutu for almost a year, pulling it on over my jeans every morning. Aunt Betty sewed it for my fourth birthday. It had three scratchy tulle layers, but the silk band on my belly was soft. I stuck my fingers in the waistline and stroked it for comfort. The band turned dingy and brown from rubbing. I loved that tutu until Daddy ruined it. He wasn’t home much, and when he was, Mama yelled at him about money. Sometimes he brought me a pack of Hubba Bubba and remembered that I liked the grape kind. On Saturdays I watched cartoons until my eyes burned, but one morning I found Daddy in front of the TV. The night before he and Mama had had a screaming match in the front yard and he’d left in a fit. But here he was flipping through the channels and sipping iced tea. A bottle of whiskey was jammed between his knees. I stared at the weatherman on the screen, wanting to watch Scooby Doo but not wanting to make a sound. He filled most of Mama’s chair. His T-shirt was crumpled in a ball on the floor. His arms were brown branches against his fish-belly white stomach, and he had freckles, like me. “You like to fish?” he asked, stubbing out his cigarette and pulling on his shirt. “Get your boots. You can help with the traps.”


The walk to the river was only a few blocks; he told me to hurry up. I jumped over busted trash bags and dog poop. I ran through an empty lot, tripped on a tree root, and scraped my knee. He didn’t stop. When we reached the riverbank, I grabbed the rope to the trap and pulled hard, but it didn’t budge. Then he leaned over me, lacing his arms with mine, and we pulled together. The metal cage skidded along the rocks. Leaves and sludge from the mud at the bottom of the Mississippi camouflaged it.


The first trap was empty. Daddy baited it with a can of old cat food he’d poked holes in, and he weighted the trap down with a big rock. Then he tossed the cage back into the water. I pinched my nose to keep out the rotten tuna.


The second trap was heavier. “Hot damn!” he said. “I’m eatin’ fish tonight.” I wondered if he’d let me have a bite. When Mama cooked fish, she coated it in milky eggs and flour and fried it in a sizzling pan of oil. She made hush puppies and Trey and I dipped them in catsup. I hadn’t had any breakfast that morning; my mouth watered against my tongue.


Daddy reached in the trap and pulled out a catfish the length of his arm. The fish jerked its tail around, splashing, and Daddy’s T-shirt turned dark and stuck to his skin. “You wanta touch it?” he asked. The long whiskers shot out like tentacles. It smiled in a mean way. “Come on. It won’t hurt. Just don’t touch those or they’ll sting ya.”


I inched closer and strained my neck to look down its throat. His thumb was jammed in the bottom of the fish’s mouth. The catfish was oily and silver with small black polka dots. Its whiskers teased the air. I reached out my hand to poke a greasy eyeball. Just as my finger met slime, Daddy tossed the fish on my tutu. I screamed, my hands flopping aimlessly. The fish fell to the dirt and flailed until its body was coated in dust and gravel. Its breathing slowed to a gasp. Daddy laughed so hard he choked. I stomped off, clutching my dirty tutu, and ran home without him.


“You smell nasty like river rot,” Mama complained, tucking her nose in her own pit to keep from smelling me. She made me strip off my tutu and stuff it in the trash. When I reached down to rub the silk band, I found the worn-out elastic of my jeans instead, and I hated Daddy even more.


Mama traces her finger down the tutu picture and turns away.


I search around in my suitcase for my toothbrush. “I can stay, right?”


“Looks a little late to be askin’.”


Then she shuffles down the hall trailing her hand on the flimsy wall, flips off the lights, and shuts her bedroom door for the night.


I’M HOME WITH MAMA TEN hours before I really get her going. Seven of those hours were sleeping. It’s a new record. I’d only asked if the towels in the bathroom were clean. They smelled a little musty to me. “My towels are fine, Laura!” she yelled. “Things are just fine. We don’t all need fixin’, ya know.” She dropped the skillet into the metal sink and I knew I’d lost my chance for her cheesy jalapeño scrambled eggs.


I wipe the fog off the bathroom mirror, and the deep creases on my pale forehead make me look older than twenty-eight. Small lines creep from my hazel eyes. Sammy always saw specks of brown in them, too. He called them my river water. “You can’t get rid of us,” he told me, “no matter how far you run.” My hair hangs in dry layers from the perm I’ve been growing out. I pull it back and think about cutting it all off, about starting over again. My face is puffy with the extra twenty pounds that lump around my bra and belly. Mama doesn’t know yet that it’s me that needs fixing. I didn’t even know I wanted the baby until I found out it was growing inside me. I was three weeks late. I didn’t tell anyone. Not Mama or Rose or Aunt Betty or the married doctor who was the daddy. I waited three weeks to be sure. By the time the pregnancy test was positive, I’d moved from panic to hope. I’d figured out a plan to do it on my own, to be someone’s mama. Until the bleeding began. Until it all slipped away. I was hollow in a way that wasn’t possible but was. I toss Mama’s towels in with my dirty laundry and hang up fresh ones.


After my shower, I sit on the front porch and watch Mama’s girls peck at the grass where she’s spread their grain. “The big black one is Pamela,” she tells me. “The three red ones are Copper, Scarlet, and Ruby. And the little brown one is Sugar.” She’s fenced off a patch of side yard with a small doghouse for nesting. Mama stands inside their pen with a basket of fresh eggs. She couldn’t be prouder if she’d laid them herself.


Every morning, after two cups of Folgers decaf, she walks the tiny garden of hydrangeas and peace lilies, picking out dead leaves and misting the plants with a squirt bottle. At the base of the trailer’s steps is a rolled-out ten-by-ten section of Astroturf surrounded by a white picket fence. A black rubber mat declares it a HOME SWEET HOME. Two red metal chairs sit beside the planters and an American flag sticks out of a bucket of sand. Every few weeks, Mama uproots and transplants her hostas in search of the perfect shade.


“You heard from anyone yet?” she says instead of good morning, joining me on the porch. I kick at the chain-link she’s used to secure the chairs to each other. Mama worries that everything beyond the city limits is more dangerous than the petty crime in our neighborhood. The Jacobses’ house on the corner was robbed three times last year. Their guns were taken, too. And if you leave your car unlocked, Trey says, your change tray is empty by morning, even the pennies. It could be him stealing it, though. “You got a plan?” she asks.


“I left a message for Rose,” I lie, not ready to face her just yet. She’ll know immediately what a mess I am. “Don’t you want to know about Florida? About my job?” I’m pathetic for pushing, for wanting her approval so much. Ten years is a long time, but it’s not long enough for Mama to forgive me for leaving in the first place. She always thought my future with Sammy looked better than my solo one.


“Seemed like you did fine. You didn’t come back much anyway. Until now.” A brown paper bag filled with corn sits between her legs. Another bag is empty beside it, waiting to catch the husks. She hands me an ear. “Make yourself useful. Aunt Betty brought these yesterday. Lord, that woman knows how to grow corn.”


“She always told me the trick was to plant enough for the deer, too. At least you hear from her. Every time I call she tells me to just come home if I want to talk.” That makes Mama grin. Her ornery sister always has. Loving Aunt Betty and worrying about Trey may be the only things Mama and I agree on.


“You could of called us more, ya know,” Mama says, picking at the pale silk threads.


“I sent postcards. From Disney, remember? Rose and me took Bobby there. And you know I called at least once a month, even if you didn’t call me back.” I shuck her two to one, ripping off the outside green shell. “You could of written, too.”


“I ain’t gonna write to your fancy hospital or your fancy Florida with your fancy job. Figured you were too busy anyway.” A breeze blows in and spills the husk bag. I kneel to collect it all and stuff it back in. Silk strands cover my arms and cling to my hair like spaghetti.


“I wasn’t too busy. And I’m not too fancy. I worked hard.” Maybe it’s too much to expect a soft place to land in a place that was never soft to begin with.


“I know you did. Don’t get all fussy,” she says, as if it’s me that cut her down instead of the other way around. “Besides, you ain’t the only one workin’ hard.”


“Oh, yeah?”


“I’m up for a promotion. Down at the hardware store. Assistant general manager. Pay’s good, too. I sure the hell earned it.”


“That’s real nice, Mama,” I say and mean it. “When will you hear?”


“Couple of weeks. Definitely by the Fourth. You stayin’ that long?”


“Plan to. That okay?”


“Since when do you ask me what you can and can’t do?” Her tone tells me I don’t need to bother answering. She sniffs at the air. “Smells like rain. River’s up again.”


“River’s always up.” We both turn to watch Mrs. Parker in the tan double-wide across the holler limp out to pick up her morning paper. Mama waves hello.


“She’s a nice gal. Just a little crazy.”


“Not much has changed, has it?”


“Not much,” she agrees, “except you.”


“For the better, I hope.” I’m fishing for a compliment. It’s unlikely I’ll get one.


Mrs. Parker tucks her paper under her arm and hitches up her skirt to scratch her leg. “She had both knees replaced last winter,” Mama says. “Lord, she looks old.”


“Street looks the same.”


“Mostly. A couple of teenagers rented the trailer at the corner. A brother and a sister. They remind me of you and Trey at their age. Worse off, though. No parents. I heard they fell on hard times. Times are tough all around.” Then she opens her own Hannibal Courier Post and scans the headlines. “Paper says flood.”


“That paper always says flood.” It’s true. When you live in a floodplain, you’re always wrestling water.


“Your brother’s out sandbaggin’. Left a note on the kitchen table. I hope he ain’t spendin’ more time out at Digger’s. Those boys are up to no good and everyone in town knows it.”


I didn’t hear Trey come in last night or leave this morning. “I thought he’d at least say hi to his little sis.”


“What? You expect some royal welcome? Trey’s probably expectin’ you to find him.”


“Where’s he at?”


Mama flips the pages to the weather map. Her girls coo from the side porch and she clucks back at them. “Salvation Army, I imagine. There’s a crew from the cement plant. That pricey floodwall don’t reach the south side, ya know. Figures.” That summer the newly installed cement-and-steel floodwall held back the Mississippi from the historic downtown. They saved Mark Twain’s boyhood home, but the water seeped in all around and overtook the land where a three-quarter-mile gap in the wall let it in. The floodwall separates the haves and have-nots even more. If you got money, you move away from the Mississippi, out to one of the new subdivisions by Walmart. Money buys you safety from the river and the train tracks. If you’re like Rose and me, you’re stuck where the water always reaches you. Mama says it doesn’t make us any less for living on this side. Our view is better. Who wants to watch a retention pond? It’s a good story, anyway, even if it’s only half a truth. “Sammy might be there, too. His daddy’s gas station always gets it the worst.”


“I know, Mama. I ain’t been gone that long.” We spent most of that flood summer covered in slime and stink from the river. It took a week just to clean the mud from the station’s ceiling. Sometimes, even today, when I wash my hair, I still feel caked mud and smell rotting catfish.


“I’m just sayin’ you should let folks like Sammy know you’re in town. They’re gonna hear about it anyway. He’s one of your oldest friends. You don’t want Rose or some other busybody breakin’ the news.” She waves at George, our postman, who has just filled our mailbox at the end of the street with bills. “Unless that smart degree made you forget where you’re from.” It’s a common jab. But it’s also a battle you can’t win. If you try to better yourself, you’re acting like you’re too good for the folks who raised you. If you stay and don’t, you’re a loser who never even tried.


“I know where I’m from,” I say, but it sounds weak, even to me. I carry the corn into the kitchen and let the screen door slam. I don’t catch it. Mama’s been training me since I could walk not to bang the door, but the sound is comforting. The whap as the metal hits the plastic frame and the whoosh of wind that flows through the worn-out screen. It pops out like a balloon from years of escapes.


“You’re lettin’ the damn bugs in!” Mama yells. She hunches over in her chair, calls back at her girls, and swats flies with a rolled-up People. Britney Spears’s face is splattered with fly juice and bug guts.















CHAPTER TWO



Taming Water


TREY BACKS HIS bike up to the house, under my bedroom window, and sends exhaust smoke in my direction as a way of announcing himself. His long black hair hangs limp in a ponytail; his green eyes are hidden under metallic sunglasses. He scratches at his neck like a dog. I sprint from my bed to catch him. He inches his bike forward to grow the distance between us, but I grab him in a bear hug from behind. “Sis,” he says, patting my hand.


“You been hidin’?” I ask. My voice muffled into his back.


“Not from you I ain’t. Maybe from Mama.” He unpeels my arms and moves me away. I wasn’t expecting a welcome wagon, but I’m starting to feel that if there was one, it would run over me. Trey keeps his sunglasses on and revs the gas more.


“Want to hang out?” I ask.


He shakes his head. “Can’t now. Got someplace I need to be.” He cocks his head to the side and watches the road. “What’s your sentence, anyway? How long you in for?”


“A few weeks. Maybe a month. Definitely until the Fourth.”


I kick one of the loose rocks in the driveway. I’m grateful it’s too early for the neighbors to watch me chasing my brother in pajamas like a kid.


Trey raises his eyebrows in surprise. “Did ya lose your job or somethin’?”


“Maybe.” It’s the first time I’ve said it out loud. “Don’t tell Mama, all right?”


“Hell, I lose my job all the time. Keeps findin’ me, though.”


“Still at the cement plant?”


“Sure. Mostly.” I can never get a straight answer from Trey. I have to ask twice and still figure it out for myself. “I’ve got other things goin’, too. I’m savin’ up.”


“Oh, yeah? For what?”


“My own place. I’ve almost got the down payment on a trailer down by the Salt River. Just a few miles from Aunt Betty’s.”


I imagine walking down the dirt road to her house for dinner. “Sounds nice.” How come Trey, who’s always been the mess-up, and I, who’ve always had a plan, have switched roles? “My reunion is comin’ up, too,” I mention. “My ten-year.” Pamela, the big black hen, peeks her head around the corner and sizes us up. Trey gives it some gas and she runs back to safety.


“Uh-huh.” He nods, seeing right through me. “Never known you for the reunion type, Laura.”


“Well, maybe you don’t know my type anymore.” I’m still raw from Mama. Going to the reunion is definitely not on my list.


“Uh-huh.” He nods again, picking at the cuts up and down his neck.


“Want me to clean those for you? Looks like you’ve been in a catfight.” Across the street Mrs. Parker comes out to water her plants. We both turn to watch her fuss filling her watering can.


“I see how it’s gonna be. Nurse Laura to the rescue, huh?” He rolls his bike forward a few more feet.


“I just meant I’ve got Band-Aids. I know how to clean wounds, Trey.”


“Nah, I gotta go. Later, Sis.” He salutes me and speeds off. From behind, he looks just like Daddy, but maybe it’s because I only recognize Daddy when he’s leaving. One night when I was eight, he snuck in rather than out. I was climbing into my bed and heard a noise from the corner. I turned around, and there he was, huddled on the floor of my bedroom under the open window. A breeze blew in and swung the bottom of the curtain into his face. “Hey, kid,” he said. “It’s your daddy. Shh.” He put his finger to his lips. I wanted to scream but couldn’t. The surprise stole my voice. Mama wasn’t home anyway. It was her night to close the hardware store where she’d been a cashier for years. Trey was supposed to be watching me, but he was gone all day.


“Why you hidin’?” I asked.


He whispered, “I need your help. You wanta help your daddy, don’t ya?” I nodded. Of course I did. “I left somethin’ here. Your mama has it. I need you to help me get it back.” I nodded again. A floorboard creaked and we both froze. I listened for a car door but didn’t hear one. Daddy put his finger to his lips again. Then he grabbed me too hard by my skinny arm and leaned in close. He smelled like chewing tobacco and taffy. “Go get your mama’s ring. It’s mine, and I want it back. Go.” He released my arm and it throbbed where he’d squeezed. I ran to the door before he could hurt me again.


Just as I grabbed the doorknob, I turned. “What if Mama wants to keep it?”


“She don’t,” he said, raising his voice. “It ain’t hers to keep. Go.” So I did. I ran down the hallway into Mama’s room and rifled through her jewelry box. The ring was the only one she owned. I squeezed it tight in my palm and ran back to Daddy.


“Here,” I said, dropping the ring into his outstretched hand.


He looked at the diamond. It looked small to me. “You did good, kid. Made your old man proud. We’ll keep this our little secret, okay?” I nodded. He climbed back out my window and walked toward the river.


Mama blamed the missing ring on Trey, of course. I told him that I’d seen Daddy, that he’d taken the ring, but Trey would never squeal.


MAMA’S HOME ON HER BREAK at the kitchen table. I pour myself a cup of weak coffee and sit down next to her. She’s making a grocery list.


“Will you get bananas, please?” I ask. She writes bananas. “And low-fat yogurt.”


“What for?” She puts her pen down and sips her coffee. She winces and I don’t know if it’s the taste or the heat. It smells a lot like my dirty socks.


“For me. Can’t I eat low-fat yogurt?”


“Yep,” she says. I can imagine everything she means.


“You should get some real coffee. I’ll pay for it.” I mean kindness, but I know exactly how Mama will react.


“Well, aren’t you a knight in shinin’ armor? Tell you what. Why don’t you get the groceries yourself? That way they’ll all be up to your standards.”


I could fight with Mama. She’s itching for one. It might clear the air. But I didn’t come home to fight. “Okay,” I say, grabbing the list and giving her a side-hug. She flinches a little but doesn’t pull away. “I will.”


I pull on jeans that are too tight, thinking they’ll motivate weight loss, and drive down to the Save-a-Lot on Oakwood and scan the parking lot for any cars I recognize. I call Aunt Betty but no one answers. I decide to drive out to her property later. Maybe I’ll go looking for Trey on my way.


Inside the Save-a-Lot there are dimly lit rows of bloody meat covered in Saran Wrap. The aisles are tight and the produce is bruised and dry. This isn’t the sanitized Publix in Florida with smiling cashiers and fruit misters. There are rows of locked cigarette cases with flyers taped to the glass advertising the Tom Sawyer Days schedule. One of them announces the Tom and Becky Contest, too, with pictures of past contestants. Most of the last names are families who have been in Hannibal as long as mine has.


At the checkout, a teenager in a navy sweatpant suit with a name badge that reads CRYSTAL asks if I found everything all right. “You guys carry fresh herbs?” I ask.


“Fresh what?” she says in a raspy voice. Then she starts dry-hacking.


“Never mind,” I mumble and bag the food myself.


“Hey, ain’t you Laura?” she asks, squinting at me. “I know your brother.”


“Yep,” I admit. “I’m Trey’s little sister.” It’s been less than twenty-four hours and more people probably know me in this town than all of Jacksonville put together.


“Yeah. We rent the trailer at the end of your street. I know Trey. I’m Crystal. Crystal Wilkens.”


I nod. “Nice to meet you.” I don’t recognize the name. And why is my brother hanging out with this kid? “Did you say you and your parents just moved in?”


“Awhile ago. Just me and my brother. Mama and Daddy are dead. You ain’t home much, are you?” Crystal wipes down the conveyer belt with a rag. She scrubs hard at milk crusts and a smear of dried peanut butter.


“I live in Florida. I’m a nurse. A CNA, actually. Like a nurse’s helper. Just home visiting. For a while.”


“That’s cool. I’ve heard Florida is cool. You go to the beach?”


“Sometimes.”


“I’d go to the beach. I’d go anywhere but here.” She coughs again. “What was it you were looking for?”


“Don’t worry about it, Crystal,” I say, ducking out the door. I want to tell her to have a doctor check her lungs, that she’s too young to smoke, that there is a way out, but I’m busy trying to find a way back in. “I’ll find it somewhere else. Take care.”


I drop off the groceries at the house and grab a banana and a yogurt. I cross off the groceries from the list even though I know I bought everything. It feels like an accomplishment. I look around at Mama’s clean front porch and wonder if she’d mind a few pots of basil and cilantro. Maybe some rosemary and dill.


I make a new list for my life, too:




[image: image] Fourth of July (enjoy)


[image: image] Get new job (asap)


[image: image] Get new life




On my way out, I toss some grain to the chickens and watch them peck gratefully. Sugar doesn’t fight for the food like the others. She just nips at the air. I make her a separate pile and guard it with my feet while she gets her fill.


Then I walk down to the river. My feet just take me there. It’s a left on Market and a short walk over the bridge to Kiwanis Park. The ground gradually gives way until it meets water. It’s an easing-in that can go either way. The water can take more soil anytime it wants. Or a drought can cause retreat. No matter how long I’m gone, this walk, the mist from the fountain, the floating foam at the river’s edge, feels familiar. The noisy current gets louder and pulls you in. When I hear it, I know I’m back in Hannibal. The Mississippi doesn’t sound at all like the ocean. The ocean comes at you in crashes and the waves are a soothing lull. I read once that the tides do something to reset your body’s rhythms. The river, though, runs fast and churns. It laps brown at the banks, greedy to take more. It’s sneaky, even. I take off my shoes and dip my feet in. The chill shocks my system. I feel alive and alert. Out of the fog I was flailing in during my last days in Florida. The baby. My job. The current will pull you under if you aren’t careful. It’s easier to let the river take you than it is to swim against it.


With my feet in the muddy water, I dial Aunt Betty again but the phone just rings and rings. She doesn’t have a cell phone and she’s convinced that answering machines report stuff to the government. I’ll take the long way out to the country and see if I can remember the unmarked turns to Digger’s place.


Digger grew up in a little brick house with his mom and dad, who used to manage the strawberry patch for Sampson’s Nursery. His name is Scott but everyone calls him Digger. Trey told me once it was because he was the biggest nose picker in kindergarten, but then Trey said a lot of things. Digger’s mom and ours went to high school together and during picking season, Mama would drive us out to Mrs. Douglass’s for strawberry shortcake. She made her own angel food in a Bundt pan and served it with a huge helping of Cool Whip. I’ve never tasted anything since that was either as weightless as that cake or as heavy as that cream and berries. We’d stuff ourselves and then run into the fields with baskets. Trey and I competed for the fattest strawberries. We’d come back with pink-stained mouths, and Mrs. Douglass teased that they should weigh us before we went in and when we came out to know how much to charge.


It doesn’t look like the house I remember. All the windows are covered with foil. One side of the brick is crumbling and bags of trash are stacked by the pile. The front door is papered with BEWARE OF DOG signs, and two huge mutts come barking at my car. The driveway is littered with empty soda bottles and cigarette butts, like someone had a party and never cleaned up. Digger’s folks were killed a few years back in a car accident, but still. I’d never expect him to let the place go like this. I roll down my window and a strong rotten-egg stink wafts in. Digger comes out on the front porch wearing overalls without a shirt. His feet are bare and his beard is long. He’s balding under his baseball cap and his arms have huge scabs. “Hey, Digg,” I call from my car window. “Seen Trey?”


“Who wants to know?” He squints at me.


“It’s me. Laura. Laura Brooks. Trey’s little sister.” I start to open my car door but one of the dogs lunges and growls at me. I wait for Digger to call off his dogs but he doesn’t.


“Who?” He sways a little and I wonder if he’s drunk. Maybe he just can’t see me good from the distance.


“It’s me, Digger. Laura. I’m back in town.”


“You shouldn’t be here. Just go on down the road. Now.”


It’s not like this family to kick me out. “I’m lookin’ for Trey. You seen him?”


“Ain’t seen him. Get now.” Someone screams or laughs from inside the house. Another door slams. One of the dogs has diarrhea at Digger’s feet, but he doesn’t notice, not even to move from the smell. His eyes are completely glazed.


I nod to Digger as I back slowly out of the driveway and head down the dirt road in the direction of Aunt Betty. She lives south of Hannibal on New London Gravel Road. That’s its actual name. It’s near the town of New London. The road is gravel. Aunt Betty lives in a cement blockhouse Grandpa built. He painted it bright blue. The house is white now, but where it’s chipping, the original garish color seeps through. From the road, the house looks like a perfect square. The roof is tin, which makes the rain equally deafening and soothing. As I drive, I imagine her in her rocking chair on the porch, hand stitching a seam and sipping sweet tea. Everything is better after a dose of Aunt Betty. She’s Mama’s older sister and I spent sick days on her couch watching The Price Is Right and praying for rain so that we could take a good long nap. Aunt Betty didn’t have to answer to nobody or nothing. She lived alone in a house she owned and did as she pleased. And what pleased Aunt Betty was making quilts, gardening, and growing flowers. She took in odd jobs mending and patching to pay her bills. She had an entire room set up just for sewing, with an enormous table in the middle for cutting patterns. Nails jutted out of the wall to organize scissors, measuring tape, seam rippers, and such. A wooden sign with AUNT BETTY’S SEWING ROOM burned in black hung above her machine. She let me organize and stack her fabrics by color. Sometimes she’d knock them off the shelf into a big messy pile just to give me something to do. “Aunt Betty!” I’d squeal as red paisleys and green ginghams and blue stripes rained down around me.


“Make it nice,” Aunt Betty’d say, her signature phrase. “You want some tea, sugar? I’ll make it nice.” She added enough sweetener to pucker your lips and lived on a steady diet of saltwater taffy. At Aunt Betty’s, you could have as much as your four-year-old belly could hold.


I knock gently on the screen door before I open it. Lulubelle, Dog’s replacement, another hound with tan-and-white markings, howls. The sweet smell of dough and cinnamon welcomes me. “Paws off!” Aunt Betty says, gently swatting at my hand as I reach for the oven. “They gotta bake two more minutes. You’ll just have to hold your horses, little missy.” I peck her on the cheek and she awkwardly pulls me into a hug. Her bones exhale against me, as if she’s been holding her breath the whole time I was gone. Then she holds me out and looks me up and down. “You’re here,” she whispers over and over and pats me, as if she can’t believe it’s true. “Well,” she finally says, “let’s sit down so you can tell me everything. And what the hell are you doin’ with your hair? We’ve gotta do somethin’ ’bout that.”


We sit on the front porch and I spill. I tell her I’m still kind of in shock that the life I built was pulled out from under me so fast.


“Well, you’re still a nurse, ain’t ya?”


“Nurse’s assistant. Yes, but an unemployed one.” I dunk a whole cookie in my milk and stuff it in my mouth. The salty sweet makes the news go down a little easier. The day after I got the news about the baby that wasn’t, Jacksonville Memorial, where I’d been a CNA, certified nurse’s aide, for six years, announced budget cuts—at the patient level, of course, not administrative—and so I had my job to mourn, too. I spent a few mornings walking the beach, watching families on vacation. Little girls in pigtails with polka-dot bikinis sagging over diapers. A father trying to teach his baby how to blow bubbles in the pool. The baby cooed and bobbed in her inflatable rainbow float as the daddy puffed his own exaggerated cheeks with air. Eventually, she laid her head on his bare arm and dozed off. Back in my apartment, I started sorting furniture to sell.


“So? It’s just an opportunity for ’nother adventure. You’ll land fine. I’m glad you came home.” Aunt Betty’s voice is softer. I picture Mama finding out about my job and making me feel like a loser, especially since she’s feeling all high and mighty, up for a promotion.


“Don’t tell Mama, okay?” I ask, taking two more cookies. I decide just to call them lunch. I wonder if I can convince Aunt Betty to hop in the car with me and drive back to Florida. I doubt it. And what would I go back to, anyway?


“Ain’t mine to tell. Now it’s time to buck up.” She leans over and pats my knee before taking the cookie plate back in for a refill. She means tough love; I get that, but I was hoping for just the love part. As she leaves, she calls back over her shoulder, “Funny thing is you always wanted a way out. Seems like now you’re lookin’ for a way in.” It stings. I watch the road, and the crickets call to each other from the yard. The noises from Aunt Betty’s porch never change.


I pretend to protest the second plate of cookies, but I’m not very convincing. As I reach for them, something shiny flashes. Aunt Betty’s holding her best scissors. “Come on,” she says. “I certainly can’t make it much worse.”


“I can afford a haircut. I ain’t five years old.” I see my reflection in the glass of one of her framed pictures of me as a kid. My hair looked better then.


“You’re bellyachin’ like you are. Besides, I went to cosmetology school. I still remember a thing or two. Come on. Sit down. Let Aunt Betty make it nice.”


BACK IN MY ROOM, I watch a daddy longlegs crawl across my old desk. He knows exactly where he’s going. He climbs up my windowsill and squeezes his whole body through a tiny crack. It’s bad luck to kill spiders. Everyone knows that.


I sort through my drawers and find high school notes from Sammy and middle school flyers from past National Tom Sawyer Days. Brent B. as Tom, Rose scribbled with a halo of red hearts, and Stacey T. is a BAD Becky!!!! There are yearbooks, school pictures, ticket stubs, and class notebooks from my senior year. Hannibal High, where everybody goes, is the only school, a three-story sprawling brick building without air-conditioning. Most of the teachers were once students; the same old ideas are just recycled. Except for when they bring in out-of-towners, like Ms. Bechtold, our English teacher. We called her Ms. B to her face and the Feminist behind her back, even though most folks didn’t even know what that meant. Ms. B was proud of the fact that she hadn’t married. She wanted her independence, and most men couldn’t manage that. “That probably means she likes girls,” Trey said. Even then, I knew my brother didn’t know much about the world.


Ms. B considered herself an amateur local historian. She’d moved to Hannibal on some type of personal quest. “You are so lucky to grow up here!” she told us on her first day. “A place so rich with literary culture. You can just surround yourself with the genius of Samuel Clemens.” She told stories about Jane Clemens and the letters she wrote to her son. “Jane was the real family writer,” Ms. B said, “but women, especially women of color, never have the same choices as men.” Ms. B loved to visit the local sights on the weekend and tell us their histories in class. She even wrote a pamphlet as a study guide for the seventh graders who wanted to be in the Tom and Becky Contest like Sammy. The contestants represent Hannibal, “America’s Hometown,” at tourist events and literary festivals throughout the year. They have to answer a lot of questions and stay in character, so they have to know the history. I was her classroom aide and helped proofread the passages. Then Ms. B nominated herself to judge the annual contest during the Fourth of July. She said judging it was one of her lifelong aspirations. When the Chamber of Commerce finally asked her, she broke in on our school’s intercom and shouted the good news. Ms. B was the best teacher I ever had, and it was Hannibal’s loss when the principal decided not to renew her contract. I’d heard she’d mentioned in the teachers’ lounge that her colleagues objected to Adventures of Huckleberry Finn because Huck’s voice was more black than white.


Among my high school papers is the essay I wrote for Ms. B about how my own family history was shaped by the Mississippi. I researched my great-great-grandma, Eliza Brown. Aunt Betty is the one who told me about her. Sammy and I spent months combing through the local library, learning about the river we all love and fear.





The Wrong Direction
by Laura Brooks


In 1812 a series of earthquakes along the New Madrid Fault Line shook the earth so violently that the Mississippi River flowed backward for a few terrible hours. The water raced in the wrong direction, creating dams and waterfalls that lasted days and capsized twenty-eight boats. Witnesses heard cries of help from the captains and crews, but nothing could be done. All lives were lost. The very ground where Lewis and Clark slept and that Ulysses S. Grant later conquered with his Union troops turned on itself with a force greater than man. The mighty Mississippi proved once again that its power paralleled that of God.


Eliza Brown recounted the Mississippi running backward in a letter to the Methodist evangelical Lorenzo Dow. She woke up around 2 a.m. to a thunderous sound that sent everything around her into the raging waters. Animals and people smashed into each other in their panic. Dense, heavy dust from the destruction and the debris choked them. At first, Eliza wrote, the river sucked in all the water from its banks. Then it roared backward as a monstrous wave some fifteen to twenty feet in the air. At one point Eliza saw a mother clutching her children in a boat on top of the wave before it swallowed them whole. The wave captured everything in its path. Then, just as suddenly as it began, the wave sank, and the river went right again.


Eliza Brown’s eyewitness account reports that the first earthquake happened on the 16th of December in 1811. This was the monumental shock that sent the Mississippi, in Eliza’s word, “retrograde.” The earth struck again in January and continued to churn through February. In her letter to Lorenzo Dow, she wrote, “The earth was in continual agitation, visibly waving as a gentle sea.”


Often before a flood or earthquake, there is a drought. Months of thirst give way to weeks of drenching rain. The ground swallows in gratitude, and then chokes. Most, including Eliza, returned after the quakes and floods, despite their visions of falling houses. They assessed their spaces, accepted their risk, and reassured themselves that the ground beneath their feet would hold, as much as it ever had, as long as the Mississippi behaved.





Ms. B gave me the only A+ in the class. It still makes me proud, even if my path since feels like I’m running backward, too.


Her book is on my nightstand next to the baby picture of Bobby. I thumb through the book and scan the dog-eared pages. She loved this town that always felt too small for me.


It was Ms. B who put Sammy and me together for a group project our senior year. She assigned passages from Twain’s lesser-known works. She gave Sammy and me Life on the Mississippi, and we spent hours on his farmhouse’s front porch reading it out loud. Sammy leaned against the white railing and listened while I marked my favorite passage to memorize later:




If I had really known what I was about to require of my faculties, I should not have had the courage to begin. I supposed that all a pilot had to do was to keep his boat in the river, and I did not consider that that could be much of a trick, since it was so wide.





It sounded simple. Just keep between the shores, but even I knew how naive that was. The task was never that easy, especially when the banks were always shifting.


Our assignment was to “contemplate the impact of setting on story,” so Sammy took me on a lot of walks down by the river. He called it research. In the book published in 1883, Clemens wrote about the river:




Ten thousand River Commissions… cannot tame that lawless stream, cannot curb it or confine it, cannot say to it, “Go here,” or “Go there,” and make it obey; cannot save a shore which it has sentenced; cannot bar its path with an obstruction which it will not tear down, dance over, and laugh at.





I told Sammy it was good luck to have a partner with the same name as the author. Maybe he could protect me from the river if it decided to have a good laugh at our expense.


Sammy’d wanted an excuse to talk to me for months. One night we were leaning over a poster board, gluing on pictures from a magazine of river stuff, and he kissed me. It wasn’t the first time I’d been kissed, but it was the first time I’d felt what I felt, starting in the small of my back where Sammy put his hand and pulled me in, my stomach pressed against his and running up my spine to my ringing ears. I was afraid he could see it in me, how much I liked it, and I didn’t want that. Not really. Not then. My body said something else, though. “White town drowsing,” I said, catching my breath. “The title, I mean, of our project. Ms. B will love it. White town drowsing. What he called Hannibal in chapter four.”


“That works,” Sammy agreed, kissing my neck. I studied a crack shaped like a wave in the ceiling and let him. Then I kissed him back.


The next day we walked up the hill to Lover’s Leap where townies went to make out; it was a necessary field trip to declare our relationship status in town. From the top of the bluff you can see for miles. The water lapped the shore and raced downstream. In my ear, Sammy quoted the opening lines in a TV documentary voice, “The Mississippi is well worth reading about. It is not a commonplace river, but on the contrary is in all ways remarkable.” I nestled into his neck. “So are you,” he said. “Remarkable, I mean.” It was cheesy. That’s clear now. Using Twain’s words as a come-on. But it worked. Probably still would. Sammy was always a little corny, but his sincerity made up for it. I felt safe with him. He was calm to my chaos. No matter the rages of Mama or the roller-coaster trouble of Trey or the daily shouting matches at home, Sammy was steady. But still, I was scared of getting stuck between narrow shores. I feared a future in Hannibal. Sammy never dreamed of anything bigger.


The Monday our group project was due, Sammy and I stood together in front of the whole class and shared Twain’s adventures learning to pilot from St. Louis to New Orleans. Ms. B was beaming. She clapped and rose from her seat when we finished. “Bravo! Brava!” I knew our grade would be gold, but I was more grateful that the work had brought us together.


Then Ms. B passed out the new book she’d been writing for the Tom and Becky contestants, the one she’d had me work on. It was just paper folded in half and held together with staples. The cover was a pencil sketch of the famous fence Tom tricked his friends into whitewashing. Ms. B drew it herself. The book was titled Painting Fences by Melanie K. Bechtold. “This is a treat for me, Class. I’ve never shared this with anyone before, anyone except Laura.” Her top lip was sweaty, and she’d applied fresh hot pink lip gloss. “We’re going to read my book for the rest of this quarter. It’s not published, of course. It’s just for the Toms and Beckys, to help them with their studies. But still.” Then she read from the first chapter, “Cardiff Hill.”


Sammy said I was the only one, besides Ms. B, who enjoyed her book. After reading us passages, many of which I knew by heart, Ms. B would point to a sign she’d made and hung above her desk: REMEMBER, YOU CAN TRY TO TAME WATER, BUT YOU CAN’T STOP INDEPENDENCE.
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