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“How, then, could I not answer her life


with mine, she who saved me with hers?”


—Natasha Trethewey


“Real gods require blood.”


—Zora Neale Hurston










One










Chapter 1


The day before our first day of school always signaled the end of the time Ezra and I loved most. Not time like the clocks that ticked and rang their alarms every morning; we knew that time didn’t really begin or end. What we meant by time was happiness, a careless joy that sprawled its warm, sun-stained arms through our days and dreams for eight glorious weeks until our teachers arrived back in our lives, and our parents remembered their rules about shoes, bathing, vocabulary quizzes, and home training.


More than anything, we prayed that the air would remain mild for as long as possible, mid-October even, so that we could retain some of our summer independence, free to roam the land we knew and loved. We weren’t yet grown, but even the adults could pinpoint when time would tell us we would no longer be young.


We mourned summertime’s ending and made predictions about autumn and ourselves. Mostly we repeated all the different ways that summer was more honest than the rest of the year. It was the only time we could wear shorts and cropped tops with little comment from our mother. Ezra and I were allowed to walk nearly anywhere we wanted—in the other seasons, we needed permission even to walk to the village docks. And the eating! How we could eat! Mama loosened her apron strings about salt and sugar. Each day, it felt like we were eating from the menu of our dreams—fresh corn, ice cream, sliced tomatoes with coarse salt and pepper, chilled lobster, root beer floats, watermelon, oysters, crab and shrimp salads, fried chicken, homemade lemon or raspberry sorbet, grilled peaches, potato salad, and red ice pops.


In the summer, the wildflowers returned, even in the village square. Some dead local official once believed the square, arranged around a small pond with a handful of benches, was a civil idea. Indeed, it would have been charming except there was the sea. Steps away from the square, down the narrow central passage of our village, the main street opened into a slender, shining pier where everything happened.


God faced the water.


A lone church, St. Mary Star of the Sea, stood high enough to tempt staffs of lightning that flashed during wonderful summer heat storms. Its coarse doors were carved with fishes, dolphins, angels, pilgrims, and afflicted saints. The sea mocked the salt-stained bells that rang each hour, while villagers prayed against the clapping of waves.


The church kept a well-tended public garden with flecked benches and a stone statue of the Virgin that was painted each year after winter ended. Winters pulled the paint away from the Madonna’s profile, leaving a flaked heap of aging stone that resembled something primitive. The villagers never thought to cover the statue when the ice and snow began. Instead, they seemed to feel an odd pride at what the elements had done to the mother of God.


Our mother and father had little faith when it came to the village. We’d never prayed or celebrated holidays at St. Mary Star of the Sea. For years, Mama and Daddy had repeated that they’d only settled in Salt Point, Maine, because of my father’s good job. He was a teacher. Our parents had been able to purchase a few acres that nobody else wanted, set farther inland, away from the sea.


But I knew there were other reasons too. After my older sister Ezra’s birth, my parents wanted to leave Damascus for a place that knew nothing of the Kindred tragedy.


In Salt Point, no one would remind my father of his grandparents’ ambitions. They would not bother to question the loss of Daddy’s left arm, because there were fishermen in the village who were also missing legs, arms, faith, and eyes. My father’s headstrong youth somewhere in the South would be of no interest to anyone in New England, nor would they connect it to his lack of capacity for rage or trouble of any kind.


My father believed that grace and dignity must be earned by the life a man lived. He scorned the idea of an unknown father whose face he had never glimpsed except in fire and brimstone. Perhaps my father didn’t know how to look for such a father since he’d never met his own. Daddy had to recognize his own face. Still, he couldn’t make up his mind about heaven or resurrections. We lived in a place where our faces wouldn’t have been welcomed by the villagers at Mass on Sunday mornings.


There were whole years when my father refused to kneel to a god who’d taken his arm and the life of his young brother, whom he refused to speak about. We’d only heard our uncle’s name spoken when my father shouted himself awake from his nightmares. Our mother said Daddy blamed himself, even though anyone would’ve chalked up the tragedy to foolishness. The only place my father was not fearful was inside the pages of the books he loved and taught.


Beyond the church, the village consisted of incomplete, asymmetric rows of houses, most of which shared small yards filled with wild chickens, iridescent cocks, goats tied to posts, sagging clotheslines, and stingy vegetable patches.


At the farthest end of the main street, away from St. Mary Star of the Sea, was another cluster of essential buildings—the bar, the beauty parlor, and a small plaza of rented offices. These blanched buildings faced a lot that was transformed into a fresh air market on Saturdays. During the summers, the lot was sometimes used for carnivals, antiques fairs, and a traveling circus that featured a marvelous freak show. When the lot wasn’t being rented, it was a place where teenagers raced cars and scowled, aware that more than likely they’d all eventually marry one another.


Beyond the empty lot, the land curved like a bony finger towards the sea. This wild ground was ash and gravel. Away from the main street and church, it was where villagers yielded their true selves to the raw air. It was the ideal place for picnics, lovers, children’s games, arguments, and solitary hours of determined fishing and drinking. At the very end of the point was a squat, cement lighthouse that no longer functioned. Rheumatic trees, blown backwards by sea winds, marked the length of the bluffs. The physical meanness of the land gave no warning of its steep cliffs, which was something my parents were always nervous about.


We lived where the land was only slightly softer but more abandoned. Nestled in the woods that led up towards the highest bluffs, our home on Clove Road was nearly an anomaly with its pond and sloping curves. Beyond our house, higher still, was the stingy campus of our school, where my father taught and where Ezra and I went, which was founded by a man named Benedict Hobart.


Previous incarnations of this property included an opulent private residence, a monastery, a convent, an asylum, an orphanage, and a soldiers’ hospital. All of the village children who could be spared from domestic work attended for free.


•••


When my father was hired at Hobart, many of the villagers had objected. They disliked the idea of a Negro man living amongst their families and teaching their children. When the townspeople finally understood that my father would keep to himself, and that he would not force any integration beyond a curt nod from the wheel of his car, they let us be.


By 1957, our family was one of the only two Black families that lived on the outskirts of the village. The other Black family, the Junketts, were our only true neighbors and friends.


Caesar and Irene Junkett, and their four children, Ernest, Lindy, and the twins Rosemary and Empire, had arrived in Salt Point when I was nine years old. Our families befriended each other with a southern and warm familiarity. My parents were born in Damascus, a barely incorporated community buried inside Sussex County, Delaware. The Junketts hailed from a place called Royal, nestled in deep rural Virginia. Each of these towns boasted a soulfulness that we children only understood from what was and was not said about what it meant to leave those lush, hand-carved cradles. Mr. Junkett, whom we called Mr. Caesar, had taken a job at Hobart as the chief custodian of the school. Mr. Caesar spoke often about his decision to relocate far north, explaining that it would’ve been unlikely for him to earn as much if he had remained, as his father had, in the South. The other issue, Mr. Caesar said, was that the northern white men he’d encountered were mostly far more agreeable than southern white men when it came to leaving him and his family to themselves.


Some villagers speculated that the hiring of my father and Mr. Junkett was related to Mr. Benedict Hobart’s well-known reputation for crookedness and his shunning of unions. Because we lived in the most northern part of the country, there were no nearby organizations for Negroes to resolve issues regarding wages or labor. Had those spaces even existed, it was unlikely that my father would have joined. He tended to avoid anything that endangered his need for silence, logic, and order. It was ironic to me that he’d believed that Salt Point was a home that could provide these things for us.


As it was, my father and Mr. Caesar took care to stay away from anything that could attract attention. When he was angry, Mr. Caesar called Salt Point a sundown town, and though I never asked any of the adults what that was, I knew that it wasn’t good. The tendency for individuals to enforce their own sense of justice menaced the most innocent misunderstandings, helped along by the visible ammunition that was part of ordinary life. Mr. Caesar laughed a booming laugh about the way the fishermen in our village carried a fishing rod in one hand and a shotgun in the other. And Miss Irene, Mr. Caesar’s wife, rolled her eyes at the village women who carried their grandmothers’ guns to the bakery; then she spoke to us kids of how white people needed to constantly perceive themselves to be under threat in order to value their lives. Ain’t nothing but birds and bears and rocks up here to harm them, she once said, sucking her teeth. They never got to think of what the trees must feel like down home when our bodies be swinging from their branches.


The people of Salt Point could indeed be fearsome about the world beyond themselves; most of them would be born and die without ever having gone more than twenty or thirty miles from houses that were crammed with generations of their families.


This is how things had been for a very long time in Salt Point. But something was shifting at the end of summer 1957. As news from other corners of America began to cover conflicts over freedom, equality, and justice for Negroes, our presence started to agitate the villagers more and more. At the same time, grown men began pausing silently to take in the sight of Ezra, barely fifteen, and me, thirteen, in our cutoffs. At nightfall, both Mr. Caesar and my father made sure our families were locked inside our homes.


•••


School would begin the next day, and my sister and I savored our last lunch of freedom. Between bites, I noticed Ezra’s eyes darting to the clock on our kitchen wall. I knew that her secrecy had something to do with our neighbor Ruby, her best and only friend, as it always did. Ruby was white, but because she was poor, she was viewed on a level not too far above our own position.


I followed Ezra into her bedroom upstairs, begging her to let me come, having no last-day-before-the-first-day-of-school adventure of my own. The plight of baby sisters all over the world.


Sighing, Ezra took my hand while leading me through the bathroom we shared back into my own bedroom.


“We’re doing something,” said Ez.


“Something what?”


“Come on then, Cinthy. Put a dress on and hurry up. Don’t take all day to do it either.” She made my name sound like a snake on her tongue, instead of how she usually said it, softly, the way Mama always said it because she’d named me after her favorite kind of flower—Hyacinth.


“It’s hot. I want to wear shorts.”


“Dress,” said Ezra in a flat, nonnegotiable voice as she fixed her eyes at me, her fingers working through tangles to tame her hair into a single braid that twisted between the blades of her shoulders.


Sighing, Ezra plopped herself down on a faded cushion arranged on the sill in the large window of my bedroom. “Put on that dress or stay here and read one of those gigantic books you love. Don’t make no difference to me.”


“Any,” I said. “Any difference.”


Looking out the window, I could see the shining green leaves of my beloved oak, which made my room glimmer as though we were in an underwater room with flowered wallpaper.


Across from us, there was a charred house set back from the road, its black face nestled like a rotting skull in wild grass. Growing up, we’d never had a tree house, but I thought we were luckier because we had a haunted house.


From my window, I could see white-green wings hovering above the butterfly bush that nearly obstructed the original entrance to the ruined house. The porch and front door were sooty heaps of wood and plaster where sometimes we discovered kittens or snakes, or found ourselves confronted by what we really feared—the ghost of the woman who’d purposefully set her house on fire, a mother-ghost who refused to leave the earth until she was reunited with her three daughters. The girls, trapped inside tubes of smoke, had climbed down the side of the house in their nightgowns. There was no longer a single living member of their family left to describe the tragedy, which had happened long before our arrival. In spite of us never having had anything to do with this story, the village crowned us ghosts anyway. My sister and I were spoken of as spooks, haunted nigger girls who were capable of withstanding flames, smoke, and death. These perceptions allowed the village to see right through us. We could be blamed for anything. We inherited the village’s discomfort for the inexplicable. Some of the elders, who despised hearsay and embellishment, said that the girls never actually made it out of the house and had burned to their deaths. Other village rumors insisted that the girls had either fallen from the bluffs into the sea or that, lost and overwhelmed by their mother’s madness, they had crawled, afire, across the narrow length of Clove Road where they had then drowned in our pond.


•••


Though I risked Ezra changing her mind about inviting me to go with her by doing something so babyish, I slid down our bannister to the bottom of the stairs. My sister constantly liked to remind me that when she was my age—thirteen—she hadn’t been as immature. Of course, I had to remind her that the only reason I knew how to slide down the bannister the way I did was because she’d taught me. Though I was only thirteen, I was already as tall as her.


Ezra, barefooted and clutching her leather sandals against her chest, stepped lightly down the front staircase, careful to mind the places where the wood would give us away. Our back staircase led directly into the kitchen, so we couldn’t take that route.


When Mama introduced us to people, strangers really because we didn’t have friends in the village or elsewhere except for the Junkett family, they immediately commented on our height. “Your girls are tall,” a person might say, as though they were reading a newspaper aloud and remarking that the day would be mildly sunny with a chance of showers.


My sister and I could never say from whom we had inherited our height. Unlike other people’s homes, ours didn’t have framed photographs of our relatives on the wall or arranged on the mantel above the fireplace. Instead of family snapshots, my father kept polished stones or bird skulls on his desk for spiritual company. Whenever our grandmother begged Mama to send pictures of us so that she could place them in her family album, Mama declined. While I liked the idea of a grandmother savoring pictures of my sister and me, I understood that her possession of us, even in photographs, was intolerable and painful for my mother to consider.


Ginny, who refused to be addressed as Mother or Grandmother, still called Mama on the phone, trying to reach her no matter how many times we’d heard Mama’s quiet voice telling her to leave us alone. When Mama complained about our wild behavior to Daddy, I sometimes thought it was more about what wasn’t right with her and Ginny. In fact, our disobedience had little to do with what was really wrong.


•••


As we crept through our living room, we could hear Mama singing beneath a slow ballad that was playing from the radio she kept on the windowsill above the kitchen sink. I paused because I loved Sam Cooke. When he sang “You Send Me” it was like being under a spell. Following my sister’s shadow, I thought of Mama in our sunny kitchen, lifting her brown arms, the apron tugging above her waist. She’d have a paring knife or wooden spoon in one hand. In the other hand a drink sweating with ice. Her fingertips would be cold from her glass, where the ice melted into whisky. When Mama was nervous, she liked to have some “medicine,” as she called it, and she seemed to get nervous every day. I knew that her feud with our grandmother was some of the reason why she got sad.


Sam Cooke’s voice coated our walls with honey. It also helped return Mama to a hidden closet in herself she could never reach unless she got to drinking.


But Mama wouldn’t visit that private closet today. Instead, she’d sip her watery drink and switch to lemonade by the time the cooking was completed. She was making the special day-before-the-first-day-of-school dinner she’d prepared for us since we were young girls. It was a tradition that made us feel proud and loved.


This evening we’d have a pot roast with mashed potatoes and wild carrots, all seasoned with the fresh herbs—thyme, rosemary, sage, and lavender—that Mama grew and dried. We’d have her baked, homemade rolls, which were browned on the top but pillowed inside, with butter. To celebrate Daddy’s first day of teaching another year, there’d be a lemon cake with lemon frosting.


Ezra twisted around at the front door and scowled. “What I’m thinking is that I better leave your slow behind right here.”


I placed my finger over my smiling lips before sticking out my tongue and pushing her a little so that she was out on the porch. The door made a loud sound as I pulled it shut.


We took off running, rushing past the haunted house that did not make us afraid. Recently, Mama had asked us not to do so much racing. Ladies take their time, she’d say. Ez and I would look at each other, shrugging. We didn’t see any ladies except for Mama and Miss Irene. We couldn’t tell our mother that we’d already decided that we would never be ladies. Besides, running pleased us. Approaching the long shadows where the woods led up to the bluffs, we doubled over, laughing. Catching my breath finally, I stood straight and studied the back of the haunted house, which never looked the same because of its perpetual ruin. The ruining was what made us return to it the way we did. The roof had a gaping hole through which an entire tree was growing tall. Like us, the haunted house had a will and way of looking at itself that was unbothered by what anybody else might think.


“Whatever we do on the bluffs today is not something you need to go running around talking about either,” Ezra said to me suddenly.


“Who would I tell?”


“You seem just fine when it comes to keeping your own secrets, Cinthy,” my sister said. “But when it comes to my secrets you seem unable to control yourself.”


“Well, this would be our secret.”


Ez nodded, rolling her eyes. “Last spring, when we got our periods, Ruby and I decided we’d do this thing on the day before school. We’re not changing anything now because of you.”


“Ruby’s coming to school tomorrow?”


“What is that supposed to mean?”


“She got ahold of some soap and water?”


“Cinthy! I wish you wouldn’t talk about her like that, treating her like everyone else around here.”


Sometimes my sister took on Ruby’s problems as though they were her own. I had to remind Ez that the problems white girls have were not the same as the problems she and I knew. That’s what Mama and Miss Irene always said.


Ruby, foolishly, believed that it went both ways. Problems, for any of us, belonged to all of us. That sounded fine and could be true, but my sister and I understood that other things were also true.


When somebody treated us like nothing, Ruby walked around dyed in our insult. When she saw us in the village, walking with our heads high the way Mama had taught us, Ruby held her head up like we did, without truly understanding the forces, and there were many, that wanted us headless, lifeless, dreamless.


When Ruby tried to take our side, I couldn’t stand her. Ruby Scaggs’s life held little rule, and though I thought she was sneaky, there was no real reason for her to be.


“You wearing clean underwear, Cinthy?”


Surprised, I didn’t speak as I snatched my gaze away from the haunted house.


“Ez, you know Mama don’t like nothing nasty.”


“Mama don’t like nothing . . . Jesus! I hope you don’t hurt yourself thinking too hard about what Mama would do when I already told you this thing is a secret. I keep trying to tell you, Cinthy. The world is nasty. Miss Irene says that knowing nastiness, really knowing it, is actually wisdom.”


The way Ezra sighed to herself shamed me. There was nothing quite as bad as feeling like I’d disappointed her. Except the thought that my sister might find me boring.


“Ruby is waiting in the woods for me by now,” she said.


“Who cares about that white girl? Let her wait there ’til the Judgment Day,” I said, putting a hand on my hip like Lindy Junkett, the elder of the Junkett girls. A hand on my hip was the closest thing I had to any authority of my own.


Whenever Mama or Miss Irene was ruffled, she invoked the Judgment Day and then went on about her business. If I’d learned anything, it was that the Judgment Day belonged to Black women who were devoted to calling on it when the present world needled their nerves, dammed their reservoir of tolerance. Our grandmother must’ve also claimed her rights to the Judgment Day, because I’d often heard my mother’s voice lashing out against the receiver of our telephone on this very subject: Mama you have no right to judge us! You’ll never be my judge and you know why.


Tilting my head, I pulled thick, warm air into my lungs before I spoke again. “Hey turtle-face, hey girl. You feel like racing or what?”


“Yeah,” said my sister. Her face broke open like a smiling flower as she took off, calling over her shoulder, “Racing ahead of you!”


We scrambled through the woods that edged our property, to an old trail that ran between Ruby’s home and ours, then onto another trail scuffed with weeds.


We rushed through the brush until the land opened and we arrived at a clearing where the wind lifted our hair and pinched our eyelids, pulling them into slits against the glaring light. It was half past noon, and the sky blazed everywhere.


Ruby was already waiting for us. Instead of struggling with the wind, she had flung her arms wide, lifted to the raw sun. Her hair was black like her mother’s, with the strands cinched into a ponytail that reminded me of a fussy horse. It appeared that Ruby had decided to cut her bangs by herself in preparation for the first day of school. A mistake.


Her parents took little interest in her comings and goings unless they needed her for chores or felt that they should teach her some little lesson that they themselves had failed to understand in their youth. The Scaggs family had a reputation in the village that had been sullied long before the arrival of my family. We’d known Ruby since around the same time we met the Junketts four years ago. Being Ez’s baby sister, and wanting all of my big sister’s attention, I was offended by Ruby.


In the hot white sun, their silhouettes were almost mirrors. Both Ruby and Ezra had long necks, and the lithe shapes of their bodies were visible beneath the material of their light dresses, which pulled against their bodies in the wind as though they had just emerged from the sea. But where Ruby’s ponytail bobbed in place, Ezra’s knotty hair flew out from its long, dense braid, and flapped as though it were a reddish coil of snakes that would raise her, bodily, into the flat blue window of sky.


Now Ezra ran forward to meet Ruby. They were laughing for no reason at all. I wanted to keep my distance from both of them until I knew what the game might be.


My shadow moved ahead of me. I stretched my arms like they did, worried that the wind was strong enough to lift me into the air. Dust blew up under my dress, then higher into my face. I tasted my lips; my tongue pushed at the salty grit that coated my gums. Tendrils of my hair pulled free from the plaits on either side of my head. The sun pressed on the middle part of my scalp that halved my head, the dark brown hair thick and oiled carefully by Mama each weekend. But out here the ends of my braids whipped at my ears.


It was all coming loose.


•••


We are standing in a triangle. Ruby and Ezra face me.


After I watch Ezra remove hers, I hand my underwear to Ruby without looking at her face. Having anyone but Mama touch my panties makes me feel they are touching something they aren’t supposed to. I’m both cool and sticky. I shake my hips a little, twisting my body so that the wind can blow against my sides.


Ruby balls our underwear together and shoves the damp lump into the pocket of her dress. She turns her head. Her black bangs look like the visor of a gladiator’s helmet knocked askew. Her eyes, deep blue, are darker than the blue sky that somehow feels larger to me now that I’ve taken off my white cotton underwear.


Ruby sits down on the hot rocks. Ezra sits. I sit.


Ruby stretches her legs into a V, and Ezra does the same, squirming and sliding in the dust until one of her feet touches Ruby’s. She jerks her right foot back and forth, irritably, to indicate that I follow.


I push myself back, feeling the skin on my palms scrape against the jagged rock. My legs, too, open into a V. I angle my left foot so that it leans against my sister’s. I realize my right foot should lean against Ruby’s foot. I don’t want to touch Ruby’s feet. She isn’t even wearing shoes.


I duck my head to look over at Ez, who is staring at me evenly. I can hear Mama’s voice cussing in my mind. Her eyes have rolled so far back she can see out the back of her head. Hyacinth Kindred, what in the Lord’s world do you think you’re doing? And if you’re thinking about what I would say then maybe you already know that you shouldn’t be doing it either because where is the good daughter I raised?


Mama never says anything like that to Ezra, never asks Ez about thinking, because Ez simply does a thing without thinking in the first place.


“Do it already,” says Ezra. “It’s hot up here.”


With force, I shove the sole of my sandal against Ruby’s bare foot, hopeful that it will hurt her.


“I’m not touching no white girl.”


“Shithead,” says Ruby.


“Don’t talk to my sister like that,” says Ezra quickly.


“She the one messing everything up.” Heat pools beneath us. I worry whether ants are capable of crawling between my legs and up inside me. I can picture a thin black trail of them marching diligently between my organs, stomping along the slimy roof of my stomach then through the church of my heart and finally up through the tunnel of my throat right into my brain, which I imagine is inlaid with gems, like a cathedral. How many ants could really fit up there in my head? Then I think about peeing ants into the toilet at home and almost begin laughing.


Ruby’s and Ezra’s faces have darkened beneath the afternoon sun. They’re trying to figure something out for themselves. I don’t know what it is except that what we’re doing would absolutely mean a punishment if our parents found out. Mama and Daddy don’t believe in what Miss Irene calls “switch love.” But Ruby’s papa, Mr. Scaggs, believes in beatings. He certainly does. He beats Ruby and her mother whenever he thinks they are happy and could live without him.


“Move in a bit,” says Ezra, biting her lip.


Ruby grunts, obeys.


I adjust my legs and press forward. My leg grazes Ruby’s skin, which is hot. I’ve never thought about her skin before except to complain about it being white.


I think of Mama, as I often do, and everything she does for us. To keep us safe. In the early evening, before our dinner, Mama will wash our hair and style it for our first day of school tomorrow. Already, I can hear her asking me about the dust, and why is there filth in my scalp, have I lost my mind and been playing in the dirt just to make more work for her. Mama will tug the comb against my roots in frustration. I hold sweat in my hair, especially after I’ve been playing hard. She says tangled instead of nappy like I don’t know that my hair, especially at the base of my head, is impenetrable when it gets wet. Mama likes our hair to look nice because she knows people, especially white people, are always thinking about our hair. Growing up, Mama had no help with her own hair because she was raised in a convent. Daddy said not to upset Mama by asking her too much about what she was like as a girl. Much of it Mama has buried deep inside herself, and we only glimpse it when she hangs up on our grandmother or goes into the closet of her heart with a glass of whisky and Sam Cooke.


Maybe this is why Ezra and I turn so often to Miss Irene for her wisdom, which she says comes from her mother, her grandmother, and her great-grandmother, who are all still alive. They keep something girlish alive in Miss Irene, while we watch Mama reject our grandmother at each turn. It is hard to not ask our own mother about who she once was, aware that such questions could drive her away from sharing with us what she has made for herself and for us, her daughters.


•••


Ruby leans back like she is used to lying down with her legs open and nothing on underneath to protect her. Her legs, which are as tanned as ours, make a shadow. Where her panties would’ve covered her skin is so pale that it looks as though her privates belong to a different girl, whose skin and manners are fair, more delicate, and prone to bruising easily. I think of how I’m used to seeing Ruby bruised and how it takes time for her wounds to heal because she can’t leave her scabs alone.


We copy the way Ruby has rocked herself on her side, roughly gripping the hem of her dress to lift it to her navel.


“Now y’all,” she orders us. Her voice goes up like an arrow into the clouds that have gathered and paused to look down on our uncovered bodies.


Our three V’s make a strange star.


•••


Ezra says that she’ll look first. Then Ruby. Then me.


The wind has quieted but tingling air still shivers my dress to my navel. I wonder if Ruby and Ezra have closed their eyes like me or whether they are staring up, inseparable from the blue sky that feels as though it is also under our bodies. I can’t hear Mama’s voice anymore.


•••


Ezra kicks me. The edge of her sandal is hard. It’s my turn. Without moving my head, I roll my eyes to the left, where Ezra is spread. Her forearm is draped like a half shield across her eyes. The harsh afternoon bronzes her limp braid a dark red. From the way her calf muscles strain beneath her skin, I can see she’s bracing herself against the ground, bracing herself to be seen. I can’t remember the last time I’ve seen my sister naked. Except that what we are doing seems to fall outside the space where someone might point and say Nasty, or even They were naked. We are the kind of naked that is described in Genesis. The kind of naked that makes God sad.


I shudder, turning to study Ruby, who is using her hand to hide her face while the other hand pulls at forbidden skin below her navel.


Her hand looks like a door of flesh—nicked knuckles, fingernails bitten to pink nail beds, scraped skin. Between the spaces of Ruby’s fingers, I can see one of her eyes peering out. Not at me but straight up as though she has been buried under a heap of wreckage.


Ezra and Ruby have both used their fingers to deliberately pull the thin skin apart. Experiment, argument, game, or prayer—I don’t know what we’re trying to win, what we are pleading for, or what we must prove to ourselves.


I know Ruby and Ezra find shame boring. We have seen it used at school by our teachers. At home, Mama and Daddy use it against Ezra and me even when they don’t mean to. While I know our parents are trying to make us into decent women, it feels strange to think they are wrong. But I do. It feels like a secret the way Mama makes something natural seem bad, forbidding me to look at or touch my own privates unless I am holding a bar of soap in the bath.


As I look at Ruby’s privates, I feel shame for looking. I feel shame for whatever it was that challenged Ruby and my sister into doing this in the first place. I think again about the shift in their gaits after their first periods last spring. I observed how their eyes sparkled while they complained of aches, cramps, and soreness. While they cupped the place that they called, with absurdly dramatic inflection, the Womb. They shooed me away when I suggested any of the roughhouse games we’d once enjoyed. They claimed that their sudden womanhood allowed them to think more deeply about their future lives, which was why they no longer felt it was natural for me to follow them everywhere. I couldn’t know anything about it until I changed too.


I wish Ezra would speak. I need her to confirm that what we are doing is not deserving of punishment but something we are entitled, expected to do. The awareness of our bodies makes me feel like I could cry—the looking has no explanation though I sense it has more meaning than any of us can summon. Our skin near Ruby’s skin stirs both fear and irritation in me. I want Ezra to tell me that she feels the same way as me. I want her to say something about our legs being better, stronger, but I know she won’t.


She allowed me to join her and Ruby today though I haven’t begun to bleed. Maybe that’s why I don’t know what I’m looking at, why I’m looking, or what is so important about it. If we were all the same color, I wonder whether the whole thing would feel so wrong. But Ezra and I would’ve never dared Lindy Junkett to play this game.


Then, suddenly, Ruby sits up, digs her hand into her pocket and shoves my crumpled panties at me without warning before she hands Ezra her bright green pair. Ruby is the last to pull her own torn underwear on.


“Boys do worse,” she says, staring at me.










Chapter 2


We walked down from the high bluffs, into the woods that divided our house from the clearing. Ruby and Ezra spoke in low voices while insects hissed. Mama would expect us to be home to have our hair washed and fixed for dinner. I wondered how I could look at her face without her immediately knowing I’d done something so shameful there’d be no way to explain it. Branches poked my feet. In a matter of weeks, gold leaves would scatter through the air, dropping in spirals. That faint scent in the woods would burst open soon, and the odor of warm decay would shift into a fragrance like smoke.


“They really are all the same,” said Ruby, as if we’d interrupted her in the middle of a sentence. Her voice was both pleased and annoyed.


“We’re late,” I said to my sister. I didn’t want to hear any more of Ruby’s ideas and hoped she would just shut up.


“How can that be?” said Ez, as though Ruby had shared the unspoken sentence with her. “It’s you and I who got the curse.”


“Hers looked cursed too,” said Ruby, tossing her head at me. “She ain’t even bleeding like us. Not yet. Maybe the bleeding don’t matter.”


“Matters when it comes to babies,” said Ezra. “Matters when we’re in the village, and the men who never looked at us before are looking at us.”


“Uh huh,” said Ruby softly. “Once I get my license as a pilot, I might have me a baby someday too. At least one so I don’t have to be some man’s slave like Ma says I will. Women in the village say that motherhood makes them free. I don’t entirely understand that, but they’ve been saying it for years. Ma says she’s not my slave and makes me do for myself all the time.”


“What kind of slave are you talking about, Ruby?” said Ezra, scowling.


“Ma says Papa treats her like a slave,” she said. “And he does.”


“You wouldn’t know what a slave is,” I said.


“Shut up, Cinthy,” said Ruby. “I ain’t saying nothing ’bout coloreds. I was talking about men and women. You’re so smart but you know next to nothing most of the time.”


“Who is going to let a redneck like you fly a plane?” teased Ezra.


They both spoke as if I weren’t there, as if Ruby hadn’t just insulted me. Usually, Ezra would give Ruby a warning for talking to me like that, but they were too occupied with what we’d all just done.


Ruby laughed loudly in delight. “I for damn sure won’t wait around for somebody like my papa to give me his blessing. Flying’s something you take into your own hands.”


“Girl, you stuck on a high hook,” said Ezra. “They don’t let girls fly planes. Be easier for you to have a baby than to get you a pair of wings.”


“I aim to fly a plane,” said Ruby, stretching her raspy voice until it nearly ripped. I knew they were suddenly close to having one of their frequent disagreements. “If you ain’t too pigheaded by the time I get my license, I’ll ask you to go up with me first.”


“Ha!” said Ezra. “You think they’d let a Negro girl get into a plane when they won’t even let us sit in the front of the bus?”


“I don’t see why not.”


“You wouldn’t,” I said quietly.


“Goddamn,” snapped Ruby. “Nobody was talking to you.”


My face reddened.


“There must be another reason why adults act the way they do. It can’t just all be about this little pee hole,” said Ruby thoughtfully.


“Well, what is it?” I said. I didn’t intend for them to leave me out of anything ever again after what we’d just done. As far as I was concerned, I’d earned some permanent rights, whether or not I was bleeding yet.


“They don’t even know,” said Ezra. Her irritation at adults was evident. She sucked her teeth as though her tongue were tart from lemon.


“What if we went around carrying ourselves like boys do all the time?” said Ruby. “Shoot, boys make a game of their things, squirting piss like a fire hose on anything they find! And there’s never no trouble, because they’re just being boys. What if the truth was that we always have a choice the way boys do?”


“Who wants to be like a boy? They can’t all do whatever they want the way you say. White boys, sure, but what about colored boys? Daddy says if a Black boy fights it’s because he’s fighting not to be killed for the slightest thing,” I said. “Anyway, it’s boring to think that all we want is to be allowed to do what boys do.”


We were nearly at the path that would lead us to the rear of the haunted house. Relieved, I pictured us saying goodbye to Ruby, crossing Clove Road and walking up the swept, painted steps of our house. I was trying to decide whether I could get away with giving Ruby a good pinch. I knew Mama would be unhappy that we were late. It had to be midafternoon, and it always took more time than she needed to fix our hair and get the table prepared.


“Do you really think we have the same choices as boys?” said Ez, trying to see it from Ruby’s eyes.


“Not yet,” Ruby said. “One day. When we’re women.”


“Not ever,” I said. “No one would allow it. Especially our mothers. Especially your mother, Ruby.”


“Tell your sister not to say nothing about my ma.” She spoke to Ezra, ignoring me. “All I’m saying is I got a right to be free just like a boy. I intend to keep me a freeness, something better than what’s been given to the adults. I’d think freedom would be important to y’all too. The way it is to the rest of your people.”


When Ruby speaks to us of our people, when she proclaims that our people are righteous and mostly good-looking, that our people were queens and kings, supreme athletes and sublime entertainers, the first people who probably walked the earth after the dinosaurs died, we only murmur in response. Of course, we have read about slavery and the history of the white man’s fear. Who is Ruby to tell us? When she starts her easy talk about the struggle and the Man, when she explains salvation and the uplift of our people to us, we withdraw, fastening our lips together until that kind of talk passes over and Ruby remembers, finally, that she is white.


“What’s involved in this freedom you seem to know so much about? Your own papa beats you black-and-blue but you got the nerve to tell my sister and me something about some freedom. Our civil rights are just fine,” said Ezra. Without another word, she hurled the splintered branch she’d been carrying at Ruby. It made a whizzing sound before it struck a tree next to Ruby’s head, then dropped into a patch of what appeared to be poison ivy.


Ruby made a wounded sound. She lunged at Ezra, grabbing the flesh of my sister’s bare arm with her nails. I froze as Ezra easily shook her off. There was a look in her eyes that she’d given other white people, but never Ruby.


“Do you know what would happen to me if I grabbed a white woman the way you just grabbed me?”


“I’m a white girl suddenly? Because of what?”


“You didn’t answer me,” my sister said. “Because you know what I know. We don’t have to live in the middle of nowhere for you to know what I mean.”


“I thought you’ve always told me the truth,” said Ruby. Her eyes held tears, as did my sister’s. My own eyes burned with how ugly yet inevitable this moment was. Mama, Miss Irene—they’d predicted this for some time.


“Your papa, your ma, my daddy, my mama,” said Ezra. “Do you really think they’re all wrong?”


“We’re different,” pleaded Ruby. “We’ve always said so.”


Rubbing her arm where Ruby had left marks, Ezra shook her head bitterly. “We’re not.”


“But we just saw—”


“Ruby, what did you see?”


“Ez, please.”


“We have to go,” I said.


Ezra waved her hand at me to hush. But I could sense that what was coming had arrived last spring in Ezra’s heart. She’d been carrying it as far as she could, as Mama and Miss Irene had warned her when it came to trusting white girls who would come of age and live inside worlds that were both safe and dangerous when they became women.


“We’re not going to grow old together. We can’t. I know you want to make yourself believe that we’re chasing the same freedom, the same life. But we’re not,” said Ezra carefully. “We’re not sisters. I have a sister.”


Ruby moved as though she would attack Ezra but a force we couldn’t see held her back. Maybe it was the sight of me stepping next to Ezra, standing with our shoulders touching, that made Ruby understand, finally.


“I never called you out your name or nothing like that,” said Ruby. “I’ve been protecting you all this time. Even your bigheaded sister. And it’s finished because I’m white? This is what you want?”


“Protected me from what? You need protection from your own father, Ruby,” said Ezra. “And you know it.”


“Papa loves me,” said Ruby in a small voice. Her shoulders heaved. I knew she loved Ez, maybe more than she loved her own mama. But Ruby Scaggs had never suffered an insult, even in the name of love. “You say one more word, Ez, and you’ll be eating your teeth for supper.”


But I knew Ruby would do nothing. Like my sister’s, her heart was broken so cleanly they were both breathless.


“Let’s go,” I said to my sister, touching her arm. We were at the edge of the woods in the shadow of the ruined house. “Mama’s going to be mad.”










Chapter 3


Ruby watched the two Kindred girls rush away from her voice. Their figures turned into smudges as the late afternoon sunlight absorbed their shapes. Turning away from the opening where Ez and Cinthy had left her, she began to pick an unmarked path through the woods that would lead her back to the bluffs.


Ruby resisted the urge to cry. Could she be feeling this way because of what she had seen in her best friend and in herself? It was hard to admit that Ruby had expected there to be a difference between what she had and what the Kindred girls had. The whole world had assured the three of them of that. The inside seemed the same but the outside was different. Now that she knew the truth, it felt burdensome to her. Ruby was rarely lonely, though she was often alone. She thought again about crying, but then she pictured her papa, who cried all the time and was the loneliest person Ruby had ever known.


Jonah Reuben Scaggs, after whom Ruby was named, was a man who still possessed the thinness of boys who dove from train bridges to fish when they were hungry and broke. Her father knew how to hold his breath even when he wasn’t in the water. For years, Ruby had watched him dive from the bridge of his memory into the wreckage of his past.


His blond hair, nearly white, stood out from his head. His eyes were blue, like a song banging on the door of the blues but somehow his soul couldn’t get in to sing it right. These days, her papa’s eyes were often closed. She’d come to the crooked porch of their shack and find him preoccupied, busy looking at his past the way a man might pull his finger over an enchanted map that led to buried treasures. Her father scorned the present and the future. It was the past that goaded him to keep living. He was trying to figure out how to name the moment when his life had fallen apart. Ruby had figured out a map of her own so that she couldn’t be blindsided by his attacks.


As Ruby came out of the woods and into her family’s clearing on the bluffs, she could smell smoke from the meat pit. Her father wasn’t home, but he was smoking pork back behind their shack.


Ruby’s papa disliked thieves and had no idea that Ruby had become very good at stealing. When she understood that she could die by starvation because she could not rely on her mother or father to provide, she learned how to steal from people in the village. This became another thing for the villagers to gossip about. They spoke of her father’s drinking and her mother’s dreaming. And now they could mostly say anything about Ruby too, because she wasn’t exactly a little child who didn’t know better. They didn’t think Ruby deserved to be anything more than an unlucky product of the Scaggses’ ruinous pride.


Ruby pressed her hands against her waist and thighs, thinking of summer evenings again and the way the last nights of August always felt sad to her because they seemed to know how long, bright days must end.


She wanted endless days of perfect summer blue skies. It was easier for her to dream that way, to picture herself as a pilot inside her own airplane cutting across the sky.


Ruby crossed the hard mud of her yard, cursing at her father’s hounds, who raced around her in hunger. It occurred to her that this would be her last year of school. Since last spring, she worried about finding herself stranded in Salt Point, forced to marry one of the six Johns in her class. That was something Ez and Cinthy didn’t have to bother with. Ruby had once read a column in one of her mother’s beauty magazines about women who complained that, in spite of their desire to find new kinds of love, they’d ended up marrying men like their fathers. When she’d tried to tell Ezra about it, Ez had only frowned and said that her own father was a decent man who had taught her and Cinthy about the stars, human anatomy, Egyptian pyramids, and how to be a good judge of human character.


The only stars Ruby’s papa had ever seen were when somebody had gone and knocked him out at the bar. Jonah Reuben Scaggs gave Ruby stars that flushed her skin green and purple. He was not a man who could teach Ruby about what men were made of.


Ruby’s mother did nothing but avoid getting knocked out herself. Like her husband, Mrs. Scaggs found her sanctuary in the past. Once crowned a beauty queen at a local county fair, Ruby’s mother still walked around Salt Point as though the village were crazy for not seeing her crown.


When Mrs. Scaggs still believed that she was supposed to be a good mother, she’d become severely concerned about Ruby’s welfare. It was another way to spite her husband. Too, when villagers had looked at her daughter and said, “That gal should be reading by now,” Mrs. Scaggs realized that the blame for Ruby’s poor education might be laid at her own feet.


One afternoon, Mrs. Scaggs was in the village with Ruby, buying flowers and making a show of it, when they saw Mr. Hobart. Dressed in a tailored suit, Mr. Hobart had removed his hat and patted Ruby’s tousled hair. He asked her age and she’d shyly turned to her mother, who proudly replied, “She’s eight or nine.” Looking intently at Mrs. Scaggs, he could still see her crown. Or so she hoped. Instead, he only asked her whether Ruby was reading yet, and if Ruby was reading, was she good at it. Batting her eyes as if they were rubbed with pepper, Mrs. Scaggs tried to see whether he might buy little Ruby a bouquet of daisies. His discomfort escaped her attention. Tipping his hat, he wished Ruby and her mother a pleasant afternoon, and added that because he believed that the Scaggs family was a very poor family in need, their daughter could attend his school to improve her future.


That afternoon, Ruby had felt the sting that went through her mother’s body.


Ruby remembered how her ma had dragged her away from the village square, taking a rough route back to their shack. The fresh flowers in her mother’s old mesh bag were bruised and torn. Ruby couldn’t help but notice all of the colorful wildflowers—free—they passed as her mother raged about the man’s insult. “He’s the poor one, he is. The poorest kind of man possible is one who thinks he’s so rich he can pay a woman with petty insults instead of proper compliments.”


“Pay for what?” Ruby had asked her mother, who’d replied by slapping her face.


Ruby had sat on the porch, holding her cheek, listening while her mother cried with rage. When Ruby finally went inside, she found her mother eagerly applying Pond’s Cold Cream to her face as she spoke about the dangers of tears, how they could ravish a woman’s complexion. “At least you’ll be in a good school,” she kept saying to her daughter while she tried to press those wilted flowers into the pages of a tattered book.


The truth was that Ruby could read. But she’d been put off by the texts available to her. She could find no adventures, ghosts, wars, or fairy tales in her mother’s beauty magazines. The only monsters and villains Ruby had ever seen in those pages were menacing heaps of dirty laundry, unhappy husbands, chipped red nail polish, silk stockings with bad runs. Too many damn rules about how to pretend you’re something you weren’t, like staying in your teens when you were in your fifties. The only things that really unsettled Ruby were illustrations of mothers smiling over blushing babies who seemed safely cared for in a way Ruby knew she had never been.


At age eight or nine, Ruby rebelled against her mother’s faith.


She wanted adventures that did not involve feeding men delicious steaks while having to diet. She began to pull away from her mother, whom she loved but who did not see her. While it stung at first, Ruby understood that this was the only way she could have the life she wanted. Whatever it might be. Ruby convinced herself that her parents’ neglect had provided her with a special armor. She surrendered what she’d never possessed, and instead found herself enjoying her own company and creating her own adventures.


Ruby had loved the notion of flight long before she, Ezra, and Cinthy saw that annual air show in Briggley. She recalled being mesmerized by seabirds that glided across Salt Point’s horizon, and the birds’ nests she explored while tramping through the woods; sometimes the sight of a cardinal or blue jay might stop her in the middle of her chores with its color. Ruby knew that flying was in her, had been waiting for her to find it and stop feeling afraid that a love like that was possible.
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