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  For my parents,

  John Shelton and Alice Greene Reed,

  and my grandparents,

  William Henry and Hattie Elizabeth Reed,

  with gratitude for all the love

  and all the genes


   

  Mine heritage is unto me as a speckled bird,

  the birds round about are against her;

  come ye, assemble all the beasts of the field,

  come to devour.

  —Jeremiah 12:9


  
    Introduction

    MANY PEOPLE ARE BORN believing they know who they are. They’re Irish or Jewish or African-American or whatever. But some of us with culturally or ethnically mixed backgrounds don’t share that enviable luxury.

    My mother was a New Yorker and my father a Virginian, and the Civil War was reenacted daily in our house and in my head. My Tennessee playmates used to insist that Yankees were rude, and my New York cousins insisted that southerners were stupid. I knew I was neither, but I had no idea what I might be instead. Hybrids have no communal templates to guide them in defining themselves.

    In my life since, I’ve often lain awake at night trying to figure out how to fool the members of some clique into believing that I’m one of them. For a long time I lived with one foot in the PTA and the other in Provincetown. I also moved to several different cities, hoping to find a homeland. But each time I discovered that joining one group required denying my allegiances to other groups. In Boston, New York, and Vermont, I pretended not to hear the slurs against the South. And in London and Paris, I remained silent during anti-American rants.

    But I have gradually become grateful for this chronic identity crisis because it has fostered my career. Everything I’ve ever written has been an attempt to work out who I am, not only culturally but also sexually, politically, and spiritually.

    I rationalized my penchant for protective coloration by reviewing what I knew about my hapless ancestors, who were usually in the wrong place at the wrong time. They were Huguenots in France after Catholics declared open season on heretics; English in Ireland when the republicans began torching Anglo-Irish houses; Dutch in the Netherlands during the Spanish invasion; Scots in the Highlands during the Clearances; Native Americans in the path of Manifest Destiny; Union supporters in Confederate Virginia. I concluded that I’d inherited genes that condemned me to a lifetime of being a stranger in some very strange lands.

    Then I met a cousin named Brent Kennedy, who maintained that some of our shared ancestors in the southern Appalachians were Melungeons. The earliest Melungeons were supposedly found living in what would become East Tennessee when the first European settlers arrived. They were olive-skinned and claimed to be Portuguese.

    Conflicting origin stories for the Melungeons abound. They’re said to be descended from Indians who mated with early Spanish explorers, or from the survivors of Sir Walter Raleigh’s Lost Colony on Roanoke Island, or from Portuguese sailors shipwrecked on the Carolina coast, or from African slaves who escaped into the mountains. Brent himself believed them to have Turkish ancestry. Before the Civil War, some were labeled “free people of color” and were prohibited from voting, attending white schools, marrying white people, or testifying against whites in court. After that war, some were subjected to Jim Crow laws. A friend who worked as a waitress told me she was ordered to wash down the booths with disinfectant after Melungeon customers departed. She also said that her mother warned her as a child never to look at Melungeons because they had the evil eye.

    Growing up, I’d heard that Melungeons lived in caves and trees on cliffs outside our town and had six fingers on each hand. Brent’s showing me the scars from the removal of his extra thumbs launched me on a journey to discover who the historical Melungeons really were and whether my father’s family had, in fact, been closet Melungeons.

    For nearly a decade I read history, visited sites, and interviewed people related to this quest. In school I’d learned that what is now the southeastern United States was an empty wilderness before the establishment of Jamestown in 1607. But my research taught me that it was instead filled with millions of Native Americans. It was also crawling with Spaniards, Portuguese, Frenchmen, Africans, Jews, Moors, Turks, Croatians, and British, among others — all roaming the Southeast for a variety of reasons.

    In their wanderings these (mostly) men sired children with willing or unwilling Native Americans. Although an estimated 80 to 90 percent of Native Americans eventually succumbed to European diseases, some of their ethnically mixed children survived because of immunities inherited from their European and African fathers. They, in turn, had descendants, some of whom found ways to coexist with the encroaching European settlers.

    I assembled plenty of clues about Melungeon origins, but DNA testing finally gave me some answers — and also explained why a sense of belonging has always eluded me. After a series of tests, I learned that I’d been walking around for six decades in a body constructed by DNA originating in Central Asia, the eastern Mediterranean, the Indian subcontinent, the Middle East, and sub-Saharan Africa. This in addition to the contributions from England, Scotland, Ireland, France, Holland, Germany, and Native America, which I already knew about through conventional genealogical methods.

    For weeks after receiving these results, I wandered around in a daze, humming “We Are the World.” A lifelong suspicion that I fit nowhere turned out not to be just idle paranoia. But once the reality of my panglobal identity sank in, I realized that I’d finally found my long-sought group. It consists of mongrels like myself who know that we belong nowhere — and everywhere. This book chronicles my six-decade evolution from bemused Appalachian misfit to equally bemused citizen of the world.

  


  1

  The Virginia Club

  MY YOUNGER BROTHER BILL is clutching his teddy bear, the noose still knotted around its neck. My older brother John and I sit on a carpeted step in the front hallway as the gray-haired babysitter with crooked brown teeth informs us that the Melungeons will get us for having hung the bear from the upstairs landing, just out of Bill’s reach in the downstairs hall.

  “What’s the Melungeons?” I ask.

  “The Melungeons has got six fingers on each hand,” she says. “They grab mean little chilrun and carry them off to their caves in the cliffs outside of town.”

  John and I glance at each other uneasily.

  When my parents get home from their tea dance at the country club, John and I wait for Bill to tell on us, but he doesn’t. He’s a good kid. The Melungeons won’t be interested in him when they arrive.

  In her silvery cocktail dress and the spike heels that make her look like a toe dancer, my mother is very glamorous. The top of her head comes to my father’s chest. He’s the tallest man we know. He claims he has race-horse ankles. He’s madly in love with my mother and is always coming up with corny new ways to tell her so.

  Tonight, right in front of the babysitter, he says, “Kids, isn’t your mother just as pretty as a carnival queen at a county fair? If I put her in a pageant, she’d win the four-hundred-pound hog. But how would I get it home?”

  Her face freezes halfway between a smile and a frown as she tries to decide if this is a compliment. She was a model at the University of Rochester. In my favorite photo, she’s wearing a satin evening gown, standing inside a giant wine bottle, her black hair bobbed. But at home she resembles Harriet Nelson more than Loretta Young because she hates to buy clothes. My parents share a horror of spending money. Having grown up during the Great Depression and World War II, they say you never know when the next ax will fall.

  Since my mother is from upstate New York, she doesn’t gush like normal mothers. She used to teach high school English, so she’s always coaching us to pronounce “cow” in one syllable. Our friends look at us as though we’re lunatics whenever we say “cow” as she recommends. But our cousins in New York still mock our southern accents when we visit them in the summer. They say southerners are stupid. Our Tennessee playmates say Yankees are rude. But I’ve met plenty of rude southerners and stupid Yankees.

  My mother’s hobby is curling up in an armchair with the library books from which she’s always quoting. When she makes us take naps so she can read in peace, she announces, “I’ll but lie down and bleed awhile and then rise up to fight again.”

  Once at supper, as she was carving a chicken, she looked up and said, “Children, always remember to stab low and pull up.”

  “Why?” I asked.

  “That way you sever the aorta.” She illustrated this in the air with her knife.

  In the car on the way home from dropping off the babysitter, my father, a doctor, confirms that some babies in East Tennessee are born with extra fingers, which are usually removed at birth. He indicates on my hand the joints from which they can sprout.

  Before turning out my light that night, I look under the bed and in the closet for lurking Melungeons. I’m often bad, and apparently the Melungeons, like Santa, have their ways of finding out. At least I know how to stab low and pull up.

  Lying in the dark, I convince myself that I’m safe as long as my body is completely covered by the top sheet. It’s summer, and we don’t have any fans. We don’t buy things that aren’t on sale, and who ever heard of a fan sale in the South? The air that drifts through my window, carrying the screeching of the night insects, is hot and humid. But the thought of being seized in my sleep by six-fingered cave dwellers is so appalling that I endure the sweaty sheet. I become alarmed as I try to figure out how to stay encased in my magic sheet if our house catches fire and I have to jump out the window.

  John, Bill, and I are crammed into one seat on the Ferris wheel. Spread out below us are the throngs of milling townspeople and the lights from the carnival tents and rides. As we hurtle toward the ground, I can see my mother standing outside the ticket booth. She’s frowning. I wave as we swoop past her and head skyward, but she doesn’t notice.

  When we stagger off the ride, my mother tells us that we have to go home because her baby will soon be born and she needs to go to the hospital. Back at the house, my grandmother arrives, and my mother departs with my agitated father.

  The next morning my grandmother informs us that we have a new baby brother named Michael. Shrugging, we race outside to ride our bikes in the driveway.

  Toward dusk my father drives us to the hospital. Children aren’t allowed inside except as patients. So we sit cross-legged on the lawn while the frogs in the valley take turns burping. My mother comes to her third-floor window and tilts a blanketed bundle in her arms so that we can see Michael. He looks like an unpromising playmate, but we do our best to act excited.

  My mother vanishes. Then she reappears without the bundle. She opens the window and tosses foil-wrapped candies down to us. They turn out to be chocolate-covered cherries — my favorite — so the evening hasn’t been a total waste.

  One day in Miss Goodman’s second-grade classroom my nose starts bleeding. I lean my head back, but it doesn’t help. Miss Goodman sends me to the nurse. She can’t stop the bleeding either, so my mother comes to get me.

  That night I wake up to find my pillow soaked with blood like in some horror movie. Can this be the revenge of the Melungeons that I’ve long been expecting?

  As my mother changes the sheets, my father packs my nostrils with cotton. I smile because, while explaining what he’s doing, he’s finally called me Betsy. I’ve changed my name to Betsy because Lisa, pronounced “Liza,” is too weird. My only ambition is to be exactly like every other student at Lincoln Elementary, none of whom is named Lisa, pronounced “Liza.”

  Tucking me in, my mother says, “There! Isn’t it nice to have fresh, clean sheets?”

  “Dot in the biddle of the dight,” I mutter.

  The next morning my mother drives me to the hospital, explaining that my father is already there, reading about my nosebleeds in the medical library. She rolls me in a wheelchair to a room and helps me undress. Black and blue bruises cover my entire body, like one of those tattooed natives in National Geographic. I put on a gown that ties in the back and climb into the high, narrow bed.

  My father, wearing green scrubs, booties, and a cap, comes in. He tries to act silly, but he looks tired and worried. His doctor friends and my grandfather come and go in their scrubs, poking at my bruises and murmuring to each other. Nurses arrive to remove the bloody cotton wads from my nostrils and to pack them with fresh cotton. I can feel the blood seeping down the back of my throat. Sometimes it makes me gag.

  This continues for what feels like several years. But it’s probably just a few weeks. I don’t really know. Day after day the light outside fades to black. Then the night gives way to dawn. I lie there, dissolving squares of strawberry Jell-O in my mouth and repeating the name of my illness in my head — idiopathic thrombocytopenic purpura. It has a rhythm like a poem. It’s nice to have a name for what’s happening to me. I never imagined my body could let me down like this. I never imagined until now that my body and I weren’t one and the same.

  Sometimes I raise an arm to inspect my bruises. The new ones are black or midnight blue. Then they turn to shades of purple. When they’re almost healed, they fade to yellows and greens. It would be beautiful if it weren’t my arm.

  One morning, I realize that the nurses and orderlies have been calling me Lisa. I’m still a Betsy, trapped in the bloodless body of a Lisa, but I’m too weak to protest. With a sigh I bid Betsy farewell and let her go.

  My father and his friends decide that I need a transfusion. But I have rare blood, and no donor can be found except my grandmother. As my father explains this, I feel a stab of panic. I picture myself as her blood flows into me: my hair turns silvery blue; I develop wrinkles on my face and a slight stoop. I express these concerns to my father, and he laughs for the first time since this all began.

  In the end, the blood of another doctor matches mine. After the transfusions my own blood starts to clot again. No one knows why. I am pleased to be a medical mystery.

  Soon I’m back in Miss Goodman’s classroom, listening to our Bible teacher recite the Twenty-third Psalm. When she gets to the part about the valley of the shadow of death, I understand that’s where I’ve been.

  But the only lasting consequence is the realization that I need to choose another career. My father describes each day’s operations to us at the dinner table. He also tells about a man in jail who swallowed a spoon so he could escape as they drove him to the hospital. Once he’d escaped, he realized he had a spoon in his stomach and needed to go to the emergency room, where the sheriff was waiting for him. My father has so much fun at the hospital that we all want to be doctors, too. But who ever heard of a doctor who’s afraid of blood?

  My parents have bought a three-hundred-acre tobacco farm eighteen miles from town. We spend our weekends peeling ancient yellowed newspaper pages off the chinked log walls of a cabin at one end of our new valley. My father has hired a man with a bulldozer to make a dam so we can have a swimming pond. The water from the spring in the hillside keeps draining into underground caves, leaving only a mudflat. My mother calls it Shelton’s Folly.

  John and I form the Electric Fence Club. To join, the younger kids are required to touch the electric fence, which they do, to their regret and our delight.

  My grandmother has to drag my grandfather out from town to see our farm. My grandfather was orphaned in southwest Virginia when his father died of pneumonia and his mother of gallbladder disease before he was six. Like an episode from Oliver Twist, the uncle in charge of the estate sold their farm and squandered the money.

  My grandfather, one of eight children, was raised by an older sister named Evalyn who was married to a farmer who put him to work in the fields. My grandfather ran away when he was a teenager, hiking a hundred miles through the mountains to join two older brothers in Kentucky. He worked as a logger to put himself through medical school. He has earned his lack of enthusiasm for rural living.

  We own a brown Saddlebred named Nora, who used to be a show horse before she got too old. She plods grimly around the pastures with us kids on her back swatting her with switches. Once my grandparents arrive, my father insists that my grandfather take Nora “for a spin.” When my grandfather first practiced medicine in the Virginia mountains, he kept a stable of six horses for house calls into the hills, so we figure he must know how to ride.

  My grandfather finally agrees — to humor my father. He swings up onto the equally unenthusiastic mare. Next thing we know, Nora is leaping along the dam like a ballerina. Our mouths drop open.

  My grandfather runs Nora through her five gaits as though shifting the gears on a race car. At his command she backs up. In response to pressure from his thighs she prances sideways and then switches her lead leg in mid-stride. Attempting to copy these moves later that week on a pony we keep in the backyard in town, I will gallop under a wire clothesline and nearly decapitate myself. Trying again a couple of years later, I will ride Nora into a barbed wire fence and require thirty-six stitches in my left leg.

  Nora and my grandfather return to the cabin. He slides off her.

  “Nice horse,” he says, tossing the reins to my speechless father.

  We continue to stare at our grandfather and Nora.

  “Can we go home now?” he murmurs to my grandmother.

  Pam, Martha, and I, along with half the other kids in town, are riding the new escalator in J. Fred Johnson’s Department Store. No one could believe the advance reports of a self-propelled staircase, but it’s all true!

  As we dash through the lingerie section to the stairs that glide back down to the ground floor, we pass dozens of high school girls stalking along with textbooks balanced on their heads, weaving through armless plaster torsos clad in brassieres and girdles. The girls are students from the charm class that’s held in a room off the hair salon, where they’re learning the skills necessary to become the next Miss Kingsport. If your posture is perfect, the sky’s the limit.

  J. Fred Johnson was a revered town father. His widow lives next door to us on Watauga Street. After the War Between the States, when many in our region were starving, he teamed up with some Yankee bankers to found our town. Its nickname is the Model City. In 1918, J. Fred, as everyone calls him, invited my grandfather, William Henry Reed, from Virginia to open a hospital.

  We tear ourselves away from J. Fred’s new escalator because it’s time for the cowboy special at the State Theater. The Lone Ranger, Roy Rogers, Gene Autry, Hopalong Cassidy — you never know which you’ll get until he appears on the screen. One of my grandfather’s claims to fame, in addition to being able to operate with either hand, is that he performed an appendectomy on Tom Mix once when Tom was in town for a wild west show.

  We amble up Broad Street, the axis of the Model City. When my grandparents moved here, the street was packed clay. There were few stores and many vacant lots. The workmen building the town lived in a city of canvas tents near where the Piggly Wiggly now stands.

  Martha is on my right. She has wavy blond hair and blue eyes. Although a year older than I, she’s a lot shorter. But she’s still the boss of the neighborhood, except when her brother Nie is around. Nie wraps his stack of comic books with a swing chain and locks it with a padlock so no one can read them without his permission.

  To my left is Pam. She’s as tall as I, with curly black hair and glasses with thick lenses. Her mother works at a grocery store, and they live with her grandmother on the street behind ours. Whenever Martha and I ask Pam where her father is, she replies, “None of your beeswax and shoe tacks.”

  Behind us is a traffic circle surrounded by four steepled churches of red brick — one Baptist, two Methodist, and one Presbyterian. My family’s church, St. Paul’s Episcopal, is a low stone manse with a door the color of dried blood. It looks as though it belongs on a windswept moor. Instead, it squats atop a hill, looking down on the other churches.

  My father used to be a Baptist, but he says he doesn’t want his children threatened all the time with burning in hell. His mother, my grandmother, Hattie Elizabeth Vanover Reed, assures me that he’s never been happy since he turned his back on the Baptists. But he seems happy to me, except when she stops by to remind him that only Baptists will pass through the Pearly Gates.

  Ahead of us is a boarded-up train station of maroon brick. Since freight trains are now the only rail traffic, there’s no need for a station except as a clubhouse for our drunks. Branded liquor is illegal, and moonshine is expensive, so they’re said to imbibe liquid shoe polish and after-shave lotion at their socials in the vacant building.

  The plaintive howls of the locomotives whistle in my bedroom late at night as I lie there fretting about marauding melungeons. The trains clatter past Riverview, where the Negroes live in low red-brick apartment buildings. Then the trains stop at the Tennessee Eastman plant by the river to unload mountains of shiny black coal and to collect camera film, ammunition, and bolts of rayon.

  But the train we kids care most about is the Santa train, which creeps down from Virginia at Christmas. The railroad workers toss candy, pencils, and toys to the children along the tracks. This mission ends in the Model City with a parade up Broad Street. Santa transfers to a hook-and-ladder truck, from which the firemen throw candy to us town kids.

  My grandfather’s first hospital was located above a drugstore down the street from the defunct train station. He had four beds in two rooms. In his teens, my father worked as a soda jerk in the drugstore. On the sidewalk outside it, some farmers now cluster for their usual Saturday in town. They wear limp-brimmed hats, pressed overalls, and high-topped work shoes. Some also wear suit jackets and starched white shirts. They talk quietly, or not at all, occasionally squirting tobacco juice into the gutter. We’ve already seen their children sadly eying the counters at Woolworth’s, which are full of wind-up toys from Japan that their mothers in housedresses sewn from floral-print flour sacks can’t afford to buy.

  The spot in which the farmers are standing is where an elephant, later labeled Murderous Mary, killed a boy in a circus parade up Broad Street shortly before my grandparents’ arrival. She stopped to pick up a piece of watermelon someone had tossed her. The boy leading her gouged her with his goad. She seized him with her trunk, threw him against a wall, and squashed him with one foot.

  The town concluded that Mary had to be executed. The sheriff shot her several times, but the bullets didn’t penetrate her hide. She was loaded on a flatbed car at the train station and transported to a town down the line called Erwin, where there was a construction crane. A chain from the crane was wound around Mary’s neck. The crane hoisted her into the air as she trumpeted indignantly. The chain snapped, and Mary crashed onto the track and broke her hip. However, a second chain didn’t snap, suspending her until her struggling ceased.

  Mary’s carcass was lowered into a pit dug alongside the track with a steam shovel. We have a newspaper photo at home of Mary hanging from the crane. Everyone makes fun of Erwin as the town that lynched an elephant.

  Every time this story comes up, my father claims to have done an autopsy on a Ringling Brothers elephant that died in Boston when he was a medical student at Harvard. He insists he and some fellow medical students cut a trapdoor in the elephant’s chest and crawled around inside her collecting specimens. Listeners always exchange glances, trying to figure out if this could be true. My father is famous for his embellishments.

  I hand the gum-chewing woman in the admissions booth at the State Theater my dime, and she returns a penny. I glance uneasily at the iron staircase outside the building, which leads to the balcony where the Negroes sit. It’s neat to sit up high like that — but it’s less neat not to get to buy popcorn or candy first. Once we find some seats, howling Indians on horses, faces painted in alarming patterns, fill the screen. They circle a flaming farmhouse, shooting arrows and hurling tomahawks. The problem isn’t the Indians, who possess a certain mute dignity. Nor is it the settlers, who are bringing dance halls and repeating rifles to the frontier.

  The real problem is a surly Indian named Two Hearts. The Lone Ranger tells Tonto that Two Hearts is “a low-down, lying, thieving, and deceiving half-breed.” Tonto, in contrast, is as loyal as a teacher’s pet. Two Hearts has incited the otherwise amiable Indians to murder and arson because he hates his white trapper father, who has rejected him and his Indian mother. The unhappy Two Hearts is slain by the disgruntled Indians — as studded with arrows as an Easter ham with cloves. Harmony reigns in Buffalo Flats, and the Lone Ranger rides off into the sunset on Silver with Tonto by his side.

  As we stroll back down Broad Street, we discuss why the Lone Ranger is called “Lone” if Tonto and Silver are always with him. This will remain one of life’s many mysteries.

  I inform Martha and Pam that we’re walking atop a field of gore. At school I’ve studied the Battle of Long Island Flats, fought in 1776 beneath what are now the streets of the Model City. The settlers defeated the Cherokee, led by Chief Dragging Canoe, and forced them to hand over Long Island, where the red-brick factories and round holding tanks of Tennessee Eastman now sit. Long Island had been a sacred site where the Cherokee negotiated peace treaties. I offer to tell them how Dragging Canoe got his name, but they don’t care.

  Back at our house my mother is clipping the boxwoods up the front sidewalk with scissors. There are one hundred sixteen bushes, and she trims four a day all year round. That way we never need to pay a yardman’s exorbitant rates.

  Our house is a white brick two-story Georgian with green shutters. Shortly after moving to town, my grandmother had this house designed and constructed on the street where the Yankee plant managers were living in their white-columned plantation houses. Watauga Street runs along a ridge that overlooks Tennessee Eastman, with Bays Mountain as a backdrop. At night, thousands of factory lights down in the valley flicker romantically in the mist that creeps up the Holston River and the smoke that swirls from the plant stacks.

  While the house was being built, my grandmother didn’t like how the brick wall out back was being laid, so she fired the mason and took over herself.

  Watching her slap mortar on a brick with a trowel, the embarrassed mason said, “Excuse me, ma’am, but you can’t build a wall like that.”

  She looked up and replied, “Sir, not only can I — I am.”

  When it was finished, the architect praised my grandmother’s workmanship.

  She replied, “Mr. Dryden, I know this wall will stand because I’ve studied Thomas Jefferson’s brick walls at the University of Virginia.”

  And it’s still standing, despite the best efforts of climbing ivy to drag it down.

  My father grew up in this house. When he returned from Europe after World War II, his parents gave it to us. One of my earliest memories is of visiting my grandparents in the cabin they rented after moving out. I can picture a brown snake slithering across black-and-white-checked linoleum. My eyes are at knee level to the alarmed adults. Way overhead near the light-bulb in the ceiling I can see the handsome stranger in the olive jacket who claims to be my father. I’ve been calling him Daddy just in case it’s true. My mother says my grandfather ushered the trapped copperhead out the back door, where he chopped its head off.

  My mother stops snipping the boxwoods to ask about the movie. After our summary, we head to the backyard, rounding up my brother Bill and Martha’s brother Nie, Stacy and Stanley from the house behind ours, and Molly and Carol, who’re visiting their aunt next door, Mrs. J. Fred Johnson. Although we persuade them to reenact the movie, no one will play Two Hearts. He seems pathetic, being neither cowboy nor Indian. So we switch to Trail of Tears instead. To my amazement they agree that I can perform the Dying Eagle dance. Although everyone covets this role, I usually hog it because I own the wings.

  A father on Catawba Street has organized the boys down there into a tribe. They’ve built a huge tepee in his backyard, and they make war bonnets and armbands from the beads and feathers he orders from a catalog. Girls aren’t allowed to join. But since my brother John belongs, I’ve stolen some of his supplies to decorate my cardboard wings, which I now tape to my arms. My loincloth is a dish towel secured by a leather belt.

  My dance around the imaginary campfire is inspired as my wings lift and droop and flutter. When the soldiers (wearing the same blue caps we use for War Between the States) arrive to drag me off to Oklahoma, I swoon to the ground. It’s my finest performance yet — at least until the soldiers start piling moldy leaves on me to bury me.

  Sometimes we play circus acrobats, performing gravity-defying routines on our teetering swing set and trying to lure our lazy mutts over jumps with dog biscuits. Other days we play pioneers in Stacy’s playhouse, forcing Bill and Stanley to be either Indians or buffalo. Either way, we slaughter them with our wooden rifles. We also play World War II, dressing in camouflage clothes and my father’s too-large captain hats and crawling around the backyard with our rifles cradled in the crooks of our arms.

  But our favorite game is War Between the States. Despite the fact that my mother used to sing “Sherman’s Dashing Yankee Boys” to my brothers and me as a lullaby, nobody wants to be a Yankee. So we insist that Bill and Stanley do it as the price of playing with us older kids. We turn our tool shed into a field hospital and administer transfusions via lengths of string attached to bottles of water dyed red with food coloring. We listen to each other’s chests with one of my father’s old stethoscopes. We also fill the empty pill capsules he gives us with flour, mustard, dirt, whatever is handy. Our Yankee prisoners, heads wrapped in gauze, are required to swallow them with water from my father’s World War II canteen.

  *

  Our family is driving along the Holston River. John is lying on the backseat shelf. I’m stretched out on the backseat, and Bill lies on the floor, legs propped up on the hump in the middle. Michael is up front between my parents.

  I sit up so I can see the huge house where my grandfather set up his second hospital. It’s been turned into the Boatyard Apartments. Down the road is the Netherland Inn, which housed travelers in the nineteenth century when the port for which Kingsport was named was flourishing. The early settlers headed west in flatboats from its docks. The road we’re on was a path other settlers followed to the Cumberland Gap.

  We pass beneath forested cliffs. This is where I’ve pictured the caves of the Melungeons. But I don’t see any people at all among the trees — six-fingered or otherwise.

  We turn off the highway and wind up the hill to my grandparents’ new house. Originally a nightclub owned by a moonshiner who was sent to prison, it has a wide porch that overlooks the river and the country club golf course on the far bank, with Bays Mountain beyond.

  My grandfather is standing in the side yard, still dressed in his Sunday slacks and monogrammed silk shirt. A golf ball is teed up before him. Getting out of the car, we watch him drive the ball across the river to the fairway of the ninth hole. He used to be a semiprofessional left-handed baseball pitcher, and his smooth, powerful swing is the envy of the club. Because there’s no bridge for five miles, he keeps a boat chained to a tree along the riverbank so he can row over for a quick game whenever he can escape my grandmother’s plans for him. He’s been written up by Ripley’s Believe It or Not as someone who can drive a golf ball onto a green from his yard but has to drive his car twelve miles to reach the course.

  As my parents and grandfather stroll toward the house with a toddling Michael, John, Bill, and I detect the roar of an approaching train. We race for the wall above the valley through which the tracks run. We get there just as the train does. It clatters past, coal cars mounded high with black chunks, some of which dribble over the sides to bounce along the tracks. Other cars carry huge tree trunks bound for the paper mill in town or bales of cotton for the textile mill. The boxcars have names stenciled on their sides. Many say “Carolina, Clinchfield, and Ohio,” the company that owns this line. But some stray cars read “Frisco Line,” “Atlantic Coastline,” “Louisville and Nashville,” “Central of Georgia,” “Denver and Rio Grande.”

  The brakemen on the porch of the caboose wave to us as they vanish around the bend, off to experience adventures in a vast world about which I know nothing. I vow that I’ll go there some day. I find this notion both thrilling and terrifying.

  In the echoing silence that follows, the names painted on the cars continue to parade through my brain to the beat of the wheels pounding on the steel tracks. They recur time after time, like a nagging tune you can’t get out of your head. Or like the rhythm of “idiopathic thrombocytopenic purpura” when I lay in that hospital bed.

  In the kitchen, my grandmother, wearing an apron over her Sunday suit, is molding a ball of dough into a Parker House roll. Two dozen others, brushed with melted butter, are already rising beneath a damp dish towel. She hands me some Saltines, and I go back outdoors to the fishpond and crumble the crackers into the water. The giant goldfish are lurking beneath the lily pads, pretending they’re invisible. Cautiously they glide toward the floating crumbs, waving their filmy fins and tails. Then, throwing caution to the winds, they battle to see who can gulp down the most Saltines.

  I join my parents and my grandfather on the porch to look down at the river, which is frothy from a chemical spill at Eastman. Dead fish are bobbing in the current.

  My mother says that if we’d been standing here in 1779, we’d have seen a flotilla of thirty flatboats passing by, beginning their thousand-mile journey to Nashville. The boat in the rear carried settlers with smallpox. Downriver, some Cherokee attacked and killed them, much to the warriors’ later regret, because they too came down with smallpox, passing it along to their entire village.

  She points to Bays Mountain. Its forested ridges are fluted with coves like a pinched green pie crust. She explains that the mountain was named for a bay stallion who used to roam free there in the nineteenth century and lure domesticated mares into the wild. She’s like a walking Encyclopaedia Britannica (which she’s read from A through Z). I’ve never asked her a question she can’t answer.

  My grandfather smiles at her. They like each other. They’re similar — both smart and quiet. My grandmother’s and mother’s feelings about each other are another matter.

  We sit down at the gleaming mahogany table. As silver bowls and platters of shelly beans, mashed potatoes, sweet potatoes, molded Jell-O salad, and rolls circulate, my grandfather carves the roast beef. He can make the pieces as thick or thin, as rare or well done, as anyone wants, slicing with either hand. I’m intrigued by this talent, except when I reflect that he practices by carving similarly through human fat and muscle during the week. This involves blood, which I can’t yet bear to think about.

  On the wall beside us stretches a mural that features a white plantation house and a hoop-skirted belle who is entering a horse-drawn carriage. In the foreground, slaves on a wharf are loading cotton onto a sailing ship. But my grandmother, born in 1887 amid the coal fields of southwest Virginia, wouldn’t have known a cotton boll from a hockey puck.

  Her father farmed near a village called Darwin. When she and my grandfather first met, he was her teacher. They turned out to be second cousins. After they married, both taught in rural schools, until she persuaded him to pursue his dream of becoming a doctor (a dream perhaps fostered by his watching helplessly while both his parents died).

  My grandfather attended the University of Louisville, hopping freight trains to visit his wife, who was still teaching in Virginia. The next year he won a scholarship to the Medical College of Virginia in Richmond, where he tended Confederate veterans at the Soldiers’ Home. My grandmother joined him in Richmond, where she sold cosmetics in a department store and worked as a matron at a women’s prison, once fighting off some attacking inmates with a hat pin. During the summers, my grandfather sold aluminum pots door-to-door and cut timber. He was also paid to pitch in a semiprofessional baseball league.

  As I try to picture my elegant grandmother fencing Cyrano-like with a hat pin in a prison, I listen to my father and grandfather reminisce about the preacher at their Baptist church when my father was a boy. One Sunday he demanded during a sermon that everyone who agreed that golf on Sunday was a sin stand up. The entire congregation, including my grandfather’s Sunday golfing buddies, stood except for my father and grandfather. When my grandmother saw them still sitting, she sat back down. But when she saw her bridge club standing, she stood back up. Then she sat. Then she stood. Then she sat.

  That afternoon the preacher came to pray over his two unrepentant sinners. Spotting him walking up the sidewalk, my father and grandfather raced out the back door and headed for the woods, the preacher in pursuit. They managed to outrun him. Later that week he was committed to Lyon’s View, the state mental hospital.

  My grandmother’s face is pinched. She doesn’t like this story. But the rest of us are laughing, so she says nothing.

  As time passes, so does my fear of Melungeons. Communists take their place. Some older kids from North Carolina, who’re visiting an aunt down the street, invite me to be their brainwashing victim. They tie me to a grape arbor and demand my grandmother’s name and address. They claim she’s a spy, and they plan to torture her, too. When I refuse, they threaten to drive bamboo splinters beneath my fingernails. But I will never betray my grandmother, whatever they may do to me. They push broom straws under my nails until they bleed, but my jaws remain clenched. Luckily their aunt calls them home for lunch. Untying me, they congratulate me on my courage.

  I’ve learned on the playground at Lincoln Elementary that the best defense is a good offense. Recently a trashy-fifth grader from Highland Park was standing beside me at a stoplight as I walked home from school. She was wearing a red silk wind-breaker embroidered with a dragon, which some older brother or uncle must have bought in Korea, and she was smoking a cigarette. I was nervous because some Highland kids were said to carry switchblades.
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