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For Nonny and Poppy




“What a brave man she was, and what a good woman.”
— IVAN TURGENEV




CHAPTER ONE
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DEBT


You think you’re a body, but you’re not. That’s just the container you collect in. Your body’s a light bulb. If it burns out or breaks, the electricity’s still there—you’re still there, still you.


Benjamin Franklin Hopper was born into a shattered bulb, shards buried under the loose, gray silt of a ravaged Texas plain, but his energy never diffused. For seventeen years, he hovered in particles over the heads of his family as they plowed their soil too fine, dodging tightfisted bankers, riding the Okie trail, Route 66, sleeping under railroad bridges, in lean-tos made of potato sacks, flattened tin cans, and orange crates. He hovered as they built a canvas-and-cardboard home just off the levee at the confluence of two rivers—the clear American and the muddy Sacramento.


No, he didn’t stay underground back in the gray Texas dirt. He rose in a silty cloud and floated over their heads for seventeen years, waiting for a shape to fill.


Finally, under pressure, his sister cracked. Though she didn’t shatter—not yet—that hairline fracture created a vacuum in her, a charged emptiness that siphoned his particles to her, causing a surge to her filament, making her glow.


That’s how she would explain it to herself.
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JANE walked home on the levee that night, no breeze coming off the delta. After a long day picking, her arms were sticky yellow, the tomato-leaf smell of piney, bitter sunlight under her fingernails. The river was finally slowing after months of running fast and clean with melted Sierra snow. In Indian summer, with the grass bleached white and the blue burnt out of the sky, she looked down as she walked home from the field, even at night, in case a rattler stretched fat across the path in the heat. That may be why she didn’t see at first what was happening in front of her as she approached the campsite.


Uno Jeffers’s headlights shone on the dirt between his Ford and her family’s tent, the Cotton Bollers loud on his radio—“Lace up them boots, let leather meet tar.” His car was loaded with their things: shovel, mattress, blankets, pots, crowbar, washtub, Jane’s hope chest of books and awards, everything they’d carted from Amarillo to Sacramento in the great caravan of Okies. Everything they’d collected since.


Daddy’s banjo and hat were on the dirt, not in the tent, not in the car.


Momma stepped out of the tent, full belly first, squinting into the headlights, her black hair frizzing like ideas shooting out of her scalp.


“Where’s Daddy?” Jane asked.


Momma spit out a toothpick. “In town. With Elthea.”


ELTHEA was married to dumpy Leroy Lathrop, editor of a skid row newspaper, the Swale. She herself owned Do or Donut Shop, a base from which she was able to meet up weekly with Daddy, who seemed to like her feminine smell of maple.


Just the Sunday before, for what seemed like the hundredth time, Jane had walked for donuts with Daddy and witnessed it.


Elthea came out to the counter from the back room when the front doorbell jangled.


“Abraham Lincoln Hopper.”


Daddy smiled, putting off heat. Neither of them said anything for a good minute while Jane focused her eyes on the display case, thinking, Order the damn donut.


But instead of that, he started singing as if Elthea were the only person on earth who might understand just how misunderstood he was—“Big man stoopin’ so low, gotta stand up some day.” He sang it hoarse, hitting some notes off-key, lingering a beat long on words you might not expect. He made the air quiver around him like heat waves that distract you from your blisters while you walk.


He delivered this particular performance in a sulfur-yellow donut shop for a chubby waitress on a Sunday morning with no less style than he conjured every Saturday night for paying customers—scab-armed pickers, sitting on dirt, tilting beer, tithing a dime each to Abraham.


When he finished singing, Elthea clapped real slow and rocked her curls back and forth in appreciation, the moist flesh around her collar turning pink.


Momma didn’t react that way to his talents anymore.


Daddy smiled, his teeth white under a scruffy mustache.


“Do you need some help with the boxes, Elthea?”


“I always need help with the boxes, Abraham.”


“I’m gonna help Elthea with the boxes, Jujee.”


He followed her to the back room, his eyes on her wide hips in a tight white uniform.


Jane moved without a donut to the front booth under the window and watched people pass on their way to the market. She licked her finger and pressed it on each donut crumb left behind on the table, one at a time, bringing it to the tip of her tongue.


Just the week before, she’d dropped a fat envelope of her Daily Dragon clippings on the corner of Leroy’s desk. She’d told Daddy about her plan to get on at that newspaper. He knew about her plan. It would ruin things for her if Leroy showed up wanting to see his wife and found her in back with Daddy.


She wandered up to the counter and cocked her head at the coffee mugs jiggling on the back wall shelves, at the back room breathing, like a pierced heart and lung, that burbling release of liquid and steam. Her eyebrows lowered.


She went to the front door and locked it, flipping the OPEN sign to CLOSED.


She sat at the counter and wrote on a napkin to the beat of the jiggling mugs and the flow of their breath. When she finished, she went behind the counter and used a wax paper square to pick up a maple old-fashioned, took one bite, and set it back on the shelf. She also took a bite of a sprinkle and a bear claw and a cinnamon roll, carefully turning the bite marks back to the wall when she was done. Then she returned to her seat at the front table.


A few minutes later, Daddy came back, flushed and messy.


Elthea waved goodbye, her dimpled fingers close up to her eyes, waggling like lashes.


It must have done something for Daddy to leave her alone at that table while he went off to rut with Elthea every week and then came back to find her waiting there. It may have been a test of her loyalty or taste or of Daddy’s appeal. It may even have been his idea that it was a gift to include her in his life this way. Or maybe he was teaching her something about the way of things between women and men, about the necessary differences between them.


For some months, it looked like a donut would pay for it—she was, after all, a hungry girl—but not anymore. Didn’t he care what she was trying to do? He was putting something big at risk for her now. She didn’t like this feeling, when two things she wanted conflicted. It made her want to choose one fast and forget the other, to make the confusion go away.


Back at the tent, she wrote the napkin story in her notebook and called it “Donut Ass.” That didn’t change anything, but it made her feel better to write it, scratching an itch.


MOMMA had always said Jane was gonna do something. Not that she was something, but that she was gonna do something. Momma never said what that something might be, but still it shone in the distance, like Jane’s North Star.


Growing up, whenever she’d brought home a B-plus in English or a science fair ribbon, her raised eyebrows would ask, Is this it? Is this the thing I’m gonna do? Momma’s silence was the answer—That ain’t it—so Jane would fold up her achievement and file it in her hope chest, one more artifact in the historical record of Not Quite Yet. Though Jane didn’t know what she was going to do, she did know why she had to keep trying.


Jane owed Momma.


Her supposedly ten-pound, twenty-two-inch body had ripped Momma open at birth, taking so long in the push out before her brother Benjamin that she’d blocked him from pushing out at all. Daddy wasn’t there when this happened.


Momma said Granny had to pull Benjamin out, rough, with tongs.


“Selfish from the outset,” Momma said.


She said Benjamin had been born blue and never cried once before they buried him behind Granny’s place and he became spirit, a stream of particles, charged like light. Jane would often think about the magic or physics of that, and it worried her, though the story made them special, and she did like that.


From her birthday tear, Momma developed an infection that almost killed her, and when she was out of her mind with pain and grief, passing in and out of consciousness, she suckled Jane the offender, too big for her womb, as if it were her greatest calling, passing that virulent secretion into her daughter, so that the incident and what it seemed to mean became a part of her.


The two of them surprised everybody by living.


That’s why Jane owed Momma.


Now, at seventeen, she still hadn’t cleared the account, though she’d tried in a thousand off-target ways. No matter what mile time or exemplary attendance record she brought home, Momma found fault—“Who got first?” “Perfect record of bootlicking!”


Momma kicked her ass and waited for thank you.


Daddy seemed to like her better but not enough so to counteract the Momma effect. He was insufficient for that. His strengths lay elsewhere.


Momma used to tell Jane stories about it in their tent.


“Your uncle Arthur drove us from Bonham over to Paris— Paris, Texas—to watch baseball. We was sitting in the stands, all those folks hollering and cheering and drinking beer. But the only thing I could see was your daddy. Such a handsome man. Slick and strong, like a new truck . . .”


She put a piece of watermelon in her mouth and licked a red bit off her finger. Even in the dark, you could see she was beautiful, her heart-shaped face, her heavy arched brows.


“Watching him out there?” She sighed, shook her head. “And then his voice. After the game, he come on over to us in the stands and picked up another fella’s guitar and started to sing. You remember this one?—‘Will you miss me? Miss me when I’m gone?’”


She sang it high and thin, a complaint, making Jane’s eyes water.


“I could see he was doin’ it just for me.” She smiled. “Charged straight through me.” She kneaded the skin over her heart. “Your daddy had a certain kind of power.”


Still has it, Jane thought.


“Wasn’t no stopping it. We made you and your brother. God’s greatest blessings, no matter I was just the age you are now.”


Momma had delivered two babies, buried one, when she was just fifteen.


“But you know what, Jane? Your daddy don’t have that power over me no more. Power I need now? Electricity. I want a man who can turn on the lights.”


That wasn’t Daddy.


IN spite of Momma’s prophesying, by seventeen, Jane didn’t look like the kind of person who was gonna do something. Though she was tall, coming up on six feet, she only weighed 125 pounds—“All vine, no taters,” Momma said. She couldn’t consume enough eggs and biscuits to stop her collarbones from sticking out further than her bosom. She wore her thick brown hair in a single braid wrapped in a coil at the nape of her neck to hide her irregular schedule of washing, which was hard to do well with a bucket of river water. The hairdo called attention to her wide mouth and dark lips just covering an abundance of teeth. If she’d had a big mirror in the tent to examine the effect of the hairstyle, she might have rethought it. But she had eyes the color of spring peas, and you could see how her features might be improved with a skillful hand and money for makeup.


Momma would grimace when she caught sight of Jane, no doubt wishing she had the time and tools to fix her appearance, cogs turning in her pretty-woman mind, probably calculating how she might divert the tragedy of Jane’s ugliness, making her more useful, if she didn’t have to work so hard appeasing creditors or corralling Daddy, advancing their circumstances in a world that required constant vigilance.


That may make her sound mean, but people who didn’t know Momma almost always seemed to like her, the way innocents sometimes like a shrewd woman. She’d always been smart about earning at cotton, timing their picking and the weighing of the bags according to the dew, and she’d share her tactics with some of them who were new to the fields, city transplants who’d joined the exodus to California, where everybody said money grew on orange trees.


Even if a person knew Momma well enough to fear her, that person would often move closer to her spot at the side of a field, offering to share a sip of water out of a lidded mayonnaise jar, mimicking the way she stretched her back and arms, the way she laughed loud at a joke. Though she was only five foot one, she was powerful and real and completely herself, not a fake. And when a person stood near enough to her, he had a good chance of hearing the truth about his life—“Baby oughta be crawling by now.” “Stop howling and get off the porch.” “Don’t like the shape of that mole.”


Jane heard a lot of her honest talk. Heard she was too slow, too careless, too noisy, too sloppy, too selfish. If it was Momma’s goal to improve Jane, then it worked, because Jane always tried to fix what Momma criticized. She’d had a lot of practice trying to win her approval. It got to where she wouldn’t enter a contest she didn’t think she could win—spelling bees, high jump, Daily Dragon features editor—winning them all in spite of being a white trash Okie, freckled with pollen and tent dirt.


Nothing much came of her successes. She hadn’t pleased Momma yet, and she wouldn’t have money for college, so she quit school after her junior year and went to work full-time in a Natomas tomato field instead of just-before and right-after school, thinking maybe earning a good amount of money was what she was supposed to do. After a couple months working harder in the 106-degree heat than any boy, woman, or man, she’d begun to understand no farmer would promote a girl picker to foreman. There would be no payoff in tomatoes.


She’d been wondering if there was going to be any payoff at all for her, living in a tent between the river and the tracks, no matter how hard she worked. That’s what she was thinking the night she came home to find Momma packing their belongings into Uno’s Ford.


UNO lifted the tent’s sheet flap with his good left arm and sneered. “Evening, beauty queen.”


She scowled. “What’re you doing with our stuff?”


“Don’t be rude to Mister Jeffers.”


“Mister Jeffers?”


Momma stepped out of the headlights’ glare, closer to Jane. “Our names were drawn for a cabin. We’re back in.”


Uno was manager of Tumbleweed, the federal labor camp. The wait list was long, and the Hoppers had a black mark next to their name.


“You musta bent some rules,” Jane said. “Does Daddy know?”


“Well, he should know,” Uno said, “but he probably don’t.”


Momma pointed her melon belly in his direction, looking up through her lashes.


Jane said, “He knows plenty.”


Momma pinched the skin on Jane’s arm. “Don’t sass.”


Jane pulled her arm away, rubbing the red spot. “Daddy won’t like it.”


There’d be a blowup, everybody talking—white trash Hoppers, all that, and the thing with Leroy.


Uno set the basket and jar in his Ford’s front seat, and he and Momma went back in the tent, so Jane started unloading what they’d packed, even the mattress, almost everything but the hope chest, making a pile on the dirt.


It was her job to keep the family together, stealing money from Momma’s bean can when Daddy asked her to, though never as much as he wanted. She bought him whiskey from the Watkins tent down the levee with the bean-can money, topping off a three-quarter jug with water. She lied for him about how he lost the Studebaker, keeping the card game a secret. And the personal stuff with Elthea and the others before her.


She protected herself and Daddy from Momma’s knowing the details of his behavior. Any kind of family was better than none. Her parents required a lot of managing so as not to botch up her life entirely, beyond what was already messed up by nature, economics, and ruinous government policy, but Jane was optimistic and liked to control what she could, believing her effort would make a difference.


When Momma and Uno came out of the tent again, carrying stools, Momma’s eyes bugged at her daughter’s boldness. She threw her stool down, crossing the space between them, gripped both sides of Jane’s jaw with one hand and squeezed hard. She was small but bulldog sturdy.


She let go, and Jane rubbed her second red spot. “We can find some place better.”


Daddy wouldn’t move back to a camp Uno’d kicked them out of for no good reason. Not even for hot showers and an outhouse.


“Give us a minute, Uno.” Momma tilted her head toward the levee, and he put down two stools and walked off in the dark, lighting a cigarette. She waited until the glowing tip was a distance off. “I won’t drop this baby on dirt. Daddy’ll risk it, but I won’t.”


Jane looked toward a rustling in the bushes. Must have been the collie dog.


“You owe me,” Momma said, for the millionth time, rolling both fists into her lower back. “We’re moving to Tumbleweed, the doctor’ll come, and he’ll get this baby out of me, live. Uno —Mister Jeffers—fixed it.”


Maybe this would make up for her brother Benjamin. Maybe this was something. But still, people would talk if this happened. And Jane was too low around here already to get the things she wanted. And Uno. They couldn’t go through all this for the prize of Uno.


Momma wiped the palms of both hands against the feed-sack dress stretched over her middle. “Moving back to Tumbleweed’ll put us ahead.”


“Won’t put Daddy ahead.” She didn’t mention herself.


“He won’t be around forever, Jane.”


This was something she said when it would further her argument, when it was more useful to be alone than leashed to Daddy, who did lurch after every fresh scent. It was true he wandered in and out, but he’d never crossed the line to hurt Jane in a way she wouldn’t forgive. She was a practical girl, knew what mattered and what didn’t. He wasn’t good, but he was good enough.


The bushes parted on the other side of the car, and Daddy came around it into the light—thatch of blond hair, tiny-lined, sunburnt face with a scar on his left upper cheek matching the curve of another guy’s shovel. The air buzzed when he stepped into their circle, the smell of beer steaming all around him.


“Don’t act like I wouldn’t give you no license. You never wanted it. Not from day one. Day one! It’d interfere with your plans.”


Momma’s face brightened. “You wanna be tied down? Ha!” Her belly jutted between them. “If you won’t provide, I’ll find a way.” Her eyes sparkled.


“What way is that?”


“I got us another cabin.”


“How’d you get it? What’d you have to sell?” His mouth twisted up, contemptuous.


Jane’s hands opened and closed, blood flooding her extremities.


“Well, it wasn’t the car. I believe you sold that cheap for town tail.”


“Got yourself a scheme? Working with Uno?”


“Least he works. Like a man.”


“You ain’t too big to slap.”


Jane’s head rattled, thoughts boiling. She’d heard this talk before but never heard it escalate so quickly. She scanned the campsite for options.


Momma laughed, like she didn’t know how he’d react, or like she was ignoring that knowledge. Or counting on it.


“You’re a disrespectful woman.”


“Man’s got to earn respect.”


Earn money is what she means, Jane thought.


Uno stepped back from the dark, into the headlights, next to Momma.


“Get back to town, Abraham.” Time slowed, Uno’s words drawn out— towwwwwn, Abrahaaaaaam. He inched up taller. “I’m driving their things to Tumbleweed.”


She couldn’t believe he’d step up against Daddy. Stupid. Momma didn’t need him.


Daddy pointed his long arm at her. “You think I’ll let you steal from me? My woman? My girl?”


“They don’t belong to you—you ain’t got the papers. Kate wants someone who can provide. I’ll give her the papers.” He said it like papers were cash.


“You?”


Uno puffed up, a barrel-chested Chihuahua. “You think you’re a musician? Haw! Show me two dimes you ever earned by music!”


That did it.


Both Daddy’s clenched fists exploded, punching right, straight at Uno’s head, left and right again, knocking him to the ground, silent, bleeding, like a dog dead in the road, though he wasn’t dead—his chest shivered up and down.


Later, some people would claim about this night that Jane hadn’t any heart. But that wasn’t true. At the sight of a man her daddy felled, even though it was Uno Jeffers, her heart rose in her throat, blocking her breath, threatening to jump out her mouth before she swallowed it back down again. She thought, It’s okay. We’ll get him to a doctor. I can fix this.


But that wasn’t how it would go.


Momma, in her eighth month, came at Daddy with a stool —lifted it up and cracked it on his back, like in the movies, brought it down hard enough to burst it into tinder all around him.


Daddy turned, roaring, and shoved Momma to the ground with two hands.


Everything stopped, Jane’s feet, hands, and head still. She’d worked hard for so long to keep something like this from happening, but now she couldn’t see a path.


“Come on then! Finish us off! Don’t starve us to death. Do it fast, like a man!”


“Momma, stop!” She had to pull things back.


“Shut up, Kate! Have you got to always push?”


“Do it! Such a man! If you’re such a man, do it!”


He unbuckled his belt, removed it.


“Daddy, no!” Jane yelled, but he didn’t seem to hear her.


Momma was still on the ground, propped up on her hands, her knees wide, yelling.


Jane cried, “Momma! Why?”


He flicked his belt back and forth, walking circles around her.


Jane reached in the Ford’s open door and grabbed the crowbar.


Then he did it. He swung that belt at Momma, so it made a wide, whooshing arc, slowed-down, like he was pitching side-armed, slapping her skin with a crack, releasing her scream.


His face was lit up, his arm muscles popping like a cartoon bully.


She knew he wasn’t finished.


Momma looked straight at Jane and yelled, “Come on!”


“Come on” wasn’t enough to make her do what she did next. It was something new inside her own head that did it. Not a voice exactly, but a force, a great surge, a sparking, an ignition—a loud, crackling static—shocking her to action.


She swung the crowbar the way Daddy taught her to swing a bat, loose in her hands, stepping into it, aiming for his shoulder, connecting, maybe with his shoulder, maybe higher.


He fell in stages to his knees, his bloody hands and then his face to the dirt.


She felt a horrible amazement, like she’d chopped down a tree.


She dropped the crowbar and looked at Momma, thinking, Oh my God.


The inside of her head was quiet again.


Then she thought, Is this it? Is this the something?


She was washed with shame at thinking that now.


“We ain’t got much time,” Momma said. “Let’s get rid of him.”


Not get him to a doctor to fix him up, when his breath was so ragged Jane was sure it would stop. Momma’d moved to next steps.


“Take him up Jiboom, to I Street, down 99.” She waved her arm toward the Golden State Highway, half the north-south double barrier, along with the Southern Pacific tracks, separating them from the nice people. “Go south of Galt. Leave him on the shoulder. We’ll say he’s gone for a gig.”


Her idea was so complete.


“Let’s go, before the sheriff gets here.”


He’d be coming for Jane and Daddy, the criminals in this situation.


Momma got a rope from the car and tied his hands in back. She was good at knots. She grabbed a quilt from the pile and spread it next to Daddy—“C’mon!”


Uno lay behind them, his chest rising irregularly, each breath a plea—Save me.


Jane had to choose right then, so she did. She chose Momma.


She bent with her to roll Daddy onto the quilt, grabbing its short end so they could drag him to the car. She knew the system. They’d done this before, getting Daddy, passed out, from where he shouldn’t be to where he was supposed to be. Still, he was heavy and Momma was huge and they struggled. They had to stop and rest repeatedly, laying the blanket down in the dirt, watching it rise and fall with his breath, and then picking it up again.


When they got to the Ford, Momma unwrapped him and told Jane to sit him up, reach under his armpits, and grab his wrists, which she did. Momma crossed his ankles and put both legs over her shoulder, dangling over her belly. “One, two, three,” she said, and they stood and lifted him at once into the back seat, their joined breath making the car’s air thick. They draped him over Jane’s hope chest, an Arkie Boys chorus loud on the radio—“This game, ain’t for losin’. I’m fix-in’ to win the next hand.”


Momma got out and pointed at the wheel, panting.


“You’re coming with me, right?” Jane asked.


Momma rolled her fist on the side of her belly. “I’ll handle things here. You go on.”


SHE’D only ever driven a car for an hour, two years before, when she was fifteen, when they still had the Studebaker, Daddy narrating instructions the whole way. He didn’t repeat that driving lesson after she ran off the road into a tree stump outside Marysville, requiring a week’s labor to fix the front end. He said she drove like a girl, like he forgot what she was. She could kill him this night just by putting him in the back seat of a car she was driving. But she got into the driver’s seat and laid her hands on the wheel.


Momma came around to her window and passed her the bloody crowbar.


“In case he wakes up,” she said.


Jane dropped it on the floorboard. She wasn’t going to use it again.


She closed her eyes and then opened them before doing what Daddy said back then—“Pull back on the emergency brake, Jujee. Now push the spark control all the way up, all the way. Pull the hand throttle halfway down. That’s it. Now turn the gas valve open. Turn the choke control valve full clockwise, wait! Now back off a quarter turn. Okay, turn the ignition switch on. Push in the clutch and put the transmission in neutral. Now pull the choke control out. Almost there. Turn the engine over three revolutions—choke in on the third.”


The engine started.


“Push the throttle lever up and the left lever all the way down. Push the accelerator pedal. Now turn the choke control.”


A hot breeze blew through the window, sprinkling ragweed pollen on the front seat, making Jane cough.


She backed up in a jerk, stalling.


She started over, did it all again, finally turning Uno’s car around, off the levee, onto Jiboom, to I Street, to the two-lane highway, gripping hard when a truck passed, headlights shining on roadside trees, branches reaching overhead to grab at each other, Daddy’s gargly breath behind her.


“Thirty miles. Pull him out of the car. Untie his hands. Drive home.” She whispered it over and over as she drove past vinegar-smelling canneries, tomato fields, ripe, tangy cattle, orchard stumps like headstones. “Thirty miles. Pull him out of the car. Untie his hands. Drive home.”


When they were nearly to Galt, his face rose up into the rearview mirror like a ghost, causing her to jump. The car swerved off the road onto gravel before she could straighten it out again, back onto the asphalt. Her ribs ached with fear.


“Stop the car. I gotta throw up.” His voice was rough and slurry, the ends of his words chopped off.


Should she? No. She couldn’t stop.


“Go ahead, Daddy. It’s okay.”


He doubled over, gagging onto the floorboard.


“Stop the car,” he repeated, craning to wipe his mouth on the seat back. “I’ll drive.”


“I’ll stop soon.”


“Come on! I don’t blame you, what happened back there.”


Was that true? Did he blame her?


In the rearview she saw the blood all over his neck and face and shoulders. Under the blood, his skin was chalk white. Looked like he was missing a tooth on the bottom.


She felt something strong but didn’t know what to call it.


“You was acting on instinct. I know. But we gotta get back there now. ’Fore Uno steals everything’.”


His eyes looked loose, like each one saw something different.


“I don’t think we’d better.”


“Girl, I got this. I’m in my right mind now. I can fix things up. Your momma shouldn’ta put this on your shoulders.”


Everything was always on her shoulders.


“Let’s get back, fix it up.”


His whole face looked wrong, his flexing jaw muscles, his flaring nostrils. A melted mask of a face.


The skin near Jane’s ear pulsed. “I don’t think so.”


“Whassat?”


“I don’t think it’s a good idea.”


He waited before answering. “You talking like that to your daddy?”


He wasn’t acting like a daddy. What kind of family would they be if she took him back? She couldn’t fake that hard now.


“If you’re my girl, you bes’ untie me now.”


His girl.


“I ain’t going back,” she said, “and neither are you.”


He was quiet for a minute.


“You ain’t goin’ back to Momma?”


When she didn’t say anything, he went on. “She thinks she got us under her thumb, makin’ out like money’s everything.”


“This ain’t about money.”


“It’s always about money! No appreciation. She don’ understand what I do, though I’ve stayed with her all those years . . . all those fields and tents.”


“This is about a cabin.”


But she knew he was right. It was about money. A cabin was about money. Momma always talked about climbing up off the bottom rung, where they’d been stuck for years, living in that tent, cordoned off by river, tomato fields, train tracks, and highway. Momma told everybody how she got them out from under a Texas bank’s bootheel, all the way to Sacramento. If Momma wanted power over her fate, she needed money for leverage. She’d do what it took.


“You think this is ’bout us? You think that baby’s mine?”


She didn’t answer, wondering if it mattered who the daddy was. In her experience, it was the momma that mattered.


“Okay, then. You’re right,” he said. “We’ll head down to San Luis. Get us some pea work. There’s some nice little bars there that like a good singer. You untie me, and I’ll drive us there.”


She understood he was trying to trick her.


“I’m not going with you.”


Her eyes blurred. Her cheeks were wet.


“What are you sayin’?”


“Momma’s moving to Tumbleweed, you can go to San Luis, and I’ll . . .”


What would she do?


She thought of a poster at the theater downtown, for the movie San Francisco. It reminded her of Uno’s daughter Sweetie, who’d run off to the city some time ago. The name of that movie rose up before her now, as a place you run off to.


“I’ll go to San Francisco.”


He was quiet at first. Then he exploded in laughter, a mean look on his face. “Sounds like you got a bona fide plan. Yes, ma’am! Whole lot of pickin’ work in Frisco, acres and acres of tomatoes. Yes, ma’am. Who’m I to interfere with a girl’s bona fide plan?”


He thought she was stupid. She hadn’t known that.


She slowed for the Galt stop sign—dark Texaco station, butcher, feed store, depot. A spotted dog ran across the road. Daddy looked left and right. She shifted and pushed her foot on the pedal, and the car lurched forward.


Galt was in the rearview now, nothing but road and sky and the SP tracks and Tokay grapes near harvest, glowing on the vine.


“You can’t leave a person on the side of the road,” he said, a jagged edge to his voice.


She thought of Uno, wondering at the limits of that code.


“I’ll untie you. You can catch a ride to Stockton.”


She pulled the car over, crunching onto gravel, its front wheels stopping just at the shoulder before it dropped into an irrigation ditch. She got out and opened the back door.


He stood, five inches taller than her.


She saw his black blood, and the skin on her face felt cold.


He turned his back so she could untie him. It took a while, as her hands were shaking and Momma’s knot was good.


The rope dropped and he turned back around.


They stood there a minute, his face scrambled. Was one eye higher than the other? Had it always been? He wasn’t right.


Water rushed in the ditch behind him.


He grabbed her right wrist, twisting it, making her drop to her knees.


“Wrong choice, girl.”


Her face contorted in pain from his twisting, but she didn’t drop the key on its chain. He wouldn’t go any further. He couldn’t do that to her. He didn’t have any other people— Granny was buried next to Benjamin back in Amarillo. He wasn’t going to cut the last real connection he had.


This is what Jane thought.


He twisted harder.


“Disloyal,” he said. “You ain’t so good’s I thought. You turned out a disappointment. Not so special after all.”


Her head burst into noise again, like an out-of-tune, full-volume radio show in her head, music and static and a screaming voice, too, and her skull nearly split, like something new had entered her, or something old wanted out. Then a husky radio voice yelled, Hit him!


So she did.


She punched Daddy in his groin with her left fist, felling him for the second time. She’d always been good with both hands, like he was.


He lay there moaning and clutching himself.


Scrambling up to get away, she dropped the key.


Though he was doubled over, he rolled and grabbed it.


She snatched the blood-sticky crowbar off the floorboard—“I’ll do it again!”


He threw the key in the dark, and she could see it flipping through the air. It took so long before she heard the clank, metal on metal, up near the car’s front end.


Why’d he do that? Throwing that key seemed like the worst thing he did that night, the worst thing any of them did that night.


Cain’t trust neither of ’em! the radio voice in her head yelled. They ain’t for you!


She saw it was true.


Better off on your own!


Hearing those thoughts as that river of anger rushed through her, she brought the crowbar down on his hip, this time like a pick, not a bat, releasing some essential Jane that had never gotten out before, almost like this had nothing to do with him or with her.


He bellowed and grabbed her feet, knocking her down, and she fell into the ditch. Her face hit cold water, and she sputtered and rose up, coughing. She struggled to stand, the water waist high. She stepped on something sharp—a branch? —tearing right through her shoe into her foot. She pulled it out, screaming. The pain moved in a wave through her body, into her head, pounding to get out. But still she crawled up the edge to the muddy bank.


He was standing over her now. “I thought you were different!”


You are different! raged the voice in her head.


“I am!” she yelled.


Different than he thought, different than she was a few hours before.


She thought he was going to throw her back in the water, drown her. She knew it. This was how she would end. Momma was wrong. She wasn’t going to do something. She was going to end right there, in the muddy water. Not in the papers, on the radio. Just a dirty, ugly girl, white trash, dead in a ditch, alone, if she didn’t do something now.


Her fingers sank in the mud, inches from moonlit metal, the crowbar. She reached and gripped it again, rose up and swung a third time, hitting him hard on his knees.


He cried out, tumbling into the ditch himself, splashing, yelling.


Her whole leg throbbed. Her skull was brittle, like it might explode from pressure.


She climbed up, sobbing, her face muddy, streaked red, brown, white.


Finally she stopped crying. The only sound left was the rushing ditch water. Still she waited, her heart pounding, but nothing happened—something should happen! She waited longer. Still nothing. No one. An empty space between then and now.


She breathed—one, two, three, four, one, two, three, four, one, two, three, four. When her breath no longer rasped, she thought, Maybe he swam off, climbed out of the ditch down the road. He’s hitching a ride to Stockton. He won’t come back.


She waited some more, but still nothing happened.


Her ears filled with that sizzling static.


He cain’t come back. He’s dead.


She waited on the dirt until her thoughts had gone to ash.


She got up and threw the crowbar in the ditch. She limped to the car and opened the glove box, finding what she wanted, a matchbook. She struck one match, pushing too hard, breaking it. She struck another but couldn’t make it light, scratching it over and over before tossing it. Then one smoked and lit right up, but by the time she held it out in front of her it burned her fingers, and she flung it away. Next one she got a little light from. Finally she struck one that shone onto the key, lying against the front tire.


She got back into the driver’s seat and started the ignition, without Daddy’s voice in her ear, and turned the car around, toward home.


When she got to camp, the tent was gone, Momma and Uno too. Even Daddy’s banjo. Just trash, empty cans, a broken plate, spilled nails.


You paid your debt, said the voice.


“That ain’t it. That ain’t what I’m gonna do.”


She kicked the dirt, looking for any small thing that belonged to her—a book, a bag of marbles, a comb—but found none of it. Near where Daddy hit Uno, she found seven pennies and a hand-printed card—“Sweetie, 3528 Clay Street, San Francisco.”


She felt a knot of pain in her forehead and fingered an almond-sized lump there, which worried her. She knew deadly wounds were often bullet small.


But she wasn’t dead yet.


She put the pennies and the card in her pocket, got back in Uno’s Ford, her hope chest filling half the back seat, and started the car, heading west.




CHAPTER TWO


[image: Images]


CLAY


Let me in,” Jane said to a sliver of face visible through the chain-locked door.


Sweetie’s left blue eye traveled the length of Jane, over her bloody overalls, her cut-up forehead, her bare left foot—she’d removed her shoe as her foot swelled over the five hours it took her to find her way to this Clay Street doorstep. She’d rolled down her window a dozen times on the drive, desperate enough to talk to all manner of people who were not like her, asking Orientals, Coloreds, Italians, Irish, prostitutes, police, and swells how to get to this porch of the only person she knew who lived in San Francisco—Sweetie Jeffers, daughter of Uno.


“Janie? What happened?”


“A fight.”


“Here?”


“Home.”


“How’d you get here?”


“Let me in, Sweetie, please.”


“Why are you here?”


“You said I could come if I ever needed anything.”


“When did I? I . . . I couldn’t have. I left without . . .” Her voice quavered.


In fact, Sweetie hadn’t said it to Jane but had said something like it to a crying, jilted, eighth-grade girl, years before. Jane had been so touched by Sweetie’s salve-like tone in that overheard conversation that she’d filed the moment in her memory, retrieving it for practical use tonight. She hadn’t seen Sweetie since she’d disappeared from Tumbleweed right after Jane and Daddy and Momma first moved in, but Jane thought Sweetie would be on her side, having already escaped Uno herself.


“Please,” Jane said. “I need your help.”


Sweetie’s one visible eye grew bigger, softening what Jane could see of her face. “Help” looked like the magic word.


“I can’t have you stay here. It’s not my place.”


“You’re the only one I can go to,” Jane said.


Sweetie closed the door, unchained the lock, and opened it all the way. “Come in,” she said. “But be quiet.”


She led Jane, limping, upstairs into a front parlor, settling her on a brown velvet sofa facing a piano the size of a truck bed, sheet music papering its top.


Looking down at Jane’s foot, she said, “Looks like a ham hock,” which it did.
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