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1
The Funeral






When we pulled off in the station wagon to head home to St. Louis, Granmama stood in the wake of dirt and rocks waving, her black hair blowing violently in the wind of the storm that we were leaving. I watched Granmama from the back of the station wagon until first her copper skin faded into the colors of the landscape, and then the speck that was her dress drifted, as if blown by the wind, out of the road and up the stairs of her front porch. That was the last time I saw her.
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Granmamas funeral was held in the church where she had taken us on summer Sundays. The church stood tall and blinding white in the middle of a stretch of orange Mississippi dirt. Our family sat on the front pew, and because I was the baby, Isat next to Mama, holding her arm tight while my sisters and brothers sat quietly with their eyes wide open. Mama and the aunts wore veils, all their heads erect, their eyes and mouths invisible. The sun filtered through the stained-glass window, breaking the light into streams of orange and yellow where dust particles floated like dandelion seeds.

Our Grandeddy sat on the elders pew at the front of the church. The wood dipped where he sat rocking to the soothing sound of the choir. He was the fattest black man I ever knew, and in the stained-glass light, he was so black, he was almost purple. The whites of his eyes were yellow like yolks. I stared at his face full of misery and regret for the woman that I never saw him hug or kiss. Their relationship was a lot like Mama and Deddys, always cutting each other down with a list of regrets, but the babies came like seasons.

That day Grandeddys face was hard and cold, not grinning behind a sip of white lightning like it usually was. In his white shirt and suspenders he looked worn, his age dusty on his black skin. I rocked with him and the rest of the family, and looked all over the church for some shift in things that would help me understand what was happening. He rolled the program tighter and tighter where the roughness of his hands against the paper sounded faint behind the harmony of the choir. Their voices lifted into the beams of the church and resonated inside my chest.


 Walk the streets of glo-ry 

 Let me lift my voice . . . 


The sweetness of the voices pushed Mama and the aunts into sobs and tears that sent me into tears, and I struggled to get around Mamas shaking arms and into her lap.

The adults fanned themselves to the beat, moaning like Granmamas cow when Grandeddy took her calf and sold it down the road. I watched Grandeddy.

The music paused, and the reverend stood. His voice echoed in the rafters. He that loveth father or mother more than me is not worthy of me: and he that loveth son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me. He that loseth his life for my sake shall find it.

He wiped the spit from his mouth with a handkerchief and motioned for the choir to hum the procession song. People lined up to look in the casket, like they were lining up for communion. There we all sat waiting, me, the littlest Blackburn. The church framed us, my two sisters and two brothers, cousins, aunts, uncles, all the descendants of Grandeddy.

A tall, sturdy woman walked by in the procession and looked into my eyes. She lifted me from Mamas side, just swooped down like a hawk. When Mama looked up and saw through tears and veil that this woman was taking me to view the body, she pushed her veil up and yelled, but I cannot remember the sound that came from her mouth, because the humming had turned to singing, and somebody was shouting out the Holy Spirit in front of the casket, but when this woman looked into my eyes, the singing and moaning were muted. She looked down at Granmama and whispered in my ear, Dont you never forget her face. You was her best granbaby. She tried to love you because she couldnt love her own.

I didnt recognize the voice that sounded so much like Granmamas, but let my three-year-old ear linger there on what felt familiar, her breath warm like comfort where nothing else made sense.

In the still of that moment I could smell Granmamas perfume, the perfume she only wore to church. She was resting inher yellow dress. The yellow dress that had yellow lace flowers over yellow satin, the dress that hung in her cedar wardrobe, the dress that she would put my hand on and say, Flowers. Flow-ers, and I would see in my mind the tall yellow sunflowers that had grown up among the weeds behind her house. I reached for her, but her hands were gray, not brown and pink, and her face was gray and dusty. She did not reach for me, and I did not know this woman in Granmamas dress.
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On the train back to St. Louis I asked Mama, When can we go back to Granmamas? but she stared straight ahead, moving only when the train jostled her. I let go of her arm and braced myself as I crossed the aisle. My oldest brother, Lamont, pulled me up on his lap. At nine he seemed to understand things like a grown-up. I asked, Where Deddy? He answered me while looking out the window, Who cares?

When we goin back to Granmama house? In the reflection I didnt see his face change, but I put my hand on his cheek to turn it to me, and felt heat rise up to his temples. Warm tears rolled over my hand, and he mumbled, Granmamas dead. I heard the voice of my big sister Towanda, the day she ran home and said, There was a fight after school in dead mans alley, and Mama saying, A nigga aint worth a damn less hes dead. I saw Granmamas gray face and yellow dress lying among broken glass and candy wrappers, muddy storm water washing over her. I leaned against Lamonts chest and cried at the window too.
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I was always crying, and clinging to Mama like death would sneak up and take her away. Unlike my four older siblings, I always walked because running meant falling, and falling released blood, blood released tears, pain spewing up from some churning ulcer inside of me that nobody understood. People stopped blaming my fragile state on the fact that I was born in Mississippi one summer and was Granmamas favorite, and it hurt me more than the other kids when she died. Mama said, Shes always cried a lot.

Mama didnt seem to mind my constant tears unless we were at church or at a barbeque and one of the aunts commented, Lord, that chile done sprung a leak again, then Mama would yank me out of the fray of flying baseballs, jump ropes, and drunk uncles, and say, Dont be so damn sensitive, cryin over every little thing. Usually I cried softly for an additional hour, so none of the aunts would want to sit and talk to Mama, just like none of the kids wanted to play with me.

My oldest sister, Towanda, nicknamed me cry baby-baby, because I was unlike my sisters and brothers, who had their legs planted firmly under them like young oaks with deep roots reaching beneath the asphalt. They ran up and down the streets of West St. Louis, falling and bruising without the slightest grimace. When Lamont dragged Towanda, Roscoe, and LaVern through the gangway in the red wagon, their ashy brown legs with dirty sneakers dangled. Their knees scraped against the brick of our house and the grainy tar-paper shingles of the neighbors housetheir laughter louder than the pain of scabby knees.
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My mama could tell a story. Where Deddy didnt have much to say about his childhood, Mama made up for it with stories about hers. And when she told stories about something bad, she had a way of plugging a funny image in there, or throwing her head back in a big laugh with her gold tooth shining. The story about how she got that tooth was one of my favorites.

I was in Bos car flyin up to West Point to pick up my girlfriend. We was goin to my graduation dance, and the car caught a patch of gravel, and the next thing, my forehead was stuck in the glass of the windshield, and blood was pouring from where my real tooth used to be. Thats where she laughed, loud like Grandeddy, holding on to a door frame, a chair arm, a kids shoulder, whatever was nearest.

In the living room there is a black-and-white photo of Mama on the hi-fi. She is in a white dress, sitting in the dirt next to the car. She is posing, smiling, her dress ballooned around her. Her round face is in contrast to the white bandage that is wrapped around her forehead. Grandeddys new car, black and chrome, is shining in the background, its front crumpled like papers. When I look at the photo, I can see the whole accident, just the way Mama describes it.
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When Mama tells the story about Granmama dying, it isnt funny at all.

I sat on the front steps thigh to thigh with her. Mama watered our small lawn and hummed church songs in a low sweet voice, while Lamont, Towanda, Roscoe, and LaVern ran up and down Kennedy Avenue with the other neighborhood kids, trying to get the last bit of play in before it got too dark and Mama said come in. The smell of dry earth dampened bycool city water filled my lungs, and I sat and listened to her talk to our neighbors, who sat on their steps, watering their lawns in the same sweeping motion. Most of the grown-ups in our neighborhood had moved up from Mississippi at some point, and they always wanted to know what was happening back home.

Mama shook her head and retold the story. Well, we were on the road coming back from down South when it happened, but Bo said Mother took one look at where he cut his self cleaning them fish and just lost her mind tryin to stop the bleeding.

I made pictures in my mind while Mama talked, trying to see Granmama running all over her house, long arms reached to grab rags, quilt squares, whatever she could to stop the bleeding. I imagined my retarded cousin Neckbone being there. He was always present when bad stuff happened, but never made it into the retelling of the story. I could hear Granmamas footsteps from the kitchen to the bathroom, and Neckbone stood at Granmamas out-of-tune piano, trying to find the notes to Wade in the Water, his nervous, callused feet shifting from side to side on Granmamas wooden floor.

Bo tried to tell her to calm down. He bled all over the table, but he wasnt hurting none. Lord, Lord. Mama shook her head, but kept up the steady sweeping motion with the hose.

Mother ran to the bathroom to try to rinse and squeeze the rags, and she clutched her chest right there and had a heart attack. Bos blood was all over the bathroom, and all over her dress. She never could stand the sight of blood.

I listened, rocking now, to music from the funeral:


 Whatcan wash awayall my sins 

 Nothingbut the bloodof Jesus . . . 


And I saw in my mind Grandeddy wringing the program, Granmamas obituary scraping over the crusty insides of the hands he had cut up with a fishing knife, but there were no bandages.

Death, blood, Jesus, my cousin Neckbone standing over Granmama singing Go Tell It on the Mountain, words and images put together like puzzle pieces that made a picture of logic for Mama and the neighbors, but in my brain they swam around like tadpoles trying to find a place to settle.








2
Migrations






Mama said we were likely to tear a hole in the road as much as we went back and forth between Mississippi and St. Louis. Every summer, without fail, we took the highway south, the road thumped beneath us, and wires looped from pole to pole, landing us in a different reality, where The Howdy Doody Show was the only thing to watch on TV, and the sound of cicadas and crickets replaced the sound of traffic.

The summer after Granmama died, we set out for Mississippi as usual. Grandeddy sat on the porch of his store sleeping and swatting flies, waiting for the crunch of our weighted station wagon on the rock road. That year there were us five kids, Deddy, Mama, and the new baby in her belly.
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I stood at Granmamas piano with my brother Lamont. He got more and more frustrated with Neckbone while trying to show him the notes. They were both ten years old. Lamont sang holding Neckbones index finger, and pounded the keys. The two of them stood in a trance, trying to play the song right. For each note Lamont stressed a word.



 Wade 

 In the water 

 Children 

 Wade in the water 

 Gods gonna trouble the water 


In my mind I did what Neckbone couldnt. I heard the notes and saw all of us behind the house making like the big mud hole was a big fishing hole, and I saw all the children of our family, the cousins, and my sisters and brothers being led by the march of the song into the mud. The dragonflies flew before us with their blue-and-green wings. The heat and the water disappeared us all to wherever Granmama was.

Heaven is where Towanda said she had gone. When I asked her where that was, she said, Its not a real place, Odessa, its like what it looked like behind her house when she was here. How she had the flowers lined up, how the corn and the sunflowers grew so tall and green even when nobody else could get corn to grow. Its just like that, but its invisible, and she can talk to God.

Towanda sat with her thick legs hanging off Granmamas porch, and explained it to me. Heaven is where you come from, and if youre good, where you end up. The new baby is coming from heaven, Odessa. She squinted at me to see if I was believing her.

Towanda was strong, and thick with nappy braids. She was tall for an eight-year-old, and she doled out knowledge like a grown-up. I spent a lot of time behind Granmamas house that visit, thinking that if I stared hard enough into the distance of weeds and barbed-wire fences, I would see Granmama rocking the new baby the way she had rocked me.
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On the ride back to St. Louis we were only a little ways down the highway when Deddy had to stop for beer. We pulled up to the filling-station pump in a cloud of orange dirt. The station wagon jostled from side to side over rocks and potholes, and our bodies snatched to a halt. Deddy got out of the car and slammed the door all in one motion, and Mama moved half as fast, frowning, Humph, Loni, wait a minute.

The filling station was an old weatherworn white shack with a tin Coca-Cola sign like the one that hung over Grandeddys store. In front stood one gas pump and a rusted barrel of rainwater for washing your windows. Behind the murky window I could see the face of an old white man, glaring at Mama and Deddy on approach. His bottom lip pushed up almost to his nose, and his face sagged on both sides.

I sat in the backseat with Lamont and the Styrofoam cooler, which sat where Deddy could reach it with one hand on the steering wheel. Towanda, Roscoe, and LaVern sat in the very back of the station wagon. As soon as Mama and Deddy were inside the shack, LaVern reached over the seat and grabbed my Nakie doll that had been made from some of Granmamas old quilt squares when I was born.

Rather than taking her on, I cried and buried my head in Lamonts side. I could feel the ribs beneath his white T-shirt,and his underarms smelled like the fried onions Mama would put in her canned sardines. I tried to pull away, but he was the oldest and busy asserting himself, so his sweaty hand pulled me tight. With his other hand free he tried to snatch the doll away from LaVern.

I knowyou better give it here, LaVern, before I pull you up here by the braids!

LaVern laughed. Fool, you not my Deddy, with your skinny, high-yellow self.

Lamont yanked my Nakie doll, and it flew to the front seat. In LaVerns escape her foot hit the ceiling of the station wagon and cracked the plastic light cover.

Towanda and Roscoe sat behind LaVern and laughed hysterically, encouraging her to bounce up and down on the suitcases and smart-mouth, and because it was all fun now, I joined in and screamed, laughing and swatting at hands and feet.

Lamont had lost control of us. He yelled at me, rolling his eyes, Shut up, Odessa, before I beat your ass too, then he plunged over the seat to make the others stop.

Our brawl shook the station wagon on its tires, and we didnt see Mama and Deddy coming. They opened their car doors at the same time. Mama flopped down in her seat, the passenger side dipping under the weight of her short round body. She hugged the big paper bag that I hoped had something in it for us kids. Her blue terry-cloth T-shirt was tight around her body and dark from sweat in one spot of her back. Her thick round shoulders and chubby body made the soft blue material bulge.

Deddy stood outside the open drivers side door; the sun and dust made everything look yellowed, like an old photograph. From our windows we couldnt see his face or shoulders, only the brown of his hairy muscular torsohis lightblue, short-sleeved shirt unbuttoned and flapping in the dry wind. His hand wrestled with the buckle of his belt. As he pulled his belt loose, the rough, dry leather shrieked against the loops of his blue jeans, and we knew we were all going to get it. Mama crunched on her pork rinds and sighed, looking at her watch.

Deddy circled to the back of the wagon and lowered the tailgate. With the black belt wrapped around his fist, he waved Roscoe, LaVern, and Towanda out of the wagon without saying a word.

By now the old man in the gas station stood in his doorway and fiddled with the toothpick in his mouth, then wiped it on his soiled overalls. His worn face was leathery and pruned, like a dried apple. His mouth drooped at the ends, his eyes squinted closed in the same downward direction as he watched our circus.

I heard what Granmama would say: Dont be actin a fool in front of white folks, they just waitin to justify that we aint nothin but a bunch of heathens.

Mama crunched, with the cosmetic mirror lowered. She stared past me to the back of the car, where Deddy was now whipping Towanda, whose screeches had joined those of Roscoe and LaVern, who had already gotten it.

When Deddy opened the side door, he lifted out the Styrofoam cooler. I started to scream, new tears and sweat trailing down my round cheeks. Lamont would not be so easy; he always put up a fight. His ashy yellow legs kicked Deddys belted fist and made him angrier.

Mamas damp arm rubbed the seat as she turned around, and the sound resonated like a fart against the plastic of the seat. Roscoe stopped moaning long enough to laugh, setting us all into the giggles again, while Lamont still kicked and Deddygrabbed. Mama glared back at us. Im gonna give you some-thin to laugh about. And she looked at her watch again and slapped at Deddy, who was struggling to catch Lamonts Keds. Loni! Loni! We gotta get back on the road. Were losin time!

Deddy fell down onto the backseat, and the fumes of beer overwhelmed the smell of Lamonts fried-onion underarm. Deddy grabbed Lamonts bare feet and dragged him across the seat. I aint quite done yet, Bernice.

I climbed into the back, where he had already made his rounds, and hoped that he would forget about his fifth-born.

Lamonts body knocked against the side of the car, and we sat quiet, whispering about who was going to be first when we played color cars on the highway.

Once the station wagon was rolling and Deddy was on his third beer, we fell asleep to the sound of the wind thundering in the windows.
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When we got home, Deddy dropped us off and turned the station wagon around, heading back to Mississippi so he could go out behind Grandeddys store with the other men and watch the ball games and then drive to Jackson to visit his people. Deddy and his brother Leland were the only folks from his side of the family that moved up from Mississippi.

It was obvious that Deddy and Uncle Leland were brothers, their hazel-brown eyes, their white mans pointed nose, their height. But Deddy was light-skinned and had a beer belly. At barbeques and family parties he tried to find something to say or do that would get everybody to think of him as a big shot, when he was really just our Deddy, usually drunk, or dirty from changing oil at work.

There was a dullness behind his eyes from so much wanting and not enough getting, but when nobody was looking, there was a hint of evil that reminded me of the haunted feeling I got when I looked at my dolls with their eyes open in the dark.

Leland was cool and smooth without even trying. He was brown like chocolate, and that made his teeth look perfectly white. When he smiled, popping gum, there was something clear and bright about his eyes. His clothes were pressed, without dog hair or lint.

At barbeques and family parties, he didnt say anything unless he had something to say. I watched the way the women in our family stopped whatever they were doing to listen to himmeat searing on the grill, potatoes waiting to be stirred into mayonnaise for potato saladand so brothers-in-law often forgot to invite Uncle Leland to family parties.

When Deddy needed help doing anything, it was his big brother Leland who he called, and Leland came, ignoring the jealousy. What you need, little brotha? I dont mind doing whatever you need, or loaning you what you dont have, because thats how family should be with one another.

Deddy seemed to need him as much as he resented him.


[image: 0743412656-002]


The evening Deddy finally came home from Mississippi, we were sitting in the living room, glued to the console watching Gunsmoke, when we heard him pull up. Deddy got out of the passenger side of our old station wagon, and folks we had never seen before got out too. The woman who was driving looked just like Ms. May John from churchtall, light-skinned, hair in a bun, and a duster dress that didnt look likesomething a skinny woman like her ought to be wearing. Out of the backseat came a woman that looked exactly the same as the driver, and then a younger woman that kind of looked like both of them, but her hair was teased into a Foxy Brown Afro. She wore an orange halter top and bell-bottom jeans. Under the streetlight they looked like a weary but serious bunch.

They all fumbled around for a while like they were trying to figure out how to get something big out of the station wagon. Finally, Deddy came up carrying a sleeping child, a little girl just my size, but yellow like him, Lamont, and these women, not brown and nappy-headed like me, Towanda, Roscoe, and LaVern.

I watched Deddy and these people and imagined myself in his arms like the little girl that he was carrying. I closed my eyes and was in the station wagon coming home from Mississippi. I felt the car slow after getting off the highway, then there was a series of stops and starts, potholes on St. Louis Avenue, but I kept my eyes closed. Then the scrambling over seats for shoes and socks, doors slamming, everybody anxious to get to the bathroom after Deddy made them hold it for the last hundred miles. In my fantasy Deddy had no choice, he had to carry me into the house, my body limp in a deep sleep.

As they got closer, I saw the straight hair and fair skin of the little girl. I could see the movement under her eyelids as Deddy marched up the stairs to the front door, and I knew that she was awake. I was curious about her, and jealous. She looked like an angel, except she smirked in her sleep.

Our coffee table, our hi-fi, and the TV console were all part of the same furniture set, wood carved in vine patterns with a background of crushed green velvet like the material of our couch, which only company was allowed to sit on. Deddys celery green La-Z-Boy was the piece that didnt match, beer-stainedand slit in one spot; masking tape slowed the continuous ripping of the worn fabric. He sat the little girl down in his chair, and the rest of us stared up at her from the floor. LaVern said, almost rolling her neck, Who is that? Deddy didnt answer her immediately and seemed embarrassed at our regular living room scenethe five of us huddled in front of the TV console, Mama yelling at us all the way from the kitchen, Scoot back from the TV!

Deddy tried to take control of the situation by standing with his thumbs hooked behind his belt, a sign we took to mean that a whipping was coming if we didnt get it together.

Yall act like you got some sense. This is the twinsyour aints Ranell and Racine, my sistas you aint never met. And this is my niece Devon and her daughter Gretal.

He called their names out like Santas reindeers, and I could feel the jealousy of my sisters and brothers. Half the time he couldnt even remember our namesThats the oldest one, yeah, light-skinned and redder than me, that gal there is the second one but she the biggest of all of them, this one here darker than all the rest of them, he my third-born, this here is the gal with long hair, look just like Bernice, and this here the baby gal, cry like a goat half the time.

Devon stood in the doorway to the living room, popping her gum to show that she was not concerned with who we were. Towanda held her head down but let her eyes look way up at Devon.

That little girl is her daughter?

We all knew that Devon looked like a teenager, and although I wasnt sure what was bad about that, I knew that Towanda was questioning something that wasnt supposed to be. Deddy said to his company, Yall come on in and rest. He motioned Devon, Ranell, and Racine to the couch. Ranell andRacine both looked haggard, their eyes set deep in the sockets. They walked carefully over to the couch, like they were old ladies. Devon followed them, switching in her hip-hugger bell-bottoms, her boobs bouncing in that orange halter top like water balloons. We were all fixated on them, especially Roscoe, who never said much, but seemed to always be fixated on some womans breasts. When we watched Love American Style, Towanda and Lamont teased Roscoe, Why you lookin so hard, Boob Man? But he ignored them and pressed his pelvis hard to the floor.

Deddy turned to Towanda and whispered, with his eyes bulging, Get your smart ass up and go get them some lemonade. He picked up Gretal and sat down in his chair, putting her on his lap. At that moment I wondered where my pregnant mother was. I wanted her now, before Gretal could get to her too. I got up and ran to the kitchen where Mama was yelling at Towanda, the two of them wiping lemonade up off the linoleum floor.

You think I go through all this trouble cleanin up this damn house for yall to be spilling shit all over the floor. I ought to whup your ass. When Mama said those words, it was best to disappear if you hadnt already been spotted, so I went back to the living room.

Mama and Towanda came in with four cold sweating glasses of lemonade and set them down on the glass-covered coffee table. Those were the good glasses, not the plastic cups, and Mama didnt let us kids ever put anything on her table.

Gretal scooted down off Deddys lap and took a sip and held it carefully while she climbed back up on his lap. Ranell and Racine took a sip and whispered to each other, These glasses is oily.

Devon leaned her face on her fist in boredom and keptpopping her gum. The moment lingered on like that, us staring at them, them staring at us, and Deddy making small talk about which bus stations the twins could get off the bus on the way back.

Dont be gettin out nowhere thats too far off the highway. Them haunkies out there are crazy. Wait till you in a town or city. Deddy scratched his head, looking for something else to say.

Eventually the twins got up and went to the bathroom to do their business together, and didnt come back until the cab blew. Us gonna get on down the road now.

We all watched to see if Devon and Gretal were forgetting to get up, or if something drastic was about to happenthat we would be stuck with two cousins who we didnt know, and already didnt like. We all sat with our mouths open and watched the twins kiss Gretal on the cheek. A chill ran through me, and I touched my own cheek, remembering Granmama blowing on it and then kissing it.

Gretal spoke for the first time, and we all drew back at the high-pitched sound of a Mississippi drawl coming out of such a small person. Bye, Aint Ray and Ray.

Bye, baby. Keep an eye on your ma.
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The next day, Deddy and Uncle Leland hammered and sawed in the vacant family flat over ours, and came downstairs for something to drink while Mama had Towanda and LaVern help with the dishes. Deddy offered Leland a cold one. Michelob or Budweiser?

No, thanks, Loni, I just need a glass of water.

Uncle Leland sat down and grinned and winked each timeone of us girls looked at him. Miss Towanda, Miss LaVern, and little Miss Odessa, the finest most powerful black sisters in St. Louis, Missouri. Yall could grow up and be like the Supremes. He stood up in his boots, close-fitting jeans, and sleeveless T-shirt that showed all of his brown muscles, and started motioning a little doo-wop routine.

The three of us started laughing hysterically. Towanda tried to cover her new big teeth with the dishrag. LaVern laughed high-pitched and bobbed her head to make her long braids move, and I sat at the kitchen table, squeezed my quilt doll, and laughed so hard that the milk I had just swallowed bubbled out of my nose. Mama snatched the dishrag from Towanda and wiped my face. She smiled slightly but didnt look at Leland. Boy, you makin these children act a fool.

Deddy sighed several times real fast, drank his beer in two gulps, and said to Leland, Do you know Devon and that child done spent the night up there with no electricity or nothing?

Leland finished his chuckling and smiled at Deddy. And tell me your point, brotha.

Dont brotha and man me, we got to finish. Deddy threw his bottle in the sink and stormed out the back door.

Leland turned on his way out. That boy aint no fun, sistasno fun. He was still grinning, and Mama said to Towanda and LaVern in her stern voice, Finish the damn dishes and quit grinnin.

When the dishes were done, Mama shooed LaVern and Towanda. Go on out and play with the others, and tell Roscoe and Lamont dont be diggin in my yard. I sat right there with my doll, because I never considered Mamas command Go play to be for me, unless she said, Odessa, go play.

Mama called her brother Chet and talked about Deddys baby sister Johnell, who died in childbirth when she wastwelve. She was giving birth to Devon, and then Devon turned around and did the same thing, having Gretal when she was twelve. Mamas stories of Deddys childhood were full of birthing talesdead mothers, deformed or dead babies, mongrels from Deddys family.

Mama said, Chet, remember when Loni used to come to Bos ball field to court me? He used to always have some cockeyed Blackburn cousin with him. . . . Yep, them was the days.

In my mind, Jackson, Mississippi, was a circus of ugly, bad-smelling country Blackburns, except for Uncle Leland.

I sat at the kitchen table kicking the metal legs and coloring while Mama talked to Uncle Chet. Well, what I was callin for was to remind you about his baby sister and the daughter she had. Well, guess who Loni brought home, and didnt even ask me nothin about it? Every time he goes down South by himself, some kinda shit happens behind my back.

Mama paused for Uncle Chets reply, which was probably something about what the Lord says about being brotherly. Mama half listened with the phone between her ear and shoulder while she cut up a chicken. I colored more quietly and quit swinging my feet so Mama wouldnt pay attention that I was listening.

She responded to Uncle Chet, Thats easy for you to say, Chet. You and Fanny dont have kids. I got plenty, and one on the way. Im tired of doin for other folks children. . . . I am grateful I can have kids, Chet, and that aint the point no way. Mama had told us about little cousins who werent even her cousins, they were just little kids who went to the schoolhouse with the Lacey kids, and didnt have anything of their own. Some of them, Mama said, I may as well had raised for all of the giving them handouts.

If Loni was gonna ever start fixin up the upstairs, it wasfor us to move our kids bedrooms up there, and open it up to one house, but now them two gonna be livin better than me, and Devon aint been in St. Louis but a week.

Yeah, Chet, anyway, Ill pray on Sunday, but somebody around heres gonna need a better job than changin oil to help with the mortgage. Hes drinkin up halfa what he make, then tryin to support somebody elses kids with the spare change. . . . Yeah, tell Fanny I said hi.

After Mama hung up, she stood back from the mutilated chicken for a minute and looked at me, suspicious. I was concentrating hard, coloring everything green. Odessa, go tell Towanda to get in here and finish cuttin up this chicken. She wiped her hands on the dishrag and threw it in the sink like Deddys beer bottle.
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