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For my father






THE SWITCHIN’ TREE


I

These days ghosts visit me in the way a lock of hair will kink, or the way someone stirs their tea, or the competitive crack when someone slams a domino down on the table. Mine is now the eye that would miss a girl stealing my diamonds. I search the mirror for my mother before realizing I never saw her this old, and even days I lived through become a void behind me, like the unknowable hour before that hour I first opened my eyes to the sun.

When it comes to speaking fact, memory is insufficient, and fact is as changeable as the morals that beast once carved into my skin, but I believe, I know, the whole damned deal started in 1958, during a summer unkind. Late in the day with mullet, cornbread, and string beans warm inside me, I watched Jesse emerge from the palmetto, his dinner cold on the table. “You disrespected your mama,” Pa snarled from the stoop where he cradled his flask. “Get a switch.”

Unsteady in the boot-sucking mud, I accompanied Jesse under the trees. No matter how tall he grew, or how much bass maneuvered from his pointy Adam’s apple, Jesse needed me whenever Pa’d see fit to whup him, my ear a piggy bank for him to drop rusted quarters of fear.

We walked until Pa couldn’t see us, the effort being very much the point, else he’d grow angrier to think we hadn’t done the proper questing for this cudgel. On the riverbank it took time to find a switch among the palms twisted at the waist like so many church ladies eavesdropping on the conversation of gulls. Bulrushes curled about our legs like inquisitive cats. Hyacinths gleaming whitely on the bashful blushing water blended salutations to the waking stars. I asked Jesse, “Where you go?”

“See the turnpike,” he mumbled.

I’d seen it once, and once sufficed for me, after a mile-long trek to perch my mud-splattered butt on a log fence and stare in disappointment at what they called the pinnacle of modernity, a wonder on the level of Sputnik and microwave ovens. Cars zoomed past with the recklessness of unhindered things. Once or twice, an androgynous blur in sunglasses would yell “fucking nigger” out a window. The wind snatched that curse from their mouths right before the highway swallowed them up in gray nothing.

Secretly I thought it unfair Pa’d punish Jesse for his hobby, but kept my tongue cleaved to the rafters of my mouth. Like our supernaturally gifted parents could put food on the table for us all, they seemingly possessed a thousand ears to hear the slightest word spoken against them, a superstition eight-year-old me feared to test. Even so, I knew I had it easier than my brother; Ma’s slipper was nothing next to getting whupped by a man.

To distract Jesse, I asked what cars he’d seen. He puffed his chest toward the sunset and described two Ford Edsels, one red, one whitish; the navy Chevrolet Nomad, silver Cadillac Coupe DeVille, lime Coupe DeVille, rosy Studebaker, and a Tucker Torpedo. He said he’d met a colored man selling paintings out of his trunk, something he considered the coolest thing ever.

Beneath a violet sky with pink welts, we found a cherry tree. Pulling the lowest branch, he grunted, “Come on and help me, Man,” that being my nickname. Save my white church dress, all I had to wear were Jesse’s hand-me-downs. They called me Mannish Girl, Man for short.

We cut the sprouts with pocketknives to make a proper switch, the kind that whistled before it struck your backside. On our way back I could hear the breath tremble between his lips. Nothing shamed the soul worse than knowing you’d messed up so bad your own parent had to forget they loved you, expose your bare ass, and beat atonement into you.

At home we found Pa on the porch, the back of his bald head gleaming like a brass brazier in the kerosene light. Jesse, eyes downcast, held out the switch for his appraisal.

“Find a better one,” Pa slurred.

Again, we sojourned to the woods. Could barely see a thing in the dark. To Pa, better meant longer so we returned with a lean, mean chinaberry branch.

“You fuckin’ with me, boy?” he shouted, launching to his feet. He cut a terrifying figure, John Henry gone to seed. When he stepped he stumbled over the seventh and eighth floorboards, the rotted ones. “I’ma whup you twice as bad for wasting my time,” he promised, grabbing the lantern off the hook. “Come on, Man. You watch your brother get licked.”

Most dads would’ve postponed the whuppin’ till the next day; make a real terror of it, something to dread all through school and the walk back home. But Pa was sailing a moonshine sea. We trailed him to a road. We followed the road to a path. In the gnatty dark, his lantern jostled like a one-winged robin struggling to fly as, drunkenly confident, he led us deep in the direction of nowhere. Jesse followed like a soldier marching to defend his hometown, while I struggled to breathe, afraid to fall in one of the pits hidden around the swamp. Finally the earth hardened under my boot—the bridge over the St. Lucie—and I gripped his long sleeve, faithful that inch of fraying hemp would save me from the monsters wrinkling the water below.

Across the river, the tree. A thing so mesmerizing in its hideousness I had to wonder if we’d been following it since we left the cabin, drawn through some dark mirror of the seductive magic known to beautiful things. In its frail and piecemeal canopy, moldering oranges hung like a baby mobile constructed from doom-blighted moons. Decay made patchwork up a trunk that curved scythe-like, and that of a second, slimmer, equally deformed trunk grown like a parasite from the fungal roots where they met in a lopsided V, same as the Vs I thickly penciled in class, sometimes within the lines. Pines hemmed the grove where the tree reigned alone under turgid night, sounds of wildlife and windblown fauna muffled in the awesome and terrible aura it shed. Unable to look away, I wept from its ugliness. It seemed my world, along with any small comforts I held dear, ceased to exist in the anti-material shade of the decaying monarch. I clutched Pa’s brittle denim pant leg. “Can we find another tree? There be pines right there.”

Suddenly he cried out, threw both hands to his ears as if in terrible pain. Jesse shouted, “Is you okay?”

Surely the tree was to blame. I yelled at the thing, “Stop hurting my pa!”

“Mama?” Pa cried through tears and snot, his tobacco-stained teeth a rictus. “Is you… No… Boy wandered off… Yes… Yes, ma’am!… No! Not that!” he pleaded. “All’s I want’s a switch! Why?” asked my father, almost childlike. “Ma’am! Please listen! Was a boy in Mississippi. Crackers said he whistled at a white woman. They beat him. Shot him. Cut his penis off. Tied a fan ‘round his neck and drowned him. All’s I wanna do is protect the boy.”

With a snap, a sharp branch came pirouetting from the canopy to land like an eyelash at my feet. Reluctant at first to pick it up, Pa fell as if pushed, and, keening on all fours like a lonesome dog, fumbled the thing into his sweaty fingers. I switched my gaze between him and Jesse, who waited with palms on hips, overalls unbuttoned to expose his backside.

Having barely the strength to raise the cruel branch, Pa struck Jesse a glancing blow he endured with barely a moan, stoic, until that second lash made him holler for mercy. With every strike, his screams grew less dignified. Pa’s blows grew stronger even as he struggled to stand, as if the branch thirsted for blood, Pa a podium from which it delivered its sermon. Flushed and breathless, Pa hollered: “Don’t… you… ever… run… off… like… that… again! You… tryin’a… get… killed?”

I watched him chase Jesse around the dell, a Punch and Judy act that might have amused had it not been men I loved trapped in that infernal puppet show. Jesse sprinted my way, to dig his blunt fingernails in my arms and cringe behind me. “I’m sorry! Take her instead!”

Nothing to do but screw my eyes shut and think of Jesus. Then I heard Pa’s arm fall. His knees smacked the mud where he statued in wretchedness.

Rather than let the tree revel in our humiliation, I helped him to his feet. I buttoned Jesse’s overalls and, seeing he could barely walk, let him lean on me as we staggered to the bridge. In the psychotic shadows, I dared like Lot’s wife to look over my shoulder. There the creature remained, infinitely vile and pitiless.




II

I remember Pap Pap as a surly, small man who’d beat Jesse, call me ugly, force kisses on Ma, and call Pa a disappointment until one day he vanished and reappeared in a pinewood box. Dying being the most useful thing he ever did, second place went to building our house: a living room, two bedrooms, and kitchen under a shingle roof. Out back a well, henhouse, smokehouse, and pigpen Pa led us to the moment we got home, that night the tree found us.

No one spoke as he fed Big Ma and her babies slop, sweat thick like Vaseline on his mustached face. I kept looking to Jesse, who stood a ways from us with his back to the outhouse. Whatever tears remained on his cheeks were drying rapidly. In their stead, hardened vigilance kept his eyes and ears trained on the swamp.

Sounding frail and sober, Pa swore us to secrecy. As if we had a choice. Once obliged to our parents’ thousand eyes, we answered to a new authority.

Tight lips made for vivid nightmares we yearned to whisper to our classmates and transfer the dread from our skin to theirs. But we chose sleepless nights if they meant keeping the tree in its glen, harmless, a memory to fade.



Harvest season became hurricane season. Watching Pa pickle yellowtail in the smokehouse, I knew this storm would be vicious. Winds made the pine trees loll side to side and grunt like frustrated men, and so did the pinewood moan in our porch, as if the living and the dead were speaking to one another.

For three days we stayed inside, subsisting on fish and other reserves, while all the swamp supplicated outside the rattling window. I prayed for the demon to perish in the torrent, dared to hope our humiliation over when the clouds departed like a fleet of burnt pirogues above the weeping cypress.

Then came planting season. On our walk to school we passed felled palmettos. We went to class. At recess I hung around the boys in hopes they’d pick me for their ball games.

One day word spread that a terrible thing happened to Amos Barnes. We gathered in a small group at the edge of the yard, around the log where Amos sat, spindly and gape-mouthed, hair cropped and curly. Afraid to talk at first, he gave in after we all screamed at him, perhaps none louder than myself.

What happened was, on the way back from school, Amos, feeling grown, called out “Howdy, Edna” to Miss Edna on her porch. Addressing any grown-up like that, let alone a woman of Miss Edna’s stature, was an execution-worthy offense. Naturally she set for the Barnes cabin to tell Amos’s mom, her words a bullet in the chamber soon as Mr. Barnes came home. First Amos’s daddy “punched the freckles” off him (Amos’s words). Then he sent the boy for a switch. But whenever Amos tried pulling the branch off a cherry tree or chinaberry, a breeze whisked the limb out of reach. So he returned home and, according to Amos, who lacked the imagination for guile, the pecan in their yard gave his daddy instructions, in a voice Mr. Barnes at first took for his beloved grandmother. It forced him to the ground, like what happened to Pa.

“I can still feel the switch,” Amos murmured. “It was like getting hit with pure hate.”

“From the pecan?” asked Jesse quietly. For a second, his eyes met mine.

“Nah.” Subsequently he described following his daddy over the bridge, where the tree waited for them, and every word out his mouth put strain on my bladder. Of all things the hurricane felled, that devil survived. Indeed, I wondered if it could die, or if we’d stumbled upon a creature as immortal as demons who torment sinners eternally.

After Amos’s story, his words lingered like acrid smoke. Jesse sat in the grass with his knees to his chest. He knew better than to share what we knew, but he was thinking about the whuppin’. Pure hate. Then, from the crowd, someone chuckled.

“It’s weird you’re all scared of a tree,” declared Carrie Mae Sawyer.

She’d been sitting to my left: a chubby, blond, sunburnt mulatto who excelled at granting wishes. For example, our teacher Miss Sandra took joy from Carrie Mae’s hand shooting up like a dandelion all day. The church ladies celebrated their successful efforts to imbue the youth with Pentecostal values when Carrie Mae offered to do charity. That I knew her blue polka-dot dress and penny loafers hid a mendacious nature made me feel like the keeper of a maddening secret.

“You calling him a fibber?” I challenged, trying to look mean and at the same time hold my piss.

Pink like bubblegum, her lips veered sideways when she smiled, a saucy expression borrowed from her mother. “You mean a liar?”

“Ooh, I’m telling! She said lie. I’m tell—”

“Shut up!” Jesse cut me off harshly. “You ain’t telling nobody.”

We weren’t supposed to say shut up either, but I got the point. It was hard to keep secretive with Carrie Mae spouting bad words. In any case, she went on, “Amos would never fib. He says it’s real, it’s real.”

“Then I hope the tree get you!” I said.

Artificial innocence quivered her gray eyes. “But doesn’t your daddy work at a sawmill? He cuts trees all day. If he’s not afraid, I shan’t be afraid.”

If only I was Jackie Robinson. Then I could take a Louisville Slugger and knock that round white head right off her shoulders. Unable to stop the pressure any longer, I dashed into the brush, looking for all the world like I was fleeing Carrie Mae, to unbutton my overalls, squat, and wet the mud for what felt like forever.



Before long, five, ten, twelve kids along the river met that tree. Our parents learned our misdeeds from the murmuring jasmine outside Miss Edna’s cottage; from the feral roses on the riverbank; from Ma’s tomatoes that at twilight, when the sun angled just right, looked like a fire in our backyard.

Not even the eldest among us had seen or heard of the tree before. One would think, at some point, someone would have discovered that glen on the St. Lucie, yet the beast seemed to have materialized straight from Hell into our time and place.

I watched Ma and Daddy become anxious, morose people. If either even looked at me askance I’d apologize because, contrary to what everyone said, I wasn’t made of hickory, or gristle, or snakes and snails. My being tougher than most girls meant nothing to the tree. Imagining its splinters in my flesh filled me with mindless panic, mine an obedience for which my parents took no comfort, helpless themselves to the beast’s demands.

Commonly Pa worked double shifts at the mill, meaning he might be away for two days at a time, during which Ma tended her garden and listened to radio preachers, or at least she did until the tree decided, since she was at home all day, she should spend half her time whuppin’ neighbor kids while their parents worked. Seeing her on the porch at night, crumpled in the rocking chair and cradling her arm, I blamed myself. I remembered the warning she said her ma told her: if you spoke something often enough, those words became a spell that manifested, and I had no doubt that actions held similar power. That some combination of Pa’s drunkenness, Jesse’s disobedience, and my femaleness had summoned the demon, sure as anything.

Ma had whupped six of my schoolmates before the afternoon when I came home tracking mud. Naturally I dashed to the well for water and scrubbed that living room floor celestial. When Ma returned, she found me grinding a bar of Ivory into the floorboards.

Such was my terror, I retreated to the wall, to put distance between us.

“You done got it in the wood.” She dragged her fingertip over the film with a piteous expression. For which of us, I couldn’t tell. “You doing the floor, use Spic and Span.”

“I…” Words and tears choked me. “S-sorry… Please…”

She snatched me up in her arms. Cheek to her bosom, I breathed deep the smell off her sweaty neck, like pine. She said, “I know you meant well. Go outside. I’ll get it.”

“You ain’t mad at me?” I sniffed.

“I’m upset at what you done, but I could never be mad at you.”

To distract myself I changed the straw in the pigpen. Then I grabbed Jesse’s BB gun from under his bed to go shoot birds. Around an hour later, I’d killed a woodpecker and was gearing to snipe a warbler when I heard Ma scream. Fast as I could, I ran back from the trees, over the ripe tomatoes and sickly cucumbers to find her genuflected in the fresh-watered soil.

“No, Meemaw!” she cried to the collard sprouts. “I’ma do it! Just please stop!”

Before I could say a word, she grabbed my hand and rushed me to the glen. I pleaded for mercy the whole way. When we came to the bridge, I ran for the water, certain neither mom nor tree could snatch me from its green arms. I was halfway submerged when she lifted me out and, likewise soaked, dragged my dead weight over wood and mud. From upside down I saw the beast descend like a dredge net. Since last time it had grown in bleak grandeur: the trunks now bore holes larger than my head, sapwood exposed where the bark had rotted, and both fruited abundantly with oranges spotted in hairy gray cankers. Such was the perverse cheer in the citrus smell over the glen that my tongue stilled in awe. For Ma, there was something alluring to that great, decayed, two-horned protrusion because she stepped to it, placed her palms on the sapwood, and begged softly for a switch. I wondered if she, having often done its bidding, had learned to sweet-talk the thing, right when the tree delivered my mother a fable, and she threw me across her knees for the moral. Fifteen lashes on my backside.

That night in bed, my smarting body was forgotten in feeling the tree had smeared its vileness on me. Our parents whupped us so we’d respect them. Respect for them meant respect for their house. Respect for their house made that house a sanctuary. Their authority usurped, the demon made its home in every creak from the rafters, every jesting shadow its shed skin.

Grown folks named it the Switchin’ Tree. Kids called it the Old Gray Aunty.

Nightly I’d beg God for the power to take it down. If He saw the righteousness in me, I promised, He’d grant me the horns from Jericho to blow that monster back to Hell.

On the other hand, our parents never spoke against it. In fact, whatever it said to them through rustling leaves rendered them fearful almost to the point of worship. One time Pa declared, “We must listen to our elders. And ain’t none elder’n that tree, children.”



On Sundays we filled our souls at a one-room chapel off the road. I remember scraping the dirt off my penny loafers before I stepped inside, and right away noticed something off about Pastor Dinkins. From the pulpit he spread his arms wide as an ocean, his perm plastered to his sweaty forehead, his handsome heart-shaped face consumed in a smile that failed to reach his eyes. And when he stumbled his words like a skipping record, I knew he was drunk.

“A tree! You think it’s a treee?” he emphasized, disgusted at us. “That demon told me to scourge my own dear son. And I let the devil sway me. I am here to beg forgiveness for my weakness. Forgive me, Lord,” he shrieked, raising his clasped hands to the steeple.

Behind him, the choir hummed. Parishioners absorbed his rant like they would any sermon, arms up, amen, hallelujah, yes. Ma’s grits turned to mud in my guts.

“Leviticus!” he roared, a wobble in his righteous tenor. His long fingers gripped the edge of the scarred old pulpit for dear life. “Leviticus… Revelation! Revelation said this day would come.” Tears descended his sharp cheeks. “The Beast will strike through the children. But we love our children. I love my children because they remind me of me. Let children come.”

I clenched Pa’s hand. “Can I please stay here?”

Last night he’d left the house right after dinner, since it took awhile for Jim Freeman’s mule to haul five men into Fort Pierce, where they drank for hours at the neighborhood hooch, plus a stop at Miss Edna’s backyard hooch along the way. Since breakfast Pa’d looked like he was going to cry, and I felt beastly for heaping stress on his aching head. But I refused to move, so, placing his pointer finger on my shoulder, he forced me into the aisle, alongside everyone else who could be called a child. On the dais, Pastor Dinkins embraced the nearest boy and girl with a grin so tight a hydrogen bomb couldn’t have knocked it off his jaw. Curiosity dragged my gaze to the pews where Carrie Mae remained next to her mom, who like every adult was on her feet, chanting. Carrie Mae looked gleeful.

“The Lord strikes down sinners,” howled the minister before he stumbled backwards into the altar. The collective gasped watching him fall. Helped to his feet by Jesse, he brushed off his black robe. After reciting a verse from Job which was actually quotes from Matthew, Song of Solomon, Ruth, and Exodus jumbled together, he reached behind the altar. Too late, I saw the slapjack, no time to warn Jesse before his shoulder was struck a glancing blow. Then the reverend laid out a girl in my grade. “Corrupted! Back to Hell, you corrupted things!”

I tackled him around his legs. Together we tumbled down the dais. And like that, his spell over the people shattered in a wail. The choir avalanched, thirty parishioners in turquoise robes, the indecisive ones buried under those desperate to attack Pastor Dinkins. Parents ran on top of the pews, and some glorious person dragged me by the collar to a wall where I watched, heart rampaging, the pastor get stomped into the floorboards.

The tree found no fault in my attacking a man of the cloth. And since nobody stepped up to lead the flock, we stopped going to church.



In eighth grade, boys learned roots and soil in preparation for farm life. Once, at the general store, Jesse told me his theories regarding the Old Gray Aunty.

“There be a world under the world,” he explained, a pickle jar under his arm. “What we see ain’t the plant but the genitals of the plant—pardon my French,” he apologized to Joe Landon behind the nickel-plated register, a scowler with a lazy right eye and large hands. “Underground the roots is connected. That’s where the Switchin’ Tree tell them other trees, ‘This my territory.’ ”

He practically had to shout over Joe Landon’s phonograph, The Exciting Lloyd Price. That toe-tapping boogie-woogie kept Pa on the porch; acolyte of the old school, he considered “doody wop,” as he called it, too fast.

I grabbed saltines off the shelf. “I hate that tree ’cause the tree hate coloreds. There plants in Fort Pierce, you don’t hear ’bout no crackers getting whupped. I bet that’s why Carrie Mae don’t get whupped!” I gripped Jesse’s sleeve when he seemed to ignore me. “She mulatto.”

“Hush your foolish talk!” Joe Landon ordered in a voice sharp and remorseless, like the crack of ball on bat when Mantle hit a line drive. I shut up.

One of the loungers in the store, Jacob Ruffin, roused from his string-bottom chair. The mouse-voiced man told the others, “That girl got a point. I heard that tree was telling Ben Peterson his boy messed up. And it spoke just like a Confederate.” To amuse his friends, he put on a redneck voice. “ ‘See here, I ain’t bury my body for Ol’ Dixie just to see jigaboos not get whupped.’ I bet it be a cracker ghost—”

“The tree talk like a woman!” I broke in before I could stop myself. “You ain’t got no kids, Mr. Ruffin, so why is you talking like you know something?”

That got me switched for sassing at a grown-up.



As the months wore on, the Freeman twins got whupped for digging a well two feet wide, instead of three. The undertaker Mr. Dickerson whupped his daughter Loni for giving their cow a name. It had been my personal tradition, once a week on shopping day, that the first thing I’d ask Joe Landon upon stepping inside the store was if any mail had come for my family. Whether or not he handed me a parcel, seeing to our affairs made me feel grown. Unfortunately, the tree took offense. It had me whupped for henpecking the man.

Franklin Smith stepped on a crack in the cabin floor, something the demon interpreted for a plot to cripple his mother. We thought Mr. Dickerson had just the six kids with Mrs. Dickerson, but, according to the loungers, the tree had him going downriver all week to beat six unofficial kids from four other women.

Surely the tree got a laugh out of this.



Fifteen years old in the sixth grade, slow-thinking, thunder-sounding Buford Wooderson looked like a dad in the back of Miss Ethel’s class. As a game, the boys would taunt him until he went after them, and whoever he caught got Buford’s palm like a skillet upside the head; Jesse claimed fleeing Buford was what turned him into a good base runner. It came as a surprise, considering Buford was at the age when dads used fists on their sons, if discipline was called for, when one day he, too, unbuttoned his shirt to show ten angry lashes on his batter-fat back.

“Jesus Christ!” Jesse blasphemed. As soon as he said it we froze, breath clutched, his words like stalactites in the air.

“We was doing roadwork,” Buford said at last, though we stayed listening to the grass, and Jesse had brambles in his breath. “Sammy took a piss. Boss man come back and say, ‘Y’all break while I was gone?’ I say, ‘Sammy took a break.’ Tree said I was tattling. I cried when Pa lashed me,” he admitted.

“You cried?” I laughed. “You supposed to be grow—”

Jesse cuffed me on the back of the head. Softer than a real punch, harder than a play punch—a tomboy punch. No further comment from my brother, whose gaze stayed fixed on Buford, as if an archangel spoke to him from the ruined flesh. None of the boys gave my aching head the least bit attention, and, figuring I deserved it for acting uppity, I held my tears.

The tree didn’t care he hit me. That was the funny thing—for all its violence, the demon found Jesse more agreeable than Pa ever had. I had to wonder if my brother wasn’t glad to some degree that he could walk to school, most days, without stinging pain.

However, rather than pacify our home, this period saw Ma and Pa at each other’s throat. Usually it came after dinner when she’d call him a degenerate not worth the three bucks her daddy spent on marriage papers. Then he’d pop her in the mouth. That got them brawling. It scared me how far she’d push him, never one to let him cool down with a smoke when she could snatch up a pan and threaten to bash his brains, her desire for pain clear in the bloody noses she wore like a badge. Were I allowed to talk back, I would’ve yelled, “Stop hurting my pa!”

Because the tree followed its own schedule, Ma’d rouse me from bed sometimes, throw on her robe and shoes, and march me to the grove. After a whuppin’ she’d stumble to the river, roll up her sleeves, and wash her arms to the elbows while I watched in hiccuping shame.

If she whupped me in the evening when Pa was up, he’d take me off her hands the minute we returned, to buy me a ginger ale at Joe Landon’s.



Five thousand, eight hundred breakfasts Ma cooked over the years, and each was the hour of the day I cherished. Her sweetly singing voice as she braided my hair. The way she’d anoint my knees and elbows with Vaseline before sending me to school, shiny like a cat’s nose.

Periodically I’d wake early to catch Pa before he left. Run out the front door and around back, the dew like fairy kisses on my toes, to peek in the kitchen where, two fingers to his temple, a man who started each day worried he’d destroyed his life the night before, he’d fill his lunch pail with care, every piece of sandwich in its place.

A time he sat at the table to stretch his legs, I climbed in his lap like I’d seen Carrie Mae do with men. It startled me how unsteady he felt as I scaled the fat on his creaking bones. His fingernails were brown like a tree without madness. Sunk deep in their sockets, some might call his morning-grimed eyes tired. To me, they looked like puddles in puddles.

“Come on, Man.” Gently he lifted me off him. “You too heavy for that.”




III

White pinstripes on watermelon pink. White polka dots on lemon yellow. Red-and-green plaid. Cream skin. Fog eyes. Carrie Mae Sawyer never got whupped.

I can recall a summer, years before the Switchin’ Tree, when a scream interrupted our dinner and Carrie Mae, barefoot, in a blue puffed-sleeve dress and white pinafore, came crashing through the palmetto, over the lawn, up the back porch, and into our kitchen where she threw her arms around Pa’s leg with a ceaseless wail.

“She trying to kill me!” cried Carrie Mae. Persecution unspooled from her pink lips until my parents offered a plate of fried mullet, corn bread, ham hock, string beans, and potato pudding the heathen consumed bare-handed. Her patronizing smile upon receiving Ma’s gift, a stuffed doll with button eyes and a red yarn smile, rooted in my memory like a fossil in peat.

Soon her mama, Miss Carolyn, arrived wreathed in scowls, a woman whose large bosom was matched in size by her behind. Her hooded eyes, maybe beautiful, once, resembled rusted nails hammered in a plank, gummed in fluid and lusterless. Watching Ma set a steaming coffee before her, I saw a trace of sorority tense between them like a golden thread. I remembered Ma saying they were friends, long ago, during their concurrent pregnancies.

“She killed the chicks!” Miss Carolyn hollered. “Murdered them right in the nest.”

“We got wolves ’round these parts,” Ma reminded her.

“A wolf? Them chicks weren’t eaten, Barbara. She crushed their heads. All ten of ’em! I was gon’ sell ’em when they was grown. That little girl got the Devil in her.”

Carrie Mae, acting terrified at the sight of her mother, took Jesse to the pigpen for some silly game. I eavesdropped on our parents through the window. Pa leaned in the kitchen doorway with his arms crossed, a patriarchal vision before drink turned his gut and arms to suet.

“Carrie Mae a sweet girl. She ain’t the kind go killing chickens. And even if she did,” he qualified, “it ain’t like she know better. Kids is curious.”



Over time Carrie Mae would seek harbor in every house on the river. These melodramas embarrassed Miss Carolyn to the point she gave up disciplining her child. I knew from the salted, larded dialogue Ma conducted with herself in the kitchen that Miss Carolyn used to be a juke-joint harlot. A shame that white man made her carry his child, my mother would tsk, eager to recast this fearsome woman into a figure of pity.

While Miss Carolyn permed hair in town, Carrie Mae barricaded herself in their bungalow with coloring books and Archie comics, Bazooka Joe and chocolates. As far as I knew, she spent hours in front of her mom’s RCA Victor Eyewitness TV. She could describe in detail Howdy Doody, Marshall Dillon, Lucy Ricardo, and Scrooge McDuck’s adventures. That way she drew in other kids who, bored from chores and picking berries, endured her maltreatment so long as she taught them about imaginary Caucasians and birds. For her they’d act out Shakespeare; they became Merry Men waiting on Maid Marian; declaring herself General Jinjur, she’d recruit girls into her army to attack whichever unfortunate boy agreed to play the Scarecrow. On the playground she’d call her “friends” insulting names and mock their sun-dried accents.



An ambivalent student, except for phys. ed., my favorite subject, I came to love the gray building as a neutral zone where the tree ignored us. Perhaps the routine of the place prevented us from doing anything displeasing, even by accident. I did my best on Miss Sandra’s assignments. Because she never whupped us, I loved her. I doubt she even believed in the Switchin’ Tree. The one time a kid told her about it, after she had complimented our politeness, her pleasure switched to anger in an instant.

“Only the Lord could speak through the plants,” she shouted, and made us write THOU SHALT NOT TAKE HIS NAME IN VAIN a hundred times while she stared out the window.

Typically, Carrie Mae would find some blurry-eyed girl to escort her home from school. But one May afternoon, I saw her head down the road with Amos Barnes, an eighth grader. The way she looked at him! Plain scandalous! The next morning she came skipping into class, arrogant like a luscious jungle queen in a pulp novel.

“She grown!” I whispered to the next kid over. “She should be ashamed of herself.”

A lady would never admit to going out with a boy, so, naturally, Carrie Mae gathered us girls during recess to brag about her exploits.

“Amos took me to the cinema!” she declared. “He thinks he’s my boyfriend, but I just don’t know if I’m ready. You gotta let a boy court you. We saw a sp-oo-oo-ky movie. Vincent Price”—spoken like we should know who that was—“invited these white people to a haunted house and he said, ‘I’ll give you ten thousand dollars if you can last the night.’ And they all needed the money. Me? I woulda been outta there. I’m afraid of spirits. Anyway, there was this big vat of acid!” she screamed in my face, trying to scare me. I scowled back at her. “And somebody got knocked on the head. Then this lady saw a ghost. Then—”

Curious as to the other half of the story, I crossed the field to where the boys played ball, and found Amos, usually shortstop, with Jesse at the edge of the woods. My brother had an arm around him. I asked Amos, “What she do?”

“That little girl crazy,” he muttered.

“I know that.”

“She kept saying she gon’ see the movie no matter what. I wasn’t gon’ let her go alone. What if the crackers got her?” he cried, looking to us for understanding. I supposed his heart was in the right place, but when it came to boys I had trouble telling the difference between chivalry, stupidity, and plain horniness.

“We was in the balcony with the colored folk,” he went on. “And there was this part a skeleton fell from the ceiling to try and scare us.” A disbelieving boy. “Carrie Mae took out scissors and cut the string and it hit the white folks below on the head. Then the crackers came up, dragged a colored man down the stairs, and beat him.” A guilty boy.

“You shoulda known better’n go with her,” I lectured. “She mischievous, and she too grown. But”—I put on a confidential whisper—“the tree ain’t get you?”

A weird, saccharine smile tugged the spokes of his lips. “Daddy said, ‘That tree don’t raise my kid. I’ll discipline my son how I see fit.’ He beat me with the belt.”

It got my heart racing to know Mr. Barnes resisted the tree. Maybe if our parents stood up to it, like that time they beat the pastor, they could deny the thing its pleasure.



We walked Amos home. What he’d been through seemed beyond my understanding, and, in truth, I had trouble sympathizing for such a dumb mistake. It mattered to me because it mattered to Jesse; my role, it seemed, was to be a bridge for him to walk when the waters grew treacherous. I tried inserting myself in the boys’ baseball talk, same as I’d ask Pa to take me fishing in spring, but it seemed men viewed me as an incomplete male, neither fully ignored nor welcomed in their fraternity.

Halfway to his cabin, Amos clutched his eyes and emitted a noise like the cry of some animal, maybe bird, maybe mammal but certainly the last of its species, gray, blind, an invalid crying in vain for his dead mate and nonexistent children. He cried, “No! I don’t want to see!”

Before we could stop him, he dashed into the palmetto. The trail of trampled plants led us to the creek, where we found him naked and splashing water on himself. Chilled at the sight, I hitched my overalls to my knees, waded in, and slapped his cheek, twice. “Snap out of it!”

Amos spoke to the air above my shoulder. “It be endless, Man. Deeper and deeper and deeper… Don’t wake the dreamer! I see it… Hear it…”

It took all we had to get flailing, biting Amos into his clothes and escort him to the general store. There Joe Landon suggested we take Amos to our cottage, and the laziness of him—the outright immaturity—woke in me a display of shameless, girlish, teary-eyed begging till he had to either help or risk his manly pride. A spoonful of medicine knocked Amos out on his feet.

Then Mr. Landon carried the boy to the Barnes house. For reasons I didn’t understand, he told us to accompany him. When we reached that quiet cabin, and I followed the men down the flagstones, I passed the pecan tree, under whose witch-green flowers I felt naked. To stay calm, I gazed over the lawn, at the red mule impassively watching us from his stable, until I paused next to Jesse at the foot of the porch. Three knocks and Joe Landon presented Amos to his startled mother, a homemaker in a flour-spotted apron. She asked Mr. Landon to carry him inside before shutting the door.

The next morning, I woke with a troubled feeling different from my usual anxiety. Like my belly had been hollowed to a rind. Not hungry, because hunger pains were still a sensation, but truly empty, my guts as muted as my heartbeat. It was Pa who got us dressed and off to school earlier than the normal hour. Certainly the Barneses would get Amos right, I told myself. The doctor would come from town to treat him with that know-how he learned up north.

While we were in class, the women, the homemakers, went searching for Amos, who had vanished in the night along with his daddy. Galoshes on, they tramped for hours through sawgrass, combed the river until, the sun at its zenith, Miss Edna discovered a body in the shallows. Amos had been mutilated beyond recognition.



It fell on Miss Sandra to deliver the news. Only later would I learn the specifics, and for the life of me I can’t recall how; over the years I’ve convinced myself that Ma’s tomatoes, violating their orders that only adults should hear them, came alive to mock me with grisly details. True, untrue, that’s what I see.

Tearful Miss Sandra said she’d lost a brother in the war, her way of letting us know she understood. Not like this helped me, in fact I barely heard her, I wept into my hands for long minutes, and when Carrie Mae cried her own fat tears, fake as they seemed, and her grief had teachers fawning over her worse than ever, I felt like she was spitting on Amos’s grave.

At home I cried more, out on the porch, in front of the swamp where, if the tree had any shame, it would notice and know itself for a devil. Eventually Ma, frustrated with my weeping, furious at the burnt pork in the skillet, ordered me into the kitchen, where, pinching my nose, she forced me to drink rancid medicine. She sent me to bed early. I prayed for Amos, but even as I spoke the words, I realized I saw no point, no reason to believe God would reward my piety, surely nothing to be grateful for.

In the dark, I lay awake and bedeviled when Pa came in. “Get dressed.”

Minutes later I hustled after him, through the kitchen where Ma squatted over a tub, washing dishes. When our eyes met, she snatched up a plate and dashed it to pieces on the floor. “She in mourning, Bill! You think she need to be tough? She ain’t a boy!”

“Barbara…” He paused. Then he said, “Wasn’t no one’s fault the others didn’t make it. This what we got. One kid near grown”—he tossed me a denim coat several sizes too big—“t’other a little girl. Them’s our babies. They need love and a firm hand. Let’s go,” he told me.

Jesse had been feeding the chickens, but Pa told him that could wait. We followed him to the store, where a half dozen men gathered on the porch, under three lamps burning bright, as if the weatherbeaten dais were a lighthouse. There we learned the sheriff had driven past.

“I don’t want to believe it,” one of the loungers muttered, “but it had to be his daddy. They say Matt led him in the swamp—”

“They say a lot of things,” Pa sneered, lighting a cigarette.

“I think it was a mercy killing,” another man proposed. “That boy lost his mind.”

Joe Landon shook his head. “It still ain’t right to kill him.”

“I heard he snuck off to town,” Pa gossiped. “With Carolyn’s girl. I think the crackers did him for that. Just their style.”

“Maybe he killed himself,” I offered. All at once the men stared down on me, and though part of me liked the attention, I hid behind Pa’s leg.

Shortly Carrie Mae came up the road, pigtailed, red-coated like an evil Englishman in a history book, hand in hand with her mama. I suppressed revulsion watching Miss Carolyn embrace every man in turn. Carrie Mae stared at the road from the top step, still, like a featherless buzzard watching her prey gasp its last from her perch on a parched yucca branch.

A mechanical growl drew our gaze down the road. Toward us shambled the green snub-nosed police cruiser. Through crimson lasers I made out Sheriff Norvell at the wheel, a rumpled man held in place by the twin poles of his belly and hat. It struck me as strange how ordinary he and the deputy looked. Not at all menacing. I asked Pa, “Is he Carrie Mae’s daddy?”

“Hush,” he whispered. Peering past his leg, I glimpsed Mr. Barnes in the backseat, hunched under the low ceiling, his soul gone.

Carrie Mae bounced down the porch steps. Her mother yelled, “Stupid! Get back here!”

But she caught up to the slow-moving car and banged on the door, right on the five-pointed star. The deputy rolled down the window and stared at her through cigarette smoke, curd-colored jowls slack from confusion. Carrie Mae clasped her hands behind her back and addressed the sheriff. “Mister, is you my daddy?”

Her mother wailed.




IV

No one investigated the deaths of black folks. Mr. Barnes went to the farm. Amos got buried. Cherries blossomed in June.

Then one bedtime, I put on Jesse’s woolen socks over my own. Just to see how they felt. Not five minutes later Ma barged in, dragged me off the mattress, and hurried me to the grove, where she demanded a switch. “I agree! The girl gon’ get worms!” Tugging at her robe to keep it closed over her nightgown, she sat in the mud and demanded I bring myself. As hard as Pa hit her, she whupped my ass and thighs. “Un… grateful… piece… a… shit…. Always… crying…. Acting… like… a… boy…. Why… is… you… so… weird?”

Three days later and the welts, thick as fingers, made sitting impossible. Up to that point, Ma’d rub salve on my wounds every night, her touch obligatory, her eyes annoyed. Her remorselessness felt worse than the injury I’d done her when I summoned the tree, any contrition I may have felt turned to vengeful thoughts, and, though the salve stung, I never cried.

Around noon I was hiding from the heat on the porch, switching my hips to relieve the itch, while inside Ma and Pa danced to chirpy Mexican music out of Pa’s radio, a rocking kind of dance that had me surprised one of them didn’t accidentally fling the other through the wall. That was when Carrie Mae came skipping over on her own invitation, in a white polka-dot sleeveless dress with a Peter Pan collar. Watching her kick off her saddle shoes and plump down on a rope swing hung from a pine, a Saturday Evening Post in motion, I imagined my welts bursting.

It shocked me how quickly she reached Superman height just by pumping her chubby legs. “Mama wants me to sing at the retirement home today,” she woe-is-Mae’d. “I love it so, but it gets lonesome sometimes.”

Ma came outside with a pan in the crook of her arm and rhythm in her slippered feet, scraping corn bread batter with a spatula. “Go with Carrie M—Oh!” she exclaimed, surprised at a kiss from Pa.

Thus shanghaied, I found myself in the back of Miss Carolyn’s Buick, on our way into town. Near feverish with pain, I cast my evil eye on lawns adorned in armless goddesses under effeminate palms. Storefronts displayed the rebel flag, that inbred X of death. Gazing on the sidewalks, I noticed the small ways negroes snatched happiness from under the white man’s nose, and this felt like betrayal.

Miss Carolyn left us at the two-story retirement home before driving to the bar, as Carrie Mae informed me the moment her mother left earshot. A smiling, round, bespectacled matron ushered us through a dusty hallway hung with dour portraiture into a parlor where two dozen elders waited in hickory chairs, some of them already asleep. Among their ranks I spotted a plump woman in tan capris, blue-and-white-striped shirt, gold earrings shaped like maple leaves, and a blue headband over her obstinately black curls. Arms folded under her heavy bosom, she looked annoyed to be there, yet we had her attention, like she saw in us a potential story. Of everyone in the audience, I feared her judgment.

The matron played “This Little Light of Mine” on the upright piano. From the first note, it became clear Carrie Mae had the sweeter voice. Not content to merely outclass me, she started singing in cursive. “Thee-hee-ee-ees! Lee-hee-hit-tool-hoo-hoo-hool li-eye-ee-eye-hight! Of my-ee-eye-ee-eye-ee-hiiiine!”

Her vanity flashed red to the snorting bull in me, so, tossing aside sweetness, I sang harder for the Lord. “Je-ZUS! Jee! Waaaaah! Zus! LOOOOORD! WAAAAAAH!”

Neither of us could sing a lick after caterwauling the first verse. Some elders looked confused as they shuffled to the veranda, others clenched their eyes in pain. “Them little girls got the spirit,” I heard a man say.

“That was very impressive,” the annoyed woman told us, far kinder than I’d expected. Her accent had me picturing humans packed in streets like pickled tadpoles. She escorted us to the veranda for tea and cakes, and, though my parents put food on the table, and I wasn’t hungry, I snatched sweets off the antique china and stuffed my face. To hell with the elders glaring at me.

“There goes the anthropologist.” One of the wizened men mocked her from the domino table. While they laughed kee-kee-kee like squeaky wheels, I noticed sinister thoughts play behind her eyes. Internally I laughed at her, too, righteous in my belief that, though I’d been taught to respect classy women, this yankee clearly considered herself better than us, her humiliation good old-fashioned street justice. While this went on Carrie Mae, standing at the window, stared through the bug screen at a blue iguana staring back from the porch swing.

The woman allowed us scant time to eat before she led us inside a small sunflower-yellow room. Overfull bookshelf. Cosmetics on a pinewood vanity. Fumed finishing on a nightstand, straw basket, a plastic bunch of grapes gone silver with dust. Baby-powder-smelling bed next to the open window. Complicated undergarments chimed as she rummaged her drawers for the jewelry box she smilingly presented to us. New York City photos. Chiaroscuro negroes posed in fur coats on concrete stoops, or barelegged on the beach, or flaunted meat dishes that looked like flower arrangements at tables where they languished on colossal tufted couches.

Carrie Mae had questions. “Did you go to the Cotton Club? Did you know Cab Calloway? Did you see the follies at the House Beautiful? Did you sing at the Apollo?”

The woman ignored her, as I suppose in her mind only she deserved to show off, her back to us while she returned the box to its spot. Far older than Carrie Mae, she seemed her mirror—two stupid girls who would rather drug themselves on Befores and Nevers than pick the swamp grass from their shoes and carry on. I was imagining pissing on her photos when Carrie Mae slipped a pair of diamond earrings in the pocket of my overalls.

“Do you have any more artifacts?” she asked when the woman turned back around, her grinning teeth sugar-glazed.



“She was very interesting,” Carrie Mae said to her mother on the drive home, precociously excited. “She was a writer and she—”

“Shut up,” Miss Carolyn groaned.

A drama took place on Carrie Mae’s face in which disappointment overcame her need to impress before both surrendered to pouting fury. Turn off the praise and she wilted. Silent and still, I feared to breathe too loudly, should I jangle the contraband hot against my sternum.

Two minutes from my house, Carrie Mae snarled, “Let us out the car.”

Miss Carolyn called her smart-mouthed but brought the Buick to a halt, glad to be rid of her. Helpless against my curiosity, I followed my nemesis into the undergrowth.

“I gotta show you something,” she panted, moving swift as a balloon through the thicket.

The cypress closed around us. Stamp AMERICA on a map all you want, but the quatrosyllabic trill from birds as colorful as their trees were dark made it clear the world we swam through, because the humidity and shy sunlight had us moving like mermaids in the deep, belonged to the same tropical climes where Indians still fished with spears and dove for oysters, as far as we knew. Deeper in the manchineel green I grew repulsed at Carrie Mae. Why did the Lord abide her? I wished she’d fall in a hole and break her legs and take mud in her lungs and die.

Under Spanish moss teardrops, the river laughed to accomplish such a bold cerulean hue. Here the air smelled sweet—what summer was this that burned the leaves to sugar? Carrie Mae flashed me a wink before she counted ten steps to a pile of bricks nearly hidden in the grass. Frightened of her careless touch, zebra longwings fled so high they hurdled her yellow gables. “Help me,” she ordered, giggling at their wingtips on her ears.

“No.” I recalled every rotten thing she’d done. “Why you make me steal from that lady?”

“I didn’t make you,” she responded, easy as anything. “You could’ve turned me in. You didn’t ’cause you don’t care.”

Now disgusted at both of us, I snatched the earrings from my pocket and chucked them in the grass. Carrie Mae, calling me words I’d only ever heard from Pa in his angriest moods, searched until she found them. “Stupid fucking tomboy!” she said.

“Yellow slut! I hate what you did to Amos. You’s a lie—” I nearly stopped myself but the profanity had left my mouth, a poisoned syllable for the swamp to relay.

“His daddy killed him.” Carrie Mae sighed. Even lie—the worst thing you could say outside of insulting someone’s mama—failed to shame her. “Or not. What did I lie about?”

Honestly, I struggled to recall her lying more than the average person. That adults loved her seemed tied to our collective desire to please them—she was simply best at it.

“Shirley.” I flinched to hear my name, which no one but Ma and our teacher called me, though Carrie Mae’s tone suggested indifference to whether or not I took offense. She said, “You’re my enemy, kind of. I don’t think you’re mad at me. You’re mad at somebody else, and you take it out on me.”

To this I had no answer. Nor could I pull myself away from the scene before me. First, she lifted the bricks individually and tossed them aside. Next, she lifted three rotted wooden planks gummed on the undersides with dirt and earthworms. The effort left her breathless, her hair snarled, her fingernails worn to the quick. From the hole she lifted a cigar box illustrated with pictures of a tropical port town, proud as Aladdin to present me her rattling treasure.

Among crumpled dollar bills glittered rings, watches, and necklaces. She let me explore the trove, but I did so with a swelling bladder, aware of the eyes on us, servants of the tree who whipped me like a dog yet made allowance for the thief.

Such rage swelled in me, I could barely speak. “That’s what you do when you go out singing?” I said through deep breaths. “Steal from people ain’t got nothing?”

Her laughter sounded coarse and animal, as if she’d never learned the process, her attempt based on instructions from a book she’d read. “I’m saving to buy a ticket to New York. I’m going to be a Broadway star. And you better not tell,” she warned, then, falsetto, “I swear I didn’t do it, officer. It was the little darky girl. You can stay here if you want. Marry a drunk like your daddy. I’m leaving—”

“Shut up. I’ll join you.”

She blinked in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“You can only steal so much yourself. I’ll be your partner.”

On the jocular riverbank, I suggested we steal the silver candlesticks from the Dickerson home. Then we could snatch those heirloom rings Miss Edna wore. It stood to reason Miss Clara Barnes, with her son dead and her husband locked up, would be too depressed to notice us sneak inside her cabin for loot. If I was to be beaten like a rogue, I would act the part. More important, my fear was gone. Knowing Ma held no power over me except to batter my toughened flesh made her seem pathetic, and I so strong I found myself anticipating the whuppin’ as reward for my magical, beautiful wickedness.

Carrie Mae, if not overly enthusiastic at my change of heart, embraced it with the full of her craft, as any chess player would a situation where a pawn suddenly became a rook. Malice made her eyes an amen, an invitation to embrace her, however weakly she returned my affection. I nearly wept to stand on the winning side for once.

We meandered in what I guessed for the direction of my cottage. Dreams filled the hollow between my ribs. I wanted dresses and honey and rock’n’roll and movies and pianos and cars. Carrie Mae would marry Johnny Mathis and wear Schiaparelli. She would buy a four-bedroom house for her mother. She would stab her white father to death with her own hands. Bold as Broadway, I sang “Shuffle Along” and she joined me, in harmony.

Halfway through the song a gasp from Carrie Mae shivered the back of my neck. There it stood several paces ahead: the big-dick bastard who spoke like your mother. Summer oranges blossomed in its twiggy branches like a Dantean Hesperides. I was struck with phantom pain everywhere it had touched me. As urine polluted my leg, the space between the trunks fixed me like a serpent’s eye and from its blackened corruption pulsed such judgment I’d pictured only in the descriptions of damnation served with poetic fervor by the minister at the A.M.E. Church before our parents beat him half to death. I tried to yell “Run,” but my throat closed.

Then a crunch sounded from the grass. I turned and gaped upon a hole where Carrie Mae once stood, a drop into darkness.

Then every leaf, flower, and blade of grass screamed at me in a wordless, idiot cacophony that scarred my brain meat with endless fields under endless stars. I grasped for the white hem of Jesus but each time his name stumbled from my spit-clotted lips, the plants mocked me. This is not Hell. You will never see Hell.

Around me materialized beings whose bodies made no sense, shaped like a mad god had gifted three dimensions to the whorls dancing feet imprinted upon mud after the rain, then animated those forms and coated them in millions of fine white hairs writhing along their headless, limbless bodies. Over the fields and cities fluted a melody from no earthly pipe, and its chords split my head open, aided in their assault by a barrage of raw-meat-smelling fragrance. I knew at last what Amos saw when his family defied the tree, and I wished for the mercy he’d received. Stars fell from black sky that folded upon itself like velvet. Buildings made from chaotic mineral compounds grew out of the earth for hundreds of stories to intersect in the air with other buildings that branched like veins, an aerial labyrinth. All through streets wide as meadows, the earth spongy beneath my feet, reptilian skeletons stood waiting the day they would again terrorize the earth. In the homes, fungal citizens sensed my presence, and as one they warned in a voice that rumbled through my chest, “Let the dreamer dream.” From the suicidal stars, “Let the dreamer dream.” From the bones, “Let the dreamer dream.” I pleaded for mercy from the dread unity of the place as, borne under no power of mine, I approached the featureless cylinder I knew for the dreamer’s dwelling. Through the door and into a bedchamber I drowned in the reek of unimaginable decay, such that I craved to wash the stink from my skin, even as I observed several dozen shadowy figures attendant to an earthen mound, what a person might call a cairn or pyre, in this place a bed where the dreamer lay rooted by fine hairs that ran the length of its body. I stared on the thing, and the dreamer stared back.

Eloquent and vicious, it promised that as seed and sower, father and mother, king and queen it would eat my pain. It told me I, an accident of nature hardwired to narcissism, misread biological life for an eight-decade tragicomedy of acquisition and loss. However, the dreamer, born wise, without sanity, knew what we called Time for a set of rings radiating from a central point. It felt the vibrations in every ring between parallel walls of mist marking the hour before it took seed and the hour its existence would cease in days when the land I called home was a watery tomb beneath an overheated, lifeless ocean. It recalled falling into a semblance of what we called sleep, and in that state grew attuned to man moving fleet like doe upon the soil. Simultaneously it felt a sonar of stomping feet, as of men who thought themselves gods, accompanied by footfalls slower than anything had ever moved. Of the vibrations pouring endlessly through its consciousness, the dreamer came to love that cadence. It delighted in the agony its kinfolk felt when their branches cracked under the weight of mine. What we called plantations it called a feast, a grinder of black flesh from which blood poured into the soil to slake its decadent thirst. It spoke of pain like Pa spoke of whiskey, an addict delighted to be conquered, and with imbecilic cruelty told me my vibrations sounded no different from those of my ancestors. It promised me aeons of pain before it was satiated of me.

“Not my daughter, motherfucker!”

Pa swung an ax into the nearest trunk and the tree exploded with centipedes. Jesse rushed in, howling, his blade lightning in the dusk, and one half of the Switchin’ Tree toppled in a cloud of black rot. Wolf-eyed Jesse fell upon the log like a butcher. Roaring profanities, Pa chopped the other half, an act I beheld with love and awe.

All at once, the dreamer’s visions blurred in my fevered brain, like a last attack in revenge for its castration. Distantly I heard a cry. I heard Pa’s ax hit the dirt. Through the fog of other worlds, I saw him, on his knees, rip at the bark until a piece of pale skin gleamed. “No,” he whispered, reaching inside to lift Carrie Mae from the carcass, unconscious, blood in her yellow hair, covered in webs and insect husk.

The world lurched beneath me. Carried on someone’s back, I recognized Jesse’s strong arms under my legs. Holding Carrie Mae—holding you—Pa ran ahead of us. Though I wanted to thank Jesse, or warn him, the dreamer had robbed me of thought. Like I remained underground.

Carrie Mae—my pa saved you that night. But it tore him up to believe he was the one who’d hurt you. Caused the injury that broke your mind, except you and I know it was the dreamer’s realm, and whatever you saw there. I suppose it’s a mercy Pa died soon after. We found him floating in the St. Lucie. Gambling debts, they said.

You would’ve known he had nothing to do with the asylum if you got my letters. My heart broke to learn what those monsters did. It wasn’t enough to cut pieces from your beautiful brain. They used your body, too. I can only hope you died there, freed from suffering.

The white man needed a letter, a plane ride, and a Vietnamese person to kill Jesse. But even when he lived, I was never his sister. Not really. That afternoon on the St. Lucie I got to be your sister, which I will always cherish. You were right, Carrie Mae. About so many things.

The state tore down our houses to build a freeway extension. Motels, gas stations, roadside attractions, and diners like the one where I worked awhile. Our neighbors came to think of that tree as our guardian angel. Pathetic, right? One of the Dickerson boys told me to my face it was Pa’s fault we lost our homes. I poured a pot of Folger’s in his lap. Funny, right?

For years I suppressed the thought of you. Yes, I used your treasure to buy that bus ticket. I waited for you! But how long could I wait for a girl I knew would never return? If I caused you any pain in our brief, strange friendship I am so, so sorry.

The truth is, I’m afraid. I’m approaching the day they will put me in a box and plant me in the ground. What do you know of that place? What secrets were revealed to you in the dreamer’s realm? Oh, Carrie Mae. I am ecstatic to know we are speaking again. I will tell you all the joy I’ve seen. Until then, I remain your friend,

Shirley
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“Cotman’s writing is a tonic to ward off drabness and despair.” —KELLY LINK, author of Get in Trouble
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