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To Teagan and Olivia: you, you, you, you, you


Gather up the fragments left over, so that nothing may be lost.

John 6:12



Prologue

Alice and James

in North Carolina



WILD SOW


(Emancipation Township, North Carolina, 1929)

For Alice, looking at James was like looking back at herself, only a washed-out, lighter version, and with short wavy hair instead of plaits held in place with pieces of torn-up muslin. Alice had been looking at James all twelve years of her life, she who entered the world exactly fifteen months after her brother. From a young age they would have staring contests; first one to blink lost. They were constantly engaging in these battles of will, though Alice was always the loser. James could stare through the tears building up in his eyes, while Alice couldn’t bear the sting.

Saturday nights, after supper, nighttime chores, and the weekly bath, the extended family would gather in Granddaddy and Granny’s house, where Alice and James also lived, their mother having moved them all there after their father died. They would read Bible verses, sing songs, recite poetry. Sometimes the elder adults told stories of slave days while the children sat at their feet, listening or playing with cornhusk dolls or the treasured set of marbles Granddaddy kept in a black velvet bag and stored on the top shelf of the pie safe. During one such time Alice and James retreated to the corner of the main room. They sat across from each other, knees bent, the flats of their feet touching, so they were connected. In their laps they each held a small chalkboard from school and a stub of chalk. They had an idea. They were going to transmit their thoughts to each other through the air.

They were always saying the same thing, always laughing at each other’s private jokes, though no one else understood what was so funny. And so James thought they should test it, see if there really was something strange going on. He told Alice to think of an image—an ear of corn, a candle, a squirrel—and write the word for it on her chalkboard. Then James would concentrate real hard and draw whatever image he saw in his mind. Again and again he drew the right word, missing only occasionally.

“Cat.”

“Raccoon.”

“Tomato.”

“Pig.”

“Flower.”

“Mother.”

They called their mother over to them, tried to show her the amazing thing they were doing, but as soon as she heard the word “magic” she told them to quit fooling with spirits and get back with everyone else before she whipped them for blasphemy. They obeyed but continued playing their mind-reading game anytime they could, lying to Mother about why they needed the chalkboards, pretending they were busy memorizing math equations for school.

Mother often threatened to whip them, but she rarely did. For large crimes, she would hand them over to Granddaddy to discipline, and while he had never whipped Alice he had once whipped her brother, a beating so severe it had laid James up for days. But usually Granddaddy would come up with other punishments, punishments that involved extra chores or no dessert or even the silent treatment for a week, and not just from him but from everybody in the community of Emancipation Township. Granddaddy confessed that while he’d whip a child if he had to—and that one time there had been no choice but to beat James into submission—it turned his stomach to lash black skin. As a boy he had seen what had happened to the slave who had tried to run away from Hortican Stone’s farm. He had seen a back lashed to bone.

•  •  •

Alice and James were down by the creek, checking on one of their rabbit traps. James looked puzzled. The trap was missing its bait but contained no rabbit, and both he and Alice knew this should not happen, because he always placed the lettuce far enough back so that the door would bang closed before the rabbit even got a nibble. Even if some other animal had taken the food, it should be trapped inside the box for James to find and release. Often when this occurred the freed animal would try to follow James around afterward. There was just something about James that drew animals to him. The year their father died James turned one of their chickens into his pet. Or rather, the chick claimed James, following him everywhere. Pretty soon she was riding high on James’s shoulder anytime he wasn’t doing farmwork or playing stickball with the other boys.

Suddenly there was a thunderous drumming and a surge of heat and the earthy smell of animal and swoosh! A wild pig almost nicked them in her passing, splashing their bare feet with cold creek water as she crossed to the other side, out of Emancipation Township and into the woods that separated their land from the town of Cutler, North Carolina, where they had to bow their heads and pretend not to be so free anytime they needed to do business at Sam Hicks’s General Store.

For a moment Alice and James remained silent, in awe.

“She got herself a litter,” James finally said. “See those tits?”

Their granddaddy would scold James if he heard him talk this way. Crude and unsophisticated. True, Granddaddy himself stumbled over the written word and he sometimes slipped into country speech, but the children of his children were given opportunities he never had, including a schoolhouse run by a steady rotation of college graduates, lured to Emancipation to experience the pride that comes from working in a community owned and run by Negroes. Alice’s grandmother Rachel, Spelman degree in hand, had been the first of these young people to come. Other Spelman graduates followed, along with male teachers from Morehouse and Howard, where James was expected to go the following year when he turned fifteen, just as two of his uncles had gone before him, one now a doctor in Washington, D.C., the other back on the farm, raising his own family.

Alice had not noticed the animal’s tits. She had been too mesmerized by how fast the sow ran. How ugly she was, with her thick coat of dirty, pointy hair, her elongated snout, her tiny black eyes. The sow was a beast, fierce and ferocious, while the pigs they raised on the farm were almost comic, oinking with excitement when Alice walked toward their pen carrying the slop bucket. And when their diet shifted from slop to acorns—finishing the pigs on acorns was the secret to the sweet succulence of the Stone family hams, which Sam Hicks sold fast as he could get them at the General Store—they became even more frenzied at feeding time, as Alice approached with buckets of acorns, taken from the supply she and James and the other cousins gathered every fall and kept stored in the barn. Mother said the pigs liked those acorns as much as Alice liked pecan pie.

“We find her piglets, we eat high all winter,” said James.

While Alice craved sweets, her brother loved meat. Chops and ribs and butt and bacon. Sausage sizzling in its own fat, the key ingredient in the white gravy Mother fixed, which she poured over biscuits, made tender and flaky by a lacing of lard through the flour. You would think that with the number of pigs their family slaughtered each fall James would have as much meat as he desired. But crop prices were down and the tax bill was high and last year they’d sold every pig they raised just to get through the winter. “Thank God Almighty for swine,” Granddaddy said.

James and Alice stared into the distance, following the blurry path of the racing sow. They saw her go over a hill on the other side of the woods. She disappeared for a moment before reappearing on the top of another hill. And then they saw her turn and disappear again, this time for good. As if she vanished into the earth, though probably she had just entered a cove.

“C’mon,” said James. “Let’s get her.”

He was carrying a loaded rifle. He took it every time they went trapping, in case there was an injured animal in need of a mercy killing or they spotted a raccoon high up in the trees. But the sky was a pale lavender, soon to be swallowed by dark. They were expected home before this happened, home for a supper of fall vegetables and Mother’s good yeast bread, and maybe some meat—squirrel most likely. And for dessert they could eat as many crunchy apples, the first of the fall season, as they wanted.

“We’re not gonna find that thing,” she said.

“Granddaddy says wild pigs are the devil on crops. You know he’d want us to kill it.”

Alice did not know this at all. She imagined their granddaddy would want them to come home, right away. But she also knew what James was thinking, that if he could bring home a slain pig and her piglets, his granddaddy couldn’t help but show pride in him. Alice knew he was imagining Granddaddy’s expression when he saw the kill. Imagining Granddaddy clapping him on the shoulder, calling him son. Like he did to the other boys who made Granddaddy proud.

Granddaddy was proud of James, surely. Alice had seen Granddaddy cheer on the sidelines when James hit a home run during a stickball game. Alice had seen the glint in Granddaddy’s eyes when James brought back eight rabbits from the woods, all trapped during one day. But Granddaddy’s pride in his oldest grandson was never directly expressed. The old man was forever swallowing what gentle thing he might say to his headstrong boy.

Mother claimed that James and her daddy were too much alike to get along well. She must have been talking about their temperaments, because appearance-wise, James was tall and thin while Granddaddy was short and stocky. And Granddaddy’s skin was the color of roasted coffee beans, while James’s always reminded Alice of peanut shells.

•  •  •

James knew the woods the way Alice knew Mother’s recipes. He was a quiet walker, each step deliberate. The children were barefoot, as they would be until the first frost. The ground was mostly soft beneath Alice’s feet, though occasionally she would step on something sharp and pointed and have to stop and dig the stickler out. Her feet were so callused she hardly even noticed the sting.

About twenty minutes into the hunt, as they ventured deeper and deeper into the land outside Emancipation, James stopped short, motioning Alice to him. He pointed to a menacing contraption on the ground, a thick chain attached to a giant mouth with sharp rusty teeth, ready to spring should you step inside it. When she saw the jagged metal teeth, stained with dried blood, Alice yelped. James hushed her, saying it was only a bear trap, but that she should keep her eyes on the ground in case there were others.

They walked on, their footfalls forming a rhythm as they padded along the ground, strewn with fallen leaves, many already turned the colors of autumn. Off in the distance Alice heard the distressed cries of an animal. The scant hairs on her arms popped up.

“What was that?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

Alice yearned to be inside her granddaddy’s house, beside the fire, safe and warm.

“Let’s go up here,” James said, turning left, making his way up an unmarked hill and through a growth of thin, young trees. The hillside was slippery with fallen leaves, and Alice had to grab onto the tree branches to support herself. But the one she grabbed snapped in two, and Alice, off balance, fell backward.

“You okay?” James asked.

Alice nodded. She was. She stood up, looking around for a moment while she got her bearings. She stared in the direction of an oak tree off to the side. She thought she saw an owl perched on one of its branches. She had heard the calls of a barred owl earlier that evening: woot, woot, woot, woo; woot, woot, woot, woooh!

“Ready?” James asked. He was waiting for her on top of the little hill. He told her which trees to grab, and she followed his direction. When she was just below him he extended his arm and she grabbed onto it tightly. He helped her up, and they were safe and on another cleared trail, higher.

“Where are we going?” she asked. It was darker now, and she was cold.

“There’s a cove up here,” he said. “Maybe she’s nested in it.”

“I thought they rooted in mud piles.”

James turned and put his finger on his lips. “Shhhh.”

“Why are you shushing me? They do.”

James held his finger in front of his lips and glared at her.

And then she heard it. A rustle. A low hum. More rustling, more crunching. Someone or something was making its way through these woods. She heard talking, but she could not yet make out what was being said. And then she saw them, down below, on the path they had walked on, three white men. Three guns by three sides, a lantern with a flickering flame lighting the way. One of the men had beautiful red hair, illuminated by the lantern’s glow, the hair the color of the skins of the apples she was supposed to have eaten for dessert that night. One man had something besides his rifle tucked beneath his arm, something round and coiled, which looked to Alice like a snake. Two bluetick hounds loped behind the men. Hunters, thought Alice. Looking for the sow, too.

“The look on that boy’s face,” said one of the men, chuckling, shaking his head.

They were closer now, in hearing range.

“ ‘Please, suh, I didn’t take no chickens!’ ”

“Lying nigger.”

“He’s eatin chicken now, boys. He’s eatin chicken now.”

An explosion of laughter.

Alice did not fully understand what these men were talking about, but she knew she needed to change into something other than a girl. She needed to become one of the trees, to plant her feet into the ground, to be unmoved, even if someone walked right up to her and stared her in the face. Don’t blink. Granddaddy was always saying that the trees had borne witness to all of human misery. The trees were here when Jesus Christ walked the earth, when he was hung on a cross made from one of them.

The men were directly below them now. When the sow had charged by at dusk, Alice had felt heat, smelled something feral and of the earth. There was a stench to these men, too, a musky mix of sweat and adrenaline. Alice closed her eyes. Relied on childhood logic: If I can’t see you, you can’t see me.

Beside her James had turned not to tree but to stone. Like their namesake.

The men kept walking. Eventually Alice lost sight of them, though she could still catch snippets of what they said. Something about coming back the next day to show him off to the other boys. Something about maybe they ought to tree a coon while they were out there, but nah, they’d already done that. Laughing again, low and hollow.

Alice smelled something new, a whiff of ammonia. She turned her head toward the smell and by the moon’s white glow saw a darkened line down James’s pants.

•  •  •

They saw the rope first, illuminated by the nearly full moon, hanging from the branch of a pecan tree a good fifty yards away. They made their way down the hill toward it, picking up speed as they went. They slowed when they saw the boy, the boy hanging from the rope. His head was tilted back, his chin pointed toward the sky, as if he were looking for God. His hands were bound behind him with more of the thick rope. His once white shirt hung around his waist, the empty arms dangling. There were diagonal stripes across his back, the skin around the lashes puffed, swollen. How skinny he was, skinny enough that Alice could see his ribs. He was as skinny as James. He was a boy like James, maybe even the same age. This could not have happened to a boy like James, a boy who also had long, delicate fingers.

There was something white coming out of his mouth. Alice got closer, covering her face with her hand to block the terrible smell that was all around, a smell of shit and fear and mud and bile. Chicken feathers. They had stuffed chicken feathers into his mouth. There were so many feathers, some wet with vomit. They must have stuffed the feathers in his mouth before they hung him. They must have held him down. He must have been so scared. The feathers would have been dry and soft, but the quills would have poked him. They would have poked the back of his throat, making him choke. He would have been gasping to breathe, but he could not breathe because the feathers were in his mouth. He would have gagged, then vomited, and the force of the vomit would have sent some of the feathers out of his mouth and onto the ground below. The men would have laughed. And then stuffed more feathers back in.

James put his gun down on the ground, hugged the trunk of the tree, and shimmied up it, swinging his body onto the branch the rope was tied to. James took his knife out of the back pocket of his overalls and started sawing away at the rope, sawing and sawing until finally it was down to its last threads. “Move,” he said to Alice before cutting the remaining tie. The body landed on the ground with a thump, still dead, as it had been the moment before, but no longer swinging, no longer on display for white men to gloat over.

“We gotta get Granddaddy,” James said. “Granddaddy will know what to do.”

•  •  •

By the time they reached their house, the rounded moon was high in the sky. They were so late. They were supposed to have been home hours before. Mother, Granddaddy, and Grandma Rachel were all waiting in the living room, their mouths straight lines across their faces, a child’s drawing of angry adults.

“Praise Jesus,” whispered their mother when they walked in the door. She was already out of her seat, running toward her children. She knelt before them, embraced them together, one in each arm. She must have fried something for dinner, for she smelled of peanut oil and, just beneath, lavender, which she dried and poured into sachets to bury beneath her undergarments. Her embrace lasted only a moment. She put her nose first to Alice’s head and then to James’s. She inhaled, as if checking to make sure these really were her kids, fleshy and alive.

She was crying, but her words were angry. “You my only babies, you know that? Alone in those woods, at this time of night.”

Their granddaddy had risen from his chair. He stood behind their mother, a thick leather belt wrapped around his hand. When he spoke his voice was more somber than Alice had ever heard it. “You have anything you want to say for yourself?”

He was talking to James.

“We found a boy,” said James, speaking quickly, as if he could stop what had happened in the woods if he got the words out fast enough. “A colored boy. Hung by a rope. We saw the men who did it, too. Three white men with two bluetick hounds. I don’t know their names, but I could point em out if I was looking at em.”

The muscles in Granddaddy’s face froze. He loosened his grip on the leather belt. It uncoiled and fell to the floor, the metal buckle hitting the wood with a clang.

“You know who this boy was?”

“No, sir.”

“The men who did this—they see you? They know you was there?”

James shook his head. “No, sir. We was high up on a trail and they passed under us, coming back from it. I had my rifle. If I had known what they had done, I would have shot em all dead.”

Granddaddy was in James’s face, grabbing the boy’s cheeks with his hand. “Don’t even joke about that.”

“I ain’t joking.”

Granddaddy didn’t flinch at the word “ain’t.”

“You sure they didn’t see you?”

“I’m sure. We waited till they was way off before we cut down the body.”

“You did what?” This came out a roar. Alice felt something seize up in her, and she worried she might go to the bathroom, right there.

“We cut him down. Weren’t gonna leave him hanging there. I cut him down with my knife.”

Granddaddy let loose James’s face. Backed up and sat back down in his rocker, made from a felled pine tree. The old man sat and stared straight ahead.

“Anyone see you cut down that boy?”

“No, sir. Was just Alice and me there.”

“Thank God. Thank God Almighty. He was watching out for you, that’s for sure.”

“I was only doing what was right.”

“I know, son.”

Alice glanced at James, but her brother did not seem to notice what Granddaddy had just called him.

“But you can’t go messing with a white man’s killing. Hurts my heart to tell you, but it’s the truth.”

“You didn’t see what they did.”

“You think I don’t know? You think I ain’t seen things? You think I wasn’t born into life under the mercy of a white man?”

“But that was back in slave days. Now they call you mayor. Now Hicks sells your hams.”

Granddaddy shook his head. “Hicks sells my hams cause he makes money doing so. Simple as that. And you can bet he don’t go advertising a colored man raised them, neither.”

“But we’re the Stones. That’s how we got this land in the first place. Cause we proved our worth.”

James and Alice, along with all of the other children in the community, had long ago memorized the story of the founding of Emancipation Township, same as they memorized Bible verses for Sunday school. How after the War Hortican Stone gave Granddaddy’s parents twenty-five acres of land in North Carolina, just across the state line, not forty miles from Hortican’s own farm near Danville, Virginia, where William and Nellie had been stalwart and loyal servants. How Granddaddy and his family moved onto the land in 1869, when Granddaddy was only fourteen. How young as he was, Granddaddy already had a vision of what the land could become, a refuge for all freed men, where colored families lived, worked, played, and prayed together.

“Son, we got that land cause Hortican Stone started messing with my mother since before I was born and didn’t let up till his mind was so addled he couldn’t bother her no more. Got to thinking she was his wife once his own wife died of smallpox, right after the War, and neither Mama nor Daddy did anything to convince him otherwise.”

Alice looked at her brother. He was staring at Granddaddy and Granddaddy was staring at him and an electric understanding buzzed between the two of them. No words were spoken, but Alice understood what was being said.

White blood could hide inside dark skin for only so long.

There was a reason James was so light.

“You saying we didn’t earn this land?”

“We earned it all right.”

“You saying even though we kin to Hortican Stone, a group of white men could lynch any one of us, anytime, and there ain’t a thing we can do about it?”

“I’m saying nothing of the sort. I’m saying we got to be careful, that’s all. I’m saying we can never forget what a blessing it is we own this land. Don’t matter how we got it. Matters that it’s ours. Matters that we keep it ours. We got a precious, precious life here, son. You know that. Yeah, it’s dangerous out there, and nothing in this world is pure. But inside Emancipation, we doing bout as good as we can. We just have to be careful when we step outside, that’s all. We just have to know it’s another world out there. You’ve always known that. We all have.”

Except James hadn’t. This Alice knew for sure, as sure as she knew he was thinking of a chicken the other night, then an apple, then a horse.

“It’s just how it is, son. It’s just something you got to learn to live around.”

Three times that night Granddaddy called him son, but for James it no longer seemed to matter.

•  •  •

The next week, when they went into town to buy supplies, James stood by his mother at Sam Hicks’s counter and pointed to the bolt of blue fabric with the little red flowers scattered across it like a loosened bouquet, the fabric Alice admired every time she went to the store, thinking how pretty she would look in a dress made from it.

Of course James knew it was the fabric Alice had always wanted.

“Five yards, please,” he said, winking at Alice, as if he were doing something nice for her, as if he were doing something kind.

“Cain’t sell you that one, boy,” said Hicks jovially. “But I got a pretty red one I can cut for you. Real similar pattern, as a matter of fact. A mouse or some critter chewed up on its edges, so I moved it over here to the colored shelf, and now, lucky you, looks like it’s got your name on it.”

He pointed to a bolt of dusty red fabric lying beside the burlap and the muslin.

“Didn’t know my money was a different color, too,” said James, enunciating every word, just as their teacher Miss Robinson had taught them to do.

Alice wanted to point out that her brother was lying, that he didn’t have any money to buy the fabric with in the first place.

Hicks sucked on his teeth and stared hard at Alice’s mother.

“He been sick, suh,” she said. “Real feverish. He outta his mind. I so sorry. We gonna get him home. Get him home and into bed and when he all healed up you better bet his granddaddy gonna make it so he never say nothin like that again.”

Alice had never heard her mother speak so country.

“He needs to check himself and do it quick,” said Hicks, nothing friendly about his tone.

Alice heard someone walk into the store. She looked up front and saw a man with a shock of red hair, vibrant as the skin on a crisp fall apple.

•  •  •

When Granddaddy learned what happened at the store, he did not steer James out to the barn to try to beat sense into him, as Alice thought he would do, but instead ordered him into the cellar to wait until they figured out a plan. James had to be hidden. He had to be hidden until they could get the details worked out. James was no longer safe on the farm. He had to go away. They had relatives in New York City. James would go live with them. There was no other choice. The boy was out of control. He didn’t realize the danger he was in. It was like that time two years before, the only time Granddaddy ever whipped him, when James had walked through the front door of Hicks’s store, on a dare from one of his cousins, even though colored people had to enter from the back. Once inside you could walk all the way to the front if you wanted, but you had to enter through the back.

If Hicks noticed James walking through the front door, he hadn’t recognized the transgression, hadn’t recognized that James was colored, that he belonged with the Stones. But back at the farm, after Granddaddy learned what happened, he started shaking he was so mad. He had used the horsewhip on his grandson. He had torn James up.

But James still hadn’t learned.

And now he had to be hidden and hidden well, because who knew what might happen? Who knew what James might do next if left unchecked and on his own? Even if James were to change his behavior, recognize the gravity of the situation, who knew what damage had already been done? Somebody might come looking for the boy who attempted to buy white fabric at the store, the boy who dared to give lip to Sam Hicks, the boy who had the audacity to suggest his money was as valuable as a white man’s.

The cellar beneath Granddaddy’s house was cool and dank and lined with packed dirt. They kept turnips and rutabagas and parsnips in there, and big burlap sacks full of potatoes. That evening Granddaddy went down to where James was waiting, bringing his grandson a tin of biscuits, each stuffed with precious bits of ham trim and butter. Granddaddy told James to eat them all. While James ate, Granddaddy emptied one of the giant burlap bags of potatoes, cutting a small hole at the bottom with his knife. He instructed James to climb into the bag, lining up his face with the hole so he could breathe, tucking his legs up under him so nothing stuck out. Granddaddy told James that someone would come check on him as often as possible, to let him out so he could relieve himself, to bring him something to eat, but there might be long stretches in between. James protested, but Granddaddy was stony and unmoved. James acquiesced, crawling into the bag. Granddaddy rolled the potatoes back into it, surrounding his grandson in grit and starch. And then he left James down there while he rode his horse to relatives who lived more than fifty miles away, asking them to send a telegram to New York saying James was coming. If Granddaddy were to send it from Cutler, someone in town might inform Hicks, who might inform the men who had lynched the boy, who might be waiting for James when he arrived at the station to board the train.

Alice was so lonely in bed at night, without James curled up on his cot in the corner of her room. She lay next to Mother, silent and rigid, biting her fist, trying not to think of anything, because there was nothing she could think of that was okay. Nothing was safe. All of this time living in Emancipation, and nothing had ever been safe.

She lay like that for a long time. So stiff, so scared, she did not know how she would ever feel calm again. How she would ever again sleep. But then she must have fallen asleep, because she was dreaming, and in the dream she found the sow. On her own, walking through the woods, she came upon the animal, rooting in mud. She was even bigger and nastier and uglier than Alice had remembered. The sow looked at Alice with her mean black eyes and snorted. And then she was charging toward Alice. She was going to knock Alice down. Alice put her hands out. Alice put her hands out and her nails, sharp as the spikes on a bear trap, sank into the sow’s hair-covered flesh. And then the sow disappeared and it was the hung boy Alice was embracing, the hung boy Alice couldn’t release, the hung boy whose mouth was still stuffed with feathers. And suddenly Alice knew the awful truth. The hung boy was James. It was James who had been whipped and hung from a tree. It was James who was dead.

Every night they listened in fear for the sounds of men riding onto their property, looking for the boy who had dared to claim his worth equal to theirs. But the men never showed up. Still, James stayed hidden in the cellar for three days, until his exodus was fully arranged. When he finally emerged one early, early morning, with only a moment to say good-bye to Alice, James appeared even paler than before. Alice had been staring at her brother since before she could remember, but during that first brief absence—followed by a longer, final one—she must have forgotten how light he really was. So light was he that for a moment Alice believed she was looking at a white boy.



Part One


Bobby in Georgia




1

ROYAL AMBASSADOR


(Decatur, Georgia, 1970)

Some people think being a Royal Ambassador is just like being a Scout, but boy, are they wrong. It’s better! Cause everything we RAs do, all of the games and craft projects and circle shares and stuff, is in the name of Christ. And as our RA leader Mr. Morgan says, nothing is as sweet as Jesus, not even Coca-Cola. Mr. Morgan even has a T-shirt that has “Jesus” spelled out in fancy letters like it is on the Coke bottle, and beneath that it reads, “Is it!”

Once I drank a whole one-liter bottle of Coke by myself and I got so fidgety my hands were vibrating like our seventy-two-year-old neighbor down the street, Mr. McDade, who Mama says has the shakes. Mama made me run around the house ten times just to get out some of my energy. At least she didn’t hook me up to the zip line, which is what she used to do with my brother Hunter, who’s wild.

Daddy built the zip line a long time ago, as a sort of a combo Christmas present for all three of us Banks boys. It runs through the backyard, just before the land turns to woods, where all sorts of squirrels and rabbits and frogs live. What the zip line is, really, is just a long wire stretched tight between two trees. And there’s a handle on wheels that runs along the wire. You walk up the hill to the starting post, grab the handle, lift your knees, and whoa! There you go. Sometimes Daddy will give me a big push to start, and that’s the best because then I go flying through the air, the wheels squeaking and screaming on the wire. When I’m just about to smack into the other tree either I touch the ground with my legs, sort of bumping to a stop, or my brother Troy—he’s the oldest—will grab me, stopping the flight.

But what Mama used to do to make Hunter calm down was attach him to the zip line using a bungee rope and two carabiners, which are these big clips, one that would hook on to the handle and one that would hook on to the belt loop on the back of Hunter’s pants. Course, he could have reached back and unclipped the carabiner, but he knew if he did he’d be in real trouble when Daddy got home. So Hunter would go along with whatever Mama told him to do. Usually she’d make him sprint up and down the length of that wire for half an hour or so. Mama said that way he could get out some of his energy without getting into any real mischief.

•  •  •

Hunter is also an RA, but he doesn’t take it seriously. He’s only in it for the M&M’s. The other day he got in trouble for not listening during Mr. Morgan’s talk about the Wayne and Evelyn Marshall Truth Tellers Foundation, which is the missionary group we help sponsor. The third time Mr. Morgan caught Hunter goofing off he made Hunter pull his chair right next to his. Then he kept on telling us about our missionaries. He said that Mr. and Mrs. Marshall are originally from Kansas, but they moved all the way to Calcutta to help run an orphanage for children living on the streets. “And sure,” said Mr. Morgan, “the orphanage provides food and shelter, and that is wonderful, but more importantly, it introduces the poor orphaned children to Jesus. Can you imagine,” Mr. Morgan asked, “growing up without parents or Jesus? And I’m not just talking about children in India,” he said. “There are poor, godless orphans living right here in Decatur, Georgia, too.”

Then Mr. Morgan showed us the picture of the special boy we are sponsoring, a boy who lives at the Marshalls’ orphanage in Calcutta. He’s my age—nine years old—and his name is Amit Patel. He is dark brown and real skinny, even skinnier than me. The funny thing is, when I looked at his picture, even knowing he doesn’t have a mama and daddy, I didn’t feel sorry for him. That’s cause he’s got a smile like he’s holding onto a wonderful secret. It’s a smile that makes me want to meet him, that makes me think he and I could be good friends.

I want a good friend, a best friend. There are boys in the neighborhood I play with sometimes, but Hunter’s always with us and that makes it not as fun. Hunter says I act like a sissy and then he starts pretending to talk with a lisp, and it’s not fair cause that’s not how I talk! It’s just that sometimes when I get really excited the words get jumbled up in my mouth and they don’t come out good. It’s cause I’ve got too much to say and I don’t slow down enough to say it clearly. Least that’s what Mama says, and she should know; she majored in child development at the University of Georgia, where she also earned her MRS. (That’s a joke Daddy likes to tell, and whenever he does Mama will sort of slap him on the arm and tell him to hush, she was a very good student.)

There is a picture book Mama used to read to me called Little Black Sambo. It’s about a boy who lived in the jungles of India. Even though I’m in the advanced reading group at school—Miss Lisa says I read at the eighth-grade level—I still like to flip through the pages of that old book. I wonder if Amit Patel is smart like Little Black Sambo. Little Black Sambo is so smart he tricked four tigers out of eating him. What happened was, Sambo was taking a walk through the jungle and he ran into four hungry tigers who thought Sambo would make a good breakfast. But instead of letting them eat him, Sambo tricks the tigers into chasing their own tails round and round a tree until they run so fast they turn into butter, which Sambo then eats, melted on top of a tall stack of hot pancakes.

If I ever meet Amit Patel I’m going to ask him if he’s ever heard of a tiger running so fast it turned into butter. I don’t think that could really happen, but then again, there are mysterious and wonderful things that occur every single day. Least that’s what Mr. Morgan says. And I sure don’t think a tiger turning into butter is any stranger than Jonah living inside the belly of a whale.

•  •  •

Everyone has a best friend but me. Even Mama. Daddy says that Mama and Betsy Meadows are “glued at the hip.” They are so close that we boys call her Aunt Betsy, even though she’s not kin. Aunt Betsy lives down the street, but she and Mama met long before they were neighbors. They knew each other even before they were married. They were both at the University of Georgia together, where they were members of Alpha Delta Pi sorority, which Daddy said had all of the prettiest girls. Aunt Betsy has two boys, identical twins, a year younger than Troy. She says they are double trouble, but they’ve never given me any. And I guess Aunt Betsy’s going to have another baby soon; at least that’s what she was talking about the other day.

It was midafternoon and Mama had finished all her chores, so she telephoned Aunt Betsy and told her to come visit. Aunt Betsy was there in a flash and a minute later the two of them were relaxing on the screened-in back porch, each lounging on one of the two white wicker chairs made extra comfortable by thick pillows covered in a pretty fabric with big flowers all over it, their feet propped up on matching ottomans. Mama had put two Tabs in the freezer before calling Aunt Betsy, so they’d be good and cold. Aunt Betsy sipped from hers while Mama’s rested by her side. I could see Mama’s handprint in the bottle’s condensation.

I stood behind Mama, scratching her head while she and Aunt Betsy talked. Mama is not a fan of the new “wash-and-wear” hairstyles. She says at five foot two she needs all the lift she can get. The puffed hair on top of Mama’s head is hard from all the hairspray she uses, but you just push through and you can get to her scalp.

“All I’m saying is, after what those boys put me through, I’m praying for a girl. I’m serious, Edie; you pray for me, too.”

“You think you had it bad? You don’t remember Hunter? Mercy! I was on my knees each night praying the next one would be a girl.”

“You were?” I asked.

Mama reached her soft hand around to pat me on the arm. “But I was wrong, sweetheart. The only reason I prayed for a girl was I thought a girl would be easier. But you were an angel, weren’t you, doll? Slept through the night almost as soon as you arrived, only fussed when you were hungry or had a dirty diaper, didn’t mind sitting on the kitchen floor and just playing with Play-Doh all morning, while I did my work.”

“I remember,” said Betsy. “I was jealous. You were a dream baby for sure, sweetheart. While Hunter was wild.”

“Was?”

“Is,” said Betsy.

“He just came out that way. Fast and fearless. Once when he was three or four I left him alone in the living room for half a second, and next thing you know there was Hunter on top of the Mission bookshelf. To this day I don’t know how he got up there. It’s got a glass-fronted case. He must have scaled the sides.”

“Good Lord,” said Betsy.

“Well, he’s on top of that thing and he’s got his little red cape on around his neck and he’s holding his arms out in front of him like he was at the pool and about to dive off the board. I heard myself saying the three words I said most often to him, ‘Hunter, no sir!’ but I was too late. He was already plummeting toward me. I managed to catch him, but I twisted my ankle doing so.”

“Mercy.”

“But honestly, Betsy, don’t worry too much about this next one. The surprise babies are a gift from God. That’s what everyone says. Certainly was the case for Bobby. Not that I love any of you better than the rest, you hear, son? But you were an easy baby.”

Mama is always checking her words, trying to make sure she doesn’t play favorites, but I know she loves me best. Probably has something to do with how much I love her, too. She just smells so good, on account of how often she rubs her hands with Jergens lotion, which is scented with almonds and cherries. She is prettier than most other mothers, too, so pretty she was runner-up in the Miss Georgia contest back before she married Daddy, and she flat-out won a contest for her face to be on the side of the Greenfield Pralines N’ Cream ice-cream box. She almost always wears a skirt and heels—except when she is doing her “fitness walks” or gardening or deep cleaning the house—so she just clicks along the kitchen floor like a dancer. And she is the best cook in the world, well, except for Meemaw, whose pound cakes are so good ladies buy them straight out of her kitchen. Meemaw sells them for five dollars a cake, taking a maximum of ten orders a week, which always get filled. She says the steady baking is no problem now that she no longer has her job working in the lingerie department at Davison’s Department Store.

I love to help Meemaw and Mama cook. By the time I was two I could crack an egg without getting any shell in the bowl. Mama swears to this, even though Christians aren’t supposed to swear. Most afternoons I’m in the kitchen with Mama, snapping beans or peeling potatoes or husking corn or mixing meat loaf, while Troy studies in his room or is off meeting with the Fellowship of Christian Athletes and Hunter plays sports outside.

There are two rules Hunter has to follow when he goes outside to play. He has to always have a friend with him, and he has to wear a whistle on a string around his neck. If a bee stings him, he’s supposed to blow and blow and blow on that whistle until an adult comes running. Or have his friend blow the whistle for him, depending on how bad off he is. He’s only been stung once in his life, but he swelled up all over. It was during the annual Fourth of July church picnic supper at Clairmont Avenue Baptist. We all ate on the lawn, on blankets. After the desserts were served, but before the fireworks began, the kids started playing Red Light, Green Light. Hunter was the caller, so I stayed with Meemaw on the blanket, who brought one of her pound cakes to the potluck even though she goes to her own church and not ours. The reason I stayed with Meemaw was because Hunter didn’t play fair. He always said I moved even when I didn’t, and he would send me back to the starting line.

Plus, I just love spending time with my meemaw.

Suddenly Hunter threw his arms up in the air like someone being saved on television, then fell to the ground. And before I could even wonder what had happened Daddy was rushing toward him like a football player charging the goalpost. Daddy scooped Hunter up in his arms and raced to the parking lot where our station wagon was parked. Mama followed, yelling along the way for someone to tell Meemaw that Troy and I were to go home with her and wait for them to call. Later Mama told us that Daddy drove pell-mell to the hospital, breaking about a dozen traffic laws along the way. Turned out Hunter fell over on the field cause he got stung by a bee and was allergic. At the hospital they shot Hunter up with this stuff called epinephrine and Benadryl, and sent him home with a bunch of it, that and a boxful of needles. And they gave Hunter a pair of dog tags like Mr. Morgan has from Vietnam, only Hunter’s tags say that he is allergic to bees.

It probably doesn’t even matter whether or not Hunter wears those dog tags; everyone at church and school knows about his allergy, and every grown-up is prepared. There is epinephrine and a needle in the nurse’s office at school, put aside especially for Hunter, and there is some in the RAs’ meeting room, and in Mama and Daddy’s bedroom at our house, and at Meemaw’s house, and at the home of Hunter’s best friend, Dixon, who doesn’t seem to be so much a friend as he is a person for Hunter to trade punches in the arm with.

Still, it bothers me that Hunter has a best friend and I do not.

•  •  •

I guess he doesn’t count as an actual friend, but I love spending time with Mr. Morgan. Unlike the other RA leaders, Mr. Morgan has all of his hair and he wears jeans to meetings instead of pleated khakis or Sansabelt slacks. And Mr. Morgan has green eyes and a dimple in each cheek when he smiles. He was in ROTC in college, just like my daddy. Later, Mr. Morgan served two tours of duty in Vietnam. He still does push-ups and sit-ups each morning. When he flexes his biceps it looks like there’s a tennis ball beneath his skin. He tells us it is important to remember that our bodies are our temples and we are to honor them by doing stuff like eating our vegetables, brushing our teeth, hugging our mamas, and exercising every single day.

I always try to stand next to him during the closing prayer, when we gather in a circle. Sometimes I can’t help but grab his hand if it happens to be hanging by his side, idle. He’ll give my hand a little squeeze, but then he’ll pull away. But he never pulls away meanly. It’s just that his hands are busy: He has to clap to get our attention, or point to one of our craft projects hanging on the wall, or dig a Certs out of his pocket. Once Hunter noticed me reaching for Mr. Morgan’s hand and he started pointing and laughing all wild like a hyena. “Look at the little girl!” Hunter said, and I dropped Mr. Morgan’s hand, fast. But Mr. Morgan scolded Hunter, not me. “I’m ashamed of you,” he said. “Bobby is not only your brother by blood; he’s your brother in Christ. And we don’t make fun of our brothers in Christ, not here and not anywhere. Now who’s up for a game of Go Fish?”

He wasn’t talking about Go Fish the card game. We were fishing for Bible verses. In the center of the room Mr. Morgan put a kiddie pool filled with water. In the pool were a bunch of sealed plastic Baggies, each with a Bible verse typed on a sheet of paper and a weight inside. On the outside of each Baggie was a bunch of metal paper clips. We took turns with a fishing pole made of bamboo with a magnet attached to the end of the line. We’d dip our line in the water, and whichever Baggie it pulled up, that was the verse we were to memorize for the week. Everybody was always hoping to get “Jesus wept,” but no one ever did. I figured Mr. Morgan didn’t even put that one in there—it was just too easy.

To join the RAs you have to memorize 2 Corinthians 5:20: “We are Ambassadors for Christ.” And that is just the start of all the scripture you have to learn. Each year we get medals depending on how many Bible verses we memorize: Twenty-five gets you a bronze medal, fifty gets you silver, and seventy-five gets you gold. Troy received a gold medal and the RA Bible Award during his final year, when he was not only a Crusader but also a Knight. I am a good memorizer, like Troy, but Hunter is terrible at it. He can’t see his letters right. He’ll just stare and stare at the little slip of white paper until Mr. Morgan comes over and reads it for him. Then Hunter tries to repeat whatever Mr. Morgan said. Usually he gets the words wrong. Like the time his quote was “Iron sharpens iron, and one man sharpens another.” Hunter said, “Iron sharpens man and one man irons another.” Everybody got a good laugh out of that and Hunter’s face turned red, but Mr. Morgan gave him his M&M anyway and said weren’t we lucky that we all had mamas at home to do the ironing for us.

•  •  •

My favorite part of RAs is making craft projects for Christ. Today we are making testimonial license plates for our bikes. Mr. Morgan gives us all rectangles made out of plywood with two holes punched out of the top. On the crafts table, covered in old newspapers, he spreads out smelly markers and little cups of paint and paintbrushes and glue and glitter. Then he passes around a sheet of animal stickers and tells us we can each choose two. I choose a giraffe and a zebra. Mama has a zebra print top that she wore on her anniversary date with Daddy, which made Daddy widen his eyes and say Mama looked wild! Mr. Morgan tells us to mark “JLMTIK” on our pieces of plywood. Once our tags are decorated, we’ll attach them to the fronts of our bikes with two pipe cleaners each. Then when our unsaved friends ask, “What do those letters on your bike stand for?” we can witness just by answering their question. “Why, they stand for ‘Jesus Loves Me This I Know.’ ”

The official colors of the RAs are gold and blue. I paint my tag all over with the darkest blue I can find. Hunter glances at it and snorts. “How you gonna write on top of that?” he asks. I don’t tell him, but I have a plan. Instead of writing my letters with markers, I form them with Elmer’s glue, then shake glitter all over them so that the letters sparkle and shine. I figure this will attract attention from miles away, plus I just love the way those sparkly letters look, all gold and glittery. When I finish, Mr. Morgan is so impressed he holds my tag up for everyone to see. He wants to know where on the tag I am planning to put the animal stickers and I tell him I think I might save them for something else, cause I don’t want to mess up the color scheme. Mr. Morgan says he guesses that will be okay.

After we clean up everything, Mr. Morgan gives us a “straight talk” about witnessing. When witnessing, he says, you have to make sure not to act all superior and know-it-all-y. “God loves every single one of us,” Mr. Morgan says. “Even the lost. Especially the lost. And it is our job to coax lost souls to us, so they too can know God’s love. Think about the smell that comes out of the kitchen when your mama is baking cookies. Makes you want to go in there, doesn’t it? Well, that’s exactly how we need to present God’s love, as something warm and sweet and inviting. So when your friends ask about your license tag, tell them what it stands for, yes, but also make sure to tell them that you made it at this really neat club where you get to build race cars and have turkey shoots and play Go Fish and eat M&M’s.

“Now, if you are talking to a friend and he asks specifically about Jesus, by all means keep talking. Let him know that Jesus loves you and will never let you down. Let him know that with Jesus in your life, you don’t ever have to be afraid, because even when you’re scared—especially when you’re scared!—the Lord is right there with you. But if he doesn’t ask about the Lord, just invite him to come to a meeting. Once he’s here, he’ll see what it means to be part of a Christian community, and he’ll want to keep coming back for more!”

Mr. Morgan tells us that our challenge for the next week is to talk with three unsaved friends about our relationship with Christ. The problem is everyone I know goes to Clairmont Avenue Baptist and is already a Christian.

I determine to cast my net far and wide and find someone new.

And then I realize just what I need to do: take my bike over to Meemaw’s this upcoming Friday when I go to her house for a spend-the-night. I spend the night with her once a month, so the two of us can have some QT—which means “quality time.” This Friday is going to be especially fun, because not only will we do the usual stuff—watch animal shows, decorate a cake, pull out the box from her closet that holds the pair of chopped-off braids from when she was a little girl—Meemaw has a new kitten named Moses and I am going to meet him and maybe even hold him if I am extra careful.

Meemaw lives on the other side of the railroad tracks from us, kind of near Agnes Scott College, where Mama went for two years before transferring to the University of Georgia. In Meemaw’s neighborhood, the houses are older and more run-down and there are a lot of colored families living there. Daddy says the neighborhood was nicer when he was growing up, but times they are a-changing! He just hopes his mama doesn’t lose all the money in her house as the whites move out and the Negroes move in. But Meemaw says there is no way she is moving. No sir. She raised her babies and buried a husband while living in that house and she isn’t about to move away from her memories just because some of her white neighbors aren’t able to see that we are all precious children of God.

•  •  •

I bring my bike, freshly christened with the JLMTIK license tag, to my spend-the-night at Meemaw’s. She is waiting on the front porch swing, dressed in a pair of pink shorts and the T-shirt I gave her last year for her birthday, which says: “World’s Best Grandma.” Her legs are crisscrossed with purple and blue veins.

“You planning on riding away from me?” she asks as I walk my bike up to the house.

“I wanted to show you the license tag I made.”

She makes her way down the front porch steps to get close enough to examine it. “Well, if that ain’t the prettiest thing! What’s it mean, though, I wonder?”

I have a feeling she knows, but I answer anyway. “Jesus Loves Me This I Know.”

“For the Bible tells me so! That’s wonderful, precious. I just love it. And I love the way it glitters! Weren’t you smart to make it all shiny like that so people would take notice. Now why don’t you leave your bike on the porch for now and you can come in and meet my new kitty. And later I’ve got a chocolate cake for us to decorate. I’d already fixed a pound cake, but then I got this fierce hankering for a slice of chocolate cake with milk.”

Meemaw always ices her chocolate cake with cream cheese frosting. It’s my favorite kind because Meemaw and me can dye it whatever color we want. I like pink, but I can only color it that way if it’s just Meemaw and me eating it. One time I brought home a batch of pink cupcakes for my family. Hunter asked, “Why’d you choose that sissy color?” Daddy said he bet I’d tried to make them red for the Georgia Bulldogs but just hadn’t added enough food coloring. “Isn’t that right, son?” Daddy asked, and I answered, “Yes, sir,” knowing that was what he wanted to hear.

Meemaw’s house is a lot smaller than ours. You walk right into the living room, where there is an old-fashioned fireplace where we sometimes roast marshmallows for s’mores during the winter. You can’t even see the wall over the mantel, it is so covered in pictures of family, including every school picture Troy, Hunter, and me have ever taken and a picture of Meemaw’s husband, Daddy Banks, in uniform. He died a hero, but Daddy always said Meemaw was a hero, too, the way she raised him and his sister, June, all by herself. Meemaw always corrects Daddy when he says that. She says she didn’t do it all by herself, she did it with the help of her church family at Second Avenue Baptist, where Meemaw still goes. Meemaw told Daddy she was mighty proud of him for being senior preacher at Clairmont, but she’d been going to Second Avenue for forty-something years and quitting them now would be like quitting her beloved husband. Daddy pretends to understand, but I know it hurts him that his own mama isn’t a member at our church.

I ask Meemaw where that new kitten is and she says probably hiding under the bed somewhere. So we tiptoe into Meemaw’s room and peek beneath the bed skirt. I see a shiny set of yellow eyes but can’t really make out the cat’s body. It’s awfully dark under there, and Meemaw says Moses is jet-black. I reach out my hand to see if he will come to it, but he backs away.

“He’s shy,” says Meemaw. “He’ll probably come out later if we just leave him be.”

“Maybe we should frost that cake,” I say.

She says that’s a fine idea, but the cake layers are still a little warm so why don’t I take a bike ride while they cool down? I say, “Yes, ma’am,” and go outside where I left my bike on the front porch. The license plate, attached to the handlebars with pipe cleaners, looks good. Real good. “JLMTIK” glitters like the golden treasure it stands for. I walk the bike down the porch steps and then I get on it and start riding down the street. I don’t see anyone out in their yards until I get to the house at the end of the road, where Jefferson Place dead-ends into Ansley. There is a Negro family out front. Two women sit on folding chairs on the porch while the kids run all over. Off to the side a man wearing shorts and a Braves T-shirt is moving hot dogs around a hibachi grill.

I wave when I ride past and the fat woman sitting on the porch lifts her hand to wave back. I turn around on Ansley so I can ride by them again, only it’s uphill, so I have to stand to pedal.

“Hey!” I yell.

“Hay’s for horses!” yells one of the girls from the yard. She is tall and thin and dark. She wears a bun on the very tippy top of her head with a bright pink ribbon tied around it.

I try to slow down so someone will ask about my license tag, but it’s nearly impossible to do that when you are pedaling uphill. You’re pushing hard against gravity as it is; any less speed and you might start wobbling.

I figure I ought to look for other new kids around the neighborhood to show my tag to, since no one but Pink Ribbon has paid any attention to me and all she did was tease. I ride past several houses, passing Meemaw’s little brick bungalow, but the front yards are deserted, which is strange considering it’s a perfect spring night, warm enough to sit outside but too cool for mosquitoes. But then I smell meat cooking and I realize most folks are probably having a real barbecue out back, not just cooking wieners on a hibachi grill. Meemaw said we might even grill up some hamburgers for our supper and put chili on them like they do at The Varsity.
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