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PART 1


I am the shape you made me. Filth teaches filth.

—SOPHOKLES
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Autumn

1965

Ma’am cracked Jude’s skull against the wall for talking back, and the realization that no one was going to save her struck Jude like a revelation from God.

Smack of bone against plaster, brick. Sudden darkness, sudden flash of white light—was it the act itself that schooled her, or was the pain her teacher? Or maybe it was the apathy of her audience, her mother’s quilting circle (religious women, saints in knee-length skirts and compression socks) glancing briefly at Jude’s crumpled body before returning to their sewing. Ma’am stepped over her, sat among her friends as Jude stumbled to her feet. Her face was wet—blood, thank God, rather than humiliating tears—and she knew she could no longer live in her mother’s house.

That it took Judith Rice forty-one years to come to the conclusion was proof of only a hopeful nature. Or was it naivete? Jude certainly felt naive when she bowed to pray to her mother’s god, as silly as a little girl wishing on shooting stars, dandelions. What could he give her that hadn’t already been denied? Strength? Resilience? Mercy, maybe, if such a thing existed.

No paintings of God were hung in the Westmoor house, so Jude imagined her grandfather, stern and humorless as he glared from his position on the living room wall. It was to him that she directed her prayers for freedom, pious and patient, and then her curses, though these she quickly corrected with apologies. If ever once Jude pleaded with the Lord to strike Ma’am dead, strike her dead, strike the bitch dead, only Jesus knew it, and he knew her heart, didn’t he, knew she didn’t mean it, not really. He alone knew that Jude wasn’t as spiteful as her prayers, that she’d rather there be peace. On her knees, she asked for patience, time—if only she and Ma’am had time away from each other, time to think and let the bitter sentiments settle, then things could be sweet between them. Normal, familial; friendly, even, like the mothers and daughters on TV.

Jude couldn’t say which blow it was that knocked the prayers from her mouth like teeth. Only remembered chasing after them, running her hands through the carpet to find this or that plea, all the while knowing it was useless. Of course, God wasn’t listening to her. Of course, Jesus wasn’t her friend. They were her mother’s men, and all the time she was on her knees, begging, crying out for her freedom, they were at work with Ma’am, whispering in her ear, colluding on crueler and viler punishments.

Up in her bedroom with the lights off and the curtains pulled, a wad of gauze pressed to her gashed head, Jude nursed thoughts of escape alongside her concussion. She could get a bus out of town, but wait—how would she get the ticket, never mind leave the house? And if she did, somehow, manage to leave her mother’s house, where could she go? So cagey were the Negroes of Vine City, so protective of themselves and nervous of outside influence. Nothing entered and nothing left. Jude recalled her past attempts to escape, each of them thwarted by neighbors, nosy folk from church—once Jude had gotten as far as Ashby Street before a minister her mother knew had corralled her, protesting, into his car and returned her home. Ma’am had wept and bought locks for the doors that could only be opened by keys she kept on her person.

Her mind was a tangle, bus routes and city names and paths of egress muddling, twisting, knotting. Pressure on her chest, weighing on her belly; she panted, fought for breath. The corners of her bedroom, childish and pink, folded in and in, squashing her, and a voice like wasp’s wings beat against the glass of her brain. The only way out is through, and aren’t there spiders who eat their mothers, and can’t you just— Wouldn’t it be easier to just—

Jude flattened the thought. She waited until her mind felt clear to slowly lift the hand, peeking underneath to see the idea, oozing and twitching, a cockroach near death.

She was not a violent person, Jude. When she felt the need to be ugly, when the meanness was too much for the frangible cage of her body and her hands itched to break something, someone, she broke only herself. Tailoring pins in the palm of her hand, needles jammed into her thighs—she alone took the brunt of her ire, the copper of her blood, as she lapped at an injury, as comforting as the cut itself. But to turn the blade outward…

Well, said the wasp-wing voice, it isn’t like you’d be hurting anything real. Hadn’t Ma’am long ago severed their ties? Hadn’t she made it so clear to Jude that the blood that bonded them meant nothing to her? Jude’s rage would touch only what little of the bond that remained—the terrific physical form, the birthing body that resisted and resented. It was only the afterbirth, and like the placenta, it needed to be expelled lest it poison the body. It was up to Jude to decide what to do with it afterward, whether she’d discard it or burn it, bury it in the garden.



It was near dark when Ma’am brought her a bowl of greens and two aspirin. Jude took small bites of the cabbage, swallowed the pills, and half listened as Ma’am talked her way around a non-apology. When her plate was clear, Ma’am set it on the nightstand and put a warm, wrinkled paw to Jude’s forehead.

“How’s your head?”

Splitting, aching. “It’s alright, Ma’ammy.”

“That aspirin gon’ take the pain out.” She hummed, picked lint off Jude’s comforter, did anything but look Jude in the face. “Want anything special-like for dinner tomorrow?”

This was her way—cruelty and then candy. No more able to parse the kindness than she was able to stomach the meanness, Jude learned to take each act, sweet and bitter, as they came, never once growing accustomed to the shifting ground on which she stood.

A verbal apology, a real apology, was out of the question. One did not apologize to a child, especially not if that child was one’s own. Instead, there were invitations to run errands, permission to pick out any fruit she liked at the market. Flash of light, ages of pitch darkness; hands roughly shaking her awake, icy water shocking her back to consciousness. Scars were salved over with baby dolls, broken skin and bones by good food, collards or cornbread, the stickiest pig’s foot set aside for her.

Now that they were older, Ma’am was less likely to play at making nice and Jude was less likely to be appeased. Still, Jude did not turn down the trips to Rich’s or Davison’s, did not turn down her mother’s offers to buy any bright, shiny thing she saw. She knocked the teeth out of Jude’s mouth once, sent blood and adult molars flying across the hardwood; in return, Jude got the closest thing to an admission of fault—a slice of warm pound cake drizzled with lemon glaze, permission to use the car, permission to be alone.

They meant nothing, Ma’am’s apologies, and nothing changed. Sweets and treats were nice, but they wouldn’t make her a woman in her mother’s house, wouldn’t make her anything more than a whipping girl. There was no future, only Jude and Ma’am graying and decaying, Ma’am’s cane cracking her back and Jude standing there and taking it, smiling like an idiot even as she was mashed into a pulp.

Jude blinked slowly, froggily, and said, “Can we have beef stew?”

Ma’am left her then—pat on the hand, dry kiss to the bandaged head—and Jude waited until the door was fully closed and her mother’s shuffling steps had receded to her own room before slipping out of bed. Carefully, mindful of her headache, Jude knelt and felt the floor for a loose board. She found it, lifted it and set it aside, and reached into the slot for her collection of secret things.

She was fourteen when she started helping with her aunt Phyllis’s tailoring business. What little money she made—a nickel for buttons, a dime for every item mended, and a quarter for each choir robe she returned with a straight hem—went into Ma’am’s pockets, for her upkeep, but what Jude kept for herself she hid under the floorboard in a tea tin alongside slim, well-used diaries, a tube of red lipstick, beads, costume bracelets, acorns, and other small treasures.

There was just a little over two hundred dollars in her tea tin in ones and fives and coins. Kneeling, Jude counted and recounted her stash, tucked it back into the tin, and dragged from beneath her bed a hefty quilted bag. This she filled with necessities—skirts and modest dresses she’d cut herself, plain starched shirts, a pair of slacks she’d purchased but never dared wear outside her bedroom, nightclothes, underthings, tights, a pair of flat black shoes, and her sewing kit. Of her contraband collection of pulpy fantasies and romances she kept in her closet, Jude packed only Jane Eyre and a newer Baldwin. For toiletries, she took her toothbrush, a washrag, and an unopened bar of soap.

She looked over her haul, her things packed tidily into her bag, and the sight of it was some relief. She could, if she was smart, get out of the house with this bag and a coat alone. Comforted by the thought, Jude slid the bag back beneath the bed, replaced the tin of money and her secrets beneath the floorboard, and crawled back into bed.

The sleeplessness didn’t surprise her. Too much was on her mind, her plans and her injury, and Ma’am, mostly, what sort of woman she was. Her mother, a trinity unto herself—saintlike Ernestine, lover of the Gospel, believer of prayer, she served on the ushers’ board at Mount Tabernacle Pentecostal, smiled without teeth and walked tightly, stiffly, so her hips wouldn’t sway; Nessie, smiling toothily, giggling, played card games with her sisters and despised drunks but cheerfully took sips of gin, if Vivian or Phyllis was offering. And then Ma’am, who smiled rarely and hissed and snapped and could not be pleased. Nessie knew dances she’d made up back in Sparta, wore her hair in wild braids and bared her legs; Ma’am whupped Jude for being fresh, for listening to secular music, for the sliver of bare midriff accidentally exposed. You could meet Ernestine’s gaze, could tell Nessie a story and have her throw back her head to laugh at it; when Jude looked Ma’am in the eye, all she got was a knock to the side of her head.

All three, at least, stank of jasmine.



Only after fitful sleep and changing her bandages did Jude stop to consider herself and what sort of woman she was. She was, at forty-one, a child still, slump shouldered and cowed. Where she came from, she did not know. There was a golden band on her mother’s finger, but no one ever said anything to her about a father, and there were no pictures of Jude in the photo albums. It was pointless to ask Ma’am anything; the best she got from Ma’am were abbreviated anecdotes about the plantation in Sparta where she came up, sharecropping, or half stories about her aunties fussing over infant Jude, the sisters whispering to one another about Jude’s muteness, how she never seemed to laugh or cry or make any of those charming noises babies were supposed to make.

“You was the quietest thing. Your auntie Vivian, she thought somethin’ might’ve been wrong with you, considerin’.”

“Considerin’ what, Ma’ammy?” Jude would ask, hopeful for a scrap of something from her mother’s mind, some thread to connect them, but by then, Ma’am would be tired of talking about the past, done with all them questions, and didn’t she learn Jude any better than to pry?

Her own memories of her childhood were spare, more sensation and sound than image: the whistle of a wooden hairbrush cutting through the air and landing thwack! against the meat of her thigh; her grandfather’s gangrenous leg perched on an ottoman, pipe smoke obscuring his face as he whittled some small toy for her; sudden bursts of color and joy at Auntie Vivian’s wedding, Auntie Phyllis’s wedding, followed by the strained restraint of the parlor at Pappy’s wake, the wake of her infant cousin.

There was school, briefly, but that was ruined soon enough by the taunting of her peers, the disdain of her teachers. Clearly, they saw something in her or they’d consulted with Ma’am beforehand, each of them having decided, independently, that Jude was too fat, too Black, too tall, and too damn ugly.

Jude thought it was true, then. In the dark of her bedroom, consulting her reflection in a hand mirror, she wasn’t sure. In the glass: black eyes, mournful and barren; dark striped skin, mottled with scars, the mouth perpetually frowning. The mirror would not show the rest of her, how beneath the pressed hair and fractured skull there was a mind that spiraled and wandered and flashed, electric, with thoughts chthonic.

She did not see what her mother saw, could not understand what thing lived inside her that made Ma’am hate her so. Jude was her mother’s child, Ernestine’s match, and they shared everything from eyes to smile to singing voice, so what was it? Jude came to her mother innocent, curious, and watchful, and each trait was perverted; her curiosity into mere nosiness, her innocent silence into surliness.

Jude’s head bandage oozed. She put a hand to it, saw her blood shining black on her fingers. She considered the state of her skull, the ease with which Ma’am hurt her. Did it cost so little, her blood, that her very own mother could spill it without blinking? Was her life so forfeit that saints, her aunts, could watch her bleed and feel for her no pity? The roach of violence twitched its legs, righted itself, and scuttled to the forefront of her brain.

Love was not enough. Sweet talk and sweet times, bowls of cabbage and slices of cake—they wouldn’t mend what had been broken. If it was, all this time, love that had stilled Jude’s hands and made her faithful to her mother, she would cut it from her chest. If the only way out was through, if it had to be red and terrible and violent, so be it.

For her freedom, for her life, Ma’am would have to die.
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It happened in the kitchen. Very germane—butchery in the cooking place, the cleaver and carving knife bearing witness. The tile, slick, grouted, was receptive to the killing; it expected bloodiness.

That she was the one preparing her own special dinner of beef stew did not surprise Jude. Ma’am’s peace offerings rarely kept their original shape, and over the course of the night and morning, the early afternoon, the promise to cook for Jude had changed into permission to do what she liked in the kitchen.

All the better. The kitchen was her place, and Jude liked the tenacity of the faint rays of sunlight that managed to break through the fence of trees to illuminate the brown-green wicker-weave tile, the matching green walls. The cabinetry was dated, faded yellow, complementary to the stark white of the fridge and range. Yolk-yellow curtains hung at the window positioned over the farmhouse sink, its drain ringed with rust. Whenever Jude washed dishes or filled pots, she looked out to the front of the house, to the green fence and the lawn, her mother’s tidy garden.

Her cooking was, as always, attended to by angels. On the countertops and high on the shelves, scattered across the small, square table at the center of the kitchen, were her mother’s glass angels. Every spare corner was occupied by ceramic cherubim, every nook and cranny christened with porcelain putti, all of them brown faced and beatific, praying and singing, heads bowed, on their rouged knees, coupled together with harps and halos, or set apart to smile their glazed smiles on their lonesome.

Sweat gathered on Jude’s upper lip, dripped down the back of her neck. She panted through her mouth as she undressed onions, chopped celery and carrots into medallions. Tall, flaky biscuits cooled on the table, and on the stove a pot of stock bubbled. Jude licked her lips, her sweat, and used one of the sturdier angels to prop open the window.

Nina Simone on the radio, Billy Graham shouting hellfire from the television set upstairs. It was easy to lose Nina in the noise. I’m just a soul whose intentions are good! Oh Lord, please don’t let me be misunderstood!

“Judith!”

At the moment, Jude felt— Well, if she were honest with herself, if she were frank, she’d say she felt like kin to the knife in her hand. It was nothing fancy, just a simple cleaver, but it was weighty with a sharp, clean blade. The wooden handle fit perfectly the curve of her palm, an easy extension of her arm. Whenever she honed it, she honed herself. Back and forth, back and forth, grinding down against the whetstone until both blade and woman were keen to cleave and slice.

“Judith!”

And she had been whetted all day, all week, all her life. Ma’am throwing her into the wall was only one in a series of humiliations. Earlier in the week, Jude had dropped one of Ma’am’s angels, an honest mistake while cleaning; her punishment was almost two hours of derision, her aged mother winded yet determined to grind her down, down, repeating over and again how stupid Jude was, how useless, how clumsy. She had gnawed on the velvet of her inner cheek to still her mind. Still her hands.

“Judith!” Ma’am’s voice carried through the near silence. “Girl, don’t you hear me?”

“Ma’am?” Jude turned her head, listening to her mother’s progress through the house, the thump and drag of her lame leg. There she was in the upstairs hall, now on the stairs, now in the dining room—Jude turned to her mother as she entered the kitchen. The woman wore a quilted robe over her nightclothes, house shoes, and her grayed, pressed hair was brushed back severely from her face.

Ma’am had been nineteen when Jude was born, a hale girl who spent the whole of her youth sharecropping with her sisters and parents on a plantation. Sixty should not have looked so poor on the woman, but the work of her youth, her years as a laundress, had exhausted her and illness had sapped what remained of her vitality. She squinted, she limped, and her hands, once as graceful as Jude’s, were gnarled, the knuckles like stones. Even so, Ernestine was an imposing woman and within her diminishing form, she held reserves of violence, stored away like winter preserves.

“You ain’t hear me calling you?” asked Ma’am.

Jude slid the vegetables from the cutting board into the pot, adjusted the heat. She opened her mouth to the scented steam, thyme and parsley, and exhaled flavor.

“I heard, Ma’am. Dinner’s almost done, if you want to set down.”

Ma’am groaned as she sat, and Jude returned to her work. There wasn’t enough distance between them to dispel her mother’s smell of camphor and shit. She smells old, thought Jude. Old and sick.

“These biscuits is falling,” Ma’am said.

“Only settling. Here, I can get you a plate and some butter—”

Ma’am waved her off. “Don’t worry yourself. You been doin’ a lot today, even with that headache of yours. Living room, bathroom, the shopping, even.” She stretched out her legs, hissed, and folded her hands over her stomach.

“It’s nothing, Ma’ammy. Better to move with it than lay up in bed.”

“That’s right, uh-huh. And ’sides, you wouldn’t want to muss up your bedroom. Not when you got it all neat and tidy.”

Nina Simone begged to not be misunderstood, and Jude watched commas of onion bob in the stew like swimmers treading water. Sweat on her upper lip, sweat pouring down her back. She pushed her face closer to the open window.

Calmly, as plainly as she would discuss weather, Ma’am said, “I went in there lookin’ for the sewing tin, and you know what I found in there instead? Can you guess it?”

“Ma’ammy, I didn’t want to do it like this.”

“A bag, Judith. Hidden under the bed and packed with clothes, clothes I bought you. And I was thinking, looking at all them things in there, tucked in your little secret bag, how much of it came from my money? How much of it came from my sweat? And you, hiding it away, trying to sneak out with it, like a thief.”

Jude’s nerves were being ground like herbs in a mortar. She was short of breath, short of patience. Wiping the damp from her face, she turned the flame off from under the pot, and then turned to her mother. “I ain’t want it like this,” Jude started. Her voice was quiet, even. “I wanted us to talk about it, civilly, over dinner, but… Well.” She exhaled, the metal clasps of her brassiere and girdle digging into her skin. She had her hands up placatingly, spread them open.

“I’m leaving tonight, Ma’am. I’ll finish dinner, we can eat, and then I’m going upstairs and I’m taking my bag and I’m leaving.”

“You’d leave me here sick? Alone?”

“You won’t be alone, Ma’ammy.” Jude crossed over to her mother, extended a hand to touch the woman, and then thought better of it. “You have Auntie Vivian and Phyllis, and you can find a nurse to come mind you. It just can’t be me.”

Ma’am shook her head, incredulous, eyes wide. She whispered, “What kind of child are you? All I’ve done, all I’ve sacrificed, and you’d leave me here! Abandon me!”

“Ma’ammy, please.”

“You can’t. You won’t.” More fiercely, Ma’am shook her head. Her face was pinched, pained, and she was hoarse when she said, “I won’t let you.”

“Let me?” Jude could not and did not disguise the exasperation in her tone, the exhaustion. She rubbed her hands into her eyes. “Ma’ammy, I’m not a child no more. Look at me,” cried Jude, and she stood back, gestured to herself, tall and grown, a person complete. “I can’t stay here and let you scream at me and rail at me and beat on me. Yes, Ma’ammy, beat on me, like I’m a slave, like I’m a dog to you.”

There were tears in Jude’s eyes, heat in her face and chest, sick rising in her throat. She said, voice catching, “You don’t like me, Ma’am, so why keep me? Why hold me here?”

For a moment, mother and daughter only looked at each other, daughter crying silent tears and mother watching impassively, face like stone. Ma’am wobbled to her feet, stepped toward Jude with a hand outstretched, and Jude flinched away. Ma’am reached again, grabbed hold of Jude’s upper arm, and this time Jude wrenched herself bodily from her mother’s grasp.

Jude saw it happen in flashes—Ma’am’s raised hand, the golden band winking in the light. And then sensation, the sting of the cut, the dribble of blood from high on her cheek, the pain of her head injury renewed, and then, finally, the shame, the mortifying shame of being so grown, taller than her mother, and to be slapped across the face like she was nothing more than a woman from off the street.

Jude staggered back, back to the counter, and threw out a hand to catch herself from falling. Cleaver and cutting board dropped, clattering, to the floor, vegetable scraps skating across the wicker weave. When she looked up at her mother, hand to her cheek, she saw nothing in Ma’am’s eyes, not even hatred. Again, the apathy struck harder than the blow.

Body hot with humiliation and with wrath bucking in her like wild horses, Jude slapped her mother back. All her life, she thought striking back would be on par with murder, that every time she resisted the belt, the palm, all she bought herself was more grief, a weapon that promised more damage. But now Jude was the weapon; the whistling switch plucked of its leaves, the leather strop, the wire hanger, and the phone cord all in one, swinging wildly, catching without prejudice the breasts and genitalia, tearing up the back and buttocks and stomach, lashing arms and legs. Jude beat Ma’am nastily, ruthlessly. With one hand she clawed her mother’s hand and with the other she pulled out clumps of heat-damaged hair. Old anger exhumed, past indignities remembered; the taste smacked out of her mouth and teeth on the hardwood, her head striking the wall. Jude gritted her teeth and did not stop.

It was not a fair fight, Ma’am being older, diminished, but it hadn’t been fair back then either, when Jude was too small and afraid to flee the belt. Jude kicked her mother’s leg out from underneath her, meaning for her to fall alone, but Ma’am grabbed hold of her as she fell, dragged Jude to the floor. The house shook as they landed, a bodily shudder that grounded cherubs, porcelain wings hissing across the tile like garden snakes, disappearing beneath the stove. Ma’am screamed at the loss of her angels, at landing hard and painfully on her hip.

They sat apart, Jude on her back and Ma’am on her side, panting, sweating. Jude was still catching her breath and plotting her next move when Ma’am scrabbled over, clambered on top of her, and wrapped her hands around Jude’s neck.

It was slow going, quiet. The only noise was the radio, Jude’s grunting and whimpering, the squeak of her feet against the floor. She scratched Ma’am’s arms, tried prying off the iron vise from her throat, but her grip was too strong. The hands around her neck had hauled hundred-pound bags of cotton and laundry, had picked rice and cut down sugarcane, had hoed and tilled and dug for longer than Jude had been alive. Ma’am slammed her head against the floor (sparks, blackness and then sparks, explosions of light), glared down at Jude, cold and unfeeling, her eyes as empty as insect husks. Bloody drool plopped wetly onto Jude’s cut cheek.

Urine cooling rapidly on her skin, cold tile on her back. With wide, bulging eyes, more bloodshot white than black iris, Jude stared up into her mother’s face. Beautiful, beautiful! What a picture she made, and how honest she looked to Jude, snarling, nostrils flared, the facade of motherly love done away with at last. The frankness of it, the stench of her piss and fear, her mother’s sweat, her anger, was all Jude had to hold on to. Her mind was slipping, loosening. Brain lacking for oxygen, vision dimming, the air flowed white, then red. She felt each and every one of her violent prayers as lightning behind her eyes, as an infestation of roaches skittering through her brain. Jude wanted death, wanted to be finished with this whole ugly affair, but her body, resolute in its determination to see Ma’am dead, wouldn’t let her quit.

Jude flicked her eyes from side to side, searching the floor until she saw the gleaming, grimacing blade of the cleaver. She threw out her hand, fingers clawing the tile, and grabbed for the handle. She grabbed the blade instead, virgin blood like crushed cherries against the steel. Jude took hold of the knife, took hold of herself. The kitchen lights blinked above her like beacons.

Jude gripped the knife, raised it high, and sank it into her mother’s face.

The knife lodged itself into her temple and sank down half an inch before Jude was able to adjust her grip and pull it farther, the movement of her hands purposeful if not steady. The blade cut through the eyelid, the cornea, split the iris, stuttered across the broad nose and sliced the lips into four distinct sections. Ma’am’s face, Jude’s first mirror, halved on the diagonal; it burst, split. Blood, hot and dark, poured over them both, Ma’am’s hands and Jude’s face, her neck, her chest.

With a sharp pull of breath, Ma’am released Jude, her unharmed eye spinning wildly in its socket. She felt her face, felt its ruined edges and struggled to her feet. Stumbling, slippers sliding through her own blood, Ma’am staggered over to the stewpot to see her reflection. Red fingers danced over the jellied eye, the shredded lips, the nose and its dangling nostril. She lowed, hands trembling, and soon her lowing became short, panicked screams. Again, she touched her ruined face, touched her reflection. Vomit poured awkwardly from her broken mouth, caught itself in the grooves of her lips, and splattered onto her robe, the floor. Reeling, Ma’am backed away from the pot, slipped in the mess of blood and vomit, and fell to the floor with a house-shaking thud.

Wheezing, panting, Jude touched her throat. The pain of swallowing was lost among other, grander pains, and the left side of her body tingled numbly. Her head was on fire; the lights were too bright, everything too sharp and clear, and in her ear, she heard buzzing, chirring, crashing. She rolled her eyes, breathed laboriously, coughed and spat up globs of blood. Her sounds were inhuman, bestial grunts and moans, and Jude clawed her way across the room, until she was at Ma’am’s side.

Ma’am with her Picasso face looked up at Jude, whimpering, scanned her daughter’s face for mercy. Jude barked out a laugh. How many times had she prayed, pleaded, and gone unheeded? And now it was her turn to play God, her turn to turn a deaf ear. She rose to her knees to get a better look at her mother. There was no way for Ma’am to survive her comeuppance; she’d either die then and there, quickly, or else later in the evening, gagging on her own sick. The wrothful portion of Jude thrilled at the thought of it, Ma’am prone and suffering, begging for a mercy that would never come. The rest of her, the portion that wept to think her mother didn’t love her, swallowed her rising bile.

Jude met her mother’s eye. She watched the eye widen, search, and then close before taking up the cleaver and drawing a line across Ma’am’s throat. The blood of the lamb cleansed, restored, but Ma’am’s blood only scorched and stained.

A minute Jude sat by her mother’s side, then two, then ten. Blood and life left her, the singsong gasp of her final breath. Jude got to her feet, washed her hands in the sink. The clean skin was like long brown gloves compared to the rest of her, drenched in scarlet.

Back at her mother’s side, Jude covered the woman’s face with a dish towel, held and kissed her hand, slipped the golden band off her ring finger, and slid it onto her own.

Jude held her hand up to the light. The ring smiled, and Jude smiled back.
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Now it was done. Now she was her own creature, no longer her mother’s child, though she felt newly born, cast in red, her mother’s fluids in her mouth, her hair. Jude blinked, and through a scrim of crimson saw the wicked works of her hands. Had she really done this? Had she really—

In all her forty-one years, she’d never been truly alone. Always, there was Ma’am just out of sight, in another room, always the promise of Ma’am returning. Dazedly, Jude walked the house. Hers was a tidy prison, all brick and odd-cut rooms, decades of amassed furniture, plastic-covered sofas. The walls were papered brightly, the windows were many, and yet the house was grim, lightless. Jude wondered how it was that a house could be so unfriendly, whether the menace was foundational or if it was something tracked in on somebody’s shoe.

Unmoored from herself, Jude wandered upstairs and into her mother’s en suite. She perched on the rim of the avocado-green tub and filled the basin with the hottest water she could stand, poured in scent from a vial of tuberose oil. She dipped a hand to test the heat, then a foot, another foot. Jude hissed as she settled into the bath. In the humid heat of the bathroom, she naturalized, hair frizzing, skin flushing dark. She was patient with herself, slow working the grime from her limbs and hair, scrubbing gently to lift the layers of blood. The water was brown when she left it, murky with dead skin.

Before the kitchen, the warped tile, and the world washed red, Jude was forbidden from going into her mother’s room without express invitation. Dirty hands, dirty feet—Ma’am didn’t want Jude’s grubby fingers touching her bedroom set, the four-poster bed and white vanity with its large, glittering mirror. Fine for then, but now it was Jude who wore the golden band. Thus emboldened, she pored through Ma’am’s little box of jewelry (string of off-white pearls, costume rings, a pretty pair of sapphire earrings Jude never remembered her mother wearing), her wardrobe, which housed Ma’am’s sensible shoes and blouses, starched skirts and dresses, the bleach-white usher’s uniform she wore to church each Sunday.

Bare skinned, Jude considered the bed. It was unmade; a faintly ammoniac scent puffed from the sheets, and Jude felt embarrassed for her prideful mother, who, even at her weakest, refused incontinence pads and scorned all references to chamber pots. She’d sit in her own filth before admitting she needed me, thought Jude, and the thinking of it made her sorry for what she’d done. Beyond the stink of the bed, the room smelled of her mother’s cologne, the oil she daubed on her wrists. How long would the smell last? Jude wondered. If the bedroom door was never again opened, if no one bothered to see about the chifforobe, the purple-pink quilt folded at the end of the bed, it might go on stinking for years, the odors woven into the very fibers of the carpet.

Jude returned to her own bedroom to find it in chaos. All she owned was strewn around, ripped and torn. Her traveling bag sat on the bed like an accusation, her clothing removed and slashed. With the strained patience of one accustomed to destruction, Jude filed through the mess, sorting the salvageable from the ruined. She mourned the loss of her books, a favorite dress, and then repacked, rolling the gauze back into the first aid kit, finding and replacing each of her needles, pins.

From her hidden tin, she gathered her money, and then she went through the house in search of her mother’s niches for hidden cash. Five dollars here, a couple of nickels there; in the sofa cushions, sewn into the stuffing, were twelve wadded bands—the whole of her mother’s savings and the money left for her by Pappy. Jude took it all, stuffed it into her brassiere and the pockets of her skirt, sewed the rest of it into the lining of a coat, and left, at last, her mother’s house.

Outside, her head began to clear. What now? What would she do now? Jude threw her bag into the back seat of her mother’s sober burgundy Studebaker, hands trembling on the door’s handle. Sweet Lord, she thought. Jesus, what have I done? Jesus did not answer, said nothing to help as Jude slid into the front seat and adjusted the mirrors, checked the seats and glove box for registration, maps. The two maps she found were outdated by a year, sticky, but seemingly reliable. It panicked her to look at them—her world was compact, insular. All she knew, really, were a handful of places, church and home and a couple of stores, homechurchstore, homechurchstore, homechurchstore, and sometimes, rarely, the park, or to Auntie Viv’s house or Auntie Phil’s house, but nowhere else, not even to the theater.

Jude started the car and peeled out of the long, winding driveway. She drove without direction, surprised by each turn she took. She was still within the city limits when she took her first break about an hour or so after she had left. There wasn’t enough on her belly, and she was flagging, nauseated with hunger. At a diner friendly to Negroes, Jude ordered water and a plate of eggs. The waitress who served her was a young slip of a thing, chatty and brash with the few other customers, but when she came to Jude she looked solemnly and furtively at her parti-colored face and neck. To spare the waitress the embarrassment of questions, Jude asked her for the time (“Quarter after nine, Ma’am”) and if the diner had a phone.

“There’s a booth outside. You can’t miss it.”

Jude thanked her, paid the dollar she owed for her meal, and walked to the phone booth. Without quite registering the movement of her fingers, Jude dialed her aunt Phyllis’s house. She hoped the woman wouldn’t answer, hoped she would ignore the ringing, but she knew too that the noise would startle Phyllis from her sleep. In her mind’s eye, she saw her aunt in her robe and slippers, bleary-eyed, grumbling down the hall to discover just who had the nerve to wake an old woman. She flexed her injured hand, resisted the urge to slam down the receiver before anyone picked up.

The line connected. Her aunt’s voice, husky with sleep: “Hello?”

“Hello, Auntie Phil. It’s Judith.”

“Judith? Girl, don’t you know what time it is? What is this?”

There was fear in her aunt’s voice, despite her trying to suppress it. She thought of Phyllis clutching the receiver with her thin, bony seamstress’s hands, and squeezed her eyes shut until the lights behind her eyes had blotted out the image.

“I need to… I need to talk to you about Ma’ammy, Auntie Phyllis.”

Silence from the other side, a crackle of static and then a hissing, exasperated sigh. “Don’t start this again, Judith. I can’t hear it no more, I won’t.”

“You have to hear me,” said Jude, firmly as she could manage. Her throat was tightening and her eyes burned with the start of tears. “Listen, Auntie, I wouldn’t call if it wasn’t important. I wouldn’t…” Her voice caught and in a high, choked voice, she cried, “I don’t… Auntie, just hear me—”

“No, sister, you listen to me.” Phyllis’s voice, usually honey-sweet and tempered, went as steely as her sister’s. “I don’t understand this, this constant whining about God knows what. And your mother, ill as she is, having to take your attitude, your complaining, after all she’s done for you!”

Food in your belly and clothes on your back and shoes on your feet, and I brought you into this world and I can take you out, and on and on. Jude held her tongue. Phyllis could interrupt her, speak over her, but Jude couldn’t do the same. She took her lashings in silence, trembling, inwardly scolding herself for having indulged the notion of sympathy. Hadn’t she been shown, time and time again, that her aunts were not to be relied upon? Hadn’t Phyllis watched her sister beat and berate her? Jude dug her teeth into the meat of her inner lips, scratched the booth’s metal until silver paint flaked off in her hand. Ran her uninjured hand along a jagged edge, searching for something sturdy enough to cut herself on.

“—Selfish! Just selfish and ugly and ungrateful. Coming to me and Vivian cryin’ about a little smack to the head! What is it you have to do in that house—where you live for free, mind you—that’s so awful? The dishes? The laundry?”

Jude excused herself from the conversation and turned her attention to the metal biting into her skin, the pearl of scarlet that rolled down her palm and onto her wrist. She put her mouth to it. The night was loud around her; she gave the crickets her ear, Phyllis’s voice fading to nothing as she soothed herself on her blood.

Phyllis asked again why Jude was calling and Jude snapped back to the present. Sense and impulse warred within her. Ma’am’s hurt, see Ma’am on the floor; she slapped me across the face like I was common, and I had to, I had to.

“I had to do it, Auntie,” said Jude. “I had to.”

“Had to do what?” asked Phyllis. “What are you talkin’ about?”

Jude closed her eyes, ran her bloodied hand across the booth’s smudged window. “I don’t think I’m sorry.”

“Sorry about what?” There was a note of alarm in Phyllis’s voice, and it gave Jude a sick twist of pleasure, the thought of Phyllis affected by something she said. “Not sorry for what, girl? What are you saying?”

She held her breath, held the feeling of blood drying on her palm and the music of the crickets, the coolness of the metal against her cheek. Without answering, Jude slammed down the receiver and exited the booth, clenching and releasing her hands.

Back on the road, Jude pointed the car southeast. It wasn’t a conscious decision—she liked the names on the map, Macon and Perry and Valdosta. Down and down she went, farther into stands of trees and down narrower roads. She lost track of herself, hands and feet drifting off into space. Night and highway unspooled before her, weaving, curling, tangling into the dark canopies of the spruce pines, sweet gums.

Paranoid of violence, the meanness of white folk, Jude kept to herself, stopping only when she was desperate. City after city, Unadilla, Vienna. In Sibley, Jude was hungry enough to risk dinner. The people there weren’t bloodthirsty, but they weren’t kind either. The white woman who served her wouldn’t let her sit inside to eat, so Jude sat in her car, forced herself through a mug of tarry coffee.


OEBPS/e9781668091227/fonts/CormorantGaramond-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668091227/fonts/EBGaramond-Medium.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668091227/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668091227/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668091227/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668091227/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Note


		Part 1

		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Interlude: The House


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8








		Part 2

		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Interlude: The Beast


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19








		Part 3

		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Interlude: Sister-Auntie


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25








		Part 4

		Chapter 26








		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		IV








OEBPS/e9781668091227/fonts/CormorantGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668091227/images/common01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781668091227/images/9781668091227.jpg
“The debut of a ferociousll‘j;,_;t;a_l;e_nteyd writer. Scholfield writes with insight,
beauty, and the wildness of real art.” —VICTOR LAVALLE

7






OEBPS/e9781668091227/fonts/EBGaramond-SemiBold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668091227/fonts/CormorantGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668091227/images/title.jpg
ON
SUNDAYS
SHE
PICKED
) FLOWERS

YAH YAH
SCHOLFIELD

SS(O
SAGA )) PRESS

LONDON NEW YORK TORONTO
AMSTERDAM/ANTWERP NEW DELHI SYDNEY/MELBOURNE






OEBPS/e9781668091227/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


