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Dorothy went on, “Do you know the term ‘brass ankle’? It’s not a word you mention in polite society. Just like the word ‘nigger’—nobody uses that anymore. I haven’t heard that word in fifty years. A brass ankle was a mixed-blood person—Indian, Negro, and white. Three different people. They lived in the country, and had ankles that shined because of the mixture.”

—Edward Ball, Slaves in the Family
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Prologue



When I was seven I told my father that I wanted to grow up to be invisible. He told me to read Invisible Man. For him, the answers were always in books.

I did read Ellison’s novel, but I seem to have the opposite problem. People see me everywhere I go, remember me places where I haven’t even been. They follow me with their eyes, their questions. They ask me things I haven’t even asked myself.

“What are you, anyway?”

A bullfrog, a butterfly.

“I mean, where are you from?”

Boston. One fifty-one Tremont Street. My mother’s womb.

“Your parents? Grandparents?”

New York. Minnesota. A Brooklyn brownstone. The Blue Ridge Mountains. A sod house in Iowa. A dairy farm.

“But what’s your nationality?”

I’m American.

“…Is that it?”

And German, Irish, and English. Cherokee, Chippewa. African. (Sorry, I don’t know from where.)

“You are all those things?”

Yes.

“You don’t look black.”

Do I look white?

“You look different, like no one I’ve ever seen.”

I look exactly like myself.









Part I

The Road


There is no truth but in transit.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson












Chapter 1



We are finally leaving Virginia. The sign that tells me this is small and has a picture of a hand waving. Strange, I think, I left Virginia about six hundred miles ago. I left her standing in the driveway of a two-story house I might never see again. Virginia is my mother, a woman I’ve never associated with this backward state until now. Thank god we aren’t moving here. I wouldn’t want to see my mother’s name on the back of every car and at the bottom of every letter. Virginia. I don’t think I’ll ever come back.

West Virginia is not much better, but it’s a smaller state, one we can cross in a few hours. At this rate we should make it to Cleveland by dinnertime. Tomorrow we’ll drive through all those I states—Indiana, Illinois, and Iowa—and finally make it up to Minnesota by Friday. That is the plan. My father always has one, and unlike most people, he follows it. We’ve been doing this ride every summer for my entire life: Boston to St. Croix, fifteen hundred miles in three days. This summer is the first time we’ve altered the route, dropping down to Virginia to pick up my cousin. That added an extra five hundred miles on to the trip, but it won’t slow us down. He’ll make up for it after Cleveland, skimming through the Midwest like a book he’s trying to finish. My father likes to drive, likes to sit behind the wheel. Even if my mother were here she wouldn’t be driving. She drives too slow and stops at too many rest areas. My father likes to move fast, even when he isn’t in a rush. I guess he’s not comfortable with where he is; he’s always focused on where he’s going.

My cousin is not a good traveler. It’s been two hours since the last stop and already she’s begging to use the bathroom. I don’t believe her. She lies the way some people clear their throat. If we were alone my father would tell me to hold it, but he’s being nice to her because she doesn’t have a father, and has grown up thinking that all vegetables have to be defrosted before you can eat them. Well, she has a father—my mother’s brother Renny—but she knows him about as well as she knows us. (Three hours in the car, so far, and my grandfather’s funeral when we were five.) Barely more than strangers.

When we get inside the gas station’s bathroom she doesn’t even go into a stall. Instead, she stands in front of the mirror and watches her reflection pull a cigarette out of her bra. I close my door on her face, a mischievous smile, and smell the smoke before it’s even locked.

“Goddamn, that’s good,” Jess says slowly.

“You act like it’s food or something.”

“Nah, it’s better than food.” She pauses. “Except grits. Grits and smothered biscuits. Nothing’s better than that.”

Jess is from the South, the only one of my cousins, on either side, born below the Mason-Dixon Line. This isn’t the only thing that separates us, but maybe it’s the most important. So far, I pretty much hate the South. (Except for the food since I love anything fried.) I tried to have an open mind, but by the time we picked Jess up in Roanoke it was locked shut. And I’m not just talking about the rednecks. The black people bother me, too. Everybody stares too much, and they ask more questions than an English teacher. The accent also pisses me off; they talk all slow like you came all the way here just to listen to them. So far my favorite places have been the bathrooms. Cool and quiet like church. Even the old ladies leave you alone in here. Not Jess, though, she acts like the bathroom is her confessional, and she has to share everything that comes into her mind. Sometimes I think she’s afraid of silence, maybe because she’s an only child. Not me. When you grow up with older brothers you start to love solitude.

When I come out of the stall, she’s sitting on the counter between the two sinks. She’s so skinny that her ass isn’t touching either sink. I haven’t done that since I was six. I wash my hands in the cold water, using lots of pink powdered soap. It turns into a paste like one of my mother’s facial scrubs, the kind with the grit that will take off a layer of skin. I’m afraid if I rub too hard it will wash away all my color.

“I’m gonna miss Virginia,” Jess says. “I’ve never been gone so long.”

“It’s been three hours.”

“No, I mean the whole summer.” She taps her cigarette against the sink. When the ashes touch the water it looks like wet sand. I once read about a black-sand beach in Hawaii. I will swim there one day and remember this moment.

“Virginia summers are the best. They’re sunny and real hot, and everyone just hangs out on their porches. The Virginia Players come for the Fourth of July, and then the Virginia music—”

“Will you stop saying that?” I stare at the back of her head in the mirror. The ends are streaked blonde in a way that looks like she dyes it, but I know she doesn’t. That would be too much work.

“What?” She looks at me, all innocent.

“How would you like it if I lived in a state called Shelley? If I was born in Shelley, went to school in Shelley, and just loved being from Shelley?”

Jess laughs, exhaling smoke. “My mother would never have a state named after her. She’s way too crooked.”

“Mine’s no citizen of the year either.” I dry my hands with a coarse paper towel. Jess puts her cigarette out in the sink and hops down.

“Did yours steal clothes from the Salvation Army Dumpsters? Did she pretend to be crazy to get into some study at the hospital? Did she borrow your neighbor’s car to go to Atlantic City and end up gambling it away? Did she get kicked off welfare for pretending she had another kid?”

To my knowledge, my mother has only broken one law.

“No,” I say.

“Trust me, the criminals are on my side of the family.”

I know she includes herself on that list, probably at the top. Right before we picked her up my father told me she got expelled from her high school for trying to bribe a teacher. I decide not to mention it.

“Aren’t you going to pee?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

“Nah, I’ll wait till the next stop.” She holds the door open for me. “After you,” she says. Such Southern hospitality.

As we walk out she smells her T-shirt, checking for smoke. My father has a rule about sixteen-year-olds smoking, even if they’re not his own. I stop at the counter to buy a pack of gum. Jess stands next to me, thumbing through the latest issue of Teen Beat, the one with Matt Dillon on the cover. When the cashier turns his back she tucks the magazine down the front of her cutoffs. The first of many laws she will break this summer.

 

I am reading Toni Morrison’s Beloved from my school’s summer reading list. When we cross into Ohio I am with Sethe and we are both running. I look down from the bridge as we drive over the Ohio River. All I can see are the waves of blue sky reflected in the water, thick white clouds breaking in the distance. How many people died in that river, drowning softly in the clouds and sky? I don’t think I would have made it as a slave, even with the benefits of being a “house nigger.” There are few lives I could imagine living other than my own.

I was five the first time I realized I was black. After watching Roots my brothers and I began to fantasize about slavery. Marcus, always defiant, claimed he would have run off just like Kunta Kinte.

“I wouldn’t let anybody own me,” he said with the unflinching confidence that only a ten-year-old can muster.

“I don’t know…” Noah spoke slowly. “I don’t think I’d want to be one of the black people.” He was almost eight.

“You mean you’d pretend to be white?” Marcus looked shocked.

“But I am white.” Noah held out his arm. In all fairness, he was a bit lighter than us.

“No.” Marcus shook his head. “Mom’s white. We’re black, like Dad.”

“But Dad’s brown,” Noah said. “Uncle Bobby’s black.”

“Aren’t we both?” I asked.

“Yeah, but all that really means is we’re black.”

“I don’t know if I want to be black.” Noah was scratching a scab on his knee.

“You don’t have a choice,” Marcus said. “None of us do.”

We were all quiet for a minute, sitting in a circle on the hardwood floors. I tried to focus on the planks of wood, sanded and stained a golden brown, not much lighter than the color of my skin.

“Reggie Jackson’s black,” I finally said.

The Yankees had just won the World Series. We’d spent the week marching around the block, celebrating each win like we lived in the Bronx instead of two miles from Fenway Park. We’d even taped the newspaper clippings to our walls, we were so proud.

“I love Reggie,” Noah said. “He looks like Dad if he lost some weight.”

We all laughed. Even my mother thought they looked alike. She’d called him Reggie all day when he took us to the park to play softball.

“He looks like us,” Marcus said, so sure of himself that I had to believe him.

We didn’t talk about race again.

 

“This magazine sucks,” Jess says from the backseat. “No good pictures.” She tosses the stolen Teen Beat into my lap. “You want it?”

“I’ve got a book,” I say, letting the magazine fall to the floor.

“I don’t like books.”

“Oh really?” My father glances in the rearview mirror. He’s an English professor, and he loves books almost more than he loves his children. I smile to myself, wondering how she’ll get out of this.

“I don’t like made-up stories. They’re all a bunch of B.S. Give me something real, with pictures.”

“I’ve got a New Yorker you can look at,” my father says. “Lots of cartoons.” He reaches up to adjust the mirror. I don’t know if he included her in his view or cut her out.

“No thanks,” Jess says.

I watch her in the side mirror as she puts her window all the way down. The wind pushes her hair back, completely off her face, and she closes her eyes. Suddenly, she looks like a Christiansen. Not like Renny, exactly, but like my grandfather and my aunt. Maybe my mother.

I lift my gaze to stare at the view out my window. The fields of grass and uncut wheat seem endless. I wonder if this is what it looked like a hundred years ago to the people migrating north. Is this what Sethe saw when she stumbled through the woods in bare feet with nothing but a torn dress and her pregnant belly? I wish I could stand at one end of America and look all the way across to the other side. I want to experience something that vast, to lose myself in the miles in between. I want to feel as small and insignificant as I am.








Chapter 2



My great-aunt Frances is a colored woman. That’s what she calls herself. She was born in Brooklyn in 1919 and always resented the fact that she was a child during the Harlem Renaissance. She acts like she would have been a painter or a poet if she’d come along sooner, would have danced at the Cotton Club, had an affair with Jean Toomer, or gone back to Africa with Marcus Garvey. That is the main difference between her and her older sister: my grandmother had perfect timing, and never regretted a goddamn thing. (Those were her words.)

This is my fifteenth visit to Cleveland. One for every year of my life. All I’ve ever seen of the city is the view from highway 271 and my aunt Frances’s house. She lives in Shaker Heights, but I don’t even know if that’s a good thing. The streets are wide and each house has one of those thick lawns like a shag carpet. Her house is too big for a single person, and I get the feeling she doesn’t go upstairs a lot. She looks like she might fall asleep on the couch and fix her hair in the hallway mirror in the morning. She probably takes a bath once a week.

When I was younger it was fun to visit Aunt Frances. She taught us how to play High-Low-Jack and told stories about seeing Charlie Parker at Birdland. After her husband died, and then my grandmother within the same year, she started to withdraw from the world. She never leaves her house now, even to go grocery shopping. She calls in her order and neighbors pick it up for her. Her son Paul comes over every Sunday to wash and wax her car but she refuses to drive it anywhere. It’s a beautiful car, a 1981 Mercedes-Benz that she promised to give to my brother Marcus when he graduates from college. I think that’s the only reason he might stay in school. He’s always been her favorite because he has light eyes and her father’s complexion. He’s everyone’s favorite, even mine.

When we arrive the house smells like fried fish and garlic. Burnt garlic. My father grabs my elbow and shakes his head. He is telling me to smile and eat whatever she offers. Jess plugs her nose. She is anything but subtle.

“I’m so sorry, I had the oven on a bit too high.” Aunt Frances fans at the air with a dish towel. “At least it’s not raw, right, Nellie?”

“Sure,” I say, trying to smile.

“Marcus always loved my catfish.” She talks through our hug. “And Noah, too, he’s been a good eater from the beginning.”

“I’m know they’re sorry to be missing this.” I pull away in time to catch my father cutting his eyes at me.

“Well, maybe next summer,” he says, not quite convincingly.

I walk into the dining room to escape the oppressive smell in the kitchen. The table is covered with a clear plastic tablecloth that has a yellow stain on it that I recognize from the last visit. Underneath, the wood looks dark and flawless. During dinner Aunt Frances serves us warm Coke in wineglasses. My father has a beer in a wineglass, too. When she brings out the catfish on a large platter, it looks like a blackened-mushroom dish that Noah made when he was trying to be a vegetarian. It takes almost an entire two-liter bottle of Coke to wash it down. Jess wipes her mouth a lot, so I suspect she’s spitting some into her napkin. My father will eat anything.

Aunt Frances doesn’t even make herself a plate. Instead, she spends the meal freshening up her gin and tonic. “This Tanqueray is really worth the extra money,” she says every time she pours more gin into her glass.

When my father looks at her he squints, as if her face is too bright for him to focus on. I wonder if he’s remembering her as a young woman, a thinner version of his own mother, with the same explosive laugh and gap-toothed smile he carries in his own mouth. When did she lose herself, and where? In the empty rooms of this stuffy old house? If this is what it means to grow old, I won’t mind dying early like all four of my grandparents. My father doesn’t act like it bothers him—he will never stop coming to visit her, as long as she’s alive. He’s big on obligation, especially when it involves family. He’ll come each year to revisit the past, to look at the same old photographs and listen to the same family stories, wondering if his mother is still watching.

After dinner Aunt Frances takes Jess and me to our room, the one I used to share with my brothers. It’s Paul’s old room, and you can tell she hasn’t touched anything since he left. It’s like she thinks if she keeps everything the same then time won’t pass and he’ll always be in here studying for a history final or dreaming about the prom queen. It’s a huge room, too big for one person, and for a second I’m thankful that Jess is with me. I’d feel overwhelmed staying in here alone. There is a private bath and a curved window seat, but the best part is the balcony that overlooks the side yard. On hot nights Marcus and I used to sneak up to the roof to lay out. I once fell asleep looking for the Little Dipper.

The first thing Jess does after Aunt Frances leaves is lock the door. Never a good sign.

“Goddamn, that was the nastiest shit I’ve ever tasted. How’d you eat so much?”

“Give her a break, she’s old.”

“Give us a break, that was the worst fish I’ve ever eaten.” She crinkles up her face. “Shit, it tasted like it was part cat.”

“Funny,” I say, walking away from her.

I open the door to the balcony and step out into the night. The view is exactly as I remember it, like not a minute has passed. The skyline is filled with the same thick buildings, squatting in the distance like pillars of clay. The rosebushes that line her neighbor’s yard still brush up against her house, their fragrant petals threatening to grow into the brick. I can hear the faint sound of laughter, and the quiet hiss of a sprinkler system. The smell of freshly cut grass permeates the air. Maybe Aunt Frances can stop time.

When Jess joins me on the balcony the boards dip under her weight as if my father were with her. For a small person she’s actually quite heavy. Being with her is like carrying a baby who at first seems so light that you hold on with both hands, worried that she might float away, but by the end of the day becomes an awkward weight that makes muscles you didn’t even know you had ache. Still, I bet she weighs fifty pounds less than me.

“Nice view,” she says. I can’t tell if she’s being sarcastic.

She drops her head to light a cigarette, her face falling into shadows. Sometimes she looks older than her sixteen years. In those moments, I feel like a child. She becomes this other person: older, tougher, less feminine, less human, and I can’t help but wonder if she ever cries. If I had to guess I’d say either a lot or not since she was a kid. She was crying the first time I saw her, actually, at our grandfather’s funeral. I remember thinking that she shouldn’t be crying, that she shouldn’t be sad even, since I don’t think she’d ever met him before. I resented her tears, and the way she sat on my grandmother’s lap throughout the service. I wonder if she even remembers that day.

“Do you remember Grandpa Brant’s funeral?”

“Of course,” she says, taking a drag from her cigarette. “It was raining, and cold, too cold for summertime.” She exhales like she’s trying to blow out a candle. “That’s the first time we met, the first time I saw any of you all.”

“That must have been weird.”

“Yeah. But everyone was nice. Nice to the poor bastard child, to Renny’s little mistake. His first of many—should I be proud of that?” She swallows the last word, her voice barely audible.

“It’s funny to think that he was ever the golden child.”

“Especially since he’s such a fuckup now.” She spits onto the lawn below. “I just can’t believe he was ever a teacher, you know? That he stood in front of a group of high school students and lectured or whatever.” She starts to laugh.

“Yeah, I can’t imagine him ever sitting behind a desk. He seems like the type who would die being inside all day.”

“Well, I guess that’s why he finally quit.”

“Quit? Who told you that?” I don’t even try to hide my surprise.

“Once when I asked her why he never sent us any money, Shell said he quit his job. She said he couldn’t stand having anyone tell him what books to teach.”

“I heard he got fired for smoking pot with his students.”

She puts her head down and starts to laugh. “And everybody says I’m a screwup. I guess it’s no mystery where I got it from.” She shakes her head like she’s trying to knock something out of it. “God, I hate the fact that I come from him.”

I watch her spit over the balcony. “Why are you going to see him then, if you hate him so much?”

Jess shrugs her shoulders. “No reason, really. I guess Shell figures she dealt with me for the first sixteen years, and now he gets a crack.”

“So you’re going to live with him?”

“Maybe. He wants me to. So I can get to know his other kids and shit, be a family. Fuck that, I just want to see California. See the Pacific.” She looks over at me. “Can you see the water from his house? Is he that close?”

“Yeah, he’s got a great view. Big bay windows. It’s nice up there.”

“That’s all I want. Then I’ll go back home.” She looks down at her feet. “People will miss me by then. Can’t stay away forever.”

I try to imagine her friends. Do they have sleepovers? Do they swap cigarettes and jean jackets, and stories about boys who carry switchblades? Do they hug or shake hands when they see each other? Do they ever touch?

“I’m sure your mother will miss you.” I am lying, but I know it’s the right thing to say.

“Oh yeah, Shell didn’t want me to leave. She hates cooking and grocery shopping. Hates doing all the little things that keep the house going.” Jess laughs and puts her cigarette out on the railing. “She’ll want me back, all right. Probably wants me back already.”

From what my father says Shelley practically kicked her out of the house. If we hadn’t agreed to bring her to Minnesota for the summer, who knows where she would have ended up. I wonder if Renny knows he’s taking her home with him. I wonder if there is anything she tells the truth about.

“I bet your mom really misses you. I bet you’re all spoiled and shit, being the baby and the only girl.”

“Yeah, sometimes.” I make dents in the wood with my fingernails. It’s soft like warm cheese. I wonder how it can hold all this weight.

“So when’s she coming, anyway?”

“She’s not. My brothers have summer school and jobs and stuff. Plus she’s working on the house.” I don’t mention that I asked her not to come. That I begged my father to leave her behind.

“You think they’ll sell your house?”

“They said they weren’t making any decisions until the end of the summer.”

“Yeah, but they always sell something during a divorce.”

“They’re only separated.”

“Oh, right.” She picks at a scab on her elbow. “Just in case, I guess.”

I hear a screen door open and my father’s voice from below. Then the sound of laughter. Before I realize it, I am picturing my grandmother, even though I know the laugh belongs to Aunt Frances. The floodlight goes on in the backyard, casting long black shadows onto the ground beneath us. Jess bends over the railing, looking for them.

“You can’t see the backyard from here,” I say, “and they can’t see us.”

“Nice,” she says, lighting another cigarette.

“Don’t you get sick of those?” I whisper, afraid of how the sound will travel.

“Never, I’m hooked.” She tries to whisper back but it sounds louder than her speaking voice. “Shit, I can barely remember not smoking. I’ve been buying since I was ten, but I started stealing from my mom way before that. That’s almost half my life.”

“It’s disgusting,” I say.

“You think?” She takes a long drag. “To me it’s like a minute in heaven. Closest I’ll ever get.”

The voices from below get louder as they move into the garden.

“Paul planted carrots because the kids love them, but they just go to waste over here. Why don’t you have the girls pick some before you go?”

“I don’t think they’re ready,” my father says. “They look too small.”

“Nonsense, they’re baby carrots. Here.” She must have picked a few and handed them to him.

“Okay, thanks. Nellie loves carrots.”

I hate carrots. I don’t think I’ve even eaten a carrot since the last time we were here. Why do parents think they can say anything about their kids, even if it’s not true?

“That poor girl. How’s she doing with all this?”

I feel my face get hot. I hate to be the subject of conversation.

“She seems okay,” my father says. “She’s a tough one, more so than her brothers, even though they’re older. We don’t worry about her in the same way.”

“I didn’t know your wife worried about anyone but herself.”

I hear my father clear his throat. “This is hard on everyone, especially her.”

“There you go protecting her again. You’re so goddamn faithful it’s sickening.” She makes a noise that sounds like she’s sucking her teeth. “Worry about yourself for once, and those mixed-up kids of yours. The marriage was hard enough on them, but the divorce will be even worse. Now they really won’t know who they are.”

Silence. I suddenly realize that I’ve been holding my breath. I exhale slowly, trying not to make a sound, even though I want to scream. When Aunt Frances speaks again her voice is softer.

“Why do you make things so difficult, Malcolm? We always wondered about that, your mother and I. Why move so far away from your family? Why marry such a young woman, and a white girl no less? Why take on so many burdens?”

“It’s my life, Aunt Frances. I won’t apologize for it.”

“Of course not, you’re far too stubborn for that. Just like your mother. No apology, no regret.”

I want to leap from the balcony and kick my great-aunt in the face. I want to protect him, to explain that nothing is his fault. I want to prove that we aren’t mixed-up, that we’ll all be fine one day, but I don’t have any of the words.

“My mother understood me,” my father says, speaking just above a whisper. “She respected my choices.” Then I hear footsteps on the gravel again, just one set. I don’t know who’s walking away.

“Thank God she’s not here to see this. To see any of this.” Aunt Frances speaks to herself in the empty garden. My father is the one who walked away. Surprising, since usually he’s the one who stays.

Soon I hear Aunt Frances’s footsteps on the gravel. Then the floodlight goes out and Jess and I are alone again. Even the shadows have gone. Jess is surprisingly quiet and still. She must be dying to speak.

“Did they fight a lot?” she finally asks.

“No, hardly ever.”

“But did they talk, spend time together?”

“No. They had really separate lives.” Actually, I’m surprised that they stayed together as long as they did. That she didn’t leave a long time ago, when she had the chance. But I don’t say that to Jess.

“Shell was married once. Not to Renny, to this guy named Dickie. Dickie was a pain in the ass, a real loser, and when they first got together they fought all the time. But they were together, you know, in each other’s face. Fighting about bills and cooking dinner and who’s the best pitcher for the Orioles. They could fight about anything. It was when they stopped fighting that I knew it was over. She would just look at him and shake her head, walk away while he was still yelling at her. She left him right then, even though we didn’t move out for another six months.”

“So that makes you an expert?”

“I’m just saying I understand.”

“You don’t understand anything. You don’t even know us.” It comes out sounding harsher than I meant it but I can’t take it back.

“You’re right, I don’t even know why I care.” Jess flicks her cigarette into the air. “It’s not like I’m part of the family.”

She goes inside, and I hear the bathroom door close. I know I hurt her feelings but I don’t care right now. My feelings are hurt and no one’s going to take anything back. There’s no reset button on the past.

 

The mirror in Aunt Frances’s bathroom has never been kind. I could blame it on the harsh fluorescent lights or the placement (directly opposite the toilet, catching you at your most vulnerable), or even on the stains, gray smudges that hang over the light fixture like a dusty veil, but maybe there’s nothing wrong with the image it projects. Maybe this is the only mirror that tells the truth. I stand in front of it every year and try to see the changes, try to catch the bones growing, the skin stretching. First I look at myself—I’m wearing my usual summer wardrobe: an old Hard Rock Café T-shirt that my father brought me from London, baggy khaki shorts, Adidas flip-flops, tearing at the sides, my hair in a loose ponytail, the curls brushed out—and then I ask the same question: Who am I?

I undress completely before looking into the mirror again. I almost look better naked. More flawed, definitely, but also more innocent, more unique. The soft pale belly, lighter than the rest of my skin; small breasts still not certain how big they want to become; the wide hips, streaked with faint stretch marks from trying to grow too quickly; and my shoulders, wide and strong like a swimmer’s. No wonder boys don’t ask me to dance.

Ever since I can remember, my whole body has been covered with small brown moles. Some people call them beauty marks, some say freckles—I think of them as the mark of miscegenation. I wonder if this flawed skin is the ultimate sign of weakness, evidence that my blood shouldn’t be mixing in my veins. There is a mole on my side so big and black it looks like a tick lodged under the skin. But the little freckles on my arms and chest, the ones on my face, look as harmless as Magic Marker dots. I wonder why these imperfections are the darkest spots I have, blackness coming through as thick raised marks that decorate my body. More come every year and by the time I die I will probably be completely covered. On my deathbed I will finally be a black woman.

I’m still waiting for the day when I stop changing, when I arrive at the real me. I want to look the same every time I stand in front of this mirror. I want to have one definition. Then, when I am finally comfortable, I know I will change again. I’ll have gray hair and wrinkles, my nipples will point toward the ground, and my belly will be streaked with stretch marks. I’ll be a mother, then a grandmother, then a memory.








Chapter 3



We’re thirty miles west of Toledo and it’s not quite ten in the morning. The car floats over the familiar turnpike, steady in fifth gear and clicked into overdrive. My father has followed his plan, and we’re already making up for lost time. The 6 A.M. wake-up, the quiet breakfast of soggy waffles and sour orange juice, hugging Aunt Frances in her pink velour bathrobe—it is all a distant memory as we move farther west. I focus only on the road, imagine what lies ahead after the next bend, beyond the horizon. I don’t let myself turn around, even to glance at Jess or get water from the back of the car. The future is straight ahead.

It’s too early for lunch but I am already starving. Jess, I’m sure, wants a cigarette break, but she says nothing. My father, as always, denies his hunger. When the gas gauge drops to a quarter tank he pulls off at a service exit. He drives past the deserted rest area and parks on the self-serve side of the Mobil island.

“Fill it with super,” he says automatically as he pulls himself out from behind the oversize steering wheel. I stare through the window at his bare arms, the left one already three shades darker than the right, only then noticing that the sun has done the reverse to me. I withdraw my right arm from the window and admire the color.

“Full serve is on the other side.” Jess points to the sign from the backseat. It’s not a mistake that he’s on the self-serve side, but she doesn’t know this, doesn’t know him after only two days in the car.

“I’ll do it.” I open the car door and drop my bare feet onto the oil-stained cement. I do not look at him, but I hear my father snap the credit card onto the roof of the car and walk away. His sandals scrape against the cracked pavement as he heads toward the Hardees.

I lean against our station wagon while pumping the gas. The back end hangs low, filled to the top with our clothes and my father’s books. I think about going to use the bathroom, but it’s not worth the search for my shoes. Looking down at my bare feet, I notice that they are already as thick and brown as the moccasins lost in the car, but they still aren’t ready for the cornfields of the Minnesota summer that lies ahead. I glance at Jess’s small white feet sticking out the window and guess that they aren’t tough enough to take blacktop, let alone an entire summer in the country.

“Should I go with him?” Jess doesn’t move, but points after him. I used to think she loved movement and that’s why she pointed a lot, but she’s just lazy. She points so she doesn’t have to move.

“He knows what we want.” I stare at the numbers jerking by and start to think that gas in Ohio is pretty cheap until I realize I’m reading the gallons.

“But yesterday he forgot my Diet Coke.”

“He didn’t forget. He promised my mom we’d drink water and go to supermarkets instead of eating fast food the whole trip.”

“But y’all haven’t even driven by a supermarket.” Confusion seems to bring out her Southern drawl.

“That’s why he’s sticking to the water thing.” I don’t believe anything I’m saying but I have already figured out that lying is the easiest way to deal with my cousin.

By this time she’s frustrated and lights a cigarette she took from her tampon box—one of the few things my father didn’t go through when he was collecting her stash. The handle pops out of my grip at $13.77, but I tap until $14.00 and watch the gas run down the side of the car. I breathe and smell Ohio in the gasoline and cigarette smoke. I tighten the cap and watch Jess take long drags on her Camel Light. She stands on the island, rolling on her tender feet from heel to toe. Her mouth is open, and I stare at the gap between her two front teeth. She was supposed to get braces, but didn’t want to lose her whistle or the ability to shoot water over two parked cars; a trick she picked up in Roanoke but has been perfecting at rest stops along the way.

We are both surprised to see my father cutting through the wood chips that line the Hardees entrance with a bag under each arm and a triangle of drinks. Jess drops the half-smoked cigarette without looking away from him, but my eyes dart to the puddle of gas that has collected near the back tire before swimming toward my barefoot. I take one step to the right and stand on the burning embers as my father hands us each a sweating cup.

“Diet Coke and root beer, don’t say I never spoiled you.” He gives in to a smile and continues to the driver’s side, pleased that his drink surprise has worked. Jess takes the lid off her gift and gulps down the soda. I, too, want to take off my lid, but I dream of dunking my entire foot into the root beer and crushed ice. I don’t move.

“Did you pay?” He looks back at me and I twist my whole body toward him, hoping any movement will relieve the burning sensation that’s rising through my leg. He doesn’t wait for my answer but picks the card off the roof and heads toward the office.

“Shit, your feet must be leather, you didn’t even wince.” Jess almost looks proud as she swallows her last ounce of soda. She walks to the other side of the car and gets into the backseat while I balance on the rear bumper to assess the damage. The squashed butt falls to the ground as I lift my foot and notice a slightly pink bubble growing just below my middle toe. Even leather needs to be oiled, I think, as I open my first root beer in three days and pour it over my dirty, throbbing foot.

 

We are a few miles from the rest stop when I notice the smoke coming from the dashboard. I don’t say anything for a couple of seconds, just watch it curl toward the mirror. I reach out with my left hand and feel the cool stream flow through my slightly parted fingers.

“What the hell is that?” My father begins pressing all of the buttons on the dashboard. “What did you hit?”

I know I haven’t touched anything, but I help him roll the windows up and down, turn on the rear defrost, and flash the hazard lights in an attempt to find a button that will stop the strange emission. We pull to a stop in the newly paved breakdown lane and continue to play with the dashboard. Jess sits up and sticks her head between the two front seats.

“Is that smoke?” she asks, taking a bite of her bacon double cheeseburger.

My father turns off the engine and pops the hood before getting out of the car. I squint and watch his silhouette lift the brilliant sheet of metal, erasing the July sun from my view. The whole car jiggles, so I imagine he’s doing something.

“Has it stopped?” he yells between shakes.

“No, it’s the same.” I put my finger over the spot, hoping it’s a leak I can cover with pressure. The thick vapor splits around my finger and becomes two streams.

“Do you guys have the water?” he asks, peeking around the hood.

I turn and look at Jess, knowing that she forgot to refill the thermos at Aunt Frances’s house.

“I hate drinking water,” she whispers. “Besides, I thought your daddy was kiddin’ about getting it from that garden hose.”

“Do you at least have some more ice?” I grab for the cup she has tucked into the pocket behind my seat.

“I ate it all. What about yours?”

I decide it’s better to ignore her from now on.

“I don’t see anything wrong with it,” my father yells as he closes the hood. I turn around and notice that the stream of smoke has been replaced by a perfect, tiny flame between the rear defrost and hazard buttons.

“There’s a flame, Dad.” I put my hand up, half expecting it to be as cool as the mystery smoke. It has burned my pinkie by the time my father arrives.

“Shit.” He reaches through the window and takes the keys from the ignition. “Jess, hand me the water bottle from the back.”

“We drank it all,” Jess lies.

“We’ve got that sparkling cider from Mom.” I remember as I’m getting out of the car. I hate saying “Mom” around him, but there is nothing else to call her; she is still my mother.

The tar is hot and soft as I walk in front of the car to look behind the driver’s seat. Jess has left her swimsuit and three pairs of shoes beneath the seat, but I finally find the smooth, warm bottle tucked underneath the floor mat. It’s shaped like a champagne bottle and from the other lanes it must look like we’re having a party as my father pops the cork and leans in through the window. The bubbly liquid washes down the dashboard and knocks the flame over, but it pops back up with more strength each time. When the bottle is empty, the flames are almost three inches high and have consumed most of the dash. The smell is kind of nice, like burnt apples or fireworks.

“Jesus Christ.” Jess finally gets out of the backseat.

“Start unpacking the car,” my father orders as he heads for the back end. He opens the door and pulls out the boxes that hold the last thirty years of his life, carefully restacking them on the gravel next to the road. Except for the cabin, everything he owns could burn in this fire. Without talking, we form an assembly line: my father pulls things out of the car, I drag them to the edge of the gravel, and Jess rolls them down the grassy hill and into the overgrown ditch. It seems like hours, but we empty the back end in a couple of minutes. With my hands on my knees, I bend to look through the wagon, checking the progress of the fire. A square of smoke escapes from the edges of the hood while flames break through the front windshield.

My father closes the back door and steps onto the bumper to untie the stationary bicycle from the roof. He pulls it off by himself and carries it into the ditch, making sure to stand it up and straighten the seat before walking away. Only when I see the empty back end do I remember the secret compartment, which my mother packed with things she couldn’t wrap: a family picture from my eighth-grade graduation, a spear my father brought back from South Africa, a crocheted blanket my grandmother made, pewter candlesticks, even a few jars of peach jam that my mother grew and canned herself—they are all waiting to burn. I pull on the door, hoping to save the jam, but my father has locked it, and I can’t justify pulling him away from his flaming typewriter to save some fruit.

I stumble over Jess as she pulls a mound of clothes out of the backseat and walks blindly into the ditch. Through the smoke I see her swimsuit and shoes still wedged behind the driver’s seat. I lean in to grab them, noticing that the leather on the front seats has already caught on fire. The flames continue to spread as I watch, as if my gaze encourages them to grow. Smoke vapors drift through the headrests until I can no longer make out the dashboard or the windshield, where my backpack and cassettes must now be melting. I think about reaching for the tape deck, which still holds the DeBarge mix Marcus made me for the trip, but I know that my arm is too short; I do not know if it’s flammable. I try to remember what song was playing when the smoke came but all I can hear is the heat.

The smell of burning leather and electrical wires is becoming unbearable, but the attempts to hold my breath are futile. I surrender with a stifled cough, sucking in the toxic fumes through a clenched jaw as if my teeth could filter the air.

“Nellie, get out of the car,” my father says, pulling me out by the ankles. My skin burns as I slide across the backseat, and I don’t know which is hotter, my legs or the car’s leather. I look back at the worn bench, half expecting to see a sheet of my own skin rolled into the stitched grooves. “At least you saved your swimsuit,” he offers, marking my shoulder with a fresh carbon print, blacker than the original hand.

I tuck Jess’s suit into the front pocket of my cutoffs and nod. Jess climbs out of the ditch and wipes the sweat off her face with the front of her T-shirt. It leaves a smear of soot across her forehead, but I say nothing; she is now as black as we are. The three of us are standing five feet from the burning car but can no longer feel the heat; even the smell is disappearing.

“Will you guys flag down some help?” My father cleans his glasses with a shirttail and waits for us to move. We walk around the car and onto the right lane of the freeway. The passing cars have all moved into the far lane, and they slow down to stare at the fire as they crawl by. Jess waves her arms and yells for someone to help but no one pulls over. One woman rolls down the passenger window of a maroon Pontiac and leans out with her Polaroid camera, trying to capture the scene on film. I give her the finger and smile for the first time since leaving Boston.

“Fuck you, lady,” Jess yells and lunges toward the car.

The Polaroid lady’s husband tries to speed up, but he’s forced to slam on the brakes since there is nowhere to go in the backed-up traffic. The lady, rushing to roll up her window, accidentally drops the camera. It falls to the ground near Jess’s feet, spitting the developing photo onto the tar. Jess smiles like she won the lottery.

“Thank you kindly, ma’am,” Jess says as she grabs the picture and tucks it into her back pocket. Then she picks up the camera, looks around to locate me, and hands it back to the lady while I watch. I wonder what she would have done if I hadn’t been here. The lady never utters a word, and finally her husband leans over and rolls up her window.

A siren pulls my attention away from the traffic and back to our roadside attraction. Through the smoke I see my father talking to a policeman, hesitating before he gets into the passenger side of the squad car. He glances at me and I wonder if he’s thinking that he’s the first black man to sit in that police car without handcuffs. He takes what looks like a napkin from the officer and wipes it across his forehead, then down over his eyes. If the travelers look now they will think my father is crying.

My feet stick slightly as I begin to walk, and I realize that there’s a four-foot radius of melting tar around the car. A thin layer has already covered the soles of my feet, and I can feel only the slightest tingle of the earlier cigarette burn. Behind me, sunken footprints scatter in all directions like those of a child flying a kite on the beach. Even though my shoes are two sizes larger than my cousin’s, our footprints look the same in the softened tar; I can’t tell which path is mine. Jess tries to clean her feet on the guardrail at the side of the road, scraping off the tar like it is sand.

Passing by the front end, I’m surprised to see that the first foot of our ’78 Volvo is still perfectly intact. The lights full of squashed mosquitoes, the Massachusetts plate, even the sparkling blue paint remains untouched by the flames that are blackening every other inch. I take a quarter from my pocket and bend in front of the inferno, holding onto the bumper as my feet sink into the doughy tar. A couple of turns on each side and “606 AEH” pops off easily. I slide into the ditch and tuck the license plate into a box of books. Jess follows me and places the AAA sticker she must have peeled from the bumper onto the outside flap of the same box.

My father and the cop wave us away from the police car, so we hop the barbed-wire fence and walk into the cornfield that borders the turnpike. My movements are nonchalant, but it has just occurred to me that the car might blow. Avoiding the foot-high stalks, we cut across the dirt rows faster than any tractor, not stopping until we reach the taller plants, whose ripe husks are in full bloom, their kinky golden hairs a perfect hybrid of my curls and my cousin’s flax. The ears of sweet corn seem to float in midair as the pale silk brushes across my face and mixes with my own hair, streaking my dark locks with blond strands, the color burnt off from the tip to the follicle. I breathe in the calm before looking back at the road.

The cars passing by have returned to their traveling speeds but still follow one another in single file, staying in the fast lane. Our luggage grows out of the ditch in uneven stacks, its silhouette like the skyline of an old shantytown. Behind a skyscraper of books, my father nods his head in the cramped patrol car. I don’t have to look at my cousin to know that she’s watching, too, taking it all in slowly, like a long drag from a cigarette she doesn’t want to finish but can’t afford to waste. I hear more sirens in the distance and guess that the fire trucks are still a few minutes from us.

There is nothing to do but watch our car burn.








Chapter 4



“D’you mind if I smoke?” the flatbed driver yells into my ear as we exit the turnpike and drive south to a town called Asterville. We’re jammed into the cab so tight that Jess is practically on my lap, and I have to lean around her to look at my father. I want him to object, to ask the driver if he’s lost his mind, but he says nothing, his bent arm holding his head out the window. I turn back, and the cigarette is lit.

“I seen a lot of weird shit in my day, but I ain’t never seen no car light up like that. ’Specially them foreign jobs.” He chuckles. “You sure you all didn’t start that fire yourselves, hoping to get some insurance money or something?”

I can feel him looking down at me but I keep my eyes straight ahead, focusing on a church steeple in the distance. We pass a chicken farm, but I only recognize it from the large white coops; I smell nothing but smoke.

“I’ll tell you one thing, I’m getting me a picture of that carcass. Gonna hang it right next to the Corvette that split in half off Thompson’s bridge.” He taps the cigarette on the windowpane. “That guy was a tourist, just like you all, only he never left the county. Cedar Creek was his final destination, his resting place, so to speak.” He finishes the cigarette and snubs it out on the truck door before flicking it out the window.

Without slowing down, he pulls the truck into a parking lot shared by the Nite-Lite Motel and Tink’s Auto Repair. Tink leaves the truck idling and hops out. My father follows and starts helping Tink unpack the flatbed. Some of the boxes are seared, but it looks like most of his books were saved. I don’t know if that’s a good thing, since I will probably spend the rest of the summer helping him clean them by hand. Jess pulls the pile of clothing out from the back of the cab. Most of it’s hers since I left my suitcase in the ditch. I have grown out of my old clothes anyway, and the cabin is full of hand-me-downs I will never outgrow.

“Just repack it all, and we’ll see what we can salvage at the lake.” My father tosses me a burnt duffel bag. “If we have to, we can replace things there.”

The stationary bike he saved from the fire sits in the middle of the parking lot. Tonight my father will ride it outside our motel, and when cars pass by he’ll feel like he’s going somewhere. I look up at the flatbed. It’s now empty except for the shell of the car, the first foot still untouched. My father traces his fingers across the headlights, stopping to scratch a few dead bugs from the smooth plastic.

“He said it was a good thing that we’d just filled up or it might have blown. Something about no air in the gas tank.”

I nod, not knowing what to say.

“It was my first new car.” He clears his throat. “I drove it right off the lot.”

He cleans the mosquito from his fingernail and flicks it onto the overgrown grass. With that one motion, and the way his eyes can’t look at me, I know that he’s sorry for losing the car they bought when he got tenure, in the name of family expansion and my mother’s gardening tools, when now just the two of us and his niece and library and fifty years of life aren’t enough to fill it up, or to keep our car intact.

When Tink drives the flatbed into the garage, filled with the charred remains of the only car I’ve ever known my parents to drive, my father closes his eyes. It’s only for a split second, but I know it’s long enough to see the look on my mother’s face as she got into the new car for the first time, marveling at the clean leather interior and the power windows, as she blessed the little girl in her lap, the freshly scrubbed boys in their seat belts, and the man who gave it all to her, fearing that one day it would not be enough.

“I’ll call Triple A and see if I can rent a car. If we leave soon, we can at least get through most of Indiana tonight. I don’t want us to get off schedule just because of this.” My father walks to the pay phone outside the Nite-Lite Motel and lays a handful of coins on top of the booth. He will never have to ask for change.

“When I’m done you can call your mother. She’ll want to know you’re okay.” He’s looking at the phone as he speaks, so I wonder if he’s talking to me or Jess. We both stand still.

Tink jumps down from the cab and walks toward us, the lone ignition key dangling from his right index finger.

“You think he’ll wanna keep this?” He nods in the direction of my father.

“Yeah, he doesn’t throw anything away,” Jess answers before I can. I take the key from his outstretched finger, hooking the key ring through one of my belt loops. Tink’s eyes cut a triangle among me, Jess, and my father, trying to connect the dots.

“Y’know, it sure is strange.” Tink pauses to roll a cigarette. “How the three of you—”

“What?” Jess cuts him off. “How the three of us can have this much crap?”

Tink gives Jess a look somewhere between surprise and disappointment. He sprinkles dried tobacco into the creased rolling paper, balancing it gently between his thick fingers.

“Yeah.” He licks the edge of the paper from left to right without taking his eyes off my cousin.

“Like I said, my uncle doesn’t throw anything away.”

Tink nods, pinching the ends of his homemade cigarette before delicately placing it between his slightly parted lips. He tucks the pouch of tobacco into his chest pocket.

“Don’t ’spose you got a light?”

Jess glances back at my father before digging into her pocket for a lighter. She shakes it, and then hands it to him.

“Keep it, it’s almost out.”
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