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She didn’t know about those boys, Gram thought, watching them through the kitchen window. She’d sent them down to bail the boat, which Sammy didn’t mind—but James was dawdling on behind his brother. Who knew what went on inside James’s head, who ever knew, she thought. Her attention went back to the dinner plates she was washing off in a sink full of warm, soapy water. When she lifted her eyes again, she could see only the big vegetable patch, waiting to be planted, soon now, and the stand of pines melting away into the hazy evening.


At the unforgotten emptiness of that scene the smile she had felt, thinking about those two boys, faded. Her hands rested quiet in the water. She got her hands moving again, soaping off the last plates, piling them up on the counter. Twilight was a bad time for remembering: It was the loneliness of things lost, lost and gone, that twilight recalled. There were seasons of your life, she knew, when remembering lay like winter on your spirit; but there were also seasons when remembering rose in your heart like a summer sun. Her busy hands splashed among the cutlery, bringing it up to the foamy surface; she sponged over forks and big serving spoons, then set them down with a clatter on top of the plates. She didn’t know how those boys would manage the chore she’d given them, but she thought she could make a good guess about who would actually do the work, and who would sit there thinking about nobody could imagine what. That thought made her smile.


She pulled the plug on the sink and the water gurgled out, down the drain. She could barely hear the notes from the piano while the water was draining. Then, when she turned on the tap to rinse off the glasses, plates, and forks, she couldn’t hear the piano at all. But she knew it was there, all the same, as she ran the washed dishes under scorching hot water, the way Dicey said dishes should be rinsed. If you rinsed them with really hot water, Dicey had told her, they practically dried themselves. In this house, with her three grandchildren living there and the fourth away at college, there wasn’t much danger of loneliness cozying up close to you. From the first day Dicey had walked up on her from she didn’t know where, from the end of that day when the four of them sat at her table for the first time and she’d been trying to tell herself it wouldn’t be right to let them stay, however much they needed a home, because the kind of home she’d offer wouldn’t be right for them; from the first, they had crowded up against her loneliness and crowded it out.


They hadn’t given her half a chance. They’d steamrollered her, outfaced her, tricked her; they’d tied her up in knots until she’d known there wasn’t any way she was going to let go of this second chance. You’re a foolish old woman, she had told herself, not knowing which choice was the greater foolishness. I’m not so old, she had answered herself. Avoiding the question, as she well knew. All she had known, then—and at that thought she laughed out loud—was which was the cowardly choice. So she made the other one.


Almost six years ago, that was. Six years and how many of these scouring pads, she thought, watching the blue suds foam up around the inside of the stew pot, the fine woolly steel scraping away at crusted bits of meat and potatoes. Carefully, she squeezed the extra water out of the pad and set it into the soap holder Jeff Greene had given her a few Christmases back. Over the years, almost six years now, a whole second life given to her, it wasn’t only her grandchildren who had crowded away at her. It was people attached to them as well, like Jeff who’d made up his mind years ago about Dicey. If making up your mind was what you did about love, she thought; personally she’d say love had a way of grabbing you by the throat and shaking you until you cooperated. This soap dish Jeff had given her—china painted a midnight blue with the moon on the bottom and the stars sprayed all around. Gram suspected that it was valuable, though Jeff—who knew how to give presents—would never say so; whatever her suspicions, she knew that it was something lovely, and she valued it. Dicey knew Jeff’s value, she suspected, but Dicey—like some other people she could name—got her mind made up over things.


Gram could shake Dicey up, she knew that, and Jeff, if ever he wanted to, would be able to. Mina too, Mina Smiths never took any guff off of Dicey. Those two could stand up to one another, and they stood up beside one another most of the time. Mina crowded in on her too, and not only because of Dicey. Mina had taken Sammy out to the tennis courts, saying she needed someone to play with and guessing, quite rightly, that Sammy was the one who’d make a real opponent for her. The person who introduced Sammy to tennis did him a favor. Mina was that person, and Jeff helped her out. It was Jeff who’d found the tennis racquet to put into Sammy’s hands, because the Tillermans didn’t have money for anything extra in their lives. Gram was willing to bet she knew where Jeff had found that racquet, and it wasn’t in his closet, but Jeff knew what presents needed giving. Gram had learned, she thought, turning off the faucet, how to receive. Or she hoped she had. If she hadn’t, she thought, it was sheer stubborn stupidity on her part.


With the water turned off, the piano notes were back in the room with her, accompanied now by Maybeth singing. The dishes dripped away onto the draining rack. Gram used the drip-dry method for dishes. Maybeth liked to dry them right away, and stack them back in their proper places. Maybeth’s voice made Gram take the towel up and start rubbing at glasses. If she dried, then she could stay out in the kitchen, listening.


She supposed she ought to worry about Maybeth, but somehow she never could. Maybeth was singing one of her songs for school chorus. The song was about coral being made, and pearls, but Maybeth’s voice was like gold. Six years ago, when those four bedraggled children had sat down at her table, Gram might have worried most about Maybeth, with her silences and her slowness of speech, with her angelic face and fearful eyes. Now she knew better, although she’d have been right enough then. Even more than the rest of them, Maybeth had grown, like some sapling planted down into the right place. Dicey might have been the one who took charge and led her brothers and sister all that long distance to plunk them down at Gram’s table, but it was Maybeth who was home. Home in both senses—at home here, and the home itself for the rest of them. Maybeth’s golden voice floated across the quiet kitchen and wrapped itself around her grandmother.


Maybeth had her mother’s voice, Liza’s voice, and that was a pain and a joy so mixed together Gram couldn’t sort them out. But Maybeth wouldn’t have Liza’s life, the life that had taken all the weakness in Gram’s daughter and blown it up until she couldn’t stay alive any longer. That life wasn’t going to happen to Maybeth.


That, Gram thought, putting the glasses back onto their shelf and beginning on the plates, that she was sure of. The other three she might worry about—when she wasn’t too busy, if she found the time—but Maybeth was home, in both senses, home for good. The other three now—those boys, she thought, looking out the window at the gathering darkness, wondering what it was they thought they wanted from one another but didn’t know to ask for.


There was so much she didn’t know, and learning what she could kept her busy. Maybe she’d learn enough—the Lord willing and the creek don’t rise, she thought. She didn’t know what it was all for, what it was all about, or even how it was she’d been given this second chance for her life, but she knew enough to be grateful. She’d be of no more use to anybody than a flea’s eyeball, if she didn’t know that. Although who knew if fleas had eyeballs.


James would know, if he’d ever read it in some book, sometime. Or Sammy, he was the kind who might be curious enough to put a flea under a microscope. The trick would be to catch the flea first. Catching the flea was the hard part, the way fleas jumped around. Sammy would take a try at that trick, if he ever thought of it, and James would know what book to look in and he’d remember the answer, too. So if Gram wanted to know about the eyeballs on fleas—which she didn’t—she knew who to ask.





CHAPTER 1


James Tillerman watched his brother, Sammy, who was bailing two inches of rain water from their boat. It had rained all the previous night—a cold slanting March rain—and most of the morning, too. Then, Marchlike, the wind had shifted in the afternoon to the southwest, blowing the heavy clouds away, blowing warm. In the twilight, the boys had come down to bail the boat.


Sammy sat on the narrow gunwales, using his weight to tilt the boat and bring the water within it into easy reach. He bent and straightened, rhythmically, bailing the boat. The bailer was an empty bleach jug with the top cut off; it poured water into the bay with a wet, rushing sound. Sammy, whatever he did, moved as if he would never get tired. James, sitting cross-legged on the dock, his arms resting on his thighs, his fingers laced together, watched his brother.


“Do you ever wonder—?” James started.


“No.” Sammy bent, straightened, poured water out into water.


Irritated, James looked at his own hands, jealous, too. He moved the fourth finger of his right hand beneath the fingers of his left hand, then moved over the little finger to conceal the gap. In the growing darkness, you could fool someone, they might not notice that one finger was apparently missing. Things were so simple for Sammy, clear and simple. But he had wanted to ask Sammy. He didn’t like being just cut off like that, didn’t like it one bit.


Sammy broke the rhythm of bailing to look at his brother, sitting there on the dock above, just sitting there looking at his own hands. He could have asked James to help out. If he asked James, James would probably get down into the boat and help. But it seemed to Sammy that James shouldn’t be waiting around to be asked, shouldn’t just sit there, a pale blob in the dim air. There was another bailer. The job wouldn’t take so long if James helped, and Sammy wouldn’t have minded getting his hands into the cold water only half as many times. The air was warm enough, but the water held a winter chill longer than the air, long into spring, just the way it held summer’s warmth long into fall.


Sammy bent to work again, enjoying it actually. It was good to feel the muscles along his back and shoulders, the way they worked. It was good to feel the balance of his body, the way his legs kept his own weight and the water’s weight and the boat’s buoyant weight all in the right balance. His body knew how to do that, without any thinking. James would have to think it out, and he’d probably have gotten both of them wet before he figured out how to sit right. James was always thinking about something, wondering about something; it was almost as if he was always trying to make Sammy feel stupid, showing off a busier, smarter brain. Sammy smiled to himself, remembering how long it had taken him to figure out that there was no way he’d ever catch up the three years between him and James. But he was catching up in height—at five five he was only an inch shorter, and he weighed more, too, because of his muscular build. Sammy looked, he knew, older than twelve, while James looked younger than fifteen-almost-sixteen. Sammy didn’t mind that, not one bit.


“Seriously,” James said. “Wonder about our father. Do you ever?”


“Cripes, no.” When Sammy emptied the bailer, the water splashed up from the dark bay. “Why would I wonder about him? He never even saw me.”


“I do.”


“Not even once.”


“He did me, I guess. I don’t remember. Dicey remembers—but even Dicey was just a little kid the last time she probably saw him. I might as well never have had a father.”


“Considering that he blew the scene before I was born, I’d say I didn’t have one. So, why worry about him?”


“Haven’t you ever heard of genes and chromosomes? Heredity?”


“Don’t talk to me like I’m stupid.”


“Look,” James began, leaning forward.


“I can’t look. I’m working,” Sammy pointed out. “It’s too dark to see anyway.”


“We all have the same eyes,” James went on, ignoring what Sammy said, because it wasn’t to the point. The point was heredity. “The particular tones and colors vary, but they’re all hazel, because of dominant genes. We’ve got Tillerman eyes, that’s the way genetics work. Have you heard of Mendel’s laws of heredity?”


James didn’t think Sammy would have, but he waited a minute, anyway, before going on, in case his brother had anything to say.


“Mendel discovered genetics. He worked with beans. To discover what laws inherited characteristics are governed by.”


“What kind of beans? Green beans or pole beans? Lima beans?”


“Don’t be ridiculous. What does it matter what kind of beans?”


“I don’t know what any of it matters.”


“Because of the law of dominance,” James explained patiently. “Because you get one gene—for eye color, for example—from each one of your parents. So there are two genes for eye color. If they’re different, one of them will be dominant, and that’s the color eyes you’ll have.”


“Very educational.” Sammy shifted his position, sliding into the boat and hunkering down low next to the backseat, careful to not clunk his shoulder on the motor. The bottom of the bailer scraped along the wooden floor of the boat. Sammy was almost done, which was lucky because it was almost full dark. James continued explaining genetics to his brother.


“So all of our physical characteristics are inherited, according to Mendel’s laws. But it’s not just physical characteristics. Maybe. That’s one thing I’m wondering about. It’s like—mental characteristics, too. You know, intelligence, right or left brain dominance, maybe even aptitudes.”


Sammy was looking at him, but he wasn’t really listening.


“Integrity, aggression, whether you’re an extrovert or an introvert, whether you’re psychologically stable or have a tendency to mental disease, like schizophrenia, maybe that kind of thing too,” James went on. “Nobody knows for sure just how much is encoded in DNA, they keep finding out more about it, so it could be that character traits as well are inherited.”


“So what?” Sammy stood up. He dropped the bailer into the bottom of the boat. Reaching up, because the boat sat low on a low tide, he hauled himself onto the dock.


James gave up trying to explain to Sammy, who didn’t care about anything that wasn’t right under his nose. Intellectual curiosity, that was what Sammy didn’t have.


“Thanks for all the help,” Sammy said, sarcastic. He stood next to James, but looking out to where the dark bay moved under the dark sky.


James kept his mind on the important thing. “I mean, we don’t even know what color his eyes were. Or are.”


“Whose?”


“Our father’s.”


“What does the color of his eyes matter?”


“We don’t know anything. We might even be orphans.”


“Come on, James,” Sammy turned to him. “How can we be orphans? We had Momma. And—cripes—we’ve got mothers coming out our ears, between Gram and Dicey and even Maybeth.” That idea made him laugh and James had to smile, too, in the darkness.


“Yeah, I know, but—”


“Why are you getting hung up on that now?” Sammy asked.


“I don’t know,” James said truthfully. “I’ve just been wondering about him.”


“Seems to me the last thing we need is a father.” Sammy sat down. His legs hung over the edge of the dock. “Besides, I thought you had a big algebra test tomorrow, and a history report to work on.”


James didn’t answer. Sammy didn’t mind. He lay back and looked at the sky. The stars were coming out, little pale pinpricks of light. He knew they weren’t really coming out, that they’d been burning away out in the darkness of space all day long; but it looked like they were coming out, like flowers coming into bloom. Sammy had his head against the stiff splintery boards of the dock, and he was looking out into space so deep it might as well be endless. He thought it would be great to explore space: sailing out among the stars, discovering . . . you couldn’t even begin to imagine what you might discover. If there were huge winds that blew across the vast empty reaches, and your ship had a big metal sail . . . but he didn’t think there were space winds. He could ask James, but he didn’t want to. “I’m good at math and science, I could be an astronaut,” he said to the stars.


“I thought you were going to play tennis,” James answered.


“I’ll do both,” Sammy said. The sky turned darker, and darker still. The stars burned white, making the sky look crowded. You could put a tennis court in a spaceship; the ship would have to be large, anyway, and people would have to have something to do, to fill in the vast stretches of time, and to keep in shape. “Why shouldn’t I do both?”


“Because they’re both careers for young men—too short-lived,” James’s voice informed him. “Be practical.”


That was pretty funny, coming from James, Sammy thought. Now James was getting going on being a lawyer and Sammy was letting his brother’s words blow away on the wind. He’d heard it all before, about a 4.0 average so you could get a scholarship to a good college; about the right major, something to do with history or political science, to prepare you for the three-year course in law school; about the best schools and the scholarships they offered to the best students. After that, the voice went on—Sammy had heard it all before—you just chose how you wanted to make your money. Government work was secure but paid the least. If you did corporate law, working for a big corporation, you earned big bucks but the job wasn’t that secure. Or you could work for a law firm, criminal law or property law, or handling wills and estates. You could do whatever you wanted, whatever you were good at, in a law firm, as you worked your way up to being a partner and taking a percentage of the firm’s earnings. With a law degree you could even go into politics—although Sammy couldn’t see anybody voting for James. He didn’t think he would.


“International law, international banking law,” James’s voice said. “I think I’d be good at that.”


“I wouldn’t,” Sammy said. “I wouldn’t like something where you didn’t do anything.”


James sputtered and Sammy was afraid he’d start explaining about how important banking was, but he didn’t.


James had heard the boredom in Sammy’s voice and reminded himself that Sammy was still young, still just a kid, only twelve. “What about your homework?” he asked.


“What I don’t get done tonight I can finish on the bus.” James shrugged: Sammy just didn’t care about grades. He just didn’t know how important they were; he didn’t care about knowing things either.


“You know,” Sammy’s voice said, “it always looks like the stars are coming out, even though they aren’t.”


“They’re really suns,” James told him. He looked up at the sky then. It was black, silky black, with no moon yet so the suns burned clear out there. James picked out the constellations he knew: Orion, by his belt, he could always always find Orion; the big dipper, like a geometric figure, like a rhomboid; the little dipper, a smaller rhomboid, his eyes searched it out. Then the North Star, Polaris. The Pleiades, the sisters, crowded together, the seventh sister burning faintly. “Every one of them is a sun, a mass of burning gases. Do you know how hot the sun burns?”


“So what,” Sammy’s uninterested voice said.


“Neither do I,” James admitted. He used to know, but he’d forgotten. Sammy’s laugh sounded friendly. “Tell you a story,” James offered. “You want to hear a story?” Sammy always liked being told stories.


“Good-o.”


James identified the story’s source, first. “This is from Greek mythology. There was an inventor, named Daedalus, a famous inventor. Everybody knew about him. So when King Minos of Crete wanted a labyrinth built—a maze—where he’d keep his son, the Minotaur, in the middle—”


“I remember the Minotaur,” Sammy interrupted. “It was in my book of monsters. It was half man, half bull.”


“Yeah. So Minos hired Daedalus to design and build this labyrinth. Daedalus took his son Icarus with him to Crete. But when the job was finished, Minos kept them prisoners in a high tower.”


“Why?”


“Because they knew how to get out of the maze and Minos wanted that to be a secret. In the tower, they had to haul their food up in baskets, and they had candles for light. The only things that could get into the tower were birds. They were prisoners there for a long time. There was no way to escape, but Daedalus figured out a way. See, when the birds flew in they’d shed their feathers. So he and Icarus collected the feathers. They stuck them together with wax, to make huge wings. When they had enough—it must have taken years—they were ready to fly out, away, to fly free. Before they left, Daedalus warned Icarus that he shouldn’t fly too close to the sun, because the heat of it would melt the wax that was holding the wings together. But Icarus didn’t pay attention. Or he forgot, maybe. Because when they were out and flying, he went up, and up, until the heat was too great. His wings fell apart and he fell—he fell out of the sky into the ocean. He drowned.” James never could tell a story the way it should be told; when he told it, he could hear it sound like a series of facts, like a history book, not like a story.


“I can see why he did that,” Sammy said. “If you could really fly, you’d always want to go higher, once you started flying. Wouldn’t you?”


Not if he’d been warned against it he wouldn’t, James thought, and explained why. “He should have listened to his father. His father knew.”


“That’s an interesting story, even if the air actually gets colder as you go higher, even if they’d need more than wax. Even if—” Sammy sat up suddenly. “Okay, James, what is it? You figure that if we had a father he could tell us what we should do?”


“We have a father,” James said. Now that Sammy was willing to talk about it, and they were facing one another, James wasn’t sure he really wanted to talk. He looked over Sammy’s shoulder to the night sky.


“You know what I mean,” Sammy said. James guessed he did. “What would a father do, anyway?”


“Fathers are—like a constant,” James tried to explain. “They’re always there, they don’t change, they know how things go, they have experience, or knowledge, anyway, they’re pretty wise—so they can help you decide.”


“Not ours. Not our father.”


“You sound angry.” James thought maybe he shouldn’t have brought the subject up.


“When I think about him, I am,” Sammy said. “I mean, you don’t go around just starting babies and—ignoring them. Abandoning them. Or their mother, either.”


“That’s what our father did,” James pointed out. “We don’t know anything about him. Not anything. We should know about him.”


“We do,” Sammy’s voice insisted.


“No, we don’t. We don’t know—although, if fathers take responsibility—you know, keep you safe?—because they’re bigger and stronger like ‘my-daddy-can-beat-up-your-daddy’—and help you out of trouble.” James made himself draw the logical conclusion: “If that’s what fathers do, ours is pretty much of a bust.”


“You can say that again.”


“But maybe he didn’t have a chance, or something. We don’t know.”


“You mean maybe he died?”


“He could have. We don’t know anything about him. Nobody would even know to tell us if he was dead and couldn’t have taken care of us anyway.”


“But what difference would that make?” Sammy asked. James waited while Sammy worked it out. “Do you mean a father would be on your side? Like the Professor and Jeff, like the Professor is on Jeff’s side? Like, the way the Professor knows what Jeff means, or what he wants.”


“Or what you needed, and he’d want you to have that.”


“Do you think Momma might not have died, if we’d had one?” That thought got Sammy up onto his feet.


“I dunno about that, Sammy.” James kept emotion out of his voice. The trouble with Sammy was, when he did care, he never stopped. He cared too much. “It doesn’t do any good to think about that. You can’t change what’s happened.”


They didn’t say anything then, for a while. Sammy lay down on his back again. James moved down the dock, lifting his backside carefully to be sure not to get splinters, and tried his brother’s position. His calves dangled down over the water and the boards were uncomfortable against the shoulder bones in his back. That was the place where wings would be attached, if you had a pair of huge wings attached to you, if your father had designed a pair of wings made out of feathers and wax so you could escape. The wind flowed over the water, over the two of them, over the marsh grasses and into the pine trees. The noises of the wind rippling the water and echoing in James’s ears, the wind running along the tops of the grass and then tangling itself up in the thick-growing pines—sometimes, what really scared James was the sense that he was being blown along on some wind, and he couldn’t do anything about it.


“I thought, maybe we could try to find him. Or find out something about him,” James said.


“Why?”


“Aren’t you even curious? I mean, especially if they’re right about how much we inherit from our parents, what Mendel discovered about dominant and recessive genes—don’t you want to know?”


“No,” said Sammy.


“I do.” He wasn’t about to try to explain to Sammy how true that was.


“Well, if you do find out, don’t come telling me about it.”


James guessed he wouldn’t. He guessed he was sorry he’d even asked Sammy about it. He guessed—it was a pretty stupid thing, anyway, and impossible anyway, since none of them knew anything about their father, except Gram, who had actually met him. And he couldn’t ask Gram about his father because—she wouldn’t understand. James didn’t know what it was his grandmother wouldn’t understand, but he knew she wouldn’t understand it. Not because she didn’t want to, but because she couldn’t. Because she wasn’t a teenage boy who needed to have a father. Or, if he couldn’t have one, at least needed to know about the one he didn’t have. Even Sammy didn’t understand.


James sat up. He guessed the whole idea was pretty useless, so he thought he’d go take a look at the three chapters they were going to be tested on in algebra. He didn’t think there was anything he didn’t understand, but it never hurt to review. It was better to forget about his father and concentrate on his grades.


“There’s only one reason I’d ever want to find him,” Sammy said.


“Yeah? What?” James stood by his brother’s head, waiting.


“To hurt him.”


“That’s weird.” Sometimes, James just didn’t know about Sammy.


“Well, it’s true,” Sammy said.


James left Sammy to the wind-filled silence of earth and space and went alone up the path to the house. The long path from the dock to the farmhouse wound like a black ribbon. The marsh grasses spread dark and restless on both sides. The pines that grew in a mass between the marsh and the garden waited ahead, in deeper darkness. The night lay around James as dark and uneasy as his own life. James wasn’t used to dreading the school days, but because they ended in baseball practice, he did. He’d been dreading them ever since baseball practice began, in late February.


James knew why he’d gone out for baseball, but he didn’t know whether he was right in his analysis of the problem. He hated making himself run laps and do exercises; he did it, of course, but really because he was afraid of the coach noticing him and making him an object of scorn for everybody to enjoy. He knew he’d just sit on the bench all season long. In fact, he was pretty much counting on that. When he was in the outfield, playing, all he could think about was how much he hoped nothing would come his way. He didn’t like playing, or even drills; he spent all his time afraid of messing up. James had gone out for baseball because he wasn’t about to try lacrosse—and get his teeth knocked out or his bones broken, or something. He went out for baseball because he really wanted to sing with the chorus. Because only dorks sang in chorus.


That was the problem. James thought people thought he was one of the dorks—a wimp, a nerd—whatever—a jerk. A lot of the things he liked were dorky things to like—math and Shakespeare, thinking, and singing stuff like Handel’s Messiah the way the chorus did at the Christmas assembly. And he was so afraid—name it and he’d get anxious about it, war, any disease, death, people seeing how dorky he really was. He did his best, he did what he could, but what could you do when you were weak and skinny and didn’t look cool, and couldn’t ever say what you were thinking because people would think you were showing off. He’d learned how to get A’s without people minding, or labeling him a brain, without being the kind of student teachers paid special attention to. Teacher’s pet, there was the kiss of death. He knew how to say just so much, and no more, of what he was thinking. A real dork wouldn’t figure out how to do that, would he?


James had tried to think things out, figure out why, what there was about him. He knew he didn’t fit in. He was wrong, somehow, and he wanted to be all right, but it was almost as if there was some secret nobody would tell him, so he was always going to be stuck outside. For a second, the image of Celie Anderson’s face floated in front of him, but it was too painful and he pushed her away; but if he could just once, just for one second, get her to look at him as if he were a human being . . . not the way she did and had done for the two years she’d lived in town, looking through him as if he were invisible, or not even there, the way people looked at dorks. Didn’t look at them, that was more accurate.


In the denser air of the belt of pines, James admitted to himself that they might be right about him; if that was true, it wouldn’t do much good to try to change their minds. He stopped walking and let the darkness come up over him like water. He was so embarrassed about himself, so ashamed. When he thought about it, there wasn’t much he was proud of in his life. One thing was the way he’d always helped Maybeth with school, first reading and then math, too, whatever she needed. He did a good job of helping his younger sister, he knew that. He should probably be a teacher, or something, some no-money job where it didn’t matter if you were a wimp. Also, he sometimes had good ideas, like when he suggested to Gram that she rent out the acreage of the farm, so the land would earn them some money. Now the fields were planted every spring, with soybeans, and Gram and James had negotiated a deal with Mr. Hitchins, the farmer, to take some of the rent in cash in the spring, and the rest in a percentage of the net profit. So James wasn’t a total loss. He thought.


But he really didn’t understand—they’d been here for five years, now, five and a half, and all the rest of them had done all right. Even Dicey, who was the most different of all the Tillermans, had a couple of friends; Dicey didn’t care much about people, what they thought, but she had Jeff who probably wanted to marry her, and Mina, who was popular with everyone because she was such a terrific person. James figured that Dicey was probably out there at college right now, finding one or two really good friends. Maybeth, for all that she was so slow at school, which usually guaranteed unpopularity, was always getting phone calls, getting invited to parties or to do things. People liked Maybeth. She was like their Momma had been, just a good person, and when you heard her singing around the house it made the whole day better. That was another reason James couldn’t sign up for chorus, because Maybeth was in it, and nobody was as good as Maybeth. Then Sammy, who was—if anybody thought about it—almost as stubborn and cranky as Dicey; everybody thought Sammy was cool, a cool dude. He was a natural athlete, and good-looking, and he didn’t care about people so people cared about him.


Which left James. A real lunch-pail. Maybe, he thought, making his feet start moving again, knowing it did no good to hang around in the darkness thinking about himself, maybe he’d end up like Gram, the way she lived before they all dropped down on her, all the Tillermans. Maybe that was the way he’d end up living—everybody thinking he was crazy and leaving him alone—except he would go to law school and get a good job, and make money. He wasn’t the kind of person who got physical work done, he knew that, but he’d get his scholarships and his education, he’d make good money.


His father had been the kind of man who just—had these children and then disappeared, not even giving them his name, not even marrying Momma. And his grandfather, on his mother’s side, had read all of the books on the shelves in the living room, read Aristotle and Gibbon and just about everything and he’d just—stayed there on the farm, maybe trapped, but to hear Gram talk it sounded like he’d choked to death on his own life, or his own brains, or something. Gram might be weird, but she was nobody’s fool, and she had courage. James almost wished he’d gotten his grandmother’s courage instead of his grandfather’s brains.


James heard running footsteps and waited in the middle of the garden for Sammy to catch up with him. The house, a black square with light the color of melted butter pouring out of its windows, lay ahead of him. Sammy was running fast, but easily—How did the kid get the energy, James wondered.


“Good, you waited,” Sammy said. He wasn’t even breathing heavily. “I figured, we should go in together, because we went out together. Or Gram might worry.”


James hadn’t even thought of that, and he was supposed to be so smart.


“With Dicey away,” Sammy explained, “Gram does the worrying for both of them. I liked it better when they split it up, didn’t you? Sometimes they overlooked things that way.”


They walked together back to the house. Sometimes, James really liked the way Sammy saw things.


“I wish Dicey was here,” Sammy said.


“I kind of like not having her telling me how to run my life,” James admitted.


Sammy ignored that. “Anyway, how would you go about finding him, tracking him down?” he asked.


“I don’t know,” James said, as if he wasn’t interested.


“Yes you do. You always have ideas. And some of them are even good ones.” Sammy seemed to catch on that James didn’t think his teasing was any too funny. He ran ahead, up the steps and into the kitchen.


James came more slowly, watching. Maybeth sat at the wooden table, reading something, a textbook, her lips moving the way they still did when the material was confusing to her, her finger pointing under the words. She looked up at Sammy, and smiled. “Hi. Where’s James?” Pretty, she was pretty, as pretty as Momma, James thought, stepping into the doorway.


“Hey,” Sammy said. “Is there anything to eat?”


“Cookies,” Maybeth told him, her voice soft and low; even when she was just talking, Maybeth sounded like she was singing. “There was a phone call for you, a girl. She didn’t leave her name. She said she’ll call back later maybe.”


“I hope she doesn’t,” Sammy answered, taking the top off the glass jar where they kept cookies. “Girls are a pain.”


James stood by the door. Those two, they’d gotten their Momma’s good looks, her golden good looks, and he’d gotten—he didn’t know what he’d gotten. He’d gotten lost and helpless and confused. He’d gotten the bad differences. No wonder he was such a dork. But maybe he would do it, anyway, maybe he would try to trace their father and find out something about him. Maybe he’d just go ahead and do it.





CHAPTER 2


James did know that they had all been born in the same place, the hospital back in Provincetown, Massachusetts, where they used to live. He sat down that night and wrote a letter to the hospital, saying who he was, the date of his birth, and who his mother was. He asked for a copy of his birth certificate. Birth certificates had both the mother’s and the father’s names on them. When he was satisfied with it, he typed up a copy of his letter on the old office-style manual typewriter Gram had gotten for them. He didn’t remember the name of the hospital, or its street address, although he had a vague memory of a building he knew was the hospital where he’d been born. He figured Provincetown was small enough so the letter would get there addressed to Provincetown Hospital, Provincetown, Mass.


When he had folded his letter and sealed it into the envelope, he spent some time sitting back, trying to remember the place where he had spent the first ten years of his life. The pictures his memory came up with were blurry at the edges, and faded quickly into one another—he remembered the children’s room at the library, the way it filled with sunlight, the way motes of dust floated in that sunlight; he remembered the way their little house was hidden among sand dunes with long sparse beach grass to cut at your bare feet; he remembered the store where Momma had worked, and being given chunks of fried bread by the owner’s wife, thick, hot, chewy chunks of sweet dough, dusted over with confectioner’s sugar. He remembered a map of the original thirteen colonies he’d done in third grade. His mother—with a terrible rush like a wind rising up suddenly across the night, he remembered the kind of worry he’d lived with that last year or so with Momma, not knowing what to say because you never knew what she’d answer, because her answers didn’t make any sense to him. He remembered pretending not to hear the other kids calling him names, especially bastard, even though he had no idea of what the word really meant then, he just knew it was a name they said to hurt him. He remembered sitting there at a blue desk, pretending he was deaf, and the way they got bolder because he didn’t dare get up and look at them. Dicey had always hit out at anyone trying to pick on her, like Sammy did, but James didn’t know how to fight. He’d seen the bloody noses and swollen faces, the cut knuckles, after fights; he could imagine how that felt, he could almost see how bad the flesh and bones looked, under the bruised skin. He remembered—he stopped remembering because it hurt him, the confusion of feelings toward his Momma, he’d felt so sorry for her and been so angry, and he didn’t know how to do anything more than be as smart as he could in school. What they would have done without Dicey, he didn’t know. She had herded them all down to Gram’s house that summer, when Momma left; no matter what got in their way she kept on going. And then James remembered—as if it was just happening—how it felt when Gram said they could stay, stay here, stay home with her. It had felt as if the sun was rising up inside of him, as if magic had happened, better than magic, a miracle. Sitting at his desk in his bedroom on the second story of the old farmhouse, with the wind whispering outside his open windows, remembering, James felt again the sudden joy when Gram said it was okay for them to stay. Like the whole school chorus singing out the “Hallelujah Chorus,” it was that kind of feeling.


James looked out of the window at the night, where he couldn’t see anything. He’d used to think that Maybeth was the one who might, like Momma, slip away into depression and quiet lunacy. But now he thought, probably he was the one who might, because he was the one who was so different from the rest of them. Dicey and Sammy never seemed to be afraid. James was the one it was so easy to make afraid, who could make himself afraid by just thinking. Even Maybeth, who was the shy one, timid, could withdraw into herself, and not be afraid. James had thought about them: Maybeth was almost exactly like Momma, and not just in her looks; Sammy and Dicey, for all they looked so different, were a similar mix of Tillerman and whoever their father was. James figured, he was probably the exact opposite of Maybeth, so he was probably like his father. Whoever that was.


Gram had said their father was the kind of man who sailed close to the wind, James remembered that, and she’d said he was the kind of man who’d gamble, and probably cheat, too. That was great, just great. Wasn’t that great? Another reason not to ask Gram about him. James pushed the typewriter to the back of the desk and opened his history book.


*   *   *


The next morning, James put his letter into the mailbox. He pulled up the flag, to let the postman know there was outgoing mail, and closed the little metal door. Maybeth either didn’t notice or assumed he’d written to Dicey. She didn’t ask him any questions; Maybeth wouldn’t ever ask, if she thought you didn’t want to say. Sammy had gone off on his bike twenty minutes earlier. James—looking around at the moist brown fields and the pale sky filled up with filmy clouds—regretted not having ridden his bike in to school.


He crossed the road to stand next to Maybeth. She was dressed almost exactly like him, in jeans, shirt, and sweater, but you’d never mistake Maybeth for a boy. It wasn’t just her figure, although she had a really good figure. It was the way her hair curled around her head, too, the way her eyes looked at you, something about the way she held her shoulders and when she moved—feminine. “It’s warm,” James said to her.


“Yes,” she said, her mouth turned up in a not-quite smile, her hazel eyes peaceful.


“You okay for school today, and all?” James asked.


She nodded. She’d tell him if there was something she didn’t understand, in math or English or science. Maybeth didn’t need any help in home ec—she got B’s in the course, her first B’s ever in school, and they’d probably have been A’s if there hadn’t been some written tests she had to take. Chorus, too, when she was in ninth grade next year and got grades in chorus, that would be an A, James was willing to bet. He was honestly glad there were things Maybeth was good at. She earned her C’s and D’s with hard work, and he never could see how she just kept on trying, working, not being discouraged by the grades. He couldn’t see how she did it, but he sure respected her for it.


“There’s a unit test in science on Thursday,” she told him.


“We’ll start on it tonight,” he assured her.


The school bus lumbered around the big curve and drew up in front of them, filling the quiet morning with the noise of its engine and the smell of gasoline. They climbed on. Maybeth went to sit with friends, a bunch of girls who called down the length of the bus to her. James slid into an empty seat. As soon as his backside was settled on the stiff plastic, and his bookbag was at his feet, he felt the mix of dread and anticipation he couldn’t seem to get used to. He’d have to go to practice at the end of the day, for a couple of hours. There was no getting out of that. If it rained, they had chalk talks, where James couldn’t understand what the coach was saying and just sat there hoping nobody would ask him any questions, watching the clock tick the minutes away, trying to push the hands faster with his mind. But before the day ended in practice, it would begin with French. French was the only class he had with Celie Anderson.


Mr. Norton had the twenty-four students in French II-A sit in alphabetical order, so James could watch Celie Anderson from the middle of the third row; he could start off each day with his eyes filled with Celie Anderson. He never got tired of looking at her. Her hair, which he had finally decided was mahogany-colored, was cut shoulder length and hung thick, straight, and heavy. When she moved her head, her hair brushed across her shoulders, brushed against her cheeks. She had dark eyebrows, with almost no curve to them, and dark eyelashes that set off her greenish eyes as perfectly as black velvet sets off diamonds. Her nose was straight, narrow, and just the right length. Her face was almost heart-shaped and her skin, whether creamy pale in the winter or tanned from summer sun, was smooth and clear. All the makeup she ever wore was just the faintest lipstick on her mouth. She didn’t need anything to make her look better. Celie Anderson almost always wore skirts, with a light blouse in warm weather, with sweaters for cold seasons. She wore fall colors, mostly, rusts and brown, gold, but she had one black turtleneck sweater that was James’s favorite. In her black turtleneck, she looked like a New York actress, dramatic, and full of passions. He thought Celie Anderson was about the same height as Maybeth, but they looked entirely different. Maybeth was really pretty, round and strong looking; Celie Anderson looked delicate, beautiful. James watched Celie Anderson that March morning. She bent her head over the French book and her mahogany hair moved, like a curtain, brushing against her cheek.


She was popular, of course, but he didn’t think she was going steady with anyone. She’d come to Crisfield in ninth grade; he’d first seen her the first day of French I-A. All of James’s classes were A, the most advanced. Celie was only in the advanced French because, he found out by listening to what she told the teacher, she’d lived for two years in France. Her parents were divorced, he found out by listening from his corner of lunch tables in the cafeteria. She lived with her mother, who worked in a real-estate office and wanted to be a painter. That was how Celie had gotten to live in France, because when her parents were divorced her mother went off to France to study painting, taking Celie along with her.


So, James thought, they had in common a lack of father, he and Celie Anderson. He loved to hear her speak French, say anything in French, even something as commonplace as conjugations or putting the right pronoun into a sentence. She made the language sound graceful and quick, the way she spoke it. Mr. Norton enjoyed it too, James could see that in the expression on the teacher’s face. Celie wasn’t that good with grammar; she just had a broad vocabulary, which probably came from having actually used the language.


Some days, James said good morning to her—but never bonjour—he had a terrible accent—and sometimes she lifted her face to answer hi, looking right through him. “Good morning,” he said, that morning.


“Hi,” she answered, not seeing him.


James minded, but he guessed he didn’t mind as much as if she’d absolutely ignored him. He went right back to his seat beside Andy Walker. He opened his notebook and took out the homework. He watched, out of the corner of his eye, the way Andy checked his own homework paper against James’s, changing things when they didn’t agree with what James had written. This had been going on all year, and Andy had never said a word to James except now, on the baseball squad, occasionally Andy would grunt in James’s direction. James figured, Andy had to know James knew that Andy was copying, if only from the way James always hunched his shoulders and angled his body so Andy could never copy from him during tests. Sixty-four was the highest Andy had ever gotten on a test. James knew that from watching papers returned. That made him laugh, inside himself. Andy would never say a word, but he needed James in order to get the C he had to have to go on in French. James didn’t know how Andy had ever gotten into this A section, except he must have sat next to somebody smart last year too. Mr. Norton seemed to think that Andy tensed up on tests, and Andy didn’t contradict the teacher. During tests, Andy did a lot of rustling around in his seat and throat clearing, a lot of erasing and writing over; he always kept his paper until the last minute. That was one of the games students played, to convince a teacher they were really trying, so the teacher would be a little easier on them when it came to grades. In James’s experience, the game usually worked. It worked for Andy anyway.


James wished he could figure out some game for getting through baseball. Or at least, he wished he could figure out some way of not always looking like the worst, slowest, weakest, stupidest, when they stood in rows and did warm-up exercises. The coach, a big burly man with a big voice that could carry across the whole diamond, had no interest in James except every now and then to say, “Come on, Tillerman, a little sweat never hurt anyone.” Andy Walker, of course, was up in the front row, his light brown hair damp at the hairline, his body perfectly coordinated. James jumped and ran, did sit-ups and stretches, making himself keep on, hating it. To avoid thinking about how he looked, and what everyone was probably thinking of him, he kept his mind busy. That March day, he concentrated on the letter he’d mailed, figuring out how long it would take to get an answer. If you figured it would leave Crisfield in the evening, go up to Baltimore probably, then Boston, then it would be three or four days to Provincetown. Maybe two or three days to be answered there. Three or four days back. He should hear during the first week of April. That allowed for a couple of weekends, when nobody worked and mail wasn’t delivered. So he’d know in the first week of April what his father’s name was. Then he could start figuring out how to track him down.





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
SONS FROM AFAI

CYNTHIA VOIG

ATHENEUM BOOKS FOR YOUNG READERS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi













OEBPS/images/9781442489189_cover.jpg
Bl _Book six in the celebrated Tillerman Cycle
x e e ; e ik

s .

CYNTHIA VOIGT






