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PROLOGUE


If I can stop one heart from breaking,

I shall not live in vain:

If I can ease one life the aching,

Or cool one pain,

Or help one fainting robin

Unto his nest again,

I shall not live in vain.

—EMILY DICKINSON



DURING MY time at Goodyear, I’d discovered many an anonymous note at work, some serious, some not. Once, a guy left a note on my car windshield asking me out. The next thing I knew, as I waited for my bacon-and-cheese biscuit in the drive-through at Hardee’s on my way home, that fool came knocking on my window to see if I’d gotten his message. Another time, someone wrote, “My brother’s married to a white woman. Would you go out with me?” At that time in Alabama—we’re home to more civil rights struggles than anywhere in the country—you didn’t see blacks and whites dating. I was slightly amused by that one. Other times, I found notes like the one warning me about another crew trying to take credit for my crew’s production numbers by changing information in the computer, and the one telling me that excess scrap rubber on the floor was going to be blamed on my shift rather than the shift that actually caused the problem.

Over the span of twenty years at Goodyear, I’d probably gotten a dozen notes. Most of the time I figured they were from workers on the day shift, but I never knew exactly who wrote them. Whoever left the helpful notes, though, made it possible for me to survive situations that could have ended my career. No one else I knew of, neither management nor union workers, received notes like these, at least no one ever said so. I have to believe this was because I stood out in the crowd, to say the least, as one of only a handful of women managers at Goodyear.

THE DAY I discovered the note that changed the course of my life started like any other.

If you’ve never been to Alabama, you probably don’t know that we have the prettiest springs in the world. Late that afternoon the pear trees were in full bloom and the cherry trees were starting to unveil their pink buds. I was driving to work as usual, heading west on the two-lane highway snaking through the rolling hills, only a couple of other cars on the road, probably people like me going to work at one of the plants in Gadsden.

All through my years at Goodyear, the highlight of my day was the ritual of going to work while most people were coming home. I loved seeing the sky’s changing colors as evening fell and the endless headlights streaming toward Jacksonville while I traveled in the opposite direction, my Buick riding quiet and smooth. I always did like to travel my own road.

That afternoon before I left, my husband, Charles, kept following me around the house while I was getting ready, trying to convince me to stay home from work, to give my injured knee some rest—it had been about a week since my coworker had accidentally shut one of the hydraulic gates on me. I had a knot as big as a baseball on my knee, but I only had two more days until my appointment with the orthopedist and I was determined not to miss work.

But Charles was the type of person who borrowed worry. As he stood behind me in the bathroom while I applied my mascara, he was downright mad, insisting I take his advice. He fussed about the fact I was lifting heavy Hummer tires, telling me I’d ruin my knee for good if I didn’t listen to him. Recently retired from Fort McClellan, where he’d overseen housing on the army base, he was probably hoping I’d stick around to eat dinner with him and keep him company through the evening, watching an episode of his favorite show, Law & Order.

Even though Charles was well aware that Goodyear frowned on any absence from work, he just didn’t understand how anxious I’d become lately. Over the previous year, rumors about layoffs and the plant shutting down had been flying around. Several batches of bad tires had gotten out the door, and I’d been blamed for one batch of four hundred that had been scrapped. Everyone, both managers and the union workers, was on edge.

Charles’s haranguing wasn’t helping my nerves, so when I about poked my eye with my mascara wand, I snapped at him to find something else to nitpick about. Then I locked him out of the bathroom to wrestle the support hose onto my good leg in peace. The next thing I knew, Charles hollered at me through the door that he was running down to McDonald’s to buy me a chocolate milk shake for supper. I smiled thinking about him throwing on his jacket and shoes to hustle out the door. Charles was always in motion; he couldn’t sit still if his life depended on it, not even to watch TV (unless Law & Order or the Atlanta Braves were on). The minute he got home from work, he’d make a pot of coffee and throw his laundry into the washing machine before he went out to rake some leaves or cut the grass. As long as he was straightening and fixing around the house, he was happy and his blue eyes sparkled.

A little while later I finally got out the door. I kissed Charles good-bye, milk shake in hand. It was impossible to stay mad at him for long. It was then, rushing down the walkway, that I heard the whippoorwill’s call. Hurried as I was, I stopped still to listen. When I was a girl, if my grandmother Granny Mac heard a whippoorwill, she immediately took to bed. She swore someone was going to die. Standing in the driveway, listening to its haunting song, I tried to shrug off a child’s sense of dread.

By the time I got past Jacksonville onto the old highway, I began to think about the job. I looked forward to this hour when I sorted through most of my problems. Passing churches and junkyards I’d driven by a thousand times, I couldn’t help but think about how much I missed the tire room. Tire building was one of the toughest jobs at the plant. I’d loved the work and the old-timers, now in their fifties and sixties, who’d been building tires since they were teenagers, just like their fathers. I’d recently been transferred to quality control, where I just didn’t feel like I belonged. The fact that my coworker, used to working solo, had slammed a hydraulic gate on my leg because he forgot that I was walking behind him, certainly seemed like a sign. And everybody knew my transfer had been a demotion, retaliation for speaking out about my supervisor’s unfair performance evaluations.

As the miles melted behind me and I got closer to the plant, I remembered how I used to be able to leave behind worries about what was going on with the kids or Charles as I mused over the details that awaited me in the tire room. I’d run through the stock that needed prepping, how many men might not report to work, and the production schedule. By the time I checked in at the gates of the plant, I’d have sealed off my emotions, ready for work.

Now I could feel myself trying to clamp down on my worries about my new department. I knew that once I walked through those steel gates, I needed to carry my shoulders high like Hector, my ballroom dancing teacher, taught me, “reaching them toward my back pocket,” as he put it. I took a deep breath and tapped my fingers on the steering wheel as I hummed my favorite tune, “Bad, Bad Leroy Brown,” picturing myself on the dance floor. That helped a little.

When I reached the plant that evening I was running late, and my knee throbbed. I stopped by my cubby in the small, empty office area upstairs across from the copying room to check my mail, as I’d done every day at Goodyear. I flipped through the company memos about the upcoming safety-training class and fliers about the next car collectors show being held in the parking lot, almost missing the torn piece of copy paper with black handwriting on it.

I read the scribbled words, and my heart jerked as if an electric jolt had coursed through my body. Though I stood perfectly still, I was churning inside. I quickly stuck the note in my pocket and hurried to the ladies’ room, where I sat on the sofa trying to breathe. I hoped no one in the copy room had noticed me leave in such a hurry.

I’d never in my life gotten a note like this before. Someone had listed my name and those of the three other tire-room managers, with salaries next to each name. My salary was exactly correct, down to the dollar. Over the years, I’d worried about being paid less than the men who were doing the same work I was, but I didn’t have any proof. I was like a wife nursing a nagging suspicion that her husband’s having an affair, with no hard evidence. But now there it was in plain black ink, what I’d always feared: The other managers, all men, had been making more than I was.

A lot more.

Still reeling, I got up and started pacing the bathroom floor, wishing I’d stayed home with Charles, like he’d suggested. Then I stopped and pulled the crumpled paper from my pocket. The paper listed three men who’d started in 1979, the same year I did. The one woman on my original squadron of five was long gone, and over the years the few women who’d been promoted to management hadn’t lasted. Now, in 1998, I was one of a few female area managers in the entire operation of about fourteen hundred people. I often wondered how the other women managers were making it, although I never got the opportunity to talk to them. The plant was so large, and I never socialized outside of work. It was always clear that I’d never be part of the boys’ club—and that was just as well. It wasn’t a club that I wanted to belong to. So I kept my boundaries clear.

The annoying low buzzing of the fluorescent lights in the ladies’ room filled my ears as I squinted at the numbers. Maybe I was seeing things. Maybe this note was a serious mistake or a bad joke. But I knew in my gut that it wasn’t. If you’ve ever hit an animal driving down the road, you know the sickening recognition the thudding sound sends through your body. I had that feeling in spades.

As I read those numbers again and again, I couldn’t help but think how I’d started at Goodyear. Almost forty at the time, I was far from naïve: I’d known from the get-go that I’d have to work longer and smarter than the men in order to prove myself. But how in the world could I have been paid less all these years? The difference in salaries just didn’t make sense.

I stood frozen, finally raising my eyes to the ceiling. I stared at the spread of brown water stains on the white ceiling tiles. Layers of thick gray dust coated the steel vent, and the outline of a dead roach rested directly above me in its fluorescent grave. I had to close my eyes. That was a mistake. Suddenly, a feeling of dread overwhelmed me, the same feeling I had when I went to sleep these days and dreamed about not being able to find my way out of the plant or about crazy gigantic tires chasing me. This was far worse.

After a few minutes, I knew I had to get it together or I’d really be late. That’s when I felt the shame, the haunting humiliation deep in my bones. As the numbers kept looping through my mind, I couldn’t shake the realization of how stupid I’d been to try so hard and think that it would pay off. I’d wanted so badly to win approval, and I had done so in the eyes of most of my coworkers, who valued my hard work and loyalty—and who gave it back to me.

But how dumb I’d been to think that this would counter the hostility surrounding me. How arrogant to think that I was the woman who had the strength to win at Goodyear. Those numbers said loud and clear that it didn’t matter how hard I’d worked, how much I’d wanted to succeed and do the right thing: I’d been born the wrong sex, and that was that.

Unable to budge, I glanced at my watch and then stuffed the note into my pocket. I rubbed my face, trying to bury what was now nothing short of a sense of desperation. After I washed my hands, I stared at myself in the large mirror. On the outside, nothing about me had changed. But as surely as if I’d looked out a window and seen the sky turn an uncanny grayish pink and felt that strange stillness right before a funnel cloud forms, my horizon had transformed, my life had shifted, and a storm was headed my way.


CHAPTER 1

Possum Trot
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Have you heard of the

Nothing impossible possum

Whose faith and belief made

His dream to blossom?



—MARJORIE AINSBOROUGH DECKER,
The Christian Mother Goose Book of Nursery Rhymes

IF YOU grow up in Possum Trot, Alabama, you run across some rough characters from time to time. You might even be related to a few. In truth, the tough guys at Goodyear weren’t a far cry from what I’d seen and heard in the fields picking cotton or in the barn helping milk the cows at Aunt Lucille’s dairy farm.

I’ll never forget the afternoon when my grandfather, Papa, decided he wanted to kill my dog, Buzz. Papa, who claimed to be part Irish, was so pale that he looked part ghost. I’m honestly not sure there was any good in him, but I can also say that he wasn’t all that different from most of the other men around me.

I was only five the day Papa came after Buzz, but my memory of that afternoon is clear as day. I was playing tea party in the front yard, scooping up dirt with a broken teacup Granny Mac had given me, and Buzz was my honored guest. As I set down a cup in front of Buzz, I heard Papa hollering down the road. I looked back at the house, hoping to see that Mama was still right inside the screen door cooking supper, and that she’d hear the racket in time to come out and protect me and Buzz. She wasn’t. As Papa’s large figure approached us, my stomach clenched. He was carrying something; it looked like a hoe.

I’d never had a pet before, unless you count the rooster who used to follow me around. But one day Buzz had appeared out of nowhere. We immediately took to each other. He was a funny little dog, brown and white and black with one dark spot shaped like a pumpkin seed on the top of his forehead. I used to rub that spot like it was a good-luck penny. I figured his breed was part everything, with his big hound-dog eyes, those large feet he slapped in front of him like clown shoes, and that mismatched coloring pieced together like a crazy quilt.

By the time Papa was close enough for me to make out what he was saying, Buzz had scooted under the house. “Where’s that goddam worthless mutt?” he yelled. “He ain’t worth killing.”

I couldn’t say a word. I couldn’t even move. My mouth was as dry as if I’d swallowed the cup of dirt. All I could think about was how Papa would slaughter the pigs in the smokehouse. I always got attached to one of them, so I made a point of being as far away from the smokehouse as possible when killing time came. I wanted no part of wash pots filled with boiling-hot water and the hanging, splitting, and dressing of the meat. But I did show up about the time sausage was frying in the deep black skillet.

“Goddammit, Lilly. You better mind me and get that dog.” Papa’s eyes were moist and almost closed, like they had Vaseline smeared on them. He turned around and around in a circle trying to find Buzz, almost falling. He was drunk, really drunk. He lurched toward me, and I jumped up. Buzz must have thought Papa was going to hurt me because he shot out from under the porch, growling and circling us. Papa lunged at him, slicing the hoe through the air. I tried to stay between Papa and Buzz, never even thinking that I might get hit.

As we continued to dance around each other, the screen door slapped shut at last, and Mama came out screaming at Papa. His face and large nose flushed red above his white collared shirt buttoned to the top under his overalls. But other than that he didn’t pay Mama a bit of attention as he, Buzz, and I continued to waltz around each other, the hoe thudding hard whenever it hit the ground.

“I mean it, Tot,” she said, using the name everyone (but me) called him. “Don’t make no sense to be scaring Lilly like that. Put it down.”

But he was having none of it. He seemed to get madder and madder, and the hoe seemed closer to Buzz with every swing.

Suddenly Mama flew down the front steps, a long butcher knife in her hand, the same knife she always sharpened on the pedaling wheel before Papa killed the hogs. But not even the knife seemed to sway him. Papa, three times as big as she was, towered above her.

“Go on, Lilly. Get in the house,” Mama said. I could see the look in her eyes, the fear and hatred that made her seem as wild as a rabid dog. I ran up onto the porch and, thankfully, Buzz followed.

Papa’s eyes flashed anger at me as I stared at him through the screen door, my breath coming in quick gasps.

“Go on home and leave that dog alone,” Mama said. She kept that butcher knife raised and pointed at him the whole time, jabbing it a few times in his direction when his temper flared back up. He dropped the hoe at last, and Mama backed him all the way down the steep driveway to the dirt road. And he left, lumbering and swaying his way back home.

As I watched this scene, I felt like I was suffocating, as if someone had stuck a sack of cotton over my head. I’d heard Mama tell my father how Papa had beaten her as a child. When she was little and he got to drinking, one of his buddies would rush to the house to warn my grandmother that Papa was headed home. She’d hustle the four boys and my mother out of bed to make a run for the barn, hiding in the hay for the rest of the night. Other times, without warning, Papa barged into their bedrooms, hickory stick in hand, and the beatings began.

After that day, I still rode on top of Papa’s wagon and helped him feed the cows and guinea hens, but I never trusted him again. I remember telling myself I’d better be careful about who I let myself love. It was likely they’d turn on you. I also realized it was a good idea to have a knife nearby whenever possible.

Not long after, Buzz disappeared. I figured he just wandered off. Thankfully, it never occurred to me then that Papa might have gotten his way after all.

MANY YEARS later, when I first started working at Goodyear, the union guys liked to tell the women that they were going to “pick” us. That is, they were going to catch us and pick each pubic hair from our bodies. Like so much that happened there, when you put it in words and see it on paper, it sounds too unreal to believe. But they were always up to some prank or another, often making work a dangerous sport.

One day, a woman worker, fed up with the constant haranguing, actually dropped her pants and dared the men to do it. With her pants bunched around her ankles, she stood there in her plain white underwear. The guys backed off her but kept up their nonsense with the rest of us. I knew I’d never do what she did, but I also knew they often made good on their word, one time pinning down one of the new young guys and picking him clean. I went home and found one of Charles’s knives to carry in my pocket, the hard leather sheath resting against my thigh in case they ever decided to test me.

Countless times throughout the years at Goodyear when I needed courage, I remembered how Mama had finally tamed Papa that summer afternoon. I never doubted my mother would have used the butcher knife that day, and in my moments of fear and anger, I never doubted I’d use my own knife if necessary.

THE PLACE where I grew up during the 1940s is a small bend in the road along the foot of Choccolocco Mountain in northeast Alabama. Just like those pinch-faced gray possums that roamed the pine forests, the people in that small community in the foothills of the Appalachians knew a thing or two about survival. They worked in the cotton or steel mills or scratched a living from the dirt. Some worked in the foundries or the army depot in nearby Anniston or, if they were lucky, had a good-paying job at Goodyear in Gadsden. The folks I knew would walk over broken glass to help a neighbor and just as soon kill you if you did them wrong.

In 1946, I was in second grade when my father came home from the navy and my parents bought land from Papa to build a slightly bigger house across the road from him. Life started looking up for my family then. It took me a while to adjust to the gleam from the naked bulb hanging off the thin cord from the ceiling, since I’d been so used to the soft glow of gaslight. A couple of years later, we got indoor plumbing and things really changed for the better. Gone were the days of tiptoeing through the wet grass in the black of night, wondering if I’d step on a rattlesnake on the way to the outhouse.

Our new house wasn’t much to look at, but we were lucky. We were the only ones in Possum Trot, besides the brick mason, who owned a television. Daddy worked the night shift at the Anniston Army Depot six days a week, where he reworked engines on the battered military tanks sent home from Korea and later from Vietnam and the Middle East. Before we bought the TV, in the evenings when Daddy was gone, Mama and I had nowhere to go and nothing to do—except for Saturday evening, when we turned on the radio, silent all week to save batteries, and listened to the Grand Ole Opry. But once we got the TV, folks gathered in every corner and doorway of our small house many evenings to watch the nightly news.

During the day, I had to come up with my own entertainment, and I ran wild, disappearing for hours to climb trees and explore the woods. My cousin Louise and I spent entire days searching for caves or hunting for arrowheads in the Indian cemetery. We also loved to mimic the holy dancing we saw at the church campground down the road.

Despite these wistful memories, nearly all of my childhood was spent in endless work. In the misty summer mornings Mama and I picked beans and okra before the sun started blazing down on us. After we headed back to the house to bathe and change, we spent the rest of the day hulling peas, skinning tomatoes, and blanching vegetables to can for the winter. We only stopped canning to sleep. On the weekends we roamed the woods to fill our syrup buckets with huckleberries and blackberries for jam and cobbler, slapping the itchy bites from the invisible chiggers with Listerine to keep them from driving us crazy.

Growing up, I never lacked for essentials, and I certainly never went hungry. I knew we were better off than a good many folks. Of course, I was also painfully aware that we weren’t as well off as some others—like my best friend, Sandra. I’d known her since first grade. While I wore homemade bloomers, Sandra could afford silk panties. Every day she came to school in a coordinated sweater and skirt, never without a perfect strand of pearls. Even the teachers called her “little princess.”

Sandra’s family lived in New Liberty, a neighborhood where no one whitewashed their trees or kept chickens running around the front yard. There, children didn’t have to share a bedroom with their grandmother, like I did. Sitting in front of the large mirror at Sandra’s elegant dressing table, I’d angle her hand mirror every which way to see my reflection, hoping to improve my profile. But there it always was, clear as day, the bump in the middle of my nose, the same mysterious Indian nose as Granny Mac’s and Daddy’s.

Every time I came home from Sandra’s, I felt inferior. Just the sight of my dingy white house and dusty dirt yard made me ashamed even though I knew how far we’d come. I dared not say anything about my disappointment. I saw how hard my parents worked. But the older I got, the more transparent the differences in my life and Sandra’s became, and my sense of embarrassment stayed with me, as indelible as a birthmark. I was keenly aware that all this privilege was due to Goodyear, where Sandra’s father worked. New Liberty was where the Goodyear families lived. And it’s where, more than anywhere, I wanted to be.

I used to stare at the Goodyear plant when I passed it on my annual summer Greyhound bus trip to Aunt Mattie Bell and Uncle Hoyt’s small duplex house in Gadsden. Right before you got into town, there was the plant, next to the Coosa River. A giant redbrick building with slits for windows, it sprawled for blocks behind a tall steel fence like a fortress. The huge smokestacks billowed black smoke. Riding past the plant, I dreamed about what it would have been like to ride around in a brand-new Mercury every few years like Sandra. Or I imagined swimming in the Gulf Coast during spring break like she did. I even fantasized about how smooth my hands would be if my daddy worked at Goodyear. Maybe even best of all, if he did, I’d never have to pick cotton again.

ALL MY life I’d been surrounded by one continuous cotton field. I started picking cotton there before I entered first grade and had been picking ever since. It was the only job around, and I was in the field every weekend with my cousin Louise making extra money for the family. When I was older, during the summer Louise and I chopped cotton before it matured in order to earn some spending money of our own. We slung our hoes into the ground, attacking the johnsongrass that spread like gossip between the rows,sputtering complaints to each other that we dared not offer to anyone else. It wasn’t just the cotton. When we picked corn, we bellyached the same way, row after row, as cornstalks slapped our bare necks and scratched our hands.

At the end of the day, two men shouldered a pole between them and hooked our sack of cotton onto the P ring as Papa—all six foot five of him—loomed above me and slid a heavy metal ball across the bar to determine how many pounds we’d plucked from the prickly stalks. It took days to fill our long, skinny sacks. Sometimes it felt like I was trying to fill the sack with clouds.

Each time Papa weighed my sack, I held my breath, willing the ball to move farther. I enjoyed the anticipation of weighing my day’s work. Being paid meant not having to listen to Mama tell me no for the hundredth time. It meant I could save for the ready-made dress that was hanging in the window at Hudson’s department store in town. I was by now darn right sick of the homemade dresses my mother sewed from feed sacks. Yes, clothes were a focus of mine in those days. I was a teenager, after all.

In the fall of my ninth-grade year, I fell in love with the outfit of all outfits. I pined away for one thing more than anything else: a cheerleading outfit. I’d tried out for the squad with Sandra, and I made the cut. I was so thrilled, I actually thought my whole life was going to change for the better, until I realized I had no way to get to the evening basketball games and the outfit would cost a whopping $25.

Mama didn’t drive, but that didn’t really matter because Daddy needed the car to get to work every night anyway. But even that wasn’t the point. Neither of them had ever set foot in school, so there was no reason to think they’d do so now, just because I’d made the cheerleading squad. I finally convinced one of the basketball coaches to pick me up and take me to the games. But when I told my parents at supper that I needed to buy the outfit, Mama about scared me and Daddy to death.

She stopped eating and slapped her hand against the wooden table. “Let me tell you one thing, young lady. My best dress coat didn’t even cost twenty-five dollars! You’re going have to pay for that outfit.”

How could I have forgotten how Mama acted any time I wanted anything? She worried nonstop about whether we had enough money to pay the bills. All her talk made me think we were on the verge of having the lights cut off. If she wasn’t calculating what we needed for next week’s groceries, she was reminiscing about not having any sugar or any paper for the butter during the war rationing. And if it was anybody’s fault, it was Roosevelt’s: Mama blamed him for the Depression and the fact that when Daddy made a dollar a day working in the brickyard, two cents went to Social Security.

That night at supper as I felt the tears fill my eyes, I pictured how the salesman had shown the team the sweaters, how all of us girls fell so hard. We’d never seen anything so glamorous—the dark gold sweater with the purple capital letters RW for “Roy Webb” sewn in the middle, the gold silk skirt that flashed purple when you twirled, the delicate beanie to pin in your hair. Until that moment, I’d never wanted anything as much as that cheerleading outfit.

LATER, LYING in bed seething as Granny Mac snored away beside me, I reminded myself that Mama had been through a lot, and my life, cheerleading outfit or not, was roses compared with hers. Of course, being Mama, she rarely talked about her past. That would be a waste of time. I wondered so often what had made her so hard. But the only relic that she’d kept was a tattered Bible with a few funny-spelled names and ghostly dates scribbled in light pencil inside the cover.

It was only Granny Mac, Daddy’s mother, who liked to tell stories about her past. But whenever she’d launch into one about my father’s family, Mama hushed her. All I knew about Granny Mac herself was that she grew up an orphan in Georgia. I looked over at her sleeping peacefully and wished she were awake to distract me from my anger and my aching want.

She’d found another way to use her storytelling skills, and she loved to do so when it was pitch-dark outside. Her dark Indian eyes would glitter in the bedroom we shared, her long black hair flowing loosely, freed from the braided bun she wore during the day, as she told me ghost story after ghost story. She about kept me from ever going to sleep with all those stories. There was the one about the murdered man whose blood seeped down the walls of the house when it rained. But the worst story was her favorite one, about the pig who dragged a baby under our house and ate it. As I’d slide under my quilt, she’d tell me to be still and listen. Didn’t I hear that baby screaming under our room? It never occurred to me to ask whose baby it was or whether or not anyone ever came looking for it.

I hated that story, maybe in part because it reminded me in some strange way of another family story that was rarely spoken of, this one involving me: how I almost tore Mama in two when I was born and almost died myself. I first heard the story as I lay waiting for sleep on a pallet with the other children on the farm in Alpine, Alabama, where Aunt Lucille had taken us to pick scuppernongs, a type of muscadine grape. Behind the thin bedsheet hanging between the kitchen and the main room, Aunt Lucille told the other women about Mama being in labor for three days, my daddy unable to do anything but smoke and cry in the barn. Even with the help of two doctors and a nurse, we almost didn’t make it. Aunt Lucille said my face was bruised and my body crooked. Many years later, I asked Mama about it. She only said that during labor her bones wouldn’t separate. According to Aunt Lucille, Mama’s body was so torn up, she wasn’t able to have more children. That would explain why I was an only child.

Sometimes when Mama looked at me with that look of sour disapproval—like she did that night at dinner—I thought that maybe she’d never forgiven me for denying her more babies. I’d also wonder if she ever got over the time I almost burned her up. Mama had grabbed a piece of black coal I’d gotten hold of as a baby, and her skirt brushed against the smoldering coals in the fireplace. Fire blazed up her back. Daddy tried to put it out, but her whole backside burned. They couldn’t afford a doctor, so he just bandaged her up. Whenever I saw the scars, I wanted to peel the scablike skin off her back to reveal the unharmed flesh underneath, which I imagined would be as pure and smooth as the white trunk of a sycamore tree.

On the rare occasion when my mother did talk about her family, it was clear that she’d had to carry too big a burden as a young girl. Her mother, Lillie (my namesake), was part Cherokee, a petite woman with a powerful touch, known for her herbal remedies and giving ease to women in labor with the tea she mixed from the roots of cotton plants. But when she came down with cancer, my grandmother couldn’t heal herself, and died young. This left Mama to care for her four brothers, and for this reason, she never made it past the sixth grade in school.

Although Mama didn’t grumble about what happened to her, she did judge the world with a harsh eye. I can’t tell you how many times I heard Daddy whisper, “Hush now, Edna, that’s not our business,” before he took a cigarette from the pack of Camels in his shirt pocket and lit it.

Mama had the right way to snap beans, the right way to bake a coconut cake, piece a quilt, milk a cow, and break a chicken’s neck. Whenever Granny Mac cooked supper, Mama made a comment: The sweet potatoes were too sweet, the meat too salty. Every night after supper, Granny Mac cleaned up the kitchen. And every night my mother came right behind her and cleaned the kitchen again. No one else could keep the kitchen as spotless as it was supposed to be.

Sweet Granny Mac claimed she was hard of hearing and pretended not to hear Mama’s put-downs. She went about her business, smiling and accepting things as they were, and never stood up to Mama. Maybe Granny Mac just didn’t want to be orphaned again. (And she never was; years later when Granny Mac was sick and dying, Mama took care of her like she had her own mother, changing her diapers and bathing her from head to toe.)

That night, as I went to sleep still seething with a sense of unfairness and aching for that darn cheerleader’s outfit, I tried to remind myself that Mama had her reasons to be tough. And, hard as it was, I forced myself to remember the times she’d been kind. I thought about when I’d contracted yellow jaundice from the contaminated water at school and been laid up for months, how she’d tended to me. I would get the chills all the time, and Mama seemed to sense when the cold came over me and gently wrapped my feet with a warm blanket she’d heated by the stove each night. Sometimes when she finished, she sat silent for a minute at the foot of my bed, her hand resting on my bundled feet. But I knew I couldn’t expect her to understand what I was feeling now—how badly I wanted to step beyond my life as it was and into a new club where cheers and champions and a beautiful outfit awaited me. Feelings were luxuries for rich people. And the words “I want” were just not in her vocabulary.

SO THE next weekend I picked cotton with Louise, trying to earn some money toward the outfit. The strap from the cotton sack might as well have been a snake around my neck. I remember saying to Louise, out of nowhere, “When I grow up, I’ll never pick another piece of cotton again.” Louise laughed, her face red and sweaty in the bright sunlight. I guess I’d said it before, but that fall day, everything felt different. I stood for a minute, looking at the spot where a hawk had been moments before, yearning to fly out of that field with him.

From across the field Mama yelled at me to quit daydreaming. So I picked a boll and stuffed it into my sack, flecks of red from my bleeding hands trailing across it. Louise’s stooped figure moved in the row ahead of me. Behind her, every once in a while a piece of forgotten cotton fluttered above the bare stalks. Bending over, the sun beating on my back, I felt my promise in my bones. I wasn’t going to be like Mama, stuck in the same place I grew up. I wasn’t going to live like this forever. I was going somewhere special. I knew it like you know the wind is blowing even though it’s invisible.

I finally did find a way to finish paying for the cheerleader’s outfit when the squad sponsored a bake sale at the Halloween carnival and we all split the money. Scrounging up a way to keep my dream alive, I realized that whatever I wanted I had to make happen. I also discovered that refusing to take no for an answer can help make the impossible possible.
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