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 I’ VE SPENT A LOT OF TIME WEAVING, BUT YOU’D never know it from my hands.

With threads, hair, and twisted fabric, I weave in fragments of myself, bits of other people. I weave in lies, and I weave in love, and in the end, it’s hard to know if one keeps me warmer than the other.

And when I’m done, I lift the rug from the loom and study it in my fingers. When I back away five feet, it’s bluer or more knotted than I’d remembered. And from twenty feet, it grins at me when all along, I’d thought it pouty. I ask myself, “Is that my rug?” But like anything I make, the rug is never mine. I tell my eyes not to see so much at  one time. I flip it over, and from the back, it weeps like someone lost.

Like all lies, loves, stories, it is imperfect, but I could walk on it. I could fold it over the edge of my bed and use it for a blanket or hang it on the wall. Instead, I wrap it over my shoulders, wear it like a shield, covering myself with a tapestry of views.

 

 

 

Tell me the story, Nanna, ” I used to beg my grandma, leaning  against her in the porch swing, my head nuzzling into the space where her long arm connected to her shoulder, and she’d wrap that arm around me and rub my thigh as though it were a wrinkled napkin that she could straighten out if she worked on it long enough.

Afternoons in summer, with lima beans simmering just inside and the saltiness drifting out through the screen door, with curing tobacco sweetly ambering on the edge of a breeze and my Nanna holding onto me and waving the gnats away from my face, the ones that kept flying to the corners of my eyes, those were the afternoons that made me love my Nanna best, even though she admitted to being a liar.

“You don’t want to hear that old story,” she’d protest. “Herman shouldn’ta never put it in that sermon. You’d think the man would know better, with little children listening....”

“Please tell it,” I’d plead. “You tell it better than  Grandpa,” and she’d pat my thigh a few times in the loving way that almost stings, but doesn’t.

“I was just about your size, maybe a year or two older, living in Virginia with my mamma and pappa, in a big old house where we roomed in the upstairs and ran the grocery store in the downstairs.”

“Where’s Virginia?” I asked, taking her hand in mine and running my fingers along the routes of her veins that protruded like groundhog trails in the garden.

“North. Way up north. We owned the biggest house in the neighborhood, and all the families around loved my pappa because he’d give the children candy when they came in and he’d sell things on credit to people who didn’t have much money.

“He had the biggest old heart in the world. When the men from the ironworks would come home on Fridays and blow all their money on liquor and then pass out on the street, he’d haul them inside. Had a little cot in the back, in a storeroom, and he’d let them sober up considerable before he’d send them home.”

“Grandpa says drinking’s a sin,” I’d remind her.

“Your grandpa committed that one many a time before he got religion,” she remarked. “Don’t you tell him I said that. Anyway, my pappa was the gentlest man in the world, and I reckon that’s why he let my mamma do whatever she wanted.”

“Tell me what she looked like, Nanna.”

“She had big eyes that she painted up and lips so pink that she left color on the edges of her cigarettes. Always had  a cigarette hanging out of her mouth. And she didn’t put up her hair the way other women did. Left it hanging down her back all the way to her tail,” and Nanna’d reach behind me and tickle at the bones at the base of my spine, and I’d giggle.

“She was a whore,” I’d yell out the way I’d heard my grandpa yell out in church meeting.

“Your grandpa has a name for everything, but he ain’t always right,” Nanna’d insist. “Don’t you tell him I said so.”

“She was a wicked woman, ” I’d yell again, and laugh and kick my feet that stuck out just past the edge of the swing.

“Weren’t never wicked to me,” Nanna’d say. “I wish to goodness Herman hadn’t put that story in his sermon. Little child like you saying such things.”

“I’m just teasing, Nanna,” I promised, burying my face in her breast. “There’s good whores. We learned in Sunday school. Like Mary who was Jesus’ friend.”

“She weren’t no whore. She was a woman of passion.”

“I might be a whore when I get big,” I told Nanna to make her feel better, and she grabbed me right by the hair of my head and yanked me up.

“Don’t you never let me hear you say that again,” she said. “I will whip your ass righteously if I ever hear you say that again.”

I held my mouth wide open at the sound of Nanna cursing, because while it was okay for men to say words like ass, it wasn’t okay for women. But before I could tell her she’d have to say special prayers to be forgiven for defiling her lips, I was crying and Nanna was hugging me again.

That was the way things were with Nanna. For years and years, we’d sit together in the swing and she’d tell me the story, the same sad story in a hundred different ways. And when my legs grew long enough to dangle down near hers, and when I couldn’t fit my head beneath her arm anymore and had to lean it against her shoulder instead, I began to finally understand the story differently, to understand it in the way Nanna might have—if she hadn’t been the one who had to live it.

 

 

 

Leila,” I imagined her pappa calling. ”Come help me  straighten out the paper sacks under the counter.”

My Nanna, just past nine and already lanky like me, her hair pulled back into a tight ponytail like the one I wore, climbed out from her hiding place, a dark corner of the store where the edge of the grain bin almost met the edge of a cluttered shelf of plastic combs and soaps and yellowed magazines. She had to squeeze to get through. She’d been growing so fast that she worried that by the time she’d finished helping her pappa, she wouldn’t be able to fit back inside to fetch her crayons and papers.

When I told myself this story, I always gave Nanna my worries, whatever they were.

“How much will you pay me?” she’d tease him, romping across the wooden slats of floor and behind the counter where he was waiting for a customer making her way to the register.

“How much will I owe you?”

“Hmmm,” she pondered. Sometimes I saw her scratching her chin the way she still does when I ask her a question.

“How about two hard candies?” he offered, and kissed the top of her head.

“Let me think about it,” she said, and went to work.

There were bags in three sizes. The smallest size held only a cup of washing powders or rice, but it’d hold a whole handful of Mary Janes. The next size was big enough for a bag of beans or a whole bottle of beer. But the big ones were Nanna’s favorite. She could fit those bags over her head, cut out eyes and a mouth, and then decorate masks to wear to scare her mamma.

In my stories, the biggest bags were thick as skin. You couldn’t even punch through them with your fist.

Nanna heard the delicate bells of the cash register and then “thirty-five cents” in her pappa’s even voice as she made neat stacks beneath the counter.

“So how much?” her pappa asked again when the customer was gone.

“How about a line of paper dolls?” she’d bargain. She would have been good at that.

“Just for straightening out the bags?”

“Please?” she begged. Her pappa had shown her how to fold a grocery bag back and forth like an accordion in narrow, even strips, and then how to take scissors and cut out half a person so that when you opened it up, you found a whole line of children grasping hands. But little Nanna could never do it right. Her paper dolls had pointy heads or thick arms or feet like clubs.

“I reckon that’s a fair trade,” her pappa compromised. “But I won’t be able to get to it till later.”

“Thank you, thank you!” She danced around him. “I need some new dolls to color.”

Just then a man walked in. I imagined the man with rough whiskers and a scruffy black dog following behind—even though Nanna couldn’t remember all the details herself.

“Leila, go find your mamma and tell her to come here,” her pappa instructed.

“Where is she?”

“Upstairs, I reckon. Or out back. Now run.”

Nanna knew he didn’t like for her to be in the store when drunks came around. He probably didn’t need her mamma at all. He just wanted her out of the way. So she left, skipping out of the musky grocery and onto the street, waving to neighbors on their porches. Sometimes in my mind, I let Nanna stop to talk to a little boy on his tricycle, riding circles around the block. I gave him blond hair that jiggled as his wheels passed over the cobblestones.

Then Nanna would race into the house, up the stairs, pulling herself with the rail to improve her speed. She’d run through the airborne dust, spotlighted by the sun angling through the window, and wipe her face with the back of her hand to get the particles off, calling out for her mamma.

But there was never an answer.

Nanna’d look in every room, pausing only in her mamma’s bedroom, in front of the vanity where her cosmetics and brush were left out. I imagined her staring in the mirror, touching her own cheek, and wishing it flushed the way her mamma’s always looked. Then she’d throw down the brush she found in her hand and run out of that room too.

The next part of the story was always the same no matter how many times I told it.

Back down the steps and out the door, Nanna jiggled the handle of the gate. It was stubborn and wouldn’t catch. So she pulled herself up on the wooden fence and peeked over the side. Her mamma was there, sure enough, sitting on the ground against the side of the house, sipping Coke through a straw right out the bottle. Beside her, a man Nanna recognized—the young man from the ironworks who sometimes helped her pappa unload shipments. At first, she was confused. Then she noticed the man’s hand on the middle of her mamma’s back, right at the place where her skirt began, at the place where her body was so shy that it curved inward.

I imagined Nanna staring at that sight for quite a while.

But she didn’t call her mamma at all. She climbed down as quietly as she could and then ran, first towards the store to her pappa. But she couldn’t go there. She started to go back upstairs, but remembered how empty it was, without her mamma or pappa, with just the dust hanging in the air.

So she bolted down the street past boys playing ball, past an old woman pruning her bushes, past the rug-maker’s house and all the way into the cemetery where it was quiet and green and honeysuckled, where she could walk between graves and figure things out.

I knew how lonely Nanna must have been, but I thought maybe I’d like to live in a city someday—in spite of the drunks and noises. I figured if Nanna’d had a chance to stay  there, nothing would have turned out the same. I wished we could have been little at the same time, best friends and next-door neighbors. I would have walked through the cemetery with her. I would have held her hand.

 

 

 

My grandpa Herman Langston was founder and preacher of  The Church of Fire and Brimstone and God’s Almighty Baptizing Wind. I think when he was trying to come up with a name for it, he just couldn’t make up his mind, so he put all his ideas together and acted like a prophet, and nobody said a thing. Grandpa Herman was a big man with red hair and huge freckles that hid in his wrinkles. He wore his blood pressure like the glaze on a loaf of bread, sitting shiny on the surface. According to Nanna, when he was a young man, he used his fists on anybody who crossed him, and as far as I can tell, after he got religion, he did the same thing. Sunday after Sunday, I watched him standing in the pulpit, banging those fists down hard on the podium, saying, “There shall be weeping and wailing and gnashing of teeth, where the worm dieth not and the fire is not quenched.”

All around the church, penitents would be wringing their hands and crying, hollering out “Amen.” My daddy, Liston Huff, would be on the shells of his knees, leaning his head against the pew and whispering loudly his private prayer to God and whoever else couldn’t help hearing. My mamma, Maree Huff, would be sitting or standing beside him, her scoured hands held high in the air, her face turned up to the paneled ceiling, tears falling so hard she’d have to  sit her shoes in the sun for the whole afternoon just to dry them out.

Beside them would be my brothers David and Everett, and later their wives Laura and Wanda, perfectly mimicking my parents. David was known for holding his bible against his forehead, banging his skin into the cover until he worked himself into a holy trance.

And at the other end of the pew, my oldest sister, Bethany, who was married before I was even born, sat with her husband Olin and their children Pammy and Mustard and her husband’s oldest son James, who was just a year older than me.

But I sat with Nanna, in the pew behind them all. She’d give me a pencil and let me draw in her Sunday school quarterly once everybody’d got the spirit. I couldn’t draw in my own because if Mamma saw the marks, she’d spank me good. Nanna’d give me rolls of Smarties, the little candy pills that stacked up in their plastic wrapper, green then yellow then pink then white, and it’d take me two hymns and one altar call just to get the wrapper open without making any noise. I always wondered where she got the candy but feared she’d stop supplying it if I asked.

Every two or three Sundays, Grandpa’d step out from behind his podium, his bible in one hand held up in the sky, his other hand over his heart.

“Here he goes again,” Nanna’d whisper. “One of these days, he’s going to fall over and die right in the middle of that story.”

And I’d look up in time to hear him talk about liars and forgiveness.

“We’ve all sinned in the eyes of God. All of us,” he’d say. “My own wife Leila, who you all know, my own wife turned her back on God. Turned her sinful eyes away from God and lied. Lied. Lied to the courts of this land, lied to the very people who were trying to bring a murderous whore to justice. But more sinful than any of that, she lied  to her Heavenly Father, to her King.”

“Yes, Lord,” the people would call.

“Just a child. Just a wee child but old enough to know the difference in right and wrong. She saw her own mother engaging in sins of the flesh and did not tell. She did not tell her father. She did not tell God. She allowed it to happen.”

“Allowed it to happen,” my mamma would yell out.

“And on the day that her own mother pulled out a rifle and shot her father through the back so she could live in sin with a boy young enough to be her son, what did Leila do? Did she call out to God?”

“No, Lord,” my brother Everett would answer.

“No. No, she did not call out to God,” Grandpa Herman would continue, the tears sliding down his rough cheeks.

I’d look over at Nanna, who’d roll her eyes at me and then sneak me a wink.

“She did not call out to God. She crawled right in the bed next to her murderous mother and slept there. And when her mother handed her a little speech to say to the judge, she studied it, memorized it, memorized that lie.”

“Help her, Jesus,” somebody cried, as if the things that had happened sixty years before were happening again.

“And she told that judge that her own pappa, the man who loved her more than any other earthly thing, had been beating her. She told that judge that her God-fearing pappa had pulled his belt from his pants and was striking her body when her mother pulled out that gun.” Grandpa Herman grew quiet and sad, and a hush fell over the congregation as well.

“And why’d she do it, people? Why’d she lie before the greatest judge of them all?”

“To protect her mamma,” Bethany hollered.

“To protect a murderer, ” Grandpa Herman corrected. “To protect a whore, a wicked, evil woman.” Then he fell silent to give his words a chance to settle over the crowd.

“But God is good,” Grandpa continued. “God will forgive. He’ll baptize a sinner in his very blood and pull them out white as snow. We’ve got sinners among us, sinners who  need God’s blessing, God’s forgiveness. Won’t you come? Won’t you pray to him now, say ‘God, I’ve been a liar, a murderer, a whore.’ Confess your sins to the one who will make you clean.”

Then he’d pause and add, “Sister Imogene, play us a hymn,” and Great-Aunt Imogene would hobble over to the piano that must have been older than she was.

Sunday after Sunday, we’d sing, we’d bow our heads, and I’d hold Nanna’s hand while around me people were praying aloud, their voices competing for God’s attention, growing louder and louder until I could talk to Nanna and nobody would know.

“Don’t go up there,” I’d beg her. “Stay here with me.”

“I’ve got to go in a minute,” she’d explain. “Lord knows, if I don’t get on my knees after this kind of sermon, I won’t never be welcome in my own house again.”

“What do you do up there?” I’d ask her.

“Just bow my head and thank the Lord for you, and then I sing a little song or something. Don’t matter what you do. Long as you go up there.”

“I don’t want you to leave me here,” I’d say.

“Well, come on up with me. God knows, the whole congregation will be up there anyway before Herman lets us out.”

So during the altar call, Nanna approached the altar, and whoops went up all over the church, and people cried, and I heard my own mamma hollering out “Thank you, Jesus.” I went up there with her, and I could hear Grandpa proclaiming, “Lord, we thank you for the youth of this church, for the children who understand sin, understand their own hearts, the children with so much love inside them that they can offer it back to their own elders, who are sinners. Lord, I thank you for my sweet Ninah.”

And I smiled to myself, thinking, “I ain’t his sweet nothing, ” and then I nudged Nanna and kept saying my ABCs, imagining them first upper case, then lower, thinking that periodic trips to the altar made a good impression. My whole family would appreciate me more, at least for the rest of that week.

 

 

 

I don’t think anybody knows exactly how Grandpa Herman  came up with his brand of Christianity. The church began years and years back, before my mamma was even born, when the church Nanna and Grandpa had been attending split into little pieces.

I used to imagine the building breaking apart, wondering how they decided who would get the back pews, who would get the front ones, who would get the altar. All I know is that Mossy Swamp Primitive Baptist Church broke into two other pieces so that when it was over, Mossy Swamp had a third of the congregation and two new churches developed: Mossy Swamp Pentecostal Holiness and The Church of Fire and Brimstone and God’s Almighty Baptizing Wind. Grandpa Herman built Fire and Brimstone himself, in one of his own tobacco fields near the house. At the time, the congregation of Fire and Brimstone was basically his family, his parents and brothers and sisters and cousins, and Nanna’s aunt and uncle, who she was sent to live with after her mamma went to prison, and all their children. But through the years, people joined up from marrying into the family and bringing their relatives, and by the time I was born, Fire and Brimstone already had eighty members. It was like having a big family reunion every Sunday, with Grandpa Herman leading it.

I guess you could say the church doctrine came from Grandpa Herman’s own sensibilities. He used the Bible, of course, but only the parts he liked. He had a habit of altering the verses just a little to make them match his own beliefs. He had a good dose of Baptist in him, so we sang soulful hymns and got saved on a regular basis and baptized in the pond at the far edge of the property. But the Pentecostal part of him wouldn’t allow us to watch TV or cut our hair, and he was always one to encourage speaking in tongues.

But there were other elements to Fire and Brimstone. I don’t know if Grandpa got a copy of the laws from some  other religion or if he just made them up, but he’d walk around saying things like, “He who invades another man’s nets or fish traps or takes fish from another man’s fishing preserve shall pay fifty dollars as compensation. Half to the man from whom they were stolen and half to The Church of Fire and Brimstone and God’s Almighty Baptizing Wind. Amen.” On Fridays, Grandpa was a judge, and any disagreements in the community were brought before him, where he’d make his decision, lead the arguing parties in prayer, and then make sure they were hugging when they left the church.

And the children were required to go to night classes where we memorized Grandpa Herman’s laws. We’d sit in the tiny classroom with others about our same age, and a teacher would drill us again and again. “He who rapes a grapevine by taking more than his share of the fruit shall pay ten dollars in compensation, half to the man from whom the grapes were stolen and half to The Church of Fire and Brimstone.”

“He who romps through another man’s field and tramples the plants of his labor shall reseed and keep those plants until they bring forth the equal value and shall pay fifty dollars to The Church of Fire and Brimstone as penance.

“He who goes unto another man’s wife and takes her for his own shall come before the church and confess such evils and shall pay five hundred dollars, half to the man from whom he’s stolen and half to The Church of Fire and Brimstone. And if it happens more than once, he shall be cast out of his own community. But if he has left a wife and family, they may remain among the congregation.”

The laws were written in thick booklets that only church-teachers and Grandpa Herman himself were allowed to read. The booklets were old and yellowed, and the pages looked as used as elbows.

There were other things about The Church of Fire and Brimstone that didn’t show up in the religions of the children in my classes at school. We didn’t believe in doctors—because they took the healing power of Christ into their own hands and used it to perpetuate the sinfulness of humanity—or so Grandpa Herman said. When schools first required that children be immunized, the church began teaching their children themselves until the state intervened and Grandpa Herman had to make the exception for vaccinations against measles and diphtheria.

As a child it all seemed so normal. My friends were my own cousins who wore dark dresses made for us by our mammas and nannas. We didn’t associate much with other children in school because we had each other, and we’d been taught that regular Baptists or Methodists lived in sin, that any little girl with britches on her legs was going straight to Hell for trying to be a man, and that those children who learned their numbers off of television shows—even television shows especially made to help children learn—were being damned eternally, would be cast one day into the Great Lake of Fire for worshipping technology instead of the Blessed Redeemer. We didn’t want to be friends with them anyway.

So during recess, I caught up with the other girls whose hair hung down their backs uneven, like horse tails, with the boys who wore dark pants all year around. And in the  lunchroom, I could pick out other Fire and Brimstone children just by looking at the table, seeking out the paper bags in which we carried our food—because lunch boxes featured television characters, and we never ate school food since nobody could be sure who grew it.

Even the Holiness children, who also wore dresses, didn’t cut their hair, and carried their lunches, were a threat to our salvation since the year that they’d held a Hallelujah-ween carnival for their children and invited our congregation to attend. Even though nobody was dressing up, Grandpa Herman rebuked them from the pulpit for condoning Satanic holidays, and after that, we cut off all association with the Holiness.

When I was a child, I saw our community as a special place where God’s special children could be safe from the influence of the wicked world. Later, when I was older, I saw our community differently. I saw us like an island. Like an island sinking from the weight of fearful hearts.

 

 

 

Ninah.” Mamma shook me. “Ninah!”

I couldn’t wake up. In the summers, we worked in the fields all day, worked from daylight until dusk, walking miles and miles along narrow tobacco rows, popping the flowers off the tops of the plants with our fingers, popping the suckers that grew at the bottom of the stalk away with our toes, so that big leaves could grow bigger and the flower wouldn’t suck out all the life. By the time supper came, we were so weary that even breathing felt like work. And that  night, in spite of the muscles in my legs twitching and shaking, I had fallen asleep at the table. A piece of my hair had coiled into the gravy over my rice.

I jerked up straight, stretched open my eyes to see everyone looking at me. The table I was seated at held twenty, and there were three others just like it in the room. We all ate together, the entire extended family, and at that moment, all I knew was that a lot of eyes were watching mine. I didn’t blink.

My brother David, who was just eight years older, reached out under the table with his foot and tapped at mine comfortingly.

“She’s just tired, Maree,” my daddy said. “Don’t come down too hard on her.”

“Did you say your prayers, young lady?” Mamma asked me. “Before you fell asleep?”

“I didn’t mean to fall asleep,” I answered.

“Don’t talk back,” Mamma warned, not harshly but firm. Mamma had great sunken eyes, and when she was angry, she squinted them so that the lines around them looked like just-plowed fields. I peered into the bowl of potatoes, still too groggy to be clear about what was going on. “And look at me when I’m talking to you,” Mamma added.

I forced my head up.

“Maree,” Nanna said. “This child didn’t mean to doze off.” She shook her head back and forth.

“And I’m not punishing her for sleeping,” Mamma interjected. “I’m punishing her for not saying her prayers. At twelve years old, you’d think she’d have better sense. Did you say your prayers, Ninah?”

“No, ma’am,” I answered.

“Then get up,” she said. “And start cleaning the kitchen.”

So while the rest of them ate, I scraped pots, heaping the leftovers onto a big plate for the dogs. By the time I’d finished washing the pots and draining the dirty water, the women were cleaning off the table, bringing me glasses and plates. They were chattering and singing, but in the background, I could hear Grandpa Herman talking to Daddy.

“Maree’s right,” he told him. “She’s just keeping that girl in line. You got to toughen up, Liston. Loving your child and punishing your child ain’t separate things. You know that.”

And then I turned the water back on, running it clean and drowning out their voices.

About midway through the dishwashing, Nanna dipped her hands into the dishwater too, and our fingers kept hitting each other underwater, and we had to take turns rinsing off the forks and saucers. Whenever I wasn’t careful, Nanna’d steal my dishcloth, yanking it right out of my hands, and I’d splash her a little. Pretty soon, she had me laughing, and then we were both singing along, reminiscing about the old rugged cross with everybody else.

That night before I went to bed, I kissed Daddy goodnight, and he said, “We just love you so much, Baby.”

Then Mamma led me to bed, and when she pulled back my covers, there were cockleburrs and sandspurs scattered all over my sheets, scattered everywhere. I knew there would be.

Mamma got down beside me and we said our prayers  together, and she asked God to help me remember him, to help me have the strength to get through hard days and to show respect to my elders.

She helped me settle down on top of all those prickly nettles and when I made a face, she laughed, leaned over me, and kissed me on the forehead. “You know how much I love you, don’t you?” she asked, and because I didn’t want her to leave me yet, because I wanted to keep feeling her hair on my cheek, I said, “Tell me how much.”

So she stayed awhile, beside my bed. She told me the story again of how I was an unexpected gift from God, a child she and Daddy hadn’t planned and didn’t know was coming. Then she said that maybe tomorrow I would get a special blessing for my night of discomfort and wouldn’t feel so tired after working in the fields. And she left.

I couldn’t sleep for a long time. The prickles were sticking in my back, and every time I moved, I got stuck in a new place. I knew I was supposed to remember the crown of thorns on Jesus’ head, how much that must have hurt him. But I just kept thinking about suckering tobacco, about popping off baby leaves so they wouldn’t take away the strength from the bigger ones. I imagined that when I woke up, I’d find little dots of blood on my gown and sheets. But of course, I didn’t.

 

 

 

Maybe it was a blessing from God, but the next day wasn’t  so hard. I got assigned to a row in a particularly long field next to James, the son of Olin, my brother-in-law, and the  stepson of Bethany, my oldest sister. His natural mother had died in childbirth, which happened sometimes since we didn’t use doctors. All day long we stayed together. When he’d get behind, I’d slow down and wait for him, and when I hung back to pop flowers from the tops of very high plants, he’d wait for me—or else he’d step over and bend the stalk so that I could reach it.

The hired man on the other side who wasn’t Fire and Brimstone moved very quickly, but then he’d been suckering and topping for years. We didn’t mind that he stayed ahead because it was easier for us to talk that way.

“Did you get whipped?” James asked me, pausing and peeking at me through the leaves. Something about his eyebrows made him always look surprised.

“Nah,” I told him. “Slept on nettles.”

“Ugh,” James said. “I’d rather just get whipped.”

“I guess I deserved it,” I muttered. I could see his big hands plucking through tussled green leaves, his dark head passing like a target in the spaces between plants. “If they’d been punishing me for falling asleep during supper, I probably would have gotten the strap. But since it was for forgetting my prayers, it was a bigger sin. I deserved it.”

“No you didn’t,” he said. “But don’t say I said so.”

“I won’t,” I promised. And then I began singing, “I Am Bound For the Promised Land,” and James joined in. We stepped out the beat hard in the soil and sang and panted our way down the row.

God had mercy on our crops that year. Grandpa Herman said  we must be doing a good job of confessing our sins because God wasn’t plaguing us with too much rain or a drought. Our tobacco didn’t even have blue mold. The leaves on each stalk were so wide and so firm that you could use them to fan your face. We decided to have a celebration in honor of God’s abundance.

On the day when we emptied our first barn, the men barbecued a hog and the women hauled dishes of potato salad and baked beans out to the pack house in the back of a pickup truck.

We finished separating the leaves from the sticks and bailing it in burlap sheets, and then the biggest boys threw each bundle out the back door into a ton truck until the whole truck bed was heaped with huge, soft boulders of tobacco.

We had to wait a little while for the women to set up the food, but Grandpa Herman kept lifting the lid of the cooker and allowing the children to reach between ribs and pull off little strings of meat as snacks. Then we’d suck our fingers, anticipating the feast.

I thought the dinner prayer would never end. All the adults had something to thank God for, and everybody said thank-you for the exceptional crop—even though it seemed to me that one thank-you should be enough. But then we filled our paper plates with more food than we usually ate in a week. It was a regular Christmas at Fire and Brimstone—even though it was only August.

We ate on the pack house porch. Some people sat on the  steps, and others dangled their legs off the sides, and others stood behind a table we’d made by putting a sheet of plywood across two sawhorses. We ate until our bellies grew tight, and we washed it all down with iced tea, which was reserved for special occasions.

Afterwards, while the women scraped off the dishes and shared scraps with the dogs and chickens and pigs, the men stretched out on their backs in the sun and dozed. Resting on a work day was a real treat.

The pack house had a second floor where we stored stuff, and there was a door up there too, in the back, that opened up to nothing but warm air and white clouds. Mustard was the one who discovered that the ton truck was parked directly beneath the door, and he dared us to jump down onto the mounds of tobacco below.

When nobody would do it, Mustard said we were all chicken, and he backed up against the far wall, then sprinted across the room and right out the door, leaping through air and onto the cushiony bundles. Barley went next. Then Pammy and James. They giggled so hard they lost their wind and came wheezing back upstairs to do it again.

I was scared to jump and scared we might get in trouble, but I didn’t want to be left out.

“Come on, Ninah,” James hollered up from below, climbing out the back of the truck. “It’s fun.”

I didn’t want to be the only one afraid, so I ran through too, dashing out of the dark pack house and into the light. Even after there was no more floor beneath me, I could feel my feet kicking. And even though I knew if I could just  keep my eyes open, I’d be able to see more than I’d ever seen before, I squinted them tight and kept them closed even after I’d landed on the itchy pillows of leaves.

It wasn’t as soft as it’d looked from above, but it didn’t hurt exactly.

I clambered over the truck’s ledge and went to find David. I wanted him to play with us like he used to, but he was asleep in the sun.

“Wake up,” I said as I shook him.

“I ain’t asleep,” he muttered. “I’m just checking my eyelids for holes.”

“David, come on,” I called. But I couldn’t get him to join us.

Then Grandpa Herman pushed himself from the opened tailgate of his pickup where he was sitting. “What are y’all doing?” he asked me, retucking his shirt as he spoke.

“Just jumping out the upstairs door into the truck,” I admitted.

“On that tobacco?” he roared, and I was scared and only nodded.

But Grandpa Herman took me by the hand and walked around back with me. He just shook his head as he watched Barley fly down.

“You’ve done that enough now,” Grandpa scolded. “You gonna mess it up. That might just look like ’baccer, but it’s the clothes on your back and the food in your belly. No more jumping.”

“Just one more time,” Mustard begged. “Please?”

I couldn’t believe Mustard had talked back to Grandpa. I knew he’d probably be beaten good. But Grandpa was in  the mood for a circus, I reckon, with the crops faring so well, and he just laughed and said, “Come on down. This is the last time though.”

I stayed on the ground with Barley and Grandpa as each of the other children ran shrieking out the door and landed. Grandpa stood at the edge of the truck and helped everybody down, slapping the boys on their backs playfully and kissing the girls on their foreheads.

“Don’t you let me catch you doing that again,” he said. “The only reason you ain’t in trouble now is cause this is a holiday.” Then he grinned at us all real big.

 

 

 

Because The Church of Fire and Brimstone and God’s Almighty Baptizing Wind wasn’t recognized as a denomination by a bigger group, there was always the problem of revivals. Revivals happened twice a year, and visiting preachers would come talk to us every night for a week and hopefully bring souls closer to Christ. Grandpa Herman would look into congregations from a hundred miles away, trying to find somebody whose beliefs resembled ours. Then he’d bring in a Baptist or Holiness preacher from a faraway church who was willing to go over his sermons with Grandpa before shouting them at us. But afterwards Grandpa’d call special church meetings for the entire next week to correct the flaws in the beliefs that the preacher had instilled. We spent more time in church than most people spent sleeping, but Daddy said there was no better place to be.

The best times were when Grandpa Herman would be  away preaching revivals at other churches. When that happened, somebody had to go spend the night with Nanna so she wouldn’t be afraid, and I always volunteered. Secretly, I knew that Nanna wasn’t scared at all, but if she claimed to be, I got to move out for a whole week and sleep right in the bed beside Nanna on Grandpa Herman’s pillow that smelled like dentures.

We made big jokes about Grandpa Herman’s dentures because according to church beliefs, he shouldn’t have them. If the Lord willed that he’d lose his teeth, he should live without them. But Grandpa Herman had some and nobody knew but Nanna and me. Or if they knew, they never mentioned it.

At Nanna’s house, I only said my prayers when I felt like it. It wasn’t like Nanna didn’t want me to talk to Jesus, and I knew that she talked to him sometimes too. It was just that Nanna thought you should talk to Jesus when you felt like it—not because it was an obligation.

“Your old mamma’s crazy as a nut,” she’d say.

“Nanna,” I’d protest. “How can you say that? She’s your girl.”

“Nah,” Nanna’d argue. “She’s Herman’s girl. Spitting image of him. Except she ain’t got the good sense that he’s got. Herman’s a smart man. That’s how come he’s got all this land with people working it for him all in the name of religion. Your poor old mamma can’t think for herself.”

“Yes she can,” I disagreed. “She’s got just what she wants.”

“I reckon you’re right there,” Nanna’d say. Then she’d bring me hot chocolate, which I was never allowed to drink  at home, and she’d sit it on an end table beneath a handkerchief with little embroidered flowers that she kept in a drawer except for nights when I slept over. She’d fix me a plate of the cookies that we’d baked together, and we’d dunk a cookie in our cups and see who could wait the longest to pull it out without breaking it off. But the truth was that it tasted better if you lost.

The bedroom walls were painted white, and I asked Nanna if she wouldn’t like some pictures to put up, but she said she liked to look at the shadow the tree outside made on the walls after she turned the lights out. In bed, I liked to snuggle up next to Nanna, who was skinny with so much extra skin that it dripped a little on the sheets beside her. And she’d let me touch the little blue place on her lip that she couldn’t remember getting—like a tiny bruise that never went away.

“Tell me the real story,” I’d beg her. “Tell me about the day that it happened.”

“Honey, that weren’t a happy day for me,” she’d explain. “Herman’s all but written it into the Bible and now I’ve got you nagging me for details ever chance you get. It don’t make me feel good to talk about it.”

I considered this for a while and decided I shouldn’t ask anymore. Then I felt guilty for bringing it up in the first place.

“I’m sorry, little Nanna,” I said, and rubbed her cheek. “I just know that Grandpa don’t tell it right.”

I heard her sigh, hard, and then she put her strong hand on my hair and stroked it away from my face.

“Nothing much happened on the day she killed him,” Nanna began. “I don’t even remember it, to tell you the  truth. Don’t remember what I’d been doing or anything because it was just a regular day. I’d probably been to school and then come home and helped Mamma get supper ready while Pappa closed up the store. I reckon we ate together. I don’t know.

“By that time, though, Mamma’d started slipping off with the young man from the ironworks. His name was Weston Ward, and he was a nice-looking man. As a matter of fact, I used to stand outside the store with some of my girlfriends, and we’d talk about him and giggle and wonder what it would be like to be his wife. He had pretty arms, full arms with lots of hair on them like an ape.”

“Ugh,” I moaned.

“They were pretty arms. And Mamma thought so too, I guess, because while Pappa worked, she’d call him into the house to help her move a piece of furniture or get him to taste her soup. Sometimes he stayed in there for a while, and I believe that Pappa knew it but just didn’t know how to handle it.

“And Mamma started to take long walks in the graveyard. She’d come downstairs to the store and tell us she was going for a walk, and Pappa’d tell her to go ahead. A couple of times I followed her there, and saw her meeting Weston. And I know that’s a sin, Ninah. It’s a sin to love another man when you’re joined to one already. But I believe she loved him. And I believe that it must be a wonderful feeling to be loved so much by two men at the same time. I know that’s probably a sin for me to even think that way, but I imagine having two men willing to give you the moon would be a powerful temptation.”

“It’s not a sin for you to think that,” I assured her. “I think that’d be nice too.”

“But when a woman’s joined to a man, she has to stick with that man, through thick and thin, good and bad. And my mamma didn’t do that.

“On the day that Pappa died, all I know is that I was in the den, coloring a line of paper dolls I’d made myself. My pappa’d been giving me lessons for years, helping me make curls for girl dolls and showing me how to make their arms more narrow than their little hands. And I’d finally got the hang of it. So I was working in the den when I heard the gun go off.”

“What’d you do?” I asked her, moving closer so that my head was right between her breasts and my feet were touching hers too. Her bony feet were cold as February.

“I sat where I was and hollered out for Pappa, but he didn’t answer me. Then I listened for voices, but all I could hear was something moving around. So I hollered out for Mamma and she told me to stay where I was.

“So I colored and colored except I didn’t change crayons. I colored every doll just as red as you please. Faces and dresses and hands and all. And then somebody knocked at the door, and it was Weston Ward. He asked me if he could come in, and I told him that I thought maybe Mamma and Pappa were hurt, and I asked him if he’d go look.

“They stayed in the bedroom for a while longer, and when they came out, Mamma was bloody and crying and told me that Pappa had shot himself.”

“But he didn’t, did he?”

“No, darling, but that’s what Mamma told me. She told  Weston he needed to go find the police for her, and while she led him to the door, I ran back into the room where Pappa was.”

“And he was dead,” I said.

“Yes.”

I could hear Nanna’s voice change, and I thought she might be crying, but when I reached for her face it was dry. She even let me touch the skin in the moat beneath her eye. I held my fingers there to make sure I hadn’t caused her tears.

“What’d it look like, Nanna,” I chanced.

“Child,” she said, reaching for my hand and pulling it down, “you don’t want to know.”

“Yes I do,” I promised. “Cause I don’t think you sinned at all,” and then I started crying.

“She’d shot him in the back. He’d fallen down face first. There wasn’t much to see because she’d put a blanket over him.”

“Did you touch him?”

“Oh yes,” she admitted.

“You pulled the sheet away?”

“Yes.”

“And what was it like?” I asked because I couldn’t stop.

“Like a fountain had sprung up out of his back,” she explained. “And then gone dry.”

“What’d you do?”

“Mamma pulled me away—or Weston pulled me away. I can’t remember. I think they sent somebody else for the police and it was Weston who pulled me away.

“Mamma tried to tell the police that he’d killed himself because his business was failing, but she wasn’t in her right mind by then. Anybody with any sense would know that a person can’t shoot themselves in the back. They left her alone that night and took Pappa away.”

“And you slept right in the bed with her?”

“Yes,” Nanna said. “She cried all night long. Wailed out, and I knew she was really in mourning. I didn’t understand all that was going on, but at the time, you see, I was too distraught to notice that he couldn’t have shot himself there. I don’t know if I would have figured it out if I’d been clearheaded.

“The next day, the police came to arrest her and took me to an orphans’ home. After that, I could only talk to her when a lawyer picked me up and carried me to the jail with him. The two of them made up this story and wrote it down for me to memorize—about how Pappa’d been beating me real bad and Mamma’d killed him because she thought he was going to kill me.”

“And you said it to the judge?” I asked her.

“I reckon I did. I don’t hardly remember it. The judge didn’t believe it though, and Mamma went to prison, and I got sent down here to live with your great-uncle and his family.”

“What was it like in the orphans’ home?”

“I can’t remember, honey. And you’ve worn me out for the night. I don’t have no story left in me.”

“Okay, Nanna,” I told her.

I didn’t say my prayers that night, but before I fell  asleep, I made sure Nanna knew that I didn’t think she committed a sin by lying to the judge. She didn’t have any choice.

“Sin or no sin,” Nanna said, “I’ve had nettles in my bed every night.”

“Really?” I asked her, and slid my hand underneath her back.

“Not those kinds of nettles, honey,” she replied.

 

 

 

That was the beginning of my understanding of metaphors. I  thought about Nanna’s nettles a lot, wondering how it could be that she felt prickles and stings to her skin when nothing was in her bed at all. But after a time, I came to realize that the nettles were all around her, inside and out. I dreamed of Mamma cutting me down the back, filling me up with sandspurs, and sewing me back together. Nettles every night and even in the day, slightly stabbing with every movement, every turn.

Then I started thinking about Grandpa Herman and figured he was the biggest nettle of all. One great big irritation in the bed with Nanna. I remembered his whiskers, seventy years tough, and knew how badly he must make her itch, how she must just want to leap out of that bed and sleep somewhere else.

To The Church of Fire and Brimstone and God’s Almighty Baptizing Wind, metaphors were ways of saying the unpleasant. That’s how they taught us everything they didn’t want to say aloud.

In our after-supper classes, we’d recite, “He who carves a notch in another man’s tree shall pay a hundred dollars. Half to the man whose tree he marked and half to The Church of Fire and Brimstone.”

One night in the middle of this, my nephew Mustard, who was nine at the time and the youngest in our group, stopped Ben Harback, that night’s teacher, to ask, “A hundred dollars just for sticking your knife in a tree?”

“Mustard!” his sister Pammy scolded under her breath. Pammy was eleven, a year younger than me, and mostly invisible.

“It just don’t make sense,” Mustard said. “A hundred dollars! That’s a lot of money for one little notch in a tree.”

“But it is not a lot of money for thieving, now is it?” Ben Harback asked Mustard, then looked at us all.

“Maybe not for stealing a baby pig or something,” Mustard argued. “But for one little notch in a tree?”

I glimpsed at James, whose almond eyes were walnuts, and I couldn’t tell if he was about to laugh or about to yell, but he was about to do something. The Saturday night classes weren’t discussions. They were lectures and recitations. As far as I could remember, nobody’d ever asked a question before. We all knew Mustard was in terrible trouble and couldn’t imagine why he didn’t know. It would be more than nettles for disagreeing with the law book. Maybe even more than the strap. My ears felt hot. I put my hands onto the sides of the cold metal chair to cool them, wishing I could lay my ears there.

Ben Harback just stared at us all, his eyes cast down as  if he was looking at a tobacco leaf covered with a breed of worm he’d never seen before.

I thought about Mustard, all alone, the only brave voice, the rest of us sitting like eggs, just waiting.

“It’s not about the notch or the tree,” I whispered.

“What did you say, Ninah Huff?” Ben asked sharply.

“It’s not about the notch or the tree either,” I said louder. “It’s about claiming something that doesn’t belong to you.” I couldn’t tell whether I was getting us into trouble or getting us out of it, but it was a huge chore, no matter what it was, and my voice shook. “It’s like if we told Grandpa Herman that we deserved to be paid for picking up leaves in the field when the field doesn’t really belong to us at all and he already takes care of our needs.”

“Yes,” Ben sighed. “Thank you, Ninah.”

But I knew my explanation wasn’t quite right.

Mustard looked at me like he couldn’t believe what I’d said, and then Ben attacked him directly.

“And you will understand one day too,” he said to Mustard, “if you listen instead of speaking.”

For the rest of that night at church, we all recited, obediently, and nobody else spoke out. But my ears were still hot, burning almost as fiercely as the inside of my chest, like nettles, and the whole time I prayed quietly that Mustard wouldn’t have to spend the night in a grave to contemplate the wages of sin, prayed that I wouldn’t.

Later that year, when the men loaded up bundles of tobacco on  big ton trucks and hauled them off to the warehouse to be auctioned, when school started again and I climbed on the bus and found myself twenty miles away, at a big school where seventh-, eighth-, and ninth-graders teemed through the halls like ants and I couldn’t pick out another Fire and Brimstone anywhere, later that year I had a change for the worse.

It started with the bleeding. I wouldn’t have known what it was except that they showed us a film at school, and Nanna had mentioned it to me once, briefly. I still didn’t want anyone to know. I hid my underpants in a box that first month, pair after pair until I was forced to sneak into Pammy’s house and steal some of hers, the lining so white it made me cry.

Then there was my hair, so heavy that it hurt my neck to carry it, so heavy that when I leaned my head over the side of the tub on Saturdays to wash it, I couldn’t pick my head back up until Mamma lifted it and squeezed the water out.

“Her head stinks,” the girl sitting behind me in social studies would whisper to the girl to her left. “Why doesn’t she wash it?”

And I’d turn around to see them waving their hands in front of their noses and smiling conspiratorially, but not at me.

When I washed my hair on Saturday, it was still wet on Sunday, and if it was braided, it didn’t dry until Sunday night.

Then there was the problem with my chest, my nipples behaving like somebody had scared them, trying to crawl back inside of me just when everybody else’s were showing off. It wasn’t easy to undress for gym in front of all those girls who had bras. I couldn’t do gym in a dress. I couldn’t tell Mamma or Daddy because if they knew the school issued us shorts and T-shirts, they’d call up and make a scene. James had already warned me not to. In the few years since the school had required dressing out for gym class, the handful of Fire and Brimstone children had kept the secret. It was our only chance to prove that we had legs.

That was the year that Everett married Wanda, and they moved behind us into a cinderblock house between David and Laura’s and Bethany and Olin’s. I was the only child at home then, living in the house behind Grandpa and Nanna’s. To the right of Grandpa and Nanna’s, nine other houses filled with Fire and Brimstone relatives sat in a field like great mushrooms. All the houses were gray, and mostly they looked just alike. But to the left of Grandpa Herman’s house, in the next field, the church emerged from the ground like a peasant’s castle.

All I had to do was stand on the doorsteps, and I could yell out to anyone at all. If I filled my lungs enough and imagined them the color of Jesus’ blood, I could call out so loudly, so clearly, that even the third cousins on the other side of the compound might hear. But it wasn’t the same, being the only child in the house. It didn’t matter that we were always together or that when I leaned out my bedroom window, I could see inside the other houses, the land all around us, the two new houses being built, the Fire and  Brimstone fields. It didn’t really help that I could see the barns, the pigpen, the chicken coop, the silo where we kept the grains, and beyond, all the woods that belonged to us too. It wasn’t enough to make up for the lonely.

I missed the days when I was small enough to climb into bed with Mamma and Daddy and stretch out on Daddy’s belly, tapping out hymns on his shiny front teeth while Mamma played my back like a drum and we all sang together.

Evenings when Mamma and Daddy sat out on the doorsteps talking to David and Laura, who were expecting a child that next March, when I knew I was inside alone, I crept into their bedroom, pulled back a blanket, and buried my face in their sheets, sniffing for something that would fill me up.

 

 

 

At Fire and Brimstone, we all looked alike, and that made me  lonely too. We didn’t all have the same color eyes or the same textured hair, but it really didn’t matter. Our shadows came in two varieties: male and female.

We were all lanky. We all dressed alike. We slept in the same hard beds and washed with soaps made from the same iron pot. All the men wore beards clipped close and work boots that left the same muddy tracks. All the women pulled their hair into buns and left their faces bare for the sun to adorn as it would.

We may as well have been skeletons, unidentifiable. We may as well have interchanged our bones.

I used to pray that God would stunt my growth and keep me little—so at least my frame wouldn’t be confused with anyone else’s.

Pammy was the relative closest to my size, and as we grew towards being lost in bodies all the same, I’d do my best to make my shadow different, even from hers. Afternoons as we marched through fields, I’d study our shapes bruised on the ground and pull myself up taller or fling out my arms to keep from getting confused about which shape belonged to her and which shape belonged to me.

 

 

 

It was the middle of October when David knocked at our door  before daylight. I heard him downstairs, crying to Daddy about how Laura’s unborn baby was demanding to get out. By the time I was dressed, Mamma and Nanna, Bethany and Wanda, the aunts and women cousins all sat in the living room inside David and Laura’s house, praying and drinking hot water with honey. Laura was in bed. Nanna made her keep her feet up, forbid her to even stand to go to the bathroom. Pammy and I peeked in from the windows, listening to whispered words like “spotting” and watching Nanna remove soiled towels from between Laura’s legs, watching Laura crying until Mamma crawled into bed beside her and held her head.

We crouched down in the bushes, and Pammy, who had a face like Grandpa Herman’s, speckled as a trout, asked, “Will it die?”

“Yeah, it will die,” I snapped at her. “If it comes out  now, it probably won’t even have lungs yet. It won’t be able to breathe.”

“But God’s wind’s almighty,” Pammy insisted. “It won’t die if God doesn’t let it.”

“Even God won’t be able to help it if it don’t have lungs,” I whispered back.

“Yes he will,” Pammy sniffed. “God can do anything,” and she stomped off, leaving me sitting behind the bush alone.

Pammy and I were in charge of the chicken coop. It was time for us to get the eggs, only an hour before the bus would come to pick us up and take us away for the day. I hurried to join her, running down the dirt road and feeling the morning air hit at my bare legs in the places where my socks had already slipped down.

By the time I caught up, Pammy was crying hard, and she looked at me and yelled, “You don’t have no faith.”

“I do too,” I said.

We fed the chickens. She threw them the corn, and I threw them the laying mash that we kept in metal trash cans beneath an oak tree. While they were eating, we entered the lopsided doorway of their dark old pen that smelled hot and like a secret no matter how cold it was outside. We walked around opposite walls, lifting the eggs from the nests, wiping the ones streaked in manure onto the straw, and placing them in our baskets. Above us on the rafters, one old hen who had missed the breakfast call squawked out, scaring us both, and fluttered awkwardly down to the ground. Pammy jumped, and I hollered. The chicken ran out through the door, out into the sunlight.

I laughed to see Pammy jump, and she laughed to hear me holler, and we forgot, for a minute, about David and Laura’s baby. On the way back to the houses, we were chattering and laughing about the big red hen. And then we remembered.

Passing by the barn, we picked up Mustard and James and our second cousins John and Barley, who’d been feeding the pigs.

“Wonder what Laura did?” Barley asked us.

“What do you mean?” I said.

“Grandpa Herman said she’d sinned. Said unconfessed sin was what made that new baby want to leave.”

“That’s not true,” I hissed.

“That’s what Grandpa Herman said,” John insisted.

Hardly any women were at breakfast at all. Just Aunt Kate and Aunt Velma, who had cooked. Even the “good mornings” were somber, and we picked up our toast, eggs, and ham off the serving line, carrying it to the table without saying a word.

Most of the men were there, and midway through breakfast, Pammy called out, “Where’s Grandpa Liston?” I hadn’t seen my daddy since early. I didn’t know where he could be.

“He’s at the barn,” Ben Harback answered, then paused to finish chewing what was already in his mouth. “Working on that baby’s crib.”

Nobody said a thing. I didn’t look up, but if I had, I know I would have seen the other men giving him glances full of fury. It wasn’t the kind of thing he should have said out loud. Ben Harback had come into the congregation  several years earlier and claimed the beliefs almost as though he’d made them up himself. But he wasn’t family, and he didn’t know the unspoken rules, the ones you couldn’t find in Grandpa Herman’s booklet. He didn’t know that when other people are in pain, you don’t talk about it. You let them feel what they’re feeling in private. You leave them alone.

Just before the bus came, I ran into David and Laura’s house to kiss Mamma goodbye. She was in the room with Laura, and Bethany wouldn’t get her for me.

“She’ll be here when you get back,” Bethany said.

“Will Laura be okay?” I asked her.

“She’ll be fine,” Bethany assured me, and shooed me out.

On the bus that morning, I sat with James. I had the seat facing the window though, and I didn’t look his way. I stared out, through the fogged-up glass, watching Fire and Brimstone get smaller and smaller and trying to talk myself out of choking on something big and angry in my throat.

 

 

 

When we got home from school that day, Nanna was the one  who gave us the news that Laura wouldn’t be having a baby and wouldn’t be feeling like talking for a time. David was with her, but everyone else was in the cemetery behind the church where they were laying it to rest. James asked if the children could go to the burial, and Nanna said yes.

I watched them all take off running with their books, their black shoes kicking up dirt behind them.

“I don’t have to go, do I?” I asked Nanna.

“Won’t bother me if you stay here. You can help me cut up taters.”

I told Nanna I needed to do something first, and she didn’t ask any questions. I dropped my books on the doorsteps and ran the other way, towards the barn, to the place where Daddy’d been building the crib.

I swung open the barn door and slipped inside, to the very back where the saws and lumber and tools were kept. The crib was finished, small and perfect, sturdy legs and sanded boards, low so that Laura, who was short, could easily reach in. He’d even carved a swirly design onto the headboard. And while I was sad about the baby that wouldn’t be, I might have felt the most sadness for Daddy.

When I got back to the house, Nanna was standing outside listening. There were raised voices coming up from the cemetery, almost like yelling. It didn’t sound like preaching though. It sounded strange and uneven.

I took her hand and we hurried to the burial sight where Daddy was crying out, shaking his fist at Grandpa Herman and saying, “Don’t you ever say a thing like that again.”

“Liston, those aren’t my words. They’re God’s words. ‘The wages of sin is death,’ ” Grandpa Herman said calmly.

A few people in the midst nodded their heads in agreement, but Daddy shouted out again, “That’s not what God meant!” and he stormed away, Mamma hurrying to hold onto him, hugging herself into his side against the cold.

Nobody talked much about Laura and David’s loss, but everybody grieved it, I guess. Even old Grandpa Herman finally kept his nasty opinions to himself, and the community healed over, quietly, with nobody picking at scabs.

But sometimes things hide beneath healed-up places. Flies lay eggs inside the gashes on cows and kittens, and then the wounds swell up, even after they’re closed over, and unless somebody opens the wound again to release the worm, the thing inside keeps growing and burrowing its way out, painfully, blindly, persistently.

Maybe that’s what happened to me. Even two weeks later in church, when Laura caught the spirit, stood up, began dancing around, chattering out a prayer that changed into a language nobody knew, even seeing her recovered and filled with God’s strangeness, I hurt inside. It felt like something was trying to come out, something starving.

I was sitting between Nanna and James when it happened, too old to eat candy in church and too young not to wish for it. In front of me, Daddy was calling out his prayers and Mamma was crying again, her hands held up as if she thought God was going to fill them with kisses. Nanna kept her face straight ahead, pretending to listen though I suspected that in her mind she was retelling old stories in new ways. Beside me, James scraped the dirt from beneath his fingernails and flicked it onto the floor. I looked at his hands, almost as big as a man’s, with his fingers widening at the tips like spatulas.

I felt the way you feel sometimes right before you go to sleep, when all you want to do is sleep, and then suddenly,  when you’re almost there, when your mind goes dizzy and it’s almost like you don’t have a body at all, you remember how long the night is, how you might not wake back up. And like a shock, you’re sitting straight up, scared to do the thing you’ve done every day of your life.

And Laura began wailing out, stood up, and the congregation urged her on, their voices growing like mudslides. She shook and cried, her syllables tripping over themselves until she wasn’t saying anything we knew, and the words she said sounded hard and maybe like curses in other languages.

“Praise be,” Grandpa Herman yelled.

“Forgive me, Lord,” I could hear my daddy saying, his back in front of me curled like an apostrophe, the bolts of his spine threatening his skin, and his head leaned against the next pew. “Forgive me for doubting your holy and righteous word.”

“Thank you for your strength, my King,” David called.

“Without you, I would be nothing,” Laura chanted. “Without you, Oh Heavenly Prince, I would be lower than the ohlaba hebamashundi weya komo dhikam laticalama hebamashundi,” and as she spoke, her voice went higher and higher, and her breathing got stronger, and then she was panting and squealing, crying, “Help me remember thy awe-some and bewechya walabebeya komo hebamashundi,” and I was embarrassed. Embarrassed to be hearing her voice, stretching up like violin strings, tighter and louder and screeching and punctuated with her frantic breathing. Embarrassed to know what her tongue must be doing inside her mouth, rolling all over itself like it couldn’t help it. It  sounded like something she should do somewhere else. Not in church.

And I was embarrassed to be sitting next to James, hearing it all, though we’d heard it all our lives. And I was embarrassed because Laura wasn’t even ten years older than me, not even eight years older, and I didn’t want that to happen to me. Not ever.

And I was embarrassed that God had never shared with me his language, had never given me special words, his almighty baptizing wind.

And I was embarrassed to think that I might find it in some other place.

 

 

 

Sometimes if we’d finished our chores and there was still a little  bit of daytime left, the children could get permission to go horseback riding. We rode two or three to a horse even though there were usually enough horses to go around. It was easier to talk that way.

One afternoon we were out in the woods, with me and Mustard and James on one horse and Barley and Pammy and John on the other. It seemed like the girls always got sandwiched between the boys, and that day, I was protected by Mustard from the front and James from the back.

We’d already crossed the creek and had ridden to a hilly place with trees on either side so that I had to keep ducking to avoid being swatted by the tiniest branches. We’d gone farther on the horses than we usually went, and I was secretly hoping we’d end up at the pond where the boys went  swimming sometimes but the girls were only allowed at baptisms since the water was rumored to be dangerous. I was hoping I’d get to explore.

“Let’s take them to the top and run down fast,” Barley called, and buried his heels in his horse’s sides to make him go.

“Don’t do it, Mustard,” James warned from behind me.

But Mustard kicked the mare we were riding too, and she took off unexpectedly, making me hold tight onto Mustard, who was holding the reins, and making James grab onto me like I was sturdy as a pine, even though I wasn’t.

When I shifted back, I was closer than I’d ever been to sitting in his lap, and after I’d gotten used to the feeling of traveling steep uphill, I kind of liked the new sensation of his nearness. I tried to tell myself that it was no different from sitting next to him in church, but it was different.

“Mustard, don’t do it. The ground’s too uneven,” James hollered in my ear as we got closer to the top, and I yelled, “Ouch,” even though his voice didn’t bother me at all.

“It won’t hurt them,” Mustard said. “Hang on.”

“Ninah, tell him to stop,” James demanded, like I could make him listen.

But I didn’t want him to stop. It wasn’t that I wanted the horse to get hurt. I just didn’t want to shift directions. I was too busy trying to memorize the way James’ legs felt around my backside, hanging on, the way his arms felt buckled around my middle. I’d already forgotten about wanting to go to the pond.

From the top of the hill, Barley hollered out, and Pammy did, and John squealed as they held onto the galloping  horse. We stopped and watched them soaring downwards, the horse’s brown tail flicking as his front feet pounded the ground, then his back feet.

Then the horse stumbled over a hole, and all I could see was a tumbling of bodies, somersaulting clothes, and Pammy’s red hair. But the horse neighed out, got up, and kept running. It was Pammy who grabbed his tail, and then we were watching her being pulled behind him, with Barley running hard to catch up and grab the reins. It looked like the horse’s back hoofs were kicking Pammy in the belly even though later she said they weren’t.

John was crying, so Mustard began walking our mare slowly down the slope. We could still hear Barley yelling “Whoa, boy, whoa” in the distance.

“Be careful,” I warned Mustard.

“But hurry up,” James said. “You got to get to him. I told  you it was a bad idea.”

Then we were down from our horse and checking on John.

“You okay?” I asked him. But he just moaned and showed us his scraped hands.

“Stop being a crybaby,” Mustard yelled. “We gotta catch up with Barley and Pammy.”

“Leave him alone,” James screamed. “Go on ahead.”

So Mustard climbed back on the mare and went trotting off.

“Come on, John,” I said. John was a whiner, and I knew he probably wasn’t hurt at all—probably not nearly so hurt as Pammy anyway.

I didn’t offer John my hand, but James gave him his. He  helped him up and led the three of us through the ravine. And even though my thinking about John was more along the lines of Mustard’s, I didn’t say so. Not after seeing the way James was treating him.

On the far side of the creek, we met up with the others. Mustard was still on horseback, but Pammy was rubbing the fallen horse’s head, and Barley was petting her neck. They were all laughing nervously.

“Don’t you ever do that again,” James scolded.

“It was kind of fun,” Pammy said, but she was muddy, and I could see that her legs were shaking.

“Nobody got hurt,” Barley laughed.

“John got hurt,” James said.

And on the way back to the barn, we shifted positions on the horse. James held the reins, even though Mustard protested. I still sat in the middle, wishing there was some way we could go downhill so I’d have a reason to lean against him again.

 

 

 

Late fall and winter, when the crops were in, the men of our  community took jobs laying bricks, building houses, painting, or reupholstering furniture. Fire and Brimstone men had a good reputation as strong workers who did twice what other men did during the day. They never went to work drunk or took a whole hour for lunch or knocked off early, so even Methodists or people without faith would hire them for the winter months.

But Saturdays were for hunting. Before day, the men  would rise, eat together, and head out to the woods, to the hundreds of uncut acres Fire and Brimstone owned. They’d take their dogs and guns and ride away in pickups, dropping off a man at every tree with a stand built into it, a crude treehouse where each man would sit and think about God while waiting for the dogs to run a deer down below.

Even the boys got to go. To me, deer-driving was one of the most mysterious habits of our community. I woke up early every Saturday too, looked out the window to see Mustard and James walking out with Olin, to see Barley leaving his house with his father, and John, who was younger and only had a BB gun, running to catch up. They’d laugh and puffs of smoke would appear in the cold air. They’d pat each other hard on the back and make their way into Grandpa Herman’s house, stomping their boots on the steps. He’d hold the door for them all, welcoming them so happily with his forbidden denture-smile.

I wanted to go with them worse than anything.

Saturdays were expectant days. We listened for the shotgun blast, wondering who had fired, wondering if they’d killed a deer or planted another shell into the land, wondering how long it would be before the truck pulled up, a deer in the back, limp as a mop.

For the women, Saturdays were cleaning days, days for washing our clothes and our bodies, our floors and our windows. All we had to do on Saturday was wash and wait for the men.

One Saturday in November when the floors were already done, Mamma sent me out to the woodpile to collect a few pieces of firewood. I was on my way back into the house  when I heard the pickups come bumping down the road. Mustard was in the back of the first truck, his red hair hidden beneath a knit hat but his red ears poking out obscenely. “James killed one,” he hollered. “And they’re getting ready to bloody him.”

“James killed it,” I yelled inside to Mamma. “Come on.”

“Oh good,” she called back, excited. “I’m getting my coat.”

It was James’ first deer. And whenever a man killed a deer for the first time, the other hunters collected the blood and entrails and poured them over his head. It was a family tradition, a rite of passage, and a man’s special bath all rolled into one.

My daddy had built a place to skin and clean a deer just off the side of our house. He’d hung a noose, of sorts, from the rafters in the beams of the garage, and that’s where they tied the deer up, upside down, so that they could rip it from top to bottom, and the head would hang low so they could saw it off more easily.

When we got there, James was beaming. Olin ruffled his dark hair, and Bethany put her arm around him. The women were coming from other houses, and the last of the pickups were pulling into the yard.

But when they pulled the deer out, it was a doe. I knew we had a law against killing female deer and couldn’t understand why everybody was so jubilant. Grandpa Herman kept saying, “That was a good shot, son,” and James kept grinning, saying things like “I just looked down and there she was, walking behind a blackberry bush.”

I shuffled back to Nanna while they hung the deer up.

“It’s a doe, ” I whispered to her.

“He won’t kill a doe again,” Nanna assured me. “It’s his  first deer, ” she added, as if that explained it.

I tried to remember whether other men had been allowed to kill a doe their first time. I figured they must have. But I’d never paid attention. It hadn’t seemed to matter before that day.

“You got anything to catch the blood in, Liston?” Olin asked, and Daddy told me to fetch a five-gallon bucket.

We had one just outside the back door to catch rainwater, and I dumped the sludge out of the bottom and raced back.

By the time I returned, Everett and Olin had pulled the deer’s legs apart, and Daddy had his knife stuck high in the deer’s crotch. He was standing to the side, and as I placed the bucket beneath the deer, he pulled his sharp knife downward.

I should have moved, but I couldn’t stop watching him open her up that way. About the time he reached the rib cage, the stomach and blood splashed out and into the bucket, stewed like vomit. I wasn’t expecting it to come so forcefully, so soon, and I got caught in the spray.

I jumped back, but not in time to spare my face, my dress, or my shoes.

Ben Harback started laughing, and everyone looked at me. I found myself standing there, speckled with her blood, and with my arms held out to my side as if I didn’t want my hands to touch myself.

“Child,” my mamma said, “don’t you have sense enough to know not to stand that close?” But then she was laughing too. Everyone was.

I backed out of the way, back to Nanna, who shook her head at me and slapped my bottom playfully. I looked down at my white socks all soiled.

“I’ll have to do another load anyway,” she said. “James’ clothes will be a lot worse than yours.”

Then we stood together and watched David pick up the bucket. James tried to run at first, half-playing but half-serious. Grandpa Herman caught him and told him to take it like a man, and then James walked into the circle and David dumped the hot blood over his head.

Everybody clapped for him, but nobody clapped as hard as Grandpa Herman. Drops fell from James’ earlobes, trickled along his nose. He spit and spit and wiped his eyes.

While they were cutting the deer up, I changed clothes and took the bloody ones over to Nanna’s. I took my underwear to her too, all those pairs I’d kept in the box. I stuffed them in the pockets of my dress, and she washed them with James’ clothes.

That night the men cooked venison outside on the gas stove. It was cut up into small chunks and fried tender. But I couldn’t eat it. Not that time. Even though it was James’ first deer, I couldn’t eat her.

That night Nanna returned my clothes to me, and all my underwear was clean and folded up neatly inside my dress. I could still see the stains on them though. They weren’t white like Pammy’s. They were dingy like the bottom of a sock.

James and Mustard and John and Barley had set out traps to  catch raccoons and squirrels and anything else that happened to fall prey. Though the next day was Sunday, the boys were allowed to go check their traps after church and after we’d eaten.

“Can I go with them?” I asked Mamma.

“Them woods ain’t no place for a girl,” she said.

“Please, Mamma,” I begged. “I’ve finished all my homework.”

“Let her go, Maree. Ain’t no reason why she can’t run along with them,” Aunt Kate said.

“Ask your daddy,” Mamma told me.

They were getting ready to leave already, and I told them to wait for me. Barley moaned about it, but they waited.

Daddy was outside with the men, picking his teeth with a stick he’d whittled down and slapping his knee over a joke somebody had told.

“Can I go, Daddy?” I whispered in his ear. “I really want to, and Mamma said I could if you didn’t mind.”

“I don’t care,” he told me. “Don’t be gone long.”

So I hustled off with the boys before Pammy found out and wanted to come too.

“Girls can’t hunt,” John mocked.

“Well, you can’t hunt either,” I claimed. “Not with just a little BB gun.”

“I killed a bird with it,” he said. “Killed two birds. And I’m getting me a gun for my birthday. You wait and see.”

“Even when you get a gun, you won’t be able to shoot it,” Barley picked. “When you pull that trigger, it’ll kick back so hard your shoulder will be bruised for a week.”

“Well, your shoulder bruises too,” John whined.

We walked past the barn, and James stopped to stroke a mare’s long nose. We walked past the pigpen and past the chicken coop and all the way back to the place where the field ended and the woods began.

“Where’d we put that first trap?” Mustard asked. “Weren’t it right in there?” and pointed back down a path.

“Yeah, that’s it,” Barley agreed.

“Y’all go on in there and walk up the creek. I’ll take Ninah with me and we’ll check the traps from the other side and meet you in the middle,” James said. “I want to show her where I killed my deer.”

“Why do you want to show her?” John ridiculed.

“Because she ain’t seen it yet and you have,” James said.

“All right,” Mustard conceded, and the three younger boys disappeared behind branches and brush.

James led me in another direction. “It’s kind of growed up in here,” he said, holding back limbs so they wouldn’t slap me.

We walked for a long time, with him leading the way and me following, stepping over briars and over moss. As I crunched across lichen and then headed down near the creek through mud, I felt something churning in my chest like too much sorrow. I didn’t want to follow James to a place I hadn’t seen. I wanted to be the one showing him something. I didn’t want to be the girl.

We found a place to cross the creek where a tree grew in the middle and we could step onto a root and then over to the other side. James offered me his hand, but I didn’t take it.

“Not far now,” he said after a while, and I watched his flannel shirt stretched tight across his back. I watched his dark hair curling up around his collar. He’d need a hair-cut soon. I followed his dark pants into the woods, deeper and deeper.

“You tired?” he asked me, looking back.

“No,” I insisted.

“Well, why ain’t you talking to me?” he asked. “You mad?”

I shrugged.

“Why are you mad?”

He stopped, and I stopped too, not wanting to get one bit closer.

“Cause you killed a doe, ” I said, “and she could have had ten baby boys for you to kill later, but now she can’t because she’s dead.”

“They told me to,” James argued. “They said, ‘Shoot anything that comes your way.’ It was the first one,” he explained. “That rule don’t apply to your first one.”

“Well, it should, I fussed. “You shouldn’t never kill a doe.”

I was holding onto a skinny tree, shaking it in my hand. When I looked up at James again, I was surprised to see him so silenced. He didn’t look like a big boy at all then. He looked little in his eyes.

“Want me to take you back?” he offered.

“No,” I said.

“You sure?”

“I want to see it,” I told him. “I want to see the place where you killed her.”

He took my hand and led me through the woods into a clearing. On the other side, there was a tree with a stand in it.

“You were up there?” I asked him.

“Yeah.”

So I walked over to the place where the little slats of board were nailed to the tree trunk and began climbing up.

When I was sitting on the narrow plank, with James right beside me, I said, “Show me where she was.”

He pointed to a cluster of bushes over to the right. “She was right there,” he said. “With her head down. And you see them branches over there, not in that first bush but the one behind it?”

I nodded.

“Well, I thought they were a rack,” he explained. “I thought she was a buck. Otherwise I wouldn’t have shot at her no matter what anybody said.”

“Oh,” I sighed, and looked into my lap, feeling like I might cry and hating myself for it. I told myself I should be relieved or even happy that James hadn’t meant to kill a doe. But I was crying anyway. I didn’t want James to see.

“Ninah?” he whispered. “Ninah?”

And when I looked at his face, all I saw were his lips, chapped and damp, his mouth open just a little and his chipped tooth right in front from the day we were playing in the pack house and he tripped on the stairs. I stared at his mouth until I had to close my eyes from the nearness of it, from the feeling of those chapped lips on the skin above my eyes.

I was sitting in the porch swing beside Nanna, bundled up in  a blanket. Nanna didn’t have a blanket of her own, but the end of my blanket stretched across her legs, so she wasn’t too cold.

Pammy and Bethany sat outside with us for a while, watching the moon hover low in the clouds, the sky still streaked with hints of day. Bethany brushed out Pammy’s hair, then braided it back neatly in spite of Pammy’s protests. But then Pammy got whiny and wanted to go inside, so Bethany kissed Nanna goodnight, and they left.

“You need to get home and do your lessons,” Nanna said.

“Don’t have anything except a math quiz that I already studied for.”

“When did you study?” she asked me.

“On the bus.”

“That don’t count,” she said. “All that noise. You need to study it again.”

“I’ll go in a minute,” I promised.

Nanna rubbed at my sock, pressed her bony thumb into my arch and moved it around and around beneath the blanket.

“Tell me the story of when you met Grandpa Herman,” I begged her. What I really wanted to hear about was the first time they kissed, but I knew that story was off limits.

“Why do you want to hear that? I’ve told you a hundred times. Nobody else nags at me for stories.”

“I like your stories,” I said. “Tell me.”

Nanna patted my foot, put it down, and picked up the other one, pressing into my heel. “I was just about your size,” she began. “And stupider than a sunflower in the shade. And Herman came acourtin dressed in brand-new denim britches and a starched white shirt. Walked right up to Uncle Ernie’s door carrying a handful of ragged azalea flowers he’d cut off his mamma’s bush with his pocketknife.”

“Was he grinning at you and winking?”

I smiled at her and she smiled back and said, “You’ve done heard this story, and I ain’t telling it again tonight when you’ve got lessons to get. But don’t think I don’t know what’s in your head, girl. I can see it in your eyes.”

“Ma’am?” I asked her innocently.

“You’re James’ aunt, whether you like it or not. And he’s your nephew, whether you like it or not. I can see you two looking at each other. And you better be careful, is all I got to say, because you’re gonna get hurt if you ain’t careful.”

“I ain’t really his aunt,” I said.

“Not by blood, maybe. But by position. So you can forget that right now, do you hear me?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Now get on home and study for that math test.”

“It’s just a quiz,” I reminded her.

“Study,” she repeated.

 

 

 

When I got home, Everett and Wanda were sitting on the  couch, talking to Mamma and Daddy. I could tell that  Wanda had been crying. Her eyes looked like pictures of boxers I’d seen, without the bruises. She and Everett were sitting close though, so I knew that the problem wasn’t between them.

Daddy motioned me to his lap, and I sat down there with him in his chair, my skinny legs almost as long as his. I sat in Daddy’s lap all the time—big as I was by then. But that day was the first time I paid attention to what his knees felt like against the backs of my thighs. I imagined what it would feel like to sit on James’ lap and then whispered a little prayer for forgiveness.

“Honey,” Daddy said to Wanda. “It’s just going to take some getting used to.”

“But I miss them so bad, though,” Wanda stammered. She was fatter than the rest of us, but then she’d only been living at Fire and Brimstone for a couple of months. “I just don’t understand why I can’t go see them.”

“Nobody’s saying you can’t see them,” Mamma interjected. “Go if you want to. But you know that the minute you step foot in their house, you’ll be breathing the air of their sinfulness.”

“I know,” she whimpered. “It’s not that I don’t like it here ... ,” and she buried her face in Everett’s shirt.

Everett looked at us while she cried. Everett had a lot of muscles, and the muscles in his face were begging.

“Wanda,” Mamma said, “you got to pull yourself together.”

She looked up with her face all red and ugly and said, “I miss their bad manners and their jokes. I miss their drinking and fighting. I even miss laying in the bed on Sunday mornings and listening to Daddy snoring down the hall. I know it’s a sin, to wish for those things. I know it is.”

“What you have to do,” Daddy told her, “is try to feel the way Jesus felt, dying on that cross for our sins. You have to think of your life as an example like Jesus’. Because one day your sinful people might look at you and see that they can step right off the broad road to destruction and onto the narrow path to righteousness, just like you’ve done.”

“I pray about it,” Wanda said.

“And we pray about it too,” Everett assured her. “We pray for your family every day, just like you do. And don’t that make us a stronger family here, joining our hearts in prayer?”

“Yeah.” She tried to smile.

Daddy scratched my back while they talked. I bit my bottom lip and shamefully pretended his fingers belonged to James.

Mamma got out of her chair and went over to the couch and sat down on the other side of Wanda. “I know I can’t be your mother, child,” she said. “You’ve done got a mother of your own, and maybe one day, through your example, she’ll see the state of her heart. But I want you to know that I’ll be everything for you that I can.”

And then Wanda leaned over and cried on Mamma for a while. Daddy winked at Everett to reassure him, and I saw that Daddy’s eyes had tears in them too.

“Where you been, Peanut?” Everett asked me, trying to keep his voice steady and change the subject at the same time.

“On the porch with Nanna,” I told him.

“Can you believe how this girl’s growing?” Daddy asked him. “Bet she’s shot up three inches this year.”

“She ’bout old enough to go out on dates,” Wanda sniffed, and Everett passed her his handkerchief.

“Not my baby,” Daddy said.

“I don’t want to go on a date,” I said.

“Not til she’s eighteen,” Mamma teased—because most everybody in our community was married by seventeen or eighteen. “And then she can only take a date to church.”

Later that night, before Wanda and Everett left, Mamma suggested that whenever Wanda got homesick, she should pinch herself with clothespins for distraction.

“Physical discomfort is one of the best ways to keep your mind on Heaven,” Daddy agreed.

That night I carried a handful of clothespins to bed with me, since my mind was on everything but Heaven. I clamped them to the skin on the inside of my arms and on my stomach. I saved two for my nipples, and those hurt almost too much to bear.

That night I prayed that God would guide me, would help me forget about James’ mouth and his hands that I couldn’t stop imagining. I prayed that God would cleanse me with a dose of Jesus’ pain and keep my body clean and sacred just for him.

And when I couldn’t keep my mind on Jesus, I told myself the story of Nanna and Grandpa to keep from remembering the way kisses felt.

Leila watched him from the window of the bedroom she shared  with her cousin Imogene. Herman Langston, spiffed up and brave, walking towards the back door. Whenever she thought he might look her way, she’d duck back behind the yellow curtains. But he wasn’t looking. He didn’t even know which room was hers. He kicked at acorns as he made his way to the house.

“What’s he doing?” Imogene asked from the bed where she sat embroidering flowers on a tablecloth.

“Knocking. He’s knocking on the door.”

“Right now?”

“Yeah, he’s knocking right now.”

They sat quietly, straining their ears to hear what happened in the next room. Leila held her breath at the sound of her uncle Ernie’s heavy feet plodding across the floor and then the squeak of the door opening.

“They’re shaking hands,” Leila whispered. “How’s my hair look?”

“Fine,” Imogene told her. “Rub at your cheeks though. Rub them hard to get some color.”

“He’s got flowers.” Leila grinned.

“You’re so lucky,” Imogene whined.

They sat there and waited to hear Uncle Ernie’s voice call to Leila, but it never happened.

“Can you see anything?” Imogene asked.

“He’s still on the doorsteps, wait—he’s leaving.”

“What?”

“He’s leaving.” Leila stood at the window, staring out, not trying to hide, hoping he would see her.

“Lei-laaa,” Uncle Ernie called from the other room.

“Sir?” she yelled back from the window, and when she did, Herman turned that way, looked and smiled, held up his hands.

She grinned back at him and waved.

“Can you come in here for a minute? And you too, Imogene.”

“Be right there,” Leila called back, still facing Herman, who was walking on, turning back shyly to catch her eye from time to time.

For the next hour, Uncle Ernie talked to the girls about courting. He said that Herman Langston could sit with Leila in church, if he was willing to go, but that there’d be no holding hands or touching of any kind. He said he’d already told Herman, and that once he’d proven his intentions for Leila, he might be able to accompany her on walks.

Back in their bedroom, Imogene shrieked and giggled, and Leila blushed. It wasn’t until later that she saw the pink azalea flowers lined up across the outside of the windowsill.

 

 

 

The church and its classrooms were sacred places. Anything  done there had to be done with the spirit of God in mind. Once when Mustard was little and church was dismissed, he hopped up off the pew and dashed outside. Bethany yanked Olin up, unhooked his belt before he even knew what was happening, and followed Mustard out onto the church stoop where she blistered his backside in front of God and everybody, beat him until he wet his pants, just for running in the sanctuary.

But in the fellowship hall, a rectangular building situated just behind the holy structure and surrounded by some scraggly pine trees, we could be ourselves. That’s where we ate, when the whole church ate together, and that’s where we had our youth retreats.

A couple of times each year, the Fire and Brimstone young adults would host retreats for the Fire and Brimstone youth. On those occasions, all the children would bring blankets and pillows from their houses, and we’d praise God from twilight to daybreak if we felt like it, studying scripture and singing songs and talking about everyday situations we faced that the adults didn’t have to.

David and Laura and Everett and Wanda and Ben Harback and some others who weren’t yet shackled with children of their own would lead us in workshops about how to deal with the children on the bus who made fun of us, about how to know when we should tell our elders about unholy books we might be reading in school. We did fun things—like building a bonfire and destroying fashion magazines that somebody brought in from town just for the occasion.

We had boiled peanuts and popcorn. We could talk about anything there.

But that all happened later, after Grandpa Herman had given his sermon.

Each time, Grandpa Herman would come in early. We’d all eat supper together, and then he’d lecture us while we sat at the wooden tables in front of him. Then he’d tell us to put our heads on the table, with every head bowed and every eye closed.

Obediently, we’d follow his instructions.

Then he’d ask us to raise our hands if we wanted to go to Hell. He’d say, “Unless you’ve been saved and baptized in the precious blood of Jesus, each and every one of you will be going to Hell.”

And then he’d tell us stories about how Jesus was coming back, any day, probably within the next five years, and that we needed to be ready to greet him. He said that unless we’d been baptized, when the rapture happened, we’d be left behind. We’d wake up one day and call out “good morning” to our parents and hear no reply. We’d look for them only to find their clothes left in the bed.

He said that we’d run out of food. That big bugs would chase us around and sting us with their tails, and that though we might be sickened unto death, we could not die.

He said we’d turn on the faucet in the bathroom and find only blood running out and would have nothing to drink.

He said evil multitudes would come unto us and cut off our limbs, and that we wouldn’t die. We’d sit there, with no legs to run with, and be stung and stung again by the beasts.

And then he’d say, “But you don’t have to be left behind. You can go straight to Heaven with all of God’s special children if you’ll only open your hearts to Jesus, ask him for forgiveness and welcome him into your hearts.”

And then he’d tell us to raise our hands again if we feared going to Hell. Whoever raised their hand would be taken away to the church where Grandpa Herman would lead them to salvation.

It happened the same way each time. The youngest children invited to the youth retreats would get saved right away. I’d raised my hand years earlier, but each time  Grandpa Herman gave his after-the-rapture speech, I found it hard to catch my breath, hard to focus on God’s love and not God’s meanness and spite. I thought that really I wasn’t saved at all.

Grandpa Herman said that when you were truly saved, you felt like you could fly. But I never felt that way. Not about Jesus.

And each time I knew that I must not really be saved, that I must not have opened my heart to him. I tried to figure out how you go about opening your heart. I tried not to think about being left behind, but in the nights, I kept slipping out of bed, checking the faucet to make sure it wasn’t bleeding.

On that occasion, it was John who went away with Grandpa Herman and came back testifying. We listened to Grandpa Herman’s words coming out of John’s eight-year-old mouth, and it made me feel sick all over.

But then we broke into groups, and my group had just me and James and Pammy and Lorrie Evens and Joshua Langston, both older cousins who lived on the other side of the compound. David and Laura were our leaders and they talked to us about “Teenage Temptations,” about how at our age, we might be tempted to put on lipstick at school or smart-mouth a teacher in hopes of winning the affections of a boy or girl in our class. But they said it was important for us to wait until all those urges passed and until we had secured our hearts in Jesus. They said we would find a mate among God’s special children if we didn’t show off, and to come and talk to them if we had problems because it hadn’t been too long since they were our age.

Then they took questions, and Lorrie asked about kissing, and I could see David and Laura both thinking that next time, Lorrie would have to move up with the high-schoolers that Everett and Wanda taught. Laura told her it was “inappropriate,” and Lorrie shut up.

Then Pammy asked if it was a sin if we accidentally let our knee socks fall down and a strange boy saw our legs. David told her it wasn’t one, but that she should keep her socks up, and Lorrie suggested that she could get rubber bands to hold them at the top.

I didn’t ask anything at all, but I worried that the next year when Pammy went to junior high and had to dress out for gym, she’d tell.

It was almost midnight by the time Ben Harback released the younger children. Then they began playing Red-Rover, and he started the popcorn, and pretty soon, the older groups were let out too.

Pammy and I made up a little cushiony bed, and then we sat up talking for a while. Some of the smaller children fell asleep, and across the room, Ben Harback and David sat with some boys telling jokes, and Lorrie Evans was in the corner talking to Wanda and Laura and pretending to be all grown-up.

Me and Pammy sat on our pallet and pulled a thick white blanket over us, up to the neck. Mustard came and stretched out beside Pammy, and she said, “You can’t sleep here. You have to sleep with the boys.”

Mustard said, “I don’t want to sleep here anyway. I want Ninah to tell us a story.”

And then James sat down beside me, and Barley sat at the  foot of the bed, and Mustard smacked Barley with his pillow, and Barley hit him back, and everybody laughed.

“Everything okay over there?” Ben Harback called.

“Yeah,” Barley hollered. “Ninah’s gonna tell us a story.”

“Shhhh,” Laura whispered loudly. “Some people are sleeping. Y’all keep it down.”

“Go ahead, Ninah,” James said. “Tell us a good one.”

“Hmmm,” I thought. “Okay. I’ll tell you about the time that Nanna and Grandpa Herman lost their shoes.”

Barley settled down and pulled the tail end of our blanket over his legs. Pammy moved over to make room for Mustard, and James moved in closer to me.

“See, back in the days when Nanna and Grandpa first started courtin, he’d come by her house early in the morning and pick her up for school. And that was how they dated. Just walking to school together.

“One day Grandpa Herman picked her up, and they set out on the dirt road towards the schoolhouse two miles away.”

“I’m glad we’ve got buses now,” Barley said.

“Me too,” Pammy echoed.

“Anyway, it was a sunny day, in April maybe, and the sap was running in the trees so the whole place smelled like pine, fresh and warm.”

James, who was sitting next to me Indian-style, had started to shiver, and I moved in closer to Pammy so that our sides were touching and offered him part of the blanket.

“Thanks,” he said.

“What happened next?” Mustard asked, sleepy.

“Grandpa Herman told Nanna that they should take off  their shoes and not wear them that day. That they should hide their shoes somewhere and pick them up on the way home.”

“Could you go to school without shoes?” Barley asked.

“You could way back then,” Pammy answered, and yawned.

“So they stopped on the side of the road. And Grandpa Herman peeled off his shoes, but Nanna was shy about her feet. Grandpa Herman said, ‘Look,’ and did a little dance for Nanna with his white skin shining.

“And then he sat back down beside Nanna and started unlacing her boots.”

“Nuh-uh,” Pammy said.

“Yes he did,” I promised. “He reached down and untied her shoes and then he pulled them off her feet one at a time. And then he reached up and took her socks and pulled them down too, slowly, down her legs.”

“Really?” Mustard said.

“Yeah. But he didn’t touch her skin.”

About that time I felt a poke and realized it was James’ hand, resting on my leg. I pulled in my breath quick and kept talking.

“He folded her socks up neatly and stuck them back inside her shoes, and then Grandpa helped Nanna up. They felt the prickles underneath their toes of baby blades of grass just breaking through the soil.”

“So what’d they do with their shoes?” Barley asked.

“Wait a minute. I’m getting to that,” I told him.

I looked around, and Laura and Wanda were still talking to Lorrie. David and Everett and Ben were still giggling in  the corner. Nobody was looking our way at all. James’ fingers fumbled lightly at my leg, at the skin behind my knee that’s softer than newborn biddies. I slid down a little, and my dress slid up, and then he was massaging the place where my knee changed to thigh.

“They took their shoes and stuck them in a drainage pipe that ran underneath a dirt road. The pipe had a lot of dirt packed over it, but it was like a bridge, separating two sides of a creek. Except the creek had dried up. Anyway, that’s where they left their shoes for the day, and they danced all the way to school, feeling dusty sand powder up around their toes and leaving footprints side by side for anyone to see.”

James’ eyes were only half open. His mouth was half open too. Pammy, laying right beside me, didn’t notice a thing. I was very still.

“But that day at school, it started raining. It rained from the time they got there until just before they left. And when Grandpa Herman met Nanna on the school steps after the last bell, they knew they were in trouble deep.”

He reached up quickly, to the middle of my thigh, shifting his body as he did it so that anybody who was looking would just see the blanket change positions from his movement.

The heat rushed up my body and into my face. I licked my lips and kept talking, trying not to breathe out loud.

“They got their feet and legs all muddy walking back to the pipe,” I told them. “Nanna had splats of mud above her knees that she had to flick off with her fingernails. But then when they got to the place they’d left their shoes, they were  gone. Washed away by the creek that had come back to life in the storm.”

“What’d they do?”

“They had to go home and tell their parents about their sins,” I said.

And then James reached up again, almost too high, just barely escaping the edge of my underpants, and his hand there felt like a thousand ladybugs crawling. For a second, I thought I might lift right off the bed, zip up into the air, and float across the room. I felt like a pine tree in spring. I knew if I opened my mouth again, there was a chance I’d speak in tongues.

“And then?” Barley posed.

I cleared my throat, and James slid his hand back down to my knee, and I quivered all over without meaning to.

“And then they couldn’t walk to school together for the rest of that year. Except they did it anyway. Grandpa Herman would wait for Nanna half a mile down the road, and then Imogene would walk ahead of them and holler back to Nanna if she saw anybody else coming so that Grandpa Herman could duck into the woods.

“And they didn’t even care that they had to wear old shoes that were too tight and left marks across their feet because they were in love and it didn’t matter.”

“That’s a good story,” James said.

“Y’all should go to bed, maybe,” I sighed, and rolled over to face Pammy.

That night I dreamed of Jesus on the cross, on a cross in the  field behind The Church of Fire and Brimstone and God’s Almighty Baptizing Wind. I dreamed I was standing at my bedroom window, and Jesus was on the cross, holding a handful of azaleas for me.

I dreamed I went outside in just my gown, and walked up to him. He was too nearly dead to speak, but all he had in his eyes was love for me. And I walked up to the wound in his side where he’d been stuck with a sword. I put my mouth on that wound and began drinking from it, swallowing his blood.

And then the wound in his side became a mouth, kissing me back, and I could slip my tongue into the wound, feel the inside of his skin with my tongue, circle it there, tasting him.

But when I looked back at Jesus, he’d turned into James.

I sat up and peered around the dark room. Bodies lay everywhere, sleeping against walls and beneath tables. I didn’t know where James might be.

I got up and walked to the door, outside, pulled the door quietly and settled on the steps.

It was cold. I stayed there a long time, and then Everett came outside too.

“Ninah?” he whispered, and I jumped.

“Hey,” I said.

“What’s the matter?”

“I had a bad dream,” I told him. “A real, real bad one.” And he sat down beside me and pulled me under his arm.

“Wonder how in the world you could have a bad dream at a youth retreat?” he asked me.

“I don’t know.”

“Is something on your chest?”

All I could think about were the clothespins I should have with me. If I had the clothespins on my chest, I’d be thinking about Jesus’ pain and not the unholy things parading through my mind.

“What if I’m not saved?” I asked him.

“What do you mean? You got saved years ago.”

“I know,” I told him. “But sometimes I don’t feel like I believe enough.”

“You don’t believe? What don’t you believe?”

“I believe, ” I corrected myself. “It’s just that sometimes I don’t feel the way I think a saved person should feel. I try really hard to concentrate on Jesus, but other things get in the way when I don’t even mean for them to.”

“It’s okay, Peanut,” Everett said.

His beard was nestling against my ear, tiny hairs stuck out farther than the rest of it, and even though James didn’t even have a beard yet, I kept thinking of him.

“Why don’t we just pray about it? And you can ask God to come into your heart again, with all sincerity, and then you’ll know you’re saved.”

“Okay,” I agreed, and we prayed. Everett prayed aloud for my salvation, but I prayed quietly, promising God that if he’d just let me go to Heaven when the rapture happened, I’d give up kisses until I was married. I promised I’d never let James touch my legs or even hold my hands, if God would just save a place for me in the sky.

When we were done, Everett kissed my head and helped me find my way back to bed.

But it didn’t help. I still imagined that I’d wake up the next morning, and everyone would have been resurrected except me. I saw myself in the unpeopled room, shuffling through blankets and clothes until I came to the place where James had been sleeping. James with his curly dark hair and slant-eyes. I saw myself lifting his shirt and his pants, sniffing them and settling down at the place where he’d slept, and covering my face with his socks—as if they could protect me from the giant stinging insects.

 

 

 

I decided to concentrate on Jesus’ pain as hard as I could. I put  sandspurs in my own bed and pecan shells in my shoes to remind me with every step of how Jesus had suffered. I cut out a picture of Jesus on the cross and taped it to the inside of my underwear for protection—because if I was saving myself for Jesus, I knew I’d better get him there fast.

I was trying not to hobble on the day I helped Grandpa Herman prepare the place where Dot, our mare, would drop her baby. Nanna was out there too, scratching the girl’s mane and rubbing her belly. I’d been cleaning the stall, shoveling manure into a bucket and then raking the dirt neatly in honor of the colt we were expecting.

Grandpa Herman brought out a fresh bale of hay and cut the twine that held it with his knife. He scattered the fresh hay, then leaned up against the fence and breathed in deep.

It was a good smell to me too, the combination of horse and straw. I finished raking the front of the stall, leaned up against the trough where Dot’s salt block rested, rounded  on one side from her big tongue, and waited for instructions on what to do next.

Grandpa Herman looked over at me slyly, like he’d figured out something I hadn’t. “What you limping for, Ninah?” he asked me.

“I ain’t limping,” I said.

“Well, yes you are. I’ve been watching you all morning. Is something wrong with your shoes?”

“No, sir.”

“Maybe your feet’s just growing so fast that your shoes is hurting you. Come here and let me see them.”

“They fit,” I answered, walking towards him all the while.

I had to lift my foot up onto the fence where Grandpa studied it. He tilted my boot one way, then the other, then began unlacing it.

“What are you doing?” Nanna asked him, and came over to where we were standing.

“The child’s shoe’s hurting her, Leila,” he said. “I’m just trying to see what’s wrong with it.”

Grandpa Herman pulled off the first boot, then looked at it, looked in it and saw the thick hulls inside. He shook them out into the straw, and I thought I would cry, partly because he’d found the shells and partly because he’d sprinkled the sharp things over the horse’s bed.

Nanna walked up behind me and put her arms around me. “Who told you to walk on hulls?” she asked.

“Nobody,” I said.

“You saying you decided to walk on pecan shells all on your own?” Grandpa Herman asked, and I nodded.

“You’re telling me that Liston and Maree don’t even know you got shoes full of shells?”

“No, sir,” I said again.

“Well, tell me right now what you’ve done wrong that’s so bad you willing to walk on shells when nobody is making you?”

“Nothing,” I promised. “I just wanted to know Jesus’ pain, just a little touch of what it felt like.”

Grandpa Herman laughed outright, laughed big and hard at me, shook his head at Nanna, said, “I swear,” which nobody was supposed to say, and then leaned over and kissed me on my socked foot. “Well, you go right ahead,” he said, and laughing, he walked off.

Nanna didn’t let go of me. She held on even as Grandpa Herman shuffled towards the houses. He turned back once, still laughing, and said, “Next time you get in trouble, girl, you can’t use this as your punishment. It ain’t like a savings and loan, you know?”

I thought Nanna might fuss at me for walking on shells, but she didn’t. Instead, she showed me how to massage the horse’s belly, how to coax it to relax. She put my hands right at the place where the colt had dropped so low, and I thought I could feel its curled-up outline in its sack.

Nanna reached right down to the mare’s private parts and rubbed her there too, stretching her and showing me how to prepare her pelt to give when the time came. I memorized her wrinkled fingers and how they moved.

“Why you walking on hulls, Baby?” Nanna finally asked me.

“I don’t know,” I told her.

“You still feeling the flutters over James?”

“I guess so,” I admitted.

“Oh Lord, I thought it might be too late.”

“What should I do, Nanna? I’m sleeping on nettles,” I told her. “I’m praying almost all the time. Do you think a fast would help? Like maybe if I didn’t eat until supper every day?”

“Have you been holding his hand?” she asked me.

“Only one time,” I said, and shamefully closed my eyes.

“Well, a fast ain’t what you need,” she said. “No child your age ought to be skipping meals.”

“What should I do, Nanna?”

“Lord, I don’t know,” she said. She sat down on the hay, and I sat down beside her, and she lifted my chin with the cup of her hand.

“They natural feelings,” she whispered.

“But he’s my nephew.”

“Sort of,” she agreed. “Is James your same age?”

“A year older.”

“Oh, Lordy,” she said, and then she cackled out. “And you done held his hand!”

“One time right after he killed his first deer,” I told her. I wanted to tell her so much more. But Grandpa Herman had held my foot, and I felt like I might have betrayed her somehow, and I couldn’t mention the other kinds of touching.

“Well, you try to stay away from him a little while,” she said. “And I’ll see what I can do.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know. Just try to stay away from him for a while.”

 

 

 

I was peeling onions and chopping them up with Pammy that  day, getting ready for supper. The great pot of stew was cooking, and all the adults were sitting around, drinking hot water with honey and talking about the mare.

“I expect she’ll be having it tonight,” Grandpa Herman said.

“We’ll keep an eye on her,” Mamma said, and Daddy walked over and put his arm around Mamma’s waist.

“Be glad to,” Daddy added.

Nanna went over to Grandpa Herman and straightened his little bit of hair on top that had fluttered off to one side. He reached up and stroked her arm, and they stood that way for a time.

“I been thinking about Ninah and James,” Nanna said. “They’re near about courtin age and seem fond of each other.”

Everybody hushed up to listen to her.

“They’re about the same size,” she went on, confidently, even though Bethany’s eyes looked like they might jump out her head and do a little jig on the table. “And I believe we’d do good if we joined together as a community and encouraged them to spend time together and see whether or not they’d make good partners.”

“Leila,” my daddy said, “they’re ... ,” and he tried to figure out how we were related. “They’re cousins, or ...”

“Ninah’s his aunt, ” Bethany leaped in.

“But not by blood,” Nanna went on. “Certainly by position, but not by blood. And it just seems to me that if we want to keep this community together, there’s no better way to do it than to bring together two children who’ve grown up with the same strong values and sense of place.”

I knew that wasn’t what Nanna believed. It stunned me to hear her say it. She’s lying, I thought to myself, but then I remembered that she supposedly had a history of it.

“Now, Leila,” Grandpa Herman began, and I looked up from the chopping block for the first time, my eyes pouring water, and through the blinking onion-haze, I could see Nanna pinch Grandpa Herman’s shoulder hard. I could see him try to wiggle away.

“Of course, we don’t want them together if they don’t want to be,” Nanna continued. “So I was wondering how it would work if they became prayer partners. It’d just give them some time to spend alone with God, to ask for his guidance, and then they could see whether or not they’d make good mates.”

“That don’t sound like a bad idea to me,” Grandpa Herman finally conceded. “It’s true that James and Ninah have grown up like brothers and sisters, but that kind of love might be a good place to begin a marriage in several years. And they both seem like they got their heads on straight. Ninah’s so worried she’s going to sin that she’s taking measures against it all on her own.”

Out the window, I could see James and Barley and Mustard at the woodpile, swinging axes and splitting firewood. James had taken off his coat and rolled the sleeves of his flannel shirt up to his elbows. Out there working like a man and missing it all.

“Oh, Ninah,” Pammy whispered. “You’re going to have to marry James.” She said it like it was a curse. “In the night, he has gas, and in the mornings, you can’t even stand to walk in him and Mustard’s room.”

I looked at her but didn’t say anything.

“I don’t know, Herman,” Daddy said. “Seems like they’re just too young.”

“They are young,” Grandpa agreed. “But it makes more sense to get them thinking about it early than to have James go weak-kneed over some little Baptist in his class. Some little Baptist.” He smiled and made a motion to his chest like all Baptist girls got bigger breasts, and the men laughed. The women pretended not to notice.

I ran cold water over my hands, shook them off, dried them, and left the room.

Mamma followed me out, towards the bathroom. When I walked in, she came right in behind me, and I was still crying from the onions, but she thought it was something else.

“It’s okay, Baby,” she said, and hugged me. “You got years to make up your mind who you want to marry. And it’s good to have a prayer partner to share your thoughts and worship with.”

I hugged her back, wondering why it was that I’d left that room. A part of me wanted to cry for real. A part of me wanted to thank Nanna, and another part of me wanted  to yell at her. A part of me wanted to rejoice and rip from my underpants the Jesus who’d been scratching me for over a week.

By supper time, it was settled. Every evening when the adults had prayer time and the children played or got their lessons, James and I would meet someplace and say prayers of our own. Grandpa Herman made a list on his napkin of things we could begin to pray for, listing the names of the sick and afflicted, the names of neighbors with lost souls including Wanda’s relatives, the names of those among us with losses and hopes and heavy hearts.

After we’d eaten, all the men took James out back and talked to him about his responsibilities. I wondered what he was thinking, worried that he didn’t like me at all, that he already had a Baptist girl of his own and that he was just practicing on me. I wondered if Pammy would tell him how it all happened.

And when Nanna looked over at me later and winked, I didn’t know what to do with my face.

 

 

 

That night the mare got sick, so sick. She’d shake her weak  head and blow snot out her nose, and she had foam coming out her mouth and stringy, yellow-green spit. I stayed at the barn with Daddy and Mamma, trying to help Dot have her baby, but she was sicker even than that. We had kerosene lanterns hung at either corner of the stall, but I held the flashlight on her private parts while Mamma rubbed her back and Daddy tried to help her drop the sack.

“Ninah, you all right?” Daddy asked me. “You can go to the house if you want to.”

“She’ll be fine,” Mamma assured him. “She’s old enough to help out.”

But I wasn’t so sure. I wondered if James had seen an animal give birth before. I wondered if they’d send James away if he was out there—the way the men always sent me inside when they cut the pigs.

The baby wouldn’t come out all the way. It was hung up inside her, and she was bleeding bad. Daddy reached his long arms up into the horse and tried to pull, but it still wouldn’t come. I took a towel and wiped at the dangling saliva. Dot stared at me like she wasn’t even seeing me, her big eyes lost in the dark and the pain.

“Is this the way it always happens?” I asked, but neither of them heard me.

And after Daddy had the sack on the ground, in the bloody straw, Mamma tried to get Dot to respond, but she could hardly move, and the blood poured out of her like pee.

The colt was wet and sticky, with bony legs that trembled when she tried to stand up. Daddy was crying, helping the baby out, and Mamma was crying, rubbing at Dot’s face.

“She’s going to bleed to death, Liston,” Mamma said. And then, “Ninah, get some towels.”

But before we could get the bleeding stopped, Dot’s head thudded hard into the straw. Mamma tried to wake her up, slapping at her neck and then rubbing her face, saying, “Come on, girl. Come on.”

Her eyes filmed over like a fish.

Then I looked at Daddy, who was holding the newborn in his arms, the spindly legs sticking out in every direction, and Daddy was kissing its little head, and saying, “It’s okay.”

We took the tiny horse into our house, and Mamma sponged it off with warm water while Daddy ran back to the barn to look for some kind of formula.

“I’ll have to get some tomorrow from the supply store,” he said. “If we strain some milk, do you reckon it will live through the night?” and Mamma said maybe, so I warmed up milk and poured it through cheesecloth.

“We ain’t got the right kind of bottle,” Daddy said.

“A baby bottle will do for now,” Mamma told him, and he went over to Clyde Langston’s where they’d just had a baby to borrow one.

That new horse sucked and sucked. Daddy laughed and cried and put his hand on Mamma’s shoulder, and Mamma smiled and told me to go to bed.

“What will you do with it?” I asked her.

“We’ll stay up with it for a while,” Mamma said, “to make sure it’s all right.”

“Are we keeping it in the house?”

“It don’t have nobody else to keep it safe,” Daddy told me.

“What about Dot?”

“We’ll bury her in the morning, I reckon,” Daddy said. “But you got school. So get on to bed.”

“Say your prayers,” Mamma reminded me.

And I did say my prayers. I prayed and prayed to stop seeing Dot that way, dying on the straw with the hulls from my shoes scattered beneath her.

There was a girl in my class at school named Ajita Patel.  She wasn’t Holiness or Baptist or Methodist or even Christian. She was foreign, but she didn’t speak with an accent, and when we were doing chapters in social studies on other cultures, the teacher asked Ajita to give a special presentation.

She came to school that day wearing the cutest pants I’d ever seen, green ones with tiny pink flowers printed all over them. And they got tight at the ankles, and at the top where the elastic went, they had strings to pull them tight around her waist, and at the bottom of each string was a tiny bell so that when she moved, she tinkled and chimed just a little. She had on a white shirt tucked into those pants, and her hair was pulled back in a French braid, the kind my mamma didn’t know how to do, and at the bottom where her velvety black braid touched the middle of her back, she had a ribbon made out of the same fabric as her pants. She had silver rings through her ears, and even though she was smaller than I was, she looked so much older.

Ajita stood up and told us about India, about how she was born there in a village but then moved away when her father got a job in the United States. She said that in her country, they had hundreds of gods and everybody worshipped a special one in their houses. She told us about one  god who had an elephant’s head and a boy’s body and showed us a statue.

We passed the small statue around the room, and when it came to me, I touched it.

She said that in India, the people worshipped cows, and that they’d never, ever kill a cow to eat.

I thought about all our cows, in the pasture behind the barn, how we raised them and drank their milk and sometimes slaughtered them to cut into pieces and wrap in freezer paper and keep for special occasions and for when the men didn’t kill a deer.

She said that every year, a doctor would come to the village and all the children would gather underneath a tree and get shots.

I knew that shots were bad. We had to take them in order to go to school, but we got them in a building in town, where the walls were all painted white and nurses in uniforms would say, “Owie, owie, owie, owie,” and then stab at your arm while they were talking. And afterwards, Grandpa Herman had to say special prayers over you, and your mamma and daddy had to fast until the knot in your arm went away to atone for all the unnatural chemicals which were the products of man’s sinfulness.

She said that in the United States, they worked hard to bring other Indian families over because in India, people were starving and couldn’t get jobs. And when a bunch of cousins and aunts and uncles immigrated, her family took them into their home and helped them adjust and find a place to live nearby and get jobs.

That part didn’t sound so different from my family.

But I wondered how it could be that Ajita Patel was so proud not to be a Christian. She was a nice girl, who always did her lessons and made good grades on her tests. She didn’t chew gum or talk during class. In the lunchroom, she sat next to me sometimes, and even though I didn’t talk to her, she’d smile at me and I’d smile back, knowing that surely it couldn’t be a sin to smile.

But then I got to thinking that it wasn’t fair for Ajita Patel to perish eternally just because she was born in another country where they didn’t celebrate Jesus.

The next night when James and I came together as prayer partners, we met with Mamma and Daddy and Bethany and Olin and Nanna and Grandpa Herman. The adults didn’t usually come together, but since we were in training, they decided it would be good for us to have an example. We didn’t even have to pray that night. We were there to watch.

Grandpa Herman told us we were spiritual warriors waging a battle for souls, and then he asked us if we knew anybody we’d like to pray for. I mentioned Ajita Patel, saying that she wasn’t a Believer.

“What’d you say her name was?” Grandpa Herman asked.

“Ajita Patel. She was born in India. Do you think she’ll go to Hell just because she was born in the wrong country?”

“Ajita Patel is headed for Hell if she doesn’t know Jesus Christ as her Personal Savior and Lord,” Grandpa said. And that was the end of it.

James cut his eyes at me. He knew Rajesh Patel. I knew  that he talked to him sometimes too—because I’d seen them walking together between classes, but I never told on him.

“Who else should we pray for?” Daddy asked, and people threw out names.

“And don’t forget Ben Harback,” Olin said.

I wondered why we needed to pray for Ben.

“Does Ben have a heavy heart?” Nanna asked.

“He’s having some trouble keeping his eyes on the cross,” Grandpa Herman whispered. “He’s been driving off after dark sometimes, and I believe he’s got his eyes on that little backslidden Holiness Corinthian from over at Mossy Swamp.”

“Well, should we pray that he can convert Corinthian?” Bethany asked. “Or should we pray that he redirects his vision?”

“I believe in Ben’s case that we should pray for the latter,” Daddy said.

And then they bowed their heads around the room, and joined hands with their prayer partners, and they began emptying their hearts to Jesus, aloud, shaking and quivering with the intensity of it.

James looked at me, and I looked at James, and then looked back down, trying to imagine us opening up that way before God.

They went on for a long, long time. Sometimes they’d fall silent, and then somebody would remember somebody they’d forgotten to pray for and start in again, and soon the whole room was full of speaking and crying and spitting out all their anguishes to God.

“Guide us, O Lord,” Grandpa Herman said. “And help us know how to help Ben if the time comes that he needs us. Lead our hearts in the ways you would have them to go.”

“Help the children like Ninah,” Bethany called out. “Help them when sin walks into their classrooms, proudly, and other children’s words make them question your holy beliefs.”

“And Lord, we just ask you to bless Ninah and James,” Nanna said. “Teach them to love gently, to confide in each other, and to save themselves for your glory until they’re old enough to understand the responsibilities of adulthood.”

“Amen,” Daddy said.

“And help James and Ninah to know that they can tell you anything, precious Lamb. Help them to grow through you,” Mamma begged.

I’d grown up hearing people pray for me aloud. It never made me very comfortable—when right in the middle of the supper prayer somebody would say, “Ninah’s had a cold all week. Help her see that you’re just teaching her about Jesus’ pain through this illness,” or “Ninah’s having trouble learning the state capitals, Lord, and give her little brain the room to retain the knowledge she needs.”

I never liked it, but it was so completely ordinary that I was used to it. Besides, most of the time it wasn’t me they were praying for. They prayed over everybody, so it’d be just as likely to hear them ask for special blessings for Mustard or Joshua Langston.

But that night when they were praying for me and James together, it felt different.

Afterwards, Grandpa Herman told us that we could hold hands in prayer if we felt the need, but we weren’t to hold hands at any other time. James nodded obediently, and since it was an unusual circumstance for the prayer partners to meet together in the first place, since usually the prayer partners met separately, all around the compound, James asked them where the two of us would gather.

“I reckon you can go into a room in one of your houses,” Grandpa Herman said, and Daddy nodded.

“Y’all can have the living room and we’ll take the bedroom,” Mamma said.

“Or we could do the same thing,” Olin offered.

As everyone was leaving, James looked at me and smiled, and my heart fell into my pelvis, like it’d been doing so often.

It had to be the strangest feeling in the world—knowing they were giving us permission to spend time alone together, knowing they were trusting us when I couldn’t even trust myself.

And I surely couldn’t trust James.

I wasn’t sure if what I felt was a thrill or a fear, but it was bigger than anything I’d ever known. I couldn’t stop remembering his hand on my leg, his big man’s hand on my long, long leg. And I couldn’t stop reciting in my head, “Ajita Patel is going to Hell. Ajita Patel is headed for Hell.” But I didn’t believe it.

I wondered if she’d felt a man-sized hand on her thigh  yet, slipping beneath her soft green pants. And it excited me to think that probably she hadn’t.

 

 

 

All that winter James and I came together as prayer partners,  and all that winter he never touched me. He held my hands, of course, and his grip was always sweaty. And we’d sit together and list things to pray for, and then we’d pray, but mostly silently.

Afterwards we’d discuss which of us would go to the gym at the beginning of lunch and wash out our gym suits. The gym teacher, who understood that it wasn’t our fault that we couldn’t wash those clothes at home, kept detergent there for us and a special place to hang them up. Some days he’d wash out my suit, and some days I’d wash out his.

But he didn’t touch me.

Some nights he could have. We prayed in the living room of Mamma and Daddy’s house, and if he’d wanted to, he could have kissed me at the beginning of prayer time, when Mamma and Daddy had just gotten started.

And sometimes, I’d hear Mamma and Daddy crying out and panting, and I’d wonder if they were really praying at all. That secret blushing that goes on inside your skin would fill me up, fill me red and sweet, like exotic fruit from India, and I’d grip James’ hand tighter, hoping he’d feel it too. But he didn’t.

It made me sad—not just because he didn’t put his hand on my leg, not even on my foot. It made me sad because when I saw him, I felt ashamed. We didn’t play anymore or  cut up on the school bus. He still sat next to me in Sunday morning services, but he held his head straight up and listened to Grandpa Herman. I still felt like drawing in the Sunday school quarterly—and would have if Nanna had given it to me. Grandpa Herman even started calling on James to pray aloud in church, and he did it like someone seasoned. On Sunday afternoons, he sat with the men and laughed at their stories and paid me no attention at all.

And it made me angry with Nanna for interfering. I remembered how nice it had been when it was sneaky and deliberate, when we were still children and looked at each other out the sides of our eyes and saw all the pleasures of the whole world looking back.

Sometimes when we were praying, I’d open my eyes and watch James’ face, his square jaw left loose so that his bottom lip fell down just a bit, just enough for me to look into the darkness that was his mouth and imagine my whole body hiding there, warm beneath his tongue.

 

 

 

That next spring as it got closer to time to plant the garden,  Grandpa Herman decided that the children would be the ones to get the soil ready. So after school, we’d go out and work in the dirt. James and Mustard and Barley would take turns with the hand tiller, and I’d pick up sticks and roots, along with Pammy and John, and carry them over to the edge of the field where we’d burn them later.

It was a big field, and while we worked hard, we played  too, kicking clumps of dirt at each other and drawing figures in the soil.

It was out in the field where I talked to James.

Barley was taking his turn with the tiller, and James and I both had armloads of old tobacco stalks to carry to the far end of the field. Pammy and John were working opposite us, on their way back to pick up more, and Mustard was helping Barley.

“Listen,” I said, “if you don’t like being my prayer partner, you can just tell Grandpa Herman to find you another one.”

“Why would I want to do that?” he asked.

“Well—in case you don’t like me,” I told him.

“I like you fine,” he said.

“You do?”

“Yeah,” he said, and stopped and wiped his face off with his sleeve and spit. “Why would you think I don’t like you?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re the one who didn’t want to be my prayer partner.”

“Me?”

“Yeah. Pammy told me that when you found out you had to hold my hands, you cried like a girl.”

“I wasn’t crying,” I insisted. “I was cutting up onions.”

“oh.”

“The whole reason they put us together in the first place was because I told Nanna”—and I paused—“I told Nanna that I liked you and to help me figure out a way,” and I paused again. “Well, just a way to see you more.”

“Oh,” he said again, and tried not to smile but did it anyway. “Really? Nanna did it?”

“And ever since—well, you ain’t acted like you wanted to be with me.”

“I wanted to be with you,” he said. “I just thought you were—I don’t know—like them.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know, like a Believer, in everything.”

“You mean you’re not?”

“I didn’t say that,” he said stubbornly, and started walking again.

“You’re not a Believer?” I yelled out, and then I started laughing out loud.

He looked back at me and said, “I am too a Believer. But I don’t think for a minute that Rajesh Patel is going to Hell. Or his sister either. And if you think that, you’re just ...  full of shit. ”

“I don’t think that,” I said, running to catch up with him, laughing so hard my lungs felt like they might explode from the happiness. “I can’t believe you said that word. ”

Then James crumpled beneath his face. “I didn’t mean to. I didn’t mean it. We have to pray,” he said desperately. He looked like someone just realizing that he’d taken his last breath.

“I don’t care, ” I assured him.

“Well, I care,” he said. “And of course Rajesh is going to Hell. He sure can’t go to Heaven. Where else could he go? We have to pray.”

James fell on his knees right there, pleading with God for forgiveness. I knelt on the ground beside him, listening to  him swear that he was a Believer. But I didn’t pray with him. The wind was blowing his curls everywhere. He had the most beautiful curls I’d ever seen. It was all I could do to keep from rolling with laughter on that hard earth.

 

 

 

That night when James and I met together in prayer, we  prayed like never before. We prayed out loud.

James said, “Heavenly Father, help David and Laura to conceive a child in your image,” because they’d been trying since their last loss and weren’t having any luck.

And I said, “Thank you, Lord, for Nanna, who’s always there to help us and love us and who still sleeps on nettles for past sins. Please bless her.”

James added, “And help Ben Harback make a decision about whether he wants a life inside this community or outside of it. And help the Patels to come to know you, Lord.”

And I said nervously, “Help me and James to know your love, to be able to share with each other your love.”

And James gripped my hands hard and said, “Let me love Ninah for you, oh Jesus. Let me be the one to show her your love.”

I could feel my hands shaking. I wasn’t sure if he’d asked for the same thing I’d asked for, but I thought his request might be a tiny bit different.

The next day when we got off the school bus, we all went  straight to the field, dropping our books at the end of the row. We were almost finished preparing the soil, and we were just in time. It was the second week of March and the seeds needed planting.

But we’d only been working for twenty minutes or so when Daddy trampled across the cleared ground in our direction.

“Hey, Uncle Liston,” Barley called out, and Daddy nodded his head.

Daddy was always either smiling or praying or crying. His face was hardly ever as blank as I saw it then. I knew something was wrong immediately.

“How much y’all got left to do?” he asked.

“Ought to finish it up this afternoon,” James said.

“Well, how ’bout you boys come with me and leave the field to the girls,” Daddy replied. “We need to dig a grave before dark.”

My stomach tried to flip over, but I wouldn’t let it. I took the tiller from James and walked off, not wanting to hear what came out of Daddy’s mouth next, but unable to make my ears cooperate.

“Is somebody dead?” Mustard asked.

“No,” Daddy said. “No. The community’s taken a vow of silence until supper time. Herman will talk to us then. So don’t open your mouths again, okay?”

We all nodded back.

I didn’t want to think about what had happened. I worried that Nanna was sick. I worried that James was in trouble or I was. I knew I needed to keep my mind on Jesus and everything would work out. But I couldn’t.

Up on the hill beside the church, I could see the men with their shovels. I imagined James’ hands callused and blistered from so much digging.

It was so quiet that I thought I could hear things moving beneath the ground.

I thought about human voices, the way they shout and whisper and break, the way they shade each other and dip. I wondered what Jesus’ voice had sounded like, if it was scratchy or booming or stammering or smooth.

I thought about my own voice, lean and low, the way it sounded when I answered a question at school, too loud and always a surprise. I thought about the way my voice sounded in prayers, like a single bell that rings just once but echoes on and on and holds itself in the air and then falls. Or how it hides behind other voices and hopes no one will notice.

I knew that boys’ voices changed, but that day, I realized my own voice had. Before I’d gotten so old, it’d sounded the same way always—sassy and clear. But by that time, my voice had deepened, slipped down towards Hell on its way up to Heaven. I knew that my voice had been holding back a holler, that it wanted to break wide open like the sky or the ground. But my voice was heavy, a flute without holes, wooden, imperfect, and thick.

 

 

 

That evening we ate without words, everyone saying their private prayers over their servings of corn bread and venison  stew. I was glad to see everyone there, glad to see that Nanna, though somber, seemed as healthy as she had the day before. No one was dead. So someone had sinned. Terribly.

I knew better than to look around during the evening meal and kept my eyes on my plate for fear of being accused of insolence.

Towards the end of the supper, a baby started crying, hard. Normally no one would even have noticed. Someone would have picked it up and cooed and hushed it with their familiar mothering hum. But not that night. The baby cried on and on, and when Freda Langston finally picked it up, Grandpa Herman broke the quiet.

“A tiny child,” he huffed, “before it is even old enough to speak is selfish. Selfish. Born a manipulator. Before it has even learned to walk, a baby sins. Knows how to get its way. Cries out, demanding to be comforted. And so we come into this world sinners. Sinners who cannot to save our lives live perfectly.

“It’s the curse of Eve,” he continued, standing by that time and as red-faced as I’d ever seen him, “that we sin. That we disobey God outright. That we live for our bodies,  feed our bodies, comfort our bodies, and forget about our  souls.

“Our souls, people. We need to be feeding our souls.

“And every time we open these mouths, to satisfy the wants of the body through word or food or drink, we turn our backs on Jesus.

“If it wasn’t for the curse of Eve, we wouldn’t need this food. We’d be perfect spiritual beings nurtured solely by the  love of God,” and then Grandpa Herman picked up his plate and threw it at the door so that it hit the wall and shattered, the pieces falling onto the floor like a leftover song.

We all sat upright, our spines aching to be obedient, our eyes cast downward, and my heart glad that it wasn’t my  baby that had prompted his sermon. I hoped that in his bed that night, Nanna would smother him with a pillow. But only for a moment.

“One of those among us, Ben Harback, has been found guilty of imbibing in forbidden drink. He came onto these holy grounds this morning with his breath tainted and his eyes reddened by Satan’s own sweet piss.

“He has admitted to his crime. He has asked to be forgiven. And praise God, the one above is capable of granting him that forgiveness. For the scriptures read that ‘If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.’ Where is that in the Bible, Ben Harback?”

“First John, chapter one, verse nine,” Ben muttered.

“On behalf of The Church of Fire and Brimstone and God’s Almighty Baptizing Wind, you are hereby ordered, Ben Harback, to single-handedly teach the children the laws of Jesus Christ and the laws of this community for the next year. If it be God’s holy will, you will rededicate your commitment to Christ and to this community through your preparation and service. Clearly it will do you good to return to your studies of the laws.”

“Yes, sir,” Ben answered from the corner where he was sitting. I looked up for the first time to see him shamefully  alone, without food or water. I wondered what Grandpa would do if I went to sit with him.

“But the Bible also teaches us that ‘the wages of sin is death; but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.’ And where in the Bible is that, Ben Harback?”

He cleared his throat and mumbled, “Romans six: twenty-three, sir.”

“Speak up, ” Grandpa demanded.

“Romans six: twenty-three,” Ben repeated.

“That’s correct,” Grandpa patronized. “And in order to remember those wages of sin, your grave has been prepared, Ben Harback, where you will lay this night and contemplate the wages of sin, where you will pray without ceasing for God’s delivery of your piteous soul.

“Now clean up these tables,” he said to the rest of us, “and report to the cemetery in exactly one half an hour where Ben’s funeral will be held.”

Around the room, people moved for Grandpa Herman, and a slow chorus of whispers began until Grandpa yelled out, “In silence.”

 

 

 

Ben climbed into his grave willingly. It was still cold in open  air, and I couldn’t imagine how cold it must be deep in the earth. Grandpa Herman led us in a song, and we stood around the grave holding hands, singing to God for the renewal of Ben’s soul.

And then we formed two lines on either side of the grave where there were mounds of dirt, and everybody had to throw in one shovelful.

Of course his hands were free. He could protect his face or move around. The dirt we threw in was just a symbol of his death to the world, in hopes that when the sun came up, he’d be born again, resurrected like Jesus and pure.

And then in the brisk night air, Grandpa Herman gave another sermon, about God’s forgiveness, and I think he brought up Nanna again and how she’d been a liar and had been spared death. He said that if it was God’s will, Ben Harback would be spared too, and that he’d come back into our community as a soul-winner for Jesus.

I stood beside Nanna as he spoke. I didn’t have to ask her what she thought of Grandpa’s punishment. I already knew.

I wondered how she could love such a man, with his mind so twisted and his vision of himself as just beneath an angel.

I wasn’t the only one who considered such things.

As we were walking home late that night, Mustard said, “That’s just crazy. Having to sleep in a grave just for drinking a little bit of alcohol.”

“He was drunk,” James said, stone-faced. “It’s a bad example.”

“Yeah,” Pammy agreed. “I know now that I’ll never get drunk. Not that I was planning to.”

“But sleeping in a grave, ” Mustard said.

And later at home, when I was supposed to be asleep already, I crept to Mamma and Daddy’s bedroom door to eavesdrop on their conversation.

“That man will break,” Daddy said.

“He’ll be fine,” Mamma assured. “God will sustain him.”

“Don’t you ever wonder why your daddy gets to be the one who makes the rules around here?” Daddy fussed. “Don’t it seem like we could talk it over as a congregation. I know drinking’s a vice, but Maree, my God, that man might die of pneumonia. He made a simple mistake. Who hasn’t?”

“I don’t want to hear this, Liston.”

“But you’ve got to think about it sometimes, don’t you? The things he says. The things he’s teaching our children.”

“Our children have grown into good, God-fearing people,” Mamma insisted. “You go look outside this community and see where you can find a family with four children who grow up to obey the commandments of the Lord.”

“I ain’t talking bad about the Bible,” Daddy said. “But what if that’d been David? What if David had fallen and taken a drink? Would you feel the same way if he was the one in the grave?”

“One of the benefits of our children growing up in this community,” Mamma jeered, “is that we don’t have to worry about them doing something like that.”

“Honey,” Daddy said, “it’s not the end of the world that the boy took a drink.”

“And the boy will be better off tomorrow, when he’s repented.”

That night I looked out at the cemetery for a long time before I fell asleep. I kept watching to see if Ben Harback would climb out and leave. I thought that if I was in his position, I’d be out of that grave and out of Fire and Brimstone before the sun came up.

 I’d been staring a long time before I saw Nanna sitting on the ground not far from the place where the dirt still sat in mounds on the earth. I wondered if she was counseling him, if she was feeling sins of her own and wanted to repent. I don’t know if she stayed there all night. I didn’t want to know.

 

 

 

The chicken coop at Fire and Brimstone had been falling down  for as long as I could remember. The boards were so weathered that you could scrape off the outside layer with your fingernail, and after every big storm, somebody had to get a ladder and nail down the rusting sheets of tin that served as a roof. But we’d repaired the chicken coop so many times that the nails could be pulled out of the soft boards with the tips of the smallest fingers.

Pammy and I had been begging for a new chicken house for years. The grown-ups kept laughing at us, saying Fire and Brimstone had better uses for its lumber and how much shelter could chickens need?

But every time it rained, I’d look at Pammy and she’d look at me, and we’d know exactly what the other was imagining. Chickens huddled together, trying to dodge the water that blew in between the cracks of their walls, their skinny chicken legs no thicker than reeds bogging down as they scratched for worms in their muddy floor.

The rest of the family prayed for crops, but for years, me and Pammy had been praying for the chickens. They were our responsibility.

One afternoon when it’d just stopped raining, I badgered Grandpa Herman about it again.

He was half-hidden under the hood of the tractor, fiddling with a wire while Barley cranked it, then shut it off at his command.

“Goodness gracious, Ninah,” he said to me, though he spoke to the motor, “the way you worry about them chickens, you’d think they’d lay golden eggs.”

They might lay gold eggs if we treated them better,” I tried. “There’s holes in the walls and holes in the roof. The roost is broken on one side, and ...”

“James,” Grandpa hollered. “Go get some of them leftover boards from behind Clyde’s place and fix the chicken pen before Ninah has a stroke.”

James, who’d been helping Daddy change the oil in the pickup, wiped his hands and headed my way.

“Thank you, Grandpa,” I said—even though I didn’t want the chicken coop patched. I wanted it renovated.

“And get that girl a hammer, and put her to work too.”

“Yes, sir,” James agreed, then turned to me and winked, and laughed because he’d winked at me in front of Grandpa, but Grandpa’s head was still under the tractor’s hood.

 

 

 

Y’all crazy about these chickens, “James said later, hammering  a one-foot square of plywood over a gap in the structure. “These holes ain’t nothing but windows for the chickens, and now you’re covering them up.”

“Windows have glass,” I argued. “You see glass in any of  these holes?” I was working beside him, and doing twice as much as he was. But I didn’t care if he was lazy. I didn’t care much at all.

“You and Pammy are the ones who used to say the holes were windows. Pammy used to claim that when you came to feed them, they’d be looking out and waving.”

“They do sometimes,” I played.

“And weren’t it just last year that y’all tried to get Nanna to make curtains for them.”

“No we didn’t.”

“Did too.”

“It weren’t last year though,” I laughed.

We moved around to the back. James found an old stool and climbed on it to reach some high places, but I hammered a two-by-four at the very bottom. I was still thinking of ways to keep the ground inside dry, and since the earth was muddy already, I could beat the board into the dirt without even needing nails. It seemed so backwards to be sturdying the foundation when the building was already standing.

“That ain’t gonna work,” James said from above.

“Why not?”

“Just won’t,” he said. “And look, you’re dragging the tail of your dress in the mud.”

“So?”

“That ain’t no way for a girl to look,” he said. “Get up. I’ll fix it in a minute.”

“No,” I said, and kept working until I got the board just the way I wanted it. And then James banged his thumb,  choked back a curse, and wrapped his lips around the hurting place.

“Look what you made me do,” he said.

“Weren’t my fault,” I laughed.

“Was too,” he said. “You talked back. A woman ain’t supposed to talk back, so a girl surely ain’t.”

For a second, I wanted to knock the stool right from under his self-righteous feet. Then I reminded myself not to fight evil with evil.

And then I did it anyway. I stood up and pushed the stool he was standing on over. He fell into the bushes that surrounded the chicken coop. The branches cracked beneath him, and then he rolled onto the ground.

He landed on a big stob, and his side was bleeding. As little dabs of blood blotted through his shirt, I got real worried about what I’d done.

“James,” I said, and I knelt beside him. “Here, let me see.

But when I pushed up his shirt, he slapped my hand away. “What’d you do that for?” he asked.

“I don’t know.” I just sat there, looking at him as he examined his scrape, studied his shirt, and fingered the little tear.

“Well, you shouldn’t talk to me like that,” I began. “Cause you don’t own me. And you won’t never own me. I know more about this chicken coop than you ever will—” and I stammered and started to cry. “Cause I care about it, and you don’t.”

He looked at me like I’d gone mad.

“And that’s not all, either. You can’t tell me what to do because I know just as much as you, and I can hammer a nail better than you can. And it don’t bother you for your britches to get muddy, so why does it matter if my dress does?”

“Well, that’s what the Bible says,” James declared. “A woman ain’t supposed to do the work of a man.” He was holding his side close, like he was holding in his ribs, and I was worried that I’d hurt him bad, but I didn’t back down.

“Well, if I’m a woman, then whatever I’m doing is woman’s work. Don’t that make sense to you?”

“I reckon.”

“And do you really see anything wrong with the way I hammered that board? Look at it.”

He looked but didn’t have a thing to say.

“I hope you ain’t hurt,” I said. “Let me see it.”

James pulled up his shirt, and there wasn’t much to it. Just a little scraped place edged in blue.

“I’ll say I’m sorry if you will,” I offered.

“For what?”

“For thinking I’m not as good as you and ought to do what you say.”

“That’s not what I meant,” he said.

“It’s what you said.”

“Well, it ain’t what I meant.”

We finished patching the henhouse before time for supper, and in the afternoon grayness, we stood together facing the feeble building, our backs turned to anyone who might walk our way. We pretended to admire our work, our hands joined.

“I know you got more sense than most men at Fire and  Brimstone,” James whispered. “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

And though I knew James could change his mind quicker than rain could turn to mist, I decided to believe him.

I really wanted to believe him.

 

 

 

Tell me a story, ” I said to Nanna.

“What story you want to hear this time?” she sighed, pretending to be aggravated.

I was staying home sick from school, my face all stopped up from the pollen that had fallen, dusting our doorsteps greeny-yellow like hay cut too soon. Mamma was out in the garden with the other women, tending the plants that had just sprouted up. Some of the men had already quit their winter jobs to begin working on the tobacco beds. The young plants were still protected by polyethylene sheets, but they needed irrigating and then pulling up and setting out into the vast fields.

It was always Nanna we stayed with when we were sick. But no one claimed to be sick at Fire and Brimstone unless it was real. Though Grandpa Herman was the one who meted out most of the punishments, Nanna was the one who believed in education. She didn’t have much of an education herself, but she discouraged us from faking sick by giving each child who stayed home from school a bowl of prunes every thirty minutes until we went to the bathroom. It didn’t matter whether you’d broken your arm or stumbled onto the flu. You ate the prunes.

Nanna believed a good cleaning out would make anyone well. I thought it must be a belief that she picked up from Grandpa. By the time the prunes went through you, you’d eaten three or four bowls, at least, and it seemed to me a fate almost as bad as sleeping in a grave.

I was on my second bowl when I asked her to tell me about Grandpa Herman’s sins.

“Ninah,” she said. “Why in the world would you want to hear about another person’s downfalls?”

“He just seems so perfect,” I said. “And he can’t be. I just wanted to hear about something he did wrong.”

“I think that’s an abomination,” Nanna said, and left the room.

“Well, he talks about your sins,” I hollered. “Almost every Sunday.” I could hear her in the bedroom, shoving things around, pulling on a stubborn drawer, then forcing it back in.

When she came back out, she had a jewelry box, and she sat down beside me and opened it up.

“Do you see this pin?” she asked, holding up a ribbon attached to a medal so old that it looked like a penny that had been scraped and softened from switching to a million different pockets.

“Yes,” I said.

“Herman got this pin from serving in the war,” she told me. “Do you know what kinds of things happen in a war?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Now I just want you to think for a minute about being in one. I want you to think about the things you’d see, the  friends you’d bury. I want you to think about what it’d feel like to choose between shooting a man or coming home a coward. Or think about what you’d do when you came face-to-face with a person your same size—just from different parts of the world with different kinds of plans for it—what you’d feel like if you had to pick up a gun and shoot someone.”

I thought instantly of Ajita Patel.

“Grandpa Herman shot somebody?” I asked her incredulously.

“Course he did,” she said. “He was in the war. And I want you to think about how you’d feel if you went off to war, freezing cold and without your family and barely living, how you’d feel if you got a letter in the mail that only came once every few weeks telling you that our own child was dead, had been dead for a month, and you didn’t know it.”

“Did that happen to Grandpa?”

“Yes,” Nanna said. “It did. And I want you to think about who you’d talk to, all them lonely nights scared to death that the enemy was going to attack you if you closed your eyes. I want you to tell me who you’d trust.”

“God, I reckon,” I said, ashamed.

“I reckon you’re right, ” she said. “When there’s nothing else there, that’s who you turn to.”

She pulled out a photograph of some men in uniforms, all standing together with their arms around each other’s shoulders.

“That one there,” she said, pointing, “is Herman.”

“That’s Grandpa?” I squealed.

“Handsome, ain’t he? And the man on either side was dead before he come home.”

I didn’t know what to say. Nanna put the photograph back, closed the jewelry box, and walked off to her room.

When she came back, she had another bowl of prunes. I whined and stretched out on the sofa. She came to the end where my head was, and I lifted it up, and she settled beneath me, pulling my hair out of the way and throwing it across the arm of the couch behind me.

She began feeding me the prunes, one at a time, and I let her.

“Your grandpa saw a lot of things he didn’t like,” she told me. “When he came home, he was ruined through and through. It weren’t nothing but the grace of God that made him whole again.

“There weren’t a thing in this world he could do except start over. Now the truth is that Herman weren’t a man of God before that war. He was a drinker and a carouser, and I loved him just the same. He fought and he gambled and he lied as bad as I ever did. But that war changed him. Made him scared. Made him want to hold onto ever thing he had with a grip so hard it could strangle a person if he weren’t careful.

“When he got back, he got involved with the church, started making a family as quick as he could to replace the one boy we had before he left. And i admit, it weren’t the easiest adjustment I ever made. A year before he left these United States, I married him and committed my heart to him forever, and I’m not the least bit sorry for it.”

She popped another prune into my mouth even though I wasn’t finished with the one she’d put in there before.

“We’d been back together for about a year when the church split up, and Herman went about beginning Fire and Brimstone just like a drill sergeant. He organized it and planned it and worked for it for a long time. And he finally got everything that mattered to him in a space big enough for him to wrap his arms around.

“He did it out of love, Ninah. Love and need. He prayed about it and promised God if he’d give him a place where he didn’t have to know fear and didn’t have to remember and keep living with the things he’d seen, he’d run it just the way he thinks God runs Heaven.”

“Do you think God runs Heaven like this?” I asked her.

“I doubt it,” she said, forcing another prune between my lips even after I turned my head away. “But Herman is doing the best he knows. He’s still holding onto what he’s got, and I believe he’s still scared that someday, somebody could come in here and split us apart and he’d be by himself again.”

“I didn’t know that,” I told her.

“He’s not a perfect man,” she began, and then the screen door slammed and Grandpa walked in.

“Leila,” he said. “Do you know if we got any brake fluid?”

“It’s in the barn,” she told him. “At the back—on the second shelf, I believe.”

“You sick, Baby?” he asked me.

“Pollen headache,” I said.

“Ummm,” he muttered. Then, “Get me a glass of water, Leila. My boots are too muddy to walk in there.”

I lifted my head up to let Nanna free. She sat the prunes in my lap.

“She’ll be better tomorrow,” Nanna promised, shuffling off to the faucet.

“I’ll bet she will.” Grandpa Herman laughed.

While she was gone, he reached over to the bowl of prunes and started stuffing his mouth.

“How many bowls has she fed you?” he whispered.

“Three,” I said.

“God bless you,” he said. “Let me help you out.” And he ate some more.

When Nanna got back, Grandpa drank his water and announced, “I got to get back out there. The brakes is squealing on that tractor,” and he leaned down and kissed Nanna on the head and winked at me.

“You see,” Nanna said when he was gone. “That’s love.”

 

 

 

David and Laura lost another baby before April was over. I  wouldn’t have known except that Mamma pulled me aside to tell me before James and I met to pray one night. She said nobody had mentioned it because they wanted to give the baby time to settle in Laura’s womb before it became public knowledge.

David was outside tying off some grapevines he’d planted next to the house. I went over to where he was working and stood there until he saw me.

“Hey, Peanut,” he said.

“Hey,” I told him. But I couldn’t think of what to say next. He was looking at me like he was expecting me to say something, and all I could do was notice that his side-burns were beginning to get gray hairs in them. Aging came early at Fire and Brimstone, but David was only twenty-two.

“Something on your mind?” he asked, and stood up, brushed off his hands on his pants.

“I just ... I just wanted to say that I’m sorry about the ... I’m sorry you and Laura won’t be having a baby. I know how much you want to build the family.”

He nodded his head up and down, opened his mouth like he was going to say something, and then shook his head and walked away, leaving me standing by his new vines.

I bent my knees a little and breathed hard.

When he got to the edge of the house, he turned back and said, “Thank you, Ninah.”

It made me crazy how James went back and forth between believing what he’d been taught and believing his own instincts. I knew I did the same thing, but James did it worse. He was like oil and vinegar poured into the same bottle, one minute shaken together and the next minute separated. Cloudy, then clear, then cloudy again.

“Do you think we should be trying to convert the Patels?” James asked me one night.

“No,” I said.

“Why not?”

“They’ve got their own gods,” I told him. “Suppose it was me and you living in India. Do you think we’d appreciate it if somebody walked in our house with a little elephant-headed statue and told us we should worship it?”

“That’s different,” James insisted.

“Nuh-uh,” I pressed. “It’s exactly the same.”

“But if they don’t know Jesus, they can’t go to Heaven.”

“Maybe they have a Heaven of their own.”

“Ninah, don’t say that. You know that the only way to Heaven is through Jesus Christ. You know that.”

“I don’t know what I know anymore.” I shrugged. “But it just don’t make sense for them to perish in the Lake of Fire when they haven’t even heard about the Lake of Fire. Now does that make sense to you?”

“But if we tell them, then they’ll know about it.”

“But if we tell them and they don’t believe it, then they really might burn forever. The way I see it, they’re better off if they’ve never heard.”

James and I had already begun to sin together, but we’d talked it over and decided that it wasn’t really such a big sin. We didn’t use the entire time for praying to pray. We prayed for a while, and then we talked, and then we prayed to be forgiven for talking. That was that.

We discussed Grandpa Herman and Nanna. The Patels. The things we learned at school that contradicted the things we learned at home.

I was the one who talked James into it. It wasn’t very hard. I just suggested that we could serve the Lord by discussing his beliefs as easily as we could serve him by praying.

He always disagreed with me whenever I said outright that I thought Grandpa Herman was too strict. But underneath it all, I think James questioned him too. After Ben Harback slept in the grave, I mentioned that nobody else made people do that—not the Baptists or the Holinesses. I told him that maybe Grandpa Herman was more worried about keeping the rest of his community under his thumb than about Ben’s soul, and James nodded.

One night he said to me, “Do you think if we prayed hard enough, that Jesus would speak to us through each other?”

We were sitting on Mamma and Daddy’s brown couch with the green-and-white afghan thrown over the back. I leaned my head into the afghan and asked James what he meant.

“Like, do you think that Jesus would say something to you that’s just for you, not for anybody else? Not for the whole world. Just for you. Do you think he might say it through my mouth?”

I bit my bottom lip and considered it. “Like if I was having trouble talking to Mamma, not that I am, but if I was—would Jesus give you advice for me?”

“Yeah,” James said, excited.

“Maybe,” I said. “I don’t know.”

“Maybe we should pray for that. Because wouldn’t that be good? If you could be Jesus for me and I could be Jesus for you? Wouldn’t that be the best thing?”

“Would that mean speaking in tongues?” I asked. “Cause I’m not sure I’m ready for that.”

James leaned his head back beside mine. “I don’t think so,” he said.

 

 

 

We prayed for it a lot. We met for prayers every night after  Ben had gone over the commandments with us, every night after we’d recited, “If a man calls a woman a harlot without substantial proof of her sins, he shall pay a hundred dollars, half to that woman’s husband or father and half to The Church of Fire and Brimstone and God’s Almighty Baptizing Wind.”

“If a man leaves the Church Bread, the Holy Body of Christ, in the place where a mouse can eat it, that man shall pay fifty dollars to The Church of Fire and Brimstone.”

“If a boy pollutes an animal, that animal shall be killed and the boy’s father shall pay two hundred dollars to The Church of Fire and Brimstone.”

None of the laws we recited mentioned the real punishments. Not the fasting or the nettles or the strap or the sleeping in graves. Just the money.

And money was a strange concept at Fire and Brimstone. James and I talked about that too—about how odd it was that Grandpa Herman handled all the money. The money from the crops, the money the men made at their outside jobs, the sin money. Grandpa Herman was the sole banker for our community. He collected it all, and then redistributed it to each family according to their need.

But he didn’t distribute much. Only enough to pay for a few sins each year.

“Wonder what he does with all that money?” I asked James.

“Puts it back into the farm, I guess,’ he answered. “He’s not exactly wearing gold rings on his fingers or anything, Ninah.”

“I know. But think about it. We grow our own food. We make our own clothes. Wonder where all that money goes?”

“Pays for tractors and pickups and new houses. And material to make clothes with.”

“Do you think we’re rich?” I asked him. “If we were rich, we wouldn’t even know it.”

“I doubt we’re rich,” James said.

And sometimes we discussed particular laws. Like the one concerning the pollution of animals.

“How could anyone pollute an animal?” I asked him.

“I don’t know.” James blushed.

“What does that mean? Polluting animals? Like if you smoked and you blew it in their faces?”

“I don’t think that’s what it means.”

“And why would the animal need killing? That would mean it’s partly the animal’s fault, right?”

“I guess so,” he said.

I started laughing. “Well, when’s the last time you walked by a cow and it said, ‘Oh James, will you smoke a cigarette so you can blow it in my face? Or will you pee in my water so I can drink it and be polluted?’ ” I was giggling so hard I had to cover my mouth with my hand. You can get away with a lot of things during prayer time, shouting or crying  or speaking in tongues. But giggles don’t usually happen when you’re on your knees.

“Ninah,” James said. “Come on, Ninah. Let’s pray.”

“But I’m still thinking about it,” I tittered. “Maybe what you’d have to do is pick up a bunch of bubble-gum wrappers off the bus and collect them until you have whole pockets full. And then the next time you’re at the barn and a billy-goat calls out, ‘James, pollute me,’ you’d throw them over his head. And maybe they’d still have some gum in them so they’d stick to his hair and then he’d be polluted.”

“Ninah!” James said again, seriously. “We don’t have much time left.”

“It’s funny,” I said. “It’s crazy the things that wind up in that booklet.”

He grabbed my hands, pulled me off the couch and onto my knees, on the rug before him.

“Heavenly Father,” he began, “please bless our community, surround us with your light, and help us to keep our minds on you.” We’d gotten pretty vague at that point.

“Please bless the sick and afflicted, and please give us freedom and power and boldness and wisdom and love and understanding and the very Holy Ghost of God.”

That was something he’d picked up from hearing Everett pray. Everett was good at listing, and he’d taken to listing the same things every time Grandpa Herman called on him.

“And God,” James said, “we’ve been talking to you for weeks now, asking you to speak through us. So I’m begging you now to give Ninah the special words you want me to hear.”

He paused, and I listened. I listened to hear whatever  God was telling me. I tried to come up with the right thing, but just got confused and said nothing at all.

After a while, James said, “Okay, God. We’ll keep trying. Please make us worthy and ready to receive your love. Amen.”

“Amen,” I echoed.

 

 

 

One Saturday night late that spring, only a few weeks before  school let out and suckers hadn’t even grown on the tobacco so we weren’t too tired from our working yet, the children all met in the church classroom to go over the laws.

Ben Harback had been reciting with us, night after night, but that particular night, he didn’t show up.

“Ben’s late,” Barley said finally.

“Real late,” Pammy added.

“Do you reckon we should tell somebody?” Barley wondered.

“Nah,” Mustard said. “Give him a little more time. He’ll be in trouble big if Great-Grandpa finds out he’s late for class.”

“My fingers hurt so much from shelling them early peas,” Pammy complained. “I think early peas have tougher shells than late ones.” She was trying to make small talk to pass the time, but nobody was in the mood.

“They’re exactly the same,” I chided. “Your finger’s just ain’t used to it yet.”

“I think I’m going to get Grandpa,” Barley said.

“No, don’t,” Mustard insisted. “Ben’ll get in trouble.”

“We could sing,” Pammy suggested. “How about ‘When the Roll Is Called Up Yonder I’ll Be There’?”

“I don’t feel like singing,” I said.

James looked at the clock and rolled his eyes. “If Ben don’t get here soon, we’re gonna be late for prayer partners,” he said to me.

“It’d be okay, I guess. It ain’t our fault.”

“No, it won’t be okay. I feel the power tonight. I need to pray with you, Ninah.”

“He needs to pray with you, Ninah,” Barley taunted. “He  needs to.”

“Ugh,” Mustard whined. “You mean you really like saying prayers?”

“He needs to,” Barley said again, slapping Mustard on the thigh, and they both laughed so hard I blushed for James.

But James ignored them.

“Come on, Ninah,” he said. “I think it’s time.”

“Where can we go?”

“You can do it in the bathroom,” Barley teased. “If you got to pray that bad, you shouldn’t be picky.” And they cracked up again.

James grabbed my hand and pulled me up.

“Holler for us when Ben gets here,” I told Pammy.

We didn’t go to the bathroom. We went to the choir loft, just behind the pulpit where Grandpa Herman gave his sermons. James led me through the little swinging door, and we knelt on the second row where the men stood.

“Lord, I’ve been listening to you,” James said. “I’ve been praying and praying about this, and I know you’ve given Ninah something to say to me.”

We paused, and I listened, but what I heard was the sound of James’ last words hanging near the ceiling.

“I’m here, God,” I said. “I’m listening. I’ve been praying for this too. I want to be the one to give James your special instructions for his life. Please speak through me.”

But nothing happened. Nothing at all except I could feel his hands sweating and trembling. I pulled myself closer to him to hold him steady.

We waited in silence for a while, and then James said, “Lord, maybe I’m confused. Maybe I’m the one who’s summoned to be your holy conduit for Ninah. Give me your words, Precious Lamb.”

He was speaking so honestly, so totally sincerely, and I wanted to keep my heart open to God, but I was trying too hard not to laugh, imagining James as a holy conduit. And then I felt his knees next to mine, so close, and I recognized his breath, warm and tinted with something that smelled like grass, and I wanted to be his holy conduit too, whatever that was.

And then his mouth was next to mine, and he was speaking into my mouth, and I hoped it might be Jesus, so I didn’t pull away.

“Lord, I’m not sure what you’re telling me,” he whispered right down my throat. “I’m not sure that I’m feeling you right, but I want to, Jesus,” and then he kissed me like a waterfall, and I kept my mouth wide open until he called out, “Ninah, this can’t be right. We have to pray.”

So I said, “God, I think we’re getting mixed signals. You have to lead us cause we’re in the choir loft and Ben Harback’s late, and we don’t know what to do.”

“Give us the strength to wait until we’re ready, Jesus,” James mouthed.

I couldn’t stop looking at his mouth.

“Please help us, Lord.”

And then I leaned into him and kissed him on the throat and at the place where his soft shirt rested against his neck.

“Ninah,” he said. “We have to pray. We have to pray!”

“That’s what we’re doing,” I said, and ran my lips across his eyelid.

And then God spoke. Really fast. And then I knew him like I’d never known him before.

 

 

 

Later, I couldn’t stop looking at James. It was the only thing  that made the burning okay. We were the ones who finally told Grandpa that Ben Harback hadn’t arrived. We walked right by the classroom where the others were still waiting, walked out into the night that whirred with crickets and cicadas, walked right up to Grandpa’s door where I knocked and James said, “Ben didn’t come. Ninah and I left because we need to go home and pray.”

Nanna was there, and she looked at me, and I looked back at her for too long.

James took my hand, in front of them both, and led me to my house, where Mamma and Daddy greeted us and told us to mention Everett to God because he had a special need.

We didn’t remember Everett. We didn’t remember much.

I couldn’t stop looking at James, who had something in him as sweet as I imagined wine to be.

If Ajita Patel was right and we came back to this earth again and again, throughout eternity, I knew James must be Jesus himself. And he had chosen me.

 

 

 

Ben Harback didn’t show up that night, not in the classroom  where Pammy and Mustard and Barley and the others waited until Grandpa Herman burst in on them, all red-faced and panting and made them copy down the first six chapters of Revelations. He didn’t show up at Great-Aunt Imogene’s house either, where he slept in an extra room. He didn’t come home at all.

But I saw him that next afternoon. We were working on our language arts modules, and I was at the grammar station, next to the window, working with Ajita Patel on semi-colons, when I looked outside and saw him in the bus parking lot slouching between two buses, talking to Corinthian Lovell.

Corinthian was several years older than me, but she’d been held back so many times that we’d lost count. She had blond hair that fell just down to the shoulders, and she made a habit of frosting her eyes with colors that didn’t appear in nature. She was from a backslidden Holiness family where the girls still wore dresses all the time, but her family didn’t abide by the real laws, and Corinthian wore tight skirts cut up to the middle of her thighs. I wondered if her mamma knew about her lips, bright red, or if she painted them on each morning after she left.

Corinthian rode my bus from the junior high back to the  elementary school in the country, but she switched buses there and went off towards Mossy Swamp while our bus kept going towards Fire and Brimstone. I wondered if she’d be on the bus that afternoon or if she’d sneak off with Ben.

“Ninah?” Ajita whispered.

“Hmmm?”

“Do you have an extra pencil? I’m out of lead.”

I looked down at her pencil, the kind that looked like a pen except it had an eraser that you pumped downwards to get sharpness.

“Not that kind,” I told her, “I have a regular one.”

“That’s fine,” Ajita assured me, and smiled.

So I gave her my extra pencil, feeling a little embarrassed because it had bite marks around the eraser, and went back to work. Those were the first words I’d ever said to Ajita Patel. I wondered if it made us friends.

Even after I got back to my grammar, I couldn’t stop wondering if maybe in secret, Ben Harback prayed with Corinthian the way that I prayed with James. Because if that was the case, whether she was a backslidden Holiness or not didn’t matter. That kind of praying was outside the realm of judgment.

When the last bell rang that afternoon and Ajita returned the pencil to me, she said, “I can get you one of those plastic pencils. We have a whole box of them in my dad’s office. They’re kind of nice to write with.”

“Okay,” I said. “Thanks.”

James was waiting for me outside the building. We’d discovered  that if we sat on the bus together, the other children didn’t pick on us as much—or maybe it just didn’t matter.

“Come on,” he said. “We’re not going to get a good seat.”

I hurried away with him and was almost at the bus before I realized I’d left my math book in the language arts room.

“I forgot my book,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

I was already running when James hollered out, “You don’t have time. You’ll miss the bus.”

I dashed down the empty halls into the classroom, picked up the book, and ran back. The bus door was already closed, and the engine was cranked when I banged on the door, and the driver gave me a nasty look and opened it.

All the seats near the front were taken. A fat boy from the special education classes sat next to James, who looked at me apologetically and shrugged as I walked past him.

“Sit down,” the driver yelled, and then the bus moved and I staggered forward.

There were no empty seats except at the very back where Corinthian sat with her bag thrown into the vacant space next to her.

She pretended not to see me, looking down at her fingernails which were painted exactly the same shade as her lips, and I stood there looking at the seat and waiting.

“Sit down,” the driver hollered again, and I picked up her bag and plopped onto the vinyl cushion.

Some of the kids nearby tittered and whispered, and Corinthian rolled her eyes, tossed back her hair, and continued to ignore me.

At the back of the bus, things were different. That’s why James and I usually rushed to get a seat at the front.

Some bad girls just ahead of me, who dressed like Corinthian but were my age, started singing a song.

I got a boy with a foot-long pecker. I’m gonna let him put it in.

I know Mamma taught me better, but screwing boys just ain’t no sin.

I ain’t gonna tell my mamma, for she would just smack me hard.

I’m gonna screw him in her bedroom, on her sofa, in her yard.


Then they’d look back, waiting for me to react.

“Hey, Corinthian,” one of them said. “You like your new seatmate?” And they both broke out into giggles again.

From the front of the bus, James kept looking back, checking on me, and I’d wave at him to make him think everything was okay.

“I think your brother’s worried about you,” she said to me finally. “I think he’s worried about your soul.”

“He’s not my brother,” I answered. “He’s my boyfriend.” I liked the way it sounded when it came out.

“Ain’t you Fire and Brimstone?”

“Yeah,” I said. “So?”

“I didn’t think they’d let you have boyfriends at Fire and Brimstone.”

“Well, I got one,” I bragged, acting tough.

“Does your mamma know?”

“Yeah. She don’t care.”

“That ain’t what I heard,” Corinthian spat. “I heard at Fire and Brimstone, you can’t even touch each other until you’re married.”

“Just cause that’s the rule don’t mean everybody obeys it,” I said suggestively.

“You for real?” she laughed. “You and your boyfriend doing it?”

“That’s private.”

“You ain’t doing it,” Corinthian insisted. “You don’t even know what it’s like.”

“I might,” I answered.

“I know about Fire and Brimstone,” she said. “Y’all crazy out there, staying up all night in church and stuff. You wouldn’t have time to do it if you wanted to.”

“Are you gonna marry Ben Harback?” I asked her.

“Fuck no,” she said.

“I think he loves you,” I told her, shaking off the shiver her language was giving me.

“Ben’s crazy. Talking about God all the time. I ain’t interested in that.”

“Well, why are you sneaking off with him then?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “He’s kind of cute.”

She was looking at me by that time, like maybe she’d forgotten who I was and how I looked and where I lived. I looked at her lips too, wondering how it would feel to smooth color over them, wondering if it kept them warmer in the winter or kept them from breaking open.

“When you wash your mouth off, does that color stain up the rag?” I said before I even thought about it.

“What?”

“The lipstick. Does it leave marks on the washrag?”

“I don’t know,” she answered, looking at me like I

was the stupidest person she’d ever seen. “So do you know Ben?”

“Yeah.”

“Does he have a girl—out there at Fire and Brimstone?”

“No.”

“He stayed in our barn last night,” she bragged. “He hates y’all.”

“Well, why don’t he leave then?”

“You can’t just leave. Everybody knows that. Y’all’d come find him and assassinate him or pull him back by his ears.”

“That’s not true,” I defended.

“Plus, he’s got this thing about Jesus or something. I can’t figure it out. They let you fuck at Fire and Brimstone?”

I blushed. “Not before you’re married,” I said.

 

 

 

When we got to the elementary school, I moved up to the front  of the bus with James before everybody else got on.

“What were you talking to her for?”

“I didn’t say all that much,” I said, and looked down at my math book, at my pencil case on top. Inside it was the pencil Ajita had used.

“Corinthian’s dirty,” James mocked.

“That’s a stupid thing to say,” I told him. “She’s just a person.”

“She’s a wicked woman,” James announced. “All you gotta do is look at her to see that.”

I opened up the pencil case and took out the one Ajita had borrowed. I opened a notebook and began writing my name over and over, pretending to do homework but really just feeling that pencil in my hand, imagining how it must have felt in Ajita’s hand. It felt like a secret even though it probably didn’t count as one. But it was something I knew that James didn’t. I thought that if Ajita had germs on her fingers, then they were on mine by that time, and it was a funny kind of sharing that I craved.

When we got home, there was another vow of silence, but nobody had to dig a grave.

And when we went in for supper, there was no food at all. The tables were set, and we took our seats behind empty plates, all white, and I kept staring at the plate, at the edge of my reflection in the plate.

Grandpa Herman gave another sermon, an angry one about Hell. But I didn’t listen. All during that hungry supper, I looked into the empty plate, staring at my lips and thinking about how much better they’d show up in the ceramic shine if they were painted red.

I thought about Corinthian and imagined her as my great-grandmother, who wasn’t a wicked woman and didn’t know a single thing that I hadn’t learned already. The only difference in me and her was that she was brave and had money to buy lipstick, and I didn’t.

I didn’t feel guilty either. Not for imagining myself painted up while Grandpa Herman called Ben Harback before the congregation and officially condemned him.

I wanted to talk to James. I wanted to explain to him how Corinthian probably just needed to be loved, to tell him that if she was really seeking the pleasures of the flesh, she’d surely look for someone more wild than poor Ben Harback.

The one thing we did have for supper was water, and I sipped at mine until it was gone.

“Did you or did you not engage in pleasures of the flesh with the young woman from Mossy Swamp?” Grandpa hollered.

“I did.”

“Did you or did you not know her biblically?”

“I did,” Ben said.

Around the room, I could hear the air racing out of all the lungs, as if everybody in that room realized at one time that they’d taken into their lungs Ben Harback’s air. All around the room, people held their breath.

“Fornication,” Grandpa said, “is grounds for being thrown out of this community. Is that what you want, Ben Harback?”

“No, sir,” Ben mumbled.

“Fornication is grounds for being tossed sidelong off the streets of Jasper, through the Pearly Gates, and into the Great Lake of Fire. Are you aware of that, Ben?”

“Yes, sir,” he said.

“Did you force this young woman?” Grandpa asked.

“No, sir.”

“Do you intend to marry her?”

“I’d like to marry her,” Ben began. “But she ain’t a Believer.”

“But are you a Believer?”

“Yes.”

“And you consider your behavior to be the behavior of a  Believer?”

“I’ve sinned,” Ben cried. “I’ve sinned awful. But I don’t want to be cast out of this community, Preacher Herman. There ain’t no place else a man can be this close to the Lord, and I want to be close to him. I’m just a weak man....”

“A weak and despicable man,” Grandpa added.

“But I want to make my heart right. I really do.”

I peeked over at James, who sat at the other side of the table. He was staring blankly into his plate. I tried and tried to will him to look at me, but he didn’t. Inside, I felt the worst lonely I’d ever known.

“I haven’t decided what to do with you yet, Ben,” Grandpa Herman said. “I don’t want my community tainted with the sourness of your soul. I have asked God to guide me in my decision, and he hasn’t gotten back to me. If you want to remain among us, then I’ll pray for an answer. In the meantime, you’re sentenced to the cellar, where the door will be bolted and no man, woman, or child shall look upon your sinful face.”

I didn’t know which cellar he was talking about. I didn’t even know we had a cellar, but I figured if we did, it was bound to be full of rats.

“Liston,” Grandpa said. “See this man to the cellar.”

Daddy got up, and Ben followed him out.

“In order to remember the importance of discipline and purity, no one will eat this day,” Grandpa said. “Dismissed.”

We stood up, and the women began collecting dishes, carrying them back to the kitchen. I tried to get James’ attention, but then he called out to Grandpa.

“What is it, son?” Grandpa said, exhausted.

“Could I just talk to you for a minute?” James asked.

My heart jumped into my throat, and I couldn’t swallow it down. I could feel it beating in my neck, and I imagined my neck like a lizard’s, pulsing.

“Ninah,” Mamma called. “Come wash these dishes.”

I went into the kitchen where somebody was drawing the water already. The steam rose up hot from the bubbles.

I thought we’d just be washing the glasses, since nobody used the plates or forks. But I was wrong. We washed them all.

 

 

 

When the dishes were done and Mamma put her arm around  me and led me out of the fellowship hall, Daddy was standing there with Grandpa Herman. They stopped us before we went down the steps.

“Ninah,” Daddy asked me, “did you sit with Corinthian Lovell on the bus today?”

“Yes, sir,” I said quietly.

“Ninah!” Mamma exclaimed, pulling her arm from around me and looking at me like I’d killed a preacher. “Corinthian is the object of Ben’s sins.”

“Why did you blemish yourself that way?” Grandpa scolded.

“There weren’t no seats on the bus left,” I told them. “I forgot my math book and had to run back inside, and when I got back, I didn’t have any place left to sit.”

“That’s understandable,” Grandpa said. “But did you speak to her?”

Both Mamma and Daddy looked at me hopefully, and when I said, “Yes,” they both shook their heads.

“What did you talk about?” Daddy asked.

“She wanted to know about our community. That’s all.”

“So you talked to her about God?” Mamma asked.

“Yes, ma’am. And about Fire and Brimstone too. She was asking about the rules. She wanted to know about what we did in church, and I told her. I thought maybe she wanted to join,” I lied.

“So you were testifying?” Daddy tried to understand.

“Yes, sir.” I looked down.

“But you knew she was a child of Satan, did you not?” Grandpa asked.

I didn’t say anything at all.

“Did you or did you not know that Corinthian Lovell was a wicked girl?” he continued in the same tone he’d just used with Ben.

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, for that, I think you have earned the strap,” Grandpa said. “You are neither old enough nor wise enough to take on the responsibilities of conversion. Do I have your permission, Liston?”

Daddy closed his eyes and nodded.

“Maree?”

“My blessing,” Mamma said, and walked off.

I hoped he wouldn’t wait until the next meal and do it publicly. If I was going to be whipped, I wanted it to at least be a private humiliation.

I guess you could say I was lucky.

“Come on,” Grandpa said, and he yanked me by the shoulder and led me towards the church.

Behind me, I heard the fellowship hall door slam, then Nanna asking Daddy what I’d done.

He led me up to the front, to the table in front of the altar where the communion bread and grape juice sat on days when we took Christ’s body.

“Bend over,” he said, “and lift your dress.”

I’d had the strap before, but not since I was little. I wondered if he made all the women lift their dresses. I tried to remember if any woman in the congregation had ever gotten the strap, but it seemed like they just fasted or slept on nettles.

When my dress was lifted and I was tensed up already, he said, “Slip down your underpants,” and I almost died, but I did it.

And then he whacked me again and again, swinging that belt so hard that I could hear it sneering at me as it sliced the air. I didn’t cry though. All that time, I hoped that there wasn’t something about the skin on your bottom that changed when you fornicated. Or some little smell. Some way for Grandpa to know.

But I didn’t consider anything I’d done to be fornicating. There was no way a big word like that could describe anything as nice as knowing Jesus all the way through.

When he was done, he pulled my underpants up and my dress back down in one swift movement, and then he pulled me to the floor and prayed with me, telling God how he was proud to have me in his family and congregation, and not to let me slip into sin anymore.

But I didn’t pray. I kept wondering how James could have done such a thing. I tried to figure out whether Jesus would have told if he’d been in James’ position. I decided that Jesus would never snitch.

On the way out of the church, Grandpa Herman said, “Sometimes I hate having to be the one to carry out these punishments.”

I walked back to my house seething. I wanted to smack James so hard he landed in the Lake of Fire. But only for a second.

 

 

 

I was late getting to prayer partners, and when I got there,  James was waiting on the couch. But Mamma and Daddy were in there with him too, and they asked James to sit tight while they talked to me.

I went with them into their bedroom where Daddy said, “He didn’t hurt you, did he, Baby?”

And Mamma interrupted to say, “That isn’t what I’m concerned about, Liston.”

“I’m sorry,” I said to them both. “I sinned, and I’ve asked God to forgive me.”

And then Mamma hugged me close and I could smell her skin, faintly eucalyptus and warm. “I am so proud of you,  Ninah,” she said. “For being such a strong girl and admitting to your mistakes. You won’t talk with that girl ever again, will you?”

“No, ma’am,” I said, but not loud enough to block out the sound of Mamma’s stomach growling.

“Then go on out to James,” she said, and slapped me on my backside, forgetting, I guess, that Grandpa had just hit me there, but Daddy remembered and gritted his teeth out loud.

“I’ve got to run get my bible. I left it in the bathroom. I’ll be right back,” she said to Daddy, and hurried off.

“He didn’t hurt you, did he?” Daddy whispered once she was gone.

“Not too bad,” I said.

“I’m sorry,” Daddy muttered. “Now get on out there with that boy.”

I made the walk down the hall take longer than it should have. With every step, I asked Jesus to help me not kill James.

When I got in the living room, he was sitting there, his head drooped down, his hands together between his open knees. He looked up when I approached.

“Thanks a lot,” I said sarcastically.

“Ninah,” he began.

“No, shut up. I’m not done talking to you,” I snapped, and then I had to pause to think of what I wanted to say. I was standing directly in front of him, hovering over him, and it felt good to have him sitting there so pathetic and so much lower.

“You know that I didn’t do anything at all on that  bus,” I said. “I didn’t do nothing. And you know that I’m not like Corinthian, and that I don’t want to be. And you  know why I sat back there. I mean, it wasn’t like I chose to sit with Corinthian Lovell, James, so why’d you get me in trouble?”

“I don’t know,” he said, and his voice broke, the way it did sometimes so that it sounded like he might yodel.

“I never told on you,” I said. “And you’re friends with Rajesh Patel.”

“We ain’t friends.”

“Well, I’m not friends with Corinthian either. But I still got the strap tonight just for talking to her.”

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Well, if you’re so sorry, why can’t you at least look at me?” I asked him.

“I don’t know,” he said, peeking up for just a moment and then looking back down.

“I thought you loved me,” I said, and then I started to cry.

“Ninah,” he said. “Don’t.”

“Leave me alone,” I told him. “I thought you loved me.”

 

 

 

Justice comes to everyone, I guess. I don’t know how it can be  that you can wish somebody evil and then feel so bad when it knocks them behind the knees and flattens them on the floor.

I’d been hoping and praying for James to get in trouble. I didn’t want it enough to cause it though. He could have  danced naked on the school bus, and I wouldn’t have told. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t wishing.

I’d been saying prayers with James for a week, but we’d reverted back to the old way, where we didn’t talk and didn’t pray out loud and looked forward to the time when we could unclasp hands and go do our studying. I’d half forgiven him by then, but not completely, even though he’d said he was sorry every day and tried to kiss me once before I pushed him back.

Then the last day of school, after Ajita Patel had given me one of those foreign pencils and told me that she hoped we’d be assigned to the same classes next year, Pammy told me about James’ sin on the ride back to Fire and Brimstone.

She was sitting next to me, her books stacked neatly in her lap, and she whispered into my ear, “James has to sleep on nettles for a week.”

“Why?”

“He polluted his bed,” she said slowly, so quietly that it took a minute for me to process her words.

“What does that mean?” I asked her.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “He soiled it. And Mamma found out and told Daddy, and Daddy got real mad.”

All of a sudden, I figured it out. I remembered the film from school about the things that happen to girls’ bodies and the things that happen to boys’.

“Polluted it?” I asked again.

“I think he pooped,” Pammy said, and then covered her mouth to keep from laughing.

“But that’s an accident, right? He probably couldn’t  help it.”

“It’s still a sin,” Pammy said. “And now he has to sleep on pine needles and cockleburrs and thorns.”

“Thorns?”

“Yeah, a whole bunch of them. Daddy went out in the woods and cut them down.”

“That’s awful,” I said.

And later that night when James and I met in the living room, I said, “I heard you have to sleep on thorns.”

“Yeah.”

“That hurts,” I uttered, but it sounded so stupid that I shut up.

“Are you still mad at me?”

“No. I guess not.”

“Good,” he said. “Do you want to go for a walk?”

“Will we get in trouble?”

“Everybody’s praying for the next hour. I reckon we can pray outside as good as we can pray inside.”

So we left. We went out to a tobacco field where the plants were just thigh high and walked in a few rows so that we wouldn’t be visible to anybody skipping prayers that night.

“I’m sorry you have to sleep on nettles,” I said, and I meant it.

“It’s like there’s all this stuff in me,” he said. “And it needs to come out. But every time it does, it’s a sin. I can’t figure it out.”

“That’d be hard,” I agreed.

“Girls don’t have it.”

“But if we’re created in God’s image, then it doesn’t make sense that it would be a sin.”

“It’s the curse of Eve,” he whispered.

“I don’t know. I’m not sure it’s really a curse.”

“Yes it is,” he proclaimed. “You just don’t know.”

“Tell me,” I said, and he started to, but then he stopped.

“Ninah, we can’t. We have to pray.”

“Okay,” I agreed. “That’s fine with me.”

And so James asked again for Jesus to lead us and help us and to speak through us.

But every time he said that part about the speaking-through, it happened. Jesus just whirlwinded around inside me until he got so big that he started slipping out, and I think it happened the same way with James. Jesus just filled us up, so full we had to share it. It wasn’t fornication. Not there, with the tobacco leaves lisping in the warm wind, not with the moon overhead like a spotlight so that God could see from way up above.

Later, I told James that if it helped, he wouldn’t have to sleep on nettles ever again.

Later, I told James that it must be God’s will, because otherwise, we wouldn’t be able to sneak away and get back inside before prayer partners were over.

Later, I told James I loved him like the air, always moving, but constant as a hope.

He brushed off my back each time, and his hands felt like a remedy to all the badness I’d ever known.

 

 

 

Grandpa Herman didn’t decide what to do with Ben Harback  for forty days, which Grandpa said was a sign. When he  came out of the mysterious cellar that I couldn’t even find on the property, he looked like a rib, having eaten nothing except rice for so many days, and the sunlight hurt his eyes so bad that he squinted almost all the time. I figured that by that time, Corinthian had forgotten him for sure, and it made me ill.

We were already gathering tobacco, walking row after row and popping off the four leaves on the bottom of every plant so that by the time we got back to that particular field, the higher leaves would have grown.

The day after Ben Harback reemerged, he was in the fields, but he was so weak that he fell behind, and Mustard had to help him keep up. James had moved on to bigger things than cropping tobacco by that time. He was driving the tractor, pulling the wooden drag where we tossed the leaves behind him.

“You okay, Ben?” I asked him that afternoon. Because he hadn’t been in the sun all summer, his skin was pale as a cotton boll and not as absorbant. He was already lobstering in that heat.

“I’ll be all right, I reckon,” he said.

“Cause you can sit on that drag if you ain’t feeling good. Me and Mustard will cover for you, and James won’t tell.”

“I’ll make do,” he insisted.

He’d been underground so long that his voice sounded funny, like he had water in his lungs, and when James stopped at the end of a row to wait for us to crop the last few leaves and then turn the tractor around to go back down the next, I stopped him.

“Ben’s sick,” I told him.

“Why do you say that?”

“Look at him. He’s about to fall down.”

“He’ll be okay,” James said, and drove on, riding high, like king of the field.

We took a break in the middle of the afternoon, and Ben climbed weakly onto the drag with the rest of us, and James drove us back to the barn where a bunch of women were putting the tobacco leaves onto the conveyor belt and Nanna was straightening them before they went through the stringer where they got stitched to the old wooden sticks.

During summer, we were allowed to drink Coca-Colas in bottles and eat Nekots out of their plastic wrappers on breaks. It was the only relief we got from the sun and the work.

We took twenty minutes to catch our breath. Even the men who were hanging the sticks in the barn got to come out and talk.

“You all right, Ben?” Nanna asked him.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he said.

“We’re glad to have you back with us,” David added.

“Glad to be here,” Ben said. “It’s been lonely down under. I reckon I shouldn’t say that, since I had God to converse with, but I missed you people.”

“We missed you too,” Daddy said.

Before we left to go back to the fields where the strong people worked, where James drove a tractor and David did, where all the older children worked cropping tobacco and the younger ones followed them picking up dropped leaves, and the littlest ones not even old enough for school sat  at the edges of rows and played with their toy tractors, I pulled Nanna aside and said, “Ben Harback’s gonna pass out.”

“You reckon?” Nanna asked.

“He’s pale and he can’t keep up and he needs to go to bed.”

“I told Herman not to put him in this field before he got a good meal,” she said, walking back.

Nanna motioned Ben to the side of the barn and was talking with him when Grandpa Herman drove up in his shiny pickup and Ben hurried back to rejoin the croppers.

We went back out in the sun, plucking off our leaves and laying them onto the drags in big armfuls. We hadn’t been working long before Ben threw up. I heard him gagging and didn’t want to look, but I didn’t want him to get in trouble by falling behind. So I kept crossing over to his row and Mustard helped too while Ben choked and wiped his face.

“I can do it,” Ben panted after a few minutes. “Y’all get back to your rows. I’ll get mine.”

“It’s okay,” Mustard tried. “Take it easy.”

“I can do it,” he bellowed. “Leave me alone.” He leaned over, cropped a handful of leaves, and tossed them on the drag next to the ones I’d just put there. A clump of vomit fell off his shirt and landed on the trailer.

I had to talk myself out of getting sick. I had to force myself not to think about it.

Me and Mustard let him keep going, and I prayed for my own weak stomach instead of for Ben.

We were halfway down the next set of rows when Mustard hollered out, “Hey, Ben’s fell down.”

James didn’t hear him and kept driving slowly along.

“Hey,” Mustard called again. “Ben’s down.”

I ran over to Ben, and some others rustled through tobacco stalks to where he’d collapsed. Somebody stopped James and he turned off the tractor.

“He ain’t hardly breathing,” Pammy declared.

“He’s breathing,” I said. “Don’t exaggerate.” But I was worried. His face was sunburned to the point that it looked like you could wipe his skin off with your fingers, but beneath that redness, it seemed like the blood had drained away. It was the scariest color I’d seen, doughy pink and almost runny.

“Let’s get him up there,” Barley said, and picked Ben up from under the arms. Mustard got his legs.

We all hopped onto the drag, trying to balance our weight in the middle so that it didn’t tip up or down, and Mustard sat up on the tractor’s tire shield to keep it from being so heavy.

I wiped at Ben’s face with a tobacco leaf. It was all I had.

James drove back to the barn going so fast that the nickels and dimes in the engine sounded like steady quarters. Dust clouded around us as we hit bumps in the road. Dust particles muddied in our sweat.

“Slap him, Ninah,” Pammy said. “Wake him up.”

So I did. I hit him on both sides of the face and then once really hard in the middle of the chest, all the time asking God to preserve him.

“Ben,” Pammy shouted. “Ben!” She yelled it in my ear, but I didn’t fuss.

When we got to the barn, Nanna ran over to us, and Grandpa Herman pulled the truck up, and Everett and Olin lifted the still-unconscious Ben into the back. Nanna leaped in, and then Grandpa drove away.

“Get back to work,” David said. “Everybody back in the fields.”

So we went.

 

 

 

James asked me if I thought Ben would be okay, and I said I  hoped so. James asked me where he was staying, and I told him that I figured he was in Nanna’s spare bedroom. James asked me if I thought God was punishing Ben, and I told him that God didn’t need to because Grandpa Herman took care of that better than anybody else I knew.

“Sometimes when you say things like that, I wonder how God would even be willing to speak through you,” James smarted.

“Well, it’s the truth,” I said. “Leaving a man in a cellar for forty days. I don’t see how you could call it anything else but cruel.”

We were out behind the barn. James and Barley and Mustard were in charge of watching the fires that burned beneath the leaves, making sure they didn’t get too hot and ignite the curing tobacco during the night. Because James was still working, I got to go outside for prayer partners.  Nobody was concerned about it. Barley and Mustard were there too. But they’d fallen asleep already, in the soft sand beneath the shed where the tobacco stringer was parked next to the barn door.

And we were on the far side of the barn, closest to the woods, stretched out on our backs and looking up at dark sky pocked with clouds. We couldn’t even see the moon.

“Do you ever worry that what we do sometimes during prayers could be considered ... fornicating?” James asked.

“No,” I lied. “What we’re doing is different. It’s just a part of a prayer. Besides, it isn’t you I’m doing it with. It’s Jesus. ”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t think we should mention it to anybody though,” I added.

“No,” James agreed. “They wouldn’t understand. Sometimes I worry that we’re fornicating though.”
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