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If a man calls me a nigger
it’s his fault the first time, but
mine if he has the
opportunity to do it again.

—NELLA LARSEN, Passing


PART I




Rachel

“You my lucky piece,” Grandma says.

Grandma has walked me the half block from the hospital lobby to the bus stop. Her hand is wrapped around mine like a leash.

It is fall 1982 in Portland and it is raining. Puddle water has splashed up on my new shoes. My girl-in-a-new-dress feeling has faded. My new-girl feeling has disappeared.

My hand is in Grandma’s until she reaches into a black patent leather clutch for change.

“Well, aren’t those the prettiest blue eyes on the prettiest little girl,” the bus driver says as we climb aboard. The new-girl feeling comes back and I smile.

“This my grandbaby. Come to live with me.” Grandma can’t lose Texas.

“Thank you, ma’am,” I say. I mind my manners around strangers. Grandma is still a stranger to me.

I know only a few things about Grandma. She’s a gardener. She has soft hands, and she smells like lavender.

For Christmas, Grandma always sent Robbie and me a card with a new ten-dollar bill wrapped in aluminum foil. On the back of the envelope where she pressed extra hard there’d be a small smudge. The card smelled like the lavender lotion she uses to keep her hands soft.

Grandma doesn’t have a single wrinkle on her anywhere. She has eggplant brown skin as smooth as a plate all because of the lotion she sends for special from the South. “They got better roots down there—better dirt for making a root strong.” Her body is a bullet. She is thick and short. Her dark hair is pulled back and is covered by a plastic bonnet.

“Well, aren’t you lucky to have a special grandma,” the bus driver says. “Pretty and lucky.”

This is the picture I want to remember: Grandma looks something like pride. Like a whistle about to blow.

Grandma puts the change in for my fare. She wipes the rain off my face. “We almost home.”

When we find our seats, she says something more, but I cannot hear it. She is leaning across me like a seat belt and speaks into my bad ear—it is the only lasting injury from the accident. Her hands are on me the whole ride, across my shoulder, on my hand, stroking my hair to smooth it flat again. Grandma seems to be holding me down, as if I might fly away or fall.

The bus ride is seven stops and three lights. Then we are home. Grandma’s home, the new girl’s home in a new dress.

Grandma was the first colored woman to buy a house in this part of Portland. That’s what Grandma says. When she moved in, the German dairy store closed, and the Lutheran church be-came African Methodist. Amen. That part’s Grandma too. All of Grandma’s neighbors are black now. And most came from the South around the same time Grandma did.

This is the same house Pop and Aunt Loretta grew up in. On the dining room mantel are photographs of me and Pop. Of me and Grandma. Of me and Robbie. Of me, but none of Mor, that’s mom in Danish.

“There, see that smile? That was the time I came to visit you over Christmas. Remember? Playing bingo. Oh! And I have a little present for you.”

When she comes back, she holds a large wrapped box. I open the box. Make my first deals with myself. I will not be sad. I will be okay. Those promises become my layers. The middle that no one will touch.

“Thank you,” I say and pull out two black Raggedy Ann and Raggedy Andy dolls.

“Aunt Loretta gave you her room. Dressed it all up in pink. Did you know that’s her favorite color?”

I nod.

“And look at your hair. All this pretty long hair looking all wild from outside.”

“We’re gonna wash that tonight,” she continues. “Your Aunt Loretta will help you. Bet she know how to do something better with that mess of hair than what you had done before. You’re gonna go to school Monday and be the prettiest girl there.”

She doesn’t say better than your mama. She doesn’t say anything about my mother, because we both know that the new girl has no mother. The new girl can’t be new and still remember. I am not the new girl. But I will pretend.

THE TWO RAG dolls that Grandma gave me sleep at the bottom of the bed. Grandma and Aunt Loretta want to check on the poor baby. That’s me.

I close my eyes and pretend sleep. I pretend sleep all the time now. “Poor baby, so tired.” Grandma pats my hair.

It’s the kind of hair that gets nappy. Grandma tried to brush it out before bedtime. I held real still, but it still hurt. She said I was tender-headed. The comb got stuck in the bottom in the back. Grandma said the tangled part is what’s called my kitchen.

“She’s got good hair. Leave her be.” Aunt Loretta pulled the comb out, untangled each hair. “It’s the same place where my kitchen is,” Aunt Loretta said. “Where I get the naps in my hair too.”

“Black girls with a lot of hair don’t need to be so tender-headed,” Grandma said. My middle layers collapsed. And I cried. And cried and cried.

Now my nappy kitchen head is on the pillow. All wild, like Grandma says. And I’m done crying. I don’t want to be a mess or nappy or be so tender. “I’ll wash it tomorrow, Mama,” Aunt Loretta says. Her voice is honey.

I want to be as beautiful as Aunt Loretta. She smiles all the time even when she looks at the picture of Uncle Nathan. Her teeth are white like paper and straight. She shows her teeth when she smiles. I have a cover-up-my-teeth smile. Maybe I started doing it when Pop called me Snaggletooth.

Aunt Loretta is nut brown and knows she’s beautiful. She was Rose Festival princess and got to meet President John F. Kennedy. Her skin is even prettier than Grandma’s and she doesn’t use that sent-for lotion.

Grandma and Aunt Loretta leave the door open enough to let light in. But still I press my back into the bed and open my eyes. No more pretend sleep. Now I will be real awake. Make sure the dreams don’t come. Stay awake. Stay away from dreaming.

Tomorrow is my first day at a new school. I have a new notebook and pencils and a pencil holder with a zipper. I am going to think about school and practice the best cursive and learn all the big words I can know. I am going to concentrate. Be a good girl.

IN MY DIARY I write: “This is Day 2.” Second day at Grandma’s house. I wish I could go back home. Home to before the summer in Chicago. Back to base housing in Germany when there was me and Robbie and Mor and Pop. And everything was okay. Even though there wouldn’t be an Ariel, that would be okay too.

Aunt Loretta makes pancakes special for me even though she has no business in the kitchen. Two pancakes and not enough syrup is what she gives me. Syrup that makes a stain in the pancake middle, gone so fast like the pancake is thirsty. I eat exactly what she gives me.

Aunt Loretta eats only one pancake. And Grandma none because her teeth don’t set right. There is something dangerous about pancakes because Grandma watches us eat. “How you gonna catch a lizard with your backside loading you down?” Grandma fusses at Aunt Loretta. I am smart and know that when she says “lizard” she means husband. That is called learning the meaning from the context. Because Grandma says it and she touches Aunt Loretta’s face at the same time. That means she’s talking about being pretty and being worth something and making it count.

Aunt Loretta laughs. And so do I. They are happy that I am laughing. It’s the first time as the new girl.

“I don’t need a lizard, Mama.”

When Aunt Loretta says “Mama,” I think of saying “Mor” and how I don’t get to say it anymore. I am caught in before and after time. Last-time things and firsts. Last-time things make me sad like the last time I called for Mor and used Danish sounds. I feel my middle fill up with sounds that no one else understands. Then they reach my throat. What if these sounds get stuck in me?

I laugh harder, but the real laugh feels trapped inside too.

SCHOOL IS NOT a first-time thing. I sit in the front, where I always do. I sit quietly, like I am supposed to do. I raise my hand before speaking and write my name in the top right-hand corner of the paper. And the date. Because this is what good students do.

Mrs. Anderson is homeroom and language arts. She is a black woman. I think about this and don’t know why. It is something I’m supposed to know but not think about. Mrs. Anderson is my first black woman teacher.

It makes me go back in my mind: Mrs. Marshall, first grade, favorite; Mrs. Price, second grade, not so nice; Mrs. Mamiya, third grade, beautiful; Mrs. Breedlove, fourth grade, smart; Mr. Engels, fifth grade, bald and deep voice. I remember they are all white.

There are fifteen black people in the class and seven white people. And there’s me. There’s another girl who sits in the back. Her name is Carmen LaGuardia, and she has hair like mine, my same color skin, and she counts as black. I don’t understand how, but she seems to know.

I see people two different ways now: people who look like me and people who don’t look like me.

“Rachel Morse?”

“Present.”

“Where are you from?”

I answer: “4725 Northeast Cleveland Avenue, Portland, Oregon, 97217.” I hear laughter behind me.

DAY 2 BECOMES Day 3. And the next day and the next. I count each day in my diary. Each day gets a new page.

Grandma thinks I am adjusting well. She says, “I think you adjustin just fine.” I want her to put s’s on the ends of her words and not say “fixin to” when she’s about to do something. The kids in school say that, and I know they’re not as smart as me.

There is a girl who wants to beat me up. She says, “You think you so cute.” Her name is Tamika Washington. She says, “I’m fixin to kick your ass.” Sometimes she pulls my hair. In gym class she grabbed my two braids. I said “ouch” really loud even though I didn’t mean to and Mrs. Karr heard. She said, “Tamika,” and blew the whistle real loud. And Tamika said, “Miss K. I’m just playin with her. Dang.” When Mrs. Karr turned away again that’s when Tamika said it. “I’m fixin to kick your ass after school. You think you so cute with that hair.”

I am light-skinned-ed. That’s what the other kids say. And I talk white. I think new things when they say this. There are a lot of important things I didn’t know about. I think Mor didn’t know either. They tell me it is bad to have ashy knees. They say stay out of the rain so my hair doesn’t go back. They say white people don’t use washrags, and I realize now, at Grandma’s, I do. They have a language I don’t know but I understand. I learn that black people don’t have blue eyes. I learn that I am black. I have blue eyes. I put all these new facts into the new girl.

And I am getting better at covering up the middle parts. When Anthony Miller kicks the back of my chair in class, I focus on the bump bump bump until he stops. I can focus on the bump bump bump and not say anything. I hear the smile on his face as he bumps my chair. Is he counting the number of times he can bump before I tell on him? I don’t tell on him. And when Antoine mocks me in a baby voice when I answer the questions right, I don’t have to cry anymore or be so tender. When something starts to feel like hurt, I put it in this imaginary bottle inside me. It’s blue glass with a cork stopper. My stomach tightens and my eyeballs get hot. I put all of that inside the bottle.

AUNT LORETTA BRUSHES my hair each morning and only sometimes makes pancakes. She’s bought a special brush for me that’s pink with white bristles. She holds my hair in her hands the same way as Mor did. Aunt Loretta’s hands get lost in my hair. She has small wrists, tiny enough for me to wrap my fingers around. She has perfect red nails. She uses the nail on her right index finger to make the middle part. It doesn’t scratch. She parts my hair from the front to the back to make the line. I feel the line she makes on my scalp. Grandma uses a sharp comb and it feels like she’s dividing me in half.

TODAY IS SCHOOL picture day. Aunt Loretta wants to brush my hair special. I sit between her legs on her bedroom floor still in my favorite pajamas. Aunt Loretta smells of toothpaste and fresh white soap. I bunch my legs against my chest and wrap my arms around my knees. I feel like a boxer getting ready to fight in the ring. Not tender, just taken care of.

“Why do the other kids talk about my eyes?”

“Why?” Aunt Loretta says as if I should already know. “Because they’re such a pretty blue.”

I giggle when Aunt Loretta says this. A giggle can mean thank you or please stop looking at me. This time it means the first thing because it’s school picture day and it’s important to be pretty.

“Yeah, they’re just like Mor’s,” I say, and I feel something like happy. I have said “Mor” out loud and made some of the inside sounds outside. I have said “Mor” and the glass inside me didn’t shake.

I try the sounds again. “When Mor was little she had two braids in her hair too. Hestehaler. That means horsetails. I saw a picture.” In the picture Mor is nine or ten or maybe eleven years old like me. She sits at a desk that opens up like a box.

“Well, today we’re going to do something a little different,” Aunt Loretta says. “Okay?”

I nod and know that it doesn’t matter if I don’t agree. I am a doll.

“I remember when I was a little girl,” Aunt Loretta says. “I’d have to sit by the stove to get my hair pressed out. If I didn’t smell the hair burning I knew it would be no good.”

I have heard this story before. I think it’s embarrassing but don’t know why.

Aunt Loretta puts her nails in my hair and makes one part then another. She uses the big curling iron that goes in her hair even though my hair has curls. I smell hair burning.

I see a girl in the mirror when she is done, and she is not me. There are so many pieces to my hair. Nothing lays flat. There are stiff curls that don’t wrap around my finger.

“You look like your grandmother spit you out herself.”

I don’t want to be spit.

I AM THE letter M and somewhere in the middle for class pictures. When I sit down, my feet don’t reach the floor. My middle is all jumbled. I do my best cover-up-my-teeth smile, but the corners of my mouth barely move.

“Such a pretty black girl,” the photographer says. “Why won’t you smile?”

GRANDMA’S HOUSE IS two blocks away from the Wonder Bread factory, which means that my house is two blocks away from it too. What’s hers is mine, she says. Simple math. Mr. Kimble, my math teacher, says that’s what’s called the transitive property.

Only I don’t like what’s Grandma’s: an oily pomade she wears that smears my cheek when she kisses me, a green velvet couch with deep brown swirls that no one can sit on unless special company comes by, a porcelain music box decorated with people who look like kings and queens and a servant with a broken arm, a dresser full of fabric she’s saving for the day I learn how to sew. Hers is the sent-for lotion, the rocking chair on the porch, and the pictures on the mantel, and the powder that looks like cornstarch that she puts in my underwear drawer. She has a lot more things but these are the main ones. Grandma is a collector. I think of her collections as junk and scraps. Like the other volunteer sorters at the Salvation Army, Grandma sets aside the good stuff for herself. Good stuff is a silver spoon, or a china teacup with or without a matching plate, or a dress-up purse with four beads missing and a torn strap. Grandma has boxes of mismatched coffee cups and saucers and yards of corduroy, gingham, silk, and lace stuffed into dozens of drawers and boxes in the basement. All these things are worth something but maybe only that Grandma sees.

Grandma’s things are mine, and I am not allowed to touch them. Only sometimes I do. Because how can you have something without holding it?

ON TUESDAYS WE go to the Wonder Bread factory store and buy old bread even though it doesn’t make any sense that the bread would be old because it comes from just next door. But maybe that’s one of those things that works differently here in civilian life. That’s what Pop would call it. He’s a tech sergeant in the United States Air Force. He makes maps.

Civilian life is different than military life. In military life, you buy groceries at the commissary. Civilians buy groceries at “the store” even though that could mean Fred Meyer or the deli. Also in military life, you move a lot. Before we lived in Germany, we lived in Turkey. Pop never wanted to be stationed in the States. I don’t know why. The good part about moving is you get to make new friends. The bad part is you don’t see the old ones. Civilians live in the same house or apartment and know the same people their whole lives.

“Why would you want to live in the same place your whole life?” I ask my new friend Tracy. She’s white. She looks at me like I’m crazy.

“You have to live where your parents live. That’s just how it is,” she says, and I make her not my friend anymore.

“I live with my grandma and my Aunt Loretta.”

“So, that’s different.”

“I lived all over the world.”

“No you haven’t.”

I open the blue bottle. Mad goes in there too.

YOU CAN BUY bread at the Wonder Bread factory store on a good deal. Grandma likes good deals. On Tuesday afternoon there’s an extra discount and sometimes a few crumbled up cupcakes near the counter. They do not have franskbrod, or rugbrod, or wienerbrod, or any pastries with marzipan. They do not have the kind of bread Mor made. I wait for Grandma by the check-out counter. It’s Tuesday but the crumbles at the counter are gone.

“This Roger’s baby?”

“Mmm-hmmm,” Grandma says to a tall woman wearing an African scarf on her head.

“No mistakin you in the same family. Roger got some strong genes makin these babies. Except for those eyes.”

The new girl smiles a no-teeth smile when the African scarf woman takes her face in her hands. The new girl looks something like happy and stuck there. She’s the trophy on Aunt Loretta’s dresser with the perfect tennis swing. Smiling. Frozen. She is still. She is me.

Grandma grabs my face and wipes away imaginary crumbs from my mouth. I know they are imaginary. Grandma’s just polishing me up.

“You know Roger’s granddad had blue eyes. Something about like this.” Grandma turns my head toward her when she says this. I am scared the sounds will spill out.

“They say that’s the only way it can happen. What they call that?”

“Recessive,” I say and don’t know what other sounds might come out.

“She a smart girl. That’s good. Just don’t be too smart, young lady. The men don’t go for that.”

Grandma laughs.

The African scarf woman laughs and says, “We are a mixed up people alright.”

“Mmm-hmmm.”

“Makes you wonder what that boy would look like now,” says the African scarf woman.

And Grandma says, “Either one of them boys. Or that baby girl.”


Jamie

Jamie thought Robbie was a bird flying down below his window. He had been waiting for this bird and ran downstairs without calling to his mother, “Going outside,” which is what his mother had told him to say even if she didn’t hear him above the din of the television that played loudly in her room.

Jamie knew that his mother was not watching television. She had a new friend in there. Jamie knew the television as something that made sounds to keep the sound out. He was okay with that. The bird he had waited for had come. Of course, it didn’t have to be this one, but it was. There were any number of birds that didn’t belong in the Chicago sky.

There were two windows in his apartment. One faced the alley and the other the courtyard. Jamie didn’t watch out the alley window. The things that he’d see fly by were never birds, but garbage bags hurled out the window from higher floors. They sometimes struck the air-conditioning units below. Whump. Sometimes catching there and rotting hot during the summer months.

Jamie, who was really James, was named after his father but not named Junior because he was really the third. Jamie wanted a strong name, like Steve or Brick. He had been Jamie since he was born, even though there was no way to confuse him with his father, James, a man he had met only in dreams. Jamie wanted a name with a different history.

Jamie who was really James ran downstairs to find the bird, to identify it, to see it. He would remember what he saw; he would write it down; he would record the date on his life list, the name of another bird.

IN HIS HANDS, Jamie held a book. It was the only gift he had ever asked for, but the book was not a gift. His birthday, July 23, came and went with no celebration and no cake and no gift.

Jamie got the book from the library. When the metal detector went off, he laid on the table a pocketknife he had found in the pants draped across the bathtub, the pants of his mother’s new friend.

“Young man,” the stout lady library security guard said, “you know you ain’t supposed to be carrying this kinda thing around.”

Jamie who was really James nodded. “I’m gonna keep this here until you come back round with your mama and she says it’s okay for you to have it.” His plan worked. He left behind the pocketknife, but took with him the Peterson Field Guide to the Birds of Eastern and Central North America.

JAMIE RAN DOWNSTAIRS with the Peterson Field Guide.

What is its shape? What shape are its wings? What shape is its bill? What shape is its tail? How does it behave? Does it climb trees? How does it fly? 

Jamie had memorized these questions from the field guide. He repeated them so much in his head they seemed to have a melody. He knew the whole topography of a bird. His favorite part of the book was the beginning and the end, not as if the book held a story, but he loved the two sets of pictures of the birds’ silhouettes. Number 13 was the magpie, 25 the meadowlark, 9 well, that was the mockingbird, and 14 was the nighthawk.

He was certain the silhouette of the great egret had passed his courtyard window.

He ran downstairs. One day he would leave this city and find more birds, Jamie thought, taking the stairs two by two and then sliding down the sticky banister on the last three-step flight before the door. He would fill up his life list with birds he could name and call.

When he finally reached the courtyard, he saw that his bird was not a bird at all. His bird was a boy and a girl and a mother and a child.

The mother, the girl, the child. They looked liked they were sleeping, eyes closed, listless. The baby was still in her mother’s arms, a gray sticky porridge pouring from the underside of her head. The girl was heaped on top of the boy’s body, a bloody helpless pillow. And yet there was an old mattress, doughy from rain, just ten feet from the bird-boy’s right arm, which was folded like a wing beneath him.

Pain moved the boy’s body. His bones jutted from his wrists. His eyes were wide open. He can see me, Jamie thought.

The boy seemed to have landed feet first on the sodden cement courtyard filled with garbage bags bursting with scent and refuse. The bones from the bottom of the boy’s leg poked through his jeans at his thigh. He lay on the ground on his back as if he had fallen from a large, comfortable nest.

It was not until the policemen came and raked through the courtyard’s waste that Jamie could turn away. The policemen collected matchbooks, soda bottles, and empty brown paper bags, scraps of paper, and other possible clues: a jack of clubs playing card lying on a brown-stained sheet, and a ticket from Saturday’s Quick Pick Lotto. Jamie was still holding his Peterson Field Guide. He had no names for what he saw.


Laronne

These white girls, Laronne thought despite herself. These white girls think all they need is love.

When Laronne heard what happened, she made herself family. Laronne convinced the building super to let her up. “She’s my sister-in-law,” she said. “They were my babies too.” But she hadn’t had to lie. Laronne’s was the only contact name on Nella’s rental application, under “employer.”

“Maybe you can find something they couldn’t,” the super said.

In the four weeks since Laronne had hired her, Nella had always been on time. When she didn’t show up that Tuesday morning, Laronne called to find out what was wrong. Nella did not answer the phone.

Nella had seemed distracted the last few days. The baby—just six months old—wasn’t sleeping. And the boy, he wasn’t feeling too well. And Nella’s daughter—such a little lady—she was beside herself because there was no money to visit the amusement park before the summer’s end as Nella had promised. Laronne couldn’t make everything better, but she had fifty dollars to lend for the kids to enjoy the park’s big rides.

“I know you worry about them—new to the city and all—but kids can’t be cooped up watching TV all summer,” Laronne had said. “Go on, take this. And don’t worry none about when you get this back neither. Go and you and the kids have some fun.”

Laronne was happy to help. Over the years, she’d become quite the hen-mother to her employees in the community college library. When they had no place to go on holidays, she insisted they crowd her dinner table. A couple of times an employee had come to live with her just to get through a tight month. And her son had grown used to seeing piles of presents under the Christmas tree—all meant for his mother’s employees and their families.

Laronne’s husband sometimes chided her for getting too involved. “You’re the boss, not the mom.” But Laronne knew that her employees—mostly young mothers newly divorced working outside the home for the first time—were all working on a second chance. If she could do any small thing to help, she would.

Nella took the money and smiled. It was the same wide smile Laronne remembered when she told Nella she had the job.

“I am new in the city,” Nella said “I was thinking . . . I thought—Roger always said it would be hard. America was not what I thought it was. Thank you. Thank you.”

Laronne laughed.

“Oh, child. It isn’t easy. Especially not this town. Can’t imagine picking it over where you’re from.”

In her first days at the job, Laronne learned that Nella had left Germany and her husband for a man, an American contractor she’d met at an AA meeting near base.

She fell in love the night he drove her home in his beat-up Benz after a group potluck, but got lost with the directions she gave. It was the kind of thing that could have set Roger into a rage. Why couldn’t she just learn to read a map? But Doug said they’d have to figure out a different way to get her home. He stopped the car, walked over to open her door, and said: We’ll just navigate by the stars.”

Oh, these white girls, Laronne thought.

Two weeks ago Laronne had found Nella in the bathroom curled into a ball, crying. She shook with every breath like a fist was opening up inside her.

“Laronne,” Nella had said, “I thought it was right. I do not know what to think. Feel.” Laronne had never been one to counsel or advise, but she saw that Nella needed some words, any words: “Just pay attention to what happens in here,” she had said, making a circle in the center of her chest with her hand. You can’t tell a grown woman what to do no way, she thought. “And take care of yourself and those kids,” she said. “That’s all you got to do.”

IT WAS SLIGHTLY before noon when the white man, with his bright orange hair slicked back, came into the library with a bouquet of flowers in his hand, asking for Nella. This was the man Nella had left her marriage for?

“I’m afraid I can’t help you,” Laronne had said.

“Ma’am,” he said in a lowered tone. “I need to see her. To give her these.”

Laronne wasn’t one to be bullied.

“Sir,” she said with equal force. “I’m afraid I can’t help you. But maybe security can.” He stood there glowering at her for a moment before he stormed away.

Laronne could feel her heart quicken but more from anger than from fear. Nella’s got to handle her business, Laronne thought. But not here, and not on my time.

WHEN LARONNE LEFT a second message for Nella that afternoon, she hesitated for a moment, and then, instead of saying “How are you?” or “Can I help?” she said, “Don’t bother coming in tomorrow. We won’t be needing your services here anymore.”

What more did Laronne owe her? What more did she have to do?

IT WAS A gray August evening. It had been a wet August day. As Laronne stepped into the apartment’s light, shadows of the couch rose up on the walls. The large green couch, a bassinet, and a television were the only pieces of furniture in the room. There were no bookshelves or tables or decorations—just opened suitcases along the wall serving as makeshift dresser drawers and dozens of moving boxes, some unsealed, most of them full.

In the bedroom Laronne could see which child had slept on which side. The girl had made a nightstand out of an empty box. Her pajamas were folded and tucked beneath her pillow. Her bed was made. Library books were stacked neatly by the mattress on the floor.

Laronne turned over the box that served as a nightstand and put the girl’s belongings inside. Three stuffed animals, a few sweaters, two pairs of pants, and a pair of dress shoes.

Everything would have to be packed away.

FROM THE KITCHEN window Laronne saw the crowd that had gathered before the courtyard cordoned off by the yellow police tape. The crowd stared up in the air as if looking for signs. They drew lines in the air—flight patterns of a family that fell from the sky.

It was the Tuesday after Nella’s first payday and the cabinets were nearly bare. Laronne trashed a can of coffee, two white boxes of macaroni and cheese, a sweet cereal, and a dented tuna can. In the refrigerator was half a pitcher of orange juice, a baby bottle, applesauce, ketchup, and a box of the orange government cheese. Laronne threw it all away.

It was in the drawer by the stove she found a pad of paper, pens, uncut sheets of wallet-sized school photos of the boy and girl, scissors, and five ten-dollar bills paper-clipped together along with a note.

Dear Mrs. Warner,

Thank you for giving us the money to go to the amusement park. We are going next week. I can’t wait.

Love,

Rachel

Nella had paid her back.

Laronne retrieved the coffee can from the trash. She emptied out the grounds. With the scissors she cut a hole in the coffee can lid. Then she marked the can with tape COLLECTIONS and stuck the ten-dollar bills inside. This would be for the lone survivor, the girl.


Rachel

Aunt Loretta plays tennis on Sunday mornings with a possible lizard named Drew. “At least he ain’t funny, like that Nathan turned out,” Grandma says. “But he still keepin you away from the Word.” That’s Grandma’s way of yelling. She doesn’t make her voice go loud or hard, just makes the sounds go capital. “BUT, he STILL keepin YOU AWAY from the WORD.” Aunt Loretta never goes to church. Not since Uncle Nathan went away.

Grandma goes to the AME church every Sunday morning and sometimes Wednesday nights too to “lift up” one of the church ladies if someone’s sick. Today she’s giving Aunt Loretta the devil because she’s not going with us to raise up the Lord’s name.

“You’re the one that wants me married, Mama. You’re the one that made me play.” Aunt Loretta isn’t defensive when she says this. She talks with facts. She has a high school tennis trophy on her dresser from 1967 and a date with Drew to play.

Playing tennis is one of the things that goes in the white category, along with classical music and golf. Tamika said that in PE when Mrs. Karr was teaching us how to understand the score.

Tamika is no authority, but I noticed the other black girls agree. The only black people I’ve seen play tennis are Aunt Loretta and Pop. And they’re related to white people, to me. I don’t ever mention that I’m related to white people. And most of the time I try not to let the black girls like Tamika see me talk to Tracy, because Tracy is a white girl. And the way they say that—white girl—it feels like a dangerous thing to be.

But Grandma always wanted Pop and Aunt Loretta to know white things. Like when Pop wanted to be a musician. Grandma made him play the piano, when what he wanted to play was the banjo or harmonica. A piano is more white than a harmonica. I don’t know if it was a secret from Grandma, but sometimes Pop still played the harmonica too.

Grandma can’t argue with Aunt Loretta. She does want Aunt Loretta married. She does want her to have something more. But sometimes it seems that Aunt Loretta has a different more in mind than Grandma. Grandma’s more for Aunt Loretta is a good secretarial job, a husband, two children and a house nearby.

That kind of more doesn’t seem enough for Aunt Loretta and probably not for me.

Aunt Loretta’s boyfriend, Drew, is her new tennis partner. Drew is handsome and not a boyfriend that gives anyone looks. Drew likes Aunt Loretta because she’s 1) pretty of course, 2) a good tennis player, and 3) smart. I’ve never heard boys say this was a good thing before.

I like Drew because he is smart and he has a big, deep voice. He talks about “giving back to the community,” “uplifting the people.” He says the things he says over and over. He is very passionate the way he talks—more even than a preacher or a person running for president. Drew works downtown at the Salvation Army Harbor Lights Center. He is a drug and alcohol counselor. He says the same things Mor said. “Easy does it.” “One day at a time.” That kind of thing. It’s a code language. And I know what it means.

I also like Drew because he makes the happy in Aunt Loretta more visible. The bus driver, the mailman, even the grocery store cashier at Fred Meyer can see it. It’s not different for Aunt Loretta to smile—she does that all the time. It’s easy to smile just to make other people feel better. But when a person fakes happy, it has edges. Regular people may not see, but the people who count, they can see edges and lines where your smile ends and the real you, the sadness (me) or the anger (Grandma), begins. The lines and edges are gone from Aunt Loretta when Drew is around. And the picture of Uncle Nathan on the mantel is gone too—the one where he’s leaning into Aunt Loretta and it looks as if he can’t get the question off his face. That’s a good thing, I think. You shouldn’t hold onto things that give you edges. Now there’s more light inside Aunt Loretta, inside light that other people can see too.

AT SCHOOL I HAVE the best cursive handwriting, and I am learning more big words like discombobulated because Mrs. Anderson always says that.

“You’ve got me all discombobulated,” she says when she smacks the yardstick on Anthony Miller’s desk and breaks it in half. That makes Anthony Miller laugh even harder.

Today when Anthony Miller does the bump bump bump against my chair, I turn around and make my face very still. “I’m not going to tell on you,” I say to Anthony Miller, which makes him smile with dimples so deep they can hold new nickels.

“Sorry,” he says “for bumping your chair.” The space between his eyes seems smaller than before. His forehead squishes together. “Does it hurt?” he asks and his smile changes. I could look at the poster above his head on the back wall or at the blue-ink squiggles he’s made on his paper instead of the answers to the vocabulary test on the board, but I look him in the eye even though the blue bottle is open and the heat fills my face. “Not,” and my tongue is Robbie’s, “r-r-really.” I can’t stop the cry that wants to come. I haven’t. Anthony Miller’s eyes open wide like I’ve given him a special Christmas present.

I don’t like it when I surprise myself by crying. The only time I do it really is when I wake up from a nightmare like last night when Robbie was with me in my dream. He was Robbie but he wasn’t Robbie. He had black hair like matted yarn and big brown eyes (not green) that looked like buttons stitched on wrong. He smiled at me a little crooked, and I tugged at the edge of his mouth to get him to laugh. But his smile turned into a thread in my hand. I picked at every loose thread, and then his face was empty. Only needle holes were where his eyes, his nose, his smile had been. There was no way he could cry or even scream. So I did. Robbie!

Aunt Loretta always comes to check on me if she hears me scream in the middle of the night. “Poor thing,” she says. “It’s alright. Go ahead. Let it out.”

Sometimes Aunt Loretta seems more scared of my nightmares than me. Aunt Loretta says, “What happened to you, it was scary. It was a scary thing that . . .” She doesn’t know what to say.

“It’s hard to make sense of,” she says. “But you’re safe here.”

“Okay,” I say without disagreeing. I am what she calls “safe,” and to me I am what I call “waiting.” In my diary I keep counting the days. I am waiting for Pop to come back—for Pop to come get me and take me home. Not to Germany. Not to where we spent that summer in Chicago. Not Denmark where Mor said she’d never go again. Home—wherever Pop is—even if it’s just me and him.

The words on the board look fuzzy right now. If I concentrate I can copy down number 2 invade and then number 3 invalid. I am at inundate and Anthony Miller says, “Here,” and bumps my right arm making my u go jagged. He gives me a cafeteria napkin, crumpled from his pocket. It’s in my hand already when Mrs. Anderson comes toward Anthony Miller.

Crack. Mrs. Anderson’s yardstick smacks down on his desk and breaks in half. The crack is in my bad ear. I can feel it pulse red because there is nowhere for the sound to go.

“Hush. It’s time to be quiet.” Everyone is laughing and not at all quiet. This is the third yardstick Mrs. Anderson has broken this week, two of them on Anthony Miller’s desk.

“It was me again Mrs. A. Sorry,” Anthony Miller says. “Sorry” sounds different now, or I make it sound different. I hold onto Anthony Miller’s first “sorry,” the one meant for me. Does it hurt? No one asked that before.

I am still counting days.

WHEN GRANDMA IS gardening is the only time she doesn’t seem just a little bit mad. Even when she wakes up in the morning, there’s a frown on her face. Grandma wakes up at 5:15 a.m. She takes the number 7 bus downtown and transfers to the 34. That takes almost two hours. She works for a white lady in the southwest part of town. That’s where the white people live. None of them have time to take care of their grandmothers, and that’s what Grandma does. Grandma is a grandma who helps grandmas. That seems important. When Grandma needs help, I don’t want another grandma to take care of her. I’ll do it myself. I think that’s only fair.

When Grandma is gardening, I sit on the porch in her rocking chair and read. Right now I am reading Chaim Potok’s The Chosen. One girl in class said it was the first big book she has ever read. I’ve been reading big books since fourth grade. I have some favorites. I think this book will become one of them.

“You think I don’t like books,” Grandma says. I never said that. But I do wonder sometimes when she asks me to read her the listings in the TV Guide: Maybe Grandma can’t read.

“Grandma, you just know things.” I say this like I am giving her the pat on the head that she wants. Grandma does just know things—like she knows the names of the flowers and plants. She can see only the leaf and tell you what it’s from and what it can do.

Aunt Loretta is different than Grandma. She’s interested in things, new things—not just gardening, good deals, looking respectable, and being clean in pressed clothes. Aunt Loretta doesn’t talk the way Grandma does either. She makes her t and ing sounds sharp. There is no Texas in the way Aunt Loretta talks.

Aunt Loretta has something that maybe you could call class. It’s not the made-up kind like Grandma has, fake pearls and Sunday hats, but something that comes to you as if you were born to the king and queen. Aunt Loretta understands better than Grandma that reading a big book is more classy than wearing fake pearls watching TV. I wish I knew a better word for what I mean. On the days she’s feeling fussy, Grandma calls it “High Falutin” and then she calls it “white”—like the kids at school.

When Grandma fusses at me, it means she wants me to like her. I will like her enough. Sometimes I can even say, “I love you, Grandma,” and that means something to her. I do love her because I have to. She’s my grandmother.

I have a trick figured out though, so I don’t make mean thoughts about her when she starts to fuss. Thoughts like she’s not so smart, like she’s not as good a mother as Mor. I picture Grandma my age and someone loving her. I picture someone loving her but not someone like me who can curl into her lap while we’re watching TV, and I’m loving her soft squishiness, and her lavender, and the little bit of sweat I can smell if she’s still wearing her blue dress uniform. I picture someone loving Grandma small. Grandma curled up. Grandma closing her eyes when a warm hand runs through the front of her hair. Grandma’s hands are the ones that are quiet, and the loving one’s touching her.

“It’s true. I don’t know any of them books you be readin,” Grandma says. “But I would of if they let me go to school. To that private school.”

There is a story there that Grandma doesn’t tell. It’s a story that makes her sigh and tut-tut. When she digs again, she is in that story, not looking at the ground, but pictures of Texas in her mind. Or maybe they are pictures of herself young, more like Aunt Loretta—more like a girl who was going somewhere. That’s when she stops looking so mad.

“Grandma, I think if I read you the stories, you could have the same books in you too.”

“You think too much,” she says.

“Don’t listen to that. You keep on making your mind good. That’s important,” Aunt Loretta says.

She’s come home from work, an office job where she types and gets coffee or lunch for the boss. She’s still in office clothes: a skirt, high heels, a silk blouse, and a sweater. Seeing her standing on the porch right then, it’s hard to imagine that Aunt Loretta even belongs here.

You can see how she looked exactly right driving down the street in Los Angeles in a fancy car or riding in a cab in New York City, when she was married to Uncle Nathan.

“My mother means well, Rachel, but you just keep doing what you’re doing with your studies,” Aunt Loretta says. “It’s important.”

“Ain’t nobody said it wasn’t. But she need to put some common sense up against that book sense.”

“Mama, leave her alone. She’s a good girl.”

“I’m right if I say they used to say that about you too,” Grandma says. “Still you run off just seventeen with that boy Nathan. You slept in the bed you made.”

Grandma and really no one talks about where Uncle Nathan went. Uncle Nathan played football and basketball and baseball. “Real good,” as Grandma says, meaning very well. Uncle Nathan doesn’t play anything now. His “playin around days” are done. I don’t think he died because then Grandma would never say his name. “Bad luck conjurin up spirits and all.” Grandma never says “Ariel.” Grandma never says “Robbie.” Grandma never says my mother’s name.

I have never seen Aunt Loretta look anything like mad. Sad is what she does normally, but right now in her eyes it’s as if all she is is a flame. But she doesn’t say anything. And then it’s like someone’s thrown water on her. “You know what, Mama,” she says, “you’re right. You go on and be right.”
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