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At two and a hali I hr'-, -, -: : :-J€lk. Folks worried that I
u,'as slow. My cradle h-iend. t-rc. \-,:rs already talking up a

storm. She even ga\-e mc ilr\ Ir-.-rrtll-tte. because Vernice had

been too many letters for her to h,-.,lJ :n her mouth at the same

time. "Niecyl" she called, determir-Led rrr shake loose a response.

\,\'hen shouting didn't w'ork, she trred kindness, breaking her

shortbread cookie in two. I smiled in eratlrude. and sometimes

offered sloppy baby kisses in return, r et I clidn't sar- a r.r-ord.

Annie's grandmother joked that Aunt Irene should be grate-

ful for mv silence. Annie never shut up, not e\-en ri-hen she was

asleep. Shut eyes quivering, she mumbled the name of her own

nrother. Hattie Lee.
"This babv u.ill talk when she has something to say." Aunt

Ircne krleu there u-as quickness in my eyes but feared that see-

1ns m\ nramr shot dead had shocked the words right out of my

r-n,,u:h. Others ri orried that I had been taken over. Spirits can be

hrrdhe.rdcd and hold erudqes-purposelv missing their ride to
the nert place. \\}en this happens, ther. miq'ht just set up house

rn a det-enseless bodr-. Aunt Irene shut that conversation down,

dismissing it as "hoodss"-[g1 catchall u'ord for anything not
of this world that didn't involve our Lord and Savior. That said,

even though there could be substance to that hoodoo talk, she

knew her dead sister, mv mother. \4hen Aunt Irene held mv face

to hers, she didn't see Arletha staring back.

Because of this, but not on\, this, my aunt didn't indulge any

gossip. She klew what jt was to be u'hispered about and couldn't
bear loose tongues lashing an orphan baby, But she was worried
for a colored girl who seemed slow, even if she wasn't, a girl who
couldn't sav what had happened to her. I made people netvous,

rvhich is probably whv no one objected when Aunt Irene ducked

out from the canning kitchen and sat on the couch to fix my hair.

I had been touched bv blood, and not the blood of the lamb.

There I was, this haunted child, not even whimpering as

Aunt Irene raked the comb through the thicket at the nape of
m)'neck.

"Mother," I said, softly at first. As I raised my voice to a bel-

low, every heart in
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-r -:: ilr be sen-ants of the Lord. "Have merc)/, hev.as a pretty
, - :i- c sri.l. "Listen. If vou ever get a chance in iife, grab you

, -r:,:,=. 
-:,'-i1 

i.r.t temporarill'. Don't fool around and end up
r,,..:r- : -:;., --, . Fli.: Ladr-." She laughed atthememory grin-
nlng tntc, ri h::.-, cr ',i ,,r> ,-,n the rocks. t'I rvas wild when I u,as a

girl."
Eight months later. she rerun-ied horne slender as a daisy.

Granddadd.v flogged her like she u as a runr\\-a\- slar.e, so that the

neighbors rvould be sure to hear her cn ir-rg and knou u-hat u'as

and wasn't allou,ed in his house. },lr- mother. just t-tine, passed

on the r,vords whispered br. the ladies in the parlor. These u-ere

gro\\11women who dared not lift a finger while a skinny girl rvas

beaten like a man.

"They say you must can't get preenant, after all the you-
knou,-rn'hat you been doing."

Aunt lrene 1a1, sn the narror,r. bed that would end up being
mine. "T'he1, just jealous," she said. "A11 these heifers got nine-
ten kids pultring at their titties."

"Not Mama. She just got us."
"So what?" Aunt Irene said. "It's the'worst when you resent

your o\.\/n ciaughters."

Mv mother said, "I'm going to have me a whole bunch of
babies."

Aunt Irene said,

trying."
"\bu'le not. But har-e vourself :r lot of fun

\. . ii :r< she s as healed enouqh to sit on a bus for four days

mnning. \unt Irene left Honer-suckle. She had some morey that
the re-,-erend hacl gir.en her and also the cash her mother squir-
reled away in a crystal cand1, dish. She left a note. In those days

foiks r,vanted to make things pJain, putting it all in r.vriting. She

didn't r,r'rjte "Dear" because what she had to say \r'as addressed

to eyeryone on God's beautiful earth. You cnn't stay where tbey bettt

you. I tlon't cnre wbo they is.

She ended up in Ohio, just over the Mason-Dixon, rvhere she

lived for eleven vears. No babies, no beatings.
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Whether it was the letter or the crop dirt that brought her back,

it was me that kept her there. Sir n eeks before she buried her

mama, she ended up burying her sister-mv mother. I was just

six months old, so new that I had lir-ecl inside the womb longer
than I had been breathing air. I took a bottle at night, but in the

morning, Arletha opened her pink-checked duster and fed rne

from her body. I looked just like her u-ith mr- thick dark hair and

flat nose. "See my sv,'eet baby?" she said to anvbodl'that caught

her eye. I remember. This is not an orphan's fantasv or me rnak-

ing.\unt Irene's memories my own. If you have ever experienced

motherlove, you can never forget the fragrance of it.
On the day that turned out to be the Day, Aunt Irene pranced

around to\\'n, enjovine herself in the wav a person does when

she knori-s she's not hele to star-. She v'as a little too dressed up
r-r ,, !.er.ucker sundress ancl nrlon panties u-ith a bra to match.

\.-. -t-; r, il-r r,,.lS i\lr-rs. but she u-as passine softlr-, her spir-

:. i,",-:.cJ irr.:lL-sc her oldest sirl d1c1n't hate her. By the same

-,-,kin. \unr Ire nr rias hfted. lettine qo of the anger holding her
dou'n like the sandbaqs tethering hot air balloons. She had come

to understand that despite it all, she had a perfectly fine life. No,
she wasn't a wife, but she wasn't a whore and there $'ere no out-
of-wedlock kids desperate for a last name. A relationship that
kept you dressed like a lady, even if maybe you weren't really
one, \.vAS worth it for the dignity alone.

I was with my aunt, buttoned into a little romper made of
the same pink piped fabric as her cross-back frock. Aunt Irene
toted me on her hip over to Nlrs. Ola Mae's place. f'he midw-ife

liked to iove on the babies she ushered into the world. "Look at

this little u.onderl" I gummed on a sugar tit while Aunt Irene
talked about Dayton and her man. His given name was Josiah,
but er-en-one called him Van.

The Day had been lovely. War raged overseas, but those

storm clouds were not visible from Honeysuckle, where the
afternoon \ ras as peaceful as a field of buftercups. No bad mojo
stirred the air. Nothing odd happened in threes. The blind boy
who sold pencils in front of the post office didn't make any eerie

pronouncements. But r
should have let us Lnr

nothing was wrong. T-1

ored. Something was a

That night, Aunt Irene
The Den, letting the m
ing a cigarette with thr
being an auntie is that
it's time to go cut a ru
a smile lingering on he

of my mother's house.

smelled the burnt-cop1
On the other side c

Jesus, and my daddr- la
idiot can't even figure
Irene swung her leg. dr
and wept.

Preparing to lay mr- m
own mother, Aunt Irer
for her and telling him
for a month, martre tu
willing to take in a m
dressed up, I was prett
to children, found hers

Aunt Irene's first cl
Mae, who lived br hen
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give that no ner-er mir
friend, too. Thefd br<

works-the women wl
don't want kids. And tr
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could get the job done.
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\A/hat Irene hadn't counted on was that the women of Hon-
evsuckle wanted to see her tamed. As fblks came to the house to

pav their respects, no one asked Aunt Irene when she would be

heading back to Dayton. Even though they coochie-cooed in mv

face, nobody even joked about adding this precious little girl to
their own families.

The day before my mother's homegoing, Aunt Irene walked

about a rnile to the east to visit Annie's granny. "I don't have a

husband. I don't have work down here. -NIy situation in Ohio
can't accommodate children. "

Annie's granny acted like she thought my aunt was seeking

advice, rather than relief. She said, "Irene, nobody knows anv-

thing about raising children. Each one is different and ,vou just

h:r\-€ to do the best r-ou can to make sure thatJesus will accept

--- . r \i h:r-i th cr q'et to heaven. And r-ou can find work. You got
:,,, r-r i;nds. .ion't r oul I raised er en- child that Jesus has seen

fir to gire rre. \nd I uili connnue, But onh the ones tbe Llrd
gives."

Just then, Annie u,oke up from one of the back rooms and

gave a little bleat. Her granny disappeared into the back of the

house and returned w'ith Annie hooked on her hip. With one

hand, Annie's grannv prepared a glass of sq'eet tea and a slice of
buttered toast that she offered to my aunt on a chipped plate.

"Our girls can be friends," she said.

For an entire season, Irene dragged through her cirildhood home

like a ghost herself-babrr strapped to her chest and coon circles

darkeninq her er-es. The toll of losing her mother was layered

on top of the ri eiqht of learninq to be one, Hers became a life of
iliaperine and spoon-feeding. Finallv, on Pearl Ifarbor da.v, my

erandmother breathed her last, with a srnile on her chapped lips,

secure in her belief that evervthing happens for a reason.

Facing facts, my aunt u,rote to the C)hio Man, u'ho pined for
his time rvith her in the yellow-shuttered house. She asked that
he send her clothes and put even,thing else up for sale. A brass-

buckled trunk arrived a

months later and a monr
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"Maybe they just har-e thcn-L tor uhite folks," Annie won-
dered. "So colored children that's orphans must live outside.

And neither one of us is outside."
Annie's mamawas doine GodKnorvs\\trat, outin GodKnows-

Where. Nobody had seen hide nor hair of her since before Annie
was old enough to sit up bv herself. One Sundat', Annie had the

idea to ask the pastor where her mama lvas.

It must have been before r 948, u'hen Calvan. split from First
Iconium" ln those days, we all went to the same church and lis-
tened to the same man of God. I liked Pastor Robinson's gold-
toothed smile and the u'ay he sang at the same time he was giving
the sermon" To this day, I arn a sucker for a melodious man of the

cloth. Annie never was.

\\re 'went together to his little office in the basernent. \\''e
knocked on the door and he answered, "Come on itt."

The room u.as tight due to the oak desk. handmade by one

of the deacons right after the Cii.il \\'ar. In slavery times, the

man had been a woodu'orker, and the first thing he did when

he got free u,as to make a piece of furniture for the Lord. It was

magnificent, u,'ith legs and feet like the flanks of iions. Pastor

looked surprised to see us standing there, two little girls wearing
blue-sashed dresses.

"Pastor, could we ask you something?"
"But of course,)' he said with that sparkling grin.
I nudged Annie forward.
"Granny says GodKnows\r\here my mother is," Annie said.

"Well," said Pastor Robinson, "God knows all. Sees all."
I piped up. "And she is doing GodKnows!\rhat. So could you

ask him where she is and what she's doing?"
And then Pastor Robinson smiled that smile that people do

x-hen kids are cute. Then he straightened his face, pretending
to take us seriously. As he flattened his lips, I kneu'whatever we

u-ere about to hear wasn't the truth. IIe motioned for us to sit
like ri-e \4'ere two tiny deaconesses with a concern.

"Annie," he said, "Hattie is in God's hands."

"No, she's not," I said, because I knew that my rnother was

supposed to be in God
couldn't come back frou

Annie raised hervoio
dancing too much" That
all night. And drinks to
with Niery's mama.'

"Or dead neither," f :
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