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To Teresa Moise
My dear friend, mentor, and running partner
Because of your unwavering confidence in me,

Lfelt confident enough to pour my soul into this story






1987

At eighty feet tall with a spread of forty feet, the southern mag-
nolia tree was known to get out of hand in our part of South
Carolina, which was nestled smack-dab in the middle of the
heart-shaped state. The ornamental madam could get a wild
leaf to lift her full skirt and take a squat in a yard if she wasn’t
made to mind. Owners had to be diligent with keeping the
trees on a grooming routine or chance the entire yard becom-
ing overrun by the Southern beauties.

The self-contained tree was a tidy guest though. Discarded
limbs and leaves were kept hidden under her fluffy hem until
the debris gradually returned to the very soil that gave it life.

Unlike most neighboring towns who were starting to plop
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Bradford pear trees in the ground like they were the next great
thing, our entire town was decorated with southern magno-
lias. Shoot, our trees had built-in storage, and Mother Nature
wasn’t the only one to take advantage of the unique hiding
spots. High school students weren’t as sly as they thought they
were with hiding their cigarettes under the two fat twins flank-
ing the bus lot so they could sneak a smoke between classes.
The Truett Memorial Library didn’t allow food or beverages
past the door, so most folks used the limbs of a magnolia tree
beside the building to hang grocery bags or set their cups just
underneath to retrieve later on their way out. You just never
knew what would be found under one of the trees. Diaries,
love notes, a lost baseball . . .

The most notorious discovery had to be the skeletal
remains of a runaway teen and the knife used to dismember
her. As if that wasn’t awful enough, her remains were found
under a giant magnolia on the front lawn of the courthouse
where the trial had been held and concluded years before,
confirming later that an innocent man had been sent to prison.

But the folks of Magnolia didn’t like to talk about that. No,
they preferred to keep stuff like that hidden and shine up all
the positives of the small town. Like the fact that our mayor
had a direct connection to the Kennedy family—by way of a
second cousin, once removed—making him and his family
town royalty. And then there was the other family who were
kin to the folks who made the Duke’s Mayonnaise up the road
in Greenville. Of course, they’re considered town royalty, too.
It zs the best mayonnaise, so I get it.

The town was also big on bragging about its active church
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community. With a church on every corner, it’s no wonder
there was always a lot to crow about. There was the First
Baptist of Magnolia, the First Presbyterian, First Methodist . . .
a lot of Firsts.

And just like the botched murder trial, Magnolia didn’t like
to talk about Dave Foster and his congregation out on Nolia
Farms. Even though it wasn’t the official name of my father’s
small country church, folks referred to it as the First Riffraff
of Magnolia. Pa said they could call it whatever they wanted.
People running their mouths was never something to bother
him. No, he had much bigger issues than small-town gossip.

The one-room chapel could only hold thirty or so people. It
was established back in the late 1800s by my great-grandfather,
who was also a farmer with a passion to minister. Farm life
didn’t always allow much free time, so he built the chapel as
a place of worship for any of the farm help and his family. My
father was the third generation to pastor this church. Phoenix
said it reminded him of the schoolhouse on Little House on the
Prairie and was all about convincing Mama to teach us there
instead of sending us to public school, but she wanted us to
have time off the farm, so that never happened.

As the piano came to life, I sat a little straighter and scanned
the small pews and felt certain the ragtag congregation near
about represented any walk of life you could think of.

A fortune-teller accused of being a witch doctor. Check.

An ex-con with a glass eye. Check.

An atheist believer with a Polish accent. Check.

The town’s undertaker whose sexual orientation was ques-
tionable. Check.
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The town floozy with a penchant for neon-blue eye shadow.
Check.

A poor farming family with way too many kids. Check.

A madman leading them. Check.

At the moment, said madman was going to town on the
untuned piano like he was Jerry Lee Lewis. Shoulders shaking,
long legs bouncing to the beat, singing an up-tempo version of

“What a Friend We Have in Jesus,” he had the rapt attention of
the entire congregation.

Except me.

I was immune to his theatrics, so I turned my attention
to the magnolia wreath hanging on the beam above the
altar. Sunshine slipped through the filmy windowpanes and
reflected off the waxy leaves. At least it made the worn plank
floors and the chipped white paint look intentional, like the
antique style was what we were going for. The wreath was one
of Charlotte’s creations. I would often catch my sister looking
at the giant monstrosity with a big smile on her young face. I
looked beside me and caught her doing so now, thinking noth-
ing but happy thoughts, quite the opposite of my own. Instead
of seeing the wreath as decor, I couldn’t help viewing it as a
monument to a bad memory. The bracket mending the beam
was barely noticeable, but my eyes didn’t have to glimpse the
tarnished metal to know it was there, holding more than the
weight of the broken beam.

The awareness of what was hiding in plain sight had my
eyes snapping away and focusing on a head full of blond curls,
trimmed to a respectable length and neatly styled. It made me

want to dishevel the curls until they resembled the unruliness
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of better times we'd shared together. The mayor’s son was the
only one in this tiny sanctuary who was considered normal,
but his being here amongst us misfits, sitting two pews up from
me like he owned the place, made him the weirdest of us all.

Before I could look away, he glanced over his shoulder and
caught me staring. Instead of offering me the typical dimpled,
lopsided grin, Vance Archer Cumberland frowned. The ever-
present sparkle in his grass-green eyes was absent.

I shook my head and glared a warning. Not today. He shook
his head too, but with resignation. He was too handsome to
look so sad and I wanted to live in a world where [ was allowed
to make him happy, yet his unhappiness was solely my fault.
It didn’t matter anymore. There was no point in wasting his or
my time on what could never be.

I broke our gaze first when a flash of hot pink got caught
in my peripheral vision. Charlotte had started swinging her
legs at a rate that was sure to launch her slap off the pew
if she kept it up. She was short still, but at age thirteen that
would probably soon change. The inevitable growth spurt that
accompanied puberty, if it was anything like my experience.

“Get still,” I muttered out the side of my mouth and tapped
my Birkenstock to her jelly shoe.

Charlotte huffed but did as she was told, stilling her legs.
She picked up the end of her dark braid and began fiddling
with it. My sister was my opposite. Prissy, loved dresses and
silly shoes that were good for nothing but producing sweaty
blisters. Today she’d paired the lacy plastic sandals with a
floral sundress.

I'd carried the label of tomboy as far back as I could
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remember, hated dresses, and chose shoe wear for practicality.
Today’s church attire was bell-bottom corduroys I'd lifted from
Mama’s side of the closet and a plain white V-neck T-shirt
I'd lifted from Pa’s side. It was as dressy as [ was going to get.
Charlotte liked to sass about me being stuck in the seventies,
but she had no idea just how deeply I was stuck there and that
I would do anything to go back.

You’d have thought with us being the only two girls out
of the seven siblings that we would have had a tighter bond.
Maybe if there had been less than the six years’ age difference,
or if I had been more agreeable.. ..

Pixy bumped into my leg, grunted, and then plopped down
on the worn pine floor at my feet. Her earthy scent mingled
with the lemon oil I'd used yesterday to wipe down the pews.
I moved over to give her more sprawling room, but that only
made her scoot until she’d eliminated the space between us and
was right back to nuzzling my foot. Pixy had issues. Namely her
identity crisis. She thought she was a five-pound poodle. She
wasn’t. Pixy was actually a thirty-six-pound potbelly pig.

With the town viewing us as riffraff, it wasn’t surprising to
find animals dropped off near the front of our 850-acre farm.
I'd found Pixy tied to the mailbox a few years back. Another
time, we discovered a billy goat had wandered up to the house
and was gnawing on the porch rail one morning. We named
him Woody, for obvious reasons.

Animals weren’t the only surprises people left for us. One
time it was a stolen car left in the west field. Pa called the cops
on that one. And he should have called about another surprise

gift but chose to handle it in his own special Dave Foster way.
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The guesthouse tucked in the western part of the farm was
considered to have an open door to anyone needing a place to
stay for a while. A Native American couple from the Lumbee
Tribe found their way to Nolia Farms one spring. Some didn’t
care for that, namely grown men parading around like ghosts,
and so a cross was erected in our yard and set afire. Pa, being
Pa, rushed into the house, and we all prepared ourselves for
him returning with the shotgun. Instead, he came outside
with a bag of marshmallows and skewers fashioned from wire
hangers.

As those fools in white robes and pointy hats watched on,
we roasted marshmallows and sang “The Old Rugged Cross.”

Their ringleader accused Pa of blasphemy, but Pa shut
that down with a confidence Dave Foster wore better than his
denim shirt. Mama said that shirt made her swoon, so there’s
that.

Pa jabbed a finger at the flaming cross. “No. You setting
fire to this sacrificial symbol of freedom and love for a// is the
actual crime of blasphemy. Now how ’bout we set aside our
differences. Y’all welcome to take those hoods off and enjoy a
marshmallow with us.”

Not having the desired effect of running off our guests, the
Klan skulked off into the night and never bothered us again
with their hate. I asked Pa why he didn’t fight back or yell
or something, thinking that’s more like what they deserved
instead of an invite for marshmallows. His answer has always
stuck with me.

“Fighting hate with hate will only produce more hate.”
“Whew-ee, is the Lord good!”
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I snapped out of my thoughts and realized Pa had aban-
doned the piano and was now towering behind the small
podium.

Shoulders as broad as the side of a barn, about six and a
half feet tall, the man was a giant. The bushy black beard and
matching thick hair helped to earn him his nickname: Paul
Bunyan. I was his sidekick, always following him around. In my
younger years it was so I could bask in the sunshine he seemed
to carry, but now that I was older, it was to keep a closer eye
on him for when the shadows seeped through.

Paul Bunyan, of course, was always seen with his big blue
ox. So I didn’t take offense to being saddled with the nickname
Ox as my pa’s constant companion. My five-foot-ten-inch
frame was quite muscular and it was no secret that I was as
strong-minded as an ox, even a fictional one.

A chorus of amens and praise bes rang out as Pa dabbed at
the tears streaking the tops of his cheeks. The only time he
cried was when he was happy, but I wasn’t judging him about
it since my tears had abandoned me long ago in the good times
or bad. I'd gone as far as hiding in the packhouse to pinch the
fire out of my arm to the point of bruising just to see if I could
find my tears, but nothing. They were gone. Like a lot of things
in my life.

“The Spirit is calling for us to testify!” Pa’s voice boomed
around the small building. The windowpanes rattled from his
enthusiasm as the small congregation agreed with their own
shouts.

Phoenix groaned from the pew behind me where he sat

with Boston and Raleigh. “We gonna be here forever”
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I cut him a look over my shoulder and shushed him. He was
just two years younger than me, and even though he liked to
act big and bad, often running off at the mouth, my brother
showed some respect by sealing his lips.

The sermon began in Genesis, leapt forward to Philippians,
zigzagged through the Gospels, and rewound to Isaiah. An
hour in, Pa was washed down in sweat with his denim shirt
displaying the evidence of his vigor. And a chorus of growls
were coming from the younger twins sitting to my left. At age
six, I was impressed they were both still awake.

Knox tugged on my shirtsleeve. “Ox, I'm starving.”

I looked down at him, his freckled nose wrinkled and his
lips parted just enough to see the space missing a front tooth.
He was identical to Nash with big blue eyes and a mop of dark-
brown hair. Even their missing teeth were in identical spots.
Having come prepared, I pulled a pack of Nabs out my back
pocket, rousing Pixy from her nap long enough to snatch one
before leaving the rest for the boys.

Without missing a beat, Pa went from preaching to sing-
ing and then returned to preaching. Don’t get me wrong—he
was magnificent and could capture anyone’s attention when
he had the right wits about him. But those times were getting
fewer and further between.

How did we get here? Is there a route away from it?

Those questions haunted me more and more these days
with things spinning out of control, and I wished we could
just turn back the pages to a simpler, happier time.

Nights spent frolicking in the swimming hole just past

a patch of woods at the back of the farm. The moon and
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stars the only light, making the entire experience even more
mischievous.

Tobacco-worm grenade attacks, leaving us covered in
neon-green goo and needing another swim.

Lazy Sunday afternoons on the front porch with each of us
taking turns cranking the ice cream maker, churning out the
best peach ice cream in the world.

One of Mama’s laughing spells that wouldn’t quench until
the entire Foster house was infected. Laughing until fat tears
rolled down our faces and we had deep aches in our bellies
that only righted with some of that peach ice cream or a pack
of the Hostess snack cakes that Mama always snuck in the
buggy at the Piggly Wiggly.

Looking through the innocent lens of adolescence, those
happier days were perfection. Sadly, they had an expiration
date just like those snack cakes. Happiness staled and noth-
ing was pleasing after that. But just like the expired cakes in a
meager season, we had no other choice but to stomach what-

ever life tossed our way next.



Chapter 1

October 1980

Edith Foster was the poster child for hippie living. Her golden-
brown eyes held a glassy appearance most of the time, but
she was never high on anything other than life. Free-spirited,
she didn’t care that a new decade had arrived that was ada-
mant about more being more. Bigger, brighter everything.
Not Mama. Nope. She continued parting her long blonde hair
down the middle, forgoing the thickly applied makeup and big
bangs that were trending. She always tuned the radio to the
easy listening songs from the sixties and seventies instead of
the hip-hop and new wave sounds taking over the airways.
She and Pa said I was the spitting image of her, minus

that dreamy expression and contented smile. On the cusp of

11
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teenage-hood, my only expressive setting seemed to be stuck
on a guarded pout. I was full-on pouting at the moment as
she spoke in that delicate voice laced with whimsy. She was
propped up in her and Pa’s bed, looking like a flower-child
queen as she adjusted the daisy behind her ear that Charlotte
had given her earlier.

“Austin, it’s a beautiful rite of passage as a woman.” Mama
wrapped her hand around my wrist, trying to pull me into
a conversation I wanted no part of. My gaze dropped to the
mood ring on her index finger and I saw that the stone was
blue. It was always blue. I recalled teasing her once that the
thing was a joke and held no other color besides blue, so she
insisted I put it on. I did and the color instantly turned as black
as coal.

“Mama—"

“It’s your body’s natural process of preparing to—"

“Mamal” I tried pulling away from her, but there was no give
to getting away from my spot on the edge of her bed.

“I'm serious. Any day now your flower—”

“Why do we gotta talk about something that ain’t even hap-
pened yet?”

“To be prepared.” She finally let go and resettled on the bed,
nestling in a pile of fluffy blankets and pillows. It looked like
the bed was swallowing her up, except for the giant ball that
was her belly.

“Please, Mama. I’'m so grossed out right now.” My shoulders
shuddered.

She giggled, finding way too much amusement in my dis-

comfort. “I can’t wait to see you with your own young’uns. You



know that saying about your children being ten times worse
than you were as a child.”

An obnoxious snort slipped out as I scanned the dresser
top. It held enough picture frames to cause an avalanche if
someone stomped by it hard enough. “Well, I ain’t having no
young’'uns, so there’s nothing to worry about.” I glanced at her
just in time to see the smile slip slightly from her face.

“Why not?”

I waved toward the pictures, evidence for my conviction.

“You done had enough for the both of us” I aimed a finger at
her ginormous belly that held babies six and seven. “And you
keep spittin’ them out every time I turn around. Seriously, you
and Pa need to apply that part about controlling your urges
that you shared with me in the birds and bees talk. Time to
slow down on some things, missy.”

Her smile returned as she set into having one of her laugh-
ing spells. Holding her belly with both hands, she managed to
say, “You keep getting me tickled like this and these two will
be arriving early.”

“Only two more weeks. They got to be about ready anyway.”

“I’m ready to be out of this bed.” She readjusted, lying more
on her side, but the grimace that flashed on her face gave away
the fact that she was miserable.

When the doctor had diagnosed Mama with preeclampsia—
a word I'd never heard before—I'd ridden my bike into town
and had Miss Jones at the library help me find a book about
it. I ended up with a book about pregnancy that covered con-
ception to birth to complications. Reading it from cover to

cover, I learned things I wished I could unlearn. I also knew
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that calling that entire natural process beautiful was a crock
of bull. Nothing floral about it. Mama could shine that mess
up, sprinkling flowers and pretty words on it all day long, but
I wasn’t falling for it.

“You’ll change your mind.” She pulled her waist-length
hair, the color of sand and sunshine, over her shoulder and
began braiding it. The only times I'd ever seen her wearing it
in any style other than down and free was when she was sew-
ing tobacco or cooking. Seemed the last stages of pregnancy
was the other exception. “I predict you’ll have at least three
children of your own one day.”

“What? You a fortune-teller or something?” I rolled my eyes.

“No, sassy-pants. But I heard there’s one at the fair. Perhaps
you should pay her a visit. See what she says.” Mama giggled,
the real sassy-pants in the room.

I stood, sending out a creak from the brass bedframe, and
pulled the piece of mail from my back pocket. “This came today.”

Mama took it and opened what I already knew to be a map
and began unfolding it. “It’s Tennessee!”

I peeped over the edge of the giant rectangle she held with
both arms spread wide. “Have you thought about backup
names just in case you’re wrong like last time?”

Mama had been sure the last set of twins would both be
girls, so the towns of Charlotte and Elizabeth had been circled
on the North Carolina map. Well, “Elizabeth” came out three
minutes after Charlotte and had everyone gasping when it
was quite obvious she was really a he. Poor baby boy went
a week nameless until Mama decided on Raleigh. It’s kinda

funny, but we’re forbidden to tease him about it. Mama said it
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could cause him identity issues if we did. He had big ears, and
she didn’t forbid that topic, so there’s that.

Grunting, Mama reached to the side table and plucked a pen
from its tiny front drawer. “These two are boys. I think they’ll
even turn out to be identical. There won’t be any surprises with
Nashville and Knoxville” I wasn’t so sure. After all we got a
mixed set last time when she predicted two girls.

She bit her lip while drawing careful circles around the city
names, and I bit my tongue to keep from spewing a protest on
those awful name choices.

Edith Foster was not only a hippie but also a homebody
with a weird wanderlust that took her no farther than the
library. She had a vast collection of maps and National Geo-
graphic magazines but had never stepped foot out of the state
of South Carolina. And for some other weird notion, she
decided to name each one of us after a city she took interest in.

Ruckus from downstairs echoed through the floorboards,
reminding me I had other things to do besides chatting with
Mama. But our one-on-one time was all but nonexistent and
I was selfish, craving every second I could have her to myself.

Carrying twins back-to-back seemed to have taken a toll
on her, but by golly, the woman loved being a mother. She
adored us and was a natural at sensing what we needed.
Boston needed frequent hugs and a listening ear. Phoenix
needed a more stern approach, and she was quick not to
baby him over his handicap nor would she let him by with his
mouthy ways. I suppose she joked and teased with me more
often than not, knowing I was too serious and needed loosen-

ing up. Charlotte and Raleigh were the soon-to-be-dethroned
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babies, a coveted place they’d had all to themselves for the past
seven years, so they were spoiled rotten. I wondered how she
planned on changing that, but I knew she’d figure it out. Shoot,
she even babied Pa and he was a grown man.

I definitely did not inherit my mother’s mothering instincts.
That whole idea interested me about as much as getting a
tooth pulled or talking about my period—both of which made
me nauseous. I'd much rather be out plowing a field or sitting
at the dining table with Pa, studying the Farmers’ Almanac.

“I wish you were going with us,” I mumbled, hearing heavy
footsteps landing on the stairs.

Mama grinned over the edge of the map. “Me too. I bet those
fair workers are from all over the country, if not the world.” Her
eyes went dreamy again. “Be sure to ask some of them where
they are from” That was another one of her little quirks. At a
chance encounter with someone new, her first question was
always wanting to know where the person was from.

“Okay ... I brushed my hair out of my face and sighed. “You
sure I need to tend to the twins tonight?”

“Yes. Your daddy needs some Boston time. That always
cheers him up. Will you please do it for me?”

I wanted to ask what in the world did Pa have to be down
about. It was Mama who deserved some fun time. But I kept
that to myself, just like the weird name choices, and mumbled,

“Yes, ma’am.” The heavy steps turned into a fast-paced bump-
ing sound, sending whoever was on the stairs bouncing down
on his backside. “Ugh. I better go help Pa” Before I made a step
away, Mama gathered my hand in hers.

“Sweetie, I know you don’t like talking about certain things,
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but you still need to be prepared. I've stocked up on supplies.
They’re in the top of the linen closet.”

I knew she was just looking out for me, so I chose to forgo
my grumbling and be agreeable for a change. “Thank you.” I
kissed her cheek and made my way to the door, pausing there
for a moment to give her one last tease. “You need to promise
that these two babies are the last two!”

She rubbed her belly and giggled. “I'm making no such
promise.” She stuck her tongue out.

I stuck mine out too before dashing down the stairs to help
herd the wild animals. Ages ranged from fourteen to seven.
With one mentally challenged and another physically chal-
lenged, I had my hands full. Phoenix sat in the front of the
truck with Pa and the twins, while Boss and I climbed in the
back. It was a warm fall night and even though Boss liked to
babble about nonsense, it was much more peaceful than sit-
ting in the cab.

As Pa pulled into the fairgrounds, melodious music from the
carousel filled the air as thickly sweet as the aroma of cotton
candy and caramel apples. The wind carried over to us, along
with squeals of delight from the roller coaster. Each plunge
could be distinguished by the roar from the riders, wave after
wave confirming that thing had one too many dips for my likings.

For all my grumbling with Mama earlier, I was excited to do
something out of the routine of everyday farm life, which con-
sisted of feeding the small flock of chickens and other critters
before catching the school bus, a mundane school day, after-
school chores, making sure the others did their homework

and their own chores, helping with supper and then bath-time
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routines. With Mama on bed rest, I felt more like a warden
than a preteen girl.

At the ticket booth, Pa divvied out tokens for rides and
games along with three dollars apiece. “That should get ya a
soda and at least two snacks. I'm gonna ride some rides with
Boss, so if you run out of money, come find me or Ox. If you
act like you got good sense, then I'll let you pick out a souve-
nir before we leave” He handed me another bundle of dollars.

“Your ma said you wanted to take the twins on rides?”

Wanted was a strong word, but I nodded anyway. “Yes,
sir” Even though fourteen-year-old Boston had the mind of
probably a four-year-old, he was tall enough and adventurous
enough to ride anything. I sure wished he was my fair compan-
ion for the evening.

“Peg, you good to go? You're welcome to hang out with us
two.” Pa hitched a thumb toward Boston.

“I'm good. I want to see about winning me a goldfish. It’ll
take concentration and y’all just be distracting” Phoenix
turned and limped off toward the game section, the thick
crowd immediately sweeping him away.

“Meet us right back here in two hours,” Pa called, his deep
voice skipping over the heads of people to reach a determined
boy on a goldfish mission.

“Yes, sir!” Phoenix’s voice somehow made its way to us even
though he was out of sight.

Phoenix had more spirit and vinegar than anyone I'd ever
met. He should have been born a redhead, but he was just as
dark-headed as the rest of my siblings. They all favored Pa, with

varying shades of brown hair and blue eyes. An unfortunate
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accident at age three when he’d tripped while chasing after
the tractor left Phoenix minus a leg. His right leg had gotten
caught in the discs before Pa realized he’d fallen. After months
and months of surgeries and rehab, Phoenix returned with
his leg gone from the knee down but having gained a cynical
disposition even at such a young age. Now at age eleven, he
mostly kept his smile to himself and was growing more and
more argumentative about every little thing.

Boston was quick to let Phoenix know he looked like
a pirate and renamed him Peg. No one, not even our newly
ornery brother, ever disagreed with the Boss, as Pa had nick-
named him, after Boston’s favorite singer, Bruce Springsteen.
So the name Peg stuck better than the first prosthetics he had
to wear. Thankfully, the doctors finally got that right with the
help of the Shriners.

“We want to ride the carousel,” Charlotte spoke up for both
her and Raleigh as she always did.

Ilooked over at my little brother. He was nodding his head
in agreement. “The carousel it is.” Holding their hands,  moved
through the crowd and started my night at the fair with most
of the other tiny tots and mamas.

After riding the carousel twice, we took a moment to watch
the bumper cars. Each time a car crashed into another, the
impact sent the twins into a tizzy of gasps and giggles. Right in
the middle of the action was the mayor’s son, Vance Cumberland,
steering his car into others as Malorie Fitzgerald sat beside him,
clinging to his arm. Her father owned one of the only two law
firms in Magnolia and was also kin to the Duke’s Mayonnaise

makers, so of course the town had Vance and Malorie betrothed



20 || Under the Magnolias

before they could crawl. I didn’t get it. A political family joining
forces with a condiment empire? No. How about Duke’s Mayo
and the Merita bread folks? Add a tomato farmer in the mix.
Now that would be a union made in heaven.

Even though Vance was a grade ahead of me, I knew more
about him than any boy in my own grade, and it was Malorie’s
fault. She and I were in the same grade. With our last names
beginning with the same letter, we were destined to always
have lockers beside each other. Well, doomed was more like it,
because I'd already had my fill of all things Vance Cumberland.
It was Vance this and Vance that.

Vance just completed his Eagle Scout.

Vance was the best first baseman this county has ever seen.

Vance did volunteer work at the Y.

Vance, Vance, Vance . .. Yuck, yuck, yuck . ..

Malorie squealed and playfully popped Vance in the arm
when he rammed two other cars head-on. I rolled my eyes
and began leading the twins away from the perfect couple’s
obnoxiousness and toward the snack vendors.

Time passed quickly with me helping the twins on and off
all the kiddie rides, buying more sweets and then popcorn to
tamp down the sugar. We shared a grape slushy while I stealth-
ily watched my classmates run around in freedom from one
wild ride to the next. The ring-toss game became the highlight
of my night, using the rest of our money to ring three of those
crazy-tall soda bottles with the curvy necks.

By the end of the two hours, the twins were tired and whiny,
my back hurt from lugging three oddly shaped soda bottles

around, and Phoenix was missing. When he didn’t turn up at
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the ticket booth as instructed, Pa led us on a hunt that took us
to all of Phoenix’s favorite places. When those were a bust, we
followed Pa around to the edge of the fairgrounds, where the
haunted house, the mirror maze, and other oddities were set up.
It was darker in that area too, except for one attraction.

A sparkly purple tent strung with a million twinkling lights
drew us to it like moths to a flame. Two flaps were rolled
back to reveal a round table dressed in black velvet with a
crystal ball perched in the center. The glow of it caught my
eye first, but then I noticed the two people occupying the
table. Plain ordinary Peg sat in a chair across from a dazzling
fortune-teller.

“Look, Pa” I pointed. “Peg’s at the fortune-teller’s tent.”

“That boy,” Pa muttered while leading the group over to the
table where Peg seemed to be in deep conversation with the
woman. “Peg, what in tarnation are you doing?” Pa tipped his
head at the fortune-teller, who was draped in glittery robes
and wearing a fantastic beaded head wrap I couldn’t wait to
tell Mama about. “Sorry for any trouble my son has caused
you, ma’am. How much do I owe you?” He began to pull out
his wallet.

“A lot,” Peg spoke up. “I want Foxy to be my souvenir. [ ain’t
even gonna be mad no more ’bout not winnin’ a fish so long
as I get to have her”

All eyes turned to the stunning woman. Her dark face glowed
from the twinkling lights and her iridescent makeup, but her
expression remained neutral. The air shifted, taking the scent of
popcorn and earth with it, revealing a heady spice that swirled

around us. It was exotic and new compared to the plainness of
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country living we were familiar with, so I knew it was a part
of this woman as much as the silk material wrapping her head.

Pa apologized to her again before giving Peg a stern look.

“Son, a souvenir is like those bottles Ox has or a stuffed animal
or something. Not a human. And it’s rude to even suggest that.
You owe—" Pa read the sign leaning against the table—“Mrs.
Deveraux an apology.”

The fortune-teller waved a hand dismissively. “Phoenix
has been perfectly fine. And please call me Foxy.” Her voice
was hypnotic with a different drawl than our Carolina twang.
It was deep with a confident authority yet feminine enough
to be alluring, and it made me wonder if it was part of her act.
The twins seemed to be just as entranced as the rest of us and
took several steps to get closer to her.

“Dave Foster.” Pa extended his hand and she shook it.

“You sure are a purty Black woman,” Boss commented, his
grin spreading.

“Thank you, young man.” Foxy’s lips curled into a slight
smile.

“Boss!” Pa nudged him on the shoulder. “Mrs. Foxy, he didn’t
mean no harm by that. Land’s sake. You probably thinking I'm
raising a bunch of heathens with no manners.”

“No, I think you’re raising truth speakers. I am Black. A
woman. And my Jinx says I’'m beautiful, too.” Foxy discreetly
tucked a stack of cards inside a wooden box when Boston
reached for them. She handed him a beaded necklace and he
instantly forgot about the cards. The rest of us were given neck-
laces as well. “Phoenix was trying to talk me into coming home

with him. Said his mother can’t even get out the bed and that Ox
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doesn’t cook as good.” There was a little bit of tease tingeing her
tone, but her sparkling face remained neutral as her onyx eyes
found me. She winked. “I told him I'm not a good cook either.”

I expected Pa to scold Phoenix, gather us up, and move on.
Instead, he grabbed a chair and struck up a conversation with
the fortune-teller. “My wife is due soon with twins. We run
a farm and Edie works enough for two grown men, but she’s
going to have her hands full with the babies. You wouldn’t
happen to be looking for a change from this, would ya?” Pa
gestured toward the tent.

“Change is a part of life. I'm always looking for it” She
tapped a long purple nail against her dark-red lips. “But my
Jinx isn’t one for change”

When Foxy shared with Pa that her husband worked the
petting zoo and livestock exhibit, he left the young’uns with me
and took off like a shot. I couldn’t understand what kind of wild
hair came across him to suddenly be looking for farm help. He
was known for wild hairs, though, and it wasn’t out of charac-
ter for him to offer up the guesthouse out on the farm to folks.

Later, Pa returned with a frowning man. Average height
but skinny as a rail, Jinx Deveraux was opposite of his flashy
wife. He smoothed the thick mustache above his lips while Pa
tried selling him on the idea of farm living.

“My granddaddy and my daddy done an’ worked for the
man. [ ain’t gonna let my queen live oppressed.” Jinx bent and
placed a kiss on Foxy’s cheek, then went back to rejecting
Pa’s offer of food and board in exchange for helping out at
the farm.

“But this can’t have much freedom.” Pa spread his arms
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wide and we all took in the flashing lights and chaos of the
fair. “Don’t ya wanna plant some roots with your queen?
You'd even have your own house and a piece of land to do
it with. Us meeting is a divine appointment, my friend. Don’t
ya see that?”

They kept right on going round and round until the fair was
shutting down for the night. After the Deverauxs agreed to
think about it and Pa left them directions out to the farm, Pa
bowed his head and prayed for God to lead Foxy and Jinx to us.
When I lifted my eyes, I caught a glimpse of a smile tugging at
Foxy’s lips. It looked like she was in agreement but she didn’t
put any words to it. Only time would tell.

We began walking off, but I whirled around and asked,

“Where are you from, Mrs. Foxy?”
“New Orleans,” Foxy answered, and I knew Mama was
going to love that answer.

I waved, almost losing one of those darn bottles, and turned
to catch up with my family. It was a little chilly on the ride
home, but I was too hyped up for it to bother me. Life was so
routine that something as ordinary as meeting someone new
was extraordinary to not only me but the rest of the Foster
clan. We were all chatty, Boss and I leaning through the open
back glass of the truck to talk about it with the others, all the
way to the farm.

As soon as Pa pulled up to the house, I cradled the awk-
ward bottles to my chest and jogged straight up to tell Mama
about Foxy and her rad costume. Each hurried step made the
bottles clang together, ringing out a warning of my imminent

arrival. I collected all the details to share with her, hoping not
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to forget anything. [ knew how easy it was for a moment to get
tangled up, some parts shifting while other parts faded like
sneakers left in the sun too long, until a memory was only a
muddled reflection of the truth.

I barreled through the door to share one memory only to
collect another one I would spend years distorting, reshap-
ing, and wanting to forget. My arms went limp, glass shattered,
liquid soaked my feet, and my throat burned from the scream
ripping through me.

One blue baby on the bed, strangling on a whimper.

The other baby weakly crying where he was nestled in my
mother’s lifeless arms.

The daisy wilted and tangled in her sweaty hair.

A stream of crimson leading away from my mother’s still
body.

The Tennessee map on the floor, dotted with blood.

Iinstantly collected the details only to remember things we
should have thought about before leaving for the fair.

We never should have left her completely alone. Upstairs,
with the only phone in the house way down in the kitchen. I
should have done something besides sassing and sticking my
tongue out at her for our last memory together . ..

“Peg! Peg, get help!” I screamed, trying to unstick my feet to
get to the blue baby.

“Bless your heart.”
“Sweetheart, we praying for y’all”

“The First Methodist is bringing supper in a bit.”
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“Let us know if y’all need anything, dear.”

Each awkward half hug accompanied some line of con-
dolence as people filed past me, yet I sat on the back pew,
stiffer than the wood bench, giving no reply or hug in return.
I couldn’t. Finding Mama dead had stolen my voice, my heart,
my hope, my—

“Honey, don’t you want to join your family?” Morty Lawson
whispered in his soft voice. He was directing the funeral, try-
ing to keep it on track, I supposed. Pa had led my siblings out
behind the casket and pallbearers moments before without
even realizing he was missing me. It had been four days since
Mama'’s passing and he had been sleepwalking ever since. We
all were, to various degrees.

I shook my head and kept my eyes down, staring at his
shiny penny loafers. The prissy man wrapped his arms around
me, pressing my face against the coolness of his silk shirt. I
wanted to experience the luxurious fabric with my palms, but
I kept my hands fisted in my lap.

Morty patted my shoulder before letting go and dis-
appearing out with the others. A few more folks tried engag-
ing me into a mournful moment, but I wanted to share my grief
with no one but Mama, so I kept my head down and let my long
hair drape as a shield around my face.

The hushed chatter began to fade outside when a throat
cleared in front of me. Through a small crack in my hair cur-
tain, I could see he was facing me, one knee resting on the
pew as he sort of leaned toward me. I lowered my head more,
hoping he’d get the hint.

He cleared his throat again. “I'm Vance Cumberland.”
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I swallowed before muttering, “Okay.” The one word felt
prickly leaving my throat.

When I offered nothing else, he spoke again. “And you’re
Austin?”

Even though he was asking me to confirm, I only repeated
a scratchy “Okay.”

Behind me, a stern hand squeezed my shoulder. Nothing
else followed, not even placating words, before the person
stomped off. And then a familiar sound reached me from out-
side the door. One I'd begun to expect over the last several
years.

Vance gasped. “That old lady just spit on the steps of the
church.”

“Yes” I confirmed what I already knew.
“Yes? But why?”

Sighing, I kept my head down but tucked the hair curtain
behind my ears. “That’s Miss Wise. It’s okay.”

I’'m sure he wanted to ask more about Miss Wise and her
odd behavior, but I was thankful when he didn’t. I had no
energy or desire to explain that woman, especially when I
didn’t understand her myself.

The chapel finished emptying, leaving just the two of us.
The quiet was sweeter than the cakes and pies lining the
counters and any other free space found back at the house.
The past three nights had been spent tending to the newborns
with my other siblings camping out in my room to find some
semblance of comfort, which had me running on very little
sleep. Seemed there was always someone crying who needed

me to hold them. Or someone thirsty and needing me to get
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them a glass of water. Or someone hungry and needing me to
get them a plate of food.

As soon as Morty drove away from the house that night
with Mama in the back of his funeral home van, Pa had
checked out. And he’d yet to return. With no grandparents, I
was on my own. Pa’s parents had passed away within months
of each other when I was in kindergarten and Mama never
knew hers because she was raised in a group home.

Some friend of Mama’s had come in from Nebraska to pay
her respects and had volunteered to watch the newborns dur-
ing the funeral, so my plan was to sit here alone for as long as
I could get away with it. Vance made no move to leave, so my
alone-time window was closing rapidly.

“Listen, Austin .. ” His warm hand pressed my knee briefly
before retreating to the other side of the pew. “I...I never want
to know how you feel right now.”

I had expected another regurgitated line of condolence, so
his blunt words had my eyes snapping up to meet his. Green as
a grassy meadow on a summer day, they weren’t looking af me
but inside me, taking on a portion of the pain I was struggling
to carry on my own.

“Vance, Son, we need to head out.” His mother spoke from
behind me, breaking the moment and sending my head to
lower once more.

“Yes, ma’am.” The pew creaked as Vance stood. He walked
away.

It would be the last time we would exchange words for
many years. It was only a handful of words, but they com-

forted me when it seemed nothing else would.
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I learned some hard truths during that terrible fall. One truth
was that a person could be dead even with a pulse. The stench
seeping from my parents’ bedroom was proof. I'd let it go on for
a week after the funeral, but today there was no other choice
but to put a stop to it.

Steeling myself after getting everyone off to school, I
shoved open the door and nearly threw up. The room looked
and smelled like a crime scene. Pungent body odor; picture
frames toppled like dominoes, a few scattered and broken
on the floor; clothing strung and strewed; a limp body on
the bed.

I hurried over to the window and yanked it open to let in
some fresh air and hopefully push out some of the staleness.
My stomach twisted when I caught sight of the bloody bed-
ding crumpled in the corner. Turning my back to it, I faced the
bed and the unmoving giant. He still wore the suit from the
funeral. Shoes untied yet they remained on his feet. One arm
slung over his face.

“How have you been able to stand wearing these all this
time?” I pulled his shoes off and the new stench that action
released sent me into a bout of gagging. I tossed them across
the room before realizing the noise could wake the babies
down the hall. Cringing, I perked an ear and held my breath.
Thankfully, the house remained silent.

“Pa, you gotta get up.” My request was met with no response,
so I shook his leg. Finally he moved a little. “Please, Pa. I really

need you to get up. The babies are low on formula and diapers.”
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No response.

No matter how much I pleaded with him, he remained
unresponsive, and eventually I got good and mad. I marched
to the bathroom and collected a glass of water. Returning, I
emptied it over his greasy head. He barely blinked in acknowl-
edgment. Didn’t even turn his head to dodge the water. I'd have
rather he’d jumped up and got ahold of me for that.

As I swallowed my tears, another hard truth became clear.

Mama wasn’t there to protect us from Pa’s dark seasons
anymore. A hard question followed that hard truth: Would I
be able to step into her role and protect my siblings from them?

Whatever was going on with Pa went beyond normal
grief, but I was too young to understand what exactly it was.
With Mama’s shield no longer in place, I fully experienced the
shadows that fell from Pa’s presence for the first time. It was a
murky place, dim with very little understanding.

But Mama had never let him hide this long, so I knew I
couldn’t walk away and allow him to continue rotting in this
room.

With the time ticking down to the newborns’ next feeding,
I began to panic. Fear crawled up my neck and tightened my
shoulders as I treated my father in a way I'd never done before.
My pa wasn’t a mean man, but I didn’t know the hollow man
unmoving on the bed. There was no choice but to push and
face whatever repercussions arose.

I talked hard, whisper-yelling, “You need to stop acting like
a baby!” When that didn’t work, I tried talking even meaner.

“You should be ashamed of yourself. Mama would be so dis-

appointed in you for doing this to us young’uns.” Tears burned
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my eyes, but I refused to release them. “So suck it up and get
your sorry tail out of this bed”

Pushing and pulling and shoving at his deadweight, I was
finally able to coerce him up and into the bathroom. “And you
stink. Like really, really bad. Like that time Boss got sprayed by
the skunk and then thought the mud in the pigpen would mask
it .. ” I grunted while depositing him onto the closed toilet
lid. His big ole form slouched in such a defeated manner that
pity tapped my anger on the arm, but I held tight to the fury
in order to get through this moment. Pity would do nothing
but shove me inside his shadows, and that wouldn’t do either
one of us any good. “Yeah. No. You stink worse. So you better
use the whole bar of Irish Spring” I jabbed a finger toward
the shower after I set the water to warm and stomped out. I
wanted to slam the door for good measure but remembered
the babies in time to squelch the notion.

While he washed, I stripped the sour sheets off the bed and
collected the stiff bloody ones from the corner. After setting
the sour ones to washing and tossing the stained set, I gathered
clean clothes for Pa and placed them just inside the bathroom
door and waited for him to dress. I stood there and gave him
instructions on brushing his teeth as if he’d never done these
small tasks once in his life. When I had to open the tube of
toothpaste and squeeze some onto his toothbrush for him, I
began to wonder.

By the time I had Pa settled at the dining table and was
force-feeding him grits, exhaustion hit me hard, but the soft
cries coming from my room let me know there was no time

to be exhausted. Staring into my father’s hollow, bloodshot
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eyes that held no acknowledgment of his newborn sons’ cries,
another hard truth twisted my insides.
[ had become a mother before I'd even become a woman.
Mama’s talk that night before she died came to mind, and
I knew for certain she was no fortune-teller. She’'d predicted I
would have three children, but there was no way that was ever
going to happen. I already had seven to take care of, and one

of them was a grown man.



	Cover
	Endorsements
	Half Title
	Title
	Copyright
	Dedication
	Prologue
	Chapter  1: The Fortune-Teller



