
 1 

 

The Faces of Water 

by Scarlett D'Anna 

Below is an excerpt is from “The Faces of Water.” The culmination of a creative research project that was 

completed during the 2011 Rhodes Institute for Regional Studies. This story examines the intersecting issues 

of faith, gender, sexuality, and race in Memphis. While the completed piece is under consideration for 

publication it cannot be displayed online. Those interested in reading the entire novelette should contact the 

author via email, at danjs@rhodes.edu. 

 

 I heard the sharp sound of water breaking, of ocean giving way beneath the weight of a 

sinking boy body. But I never saw my brother fall. When I turned, he was gone. No flailing limbs. 

No orange life-jacket buoying Bradley back to us. Just a rippling disturbance in the cold blue 

where the Atlantic had swallowed him whole. 

 Later that year, I watched Daddy's brown hands—brown like Bradley's, darker than 

Mama's or mine—efficiently folding and sorting, packing a single suitcase. I followed him from 

bedroom to den to hallway, then out the front door. A too-small shadow that asked, Where are 

you going? He ruffled my hair and said, Stay here. So I stayed here on the porch that wrapped 

around our home like loving arms, shielded from the downpour and lightning that branched 

blue-white across the sky. He drove, purposeful, through that wall of rain, disappearing as 

abruptly as my brother had. And I stayed, waiting for him to come back. 

 Do you know what families are made of, fathers and brothers and mothers like mine? 

They're bodies of water. Oceans that open up to swallow what we love. Sand-bottomed seas dry 

as deserts. Waterways created and directed at God's whim, and they leave hollows in their 

wake. Empty spaces too big to fill, though I've watched Mama try. First with a Book's salvation, 
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then a bottle's. 

 So now I wait for the current to claim me, to carry me home. 

~ ~ ~ 

 Mama has been gone for four (of her court-ordered twenty-eight) days before I turn to 

her Bible for guidance.  

 This morning I found an eviction notice the color of cotton candy taped to the front door. 

A ticket to homelessness, spun sugar pink.  

 The Honorable Judge Wickens thinks my uncle is keeping me “for the duration of my 

mother's rehabilitation.” Not so. Uncle Gill loves me just enough that he will claim to house me, 

but not enough to do it. He likes to remind me of Deuteronomy 23:2: “A bastard shall not enter 

into the congregation of the Lord.”  

 I drop the Good Book on the kitchen table and skim the words of prophets and apostles. 

Pressed carnations nestle in Paul's letter to the Corinthians, funeral tokens with brown-tipped 

petals, dry and papery as the pages. Polaroids of my mismatched family mark the divide 

between Old Testament and New. Cards of all kinds are stuffed in the back of the book: a few 

Get Well Soons, two Thank Yous, and one It's a Girl! I pick up the card that celebrates my birth 

with glittering Hallmark poetry. Where is It's a Boy!—lost along with my brother? 

 Direction is tucked between Genesis 7 and 8. A yellowed envelope postmarked 2005. 

The stamp, worth thirty-seven cents, pictures an eagle with its wings spread over a rippling 

American flag. A return address is neatly printed in the top left corner: 

 

Douglas Leeds 

1374 Yellowbough Road 
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Memphis, TN 

38115 

 

 I can see 1374. Dogwoods blossom in the front yard, crucifix-shaped flowers speckled 

with the blood of Christ. There's a white house with blue shutters that has room inside for a 

family of four. Just like our home in Lexington. A porch wraps around it; a good place for a little 

girl to wait, should someone invite her to stay here.  

 Word for word, I know what this envelope holds: my father's ink and paper apology, 

creased from many foldings and unfoldings. Watermarked by oily fingerprints and tears, my 

mother's libations. Next to the freshly printed cotton candy notice, the old letter looks worn and 

hard-traveled. One putting me out, the other pulling me in. Endpoints framing a line. 

~ ~ ~ 

 Tell me a story, I say. 

 Samson strong, Daddy lifts me up and sits me on his shoulders. My white-stockinged, 

buckle-shoed legs dangle on either side of his head. Hands, brown like Mama's milk-and-sugar 

coffee, hold me in place. The porch is my ark against the Great Flood. I can touch the wooden 

slat roof and hear rain thum-thum-thum thumping right in my ear. I'm smooshing the cupcake 

dress Mama makes me wear to church, listening to the sky's beating heart. 

 Daddy asks, What kind of story?  

 A real one! A true one!  

 But stories don't know how to tell the truth, he says. That's why people love them. That's 

why you want one. 

 Then they lie?  
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 Coffee hands lift me, tickle me, and bring me back to the summer storming earth.  

 Not exactly. He laughs and sighs at the same time, like something's almost funny—but 

not. Never mind, he says, I'll tell you a white-lie story. Something with a little truth in it. 

 We sit on the porch swing, side by side, watching the rain. 

 His thick eyebrows scrunch together, two black caterpillars leaning close for a kiss. Then 

he opens his mouth and a story comes out: 

 The Aborigines in Australia say the newborn earth is full of hollows. Waterholes. Beneath 

them lie the ancestors of life, spirits hidden and sleeping. Dreaming. Sunbeams streak through 

the dark waters, fill the hollow places and wake the sleepers. Impregnated with light— 

 What does pregnated mean? 

 Hush, Pumpkin, it's rude to interrupt: 

—Full of light, the ancestors climb from their wells and give birth to every living thing. Mothers 

of all, they sing to the children of their bodies. They walk a trail across the infant earth and 

name everything with music. I am kangaroo. I am mountain. I am river. I am man, ever 

wandering in the wake of my forebears. 

 I wait for more, but that's it. Your story doesn't make any sense. Besides, Pastor David 

says Adam named everything.  

 Daddy smiles. Would you like a fairy tale instead? 

~ ~ ~ 

 A house is quiet when the bills are overdue and your mother's in rehab. No ringing 

phone or television shows. No Mama to worry out loud, asking me, Robbie, how will we pay for 

this? pay for that? only to pay for the comfort of Jim Beam instead.  
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 So, in this quiet, I can hear Uncle Gill knocking at once.  

 As soon as I open the door he gives me his skin peeling look. Mouth tight, ready to 

preach out Paul's letters. Then he sees my backpack slung across one shoulder and asks, Whar 

exactly are you going, young lady? 

 Where always sounds like wharf, sans f, when he says it. 

 I'm taking a Walkabout. 

 Uncle-eyes are dark and narrowed on my backpack, wanting to peel that open too. A 

walk about whar?  

 Wharever the fuck I please, I want to tell him. Instead, I say, To town.  

 Which is true. I'm going into the city of Noreen, proper. And then four hundred miles 

more to Memphis. 

 My uncle is a big man. Tall and broad with a beer gut that strains beneath his work shirt. 

Thick arms like red hams dusted with fine blonde hair. His hands are wide palmed and work 

calloused with short, blunt fingers. Tobacco hoeing, car dismantling, page turning hands.  

 He waits. Takes off his hat and beats it against his thigh. An absent tapping, then harder. 

Well, don't invite me in or nothing. 

 I'm on my way out, I say. What d'you need? 

 Uncle Gill runs one of those heavy hands through thinning curls. Sucks the inside of his 

cheek, scripture-preaching tongue searching for tobacco that isn't there. Well, he says, I just 

wanted to tell you. Your Mama called. Says she's doing fine at that center. Says she's sorry bout 

what happened. And when she comes home ya'll work it all out. 

 Yeah, sure. Yeah, sure we can work it out. 
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 My uncle has this way of looking at me: 

 Eyes on my hair, cut short as a boy's, the faded brown color of dishwater gone cold. On 

my face, just safe from androgyny. The scars banding my wrists and forearms, straight-edged 

with the precision of intent. He can peel away my girl face and girl body with one look. He can 

see the boy name and boy me (Robbie Jo, not Roberta Josephine) hiding underneath. 

 My uncle looks and sees and doesn't like what he finds. Because it is out of God given 

category and dangerous.  

 You stay outta trouble, he says. Then he puts his cap back on, squeezes the bill, and 

walks off. 

 Don't offer me a ride or nothing! 

 You got two legs, he says, and was ready to use 'em before I dropped in. 

~ ~ ~ 

 I want a story. 

 At first I don't think my father hears me. Then he says, I can't. My head's too full of real 

things to tell a story. 

 Please, I can't sleep. 

 I'm sorry, Pumpkin. I don't have any stories right now. 

 Yes you do. I know when you're lying. 

 He looks at me. Dark eyes cold, well deep, and they don't look like my Daddy's eyes at 

all.  

 Okay, he says. Here's a story:  

 Your mother won't stop crying because your brother was never baptized. She tells me our 
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son has gone to hell and it's my fault. My fault because I know truth from fiction and don't 

believe anything in her Book. Bradley's dead, and your mother's so busy worrying over his soul 

that she doesn't care anything about his life. Or mine, or yours. 

 How's that? Doesn't it sound almost true? 

~ ~ ~ 

 Noreen is the sort of town where rural tradition is reluctantly giving way to a suburban 

future. Silos, barns, and tobacco fields have been torn down and uprooted by strip malls and 

supermarkets. Subdivisions with names like Orchard Park, Eagle Run, and Indian Ridge—

orchards, eagles, and Indians long gone—replace neighborhoods built in the 1920's. The city 

hall, library, post office, and community center share the town square with McDonald's, 

Walgreens, and Kroger. The Osh Kosh B'Gosh factory proudly employs ten percent of the city's 

working population. On my way out of Noreen, I pass the newly opened Super Wal-Mart, tall 

windows heralding the Rolled Back world inside. Its parking lot is a sea of new black asphalt, 

larger than the primary school behind it. 

 Everything is changing from the ground up in Noreen, except the people.  

 The hardest part about leaving is the walk from the town square to the interstate. I 

expect my thumbs-up to be a hitch-hiker's magic trick, and I lean on the shoulder of the road, 

hand raised high. An overcast sky hides the sun, but it's so humid that I can taste the hot 

moisture in the air. Sweat trickles down between my shoulder blades and breasts. My t-shirt 

sticks wetly against my back, the pack on it growing heavier. Should've left Mama's Bible behind. 

Salvation isn't worth its weight. So I take off my backpack and sit on it, thumbing the passing 

traffic for nearly an hour. 
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 Then a white Mercedes pulls over. The driver's window lowers, a tinted curtain rolling 

down to reveal a grey-haired man. He smiles with a row of Chiclet teeth too perfect to be real 

and asks me a few questions.  

 I say, No, I am not a prostitute, and No, I am not giving him a blow-job for twenty dollars. 

Or fifty.  

 When he offers a hundred I think of the $61.38 in my pocket. Money stolen from the 

emergency fund Mama hid in a Christmas cookie tin on top of our refrigerator. Can I make sixty 

dollars stretch from Noreen to Memphis?  

 One-fifty. Rheumy eyes linger on the front of my t-shirt. I tell him to fuck himself because 

I won't.  

 Bitch, he says, and drives away.  

 Then I walk.  

 And walk, and walk, envious of the cars that race by. Sleek corvettes with bright paint 

jobs riding low on the asphalt. Semi-trucks, Bugs, two-seater Mini Coopers, SUVs, and stretch 

Hummers. Minivans with childish cargo in the backseat, pressing pig noses and foggy mouths to 

their windows.  

 Overhead, grey clouds cluster, heavy with the promise of rain, and I pray to God for one 

more broken promise.  

 Grace arrives in the form of a mud splattered pickup truck with mismatched hubcaps. It 

slows to a stop, then the passenger door swings open. Behind the steering wheel is a thickset 

woman, fortyish, with wiry orange hair and more freckles than I've ever seen. 

 Need a ride? Her grin shows an honest gap where an eyetooth should be. 
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 Do I ever. I swing my backpack to the floorboard and climb up.  

 I'm Robbie. Nice to meet you. 

 Ruth, the driver says. Hazel eyes go to my high school backpack, my face. How old are 

you, Robbie? 

 Eighteen.  

 Uh huh, Ruth says, eyes unconvinced. Well, where're you headed? 

 Memphis. Going to see the King's many mansions. Yourself? 

 Home. So long as you don't fiddle with the radio, I can take you as far south as Nashville.  

 That sounds more than fair to me. 

 Through ten counties we listen to every country music song from “Blue Moon” to “Pop a 

Top Again.” Hank Williams' “I'm So Lonesome I Could Cry” plays at least three hundred times. 

But I keep my end of the bargain and my hands off the radio.  

 It starts raining as we cross the Tennessee border. Windshield wipers squeak a two-beat 

rhythm across the glass. Rain redirected, clearing a double crescent view of the road ahead. I 

hug my backpack to my chest and listen to the downpour pinging off the steel cab. 

 Memphis is a long ways. Your family know about this trip? 

 How many miles has she been chewing that question? I toe a crumpled napkin in the 

floorboard with my sneaker, thinking up a story. 

 I don't have any family. Discounting Uncle Gill. My parents and brother drowned when I 

was nine, so now it's just me.  

 It's only two-thirds a lie, so I don't feel too bad about telling it. 

~ ~ ~ 
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 After my father leaves, I collect stories.  

 I fill a fat scrapbook with newspaper clippings. Class notes from English and Biology and 

American History. Articles from The New York Times and National Enquirer. Scissors liberate 

“The Little Match Girl” from my book of fairy tales, and I paste the story between two Fortune 

covers. Pictures of endangered species from National Geographic share a page with a rare steak, 

cut from Bon Appétit.  

 March 27, 2009. A science lesson makes me think of Bradley, so I tape this note into my 

book: 

 Chemical nomenclature describes the structure of things infinitesimally small. Particles 

too tiny for even a microscope to see. Today I learned how to name water. Dihydrogen oxide. A 

single oxygen atom book-ended by two hydrogens covalently bonded. Mrs. Burton said it would 

take ten trillion to make a drop the size of a period mark. How many trillions of water molecules 

filled my brother's lungs? And if my mother is right, how many would it have taken to fill a 

baptismal pool and save his soul? 

~ ~ ~ 

 Thank God, Ruth, and Greyhound my stay in Nashville was short.  

 Ruth took pity on me, and in exchange for my real age (sixteen) and the truth (part of it 

anyway), she let me spend the night at her house. In the morning she bought me a Whopper, a 

Coke, and a bus ticket to Memphis. For the next four hours I used my backpack for a lumpy 

pillow, read three of four Gospels, and ate lunch out of a bus station vending machine: a sticky 

cold honey bun, bag of Fritos, and a bottle of water. 

 The Memphis Greyhound station is a dingier version of its Nashville cousin. There's piss 
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on half the toilet seats in the restroom and no hand soap in the dispenser. Tiles, scuffed and 

dirty, below my feet, yellow lights overhead. On my way out I pass a young Latina mother whose 

only luggage is her blanketed newborn. 

 As soon as I step through the doors, a skinny man wearing a sweat stained wifebeater 

approaches me. You need any help with that backpack, miss? Looks heavy. 

 No, thank you.  

 I walk past, but he follows me down the sidewalk. It'd be no trouble, he says. Let me 

carry it for you. 

 Really, I don't need any help. 

 Can I have a few dollars then? Some spare change? 

 He's looking at me with big hungry eyes. A square meal or two wouldn't hurt him—but 

he's got a junkie's arms. Stringy, his wrists and the crooks of his elbows pitted with white scar 

tissue. 

 Then I remember the red ladder marks on my own skin. Wifebeater takes my five dollar 

bill with a Thanks, lady! and runs off. 

 Mama's cookie tin money is down to $51.13. 

 Taxis line the street, waiting to pick up tourists and visitors. I ask the first cabbie I see, Do 

you know where Yellowbough Road is? I need to get to 1374. 

 I know where everything is, he boasts. So this is the taxi for me. 

 Inside, the seats look old but clean. Clear plastic separates me from the driver, and I 

wonder whether it's bulletproof. A panel at the front counts miles traveled and converts them 

into fare, starting with a flat fee of $2.50.  
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 Outside my window is Memphis. Capital of ancient Egypt, the city of barbeque and 

rock'n'roll, housing projects and violent crime. Every street we pass brings something different. 

Half fallen down buildings with boarded up doors and rusted fire escapes on one block; pawn 

shops, gas stations, and coffee houses on the next; then I see red brick houses with white 

columns, two and three stories high, like something out of Gone With the Wind. The nicer the 

houses, the more gates I see. Gates made of wood and wrought iron and brick. 

 $7.50. 

 The taxi stops at a train crossing. Cars trundle past. A different bright design is spray 

painted on each one. Yellow lightning bolts and aqua waves. A cartoon man sleeps along the 

base of one car, his hair disappearing into the wheels. Rainbow cloud letters that say ASHES and 

LOGIC and FUCK YOU. A red car gives white advice: COPE.  

 Train graffiti. It might be the most beautiful thing in this city. 

 Then the last car passes and the taxi moves forward again.  

 $10.00. 

 There's a Church of God on the corner, Church of Christ across the street. Further on, I 

see a Church of God in Christ. St. Therese the Little Flower. Two different churches called First 

Assembly of God. Back to Pentecostal Apostolic Church. St. Seraphim Eastern Orthodox. 

Between the many-named houses of God are used car lots, restaurants, and adult bookstores, 

flashing their wares in neon light. A sign outside the fire department says Days Without a Fire 

Fatality:  3. 

 Memphis, the birthplace of the blues. No wonder. 

 $15.00. 
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 I keep my eyes on the mile meter for the rest of the ride. Watching, counting, mentally 

subtracting from the dwindling bills tucked in my left pocket.  

 My father could have moved in the last six years, making this expensive address 

worthless. He could have married and started a new family. He could be as dead as Bradley.  

 $22.50. 

 This is it, the cabbie says, hand extended.  

 I count out each dollar until I'm left with less than thirty. If I have to, can I make it back to 

Kentucky? 

 Not unless another white Mercedes with perfect dentures pulls over. 

 Yellowbough Road is much like I expected. Quiet, residential, green. But 1374 isn't white, 

there are no dogwood trees, and it lacks a wrap-around porch. The house is red brick with only 

one floor, but the most important thing is just right; “Leeds” is written on the side of the 

mailbox in peeling gold letters. 

 I run up the front steps, knock on the door, and ring the bell twice.  

 Let him be here. Let him want me.  

 Excuse me! Young lady, do you hear me talking to you?  

 An older woman is standing in the yard next door. She wears gardening gloves, grass-

stained pants, and a sunhat despite the overcast sky. Do you know what day it is? she asks me. 

 Saturday? Is it Saturday? 

 No, it's Sunday, the neighbor says, And Mr. Leeds is at church.  

 Church? Are you sure?  

 Of course I'm sure. He's goes every Sunday best I can tell. She takes off her hat and wipes 
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sweat from her forehead. 

 Which church? I ask. Where is it? 

 Oh, I don't know the name of it. The Something Something Church of Christ. It's where 

Yellowbough meets Darlington. She points east. Just around the corner. 

 Thank you, I say, and let the current carry me. 

 


