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Chapter 1 — Arkansas Street

[image: ]


•  •  •

The house smells the way I remember it smelling, which is the way it has always smelled, which is the way I think heaven probably smells if heaven is real and has a kitchen. Cayenne and butter and something pork-related that's been rendering since before we left Houston. Pine-Sol underneath all of it, sharp and clean, because Big Mama mopped the floors this morning the same way she mops them every morning — on her knees, by hand, with a rag she wrings into a bucket, even though Aunt Patricia bought her a Swiffer three Christmases ago. The Swiffer is in the hall closet, still in the box. Some things Big Mama does not negotiate.

"Malik, get the bag out the trunk."

My mother says this before the car is fully stopped. She's been like this since we crossed the state line — tight in the shoulders, checking her mirrors too much, driving five under. Louisiana does something to her. I don't know what exactly, but I can feel it in the car the way you can feel weather changing. She grew up on this street. She knows every crack in every sidewalk out here. And she drives through it like she's passing through someone else's country.

I get the bag. It's a big reusable Kroger bag full of stuff Big Mama didn't ask for — a tin of Danish butter cookies, a bottle of Hennessy that my mother will pretend she didn't bring, and a Tupperware of potato salad that I already know won't get touched because nobody is eating outside potato salad at Big Mama's table. My mother makes it every year. Big Mama thanks her every year. The Tupperware comes home full every year. It's a tradition, like everything else.

Arkansas Street looks the same. It always looks the same. The pale yellow shotgun house with the burgundy trim, sitting on its narrow lot like it grew out of the dirt and decided to stay. The live oak in the front yard is older than anyone alive in the family — roots thick enough to crack the sidewalk, branches reaching over the street like arms trying to hug the house across the way. There's a chain-link fence around the yard with a gate that hasn't latched right since before I was born. Everybody just pushes it open and lets it swing.

The porch is already set up. Aluminum folding chairs in a half-circle. A standing ashtray with sand in it that Uncle Clarence empties every hour on the hour. A red cooler with Barq's root beer and Big Shot pineapple soda for the kids, and a separate cooler — this one blue, sitting behind the chair closest to the door — that has the Bud Light and the Crown Royal and is understood to be grown folks' territory. You touch the blue cooler before you're eighteen and somebody will look at you in a way that rearranges your priorities.

Mr. Landry is across the street on his porch. He's always across the street on his porch. Saints cap, house slippers, a glass of something that is not water. He waves at my mother. She waves back. Mr. Landry has been watching this street since before Katrina, before my mother left. He doesn't miss anything. He doesn't say much either. He just waves and watches and keeps the street accountable by sitting in it.

"Denise! Girl, bring yourself in this house."

Big Mama's voice comes from inside the screen door, which is closed but not locked because Big Mama doesn't lock the screen door on holidays. She says the Lord is her security system and the screen door is just to keep the flies honest. I can see her shape through the mesh — short, wide, moving with the kind of efficiency that looks slow until you realize she's already done three things by the time you figured out what she was doing.

We go inside. The screen door slaps behind us — that sound. That specific spring-and-snap that says you're here now, this is different from wherever you just were. Houston doesn't have a sound like that. Houston doesn't have a door that talks.

The living room hasn't changed. Plastic on the good furniture — the couch, the loveseat, the armchair in the corner where nobody sits because that was Leon's chair and even though he's been gone since 2009 the indent of his body is still in the cushion and nobody is going to be the one to erase it. School portraits on every wall, three generations of Banks kids in their picture-day best, the backgrounds changing from that blue-gray cloud thing in the eighties to the laser beams in the nineties to whatever green-screen nonsense they're doing now. I'm up there. Third row from the bottom, next to the curio cabinet. Seventh grade. I had a fresh lineup and a clip-on tie my mother made me wear. I look like a little politician.

The curio cabinet is Big Mama's museum. Ceramic angels — some white, some brown, a few that look hand-painted by someone who loved the idea of painting more than they loved accuracy. Funeral programs. I used to think it was weird that she kept them in the same cabinet as the angels. I don't think that anymore. There's a space on the top shelf, between a porcelain shepherd and a brass candleholder, where something used to sit. I've noticed it before but never asked about it. It's not empty in a careless way. It's empty in a waiting way. Like something was removed and the space is being held.

The kitchen is a war room and Big Mama is the general. She's got Aunt Patricia on greens duty — a pot so big you could baptize a small child in it, collards rolling in a low boil with smoked turkey necks and a palmful of sugar that Patricia adds when she thinks Big Mama isn't looking. Big Mama is always looking. Aunt Lynn is doing the macaroni and cheese, which is actually three different cheeses and a process so specific that Lynn has it written on an index card even though she's been making it for twenty years. Aunt Carol is at the kitchen table with a glass of Moscato, peeling sweet potatoes and not talking, which is Carol's way of saying she'll talk when she's ready and when she does it'll be the truest thing said all day.

"Hey, Big Mama."

She turns from the stove and looks at me the way she always looks at me — like she's checking to make sure I'm still assembled correctly. Scanning for damage the way a mechanic looks under a hood. Her eyes go to my shoes first — she always checks shoes, says you can tell everything about a boy from his shoes — then up to my face, my eyes, the space behind my eyes where she seems to be able to read things I haven't thought yet.

"Look at you," she says. "Getting tall. You eating?"

"Yes ma'am."

"You eating right? Not that fast food mess?"

"Yes ma'am."

She gives me the look that says she doesn't believe me but she'll let it go because it's a holiday. Then she hugs me. Big Mama is four-eleven, maybe 180 pounds, and when she hugs you, the whole planet gets smaller. She smells like cocoa butter and sage and whatever's in the big pot on the back burner that's been going since Tuesday. I think it's gumbo. In this house, there's always gumbo. It exists in a state between food and religion.

I didn't realize I missed this until just now. Not the food. Not the house. This — the way she holds me like I'm something she made, even though she didn't make me, even though I live four hundred miles away and she sees me twice a year. In Houston, I'm held at arm's length by a city that doesn't know my name. In this kitchen, I'm held close by a woman who prays my name every night. I know this because my mother told me once, in the car, like she was giving me something I'd need later.

My mother is already in the kitchen, moving around the aunties like she still lives here, except she's moving wrong — too fast, too helpful, reaching for things in cabinets where they used to be but aren't anymore. Carol watches her from the table. Carol sees everything but saves it for later, like a court reporter for family drama. Lynn gives my mother a hug that lasts a beat too long, which means Lynn has something to tell her that she'll say later in the back bedroom with the door closed, which means it's about Lynn's husband, which means it's the same thing it's been about for nine years.

Patricia says: "Denise, I know that's not potato salad."

My mother says: "It's Mama's recipe."

Patricia says: "It's your version of Mama's recipe. Those are two different things."

The kitchen laughs. My mother does not laugh, but she puts the Tupperware in the refrigerator like it matters, and Big Mama says "Thank you, baby" without turning from the stove, and that's that.

The uncles are in the backyard. I can hear them through the screen door off the kitchen — Uncle Clarence and two of his deacon friends from Greater Mount Carmel, standing around the smoker like it's a pulpit. The smoker is a converted oil drum that somebody welded legs onto, and it's been running since five in the morning. Turkey inside, because Big Mama does the oven turkey AND the smoked turkey because she's Big Mama and redundancy is not a word she respects in the context of poultry. The smoke is sweet — pecan wood, which is the only acceptable wood in this zip code. Somebody from Texas once suggested mesquite at a family function and three different uncles looked at him like he'd proposed we eat the turkey raw.

Clarence spots me through the screen. "Malik! Come here, boy."

I go outside. Clarence is tall, wide in the shoulders, with hands that look like they were built for either construction or prayer and ended up doing both. He's Big Mama's middle son, married to D-Run's mother Sheila, a deacon at Greater Mount Carmel. He's what happens when a street dude gets saved — the old life is still in his eyes sometimes, especially when he laughs, especially when he's had a beer, but he chose different and the choosing cost him something and you can see the cost in the way he holds his jaw. Like he's always a little clenched. Like relaxing all the way would let something out he put away a long time ago.

"You getting big," he says, which is what every uncle says when they haven't seen you in a year. "You playing ball?"

"No sir."

"What you doing then?"

"School."

Clarence nods like school is acceptable but incomplete. "You read your Bible?"

"Yes sir." I'm lying. Clarence probably knows I'm lying. He asks anyway because asking is the point, not the answer.

"Good. Good." He looks back at the smoker. His deacon friends from Greater Mount Carmel are arguing about LSU's defensive coordinator. This argument will last until the food is ready. It might last until Easter.

I go back inside and drift through the house the way I always drift through it — room by room, noticing the things that are the same. The hallway is dark, narrow, wood floors that creak in a pattern Big Mama can hear from any room in the house. If you try to sneak through this hallway at night, the floors will tell on you. They are loyal to Big Mama and no one else.

The back bedroom — the one they call the "kids' room" even though the last kid to actually live in it was my mother — is where the little cousins are already losing their minds. Jayda, seven, hitting her brother DeShawn, five, with a stuffed animal. DeShawn crying the strategic kind of crying. Their noise fills the back of the house the way it fills the back of every holiday — high-pitched and constant, the sound of being young enough that a stuffed animal is a real weapon and a real grievance.

Last year, I was in there with them. The year before that too. Every Thanksgiving of my life, that room was my room, and I didn't mind it because I didn't know there was another option.

I can hear the other option now. On the front porch.

The voice I hear first is Jav's, because Jav's voice is always first. It comes through walls like it was designed to penetrate architecture — a big, open laugh that makes you want to know what's funny even if you weren't invited.

I go to the front of the house. Push through the screen door. And there they are.

Tre is in the chair closest to the door — next to the blue cooler, even though he's only twenty-one. He's sitting the way Tre always sits: low, legs spread, one hand on his knee, phone face-down on his thigh. Plain white tee, dark jeans, construction Timbs that have seen actual construction. His fade is sharp. His jaw is sharper. Tre doesn't smile much. He looks up when I come out and gives me a nod — small, barely a movement, but it contains information. It says: I see you. It says: we'll talk.

Jav is standing, because Jav doesn't sit when he could be standing, and he doesn't stand still when he could be moving. He's six-two, lean, wearing a fresh crewneck and joggers that cost more than my entire outfit. His chain catches the light every time he shifts his weight, which is constantly. Jav is the kind of person who enters a room and the room adjusts. He's nineteen and has been nineteen for approximately six years, the way some people are just permanently a specific age. He sees me and his face opens up.

"Lil cuz! Malik! Mane, Houston in the building."

He daps me up — the full thing, handshake-pull-in-back-pat, smooth as a sentence he's been saying his whole life. His cologne is aggressive. He smells like the mall.

D-Run is on the top step, sitting with his back against the porch railing, rolling a Black & Mild between his fingers like a tiny baton. He's got on a hoodie even though it's sixty-four degrees, which in Baton Rouge in November qualifies as "not cold but you could justify layers if you wanted to." D-Run is twenty, just got out of East Baton Rouge Parish Prison about sixty days ago — a theft charge, which in his case meant he took something that wasn't his from a place he shouldn't have been, which is about as much as anyone has told me and about as much as I need to know. He's supposed to be keeping his head down. He is not keeping his head down. He looks at me with eyes that are always a little too wide, a little too awake, like prison took something from him and gave him something else back that he hasn't figured out how to turn off yet.

"What's good, Malik."

"Hey, D."

"You still smart?"

"I guess."

"Good. Stay smart. Being dumb is expensive, and the payment plan is ugly."

He says this with the easy authority of a man dispensing truth, which is the most D-Run thing possible — proverbs from a dude who, sixty days ago, was sleeping on a steel frame in a parish cell because he tried to steal a generator from a construction site in broad daylight. D-Run's wisdom always comes from the exact mistakes the wisdom is about. That's what makes it stick.

And then there's Moni. Last chair, farthest from the door, legs crossed, phone in both hands, thumbs moving fast. Hasn't looked up since I came out. Simone Banks — Tre and Jav's sister, eighteen, pre-nursing at Southern University, and the most dangerous person on this porch. Not because she's violent. Because she's right. About everything. At all times. She has Big Mama's eyes — dark, deep, capable of seeing through walls and excuses. She has her own mouth, though, and it's sharper than Big Mama's because it doesn't have sixty years of church softening the edges.

"Moni, say hey to Malik," Jav says.

"Hey, Malik," Moni says, without looking up.

"See?" Jav says to me. "That's the warmth. That's the family love right there."

Moni's thumbs stop moving. She looks up. She looks at Jav. She looks at me. Her eyes do the same scan Big Mama's did — shoes, face, the space behind my eyes — but faster, more clinical, like a triage nurse deciding if you need attention or if you'll live.

"You grew," she says.

"Yeah."

"You still quiet?"

"I guess."

"Good. Somebody in this family needs to be."

She goes back to her phone. Jav shakes his head. Tre almost smiles. D-Run lights the Black & Mild.

I sit on the porch railing, feet hanging, and look at my cousins. My blood. The people I see once a year and think about at least once a week. In Houston, I'm Malik Waters — quiet kid, decent grades, no trouble, no noise. On this porch, I'm something else. I'm the youngest version of something they all are, and they're watching me to see which version I'll become.

I didn't know I wanted to be seen by them until right now. Until this porch. Until the way Jav said my name like it meant something and Tre nodded at me like I'd earned it. In Houston, nobody looks at me the way these people look at me — like I'm a question they're interested in answering.

The street is filling up. Cars are pulling in all down Arkansas — Uncle Reginald's Buick, Aunt Sheila's Honda with the dent in the passenger side that she's been meaning to fix since the flood, a truck I don't recognize with a Grambling sticker on the back window. Doors opening, voices rising, the sound of a family assembling itself from its scattered parts. Somewhere inside, Big Mama is checking the turkey. Somewhere in the backyard, Clarence is quoting Proverbs over pecan smoke. The little cousins are screaming. The aunties are laughing. My mother is doing something helpful that nobody asked for because that's how she loves — through labor, through showing up, through potato salad that nobody eats.

And out here on the porch, my cousins are waiting for something. I don't know what yet. But I can feel it — a current underneath the easy talk and the cologne and the Black & Mild smoke. Tre checks his phone. Not a text. The time. He puts it away with a nod so small I almost miss it.

D-Run doesn't miss it. He looks at Tre. Tre looks back. Something passes between them — not words, not even a gesture, just a frequency. Like two people confirming a thing that's already been decided. D-Run's jaw tightens for half a second. Then he takes a pull on the Black & Mild and the moment dissolves.

But I saw it. Whatever it was. I saw it.

He looks satisfied.

I don't know what that means yet.

I will.
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Chapter 2 — The Invitation
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It happens the way big things always happen — casually, like it's nothing, like the question isn't a door.

Jav leans against the porch post, checks his phone, slides it back in his pocket. He stretches, pops his neck, does that thing where he adjusts his chain with two fingers like he's tuning an instrument. Then he looks at me. Not at Tre, not at D-Run, not at Moni. At me.

"Aye. We about to roll out for a minute. You coming or you staying with the kids?"

He says it light. Easy. Like he's asking if I want Popeyes or Cane's. But I hear the weight under it. I hear the word "kids" and what it means — that every Thanksgiving before this one, I was in the back bedroom with Jayda and DeShawn and the other little cousins, watching cartoons, eating too much candy, waiting for the grown folks to tell us the food was ready. I was in there because I was supposed to be in there. Because I was young. Because my mother's entire purpose on this earth is to keep me in rooms where nothing can happen to me.

Jav is offering me a different room.

Tre looks up from his phone. He doesn't say anything. He just looks at me, and in that look there's a question behind Jav's question — a quieter one, harder to hear, harder to answer. Not "are you coming" but "are you ready." Two different things. Jav is inviting me. Tre is assessing me. I don't know D-Run well enough to read his face, but he's watching too, the Black & Mild paused halfway to his mouth, smoke curling up past his eyes like a veil. Moni hasn't looked up from her phone, but her thumbs have stopped moving.

Everybody on this porch is waiting for me to say something.

I hear DeShawn through the wall. The muffled, theatrical crying. The kids' room. My room, every year until right now. I think about the stuffed animal, the cartoons, the waiting. Safe, small, warm. I think about how easy it would be to say "nah, I'm good" and go back inside and sit on that bed and be exactly who I was last Thanksgiving and the one before that and the one before that, all the way back to the first time my mother brought me here and put me in that room like a thing she was storing somewhere soft.

I think about all of that for maybe two seconds. It feels longer. It feels like standing at the edge of something and deciding whether the fall is worth the view.

"Yeah," I say. "I'm coming."

My voice sounds different to me. Not deeper. Just — decided. Like a door clicking shut behind me.

Jav grins. Tre nods — that same small nod, the one that carries information in its angle and duration. D-Run goes back to his Black & Mild. Moni's thumbs resume.

I have never been happier in my life. I also have the strange, thin feeling that I just agreed to something I don't fully understand. Both things are true at the same time. I'm learning that this is how most important decisions feel.

Then my mother comes through the screen door.

She has a sense for these things — some kind of maternal radar that can detect bad decisions forming the way weather instruments detect low pressure. She's holding a dish towel. Her eyes go from me to Jav to Tre to the porch steps, calculating distance and trajectory, mapping the routes her son might take away from her.

"Where y'all going?"

"Just riding, Aunt Denise," Tre says. He says it with the specific tone he reserves for my mother — respectful, measured, the voice of a man who served in the Army and knows how to address someone whose trust he needs but hasn't fully earned. "We'll be back way before dinner."

My mother looks at me. I look at the porch railing. This is the negotiation — not a negotiation with words, but with eyes and body language and the accumulated history of every conversation my mother and I have ever had about who I'm allowed to be and where I'm allowed to be it. In Houston, I am contained. In Houston, she knows my routes — school to home, home to Darius's house, Darius's house to the basketball court at Emancipation Park, back home. Every path has been approved. Every destination has been vetted. She packed my life the way she packed the Kroger bag — carefully, with things she chose, leaving no room for improvisation.

She doesn't say no. She can't, not here, not on the porch in front of them, because saying no would be saying she doesn't trust Big Mama's grandchildren in Big Mama's city on Big Mama's holiday, and that would be a statement about more than just today. It would be a statement about why she left. And nobody on this porch is ready for that conversation.

Instead, she looks at Tre. Just Tre. And she gives him a look I've never seen her give anyone — not anger, not worry, but something lower and older. A look that says: this is my only son. A look that says: you know what happened to Marcus. A look that says: bring him back the same way he left.

Tre meets her eyes. "Yes ma'am," he says, answering a question she didn't ask out loud.

She goes back inside. The screen door slaps shut. I hear her exhale through the mesh — a long, controlled breath, the kind they teach you in therapy or yoga or the specific school of breathing that mothers invent when their children start leaving the rooms they built for them.

Big Mama's voice, from the kitchen doorway, reaches us through two walls and a hallway: "Y'all be back by four. I mean it. Four o'clock. Don't make me set this table with empty chairs."

It's not a request. It's not even a command. It's a statement about reality — about what will happen and what will not happen and where the line is. Big Mama's four o'clock is like gravity. You can jump, but you're coming back down.

"Yes ma'am!" Jav yells back, already moving off the porch. "Four o'clock! We'll be here."

Tre stands. He doesn't rush. He puts his phone in his pocket, checks his waistband — a quick, practiced motion, adjusting something under his shirt that I'm not supposed to notice and I definitely notice — and walks down the steps. D-Run flicks the Black & Mild into the standing ashtray, a perfect shot, and follows. Moni stands last, sliding her phone into her back pocket with a sigh that says she's coming but she wants it on record that she thinks this is unnecessary.

"Moni, mane, nobody said you had to come," Jav says.

"Somebody in this car needs sense." She doesn't frame it as an opinion. She frames it as a diagnosis.

"We got sense."

"Jav. Sixty-dollar crewneck. Big Mama's house. Patricia within spilling distance. That's not sense, that's a donation."

"This crewneck is an investment, mane."

"In what?"

"In being the best-looking person in the room."

"It's your grandmother's living room."

"And I look the best in it."

D-Run laughs — that sharp bark of his. Tre is already at the car, unlocking it, moving with a purpose that's different from Jav's performance or D-Run's looseness. Tre moves like a man with a schedule. I notice this. I don't know why yet.

The car is a 2008 Chevy
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