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The Negro offers a feather-bed resistance. That is, we let the probe enter, but it never comes out. It gets smothered under a lot of laughter and pleasantries.

—Zora Neale Hurston, Mules and Men



 

 


    Out of the gray hills

Of industrial barns, out of rain, out of bus ride,

West Virginia to Kiss My Ass, out of buried aunties,

Mothers hardening like pounded stumps, out of stumps,

Out of the bones’ need to sharpen and the muscles’ to stretch,

They Lion grow.

—Philip Levine, “They Feed They Lion”




Trouble in the Big Room

 

 

The eldest six of Francis and Viola Turner’s thirteen children claimed that the big room of the house on Yarrow Street was haunted for at least one night. A ghost—a haint, if you will—tried to pull Cha-Cha out of the big room’s second-story window.

The big room was not, in actuality, very big. Could hardly be considered a room. For some other family it might have made a decent storage closet, or a mother’s cramped sewing room. For the Turners it became the only single-occupancy bedroom in their overcrowded house. A rare and coveted space.

In the summer of 1958, Cha-Cha, the eldest child at fourteen years, was in the throes of a gangly-legged, croaky-voiced adolescence. Smelling himself, Viola called it. Tired of sharing a bed with younger brothers who peed and kicked and drooled and blanket-hogged, Cha-Cha woke up one evening, untangled himself from his brothers’ errant limbs, and stumbled into the whatnot closet across the hall. He slept on the floor, curled up with his back against dusty boxes, and started a tradition. From then on, when one Turner child got grown and gone, as Francis described it, the next eldest child crossed the threshold into the big room.

The haunting, according to the older children, occurred during the very same summer that the big room became a bedroom. Lonnie, the youngest child then, was the first to witness the haint’s attack. He’d just begun visiting the bathroom alone and was headed there when he had the opportunity to save his brother’s life.

Three-year-olds are of a tenuous reliability, but to this day Lonnie recalls the form of a pale-hued young man lifting Cha-Cha by his pajama collar out of the bed and toward the narrow window. Back then a majority of the homeowners in that part of Detroit’s east side were still white, and the street had no empty lots.

“Cha-Cha’s sneakin out! Cha-Cha’s sneakin out with a white boy!” Lonnie sang. He stamped his little feet on the floorboards.

Soon Quincy and Russell spilled into the hallway. They saw Cha-Cha, all elbows and fists, swinging at the haint. It had let go of Cha-Cha’s collar and was now on the defensive. Quincy would later insist that the haint emitted a blue, electric-looking light, and each time Cha-Cha’s fists connected with its body the entire thing flickered like a faulty lamp.

Seven-year-old Russell fainted. Little Lonnie stood transfixed, a pool of urine at his feet, his eyes open wide. Quincy banged on his parents’ locked bedroom door. Viola and Francis Turner were not in the habit of waking up to tend to ordinary child nightmares or bed-wetting kerfuffles.

Francey, the eldest girl at twelve, burst into the crowded hallway just as Cha-Cha was giving the haint his worst. She would later say the haint’s skin had a jellyfish-like translucency, and the pupils of its eyes were huge, dark disks.

“Let him go, and run, Cha-Cha!” Francey said.

“He ain’t runnin me outta here,” Cha-Cha yelled back.

With the exception of Lonnie, who had been crying, the four Turner children in the hallway fell silent. They’d heard plenty of tales of mischievous haints from their cousins Down South—they pushed people into wells, made hanged men dance in midair—so it did not follow that a spirit from the other side would have to spend several minutes fighting off a territorial fourteen-year-old.

Francey possessed an aptitude for levelheadedness in the face of crisis. She decided she’d seen enough of this paranormal beat-down. She marched into Cha-Cha’s room, grabbed her brother by his stretched-out collar, and dragged him into the hall. She slammed the big-room door behind them and pulled Cha-Cha to the floor. They landed in Lonnie’s piss.

“That haint tried to run me outta the room,” Cha-Cha said. He wore the indignant look—eyebrows raised, lips parted—of someone who has suffered an unbearable affront.

“There ain’t no haints in Detroit,” Francis Turner said. His children jerked at the sound of his voice. That was how he existed in their lives: suddenly there, on his own time, his quiet authority augmenting the air in a room. He stepped over their skinny brown legs and opened the big room’s door.

Francis Turner called Cha-Cha into the room.

The window was open, and the beige sheets from Cha-Cha’s bed hung over the sill.

“Look under the bed.”

Cha-Cha looked.

“Behind the dresser.”

Nothing there.

“Put them sheets back where they belong.”

Cha-Cha obliged. He felt his father’s eyes on him as he worked. When he finished, he sat down on the bed, unprompted, and rubbed his neck. Francis Turner sat next to him.

“Ain’t no haints in Detroit, son.” He did not look at Cha-Cha.

“It tried to run me outta the room.”

“I don’t know what all happened, but it wasn’t that.”

Cha-Cha opened his mouth, then closed it.

“If you ain’t grown enough to sleep by yourself, I suggest you move on back across the hall.”

Francis Turner stood up to go, faced his son. He reached for Cha-Cha’s collar, pulled it open, and put his index finger to the line of irritated skin below the Adam’s apple. For a moment Cha-Cha saw the specter of true panic in his father’s eyes, then Francis’s face settled into an ambivalent frown.

“That’ll be gone in a day or two,” he said.

In the hallway the other children stood lined up against the wall. Marlene, child number five and a bit sickly, had finally come out of the girls’ room.

“Francey and Quincy, clean up Lonnie’s mess, and all y’all best go to sleep. I don’t wanna hear nobody talkin bout they tired come morning.”

Francis Turner closed his bedroom door.

The mess was cleaned up, but no one, not even little Lonnie, slept in the right bed that night. How could they, with the window curtains puffing out and sucking in like gauzy lungs in the breeze? The children crowded into Cha-Cha’s room—a privileged first visit for most of them—and retold versions of the night’s events. There were many disagreements about the haint’s appearance, and whether it had said anything during the tussle with Cha-Cha. Quincy claimed the thing had winked at him as he stood in the hallway, which meant that the big room should be his. Francey said that haints didn’t have eyelids, so it couldn’t have winked at all. Marlene insisted that she’d been in the hall with the rest of them throughout the ordeal, but everyone teased her for showing up late for the show.

In the end the only thing agreed upon was that the haint was real, and that living with it was the price one had to pay for having the big room. Everyone, Cha-Cha included, thought the worry was worth it.

Like hand-me-down clothes, the legacy of the haint faded as the years went by. For a few years the haint’s appearance and Cha-Cha’s triumph over it remained an indisputable, evergreen truth. It didn’t matter that no subsequent resident of the big room had a night to rival Cha-Cha’s. None of them ever admitted to hearing so much as a tap on the window during their times there. The original event was so remarkable that it did not require repetition. Cha-Cha took on an elevated status among the first six children; he had landed a punch on a haint and was somehow still breathing. But with each additional child who came along the story lost some of its luster. By the time it reached Lelah, the thirteenth and final Turner child, Francis Turner’s five-word rebuttal, “Ain’t no haints in Detroit,” was more famous within the family than the story behind it. It first gained a place in the Turner lexicon as a way to refute a claim, especially one that very well might be true—a signal of the speaker’s refusal to discuss the matter further. The first six, confident that Francis Turner secretly believed in the haint’s existence, popularized this usage. By Lelah’s youth, the phrase had mutated into an accusation of leg pulling:


  “Daddy said if I get an A in Mrs. Paulson’s, he’d let me come on his truckin trip to Oregon.”



  “Or-e-gone? Come on, man. Ain’t no haints in Detroit.”


 



 

Cha-Cha transported Chryslers throughout the Rust Belt on an eighteen-wheeler. The job was the closest thing to an inheritance that he received from his father. After his twenty-fifth birthday the old man took him to his truck yard, introduced him to the union boss, and ushered him into the world of eighteen-wheelers, all-nighters to Saint Louis, and the constant, cloying smell of diesel fuel. Cha-Cha joked with his brothers who’d joined the service that he was more decorated at Chrysler than all of them combined. This wasn’t a warmly received joke, but it was true. He held records in the company for fewest accidents, best turnaround times, cleanest cab, leadership, and dependability. He did this for over three decades, until, if what he saw was really what he thought he saw, the haint tried to kill him.

Cha-Cha was driving a full load of SUVs to Chicago during a storm. His rig at full capacity was a sight to behold—five-ton gas-guzzlers stacked like toys in two rows behind him. One, supported by a metal overhang, perched right above the roof of Cha-Cha’s cab. He had reached the M-14, just past Ann Arbor, when, according to the police report, a deer darted onto the highway, causing a sedan to swerve into Cha-Cha’s lane. Cha-Cha, in turn, veered off the highway and into a ditch.

“He ran me off the road” was the first thing Cha-Cha said when he woke up in the hospital.

“Who ran you off the road, baby?” his wife, Tina, asked. She put a plaintive hand on his arm cast.

“I knew he’d come back.”

“Who? Come back from where?” Lelah asked.

Cha-Cha put his free hand on the bed, made to sit up and see who else was in the room.

“Just sit still, Cha,” Tina said. “I got the remote right here.”

In the awkward seconds it took for the mechanical bed to raise him, Cha-Cha remembered the night before. He saw the car to the left of him swerve into his lane. And he’d swerved, true enough, but only onto the shoulder. Then blue light, that familiar, flickering, and fear-inducing blue from the big room, filled his cab. He couldn’t see the road to pull back onto it. He remembered clamping onto the wheel then, and hunching his shoulders forward as he tried to make out the road. He couldn’t do it, and just as he conceded this point, he heard a fluttering, similar to the fluttering of the curtains that had roused him from his sleep so many years before. A sound like a multitude of moths, then silence. His old haint had found him and almost destroyed him in a matter of seconds.

His truck dragged along the brush for several hundred feet before slamming against a tree that was big enough to hold its ground. His seat belt did not catch the way it was supposed to in such an accident, and Cha-Cha’s body bounced around the cab—up to the roof first, then hard against the driver’s side door. He broke six ribs, his left arm, his collarbone, and, as if someone somewhere saw fit to initiate him into old age, his left hip.

Once propped up in the hospital bed, Cha-Cha gained a better sense of the owners of the voices in the room. His mother, Viola, stared at him from her wheelchair. Her neck muscles looked tense, as if the strain of supporting her head was getting the best of her, like a newborn baby. He wondered how long she’d waited for him to wake up. It annoyed him that someone, likely his sister Lelah, considering her proximity to Yarrow Street, had put Viola through the trouble of an unnecessary hospital visit. His boys, Chucky and Todd, leaned against the bathroom door. Francey was there, as was Troy, still in his police uniform. And someone else, too. Someone male, and white, and professional-looking, presumably the doctor, by the door.

“You said somebody found you, Cha?” Viola asked. Her voice sounded weak, weaker than the last time he’d heard it.

“The haint, Mama, remember?” Cha-Cha asked. “There was that same blue light from the big room.”

“Cha-Cha, you’ve got a lot of painkillers in you right now,” Francey said. She put her hand on Viola’s shoulder, looked around the room in a way that made Cha-Cha nervous.

“Francey, don’t look at me like I’m crazy. It was that same haint in my cab, I—”

“Dad,” Chucky cut in. “Not. Now.” He and his brother wore the same nervous expression. A half smile usually reserved for police officers—and, Cha-Cha recalled, schoolteachers.

The man in the doorway cleared his throat.

Perhaps it was his over-starched dress shirt, or maybe that he’d displayed patience few doctors could have mustered during the previous exchange, but Cha-Cha realized this man could only be one person. The INSURANCE MAN is here, he thought, and then, Oh, hell.

Milton Crawford was not an unpleasant man, but Cha-Cha quickly decided he had no sense of humor. He was fond of peppering sentences with actually, even if he wasn’t clarifying anything.

“Actually, GM Life and Trust takes its employees’ state of minds before accidents quite seriously,” he said.

“I’m sure they do,” Cha-Cha said, “but what you heard wasn’t me before the accident, it was me after surgery, and sitting here getting this”—he reached unsuccessfully for his drip bag—“put into my bloodstream for a few hours.”

“I do understand that, Mr. Turner, but actually what you just described, a vision of a ghost, has to be included in the report. It may actually amount to nothing, but I’m obligated to transcribe our entire conversation here.”

“But he wasn’t talking to you,” Lelah said. Her hands moved to her hips. “He’s lucky to be alive right now. Can’t you come back tomorrow?”

“Lelah, let Cha-Cha handle this,” Francey said.

“Lelah’s right,” Troy said. “He didn’t even notice you were here. He thought he was speaking in confidence to us. You can’t go holding him accountable for that.” Ever since joining the police force, Troy was quick to become litigious.

Cha-Cha cleared his throat.

“Look, Milton, truth is, I’m tired. If you have to include it in your report, feel free to do so. I’m sure it’ll amount to nothing, like you say.”

 

Actually, it did amount to something. Three weeks into his Family and Medical Leave Act insurance, a letter arrived from a Mr. Tindale, who claimed to be Milton Crawford’s boss. He said Chrysler would offer Cha-Cha his normal wages for the duration of his recovery, on the condition that he see a company psychologist, who would determine whether he was “personally culpable” for any aspect of the crash. All drivers had to submit to drug testing after an accident, and often a trace amount of alcohol or cocaine (used by the younger guys to help them stay awake) would be the reason they didn’t get the money they thought they deserved. Cha-Cha had never heard of a driver being required to have a psychological evaluation.

“They wanna make sure you’re not crazy,” Tina said. She knelt on her knees in their master bathroom, running water for his bath. Cha-Cha sat on an ottoman near the door, one of Tina’s old bathrobes pulled tight around his frame. It was purple and his favorite since the accident.

“Ain’t nothing crazy about seeing a haint.”

Tina turned to look at him.

“Says you and your family. Sooner or later you’re gonna realize that just cause a Turner thinks a thing is normal doesn’t mean it is. Not at all.”


 

• WEEK ONE •
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Swelling Bellies and Wedding Tulle

 

 

Lelah stuffed fistfuls of her underwear into trash bags. She was too busy thinking about what to pack next to be embarrassed in front of the stranger who watched her. The city bailiff seemed disinterested anyway; he leaned against her front-room wall and fiddled with his phone. The other bailiff waited outside. Lelah saw him through the front window. He did calf raises on the curb near the dumpster, his pudgy hands on his hips.

She’d always imagined the men who handled evictions to be more menacing—big muscles, loud mouths. These two were young and large, but soft-looking, baby-faced. Like giant chocolate cherubs. It had never come to this before, the actual day of eviction. Lelah had received a few thirty-day notices but always cleared out before the Demand for Possession—a seven-day notice—slid under her door. Seven days might as well have been none this time around; before Lelah knew it the bailiffs were knocking, telling her she had two hours to grab what she could, that they would toss whatever she left behind into that dumpster outside.

Humidity made her wrecked living room oppressive. It was the end of April, but it felt like June. The bailiff leaning on the wall carried a gray washcloth in his back pocket, and he swiped it across his brow from time to time. He pretended not to be watching her. Lelah knew better. He had a plan ready for if she snapped and started throwing dishes at him, if she called for backup—a brother or cousin to come beat him up—or if she tried to barricade herself in the bathroom. He probably had a gun. Mostly, all Lelah did was put her hands on the things she owned, think about them for a second, and decide against carrying them to her Pontiac. Furniture was too bulky, food from the fridge would expire in her car, and the smaller things—a blender, boxes full of costume jewelry, a toaster—felt ridiculous to take along. She didn’t know where she’d end up. Where do the homeless make toast? Outside of essential clothing, hygiene items, and a few pots and pans, she focused on the sorts of things people on TV cried about after a fire: a few photos of herself throughout her forty-one years, her birth certificate and social security card, photos of her twenty-one-year-old daughter and her eighteen-month-old grandson, Francis Turner’s obituary.

The second bailiff stopped his calf raises when Lelah walked outside with another box. She imagined that the neighbors peeked at her through their blinds, but she refused to turn around and confirm it.

“I’d give you a hand, but we can’t touch none of your stuff,” he said.

Lelah used her shoulder to cram the box into the backseat.

“I know you’re thinkin, like, if we’re not allowed to touch your stuff, then how are we gonna dump everything at the end.”

Lelah did not acknowledge that she’d heard him. She took a step back from her car, checked to see if anything valuable was visible from the windows.

“We hire some guys to come and do that part,” he said. “Me personally, I’m not touchin none of your stuff. I don’t do cleanup.”

The bailiff smiled. A few of his teeth were brown. Maybe he was older than he looked.

Back inside her apartment, the other bailiff, the sweaty one, sat legs splayed on her sofa. At the sight of Lelah he stood up, leaned against the wall once more. Her daughter, Brianne, called her cell phone, and Lelah ignored it for the third time that morning. She surveyed the room. What to take, what to take, what to take? It all looked like junk now. Cheap things she’d bought just to keep her apartment from looking barren. She snatched her leather jacket from its hook on the hallway closet door. That’s it, she thought. The only way to hold on to some dignity, to maintain the tiniest sense of control, was to leave now, with an hour and a half to spare.

 

Later that night, at her mother’s vacant house, she claimed the big room for sleeping.

As the youngest Turner child, Lelah had no siblings to escape from growing up, no reason to seek the cramped comfort of the big room’s walls. Still, when her older brother Troy went off to the navy, she’d expected to take his place across the hall, spend her final years at home on that narrow twin bed for tradition’s sake. Before she could gather her things to move, her mother had claimed the big room for sewing. Viola Turner claimed so little for herself, who could deny her this luxury? Not Lelah, the child who had the privilege of seeing her parents at a slower cadence. Fewer mouths to feed at the table, long-awaited fair wages keeping the bill collectors at bay. Francis and Viola were older, a bit slower getting around, but she was the Better Times Baby, something she’d known since plaits and barrettes. She’d stayed in the too-large, run-down, Pepto-pink girls’ room until she too got grown, and found a way to get gone.

That night, nearly a year after Cha-Cha’s accident, and six months since Viola went to live with him in the suburbs, Lelah claimed that long-denied right of passage. One small triumph on a day marked by defeat. She climbed the narrow stairs and creaked down the hall, using her cell phone as a flashlight, and imagined her younger self, sleepy-eyed and ashy-kneed, peeking out of the girls’ room door to watch an older sibling take quarter in the big room.

The porch light had been on when she drove up, which meant Cha-Cha still paid the electricity bill. A relief. A house with electricity couldn’t be classified as abandoned, and an individual with a key to that house didn’t fit the definition of a trespasser. She considered conducting a thorough search. It was warm enough for someone—a niece or a nephew, or, God forbid, a drug-addled interloper—to set up camp in the basement. But she was too tired. After leaving her old apartment, Lelah had driven around the city, no idea of where to go. She refused to beg Cha-Cha or one of her nearby sisters for a place to stay this time. She’d wracked her brain for an alternative solution, some cheap, temporary lodging or genius scheme to hustle up money for a new place. Nothing surfaced, so she’d waited until the sun set and driven to the east side.

The big room had its disadvantages. It was right next to the bathroom, and water knocked on the wall as it traveled through old pipes to the toilet, which continuously ran. The lone window faced the street, which in this part of the city—ever changed, further decayed between each visit—put Lelah at risk of being struck by a stray bullet, or kept awake by intermittent car horns, hoots, hollers, and alley cat screeches. But on this, the first real, spring-feeling night of the season, she thought people had better things to do than shoot up the old Turner house, and having lived here in the eighties when the final, fatal arrival of crack cowed the neighborhood, Lelah felt Yarrow Street had already given her its worst. She hunkered down on the old twin bed, shoes on and jacket draped over her torso, and fell asleep.

She overslept. She’d planned to leave at five, before the block’s working residents got up and about their business. She didn’t bother to change clothes. She hurried down the empty house’s narrow stairs.

Daylight flooding the front room halted her on the first-floor landing. Lelah knew that nearly all of the furniture in the house had been divvied up, save for the old bed and dresser in the big room, which no one had wanted. It hadn’t occurred to her that the walls would be bare too. Dozens of brown outlines on the yellow wallpaper—ovals and rectangles—highlighted where picture frames once hung. Not long ago, every descendant of Francis and Viola Turner smiled from the front room’s walls. Four generations, nearly one hundred faces. Some afro’d, some Jheri curled, some bald, more balding. Mortarboards, nurses’ scrubs, swelling bellies, and wedding tulle. A depression in the floorboards opposite the front door marked the spot where Viola’s armchair had stood. Lelah had spent whole afternoons on the floor in front of that chair, watching the comings and goings of Yarrow Street as her mother or an older sister greased her scalp and combed her hair. The memory made her feel safe for a moment, like maybe she’d made the right choice coming back here.

A knock at the door.

“Little Lee-Lee, is that you?” A muffled voice from outside.

A bald, spotted head and a pair of bifocals crowded the front door’s high window. Mr. McNair. Too late for Lelah to duck out of sight. She rubbed the sleep out of her eyes, undid the lock.

The door creaked open, and Lelah’s eyes focused on a pair of withered kneecaps. They looked like baked potatoes. The old man’s face loomed above her. He balanced on an upturned plastic crate, one veined arm pressed against the porch’s ceiling.

“Mr. McNair, come on down before you hurt yourself.”

Lelah gave him her hand, put her free one on his elbow.

“I only fell the first time,” he said. “Sure did hurt though.”

“See, that’s one time too many. What were you doing, casing this place for a robbery?”

“Hell, don’t look like there’s much left to take.”

They chuckled. He straightened his baggy shorts, carried the crate to a far corner of the porch.

“Your brother Cha-Cha asked me to come by here and look after the porch and yard,” Mr. McNair said. He ran a hand along the porch’s rail to steady himself. “So I come every once in a while, sweep up, make sure it looks all right.”

Norman McNair and Lelah’s father had worked in the same trucking unit at Chrysler for thirty-two years. When Francis Turner died in ’90, McNair took up the handiwork for his best friend’s widow. McNair pretended to be a serious old man, but his fondness for going around with his gnarled, reedy legs showing as soon as the weather warmed up suggested a secret whimsy to Lelah. Francis Turner had never worn shorts.

“Few weeks ago somebody was sittin in Mrs. Bowlden’s living room when she came back from New Orleans,” Mr. McNair said. “A junkie. Up in there like he paid rent, just livin the life of Riley. Eatin her food and makin long-distance calls. He come up through the basement window.”

He whistled through his teeth and shook his head.

“So I got the idea to start lookin in at your house through that top window in the door, seeing as how the curtains is always closed.”

“Looks like we had the same idea,” Lelah said. “I just came by to do a quick walk-through on my way to work. Everything looks all right.”

Mr. McNair considered this, nodded. Lelah’s phone rang—no doubt it was Brianne. She pushed Ignore.

“Well make sure you lock up real tight, cause these junkies are about ready to thaw out from the winter. Lord knows what they’ll be lookin to steal.”

The old man peered down the block, brows gathered. Lelah’s car was parked across the street from where they stood, and she could see the odds and ends of her life cramming up the windows. If Mr. McNair noticed the things on the walk over, he was too polite, or bewildered, to bring it up.

“Alright, I’d best be gettin on my way,” he said. “Tell your mama McNair says hello.”

 

A rash of dandelions pocked the east side with yellow. The newly arrived spring—the spots of color, the surprise of birdsong—gave the neighborhood a tumbledown, romantic quality. It reassured Lelah that the ghetto could still hold beauty, and that streets with this much new life could still have good in them. On both sides of the Turner house, vacant lots were stippled with new grass. Soon ragweed, wood sorrel and violets would surround the crumbling foundations, the houses long burned and rained away. The Turner house, originally three lots into the block, had become a corner house in recent years, its slight mint and brick frame the most reliable landmark on the street.

Lelah took Van Dyke out of the east side to 8 Mile Road, 8 Mile to Woodward Avenue and into the city of Ferndale. She considered Ferndale, with its coffee shops and pet stores, a decent place for her daughter to live alone with a baby. It was home to a sizable gay community, and the trim, muscled white boys who jogged through the nearby park posed a stark contrast to the folks she’d seen on the street on her drive over. She pulled into Brianne’s apartment parking lot at 8:45.

“Gigi!” Lelah’s grandson, Bobbie, reached his chubby arms out to her.

Brianne passed Bobbie to Lelah. “What happened to you yesterday? I called a bunch of times.”

“Sorry,” Lelah said.

“I had to ask Olga across the hall to watch him again. She’s too old to have him all day like that.”

“I got my days mixed up. I thought you were off yesterday, and then working today.”

Brianne shook her head. “I can get a real babysitter, you know.”

Lelah said nothing to this. She made to bite Bobbie’s cheek, chomping down on the air next to his face. The baby grinned, showing off two bottom teeth.

Brianne was darker than Lelah, shorter too, but with the same heavy chest. She’d inherited her slim hips from her father, not Lelah, who possessed what folks liked to call “hips for days.” Brianne reached up and smoothed her mother’s hair back. The gesture was motherly, their roles reversed. Lelah flinched before she could stop herself.

“You musta woke up late. Didn’t even do your hair. There’s some gel under the sink in the bathroom if you want.”

Brianne handed Lelah a diaper bag and turned to put her key in the car door. Her nurse’s scrubs were a deep red with small black triangles printed in a haphazard pattern throughout.

“I can’t believe you go to work in that,” Lelah said. “You look like a ninja.”

“My scrubs? What’s wrong with my scrubs?” Brianne turned back around, searched her shirt and pants for a tear or a stain.

“Nothing, they’re just tacky. Nobody wants their nurse to look like they’re headed to the club.”

“Says the woman with the winter leather on.” Brianne pulled at Lelah’s coat collar. “You know it’s supposed to be seventy-five today? I’m hot just looking at you.”

“Wasn’t hot yesterday,” Lelah said. She shifted Bobbie’s weight on her hip while Brianne put on lipstick, the same deep red as her uniform. Lelah could picture old men at the nursing home where Brianne worked planning their days around her daughter. Watching daytime TV in desperation, waiting for the moment she’d come and put her small hands on their frail bodies and make their senses jolt awake.

“Anyway,” Lelah said. “When you get your RN, I’ma buy some new scrubs for you. LPNs might be able to dress like that, but real nurses wear bright colors. Care Bears and seashells. Or maybe just a nice mint green like they used to wear back in the day.”

Brianne scrunched up her lips.

“Real nurses? So now I’m a fake nurse?” Brianne said. She sucked air through her teeth. “Why are you going in on me, Mommy? You’re the one who didn’t show up yesterday.”

“Nobody’s trying to go in on you. It was just an observation. It’s like nobody can never tell you anything.”

“I need to wash clothes, okay? These were the only clean scrubs left.”

Brianne scrutinized Lelah once more, ran her eyes up and down her mother’s body.

“We’re both tired,” she said. “But I’m serious about the babysitter thing. If you don’t wanna do it, I can figure something else out. I can’t be dropping him off with random neighbors when you don’t pick up the phone.”

Lelah forced a chuckle.

“I’m his grandmother, Brianne. You can’t threaten to fire me.”

Brianne raised an eyebrow, climbed into her car, and drove off.

 

Lelah walked with Bobbie to the park near Brianne’s apartment. She sat him down on a shady bench near the cement pavilion, took off her jacket. She had felt like this before, anxious, cornered, but never had it produced such an uncomfortable physical sensation. Her body ached from yesterday’s move, her skin tingled, and her head pounded. She stood up, jogged in place a bit, and stretched. With her hands reaching upward, Lelah knew the skateboarders in the pavilion were getting an eyeful of her softening midsection, of her heavy chest straining against the awkward fit of her teal polo shirt. She bent down toward her toes, displaying her backside to the skaters as she stretched her hamstrings, and tested the limits of her tight jeans. Her cell phone vibrated in her back pocket. This surprise, coupled with gravity’s predictable pull on her bosom, threatened to topple her forward. She took a step for balance, straightened up, and pulled out her phone.

A text message from Brianne: “Was 10 minutes late to work.”

Then another: “AND I AM A REAL NURSE.”

“Huh,” Lelah said out loud. She knew all-caps was the equivalent of yelling; she’d once accidentally set her own phone to all-caps and was accused of aggression by a tech-savvy coworker. Bringing up the RN thing had been stupid, but what else did she have to talk about? Usually Lelah fell back on a report of her mother’s well-being over at Cha-Cha’s house. She’d been avoiding Viola since she got her first eviction notice, so her go-to topic was stale. She couldn’t tell Brianne that she was homeless because Brianne would feel pressure to offer her a place to stay, and Brianne needed to focus on working and going back to school.

Licensed practical nurse. That’s what Brianne was. It wasn’t so much that her daughter’s job wasn’t good enough, just that Brianne was too young to stop striving. LPNs were easily hired and fired; Lelah wanted Brianne to push for the more secure job. “A woman without no options is waitin for a man to come by and ruin her,” Viola used to say, and she was right. Lelah had witnessed too many smart, talented Yarrow Street girls sit around on their porches, looking for excitement, meet the wrong man, and end up in trouble. Not pregnant trouble, but black-eye, bad-credit, women’s shelter trouble, or worse. Lelah had married Vernon Greene, Brianne’s father, because he was enlisting after graduation and odds were good they would see new things together. Three years after marrying Vernon and less than twenty-four hours after receiving the first and only black eye he’d ever have a chance to give her, she was back on Yarrow Street with little Brianne in tow. She hadn’t even left the Midwest. The last time Lelah saw Vernon, some eight years earlier, he’d been nodding off in the freezing rain on a curb in front of a twenty-four-hour Coney Island on Harper. Maybe if she’d pushed herself harder back then, she wouldn’t be where she was now.

Brianne acted as if she had no one, as if being a single mom meant she was some solitary mule humping an unbearable burden. It was only true because Brianne was stubborn, Lelah thought. It hadn’t been that way for Lelah. Even before moving home for good, she’d seen that staying in the Midwest had its rewards, the most significant being that Brianne received Francis Turner’s blessing. A blessing from Francis did not have a spiritual connotation in any formal sense. It meant that Francis would get to know your child in a way that wasn’t possible for everyone in his ever-expanding line. In the final years of his life, Francis spent most days on the back porch, eyeing his tomato patch with good-natured suspicion, listening to his teams lose on the radio, and smoking his pipe. He did these things, and he held Brianne. Right against his chest. Francis had nothing cute or remotely entertaining to offer babies; he didn’t say anything to them at all. Instead he gave them his heartbeat. Put their little heads on his chest and went about his day. Even the fussiest babies seemed to know better than to cut short their time with Francis via undue crying or excessive pooping. Lelah would stand in the back doorway and watch Brianne sleeping against Francis, his large hand holding her up by the butt, and think she could stand a few more years of being close by. How many babies had he held just like that since Cha-Cha was born, using only his heartbeat as conversation?

But it was also true that things wouldn’t be the same for Brianne as they had been for Lelah. Francis Turner was dead, and Viola Turner now lived in the suburbs with Cha-Cha, for her own good, Lelah had herself once agreed. The Yarrow Street matriarchs who had helped raise Lelah, who had helped Lelah raise Brianne, were dead, dying, or tucked away in some suburb with their own families. And Lelah herself had no house to offer, no extra income to share.

She decided a conciliatory response was best for Brianne’s text message.

She wrote: “Didn’t mean it that way. Sorry.”

A moment passed.

Brianne responded: “I know. Just annoyed. Sorry for caps.”

Clouds slid into the sky, and Lelah felt a tiny raindrop land on her forehead. She decided to take Bobbie over to the Ferndale library, just a few blocks north of the park. Usually when she babysat she took him to her apartment, where she’d sectioned off a portion of front-room carpet for his toys. Those were all in the landlord’s dumpster now. She’d feared they’d look like something worth stealing out of her car, so she’d left them behind.




Almost a Quorum

 

 

Cha-Cha was sure he was the first Turner to visit a shrink. His initial visit had been obligatory. The letter from Mr. Tindale, Milton Crawford’s boss, sat on the kitchen counter for three weeks, demanding him to go talk about haints with a complete stranger. Cha-Cha tried to picture telling everything to this Dr. Alice Rothman—someone he imagined just as humorless as Milton Crawford, likely too thin and too pale, the type to be uncomfortable with Cha-Cha’s wide, tall, brown presence in her office. Her discomfort might be obvious, or worse, she would fancy herself a liberal and make a show of trying to relate to Cha-Cha, a sixty-four-year-old black truck driver who saw ghosts. So desperate to appear politically correct that she would condescend to him, pretend to understand what he felt. He’d met enough of these types at Teamster meetings during those post-riot years in the seventies; he knew they often thought less of him than the blatantly racist types.

Alice Rothman was black, and not even biracial as far as he could tell—skin darker than his, hair kinkier than his, worn natural. Just a black woman with a misleading last name. She looked to be mid-forties, about the same age as Berniece, the tenth Turner child, who lived in Toledo and had just married the same man for the second time—a quiet, balding bus driver who refused to visit Detroit. Odd for Chrysler to hire a young, black female psychoanalyst, Cha-Cha thought. Maybe Alice was married to a white man, a higher-up somewhere in the company who hooked her up with this side gig, helping Chrysler avoid insurance payouts by declaring folks crazy.

“Call me Alice,” she said. She did not ask if she should call him Charles, his full name, and Cha-Cha didn’t tell her otherwise.

“Your report says you’re the oldest of thirteen. Tell me about that.”

Cha-Cha pegged her question as some sort of shrink trick, a roundabout way to establish him as a person with too much at-home stress, then she’d be able to move on to his hallucinations with the pressures of his big, rambling family already lined up as an explanation. He started off carefully.

“That’s right, there’s thirteen of us,” he said. “But there’s only about six or so here in the city. The rest are scattered around the country and getting along fine by themselves.”

Alice Rothman leaned back in her turquoise armchair—hotel furniture, Cha-Cha thought—and tapped her pen on her notepad.

“What are their names?”

“Francey, Quincy, Russell, Marlene, Lonnie, Antoinette, Miles, Donald, Berniece, Sandra, Troy, and Lelah,” Cha-Cha said, his cadence more like a song than a list. An image of his younger self, twelve maybe, came back to him. There’d only been the first six then, and he had made up a song for when he was “it” during Dark, a hide-and-seek game they played in the basement with its only light off. He sang in a whisper as he walked through the musty room, the low ceiling already becoming a problem for him, and when he thought he’d found someone’s hiding place (behind the water heater, in an old box), he’d stand in front of it repeating the person’s name (“Come on out, Quincy, Quincy, Quincy—hey!—Come on out, Quincy, Quincy, Quincy”) until someone came out willingly or their laughter revealed them. He’d added to the song for a few more births, but then the novelty of another body in the house wore off on him and he was too old to play Dark anyhow. He didn’t share this memory with Alice Rothman.

After names she wanted to know nicknames and the explanations for the nicknames if possible. Cha-Cha explained that his younger sister Francey was named after his father because his parents had named him, their first child, after the preacher who had married them back in Arkansas, a man Cha-Cha never met. It seemed she’d planned a series of questions that had more to do with the Turner family than with Cha-Cha as an individual, maybe to ease him into talking about himself. She wanted to know who had children, whose children had children, who was in school, who came to visit often, who was deployed and where, and who was incarcerated (“Excuse me, miss, no one is in jail,” Cha-Cha shot back). Alice Rothman glided past this last misstep and switched the subject to memories of Viola and Francis, then to Viola being by herself on Yarrow, then on to Chucky and Todd, Cha-Cha’s sons. Finally, when the hour ended, she mentioned Chrysler.

“They want me to send a decision about you sooner than later,” Alice had said, “but what do you say we push it to later? You could come again next week. Talk some more. I could move this earlier thing, and you could come at ten.”

“Alright,” Cha-Cha had said. It was just nice to sit and talk, he supposed, and not lead the conversation if he didn’t feel like it, and hold back what he wanted without the other person being any the wiser. Talking to someone who didn’t already think she knew his life story was new for him, and interesting.

Three weeks later Alice Rothman declared that Cha-Cha was not “personally culpable” for the accident, at least not from a psychological standpoint. They’d never talked about his haint in any of the meetings. Cha-Cha figured she must have been able to glean whatever it was she was looking for better by not approaching the issue head-on. If that was the case, Cha-Cha had no interest in upsetting his leave payments by bringing the haint up himself. She invited Cha-Cha to continue to come and talk to her, and he agreed. After his hip healed and he returned to work (no more driving; Cha-Cha would train new drivers now), he started using his own money to pay for visits.

Four months into the meetings, he sat in her waiting room and tried not to sweat. This was the day they’d scheduled to finally discuss his haint. Alice had said that with the “Chrysler business” behind them, Cha-Cha shouldn’t feel pressure to hold back.

Her office door opened, and Cha-Cha, not trusting a porcelain hip to hold up his 230-pound frame, used his new cane to help him stand up.

“Good morning, Charles. Come in.”

There wasn’t a typical leather couch in Alice Rothman’s office. In its place stood a mauve suede chaise, a fainting couch was what Alice called it during that first visit. Vintage, she’d said, custom reupholstered. Something a grown man, especially one with a bad hip and a beer gut, had no business lying upon, Cha-Cha thought. He’d dragged a regular old armchair from the waiting room into the office during his first visit. Alice didn’t say a word as he did this, and she hadn’t said anything about it each time he did it again. Cha-Cha wondered when she’d stop removing his chair after every visit; there was enough room for the chair and the fainting couch both.

“How’s your mother doing?” Alice asked.

“She’s doing fine, just drugged up a lot from her shoulder surgery, but she’s talking more than she’s been doing since she came out the hospital.”

A pinched nerve in Viola’s shoulder had begun giving her trouble recently. Before that, a series of strokes put her in a wheelchair and precipitated her move off of Yarrow. Before the stroke it was gallstones. Cha-Cha told Alice he feared his mother wouldn’t make it through next winter.

“You never know, Charles. Your mother sounds like a fighter.”

“I hope so. I guess all we can do is pray,” Cha-Cha said, although he suspected praying for an old woman with a lifetime behind her to have a few more days on earth was futile, possibly sinful. He knew his wife, Tina, would call it sinful.

“So. Today is haint day, isn’t it?”

“It looks that way.” He no longer wanted to discuss his haint with her. Back when the meetings were obligatory, before he’d come to know Alice, her thoughts about him and his superstitions—apparitions, whatever they were—hadn’t mattered. Now things were different. Cha-Cha feared that after they had finally gotten comfortable talking to each other, Alice might still declare him crazy, and since he knew he wasn’t crazy, he’d have no choice but to stop therapy altogether.

“We can start with the first time,” she said. She pulled out a new pad of paper from her desk drawer.

He told her about that night in the big room—the curtains hanging out the window, Francey coming to his rescue, his father’s dismissal of it all.

Alice nodded but said nothing.

“What? You don’t believe me? See, this is why we should’ve talked about this in the very beginning,”

“I didn’t say anything, Charles. But have you ever considered that you might have imagined it?”

“Six people? I’ve never heard of six people imagining the same thing at the same time.”

“Sure you have,” Alice said. “A group of kids sit up late at night telling ghost stories, then they all think they’ve seen a ghost. Happens all the time. Isn’t that what happened with the Salem witch trials?”

“I don’t know anything about witches, Alice. But I do know a little about haints. And it wasn’t just the one time when we were little. It came back.”

“Oh, I remember the insurance report. So let me play devil’s advocate for a minute. You’re driving in the rain on an all-nighter, and you think you’ve seen a ghost. A lot of people might attribute that to sleep deprivation, lightning, too much caffeine.”

Cha-Cha usually enjoyed the sparring nature of his and Alice’s talks. She volleyed his answers right back at him like one of his own sisters would. But she took things too literally—a major character flaw, he thought.

“Charles? Were there more times than just those two?”

He didn’t like how frequently Alice used his name. It was a way to keep their talks formal, which was fine, but he also thought it was a way to condescend.

“I don’t see the point of waiting this long to talk about the haint if you were never going to believe me.”

“It’s not important whether I believe or don’t believe, Charles. I’m curious if there were more times than just those two.”

How many times did a body have to collide with the paranormal for it to count for the science-minded? Three? Twelve?

“Fourteen years old to sixty-four years old,” Alice said. “That’s a pretty long gap, don’t you think?”

It didn’t seem like a long time to Cha-Cha. Fifty years, a wife, two children, one grandchild; they were not here one day, then all here the next.

“Do you believe in God, Alice?”

“Well, I don’t usually discuss my beliefs, but”—Alice put her pen down on the pad—“I’m an atheist, Charles. Why do you ask?”

“An atheist?” Cha-Cha had never known an atheist. When his son Chucky was thirteen he’d declared himself an atheist, but Tina had prayed and whupped it out of him. “Did you ever believe in God?”

“I guess I thought I believed at one point,” Alice said. “But now I don’t think I ever truly did.”

“Oh.”

“Why do you ask?” She leaned back in the chair but kept her arms on the desk, as if leaving her body open for attack.

Alice wasn’t exactly Cha-Cha’s friend, but she wasn’t like anyone he’d ever met before, and he didn’t want to throw their rapport out of sync.

“I don’t know,” Cha-Cha said. “There are ghosts all through the Bible, and angels, and even demons, not to mention the Holy Ghost himself.”

“I’m not sure how that answers my question,” Alice said.

“I’m trying to explain.”

“Okay, explain then,” Alice said.

“Thing is, after that first time on Yarrow, maybe I saw that blue fill my bedroom, and maybe sometimes I felt a certain way, like someone was watching me, but what I would do is hop out the bed, get on my knees, and pray. And after fifteen minutes or so of that, I wouldn’t feel or see anything in my room.”

Alice scribbled a quick note, possibly a single word, in her notebook.

“So you’ve been doing this off and on for fifty years?”

Cha-Cha certainly hadn’t prayed on his knees, outside of his bed, in ages. Tina prayed like that most nights, and other nights she sequestered herself in their walk-in closet for a half hour, the door closed, the light switched off, trying to get that much closer to God. But just because he didn’t hit the floor in prayer didn’t mean the haint never paid him a visit. When Cha-Cha was seven he’d had the job of cleaning up the kitchen at the end of the night. He washed whatever dishes remained after dinner, swept the floor, and wiped down the counters. If he waited too late to take care of it, he’d flip on the kitchen light and find cockroaches scampering across the counter, some as long as his thumb, claiming their territory for the dark hours. In the beginning it had made him sick, but he learned to tolerate fighting the insects in silence as his siblings and parents slept. The haint might be similar, something that had always been around but no longer an out-of-the-ordinary nuisance. Except, of course, when it tried to kill him.

“I don’t know. Maybe,” Cha-Cha said. “Maybe I’ve seen it, or hints of it a few times over the years.”

“And you’ve never told anybody about it again? Not even your father?”

Cha-Cha laughed.

“No, especially not my father. He said there weren’t any haints in this city. I wasn’t gonna change his mind.”

Alice sat with this last statement a minute and munched on her bottom lip, a habit Cha-Cha noticed she indulged in when devising some sort of plan for him. Lip munch: you need to hold your siblings accountable when they say they’re going to pitch in with your mother and don’t; it’s only fair. Or, lip munch: I think you could use a hobby, Charles, maybe something active, like swimming. Otherwise she kept her face very still.

“This is what I think,” she said. “I think you need to pay more attention these next few weeks, find out if this thing is still appearing for you, in any kind of form. Think about patterns. Do you feel a certain way when it shows up? What did you eat that day? Take a note of those things. Then we’ll have a better sense of what to do next.”

“Okay,” Cha-Cha said.

“Good, and maybe later, when you’re ready, you can take a visit to your mother’s house and spend some time in that room. Could be that you have some loose ends there that need tying up.”

“Maybe,” Cha-Cha said, but he had no desire to do anything to get closer to the haint. It seemed foolhardy, like thrusting your hand in a faulty garbage disposal, or parking a brand-new Cadillac on the street on the east side overnight.

 

Whereas the house on Yarrow Street sat high and narrow, full of straight lines, steep inclines, and sharp corners, Cha-Cha and Tina’s house on the edge of Franklin Village sat low, round, and wide. The kitchen—which bled into the dining room, which connected to the den—was at the very center of the building. From the den a hallway led to the house’s five bedrooms, 3.5 baths, garage, and finished basement. If you kept going, the kitchen inevitably reappeared. Francis Turner suggested such a layout, arguing that in his old age Cha-Cha would want a house that went out and around instead of up and down. It was optimistic advice from a man who in the end never lived to see seventy. In the wake of his accident and bringing Viola here to stay, Cha-Cha appreciated his father’s wisdom. He’d bought the land at a considerable discount; the old house was destroyed in a fire, and the owners opted not to rebuild. He took his time planning the layout, aware that with only one above-ground story his neighbors’ estates would dwarf his own. He made sure to add touches elsewhere to help his house fit in—a generous back deck, large bay windows, a wide, curving driveway. Now, a few of his neighbors’ places featured foreclosure and For Sale signs on the lawns. Cha-Cha’s house still stood, deep in the heart of a cul-de-sac and on its way to free and clear.

“Russell’s been holed up in Mama’s room since he got here,” Cha-Cha said. “I tried to listen through the door, but damnit if they weren’t in there whispering.”

He leaned into the kitchen from the front entryway.

“Please, Cha-Cha. You know your brother couldn’t whisper at a funeral,” Tina said. Every surface in the kitchen supported a tray of pepper-speckled raw chicken parts. She moved from tray to tray, shaking seasoning salt from one hand and garlic powder from the other.

“All I know is that he better be in here in time for this meeting.” Cha-Cha hovered in the kitchen entryway lest Tina put him to work. “If he’s gonna show up for the weekend unannounced, he can at least help tend to some business.”

“I keep telling you he sent us an email saying he was coming,” Tina said.

“That man sends an email every hour,” Cha-Cha said. “How am I supposed to wade through all them chain letters for the real ones?” He hurried as best he could manage through the kitchen and into the dining room, where he tried to look busy with a stack of receipts.

“The subject line was ‘coming to Detroit this weekend.’ You had to have seen it.”

“That coulda meant that God’s coming to Detroit for all I know. Half those emails are always tryna force me to do something or face hellfire. They’ll have some scripture, then talkin about ‘click this if you love God,’ or ‘if you don’t forward this, you’ll be damned.’”

“So do you forward em?” Tina asked.

She looked up at him, her gloved hands out in front of her like a doctor pre-operation.

“Of course not! It’s probably some people tryna steal folks’ metadata, or spyware, or whatever you call it.”

Tina’s face did that thing it liked to do when she prepared to say something righteous. Her eyebrows rose, her chin dropped a bit, and her freckles seemed to multiply. Cha-Cha knew the scripture she’d reach for.

“Whoever denies me before men, him I will also deny before my father who is in heaven,” she said, with more seriousness than Cha-Cha thought necessary. He opened his mouth to say something clever—he wasn’t sure what—and perhaps a bit combative in return, but Russell came into the dining room from the den.

A career military man like his older brother Quincy but not nearly as zealous, Russell was most similar to Francey in that he’d strike up a conversation with anyone, anywhere. He also had a penchant for creating nicknames, including for people he’d just met. The gift of gab resided within every Turner child—fights for parental attention required it—but to Cha-Cha, Russell’s level of gregariousness seemed less a product of genetics and more the result of a dogged, often annoying resolution to remain optimistic. His brother, the fourth child, had survived Vietnam, three decades in the marines, throat cancer, and, perhaps most harrowing, the shame of his firstborn son growing up to be a pro-prison, anti-“big government,” libertarian-leaning Republican. Russell would hold court on any subject except politics. Unbeknownst to all but Cha-Cha and Viola, he contributed the most money to Viola’s care, and his mother harbored a soft spot for him because of it.

“I take it all this chicken ain’t for me, the weekend guest of honor?” Russell said.

“Not this time,” Tina said. “The women’s ministry is hosting a picnic tomorrow.”

“Mmm-mmm, now you know I love a women’s ministry!” Russell said. He rubbed his hands together.

Tina swatted her spatula in his direction from the other side of the counter.

“You’re just as bad as Cha-Cha. Y’all both need more church.”

Cha-Cha heard cars pull into his driveway and went to open the front door.

Marlene, Francey, and Netti arrived in one car, Troy in another. Cha-Cha worked his way from one sister to the next, doling out squishy hugs and airy pecks on the cheek. He clapped Troy on the back, suppressed the undying urge to give his youngest brother a noogie.

“Where’s Mama? In her room?” Marlene asked. “I wanna say hi before we get started.”

She moved toward the hallway, and Russell cleared his throat.

“She just took her pills and finally went to sleep,” Russell said. “Don’t go in there waking her up. Maybe by the time we’re done meeting.”

Marlene turned back to the living room and rolled her eyes at Russell.

“Fine, but I’m not leavin without seeing her, Russ, you’d better believe. She’s not no little baby. She can go back to sleep.”

Russell might have garnered favor with Viola through monetary contribution, but Marlene’s sense of entitlement to her mother’s attention stemmed from time spent and sheer will.

“Anyway,” Netti said. “Anyone heard from Lelah? I called her earlier, but her house phone kept ringing. I think she’s got a new prepaid cause the cell number I tried didn’t go through.”

“I tried that prepaid number, and she didn’t answer either,” Cha-Cha said. He chose a barstool over a dining chair to give his left knee some relief, as did Russell. Turner knees, the left one in particular, became untrustworthy as one aged.

“I don’t know why that girl won’t go ahead and get a regular contract,” Netti said. “She’s like one of them drug dealers on TV, doesn’t want the government to track her down.”

“You’ve gotta have good credit to get a contract, don’t you?” Troy said. “Y’all know Lelah ain’t had good credit since high school.”

“Oooh,” Marlene and Netti said in unison.

“What happened today, Officer Troy? You in a bad mood?” Netti said.

“Alright!” Francey said. “It looks like it’s just gonna be us. Three boys and three girls. That’s good enough. It’s almost like a quorum.”

“Yes indeed, Francey-pants,” Troy said. “If you wanna make it real official, you can go ahead and take the minutes.” He stepped past her to the refrigerator and pulled out a beer.

“I just might take minutes, thank you very much. And I’ll be sure to note your intoxication levels in the official report.”

“Never mind Officer Troy. Can we kindly get this show on the road?” Marlene asked. “I’m tryna catch a rummage sale in Windsor early in the morning, so I need my beauty rest.”

“Roomage sale?” Russell said, imitating their mother’s pronunciation. “Thought it was called a flea market nowadays. You turning into an old lady on me, Marly Marl?”

“Mama pronounces it roomage, I’m gonna at least say rummage, out of respect. You know what I mean.”

Viola no longer had the energy for the requisite bargain hunting and haggling, but Marlene still ran the clothing booth that they had manned together at a local flea market for years. She handed half of the proceeds over to Cha-Cha to help in Viola’s care.

“Alright,” Cha-Cha said, trying to sound formal. “Let’s get to business.”

“Yes, let’s,” Marlene said.

“After being on hold for forever, I finally talked to the bank about Mama’s house. Apparently, under the advice of I don’t know who, Mama refinanced in ’94 after Daddy died. A couple years before I got in charge of her affairs.”

“That was my advice,” Netti said. “And it was good at the time. All of y’all were broke or busy feeding your kids, and those social security checks weren’t enough for Mama to survive on.” Netti, the seventh child, worked for an accounting firm. She was a lead administrator, not a CPA, but she had a general handle on money, always put more aside than most.

“Nobody’s blaming you, Netti,” Francey said. “Cha-Cha is just laying out the facts.”

“Thank you, Francey,” Cha-Cha said. “So anyway, Mama owes about forty thousand, but that house, even though it’s the nicest one on Yarrow, is only worth four thousand dollars.”

Gasps and epithets filled the dining room, even a “What in the hell?” from Tina, the born-again non-curser, in the kitchen.

“That’s the same thing I said,” Cha-Cha said, referring to one of the curses, or maybe all of them. “But let’s not act like Yarrow ain’t been doin bad for a while now.”

“Doin bad, sure, but four thousand dollars?” Netti said, “You can’t even buy a car with that.”

“The appliances me and Richard just put in there cost almost half that amount,” Francey said.

“I know. But four thousand is just a number we’re all gonna have to accept. This meeting isn’t about that number. It’s to decide what we’re gonna do about the Yarrow Street house.”

“What do you mean, do?” Marlene asked.

“Well, it’s pretty obvious,” Cha-Cha said. But here he paused a beat too long, which made everyone fearful of what he’d say. “We’ll have to short-sell it, unless we can come up with some other option.”

There was no uproar here, no additional curse words flung into the air. Instead all the siblings got familiar with the carpet on the dining room floor, ran through assets and expenses in their heads. Everyone knew what short-selling meant; the depressed housing market had made the term commonplace. You stopped making payments on your house, then the bank agreed to sell it for what it was currently worth. You didn’t see a penny of the sale money, but at least you didn’t owe the
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