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CHAPTER 1
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The Family

M


omma prowled our house nightly like a caged predator, her eyes darting to shadows where enemies might lurk. They'd invaded our kitchen repeatedly, those phantom intruders, hunting for our precious food—the carefully wrapped treasures we kept frozen for weeks, our insurance against hunger. I couldn't join her paranoid vigils, and my sisters would bolt if forced to participate. She'd always been this way—rising in darkness to check locks, windows, rooms—a sentinel against invisible threats. Her obsession with security was the one quality I grudgingly admired. But her protection came with a savage edge—she was tough, dangerously tough. I still see her wrapping her arm around my sister’s throat when she dared talk back, watching as the girl's face purpled, her desperate gasps for air growing weaker. In Momma's eyes, I glimpsed a memory surfacing—Deacon Johnson pinching her butt cheek during Sunday offering. The man never risked touching her again after what followed. Some lessons, Momma made sure, only needed teaching once. 

Momma’s real name was Easterlee Henry, but everybody in town called her Pot. We’ll get to that later. She was the baby. Grew up dirt poor in Benville, Louisiana, a town with about three thousand folks, three stop lights, and three schools. Not much crime besides the folks that went missing several times a year, black folks. Dangerous? Depends on how you look at it. Nobody really investigated the missing women or the kidnappings. That would only make it worse. Investigating a missing person in Benville was like asking for a death sentence. Everything was swept under the rug. Your kids were either in the cotton field or in school, a harsh reality. 

Around those days, in the sixties, in that small town, most were barely making it. Others were barely making it over barely. Everybody knew everybody. Getting around on a horse was common in her town, so was a car, but most of the black folks didn’t have a car. My momma’s family didn’t. It was just her momma, whom we called Grandma Clara, Easterlee, and her two sisters, June Henry and Mary Henry. They lived in a broken-down shack in a row of other broken-down shacks that felt sorry for one another — houses so decrepit even the roaches abandoned them. The makeshift bathroom in the backyard, the foot baths, and the crammed living spaces felt like they were living in slave quarters. Despite having to venture outdoors, whether cold or hot, to get clean and bathe in a simple foot tub, their spirit remained unbroken. They prioritized cleanliness over convenience, finding purpose beyond their limitations. It was a reminder to them that with the right mindset, they could transform even the most basic situations into opportunities for appreciation and gratitude. God was with them. They weren’t starving, and they weren’t dirty. That’s all that mattered.

Easterlee said she ain’t ever invited friends over, didn’t want that gossip ruining her reputation. Her fierce pride and secrecy protected her family's dignity when material possessions offered none. She’d pretend she lived in harmony if she had to. Those situations were only for the family’s eyes cause they were in it together or much worse. The sleeping arrangements were utterly conversing, with choices dwindling to just a bed and a couch in the living room for my aunt Mary. She was a mean one, too. She drew fierce territorial lines as her brash stance against “nasty butts” on her personal space became a powerful symbol of control when everything else had been stripped away. 

My aunt June occupied the precarious middle position—sensitive to her core yet oblivious to danger. She picked her nose without shame, sucked her thumb well past childhood, and slept like the dead. A house ablaze wouldn't disturb her slumber; she'd inhale smoke without stirring. Flames could devour her bedsheets while she dreamed peacefully of better days. The neighborhood whispered about her secret nature, as deceptive as Pastor Williams, who met her for “weekly devotions.” The same man who stood before his flock demanding money for a building fund that mysteriously constructed his hidden third home across state lines. The Lord might forgive him, but our neighborhood wouldn't. June thought everybody wanted her, even a blind man could see that.

Grandma Clara was crippled, paralyzed from the waist down after a forced penicillin injection at the hospital during an era when this “miracle cure” was liberally prescribed. It permanently damaged her body, but not her mind and spirit. She still dished out quite a few whippings with switches so long they’d follow you around the house. 

Each of them had a different father. Grandma Clara suffered from a web of absent fathers—those rolling stones who planted seeds and vanished. Yet Grandma Clara stood unapologetic against abandonment, transforming that pitiful shack into a fortress of fierce maternal love. While men disappeared, she remained, collecting not just her own children but the discarded offspring of an entire family tree. The revolving door of drop-offs and pickups never broke her—a raw testament to her character — a woman who refused to let anyone's children become casualties of convenience in a world where parenthood was optional for some but mandatory for her. And so, that was how my momma and my aunts grew up, with a loving mother, survival mode in mind, and determination to survive when the government wasn’t helping.

My Grandma Clara guarded them fiercely, especially their food supply. She'd wear the same threadbare clothes until they nearly disintegrated on her body without complaint, but eating the same food two days running ignited something dangerous in her. She'd sooner draw blood than force her children to consume yesterday's meal. Leftovers became contraband, banished to the freezer's depths until at least a week had passed—an arbitrary quarantine that made no logical sense but violated her code. The fierce glint in her eye when spotting day-old food suggested she'd commit murder before allowing such an insult to cross their lips. Her peculiar pride transformed their freezer into a time capsule of partially eaten meals, each carefully wrapped and dated, awaiting their resurrection when enough days had passed to satisfy her inexplicable standard.

Grandma Clara was special—a force of nature with minimal education but razor-sharp instincts. People claim common sense isn't common, but she wielded hers like a weapon, using it to keep shelter above their heads, food on the table, and danger lurking. Her survival skills came with a price: a target permanently etched between her shoulder blades. She'd bent her back in cotton fields during darker days when choice was a luxury reserved for others. My grandma's empty pockets couldn't conjure school clothes from thin air, and government assistance remained a distant myth. So cotton it was—the brutal education of bleeding fingers and sun-scorched skin, learning lessons no classroom could teach about the world's merciless nature. Those fields had forged her into something dangerous and necessary, a woman who understood that survival sometimes required becoming what others feared. And so my mother and her sisters were no different, so cotton picking it was, during their middle and high school years.







 

CHAPTER 2
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Cotton For Books

E


asterlee, June, and Mary would march to the fields at dawn, praying for mercy from the sun while Easterlee calculated how much stolen cotton she could smuggle in her bra—a dangerous gamble that could cost her everything. They'd toil in those fields, sweat mingling with silent tears, while their peers sat in classrooms. Her skin erupted in angry welts from cotton allergies, but complaints never crossed her lips, at first. She clung to her secret plan like she clung to God’s word —her ticket out of those endless rows. When they'd drag themselves home, depleted and aching, neighborhood children would play carelessly in the street, calling for her to join them. Easterlee’s exhaustion would momentarily vanish at the sight of fast-tailed Janet circling Morris like a predator stalking prey. Morris's skin glowed like milky chocolate in the afternoon light. For one dangerous second, she wondered if he, too, had felt the cotton field's brutal embrace, if his skin had blistered under the same unforgiving sun. But reality crashed back—she knew better. Some people's hands remained soft while others' cracked and bled.

Morris only had eyes for girls with generous curves, and Easterlee was flat as punishment—a late bloomer who never noticed her deficiency until Morris made it impossible to ignore. 

“Ain't no way I'm picking cotton and not benefiting from it,” she declared with dangerous determination. 

While other flat-chested girls pined hopelessly for Morris's attention, and Morris hungrily sought breasts to fondle, Easterlee formulated her audacious scheme. Her sisters sensed her plotting but remained ignorant of the details. Their only concern was keeping her alive—a legitimate fear considering what my Grandma Clara would do if she discovered Easterlee stealing cotton. Those fields represented survival. Each pound picked translated to pennies in their pockets and meager food on their table. The stakes were life and death, but Easterlee had already calculated the risk against her desperate desire and found it worth the gamble.

She was an unapologetic risk-taker who defied expectations at every turn. She outsmarted the system, turning stolen cotton into profit while evading the suspicious boss man, Willie. Her body marked by scratches and mosquito bites, she transformed suffering into motivation for revenge. Most didn’t know it, but she was selling some of that cotton back to the cotton field.

Easterlee was meaner than a church mother snaring her nose up at you cause your dress was six inches too high. Everyone knew she commanded respect despite a name she despised as much as dishonesty. Others tried to impose a nickname—even the absurd “Pot”—while harboring judgment at her family. Pot, like a pot on the stove. They say she got the nickname honestly, was so mean that everybody wanted to hit her over the top of the head with one. Makes sense to me, so that’s her name, Pot.

Pretended she had an unblemished childhood, like she ain’t ever done anything, but she was stealing cotton. She called it paying herself overtime. Over a period of time, she would have enough cotton to sell to the school girls for an education, taught by a student, nevertheless, an education. The lies my momma told. Some parents do that. Lie like you can’t detect it. Momma always taught me — Secrets are only secrets when buried with the dead. She was right. That was something I never forgot.

Morris was Pot’s first secret, the first man she talked about, and the last man she saw alive after her daddy found out. Well, their daddy at the time. They all had different fathers, remember.

Back when Pot was out in the fields picking cotton and stuffing her bra, she was secretly hatching a plan. She was fed up with watching the other girls stroll home with their books while she returned with cotton, scratching at her breast and breaking out in hives. Grandma Clara had a gut feeling something was off, and so did her sisters. None of them were allergic to anything, except for Pot. Grandma was hell-bent on uncovering the truth, ready to confront whatever was hidden beneath the surface.

She always made a beeline for the bathroom, urgency coursing through her veins as she fumbled for the cotton. It was crucial to get rid of it before things spiraled out of control, and she knew that hiding it was her only option. In their home, the only thing that truly needed to remain secret was Grandma Clara’s gun. Its location was a mystery, known exclusively to Grandma Clara, safeguarding a haunting past that lingered in the shadows.

Pot always made an effort to return home before Morris and the school girls arrived. She deceived him, claiming she needed to work and earn money, insisting that education had lost its significance in their household. Meanwhile, she and her sisters frequently had to redistribute the cotton in their sacks to ensure an even load for the journey out of the cotton fields. Willie and Jimmy transformed ordinary horses into instruments of intimidation. No mercy for those who dared challenge Willie's intelligence; his paranoia triggered swift retribution. The brothers circled like vultures on horseback, their shadows stretching across scorched land, turning simple farmland into an open-air prison. They felt the suffocating weight of surveillance as hooves pounded rhythmically in blistering heat, a constant reminder that their freedom existed only at the whim of two men who'd made themselves gods over their small, dusty domain.

Mary and June struggled to appreciate Pot’s spirited ways. Yet, there was never a dull moment with her around. Each afternoon, after they completed their long hours in the field, Pot made a beeline for the bathroom. With determination, she would shower and carefully clean the cotton, knowing that presenting anything less than perfect was unacceptable. Selling dirty cotton to the school girls would tarnish her reputation. 

After meticulously folding and hanging the clothes, she'd hastily push through the back door, the screen slapping shut behind her, eager to catch a glimpse of Morris as he sauntered by their white shotgun shack. Each day held the promise of something different with him, and she wouldn’t waste a moment.

“Hey Morris! How was school?” she giggled, swinging back and forth in the old chair on the porch.

Morris always met her with a smile and a dimple. “It would have been better if you were there.”

Pot would stand a few steps away and blow him sweet kisses, watching with joy as he eagerly caught each one with his outstretched hands, a wide grin lighting up his face. Soon after, a group of school girls started trailing behind him, their hearts fluttering as they admired his every move. She couldn’t help but feel uneasy about it, worried that the attention he received was superficial, and hoped he would find deeper connections beyond the silly neighborhood girls. 

Her heart always skipped a few beats as if she were having a heart attack seeing them run behind him. He was hers in her head. She had to find a way to get him. 

Janet had started to develop over a few months. Pot couldn’t stand Janet. She was smart and pretty, her competition. One particular Friday, Pot noticed Janet's breasts. They were hard to miss. You saw them before you saw her face. She assumed she'd been stuffing them, but she wasn't sure. That gave her a reason to find out. Everybody knew Morris liked breasts. 

Pot hopped off the chair, almost ripping the thread from her dress as she ran to Janet with a brown bag full of cotton. Her skin began to crawl as she got closer and closer to them.

Janet walked faster, hoping to catch up to Morris, ignoring her. 

Pot yelled, “Janet, slow down girl!”

Janet stopped and turned towards her, “What is it Pot? Ain't you picking cotton today? You finish already?”

She clinched her teeth and balled her fist, ready to knock Janet into next week. Janet noticed her tight grip on the bag and took a deep breath. Pot was known to have an attitude and would fight anyone if needed.

“What did you say to me Janet?”

Janet retreated. “Oh, nothing. Just thought you were out in the fields working today. Isn't that what y'all do all day?”

She rolled her eyes. She had now known everyone knew why they weren't in school. 

“I didn't come over here for that. I'm making money. You listening to teachers all day. Think I got a better deal.”

Janet smirked, “If you say so. You'll be black as tar tomorrow. So, what you want?”

“I been watching you every day, and you getting bigger.”

“Excuse me. Bigger. Where? I'm fine,” she said, twirling.

“Ya breasts. They weren't that big last week.”

“Why you looking at my breasts?”

“Cause Morris looking and you like him. Ya stuffing 'em with socks or something?”

Janet looked down her breasts. She knew she was right. 

“It's none of your business you pervert.”

“I'm not a pervert. I'm here to help you get what you need.”

“I've got what I need. You need to get outta those fields and in school.”

“I've got something better than socks. Cotton.”

“Cotton? What I'm gonna do with cotton? That's your field of expertise.”

“I would slap you but...

“Bye Pot. Go sell ya cotton.”

Pot's eyes widen as Janet hurried off to catch up with Morris. A tear met her cheek as she closed her bag and crouched behind a bush, crying. All she wanted was to make some money. 

The next day in the field, she tried making a deal with some of the workers. Everyone had to give her some of their cotton, or she'd lie to the boss and tell him they were the ones stealing it. Everyone already knew how angry he was. He didn't like thieves. 

The field was about ten miles from their house. Gregory would pick them up every day and bring them back home. Down South, it was scorching out during the summer, about 110 degrees some days. 

“Alright! Y'all listen up. Willie over there talkin’, and we over here lookin’ like some fools picking cotton. This ain't enough money for my family. I wanna go to school, and we can't afford clothes. I have to go to school.”

“Hush up and pick before he comes back over here,” said Gregory.

“No, you hush up. I need each of y’all on this row to give me some of y'all cotton before y'all leave today. If y'all decide not to, I'mma tell him y'all been the ones stealing, and ya know he gonna believe me. I got a way of convincing men my way,” Pot announced sternly. 

“Momma don't know ya been stealing cotton, does she?” June's frightened face scared Mary. They knew Pot was up to something. They'd been itching, too. 

June and Pot slept in the same bed, June at the head and Pot at the foot. She'd stuff cotton in their pillow cases at night. It was the only place she'd figure Grandma Clara wouldn't look, and she was right. 

“Pot,” Mary whispered, “Don't do that. Don't make a deal with the devil. Ain't no telling what this man a do to our family if he find out we stealing from him.”

“This my business Mary. You know we need money. I ain't living like this no mo. I can't even breathe at night sleeping in this lil bed.”

“Hush it, Pot. Don't tell our business out here,” June snapped.

She snapped back, “I either tell all our business or you help me steal some cotton.” 

June looked at Mary. Mary shrugged her shoulders, “You know she'll do it. I don't know where she get that from. She gonna be a outlaw one day and end up dead.”

“Looks like we ain't got no choice, do we?”

“No, don't look like
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