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    Dedicated to my family, friends, and dear readers near and far. 

      

    



  	
        
            
            Alone I sat, but together—yams, we ate.

      

    

Of Blood and Yams

Carmella Parker

Author’s Note on Historical Liberties

Of Blood and Yams spans from 1857 to 1876. The story opens in 1875 with Nyami at twenty-five, looking back eighteen years to 1857 when she was seven years old. The present action unfolds across 1875–1876, during the height of European colonial expansion in West Africa. While the author has endeavored to portray the period with cultural authenticity and historical respect, certain liberties have been taken in service of the narrative:

The West African Railroad: The novel depicts a railroad operating in the coastal regions of Nigeria extending toward Chad in 1858. In historical fact, Nigeria’s first railway was not constructed until 1896 (the Lagos-Ibadan line), and Chad had no significant rail infrastructure until the French colonial period of the 20th century. The railroad in this novel functions as a symbol of encroaching modernity, of the collision between ancient ways and colonial “progress,” and as a mechanism through which the past is literally disturbed—train vibrations waking what was meant to sleep. The author asks readers to accept this anachronism as intentional, serving both the novel’s themes and its exploration of how technology disrupts ancestral bonds to the land.

Elemental and Supernatural Elements: The celestial beings—Wave, Wind, Rain, Garden, and their kin—each with their own ancient relationships and individual bonds, and the supernatural framework of the novel draw from West African cosmological traditions while creating a fictional mythology specific to this story. The author has respectfully incorporated elements of Akan, Edo, Yoruba, Hausa, and broader West African spiritual beliefs while acknowledging this is a work of fiction, not anthropological documentation.

Character Ages and Timelines: The celestial and elemental characters exist outside normal human times. Ice’s presence in 1580s Japan alongside the historical figure Yasuke (the African samurai who served Oda Nobunaga) This connection honors both African and Japanese martial traditions. Their presence across centuries is possible within the novel’s framework, where ancient beings traverse time as water moves through stone—without asking permission. This is a work of magical realism rooted in the sacred tradition of African storytelling, where history and myth have always intertwined.

The author is grateful to the ancestors who whispered this story into being, and to readers who receive these liberties in the spirit in which they were given.
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Chapter One: Yams Watered with Blood
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THE WOMAN WHO EATS ALONE

I am called Nyami, and tonight I will eat my yams alone.

The water glides over the purple skins, washing away the red earth as I work at the basin. My hands move with practiced precision, fingers tracing the contours of each tuber. In the silence of the modest dwelling, the only sounds are the rhythmic scrape of my knife and the quiet crackle of oil heating in the iron pan.

I work alone at a table that once crowded with laughter and reaching hands. A single candle flickers in the growing darkness, casting shadows that dance across the mud-brick walls. I am twenty-five—eighteen years past the night my world collided with time and with gardens of rot and of bone.

I flour the yam slices the way my mother did, the way the mission women taught me, lay them gently in the hot oil. They sizzle and brown, their edges crisping, releasing that smell that carries memory in every molecule—earth and salt and something sweeter, something that tastes like home even when home has become a place you can never return to.

I arrange them on a clay plate, sit at my table with my dinner. I catch again, out of the corner of my eye, the ghosts of time skipping across the mud-brick walls, and for a moment I almost see them—

But aren't they only mere shadows?

I am alone.

The first bite tastes of salt and earth and tears.

A single drop falls from my cheek onto the plate. Then another.

This is what I do on rainy nights like this. I cook. I eat. I remember. I taste eighteen years of loss in every mouthful, feel it settling in the hollow place that grief carved into my soul the night Moon died, the night fates shifted, the night I learned that some stories demand to be whispered.

And what remains after such? For me—not sanguinity, but a symphony of sadness.

So, let me tell you about tears—not the kind that fall from eyes like mine do now, but the kind that seep into soil, the wounds we make when planting, the scars that grow round and orange, fed by what we bury.

Tears that become like blood.

But before I tell you about blood, let me tell you about its fruit.

* * *
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The yam—Dioscorea alata to those who studied in foreign universities, nyami to those of us who know it in our bones—is more than food. It is life itself, pressed deeply into the red earth of West Africa. White-skinned, purple-fleshed, it grows round and fat on what the rich dark soil bequeaths it. But the absorption power comes from the hands that till the land with promise of harvest, prayers to celestial beings that dance in the sky, and in certain neatly maintained fields, the yams themselves drink the blood ritually offered to them.

Yes, in the old days—the days before the ships came one after another—we planted yams with great ceremony. We sang to them. We poured libations over their mounds. We asked the Creator and ancestors to bless the crop, to make it plentiful, to sustain us through the dry season when other foods grew scarce.

We called it the Iri ji—the eating of the new yam—and it began not with the people but with the Obi, our chief, who rose before dawn to carry the first fruits to the mounds. Blood went into the earth first. Always blood first—from the goat or the cow offered at daybreak, poured at the base of the mounds so the earth would know itself honored. Then a portion set before the ancestors. Then, and only then, the living. This stood as the order. The dead before the living. The earth before both. We understood that everything we received had first passed through hands we could no longer see, and that to eat without remembrance left you alone in a way that had nothing to do with the number of people at your table.

The Yam Festival stood as our most sacred celebration. Not Christmas, not Easter—those came later, with the missionaries. But the Iri ji, held when the first harvest came in, that one belonged to antiquity. That one belonged to us.

And oh, how we ate. Roasted yams with their skin charred and their flesh steaming. Pounded yam—fufu—smooth as silk, eaten with rich palm oil stew. Fried yam sliced thin and crispy. Yam porridge thick with goat meat and peppers. For three days, we feasted. For three days, we celebrated the earth's bounty. Until we learned that the slave ships themselves carried yams in their holds—bound for the Americas, for the Caribbean—not for the captives, though some might receive a few pieces to keep them alive on that terrible journey.

No, the yams served as provisions for the crew, and more importantly, for replanting. The slavers watched, figured out that enslaved Africans would work harder, would survive better, if they could grow and eat the foods of home. So, they took our yams across the ocean, planted them in foreign soil, made them grow in lands watered by tears and blood and unspeakable suffering.

Celebrate...that word rings my lips, fastens my eyes... Nyami, they'd say, even though my given name is Conchata. A nickname that bloomed into existence because I loved yams even as a child—adored them with a passion that made my village sisters laugh with their full bellies and giggle at the sky. I ate them morning and night when allowed, my favorite the magical earthen fruit roasted over open fire until their skin cracked and split, revealing yellow, orange, pink, or purple flesh releasing steam that rose like vengeful spirits into the cool morning air. The starchy inside ran sweet as prayers—earth-warm and toothsome.

* * *
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My zaki sibling Sky—my only sister, the midwife, the healer—stood nine years older than me. Skilled with Ọwọ́ ìwòsàn àti àwọn ẹ̀mí ìtùnú.  Where Sky found her calling in tending the sick's coughs and clouded eyes, running to bring babies into the dawn, her hands always smelling of herbs and river water, I found mine—at seven years old—in memory and refusal.

Sky and I descended from a midwife, and her mother before her, and her mother before that—a long line of women who brought life into the world with skilled hands and whispered prayers. We grew up in a tribal territory a half day's journey from the mission settlement where I eventually made my home—a place of red earth and green forests, of ordered compounds and carefully maintained yam fields.

Sky came into the world already carrying our mother's gift—visible in her calm demeanor and steady hands. Even as a small girl, she cradled the village babies with a tenderness that made the old women nod approvingly. She stood tall and graceful, with skin the deep brown of fresh-tilled earth and eyes that seemed to see into your soul. She wore her hair in intricate braids that took hours to complete, woven with wooden beads our father had carved before his death.

I ran shorter, rounder, more prone to laughter and mischief. Where Sky moved like water—calm, deep, essential—I burned like fire, quick to spark and slow to bank. But together we ran complete. Two halves of one whole. We learned our mother's craft side by side, grinding herbs with mortar and pestle, attending births, listening to the old stories that carried knowledge within them like seeds.

Our mother, Adanma, commanded both veneration and fear in equal measure. Venerated because she rarely lost a mother or child in birth. Feared because she knew secrets, powerful secrets—which herbs brought on bleeding, which prevented it, which could ease pain or cause it. She, with her brown-grey eyes, read signs in a pregnant belly, in the stars, in the way birds flew overhead, in flames, in ice, in water. She heard distinctly what people did not say. She read the wind, the rain. The people whispered she had been "touched by the ancestors"—and simply prized her, all of them, in the village.

Our sprawling village organized itself in the old way, the chief's compound at the center and family compounds radiating outward like spokes on a wheel. The yam fields stretched beyond the compounds, acre upon acre of carefully tended mounds. The year was 1858, though we did not mark time the way Europeans did. We marked it by harvests, by the cycles of rain and dry, by births and deaths and the eternal turning of seasons.

The British held Lagos, we heard from traders. Building their forts, stopping the slave ships—or trying to. But they sat far away, and we lived deep in the interior, protected by forest and distance and the fierce reputation of our warriors. Life continued much as it had for generations.

Except for one thing: the mission village.

Ten years before the time I'm telling you about, a group of strangers had established a settlement half a day's journey from our territory. Not British colonizers with their guns and their arrogance. These came different—White, Black, and Creole people who spoke of a God who loved everyone equally, who built a small white church with a bell that rang out across the forest.

The first time we heard that bell, the entire village stopped and listened in wonder and fear. What spirit made such a sound? But when scouts returned with tales of peaceful farmers who grew yams and spoke of brotherhood, curiosity replaced fear.

Trade began. Then visits. Then something akin to friendship, though the elders remained wary.

During one of these trading visits, everything changed. A train—a moving dragon—that would come and connect the rugged coast to the interior.

* * *
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At twenty-five years old, I stand at the edge of where this story began—though its roots go back generations, deep as nyami vines searching for water in drought season. I eat slowly, methodically, as if the yams could fill the hollow place inside me. As if by eating, I could somehow digest the past, break it down, absorb it, transform it into something livable.

Mmmm... It never works.

I eat anyway, because that's what survivors do. We eat. We endure. We carry our dead with us like stones in our bellies, and we keep walking.

Let me tell you how it truly began. Let me take you back to when my sister and I were young, when we thought love and courage could protect us from anything. I will not fix you a plate of these yams—the taste now lingers, pernicious.

I will only tell you about the years of blood.

* * *
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Her name was Moon.

Beautiful in the way the village recognized without needing to discuss—though to me, watching at seven years old from the edge of the gathering place, she shone in the way of something not quite earthbound. Skin like midnight, eyes that sparkled with intelligence and mischief, a laugh that made even stern old men smile. She moved like water, like wind. She wore the traditional wrapper of indigo cloth, tied expertly at her breasts, with coral beads at her throat and brass anklets that sang softly when she walked.

Moon had been promised to Kwame Hassam, son of our territory's greatest general. The match arranged when they were both infants, their parents sealing the agreement with kola nuts and palm wine—the old way, marriages built to strengthen family alliances, to ensure good bloodlines, to maintain the social order that kept our community strong.

But here is what the elders didn't anticipate: Moon and Kwame actually fell in love.

Not the dutiful affection of an arranged marriage, but true love—fierce and consuming and absolute. You could see it in the way they looked at each other during village gatherings. In the way Kwame found excuses to walk past Moon's compound. In the way Moon's face lit up like sunrise when she heard his voice.

At seven years old, Sky sixteen, I watched their courtship with the fascinated attention of young women beginning to understand the power and danger of love.

Kwame stood everything a warrior's son should stand. Over six feet—unusual for our people—with broad shoulders and arms roped with muscle from years of training. He wore his hair in the traditional warrior style, short and tightly coiled, with three ritual scars marking his cheeks. His chest bare except for the leather cord that held his father's warrior charm, loose cotton trousers dyed with indigo, wrapped at the waist with a woven belt. When he moved through the village, people stepped aside—not from fear but from respect.

Moon at seventeen, Kwame at nineteen. Old enough to marry, though the families held the date—waiting for an auspicious time. After the next Yam Festival, they said. After the harvest secured and the ancestors had blessed the union properly.

"Do you think we'll have love like that?" I asked Sky one evening as we ground herbs for our mother.

Sky looked at me with those deep, knowing eyes. "Love like that is rare, little sister. And dangerous."

"Dangerous how?"

"Because when you love something that much, losing it breaks you." She paused, her hands stilling on the mortar. "Mother says Moon's love for Kwame runs too intense. She says the ancestors might become jealous, might demand a price."

"That's superstition," I said, though my voice wavered. I mimicked those in the village who called it foolish to believe in such things in the light of the train and progress.

"Maybe. But mother is rarely wrong about such things."

I watched Moon and Kwame whenever I could after that, looking for signs of the danger Sky spoke of. I saw only happiness. Only two young people dizzy with the joy of loving and being loved in return.

* * *
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Six months before the planned Yam Festival wedding, disaster struck.

Raiders came from the north—not slavers this time, but a rival tribe seeking to expand their territory. They attacked at night, burning compounds, stealing cattle and yams, killing anyone who resisted.

General Hassam, Kwame's father, led the defense. A man who had never suffered defeat, whose tactical genius rang across three territories. He rallied the warriors, organized a counterattack, and drove the raiders back.

In the fighting, he fell. A spear through the chest. A warrior's death, brave and terrible.

Kwame, fighting beside his father, killed the man who struck the fatal blow. Then killed two more. Then three. He fought like a man possessed, like someone who wanted to die but couldn't quite manage it.

When the raiders finally retreated, twenty-four of them lay dead. Four of our own warriors had fallen, including the mighty general.

The mourning period lasted a full month. Moon moved through it like a ghost, her face painted white with clay, her wrapper changed from bright indigo to undyed cloth. She barely spoke. Barely ate. She sat beside Kwame at his father's funeral, and I saw her reach for his hand, and saw him grip it like a drowning man gripping a rope.

"The wedding is postponed," the elders announced. "Kwame must complete his mourning. Six months at minimum, perhaps one year."

But Moon carried a child.

She told Sky first, because Sky served as the midwife-in-training, the one young woman came to with their secrets. Sky told our mother. Our mother told the elders.

And the village erupted in whispers and speculation.

Betrothed already, their marriage only delayed by death and tradition—so not quite scandalous. But awkward and complicated. A pregnant woman could not marry during the mourning period. But an unmarried pregnant woman brought shame to her family.

The elders debated for days. Finally, a decision: Moon and Kwame would marry, but quietly, with none of the celebration that would normally accompany such a union. After the baby came and the mourning period ended, they could have a proper ceremony.

I attended the quiet wedding as Sky's assistant. It took place at twilight, with only the immediate families present. Moon wore white—the mourning color—rather than the bright cloths a bride should wear. Kwame's face stayed solemn, marked by grief and responsibility in equal measure.

But when they spoke their vows, when they promised themselves to each other before the ancestors and the living witnesses, the love still burned between them. Dimmed by sorrow but not extinguished.

"May they have many years together," our mother whispered to Sky. "May the ancestors be merciful."

The ancestors, it seemed, were not so merciful.

* * *
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THE BIRTH

Moon's pregnancy progressed normally for seven months. Then in the eighth month, too early, the labor pains began.

I remember the night Kofi came into the world. A Friday in 1858, and the rains had come early that year to the coastal region of Nigeria, where the missionaries had built their compound near the train depot that connected our territories to Chad's interior—and here our village sat in the green valleys between the old ways and the curious new. Everywhere, the earth turned to rivers of mud that ran between the mission buildings, thick and ochre, and near Mama Wave's house in the village.

A midnight call summoned Sky and our mother to Mama W.'s house. I came too, carrying a basket of supplies—clean cloths, herbs for pain and bleeding, the sacred objects our mother always kept for difficult births.

Kwame met us at the door of their small compound, his face tight with fear. "She says something is wrong. She says the baby is angry, fighting to get out."

"All babies, they fight to be born," our mother said, her voice carrying the calm of a woman who has attended a hundred such nights. "It is their nature, oui. Come, let us see."

But when they examined Moon, even I could tell something had gone wrong. The baby had positioned itself badly, turned sideways instead of head-down. And Moon bled—not the normal show of blood that comes with labor, but too much, too fast.

"This one, she will be difficult," our mother said quietly to Sky—difficult the way all things that matter are difficult, which is to say without warning and without mercy. "Prepare yourself, chile."

Only seven, I remember everything. Moon labored for two days in Mama Wave's house. The birthing place stood better than most in the village—Mama W.'s home, with wooden floors and strong walls, welcoming and mysterious at once. Mama Wave—Mama W., as the village had always called her, like the way you shorten the name of someone who has been yours long enough—a mystical elder of our village, had taken Moon in lovingly when her pregnancy began to show and her parents' disappointment grew too heavy to bear.

Mama W.'s house rose on posts above the flooding rains. Wooden floorboards ran beneath our feet, small gaps between the planks where you could see down to the packed earth below. The walls held well—mud brick, whitewashed and decorated with traditional carvings. The roof thatched thick and well-made, keeping out most of the rain but letting the sound of it drum through, steady and rhythmic, like the heartbeat of the earth itself.

Better than most houses in the village. The old woman's house stood always better. Small, with a charming garden patch at the base of the slope below—just large enough for the herbs she needed, the vegetables she coaxed to life from the stubborn ground.

I remember the room as stifling despite the rain drumming overhead, despite the slight wind that moved through the shuttered windows, making the white mosquito net sway gently over Moon's birthing mat. The air hung thick enough to taste—heavy with moisture, with incense, with the sharp tang of herbs our mother had burning in clay bowls.

My sister Sky attended Moon, along with our mother. And Mama Wave moved among us with quiet authority, her presence both necessary and commanding in ways I didn't quite yet understand. She had quickly mixed palm wine with alligator pepper in the gourd. Moon could barely sip the concoction.

I had seen Mama Wave before—everyone in the village had—but I had never truly looked at her until that night. She was a small woman, shorter than any adult I knew, the kind of small that made you think slight before you corrected yourself, because slight was wrong. Nothing screamed slight about her. She moved through the room the way a stone sits in a river—without effort, without apology, with the absolute certainty of something that has long since decided where it belongs. Four feet and some inches. Black hair, mostly. All black, the deep certain black of someone who had simply refused the terms of aging—with one silver strand at her left temple, maybe two, catching the lamplight when she turned. Nothing more. No white crown, no silver braid. Just those one or two strands, like the hair itself had made a small admission it couldn't take back.

Nobody in the village knew Mama W.’s age. I had heard people guess. The oldest guesses put her past a hundred. She did not look it. She looked like a woman who had been old for an extraordinarily long time and had come to some private understanding with it. Her face held lines but not the collapse of great age—more the way wood weathers: harder, more particular, recording what it has survived in the grain of it. Her hands, when they moved, moved with complete intention. Not slow. Not trembling. Certain.

And then she turned toward the lamp to check the mixture in the gourd, and I saw her eyes for the first time.

Silver. Not gray. Not the gray of rain or ash or the first light before dawn. Silver—the color of still water under a full moon, of something that reflects rather than absorbs, that holds the world on its surface without being changed by it. They were the most unusual eyes I had ever seen, and I had no language for what I felt looking into them except that I understood, without being able to say why, that this woman had seen things that had not yet happened.

Oil lamps stood on a low wooden table and on the floor in the corners, their flames dancing and spitting whenever the wind gusted through the cracks around the shutters. The light they cast made everything move—shadows that seemed alive, that seemed to breathe with Moon's labored breathing.

Everyone glistened. Sky's forehead. Mother's arms. Moon's whole body like she'd been anointed. Even me, pressed in my corner—sweat ran down my back, stuck my wrapper to my skin. Kwame's shirt plastered to him, his face aged by terror.

The room smelled of earth and rain and blood and burning herbs. Of something ancient and something new mixing together. Of endings and beginnings happening at the same moment.

Eighteen hours of screaming and blood and desperate prayers. Our mother tried everything—herbs to strengthen the contractions, positioning to turn the baby, prayers and invocations to the ancestors. Sky worked beside her, learning, helping, her face a mask of concentration.

I held Moon's hand, wiped her forehead, whispered encouragement I didn't believe.

Dawn crept over the horizon when the baby finally came—a boy, small but perfect, with tiny fists and a face scrunched in fury at being born into such pain and chaos.

Our mother cleared his mouth and nose. The baby drew breath—once, twice—and wailed. A strong sound. A survivor's sound.

Moon lay dying now. We all knew it. The bleeding hadn't stopped, and her face had taken on the color of old ashes. Her breathing came shallow and quick.

Kwame pushed into the room, protocol forgotten. He saw his son, saw his wife, understood immediately which one he would keep and which he would lose.

He fell to his knees beside Moon, gathered her into his arms.

"I'm sorry," she whispered. "I'm so sorry, my love."

"Don't," Kwame said, his voice breaking. "Don't leave me. I can't—I can't do this without you."

"You can and you must." Moon's hand reached up, touched his scarred cheek. "You're strong. Stronger than you know. And you have our son. You have—"

She paused, gasping for breath. Our mother pressed more cloths against the bleeding, but the effort changed nothing. We all knew it changed nothing.

"Name him," Moon barely whispered. "I want to name him."

Our mother leaned close. "What name, daughter? Speak it and we will honor it."

A boy born on early Friday morning—Moon held him for only moments before the bleeding gushed. It pooled dark beneath her hips, seeping through the cloth padding on the mat, spreading across the wooden floor.

Sky pressed frantically. But too much blood. Always too much.

Our mother brought in the wash basin, ceramic, filled with clean water from the covered vessel in the corner. She rinsed the blood from her hands—but too much, always too much. The water in the basin turned pink, then red, then nearly black as Sky and our mother worked. The metallic scent of blood hung sharp and wrong in the humid air. Our mother worked with swift, practiced hands. Mama Wave murmured low over the baby—“Omo mi, omo mi”—her hands moving over him in slow, deliberate patterns.

Outside, the rain drummed on. Steady. Relentless. Like it tried to tell us something. Forewarning. Ominous.

The wind picked up, making the mosquito net billow and dance, making the lamp flames lean and spit sparks.

The baby—little nameless baby—wailed in Mama Wave's arms, his cries mixing with the rain and wind, with his mother's weakening gasps.

"What shall we name him?" Our mother asked dying Moon, her voice trembling as she and Sky continued to work—to stop the blood—as the baby's wails filled the room, high and insistent, demanding life even as his mother's drained away through the gaps in the floorboards, seeping down to the earth that waited below.

Moon's understanding grey eyes fixed on Kwame's face where he knelt beside her, still gripping her hand as if he could hold her to this world through will alone.

"After his grandfather. After the general." Her voice grew stronger despite her failing body. "I want to name him Kwame Hassam. After his father and his grandfather both. Let him carry the warrior's name through generations."

The room went silent except for the rain, the wind, the crackling oil lamps. Even the baby stopped crying, as if sensing the weight of the moment.

"You cannot," our mother said, horror cracking through her voice. Even at seven years old, I understood the weight of her words. "Chile—" the word coming out soft, but somehow carried the mixture of all the sounds of the coast, underneath the warning "—you cannot name a baby after someone who died so terribly violent. It is taboo, yes. The restless spirit, it attaches to the infant."

"I have named what I have named," Moon said, blood flecking her lips. "My son will carry his father's name and his grandfather's name. Kwame Hassam. He will be a warrior like them. He will be strong."

"Moon, please," Sky pleaded gently. "Let us choose another name. Something safe. Something—"

"Sorrow," Kwame said suddenly, his voice flat and dead as ash. "We should name him Sorrow. Because that's what he brings. Sorrow and death."

"No!" Moon's hand shot out with surprising strength, gripping Kwame's arm. "Not sorrow. Never sorrow. Our son is not a curse. He is a blessing. He is all we have of our love made flesh." She coughed, and more blood came. "Name him Kwame Hassam. Let him carry the names of warriors. Let him—"

Her voice faded. Her hand went slack, falling to the mat with a sound too quiet for such a final moment.

Sky closed Moon's eyes, her own tears falling silently onto Moon's still face. Mama Wave continued holding the baby—holding him the way rivers hold things, without asking permission, without promising to give them back—rocking him gently, her expression unreadable.

Kwame let out a sound—not quite a scream, not quite a wail—something animal and broken, torn from somewhere deep inside him. He lurched forward, and his hand struck the wash basin beside the birthing mat.

It tipped and crashed to the floor.

Blood-darkened water rushed across the wooden floor, finding every crack between the boards, every gap, seeping through in dark rivulets that disappeared down to the earth below. Down to where the soil waited, drinking it in, taking Moon's blood back into itself.

The lamps and candles flickered as if the house itself shuddered.

The wind gusted harder, rattling the wooden shutters.

The rain drummed on, steady and relentless. Earth still lived, but our precious Moon did not.

Our mother slowly began the death wail—high and keening, a sound that seemed to rise from the earth itself, from the soil beneath the house that had just imbibed Moon's blood. Mama Wave joined her, her voice lower, alto in pitch, older, carrying harmonics that made my spine shiver and my soul quiet.

The baby—little nameless baby—wailed again in Mama Wave's arms, hungry and motherless, his cries mixing with the women's wailing and the rain and the wind until it became one terrible song—a symphony of grief and birth and death all tangled together.

Kwame sat very still now, staring at the dark water spreading across the floor and disappearing between the boards. His wife's body lay before him, beautiful even in death, her skin still warm but growing cooler with each breath he didn't take because he'd forgotten how to breathe.

His face held nothing except the kind of grief that has no words, no shape, no end.

"What shall we name him?" our mother asked quietly, once the wailing had subsided to gentle weeping. "This chile, she need a name. Eight days—the ceremony, it come in eight days, as is tradition."

"Not Kwame Hassam," Kwame said, his voice hard as the wooden floor, cold as the rain outside. "She was wrong. Dying women speak with confused minds. We cannot curse the child with those names. Not both."

"Then what?" Sky asked quietly, still kneeling beside Moon's body, still holding her hand though no warmth remained in it.

"Kofi," I heard myself say. My voice came out small but clear, cutting through the sounds of rain and grief. Everyone turned to look at me—little Conchata, pressed into the corner, tears still wet on my face but my eyes steady. I pressed my palms flat against my wrapper before I finished speaking, the way I always did when I needed the words to hold. "Kofi. It means 'born on Friday.' Today is Friday. It's a safe name. A good name."

Our mother nodded slowly, relief washing over her face. "Kofi. Yes. That is acceptable—a safe name, untainted by death, honoring the day without inviting spirits." She looked at Kwame. "Do you agree?" Mama Wave's eyes—silver in the candlelight, silver as still water, silver as I had known them since she turned to that lamp—sparked approval for the briefest moment. “Jisie ike,” she said quietly. Only that.

Kwame looked down at his dead wife, then at the squalling infant the older woman held. His eyes stayed hollow, empty of everything except the grief eating him alive from the inside.

"I don't care what you call him," he said, his voice hollow as a drum with no skin. "He killed her. He killed Moon, and I—I can't—"

He stood abruptly, walked to the door, pushed it open to the rain and the wind and the night. The rain soaked him immediately, plastering his clothes to his body, mixing with his tears—though no one could tell where the rain ended and the tears began.

He walked out into the darkness, his feet finding the ladder down from the raised house, stepping into the mud that sucked at his feet, the darkness swallowing him whole.

Inside, we remained with Moon's body, with the new baby, with the blood still seeping through the floorboards down to the ravenous earth below.

The rain drummed on.

The wind whispered through the cracks.

The fire in the lamps flickered and spat.

The crimson water from the overturned basin continued its slow journey to the garden patch at the base of the slope on which the home sat.

And Mama Wave looked at me across the room—looked at me with those silver eyes that held the whole of what had just happened and the whole of what lingered—and nodded once, as if I had done something right, something necessary, something that would echo through all the years to come.

What did she see? I still don't know.

What I knew—what I do know—is that I didn't understand a world where the spirits demanded worship and libations even as they took someone treasured most.

Until such time as the ancestors explained themselves—I, Nyami, would swear off love and simply live.

* * *
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THE 5TH DAY

"He is in shock," our mother said. "He will come back, when the grief—it is less sharp."

But Kwame didn't come back. Not that day, not the next, not the next. Five days passed like water through cupped hands. He had moved into the warriors' compound, refused to see the baby, and spoke to no one. He ate enough to survive and nothing more. He trained with the other warriors with a ferocity that frightened even the bravest men.

Our mother tried to care for the baby. She truly did. But she stood as the village's chief midwife and healer—the one they called for living and the one they called for dying, which in a season like this amounted to the same appointment—and sickness had begun spreading from the coastal settlements—the shaking death, we called it, for the way it hollowed people out from the inside, leaving them trembling and dehydrated, their skin gray as ash.

Every day, someone came running to our compound, their feet pounding the packed earth, their voices breaking with panic. "Please, the healer. My child burns with fever." "Please, my wife cannot stop the shaking." "Please, come quickly."

And our mother would go—the leather bag of herbs and remedies slung across her body—taking Sky with her more often now, teaching her daughter the ways of roots and prayers and the delicate balance between life and death. Sky, even at sixteen years old, already had steady hands, a calm voice, the gift of presence that made the dying feel less alone.

At seven years old, too young, kept from helping with the sick, but old enough to watch Baby Kofi while they went.

A hungry child, always crying, always wanting. The first day, our mother tried to nurse him herself, though her milk had dried up years ago. When that failed, she made a thin gruel of mashed yams and water, spooning it carefully into his tiny mouth. He choked and sputtered, his face turning red, but swallowed some.

By the second day, she knew it wasn't enough. The baby's cries had grown weaker, more desperate. His skin had begun to lose its luster, taking on a grayish tone that made my stomach clench with fear.

"We need goat's milk," she said, her voice tight with worry. "The baby needs proper nourishment or he won't survive."

"The man with the goats," I said immediately. I had seen him in the marketplace—the quiet man who traveled between villages with his herd, their bells making soft music as they walked. He spoke in that pidgin tongue that mixed our language with the traders' English. He moved with a stillness that seemed older than the earth itself. "He comes through the valley every few days. Others give him wares to sell as he travels."

"I know him," our mother said. Something in her voice made me look up. Respect lived there. Fear, maybe. But also, something else—recognition, the weight of shared history.

She found him that afternoon at the edge of the market, where the sounds of commerce filled the humid air—haggling voices, clinking coins, bleating goats. His herd clustered around him, their coats dusty from the road, their bells chiming quietly whenever they shifted. The smell of them—earthy, warm, alive—mixed with the market's other scents: roasting plantains, fresh yams piled high in baskets, the sweat of people pressed close together.

I followed at a distance, hiding behind a merchant's stall, watching as our mother approached. She bowed her head—bowed her head!—to this goat herder. I had never seen her bow to anyone except the tribal elders.

They spoke too quietly for me to hear over the market noise, but I saw his nod—once, brief, decisive. Saw him gesture toward his goats with weathered hands. Saw our mother's shoulders drop with relief, the tension leaving her body like water from a broken jar.

That evening, as the sun turned the sky orange and purple, he arrived at our compound with a clay jar of fresh goat's milk, still warm, the cream rising to the top in thick swirls. He set it carefully on the ground near our cooking fire, said nothing, and turned to leave before our mother could even thank him properly.

"Who is that man?" I asked Sky later, as we fed Kofi with a cloth dipped in the sweet milk. The baby sucked hungrily, his tiny hands gripping the air, his eyes half-closed with satisfaction. "The one with the goats. Why does mother bow to him?"

Sky's hand stopped mid-motion. "Be quiet, child."

"But—"

"I said be quiet." Her voice came sharp, urgent. "He is not a man to toy with. At all."

"But he's just a goat herder—"

Sky grabbed my arm, her fingers tight enough to leave marks. "Nyami. Some things you don't question. Some people you don't speak about. Do you understand?"

I nodded, frightened by her intensity. But later, when Sky went for firewood and couldn't hear, I found our mother and whispered, "Do you know him? The man with the goats?"

Our mother said nothing for a long moment—stirring the pot of stew, the smell of pepper and oil and dried fish filling our compound. Finally, she spoke without looking at me.

"He fought alongside your father. In the war. Before you were born."

She said nothing more. Enough for me to understand that this man was not merely a goat herder. That he carried secrets in his silence, and that those secrets were dangerous.

For the next five days, he came each evening as the sun set, painting the sky in reds and golds. Never speaking. Never asking for payment. Just setting the clay jar down—always warm, always full—and disappearing into the dusk like smoke, his goats' bells fading into the distance.

And Baby Kofi grew stronger, his cries louder and more insistent, his grip fiercer when he wrapped his tiny fingers around mine.

But our mother grew more exhausted. The shaking death spread faster now, creeping through the coastal settlements like floodwater. Three people died in one day; their bodies wrapped in white cloth and buried quickly to prevent contagion. Five the next. The death wails rose into the sky each morning like prayers that went unanswered.

Our mother and Sky returned from dawn until long after dark, carrying the smell of sickness in their clothes—that sour, metallic scent of fever and waste—their hands raw and cracked from scrubbing with lye soap, their eyes hollow with grief.

On the fifth day, our mother came home at noon—unheard of, wrong—and sat down heavily on the mat. She didn't even remove her headwrap or wash her hands first. Just sat.

"I cannot do this," she said, her voice flat with exhaustion. "I cannot care for this baby and do the work that must be done. People are dying. The village needs me. And this child..." She looked at little Kofi, sleeping in the basket I had woven from palm fronds, his chest rising and falling with each breath. "This child needs more than I can give him."

Sky and I looked at each other. We both knew what approached.

"There is an orphanage," our mother continued, her voice gaining strength. "By the train depot, where the city is growing. The missionaries run it—Pastor Simon and his wife Opal. They take in children who have nowhere else to go. And..." She paused, choosing her words carefully. "They teach them. Reading, writing, numbers. Skills that will help them survive in this changing world."

"No," I said, surprising myself with the force of it. "We can't just give him away like—"

"He will die here, Nyami." Our mother's voice stayed gentle but final. "Or I will fail the village trying to keep him alive. This is not abandonment. This is survival."

She stood, brushed the dust from her wrapper, and began gathering the few things Kofi owned: the cloth wrapping him at his birth, the wooden rattle someone had carved, the small pouch containing a lock of Moon's hair that Sky had saved.

"We will go tomorrow," our mother said. "At dawn, before the heat—it becomes too much to bear."

That night, I barely slept. I lay on my mat listening to Kofi's soft breathing, to the night insects singing their ancient songs, to the distant sound of the train depot—that mechanical beast changing everything, bringing the outside world closer with each passing day.

I thought about Baby Kofi. About his tiny hand gripping my finger. About the way he looked at me with those dark eyes that seemed to see something beyond this world.

And I thought about the name. Just "Kofi." A safe name. A Friday name.

But was it enough?
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Chapter Two: Blood in the Bayou
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Louisiana, 1858

Ten weeks prior to Kofi's birth...and Three years before the war that would tear America apart.

The Mississippi River ran thick and brown, carrying the soil of half a continent toward the Gulf of Mexico. It moved with deceptive laziness—a river that looked slow but could drown a strong swimmer in minutes, pull a boat under without warning, swallow men with equal indifference. The water held the color of café au lait, opaque as mud, and it remembered everything. Every slave ship that had docked at New Orleans. Every chain thrown into its depths. Every body that floated downstream after a whipping or a failed escape. The Mississippi kept its patience and its cruelty in equal measure, and it kept its secrets in the silt at its bottom.

The heat was simply murderous. It rose from the great water snake in shimmering waves, thick as molasses, heavy with the smell of mud and magnolias and decay. The river sat low, exposing sandbars that hadn't seen sun in decades, and everywhere you looked, enslaved people worked in fields that stretched to the horizon—cotton and sugarcane and rice, all of it watered with blood and tears.

Clarence Beaumont stood on the levee watching flatboats navigate the current. The boats came loaded with cotton bales, sugar barrels, and rice sacks—the crops that made Louisiana wealthy and kept hundreds of thousands of human beings in bondage. The pilots shouted instructions in French Creole, English, and Spanish, their voices carrying across the water. Black stevedores moved cargo under the watchful eyes of white overseers, their bodies gleaming with sweat under the brutal sun.

Clarence at twenty-three—tall and lean as a heron, with his mother's green eyes and his father's sharp features. His skin burned rather than tanned, and his dark hair already receded at the temples despite his youth. He wore the fine clothes his station demanded: dark wool trousers that made him sweat, a white linen shirt with a high collar, a gray silk waistcoat, and a black coat he longed to shed. His boots, polished leather, had been made by enslaved hands. Every thread on his body came from enslaved labor.

He hated it with a passion that kept him awake at night. Thinking like this, he touched his chin—the gesture arriving without invitation, the way truth sometimes does, before a man has decided to let it.

"Clarence!" A woman's voice called from behind him. "Clarence Beaumont, don't you dare pretend you didn't hear me!"

He turned and felt his heart clench.

Sarah Delacroix picked her way down the levee with the unconscious grace of someone who had navigated difficult terrain all her life. Twenty-one years old and remarkable in a way that made people look and then not know where to rest their eyes.

Her skin held the color of warm honey—not quite white, not quite Black, not quite red—evidence of the intricate bloodlines that tangled through Louisiana's ruling class. African and French and Choctaw all moved in her veins, visible in the gold undertones of her complexion, in the way her dark hair held a slight wave. Her eyes remained the real surprise: pale gray, almost silver in certain light, startling against her honey-gold skin. Those eyes came from her father—whoever he truly was.

She wore a dress of pale green cotton, the bodice fitted tight over her small waist, the skirt bell-shaped over layers of petticoats and a crinoline cage. A bonnet of the same green fabric shaded her face, and she carried a parasol against the punishing sun. Sweat dampened her temples and the hollow of her throat, but she moved with dignity despite the heat.

"Sarah," Clarence said, taking her gloved hand. "What are you doing down here? The heat—"

"I came looking for you." Her gray eyes searched his face. "You're planning something. I can always tell when you're planning something."

Clarence glanced around. Too many people on the levee—dock workers and merchants and always, always the possibility of someone reporting back to his father or, worse, to his cousin Edwin—a man who remembered every kindness he’d ever shown and used each one against himself in the dark. Inexorably capable of tenderness and cruelty in the same hour toward the same person. The South called it peculiar. And everyone else called it truth. "Walk with me."

They moved toward a quieter section of the levee, away from the main commerce. The air hung thick as syrup, heavy with the smells of river mud and fish and rotting vegetation. Mosquitoes swarmed despite the smudge pots burning on the docks—tiny demons that bred in the standing water of rice fields and swamps, carrying yellow fever and malaria, killing as surely as any bullet.

In the distance, an alligator bellowed from the swamps. A primordial sound, older than human memory.

"It's Stephen, isn't it?" Sarah said once they had relative privacy. "He's doing it again. Helping people escape."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Clarence." She stopped walking, forcing him to face her. "I'm not a fool. And I'm not your enemy. I know what Stephen does. I know he's been guiding people through the swamps to the Quaker stations. I know because..." She hesitated. "Because I've been helping him."

Clarence felt ice slide down his spine despite the heat. "Sarah, no. You can't—if you're caught—"

"I know the risks. But someone has to help. Someone has to do something." Her voice dropped to barely a whisper. "My mother is in those quarters, Clarence.” She pushed a wave of brown hair from her eyes — it had been escaping the bonnet since she came down the levee — and did not look away from him. “My mother and my aunt and my cousins. They're enslaved. My own blood is enslaved while I live in the big house and wear silk dresses and pretend I'm white enough that it doesn't matter."

She wasn't white enough. The tragedy of Sarah Delacroix—and the reason she understood both worlds, moved between them, belonged fully to neither. Her father—the man who had claimed her, raised her, given her his name—was Jacques Delacroix, first cousin to Augustus Beaumont, owner of the plantation two parishes over.

And so, Sarah had grown up between two doors that never quite locked. One opened into the big house—silk, French lessons, piano, the careful performance of almost-white. The other opened into the quarters behind Jacques's home, where her mother Marie sat by fading light and stitched buttonholes into other women's dresses. Sarah moved through both without ceremony, without permission needing to be asked. The fact of her life—unremarkable to her, invisible to men like Clarence and Stephen who had never thought to follow her through the second door.

Everyone whispered that her real father was Edmund Beaumont, Augustus's brother, Edwin's father. That Edmund had taken liberties with one of Jacques's enslaved women, that the resulting child ran too light to hide, that Jacques had claimed her as his daughter rather than face the scandal.

If true, Sarah carried Beaumont blood along with African and Choctaw. Edwin's half-sister. Belonging to that dangerous middle space—too Black to be fully white, too white to be fully Black, accepted by no one completely.

"Where is your mother now?" Clarence asked, his fingers drifting briefly to his chin.

"In the quarters behind my father's house. She's a seamstress—makes all the fine dresses for the white ladies. Skilled, valuable. My father won't sell her." Sarah's voice hardened. "But he won't free her either. She's his insurance that I'll behave. As long as she's enslaved, I can't run. I can't leave. I can't do anything that might make him angry enough to sell her south."

"That's monstrous."

"That's Louisiana." Sarah touched his arm. "Tell me what's happening. Please. Stephen's planning something bigger, isn't he?"

Clarence wanted to lie. Wanted to protect her. But Sarah read it clearly—not a fool, and not his enemy. Of all the people in his life, she saw most clearly.

"He's planning one more rescue," Clarence said quietly. "A large one. Twenty-four people—three families, plus some individuals who've been waiting for the right time. He's coordinating with the Quaker network, with contacts all the way to Ohio. But..." He swallowed hard. "Edwin suspects. He's been watching Stephen for months. And if Stephen tries this rescue, Edwin will be ready."

"Then Stephen can't do it. He has to wait, or better yet, leave Louisiana entirely—"

"He won't leave. Not without trying one more time. Not when there are people counting on him." Clarence looked at her directly. "But I'm leaving. Tomorrow night. Going north to join the abolition movement, to do the work properly instead of these midnight rescues that might get everyone killed."

Sarah's face went very still. "You're leaving."

"Yes."

"And Stephen?"

"Staying. For now. He'll follow once this rescue is complete—or once Father and Edwin force him out." Clarence reached for her hand. "Come with me, Sarah. We'll go to Boston or New York, we'll work for abolition together, we'll—"

"No."

The word came flat, final.

"Why not?"

"Because my mother is here. My family is here. The people I love are here." Her gray eyes filled with tears. "And because I'm in love with Stephen, not you."

Clarence felt the words like a physical blow. "What?"

"I'm sorry. I should have told you sooner. I thought you knew—I thought it obvious—" She cried now, tears cut tracks through the powder on her cheeks. "Stephen and I have been... we've been meeting in secret for months. We're in love. We're going to marry, once he can figure out how to free my mother, once—"

"Once what?" Clarence's voice turned harsh. "Once he stops playing hero and gets himself killed? Once Edwin catches him and has him hanged? Sarah, Stephen isn't thinking about marriage. He's thinking about one more rescue, one more fight, one more impossible stand against a system he can't beat."

"Then I'll help him. I'll stand with him. That's what love means, Clarence—staying even when it's dangerous, even when it's foolish." She pulled her hand away from his. "Go north. Do your work. Fight your fight. But don't ask me to abandon the people who need me. And don't ask me to love you when my heart belongs to someone else."

She turned and walked away, her green skirts swaying, her parasol casting shadows across her honey-gold skin. One hand reached up—briefly, instinctively—to straighten her bonnet, that small gesture of settlement, of a decision made and sealed against revisiting.

Clarence watched her go and felt his future crumbling like a levee after a flood.

* * *
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THE QUARTERS

Sarah Delacroix's mother lived in the last cabin of the quarters behind Jacques Delacroix's plantation house.

The quarters arranged themselves in two neat rows—twelve cabins total, each housing anywhere from six to ten people depending on family size. Built of rough cypress logs chinked with mud and moss, with shake roofs that leaked in heavy rain and windows without glass or shutters. Each held a single room with a dirt floor, a fireplace for cooking and heat, and whatever furniture the occupants could cobble together from scraps.

Hot in summer, cold in winter, and always crowded. But home to the sixty-three human beings that Jacques Delacroix claimed as property—including Sarah, his not-so-secret daughter.

Marie, at thirty-eight, had searched the length and breadth of what Louisiana permitted a woman like her to search, and found that everything worth having lived precisely in the middle—in the place the law had decided she could not reach, which was not a coincidence but a design. Marie held beauty in a specific way that had cost her everything. She sat outside her cabin stitching buttonholes into silk she would never wear.

She sat outside her cabin when Sarah arrived, stitching buttonholes into a fine silk dress by the fading evening light. Her hands moved with practiced speed, each stitch perfect and tiny.

"Maman," Sarah said softly.

Marie looked up, and her face transformed—joy and fear arriving at the same moment, the way they always did when her daughter appeared at the cabin door. "Baby girl. You shouldn't be here. If Master Jacques sees—"

"He's in New Orleans. He won't be back until tomorrow." Sarah sat beside her mother on the rough wooden bench. "I needed to see you."

Marie set down her sewing, took her daughter's hands. "What's wrong? Your face—you've been crying."

"Everything's wrong." Sarah leaned her head on her mother's shoulder the way she had as a child. "Stephen's planning something dangerous. Clarence is leaving for the North. And I... I told Clarence that I'm in love with Stephen."

Marie said nothing for a long moment. Around them, the quarters came alive with evening activity—children playing in the dust, women cooking supper over outdoor fires, men returning from the fields with bodies bent from twelve hours of labor. The smell of boiling greens and cornbread drifted on the air.

"You can't marry Stephen," Marie said finally. "You know that, don't you?"

"Why not? I love him. He loves me."

"Because he's white, and you're..." Marie couldn't finish. Because what was Sarah? Too white to be Black, too Black to be white. In Louisiana, one drop of African blood made you colored, made you subject to the Black Codes, made you less than human in the eyes of the law.

But Sarah had grown up in the big house, educated like a white girl, dressed in silk and taught French and piano. She existed in that strange liminal space—acknowledged by her white father, unacknowledged by her Black mother, belonging fully to neither world.

"I don't care about the law—and we were not raised as cousins," Sarah said. "We'll go north where interracial marriage is legal. We'll—"

"And what about me?" Marie's voice stayed gentle but firm. "What about your Aunt Céleste? Your kin? If you leave, if you marry a white man who helps slaves escape, Master Jacques will punish us. He'll sell us south. You know he will."

Sarah did know. She'd always known. The chain binding her ran not from legal slavery but from something almost worse. The knowledge that her freedom, such as it was, came at the price of her mother's bondage.

"There has to be a way," Sarah whispered. "There has to be something we can do."

"There is. You marry a respectable colored man. Someone free, someone with money. You have beautiful babies who can pass for white. You forget all this foolishness about Stephen Beaumont and midnight rescues and—"

"I can't forget him, Maman. I love him."

Marie pulled her daughter close, held her while she cried. Around them, the quarters hummed with life—people who had been stolen from their homelands or born into chains, people who made lives and families and joy despite everything, people who survived.

In the distance, beyond the quarters, the big house loomed white and columned—a temple built on suffering, beautiful and terrible.

"Love isn't enough, baby girl," Marie said softly. "Love has never been enough in Louisiana."

* * *
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BESSIE'S SECRET

Clarence was packing by lamplight when someone knocked softly on his bedroom door.

"Come in," he said, expecting his brother.

The door opened to reveal Bessie, one of the house slaves. Sixteen years old—old enough that the world had already decided what she was, young enough that she still occasionally forgot—slender as a reed, with skin the color of dark mahogany and large, expressive eyes that held knowledge far beyond her years. Her hair wrapped in a simple tignon, she wore the plain brown dress of house slaves—cotton, not the silk or calico the white women wore. Despite her youth, she moved with a carefulness born of understanding exactly how dangerous the world ran for someone like her. This carried none of the movement Sarah Delacroix carried through the world—Sarah, who could walk down a levee in a green dress and stop a white man mid-sentence and be heard. Bessie moved the way women move when every room they enter has already decided what they are.

She had been at Beaumont Plantation since birth, had grown up in the big house under her mother's watchful eye. Clarence barely remembered her as a child—one of the small brown faces in the background of his privileged childhood. In the last few years, as she'd grown into womanhood, he'd noticed her more. Not with desire—he wasn't like his father—but with a kind of uncomfortable awareness that she existed, that she stood real, that she carried humanity in ways the plantation system pretended she didn't.

"Master Clarence," she said, her voice low and careful. "I need to speak with you. Private-like."

Clarence gestured her inside, closed the door. "What is it, Bessie? Is something wrong?"

"Everything is wrong." She twisted her hands in her apron—that nervous gesture that made her look even younger than sixteen. "I heard you planning to leave tomorrow. Going north."

"How did you—" But of course she knew. House slaves always knew everything. They moved through white people's lives like ghosts, invisible until needed, seeing and hearing everything.

"Don't matter how I know. What matters is you need to know something before you go. Something I should've told you years ago but..." She drew a breath, gathering courage the way a person gathers the last of something precious. "Master Clarence, you and me—we're kin."

Clarence felt the world tilt. "What?"

"Your daddy, Master Augustus, he... before you was born, before your mama even came to this plantation, he took liberties with the slave women. Way most plantation owners do and continues to do." Bessie's voice stayed matter-of-fact, but her hands shook and her eyes shone with unshed tears. "One of those women was my mama. She was only
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