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        “Alison Hart brilliantly weaves family background, history, and lyrical imaginings into the story of a Black mixed-race family whose journey from the underground railroad to the US Civil War through the horrors of racism sheds a uniquely compelling light on the nuanced evolution of mixed-race people and their identities, past and present. This bold, seductive drama winds its way into your heart and soul, lingering long after you reluctantly finish the final page.”

        TaRessa Stovall, blogger at Mixed Auntie Confidential and author of the Mixed-race memoir, Swirl Girl: Coming of Race in the USA

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Traveling over great time and distance, this poignant chain of one family’s story reveals the long threads that both connect and confine us. A deeply American tale of history and heartache.”

        Alix Christie, author of Gutenberg’s Apprentice and The Shining Mountains

      

      

      

      
        
        
        "Weaving Native and African American spiritual thought into an immediately immersive multi-generational family saga, Alison Hart ushers us into a world of complicated betweens. Here, the past—and the passed—remain ever present in an interlocking continuum of societal injustice, unresolved trauma, and recurring dreams. In some cases this chain is bondage, in others it is an opportunity to strengthen bonds of love. Often, it is both, tying together the generations of this family, and society at large, in intimacies that span the human capacity for beauty and cruelty, while candidly reflecting on the space between fragility and resilience that houses so much of human existence."

        Nana Ekua Brew-Hammond author of Blue: A History of the Color as Deep as the Sea and as Wide as the Sky and My Parents' Marriage: A Novel

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “In The In-between Sky we are confronted with the unacknowledged American epic, a multi-vocal testament of survival within slavery and the harrowing escape routes north and south. Alison Hart’s deft sense of scene and dialogue pulls us deeply into how power is exerted in the details of daily actions in a novel that spans from 1852 in Richmond, Virginia, to the 1990s in the San Francisco Bay Area. Even as the forms of racism change, the daily anxieties echo across time and place. Once you open the covers of this book, you won’t put it down.”

        Sharon D. Coleman, poet & educator

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “With The In-between Sky, Alison Hart once again demonstrates her extraordinary gift for bringing characters, time, and place vividly to life. A captivating story from the first page, Hart's prose seamlessly weaves together scenes of rich historical detail and emotional depth.”

        Luisa Smith, Buying Director at Book Passage

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Equal parts heartbreakingly beautiful and beautifully heartbreaking, The In-Between Sky is an unforgettable, sweeping deep dive into the cruelty that has haunted our nation since its inception. From the Slavery Trail of Tears and the descendants of those bound in coffles still shackled by prejudice today, to Native Americans exiled and erased, Alison Hart lays bare how trauma and resilience echo across time. In raw, unflinching prose, she reminds us that what was endured is not past but still present—yet within that presence are voices of strength, memory, and love that refuse to be silenced.”

        Sharon Bially, author of Veronica's Nap and founder of BookSavvy Public Relations
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      After the trans-Atlantic slave trade ended in 1808, the domestic slave trade flourished in the United States. Virginia was the main hub where close to a million enslaved people, coffles of women, children, and men, were forcibly marched through the countryside to be sold further south down the Mississippi River to the sugar and cotton plantations. Historian Edward Ball coined the phrase  “The Slavery Trail of Tears” to describe this massive deportation.
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      Dream

      A dark blue bonnet with white lace trim frames the young woman’s ebony face and high cheekbones. She sits on the edge of a bed with shiny brass bedposts. Across the room, the wind gently blows white curtains through a half-open window.

      She says nothing except with her eyes. Tears stream down her face like tiny rivulets. A man stands nearby, wearing a brown, worn leather hat and tan work boots, holding a fiddle. He turns his head away from me. She reaches her thin hand across the bed; I take it and know I must tell their story.
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      Coffle

      Richmond, Virginia, 1852

      He sent hounds on her this time. They won’t catch her: she’s hiding with the Indians. The last time Ma refused him, she ran. She didn’t want no more babies born light—not like me, black as coal. Not like Ma neither, dark as night. So many babies born and sold, born and sold. Ma gone into some kind a madness. That’s why she’s in the woods, don’t want no more children.

      My pa’s from another plantation. He come here one time without his pass and paddy rollers got to him. Strung him up and hung him from a tree like they do. I don’t remember him.

      Why He don’t sell me, I don’t know. I tend to little ones with Nana and bring water to the field workers. I sing and pray into the wash bucket at night like Ma showed me, so they don’t hear nothing.

      Ma kneels on the dirt floor, her arms rise across the bucket. It is the quiet time when we are supposed to be sleeping so we can wake up at crack of dawn. I kneel, stretch my arms out— they are thin as sticks next to hers.

      Her prayer is a song. Ma says the sea is mother of all. She is not like the white Jesus the white folk pray to; she’s black like us. You pray to her; she comes to you. She is our mother.

      
      Crickets chirp, mosquitoes buzz, the cabin is dark. I can make out Cato and Sissy’s stubby legs sticking out under the patchwork quilt, molasses-colored legs twine together like roots—that them breathing? My eyes and ears play tricks on me, they sold, they gone. A white man came on a brown horse with a whip coiled like a snake at his side. The first thing I seen was his whip— and his crooked yellow teeth.

      Under the big oak tree, the cooks walk weary-like, carrying pails full of corn mush. They pour it in the big wooden trough—same kind they use for the pigs—children so hungry, we rush over with oyster shells, scraping up the mush before the flies get to it.

      A white man watches us high on that horse, wipes sweat from his head with a kerchief, his hair stringy and brown like wet hay. He spits, it lands on dry dirt, leaves a dull wet mark. He got two pigs in a cart behind his horse. They sniff around, snouts push against the edge of the cart like they trying to get out. I suspect they hungry, too.

      Here He comes, out the big house, down the porch steps with his long beard, long beak nose, tall black hat and dressed in the suit coat he wears on special occasions. He wears it on Christmas. No one dare look at him. Too hot for such a heavy coat, must be important company to wear that on this scorching day. The white man gets off his horse and points to Cato and Sissy. I keep my head down like I been told to do. A skinny stable boy leads the pigs out of the cart.

      I ladle water out the bucket for Cato and Sissy to distract them, and Nana sits on a tree stump with youngins in her lap. They just learn to walk like Cato and Sissy. Nana’s too old for field work, so she tends to little ones, like I do till I’m tall enough to hold a hoe. Nana don’t talk much; she mostly sings. She’s the oldest one on the plantation, been here the longest. Cato and Sissy were born one after the other. They attached to each other like vines winding around the same fence post.

      Cato’s plump pink lips slurp water from the metal ladle. Sissy puckers her lips and takes her turn. Faster than a fox in a henhouse, that white man grabs Cato and Sissy’s arms—the rest of their bodies dangle like the rag doll the young Missus carries. She holds the arm, pays no attention to the rest, lets that doll drag in the dirt. I make my dolls out of corn husk and sticks and dig a secret hole in our cabin under a scrap of burlap. I hide them where no one can get to them or hear them pray.

      That white man don’t give them no time to flee. He winds a rope around their tow cloth shirts till their legs and arms can’t move and tosses them in the cart. He swings his leg over the horse. Sissy and Cato cry out for Ma. I get up to go to them; Nana holds me back.

      Crows caw, pigs squeal and Cato and Sissy holler so loud, I push and pull trying to get to them, but Nana has her arm around me tight. He spits one more time, the horse’s hooves kick up dust, and Nana hums. Cato and Sissy been sold for those pigs.

      That’s why Ma flees again. This time I don’t want her to come back and get whipped, tied to a tree with a pot of hot pepper and salt waiting to be scrubbed into her lashes. I want to find Ma, escape with her. Ma, why you don’t take me too?

      
      Auntie and Nana whisper at night in our cabin. I pretend to be asleep, catching their voices here and there between the crackling fire.

      Auntie shakes the cowrie shells she hides in a hole under her pallet. They are the white shells from the old folks. Nana sucks her corncob pipe; sweet tobacco fills the air. Auntie pokes a needle with black thread into red cloth. She’s making mojo bags for protection. I seen Auntie slip one of them to the house cook. They sing real low: a lament and prayer at the same time.

      
      Auntie is older than Ma. Grey hair pokes through her head scarf. She’s too old to bear youngins, and her eyes are hard as nails, like what she seen in her life made them that way. She has conjuring powers from Africa. He leave her alone. Auntie ain’t scared of him and He knows it. Someday He’s gonna get his. Someday. All the bad He done in the world gonna swirl around his body and squeeze him till He has no more breath. Auntie is the most feared woman on the plantation. She’s the only one that look at him straight in the eye—He don’t want no spells from her. Nobody crosses Auntie. They come to her when they sick; she gives them roots and herbs she picks in the woods.

      
      Cato and Sissy play under the oak tree. Auntie rattles shells in her hand, opens her palm; the shells are small and egg shaped with teeth on their edges and open mouths. I turn to tickle Sissy and Cato but they gone. I can’t find them no more. I dig a hole in the dirt thinking they dug into the earth and escaped. There at the bottom of the hole are my corn husk dolls.

      “Cato! Sissy!” I shout. The horn blows, time to get up. It was a dream. Time for breakfast, I eat a little hoe cake and bacon. Auntie rushes out with the other field hands. I gather the little ones with Nana and set them under the tree. Mothers suckle their babies and drop them in Nana’s lap. Lucy kisses baby Indie, passes her to me and sets off to the field.

      What a strange feel here today in the air. Clouds swirl, wind rattles the leaves on the trees, babies fuss. The house cook fetches water at the well. Nana and her nod at each other like they know inside each other’s thoughts. It’s a foreboding. The wind sends its warning.

      The field hands drag their limbs back for supper. They dot the land with their tuckered out bodies. The overseer on his horse trots ahead of them—eager to get to his meal, I suspect. He’s a mean one, and I stay away from him; he just as soon whip you for looking at him the wrong way.

      Back at home, Nana sends me to the woods to gather kindling. Maybe I’ll find Ma. I run to the river. I bend over, pick up branches and put them in my sash. “Ma!” I shout turning in every direction. Woodpeckers tap on tree trunks; bushy-tailed grey squirrels hurry up trees. I swat mosquitos as fast as I can before they get me. The river gurgles. Ma says the river sends you sweetness if you pray to her.

      Water rushes over my feet. “Thank you river.” I scoop some in my hands, splash my face, cup my hands and drink. I know my way in the dark, and I better get this kindling to Nana. Hunger pains in my stomach make me run faster. The kindling sways in my sash as my feet thump on the ground.

      I drop the branches next to the hearth. Auntie flicks a rock and flint stone together and catches a spark with a piece of cotton. She lights dry leaves and carefully places kindling on the flames. I wish she was Ma, ‘cause then I’d hug her and take in her scent of tobacco and saltwater. Ma holds me even when she’s too tired. Nana sits on a stool sewing red bags, humming. Her voice reaches deep inside me; I start humming, too. I wash the yams in the water bucket and hand them to Auntie. She puts them down in the ashes to cook.

      I want the fire to rush and get that yam done! But I don’t fuss. I know Auntie don’t like fussing. Sweet syrup oozes down the side of the plump yam. Auntie spears the yam with a stick and puts it on my plate. I blow on it, can scarcely wait for the sweetness in my mouth.

      Cato and Sissy, y’all wondering why I’m not sharing? I lift the burlap cover and pick up my dolls. I feed them some yam. Cato and Sissy, I don’t forget you. See, I don’t ever forget you.

      My belly is full for the first time in a long spell. I kiss Cato and Sissy and place them next to me on my pallet. Nana and Auntie’s soft voices fade in and out as I struggle to keep awake.

      Ma was right, the river sent me something sweet: that yam.

      Soft lips on my forehead, the smell of salt water and tobacco—Am I dreaming?

      “Shhhh.” She put her finger to my lips. “Sleep now, Eliza.”

      She lifts the blanket and cradles me with her strong arms. Ma you came home, Ma. Ma rises as usual, like she never been gone. Her and Auntie whisper.

      “Put this under your skirt.”

      Auntie hands Ma a little red bag. Ma nods and ties it on her waist. Auntie and Ma rush out to join the other field hands before the overseer whips them for being late. Harvest time is almost over. Oxen pull carts of big bundles of leaves to the tobacco barn for curing. The leaves hang from the ceiling like bats; it smells so strong in there, makes me dizzy.

      Nana and I walk to the oak tree. Nana sits on her stump with her corn pipe in her mouth. We wait for mamas to drop off droopy-eyed babies and join the others in the field. Lucy hands me baby Indie. Indie smiles at me when I take her. I smooth out a blanket on the ground and set her down next to me.

      I’m waiting for Him to come out of the big house like usual, whip in his hand—scouring faces, shouting “Clara, Clara, you best come here now!” ready to tie Ma to the tree. The tree that held her cries with each lash of that cat-o'-nine-tails, the tree Sissy and Cato played under, the tree Nana sits under and hums her songs. This tree sees it all. If it could talk—I wonder what it would say?

      I keep watch of the wood-carved door with the iron black knocker. I touched it once, when I was too young to know better than go up there—the Missus came out and knocked me clear across the yard for approaching the front door. Never did it again. He don’t come down the porch steps with whip in his hand and revenge for Ma. Tree branches sway and chills run down my spine.

      Clink-clank of metal and moans like a cow bearing a calf startle Nana. Her back shoots straight up.

      “What is it?” I ask her. The creak of wagon wheels and moans gets louder. And way over yonder, you can make out a trail of men chained two by two, women following behind with sacks on their heads and children in tow like a long line of marching ants.

      A white man on a horse with a pistol and whip leads the group. A boy carrying a fiddle jogs to keep up with him. I seen these sorrowful coffles before on their way to be sold down the river to the sugar plantations south. They say in Mississippi and New Orleans they work you to death down there. They sound so mournful, I cover my ears so it don’t enter me—all that sadness.

      Nana grabs my hand. “You stay close to me now, Eliza.”

      I squat next to baby Indie. Indie kicks her blanket off her; I toss it over her again. She smiles. I know it’s a game she likes. Her stubby legs kick the air; I tickle her. Nana sucks her corn pipe. Crack of whip—I hold my breath.

      “Stop that whining, you hear!” the white man on the horse shouts. “How’s about a nice song like Old Virginny! Boy, start that up on your fiddle.”

      Whip cracks. Babies cry. Wheel creaks. Dust flies. Cling clang the chains sway.

      “‘Den carry me back to Old Virginny, To old Virginny’s shore . . .”

      Fiddle plays high and joyful, but the way they sing is the way folks sing when we put someone to rest. Where does the line end? I can’t see the end of the line.

      The wagon driver pulls the reins. “Ho!” The coffle comes to a stop.

      Nana prays, “Lord have mercy, mercy, mercy. Lord have mercy . . .”

      The wood-carved door swings opens, and there He come out the big house: black coat, tall hat, white shirt, boots and a crooked grin.

      Indie kick her covers off again. She wants to play. My heart pounds. The fiddle music races through me; I hold my head. Ma and Auntie run from the fields, gripping their skirts; others race in front of them. The overseer trots behind them on his horse, saying, “Git! Git, now! Git!” His whip flies in the air.

      It’s too early for them to be coming back for dinner. Indie starts to cry. I cover my ears. Nana hums, rocking back and forth. Ma rushes to me, says “Get your things.” We run to our cabin, leaving baby Indie and Nana at the oak tree. Folks scatter about like chickens; mothers grab their babies from under the tree and tie them on their backs.

      All I got is my blanket and my dolls. Cato and Sissy, I’m leaving you here. That way, when I return, I know where to find you. I kiss the dolls and put them back in the hole, cover it with the burlap sack and say goodnight.

      “This is his revenge on me, this is his revenge.” My ma ties her bundle together.

      “Ain’t no use worrying about that now; this was bound to happen one day.” Auntie wraps the scraps from breakfast: pieces of hoe cake and a bit of egg.

      “We never coming back?” I ask them, “What about Nana?”

      “Eliza, come here.” Ma opens her arms. She takes a knife and cuts off some of her hair, opens a tiny crimson bag attached to a cord and puts it in there. “Eliza, you always be my baby, always be my Eliza. Wear this round your neck.” She puts it over my head, and I hide it under my shift. “We always be together, always.”

      Bang bang on the door; the overseer shouts, “Now git! Time to git out!” Auntie rolls her bag of special shells, roots and herbs in a cloth and hides them in her bundle. Auntie is like a cat ready to pounce. She hands me a leather string with a round piece of metal attached to it. It is a scrap of iron from the blacksmith hammered down into a circle. She ties it around my ankle. “The path be clear for you, Eliza.” It feels cool against my skin. We run out of our cabin to the coffle.

      “My baby! My baby!” Lucy bolts through the crowd like an ox busting through a fence. Four men stand between Lucy and baby Indie. Indie is on her back kicking up her feet like a beetle in the sun.

      “Now here, wench, stop kicking up a fuss!” The trader whips Lucy to stop her bawling. Nana, slow-like gets off her stump, shuffles to Indie and picks her up off her blanket. Nana and Indie are the only ones left. We don’t say goodbye. Nana hums in that low voice—the voice that enters through me and around me: I hold it inside.

      
      Dust flies behind the men and boys in front. If they don’t walk fast enough, the traders on the horses whip them. I try and keep up with Auntie and Ma, though my feet are cracked and bleeding. I wish I could sit on the cart stretched behind us. Sweat runs down my neck and my red mojo bag is damp against my chest.

      Lucy lags, her shirt torn open from the lashes. She has a look that scares me—the same look Ma had when He sold Cato and Sissy, and she ran to the woods. Lucy won’t run anywhere. She can barely pick up her feet. The slower she goes, the more they whip her.

      Lucy tried to get to her baby. Indie kicked up her soft pink heels in the sun wanting to make her little arms and feet crawl, to get to Lucy’s arms. Nana’s holding Indie under the tree, humming the song that’s inside me.

      Lucy stops like she’s listening for something. Ma urges her on. “Lucy, come on, Lucy. You got to keep on.” Ma grabs her hand. Lucy don’t move. Ma tugs her arm. The trader whips Lucy on the head. She drops to the dusty ground.

      “Git up!” He whips her again; his face is like a ripe tomato.

      Red streaks drip down Lucy’s neck and back. She don’t move. She has become a stone— no matter how many whips—still. A man from the front trots over on his horse; he yanks the reins and halts next to the red-faced trader with the whip. He takes out a gold pocket watch, points to it, says something to the red-faced trader and trots back to the front of the line. The red-faced trader coils his whip, turns his horse, and orders us to move on. We walk around her, some step over her. She don’t get up.

      Lucy don’t move. Cling clang the chains sway . . .

      Lucy still don’t move.

      
      Campfires light up the field like fireflies at night. A river flows nearby. The women set up tents and men lie on the ground in chains. Ma wraps my feet in wet rags. Women whisper around me:

      “She rather die than keep on⁠—”

      “Just left her there⁠—”

      “Who gonna bury her?”

      Auntie burns a bundle of herbs on fire: bay leaf, rosemary and sage. She raises her arms. Ma joins her side, adds tobacco in the fire. Others come making a circle. I squeeze in next to Ma and a young woman we call Pretty Betty. We pray quietly. We don’t want the traders to hear us. “Lucy,” Auntie whispers, placing the herbs in the fire. Sizzle, pop, the fire says. “Least she won’t be sold down the river.” Auntie’s words hang in the smoke.

      My eyelids are heavy. I struggle to keep awake to listen to the women whispering around me.

      “That’s where we going?” I make out Pretty Betty’s soft voice.

      “Down the Mississippi to cotton fields and sugar cane. Unless you lucky and get sold in Tennessee.” Auntie says.

      The women get up and leave before the traders come and make them. Auntie puts out the fire; Ma carries me to our tent passing a white man standing in front with his pistol in hand. Women lie down with their babes in their arms, fixing blankets, and braiding their children’s hair. Ma takes the wet rags off my feet, finds an empty space on the ground, and spreads a blanket down for us to sleep on. Auntie comes in covering her herbs in a cloth, humming. I lie down. Tennessee. I wonder, how far is it? I fall asleep; the smell of tobacco and rosemary wraps around me.

      
      She sounds like a bird when you get too close to its nest, but louder. Ma tells me if they catch you, don’t fight, make your body stiff, like playing dead. If you fight, they might kill you. I crawl out of Ma’s and walk to the front of the tent. I lift the flap and peek out; the moon stares back at me. I step out onto the cool grass, feels mighty nice on my sore feet. At Betty’s tent a few tents down, there’s a line of men in front of the opening. A man relieves himself on the side while he waits his turn. There’s hollering and cheering. Betty’s cries turn to whimpers, like a puppy. Bottles clink. Did she fight? Or is she still alive?

      “I told you to stay put.” Auntie scolds me. She opens her bundle that smells of damp earth and pine needles. I follow her back into our tent. Auntie breaks off the stem of a plant. She ties a string around it and puts it around my neck.

      “Stinking gum keep you strong.” She says, patting my chest. The sharp smell stings my nose. Creek creek creek goes the frogs and crickets—the whimpers are softer now; I can barely hear them.

      At sunrise we are up again, packing the tent, Ma ties rags tight around my swollen feet. We get ready to line up, Pretty Betty is surrounded by other women, helping her walk. Auntie passes roots down the line. “For Betty,” she says. The women pass it carefully. “So she won’t have no babies.”

      Amherst, people say we heading to Amherst. My stomach growls. We haven’t stopped for food yet. Step step, sun beams down, wagon wheel creaks, horse hooves stomp, sun beams down.

      The Pen

      Amherst, Virginia

      The walls are so tall, the tips of trees peek over like they watching us. Smells like a stable:

      sweat, cow dung and lye. Except there no cows in here, just people. Clatter of wagons and horses seep through brick walls; there ain’t no windows, but you can still hear them.

      Men and boys walk freely about the yard. Some boys return to their mamas, others wander like ghosts looking for a place to sit. I stay close to Auntie and Ma. Auntie gives me a root to suck on for my hunger pains. A woman comes over and asks for help. Auntie carefully unwraps her bundle, smooths out a cloth on the ground and throws the shells. She gives the woman a bag and puts in a nail, dust and the same kind of skunky-smelling root she put around my neck. The woman thanks her and in return gives Auntie a bit of corn mush wrapped in a cloth. More people gather near Auntie, some don’t have anything to give, but Auntie helps them anyways.

      Heavy iron doors creak open. Auntie quickly gathers her shells and roots and ties them up in her red cloth. It’s the man with the golden watch, and behind him are two black men, carrying pistols and chains. The man with the gold watch glances over the yard. He points to a boy huddled near his family and two other men standing nearby. He tells them to step forward and form a line. The boy whimpers; his ma begs the man with the gold watch to take her too, to please take her too. Guards shove her away. They march through the iron gate and are never seen again. Wind blows, trees sway, clank, the gate closes.

      At night, they crowd us into stables, the same kind back home for the horses. Men in one, women and children the other. During the day, they send us to the yard, sometimes to do exercise, though plenty of us too tired to move; still we do, else they crack the whip. More folks join us, and some get sold in the yard by the man with the gold watch. I’m still here with Ma and Auntie ‘cause my protection bag is strong.

      We set out to walk again—people stare as we line up and take up the whole street. The man with the gold watch leads the way with the little fiddle boy behind him. Men drag feet heavy with chains while we walk behind them carrying what we can; the little ones sit in open carts in the back. We move like one long, slow snake. This time they say Abingdon, we going to Abingdon.

      My feet toughen up, but I’m always hungry. Some drop—can’t walk no more and sink to the ground. They make the men dig ditches on the side of the road and throw the bodies in there—no funeral, nothing. Auntie says their spirits won’t rest because they weren’t buried proper, and the spirits will roam the land and spread their unhappiness until they buried right. I ask, “What about Lucy?” She wasn’t even buried; she was left for the vultures circling above.

      “She gone back to baby Indie. She won’t leave this world without her.” Auntie says. I wonder if she flew. How I’d like to fly, fly back, and sit under the tree with Nana and Indie.

      Auntie sprinkles tobacco in the air, brown specks dance in the wind.

      Rattlesnake

      Abingdon, Virginia

      What a sight we are! Rags, dirt and sharp bones. Men halt their horses—dogs run by us sniffing and yelping. We pile into the yard; it’s smaller than the one at Amherst, though same tall brick walls. Least we get to rest. I keep my eye on the iron door for the man with the gold watch.

      Ma, Auntie and me sit in the shade against the wall. Two men in straw hats greet us. They take their hats off respectful-like. One says, “Mam.” He’s tall and his ankles are red with pus coming out from wearing chains. Ma nods shyly; Auntie gives her fierce look. “I hear we are heading to Tennessee,” he says.

      “That so?” Auntie says, watching him like a hawk.

      “This is the resting place. May we join y’all?” Auntie nods. Ma looks down. “I suspect you all might enjoy some of this cornbread here.” He takes a cloth out his pocket and unwraps it. My mouth waters.

      “Why yes, that’s mighty generous,” my ma says and motions me to take some. I break off a corner and shove it in my mouth.

      “Not so fast, Eliza. You bound to get sick.” Ma scolds me and slowly breaks off a piece for Auntie.

      “I’m Isaac, and this here is Gabriel.” His friend stretches himself along the ground; he smiles at Ma.

      “Where you from?” Auntie asks.

      “We come all the way from Maryland to here. Been mighty long.” Isaac takes the last scrap of bread.

      “That’s the truth.” His friend Gabriel says. He is skinnier than Isaac.

      “I hear you got the curing powers?” Isaac asks Auntie.

      “What you heard is right,” Auntie says.

      “I suspect you can help me with this here ankle.” It is swollen. He moves his foot to show her. Auntie unties her bag and sorts through her plants and roots. She takes two big leaves and puts them around his ankle.

      “Leave it on. It will help.”

      “Why thank you, Mam, thank you very kindly.” Isaac stretches his big body next to his friend and covers his hat over his face.

      Up before sunrise. Men are chained up in front. Isaac is the tallest of them, Gabriel is chained next to him. Only here in Abingdon for a spell, got to move on to Tennessee. The damp ground travels up my body. I shiver, fearful of the sun rising like a wolf coming at you in the forest, baring his teeth. The rays burn my head, my skin, sting my feet. I pray for clouds.

      New faces join us; I don’t hardly recognize anyone from back home. They all been sold. Where’s my home now? I ask Ma she shakes her head. Even the men on horseback are droopy, tired. A trader shoots his rifle towards the ground. “Damn rattlesnake!” I jump, thinking they shot someone for trying to run. We freeze for a moment, the bloody snake writhes in the dirt like a headless demon. We walk around the blown-apart snake. Auntie stops and quickly picks up the bulging head, blood dripping from the neck, and shoves it in her satchel. They don’t see her, and no one says nothing. What if that snake decide to wake up and bite her? I watch her satchel in case it comes out and strikes.

      We walk until sundown, then set up our camp. Auntie takes the snake head out and squeezes the jaw, dripping venom into a little vial. “For what?” I ask. “We may need it,” she says and tells me to sleep.

      At sunrise, we wrap up our belongings, ready to march again. I want to know when we will stop. I want to know what I can call home.

      
      Pit pat pit pat pit pat on our tent at night. The sky rumbles angrily. “Lightning’s a-coming.” Auntie and Ma gather cups and bowls to catch the rain outside. Auntie’s right. The lightning and thunder keep me up.

      “Don’t be scared. That thunder is drums.” Ma kisses my forehead. Auntie and Ma dip rags in the lightning water and wash me from head to toe. They wash themselves. Auntie says it will protect us and give us power.

      
      Mud squishes between my toes. Sometimes my foot gets stuck, and its hard to get it out. The line moves as slow as a turtle. They don’t bother with the whip. Can’t move quick in this mud. Wagons get stuck in the back. We wait till the men haul it out the mud. A woman points ahead: you can make out an outline of houses and buildings.

      “That’s Nashville.” She wipes her forehead with her sleeve. She wears a red headscarf and has a gap in her teeth.

      “They sell you there?” A thin woman asks.

      “They sell you anywhere. After Nashville is Memphis, and that’s the last stop.” “Then what?” the thin woman asks. My ears perk up.

      “Then they put you on a floating bed and down the river you go to the crossroads: Natchez, Mississippi. There your fate decided, sugar or cotton, either one they will work you to death. I ain’t going down there, I’m looking to stay here with my husband in Tennessee, I’m looking to stay right here.” She takes a piece of long grass and puts it between her teeth and fixes her red head scarf.

      “How you know all that?” the thin lady asks.

      “I listen to the traders; they don’t know, but I’m listening.” She smiles at me, pats my head. “You’ve been listening too, haven’t you, little one.” I smile back at her, maybe that’s where Ma, Auntie and I will stay too, all together in Tennessee.

      Way back they still trying to get the wagon out the mud. Purple bell blooms dot the side of the road. I walk over and pluck some flowers. Auntie comes beside me. “Foxgloves are poison, Eliza. You be careful now, don’t eat them.”

      “Yes, Auntie,” Sure are pretty. How can something so pretty be poison? Auntie clips a bunch and slides them into her red bundle. Wagon finally rolls; we tread along towards the outline of buildings to Nashville.

      Show Room

      Nashville, Tennessee

      We line up at another brick building, walls high as a tree. Men go one direction and women another. The feeble and sick, they are sent in yet another direction. Ma, Auntie and me huddle in a locked stable with bars on the window. It’s nighttime; I can’t stand no more. We find a corner, and I fall asleep in Ma’s lap.

      Splish splosh splish water spills out of the basin they place in the middle of the room. The sharp smell of lye stings my nose. We told to strip and wash. Each of us given new clothes to wear. They call them stewards, the two black men wearing silk vests and pantaloons dressed like gentlemen. They turn their backs to us so we can wash and change. Are they free? I wonder if they dressed like that, maybe they free.

      I button my pretty calico dress. I never had a dress like this. Women start asking the stewards questions:

      “Where we heading?”

      “We being sold?”

      “Who’s buying?”

      “Will it be in Tennessee?” I recognize her voice from the line when the wagon was stuck, the woman with the red headscarf.

      One of the stewards, the older one with a grim look to him, explains.

      “Yes. You going to a showroom to be sold. And you all best do what the trader tells you or there will be hell to pay.” He holds up a wooden paddle covered with spikes that look like thorns. The room freezes as if no one knows how to move or breathe anymore. The woman with the red head scarf falls to her knees, praying. I wipe my damp hands on my dress.

      Auntie throws the shells again.

      “How can this be?” White shells splay all over the cloth like fallen flower petals.

      “What does it mean, Auntie?” I crouch beside her. She sucks in her breath then gives me a foreboding look, like a storm’s coming. Auntie picks up the shells and wraps them in her red cloth. My skin itches in this new dress; I want to take it off.

      
      Swirls of gold cream and blue fill the walls. Chandeliers hang from the ceiling, sparkling like icicles. The men from the coffle are dressed in top hats, fancy black coats and white pantaloons from tallest to shortest. I spot Isaac in the front; Gabriel is a few heads after him. Their faces are downward, shoulders slumped a bit like their clothes weigh them down.

      Women line the opposite wall with colorful head scarves and long white gloves. The stewards grease our lips and shine our skin to make us look like we just ate meat, they say. They blacken grey hairs with shoe polish, and the sickly they stuff with extra clothes to make them look fat.

      I stand with Ma and Auntie. The trader with the gold watch whispers to the older steward. They point to Ma. The steward takes off his hat and approaches us.

      “I hear you both have scars. And you best tell them when they ask you why you got them lashes and that you learnt your lesson and you a faithful negress now, understand?” Ma nods her head slowly. “If you don’t get sold here the next stop is Mississippi. You don’t want to end up down there, do you now?” He bends over, his breath smells foul. “And you, little miss. If they ask do you cook, you say yes, and if they ask do you clean, you say yes, and if they ask can you make shirts, you say yes. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir,” I say.

      “You all stick to the story I tell you. If you don’t, they’ll be a flogging, and you don’t want that.” He pats the back of his paddle.

      “Any chance we be sold together?” Auntie asks the steward.

      “You keep to the story. Just keep to the story.” The steward puts his hat on and moves on to the next group.

      Ma’s palm is warm on my cheek. “Eliza, now you listen to that man and say what he told you so we all can be here in Tennessee together. You hear?”

      "Yes, Ma.” I put my arms around Ma’s waist as tight as I can.

      
      They all come in all at once: top hats, long beards, fancy canes. White fingers poke and prod the men across the room. On the stand in the front of the room, the crier shouts,

      “Strong buck field hand, seven hundred dollars . . .” Then he talks so fast I can’t understand him. The crier points his finger, “Sold to the gentleman in the back!”

      A woman rushes to the platform where the sold man stands with his chin up; she grabs his feet. They pull her off.

      She drops to the ground like she has no bones anymore and tears at her red headscarf. White men pat each other on the back and smile. The stewards take the woman away, one carries the wooden paddle. She’s the one that warned us to stay in Tennessee, the one fixed on staying with her husband, the one with a gap in her teeth, who patted my head . . .

      Women are taken to a room on the side, where they check their backs, make sure they clear. Ma and Auntie’s backs are crossed with scars from the cat-o'-nine-tails that marked them.

      They don’t want slaves that run.

      They take Ma and Auntie through the side door. I stand with my back against the wall so still. I close my eyes, maybe they won’t see me or notice me.

      “Here’s a young filly.” A deep voice booms. I check the side doors for Ma and Auntie. I remember him, the man with the gold watch. Next to him is a tall thin white man with a long skinny nose like a beak and face all shaven except for a short beard under his chin. Make him look like a strange animal. His long fingers wrap around a thin silver cane. His eyes are watery blue like a lake.

      Across the room, a man pokes his pale finger in a little boy’s mouth. He reminds me of Cato, but a bit older. The boy lets out a yelp and bites the white man’s finger. The white man strikes the boy so hard, he flies back and slams against the wall. The boy doesn’t get up.

      The man with the gold watch pats my back. “She’s a good seamstress, and her mother a good breeder. You are viewing a fine investment, sir.” The tall man curves his body over so close I can see the hair in his nose.

      “That so? Are you a good seamstress?”

      “Yes, sir,” I say quickly.

      “Well, let’s take a look.” He squeezes my arms and legs, orders me to walk and jump. Forces my mouth open—like they do to horses—and rubs my teeth with his long fingers. They taste sour; my stomach turns. He
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