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For every woman who set a table for a stranger and called it love.

PART ONE: THE WORD COMES
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The Telephone

The phone that changed everything wasn’t even ours.

It belonged to Miss Claudette Beaumont, who lived across the road in a house that leaned slightly to the left, like it was trying to hear something the rest of us couldn’t.

It was a Thursday morning in late September, 1957. I know the day because I was sitting on the front porch shelling butter beans into a tin bowl, and I’d been doing it long enough that my thumbs had gone numb and my mind had gone somewhere else entirely — to a library book I’d hidden under my mattress about a girl who ran away to Paris. I was fifteen years old, and Paris, France, was about as real to me as the moon.

The heat that morning was the kind that doesn’t hit you all at once. It seeps. It finds the crease behind your knees and the fold of your neck and settles there like it’s planning to stay through winter. September in the Delta is summer’s last argument — the cotton bolls splitting open in the fields, the air thick enough to leave fingerprints in. Our yard was swept dirt, hard-packed and clean, because Mama believed a swept yard was the first thing people judged and the last thing they forgot. She swept it herself every morning before the sun cleared the tree line, and God help the child who tracked through it before the rake marks had set.

I heard the screen door slap shut across the road before I saw anything. Then Claudette’s youngest boy, Peanut, came tearing across the dirt like something was chasing him. He had ashy knees and a gap between his front teeth wide enough to whistle through, and he hit our porch steps so hard the butter beans jumped in the bowl.

“Miss Ora Lee!” he hollered, three feet from the door. “Mama say come to the phone! She say it’s important!”

My mother appeared in the doorway like she’d been standing behind it waiting. She was wearing her housedress — the gray one with the small blue flowers — and she had a dish towel over her shoulder and flour on her left forearm. Thursday was baking day. The kitchen behind her smelled like buttermilk and the ghost of last night’s cornbread.

“What kind of important?” Mama asked. Ora Lee Colson did not run across roads. She did not rush for telephones.

Peanut bounced on his toes. “Mama say it’s about some music men coming through. She say come quick before they hang up.”

Something happened to my mother’s face.

I’ve thought about it a thousand times since, and I still can’t describe it right. It was fast — a flicker, like a match struck in a dark room. Her eyes went wide and then narrow and then somewhere in between, and her mouth opened about a quarter inch and closed again, and for one half of one second, Ora Lee Colson looked like a girl. Not a grown woman. A girl. Caught off guard by something that had walked up on her from a direction she wasn’t watching.

Then it was gone. She wiped her hands on the dish towel, slow and deliberate, the way she did everything. Left hand, then right. Folded the towel once. Set it on the porch rail.

“Birdie,” she said, not looking at me, “watch your brother.”

“Zeke’s inside,” I said.

“Then watch him inside. And don’t let Opal near that stove.”

She stepped off the porch and crossed the road with Peanut jogging ahead of her like a herald, and I sat there with a bowl of butter beans in my lap and a feeling in my chest I couldn’t name.

I watched her through Claudette’s screen door. I couldn’t hear the words, but I could see Mama’s posture change as she held that phone to her ear. Spine straight, chin up, one hand gripping the receiver and the other pressed flat against Claudette’s kitchen wall like she needed to hold something still. She talked for maybe two minutes. Then she set the phone down and said something to Claudette that made Claudette’s whole body pitch forward, hand to her chest, and then they both went quiet.

Mama came back across the road walking the same speed she’d left. When Mama had good news, her hands were loose. Bad news, they were fists.

Her hands weren’t fists. But they weren’t loose either. Fingers half-curled, like she was holding something invisible and wasn’t sure if she should grip it tighter or let it go.

She came up the porch steps and stood there for a moment, looking at the yard. Like she was calculating how many chairs could fit between the steps and the road.

“Mama?” I said.

“Solomon Cartwright and his band are coming through Saturday night,” she said. “They need supper and beds.”

She said it plain. The way she’d say the milk is low or it might rain Tuesday. But her voice had a seam in it I’d never heard before — something running underneath the words that didn’t match them. Like she was saying one thing with her mouth and holding onto something else with her whole body.

I knew the name. Everybody in the Delta knew the name. Solomon “Smoke” Cartwright and the Midnight Revue had played juke joints and dance halls from Memphis to Mobile for as long as I’d been alive. He wasn’t famous the way the people on the radio were famous — he didn’t have records in stores or his picture in Jet magazine. But he was famous the way weather is famous: everybody knew when he was coming, and everybody had a story about the last time he came through. Miss Claudette said she’d seen him play in Greenville once and a woman had fainted during the second set. Deacon Prater’s nephew said he’d heard him in Clarksdale and the man played guitar like he was trying to settle a debt with God. Even my father, who never talked about music and turned the radio off more than he turned it on, even he had said once — just once, when he didn’t know I was listening — “That man can play.”

But this wasn’t just any band coming through. Other bands had come through. The Crawford Brothers had eaten at our table the previous spring. A gospel quartet from Vicksburg had stayed the night a few months before that. Our house was on a list — I didn’t know whose list, or how it got there, but it was on a list somewhere, passed hand to hand, mouth to mouth, along the roads that Black musicians traveled because the hotels wouldn’t have them and the restaurants would rather close than serve them. Our house was a place where a man could eat a hot meal and sleep in a clean bed and not have to worry about who was coming through the door behind him. Mama had been doing this since before Daddy died, and after he died she kept doing it, and nobody in town questioned it to her face because Ora Lee Colson was a member in good standing at Greater Harvest Baptist Church and because her cooking was the kind of cooking that made questioning her seem like questioning the Lord’s own provision.

But Solomon Cartwright was different, and I could see it in the way Mama said his name. She didn’t say “Smoke.” She didn’t say “Mr. Cartwright.” She said Solomon. Like she was saying it to someone who wasn’t me. Like the name had been sitting in her mouth for a long time and she’d finally let it out, and now she wasn’t sure she could put it back.

“Well,” she said, and took a breath that was longer than the moment called for. “I guess we better get to it.”

She went inside. The screen door slapped shut behind her, and I heard her in the kitchen opening cabinets, pulling things down from shelves. Within an hour she would have a list, and within two hours she would have a plan, and by nightfall the first pots would be soaking, because that was how my mother did everything — with a precision that left no room for the feelings she refused to have in front of her children.

But I’d seen the flicker.

Zeke came banging through the house from the back, letting every door hit every wall, the way twelve-year-old boys move through the world — like the world is a drum and they are the stick. He had mud on his shins and a look on his face like he’d been doing something I was going to have to answer for.

“What’s happening?” he asked.

“Musicians coming Saturday,” I said.

His eyes went so wide I could see white all the way around. “Who?”

“Solomon Cartwright.”

“SOLOMON — “

“Don’t yell.”

“ — CARTWRIGHT? Smoke Cartwright? The Midnight Revue?”

“Boy, if you don’t lower your voice — “

“Birdie, Smoke Cartwright is coming HERE? To THIS HOUSE?”

“To eat supper. That’s all. Now Mama said don’t let Opal near the stove.”

But Zeke was already gone, tearing through the house telling Opal, who was seven and wouldn’t know Solomon Cartwright from Solomon in the Bible, and I could hear Opal asking, “Is he nice? Does he have a dog?” and Zeke explaining with the breathless authority of a boy who had never met a famous person in his life that Solomon Cartwright was the greatest blues guitarist in Mississippi and possibly the world and he was coming to sit in our living room and eat Mama’s chicken.

I went back to the butter beans. But I wasn’t shelling them anymore. I was just sitting there with my hands in the bowl, feeling the cool smooth weight of them against my fingers, watching the road — the same red dirt road it had always been, cutting straight through the flat Delta land — and wondering why my mother had said that man’s name like it was a door she’d locked a long time ago and somebody had just knocked on the other side.

I was fifteen. I thought her life started and ended at the borders of what I could see.

I was wrong about all of it.

But I wouldn’t learn that until Saturday. And by then, the chickens would be dead, the table would be set, and a man with a guitar would be sitting in my father’s chair, eating my mother’s food, and looking at her the way you look at a letter you wrote a long time ago and never sent.

Inside, Mama opened a cabinet and began pulling down the good china — the pieces we only used for Easter and funerals — and the sound of those plates being stacked was the sound of something beginning.

And my mother’s hand, later that afternoon, when I found her at the kitchen table with a pencil and a list on the back of a brown paper bag. She was writing down everything we’d need — flour, sugar, lemons, a bolt of cheesecloth, the good vanilla from Renfroe’s store, not the imitation. Her handwriting was the same as always: small, neat, certain.

But the pencil was shaking. Not the hand. The pencil. A tiny tremor, like a single string being plucked on an instrument no one else could hear.

She saw me looking and set it down.

“Go count the chickens,” she said. “I need to know how many we got that’s big enough.”

I went.

I’d seen it shake.
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Taking Stock

By noon, every cabinet in the kitchen was open.

Mama stood in the middle of it like a woman reading a map in a language she half-remembered. She had her arms crossed and her head tilted, and she was looking at the shelves the way I’d seen men look at engines — calculating what was there, what was missing, and what it would cost to close the gap.

I stood in the doorway and watched. I’d learned a long time ago not to enter Ora Lee Colson’s kitchen uninvited when she was thinking. You could talk to her while she was cooking. You could talk to her while she was cleaning. But when she was standing still with her arms crossed, you waited until she told you where to be.

“Birdie,” she said, without turning around. “Get the step stool.”

The good china lived on the highest shelf of the highest cabinet, behind a curtain of flour-sack cloth that Mama had hemmed by hand. It had been my grandmother’s — Mama’s mother-in-law, not Grandma Sweetie — and it came into the family the way most nice things came into families like ours: somebody died and left it. The set was twelve pieces originally. Now it was nine, with two of those chipped — one on the rim, one on the base where it didn’t show — and one plate replaced with a piece from a different set that was close enough in color if you didn’t look too hard and different enough to bother Mama every time she saw it.

I climbed the step stool and handed the plates down one at a time. Mama received each one like she was being handed a baby — two hands, firm grip, a quick inspection before setting it on the counter. She turned every plate over and checked the back. She held two up to the window light and frowned at hairline cracks I couldn’t see.

“This one’s done,” she said, setting a saucer aside. The crack ran through the center like a vein. “Can’t serve on that.”

“That leaves us eight,” I said.

“I can count, Birdie.”

She stood there looking at eight plates and doing math I wasn’t part of. The band would be at least four or five men. Us four. Miss Claudette would be there — you couldn’t keep Claudette away from a dinner any more than you could keep a dog away from a bone. Deacon Prater and Sister Vernell would expect an invitation. That was eleven minimum, and probably more once word got around, which it would, because Beulah, Mississippi, had no secrets that lasted longer than a single afternoon.

“We’ll use the everyday plates for the extras,” Mama said, more to herself than to me. “Good china for the musicians and the head of the table.”

She said the musicians like she was talking about any group of traveling men who might need a meal. But she’d already
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