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For Annelise and Mylen, me, Mommy (Jacqueline) and Grandma (Rilla Mae), Ida and Wrilla and Sarah, may we forever reign.





I go forth along, and stand as ten thousand.

—Maya Angelou, “Our Grandmothers”







Prologue

They cut off her head because she ran. But who could know? Certainly not Tati. She was looking for her daddy. Her mama, Nadia, wouldn’t tell her. Gladys, her mimi, wouldn’t tell her either. So she searched for him. She didn’t know to search for anyone else. It wasn’t like there was a burial or body; no coffin, no cemetery. But in a way she found her. In fact, she found them all, including her daddy. In the kitchen table whisperings and the basement murmurings where her mother used a hot comb to press out her hair every Saturday night.
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1.

March 1995

The noxious scent of burnt hair and relaxer coldcocked Tati with a closed fist, singeing her nose hairs, as she made her way into the basement. A yellow neon sign that read NADIA’S NUBIAN SALON hung on the wall of the landing, led the way for customers who entered through the back door. Not that Mimi ever came that way. She insisted on coming through the front. As soon as she crossed the threshold, her eyes roamed as her gloved hands swiped across furniture that was neither dusted nor polished, and her feet traversed the floor that wasn’t mopped. For the unwashed dishes in the sink, she shook her head and kissed her teeth.

Behind the heavy basement door, Mary J. Blige’s My Life album provided the soundtrack for the Sunday-morning appointment. Nadia sang along in her own version of praise and worship. She didn’t abide no gospel, and since all the R&B stations got holy from seven to noon, Nadia was her own DJ, despite Mimi’s misgivings. The elder woman never said anything. The only indication of her displeasure was the turned corners of her lips, which made her face look as if she were sucking on something sour. She knew that if she wanted to get her hair done, music was Nadia’s nonnegotiable, especially Mary. It was Nadia’s third copy of the CD. She had played the other two out so much they skipped. At least that’s what she said, but Tati knew dropping hair grease, spritz, and holding spray on the discs didn’t help the scratches none either.

Tati retrieved the broom hidden behind the sliding gray door that separated the laundry room from the rest of the salon and swept the perimeter. She moved between the two washbowls along the right wall and the three dryers on the left before she treaded through the middle, where Mimi was enthroned in the client chair. The curling iron hissed in Nadia’s hand. All of her Soft Sheen and Dudley’s products along with rollers, curlers, and irons of different widths were in arm’s reach on shelves that butted up against the basement wall below a second flickering, yellow NADIA’S NUBIAN SALON sign.

“Tati, stop standing there like a dazed deer and help me,” Nadia snapped.

“Whatchu want me to do?”

“Damnit, Tati, help. Finish sweeping. Clean out the washbowl. Pick up Mimi’s towel that fell to the ground and put it in the basket. I know your eyes good ’cause we just got ’em checked. You need to put ’em to use and earn your keep after all the money I’m spending on you for your lil’ birthday.”

“Nadia, that’s not right,” Mimi said.

“Whatchu mean that’s not right?” Nadia asked exasperated. “Yesterday we did the movies and dinner at the Cheesecake Factory with Toya and Desirée on top of shopping at the Water Tower Place. And she sprung her class trip on me at the last minute. Shit, I had to give her a postdated check. She lucky I don’t make her lil’ ass go get a work permit to bag groceries at Jewel’s. Earning her keep is the least she could do. Ain’t that what you told me when I was little?”

“I told you a lot of thangs when you was little. It don’t mean I was right.”

“It worked for me. I turned out all right.”

“And we want Tati to be better than all right!”

Mimi turned in her seat and glared at Nadia, who only rolled her eyes and clicked the curlers. A direction and a threat. Turn around before you get burned. Mimi huffed then faced forward.

“Tati, where is Desirée anyway?” Nadia asked.

“Upstairs sleeping.”

“She spent the night?” Mimi asked.

“First time since we were five,” Tati answered excitedly.

“And she still sleep while you workin’ wit’ ya mama?”

Tati shrugged. Desirée had been her best friend for years, and she’d never known her to be a morning person. She was always late and they were bussed to school. The mornings Desirée didn’t miss the bus completely, the driver waited on the corner at Sixty-Fifth and Green for her to come out. Sometimes the driver would even go around the block and pull up to Desirée’s front door—after Tati had pointed it out—and beep the horn to encourage her to hurry up. Sometimes she made it, sometimes she didn’t. When Nadia had yelled up the stairs for Tati to come help, Desirée didn’t move and Tati didn’t make her. She secretly hoped she could get through Mimi’s appointment with Desirée being none the wiser.

Mimi asked, “Tati, how old you is now?”

“Fourteen,” she answered.

“Your mama told me you got your first monthly yesterday.”

“Dang, Ma!”

“Ain’t no secrets in this house,” Nadia said.

“Oh yeah, there are, but that’s what you get for ruttin’ ’round with a married man.”

“It wasn’t just me ruttin’,” Nadia responded through clenched teeth.

Tati was so focused on her mother’s pursed mouth, Nadia’s tell that she wanted to smoke, she didn’t realize she’d lost her grip on the broom until it clanged on the lacquered copper of the concrete floor, unnerving them both.

“What the hell you doin’?” Nadia yelled.

“It dropped on accident.”

“You wouldn’t have no accidents if you wasn’t listening so damn hard.”

“She wouldn’t have to sneak and listen if you would just tell the girl what she wanna know,” Mimi said.

“He ain’t here and ain’t ever been here,” Nadia said. “Ain’t I enough?”

It was a refrain Tati heard often: Ain’t I enough? One Nadia usually said when she was pressed about the identity of Tati’s father. The subject came up once a week when Mimi got her hair done before church.

“Why you always do this?” Nadia asked, clicking and turning the curlers against Mimi’s hair.

“Do what?”

“Mention that girl daddy. He ain’t been around since I told him I was pregnant.”

“Because you didn’t try hard enough to make him take care of his responsibilities.”

“What was I supposed to do, huh? Go around asking random strangers if they knew where he went?”

“Oh, so that’s what you call friends now? Strangers?” Mimi hmphed and crossed her arms.

“Don’t start,” Nadia warned. “Toya and I are in a good place.”

“What y’all talkin’ about?” Desirée asked, entering the basement.

“Nothin’,” Nadia said quickly.

“Just about how fast y’all growing up,” Mimi answered. “Becoming young women. Able to have babies.”

“Mama, ain’t neither one of them thinkin’ ’bout havin’ no babies. They don’t even have boyfriends.”

“You don’t know what they got. They could be invitin’ trouble with lil’ snot-faced boys, and you and your friend would be none the wiser.”

“That’s the same thing you said when I got my period. Carried on for days to anybody who rang the phone, unless it was a bill collector, about how I was sure to bring babies out of wedlock—”

“And you did, didn’t you?” Mimi turned around and glared at Nadia. “I rest my case.”

“Keep it up and you’ll have to find somebody else to do your hair before church on Sundays.”

Nadia’s threat, empty and devoid of emotion, was all she had. The only leverage over her own mother she could hoist with a wave of her hand and a gesture toward the door. But Mimi didn’t move. Tati shook her head and sighed, exasperated, as she walked across the room toward the burgundy futon to take a seat beside Desirée. Never one to let an insolent child go unchecked, Mimi glared at her, demanded to know what she had the nerve to be huffing for.

Nadia intervened. “Tati, chill out. When I’m done, your mimi will be on her way, and then we’ll go to breakfast to continue celebrating your birthday. Focus on that and let the rest slide off you like bullshit on ice.”

Now it was Mimi’s turn to huff, but whatever she wanted to say, she swallowed all the way down to her feet. Patent leather shoes tapped her thoughts on the metal bar of the burgundy chair, ripping wide the run in her pantyhose. Mary sang as Nadia clicked the curlers, which smoked and sizzled against the blue grease. Mimi didn’t flinch. She didn’t give Nadia the satisfaction.

“You done,” Nadia said, snatching the cape from around her neck.

“Thank you, daughter.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“So it’s just the three of y’all going to breakfast?” Mimi asked.

“No, Toya’s on her way,” Nadia answered.

“Ooh wee! I knew my ears were burning in the car for a reason,” Toya Grant said, coming through the back door. “The first thing I hear coming inside is my name; I must be about to win me some money.”

Toya’s bright laughter and feet slapping across the floor added to the din as Nadia cleared her station and Mimi pushed herself up from the client chair and grabbed her purse from the futon beside Tati.

Straightening her body, she asked, “What y’all doing after breakfast?”

“Dang, Mama, you nosy,” Nadia jeered. “Ain’t you gon’ be late for church or something?”

Tati and Desirée erupted into a fit of giggles on the futon, Tati louder than her friend because she knew her mother’s assessment of her grandmother to be true. Mimi liked to know too much, especially when she thought someone, namely her family, was intentionally hiding something from her. She also loved to be right. It was a dangerous combination. One that led her to embarrass and humiliate. An act she relished and wrapped in scripture as justification.

“ ‘Pride goeth before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall,’ ” she’d say.

Tati knew the proverb well. During spring break, when Nadia left her with Mimi while she went to Atlanta for a picnic, Mimi had made her write lines. She’d copied that verse one hundred times from the old Bible with the smooth worn cover, loose spine, and frayed golden edges that had names crossed out and rewritten inside the front. Her offense that day: dancing with her headphones on in front of Mimi’s full-length oval bedroom mirror with the initials EGD etched in the frame. She usually wasn’t so reckless as to do something she knew Mimi would have a conniption over. But between her reflection in the mirror and the bass line beating heavy in her ears, something had come over her. Her movements were free and rhythmic, as if she didn’t have control over her own body. Sitting on the futon with Desirée and now Toya, Tati was relieved to finally see Mimi get back all the ire she dished out.

“So, you gon’ answer my question, or y’all gon’ keep on laughin’ like somethin’ funny?” Mimi demanded.

“We’re going back downtown to take the girls by Union Station so they can see it before their trip to DC.”

“That fancy school they go to is puttin’ them on the train?”

“Seeing as how we, the parents, are paying for it, they for damn sure ain’t flyin’,” Toya said.

“Yeah, Mama, didn’t you come to Chicago on the train?”

“Me and your daddy came up in the segregation car at the old Central Station. That’s where Eugene worked as a Pullman porter before they built Union Station. I’ll be sure to see Tati off when it’s time ya hear.”

“That’s not necessary,” Nadia said.

“It is for me,” Mimi said, her voice lower as if she were talking to herself. “I have to see that Tati’s experience gon’ be different from mine.”

“What was your experience?” Tati asked.

“Don’t worry about it, baby. It’s not for you to know. Everything don’t need to be remembered.”

“What I know is y’all need to go get dressed,” Toya said. “Nadia, I don’t know why you had me come over here this damn early and y’all ain’t even ready to walk out the door.”

“Have you met you?” Nadia chuckled. “You always late.”

“I still didn’t need two hours’ advance notice, and we just going to the Pancake House in Hyde Park.”

“If you would learn to be on time, you wouldn’t need that much notice,” Mimi muttered.

“Mama, don’t start,” Nadia admonished.

“It’s all right, Nadia,” Toya said. “Your mama always likes starting shit with me.”

“I didn’t start anything,” Mimi said. “Just made a suggestion. But, you know, some folks take advice. Some folks don’t. Some folks take care of their kids. Some folks don’t.”

“Mama, go to church,” Nadia said sharply. “We don’t need you carryin’ on like this.”

“Nadia, your mama been carrying on like this since we was comin’ up,” Toya said. “The calendar changes. She don’t. And in the end you always take her side.”

“If you don’t like it, ain’t none of y’all got to be friends, the girls included,” Mimi sneered. “You can learn to stay with your own kind and your own line.”

“That’s enough.”

Nadia’s clenched-teeth yell sent Toya and Mimi to their respective sparring corners. The bomb, always set to five seconds between them, was defused for now. Tati and Desirée, aware of the nice-nasty arguments that sometimes flared between their mothers, shook their heads as they sat on the futon. They had learned years ago to stop asking, What’s wrong? and Why y’all always mad at each other? Questions that got them evil eyes from all adults present and a swift rebuke to Stay out of grown folks’ business. But just because they stopped asking didn’t mean they stopped wondering. They swallowed the discomfort and pretended they didn’t see the sour faces.

“Desi, I brought you something,” Toya said.

She reached inside her purse and handed Desirée a new disposable camera.

“Ooh, thank you,” Desirée gushed. “I finished the roll on the one I brought while we were out last night.”

“I figured as much,” Toya said with a smile.

It was Desirée’s dream to be a photographer. She had hundreds of pictures of random people from all over her neighborhood in Englewood. Once she opened the plastic packaging, she aimed the viewfinder first at Tati, then Toya and Nadia, and finally at Mimi, who continued to linger in the basement. Click. Flash. Click. Flash.

“Girl, stop taking pictures of me!” Mimi yelped, throwing her hands in front of her face. “I ain’t one of your little friends.”

“I got it now.” Desirée giggled.

Toya and Nadia laughed as well, the ice thawing between them, if only for the moment.

“I told you to go to church.” Nadia continued laughing.

“I’m going. Just tell me one thing. Is either one of y’all chaperoning the girls on this trip?”

Toya and Nadia looked at each other and then blankly at Mimi.

“Mm-hmm,” she huffed, readjusting her purse from her shoulder to across her body. “I don’t know why I thought the womenfolk would take care of their daughters better than they do. In my day, my mama and daddy wouldn’t’ve let me go so far away by myself without their personal supervision,” she said, voice rising with the lie no one could detect.

“Well, it ain’t your day anymore, is it?” Toya muttered.

“Mama, we doing the best we can, but we’re single mothers.”

“And whose fault is that?” Mimi glared from Toya to Nadia. “It’s just a sin and a shame. The both of you. Just a sin and a shame.”

Neither Tati nor Desirée made eye contact with their mothers, even though they heard the insult loud and clear. One that warped Toya’s and Nadia’s faces with frowns and fatigue.

“Walk your mimi out,” Nadia commanded.

Tati pushed herself up from the futon and followed Mimi upstairs, stopping by the cold fireplace in the living room just before the door.

“Give me some sugar,” Mimi said, pulling Tati into a hug. She whispered, “I’ma come see you off on the train, but you got to remember to be careful, you hear.”

“I’ma be with my school,” Tati said. “Nothing’s going to happen.”

“I’m not saying it will. I’m just sayin’ be careful.”

“What was it like for you on the train with Papa Eugene?” Tati asked.

Mimi paused. One hand on the door, the other at her side, the surly and saturnine woman from the basement was gone. Instead, her entire face became a kaleidoscope of clouds. Her blue-rimmed eyes never left from their fixed position. Entranced, Mimi didn’t move her mouth or further crease the wrinkles in her face. She barely breathed. She stared past Tati through the hallway, as if it were the corridors of the train station she once traversed. As if it would impart a knowledge about her own arrival years before Tati was born.

“Mimi,” Tati repeated gently. “What was it like for you coming on the train with Papa Eugene?”

“It was the longest… hardest ride of my life.”

Tati nodded as Mimi opened the door to leave. Before she crossed the threshold she warned Tati about growing up too fast.

“I’m not a little girl anymore.”

“No, sugah, but you’ll always be a little girl to me. I remember when you was born. A blessing in a burden.”

Tati chewed the inside of her cheek.

“You was the cutest little chocolate baby, with these big old eyes, like the moon.” Another cloud passed over her face; thoughts unknown.

“I love you,” Mimi said. “Happy birthday.”

Tati didn’t respond. Teeth in cheeks, heat beneath her skin, and stings in her eyes, she closed the door behind her grandmother and took the stairs to her room two by two as feelings about her unknown parentage bubbled to the surface. She didn’t want to go back to the basement. Didn’t want to face Toya and Nadia or even Desirée with the slightest glint of tears in her eyes. Where her friend had photos, she had words. Tati pulled her new monogrammed journal from between her mattress and box spring, flopped across the twin frame, and wrote.


Dear Daddy,

I’m 14 now

Legs brown

Same for my hair and eyes

Mimi say she worried ’cause my hips round

It don’t matter

Ain’t no boys calling

Phone don’t ring

My line don’t sing

I just pose in the mirror

Mama say I’m looking for the wrong kind of attention

But I just be looking at the symmetry of my face

Trying to see yours, but hers I can’t erase

Oh, I forgot to mention

I think I wanna pierce my nose

But mama would have a fit

I suppose

And I can’t do something drastic like that

Can’t alter my appearance until you get back

Or until we meet

At least

I just wanted to let you know

What to be on the lookout for

Your little girl

Maybe a bit bigger

Chocolate like you, I think

When mama’s drunk she cuss me and say I got your mahogany brown

Just thought you’d want to know what I look like now

Love Tati

March 26, 1995

P.S. Today’s my birthday!







2.

Summer 1870

Emma never had a birthday. Born an orphan, she had only Evangeline to rely on for raising. Evangeline being the root-working woman she was, didn’t believe in celebrating births and deaths on the same day. Especially when they were linked. It wasn’t until Emma was nearing her ninth year that she even realized she should have been keeping up with her age. That it was something for her to keep up with, let alone celebrate. The confirmation of her newly piqued curiosity came in a series of events.

It started when Zephaniah Foster Dupree was in transition. His wife dead the year before and his two sons killed in the Battle of Mobile Bay, he had no one but his former property, who stayed on sharecropping to see him through to the other side. Well, them and Evangeline. She stayed on the land, but she never worked it. Not enslaved. Not free. She was the cook, but her real business was birthing babies and closing eyes. Called on to care and comfort whenever folks, white or colored, were crossing paths between the living and the dead.

When it was Zephaniah Foster’s time, she remained by his bedside with Emma, her assistant, beside her. Emma did the fetching Evangeline no longer could, gathering the roots, herbs, and flowers as directed. From her basket of white willow bark and devil’s claw spiced with turmeric, ginger, and a little lavender, Evangeline made up the tea to relieve his pain. She had expected the potion to put him to sleep, but instead he remained awake. Fully lucid and in a talkative mood.

“When this is all over, it’s you who’s gon’ get all I got left,” he said.

Evangeline nodded in response. With his time so near, she knew not to put too much stock in anything he said, if she ever did. White men were good for saying one thing and doing another. Even facing death, they’d lie themselves to heaven, telling tall tales to the Lord. She listened, passing time by pushing a needle through an embroidery patch, humming her lips and rocking her back to disrupt the silence of bodies ceasing to function.

He continued, “You know Evangeline did more to keep me rich than I ever did.”

Zephaniah Foster directed his attention toward Emma. He didn’t call her to his bedside for fear of seeing a mixed reflection that would surely haunt him on his way to death’s door. Instead, he talked at her while she sat idle on the floor at the foot of the bed.

“Everybody would have died if it wasn’t for your mammy. I kept ’em bred and she kept ’em fed. When the yellow fever spread through the quarters, I thought I was going to lose it all. The niggers and the harvest. But Evangeline got us through. Healed them all one by one. Wasn’t down longer than a week or two before we were back up and running. Anything I needed her to do, she did. Even when she didn’t want to… like how you was born. I’ve never forgotten that. After all these years, I got no choice but to finally make it right.”

That evening, when it was just Emma and Evangeline in the quarter shack, Emma asked, “What Mr. Dupree mean when he said you didn’t want to do something when I was born?”

“Chile, don’t concern yourself with the fool talk of a dead man,” Evangeline dismissed. “He got to get all his words out before he go in the ground.”

Emma wanted to mind her ma’am. Had planned to, really, had not Zephaniah Foster died in the night. Between the sorry gathering for the funeral and no one else to read the last will and testament to besides those who worked the land, Evangeline was some surprised when it came to pass that he had told the truth.

“As for the matter of my estate, all land parcels and property structures, I, Zephaniah Foster Dupree, of sound mind and body, do leave all my worldly possessions to Evangeline and daughter Emma.”

The Land’s End town attorney, a man by the name of Watkins, stumbled over the words as he read them. His forehead damp beneath the curved brim of his top hat, he removed it to wipe his brow as he read the words again and again. More to himself than anyone else, because who could believe a white man had left his house, his land, his money, clothes, and jewels, to a colored, let alone a colored woman. It was scandalous if it was true. Begged the question, what kind of hoodoo had she worked on him to make him so benevolent in death when he had been anything but kind in life? But the gift was given on account of one condition being fulfilled.

“Emma must attend school to learn the facts and figuring of an enterprise such as this.”

Watkins, so besotted by the words he’d read, kept murmuring to himself. But the matter was settled. The will final. Since it was written in Zephaniah Foster’s own hand, and with no living relatives to contest its validity, Watkins folded the papers, placed them back in the Bible he’d retrieved them from, and handed it all over to Evangeline—will, Bible, and keys.

He had barely galloped his horse across the boundary line of the Dupree farm before Evangeline gave her first order to the families working the land in freedom as they had enslaved. “Take what you want and tear the house and that tree down,” she said, nodding toward the large oak standing proud between the stables and the shacks where they lived. “I’ma continue minding my business, and y’all can mind your’n.”

The next day, obedient to a dead man’s wishes, Evangeline sent Emma to the freedmen’s school, lest she be haunted by a restless soul on the other side. It was inside the school, a quarter shack on an abandoned farm nearby, where Emma’s curiosity was piqued and she was left with another question. Upon introducing herself and where she came from, the teacher asked if she knew her birthday. Emma stared blankly at the brown woman, whose hard vowels and clipped speech belied her Northern-born upbringing. The teacher tried again. Asked if she had any idea how old she might be. It was a question Emma had never heard before. What did she know about age?

Of course she returned to Evangeline for an answer. One the old woman was reluctant to give.

“Why the teacher need to know that?” she asked.

“To put me with my right group,” Emma answered.

“Ain’t like they ever seen you befo’. Why cain’t they just put you with the new chillun? You don’t know nothing ’bout no book learning.”

“But do you know how old I am, or my birthday, or when I was born?” Emma persisted.

“I suspect it’s in the record books I pulled out of the big house, but I can’t ’cipher them letters and numbers.”

The answer was satisfactory. Enough to keep Emma from questioning even more. She didn’t know that on the occasion of her birth Evangeline had kept an excellent record of her own. One she would never forget. Evangeline recognized the coming of Emma’s day of return with the change of the seasons from winter to spring. The encroaching of longer days and shorter nights always brought with it a thickness in the atmosphere. More than humidity, there was a heaviness hanging. Lurking. The kind of environment where the wet heat grips and you either grow or you rot. And even that is a kind of growth in itself. Especially for a secret. The rot spreads and metastasizes over everything in its path until the malignant cannot be deciphered from the healthy, the good from the bad, the help from the harm. Untold mysteries thrive in such an underbelly. They threaten to consume all who try to contain them. Evangeline could always feel it creeping like moss or a vine. It was waiting to greet her, to remind her of what happened before and what was still to come.

That’s why Evangeline welcomed Emma’s third inquiry all on her own. Too full with the untold threatening to burst, it happened on Census Day. Evangeline had heard about the assistant marshals going from house to house, taking record of all the families. They’d started on the other side of the sliver of land that had been cordoned off by white contractors driving colored inmates for the railroad to come. When a marshal finally reached the Dupree place, Evangeline stood outside the quarter shack with Emma and readily gave him the information he asked for.

Name: Evangeline Dupree.

Race: Colored.

Age: Unknown.

Occupation: Midwife.

Husband: Henry Dupree. Deceased.

“Ma’am, you was married?” Emma asked.

“We jumped de broom when he couldn’t stud no mo’,” Evangeline began. “But the consumption got him couple years before you came along. Was the only one I couldn’t save. Truth be told, my Henry was so stubborn, he ain’t wannna be saved.”

Emma chuckled with Evangeline. The census taker, peeved and impatient, cleared his throat and spat a brown, slimy wad of tobacco-tinged phlegm near their feet. They both shuffled over to avoid the mucus sitting atop the dusty road. While Emma stared at the ground, Evangeline met the man’s icy gaze with her own cold glare, both incensed by the other’s insolence. He continued:

Children: None.

“Then who is this gal here beside you?” the census taker asked.

“She mine, but she ain’t mine. Cain’t you tell? She in the world by herself. You can record her as such.”

“We don’t record children without they parents.”

“Well, you gon’ have to for this one,” Evangeline said, looking down toward Emma. “I’ll tell you what you need to know and you can write it down just like you did for me.”

The marshal, instructed to make as little show of authority as possible, disagreed in silence and wrote the information as Evangeline gave it.

Name: Emma Dupree.

Race: Mulatto.

Age:

Emma looked expectantly for Evangeline’s answer. Never taking her eyes away from the marshal, she said, “She was born the same year the war started.”

“Eighteen and sixty-one,” he said.

Emma did the quick figuring in her head and exclaimed, “I’m nine, ma’am. I’m nine years old.”

“Yes, you is. Now hush.”

Occupation:

Husband:

Children:

“Is there a place where she can put her parents?” Evangeline asked.

“I guess she can write it down where it says children. The gov’ment’ll figure it out.”

Children Parents:

Emma looked to Evangeline. Evangeline to the marshal. She said, “For her pa, write Zephaniah Foster Dupree.”

“Old Master Dupree was my pa?” Emma asked.

“Who else could it be?”

Evangeline shifted her weight from foot to foot on the rickety porch where she stood as the marshal dipped his pen in ink and wrote the name as he’d been told. When he finished forming the final letters, he and Emma turned expectantly, but Evangeline had gone silent. Eyes closed, mouth shut in a line, she neither looked nor spoke, though she could feel Emma’s eyes imploring her to give up the ghosts.

The marshal sighed with edged impatience. “What’s the ma’s name? I knows you know it.”

“I knows it. But you don’t need it.” Evangeline stepped off the porch and marched past the marshal toward the farm storehouse. “C’mon, Emma. I gots work to do.”

Emma scampered behind her, leaving the marshal as bewildered as she. Evangeline figured an age and a pa would have to be enough for one day. It was more knowledge than Emma had ever had about herself her whole life, but now that she’d been fed she was insatiable. Hungry for what Evangeline swallowed. Greedy, she peppered her with questions.

“Did you know my real ma’am?”

“What was she like?”

“What did she look like?”

“Was she big like you?”

“Light like me?”

“Wait, did you deliver me from her like you do the other women’s babies?”

It was the last question Evangeline silently prayed Emma wouldn’t think to ask. The girl had been assisting her with births for the last couple years. She was training her up in roots and wombs and knowing when to pluck at their peak both herbs and babies. She’d told herself as she watched the marshal make his way to their door that she’d tell Emma the truth. The whole bloody, sordid affair. But now that the time had come, she wasn’t sure if she could handle it, never mind Emma.

“Ma’am, did you birth me too?” Emma asked again.

Evangeline stole a glance at the girl, who had eyes wide as the moon. Though she wasn’t dark like the cosmos her mama came from, she held her features all the same. Eyes, lips, dimples, and twitching ears. Everything else was Zephaniah Foster Dupree. Evangeline studied Emma—the innocent and the evil resting in one face—and made her choice.

“Ma’am?” Emma asked again.

“I birthed you,” Evangeline said. “ ’Twas the same day yo’ real mammy died.”

“Oh.” Emma paused. Relief and confusion washed over her at once, her delight short-lived much like her own mother’s life. Evangeline didn’t know how old she was when she died. Only that she was young, just a few years into her tide. Fecund and nubile enough to carry and birth, but much too young to die.

Evangeline turned the only words she had to describe that day over in her mouth. She folded them between her lips, teeth, and tongue, like she would later do to her chewing tobacco. Only this she had to be careful how she spit. Wouldn’t be no tin can to catch it but a person. Emma. The daughter.

“What was her name?” Emma asked quietly.

Another question Evangeline hadn’t expected. She was ready to answer what happened and why. She was even ready to answer for her role, forced at the lash of Zephaniah Foster Dupree as she was. She was not prepared to color in the details. The defining features that make a person whole. Amongst them being a name. To speak of the dead in anything but reverence and remembrance of who they were when they were alive was to curse them on the other side. Evangeline didn’t know enough about Emma’s ma’am’s beginnings to tell her about the end and give her name. That she could not do. She could not call forth a spirit and not have pleasant things to say. Names were sacred. She wouldn’t risk tarnishing the pure with the profane.

Instead, she hedged her attempt at honesty. She said, “The name we called her wasn’t her real one. You know, your ma’am came from across the water. Old Master Dupree named her before she got here.”

“Well, what did he call her?”

“That’s enough.” Evangeline heaved a sigh. “You don’t need to know everything today.”

Satisfied with what she had, Emma returned to school bubbling with information for her teacher and few friends who hadn’t been snatched away to prepare for harvest. Giddy at the chance to confirm she was nine years old, she had forgotten to ask after her birthday, or even what season she was born, because she knew Evangeline didn’t keep up with no calendar. She could call Christmas and New Year’s and sometimes Easter but not much else. She followed the seasons. Planting season. Growing season. Harvest season. Resting season. It was generally the same for the women as it was for the land, with her busiest time for births being in the late summer and early fall, before rest was necessitated on account of the healing body and a demanding new babe.

“When you go home, ask your ma’am about the time when you was born, and whenever it is, we’ll be sure to celebrate your birthday,” the teacher instructed.

Emma did as she was told. Ran all the way home with her lunch pail, her primary reader, her math ledger, and the Bible passed to her from Zephaniah Foster Dupree. She was breathless and eager when she arrived to an empty quarter shack. Dizzy with her own discomposure, she tried to focus on the lesson she was to complete for the next day—writing the names of her family in her Bible—but she was too riled up with her own rapacious need to know. When she heard what she thought might be Evangeline’s steps coming up the road, she ran out the door to greet her. Several times it was nothing but the wind whispering, making her think she heard mud mushing, or twigs breaking under what should’ve been the woman’s weight. It wasn’t, but Emma answered the conspicuous calls until finally it was.

Lugging her bag of tools and tinctures, Evangeline walked side to side, weighed down by her bag on one side and a sudden grief on the other. If Emma noticed the sadness, she didn’t care. What child concerns themselves with the murky emotions of an adult? She fired into the tale of her day, showing off the names she had written in her Bible once they were inside. Evangeline followed Emma’s finger as she pointed across the neat handwriting as the girl read, “ ‘Emma Dupree and Zephaniah Foster Dupree.’ ” She pointed to the blank line and looked at Evangeline expectantly.

“This for my ma’am. My real ma’am.” Emma’s voice trembled. “Can you tell me her name?”

“I told you it weren’t her real name, so why write it down? You don’t wanna lie in God’s word, do you?”

Emma shook her head no, found her pencil, and filled in the blank anyway.

“What’s that say there?” Evangeline asked.

“That’s your name,” Emma answered. “You like my ma’am. The onliest one I know.”

Evangeline snatched the pencil from Emma’s hand, turned the Bible toward her, and furiously scratched out the place where Emma had written her name.

“I just told you don’t lie in God’s word, and you do it anyway.”

“I gotta have something to show my teacher tomorrow,” Emma protested.

“No, you don’t,” Evangeline shouted. “Not everybody gotta ma’am. Not everybody gotta pa. Be glad you got someone here looking after you in the first place.”

“Well, can you at least tell me around what season is my birthday? Ms. Jacoby said we can celebrate whenever it come ’round.”

“Why would you want to do a thing like that?” Evangeline asked.

“She say it’s what you do on birthdays. Celebrate.”

“What them white people do.”

“Do you know when it is?” Emma asked softly.

“Planting season,” Evangeline answered. “You was early. Three days after the equal day and the equal night. But we ain’t celebrating. Not in this house. I told you, yo’ ma’am died the day you was born. What’s there to celebrate about that?”

Even with a few of the answers she craved, Emma had been dashed just the same. In the light left inside the shack, she looked up at Evangeline, resolute in her decision, with her hands hugged to her hips, her flat nose blown wide across her face, and the sturdy posture of planted feet. The white apron covering her shirt and skirt were spackled with fresh blood. Emma examined her, from the rolled sleeves to the hat askew on her head.

She asked, “Ma’am… did the birth not go okay?”

Evangeline humphed. She reached for the table and chair her Henry had whittled himself and collapsed under her own weight. She looked down at the floor she and Emma covered with boards from the big house. Shoulders rounded, head hanging, sadness wore her like a wet winter coat. Sopping and heavy.

“It went something like your’n,” Evangeline said with a slow, gravid tongue. “The baby’s here. The ma’am on the other side.”

Evangeline lifted her head enough to see Emma’s hands covering her eyes as her fingers pulled at the edges of her hair. The image was too much for Evangeline to process. Too identical to what had happened before. Springing from her chair, she snatched Emma by her bent arms and yanked her from where she stood.

“Get yo’ hands outta yo’ head,” she said, tongue moving lightning fast. “You keep up with all these questions about your ma’am, and you may end up just like her. Freedom only been a few seasons. They might fight another war and take it away.”

Arms held down by Evangeline’s grip, Emma couldn’t move to hide the tears that welled, pooled, and fell down her face. Evangeline continued unmoved. She had seen worse. She said, “You wanna celebrate like them white people? You go’n right ahead. But not here. Not all birthdays is worth the trouble, let alone the memory.”
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May 1953

For Gladys Dupree, it wasn’t a birthday she wanted to forget but something else entirely. Long before she was Tati’s mimi, or Nadia’s mother, Gladys remembered how they came with hot pans in hand, crooked smiles and curious eyes. Heads on swivel trying to catch a peek, a glance, at who they’d heard about and wished they knew. It’s a peculiar position, for sure, to hear but not know. Knowing, grounded in fact, is altogether different from hearing. With hearing, words could be lost, messages devoid of meaning. Implications could be treated as incontrovertible fact and fact as merely fiction. Perhaps this is the reason most people only hear. Few ever really know, and only one knows all. But trying to be in that number, though impossible, provides the fun of the hunt.

The hearers sidled up to Ruby and shook hands with Sampson, all saying the same thing. “We heard…” It was enough to drive Sampson to drink. He too had heard and still didn’t know. The wall of silence between him and the Dupree women was thick. He may have wanted to marry Ruby Ann Dupree and have her take his last name, Benjamin, but they never got around to it, what with Gladys, and the farm and all. She would always be a Dupree woman. Her allegiance belonged to her mothers and the secrets they kept amongst themselves.

Still, talk had reached him as it had everyone else in Land’s End. Everyone save for Eugene. An out-of-towner already, and that didn’t account for his professional travel, he was stuck at the foot of the steps of the new house, where Ms. Mattie from church had come to call, ignorant as the day is long.

“We heard what happened,” Ms. Mattie said, standing on the front porch.

Ruby and Sampson remained seated on the long wooden bench with the high back as Mattie’s words, nearly whispered, arrived to their ears, loud as the church bell piercing the air with the weight of what was left unsaid.

Gladys heard her too. She shouted, “Good afternoon!”

Her voice filled the void of dead space before Ms. Mattie could say more. The deaconess turned her pillbox hat–covered head toward the interruption of what she hoped would become a gathering of information. Gladys and Eugene stood in front of the porch overlooking the fork in the road, arm in arm, affection apparent if only for appearances.

“Good day to you, Ms. Ruby, Mr. Sampson, Ms. Mattie.” Eugene tipped his hat.

“How do?” Ruby answered.

“Blessed and highly favored, how ’bout yourselves?”

“Boy, when the last time you stepped foot inside the house of the Lord to even be on his blessin’ list?” Ms. Mattie’s face crunched into a scowl.

“To tell the truth, it’s been a while, but I’ve passed enough churches back and forth on the train to know the Lord heard at least one of my prayers.”

“Oh yeah, what’s that?” Ms. Mattie asked.

“He saw fit to bless me with a wife.” Eugene squeezed Gladys’s arm against his body as his smile spread across his face. “I came to ask y’all proper, but she told me yes when I disembarked at the depot.”

It had only taken a week of wearing spit-laced herb pastes—pokeweed, yarrow, and the like—beneath a bundle of bandages for the gash on Gladys’s face to close. She took it as a fortuitous sign since it was just in time for Eugene to arrive. An omen of sound judgment to give herself over to his advances. When she stood waiting at the depot, her healed face half-hidden beneath a new hat, it was her first test to see if he could tell something was off, that she was different. He couldn’t. Not like Ms. Mattie, who grunted an mm-hmm and shoved the pie in her white-gloved hands toward Ruby and Sampson. “I’ll leave this here and be on my way,” she said.

Ruby caught the pie Ms. Mattie released like it was still hot from the oven and burning through to her skin. Relieved of its heft, Ms. Mattie slip-slapped her palms one against the other and ambled down the three stairs. The humidity-worn wood sagged in the middle under the strain of her weight. Back on solid ground, standing right in front of Gladys and Eugene, Ms. Mattie dusted the front of her white skirt suit and adjusted the matching hat.

She said, “The other deaconesses and I are praying for you, Gladys. But congratulations on the engagement. I think this is a fine time for you to get married. A fine time. Don’t you, Ruby?”

“It was right kind of you to bring over this pie and well-wishes for our girl,” Ruby said. “Give the other mothers our regards.”

Ms. Mattie nodded her head and marched back the way she came: toward the church for choir rehearsal, her stop at the Duprees’ a well-devised scheme to know more than what she’d heard through town chatter.

“Take this inside, would you?” Ruby passed the pie to Sampson.

He looked down at the condolence confection and tried to see its flaky, sugary goodness as compassion and not cruelty. Grace instead of gossip. Looking up at Gladys and Eugene still standing at the foot of the steps, he shook his head, got up from the bench, and went inside the floppy screen door. It slammed behind him, its clang the shame he wished he could voice. But all he had to show for his suffering was food. The pie from the deaconesses. A whole roasted hog from the deacons. Money and macaroni and cheese from the pastor and first lady. Potato salad and collard greens from the mother board. A pound cake from the presiding elder. Green beans and perloo rice from the ushers. His kitchen was a kaleidoscope of cuisine and culinary delights he had no appetite to indulge. One by one, two by two, or even in threes and groups bigger than that, the entirety of the congregation of St. Joseph’s had come to call on the Dupree house.

“Did you tell everyone else before me?” Eugene asked. “They hardly seem surprised.”

“Perhaps I spilled the beans a little,” Gladys answered.

The glee in her voice was a sound she didn’t recognize. It wasn’t of herself but who she’d become, who she’d transformed into, in six days’ time.

“Well, since it’s out now, I guess we getting married,” Eugene said. He threaded his fingers through Gladys’s and raised their hands high above his head, drunk on happy. “Mr. Sampson, why don’t you bring that pie back outside and celebrate with us,” he yelled toward the door.

“Yeah, Daddy, c’mon out,” Gladys encouraged.

Overwhelmed in his own unknowing and the activity of his imagination, Sampson fluttered his lips until he was out of breath and slammed the heavy door of the house he’d built with his own two hands.

Eugene looked from Gladys to Ruby. Hands clasped over the paunch of her belly, she chuckled a bit before explaining away her would-be husband’s abrupt departure. “Don’t mind him. He can’t stand to let go his only girl. Whatchu got in your hand there?” Ruby motioned at the heavy bag still tucked beneath Eugene’s arm.

“Just some copies of The Defender for you,” Eugene said. “I wrapped them in sheets, and it’s a good thing I did. The deputy down at the depot was trying to search me for contraband.”

“Which deputy?” Ruby asked.

“Stringer,” Gladys said through closed teeth.

Ruby looked up and eyed her daughter. “He didn’t give you no trouble, did he?”

“He made a threat. Said we been lynched for less, but I know how to handle his kind,” Eugene answered.

“They let us go,” Gladys added.

“Who is ‘they’?” Ruby asked.

“JB was there too,” Gladys answered, referring to the deputy’s son.

Ruby, stone-faced, looked to Eugene and waved her hand, motioning for the bag. He stepped up on the porch, set the biggest case he carried at Ruby’s feet, and then rejoined Gladys.

Fingers entwined, she squeezed his hand and let her head rest on his shoulder as her body rolled with relief. She had survived. Twice.

“We’re getting married,” Gladys said to herself.

“Yes, we are, cher.”

“How soon?” Ruby asked.

“Next time you come back on the train. Yes?” Gladys asked Eugene.

“What my wife wants, my wife gets,” Eugene said, his smile big and bright.

“Well then go’n in the back and tell your grandmama and Mama Em the news,” Ruby said. “That oughta perk them up.”

Dutifully, they did as directed and walked around to the house in the back. They kept to the brick facade of the new house instead of skirting by the fence and the patch of dirt where nothing grew. They pretended not to notice the stream of cars headed toward Ms. Teena’s or the smell of fried fish wafting through the air. No matter, though. Soon enough, everyone from the Dupree house on down to the church would know Saturday night at Ms. Teena’s had begun. From the smell, to the sound, to the looks of the packed dirt parking field, evidence would abound that the weekend was in full swing.

But it was still early yet. Early enough for Jubi and Emma to be sitting on their own front porch, which faced the back of Ruby and Sampson’s home. Like Ruby, they too were dressed in all white, from the wraps on their heads to the long skirts draping their ankles. They’d been wearing their healing clothes since Gladys staggered home from the fields. Jubi snapped beans, and Emma sat still, her wrinkled fingers clasped tightly around an inheritance left by her George: a hand-carved cane.

Between them, on either side of the door frame, the threshold marked with a line of salt, sat a bowl of water and a bucket of what looked like ash but was really goofer dust. A libation for the lost ones and a weapon against the wicked meant to suffocate ill intentions before they got a foothold to form. Emma and Jubi guarded their entryway, protective over whose energy, living or dead, was allowed inside. As Eugene guided Gladys closer to her kindred, the old woman’s hand stopped him before her aged voice said, “Don’t come any closer.”

“Just came to call on you to tell you the news,” Eugene said.

“And what’s that?” Jubi asked.

“We’re getting married,” Eugene answered, ebullient.

Jubi dropped the beans in her hand and set her bowl to the side. She never let her gaze linger long away from Eugene’s face. Assessing, determining, she finally said, “Y’all make a fine couple. Don’t they, Mama?”

“They’ll do,” Emma said.

Her blue-rimmed, nearly blind eyes never left from their fixed position. She stared off into the space between the two houses. Entranced, Emma didn’t move her mouth or further crease the wrinkles in her face. She barely breathed. She studied the ripples of the water bowl as if she could read them. As if they imparted a knowing hearers would beg to be privy to.

“Gladys, go inside and get you something to drink,” Emma said.

Releasing Eugene’s hand, she asked, “You want something? Lemonade? Tea, maybe?”

“What’s in this house is for you.”

“What she means is that all the food and drink is back by Ruby and Sampson,” Jubi clarified.

“I said what I meant, Jubilee. Gladys, go’n in the house.”

Eugene had no choice in the matter. Standing before the women, sweating in his uniform under a sun that was far from setting, he waited for Gladys to
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