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In loving memory of Martha Caldwell




PART I




CHAPTER 1

I’M TRYING TO THINK OF HOW to describe this room in a way that’s not only accurate but also does it justice. I like to be deliberate with my words. I don’t want to say quaint because that makes it sound like I’m talking about a cute little mom-and-pop sandwich shop in Portland, Maine. It’s not cozy, it’s not warm… if I’m being perfectly honest, it’s not even nice.

There is a wooden coffee table that looks handmade, but the chairs are clearly from IKEA. There is a barren countertop with nothing but a French press and a stainless steel toaster. I guess they are going for a minimalist thing. The fridge is completely stocked with Dasani bottled water and one Red Bull, which I’m assuming is not mine for the taking. The decorations are subtle, but they scream southern charm, which makes me feel at home. There is one of those tacky tricolor braided rugs under the coffee table that looks like it’s traveled to a few homes in its day. Then on the table is The Lantern.

You know the one I’m talking about. The varnish is completely gone from the wooden handle, there is a crack in one of the panes, and there is a hint of kerosene in the air. I don’t know if this is done on purpose, if it’s accidental, or if it’s to send a message, but I definitely feel safer seeing it. I think that’s the best word to describe this room… safe.

You know that feeling you get when you are waiting to see the dentist for a checkup? It’s not like you’re nervous because you’re getting work done. You’re nervous because you feel like you should be. This is where I am right now. I’m just plain nervous. I’m afraid I might say something stupid and embarrass myself. I’m afraid I might upset or offend her in some way, but then again she’s clearly not fragile. It’s kinda funny that a person can go through everything she has gone through and I think I have the power to ruin her day. Nevertheless, I want to be as respectful as possible while still allowing her to be a human and not an idol.

For me she is America’s first Black superhero. If intuition, foresight, and navigation can be considered superpowers she is basically an Avenger. One of the big ones. She is Iron Woman. I can only imagine what it must be like to be her. The social pressure, the responsibility, of being an icon. I know I shouldn’t, but I walk over to the lantern and grab it. I bring it level with my eyes and imagine I am going through the woods of Dorchester County, Maryland.

Dogs are fresh on my heels and I keep fainting every couple of days. All the other runaways don’t know if they should go on without me or if they should wait. One of them is very nervous and decides that he might run and go back out of fear, and the others tell him he better not even think about it or he’ll have me to deal with. I am so worked up at this point I am fully screaming. “If you hear the dogs,” I yell, “keep going! If you see the torches in the woods, keep going! If there’s shouting after you, keep going! Don’t ever stop! Keep going! If you want a taste of freedom…”

The door to the room swings open and I am snapped out of my little dream and she is standing right there. I am so embarrassed, but I’m also so excited. She is standing between two huge bodyguards. Actually, they are standing so far away I can’t tell if they are huge or if she is tiny. She looks practically half their size.

“Please put that down,” she says as I stand frozen.

“Ms. Tubman, I can explain,” I say, gently placing the lantern on the table, only to realize I couldn’t explain and should just try and salvage what’s left of this introduction.

“I am so pleased to meet you. My name is Darnell. This is truly a dream come true. I’ve been looking forward to this all week. You’re my biggest inspiration. Whenever I feel like I can’t go on I think—” She cuts me off.

“Look, baby.” Harriet Tubman just called me “baby.” “Thank you. Your words are kind, but we don’t have all day.” She is direct. This is what I expected from her, but it’s still startling. She’s now standing just about a yard from me. I could reach over and touch her if I wanted to. I want to. I really want to, but I don’t. Mostly because she looks like she could and definitely would rip my hand clean off. But also, you just don’t go around touching national treasures.

I never thought this day would come. When so many figures from the past started returning, I just kept hoping that Harriet would show. Not only did she show, but she reached out to me. I still have the invite she sent me, a lovely little handwritten note: Nigga, get over here. —Harriet Tubman. With the address of the studio. I think I’ll have it framed.

It’s been a very strange news cycle since The Return. Cleopatra is now an Instagram model, Rockefeller is having public battles of wealth display with Elon Musk and Jeff Bezos, and everyone is waiting on pins and needles to see if Jesus will return. I’m not betting on it.

Of all the people who have come back, I am the most excited about Harriet Tubman. She is beautiful, but it is an unconventional beauty. Her hair is like a dry wool helmet that’s been parted down the middle. Even the skin on her scalp has scars and looks worn. Her skinny little hands are covered in veins and the skin looks like leather. She reaches out to shake my hand and it feels like holding one of those tiny New Testaments. Her clothes are all different shades of brown. Her dress looks like maybe it used to be black, but over time it’s gotten dirty and weatherworn. The kind of distressing white kids used to pay way too much money for in the early 2000s at Aeropostale or Abercrombie. She does not look like she has had an easy life. But at the same time she truly looks like she is conquering it.

She wears pain, pride, and dignity on her face all at once. She has one of those faces that looks like she has always been old. Never seen a young or carefree day in her life. An “all’s my life I’ve had to fight” face. She has a sort of permanent scowl. Now that I think about it, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a picture or heard tell of her smiling, laughing, or even so much as letting out a slight chuckle. To say the very least, she is intimidating. A tiny little five-foot woman who is clearly in charge of this room.

“Hi… It’s, uh, really good to meet you,” I begin again, nervous to be reprimanded a second time by Harriet Tubman. “I don’t usually fall over my words like this, but this is a dream come true. I didn’t really expect to get a call from you of all people. I didn’t even know if this was a prank or something. I’m glad I came down to see what this was all about.”

I pause and wait for her to respond, but she doesn’t say anything at all. She is very comfortable with uncomfortable situations. She never breaks eye contact with me. Not even for a second. I don’t even think she has blinked since she entered the room. I know her eyes have to be dry. For a second, I consider offering her my Visine, but I’m already treading on thin ice.

She patiently stands there listening as I try and gather my thoughts for another minute or so, then she finally interrupts me and says, “Darnell.” Hearing her say my name sends a jolt of adrenaline coursing through my spine. It’s like I’m in high school and I’ve just been called to the principal’s office.

“I wants to talk to the new generation. I wants to talk to Black folk today, and I think you might be just the person to help me reach them.”

“Me?” I say, completely confused. “What could you want with me? I genuinely don’t see how I could help you.” This doesn’t even make sense to me. Well, I certainly don’t understand why she called me here, let alone how I can help Harriet Fucking Tubman. “But you’re… you’re Harriet Fucking Tubman!”

I really thought I said that in my head. But based on everyone’s reaction, guess not.

“Please pardon my language.”

“You think I haven’t heard worse?” she snaps back. “I called you here because I need your voice and your ear.” She grabs my hands and takes a very dramatic pause. “I’ve decided to make an album and I…”

“STOP!” I have to pause for a second. You know that feeling when you can’t tell if you are in on the joke or if you are the joke? “Are you being serious? Like what kind of album?” It feels like I’m the first person outside of everyone in this room to hear this information. Harriet looks at the two huge bodyguards, who I am now realizing are the same height as me, and motions for them to wait outside. They leave the room in perfect synchronization, like members of some sort of elite military force.

“I wants to blend hip-hop and spirituals together. I’m tryna bridge the gap between you and yo ancestors. The songs we sang are your true history. They tell you everything about how smart, strong, creative, and resourceful you can be. And the music of today tell me everything about how far we come. What we done achieved. What we can own. I don’t think you understand the power of owning something. Of actually having something you can call your own, and yo history.” She pauses to look at me. “Yo history is yours, and can’t nobody take that from you.”

“But why me?”

“When tha Lawd tell you who to choose you don’t ask no questions. I listened to the Lawd for over ninety years. Listenin’ to tha Lawd helped me save over seven hundred of yo ancestors. Listenin’ to tha Lawd helped me stay safe for thirteen trips back ’n’ forth. Listenin’ to tha Lawd has given me everythang I got. So when tha Lawd told me to send fa you… I didn’t ask questions. And you shouldn’t either.”

I don’t know what to say. I’m afraid to tell her I don’t believe in God. If she was anyone else I’d look her in the eye and say, “Religion is the biggest scam on the face of the planet, followed closely by higher education in America.” Then we’d engage in a thriving debate, though I’m afraid she’d just turn around and leave the room. I look up to her as if she is the matriarch of my family. She has the strength of an army and the warmth of a family, so I’m still afraid to disappoint her.

“Yas ma’am, I understand that,” is all I can muster. This is silly. I feel like a child being preached to by one of the elders in my church, and I just nod in agreement while silently thinking I’m too smart for this. She reaches up and snaps her fingers right in front of my eyes.

“You listening to me?”

I realize that I am NOT listening at all.

“Yes ma’am!” I lie, and lie quickly.

“We gon’ be spending a lot of time together. I’m gonna need you on your A game. You better keep it together.” As if on cue, the guards reenter the room. Every one of their moves looks like it’s been choreographed. It’s very impressive for two people this large to be so in sync.

“We gotta head to the stage. I wanna show you what I been working on. This where we gon’ do the first show. We got a couple of spaces here in this building, and I hope we got everything you need to help us out. Now let’s go.” She doesn’t check to see if I agree, or if I’m “in on the deal,” she just starts moving. They don’t even look back to make sure I’m following along. Of course I follow. I’m too curious to leave a party without hearing the next song, you think I’d pass up on an opportunity like this? I’m scrambling to keep up in the hallway.

She moves very fast for such a tiny person, and her dress touches the floor just perfectly so you can’t see her feet. She does NOT have a delicate walk. She walks like Viola Davis in How to Get Away with Murder or Whoopi Goldberg in every film she’s ever had to wear high heels in. Her stance is wide and her steps are deliberate. There is no question who is in charge of leading this caravan. She’s walking about three feet ahead of the guards.

I finally catch up. “Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

Before she can answer, we’re already there. She walks me into a rehearsal room with a live band, backup singers, and a huge DJ booth in the shape of an H. I can’t believe she is serious.

“This my band. They called the Freemans.” I take a good look at her band and they are a motley crew. They look like they have returned as well. “They all made up of people I done helped and people that done helped me.” She walks over to the only other woman in the room. “This Odessa. We met during the Combahee Ferry Raid.”

Odessa looks like she couldn’t be more than thirty years old. She doesn’t look aged and worn down like Harriet. She looks to me like she has never done a hard day’s work in her life. She is light-skinned with thick, wavy hair in a neat little bun. There is a beige ribbon holding the bun together with a thick decorative net over her hair to keep it in place. Clearly she is mixed race.

“Chile, even house slaves wanna run. You don’t even wanna know what you gotta do to stay in the house when you a pretty girl like Odessa. She helped take part in her own liberation that night and ain’t never looked back since. Plus, this child can sing.”

Odessa looks at me sheepishly, then asks, “Is it true you wrote ‘Bad Bitch Boot Camp’?”

“And produced…” I say, my confusion turning to horror as she begins rapping the Lil Genie song about “basic training these hoes” and how she’s going to “ten hut a slut” in front of Harriet Tubman.

“All right, that’s enough, Odessa,” Harriet says. “I gave her some of your music to listen to and she hasn’t stopped since.”

I’m so embarrassed. That song is over twenty years old. From a different life. “I can explain… about that song,” I begin to tell Harriet, apologetically.

“I liked it, but I prefer that song you did with Dr. Slim.” I wince at the name, but a part of me is screaming. Harriet Tubman likes my music!

Harriet walks over to a big mandingo-looking motherfucker. “This Buck. They call him Buck cause he strong. He plays the guitar.” Now, Buck is scary. He’s as wide as he is tall and has arms thick as his thighs. He is completely bald and his skin is so shiny that it’s hard not to comment on. He is impressive. He looks like if Michael Clarke Duncan ate Michael Clarke Duncan. Despite his massive and intimidating frame he has the softest eyes I think I’ve ever seen on a person.

“He don’t talk much, but this man smarter than most people I know. A lot of folks have ideas about you before they even get to know you? Um… what you say they call it, Buck?”

Buck lifts his head very slowly and rumbles: “Preconceived notions.” His voice sends chills down my spine.

“Das right, ‘preconceived notions.’ I like the way colored folks talk today. Back in my day the only Negro talked like that was Frederick Douglass, and let me tell you right now. Most Negroes didn’t like Frederick Douglass anyhow!”

This really takes me for a spell, because I didn’t take Harriet Tubman to be the gossiping type! Now I want all the Frederick Douglass tea. “Ms. Tubman, why didn’t Black folk like him?” I ask.

“Please don’t ‘Ms. Tubman’ me. You really don’t gotta be so fancy with me. You can call me Minty. That’s what everybody else call me anyhow. I don’t like all these formalities. It’s too much.” This is the first time I’ve been unafraid since we met. I feel like I can let my guard down a little. Up until now it’s felt like an interview for a job that I KNEW I wasn’t qualified for. Now I feel more at ease… and I wanna gossip.

“So Minty.” I can’t believe I just called her “Minty.” “Why did people hate Frederick Douglass?” She turns her head with her lips pressed together, head slightly tilted, and one eyebrow raised.

“Now I didn’t say ‘hate.’ You up here adding stuff. Everybody respected Frederick Douglass. Even racist white folks.” She paused to find the most appropriate words. “They was jealous. He could read, he could write, was educated, light skin, that was enough. They thought he was uppity. When you told that you supposed to be low you sure don’t wanna be down there by yourself.” This seems to resonate with the other people in the room. Even I can relate to that.

“Now this good man right here is DJ Quakes,” she says, taking me over to a tiny man behind a mixing board. “We call him that ’cause he a Quaker. And our DJ.” It’s kinda strange to see someone dressed like this in real life. The first thing you notice about him is that he is very short. When I say “very short” I don’t mean “short for a man,” I mean short for anyone. He is about four feet tall. His arms are the same length as his legs, and he is barrel chested. He is a little person. He also has a huge gray unkempt beard that connects seamlessly with his hair and eyebrows. He almost looks like a lion because it’s all connected in one big mane. And his clothes look exactly how you think they look. A blackish-brown coat that goes down to his knees, with a dark-brown long shirt underneath, off-white socks that cover his calves, and a wide-brim hat that looks like it was once black that dips down at the center of his forehead. He is a sight to behold. He walks with a wooden cane that doesn’t have a handle. It’s basically a stick. And his voice is a little nasally. The kind of nasal voice that could easily be annoying if you didn’t like the person, but lucky for me I really like him so far.

“A lot of folks don’t know that Quakers helped a lot of us get to freedom, and they good, God-fearing people. Really believe in the Bible. I like that…”

As Harriet kinda trails off rambling about something or other, a skinny little man that is literally standing in her shadow clears his throat to bring her back to reality.

“Oh my goodness. Where are my manners? This my pride and joy. I love this man so much. He the one that helped me see we don’t have to be property. This my baby brother, Moses. Our drummer.” His eyes aren’t exactly sad per se, but you wouldn’t feel comfortable being less than kind to him. Everything he is wearing is some shade of brown. And his hat is… well, I don’t want to say raggedy… but fuck it, his hat is tore up. There is an entire chunk of the brim missing in the back.

“I am so grateful for this one. Every time I look over at him I’m reminded that we gets to be free.” She’s clearly starting to get choked up, so she quickly moves on. He doesn’t seem to mind the awkwardness. He kind of looks at the floor while she talks about him, occasionally gazing up to make eye contact. In spite of his tore-up brim, Moses somehow looks the fanciest out of everyone here.

“Well, anyway, this my band. We Harriet Tubman and the Freemans.”

At this point I have a million questions.

Why a band? Why music? Why me? Why now? But instead I just say, “I’d love to hear what you’ve got.”

So she directs me to a very uncomfortable plastic chair and makes her way to the stool in the middle of the room. She seems nervous to perform for me. It seems out of character for her. There is a feeling in the air, and I can tell that I am the first person outside of everyone else in this room to hear whatever it is I’m about to hear. I also prepare myself in case it’s horrible. What if Harriet Tubman and the Freemans play a song and it’s truly no good? Then what am I going to do? Do I smile and say “good job,” or does she genuinely want my input?

“I have to ask,” I chime in before they get underway. “What do you want from me in this moment? I just want to be on the same page about why I’m here.” There is a slight pause and everyone looks at each other as if they are just now deciding my purpose in this room. Tubman takes a few moments while pacing and really thinks to herself. Then she looks me straight in the eye and says, “For now… I just want you to listen.”

“That all sounds great,” I assure her. She walks over to the group and decides to lead them in prayer. I can’t tell if I’m supposed to join, or just bow my head from a distance. You know that awkward feeling you get when someone starts talking about Jesus, assuming you’re a believer, without checking in with you first? That’s how I feel. They all hold hands in a circle and Minty begins the prayer. I immediately realize that she is NOT a quiet prayer and I realize that I am most certainly supposed to have my head bowed because she starts with the words “Bow your head!” and it is not a request.

“Lord Father Jesus, we thank you for this opportunity to share our gifts. Lord Jesus, we thank you for another day alive, Lord Jesus, and we thank you for giving us this chance to be together, Lord Jesus. Lord Jesus, please pour your spirit over this experience tonight, Father. May these words pour over the spirit of this young man watching us tonight, Lord Jesus, and the tips of our tongues with every word we speak. Let us do your will tonight and not ours, Lord Jesus. Amen!”

I try to keep my head down a little bit longer so everyone sees that I did indeed bow my head during the prayer.

Harriet looks right at DJ Quakes and says, “All right y’all… Let’s do it.”

The music is a combination of hip-hop, rock and roll, and Negro spirituals. The music fills the massive rehearsal hall like the floodgates on a dam have been lifted. It starts with DJ Quakes hitting a button on his DJ board and everyone swaying in perfect harmony. A blast of rock guitar and 808 drums feels like it’s going to blow my hair back. Tubman grabs the mic from the stand and starts:


WANTED A CHANCE TO WRITE SOME GOOD MUSIC

I MEAN SOME HOOD MUSIC

I’M TALKIING ’BOUT I WISH A MOTHERFUCKER WOULD MUSIC

LIBERATE MY PEOPLE THROUGH THE SWAMPS AND THE WOODS MUSIC

NEVER WOULD HAVE MADE IT IF I DIDN’T KNOW I COULD MUSIC

NO BOOK SMARTS SO THERE WAS VERY LITTLE EDUCATION

BUT I MADE IT WITH A LITTLE BIT OF DIVINATION

GOT A CALL TO LIBERATE A GENERATION

SO LET ME SLOW DOWN IF YOU DON’T SEE THE CORRELATION



She sings as if Dr. Dre and Ella Fitzgerald had a daughter. Angry, strong, and smooth all at once.

“Well…” I must have just been staring at her for a solid thirty seconds after she finished the song without saying anything. Which is a longer time for silence than you’d think, especially after a performance.

“You got something to say or you just gon’ sit there like a bump on a log?” Harriet asks.

I immediately start clapping. More than anything I’m relieved because I was afraid that I might not like it. That would’ve made for a terrible day.

“Can’t you say a word or two?” she adds.

“Sorry, I’m gathering my thoughts,” I quickly reply. “I think this is amazing. I’m still not sure what you want from me, though. It already seems like you have a handle on things.”

She looks at the Freemans, then back at me. “Baby, we stuck. I ain’t never been too proud to ask for help and that’s why you here tonight. You gon’ help me write the rest of the album and the show telling my life story. Tha Lawd already told me you was the one. Once we write it we have to share it with the world. Release the album and go on a national tour.”

I recoil at the thought. “ME! Why me? All I’ve ever written is a couple of club bops. And that was a lifetime ago. This feels like something different. It seems more serious.”

She stomps over and grabs my hand. She is stronger than her tiny frame suggests. “I already done told you, when tha Lawd tells me I don’t ask questions. I just get into action. Now what you gon’ do?”

I just keep staring at them and then I say, “Can I step out back to clear my mind, please?”

She motions for me to go ahead. “You do what you gotta do. We’ll be right here.”

As I burst into the alley I’m trying to figure out how I even ended up in this situation. A few days ago, I was just sitting at home minding my own business, then all of a sudden I’m being propositioned to help bring Harriet Tubman’s music and message to the masses.

As I frantically pace the alley, Moses comes out to see how I’m doing.

“Hey!” He has such a soft speaking voice. He seems like one of those people who have never raised their voice. “You mind if I hang out with you for a sec?”

As if I was gonna say anything but yes, he leans against the wall and pulls out a cigarette from a dingy flat tin case. It really matches his whole aesthetic. As he leans against the brick wall to light up he looks like a Norman Rockwell painting. Well, if Norman Rockwell had ever painted Black people.

“What’s the matter?” he says as he lights his cigarette. He smokes like an old mechanic who’s about to overcharge you on some automotive work you don’t need, with the cigarette dangling on the edge of his lip. It is kind of hypnotic. Between his soft voice, sad eyes, muted clothing, and mesmerizing cigarette choreography I feel like I am being bewitched into a calm state.

“I don’t know if you’re the person I should even be talking to, but this is just all too much. This doesn’t feel weird to you… AT ALL?! I don’t know how to tell Harriet that I idolize her. I don’t even know if I can stay professional throughout this whole project. I don’t even make music anymore! I haven’t written a song in almost ten years. I never even got around to writing my own story let alone someone else’s. I feel like you all chose the wrong person, and there’s a lot y’all don’t know about me.”

Moses slides his cigarette between his pointer and middle finger, snuffs it out on the wall behind him, and slides the remains into his pocket. He heads back into the building, and before the door closes behind him he stops it with his dirty, worn-down boot and tells me exactly what I need to hear.

“Man, ain’t nobody judging you.”
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