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In the waiting room

beneath the sea

lies mythical Atlantis

or sacred Guinée



Who knows

save Olokun

master of the deep



guardian of

profoundest

mystery.

—Olive Senior, “Olokun: God of the Deep Ocean,” 1996
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The Authority Arrives


If you do not let your neighbor have nine, you shall not have ten.


This wasn’t the first time Daniel Braithwaite had found me going through someone’s trash. And to be honest, we both knew it wouldn’t be the last. I heard him coming, though, whistling that same old nameless tune that sometimes echoed in my dreams. Didn’t pay him no mind as he strolled down the alley, calm as you please, and leaned his long self against the side of Kizzie Campbell’s house—freshly painted last month by his own hands.

“Need some help?”

His voice had a smile in it, the way it almost always did, no hint of anger or bitterness or hurt. But it took me a moment to arrange my face before straightening and turning toward him, making sure I wasn’t showing any evidence of turbulence. Nothing but calm seas here, with maybe a tinge of mild annoyance as I raised a brow and pulled my hands out of the trash.

“No, thank you.”

“Hmm.” Then he had the nerve to pull a folded sheaf of papers out of his back pocket, unfold it, and commence to scanning the contents like it was the most natural thing in the world. The masthead read The Awenasa Tattler; it was a typewritten four-page newssheet that was mimeographed and distributed around town by some anonymous author. The little rag had set everybody’s tongue to wagging when it started showing up a few weeks ago.

“Today’s issue had the fellas down at the barbershop’s gums beating, that’s for sure,” he said, grinning, dimples popping. “Was that what you was going for?”

“Like I done told you a thousand times, I don’t write that thing.” My teeth clenched, and I glared at him.

Daniel shrugged. “Sounded to me like you practically announced to the whole town that Mrs. Jefferson’s husband is carrying on with Ruby Mae.”

“Whole town knows about that anyway. And whoever wrote it,” I said, staring at him pointedly, “didn’t say anything of the kind. Just said that Mrs. Jefferson has known disappointments in her time. Could have been talking about losing Richie in the Great War, for all we know. It was just a nice message wishing her a happy birthday. Everybody knows her no-good husband won’t do nothing for her. Now, leave me alone.” I shooed at him, but he only sidled up closer.

“What you looking for, anyway?” He peered over my shoulder and into the can, giving me a whiff of that same cologne he’d been wearing since he was sixteen. The one that smelled like cedar and apples. I knew he’d been working this morning, but he still had the nerve to smell sweet.

I elbowed him in the ribs. “None of your beeswax, that’s what. Don’t you have something better to do?”

“If Miz Kizzie wanted to submit her short stories to those New York literary journals, she’d do it on her own,” he said.

I gave him a scathing look. We both knew that wasn’t true. She’d had one published in The Crisis last fall; it had turned her into a minor local celebrity. Of course, she never admitted to anyone that she hadn’t even submitted the piece, and I wondered how she thought they’d gotten it.

Daddy always preached about not hiding your light under a bushel, and while Daniel might have thought it wrong to take someone’s hard work out of the trash and get it published in a highly respected nationwide literary journal, I didn’t feel sorry about it one bit. Sometimes folks can’t get out of their own way and need a little help.

At my stern expression, Daniel held up his hands, chuckling, then folded the newsletter and tucked it in his back pocket. I turned back to the trash and spotted a little bit of orange fuzz poking out from behind some crumpled handwritten pages where the ink was too smudged to make out. I made a mental note to check again next week to see if there was anything worth reading in the discarded drafts but for now pulled out what looked at first like a bundle of rags and held it up, triumphant.

Daniel’s brows rose in question.

“If you must know, I heard little Nellie Hillgrass kicking up one heck of a fuss this morning as I was passing by the boardinghouse. Couldn’t find her little doll and made sure everybody knew. Felt bad for her, and I know Miss Kizzie’s been watching her while her mama is working, so I figured it might have been thrown out accidentally. Miss Helen did say that it was an old doll, one she’d had as a child.”

The thing in my hand was older than old—it was positively ancient, its fabric frayed and thin. It was hardly even recognizable as a doll, but the orange yarn I’d glimpsed could be viewed from a certain light as a tuft of hair. And the yellow fabric with tiny blotches was maybe a face. I brushed off some lint and dust clinging to the poor, dilapidated little thing.

A warm stream of nostalgia flowed over me. When I was Nellie’s age, I’d had a beloved doll too. She’d had a name… but I couldn’t bring it to mind. And the toy’s fate was lost to the ravages of time; I shook off the urge to remember—it didn’t matter anyway, I was grown now.

“You taking that over to the boardinghouse?” Daniel asked just as the clock on top of City Hall tolled the hour.

“Need to head to the feed store first. I’ll do it on the way home.” I placed the small cloth figure in my dress pocket and set the lid back on the trash can. “Where are you supposed to be?”

He jerked his thumb down the street. “Back to the barbershop. Line should be shorter now, place was packed like a sardine can this morning. I’ll walk with you.”

We strolled off in a silence that a week earlier I would have called companionable. This week, I didn’t have a word for it. There’s a feeling a body can get like it’s being split in half. One part giddy with anticipation and the other part stiff with discomfort. The half that was closest to him as we made our way down the street couldn’t decide which one it wanted to be, and so it kept switching, leaving me off-balance.

He didn’t show any evidence of being the least bit off-kilter, ambling along, hands in his pockets, whistling that damned tune I couldn’t pry from my head. It was like nothing had happened at all on that log by the riverside with the high trill of warblers harmonizing overhead.

So I squared my shoulders and tried to force the two halves of me into one cohesive part, but it was futile. By the time we reached Freedom Street, the tug-of-war going on within me had started to give me a headache. There was a heavy pressure and a wheezy hum like the buzzing of locusts. But I quickly realized that wasn’t my head at all.

Activity on the town’s main street, usually bustling at this time of day, had drawn to a standstill. Daniel and I stepped up to the corner as a swarm of shiny black Fords rounded the large traffic circle where, in the center of a grassy park, Big Beulah reigned, overlooking our town. Noisy diesel motors bombinated as metal and chrome glinted in the summer sun.

The vehicles pulled up in a line and parked right there in the center of the street. Twelve identical cars like a funeral procession. Then twelve white men exited, slamming their doors in unison, startled like caught fish, turning their heads, gaping at everything they saw. They were as out of place as fish standing on the street as well. Not sure this street had ever seen so many white folks on it at the same time.

One by one, the interlopers strode toward the center of their line, the middle car double-parked right in front of the Sugar Plum Fairy Sweets Shoppe. They bent their fedora-covered heads together. Daniel and I crossed the street. In front of Liddel Lee’s barbershop, the old-timers who gathered there on the stoop for board games and old-man gossip watched the newcomers with suspicion.

“Tell you what, they take one step on my property and they’ll become close personal friends with my Winchester,” Linus Cotter was saying.

Augustus Henley snorted and slammed down a domino, making the little wooden table rattle; Linus did a double take. “Why, you no-good… You think you slicker than a nickel, but I got your penny change,” he grumbled. “How you doin’ this afternoon, Janie, Daniel?”

“Afternoon, Mr. Linus, Mr. Gus,” Daniel said before giving me a brief salute and disappearing inside the shop. I waved to the men and pressed the thumb of my open hand against my chest in a hand motion that meant “I’m fine.” The old men grunted and refocused on their game.

Up ahead, Mabel Statler and Emmaline Waldorf walked down the sidewalk, bickering as usual. I slid against the wall to the side of the big picture window, hoping that between the cluster of white men still in the street and the rising voices from the dominoes game, neither woman would notice me.

Unfortunately, luck wasn’t on my side.

“Jane Edwards, we missed you at the auxiliary meeting today.” Miss Mabel’s round face was smiling sweetly, hiding the venom within. “Emmaline said you were probably at work, but I thought I remembered this was one of your days off.” Towering over her was her housemate, Miss Emmaline, whose pinched expression masked a core of honey.

I rubbed my fist in a circle against my chest, the motion for “I’m sorry,” hoping to convey my profound regret at not being able to attend a meeting I had no intention of ever being at.

“The Founding Day committee could use you as its chairwoman, sweetheart,” Miss Emmaline said, her rich Jamaican accent making the words sound like a song. “You’re such a good organizer. Just like your dear mother, may she rest in peace. What you did for Sonia Cracknell’s homegoing, Jane…” She pressed a fist to her lips and shook her head, struck by emotion.

My throat thickened. Our next-door neighbor, Mama Sonia, had been a pillar of life in Awenasa. Her influence weighed almost as heavily as that of Old George, the town’s founder. She had lived for ninety-nine years, and was crotchety as a flea-bitten cat for every one of them. But I sure missed her. Since she had no living kin, I’d taken on the task of planning her funeral. And now nobody would let me forget it.

“Emmaline, I know you’re not tearing up again,” Mabel said, annoyed. “That woman is in the Upper Room with our Lord and Savior, and now at least I can plant my roses in peace without having to hear Mama Sonia’s mouth about how I’m not doing it right.”

The taller woman put her hands on her hips. “I know you’re not speaking ill of the dead, Mabel Pauline. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

“I’m not saying nothing but the God’s own truth. Tell me that woman wasn’t always in everybody’s business…”

I made a motion like I was in a rush and managed to slip away while they went on snapping at each other. Apparently, those two had been squabbling since before I was born, yet they’d lived together for just as long.

By the time I was in front of the feed store, the slams of car doors, one after another, punctuated my steps. The engines of those shiny black Fords rumbled to life, and they took off again, this time dispersing, with some veering down side streets, others executing illegal U-turns and driving back the way they came.

I paused at the threshold of the shop as the drone of motors began to fade. This morning, Daddy had asked me to pick up some chicken feed for Mercy, Patience, and Faith, but the store didn’t close until five. Should be plenty of time to do a little more snooping and maybe get a closer look at one of those Fords.
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The Stranger


Do not follow a person who is running away.


This past spring, one of the Avery twins, who both worked out on the Rhodes farm, said he saw a couple of white men trespassing on the hill overlooking the river, carrying some kind of telescope. But didn’t nobody pay him no mind, because those boys like to spin tall tales, especially once they get some liquor in them. Everybody had a good laugh at their expense, imagining astronomers traipsing around Awenasa in the middle of the day, trying to see the stars in a bright blue sky. It wasn’t until Purcell Falkner and Johnnie Bayliss told similar stories about encountering men with strange equipment on their land that anyone took notice.

Johnnie Bayliss, being a friendly kind of fellow and light enough to pass, was the one who mustered up the gumption to go up to them and ask what the hell they were doing on his property. Those men said they were from the Army Corps of Engineers and they were doing a survey for the State Authority. Suddenly it wasn’t so funny.

Now, I’m no lawyer, but I suspect that if a government employee in a government-issued vehicle leaves the door of said vehicle unlocked, well then, he must not care too much about keeping what’s inside secret, right? The vehicle in question was parked in front of Noble and Big Aggie Hodge’s little blue house. The white man who had gotten out of it was at that moment sitting in their parlor with a cup of tea—the good china—balanced on his knee, scribbling in a brand-new notebook with a number two pencil.

Identical composition notebooks with crisp, blank pages along with a fresh box of sharpened pencils had been neatly placed in an Authority-issued briefcase. Also inside, a folder labeled BACKGROUND with a typewritten information sheet listing the barest of details on the town:


Awenasa: Founded in 1885 by George Ezekiel Braithwaite, who remains the majority landowner.

Located along the south side of the Noxahatchie River, 72 miles from the state capital. Accessible via Route 389.

Population: 617 according to the 1930 census. Inhabitants 98% Negro.



That population number should really have been 618, since it didn’t include Grace. Well, 619 if you counted the baby too. And the 2 percent of whites all belonged to one family, the Denhams, and their various kinfolk.

’Course, the information sheet didn’t say anything about how Old George had bought forty acres from his father and former master ten years after the end of the Civil War. How he’d spent those ten years working on the same plantation where he’d been born, earning ten dollars a month, hoarding every penny. Eventually, forty acres became eighty became one hundred sixty as he purchased land from debt-ridden and destitute whites and former slave owners who no longer had the ability to farm it, now that they had to pay for labor.

By the time he’d turned those forty acres into four hundred, he was renting plots to other Negroes and underwriting mortgages to help them build their wealth. He invested in businesses so local farmers could earn money the six months a year after the crops came in. So that instead of traveling all the way to Addison City to do their shopping, folks would have shops close to home that would serve Colored people with respect.

Old George helped build just about every building on Freedom Street with his own hands. His mill provided the lumber, his bank the financing. Awenasa had a post office. Two grocery stores. Three barbershops. A restaurant that served hot meals every day but Sunday. Not to mention the turpentine still, the cottonseed oil mill, and the Awenasa Academic and Industrial Institute, the crowning jewel of our community, sitting there on the top of the hill. Not bad for an all-Negro town. But the Authority’s information sheet didn’t mention any of that.

“Jane Edwards, what are you doing in that man’s car? Get on out of there before he comes back.”

I startled at the gruff, clipped voice behind me. It wasn’t often that someone could sneak up on me while I was sneaking. I replaced everything inside the briefcase, shut the door quietly, and turned to face Miss Althea. She was a short, elderly brown-skinned woman with a cap of wiry white kinks. Her acid tongue was legendary. I’d been on the receiving end of one of her dressing-downs before and didn’t relish it. Now her eyes were narrowed on me. I tried to look as contrite as possible.

“You find out anything good?” she asked, eyes twinkling.

I couldn’t wipe the shock from my expression fast enough, and she burst into a harsh, braying laughter. I itched to grab the pencil and pad from my pocket and answer her, but like so many of the elders, Miss Althea couldn’t read. So I just shook my head. I expected her to start laying into me for snooping, but instead she leaned in closer, smelling of those peculiar cigars she liked to smoke on her porch at night. The scent was potent and woodsy but not unpleasant.

“Only takes a candle to shine a light in the darkness, Jane.”

I froze at her strange words.

“One little flame scares those shadows away, you hear me?”

“Y-yes, ma’am,” I whispered, almost too soft to hear, once again feeling off-balance.

She seemed satisfied at my attempt at a response and turned back to look at the Hodge house. How long would they be entertaining their visitor? How long would it be the Hodge house? If the Authority got their way, not much longer at all.

“What’s done in the dark will come to light sooner or later,” she said. “Those shadows can’t win forever.”

I blinked. Was she talking about the Authority? She must be, but it didn’t make sense to me. She wasn’t as old as Mama Sonia or Old George, but it was possible her mind was starting to go. I nodded, though, pretending to understand—and she finally moved away, leaning on her gnarled wooden cane. Its thump against the concrete was a drumbeat marking her steps.

Having not found anything particularly interesting or useful today, I figured I would drop off Nellie Hillgrass’s doll since I was close to the boardinghouse where she and her mother stayed. As I made my way over there, I passed another black Ford parked in front of the Baynes residence. However, Justus Baynes hadn’t greeted his unwelcome visitor with tea and good china. He was sitting on his front porch, shotgun draped across his lap and pointed to the side.

The white man stood on the sidewalk, wisely not on Justus’s property, but that wisdom went only so far, because he appeared to be pleading his case, demanding entry, gesticulating with his arms. If he was waiting for Mr. Baynes to change his mind, he’d be standing there all damn day.

I chuckled to myself as I approached the two-story green clapboard home out of which Ruby Mae Rivington ran her boardinghouse. I knocked on the door and was greeted by Awenasa’s newest resident—unless you counted Grace, whom I didn’t, though that was arguable. Helen Hillgrass had come to town four months ago, newly widowed and with shadows in her eyes that spoke of memories best forgotten. In that respect, she wasn’t so different from most other folks around here, myself included.

Once there had been a sign on the road into town, painted by Old George himself, reading: WELCOME TO AWENASA. NEVER BACKWARDS, EVER FORWARDS. The town motto was accentuated with an orange-gold starburst meant to represent the globe of a flowering sycamore. But the sign kept getting splashed with white paint and, finally, tar—turns out everyone wasn’t so happy about a town full of Negroes doing well. Old George must have gotten tired of repainting the thing, and it was eventually taken down. I heard him say afterward, “We don’t need no sign anyway. Folks here know where they’re at.”

Most newcomers arrived with haunting stories: sometimes it was riders in the night with shotguns, or property burned, livestock poisoned, crops salted, loved ones dragged away… Miss Helen was no different. Looking forward meant it wasn’t necessary to delve into the particulars of the horrors they’d endured in order to welcome someone home. Though the grapevine whispered of a husband lost to violence in the night perpetrated by men who would never pay for their crime.

I hoped the sorrow in her dark brown eyes would lift soon. When she answered the door, I smiled and pulled the little ragged bundle of cloth from my pocket. Miss Helen’s lips parted. I’m pretty tall for a woman and she towered a head taller than me, so I looked up into grateful eyes.

“Where did you find that?” she said, stepping aside to let me in. “Oh, Nellie is going to be sooo happy. Thank you, Jane.”

I shook my head to indicate it wasn’t a big deal. After looking around the empty front parlor, I pointed to the doll and then down, asking if Nellie was here. Of course, Miss Helen hadn’t been in town long enough to understand, so I fished for my pad and pencil.

“Oh, that’s right, you don’t…” She caught herself before she could say talk, but I didn’t take offense. What would be the point? She was right. “Nellie’s out back. Come on.”

We passed through the hall and into the kitchen, where preparations for dinner were in full swing. Ruby Mae had hired Miss Helen to cook for her boarders since she’d had a falling-out with her last cook—Mrs. Jefferson. But it was just as well whoever wrote the Tattler didn’t print that detail.

Out back, Nellie was employed in a complicated construction project involving twigs and pebbles and an impressively built tower. She stood when her mother stepped out onto the back porch.

“Nellie, look what Miss Jane found!” Helen held the doll up in the air, and the little girl squealed in delight. She was four years old with freckled tawny skin and thick flaming-red hair. Her mother’s complexion was a pale yellow and her dark hair didn’t hold so much as a hint of copper, so the girl must have inherited her coloring from her late father.

“Henrietta!” the child yelled, and I gathered that was the name of the unfortunate doll. Nellie raced up the steps to grab it from her mother’s hands.

“What do we say?”

“Thank you, Miss Jane,” the child lisped, and clutched the rags to her chest. I knelt to her level and whispered, “You’re welcome.” Then Nellie raced away, beaming.

“Not sure how to thank you,” Helen said. “I can’t imagine where that old thing could have been.”

I didn’t bother trying to communicate where I’d found the doll. Sometimes ignorance was bliss. The thing would definitely not stand up to a washing, and besides, there hadn’t been anything nasty in Miss Kizzie’s trash can anyway, it was mostly paper.

“Everyone here has been so kind.” Miss Helen swallowed, her eyes going glassy. “Good to know there’s still kindness in the world.” She stared at her daughter playing innocently in the grass.

I left a few minutes later, having every intention of heading to the feed store, I swear. Instead of walking back through the house, I figured I’d just go around the side, and that was when I found the home’s owner, Ruby Mae, on the porch with a man I’d never seen before.

I would have thought he was one of the Authority men except for two things—the only car parked out front was Ruby Mae’s bright red Hudson, and the man in the brown suit was Negro. Tall and broad shouldered, skin as dark as mine—like freshly tilled soil—he had a confident, determined walk as he jogged down the steps and walked away. Younger than any of the white men I’d seen that day but carrying a briefcase just like theirs.

Ruby stood with one arm wrapped around the porch post, waving at him with a big smile illuminating her face. Called out for him to “Come back anytime!” Whoever he was, she had her sights set on him, that was obvious, but something in the sharklike determination arrowing her gaze made it clear she hadn’t snared him yet. And the fact that he didn’t look back at her, not even once, like just about every other able-bodied man in town would have, meant he might not be in danger of falling for her charms. I snickered at the expression on her face and couldn’t stop myself from following after him.

The man walked down Washington Avenue and turned onto Freedom Street. His stride became more purposeful, and his pace quickened until I had to jog to keep up with him. I stayed on the other side of the road, half a block back, but he never turned around. He passed the Sunrise Bakery without even pausing to take a sniff of Miss Della’s mouthwatering treats. Walked by the Fashion Clotherie without doing a double take at the mannequin sitting out in the picture window in nothing but its unmentionables for the world to see as Miss Tamar dressed it.

When he turned onto Church Street, I nearly stumbled. Only thing down that way besides the church was the river. Seeing as it was Monday and there were no meetings scheduled, which would have had Daddy opening the church, that meant the man with the briefcase must be headed over to the banks of the Noxahatchie.

I veered down an alley and took off running for the cemetery, where I could cut through the path and take a shortcut to the river. By the time I reached the big pawpaw tree, I was huffing and puffing and sweating like a pregnant hog, but I’d beat him there.

Gravel crunched under his feet as he got closer, still walking fast, like he was going to work or was late for an important meeting, not like he was strolling to the river. The dense cluster of sweetspire bushes just off the path concealed me. I’d spent a lot of time there when we first moved to Awenasa, listening to the other kids playing in the river, knowing I’d never join them.

As the footsteps drew closer, I crouched, balanced on the balls of my feet. The man strode by, and through the leafy branches I caught a glimpse of his face.

And fell right down onto my behind.

It took me three tries to get back on my feet. Of course, my dress and the palms of my hands were covered in grit by then. I burst from the bushes, all thoughts of sneaking gone because what I thought I saw was impossible.

The entire thing had taken maybe ten seconds. Falling, trying to stand, finally succeeding. This path went only one way and dead-ended at the water’s edge. There was nowhere else to go. But as I stepped onto the gravel, I was alone. The man with the briefcase had disappeared.

I started to think maybe he hadn’t ever really been there at all. Because that brief peek I got of his face? The thing that scared me half to death and literally knocked me off my feet?

He’d worn the face of a dead man.
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The Wish of Water


You will have the same question so many have asked before you—when did it all begin? However, not even Mama Yoja remembers how New Ilé first came to be. Sometimes she’ll say the island started as a speck of sand caught under the fingernail of the One Who Came Before, that rubbed and rubbed itself into a pearl large enough to be island sized. But Papa Loku will always break in and remind us that the One Who Came Before doesn’t have fingers, much less fingernails. Loku is of the opinion that our home began, as all things do, with a wish.

You see, within the mighty nothingness of the void in which it had always existed, the One Who Came Before had an awakening. A desire. It wished for an end to sameness. Something different from the eternal static nature of itself. It wished for Not Itself.

And ché was born.

Oh, you know ché, child, even if you do not know its name. Even if you call it something else, as so many do. Ché is spirit. The essence of life that runs through all things. Divine energy. The infinite possibility of otherness. Change.

Ché gave the rest of the wishes their power.

Soon, light was created. Then darkness. Then the spaces in between them all—air. Then heat. Cold. Motion. Vibration. All with their own ché running through them. And these Not Itselves, these creations, also had the ability to create. They made dawn and dusk. Sun and moon. Clouds and stars. Water and land.

Of course, water is the best of them all, if you ask me. It moves constantly, can never be still, can never be the same. With a single drop of water, you can create an entire world. The drop is the ocean; the stream is the river. Where does one begin and the other end? Water is harmony and chaos all rolled up together, one becoming all becoming one again. It is the ultimate atonement of existence. Always changing. Itself, but not itself. It is all that the One Who Came Before hoped for in its first wish.

The ché of this creation is so powerful, so fluid, so unable to be contained that both Mama Yoja and Papa Loku were born from the wish of water.

And so was I.

In a way, that means you were, too, my daughter. So, yes, one of the few things Yoja and Loku can agree on was that the water was first, and as its very nature is not to stay the same, land came fast on its heels—a desire for the water to be Not Itself. At least not all the time. The grit of sand against the shifting flow pressing against it. Forming alliances, connecting in a way the liquid never could.

Mama Yoja will say that this is how other islands were formed, but New Ilé was different. There are times she claims it has always been, that it is as timeless as the One Who Came Before and existed in a place the first creator didn’t notice until after its initial wish. Other times, she’ll say the island was fashioned from the mounds of droppings of the children of Papa Tala—her brother, created from the wish of light. His children are the flying and crawling creatures whom he wished for. They populate the lands he oversees with great care.

I’ve even heard her tell a tale about a great golden light piercing the dark of night, dimming the stars and blinding half of everyone in the world. When they could see again, the island was here. Formed by an unknown hand, created in mystery. Papa Loku, a fan of all things enigmatic, will smile at this, and not contradict a thing.

And if you want to know why this is New Ilé and where is Old Ilé, well, I ask the same thing and the elders just laugh and laugh. “Everything is new to you, my daughter,” Mama Yoja says, rubbing my head as if I am a child. I am not her daughter, and I was never a child, though she calls me that and has since the day I emerged from the Ancestral Waters, blinking and confused.

Mama Yoja used her wishes to create children, just like Papa Tala did, and much to Papa Loku’s bewilderment, she created puking, crying, pissing, shitting offspring. For many turns of the world, I did not understand why she wished for creatures shaped roughly like her, with two legs and two arms, round white eyes with dark centers, and hair sprouting in surprising places. Noisy and smelly things who create smoke that fills the air and shouts that pierce the silence. Do not be offended, for you know it is true.

There are other children in the world, created by others with the ché necessary to do so. Mama Yoja’s children, however, are the glorious shade of the lightless depths of the ocean mixed with the rich hues of the soil upon which they must walk, for she did not make them able to live with us under the waters. Not at first.

And they are all different. Not a single one identical to another, though it took me quite a while to understand that, since many of them appear similar. With all their faults, and there are many, they love Mama Yoja. For when they make wishes, she listens and does her best to grant them, as they do not have enough ché to create more than small things. On their own, they can make only tiny, mewling versions of themselves. Their ché can also produce lives of purpose and joy or pain and treachery. But they love her, and in gratitude, they sing songs and dance dances for her. They offer the fruits of their labor, the riches they pull from the lands and the water with their own ingenuity.

And when their short lives are over, they travel up to the Ancestral Waters, having burned through the ché allotted to them, and settle for peace in the quiet depths where Papa Loku has made his home.

He cannot bear to deal with them when they are alive. He complains of their wars and their noise and their petty disagreements. How they allow the sparks of weakness inside them to be fanned into flames of evil. How they turn against one another, enacting unspeakable horrors upon each other, and how sad it makes Mama Yoja that she can do little to stop it. Once a child is born, it must go its own way. That is one of the unspoken Laws of Creation. It is a good reason to be careful with your wishes, for they will have their own ché, and that energy will flow the way it flows until it runs out.

But for all their bickering and disagreements, anything that upsets Mama Yoja also upsets Papa Loku. And hearing her children’s cries of heartache and pain, of misery and woe, has always brought her low.

Maybe that is why, long and long ago, they worked together to create ommo—a way to give the children a method to help themselves. To allow those already brought to the Ancestral Waters to reach back through their bloodlines and share their knowledge and wisdom, their hopes and prayers, and also their ché.

The children cherished ommo and praised those whom they called gods even more for delivering it to them. And Mama Yoja’s spirits soared.

For a time.

But heartache is like the tide, a regularly expected guest, leaving only so that it may return once more. And the pleas of Mama Yoja’s children would continue to ring out, loud against the slapping of the waves.
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Keys & Locks


Be wary of the naked man who offers you a shirt.


I raced home like hellhounds were chasing me and jumped up all three steps leading to the porch, only to find the front door locked. I groaned, calling Grace everything but a child of God while I dug out the key I’d had to start carrying since she came back and started locking people out of their own houses.

Water ran in the bathroom upstairs—Grace taking her evening bath. On the first floor, a hum of voices rose from Daddy’s office. I tried to creep down the hall to the kitchen, but Daddy poked his head out and startled at the sight of me.

“What happened, Little Bit? You look like you done seen a ghost.”

I swallowed, unable to tell him I had.

Instead, I shook myself and plastered on a smile, not wanting him to worry. His hair had gone white prematurely years ago, but the only wrinkles on my father’s face were from frowning. He already took on the burdens of his congregation; I hated to weigh him down unnecessarily.

I held up my hands to show him my skinned palms, then signed, “I’m fine. Just fell.” He knew enough of American Sign Language for us to have normal conversations, though he wasn’t as fluent as me and Daniel.

Since Grace would be in the bath for the next half hour or so, I headed for the kitchen sink to wash up. Inside my father’s office, Mr. and Mrs. Parnham were seated across from his desk. They greeted me, so I smiled and waved back. Daddy followed me into the kitchen.

“They’re here about the men?” I signed, a task made more difficult by my abraded palms.

He wiped a hand down his face, wearily, before grabbing a towel and tending to my mild injury like I was still a child. “We’re gonna hold a meeting down at the church next week to talk about the situation.”

With my hands occupied, I resorted to a whisper since he was close enough. “Why are the Authority men here?”

“This is their first step. They come and interview everyone in town. Write up reports so they can claim they’ve done their due diligence before snatching away our homes and property.”

Mordecai Parnham called out from around the corner, “Tell you one thing, I’m not selling an acre of my land, come hell or high water.”

“Well, we know which one is coming first,” his wife, Elsie, added wryly.

I pulled my hands from Daddy’s grip. “I’m fine. Really.” Then I shooed him back to his meeting.

But the Parnhams were already standing and ready to leave. As my father said his goodbyes to Mr. Parnham, his wife sidled over to me. My jaw tensed; I didn’t like the cajoling look on her face.

“Now, Mabel and Emmaline told me that they asked you again about the Founding Day committee chair position, is that right?” Her voice was so soft, I had to lean in to hear her when what I really wanted was to escape. But I was trapped in my own kitchen. The only thing I could do was nod.

“Janie, I know you think you’re too young to organize a group of us old biddies, but Damaris chaired the committee when she was younger than you. And your mother did a fine job of it too. It was two years after the world’s fair in Paris, and she’d gotten all sorts of magazines about the exposition sent to her. My own mother was on the committee that year, and none of them were too sure about her fancy new ideas, but the celebration was the biggest yet. Changed the tone for all the years to come.”

Mrs. Parnham beamed up at me, face round and eyes kind. I swallowed my discomfort at the mention of my mother, hoping it didn’t show on my face. I barely had any memories of the woman and preferred to follow the town’s motto and not even try to recall. Never backwards, ever forwards.

“Now, Elsie,” Mr. Parnham said, “leave that girl alone. What she want to spend her time wrangling you old hens for?”

She swatted her husband with her handbag, and he scooted away nimbly.

“Think on it, Janie,” she said with a tilt to her head.

Daddy’s gaze was a flame heating the back of my head. I didn’t turn to face him, scared of what I might see in his eyes. Disappointment? Reproach? Grief? I couldn’t remember the last time my mother’s name had been spoken in this house.

“How is Grace?” Mrs. Parnham asked, and while I should have been glad for the subject change, my limbs grew rigid all over again.

“Well as can be expected,” Daddy said. “But the Lord’s got her in His hands.” The couple murmured their agreement and then finally said their goodbyes.

Daddy walked them out, leaving me in the quiet of the kitchen with my thoughts, which immediately turned back to the riverside. I couldn’t have seen what I’d thought, right? It just wasn’t possible.

Rob was dead. He’d died in another town, in another life. The life before Awenasa that I kept in a locked trunk wrapped with chains, in the very back of the attic of my mind, covered in layers of thick dust, not to be disturbed.

But a flash of a bloodied, battered face broke through the barrier. Eyes sealed shut. Lips split open and swelled to twice their size. I squeezed my eyelids tight to erase the vision and stuff it back inside its prison, but it took a long time to fade.

Twelve years had passed since I’d seen him. And I’d been just a child, with a memory that perhaps couldn’t be trusted. It’s possible I’d forgotten exactly what he looked like. There’s no way he could have survived what had been done to him. Dead was dead. The man I’d seen today simply could not be him.

I blinked to clear my vision and took several deep breaths. By the time Daddy returned, I felt almost normal again. I opened the icebox to see what to warm up for supper when he said, “I thought you were picking up the chicken feed?”
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Grace’s arrival in the kitchen was punctuated by a swirl of candied perfume. She eyed the leftover roast chicken and mashed potatoes with something like disdain but wisely didn’t say anything out loud.

Daddy blessed the meal and we dug in. As I scooped up some of Miss Rosie’s fluffy potatoes, Grace stared pointedly at my bouncing knee. “What’s got you so fidgety?”

I froze, mid-bounce, trying to wrangle the disparate emotions that had my limbs jittering like a Mexican jumping bean. Then I dropped the fork and reached for my notebook.

She rolled her eyes. “It’s been a long day and my eyes are too tired for all that reading, Janie-girl.” Stacking her arms on the table, she settled into her older sister about to set the baby straight pose.

“Now, I’m sure with a good dollop of effort on your part and a positive attitude, you can overcome this little handicap of yours. I mean, the doctors have all said there’s nothing physically wrong with your voice, right? Maybe instead of relying on hand signals and writing notes, you just need to try harder. I mean, when was the last time you actually tried talking?” Her face was all earnestness, and I stared, feeling like I’d crossed into some other dimension. As if this wasn’t my actual sister, it was a body-snatched version of her from one of those pulp fiction magazine stories.

I pointed to my throat and rasped, “I’ve tried.”

“Well, I just don’t know if you’ve tried hard enough, sweetie. It’s been what, a decade at least? It would be different if you were actually born mute, but this just isn’t natural. Daddy, tell Janie she just needs to work a little harder to get her voice to come back.”

Our father paused with his glass of sweet tea halfway to his mouth. He shot me a commiserating look, then lowered his glass and patted Grace on the hand. “Janie gets by just fine. And that Braithwaite boy got Abner to teach them the hand language he learned down at the Negro deaf school. Most of the town knows at least some of those gestures—not as good as those three, but Janie gets her point across. And if she’s ever ready to speak again, she will.”

There was sadness in the smile he offered, probably a little regret and guilt, though my muteness wasn’t his fault. I tapped my chin and held out my open hand to say “Thank you” to him.

Grace sniffed. “I just expected after all this time that she’d have gotten over it.”

I started writing on a blank page: Maybe if you’d come home—but then scratched it out. What was the point? If she’d even so much as visited over the past decade, she would have picked up at least a few rudimentary signs and probably wouldn’t feel left out.

Two weeks ago, out of the blue, Grace had shown up on our doorstep, right eye bruised and puffy, an overstuffed suitcase at her feet, and a Cadillac Roadster idling on the street, driven by a man who had been promised a hot meal in exchange for driving her the fifteen miles from the train station in Addison City.

And, of course, the baby in her belly.

She pushed away from the table in a bit of a snit and glided over to the sink to rinse off her plate, amazingly agile considering the giant stomach in her way.

“Any plans for tomorrow?” Daddy asked her.

“Oh, just going to take a walk. Clear my head,” she replied.

That was a variation of the answer she’d given to that question ever since she’d returned. She wouldn’t talk about where she’d been, who the daddy of her baby was, or what she planned to do next. I wasn’t sure what was wrong with her head that it needed clearing all the time, but it sure was irritating.

The ten years since I’d last seen my sister had elongated, stretching to the point of breaking. When Daddy first sent her to boarding school in the state capital, I’d cried for days. At the time, the town’s school ended at the eighth grade, and it would be several years before the Institute was built, so her going away made sense, but I missed her fiercely.

She’d promised to write.

Of course, she did for a while. And that first winter break and summer holiday, she’d come back filled with enthusiasm and light. Chattering about the classes and her friends—some were daughters of Negro elites. But the year she turned seventeen, she didn’t come home for Christmas. Wrote to say she was spending the summer with a friend up in Chicago. The next term, Daddy received a letter sending back his tuition check because Grace had up and left.

Her letters kept coming at first. Short, airy things full of talk of the weather and fashion and the picture shows she’d seen but no real substance. Nothing to indicate where she’d gone, except for an address in the corner that wasn’t really hers, since anything I sent there came back marked RETURN TO SENDER. After a few months, I’d stopped trying.

“Think I’ll head on up to bed early,” Grace announced, and flitted away like a dandelion seed.

Daddy stared after her for a long time. “Wish I knew what was going on with that girl. She hasn’t told you anything, has she?”

“She barely talks to me at all,” I signed. Except to chastise, but I didn’t add that.

He tapped a hand on the table, frown lines etching themselves further into his head. “God willing, she’ll tell us when she’s ready.”

I swallowed the hurt that broke through whenever I thought too hard about her, and stood to rinse my own plate. What would Grace say if I told her I saw a man who looked like Rob? Like Rob’s twin, at any rate? Would that shock her out of her airy yet sanctimonious haze? Or would the revelation just dredge up things best forgotten? Because he definitely was not Rob. That was impossible. Sometimes people just look alike was all.

Exactly alike.
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Earnestville, April 1923

My feet swing back and forth, back and forth, almost long enough to touch the ground in this tall wooden chair the man told me to sit in. I’ve got the shiny Mary Janes on, my best church clothes. Daddy had me polish them last night and I can see my reflection in them. He smiled wide when I showed them to him.

The hallway is cold, even though it’s warm outside. Grace says it’s unseasonably warm for April, but in here feels like an icebox.

“Jane Edwards?” the voice calls out. I look up to find three white men and a white lady standing in front of me. Daddy stands and urges me to do the same.

“Thank you for bringing her in, Reverend Edwards,” the tall white man in the white suit says. “We just want to ask her a few questions, that’s all.”

“I’d like to be with her, sir,” Daddy says.

The sheriff, red-haired and red-faced, speaks up and shakes his head slowly. “That won’t be possible. We need to make sure that her testimony is unencumbered.” I repeat the word silently to myself, trying to remember to look it up later.

Daddy purses his lips, giving an expression that would make me shrink back if he pointed it my way. He turns to me. “You just make sure you tell the truth, now, you hear?”

“Yes, sir,” I say. I don’t tell any fibs; I know that’s not right and godly.

The lady has a pinched look on her face. Her nose is scrunched up like she’s smelling something nasty. She takes my hand and leads me into a room with a fan on the ceiling spinning around real fast. This building has electricity and the fan whirs and whines and shakes a little, like it might fall off. I want to make sure not to sit directly underneath it.

The woman lets my hand go fast, then wipes her hand on her skirt like I had dirt on me, but I took a bath last night and wasn’t even allowed outside between then and now. She sits herself at the table. I stay standing; nobody has told me where to go yet.

The sheriff comes back in with the white suit man and then the fat old man Daddy told me was the judge.

“Sit down, gal,” the judge says, waddling in. He walks like a duck, and I hold in a laugh, knowing I’m not supposed to laugh now. Everybody sits. The lady is in the corner at some kind of typing machine.

“Now, let’s get down to business,” the man in the white suit says, shuffling the papers in front of him. “State your name.”

I look around, not sure who he’s talking to. Everybody here already knows my name. When I don’t answer, the man glares at me, eyebrows high. “Jane, state your name.”

“But you already know my name, sir.”

“I need you to say it out loud.”

“My name is Jane Elizabeth Edwards,” I say proudly.

“And your age?”

“Eleven years young.” The men around the table chuckle.

“And you know Robert Knox?”

“Yes, sir. I know Rob. He and my sister are sweethearts. They’re going to get married someday.”

The men all share a strange look, but nobody smiles or laughs again.

“And do you remember the day that we’re here to talk about?”

I nod, though my head has gotten heavy. Nothing has been quite the same since that day. Folks whispering, walking around real fast with their heads down like it’s raining, even when the sun is shining bright.

“I remember,” I say. “It’s the day Mary Swann turned up dead.”

The man in the white suit looks pleased. “Did you know her?”

“I know who she is. Last month at the five-and-dime, she pulled on my braid and gave me a taffy.” There’s a snort from someone, but I’m not sure who.

“Do you know if Rob knew her?”

“Everybody knows who she is, she has a real loud voice.”

“But did he know her well?”

I pause. “I don’t think Rob knew any white girls well, sir.”

The man in the white suit firms his lips and writes something on the pad of paper in front of him. The typing lady mutters under her breath, “I certainly hope not.”

“Did you see Rob at all that day?”

“Yes, sir. I see him just about every day. He lives right next door, and he’s always around to see Grace.”

“So, Grace was with him that day?”

He doesn’t look at me when he asks the question. He just stares down at his pad, fountain pen in hand, ready to write something down. But when I don’t answer, his head shoots up. Watery blue eyes peering at me.

“Jane. Did Rob come by to get your sister that day?”

I don’t like his question, and an itch ripples up my back in a place that’s hard to scratch. Suddenly I don’t want to be there anymore. I want to go back into the hall with Daddy and get out of this courthouse and go home.

The man puts down his pen. “You’re tall for your age, Jane. Did you know that?”

My lips feel sealed shut. I just stare at him.

“You and your older sister are just about the same height. I’ve got daughters myself. Growth spurts.” He chuckles, but I don’t see what’s funny. “They happen at about your age.”

When he clasps his hands together on the table, a thick ring with a stone the color of blood flashes in the light. “Now, we have a witness who saw Robert Knox in the woods on the day of the murder, heading toward where Mary Swann was found. And that witness says that Rob was walking with, and I quote, ‘One of the Edwards girls.’”

A lump forms in my throat. My fingers curl into tight fists.

“You and Grace are the only two who fit that description in this town. And from a distance, being almost the same height and all… Well, the witness couldn’t tell one of you from the other.”

I look at the face of the sheriff, nothing but meanness in his eyes. The judge and the typing lady aren’t much better.

“One of you was with Rob Knox and saw him hurt Mary. Was it you or was it Grace?”

I clench my teeth and swing my feet, shivering in the too-cold room.
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Old George


Where you will sit when you are old reflects where you stood in youth.


All the way to work, I kept my eyes peeled for that mysterious stranger from yesterday but, of course, didn’t see hide nor hair of him. Maybe he’d never been there at all? As I got to the bottom of Lincoln Avenue, just before the turnoff leading up the hill to where the Institute lay, a ripple sizzled down my spine like someone walking over my grave. Or like I was being watched.

I turned my head this way and that, but wasn’t nobody paying any attention to me. Except for a few cars driving by, there was nobody there at all. I brushed it off, still shivering a little, and continued on up the hill.

The Southern Industrial Company—or the Company, as we called it—had its headquarters on the campus of the Awenasa Institute. Both had been founded by Old George, Daniel’s father. The school had four hundred students going up from fifth to tenth grade, half of them boarders, and had classes on farming, blacksmithing, domestic science, and office work, to name a few.

The school’s administration shared a building with the Company’s management offices, where Old George ran the entire Braithwaite empire. The campus was quiet since the school was on break after the summer session, and though I wasn’t late, I was the last person in the office.

The long room where the clerks and bookkeepers worked was cooled with an overhead fan, and I stepped inside, grateful for the little breeze. As I made my way to my desk, Eunice Sullivan was leaning across the aisle, asking Jonah Gaup if the Authority men had been by his place. Jonah was a fussy little man whose clean, bald head was as shiny as his loafers.

“They sure did. Came in and asked me and Naomi a whole slew of questions from this paper he had stapled to a folder. Writing down everything we said. Got all up in our business too. How many kids we have? Dates of birth? What’s everybody’s job? How much money we make? Then he wanted a tour of our got-damned house. Naomi took him to every room, with him making notes about our bedspreads and picture frames and such.”

Jonah passed a hand over his scalp in a gesture of frustration. “I asked if he was taking all these notes so he could help us move when the time comes.” He snorted. “Of course he wasn’t.”

“Well, did he say anything about purchasing the land? About the prices they put in the letters?” Eunice asked. “Are they really nonnegotiable?”

“Didn’t say nothing about that. But we mortgage our land from Old George, don’t own it outright.” Jonah shrugged. “Tenants don’t get a dime from the Authority. Nothing but nosy questions and pitying looks from that caseworker they sent out. He said he’d be back too. I asked him what for? He said—now, get this—‘To follow up on your case.’”

Eunice scoffed.

“Right? What kind of following up he need to do? The Authority is coming in here to kick us out of our homes, without a red cent to anyone who doesn’t own the land, and here they go ‘following up.’ I wanted to follow him up with a foot in his ass.” His co-worker snickered.

“Jane,” a clipped voice chirped from just behind me, scaring me half out of my skin. Dorinda Matthews, narrow as a post and dark as a shadow—quiet as one, too—hovered next to my chair. This was the second time in two days someone had managed to sneak up on me—I was losing my touch.

Dorinda was somewhere between thirty and sixty—it was hard to know, what with that tight bun pulling all the kinks out her hair and her lips always pressed into a thin line. “Mr. Braithwaite needs to see the financial statements for the past six months. Please bring them to his office immediately.” She spoke slowly and loudly and motioned to the hallway that ended in Old George’s office, as if I wasn’t sure where to go. When you can’t talk, people sometimes think you’re stupid. They imagine a direct connection from the vocal cords to the brain, and any interruption must mean you’re addlepated, with marbles rolling around inside your head. Dorinda was one of those.

I rolled my eyes and, careful not to disturb the delicate balance of the teetering stack of ledgers on my desk, selected the appropriate one. Then I grabbed this month’s daily ledger just in case. Eunice, Jonah, and the others looked up as I passed, eyes pitying.

Soon as I crossed into the hallway, they got to chattering. “I’m glad it’s not me,” Malcolm Cushen, the payroll bookkeeper, said in a low voice.

“Mm-hmm,” Eunice responded. “Remember that fella who used to work here? Can’t remember his name. He was from Oklahoma or some such—one of the foremen. Walked into Old George’s office with a full head of hair, came out bald.”

“What you think happened to me?” Jonah said, and laughter rang out, following my footsteps down the hall.

Unlike my co-workers, I wasn’t afraid of Old George. Going from a slave to one of the richest Colored men in the South was no easy feat, so if he was rigid and exacting, at least he held everyone to the same standard he used on himself.

His office lay at the end of a hall with four empty ones, those that had been set aside for his four sons: New George, Earl, Percy, and Daniel. Of the four, Daniel was the only one who had stayed in Awenasa, though his time working for the Company had been short.

The door to Old George’s office opened and a towering thickset man emerged. He was white and wearing a white suit, and I missed a step due to every muscle in my body seizing up. The man was too far away for me to be able to see his face, and logic dictated that it couldn’t be the same person, but while my brain understood, my heart stammered a jagged beat.

He disappeared down the side hallway, and like a sputtering engine finally catching, my lungs remembered how to breathe again. I shook my head. Two ghosts in two days meant I really was starting to crack up.

I approached the office on wobbly legs and knocked. When the old man’s gruff voice called out for me to enter, I was still a long way from composed, but determined to fake it. Until I saw Daniel sitting there across from his father and tensed again. He grinned at me but must have noticed something in my expression because his brows started to descend. I shook my head a little and signed, “What are you doing here?”

He shrugged. “No idea.”

Daniel’s father was seated behind his enormous desk of polished mahogany inlaid with gold accents. It was ostentatious, a gift from his wife, Jennie, who bought it because she thought it made him look like a Rockefeller.

He was nearly as old as Mr. Rockefeller, with a full head of snowy white hair. He waved a gnarled hand at me and motioned for me to sit. I perched on the edge of one of the two wingback chairs and held out the binder in my hand containing a year’s worth of monthly financial statements, though I’d either need to toss it to him or stand and walk around to give it to him, but he stilled me with a raised finger.

“Need you to translate, or whatever it is you do,” Old George said to Daniel, waving his hand. “Now, Jane. You’ve been reviewing the books of the other bookkeepers since I fired what’s-his-name… that lazy accountant.”

I nodded. I’d been doing the accountant’s job before he was fired as well—a tall order considering the differing job descriptions and also since I was part-time and only worked Tuesdays through Thursdays—but I kept that to myself.

“Our top-earning businesses are still the sawmill and the turpentine still, right?” Old George’s bushy eyebrows rose.

I began signing, with Daniel speaking the words aloud. “Yes, but the combined earnings of the cottonseed oil and fertilizer mills nearly equal the bigger moneymakers.”

The older man tapped his chin thoughtfully. “And we’re still on track to pay a dividend to our investors?”

“The crop yield has exceeded projections so far, and this looks to be the most profitable year yet. So, yes, I believe so.”

“I really wish you’d reconsider that job as company treasurer, Miss Edwards. Don’t think I can find anyone who would be better than you at it.” Though his gruff expression didn’t change, something in his eyes lightened, but my heart sank.

“I’m happier as a bookkeeper.” Daniel didn’t immediately speak my signs aloud. At my questioning look, he just shook his head, finally repeating them slowly.

“I don’t have a degree or any training,” I added. But the look in his eye said Daniel didn’t believe those were the real reasons. Neither did his father.

“A college degree don’t mean you have any sense,” he said. “But your business is your own. If you change your mind, though…” He trailed off, frowning, seeming to realize that once the town and all the businesses were gone, there wouldn’t be anything to be treasurer of.

“On any given day,” he continued, “if the company’s debts were to be called in, would we be able to remain solvent?”

I blinked, taking a moment to make sure I understood his question. “Are you asking if all the debt were to be called in at once? Immediately?”

Daniel relayed my questions, and Old George leaned forward. “Every dime called in that day.”

Reeling, I flipped through the daily ledger I’d grabbed, noting the tallies of earnings and expenditures that I’d painstakingly written in cramped script. I did some rapid calculations in my head and then told Daniel the average amount of liquid cash we’d had on hand on any given day for the past three months.

“It will pay the debts,” I signed.

When Daniel told him this, the old man’s brow furrowed. “But is it enough?”

Now I was lost. “Enough for what?”

Old George rose with surprising ease for a man of eighty-four. “Is it enough to start over?”

Daniel and I shared a look; he was just as confused as I was. His father walked to the window, which overlooked the main campus of the school. When he began speaking, his voice was strained.

“My father warned me this day would come. ‘They’ll never let an uppity nigger like you hold on to this land,’ he said. I was determined to prove him wrong. Do what him and his friends couldn’t, plant my crop, harvest it, pay my workers a fair wage.” George shook his head sadly. “All those years I worried about boll weevils, about cotton prices, about angry men with shotguns coming in the night—never thought it would be the river itself that would get me.”

His shoulders slumped, making him look truly old. We called him Old George and knew he’d earned every white hair on his head, but in my mind, he had always been the large, powerful man who’d built the town with his bare hands. Now he looked to be shrinking.

“The Noxahatchie was always something I thought I could rely on,” he continued. “Even when it terrified me. Lost my mother to that river. They say she walked in one day and never came out. She could swim like a fish, too, so I know she meant to do it. Needed to escape. But I never hated the river. It watered my crops and powered my mills. Gave as much as it took away. I been good to that river, and what does it turn around and do to me?” He balled his hand into a fist and raised it like he wanted to strike out at the river itself.

“This dam the Authority is building? They call it progress.” He spat the word out. “How is it progress when they want to buy up everything we built and drown it under some new reservoir? They want to flood our town.” His voice broke at the end.

Daniel looked over at me, eyes wide. I could read his expressions like an open book. He was worried about his father but didn’t know what to say to him in this current mood. I didn’t know either.

The old man turned away from the window, moved back to his chair, then sat heavily. “That Authority man who just left out of here said if I don’t sell at the price they’re offering, they’ll make things hard for me. Get the state to rescind my contracts, audit every tax I’ve ever paid, have the banks call in my debts. Then take the land anyway.”

My throat grew dry. Daniel leaned forward, eyes hardening in anger.

“They want to scare me into selling. Sending these white men all up and round here, bringing the fear of God into my folks.” He pounded a fist on the mahogany, causing the picture frames there to rattle.

“Two months. That’s all the time we got. That dam will be done at the end of September, and the Authority will do whatever they have to in order to make sure we’re gone. That everything is gone.

“What I want to know is, can I start over? Build it all again once they take it away. Do I have it in me to do it again? Can I build what I built again?” His voice was a whisper by the end, and I got the feeling that he wasn’t talking to me or Daniel anymore.

His son looked on helplessly. I felt more than a little out of place, but I couldn’t leave and abandon Daniel to his father’s grief and pain.

The State Authority ripped families apart. Destroyed communities. All in the name of progress. Those letters they sent made all kinds of promises about bringing electricity to the valley and stopping the flooding that sometimes destroyed property downriver, but saving others would doom us. And they didn’t know anything about Awenasa. They certainly wouldn’t find out the truth about our town with their questionnaire and information sheets. The soul of this place was as strong as Old George, but an elderly man couldn’t redo the work of a lifetime after watching it be stripped away.

He straightened and cleared his throat, eyes refocusing on us. “Is it enough?” he whispered, desperation sinking into his tone.

Daniel turned to me, maybe for support or strength or just as a touchstone. He squared his shoulders. Took a deep breath. And responded, “No, Pop. It’s not enough.”
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An Impossible Man


One who bathes willingly with cold water does not feel the cold.


Old George’s mood sank into my skin like burrs, resulting in a melancholy that made it difficult to focus. In the end, I’d given up on work and done nothing but stare at the patterns in the carpet for the last few hours of the day, ignoring my ledgers entirely.

I escaped the office before anyone else, practically running outside, and took the long way home, walking along the river on a well-worn path through the trees, hoping to find some peace for my troubled mind. I picked my way along, mindful not to trip on exposed roots or rocks, and swatting at the river flies swarming my legs. Everything here was familiar—the water burbling, the calls of birds cawing back and forth, the sounds of children’s playful cries.

Memories of swimming in the Noxahatchie, splashing away the sun-sticky heat, floated to mind. Running, laughing with my friends into the cool, crisp water. Daring Grace to duck her head under and see how long we could hold our breaths. The river had mysteries, and I’d loved exploring them… until I hadn’t.

As I walked, Old George’s words echoed in my head. The Noxahatchie was always something I thought I could rely on. I’d once felt the same way. The town I’d grown up in, Earnestville, was sixty miles downriver from Awenasa, near where they were putting that new dam, and the water down there was wider, stronger, and faster than up here. But I hadn’t been afraid of it then. There was always Grace or Rob or one of the other older kids around to pull us back if we went out too far.

Now that same water was going to rise and cover our homes once the Authority kicked us all out and the dam was complete. Where would we go then? What would we do? The thought of starting over again made my eyes burn. Would Daddy find another church to call his own? And what about the school? The mills? Miss Tamar’s Clotherie and Miss Della’s bakery? Daniel.

When the letters from the Authority first arrived, and everybody in town started talking about them, somehow I didn’t make any of these connections. I didn’t realize that their offer to buy the land wasn’t up for debate. That they would take it if we didn’t sell willingly at the price they demanded. That they held our fate in their hands.

In two months, we would all be in other homes.

I rounded a bend in the path and caught sight of the children I’d heard playing in the water. They were all around nine or ten years old, though I couldn’t see clearly enough to recognize them. The path got steep, broken up by thick roots poking out of the ground, so I was focused on my footing when the squeals of delight turned into screeches of horror.

The splashing intensified, and through the trees I spotted the commotion in the water. Something was wrong.

I skidded down the slope and burst through the brush onto the riverbank, barely able to catch my breath. The children’s shouts filled the air. If my voice would only cooperate, I would have added my screams to theirs. But I could only stand helpless, hovering like a haint by the edge of the water, watching the frantic movements of the four children.

“Nathan! Nathan!” one girl cried.

I couldn’t call out to ask what happened, but it seemed obvious that young Nathan was in distress. Was he drowning? Had he disappeared? With all the activity, I couldn’t figure out what was wrong.

Anyone else, especially someone who swam as well as I did, would have kicked their shoes off and dived into the water to search for the boy. But I was frozen, held in an invisible fist of terror that refused to release me. I hadn’t dipped so much as a toe into the water for twelve years.

The river was nothing like it had been the night I’d last been in her, the night she pulled me under and nearly kept me—but still the fear wouldn’t let me go. I tried to force my legs into motion, but they had turned to stone. Every time I made to move, I felt the current pulling me down, swamping my senses and dragging me deeper. I couldn’t budge.

A few yards away, a dark head popped up out of the water. “Gotcha!” a small boy yelled, waving his hand. “Gotcha real good! Y’all thought I was drowned.” He laughed maniacally. The other children yelped and cackled in delight, swimming over to him, their voices raised and combining, impossible to understand.

Breath rushed from me like a deflating balloon. I nearly collapsed right there on the dirt. It was a game. Some kind of ridiculous fake-drowning game. If I could have shouted at them, I would have. I still had half a mind to wait for them to come out of the water and then whip their little behinds.

My body unlocked, allowing me to move again, and I forced myself to walk, dragging my feet with each step as relief coursed through me along with something else… shame.

At the best of times, it was like my body was barely in my control. I couldn’t force my voice to speak anymore. I couldn’t step foot in the river. I was just a collection of bones and skin with very little say in how it functioned. If it hadn’t been a twisted joke, could a child have died because of my failings? The possibility made each step heavier than the last as I trudged down the path.

I passed the veer-off, which would take me back toward town—and home—but kept walking straight. What I wanted was to get lost. To lose myself and maybe discover someone new that I could be. The old Jane just wasn’t working.

Could a new Jane do something as fantastical as accept a promotion to treasurer of the Company? An unheard-of position for a woman, especially one who had only finished the tenth grade. Even the thought of something as seemingly simple as chairing the Founding Day committee drew me up short. That kind of responsibility was unthinkable. If any of them knew the truth about me, about what I’d done, they wouldn’t even consider relying on me for anything important.

But those thoughts came a little too close to the secrets locked in the trunk of my brain. I inhaled deeply to clear my head. Now I sounded like Grace.

I kept walking until I reached a small clearing in the trees with a large boulder at its edge. I sat, staring at nothing in particular, until I noticed a row of ants taking their booty of leaves and crumbs back to their hill. Not just one body but dozens, hundreds, all working together. Walking in organized lines, carrying many times their body weight, all for the colony living together underground.

From the corner of my eye, something bright flashed in the water. The motion of the surface shifted, and the glittering intensified, like someone had tossed gold dust into the current. Here the river was about fifty feet across and deep enough for the large barges to pass, though they didn’t, because ten miles down, the width narrowed significantly.

The churning white froth bubbled more intensely in the place where the light shimmered so seductively. I stared and stared, unsure of what I was seeing, when something broke the surface. Dark and round, it could be a fish or bird, I reasoned, though I would have noticed a bird diving into the water.

My stomach hollowed as the thing rose. Fear chilled my insides. My breath caught, then came out in quick gasps as the dark object slowly revealed itself.

A head. Topped with tightly coiled hair. The dark skin of a broad forehead. An impossibly familiar face. The man from the day before—the man with Rob’s face—walked out of the river, clutching the same brown leather briefcase. He stepped onto the shore, gray summer suit impeccable—not sopping wet and sticking to him the way it should be considering where he’d just come from. And where had he come from? He hadn’t been swimming—certainly not fully clothed.

I stared, jaw hanging open, eyes so wide, they were drying out. He passed right by the boulder I sat on and didn’t give me a second glance. My heart nearly stopped.

His suit was perfectly dry. It was still creased from an iron. Not a drop of water had touched him in any way. How could that be? Had I seen what I thought I had, or was I really and truly losing my mind?

Through the haze of shock and disbelief and wonder and fear, I struggled for some kind of truth to grab on to. Twelve years ago, I had seen Rob’s dead body cut down and covered up and sunk in the Noxahatchie with my own eyes. Could he really just have walked back out again?
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Big Beulah


The one who beats the drum for the madman to dance is no better than the madman himself.


By the time I shook myself free of the cold shock and raced back up the path to Freedom Street, there was no sign of the stranger with Rob’s face. I tripped down the sidewalk, craning my neck for any sight of him, signing apologies to the people I bumped into. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up and I felt eyes on me, but when I turned, searching for who it was, I didn’t spot anyone unusual.

I did, however, crash right into Helen Hillgrass, who gripped my shoulders, forcing me to meet her worried brown gaze. “Jane, what’s wrong? You’re looking out of sorts.”

That was an understatement. I sucked in a breath and glanced around to find people staring. I needed to wrestle the whirlwind inside me under some semblance of control. Hands feeling far too shaky to write, I tried to whisper, “I’m all right,” but nothing came out. My whispers were raspy, dry things at any time, but with my breath heaving, they were nothing but air. Miss Helen frowned, looking at my lips, perhaps trying to read them.

I did my best to paste on a jittery smile but could tell by the twist of her lips that it wasn’t convincing. A loud bang clapped through the air, scaring the bejeezus out of me. Miss Helen dove into a crouch, hands over her head in protection. The sound had been nearly as loud as a gunshot, but it was just Norley Early’s ancient truck backfiring. Noise and smoke spouted from an engine that even Mr. Hodge down at the garage could probably only patch together a few more times. Across the street, the men outside the barbershop shouted jeers about how Norley needed to replace that old bucket of gears.

As gently as I could, I touched Miss Helen’s arm, not wanting to scare her any more than necessary. She crouched a bit longer before looking up. Standing with a dazed expression, she straightened her dress.

“Seems like we’re both out of sorts today,” she said, voice shaky. “How about a chocolate malt? My Sam used to say a chocolate malt keeps the troubles away.” She teared up when she spoke of her late husband, and something in my chest went hollow. I nodded, not really wanting a milkshake but unsettled and directionless enough to follow her lead. I couldn’t trust myself, couldn’t trust my eyes or my trembling limbs or my failing brain. Still, as we headed down the block to Boyd & Boudreaux’s drugstore, I searched the street for the stranger who had walked out of the river.

A few steps later, I realized Miss Helen was no longer beside me. I turned back to find her staring ahead. City Hall stood at the end of the block, and out front was a county sheriff’s vehicle. The sheriff himself, Ethan Denham, jogged down the steps toward his car. He was a relation of the 2 percent Denhams who resided in the city’s limits, though he’d only returned about six months ago, after some time away. He’d brought back a pretty wife, settled in Addison City, and almost immediately ran for sheriff.

Miss Helen was rigid as a board, tracking the man’s movements. I grabbed my pad and pencil from my pocket, hoping to reassure her. My hands trembled but the words were still legible: We haven’t had any trouble with this new sheriff. Other white folks in the county, sure, and the last sheriff was no prince, but since Denham had taken his post, word was he’d treated folks fair.

She glanced at my note, then refocused on the man in question. He was of middling height and kind of lanky, with a shock of auburn hair cropped short on the sides. And he was headed this way. Miss Helen stood frozen like a rabbit in the eyes of a predator. Reassuring her hadn’t worked. Maybe coming so close on the heels of the not a gunshot scare, her nerves were just too close to the surface.

A bell jangled as the door to the drugstore opened and the scent of perfume wafted out. A statuesque brunette woman emerged, tall paper cup with a strawberry shake in one hand. Sheriff Denham’s face lit up and he embraced her.

“Don’t make me spill it,” the woman said, laughing. Though she was half a head taller than him, he picked her up and twirled her around. It was obvious the sheriff and his wife were very much in love. When he set her down, they were facing us and it was also obvious that she was with child.

I tugged at Miss Helen’s arm, but she just continued to gape at the couple. It was an unusual sight, for sure, white folks in town—before the Authority had descended, that is. Occasionally, a local farmer would venture to the mercantile or feed store to pick up something without having to make the trek to Addison City. But I got the sense that mere surprise wasn’t the cause of Miss Helen’s distress.

The sheriff noticed her stare first. He tipped his hat. “Ma’am.”

His wife glanced over, and her smile stuttered. Miss Helen was just being plain rude. Mrs. Denham inclined her head. “Good afternoon,” she said in a rich, musical voice.

The sheriff turned back to his wife. “I’m all done here. Let’s get you back before another craving starts, hon.” Her lips curved up and they headed back to the two-toned vehicle. The woman shot another curious gaze over her shoulder at Miss Helen before maneuvering herself and her belly into the car.

It wasn’t until they drove away that Helen blinked as if coming out of a dream and peered down at me. “I’m sorry, Jane. I don’t much feel like a chocolate malt at the moment. Rain check?”

Her expression was as haunted and vacant as I felt inside. Much as I tried not to, I remembered the days when the sight of any white man caused a fear deep enough to rattle my bones—especially a white man with a gun. The murder of her husband, Sam, and the burning of their farm over in Jefferson County had brought her here. Reason enough to freeze up like an icicle when merely catching sight of the sheriff.

As Miss Helen retreated down the street, I once again scanned the area. No sign of any more strangers. Mr. Gus and Mr. Linus were playing chess today outside the barbershop. Marvella Rhodes was loading up her truck outside the feed store with the aid of one of the twins—couldn’t tell which one from this distance. Pamela Cushen was carrying a large parcel and scolding her teenage daughter as they entered the post office—probably there sending those jars of canned tomatoes her sister in Philadelphia liked so much.

I turned a full circle, unsure of what to do next. Half of me wanted to search for the mysterious, impossible man, and the other half felt the need to go directly to Doc Isaac and see if he could check my head for a case of the loonies.

Eyes unfocused and glazed over, I started when a familiar scent reached my nostrils. Apples and cedar. That damned cologne. My vision focused on Daniel standing beside me, wearing a frown the likes of which I’d rarely seen on him before.

He must have been there, calling my name, for some time. I pressed the thumb of my open hand against my chest again and again, trying to reassure him I was fine, but of course, he refused to accept the lie. Brow furrowed, he grabbed my hand and towed me down the block and up the hill to where Big Beulah watched over us all.

The majestic sycamore was older than Old George, older than the town itself, with long, strong arms that could protect you from just about anything. And Daniel’s hand in mine was warm. His calluses were a comforting abrasion against my palm. The split inside me cracked open wider—hold on with everything you’ve got—no, pull away, can’t get too close.

Feeling weak, I held on.

Afternoon was turning to evening, and the little park wasn’t busy. On the east side, a group of teenage boys tossed a ball back and forth, but aside from them, we were alone. Daniel marched me to the base of the tree, where we sat. It was a place where I’d often found solace, as he well knew.

“Tell me what happened,” he demanded. His normal easygoing demeanor was gone. Something about that comforted me in a way I didn’t quite understand, but the wall of numbness holding back my emotions began to crumble, along with the awkwardness that had been lingering between us. I swallowed, throat thick, tears piercing my eyes. My hands shook; I couldn’t make them work to tell him what was wrong.

When the first tear spilled down my cheek, Daniel jerked in surprise. I wasn’t normally a crier. He rose to his knees and gathered me in his arms. I went rigid at first, and I felt him move to pull away, mumbling an apology, but I wrapped my arms around him, holding him in place. I couldn’t recall the last time I’d been hugged. Daddy would peck my forehead or the crown of my head with affection, but that was as far as it went. Pressing my cheek against Daniel’s solid chest was so nice. I breathed in his familiar scent, taking it deep into my lungs.

But clinging on to him like a monkey wasn’t fair to him. Not after… what happened. I drew back, though it was like pulling taffy. Like some invisible tether was stretching between us and couldn’t easily be divided. I was always off-balance around him now, wishing for things I didn’t deserve to have and making myself dizzy because of it. Guilt swelled.

I scrubbed at my eyes, trying to erase all evidence of the tears. “Sorry,” I signed. “Didn’t mean to fall apart.”

“Don’t think anybody would call that falling apart. Though if it is, maybe you should do it more often.” The last, he muttered under his breath. “You ready to tell me what’s going on?”

“You won’t believe me.” I dug in my pocket for something to wipe my nose with, and he pulled out a red checkered handkerchief. “Thanks.”

“Why wouldn’t I believe you? Are you planning on lying?” His brows were high and his smirk had those dimples flashing. He was trying to set me at ease, and it was working.

All of a sudden, it was like the weight of the secret was something that had to come out. If I couldn’t tell Daniel, whom could I tell? I just needed to stay far, far away from that locked trunk in my mind.

“There was a man. A Negro with a briefcase, just like the Authority men. He…” I looked off down the hill to the street below. “He walked out of the river, but he was dry. And a few days ago, I followed him and saw him go toward the water and then disappear. He… looked like a boy I used to know. Before.”

We didn’t have a sign for Earnestville. There was no shared shortcut gesture that kept us from spelling the whole thing out, mostly because I tried never to talk about it. So hopefully he knew that by before, I meant at some point in those eleven years before I moved to Awenasa.

“The boy… he died.”

Daniel rubbed his chin, but he didn’t call me crazy. Didn’t say I must have imagined it or tease me for being too nosy for my own good, following strange men around town. He just listened.

“I can’t explain what I saw,” I continued. “I know it’s not possible, and maybe I didn’t even see him at all. Maybe my mind is playing tricks on me…” I shook my head.

“You ever see things that weren’t there before?”

“No.” Though something tickled at my memory, I pushed it away.

Daniel slapped both of his palms against his thighs as if that decided everything. “Well then, you just let me know if you see him again, all right?”

I blinked, surprised, but I shouldn’t have been. For all that folks called him flighty and unfocused, the truth was, when you got to know him, past the easy smile and ready laugh, Daniel had a core of iron. He had to, given his family.

I straightened my shoulders, pulling myself together. “You think he could be a ghost?”

Daniel tilted his head, considering. “Remember when Rufus Whitley was convinced there was a haint in his cellar? Somebody sure was eating up all his mama’s canned peaches. I reckon there’s a lot about the world we don’t understand. Would be silly to think we’ve seen everything that can exist. I haven’t even seen much outside of Addison County.”

I folded the handkerchief into tiny squares, actually grateful that he’d dragged me over here. Though I’d never admit it.

“Just in case,” he said, “you shouldn’t get too close to him. Might be an angry ghost.”

“Didn’t seem angry to me.” The way he’d walked right by me like I wasn’t even there… But I’d seen him talking to Ruby Mae. I had questions and worries, but whatever the stranger was, it seemed like keeping my distance was a good plan for now.

We sat in silence for a while, listening to the chitters and chirps of the hummingbirds and robins. From the roots of Big Beulah, you could see all of Freedom Street, which was one of the reasons this was my favorite spot.

The story goes that some big-talking Negro had come down from Washington, DC, and put a bug in Old George’s ear about Benjamin Banneker, the self-taught genius, a free Negro who had helped design the nation’s capital city—and all its traffic roundabouts. So at the edge of the “downtown” he was planning, right before the main street narrows and heads off toward the surrounding farmland, instead of angling the road around the sycamore that blocked the way of the perfect grid he envisioned for the town’s streets, Old George built a big traffic circle. And in its center was a grassy area he turned into a park surrounding the distinguished sycamore he named after his mother, Beulah.

On the street at the bottom of the hill, the stores were starting to close for the evening. Our neighbor, Miss Rosie, made dinner for us a few times a week, so I didn’t have to rush home, but I also noticed Daniel’s mood beginning to shift.

His posture tensed, shoulders slowly climbing toward his ears, and I caught the direction of his gaze. His mother, Jennie Braithwaite, was leaving Mr. Rupert’s grocery store, headed down Washington Avenue toward Braithwaite Manor, which was what we all called the stately Greek revival home Daniel had grown up in.

“New George is coming back to town to help Pop deal with this Authority mess.” Though his voice was even, I scrutinized his expression for signs of emotion.

His eldest brother had attended Howard Law and lived down in Atlanta. But whenever he or any of his other older brothers came to visit, Daniel would get scarce. I didn’t see him for nearly a month last Christmas, a rare holiday that saw the entire Braithwaite clan all together. I suspect his family didn’t catch much sight of him either.

“Ma wants me to stay at the house while he’s here,” he said, not looking at me, plucking a small patch in front of his foot bare of grass.

New George, Earl, and Percy were a lawyer, a doctor, and a teacher respectively. The sons of Old George viewed their baby brother as a disappointment and never let him forget it. Not that he’d ever confided as much to me, but I could read between the lines.

I tapped him to get him to look up. “Professor Lacks’s son had to go back up to Morehouse. Heard she’s looking for someone to stay with them and help Mr. Lacks around the farm ’til that busted leg of his heals.”

Daniel’s shoulders descended an inch or so.

“Miss Jennie would understand you needing to stay out there to tend the animals first thing in the morning,” I added.

His clouded expression brightened and those dimples popped. “Reckon I can go by the Lacks place before it gets too dark,” he said. I kept my expression neutral, but inside my chest, it was like the sun came out from behind the clouds.

We stood, brushing off our bottoms. Down the hill, Miss Della locked the door of her bakery and waited for Miss Tamar next door so they could walk home together. At the drugstore, Mr. Boudreaux swept the stoop and waved at the two older women.

But a collective breath was held as a black Ford turned from Jefferson Avenue onto Freedom Street and crawled down the road. The windows seemed artificially darkened. Ominous. Hiding the driver from view.

The vehicle headed southeast, toward the circle, and slowed even more. Every one of us in eyeshot tracked its progress, swiveling like a weathervane dragged by a stubborn wind as the car rounded Beulah. Finally, it picked up speed on its way out of town.

We all released the breath we’d been holding, but the birdsong stopped, and my chest felt like chains had wrapped around it.

I said goodbye to Daniel and walked home on leaden legs, watching not only for the ghostly stranger but also for the men who were very much alive, and determined to kill our town.
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A Bridge of Ivory


You wonder about the first of Mama Yoja’s children who came to New Ilé? Their fates echo down to me across the turns of the world, like a melody sinking into the bone. Theirs is a song of survival serenaded with the last breaths of the desperate and despairing.

I still hear those desolate souls calling out through parched lips and swollen tongues. A melancholy chorus carried across the waves. Mama Yoja rushes to meet the cries of the dying. The pleas of her children resound off coral and shell before being silenced by the suffocating waves.

Vibrations of misery rattle the bones. They clatter and clang like chains, digging graves of iron, salt, and sand. Ivory bars to gild the cage.

The cries draw me as well, traveling in her wake, flowing through rivers and into the ocean until we reach the ship.

Yet another ship.

It slices through the froth, its rudder a blade. Snaking script painted on its side names it Zong. A bastardization of a word meaning “care” in the tongue of its crafters. Sails billow proudly in a strong wind. The stench of suffering assaults me from leagues away. Mama Yoja’s children are on board, subject to the sort of cruelty reserved for demons. Tormented by a corrupted ché that rots the world.

Blood in the water. Sharks on our tails. Splashes as bodies fall from the decks, legs chained, arms flailing. Souls in distress. Mouths filling with water. Skin smothered. Spirit suppressed.

Overhead, Mama Anza thunders in response. She is the wish of the wind and directs its blustering tunes. She grieves in her way, releasing the rage into a powerful storm. Did Papa Runmi—the wish of time—foresee this in one of his visions? Could he have warned us? Mama Yoja’s pain radiates in all directions: skyward, seaward, windward, leeward. And from deep below, lower than even the ocean floor, Papa Loku stirs. Readying himself.

I open the water road without being asked. Stretching back to connect all the various parts of myself: the watcher, the sister, the mother-in-training, the traveler, the temptress, the crone, the witch. Heart shattering a thousand times upon a thousand with each and every splash.

But Mama Yoja is calm in her agony. Her cupped hands break the falls, scooping up the precious and settling them on my road. It leads them to New Ilé, to the temple where they emerge, blinking into the light, bodies free of bruises and rope burns and scars. Liberated from pain and washed clean. Baptized by the Ancestral Waters.

And alive.

Newcomers are greeted, led from the temple across the ivory bridge and onto the island. Introduced to lives anew. Lives to be lived to completion instead of greeting Papa Loku prematurely. Instead of becoming ancestors before their time.

And the seas are quiet once again. The air still. The only cries ringing out belonging to the gulls. Susurrations of feathers rippling in the wind. The laughter of dolphins, the whistles of whales.

Until the next ship slices a scalpel through the waters, leaving its bloody refuse, its discarded cargo for us to collect.
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The Accident


A bird that flies off the earth and lands on an anthill is still on the ground.


After searching the cupboards for no less than ten minutes, I pulled out my notebook and scratched a message. Have you seen Mama’s recipe book? The tattered handwritten journal had a special place in the kitchen next to the box of recipe cards I’d started compiling of my own creations and What Mrs. Fisher Knows About Old Southern Cooking, a well-worn cookbook written by a former slave, which Mama Sonia gave me before she died.

But that Friday afternoon, after a week of constantly looking over my shoulder, afraid of seeing the stranger again, I figured Mama’s spoonbread recipe—fluffy and buttery—was just the thing, but the journal was nowhere to be found. I had a recipe card with Miss Rosie’s version of the dish, but Mama’s method was superior, I just couldn’t remember the proportions. Daddy burned water on a good day, so the only culprit for the missing book was Grace.

Not ten minutes ago, she’d been in her bedroom, but now it was empty. So was the bathroom, the living room, and the parlor.

In the backyard by the chicken coop, Mercy, Patience, and Faith were squawking loud enough to wake the dead. I peered out the window to find my pregnant sister leaving through the back gate, marching purposefully down the narrow alley. Without thinking about it for more than a split second, I pulled on my loafers and went to follow her.

For two weeks, she’d been heading off to Lord knows where, and that day I was determined to do what I did best and snoop. Grace might not consider her goings and comings any of my business, but my general philosophy was everything that happened in this town was my business if I made it so. I trailed her the few blocks to Freedom Street, where a midafternoon crush of foot traffic obstructed my view.

“’Scuse me, Miss Janie,” Alden Abernathy said after he nearly knocked me over with an overstuffed grocery bag. The cherub-faced teen was struggling under his load, and I was half-afraid the turnips sitting there at the top were going to tumble onto the ground.

I waved him off, then looked around, but Grace was nowhere to be seen. How’d she move so fast, carrying that much extra weight? I climbed the steps of City Hall to get a better look.

A flash of purple caught my eye rounding the corner next to the hardware store. It looked like the same shade as the dress she’d had on, but it was two blocks away and I couldn’t be certain. Besides, she’d have to have been running at a dead sprint to get up there so fast. Still, I figured I should check it out, so I dashed down the steps and across the street.

On Jefferson Avenue, I didn’t see any hint of the purple dress, but I did get a glimpse of something that nearly made me walk right into a tree. Up ahead, a tall figure in a creamy linen suit was carrying a briefcase. I gripped the trunk of the spindly maple before me with bloodless fingers while at the same time trying to hide behind it. But the stranger wasn’t paying any attention to me. He turned down the alley next to the livery and garage and never looked back.

I leaned against the tree as a buzzing sensation invaded my belly. My nerves raced wildly. I was caught in indecision: follow or flee? Obey my instinct to get as far away from potential danger and the overall strangeness of the stranger or give in to my need to learn more, to investigate and satiate my curiosity.

It was broad daylight and we were in the heart of town, so the danger to me was likely minimal. I hoped. But what this man—if he was a man and not just some man-shaped thing—meant for Awenasa was another thing.

Swallowing back my apprehension, I moved forward on rubbery legs to the mouth of the alley and peeked around. The stranger had stopped, his back to me, and was having words with Althea Gregory. Her dress was a deep shade of indigo that could look purple in certain lights. Was she the one I’d seen? She was gesticulating wildly with one hand, leaning on her cane with the other. The man towered over her, but she didn’t show any signs of being intimidated, seeing as how she was waving her finger, looking to be reading him up one side and down the other.

Their voices were a hum, I couldn’t pick out any of the words, but Miss Althea’s emotions were clear. Finally, she made a slashing motion like she was through with this and stalked off down the alley, headed in the opposite direction from where I stood. The stranger pushed back his straw hat and wiped at his brow before following at a slower pace. Neither turned back, so they didn’t see me following.

The alley let out on Lincoln, a half a block from Freedom. Miss Althea marched along toward the main thoroughfare, swinging her purse aggressively. The roar of an engine sounded from behind me. It was one of those black Fords, this time moving fast—too fast. Picking up speed as it headed into the turn.

It happened in seconds, yet for me, time slowed. Miss Althea was already across the street, headed in the direction of the candy shop. The stranger was crossing in the middle of the road when the Ford careened around the corner without slowing down. The man with the briefcase didn’t even have time to turn his head before the sickening crunch of an impact sounded.

I stopped short, a silent scream locked in my throat.

The Ford didn’t so much as pause, like the driver hadn’t noticed he’d hit someone or didn’t care. My legs were in motion before I had another conscious thought.

I ran over to where the man lay on his back, legs at odd angles, and got a good look at his face. Rob’s face. This close, there was absolutely no denying it.

The square jaw. The high cheekbones. The little notch in his eyebrow that was identical to the one Rob bore after Grace accidentally hit him in the head with a rock she was learning to skip across the river’s surface. Or was my memory just playing tricks on me? I was so used to leaving the past behind that now that I wanted to recall it, I found it difficult.

However, I could barely register the shock, the fear, the dread, because he wasn’t moving.

Also, his left arm wasn’t in the right place. One leg was bent strangely, and not at the knee either. I looked off down the street at the retreating car with horror.

Then another sickening realization struck. No one else had reacted. The street was chock-full of people. A horse hitched to a cart stood in front of the feed store, rooting around in a bucket on the ground. Doors jingled with tinkling bells as they opened, letting shoppers in and out. Why was no one coming over to see what had happened? Hadn’t they heard the crash? The impact of flesh on metal?

I’d never wished my voice worked more than at that moment, so I could scream and alert all the mysteriously unobservant people to this tragedy. I’d seen this man die once before—I couldn’t bear to sit by and watch it happen again, useless as I’d been as a child.

Should I run for Doc Isaac down on Park Avenue? Or stay and grab the attention of one of a dozen folks who were nearby? Or did the fact that no one noticed actually mean I was crazy? Was this man, lying injured at my feet, here at all or just a figment of my imagination?

Then he began to cough.

I crouched, and his eyes popped open. He blinked several times and rolled his neck. The arm and leg that had been splayed at odd angles and bent the wrong way snapped back into place with an audible click. The sound was so loud and sharp, I fell backward.

He stretched himself out like a cat, rolled over, and sat up.

The world tilted and spun. My vision grew blurry around the edges before going completely black.
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Earnestville, July 1923

“Don’t look,” Grace whispers into my ear as she presses me tight against her side. “Don’t look, Janie-girl.” But I have to.

Daddy had kept us home all day while he’d sat by the door with his shotgun. “The white folks have gone crazy,” he said, and would say no more, but old ghosts danced in his eyes.

When the knock on the door came, it was late in the evening. He peered out the window, finger on the trigger, then relaxed a little. Cracked open the door and whispered to whoever was on the other side. Then turned to us. “You girls go on to bed. Don’t leave this house for nothing.”

We’d mouthed our agreement and bobbed our heads, but he hadn’t been gone five minutes before Grace started bustling around.

“Daddy said to stay here,” I hissed at her.

“You stay. I need to see.”

Fear had crawled up inside me and curled itself around my insides, strangling me. “I don’t wanna stay here alone,” I whispered.

She looked me up and down, impatient as always. “Fine, then. Come.”

And I’d followed.

The moon was bright, and we knew all the paths through the woods by heart anyway. Grace led us to the clearing at the edge of town. To where they’d started building a temporary fence last week. But when we got there, the fence had been torn down and looked like it was trampled. Muddy boot prints decorated the wood, and the grass in the clearing was flat like hundreds of people had stomped around on it. There were chicken bones and apple cores and other trash, like folks had been picnicking.

In the center of the clearing, two lonely cars were parked next to each other, their headlights shining on a little platform that had been built there. On it was a rectangle-shaped frame of wood.

“What is that?” I breathed out, but Grace shushed me. I squinted harder, trying to understand what I was looking at.

Grace stiffened, staring at the trees at the edge of the clearing, just barely lit up by the headlights. Then she grabbed me and pulled my face into her neck.

“Don’t look, Janie-girl.”

Now she tries to keep my head pressed against her, but I wrench out of her grip. Her voice holds terror and anger and pain. My limbs start to shake, but I need to see.

Daddy is with three other Negro men, and they’re cutting down a large, bulky shape hanging from a tree. I look back to the wooden platform. The forms of two white men are barely visible, slumped over on the ground. Were they supposed to be keeping watch? Did they fall asleep or did something else happen to them?

I move away from Grace to creep closer to where Daddy is.

“I got him,” one man whispers, and then the rope is cut and the thing that had been hanging is gently placed on the ground.

“Those motherfuckers just left him out here like this,” another low voice says, seething.

“Message to the rest of us. That’s why we got to get him out of here.”

My feet are silent as I move closer and closer. Between the moonglow and the faint light from the distant cars, I can make out the men with Daddy. Mr. Knox, Rob’s father, is there, along with two of the deacons. I freeze, holding my breath so I won’t be seen, but Grace just walks out of the cover of trees and over to them, tears streaming down her face.

Her movements are stilted and jerky, like she’s not totally in control of her body. The men’s whispers subside. No one says anything to her as she falls onto her knees next to—

A shudder goes through me, now that I can finally see what it is. Rob’s face is almost unrecognizable. I want to close my eyes, follow my sister’s advice, but I can’t. I need to see what I’ve done.

I look up to Mr. Fry; his butter-yellow complexion is ghostly pale in the silvery light. “What you gonna do with him?” I’m not sure he can hear me, my voice is so small, but he wipes his brow and looks to my daddy, who just turns away.

“Take him to the river,” Mr. Fry says. “No time to bury him properly. But we don’t want to leave him here for them to chop up.”

Grace’s head swings up and Daddy grunts, “They like to take souvenirs.”

“We’d better hurry,” the other deacon says, motioning back to the cars and the white men’s unmoving forms.

I go to stand by Grace and reach for her hand, then stop. Curl my fingers into a fist and press it into my belly. Tears stream down my face.

They wrap Rob’s body in a sheet and lift him up. Carry him down the path to the water’s edge. Daddy says a prayer. The other men are silent. Mr. Knox’s chest moves with his breaths, he bows his head for the prayer, but his eyes… I’ve only seen eyes like that on something dead.

The men weigh Rob down with chains and wade into the river with him. Grace takes my hand on her own, squeezing until my bones shift. I don’t complain.

Voices echo in my head. One of you was with Rob Knox and saw him hurt Mary. Was it you or was it Grace? Someone’s going to hang for this, but you tell us what we want to know, and you’ll both be safe.

The water bubbles and froths as it accepts the body, pulling it down inch by inch. Blood seeps through the sheet. It looks black in the moonlight. We all stare at the surface of the river until she’s fully enfolded Rob’s body into her dark embrace.
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Introductions


You cannot build a house for last year’s summer.


The drum of my heart thumped to its own rhythm inside my chest. Though it felt like hours had gone by, when my vision cleared it was like a shade being drawn to let in the sunlight, and no more than a few minutes could have passed. The only thing different was I was seated on the curb with an aching tambourine slap in my head to accompany the drumbeat—and someone beside me.

“Might want to be careful where you stop for a nap next time.” The voice was familiar but not. Deeper than the one it reminded me of.

I turned my head to find him there, eyes twinkling but edged with a dark ring of concern. He looked identical to Rob Knox. I rubbed my eyes but the vision before me didn’t change.

“Rob?” I whispered. A flash of… something crossed his expression. Not recognition, maybe surprise? Confusion?

“Moses,” he said, holding his hand out for a shake. I gripped his large, strong hand with my limp one. He squeezed, not too tight but enough to make me doubt he was a ghost after all.

Could Alexander Knox have stepped out on his wife and fathered another child somewhere else who was the spitting image of his oldest boy? This man was about the age Rob would be if he’d lived, and his face… It was the face of someone I’d seen nearly every day of my life for years. I couldn’t stop staring. I caught a sudden whiff of an earthy, smoky scent, when a voice behind me made me jump.

“Janie, you all right there?”

I turned to find Levi Early in the doorway of his tailor shop, bushy eyebrows lowered with concern. Blinking, I turned back to Rob, who had released my hand to hold a finger to his lips. Shhh. Then he tilted his head to Mr. Early.

Still reeling with the percussion section inside my body going strong, I fished my notebook out of my pocket. I nearly wrote, Do you see this man sitting next to me? but stopped, pencil pressed into the page.

All of Mr. Early’s attention was on me. Never once did his eyes stray to the stranger next to me, and in a town where everyone knew everyone else and was in everybody’s business, that was more than unusual. Someone new in town was cause for observation, question, sometimes suspicion, but definitely comment. And for the preacher’s daughter to be sat on the sidewalk next to an unknown man? It would have been the first thing out of Mr. Early’s mouth.

Instead I wrote, Did you see the car crash?

He pulled his reading glasses out of his pocket and peered at the note, then his frown grew deeper. “A car crash? You talking about my fool brother’s beat-down old jalopy backfiring this morning? Loud as a car wreck, that’s for sure. That thing’s gonna fall apart right there on the road one day. I get tired of seeing him drive around in that old rust bucket.”

The pounding in my head was just beginning to subside but I still didn’t feel as though I was thinking clearly. I shot another glance to Rob—Moses?—who was leaning back against the light pole, head tilted up to the sky as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

Shakily, I stood and brushed off the seat of my dress. Rob stood, too, mimicking my movements and brushing off his pants. He stayed silent, though.

“I’m okay,” I signed to Mr. Early, dredging up a smile and lying yet again. “You have a good day.” He squinted at me and nodded, then headed back into his shop.

Moses kept pace beside me, swinging that briefcase of his as he walked. I was afraid to talk to him, else folks think I was signing to myself. Was he just a figment of my imagination? But I’d most definitely seen Miss Althea talking to him. Along with Ruby Mae a few days ago. What did it mean?

I was so lost in thought that I nearly ran smack into a purple-clad figure. “Janie, watch where you’re going,” Grace scolded as she grabbed my arm. “Your head sure is up in the clouds. What you thinking about so hard?” Her expression was playful, like she was waiting for me to share a secret with her.

That same scent hit my nose as a few moments ago. Like rain on freshly tilled soil next to a campfire. I wasn’t sure where it had come from, but it was strong for a few seconds and then gone again, though there was no breeze.

Grace’s eyes shifted to the side, and a ripple of transformation rolled over her body. Her shoulders dropped, her chin lifted, and a saucy smile graced her lips. “Hello, there,” she said. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

Dread pooling in my gut, I pivoted to where Moses was smiling like a man who’d just won the jackpot.

“Good afternoon.” His voice was a low rumble; his gaze snagged on Grace like a fishhook. “We haven’t had the pleasure. Moses, and you are?”

Grace held out her hand, palm down like she was the queen or something. “Grace Edwards.” Moses took her hand in his much larger one, then bent over and kissed it. The drumming and tambourine smacking inside me revved up once more, making me wobble on my feet. I needed to sit down again.

Moses kept a hold of her hand, and something about that made me see red. Could ghosts have fleshly hands? Could they grin and flirt or whatever the hell was happening here? Whoever this Moses character was, he didn’t have any cause to be looking at my sister like that. It wasn’t a look of recognition—from either of them—but I’d seen the expressions they now wore on their faces before. That cleared the noise from my brain abruptly.

I elbowed Grace in the ribs and she dropped her hand. “And this is my sister, Jane,” she rushed out, making me an afterthought.

I grabbed Grace’s hand and tugged. “I need your help at home,” I whispered, glaring daggers at the stranger. Moses. He hadn’t once taken his eyes off my sister. I needed to get her away from his scrutiny, convinced it could mean nothing good.

Grace started to protest, but I kept pulling at her arm, insistent, needing to remove her from this potential danger. Finally, she relented with an exasperated huff and came along more willingly.

As we headed toward home, I looked over my shoulder to find Moses tipping his hat and lifting a hand in farewell. But I had a feeling that wouldn’t be the last I saw of him.




[image: image]







She looked back every few steps until we’d turned off the main drag and Moses was no longer visible.

“Did you really need help?” she asked, snatching her hand from my grasp.

No, but you don’t need to be talking to strange men, I wrote.

She laughed high and long. “Girl, that man is too fine to care anything about some big old pregnant lady. He just has city manners. And besides, who I talk to is my business. I’ve been grown a long time.”

I narrowed my eyes at her, not liking her secretiveness. She just ignored me and sighed. “Now, once upon a time, I could have shown that man a thing or two.” She chuckled. “But my feet hurt. I need to get home and get in the bath to give them a soak.”

Her feet probably hurt because of those fancy high-heeled pumps she insisted on wearing. Lord knows a sensible Oxford would have made more sense.

I flipped back to the page in my notebook where I’d asked about Mama’s missing recipe book. Grace glanced over to read, then her expression blanked. The reaction was unexpected.

“Janie, this whole mute act has gone on far too long. I’m going to need you to try a little harder. You know, I once read about a traveling hypnotist who could work wonders with people. Especially when their ailment was all in their head like yours is. Wonder if he’d consent to treat a Colored person.”

“Do you know where the recipe book is?” I whispered loud as I could, growing breathless from the effort.

Grace winced. “Now you just sound like Old Man Death. I’ve got it in my room. I was looking at it.” She crossed her arms.

Seeing as she hadn’t lifted so much as a spatula since she’d been home, I had a hard time understanding exactly what she needed with Mama’s recipes, but her mood and body language had closed off so suddenly, I hesitated to ask.

In the final block before we reached the house, I did have another question for her, though. That man, Moses. He didn’t look familiar to you, did he?

She blew out a breath, clearly annoyed, but deigned to read my message, then snorted. “Think I’d remember a man who looked like that. Tall and chocolate.” She fanned herself with her hand. “Woo-eee. Hard to forget. Why? He look familiar to you?” She arched a brow at me.

I froze unprepared for the question, though I shouldn’t have been. Instead of writing or whispering, I just shrugged, hoping she would let it go.

She reached the front door first and turned the knob easily before shaking her head. “Y’all country folks leaving your doors wide open. Just inviting all and sundry to come in and do whatever they like inside the house.”

I wanted to tell her that this was Awenasa and there wasn’t anyone who would be coming in someone else’s house without five other people knowing about it before the door was shut. But she’d already slipped inside.

Daddy was in the hallway as Grace sat on the bench, removing her shoes. He beamed when I entered, looking back and forth at us. “Glad to see you girls spending some time together.”

I blinked. Grace froze in the action of massaging her instep, just barely able to reach her foot due to the size of her midsection. She didn’t look over at me, but I saw the moment her expression transformed. Weariness melted into an enthused smile, so when she raised her head toward Daddy, all he saw was its shine.

She made her way to her feet. “I’ll go get that cookbook for you, Janie,” she tossed over her shoulder at me. “Oh, by the way, Daddy, do you know if anyone has cleaned out Mama Sonia’s house?”

He tilted his head to the side. “Most of the furniture’s been parceled out, but there’s a lot still there. The Outreach committee was going to organize some folks to help, but they had a lot on their plates after the spring flooding. Why?”

Grace waved a hand, nonchalant. “Just curious if she might have some things of Mommy’s up in the attic. Seeing how close she and Mama Mary Ann were.”

I wrenched my head to the side in surprise. I hadn’t realized Mama Sonia was close with my grandmother. In all the time we’d spent together, she hadn’t talked about anything of the kind.

Daddy stilled, his brows lowering. He reached a finger into the starched collar of his shirt, tugging slightly, the way he did when he was uneasy. “Well, I think Deacon Lee could help you out there,” he mumbled, all traces of the joy he’d shown moments earlier gone. Then he nodded at us distractedly and disappeared back into his office.

The front hallway felt like a blast of arctic air had gone through it. Grace peered thoughtfully at the space our father had just vacated. The hole that Damaris Edwards left behind in our family was like a roof patched with straw and chewing gum. Wind and rain constantly seeping through the flimsy barrier. But acknowledging the hole… calling attention to it? You couldn’t move forward that way. You just had to get up every morning and pretend to be warm and dry. Put one foot in front of the other. Ever forwards. Never backwards.

Grace’s lips firmed and her chin shot up. “Off for a bath,” she called out as she headed up the steps.

She hadn’t been back long enough to understand, but she was smart. And something told me she was better than any of us at pretending.







9

[image: image]

A Conversation


When the shepherd comes home in peace, the milk is sweet.


On Saturday morning most of the town had gathered down at the Institute’s campus to watch the Awenasa Rapids face off against the Leonardtown Lions. Daddy and Pastor Midden from the AME church on the south side of town had a friendly rivalry both in the pulpit and on the pitcher’s mound. Daddy was a southpaw, and since the Lions’ top players were also lefties, he was starting, which didn’t sit right with Pastor Midden. Even now when our team was at bat, he was on the bench, nattering to the coach about how he should have more game time. Professor Hillman, the blacksmith instructor and baseball coach, always maintained a pleasant, calm expression, whether listening to one of his players whingeing or when one of his students accidentally lit the smithy on fire.

I’d had a terrible night of sleep and was still reeling from the day before. I kept one eye on the game and the other on the lookout for Moses. A third eye, which I didn’t actually have, was reserved for Grace, who had sailed down the steps this morning, walking as if she strode on the very clouds, living up to her name with a smile fit for the angels. Daddy was delighted by her mood, but it made me suspicious.

She was settled next to me on a blanket, fanning herself with a folded-up newspaper. Folks would come over and say hi and chat for a minute before moving on, and her good humor continued, while my mood stayed low.

On the field, Daniel was coming to bat. Leonardtown’s pitcher was an enormous mill worker who had already struck two of ours out, so it was up to Daniel to save the inning. As the crack of wood hitting cowhide split the air and cheers rose up from our side, accompanied by groans from the entire Negro population of Leonardtown, movement in the trees caught my attention.

I whipped my head around to investigate, but it was just a couple of kids climbing in the lower branches. The screams of the crowd grew deafening, and I turned back to catch the end of Daniel’s impressive sprint to third. The Lions’ third baseman and only female member, a wiry and blindingly fast woman with coal-dark skin, had caught the ball a hair’s breadth too late. She grinned at him before throwing it back to the pitcher, and a stab of discomfort pierced my chest. I tried to rub it away.

“Going to get a lemonade. You want one, Janie?” Grace asked, maneuvering to her feet. I shook my head, still scanning the crowd. Keven Wesley was at bat now. The farmhand wasn’t known for his speed, but strength and luck could get him onto a base.

Miss Helen was running the refreshment table where the Outreach committee sold baked goods, sweet tea, and lemonade on game days. Grace sauntered over and the two started chatting like old friends.

Keven’s first swing was wild. Daniel’s voice carried on the wind over the murmurs and gasps. “You can do it, man, just take a breath.”

I scanned the area again and did a double take. Striding up to the refreshment table was a tall man in a gray summer suit with an all-too-familiar face. Grace noticed him, too, because her body language shifted, turning liquid, like her joints had transformed into putty. I shot to my feet, unsure of what I could or should do—all I knew was that Moses’s wide smile as he greeted my sister made me uncomfortable. And despite Grace’s protests to the contrary, the stranger didn’t seem to be acting as if her carrying another man’s child was of any concern to him at all.

However, before I’d taken more than three steps, Miss Mabel and Miss Emmaline blocked my path.

“Morning, Janie. Elsie tells us she talked to you about chairing the Founding Day committee.” Miss Emmaline’s accented words were hopeful. I swallowed down my impatience and fixed my face, trying not to be rude.

“Helen Hillgrass joined up this week, and even she agrees you’d be perfect as the chairwoman,” Miss Mabel added, shifting her weight as she spoke, cutting off my view of Grace and Moses.

“Maybe she could do it?” I signed, hopeful.

Miss Mabel shook her head. “She’s busy over at the boardinghouse. Plus, she’s a midwife, never knows when she’ll be called away.”

“We only have a few weeks to get the event planned. Especially since it’s looking to be the last one,” Miss Emmaline added. That made me stop straining and trying to see around them, and really focus on the woman’s crestfallen gaze.

Founding Day was the last Saturday of August. One month before the Authority deadline. Would anyone even be in the mood to celebrate?

As if answering the question on my face, Miss Mabel said, “The folks who are planning on selling, and most of the renters that we’ve talked to, will stay until September. Farmers will want to rush and get the corn and cotton harvested before they go. We’re hoping this can be the send-off Awenasa deserves.”

My shoulders slumped. I pulled out my notepad to write something more complicated than the signs I knew the women would understand when another figure joined us.

“Miss Statler, Miss Waldorf, Miss Edwards, you all look lovely. How are you this fine morning?” the deep voice purred from beside me, striking in its familiarity and setting me outside my skin. Moses loomed over me, his height shading me from the sun.

Surprisingly, it was Mabel who tittered girlishly. Emmaline looked askance at the newcomer, who bowed to them with what Grace had called city manners but I considered extreme pretentiousness.

“Why, thank you, Mr. Moses. We’re doing very well. Very well indeed,” Mabel answered, her demeanor suddenly lighter. Emmaline narrowed her eyes at her housemate, thinning her lips.

“Would you mind if I borrowed Miss Jane for a moment, ladies?”

Charmed by him or not, if I’d said no, they would have ensured he stayed far away from me, standing up for me like anyone else in Awenasa would have done. But I had questions. Questions I was a little afraid to ask, but yet and still, I needed answers or I would never rest. And I’d much rather have him talk to me than to Grace, so I jerked my head in agreement.

Moses motioned toward the nearby tree line, where the children had been playing a few minutes ago, though they were gone now. The spot was in full view of the game, but if he did that thing where no one could see him, did that even matter?

I kept a healthy distance between us, but that woodsy scent I’d noticed before made my nose crinkle. Was that some kind of cologne? Suddenly the noise of the game and the small crowd fell away to a muted hush. I frowned, squinting and pressing my finger to the little flap of my ear, wondering if my ears were popping.

“I suspect you have some questions for me, Jane.” His voice was perfectly clear, though nothing else was. He tipped his hat back on his head, and one corner of his mouth cranked up in a rueful smile. “If I’d known you had— Well, I suppose that’s water under the bridge now. Never backwards, ever forwards, right?”

I narrowed my eyes at him, annoyed at his use of our town motto, but my ears were still distracting me.

I can hear you, but not them, I wrote, and pointed to the game.

“I thought it best to have some privacy for this conversation. We’re in a sort of sound barrier.” He twirled his finger around. “Nothing out and nothing in.”

Alarm straightened my spine. I took a step backward. Being silent, I couldn’t have been overheard anyway, even if I screamed, but if he was using some kind of magic…

“It’s all right, Jane. Here, I’ll sit over here so you know I won’t harm you.” He sat right on the ground, three feet away, in his pristine suit. I wasn’t convinced he couldn’t harm me from that distance, but then again, if he’d wanted to, he could probably hurt me at any time.

I stared at my pad, heart still pounding, wondering which question to ask next. But Moses spoke before I could decide, his hands moving, forming words. “I can understand your sign language.” At my stunned expression, he added, “I can understand just about every language.”

“How?” I signed. “Are you an angel?” The Bible says that God is no respecter of persons. He doesn’t know nations or languages, and since angels must communicate with everyone on earth, it would stand to reason they’d speak all tongues.

Moses shook his head. “No, I’m not an angel.”

“Ghost?”

“Not one of those either.”

“Demon?”

He chuckled. “No, I’m a man.”

My eyes narrowed. “You look like someone we used to know.”

He gazed up at me through long lashes with a squint that made him seem younger. “Ever heard the theory that every person has a doppelgänger?”

I tilted my head, annoyed. Moses blew out a breath, looking resigned. “You asked the other day if I was someone you remembered named Rob.” He spread his arms wide. “I’m not the man you knew.”

A knot of tension unloosened inside my chest, even as part of me mourned all over again. If Rob were somehow still alive, if he’d never died, then the weight I’d carried for a dozen years—the one anchoring me to a tiny patch of familiar ground—would be set down. But the secrets I kept locked tight would also emerge into the open, and I wasn’t sure I’d survive it.

I uncrossed my arms, pushing through the fog of the past, which threatened to overwhelm me. “You’re not just a man, though.”

Moses grinned. “I’m certainly not a woman.” I rolled my eyes, and he sobered somewhat. “I came to Awenasa for a reason.”

“What reason?”

“The more important question is why you could see me when you shouldn’t have been able to.”

My eyes grew big. “I thought I was going crazy.”

“And for that I’m sorry.” He leaned back, placing both hands in the grass. “I didn’t realize there would be… someone like you here.”

“Someone like me?”

“Someone who’s received a special gift made by one of the gods.”

I tensed. “One of the gods? There’s only one God.”

Moses waved away my concern. “They’re called gods by some, and once you meet them, you understand why, but it’s no disrespect to your faith. Call them what you want—spirits, entities, mysteries, enigmas—doesn’t matter much. They’re very powerful and their gifts make you special.”

I thought back to what I’d seen him do: disappear into thin air, walk out of the river perfectly dry, heal his broken bones. “So you’ve got one of these gifts and you think I do too?” Though the morning chill had long since burned off, my skin pebbled with goose bumps.

“Exactly.” That twinkle was back in his eye, making him look mischievous. He was only confirming things I’d observed already, but I still found it difficult to trust him. “The gift would be some kind of token, maybe a coin or pendant,” he said. “You might have gotten it—or found it—a long time ago and not known what it was, but felt like you needed to treasure it and keep it safe. Usually, they’re small and nondescript… until they aren’t.”

I didn’t think I had anything like that, though something was tickling my memory. My brow lowered in thought. Moses wore a knowing expression.

“You can prove what I’m saying, Jane. Get the object, we call it a nakara. Hold it close and ask it for something—make a small wish, perhaps the ability to tell lies from truth—and see what happens. You’ll know then if you can believe me.”

His words were nonsensical. Foolish. Ask a coin a question?

“You said ‘we.’ Who is we?” I signed.

He hopped to his feet in a fluid motion, brushing off his pants. “It’s a lot to take in, I understand. But I also know you’re naturally curious. What’s the worst that can happen if I’m right?” His smile was too broad and too warm. Too much like Rob’s. Of course, he hadn’t answered my question.

“So, no one else here has been able to see you do these… miraculous things?”

He grimaced. “The gifts are very rare. I assumed you couldn’t see me when I left the river, and I was distracted when that vehicle came around the corner. I apologize for giving you a fright.” His expression was sheepish, but I was still wary.

“Where did you come from? And why are you here in the first place?”

He looked off to the side, back toward the field and the spectators all going through their Saturday morning as if nothing spectacular was occurring just a few feet away. Back toward Grace.

“I’m looking for someone. Find your nakara. Make your wish. Then maybe you can help.” With that, he tipped his hat, eyes aglow again with that impish light. He strolled into the woods, not even on a trail, just tromping through the undergrowth, leaving me staring after him, my guts in a knot.
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Children of the Water


Teeth do not see poverty.


Moses’s words rolled around in my head the way a sour hard candy would in your mouth—bitter and long-lasting. I could barely enjoy the Rapids’ win against the Lions even when Daddy struck out their prize switch-hitter. During the picnic I was in a daze. I spent the rest of the afternoon in my bedroom, claiming a headache from being in the heat.

What was he? Who was he looking for? And could I believe that I’d been given some special gift I had no memory of? All my belongings were perfectly normal. But my gaze kept going back to my closet. To what lay behind the door on the top shelf underneath a stack of folded blankets.

It wasn’t until just before bedtime that I finally dragged my chair over and stood, lifting the heavy wool out of the way to retrieve a small mahogany box, carved with roses by my grandfather and gifted to me just after I was born. I hadn’t touched it for many years, keeping it out of sight but safe. A wooden box of memories I couldn’t part with but didn’t want to face.

The carefully crafted flowers on the lid held my attention for a long time. I’d never met my grandfather, but his hands were deft and skilled. After climbing from the chair and sitting, I sucked in a deep breath, then snapped open the box. Delaying wouldn’t help anything. Inside were various treasures my eleven-year-old self had thought worth saving. Bottle caps, shiny marbles, gum wrappers with jokes printed on them that I’d wanted to remember and impress my friends with. Tiny tin figures from some candy box. And there, at the bottom, a charm. I remember once thinking it was a pendant to hang on a necklace or a bracelet I didn’t own yet. Just a thin wafer of bronze-colored metal with a symbol engraved on it that reminded me of an ocean wave.

I couldn’t remember when I’d found it. I got the impression that this was something that had always been with me, though I knew it couldn’t be true. Once the little disc was in my palm, a sense of comfort overtook me, radiating through my bones. It warmed me from the inside out, and I didn’t want to be without it.

The dull metal shone brighter, as if I’d polished it. Soon it was so radiant, I had to squint to look at it. Why had I allowed this to languish unwanted and forgotten for so long? Merely holding the thing felt like magic.

The thought made me gasp.

Could asking this inanimate object a question do anything at all? It was silly. Then again, Moses’s mysterious abilities had to have some kind of explanation.

I squeezed my fingers around the little pendant, an unfathomable feeling flickering to life, and thought about what I wanted to ask. Pressing my fist close to my mouth, I spoke. “Show me if what he said is true.”

The words had barely left my lips, just a breath of air really, when dizziness swamped me, and a rich, earthy scent that was becoming familiar filled my nose. When the spinning sensation faded, I opened my eyes to find that I’d been transported from my bedroom—but this was a place I recognized.

I was in a front hall that I’d been in many times before. However, instead of the faded floral wallpaper I was used to, the walls were covered in an old-fashioned ornate damask, except it looked brand-new. The wood pillars of the staircase before me were pristine, shining and freshly polished. The threadbare carpeting was plush and bright.

This was the house Mama Sonia, our next-door neighbor, lived in—but a version of it I’d never seen before. An older version. I took a cautious step forward and then another, unsure if this was a dream space and the floor would somehow collapse beneath me.

Voices in the kitchen pulled me down the hall. I peeked through the open door to find a giant cast-iron stove along the back wall, a delicious aroma pouring from the oven’s belly. Mama Sonia herself sat at a long wooden table that was no longer scarred and nicked, snapping green beans with a young girl seated next to her.

“Mama Sonia,” the girl was saying, swinging her legs merrily as she snapped the ends off the beans.

“Yes, child.” Mama Sonia was younger. Not precisely young but not elderly, the only way I’d ever known her.

“Where do people go when they die?”

Mama Sonia gave the girl an arresting look. “Didn’t your mama and daddy tell you nothing about this?”

“Yes, ma’am. They did.” The girl tilted her head. “But I want another opinion.”

The child was about ten with hair braided into tight plaits, tied with blue ribbons. A starched white pinafore covered her dress. Something about the girl’s face tickled a memory, though I didn’t recognize her. And judging by Mama Sonia’s age and the state of the house, this must have been something like forty or fifty years ago.

“Well, there’s some folks say we go to heaven after we die, if we was good. And some folks say we go to hell if we been bad. Down there to live with old Satan and burn in the fire for what we done.”

“But what do you say?” The girl stopped snapping and gave the woman her full attention.

Mama Sonia clasped hands not yet gnarled with arthritis, stained dark blue from her many years on the indigo plantation in South Carolina. They’d never completely lost that color, not even decades later.

“There’s one story I used to like. Heard it from an African bought fresh off the boat who came to labor with us. Had a name nobody could pronounce, so we took to calling him Mo—though the massa called him Henry. Started answering to Mo Henry after a while. Anyways, he used to talk about the gods from Africa, and one of them would bring the dead down under the water, where he lived, to stay with him forever. Those dead would live again down there beneath the sea.”

The girl’s eyes grew wide. “Breathing underwater?”

“Yes, child. Or something like that at least. Way he said it, there was an island beneath the sea where he was planning on living when he shuffled off this mortal coil.” Mama Sonia began snapping peas again.

I could practically see the gears turning in the little girl’s mind. “But how did people know about this place, Mama Sonia? The dead can’t tell.”

“Well, I asked him the same question, sweet pea.” Sonia smiled. “Mo Henry said that sometimes folks on that island got curious about what was happening up here on the land. They sent out folk to investigate, learn, bring back knowledge, and share some too. He claimed he’d met such a one when he first got off the ship that brought him to America. Said that man he met gave him some peace. Told him he could make it through the dark days to come.”

The little girl leaned on her elbows and grinned. “I like that story.”

Sonia smiled back. “I like it too.”

Then the old woman turned and faced me, looking straight into my eyes like she knew I was there all along. Like she could actually see me. My breath stuttered and my limbs turned to stone.

Unblinking, she held my gaze. “We are all children of water, no one is a child of the earth.”

Her dark eyes flashed once, then she turned back to her bowl. “Now, we better finish snapping those peas, Damaris, if we gon’ get them done in time for the Founding Day picnic.”

The vision faded, and the dizziness returned. I clawed at the air in front of me, trying to hold on, to get another glimpse of the girl. But I was back in my bedroom, the pendant clutched in my grip so hard, it left an imprint in my palm.

Damaris.

My mother’s name. Could that have been…? Was it possible?

I fell to my knees, clutching my chest as pain sliced into me. I didn’t know what had just happened, but I wished I could go back and see her again, the little-girl version of the mother I had no conscious memories of.

Mama Sonia’s words, spoken directly to me, echoed in my ears. What did she mean, we are all children of the water? The words clung to me like a second skin. I repeated them in my mind, feeling strongly that if I spoke them aloud, even in a whisper, something would happen. So I buttoned my lips tight to keep them inside, and slowly, ever so slowly, the sensation faded.
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Moses Explains


When you befriend a chief, remember that he sits on a rope.


Sunday’s service was a blur as my mind was still locked in the fog from the day before. I hoped Daddy wouldn’t ask me what I thought of his sermon, because I barely heard any of it. Fortunately, after church, the women who thought it a crime for the pastor to still be single after so many years crowded around him, as usual, so I was able to make a clean escape.

I opted to skip the post-service dinner, knowing I’d have to answer questions about my absence but also knowing I wasn’t really fit to be around people. Besides, most of the members of the Founding Day committee would be in the dining hall and I needed another run-in with them like I needed a hole in the head. It was a blessing to make it out of the church, successfully avoiding everyone I didn’t want to see. I was nearly home when I spotted Moses leaving Eunice Sullivan’s house down the block.

Eunice attended the smaller AME church across town, and their services lasted far longer than ours. Pastor Midden had been known to keep folks there until nightfall, so I was surprised she was home and more surprised to find Moses with her. She smiled goofily as they said their goodbyes on the front porch and then disappeared back inside. Moses turned and noticed me staring, then brightened as if he was delighted to see me.

I narrowed my eyes and clenched my jaw, waiting for him to reach me at the gate.

“Afternoon, Miss Jane. So, what’s the word? You do what I suggested?”

I scanned the street, not wanting to be spotted talking to him since it seemed he was currently visible. If Eunice was home already, who knew how many others were. Besides, this conversation shouldn’t be had on my front porch, and I damned sure wasn’t letting this demon-angel-ghost-man inside my house. I motioned for him to follow and headed for the path that led behind the houses, through the trees, and down to the river.

At the river’s edge, I settled on a fallen log and arranged my skirt. Moses sat himself and his creamy linen suit on a nearby rock. The water was a dozen feet away, gently kissing the rocky sand.

“I found the pendant,” I signed. “I did what you said.”

The pleased expression on his face dredged up memories I didn’t want to revisit. It took me back to a time when I’d craved the approval of the older kids. Kids like Rob.

“I… saw a vision.” My thoughts were jumbled, my signs stuttered.

“A memory,” he corrected.

“A memory? Of someone who died.” The words came out slowly; I watched his face for a reaction. But he didn’t appear alarmed or surprised.

“And did you receive a gift?”

This experience was so surreal, him being so calm. Me looking as relaxed as he was on the outside, but inside, hurricane-force winds were wailing. “What kind of gift? You mean besides the vision?”

“Yes.”

I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

“I think you do, Jane.” He leaned forward, resting his arms on his thighs. Though he was, by all appearances, being serious and sincere, his eyes danced merrily, like he had a secret he couldn’t wait to relay. “This tradition is called ommo, and it has three parts. You take the nakara you’ve been given and speak your wish. Then an ancestor gives you a kyé—a memory with wisdom or some kind of understanding. The final part is the gift, called the anoru, and it’s used to invoke your wish.”

He’d ticked off the numbers on his hand; now he wiggled his fingers and snapped. A flame popped into existence in his palm, making me jump. “This was my first wish. A flame to light the darkness.”

Keeping a healthy distance away, I inspected the tiny fire alive in his hand, not burning him but not giving off much light either.

“Who did you see?” Moses asked.

“Mama Sonia. Our neighbor. She passed this spring.”

“And what did she tell you?”

My neck tingled, and a weight pressed against my head like I was caught in a vise that was slowly being tightened. Mama Sonia had looked up as if she could see me. Could she see me?

The froth of the river at the shoreline bubbled with urgency, unhappy about something. I hesitated, not wanting to share the words, but did so anyway. “She said that we are not children of earth, we are children of water.”

“That was your anoru. You’re meant to use it.”

“Use it?” I searched his eyes for understanding. Moses closed his hand, making the flame disappear.

“The anoru is a mighty gift. It contains the creative power of your ancestor, a power that connects to one living inside you. Those who are given one must cherish it and use it carefully.”

“But use it how?”

“Speak the anoru. Direct the energy of those words into the wish you made. That is how you create.”

At my dazed expression, he grinned. “Ommo can be used for many things. For instance, you could become invisible, if you like. Or protect your bones from harm. Or learn another language.”

Clouds covered the midday sun, and the slap of water against sand and rocks punctuated his words. The river was growing even more agitated. It churned busily, like a storm was brewing in its depths. That peculiar feeling was back, like I was being watched, but there was no one else around. I shivered despite the heat and tried to brush it off.

“When you receive an anoru,” he continued, “speak it with intention, use it to power your desire. But when you invoke the anoru, you will lose the kyé. You’ll remember seeing something, but the vision itself, the memory, will be gone.”

So, if I’d given in to the urge to speak the phrase Mama Sonia had given me and used it for the wish, I would have lost that memory of her and my mother. Something I never knew I’d been missing until I’d received it. “But what if I don’t want to lose the memory?” I signed. “What if it’s precious?”

“Memories have power, Jane. They’re a form of wealth. You can hoard them, reliving them over and over, or you can use them. With an anoru, you can create change in the world and in yourself.” He reminded me of one of the professors at the Institute, lecturing a wayward student. “Isn’t that worth the sacrifice?”

I blinked. “Can this power do anything?”

“It has limits like anything else. You cannot raise the dead or heal a mortal injury or give yourself godlike abilities. If I hadn’t wished to protect myself from harm before being hit by that car, I couldn’t have fixed myself up.” He grimaced. “And if you try to use the gift for something the ancestors don’t approve of—stealing, harming, killing, and the like—you’ll lose the nakara and the ability to work ommo at all.”

But using the magic carried its own cost.

Last night, I’d hung the little pendant on a chain around my neck, deciding it didn’t belong in the closet anymore, it belonged close to my heart. The metal was unusually warm against my skin, not letting me forget it was there.

“Do you know how I got this nakara in the first place?”

“They can only be given. The gods create them and hand them out to those they choose. Some powerful ancestors can give them out as well, though that’s rather uncommon. However, another person can share a nakara. At some point in your life, someone wanted to protect you.” He canted his head, looking at me from the side of his eye. “You are very lucky; they are extremely rare here.”

“But no one ever told me how to use it. I never even knew what it was. I might never have known.”

He shrugged. “The ways of the gods are mysterious.”

I wished I could recall how I’d gotten it, but if it involved peering too deeply into the past, maybe it was for the best I didn’t know. I was already torn about the kyé I’d seen. I barely remembered my mother, I had only one photograph of her and even that was too painful to look at most of the time. It sat on the mantel in the parlor—a carefully cultivated blind spot of mine whenever I was in the room. Maybe I should use the anoru, relieve myself of the burden of knowing what she was like as a child… My thoughts churned, as flustered as the river.

“You heading to the meeting tomorrow night? The one about the dam?” Moses asked.

In all the madness, I’d nearly forgotten the town meeting. With the Authority crawling all over the place and getting in everybody’s business, Old George and my father had set a time to meet and hash out options.

“It’s at my father’s church, so, yes.”

Moses stood suddenly and stretched his long arms. “Good. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

My feet were tangled as I shot to them, surprised he was leaving so abruptly. “Wait, that’s it? You never told me who you’re looking for here. And where you came from.”

He fished out his pocket watch to check the time. “I have an appointment, and I don’t want to be late. Besides, mum’s the word on all that, alas. I have to operate under a very strict code of conduct or else—” He slid his pointer finger across his neck and bugged his eyes.

“Or else you’ll be killed?” I asked, incredulous.

“Well, not literally. But I’ll give you a hint.” He leaned closer to me. I held my breath in anticipation.

“I’m searching for someone who can give out nakaras… if she chooses.” Then he tipped his hat, spun on his heel, and marched away.

Did that mean there was a goddess in Awenasa?

“Moses!” My whisper-shout didn’t carry—and even if he’d heard me, I suspected he would have ignored me anyway. I raced along the path behind him, but when I rounded the bend, he was gone.
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Earnestville, August 1923

“But what about my toys? And Mama’s music boxes? Her quilts?” Tears pour down my cheeks as Daddy rapidly stuffs clothes into a satchel.

“We’ll have to leave them behind.” He doesn’t stop what he’s doing to comfort me. He’s tense as a board, forehead all scrunched up the way it gets when he’s really upset. His shotgun hasn’t left his side for weeks. It sits there on the bed, next to the pile of folded shirts from his dresser.

“Well, will we be coming back? Can Miss Ella pack them up and send them to us?”

“Miss Ella’s leaving too. Everyone is. Jane, stop pestering me with questions and do what I say.” My normally even-tempered father is nowhere to be found. He glances out the window, and his already scrunched forehead bunches up even more. “Now.”

I go out of his room and back to mine, passing by things I’m afraid I’ll never see again. Mama’s powders and perfumes. Her books stacked neatly on the shelf. Daddy said only pack the essentials, clothes and shoes mostly, and just what I can carry. I fall on my bed and turn to my doll collection lying against my pillows, the water in my eyes blurring their tiny forms. Half a dozen porcelain faces stare at me accusingly. I’m going to have to abandon them.

I pick up the rag doll I named Peaches, the one my grandma made me when I was little. “A little chocolate gal, just like you,” she used to say. It had a dark fabric face with a white dress and mob cap, gone dingy with age. I used to play with it all the time when I was younger.

Grace bustles in, carrying her bag. “Janie-girl, hurry up. Daddy wasn’t playing, we need to go.” Her voice is flat, her face is blank, same as it’s been for weeks. After she sobbed her heart out over Rob, she didn’t have no more left inside her. She doesn’t cry anymore, not like me. She barely even speaks. Just moves around like some dead thing brought back to life. I wonder if I’ll ever see her smile again.

She looks out the window, too, and while her face doesn’t change, her eyes widen. I go to stand next to her. In the distance, the night sky crackles with an orange glow.

“What’s that?” I whisper.

“They burned the Johnson house.”

I’m still swallowing those words and what they mean when Grace snatches Peaches from my grip and stuffs her into my bag. She’s placed in the dark with the dresses, underwear, nightgown, and spare pair of shoes I put in before. Then Grace grabs my wrist and tows me away, but I reach out and manage to grab the treasure box from off my dresser. The one Papa Maynard carved for me. I jam it in the bag as I’m practically dragged down the stairs.

Hanging on the wall is a photograph of Mommy and Daddy on their wedding day. I break free of my sister’s grasp to retrieve it.

“Jane,” she growls.

“It’s the only picture we have of Mommy.”

She plucks it out of my hand, then opens her own bag to stuff it in.

Daddy is outside now, talking to someone in a low voice. I slip over to the door, which is cracked open, to listen in.

“Zeke and Maisie are giving us a ride down to Bensonville,” Daddy says.

“Naw, they already done left,” a man’s voice responds. “Those riders came back and shot their dog, so they hied themselves on out of town without looking back.”

A shiver goes down my spine though the night is sticky hot. Earlier in the day, the white men had driven through Deepside, the Negro section of Earnestville, hooting and hollering and shooting their guns in the air.

“Earnestville is going to be an all-white town by morning! You won’t get another warning. We find any niggers in the city limits come dawn, and you’ll get the same as that murdering nigger got.” More shots into the air. Whoops and shouts. Then they raced off.

Rob has been dead for two weeks. Daddy said things would calm down after that, after they got their vengeance, but it hasn’t. A gang of white folks had beaten Stymie Lee to within an inch of his life. Boris Merriweather, the only Negro with a car in town, had his tires slashed and his chickens killed. Fear was like smoke in the air.

Folks came by all day, seeking counsel with Daddy on what they should do. The same folks who came to hear him preach on Sundays had turned to him with hope in their eyes. I’ve never seen him look so worn down and tired. Leaving is the only option, he told person after person. We got to live, he said. We can rebuild what we done lost, if we live.

I heard him repeating it to himself all day too.

Soon enough it’s time to go. “How we gon’ get there?” Grace asks. Earlier in the week, Daddy’s wagon wheels were mysteriously smashed. All four of them.

“We gon’ have to walk.”

We hitch our satchels on our backs and start down the road as Daddy explains. “They’ve got men posted at the bridge, and I hear they’re shooting folks at random.”

“But I thought they wanted us to leave?” I ask.

Daddy’s nostrils flare. “We’ll cross at River’s Bend, then walk the rest of the way to Bensonville. Should be able to stay with Reverend Crockett for a while.”

I don’t ask him how long a while is. I just keep thinking about Rob’s almost unrecognizable face the last time I saw him and Daddy’s words: We got to live.

“Y’all keep up, now. Don’t dawdle.” He wipes a hand down his face, and even though it’s dark and the moon isn’t that bright, it’s like I see him getting older before my eyes.

The walk to the river has never felt longer. When we get there, the water is churning and angry. Like it knows what’s happening in Earnestville and doesn’t like it. Geoffrey Chatman is there with his rowboat, waiting for us. A couple of other families are there too. We climb into the boat, which seats at least twelve, and Daddy and another man pick up the extra sets of oars.

“River’s wild tonight,” Mr. Geoffrey says, and he’s right. River’s Bend, where we’re crossing, is usually a calm stretch before the waters get choppier downstream. But tonight, the waves froth and churn, rocking the boat back and forth.

I peer out over the side into the waves and think I see something glittering down there at the bottom like gold. I lean over farther, staring in awe.

My satchel is on my shoulder, but not tied up tight enough, because Peaches slips out and falls right into the river. The splash is so soft, I don’t even hear it over the motion of the oars and the frothing of the surface.

I reach a hand out to get her back and then the boat rocks hard, jarring everyone. My teeth clamp down, hurting my jaw. I grip the side of the boat with one hand as the fingers of the other brush the water, searching for my doll. Another strong wave beats against the wooden side, pushing into it violently, angrily, and I tumble out of the rowboat and into the water.

The shocking cold sizzles through me. I scream and flail and take a mouthful of water. I’ve been swimming in this river my whole life, so I try to calm down and kick my way free of its grasp, but something catches hold of my foot. I think I hear a voice calling my name, not from above but from down below, within the water—but that’s impossible.

Fear clouds my senses. I try to shake my foot free so I can swim to the surface, but whatever’s got it—a root? a rope?—pulls harder, yanking me down. My chest burns with a fiery pain. Though my eyes are shut tight, I see that sparkling thing again behind my eyelids.

I’m going to die. The river that had always been my friend is taking me away from my family, pulling me down, down, down. Daddy always said that sinners will be punished. This must be what I get for not telling the truth to the judge and the man in the white suit.

Something solid and warm is pressed into my hand. My fingers curl around it, and I stop struggling immediately. If it’s my fate to die here, then so be it. I don’t want the hellfire I know waits for sinners, but I deserve it. I only wish I could see Mommy again.

Then something grabs me around the waist, something even tighter and stronger than the thing around my ankle. It wrenches me free and I’m moving up and up. My head breaks over the surface, and the fire in my chest goes out. I suck in a breath; it saws its way through me, feeling like it’s going to cut me open. Then I’m coughing up all the water I breathed in. The hold on my waist hasn’t loosened. I relax as I’m dragged across the water and back to the boat.

More hands pull me up, and I blink my eyes open to see Grace, wet and bedraggled above me. For the first time in weeks, she doesn’t look like a ghost in her own skin. Her eyes blaze with anger and fear.

“Don’t you ever scare me like that again, Jane,” she demands, seething.

I’m still trying to get used to the feeling of air in my lungs. They had somehow been getting used to the water stuck in them and don’t want to breathe normally anymore.

Daddy comes into my field of vision, soaking wet as well. He must have jumped in to save me, but Grace got to me first. He grips me in his arms almost tight enough to hurt, pressing me against his chest. Over his shoulder, the water continues to churn. It laps at the sides of the boat with a constant rhythm.

Pressed against my father’s broad chest, I open my fist. The little disc trapped in my palm looks like a coin. I hold it tight, never wanting to let it go.

It’s only after we make it to the other side and eventually to Reverend Crockett’s house that it leaves my grip. There, a fever hits me. I’m bedridden for weeks, in and out of consciousness. At some point, Grace or Daddy or Mrs. Crockett finds the little token in my fist and places it in my treasure box with my other things.

When the illness finally releases me, it’s taken a souvenir—my voice. I can no longer speak above a rasping whisper. The memory of the water’s cold embrace, and everything else that happened, becomes salt in an open wound. I lock it up tight, knowing the only way to heal, the only way to do what Daddy said and survive, is to forget.







[image: image]

Daughters of Shuna


Long and long ago, I decided I would not use my ché to create children as Mama Yoja or Papa Tala did. What need had I for little reflections of myself to offer me food or drink I had no wish to consume, or to wail my name or pound their feet on the ground in my honor? I held no longing to raise storms like Mama Anza, or manipulate destinies as Papa Runmi does, or care for the dead like Papa Loku.

If I must have a domain—and we all must, for ché will produce what you do not intend if you do not focus it—then I vowed my innovation would be unique. However, I could find nothing to inspire me. I wanted beauty—like the curling eddies of wind that skim the surfaces of lakes and cause ripples. I wanted growth and change—like the pregnant clouds that burst, pouring their offspring forth onto the parched soil of the dry earth. I envisioned my ché multiplying itself into dazzling displays of fractal evolution to become something never before seen.

Yet I found little to stimulate me in the places where I always traveled. I yearned for what the One Who Came Before did at the beginning of all that is—something new.

So I took to the waters of my rivers, where I could flow, gliding from bank to shore, from the surface to the murky depths. It was along one lazy river, drifting thoughtlessly wherever the current took me, that I felt the pull of ché so surprisingly strong, it caught my interest, dragging me out of the grip of ennui.

Two of Yoja’s children were there, holding each other in a tight embrace on a grassy riverbank. Without command of air pressure or water movements, their bodies created a storm of emotion and exertion. Whirlwinds of pleasure and tsunamis of joy and connection were released as they came together.

These two humans combined their ché to produce a squall that even Mama Anza could be proud of. And I, though yet far away, supported by the languorous waves, sensed the impact of the tempest.

This was inspiration. An element just as primal and fundamental as fire or water or air—love.

I may not have created love, but I could certainly cultivate and elevate it. It could be my particular specialty.

Purpose drove me deeper into the waters, to travel the world, seeking out the fodder for the masterpieces planned in my head. I made no new children, not the way others had, creating them from scratch and unleashing them upon the world. Instead, I would foster and adopt. I would seek out daughters and nurture their deeper potential, for women are the cradles of love. Women are like water, strong yet infinitely flexible, individual but carrying the whole of their species within them. They are factories of joy and intimacy, even when those products are fabricated with no patron in mind.

So I choose them. And from them I ask only for their hopes and their secrets, their generous spirits and their argumentative nature. Their sassiness and their grit. Solace and sorrow. On the banks of many rivers, I seek out daughters and draw them to me, even if they do not realize. For I have no need of their songs or their praise, their rhythmic steps stomping down the dirt. What I want, what I need, is to amplify the radiance of the inspiring substance their ché creates—their love. Such a treasure it is, and like a crop, it must be cultivated. Nurtured and protected. Just like my daughters.

From the clay of their inner lives, I fashion and craft love anew—not a single one identical to another. It is a work so masterful, it puts the creations of the elders to shame.

My magnum opus, each love containing its own complexities, its own patterns, its own paths into and away from it. Nothing in the history of existence has ever been as lovely as you are, if I do say so myself.
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Fish Are Jumping


He who is unable to dance says that the yard is stony.


I swatted away a pesky fly that had been persistently buzzing around my head for the past few minutes. Daniel tilted his head to the side, squinting.

“Sorry,” I signed, realizing my motion had drastically changed the meaning of what I was telling him. He just chuckled.

Beneath our feet, the old dock creaked and shifted slightly in the water. Though the sun was up, gloom still covered the world. It was early enough for most folks to still be in bed, but Abner Baldwin, who lounged beside us since this was, after all, his dock, was used to waking up in the “can’t see” hours. So why he was snoring away his prime fishing time was a mystery to me.

He had several lines in the water, next to Daniel’s. I was no good at fishing. I didn’t have the patience for it, but much as I never wanted to step foot in the river’s waters again, fear seizing me at the very thought, I couldn’t deny that I was still drawn to it, just as much as ever. The sound of the gentle waves lapping the shore soothed me. Watching the sunlight dapple its glassy surface like jewels sprinkled across still seemed miraculous.

After waking half a dozen times during the night, wrestling with what Moses had told me, I’d finally gotten up at dawn. With my mind as chaotic as it was, I figured I’d visit Abner early, knowing he’d be there the way he was every morning, and borrow some peace at the same time.

I hadn’t expected Daniel to show up. He’d brought his fishing gear and the latest copy of The Awenasa Tattler, fresh off the presses.

“Read it to me?” he’d asked while he baited his line.

I’d been thinking of leaving. It wasn’t that being around Daniel wasn’t peaceful, it just wasn’t what I’d had in mind that morning. I’d been trying to glue myself back together, not feel split in pieces again. But given that Abner was still dozing, and Daniel had outright asked me to read it, I didn’t have the heart to refuse. He didn’t like to call attention to the fact that words on a page got mixed up in his brain, swimming and dipping and taking him forever to get them back in their proper place. He wouldn’t have asked most people, but I was one of the few who didn’t judge him or think him stupid because of his difficulties, so I’d placed the newssheet on my lap and started signing.

“Sheriff Denham was called out to Toby Hamill’s place over the weekend on account of a fire set on his property. Says here that three acres of corn was burned. They found a gas canister and some torches.” I looked up; his dismay matched my own.

“But what’s truly odd is the way it didn’t spread any further. The fire kept itself in a neat little box. One row of corn torched, the row right next to it was untouched.

“How do you figure that happened?” he asked, brow crinkled.

I was about to say that I had no idea, but the memory of that smoky, earthy scent that sometimes came around when Moses was near hit me and got me to wondering about impossible things.

“You know, I saw that man again, the one I told you about. His name is Moses.”

Daniel’s brows rose, concerned. I told him everything that had happened—seeing Moses hit by the car and instantly recovered, meeting Grace, the vision, the ommo power. Daniel whistled low and ran his fingers through his short hair back and forth like he did when he was plumb flummoxed by something. Fortunately, his hair was short enough not to get mussed. “You think he might could have something to do with the fire?”

Daniel looked appalled at the thought. It was disturbing. The act was malicious in a way Moses hadn’t seemed to be. I believed a bit of mischief was right up his alley, but threatening a man’s livelihood… As far as I knew, Toby Hamill hadn’t done anything to anyone. But I really had no idea what Moses was capable of.

“Maybe not setting the fire… I hope. Maybe keeping it contained. But who knows.”

“I was thinking could have been Carlton Jr.”

“You think he’d stoop to arson?”

Daniel lifted a shoulder. “His daddy went to his grave believing that land shoulda been his. Came at Pop not a week ago, dredging it up again.”

My lips twisted, thinking about that old dispute. “They’re still talking about Old Man Braithwaite supposedly promising the land to them?”

“They’ll be talking about that until every acre is underwater.”

The 2 percent Denhams have had beef with Old George for decades, claiming that a parcel of his land had been earmarked for them. See, Ezekiel Denham, father of Carlton Sr., had worked as an overseer on the Braithwaite plantation. While Old George was laboring and scraping and saving, Zeke… was not. Yet he still thought it was a high crime the land was sold, at a higher price than Zeke had offered, to George, who bought it outright without even needing a mortgage.

“But what would make them set fire to the land now?” I wondered.

We pondered for a while but came up with nothing. “So what did the sheriff do?” Daniel prodded.

I scanned the rest of the article. “Doesn’t say. Took a report, I guess. He wouldn’t question his own kinfolk about setting fires, would he?”

Daniel narrowed his eyes. “You sure you’re not holding back something you didn’t want to include in there? Go on, you can tell me.” He grinned and the sight hurt my chest a little.

“Told you before, I don’t write this thing.”

Sitting along the Noxahatchie, nothing but birdsong and the languid water interrupting the quiet—it was achingly familiar. I stared at him and Daniel’s smile grew strained, like he was thinking the same thing I was. The last time we were here together by the river.

A particularly loud snore from Abner rent the air, breaking the spell. I leaned back in the battered old wooden chair and took a breath. Daniel focused on the water once again and the very still line. Abner had snored so loud, he woke his own self up. He yawned and scratched at the tufts of gray-white hair over his ears, then immediately looked to his line. Daniel waved a hand to get his attention.

“Nothing,” he signed. “I would have woken you up if it had bit.”

“Dammit,” Abner signed back. “These motherfuckers better start biting soon, or I’m gonna throw a firecracker in that damn river.”

I bit back a laugh. Though he was deaf, Abner always seemed to know when someone was laughing at him, and didn’t particularly appreciate it. For many years, he’d been a near hermit. He and his wife, Sarah, had met at the Negro School for the Deaf and Dumb down in the state’s capital. She’d passed away long before I ever moved to Awenasa, and his children, both hearing, had left for greener pastures. He could read and write but wasn’t much interested in the folks in town; that had been Sarah’s department.

Shortly after we first met, Daniel dragged me down to Abner’s cabin and insisted the man teach both of us sign language. The deaf man was irascible, foulmouthed, and ill-tempered, but once Daniel put his mind to something, he was hard to say no to. Abner was also too proud to ever thank either of us for the fact that so many in town now knew at least a few basic signs.

His reaction to the lack of fish seemed outsized. “Fishing’s been lean recently?” I asked.

“Yeah, and taxes came due,” Daniel responded.

Abner’s sliver of land had about twenty feet of riverfront property, and the county had decided that anything touching the river was subject to the highest tax rate. Every year he struggled with the bill. He made his living as a fisherman and doing odd jobs—so no fish meant hard times. That explained Daniel’s presence. Adding his two lines to Abner’s three could nearly double the yield. I wondered how often he came down here in the mornings to help.

The nakara around my neck warmed all of a sudden, like it had just come awake. I pulled it out from under my blouse, rolling it around on the chain.

“That’s it?” Daniel asked. “The na-kay-ruh?”

“Na-cah-ruh,” I whispered, saying it how Moses had.

“Doesn’t look magical.”

I shrugged. “Maybe that’s the point.”

“So, are you going to try it again? See if you can prove what he told you?”

I shuddered at the thought of getting another precious memory, then losing it. I hadn’t wanted any memories of my mother at all, had shied away from so much as thinking of her on a regular basis, but once I’d actually glimpsed her…

Abner stood, revealing a threadbare spot on the seat of his trousers. He barely eked out a living at the best of times, and these were certainly not those. Awenasa didn’t have it as bad as many other places, at least not yet. But that didn’t mean that folks were all as rich as Daniel’s daddy. For a man who had given me so much—the ability to communicate when my voice left me—was it possible to make the fish just a little hungrier?

I gazed down at the bronze disc, still warm in my fingers. When I looked up at Daniel, his eyes were bright. “Might as well try,” he murmured.

Might as well.

I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and made a wish.
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I blinked, and my vision spun until it found its focus on Daniel’s big brown eyes. He leaned over toward me, worried, like whatever had happened while I was in the kyé had put him on edge.

I swallowed my apprehension and went to speak the words I’d received. Then an inspired thought came to me. I whipped out my notebook and scribbled down the contents of my kyé hurriedly. Before I had the chance to rethink it, I whispered the anoru. “A web protects the spider but traps its prey.” I sat there breathing hard as if I’d just run across town.

“Do you think it worked?” My whisper was barely audible over the sound of the water.

“What did you see?” he asked.

I looked down at the pad where I’d written it down and… there was nothing. Just a blank page. I held it up to him and tried to recall the vision. There had been… something. Someone and… I had a feeling of hope and joy along with frustration, but… I shook my head. “It’s gone. Moses was right. I can’t remember any of it. The words won’t even stick to paper.”

And even though I shouldn’t regret something I couldn’t remember, I did have a keen sense of loss.

The fishing pole held between Daniel’s knees began to twitch. Abner jerked as one of his lines started jiggling as well. Both men strained to reel in their catches.

When it breached the surface, the bass on Daniel’s hook was enormous. It must have been nearly half as long as he was. Abner had probably the biggest crappie I’ve ever seen at the end of his line. He gently unhooked the lure and tossed the fish in the waiting bucket, chuckling with huffing snorts.

I started laughing too. “I guess it really works.”

“What works?” Abner asked.

A slap at my feet made me jump. Another bass lay on the boards of the deck. “Did that fish just jump on up out of the water?” Daniel’s voice was awed.

“I think so…”

“What in God’s name is happening here?” Abner’s jaw hung open as another fish flopped on up to land at his feet, wriggling on the sun-bleached wood. Alarmed, I moved back toward the shore, wondering if there was something Moses had left out of his explanation. My wish had been for a healthy yield of fish—this was a bit more than that.

Over the next few minutes, it was comical to watch Daniel and Abner race around the tiny deck as more fish offered themselves up for sacrifice. I had to run up to the cabin to retrieve another bucket before it was all said and done. Fortunately, the offerings stopped then. Daniel’s brows were at his hairline and poor Abner looked like he might be having a heart attack.

Then his lined face broke into a grin. He had more than a few teeth missing, but it was still a welcome sight. “This was you, Janie?”

I stilled. He hadn’t been awake when I told Daniel about the magic, had he?

“You been praying for me? Suppose I’ll need to visit your daddy’s church more on Sundays. All we need is some loaves to go with these here fishes.”

The trapped breath released itself from my lungs. I didn’t have the heart to tell him this wasn’t God’s doing… although it might well have been the doing of a god. However, given that I hadn’t known Abner to attend church more than twice a year, it seemed best not to mention it.

“Reckon I should get these down to the grocer’s. See what ol’ Rupert will give me for them. Folks is gonna eat good tonight!” He punctuated his statement with another wheezy laugh.

Daniel and I helped him pack up his bounty and then head down the path to the road, since Abner’s house was tucked into the woods without so much as a driveway. We emerged to find a black Model A Ford parked behind Daniel’s truck amidst the kudzu. A nondescript brown-haired man in a flaccid brown suit stood beside it, consulting the contents of a brown folder.

“You need help, sir?” Daniel asked.

“Are you Abner Baldwin?”

“No, this is him.” He pointed, but the man in question shook his head.

“Don’t want to talk to no government man.”

The Authority man stared at Abner’s fingers, gnarled with arthritis and calloused from years of labor, though still able to make the signs effortlessly. Then, like a fool, he started speaking loud and slow. “Mr. Baldwin, my name is Barton Lummus. I’m from the State Authority. I have some questions to ask you.”

Abner stared at the man blankly.

“Mr. Lummus, Abner here is deaf. Meningitis took his hearing at age three,” Daniel offered helpfully, but I could tell he was holding back a laugh.

Frankly, I was surprised that information wasn’t already typed up in the little folder. Lummus looked back and forth between Abner and Daniel, not knowing how to proceed. They probably didn’t teach him how to deal with this situation in Authority training.

“Tell this man to get the hell off my property,” Abner signed.

“And tell him that his suit is too big,” I added. “He looks like he’s borrowing his daddy’s clothes.” Abner huffed a laugh.

“She deaf too?” Lummus asked.

Daniel’s amiable expression chilled. “I don’t see how that’s any of your concern, sir.”

The Authority man straightened, notching up his chin in affront. “Well, would you be able to translate for me?”

“Do you want me to interpret?” Daniel asked Abner, who waved him off.

“Won’t answer none of his fool questions. Go on and tell him to get off my property.”

Daniel relayed the message. Lummus spent a good ten minutes trying to convince first Abner and then Daniel to change the man’s mind, but it was like talking to a brick wall. Daniel interpreted dutifully, a barely there smile on his lips, like he was enjoying this back-and-forth. I just watched the show.

Finally, Lummus stormed back to his car and drove away.

“Won’t be the last of him, I reckon,” Abner signed, shaking his head.

“No, I don’t think it will be,” I replied.
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Fireworks


Crooked wood shows the best sculptor.


Every pew in First Pilgrim Baptist Church was filled when the clock bell on top of the library rang for seven o’clock that night. The fact that so many folks had come on time was a shock to us all, especially those still trickling in over the next half hour, who probably expected everybody to be on Colored People’s Time. Then again, Old George couldn’t stand tardiness, which likely accounted for so many hustling to get here.

I couldn’t tell if Daddy was pleased as punch to see so many bodies in the seats or annoyed these folks didn’t drag their behinds to services on the Lord’s day—maybe both. But the thought of losing their homes and businesses would probably make some of these people more devout.

I’d left the house with Daddy, who had come early to open the church, even though him doing things like that made the deacons upset. Grace had been nowhere to be found when we left, so I was surprised when she sat next to me in the front row just as the building started filling up. She waved a cardboard fan in front of her face so fast, you’d have thought she was sitting inside a blazing furnace alongside Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego. The building was hot, but I thought she was taking it too far.

“What you think’s gonna happen, Janie?” she asked, looking around. “What do these folks think they’re gonna do about the Authority?”

She didn’t seem to be looking for an answer, so I didn’t try to reply. Fortunately, Rosie Brockett sat down on her other side. The woman never met an ear she couldn’t bend with an endless stream of chatter. I was grateful it wasn’t me—Miss Rosie couldn’t read, so my notes were useless, and more than once I’d been stuck listening and nodding my head as she went on and on, until I could find a polite way to extract myself.

I’d tuned her out until my ears pricked at a change in topic. “That Daniel Braithwaite sure is a tall drink of water,” the older woman was saying. I spun around to find Daniel talking with a group of young men in the aisle. “You know I’d had my sights set on him for my Delphina, but he is a tough nut to crack. Sweet boy, though, not like his brothers. Hopefully not too sweet, if you know what I mean.” She snickered. “Though if there was some sugar in his water, that would explain him not wanting anything to do with my Delphina, pretty as she is.”

I snorted. Delphina Brockett might be pretty as a picture on the outside, but underneath that paint hid a downright nasty attitude. And not that far underneath either. Grace cut her eyes at me, then turned back to Miss Rosie. A figure smelling strongly of fish slumped into the seat next to me.

“How are you doing this evening?” I signed to Abner.

“Fair to middling,” he responded with a side-to-side tilt of his open hand. He settled back on the bench, then glanced over at Grace. “Your sister?”

“Yes.”

“That baby didn’t come with a daddy, did it?”

I narrowed my eyes. Abner was cantankerous on a good day and had no filter between his thoughts and his words.

“Why? You want the job? Don’t see enough of your own children, so you trying to raise someone else’s?” I signed. He pursed his lips and at least had the sense to look chagrined.

The chatter of the crowd began to lower as Old George stepped to the podium. I moved to sit on the edge of the pulpit stage so I could face Abner and interpret.

Daddy was up there next to a slim light-skinned man whose hair was slicked back ruthlessly with pomade—New George. His round spectacles gave him a professorial quality, and he took in the gathered crowd, expression pinched like the room smelled bad or something. His father raised his hands, and the congregation quieted.

“Good evening, everyone. Thank you for coming out. Glad to have such a turnout; I know we’re all concerned about what’s going on.”

As he spoke, I relayed the words to Abner so he could follow.

“I see Linus Cotter, good to see you. Justus and Sophia Baynes, glad you all could make it out.” Old George’s hellos and welcomes to various individuals continued for some time.

Finally, he clapped his hands. Any lingering noise died instantly as attention shot to him. “All right, let’s get down to business. We all know why we’re here. The State Authority is building a dam on the Noxahatchie. Their surveyors and engineers have calculated that after the gates open, Awenasa will be flooded under their new lake, or what’s that they call it now… reservoir.” He paused, wiping sweat from his brow with a handkerchief. The only sound in the absence of his voice was the fwack, fwack of all the handheld fans, trying to make a dent in the mugginess clinging in the air.

“Those who own their land have gotten the letters with the ‘fair market price’ the Authority is willing to pay you. They want this to go nice and smooth. They’re busy building dams across three states and have lots of land to buy. I’ve heard tell that these so-called nonnegotiable prices are up for some negotiation, and those of you who own your land have the right to do with it as you please.”

Low mumbles rose throughout the audience.

“We also know that the state is not above condemning the land and taking it from you by force if you don’t go quietly.” Old George took a step back and looked over at his eldest son. When he turned to face the front again, my breath caught. His expression, placid so far, had turned fierce.

“Now, I don’t know about you, but I’m not the quiet sort.”

The murmurs grew louder, with sounds of approval and building excitement.

“I been bought and sold and then sold back to my original master. A man who was also my daddy.” Old George’s voice swelled with his visible emotion. “I been told I couldn’t succeed, been given no prospects, beat down, whipped, dragged, and branded. One thing I’ve never been is quiet.”

I craned my neck, fascinated as the light brown complexion of his face grew redder as he continued. New George looked up at his father with surprise and confusion. I don’t think this was what he expected, I certainly hadn’t. Everyone leaned forward in unison with expectation.

At that moment, a new figure pushed through the small crowd gathered in the open door of the church. One in an impeccable gray summer suit, carrying a briefcase, his hat tilted at a jaunty angle. I’d wondered when he was going to show up.

Old George’s voice continued behind me. “When freedom came, I grabbed on with both hands, determined never to let another man control my actions. My only sovereign is the Lord.”

Raucous cheers rang out at his words. Folks clapped and raised their hands, praising God.

“So that’s why I’m not selling!”

My eyes widened. The crowd erupted, folks standing and cheering as Old George’s shouts grew louder to be heard over the din. “They won’t get an inch of my land, much less an acre! They can pry my deed from my cold, dead fingers!”

I spotted Daniel standing in the back near Moses. I don’t think he’d noticed the other man, his attention was on his father, a big smile gracing his face. He applauded with everybody else, and it took a long time for the cheering to die down and for Old George to become audible again.

“Now, my son here tells me this isn’t wise. That the Authority has the law on their side. Eminent domain.” He spat out the last words. “But we just might have a few surprises for them.”

“That’s right!” someone shouted from the back. “We gon’ surprise them!”

Old George chuckled. “I met a young man today, a visitor to our town who has something to share with all of us. I’d like to invite him up here to tell you what he told me.” He pointed to Moses, who was heading down the aisle, swinging his briefcase.

My muscles tensed, tracking his progress. Wariness filled me as he approached the pulpit. From the corner of my eye, I saw Daniel making his way down the side of the church. His gaze was on me and he looked concerned.

In the front row, Grace’s lips parted. She stopped her aggressive fanning, drawn in by Moses’s movements. He climbed up onto the stage and stood next to Old George at the podium, then removed his hat and set down his briefcase. The expression on New George’s face could have cut glass.

“Thank you, Mr. Braithwaite, for inviting me to speak.” He bowed slightly at the older man. “I’ve only been in your town for a short while, but it’s obvious that something special has been built here. Something that deserves to continue. Now, it might not persist exactly in the way that you’ve always known it, but believe me, there is a way for Awenasa to survive.”

Murmurs and chattering spread over the crowd.

“How?” someone yelled. Others echoed the question.

Moses held up his hands. He had everyone’s attention. Instead of the scampish energy I associated with him, now he was staid and earnest. “I could show you the same thing I showed Mr. Braithwaite here that made him believe my words, but I know there will be objections. I’m an outsider. What do I know about Awenasa and its people? You-all could find any number of reasons not to believe me. But if one of your own were to show you something amazing… something like a miracle… well, I suspect you’d have an easier time trusting it.”

I felt Moses’s gaze on the back of my neck and turned.

“Jane Edwards. Will you come up here?”

I shook my head wildly. “Absolutely not,” I signed to him.

“Awenasa?” His voice rose. “Wouldn’t you like to hear from Jane? She will be able to convince you in a way that I can’t.” That twinkle was back in his eye and it made me want to punch him.

People started clapping. In the front row, Miss Rosie smiled encouragingly. Grace looked perplexed. “What’s he want you to do?” she mouthed to me.

I shrugged. Daniel had reached my side. “He wants you to show them the magic?” he whispered, incredulous. I suspected he was right but couldn’t bring myself to answer.

“If he convinced my father, he must have shown him something big. Pop doesn’t suffer fools, and he’s never been taken in by a swindler.” He held out his hand. “Come on, I’ll go up with you.”

I shook my head again, but he grabbed my hand anyway. “You trusted him before. After what we saw this morning, don’t you think there’s a chance this magic can save Awenasa?”

I tugged my hand back. “I don’t know. Maybe. But why does it have to be me?”

“You’re the only one with a nakara, right?”

The energy of the crowd had risen. It was obvious they weren’t going to let me get out of this one, but the thought of being in the spotlight made me cringe. And how would they even react to a display of ommo? What was I supposed to show them? What exactly did Moses expect me to do?

I rose on wobbly legs and walked around to the steps leading onto the stage with Daniel behind me. My palms were soaked with sweat and my chest had grown too tight.

Daddy looked perplexed. He leaned forward, but I gave him an encouraging smile that masked the turmoil within. I was either going to do this or I wasn’t. I stood next to Moses, glaring up at him as he beamed down at me. “What do you want me to do?” My hand motions were jerky with anger.

“Show them something wonderful.” He waggled his brows. “Once they see it, they’ll understand. They’ll remember. They just need help.”

“Remember what?”

But he just shooed me forward. I turned slowly to find everyone focused on me. If it was going to be up to me to be responsible for showing them something, displaying ommo to them… I just couldn’t do it. My limbs froze under the scrutiny. The attention felt like a magnifying glass and me the bug. All those eyes turned my way started to make my skin singe. I could barely even breathe.

“It’s okay,” Daniel said in my ear. “You can do this.”

With shaking hands, I fished the nakara out from under my dress, hoping it would calm me enough to demonstrate its power. But it was no use.

“No, I can’t,” I whispered. I unclasped the chain and set the little pendant in his hand. “You do it.”

His brows climbed. “Me?”

“I just can’t.” Tears welled in my eyes. I blinked them back, furious at my emotions for betraying me.

“Janie,” my father was saying, but I couldn’t look at him.

“It’s okay, Daniel,” I whispered. “It will work if someone gives it to you. Just make a wish.”

He frowned and looked over to Moses. I didn’t want to see the man’s expression, the disappointment there. Not on that face. Rob’s face. I couldn’t bear it. So I just stared at Daniel until he finally relented.

He brought the token to his lips. The church was so quiet, but he must only have mouthed the words, because I didn’t hear him make a sound.

Then he closed his eyes and rocked back on his heels as the vision swamped over him. That scent I’d associated with Moses rose; it must be the smell of the magic. In mere seconds, Daniel was back, blinking rapidly and looking stunned.

“The young rooster does not crow until he hears his elders.”

He raised a hand in the air, and fireworks shot from his fingertips. Arcs of red and orange, blue and green, rocketed above our heads in swirls and bursts of light and sparks. But there was no smell of smoke—a cool breeze blew through the church, whisking away the August heat.

The noiseless light show bloomed and danced above our heads, captivating everyone. Then the lights slowly faded away. Daniel took a step back, waiting for the fuse he’d just lit to ignite.







14

[image: image]

Miracles


Even the best cooking pot will not produce food.


The interior of the church vibrated from so many voices rising at the same time. Some folks shouted, pointing their fingers in amazement; some prayed, actually got down on their knees at the pews and bowed their heads. Others spoke with their neighbors in hushed tones, looking back and forth between the now empty ceiling and those of us gathered around the podium.

When even Old George wasn’t able to get their attention again, my father stood. In his thundering preacher’s voice, he firmly but gently asked everyone to be still and listen again. And just like when Christ rebuked the winds and the sea, there was a great calm as folks quieted and retook their seats. I was honestly surprised that no one had left.

Daddy focused on Daniel. “Are you all right, son?”

“Yes, sir. I’m fine.” Daniel still seemed a bit shell-shocked, his eyes hollow.

Then Daddy rounded on Moses. I searched for recognition from either of them, but there was none. Disappointment and relief warred within me. “Young man, is this devilment or is this from God? Because we need to know right now.” His eyes were hard, expression fierce.

Moses raised his hands slowly. “Nothing you’ve seen is from the devil. You believe in miracles: the wonders of Jesus walking on the waves; that Lazarus was raised from the dead? I wanted to show you all that there is more in this world than you know. Other kinds of miracles are possible.”

“No offense to you or Daniel, but neither of you are Christ.”

Every soul in the sanctuary was captivated by their words.

“What about the Apostle Paul?” Moses countered. “Elijah and Elisha raising the dead? Peter too. Jonah in the belly of the whale, and Daniel in the lion’s den? Miracles were not only limited to Christ. And they didn’t stop occurring after the Bible was written down and bound up. They still happen every day.”

Daddy was silent for a beat, then turned to Daniel. “I do believe that God works in mysterious ways. But how did you do that, son?” He waved his hand in the air to where the fireworks display was just moments ago. The cool air had remained.

Daniel rubbed his hand across his head, flustered. “I can’t say exactly. I just… used this pendant that Jane was given—” Daddy’s eyes cut to me. “And then I made my wish and saw…” Daniel’s face scrunched in thought. “Well, part of it is that you don’t remember what you saw. But you see something, and you get words to say—those words unlock the… the miracle. They make the wish come true.”

My father still looked suspicious. It would take a lot to convince a man of God that this type of power wasn’t actually from the devil. That it didn’t conflict with what he’d spent his entire life studying and preaching.

“Pastor Edwards,” Moses said solemnly, all traces of the smirking, eye-waggling rascal gone. “I know this is difficult to believe. But the world is full of mysteries—that don’t mean they’re evil. It don’t mean that they will harm your soul. I believe in my heart, if you listen to your spirit, to that spark inside you that connects us all not only to divinity but to one another, there will be a voice deep within you that knows I speak the truth.”

Daddy took a step back and crossed his arms, listening.

“There is a power in the world,” Moses continued, speaking both to my father and the attentive crowd. “It has been called by many names throughout time and around the globe. Your ancestors in Africa understood this power and believed in it. And though we lost much of what we once held sacred, though it was ripped from us, the memories are imprinted into our souls. These memories let us recognize truth when we encounter it. And the truth is this—Awenasa can be transformed into something new. Into a place that can last forever.”

Holding the audience captive, his voice boomed louder. “The town would no longer be in Addison County. It would no longer even be in this country—or the version of the world that you understand. But Awenasa would live on just the way it is—it would thrive—as a place of salvation for those who hold its heart.”

Silence continued to reign as everyone took in his words. It was like he was using an anoru of his own. Like he’d wished for a quiet, receptive audience and brought it into existence. We all hung on every syllable.

“A community is made up of the hearts of its people. That’s where its power lies. For you-all to save your town, to transform it into a place no dam can ever destroy, you need to act as one, move and think as one. You must choose this of your own accord.”

“But what are we choosing?” Daddy asked. “What exactly are you asking us to do? And what is this place outside of the state and the country? Sounds like you’re asking us to go to glory.”

“It isn’t death. But it is a place the dead go. It isn’t heaven, but it’s a land touched by the hand of God. I cannot tell you what it is, your spirit must remember. I’m asking you for faith… faith in miracles.”

The two men stared at each other, Moses absolute in his confidence, and Daddy frustrated. As this little standoff continued, Old George stepped between them. “I’ve seen miracles before and I think this is the answer to my prayers. I built this place with my blood, and my sweat, and my tears. There was even some vomit, pee, and doo-doo thrown in there, if I’m honest.” Laughter cut the tension.

“I got my wife, Jennie, and my boys, but all of Awenasa is my family. And I don’t want none of y’all to miss out on this miracle. This is our home and it won’t be the same without all of y’all. I want everyone to stay—stay and fight. Everyone who has faith in something miraculous, that we can turn our home into something new. Preserve and protect it from destruction.”

“And if we don’t?” Daddy asked.

“Then we’ll be gone by October and underwater by spring.” A bleak hopelessness infused the old man’s words.

Daddy took another step back, wiping his face wearily. I couldn’t tell what was going on in his mind. Moses seemed to believe we could remember something, like we had some knowledge or understanding about the magic or the mystical place he spoke of stored in our bones.

Did I believe Moses? Could the magic that brought Abner the biggest haul of fish of his life and showed me a glimpse of my own mother’s childhood really save the town?

“Show of hands,” Old George announced, thumping his palms on the podium. “Everyone who wants to save Awenasa, raise your hand in the air.”

Slowly hands rose. Many people still looked confounded, but if the options were “save the town” versus not, then they were for it. After a few seconds, over half those present had their arms up. Old George smiled encouragingly. He was practically vibrating with energy now.

“I’ve never heard a bigger load of hogwash in my entire life.” Everyone turned to New George, who had stood, his buttercream complexion turning a mottled red. “Has everybody taken leave of their damned senses?” At my father’s glare, he gave an apologetic look.

“My baby brother shows you some dime-store carnival trick, and you all are ready to call this stranger the Second Coming?” Hands started to fall.

“I’m surprised he even managed to learn how to produce illusions considering he’s never finished anything in his entire life, including school.”

My fists clenched; I was moving—to do what, I had no idea—but Daniel grabbed my arm to stop my motion. New George’s clipped words, all traces of his accent buried under northern refinement, set my teeth on edge.

“And you.” He turned to his father. “You should know better than to believe a two-bit grifter who just blew into town. The Authority has made good, decent offers to the landowners of this community. That dam is almost finished. They were supposed to notify you all months ago and get the paperwork taken care of, but there was some kind of oversight, so you best believe they’re going to get this wrapped up and tied with a bow as quickly as possible. The deadline is real. Because with the next heavy rain, those gates are going to start opening. After that, it’s only a matter of time before most of the county is under a reservoir. No vote, no pretty lights, no wishing and hoping and praying is going to change that. It’s just a fact.”

The silence, which before had been comfortable, became taut. Not a single hand remained in the air. And whatever spell, if that’s even what it was, that Moses had cast making everyone listen wore off. Once again, everyone was talking at the same time.

“Decent offer, my ass. They trying to get my land for pennies.”

“What about those of us who don’t own our land? They not giving us nothing.”

“And where we supposed to go? Their so-called help finding another farm would put me clear across the state, on soil that’s mostly clay.”

The voices rose, tenants and landowners, old and young, all uncertain and afraid of what was to come. New George hadn’t inspired confidence—though he was from here, he’d abandoned the town long ago.

While Old George dragged his eldest son to the side and confronted him in an angry tone, I moved closer to Moses. “Have you done something like this before?” I asked.

“This will be my…” He squinted in thought, counting on his fingers. “… first time.”

I blinked. He grinned back at me.

“But something like this has been done?”

“Of course. Plenty of times.”

“And people just somehow believe that this is possible? With so few details?” I couldn’t wrap my mind around it.

“They would believe the details even less. People tend to see the light once it’s shining on them. The first step is to plant the seed. The roots take a bit of time.” He regarded the chaotic display of the town, eyes alight like this was exactly what he was hoping for. “They’ll come around.”

I wasn’t sure where this confidence was coming from or whether to trust it. “I don’t like being put on the spot,” I told him.

“People here know you, Jane. They believe in you. For this to work, you will have to help them remember.”

“Remember what?”

He leaned forward to whisper in my ear. “What their ancestors knew. That salvation is possible.”

I backed away, crossing my arms, feeling like I was talking to a brick wall.

“Every community has an energy that runs through it,” he continued, waving his hand around. “The energy of creation we call ché. That ché can create home, love, family out of those not related to one another. For a community to transform itself into something else, something other, it requires everyone who calls the place home in their heart to be of one accord. To unify and use the ché of the place they live, allow it to create something new.

“However, this is just one piece of the puzzle. There are a few other factors in play that I need to deal with back home. What you need to do is ensure every resident able to consent chooses to save this place. Help them remember what their spirits know.”

“Wait, where’s home? And what if they don’t remember? Or can’t?”

“You have to have faith, Jane.”

I was still peeved about the whole thing, and unsure why I had to be caught up in all this madness. I believed in ommo now, I’d have to be a fool not to, but I still didn’t see how it could save Awenasa from the dam.

Daniel stepped up to my side, scanning the agitated crowd. “Should we show them something else to convince them? Use ommo again?”

“Not tonight,” Moses replied. “No matter your brother’s doubts, the yeses are unlikely to change their minds. It’s those who were slow to raise their hands, those who don’t believe, who will need the most help. That’s what you need to do, Jane. Use your nakara.”

“Use it to do what? How can I make them remember something they never knew in the first place? How will magic help that?”

He clasped his hands together, looking professorial again. “Do you know what ommo means? In an ancient tongue spoken by few still alive, it’s the concept of a spirit that dwells within memories and is invoked by words. So ommo is exactly what is needed in this situation. You’ve felt its power. Now share it with others. Show them the truth.”

“Is there some kind of limit on how many times it can be used?”

“No. Just keep in mind what you ask for. The power wants to help us.”

I blinked, mentally shutting down from what he was saying. It was too much—the responsibility. The expectations. “Why do you care, anyway? This isn’t even your town.” At my mulish expression, his lips twisted in a wry smile.

“No, it’s not. But… I was sent here for a reason.” He looked out over the crowd. “The person I’m looking for… doesn’t want to be found.” His gaze rested on me once more, eyes alight. “But if I can save Awenasa…”

“Then what?” I asked.

“Then I just might find her as well.”

“You’re looking for a goddess here, is that right?”

He waggled his eyebrows and mimed zipping his lips shut. My jaw clenched. Turning to the congregation again, this time he got caught on Grace looking up at him in the front row, a question in her gaze. They locked eyes for a long time, making me uncomfortable. Then he blinked.

“I think my work here is done for the moment,” he said, gathering his briefcase. He’d done nothing but send the bulk of the town into turmoil. Folks were arguing in the pews and in the aisles. Old George and New George were still bickering, and I was feeling more out of sorts than ever.

Moses set his hat on his head, nodded once, and then had the nerve to leave. Didn’t say goodbye or anything, just walked down the steps and out the side door, leaving the tempest brewing in his wake, both in the church and inside me.

A tremulous feeling took over my gut. I couldn’t move my hands anymore. The fear churning within me was wide as a river, and it was yet another thing pulling me under, trying to drown me like the town would be drowned if I couldn’t somehow pull off a different kind of miracle.
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The Indigo Room


What you must know about the World Tree, child, is that its story is not one but many. It is the heart of New Ilé, standing right at its center, and has always been here, either since the moment of the island’s creation or since the very first wish of the One Who Came Before, depending on whom you ask. I sometimes imagine roots and trunk and branches existing in the vacuum before even air was made, in a place with no light and no sun, where there was nothing and then there was ché and then poof the Tree.

To sit under its branches is to take part in creation, for the World Tree is never silent, it is always singing the song of the universe. But most do not hear.

Mama Yoja and Papa Loku do not control it, and the Tree does not press its will upon them—it moves according to its own rules and whims. It gives and takes just as they do, but they know—and at times will even admit—that the World Tree has quite a lot to do with the transformation of New Ilé into what it became.

The city sprouts around it like buds from the seedlings that drop off its branches. Small huts at first, then as the world turns on and on, proper houses, paved streets, sewage lines, transports, mailing tubes. The roots dig deeper, the tree rises higher, and the population grows, fed by its own unique sort of immigration and also that unique kind of replication that humans are prone to engaging in. Everything on the island is created by the many wishes of many people longing for change, which allows them to innovate. All that energy is like a chorus of voices all singing different songs. It can be beautiful or it can be chaos, and often it is both.

And the Tree holds secrets. It is a fountain of ché; while its leaves don’t change colors or fall, its seeds are pregnant with the possibilities of everything that could ever be. It is a tree of change.

Its roots touch the stars, and its branches brush the waters in the sky. The Tree traverses worlds, connecting one place to another; its offshoots are cocoons providing shelter and refuge. It will share of its bounty with those it chooses, and for us, who live within view of its magnificence, it is a constant reminder of the gift we have been given.

Its song delights me with its ancientness and wisdom. I ask why the others do not listen, but they cannot hear it, my daughter. Not even Mama Yoja or Papa Loku can recognize the primeval harmony. I do not know why.

The chords and strains are full of the melodies of the trees of the world, their joys and pains and fears, their sorrow at the destruction of their brethren and their elation at the saplings, which promise the future. It sings the histories of the griot, preserved forever in its long memory.

One of its many stories might go something like this:

A pilgrim will go on sojourn and come across a hamlet, nothing more than a collection of shacks built in a dismal swamp. She will find a small group of fugitives, runaways, contraband, marooned of their own volition so they may greet each morning in whatever way they desire.

They build their lives only a few hours’ walk from the place they escaped, so they may return to visit family and procure pilfered supplies. They exist on the edges of things, between land and river, slavery and freedom.

Mama Anza’s tempers will flare as they tend to do, and her rains will fall. Her intentions are not to cause destruction, but that is often the result. But the pilgrim cannot bear to let these jewels she has found be washed away into the Ancestral Waters. For their ché, together and unified, is greater than that of many of the cities in this land.

The pilgrim will seek wisdom from the Tree, and for her humility and effort, a seed will drop down at her feet. Ommo will deliver the knowledge of what to do with the seed, how to grow it into a sapling to provide shade and refuge.

Papa Runmi will foresee greatness ahead for the people of this place. And Mama Yoja will be pleased. It will not be enough for her to deliver her children from the jaws of despair a handful at a time, liberating them from ocean waters and enlisting my aid to rescue them from rivers. She sees the truth: with a seed, whole communities will be redeemed.

When offered the choice by the pilgrim—a mysterious stranger with talents only barely remembered—the beleaguered souls will combine their ché once more in celebration of a wish that will transform what was into what will be. An ark, a vessel of safety, to carry them over the waves and protect them from the storms. And New Ilé will expand, the waters of this new stream of refugees flowing into its mighty sea.

But growth is not without pain, as we will all know before long.
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Something Pretty


Do a good deed and throw it into the sea.


Here you go,” Daniel said, offering the little necklace back to me. We stood at the edge of the gravel marking the parking lot. People had finally started to trickle out of the church and into the humid evening.

I hesitated at his outstretched hand. But everything within me wanted to take the nakara back, so I did.

Daniel stuffed his hands into his pockets. “How do you think we’re going to convince everyone to get on board?”

“We?” I asked after clasping the chain back around my neck.

“What, you going to do it alone?” He raised a brow.

“What makes you think I’m going to do it at all? And that anyone would even listen to me if I did?”

“It’s like he said, everyone knows you. What’s more, they respect you.”

I rolled my eyes, but he pressed on. “You left church early yesterday because those old biddies keep trying to get you to chair that committee, right? I saw you haring out like you’d been bitten by fire ants. The next youngest person on the Founding Day committee is at least ten years older than you. But they been trying to get you to lead that group for weeks.”

“Because I’m organized, and I have energy. And can’t none of them get along with each other for more than five minutes at a time.”

He spread his arms out. “And somehow somebody powerful gave you that talisman so you could make miracles happen.”

“This thing’s been sitting in my closet since I was a child. I didn’t even know I had it. Plus, it didn’t come with instructions or anything.”

“But you know how to use it now. You have everything it takes to make all the difference in the world here. Nobody thinks you’re flighty or irresponsible. They’ll listen.” His expression nearly broke my heart. It was self-deprecation and faith in me all wrapped up in one.

I turned away. Me getting the nakara must have been a mistake. That’s the only logical explanation. This little pendant was really made for someone else. Someone brave and good. Someone who was dependable and didn’t have… My brain shuddered at the thought, but I forced my mind to continue: Someone who didn’t have blood on her hands.

Moses’s face swam into my vision. Rob’s face. It didn’t matter that Daddy and Grace didn’t recognize him. I did, and the more I was around him, the more I couldn’t get away from the memories of Rob.

A man sharing Rob’s face wanted me to do something. What happened if Moses failed at his task? What would he lose out on? The guilt that I tried to push down every day of my life had crawled on out of the grave to haunt me. How could I say no to Moses given what I owed his doppelgänger?

“Why fireworks?” I asked, needing to escape that line of thinking. The muggy night clutched at my skin, and a lightning bug buzzed by my face. I dodged it, bumping into Daniel.

“Only person in the world afraid of fireflies,” he muttered, shaking his head. “And I chose fireworks since we didn’t get any for Fourth of July, seeing as Old Man Grainger decided he wasn’t selling to Negroes anymore. Thought the town could use something pretty. I guess I should have chosen something else, more convincing.”

I nudged him so he’d look over. “No, I think it was perfect. Something more flashy would have made them doubt more. You showed them just enough.”

The corners of his lips rose a fraction, allowing the shallow indents of his dimples to pop. A pit opened up inside my stomach, and I had to look away again.

“Should have written down who all didn’t raise their hands tonight,” I signed.

“I remember.” Daniel tapped his head and listed off a bunch of names. I recalled enough of them myself to be impressed.

“Wish I could do that.”

He lifted a shoulder. “You did good in school. I had to memorize everything other folks read since I couldn’t read it myself.” That heartbreaking look crossed his face again briefly. But Daniel had never spent much time feeling sorry for himself and the way his brain mixed up words. He spent his life proving he wasn’t stupid or lazy in other ways.

“So, are you on board?” he asked.

The question of the hour. I didn’t want to be. I wanted to crawl back into my safe cocoon, where I snooped when I wanted and avoided folks all the rest of the time. When silence, my constant companion, didn’t feel so much like a burden, because I kept to myself and liked it that way.

But the hope and expectation glimmering in Moses’s eyes called to me. I didn’t know who had sent him here and what the consequences of his failure were, but I owed Rob more than I could ever repay. And even if helping Moses couldn’t pay that debt, maybe it would make me feel better.

I rolled my neck, trying to release some tension. “All right, fine. We can start with the folks on your list. But we’ll also have to visit everybody who didn’t come to the meeting.”

Daniel grinned and slapped his thigh like he’d just won a bet.

“After work tomorrow?” I proposed. He nodded.

We reached my house, and I scuffed my shoe on the ground, awkwardness rising. Was it really such a good idea to commit myself to spending more time alone with him? But was I really going to do this all by myself? Practically speaking, I didn’t have a car, couldn’t even drive, so visiting half the folks in town would be heaps easier with him driving. Still, we’d been doing a careful dance the past couple of weeks of trying to make things like they had always been. Even though inside they felt so different.

But Daniel started backing away before I’d even opened the gate, whistling that same tune he always did. He didn’t seem bothered, so I shouldn’t either. We’d been friends half my life, and thanks to me, that’s all we’d ever be. He seemed fine with it, so maybe it was me who had the problem.

Since I was the first home, I fished out my key, knowing Grace had once again locked me out. Daniel didn’t turn the corner until I was fully inside and peeking out the window, watching him walk away.
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Something Helpful


Until the lion learns how to write, every story will glorify the hunter.


I raced out early the next day to avoid Daddy and Grace before heading for work. The uncomfortable questions would come, but I wanted to put them off for as long as possible. The day crawled by slow as molasses. Old George wouldn’t be asking me to be treasurer anymore if I couldn’t even keep up with my regular duties, and while maybe that was a good thing, I still needed to get my work done. But my mind wandered the entire time, replaying not just the meeting but the last few days as well.

It didn’t help that everyone in the office was chattering about what happened last night, whether what they saw was real or an illusion, and whether they could believe Moses. When I first got to my desk, I’d wondered if folks would barrage me with questions, but they didn’t. Of course not, I’d done nothing. Daniel was the one who’d created the miracle. As much as I was relieved, something about it still stung.

At the end of the day, his truck was parked in the circle outside the administration building, but it took me a few minutes to find him. A cluster of squealing children in the grass finally gave him away. The group was made up of some local kids using the school’s fields to run and play on. Their games had evidently been interrupted by a minor celebrity. Most of them were talking at the same time, but I made out some high-pitched requests.

“Can you turn me into a fairy?”

“I want to see the fireworks, Mr. Daniel!”

“Can you make it snow right now? I ain’t never seen snow.”

Apparently, they’d all heard about the spectacle last night. Daniel just laughed at them, dimples popping almost obscenely. “I can’t do no more magic right now,” he said to all the small faces.

I marched through the gaggle of children, nudging them out of the way, and caught him by the arm. “Got places to be, but y’all be good and don’t get into any trouble!” he yelled over his shoulder as I dragged him away.

Once we were in the truck with the engine running, he turned to me. “I was thinking we could start down at the Rhodes place, since it’s furthest out. Then work our way back in.”

That made sense, so I agreed. Marvella Rhodes worked a few dozen acres at the edge of town. Since the passing of her husband, everything had fallen to her shoulders. They’d never had any children, and I was amazed at her ability to keep things going on her own with the addition of a few hired hands.

I didn’t want to distract Daniel while he was driving, so we spent the ride in a silence that wasn’t at all uncomfortable. When we pulled up, Mrs. Rhodes was in the front field, clad in a pair of men’s overalls, taking a wrench to a tractor that looked almost as old as I was.

“Daniel, Jane. To what do I owe the pleasure?” she said, straightening as we approached.

“Afternoon Miz Rhodes, we wanted to talk to you about last night,” Daniel said.

Her brows rose, and she set her wrench down. “That trick you did, you got that outta some Houdini catalog or something?”

“No, ma’am. What you saw was a real live miracle.”

“Hmm,” was her response.

“The way I see it,” Daniel continued, “we got two choices. Find someplace else to live, some town that probably don’t want Negroes, or maybe a city somewhere, and lose our way of life. Or we do what this Moses fella says and give something wondrous a shot. Worst case, we go back to option one. But we all know staying here ain’t going to be possible.”

The woman crossed her arms over her ample chest. “Your brother seems to think that if we sell, we can get more money out of the Authority.”

“That’s what you’re after, Miz Rhodes? Money? I know you and Mr. Ronald, Lord bless him, put a lot of blood, sweat, and tears into this land.” He glanced over to the magnolia tree in front of the house, where the man had been buried.

Mrs. Rhodes followed his gaze, her lips turned down. “Authority man said they’d move the grave, if I wanted. But folks around here is starting to get worried about more than just that dam. You heard about the fire over at Johnnie Bayliss’s place?”

Daniel and I shared a look. “No.”

“Just last night. Got that orchard he planted this spring. Half the pecan trees. Didn’t touch the peaches, though… strangest thing.”

The Bayliss place wasn’t anywhere near the Denham land, or what they thought should be their land. But it sounded like the fire had followed a similar track. I’d forgotten to ask Moses about it last night.

The woman wiped the sweat from her brow. “My Ronald loved this farm. Said it was the onliest place he wanted his bones to be laid. But I just don’t know… Saving Awenasa sounds too good to be true. Between the fires being started and the waters rising, it might be time to go.” She sounded so defeated, it just about broke my heart.

I tapped Daniel to get his attention. “It’s hope,” I signed, and he interpreted. “Same as what Old George used to build this place. I don’t know if Moses can do what he says he can either, but Daniel is right, we don’t have anything to lose by trusting him. Not more than we’re already going to lose.”

Mrs. Rhodes sniffed. “Authority offer expires. We don’t sell at their price now, they’re threatening to lower it. New George says that selling is the best option.”

Daniel’s jaw clenched at the mention of his brother. I stepped closer to the taller woman, muscled from years of labor. She was a vital part of the fabric of Awenasa, just like all its residents. Something about what Moses had said about us needing to be unified struck a chord within me. This place was special because each and every person who lived here was special. And if it was possible to save the town, I wanted everyone on board.

“What will it take to change your mind?” I whispered, not wanting an interpreter, wanting her to hear me.

Dark world-weary eyes regarded me for a long moment. Finally, she motioned to the John Deere. “Tractor here’s gonna be the death of me. It don’t work for more than a week at a time, and I can’t afford a new one. Fireworks are nice and all, but can these miracles of yours do something helpful?”

My eyes narrowed, but Daniel’s expression brightened. “We get this thing working, you’ll agree to stay and fight?” he asked. She crossed her arms and nodded.

Daniel looked to me, hope in his gaze. It felt like buying her compliance to me, but I could understand a certain level of skepticism on her part. I fished the nakara out from under my dress and held it. Even though only two pairs of eyes were focused on me, my nerves were jittering.

I closed my eyes and brought the pendant to my lips, whispering a silent wish, ready as I could be for the wave of dizziness and the woodsy scent that invaded my nose.

The feel of the air around me changed. The sun-drenched afternoon became clogged with moisture. Rain pounded against a tin roof. When I opened my eyes, I was in the corner of a tiny wooden shack, walls papered with newsprint. A brass bed in the corner held a woman in the midst of her labor.

A sheet had been hung to divide the single room; on the other side, curled onto a pallet on the ground, were three little boys clinging to a middle-aged woman. My jaw dropped to discover she was an even younger Mama Sonia. She was hushing them as they cried. But their distress was overshadowed by the screams of the woman who I assumed was their mama.

A balding white-haired woman—the midwife, I guessed—sat on the bed between the laboring mother’s open knees. The birthing process was well underway and it took only another few moments for the wailing of a newborn to sound.

“It’s a girl,” the midwife announced.

The mother sobbed. “Praise the Lord, a girl.”

“This one is strong. Healthy lungs, not like the last girl, God rest her soul.”

As if seeking to prove the point, the baby took a breath and squalled even louder. Out the window, lightning struck, flashing through the single room, with the peal of thunder fast on its heels. The cabin door opened and a man rushed in, soaked to the skin.

“Came as soon as I heard,” he said, breathless.

“Everybody’s all right,” the midwife announced as she finished dealing with the cord. “Everett, you and Mary Ann have a healthy little girl.”

I tensed at their names, recognition setting in. Tears formed in the man’s eyes as he raced to his wife to hold her hand.

“We got a sister?” the oldest boy in the corner spoke up. “Can we meet her?”

“Give your mama time to rest, child,” the young Mama Sonia said. “You’ll meet her soon enough.”

The rain pounded even harder, and I noticed a pot in the corner catching a leak.

“What we gon’ call her, Mary Ann?” Everett asked his wife as he wiped her soaked brow with a cloth.

“Damaris. Damaris Elizabeth.”

My heart stopped beating. Then restarted, even faster.

The midwife placed the baby in her arms—my grandmother’s arms—and she smiled tiredly down at the tiny bundle. Then Mary Ann lifted her chin and stared straight at me.

“The tongue is always a rich man, for spice is his wealth.”

Disorientation swamped me, and I was back in the field, next to the tractor with Daniel and Mrs. Rhodes staring expectantly at me.

All I could do was blink at first. Over and over again. Concern took over Daniel’s face, and my jaw quivered. I shook my head.

“I can’t,” I signed. “I can’t give up the memory.”

Tears pierced my eyes. I wasn’t sure why it was so important to remember the moment of my mother’s birth. To see my uncles, who I’d never met, as small children. My grandparents. Mama Sonia again. But I couldn’t use the anoru and forget all of that.

“It’s okay, Jane. I understand.” Daniel’s gaze was sad but not accusatory. “Want me to do it?”

With shaking fingertips, I unlatched the necklace and gave it to him. Then I raced back to his truck before I broke down completely.
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Because of my weakness, I was forcing Daniel to lose another precious memory. What would he see and then forget forever? It would be a loss he’d never even understand, and I mourned that for him, my own guilt multiplying.

Within a minute, the tractor lurched to life with a hearty growl. The engine sounded good—smooth and silky—especially for a machine as old as that.

Daniel said his goodbyes and then he was back in the truck. “It won’t break down ever again,” he said, a little breathless. Almost giddy, to be honest.

“I’m sorry,” I signed. But he put a hand out to silence me.

“It’s all right. It’s done.”

I wanted to tell him what I’d seen, explain why I couldn’t let go of it, but would that be rubbing it in? He’d lost something just now. Last night, too, all because of me.

As we drove, I replayed the vision of the family members I’d never known. Uncle Eli had gone West before I was born and he lived out in California, last we’d heard. Richard and Yaphet, the oldest two, had died before Mama. They’d had another sister, too, Zenobia, who’d gone to heaven as a baby.

It was all so much. And why was Mama Sonia there? Had she and my grandmother really been close? We avoided the past in our house so diligently that I didn’t realize what a gaping hole it had left. Could I ask Daddy any of this, or would it be too painful for him? I tucked the memory close to me, holding on to it tightly.

Daniel extended his hand to return the necklace, but I pushed it back to him. He kept his hand extended, but I crossed my arms and looked away. There was so much power in that little talisman but a lot of pain as well. Finally, he closed his fist around it, and after a moment fastened the chain around his own neck, tucking it safely under his shirt.

“Whenever you need it, I got it for you, okay. I’ll just borrow it until this is done.”

I stared out the window, not wanting to meet his eye. He didn’t seem disappointed, but still… Though the nakara had been given to me, maybe Daniel deserved it more. Maybe it should have been given to someone more like him in the first place. Someone good to his bones.

As we drove on, he pulled a crumpled sheet of newsprint from between the seats. “Almost forgot. Bonus issue came out this morning. That’s the first time that’s happened.” His voice was teasing, trying to lighten the mood. “Check out the story. They were reading it down at the mercantile this morning.”

He waved it in front of my face, so I plucked it from his grasp. It was just one page today, all about Moses and the meeting the night before.

“How’d you get this out so fast?” he asked. “You got a mimeograph hidden in your cellar or something? And don’t nobody ever see it being delivered around town either.”

“Told you before, it’s not me,” I whispered as I read the story, since he was driving and all.

The Tattler called Moses a busybody and questioned the stranger’s true motives in coming to Awenasa. It didn’t make any mention of the magic or his claims about saving the town. Instead, it focused mostly on his movements over the past week, speculating as to why he’s really here. It ended with “Keep an eye on this stranger. I know I will.”

As always, the mystery writer signed off with “The Tattler.”

I sniffed. “Whoever’s writing these sure has a flair for the dramatic.”

“What?” The engine of his old truck rumbled too loud for him to hear me.

I slid over on the bench seat and repeated my whisper, getting a face full of his damned cologne.

“I’d say you’re more of the ‘snoop around and learn everyone’s secrets’ type than a fan of the dramatic reveal, Janie. But if you say so.”

I moved back to the passenger side and tossed the newsletter on the seat between us. Aside from a few typos that had managed to creep their way in to the text, the thing was flawless. Definitely worthy of pride. And it was doing the job that a real newspaper would do, albeit mysteriously.

Awenasa had long been in need of a newspaper. For a while, I’d thought about trying to convince Old George to finance a small one. I’d daydreamed about being the main journalist, turning all my nosiness and snooping into something real and productive. Writing up stories about people’s lives and having different sections for news and events, not just gossip. But of course, I never raised the topic with him. If he’d agreed, it would have been a big responsibility. Too much for me to be trusted with.

Daniel’s lingering smirk got on my nerves, and I ignored him until we got to the next home on our list belonging to Edmund and Judith Hargreaves. They’d been the talk of the town over the past spring when Mrs. Hargreaves gave birth to a chubby baby boy who looked an awful lot like Kendrick Jones down the road. Significantly darker than either of his parents, with bowed legs and a broad forehead, the baby had been a source of endless fighting between the young couple.

Things seemed to have quieted down for them and they were still together, living in the little yellow house with white shutters. Edmund, a talented carpenter, was wiry and caramel colored, with one eye that didn’t open all the way. He greeted us on the porch and told us that Judith was out visiting her mother with the baby.

He listened quietly as Daniel gave a similar spiel to what he’d told Mrs. Rhodes.

“And Pastor Edwards thinks it’s okay?” Edmund asked me.

I swallowed. Having carefully avoided my father, I really couldn’t say. “‘Great indeed is the mystery of godliness,’” I signed, quoting First Timothy.

Daniel added his own Scripture. “‘The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things that are revealed belong to us and to our children forever.’”

Edmund thought about this for a moment. “Well, I reckon I can’t argue with that. But you know, I would like to see one of these secret things for myself. Up close and personal, you know?”

Even as I grew suspicious, Daniel leaned forward. “What did you have in mind?”
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Back in the truck, I glared at Daniel. “What was so secret, he couldn’t ask you in front of me?”

Daniel’s toasty-brown complexion was still light enough that I caught the edge of a blush on his cheeks.

“What?” I asked.

He cleared his throat. “Man stuff. It’s taken care of.”

Man stuff? But it was obvious Daniel wasn’t going to tell me. “Well, I don’t like it. I think they’re trying to play us for fools. Manipulating us to get stuff they want in exchange for their agreement.”

“It’s called negotiating. We want something, they want something back. Nothing wrong with that.”

“But what we want is to save the town. To preserve their homes. What they want is selfish.”

“They just want to see some magic for themselves. Feel it in their lives. Don’t you think that’s normal? It’s a chance for them to see a real-life miracle.”

I was still angry, though I could admit folks could be asking for more than tractor repairs and mysterious “man stuff.” As we continued down the list, Alphonzo and Phoenecia Burrows, some of the richer folks in town, wanted the plumbing in their house to stop creaking and clogging. Professor Manson from the Institute wanted all his books to be turned waterproof and impervious to fire. Nobody asked for riches or invincibility or to fly or anything, and honestly, I wasn’t exactly sure whether ommo could do any of those things, but I was mindful of the warnings Moses had given about its usage.

Because of that, it was Daniel I was most concerned about. So far, people had only asked for mundane things, but how long would that last? You gave people an inch and they would take a mile. What would happen then? Daniel was already losing more memories than I was comfortable with.

“Remember, Moses said the ancestors would take the nakara away if they’re not happy with how you’re using it.”

“He also said it wanted to help folks. I’ll be careful with it, don’t worry.”

But while my mood descended into darkness as the evening wore on and the requests continued, Daniel seemed brighter than ever. I was half-afraid it was some magical side effect that I hadn’t been warned about.

As we were walking away from yet another home, having secured another person’s agreement in exchange for another tiny “miracle,” I couldn’t stand it anymore. “What are you grinning like a Cheshire cat for?”

“What do you mean?”

“Cheesing from ear to ear.”

He stopped at the side of the truck and sobered. I shouldn’t have said anything, I hadn’t really wanted to make the spark die in him, it was just unusual.

Daniel shrugged. “It just feels good to help people.”

“You help people all the time.”

“Naw, not really. I mean, I build things or paint things. Carry things.”

“Helping.”

“But they still call me scatterbrained and flighty. They still think I’m not living up to my potential.”

“People? Or New George?” I sneered. Daniel’s expression darkened. “People who matter, people who know you, also know your heart,” I continued. “Flighty folks don’t race across the street to help someone carry their groceries. They don’t drive the doctor out to a farm ten miles away in the middle of the night to help with a difficult birth when the man’s car breaks down. They don’t smooth over conflicts between feuding neighbors or escort lost toddlers back to their homes. But you do.”

He was motionless, blinking at me slowly, mouth slightly ajar. Something inside me melted into a gooey puddle, and I finished in a rush. “You don’t need magic for any of that, Daniel. You do it naturally.”

He pulled himself together and blanked his features, then looked away. “Thank you, Janie.”

A knot had lodged itself in my throat and didn’t fade by the time he dropped me back at home.
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Crisis of Faith


She who asks questions does not lose her way.


I found my father in the kitchen, seated calmly at the wooden table with his hands folded in front of him. He looked like he’d been there for a long time. Concerned, I sat next to him.

“I’m trying to make it make sense, Little Bit. But I’m having a hard time.”

Everyone’s world had been turned on its axis by Moses’s arrival, but for a man of God who thought he understood something… Well, I could see him struggling.

So I pulled out my notebook and wrote it all down—he’d learned enough signs for everyday topics, but not this. I described meeting Moses, everything I’d seen him do, and how I’d finally remembered finding the nakara in the river all those years ago. Daddy waited patiently and I ripped out each page after I was done so he could read it.

His hands began to shake when he got to my description of the vision of Mama Sonia with my mother. And of witnessing Mama’s birth. When he looked up, his eyes were filled with tears.

“They tore that old cabin down years ago,” he said finally. “The one she was born in. It was after your grandparents passed. Your uncles fought about what to do with the land. Richard and Eli wanted to sell it, Yaphet and Damaris wanted to keep it in the family—but the debts were heavy. They ended up selling it, and the new owners, the Abernathys, tore down the cabin. I can’t believe you really saw all of that…”

He rubbed a hand over his prematurely white hair. “Mama Sonia was your…” He looked up, squinting. “Well, some kind of great-great-aunt, I reckon. Mama Mary Ann’s grandmother’s sister, I believe. Or maybe a cousin. Or both. I wasn’t ever quite clear on it.”

“I didn’t know,” I signed, wondering why she’d never said anything.

“Suppose she never thought it made a difference. Being kin don’t require blood, and you were kin to her. She was so happy when we moved here. Always said you were the spitting image of your mother.”

He set the paper down and neatly stacked them all up. “This is hard for me to take in. I can’t decide exactly how to feel about it. Magic pendants and visions. Miracles.”

I laid a hand on his arm. “Maybe this is just another way for God to protect us. Maybe this is just the way that Mama Sonia and Grandma Mary Ann have chosen to watch over and look after me. You believe in that, right?”

He wiped a hand down his face, still seeming troubled. “I’m gonna pray on it, Little Bit. I’m gonna trust that He’ll show me the truth of things.”

Daddy tapped the pages and pushed his chair back to stand. He left still carrying the weight of the world—and his crisis of faith—on his shoulders. I honestly hoped that his prayers would bring him comfort.
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On Wednesday morning, Augustus Henley’s barn was set on fire, and between putting out the fire, then saving and finding temporary homes for the various animals, and starting in immediately on the foundation for a new structure, Daniel was tied up for three full days. So our mission to cajole folks into changing their minds was on hold, and I was glad.

Though the two-month deadline was growing ever closer, the idea of Daniel using ommo so much and losing so many memories ate at me. It made me wonder even more how Moses handled it. How he felt about all that loss.

I muddled through the week doing my best to focus. Of course, Grace was still acting as cagey as ever, which was another distraction. I barely saw her at all, and she did not take kindly to questions about where she’d been spending her time.

Daddy’s position was not to press her too much. “She’s lived on her own for a long time, Little Bit,” he told me. “And she’s twenty-seven years old. Can’t treat her like a teenager again.”

As long as she was back in the house at a decent time and wasn’t out in the streets, causing a ruckus—or more of a ruckus than traipsing around with her big belly and no husband—then he claimed not to be worried. I think he suspected if he pushed too far, she might disappear for another ten years. And neither of us wanted that to happen.

Still, my sister was just as absent as she had always been. And that gnawed at my gut something awful. Kept me up some nights, wishing she would talk to me. Confide in me. But when I did see her, she was always “too tired for all that reading” and refused to entertain my note writing. She had about as much time for her little sister as she had when we were kids, when I used to follow her around like a baby chick.

I spent most of Friday puttering around the house, cleaning, baking, and worrying. There was a pound cake in the pantry and two blueberry pies cooling on the counter. Daddy had gotten called out to visit a sick and shut-in parishioner, Mr. Avery, who mostly kept to himself and hadn’t been seen around town for nearly two years.

I was washing out the mixing bowl when the front door opened and slammed shut. Grace’s footsteps breezed down the main hallway, coming in from the Lord only knows where, and headed upstairs. Water ran in the bathroom for a while, but not long enough for her to run a bath.

Half an hour later, the strong scent of her perfume wafted into the kitchen. Lilacs and lavender. Then the front door slammed again.

“Why, that no-good little heifer,” I whispered. She hadn’t even said hello, much less goodbye. I dried my hands and raced outside, fast enough to see her heading down the street. Dusk was quickly falling, and she was sashaying herself down Lincoln at a good clip. Where in heaven’s name was she going?

I stayed back a block, and sure enough, she never once turned around. It wasn’t hard to track her—then again, I had a fair amount of practice following folks. She crossed Freedom Street, which had mostly closed down for the evening. Her path was taking her in the direction of the Institute. Was there a meeting tonight I’d forgotten about or some sort of event?

When she turned down a little unnamed dirt lane, understanding kicked in. There was only one place down there that anyone would want to go. I lengthened my following distance so she wouldn’t hear my footsteps on the gravelly path.

The narrow road was only wide enough for one car at a time, and it was still early, so as we walked, only a single vehicle passed, forcing both of us into the tree line to avoid getting hit.

Finally, the trees parted, revealing a grassy area next to the river with a smattering of cars and trucks parked haphazardly. A wide wooden deck had been built spanning the length of the clearing, and moored next to it was an old riverboat.

Fading paint along the side in a curlicue script designated the boat as the Dixie Belle, but everyone in Awenasa knew this as Bill’s Place. It was run by Bill and Billie Tuesday, a husband-and-wife blues act who had retired here and opened up a juke joint right on the Noxahatchie.

The story was that Billie had won the Dixie Belle years ago in a poker game against some ancient Confederate general. It was a three-deck paddle steamer, creaky and faded, its wheel turned mostly rust. But from its interior they ran the only thing that could be called a nightspot in town.

The smell of frying fish that had been teasing me the past quarter mile hit me full in the face once I was at the edge of the clearing. Grace was already on the deck, where a few tables and chairs had been set out for those wanting to enjoy the evening air. Strings of lights hung from poles and connected to the railings of the lower level of the boat.

I, of course, had never been to Bill’s Place. Daddy wasn’t the type to give fire-and-brimstone sort of sermons, but as soon as the preacher’s daughter set one toe into this kind of place, word would reach his ear faster than lightning. Daniel always said that whoever told him would have to admit to being there as well, but that logic was little comfort. I’m sure that as a preacher he cared about the souls of his entire flock, but he cared even more about his daughter’s.

So watching my sister—perfumed and with her best dress pulled tight against her expanded waistline—stand on the walkway to the interior of a den of iniquity inspired equal parts jealousy and reproach.

It was early in the evening, and the only folks here were setting up for the night’s festivities. A couple of men were unloading small crates out of a pickup truck, and the soft, aimless plucking of a guitar twanged in the background.

Knowing that confronting Grace would not end well, I chose to keep my distance and observe—try to figure out what she was doing here. Especially since it was too early for her to be here to party.

I watched my sister speak to a young man on the deck of the boat, and then Miss Billie herself appeared not too long after. The woman was sturdy, twice the size of her husband, who I recognized as one of the men unloading the truck.

Billie held her arms out to Grace and embraced her like they were old friends. Then she pulled her over to one of the tables on the dock. A minute later, the young man brought out two tall glasses of what might be sweet tea.

For the next twenty minutes, the two chatted, with Miss Billie doing most of the talking. Grace listened animatedly, breaking in every now and then. I almost, almost regretted not having the anoru on me so I could wish for super hearing.

The overcast skies kept the sunset muted, and darkness crept over the river quickly. The string lights twinkled, making the exterior of the Dixie Belle seem almost enchanted. Finally, Grace and Miss Billie wrapped up their conversation. The woman gave Grace another hug, this one even longer than the first. It seemed almost maternal, and that fiery sensation burned through my chest—jealousy.

I was more than ready to get back home. Some little critter was biting the exposed flesh of my legs, and hunger pains tightened my belly. But just when I thought Grace was getting ready to leave, Moses melted into existence from the far side of the boat. There was a river path over there that he’d probably taken, although he could have just appeared fully clothed from out of the river like I’d seen before.

The moment she saw him, Grace lit up like a shooting star. Even from the distance, I could read her body language. He tipped his hat and bowed. As they stood greeting one another, his hand tapped at his thigh—a nervous motion I’d seen Rob do a thousand times. The hairs on the back of my neck rose.

Grace tilted her head and struck a pose that seemed flirtatious to me. Moses bent his arm, offering it to her, and she latched on, then he led her inside. My concern for her rose.

Was Moses dangerous? He was certainly unknown, and judging by the fact that Grace had arrived home with that black eye, which had thankfully healed up completely now, I suspected her taste in men left something to be desired. But I replayed the nervous motion of Moses’s fingers again and thought of Rob. Once upon a time, she had chosen well. Rob, big and strong as he’d been as a teen, had been gentle as a church mouse. Was Moses?

Of course, Daddy was right, she was grown and knew much more of the world than I did. She knew how to deal with men, probably had been able to bat her eyelashes and crook her finger and have them come running. I’d been kissed one time—and had made a mess of it.

My shoulders slumped. I turned around dejected and ready to go home.

An unholy pop sounded, just about scaring me half to death. I spun around to see Norley Early’s truck smoking again. He must have been there making a delivery. If he didn’t fix that damned thing…

On my way out, the few cars that drove by on the narrow path were filled with couples, sweethearts out for what passed for a night on the town in these parts. After an old-model Studebaker drove by, I came out from the tree line and hurried down the road, making faster time than I could picking my way through the woods. It was full dark, and the heavy cloud cover made it hard to see much in front of my face, so I wasn’t going as fast as I wanted to.

Lights came up behind me, a vehicle leaving instead of arriving, and I darted off the road, into the trees again. But as the driver got closer, my name was called out.

I tensed before turning to find Daniel poking his big head out his window.

“That is you. I thought so,” he said, looking quizzical.

At least it was just him. I sighed and went over to climb into the passenger seat without even being asked. Fortunately, there was no one else around. But before he could ask what I was doing there, the lights of another car heading toward Bill’s Place flashed. I ducked down in the seat so I wouldn’t be spotted.

Daniel chuckled. He backed up to where there was enough space to pull off the road and let the car pass but then didn’t start driving again.

“What you waiting on?” I whispered, as it was just about too dark to see much of anything. I could, however, make out the big grin on his face.

“Two more cars coming,” he said.

“Why were you out here anyway?” I asked, regretting it as soon as I did.

The lights of the oncoming car illuminated his face, so I could see his brows rising. “I made the pie delivery for Miss Della. You gonna answer the same question?”

I crossed my arms and looked away. Daniel just laughed. “You sure you don’t want me to head back so you can at least get a peek inside? I know you’ve always wondered.”

My silence continued.

“Maybe we could find a disguise for you? Pastor Edwards would never have to know.”

“Nigga, just drive!” I whispered as loud as I could. Fortunately, the road had cleared and he started moving forward again.

“You can sit in the seat now.”

I got back onto the bench and stared out the window.

“Seriously though, Jane. You came all the way out here. Don’t you want to go and dance, just once?”

I couldn’t hear the music, but I was sure it had started by now. And part of me did long to dance. To know what it was like. Was it really the fear of my father’s disapproval that kept me from visiting Bill’s Place? He’d barely reacted when Grace came home pregnant, was he really going to yell at me for dancing to the devil’s music? I don’t think I’d even heard him rail against blues and jazz, unlike some other preachers.

But I still couldn’t. I didn’t belong there and wouldn’t even know what to do. Besides, with Moses and Grace inside—a picture of what she could have had with Rob, what she should have had with him if not for me—how could I stand it?

“Saw Grace chatting up Miss Billie,” Daniel finally said, cutting through the quiet.

I crossed my arms.

“You followed her out here?”

“She been sneaking out just about every day.” My whisper was dry and scratchy. I hated hearing it, especially in this noiseless cab of the truck. Another reminder of my deficiencies.

“Well, I don’t think she been coming here regularly. Everybody would be beating their gums about that for sure.”

Her presence would be common knowledge by morning. And if both Edwards sisters were spotted here, the town just might explode.

He drove on for a few minutes, and the road got bumpier instead of smoother like it should have on the main drag. I hadn’t been paying attention—out the window was just darkness and trees.

“Where you going?”

He pulled into a little clearing barely wide enough for the truck. I wasn’t sure where we were, but out the open window, the guitar and piano from Bill’s Place were easy to hear. And though I couldn’t see it, I smelled the river nearby as well.

“Come on, Jane,” Daniel said, climbing out but leaving the lights on to cut through the gloom. I followed, wondering what he was up to. The cloud cover broke for the first time and moonlight brightened the little patch of grass in front of the truck more than the headlights could.

“Why are we here?” I signed.

“So you can dance.” He held out a hand. I stared at it.

In the distance, a trumpet started playing over the guitar and piano. It was a bit mournful, but lively.

“Listen, you don’t have to touch me if… if you don’t want.” He withdrew his hand and scratched his head. “But I know you been wanting to dance.” The rhythm of the music was infectious, a bluesy riff that spoke of finding joy in troubled times. “I promise I’ll keep my lips to myself this time. I know you… don’t want that. It’s just a dance.”

His eyes shone in the moonlight and my heart tripped. It had been nearly three weeks since Daniel kissed me. We’d been sitting along the river, bickering about whether to support the latest Amos ’n’ Andy boycott some folks were talking about. I couldn’t stand the show, but Daddy listened to it every night, sometimes laughing to the point of tears. It infuriated me that Daniel also saw the appeal.

“What is so doggone funny about two white men coonin’ for everyone to hear?” I asked, in high dudgeon.

“Would it be funny if they were Negro?”

I rolled my eyes. “You know any actual Negroes talk like that? Even the most backwoods, never-been-off-the-farm, bamafied handkerchief-head sounds a whole heap more intelligent than—” And right out of the clear blue sky, he’d leaned over and pressed his lips to mine.

I’d frozen right up, unsure of what to do. He’d reared back, blinking, looking surprised at his own self. When it looked like he was going to keep backing up, I’d rushed forward, grabbing hold of his shirt, and pulled him back to me.

We were both fumbling and unpracticed, but where his kiss had been like a drizzle on a cloudy day, just a meeting of the lips, mine was a tsunami. The gale-force winds of my eagerness were enough to flatten the trees. The intensity surprised us both yet again.

I clutched the fabric of his shirt tighter and he gripped my neck, locking me in place. We actually tipped over and fell off the log, right into the dirt, and still didn’t let go.

It had been everything.

Then the water splashed beside us. And a hawk got to crowing. Reality crashed back in, reminding me of where I was, of who I was, and what I’d done.

I’d pulled away. Stood. Been flustered and unable to catch my breath. Daniel shot up, too, searching my face, trying to read my reaction. I turned around in a full circle to get my bearings.

Then I’d looked up at him, at the hope and wonder in his face, and promptly ran away.

He’d followed, of course, all the way to my front porch. I’d tugged on the door, which Grace had locked, then spun around at his footsteps on the boards behind me.

“We can’t do that again, Daniel.”

Confusion and hurt swam in his eyes, but I was doing the right thing. He didn’t know, couldn’t know, the real Jane. And if we were more than just friends—best friends even, I could admit—if we became something more… one day he’d want to know my secrets. I didn’t deserve more, and I could never tell him why.

So we hadn’t spoken of it again.

The next time I’d seen him, he’d acted the same as always. It had been a relief even as it twisted the knife in deeper, dragging the blade through my insides, splitting me in two. The Jane who wanted him more than anything and the Jane who could never have him or anyone else.

And still, here he was. Sweet as sweet potato pie, wanting to give me the chance to dance.

My legs quivered, and my breath was short. “I don’t know how,” I told him.

He raised his hand again, his expression a question. My hand trembled, rising from my side with a mind of its own to lie in his palm. I shivered in the heat at the contact.

He gently pulled me into a dancing position: a hand on my waist, holding up the other one in a light grip. He had his concentration face on, serious and composed. I rested my free hand on his shoulder, warm and muscled, wondering if he could feel the quaking happening inside me. We swayed back and forth with about a foot of space between us.

“Just follow my lead.” He spun me around, startling a laugh out of me. Then he pulled me back in, an inch closer than before. My heart thumped faster, making my veins feel tight.

He was moving slowly, dancing at half-time, but it was all right because I wouldn’t have been able to follow anything faster. Gradually, I got the rhythm of the movements. It wasn’t anything fancy or that took too much skill, but the song vibrated in my bones. It was like my legs remembered what to do from some innate knowledge locked within them.

I lived inside the apples-and-cedar scent of him. Together, we turned in a circle. He would straighten his arm and we’d move farther apart, then when he bent his arm, he’d pull me close again, my feet gliding across the grass gracefully. Our movements became more fluid. More laughter bubbled up from within my chest, needing an escape valve.

When the song ended, the clouds covered the moon again, leaving only the headlights of his Ford to illuminate us. It felt like coming back into my body after a long trip, and finding my skin too tight and constricting. I couldn’t catch my breath. My pulse fluttered in my neck like a hummingbird, ready to fly away.

Daniel squeezed my hand before releasing it. His words came to me as if on a breeze. “Nothing wrong with dancing, Janie. You’re actually pretty good at it.” Then he turned to head back to the car.
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Be Here Forever


Do not look where you fell, but where you slipped.


Earnestville, March 1923

Wind whips through my braids as I burst into the clearing and leap off the ledge. I hover, weightless for a split second, and then a scream breaks free from my chest as I plummet into the river below.

A mighty splash detonates as my body hits the surface. I sink underneath, almost to the bottom, water filling my nose and ears. Then I kick my feet, twining and twirling upward until my head breaks free. Raucous laughter bursts out of me. Delight fills my limbs.

Up on the ledge I just vaulted from, Grace stands with her hands on her hips. The sun is in my eyes, so I can’t see her expression. I hope it’s pride. I don’t think anybody could have made a bigger splash than me just now.

Rob comes up behind her and wraps his arms around her middle. She turns toward him and a cloud covers the sun, making me shiver.

Then I swim to the shore to meet the others.

“You saw me?” I ask Millie as I walk out of the river.

“Sure, that was a big one. Not as big as mine, but still big.”

We bicker about who caused the biggest splash, and some of the boys butt in, claiming superiority, as usual, then we’re all in and out of the water for the rest of the afternoon. Soon enough, though, Grace and Rob are back, walking hand in hand.

“It’s time to go,” Grace says. “Gotta get your hair done before tomorrow. Can’t go to service on Sunday looking like a ragamuffin.”

I sigh but don’t protest. After waving goodbye to my friends, I follow the two of them down the path, chattering the whole way about the day’s exploits. The sun’s already dried my bathing suit, but when I complain about my hair still dripping down my back, Rob lifts me up and spins me around, saying he’s trying to dry my hair.

I cackle and scream at his antics, then beat at his hands as he tickles me. Grace saves me, then starts tickling me herself. Traitor.

The spring day is unseasonably hot. I use the word three times to make sure I know it. Miss Dukes says my vocabulary is exceptional, and I’m proud of that. Want to learn every word in the dictionary and then write them down and use them all in one book.

“It’ll have to be a big book,” Rob says, laughing when I tell him. “Bigger than the whole dictionary. Bigger than you.” He pulls on a braid.

“I’m gonna write big books. Lots of them,” I say, sticking my chin in the air. “You’ll see.”

“I don’t doubt it, Janie.” Rob’s smile is as big as the ocean.

Back at home, Daddy is still working on his sermon, but Mrs. Johnson brought us some food. The church folks help out so it’s not just Grace having to do the cooking and cleaning all the time. Though we still have to do our chores.

Rob stays for dinner, and him and Daddy laugh about some story I don’t pay attention to, since I’m still riding high from winning the spitting contest with Millie and Caleb Brown. Grace has a dreamy look on her face all night.

After dinner is bath time, then hair washing, drying, and pressing with the hot comb. Then Grace carefully wraps up sections of my hair in strips of brown paper and rolls them tight to make pin curls. I gotta make sure not to roll around in my sleep and make them come aloose ’cause I’ll look like a pickaninny for sure.

That night, in our bedroom, I finally ask her what’s got her face all lit up like that.

“You can keep a secret, Janie-girl?”

“’Course I can. I’m a good secret keeper.” Then I press my lips shut and turn an invisible key in the corner of my mouth.

Grace’s smile is as big as the sea. “Rob asked me to marry him.”

My eyes go wide. “You gonna get married?”

“Daddy’s gotta say yes. And he won’t until I’m a little older. But Janet Greely got married when she was only fifteen, and I’m a year older than that, so I don’t see why I can’t.”

“Rob gonna come live here?”

“No, silly,” she laughs. “He wants to go to Tuskegee, and I’m gonna go with him. Not to school. I don’t think I want to go to college, but I’ll be his wife. We got to live together wherever he goes.”

Grace leaving? I don’t think that idea has ever really crossed my mind before. “But—but who’s gonna wash my hair? And teach me to mend the tears in my dresses? And show me how to cook Mama’s recipes?”

She rolls over and props her head on her hand. “You’re not little anymore, Janie. You can learn to wash your own hair. And the church ladies aren’t gonna let you walk around here looking scraggly. I wasn’t never gonna be here forever.”

I stare up at the ceiling, all the warmth and good feelings from the day gone. Lost in a heavy mist as pain streaks wetly from my eyes. I’d never thought my sister would leave me.
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I woke suddenly from a fitful sleep that had taken a short eternity to fall into. My eyelids fluttered, and for some reason my cheeks were wet. I wiped at them, pushing away the dream-memory.

I’d left the window cracked open to let in whatever breeze might want to stop by, and voices, hushed but urgent, rose in the backyard right below. Must have been what had awakened me.

“What do you mean, leaving?” said Grace, her hush was full of hurt.

“I’ll be back.” I sat up at Moses’s voice. “I promise. I just have to go for a little while. It’s for the sake of Awenasa.”

“People leave and say they’ll be back all the time,” Grace said. The pain bleeding through her tone nettled my skin. “How I’m supposed to believe you mean it?”

“Because I do. If you can’t trust me, I understand, but you’ll see when I get back that I was telling the truth.”

“I’m not stupid, Moses. I may not be the smartest girl around, but I know a line of hogwash when I hear it.”

“It’s not hogwash, Grace. I promise.”

Her next words were too low for me to hear, but then the back door shut gently. She must have come inside.

I craned over to peek out the window and spotted Moses heading to the back gate. He looked over his shoulder and up to my window, as if he knew I was watching, then tipped his hat and left.

Footsteps climbed the stairs, and the bathroom door opened. Water ran for a long time.

When she was younger and got upset after a fight with her friends or Daddy or Rob, she’d take a long bath to mask the sounds of her cries. I wondered if that was still the case.

I lay awake with my mind racing, thinking about how history can repeat itself even if we try everything we can to bury it.
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Undertow


Only a fool tests the depth of water with both feet.


Grace didn’t come down for breakfast on Saturday, which was unusual since she rarely missed it. Daddy was out early again, leading some meeting or another down at the church. A steady wave of people were seeking advice as the dam’s completion loomed. Should they start over or believe in Moses’s promises? Daddy was struggling over what to advise them to do.

I went up and knocked on Grace’s bedroom door, but she didn’t answer, and it was locked when I turned the knob. I didn’t hear any stirring inside, no motion at all. I knocked again in more and more aggravating patterns that should have had her yelling at me to stop. But only silence greeted me.

Finally, I got the skeleton key for the house from the downstairs drawer and unlocked it. Just as I’d feared, she wasn’t in there. Her bed wasn’t even slept in.

She’d been upset the night before with Moses and his talk of leaving. Where was he going anyway? And what did it have to do with Awenasa? Seemed to me he should stay and do some of this work that Daniel was doing… that I was supposed to be doing. Yet and still, he was off to who knows where, and Grace had sounded torn up about it.

Yes, she was a grown-ass woman who could take care of herself, but my shoes were on and I was out the door before I could even finish justifying why. I spun around on the front porch and ran smack-dab into Daniel’s chest. He grabbed my arms to steady me. For a moment, a heady, swoony feeling overtook me, but I shook it off and stepped back.

“You all right?” he asked.

“Did you see Grace leave?” I signed.

“Leave? No, but she was down at Miss Della’s a few minutes ago.”

I blinked. Had she just gone out for some sweets?

“You’re really worried about her, aren’t you?”

There wasn’t any trouble she could get into in Awenasa, especially not this early in the morning. And her suitcase and all her things were still in her room, so it’s not like she’d left. But the unease still hovered, wobbly and uncertain now. Was I being foolish?

“Yes,” I admitted, then tried to clear my head. “Though I probably shouldn’t be. What did you want?”

“Just wanted to see if you were up for visiting the rest of the folks on the list. See about changing their votes.”

Over the past few days, somehow I’d forgotten. But the idea of watching Daniel do the ommo over and over again made me shiver. Focused intently as he was, he noticed the goose bumps rising on my arms despite the morning heat.

“You all right, Janie? You getting sick?” Calloused hands rubbed over my arms, bringing warmth to them, and it felt good. Too good.

A sob rose in my throat and I slid around him, stifling it and ending the contact, still a little shaky on my feet. “I need to find Grace. I can’t go with you today. I’m sorry.”

He nodded, but the disappointment was clear. I could barely even look at him. When he took a step closer, I jerked back and his face shuttered.

“It’s all right. I’ll do it. I’ll bring the nakara back to you once it’s done.” He fingered the chain around his neck. Then before I could respond, he jumped down the steps and jogged away.

Dammit. The last thing I wanted was to hurt his feelings any more than I already had. But maybe it was for the best. If he still had some kind of hope inside him about me, wasn’t it better to kill it than to let it take root and keep growing? I wasn’t ever going to be what he needed. I wasn’t ever going to deserve him.

Plus, he’d want me to open up every part of myself, and there were some things that needed to stay hidden. Forever.

Another shiver rippled through me as the heavy hurt left in the wake of his abrupt exit added to my guilt. Dammit.

I took a deep breath and headed for Freedom Street. The need to find my sister was strong, I didn’t quite understand why it was pulling at me so hard, but I let it drive me. Let it lead me away from the other causes of confusion and pain.

The Sunrise Bakery was full of people, but none of them were Grace. Thinking she might have just been running some errands, I stopped by the drugstore, the candy shop, and the mercantile, but she wasn’t anywhere.

I caught Mr. Parnham coming out the post office, but he hadn’t seen Grace at all. Neither had Alden Abernathy or Ned Hodge, who were tossing a baseball back and forth at the foot of Big Beulah. But Alfreda Baynes, who was obviously only there to watch the boys and flirt, overheard their answer and sauntered over to tell me she’d seen Grace not ten minutes ago, headed up Park Avenue.

I thanked her and moved in that direction. I finally spotted my sister at the corner of Park and Liberty. Houses lined the block, two-story structures of wood or brick with neatly kept lawns. Ruby Mae’s boardinghouse was visible just down the street, her red sedan parked out front. As Grace seemed to consider her next move, I took another look around. Across from Ruby Mae’s was a smaller house, chipped and faded white clapboard in need of a fresh coat of paint. Miss Althea sat on her porch in a rocking chair, smoking a pipe. A spark seemed to dance around her—maybe it was her lighter going on and off. And farther down the way, Dorinda Matthews from work was emerging from her little brick house.

It was odd that Dorinda seemed to be talking to someone inside. Maybe she’d taken in a boarder because as far as I knew, she lived alone.

I came up next to Grace, who didn’t acknowledge me at all since she was staring open-mouthed at the tall figure emerging from Dorinda’s home.

“That no-good, low-down, lying sonofabitch,” she seethed.

I followed the direction of her gaze and gasped. Moses stood on Dorinda’s porch as she locked up. They were two blocks away. He took his leave of her with a tip of his hat and then he was off, headed toward the trees at the end of the street. It was the same path he and I had taken to the river. When he disappeared into the woods, Grace was on the move, following.

“You and Moses are sweethearts?” I whispered, keeping pace with her.

She glanced over at me, then did a double take, apparently noticing me for the first time. “What you doing, Janie? Ain’t you got someplace to be?”

“I’m taking a walk with my sister,” I huffed out.

“What? Girl, I can’t hear you.”

It was hard to project enough to be heard and walk as fast as she was walking. Grace was disinclined to communicate with me by any means, and that hurt more than I could let on.

But maybe she took pity on me or maybe she just had to get some things off her chest. “It’s like he’s been following me around town. Grinning and woofing and chatting me up.” She chuckled and shook her head. “And I knew better, I really did, I just felt… I don’t know. A connection.” Her last words were whispered. She rubbed her belly. “It was stupid.”

I put a hand on her arm, and she turned. “He ever…” I wasn’t sure how to proceed, because after Rob’s death we’d never talked about him. “He ever remind you of Rob?”

Grace’s brow wrinkled. She looked off to the side, thinking, and tilted her head. “No. You think he looks like Rob?”

I nodded. She was really turning it over in her mind, and squinted, like she was trying to catch hold of a thought. “Sometimes… it does seem like we knew each other before. I went to a carnival once where this fortune-teller lady spoke about past lives and reincarnation and how we meet folks again and again. I thought it was like that. Why he felt special. Important.”

Finally, she shrugged. “But I think that was all in my mind.”

We continued down the path to the river, where the sounds of children punctuated the air. Grace was moving faster, thinking she was going to maybe catch Moses doing… Lord only knows what. I figured he was going to do like I’d seen him before and go for a swim fully clothed in the river.

My steps slowed as I lagged behind. Grace was stubborn. She had built a hard shell around her tender parts, nursing sore spots that I suspected went far deeper than that black eye she’d shown up with. But there wasn’t anything I could say to convince her Moses would be back. I believed he would, that he would keep his word, but who really knew?

I hopped onto the log I’d sat on before, when he and I had talked, while Grace stood at the riverside, looking around confused. Just as I’d thought, Moses was nowhere to be found.

“Y’all seen a man come by here?” she shouted at the kids in the water. They didn’t pay her any mind, chattering to themselves.

The path dead-ended here. There was a little deer trail that led along the river, but nobody really used it. It looked like Grace was just about to turn back, when the children got to screaming.

“Zora! Zora!” a chorus of shouts rose up.

I was balancing on the log and looked over. Pretty sure those were the same kids who thought it was funny to play like one of them was drowning. I needed to find out who their mamas were. They couldn’t continue carrying on like this. I jumped down from the log to go warn Grace, who was starting to panic.

“What happened?” she yelled. “What’s wrong?”

The children kept up their hollering, acting for all the world like someone was in trouble. I was running over to my sister, but tripped on a rock and went sprawling. By the time I was up again, Grace had already taken off her shoes and was wading into the water.

She was a strong swimmer, better than anyone back in Earnestville, but that didn’t mean she needed to be diving in to help some child that I’d bet ready money wasn’t in danger in the first place. Of course, she didn’t know that.

I ran to the edge to try to pull her back, but she was fully in the water and swimming toward the kids.

“Grace!” I tried to yell, my voice producing nothing. “Stop!” I screamed in vain.

She must have heard or sensed something because she turned around and pointed. “She went in, but didn’t come out. She’s drowning!”

Then she dove under the water, dead set on saving the little girl.

The children, a few dozen feet away, stopped their screaming and began laughing and clapping. A small head popped up from beneath the surface—Zora, I’d wager.

I stood at the shoreline, watching as my sister, who could swim faster than anyone I knew, struggled in the water. The river didn’t seem to be doing her any favors. It swirled and churned—placid and calm everywhere else but energetic around her. Her dress billowed, and I guessed the extra weight she held in front would throw off her balance and make the task even more difficult.

How could she do that? Just dive in to save someone who didn’t need saving, with no thought to the baby she carried. And me, standing there at the edge, having the water lap against my shoes but being so locked in fear that I couldn’t move. Shackles trapped me in place. The terror of that night, of how the water had acted, wouldn’t let me go.

She swam with effort toward the kids, who were moving off, not paying any notice to her. As I waved my arms and jumped up and down, trying to get their attention, I wondered if something else was at play. Or was this really just the capricious thoughtlessness of youth?

Grace disappeared beneath the surface. I stopped my futile attempts at hailing her and waited for her to come up again, but she didn’t. I counted to ten, heart racing, and when she hadn’t resurfaced, my screams began again.

Nothing came out, of course, no sound, just air. All the same, I yelled for her. Begged her to come up. But she never did.

I tried to move, to unlock my legs, but old demons gripped me. The sensation of fire in my lungs, burning, burning me, was all-consuming. My nose and mouth and throat were sizzling. I struggled to stay in the present and not fall back into the past.

And Grace still didn’t emerge.

It felt like minutes had passed, but I think it was only seconds. I tried once again to step forward, drawing every last drop of strength in my body. And my foot moved.

I finally took a step into the water. And then another. And another. The coldness shocked my senses. I pushed forward anyway.

It rose to my ankles. My knees. My waist. I sobbed silently and pushed off, swimming to where I’d last seen her with quick strokes, fighting the agitated waves.

The sun was still climbing, but the water was in the shade of the trees. I couldn’t catch any sight of Grace, so I dove beneath the surface. Darkness swamped me. Darker than it should have been.

I turned around in a circle and was ready to come up for a breath when something tugged at my foot. Terror seized me. The sensation of what happened the last time I had been caught in the Noxahatchie was all I could feel. Though I knew better, I gasped for breath, and water invaded my mouth and throat and lungs.

The burning was back, it was like I was being set on fire from the inside out. The grip on my foot started pulling me down. I struggled and fought, coughing and screaming until I had no breath left. Until darkness overtook my vision and I couldn’t fight anymore.

The river had won.
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New Ilé


An army of sheep led by a lion can defeat an army of lions led by a sheep.


I awoke gasping for breath, my head spinning, my body tumbling down an embankment. When my eyes opened, I found that I wasn’t rolling down a hill, like I’d thought. I was sliding down a massive… waterfall? Only it felt solid on my back and legs, like the rough ground, but when I skated my palms across its surface, they came back wet. The incline I was falling down was made of something that at least looked like water and was fairly wide, as wide as the Noxahatchie. I couldn’t see much on either side of it and I was too scared to look down. But when I looked up…

I thought maybe I was upside down because above me was the writhing surface of a river or maybe the sea. The waters had no end and the waves were dark and frothing. Below me was the strange wet-but-dry hill, and I was headed away from the surface of the water overhead, sliding along this impossible solid sluice of… something. Not sure I could trust my eyes, I frantically searched for some sight of Grace, but there was just water all around.

Finally, I reached the end and pitched headlong into a deceptively calm lake. I plunged under its depths, so startled by the sudden change that it took long moments for me to make my legs and arms work in tandem to kick up to the surface. My head broke free and I gasped for breath, lungs sawing in and out. But I wasn’t wet.

Though I was in the lake, submerged to my neck, my clothes were dry. I floated, my mind as turbulent as the waves above, trying to make sense of it all. The shore was close by, a narrow, sandy embankment bordered with trees. I headed in that direction with uneven strokes, desperately hoping I would find my sister somewhere near.

I emerged from the water and looked back at the lake, then craned my neck, following the waterfall leading to it from high above. The lake itself was an unusually bright aquamarine. Far too placid to be fed by such an enormous waterfall. And the origin of that waterfall?

The sky was actually water.

I crossed my arms, hugging them against me, not cold but chilled inside with fear. Just where exactly had the river taken me?

The best I could say was at least I wasn’t wet after all that. Standing on the shore, I took in the serene atmosphere around me, in conflict with the riot within. Trees shaded me from a sun that didn’t seem to exist but managed to light the world all the same. I didn’t recognize any of the greenery, the leaves were shaped differently from any I’d ever seen before, and the bushes bloomed with colorful exotic-looking flowers. I was careful not to touch any of them; beauty can be poisonous after all.

I spotted a path through the trees and rushed toward it, figuring this was the way Grace would have gone if she’d gotten here before me. The temperature was pleasant, not as hot as back home and with no cloying humidity. I took in everything around me, searching for anything familiar and finding nothing at all. Birds called overhead, but I didn’t recognize their songs. A large beetle clung to a tree by my shoulder and startled me both with its size and its alienness. I was far away from Awenasa, but just how far I’d come was a mystery.

A familiar voice rose in the near distance, breaking into the quiet. I burst into a run, never happier to hear Grace. I emerged from the trees into a clearing to find her standing on a narrow dirt road before two men guarding a stone gate.

Ambient light reflected off the pale stone of the wide gate, which rose high into the air, taller than any building in Awenasa. An arch at the top was surrounded by tall walls covered in creeping greenery extending even farther beyond.

The guards were dressed in a kind of armor of pale blue and white with a texture and pattern that reminded me of the hard shell of a tortoise or even a snail. The chest pieces were molded to their bodies, with coverings shielding their arms, thighs, and shins. They held spears at their sides, and their faces were concealed by grotesque masks of the same material as their armor, portraying humanlike faces with different expressions. One appeared shocked while the other looked almost… disappointed? I slowed as I approached Grace, who seemed to be attempting to cajole them into letting her enter.

“So you admit you know Moses and that he came through here, you’re just not allowed to let me through? Listen, I understand. And I would never want to get either of you into any trouble. But I really need to speak with him. It’s urgent. Life or death, really.” Her voice was a deep purr. She tilted her head, smiling encouragingly. At least she didn’t seem to be any worse for wear after being sucked into the river and tumbling down a giant water slide.

“Ma’am,” the guard wearing the disappointed mask said in a tone indicating he actually was disappointed. “I’m sorry, but we can’t help. Outsiders are not allowed within the boundaries of New Ilé. You will have to return to where you came from.” He had a very soft accent that reminded me of bells ringing.

Grace’s hands went to her hips; I sensed she was contemplating changing tacks. But when she spoke, her armor of sweetness was still firmly in place. “And how exactly am I supposed to do that when I don’t even know how I got here?”

I stepped to her side and she did a double take, then eyed me as if scanning for injury. “Are you all right, Janie?”

“Fine. You?” I rasped.

“Dandy. But I would like some answers.” She turned back to the guards. “And I’m afraid it’s not going to be possible for either of us to leave until we get them.”

Grace seemed to be handling the situation remarkably well. She was perfectly composed, and the strange men in the strange uniforms didn’t seem to intimidate her. Well, at least, she didn’t appear to be affected, but I caught a subtle tremor of her lip I’m sure she wanted to hide. That made me feel better. She was just as scared as I was, only she was better at hiding it.

The guard in the shocked mask turned to the other one. “You’d best call the Ruth.”

His companion nodded and pulled a curved horn I hadn’t noticed attached to his waist. He blew a few quick blasts that couldn’t be considered a melody before replacing it.

I patted my pockets, dismayed to have lost my pad and pencil somewhere along the way. “You think Moses came here?” I whispered, wincing as the action scraped against my throat more than usual.

“Seems like the only logical explanation, doesn’t it? Mysterious, magical man comes around doing mysterious, magical things. Making all types of promises about saving our town… mysteriously. And then somehow we end up here.” She waves an arm around.

“Wait here, please,” the guard with the horn commanded, and Grace shot him a saccharine smile.

In the meantime, I took in my surroundings, noticing things I hadn’t before in my rush to get to my sister’s side. The road leading through the arched gateway stretched out the other way, disappearing into the trees. On either side of the gate, bushes and vines clung to a very, very tall wall made of the same light-colored stone. It looked like there were more trees on top of the wall, and off to the left, a structure of some kind with a red roof rose. That was all I could make out from my vantage point, but the little glimpses of this place left me hungry to know more. If this wasn’t where Moses had come from, then I was a monkey’s uncle.

We stood awkwardly waiting for this Ruth person to appear. Fortunately, within a few minutes, footsteps sounded from the other side of the gate.

I guessed the newcomer was Ruth, though I’d never heard of a man with that name before. He was dressed in the same armor as the guards, though he didn’t wear a mask. Tall and lean with copper-colored skin and short-cropped dark red hair, he had upturned, catlike eyes and a fierce expression. He marched up, glaring at me and Grace like we’d stolen something. I recoiled instinctively. The two guards saluted him with fists to their hearts, then settled back into their positions.

Grace faced the man who obviously had a higher rank than the others. “Hello, sir. You’re Ruth? Can you help us find who we’re looking for?” She’d turned the sunshine down a few notches, but apparently was still living by the philosophy of catching more flies with honey.

However, the man stood with his arms behind his back, looking down his nose at us. “I am the Ruth,” he said icily. “It is a title, not my given name. And you are not supposed to be here.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” Grace said, tone hardening. “But I’m not going anywhere until I talk to Moses. So unless you plan on dragging me away…” She spread her arms.

The Ruth’s brows rose at this and his nostrils flared. He took one more contemptuous look at us and then turned on his heel. “Very well. Follow me.”

“You’re taking us to Moses?” Grace asked as we rushed to go after him.

“You are obviously a troublemaker,” the Ruth said. “I am taking you to the David. This happened on his watch. I’ll let him deal with you.”

On the other side of the gate, a wide cobbled road separated two walls. I couldn’t see much in either direction, but the road was well maintained. Next to the gate stood a staircase running up the outer wall, which the Ruth began climbing. His legs were long and he took some steps two at a time, so he was far ahead of us quickly.

I longed to be able to shout for him to slow down, and wondered why Grace wasn’t saying anything, but one look at the determined expression on her face answered that question. This man was testing us, and she wasn’t going to give in.

However, I was already tired from the morning’s activity, and Grace’s energy was flagging, but seeing as there were no exits from the stairs for many levels, we continued climbing, even once our guide was far out of sight. I kept a hand on Grace’s back and urged her to rest often. Was this really the only way to get where we were going? And what kind of monster races ahead of an obviously pregnant woman on what could easily be ten flights of steps?

Finally, we made it to the top, arriving at the structure I’d seen from the bottom with the red roof. The scalloped tiles covered a large round room, with open windows on its sides. This was a guard station from what I could tell, as it was filled with a half dozen armored soldiers. The space was quiet when we entered, and all eyes were on us.

More than a few female soldiers were mixed among the men, and just like everyone else we’d seen so far, they were all Negro. Was this entire New Ilé place full of Negroes? No one spoke to us, and I searched for the Ruth among them.

A male soldier noticed Grace breathing heavily, obviously struggling, and extended an arm to her, which she took, still trying to catch her breath. I wished I could ask the soldier where the Ruth had gone and considered trying to whisper, when the man in question appeared at the opposite end of the room, standing in the only other doorway.

“This way,” he said impatiently, glaring at the young man who was helping Grace. Fortunately, the soldier didn’t pay him any attention. He escorted Grace all the way across the room. By then she’d recovered somewhat.

“What is that?” she asked with horror, and I focused on where she was staring.

The doorway before us led to a small carriage car suspended by a thick cable in midair. The cable led up, and for the first time I had a glimpse of the city we’d found ourselves in.
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The David


A smooth sea never made a skillful sailor.


A rush of blood pumped through my veins, making my limbs stiff. My lips parted and my eyes roamed, taking in as much as they could as quickly as possible. The city above us was tiered like a cake. Retaining walls contained the various sections; cables with trolley cars of various sizes traversed up and down. Tall buildings rose from each layer, painted and decorated in a rainbow of colors. There were towers and spires, pyramids and domes. Many entirely covered in plants and some with people hanging off the sides on ropes, tending to the foliage. There were structures built like statues of men and women and animals. I saw a giant fish that I only knew was a building because of a pair of curtains blowing out of windows cleverly disguised as scales. There was also a majestic cat, a hippopotamus, and some kind of bird, its wings outspread. Other buildings were shaped like ships or mountains.

A streetcar ran along a wide avenue on the nearest tier to us. Its cars were sleek and rounded, nothing like the pictures I’d seen of streetcars in the cities back home. Bridges connected many of the buildings at their upper levels. On them, I glimpsed people in wild clothing—women wearing breeches along with vibrantly patterned dresses. There was a riot of color everywhere I looked, and I couldn’t even see that much. My eyes soon felt gritty from being held so wide.

Beside me, Grace’s jaw hung open. I knew she’d been to big cities—she’d dropped mentions of New York, Chicago, and St. Louis—but no matter how fabulous they were, there was no way they compared to this place… wherever it was.

The Ruth cleared his throat noisily. “If you wouldn’t mind, I do have other duties to attend to.”

“Like taking that stick out of your behind,” Grace muttered. I couldn’t hold back a snort of laughter. One glimpse at our guide showed he didn’t miss her remark. But he just motioned toward the aerial tramcar.

Grace’s brows were almost to her hairline. “You want us to get in that?”

The car itself was made of a thick shell-like material that reminded me of the armor, though it was more the color of the retaining walls, a reddish-gold earth tone. The cable above it was the width of my arm and seemed sturdy enough. And given the dozen or so other sky cars in view all rolling along merrily, I was willing to give it a shot. I nudged her, motioning for her to go ahead.

She narrowed her eyes and took a tentative step forward, one hand braced on her belly. The carriage swung as she stepped in, and she clutched at the bar overhead. I stepped in after her, not liking the swaying motion. There was seating for eight with room for more to stand, but the Ruth was the only other person to enter behind us. He pulled the door closed and remained standing while me and Grace sat on the cushioned bench. Then we were moving.

More of the amazing city came into view as we rose higher, over a retaining wall that appeared to be sprouting cucumbers from its side. I wasn’t sure if the swooping in my belly was because of pure stupefaction or the light swaying of the cable car. Grace gripped her fists tightly and looked a little green around the gills, so even as I wanted to see more, I was grateful the trip was short.

We emerged in a similar guardhouse to the first, though this one was larger with only a handful of soldiers inside. Everyone stopped what they were doing and stood up straight, saluting the Ruth as we passed. I had a million questions buzzing through my mind—Where exactly was this place? How could everyone understand our language? Why did they grow vegetables on the side of their buildings? Was this where Moses and the ommo power came from?—but it was clear the Ruth wasn’t the person to ask. He walked with authority and arrogance, never once bothering to slow down.

The guardhouse led to a wide hallway in a building made of the pale stone that seemed so common here. We passed several closed wooden doors inscribed with symbols that I would have loved to investigate more. After climbing another staircase and traveling down another hallway, the Ruth stopped in front of a very normal-looking door with a set of interlocking lines and curves carved into it and knocked three times.

“Enter,” a melodic voice called.

We walked into a small office, where a middle-aged woman sat behind a desk. Her hair was hidden by a voluminous yellow-and-orange wrap that matched her dress. The pattern was a series of shapes that made me think of cool autumn nights.

“These two were found at the Ifé Gate,” the Ruth announced, motioning to us. “The David will have to decide what to do with them.”

The woman motioned us forward. “Go on in, he’s expecting you.”

The Ruth opened the only other door, which led to a much larger office with a wall of windows. I wanted another look at the city, there was so much wonder just outside, but the man seated behind an enormous desk in the center of the room demanded attention.

He stood to greet us. Thickly built with rich, dark skin and graying hair cropped ruthlessly short, he wasn’t very tall but was intimidating all the same, and wore a tunic type of shirt, the left half a brilliant blue, the right half black.

“David,” said the Ruth, and saluted with a fist to his heart.

“Thank you for bringing our guests,” the older man said, his voice gruff but not without kindness. This seemed to shock the Ruth, who looked back at us with a touch less hostility and perhaps a bit of confusion.

He recovered, straightening his shoulders even more. “I will leave you to it, then. Ashlá.” With that, he retreated from the room. I turned to watch him leave and realized there was someone else in the office with us, standing in the back corner. Though I don’t think I made a sound, Grace must have sensed something. She turned as well. And gasped.

Moses smiled crookedly at us. Grace actually stumbled. I grabbed her elbow and led her to one of the chairs, where she sat heavily. I collapsed in the seat next to her, my knees weak. Her hands covered her mouth, and she couldn’t stop staring.

“R-Rob? Is it really you?”

I looked back and forth between him and Grace, not quite believing it. Not quite understanding why she’d finally recognized him and unsure what it all meant. But Moses had a pained expression. He didn’t answer but turned to the older man, some kind of pleading question in his gaze.

The man returned to his seat with a sigh. “We have much to discuss. Come.” Moses—Rob?—pulled up another chair to sit on Grace’s other side. She had her arms wrapped around herself and couldn’t tear her gaze away from him. I kept a hand on her arm, wanting to comfort her but not knowing how. Honestly, needing some comfort myself. Was Rob really still alive?

“Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Jean St. Malo. I bear the rank of David and am the leader of the Faden forces here. And I believe you already know the Moses.”

David, Ruth, Moses. For a place that evidently believed in many gods, it seemed like they were more than familiar with the Bible.

“Who is he?” Grace asked at the same time as I grated out, “St. Malo?” in a rough whisper. “The same Jean St. Malo who led a group of marooned slaves outside New Orleans two hundred years ago?”

Grace looked at me strangely, but the David smiled. “No, that St. Malo was my great-grandfather. I had not thought he would be so well remembered.”

The man leaned forward, all mirth leaving his features. “And to answer your question, Miss Grace, and the one you have not yet asked, Miss Jane—yes, this is Robert Knox.”

Though the chair beneath me was sturdy, I wobbled, feeling like the entire ground was shifting beneath me. I stared at his face, his familiar face, which I was used to seeing with a smile, now with his mouth downturned and sad.

“He still doesn’t remember.” My whisper was not much more than a breath.

“No, he doesn’t. Not at the moment.” St. Malo’s voice held regret.

“You told me you weren’t Rob,” I signed at him accusingly.

“What I said was that I’m not the man you knew, and I’m not. Not exactly.”

“What does that mean?” Grace said, pleading. Tears were streaming down my sister’s face though her features were frozen in a rictus of agony.

The David leaned forward. “There are rules that were created for our protection, and as such, there are secrets which are not ours to tell. I wish I could answer all your questions, but this land—the island we are on and the entire archipelago are called New Ilé—has laws that were entrenched during its creation, and even if I wanted to, I cannot break them. Neither of us can.” He pointed to Moses—Rob. “Though I understand that plans are in motion for you and your town to immigrate here. At that point, you would receive the same understanding that all residents have.”

I couldn’t stop staring. Moses and Rob were the same—something I’d felt all along but couldn’t quite bring myself to believe. What did it mean? I wiped at my cheeks and finally tore my gaze away.

“Though we’re not allowed to share New Ilé’s secrets,” Moses added, perking up, “the fact that they are here at all must mean the gods have allowed their passage.” He spoke animatedly, gesturing with his hands. “Jane was given a nakara as a child, that must be significant.”

I wondered if I should start thinking of him as Rob, but until he referred to himself that way, it would be difficult. However, the fact that he couldn’t remember his life—and his death—was the only reason he wasn’t looking at me with hatred. The only reason I could meet his eye.

“Shuna must have brought them along the water road,” he continued, eager. “She must have wanted them here.”

“Shuna is not here to speak for herself,” St. Malo said. “Her absence is, itself, part of the problem. Besides, she is not the one who gets to decide, only Mama Yoja can override the Law.”

Moses straightened. “I can take them to visit her. To gain Mama Yoja’s aid.”

While I was still flabbergasted, Grace’s initial shock had calmed, though she gripped the arms of her chair for dear life. “I need to understand why the ghost of my teenage boyfriend was in our town, walking around, talking to everyone. I need something more. I just—” Her voice caught on a sob.

St. Malo steepled his fingers, pensive. “I will tell you what I can and perhaps…”

“Perhaps what?” I signed, looking at Moses.

“Perhaps you will remember.”

My confusion was evident. Remember what? St. Malo focused his attention on me. “What gods do you believe in?”

“Our father is a preacher, we believe in the one God. The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.”

St. Malo nodded, and I jerked in surprise. I’d been signing, expecting Moses to interpret. “You can understand me too?”

“Yes,” he replied with a small smile. “I was once a pilgrim as well. “My great-grandfather had much the same beliefs as you,” St. Malo continued. “Embraced his faith just before his death. He’d spent years leading a band of escaped slaves. They tried to form their own free society, but he was betrayed and sentenced to hang. Unfortunately, before his death, he betrayed others. He used to tell the story to us, and I could just about taste his guilt.”

I could relate, I knew that flavor well.

“Once he’d been caught, he thought the Christian thing to do was to come clean, confess all his sins. Name names.” The David shook his head. “It made no difference, but I’m not sure he expected it to. He thought it would make him feel like a weight had been taken off, but it did the opposite. He had doomed others, men he’d sworn to protect, and was hanged regretting his actions, wishing he could make it right.

“He went to the noose recalling his grandmother and the other elders on the plantation and their talk of the old gods from Africa. Afterward, they tossed his body into the Mississippi instead of giving him a proper burial. But it turned out that was for the best.” St. Malo’s dark eyes flashed brightly with emotion. “It was there that Mama Yoja found him.”

Grace and I shared confused looks.

“This is her island and we are her people,” St. Malo continued. “This place is a second chance for us. It allowed my great-grandfather to start a family, live in freedom, and pass down to his children and their children the knowledge he gained so that we could do better. It could be that for you as well.”

“And for your entire town,” Moses added.

A place the dead go, he’d said at the meeting. It isn’t heaven, but it’s a land touched by the hand of God. This was where he’d meant.

“You said that I might remember, but I never knew any of that in the first place.” Frustration made my limbs tight.

Moses leaned forward, eyes glittering with excitement in a way that was all too familiar. “It works much the same here as on the surface. There is a great deal which you already know but have forgotten. We must go and see Mama Yoja. She can help you remember.”
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My mind was awhirl with questions as Moses, Grace, and I rose to leave, saying our goodbyes to St. Malo. Moses led us back through the smaller office, where the colorfully dressed woman smiled as we left, and into the hallway. When we reached a staircase, Grace and I both groaned in unison.

He was confused, so I explained about the Ruth and the never-ending stairs. When I was done, his face was raging like a storm, but he didn’t say a word. He simply led us past the stairs to an elevator. Grace narrowed her eyes, and a hot anger rose inside me as well, knowing that the Ruth had purposely avoided the easier route.

I had never actually ridden in one before, and clutched the bar on the wall when the elevator car began to descend, leaving my stomach strangely hollow. When the doors opened again, we emerged into a busy corridor full of soldiers in their blue-and-white-tinged armor, and for the first time, I saw others in a uniform of blue and black, like St. Malo’s, these made of a softer fabric compared to the hard-plated shells of the guards. Moses seemed to be on a mission, marching through the crowd of people; with each step, I could feel his fury rising.

Then I spotted the Ruth talking with two other armored soldiers. He looked over to find Moses stalking up to him and smirked. “Are you taking these interlopers to—” Whatever else he was going to say was cut off when Moses grabbed him by the neck and pushed him into the wall. His companions scattered, and the chatter around us quieted.

“How dare you force a pregnant woman to climb all the way to the guard tower? Why in Yoja’s name didn’t you take the elevator?”

That smug expression had been wiped clean of the Ruth’s face. Fear skated over his features. “They are outsiders,” he said as if that was enough of a reason.

Moses roughly pushed away and left the Ruth rubbing at his neck.

“So were you, once.” Moses visibly tried to get his breathing back under control. “Do something like that again and we will have a problem.” Then he turned around and led us back to the elevator.

Once we were safely cocooned in the car and heading up, I ventured to ask, “Did you only go down there to find him?”

He straightened his clothes, still wearing the suit he’d had on in Awenasa that morning, and cleared his throat. “I apologize for that.”

“Don’t,” Grace said. “He deserved it.”

She couldn’t stop staring, and the look he gave her made me wonder just how memory worked. When I lost my voice and no doctor could figure out why, I read books about the mind and the body being connected—maybe Moses’s mind didn’t remember her, but something inside him obviously did. His body was always slightly positioned toward hers, like the needle of a compass constantly seeking north.

The elevator let us out at the edge of a round paved courtyard that must be on top of the building. The ground was tiled with multicolored stones in some kind of design. Earthy red tiles were broken up by curving lines of blue. I tilted my head this way and that, trying to get an idea of what it depicted.

“It’s a map,” Moses said. “Best viewed from above.”

We were higher in the city now, with more of the aerial trams overhead and even more people around—regular people, not soldiers. Negroes of every shade populated this place. Most of them had their faces decorated with paint: lines, dots, and symbols in white, gold, and silver. It made them look otherworldly. Their clothes—full of colors and patterns that didn’t exist at home—made me self-conscious to be wearing my simple, solid navy-blue dress.

I could have stared at the people all day, but then I saw the tree. Not sure why I didn’t notice it earlier; the tree was gigantic. It looked like it stood at the highest tier of the layer-cake city—and boy, if Big Beulah kept growing for a thousand years, she would never get this big. I didn’t know a single tree could be so large. Its branches reached up to almost kiss the waters that made up the sky.

The dark blue waves above us created an eerie spectacle, looking up to find water instead of clouds was disorienting, but we were also high enough for me to notice something else. Something that made me stop walking completely and just point a finger upward with my jaw hanging open.

“That’s the town of Little Dernier,” he answered, noticing my shock.

St. Malo had mentioned that New Ilé was an archipelago, but the only islands I’d ever heard of were in water. This one was floating far above the ground. A waterfall, or perhaps more aptly a bridge of water, connected it to the main island. Maybe it led to a lake like the one I landed on, I couldn’t tell. But now that I was firmly looking up, I turned around in a circle and spotted several more floating islands in the distance.

Moses looked like he was struggling with something. He opened his mouth, trying to speak, but nothing came out. He shook his head. “Those are the hope of your town,” he finally managed, though it obviously took some effort. “Come on. You’ll hear the whole of it soon enough.”

We crossed the courtyard, which led to a tree-lined path. The branches obscured my vision, and I tried to lock my disbelief into a little box in my mind. There would likely be many more surprises in store before we were home again.

At the end of the path stood a small pavilion, just a peaked roof held up by half a dozen carved columns, all in the shape of fish. Beyond that lay a reflecting pool, too small and still to be called a lake, I figured. A floating bridge crossed the water, leading to a small mountain. Or a building that looked like a mountain—at this point, I couldn’t tell. It was perhaps twenty stories high, made of obsidian rock, striated with veins of silver and gold.

“That is Mama Yoja’s temple,” Moses announced.

A ripple of apprehension inched across my skin. When we’d set off, it hadn’t quite sunk in that I was going to meet a goddess.

Two masked guards stood at the entrance to the bridge. The face of one mask was carved into an expression of joy; the other looked pained, like the Greek comedy and tragedy symbols. They both saluted Moses and let us pass.

The bridge was made of thin planks of what looked like ivory. Their width and slight curvature made me think of bones. I shuddered and mentally chastised myself for being so macabre. It was just nerves was all. The bridge swayed slightly as we walked, and it was so close to the water, I couldn’t quite catch my breath until we were across. The waters surrounding us were the same placid cerulean blue as the lake I’d emerged from, but something about them ratcheted up my already-growing anxiety. Not so much as a ripple disturbed the surface.

Standing at the base of this mountain, I noticed water was streaming down the exterior. It glistened and reflected light, making it indistinguishable from the veins of silver and gold, at least from afar, but the entire structure reminded me of a submerged rock. The only doorway in sight was covered by a curtain of falling water.

“It’s through there?” I asked, pointing.

He nodded. “Don’t be afraid. Mama Yoja is our protector. She is mighty and fearsome, but we are her beloved children.”

I looked to Grace, whose brow was wrinkled with worry. Then she held out her hand to me. I took it, lending her strength and feeding from hers. She squeezed gently. We both squared our shoulders, lifted our chins, and entered the temple.
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Mama Yoja


People are like sand out of which one cannot make a mountain.


The inside of the mountain was a great cavernous space almost entirely taken up by a glowing blue pool of water. The only light came from some mysterious source below. Surrounding the pool was a ledge with enough space for several people to walk and a shelf going all the way around, overflowing with items. Flowers, shells, spent candles, bowls containing nuts and fruit, scraps of fabric, small carvings, drawings, beads, and more cluttered the surface. The scent in the air was electric, crackling with energy but rich and earthy like ommo.

Moses led us around, moving with purpose, reverently; we followed in silence, gaping at all the objects. Finally, he stopped at the edge of the water, staring into it, expression sedate.

I was loath to break his concentration, but after a while I couldn’t help myself. I tapped his arm to get his attention. He startled, almost as if he had been in a trance.

“What happens now?” I signed.

“Now we request her presence.”

He turned away from the water and knelt before the shelf, which looked to be a part of the rock wall. Just when I realized that some kind of offering would be necessary and we hadn’t brought anything, he pulled a folded cloth from his pocket. It was a handkerchief with blue embroidery in a pattern I recognized from seeing it somewhere in the city. He unfolded it to reveal two tiny figurines carved from light-colored wood. One was of a fish, the other a basket. Moses managed to find some empty space on the altar and placed the figurines there.

Grace knelt at his side; I followed her lead. He clasped his hands together and we did the same, an automatic reaction to the sight of anyone praying. My eyes closed, and I focused on his words, spoken low.

“Thank you, Great Mother, for bringing us to this world and for keeping us, for restoring us when we cried out for you. Hear our plea today, come listen to your children, for once again, we have need of you.”

Behind us, the water began to stir, going from perfectly calm to agitated. Part of me didn’t want to turn around and see. All my curiosity suddenly fled. I didn’t know anything about this Mama Yoja, but she was obviously a very powerful being to have created this island and have the ability to save our town.

The scent of jasmine filled the air. Bells tinkled, sounding like they were ringing inside the walls, and unexpectedly, a sense of calm washed over me. A small part of me felt like a heathen for kneeling to some other deity, breaking the commandment against worshipping other gods. Daddy would be incensed. But faith in my father’s God was due to training and habit. I’d longed to feel the presence of the Lord but had only ever done so fleetingly. So when the water shifted, and the bells became nothing more than a faint echo, I turned around slowly, unsure but wanting to believe.

I kept my eyes on the ground at first, scared to look up. Then a voice echoed around us. “My children. What have you to ask of me?” The tone was as melodious as chimes, vibrating my bones from the inside out. She spoke with a cadence so sweet, it nearly hurt.

The pool rippled, glowing softly from its depths and interrupted by the figure who I could only assume was Mama Yoja. I finally looked up.

The woman before us was as tall as a two-story building, her dark skin glowing from an internal light. Lustrous wild and kinky hair haloed her face. Eyes as fathomless as the sea flashed with the promise of storms. She wore a gown of white-and-blue diaphanous material. I averted my eyes from the dark shape of her breasts, clearly visible through fabric woven with silvery threads.

Still kneeling, Moses bowed his head. Grace and I did the same.

“Mama Yoja,” he said. “We come before you in humility, grateful to be in your presence.”

Though my head was lowered, I felt her attention shift from him to me. It was like being hit with a spotlight the temperature of the sun.

“Moses, initiate of the Faden, I greet you. But who have you brought with you?” Her voice washed over me like a wave pulling me under. It filled not just my ears but my nose and mouth as well. My lungs worked overtime, pushing past the pressure her speech caused.

Moses didn’t seem affected. He spoke easily. “They are sisters, Grace and Jane Edwards, who I met during my pilgrimage. I believe that Shuna allowed them entry to our land. Jane was given a nakara in childhood.”

The heavy heat of her intense perusal cooled, like a thick blanket being taken from my shoulders. “I see. But were you successful in your mission? Did you bring our precious Shuna back to us?”

He paused and swallowed. “I was not successful, Mother. She has hidden herself well on the surface and has no wish to return.”

Shuna. The missing goddess. The David had mentioned the name before, but now something rippled against my awareness. Like a knock at a door in the back of my mind wanting to be opened. It was fleeting, though, and I couldn’t grab hold.

The silence before Mama Yoja’s response was weighted and charged. Like the thick nighttime summer air before a thunderstorm. “If you are unable to complete your task, you will fail to become a Faden and remain arkless. I have not known a Moses to fail for many, many turns.” Her tone had chilled, disappointment evident. Even though I wasn’t the one who’d let her down, guilt made me feel heavier.

“I have not abandoned my mission, Mother,” he hurried to respond. “I have just become aware of another task, one that is most urgent.”

“The task I gave you was urgent.”

I wanted to move away from the displeasure in her tone, but my limbs were sluggish. Her voice still shrouded my senses every time she spoke.

“Yes, Mother,” Moses said, then grew quiet.

She sighed. “Tell me of this new issue. The one that had you abandoning your training so completely.” Tension thrummed in the air, like the off-key note of a plucked string.

“I returned to petition the Tree to create a new ark.”

Mama Yoja made no response, and Moses rushed to fill the silence. “The town that Grace and Jane hail from, it is an excellent candidate. The people there have used their ché to create community, and they are on the brink of destruction. I have… I have started the process, and their covenant is even now being drawn among them.” I jerked in surprise at this. What covenant?

“I do not know why Shuna brought these two here,” he continued, “but she did—she must have—and they have many questions. Questions I am prohibited from answering.”

“So you would like for me to skirt the rules put in place for our protection and tell them about our home?” Censure and amusement danced together in her tone. My knees began to ache; I battled the urge to fidget.

“We must protect our secrets from outsiders in order to safeguard our way of life. It has been that way since New Ilé was created. I will not controvert the Law based on some whim of Shuna’s.”

Moses looked like he wanted to speak up and further plead his case but pressed his lips together firmly. My heart sank like a leaden balloon.

“Rise.” Mama Yoja intoned.

I stood on wobbly legs and shot an arm out to steady Grace, but Moses was already there, holding her up. My sister’s hand went to her belly. Mama Yoja shifted, focusing her intensity on Grace, whose neck was long, chin up as she faced the inspection. “You are with child,” she rumbled.

Both of Grace’s arms went around her stomach protectively. “Yes.”

Another few moments passed in strained silence. “And this town of yours is where you plan to raise the babe?” the goddess finally asked.

With effort, I lifted my gaze to her and winced. Though her eyes were dark as pits, they flashed brightly with an almost hypnotizing effect. That impression of drowning while still being able to breathe flooded my senses.

“I’ve been away a long time,” Grace admitted. “Told myself I would never go back. Not for any particular reason, mind you. When I was younger, I thought it was quaint, and small, and boring.” She huffed a humorless laugh. “Now quaint, and small, and boring are part of its appeal.” Grace straightened her shoulders, still undergoing the intense perusal of the goddess.

Mama Yoja’s attention abruptly shifted back to Moses. “I take it you have appealed to the David to change your pilgrimage mission to the creation of this new ark?”

“No, Mother. It is my plan to complete both.”

The goddess waved away this suggestion. “Even a Moses may not force Shuna to return if she is being obstinate. Go and petition the World Tree for a seed, but know that only the Tree itself may grant them and it has been many turns of the world since it has done so.”

He appeared relieved. Mama Yoja continued, “If you are unsuccessful, your last task as the Moses will be to return to this town and remove all memories of yourself from the people. The Law is clear on this.”

My heart seized, but Moses took it in stride. “I understand.”

“And if you should be given a seed, you will need to take it to Papa Loku for germination before bringing it back to me. With a successful pilgrimage and the creation of a new ark, your name and memories will be restored, and I will welcome you into the Fellowship of the Faden. You will be arkless no more.” She inclined her head regally.

Moses bowed. His expression was controlled, and I wondered what he was thinking. Did he want to remember? What would happen to us once he recalled his past? The waters around the goddess swirled. It looked as though she was ready to retreat into them.

She had denied the request for knowledge, but now that I’d shaken off my terror—well, most of it—my thirst for understanding was potent. The air still felt like thick soup I was trying to breathe through, but I gathered my courage for one last plea. What could it hurt?

“If you please, ma’am,” I whispered tentatively, unsure if she’d be able to hear me.

Her gaze became a magnifying glass hovering over me the way children inspect ants on the sidewalk, raising my temperature. My mouth went dry, and I began to sign, figuring a goddess should be able to understand. “Can you at least tell me why I’m the only one who could see and remember Moses—Rob?”

I shook, all bravery fleeing while under her scrutiny. Mama Yoja pursed her lips. A lightning strike flashed within the tempest in her dark eyes. “Your inquisitive nature does not bode well for our secrets, I fear.” The smile she delivered was wide and blinding. A mouth full of diamonds shining down on me.

“Those touched by ommo are immune to its effects out there.” She waved a bejeweled hand around, vaguely indicating the world I knew. “Here, the power is common. Virtually all use it, so it will affect you as it does all others.”

Though I didn’t truly understand, it made a sort of sense. It reminded me of how Abner would talk about attending the school for the deaf. How it had made him feel normal, just another kid like all the others around him, as opposed to a freak who couldn’t hear when everyone else could. Back home, ommo was unique, like Abner being unable to communicate. However, in a place where everyone signed or could do magic, as the case may be, it was no longer special.

“As for the questions you hold yourself back from asking,” the goddess continued, “I will not break the Laws, however, since you are already here, I will allow the Moses to show you what your town may yet become. Glean from it what you will.”

My lips parted in surprise.

“Take them to one of the arks, perhaps Freedmensland or New Dismal. I would not suggest Ibo City. Allow them to see for themselves. If they are able to remember on their own, then no Laws will have been broken.” She spread her arms wide. “After that, you two must return to where you belong. Use your nakara, Jane, to take you and your sister back to your home.”

My hand went to my throat, to where the chain used to rest. “I—I don’t have it,” I whispered. At her imperious eyebrow rising, my hands fluttered into motion. “I gave it to a friend to use.” To Moses, I signed, “Daniel is helping ensure as many as possible stay to make Awenasa an… ark.”

“That is a very powerful gift to give away, Jane Edwards.” Mama Yoja’s words rattled my bones, displeasure clear in them.

“The memories I saw…” My heart was pounding, and to my horror, tears stung the corners of my eyes. “I don’t understand how people can lose them so easily.”

Her voice gentled. “There is a cost to all power, to all creation. A substance out of which a new thing must be made. Only the One Who Came Before can create something from nothing. Memories are precious, indeed, but wisdom is useless if hoarded. Perhaps this is a lesson you will learn in time.”

She brought her massive hands before her, curled into fists, palms up. When she unfurled her fingers, a winking coin sat in the center of each palm. “A nakara apiece for you, then,” she said, bending to put the little coins within our reach. “For what purpose you two were given passage here, I have no idea. And until Shuna returns to speak for herself, we will not know. But you must not tarry long in New Ilé. The people are very protective of their home and do not favor outsiders. I do not want to see either of you caught up in any… infelicity.”

Grace glanced at me, alarmed, then back at the tiny disc. I couldn’t see what was imprinted on them from this distance, but longing rose within me at their presence. Grace plucked hers from Mama Yoja’s palm. When I reached forward, a sharp feeling like static electricity sizzled up from her skin to my own, even before I’d touched her. I startled, then quickly grasped the token and leaned back.

Mine was almost identical to the one that Daniel now carried and used. The small, flat, bronze-like disc was the same; however, instead of the curved lines of what looked like a single wave, this one held an engraving of many swirling, arcing lines—a tiny piece of the pattern that I’d seen people like St. Malo’s secretary wearing.

I’d given my chain to Daniel, so I held my new nakara in my fist. It really should go somewhere safe, maybe in my pocket, but touching it, holding it, made a sense of comfort settle onto my shoulders. Grace stared at hers for a long while, turning it over in her fingers.

“This little thing creates the magic?”

“I will teach you to use it,” Moses said in a low voice.

“Thank you,” she murmured, and strung it on the chain she wore so the little token sat next to the cross that hung there. “Thank you, Mama Yoja,” she said, louder. I echoed her thanks with a motion.

The goddess clasped her hands before her at the waist, her expression enigmatic. “And if it is meant to be so, I will see you all again. Ashlá. Travel freely, my children.”

Bells started to ring again, reverberating through the temple. Mama Yoja sank down into the waters, her body swiftly disappearing from view.

Moses bowed deeply. “I am free if you are free, Mother.”

Grace bowed as well, and I was about to, when the goddess caught my eye. Just before her head was enveloped in the blue water, she held my gaze. Something deep and primal inside me shivered, as if experiencing aftershocks from the ripples of her vast power. Was this what it felt like to be a minnow swimming to get out of the way of a passing shark? I told myself it was nothing. And then she was gone and the water was calm again.
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Freedmensland


Many people have fancy watches but no time.


No one spoke until we were back across the ivory bridge, just past the guards, and standing on the tiled courtyard. Seeing as both Grace and I were somewhat wobbly, Moses led us to one of the benches on the perimeter of the courtyard. He sat next to Grace, with me on her other side. It was almost surreal to be back in the open after the almost oppressive atmosphere of the temple. I sucked in the cool, sweet air, very aware of the little token warming my palm.

“I must say, that went better than expected,” Moses said brightly.

I shot him an astonished look. “She didn’t tell us anything!” I signed just as Grace exclaimed, “She told us almost nothing!”

Moses snorted. A chuckle escaped from my lips. Grace looked back and forth between us, eyes ablaze. “What?”

He raised a brow. “Jinx?”

Seeing as sign language wasn’t exactly word for word, it was close enough. Grace pursed her lips, eyeing me. Then she sighed and stuck her right pinkie out. I hooked my left pinkie onto hers and we shook hands that way, just like when we were kids and would say the same thing at the same time.

When we released our hands, she tugged at her nakara. “How do we use these things to make Janie talk again?”

I flinched, having never even considered such a thing. Moses tilted his head in thought, making me wonder if something like that was against the rules. Even if it wasn’t, the idea made me a little queasy.

“There’s nothing physically wrong with Jane. Though even if there was, the power doesn’t heal after the fact. There are limits.”

I blew out a breath, the tension falling away from my shoulders. “Can it be used to make her understand me?”

His pondering expression transformed into a grin. “Certainly.”

While Moses filled Grace in on how to use ommo, I peered around the surroundings once more. Beyond the courtyard, a tram filled with people zipped by on its overhead cable. All the tallest buildings were collected in what must be a downtown area that looked to be a mile or so away. Now that I’d recovered somewhat from being in Mama Yoja’s presence, I was eager for Moses to show us around. The curiosity was just about bursting through my skin.

Grace gasped. I whipped my head over to find her eyes wide as saucers. “Those who chase good fortune escape from peace.” Her voice wavered. The scent of ommo filled my nostrils. What or who had she seen? It couldn’t have been Mama—she wouldn’t have been able to give that up, would she?

Grace swallowed, still appearing thunderstruck, and I waited for something to happen. After several long breaths, I signed, “Well, did it work?”

She stared at my hands, then raised her own, turning her palms this way and that, looking for all the world like she’d never seen them before. “Yes, it worked.” She signed as she spoke. Bewilderment turned to excitement before my eyes. “What else can I wish for?”

Moses beamed, pride shining from him at her accomplishment. “Many use it to learn skills, for convenience or to protect. Much of what you see here is due to the aid of ommo in helping architects, farmers, tradespeople, and the like hone their craft. There are—”

“Can we go see an ark now?” I interrupted, jittering in my seat. “See what Awenasa could become.”

“Certainly.” He didn’t seem put out by my impatience at all. Moses launched from the bench and offered a hand to Grace. She took it tentatively but released him once she was on her feet, and clasped her hands together on her belly. He blinked, a tiny frown line marring his forehead before what I’d come to think of as his signature sparkle took hold again, making him look lit from within by enthusiasm. “Freedmensland is closest. And they have something I think will help you all quite a bit.”

Mama Yoja had intimated as much, and I couldn’t wait to see. We crossed the courtyard to the street beyond, following Moses. This area seemed to be a business hub, reminding me of downtown Addison City. The people we passed all looked like they were on their way to somewhere very important. We got odd looks from some—all three of us were dressed very differently than everyone else—but for the most part, we were ignored.

As the sidewalks grew busier, I realized that those with emblems painted on their foreheads or cheeks were also wearing the same symbols in patterns on their bright clothing.

“What do the designs that people wear mean?” I asked Moses.

“They are the léodu, the symbols of their ark.”

“But you don’t have one,” Grace said slowly. “Because you’re arkless?”

He nodded. “Arks are created of communities or towns brought here together. That much you know. All others, those who come alone or in small groups, are arkless. However, we may petition to join either an ark or a fellowship.”

“Like the Fellowship of the Faden that she mentioned, what is that?” I asked.

Moses’s smile was enigmatic. “So many questions. Come. Once we get there, you’ll understand more.”

It was frustrating to be around people who were so secretive, but I had no idea of the penalty for breaking one of their laws. It must be steep if even the goddess would not do it. I reviewed what I already knew. Rob had died and his body was placed in the river, like St. Malo’s great-grandfather. Mama Yoja was responsible for bringing them to this place and back to life. Then Rob had been sent to Awenasa to find someone, a goddess named Shuna, but if he helped us become an ark, that would earn him a place among the Faden.

We arrived at a busy station where a number of trams converged, their cable tracks leading outward like spokes in a wheel. All the signs were written in another language, one made of softly curving symbols. And the crowd of people spoke in a language that was musical and lilting.

Grace watched everything with rapt attention but somehow still managing to look at home. “Close your mouth, Janie,” she advised after one imperious woman passed, looking down her nose at me disdainfully. She wore white, the pattern of her ark done in white as well, barely visible on the fabric of her sweeping, floor-length dress. A white circlet of beads and tiny shells topped her closely cropped head.

Across the station, two men in white with similar circlets stood tall, looking haughty. Everyone else gave these people a wide berth. Given their obvious attitudes, that seemed wise.

Moses led us onto a tram with gold, purple, and pale blue stripes. It was larger than the one we’d ridden from the guardhouse and only half-full, so we found seats easily. I was enraptured by the different symbols, the léodu, on just about everyone. But at the end of the car was a small group of people in gray-and-brown jumpsuits with no léodu. They must be arkless as well.

The tram car rose into the air, giving me a better view of the city. I spotted Mama Yoja’s temple and the courtyard beyond. From up here, the map was easily visible. There were at least a dozen large arks represented and several more smaller ones. I couldn’t quite figure out where to look as we rose higher and the expanse of the city was laid out before us.

Quick as a tick, we were at the first stop. People exited but no more got on. The tram stop was just a platform that looked as if it was floating on a massive body of water, as if the entire ark was one big lake.

“What ark is this?” I asked Moses.

“St. Malo.”

“Like the David?”

“Named for his ancestor. It’s actually the last ark to join New Ilé, about twenty years ago.” He peered out the window. “The village was built on the bayou, and a hurricane destroyed the place.”

I processed that as the car smoothly rose. The height was too much for Grace, she took a quick glimpse out the window, then faced forward, face strained.

“You all right?” I asked.

“Fine,” she said shortly.

Almost too soon we arrived at the second stop and Moses rose. “This is Freedmensland.”

We exited into a town that reminded me somewhat of Addison City. Bigger than Awenasa but not necessarily a metropolis. Most of the buildings had been built in the normal shapes, rectangles and squares, though I saw a domed top, like a capitol building, a few blocks over. The rounded surface was golden and seemed to glow.

Shops and restaurants were easily recognizable, and the writing was all in English here. The folks we passed all wore the town’s léodu, except for a pair of what looked like workmen carrying toolboxes.

Our destination was a park just a few blocks away from the tram station. It was bordered by a large wall, and I knew immediately that was what we were here to see. The white brick structure stood ten feet high or so and extended the entire perimeter of the park. On it, a mural had been painted in vibrant colors, in a style that reminded me of Aaron Douglas’s illustrations and covers for The Crisis magazine. The figures were in silhouetted profile, rendered without the detail of realism but with no lack of emotion and grit.

Moses led us to what must be the start of the mural, near one of the entrances to the park. “This will tell you what I cannot. Try to remember.” Then he stepped back while we pondered the imagery.

The first section portrayed a small island in a sea of stars with blue waters above. A little tree stood in the middle of the land, but otherwise, the sandy ground was empty. Though the scale was vastly different, it was impossible not to recognize what this represented.

The next section showed an old-fashioned sailing ship, white sails billowing, with dark, chained figures lined up on the deck. Waves of misery reached out to me from the paint and brick. At one edge of the ship, a pale figure wielded a club menacingly at a chained man.

In the next image, the pale figure was throwing the dark figure over the side of the boat. My hand went to my chest to hold back the pain. Was I imagining the sound of waves echoing in my ears? I stared at the painting, heart heavy. Then I stumbled. Though I stood on flat ground, it felt like it was swaying.

I moved slowly to the next image, where one of the dark figures, chains dangling from wrists and ankles, dropped into the water. The ground below me lurched again, making my stomach swoop. The scent of salt and brine surrounded me. Gulls croaked in the distance.

I felt… relieved? My suffering was at an end. Water enveloped my head. It made the wounds on my wrists, ankles, and back sting like the devil, but I still welcomed it. I didn’t struggle to break free of the water’s embrace. I just let it take me.

But I wasn’t drowning. A force like gentle hands scooped me up, soothed my injuries, carried me away. I found myself on an island, at the edge of a village that looked to be expanding. New thatched huts were being built along the edge. In its center rose a large tree. Across from me was a marketplace where people sold their wares, haggled, and bargained. It reminded me of home.

A voice rang in my ears, carrying inside it the most beautiful music I’d ever heard. “I could not stop your sale or your suffering, but I can offer you a place of refuge. Here you are free to live out your life the way it should have been.” I didn’t recognize the speaker, but I wanted to hear her again.

Only I did recognize that voice. Mama Yoja. And the marketplace in front of me was not familiar at all. Awenasa had nothing like it. The vision faded, and the mural appeared before me once more. I blinked as if waking from a dream, still disoriented, still not quite myself.

The painting displayed a much larger island, with a bigger tree sitting on its own island now, floating above the other. The village was now a city, its buildings strangely shaped. Different from anything I was familiar with, giving a glimpse of what it would become.

Mama Yoja’s temple was there, the reflecting pool with the structure of rock at its center, and a line of people stood on the ivory bridge, awaiting entry. They all held offerings in their hands, baskets or bowls, and their bodies were bent with joy and hope.

The bridge swayed under the weight of those who had come. Those eager to see the one responsible for our salvation. I longed for my turn, no good at patience. I would go to see Mama Yoja and plead for my family—the brother, sister-in-law, and nieces I’d left behind on the plantation.

I’d made my run for freedom, promising to return for them once the youngest baby was older and could travel more easily. But the dogs had caught me by the riverside. I thought it would be my eternal resting place, but I woke up here in New Ilé, an impossible, wondrous place.

The vision swam and spun, blending with the painted imagery it depicted. Mama Yoja’s voice surrounded me. “It is not within my power under the Laws,” she was saying as my heart broke. “I wish I could save all of you. Every last one, but I cannot.”

The grief in her tone matched the ache in my body. I bowed my head, still grateful, and went on my way.

The World Tree of the mural was now enormous. A young man stood at its base, cradling a seed, large as his head, against his chest. On it was a faint marking, a léodu for the ark he would build.

The next image showed a gathering. Dark figures holding hands surrounding a fire. Next to the fire was the man with the seed, raising it over his head as what looked like curling, white gusts of wind swirled around and around.

On the last section of the mural, a village floated over the main island, a bit lower than the tree. Rectangular buildings like uneven teeth created a skyline. A domed roof, golden and glinting in the sun, rose from the middle. Freedmensland.

Tears streaming down my face, I stepped away from the wall. My chest was tight, making it hard to breathe. I blinked furiously, squinting against the sudden brightness of the light. Grace stood gasping beside me.

“Did you remember?” Moses asked from somewhere behind us.

I jerked myself around, barely able to make my hands work. “How?” was the only word I could produce.

“Some memories live in the flesh.” He rubbed at his chest as if it pained him, gazing back at the mural. “There are many things we’ve forgotten that our spirits remember. There is ommo in this art. A wish that the story not ever be forgotten.”

I swallowed, taking in once more the expanse of wall with so much history captured on it. I’d not only remembered, I’d been there. Felt it. The relief, the hope, the sadness. What’s more, I was still remembering.

Across the park, two of the soldiers in the white-and-blue armor had appeared. I couldn’t see the emotions their masks depicted, but the name for them came to me: Baden. The Fellowship of Baden were the defenders of New Ilé, and the Ruth was their leader.

Mama Yoja and St. Malo had both used the name Faden, and a whispered memory identified them as a smaller group, led by the David, who took missions on the surface world to give aid to those left behind and return with knowledge to benefit their home. As missionaries, they aided people, shared and collected information and resources. New Ilé was isolated, and even the ommo was not enough to make up for the kind of innovation that occurred with a large-scale exchange of ideas.

But I could feel the door to the memories closing, like a stream drying up. “What is the covenant?” I asked as a trickle of remembrance flowed by. “I saw the people coming together to create the ark, but I don’t understand.”

Moses motioned to the city around us. “To become an ark, the community must use its ché. Each of us has our own store of ché, but groups have it as well. Sometimes it’s very weak, like in a large city where no one knows their neighbor, but in a town such as Awenasa, it’s strong. It belongs to all who call the place home, that is why an agreement is needed among residents. Deciding to use the ché of the community is the final step in germinating the seed. That creates a covenant with the Tree, a bond that is strong enough to build an ark.”

A memory fluttered of holding hands with the woman next to me. Chanting in another tongue, transforming my home. I shuddered as the stream dried up and the last of the mural-given memories left me.

Grace stared sightlessly into the distance. I touched her arm, and she startled. “What did you see?”

She wiped the now dry tears from her cheeks and patted her hair, composing herself. “More than I can say.”

It was impossible to put the experience we’d just had into words. The things I’d seen and felt were etched into my very soul. The fact that this place existed was miraculous, and now that I understood what was at stake, what Awenasa could become, I knew I couldn’t let Daniel work by himself to gain the agreement of our neighbors.
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No Panacea


A roaring lion kills no game.


We’d better get back,” Moses said, eyeing the two Baden who were still chatting, but now it seemed as though their attention had snagged on us.

He extended an elbow to Grace, who looked at it but declined. Then he did the same to me, but I needed my hands free.

“Will getting the seed be difficult?” I asked.

“I’ve been trained for it,” he answered with confidence. “Though few Faden have actually been called to help create an ark. I thought my mission would be more conventional. Go and study at a university, bring back some new discovery, and drop hints of innovations to receptive scientific minds or something.”

“That’s what Faden do?” I asked.

“Though sometimes what they bring back isn’t embraced wholeheartedly. One of my predecessors returned from researching with a prominent scientist and brought home two-hundred fifty-two ways to use peanuts… I don’t think he found many takers for the idea.”

I did a double take. “Are you saying a Faden worked with George Washington Carver?”

“And then there was that business with the metal chairs that fold up and can be stacked,” he said absently, his attention captured by a commotion inside a store we were passing.

A loud whistle pierced the air, and voices carried through the open doorway of a grocer’s shop. Just in front of the neatly organized rows of produce, a sturdy brown-skinned man wearing an apron over his protruding belly had caught the arm of a wiry younger man in an orange jumpsuit. The younger man writhed and struggled to get away.

“I wasn’t stealing anything!” he shouted.

The proprietor blew his whistle again, and racing footsteps thundered behind us. We stepped out of the way of the two Baden who would have run us over.

“What seems to be the problem here?” one of the Baden asked. His mask was one of grief.

“This Senecite came in here trying to steal handfuls of herbs.” Spittle flew from the grocer’s mouth; his face was contorted with indignation.

“I wasn’t trying to steal, I’m here to buy or barter,” the man in orange pleaded. “I was just smelling them.”

The grocer turned up his nose. “We don’t take Seneca City coin here, young man. And what could you possibly have that I would be in need of?”

“If you will release me, I’ve brought the plans of a new style of refrigerated case. One which allows shoppers to see inside. We’ve done trade with Maroonland and—”

“Maroonland? Is that supposed to recommend your contraptions? That’s an ark full of lawless degenerates, and everyone knows it.”

I bristled at the man’s callousness.

“Sir, we have need of large amounts of goldenseal for medicinal purposes. An illness is spreading among the children, and we don’t have enough of the herb for the tonic.”

“That’s what comes of messing about with Maroonlanders.” The grocer finally released the young man, who shook out his arm. “I have no need for see-through refrigerated cases. And it seems to me that if Senecites spent more time cultivating useful plants like medicinal herbs, you’d be a lot better off. Go to the First Isle if you want to trade.” With a wave, he dismissed the man in orange.

The Baden whose mask portrayed concern held out an arm. “All right, time to go. We don’t want to have to visit the Joab, do we?”

The young man deflated. “Sir, please. The Omri have hoarded all of the First Isle’s supply in case the illness reaches them.”

“Well, I certainly hope you haven’t brought a plague here with you!” the grocer groused, then spun on his heel and marched off to the back of the shop.

Heat seared my cheeks as the Baden led the wretched man away. Moses’s frown was one of resignation and disappointment. He angled his head, indicating we should go as well.

“Are they arresting him?” I asked.

“No, they’ll just escort him back to his ark.”

“Will they help him?”

His lips were turned down at the corners. “He’ll have to go to Mama Yoja and petition her. She will help.”

We continued to the station and stood waiting for the tram. The Baden and their charge waited as well.

“Well, if that’s how folks treat one another around here, I’m not so sure this is the place for us.” I frowned at the soldiers, who stood ramrod straight on either side of the man.

“So folks treat each other with perfect kindness and respect back home?” Grace said, sardonic. “Over half the folks in Awenasa are there ’cause somebody treated them a whole lot worse than that. And there wasn’t no goddess to go pleading your case to either.”

“Church is filled every Sunday with folks pleading their cases,” I replied, feeling mulish.

“And how’s that going for them?” Her lips twisted. “Awenasa ends up under a hundred feet of water and everybody has to go back out there, back where we came from, scattered to the winds to fend for themselves.”

“Oh, so now you feel protective of Awenasa? That feeling took ten years to build?”

She widened her eyes at me, taken aback by my vehemence. Then the tram arrived, interrupting the argument.

Grace had a lot of nerve to act like she had all these warm and sunny feelings about the town she hadn’t seen fit to step foot in for so many years. She tried to catch my eye when we sat, but Moses was in between us and I avoided her, keeping my gaze out the window.

Wanting to change the subject, I asked a question that had been wiggling in the back of my mind. “How were they speaking English just now, but on the main island, they spoke something else?”

“English has become the common tongue here since so many speak it,” Moses said, “though it’s a little controversial. You’ll hear many languages, though. You can use ommo to understand them all. Just about everyone but the Omri do.”

“The Omri?” The man in orange had also mentioned them.

He mimed a circlet around his head. “Descendants of the original Africans who Mama Yoja saved. The ones from the ships. They hold themselves above the rest of us since their ancestors were the first residents.”

I rubbed my arms. So much dissent and conflict. Why did it have to be like this?

“New Ilé is a haven, a refuge, but not a panacea,” Moses said as if he could read my mind. “People from different cultures, languages, customs, and traditions arrive, and those things don’t always mix. Arks have cohesion, and the First Isle is home to the Omri, who stay to themselves, and the arkless. Mama Yoja and Papa Loku keep things running smoothly, as do the governors and all the rest, but we are all different, with varying ideas about things. The reception you got from the Ruth—it’s not uncommon. Outsiders aren’t trusted.”

“Seems like insiders aren’t trusted either, if people from different arks can’t even get along. Is there violence?” I thought of the fires at home and the white men in the night with their shotguns. Helen Hillgrass cowering on the street, reliving old nightmares.

Moses placed a comforting hand on my arm. “There hasn’t been violence. Dissent, yes, but we or our ancestors all fled brutality. New Ilé may not be utopia, but it’s a good place.”

I really wanted to believe him.
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We emerged back at the large tram station, which was even busier than before. Now that I knew what to look for, I recognized that people stayed in clusters with others wearing the same patterns, léodu with léodu, ark with ark. I turned in a full circle as swarms of people entered and exited tram cars.

Moses led us out of the bustle of the station and onto the sidewalk. “I need to go petition the Tree for a seed. You-all should use your nakaras to return home.”

“Why can’t we come with you? I want to see the Tree.” A familiar and potent curiosity burned inside me.

“That wasn’t the deal. Mama Yoja said you could see an ark, you’ve seen an ark.”

“But the Tree is on an ark, isn’t it? She didn’t specify we could only see one ark. I didn’t hear that. Did you hear that, Grace?”

But Grace’s expression was clouded. “You said you have to petition the Tree. That means it might deny you.”

Moses straightened, his shoulders growing rigid. “It’s possible, but I don’t think—”

“And if that happens, I won’t see you again. Or rather, you’ll come and remove my memories of you. But it’s the same thing, isn’t it?”

He looked down, all mirth gone. “It’s the L—”

“If someone else mentions the Law again, goddammit, I swear I’ll scream.” Her chest heaved. A coldness washed over me at her tone.

Finally, he fisted his hands. “It will work. It must. This is a cause worthy of the World Tree. Mama Yoja has already given her blessing, and Papa Loku has never failed to do so in the past. All that’s left is the town’s covenant.” He spoke as if convincing himself, and for the first time, I truly understood all the pieces in play here. There were many points where this whole thing could go wrong. Nothing was guaranteed.

“You were always going to leave again,” Grace said before turning on her heel and marching away. I’m sure she had no idea where she was going, but her head was high and she walked with confidence.

I waved my arm at Moses as if to say Are you going after her?

He jogged off to follow. I decided to give them some privacy. It was obvious they had some things to work through.

I feigned interest in the light post and the unusual-looking lightbulb at its top. From the corner of my eye, I saw Moses pleading and coaxing. When Grace shifted her body, turning away from him with her arms crossed, he glided, keeping himself in her field of view. No doubt turning up the charm to outrageous levels.

When they came back a few minutes later, Moses’s eyes were once again alight. “All right, Jane, you get your wish. You can come with me to the World Tree.”

A smile split my face. Grace was more reserved but no longer spitting mad. That was something, at least. I bounced on my toes, ready to go.
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The World Tree


Where water is boss, the land must obey.


The World Tree wasn’t accessible via tram, at least not directly. The cable car we took deposited us at the edge of a park, much larger than the one in Freedmensland and without a wall or mural. This one featured a pond filled with small blue-and-green-striped duck-like animals. A paved path wound its way through clusters of trees, and in the near distance lay a complicated wooden frame that looked like a bizarre children’s jungle gym.

We followed the path into a dense thicket of trees and emerged in a clearing, where my rampant enthusiasm faltered a bit. What we stood in front of could, perhaps, be considered a waterfall. A wide stream of frothy waves descended in an arc from high above our heads. However, the water did not end in a lake, such as the one we’d arrived in, but continued underground into a trench or sewer cut across the pavement.

“It’s a water road,” Moses said amidst our silent discomfort. “All you need to do is stand on it and it will take us up.”

“B-but it’s flowing down,” Grace said, pointing.

“It goes both ways. Come, I’ll show you.”

I was very much uninterested in traveling on this water road, thank you very much. Moses ambled over to it, then hitched his leg like he was climbing a set of stairs and stepped on the water. Sure enough, it carried him up like a moving walkway. He jogged back down and hopped back onto the ground.

“See?” His grin was wide, but it didn’t change my opinion on the method of travel.

“Is there some other way to get to the Tree?” I asked.

“Nope.” He crossed his arms, waiting. “Would you rather stay here?”

I was tempted to say yes, but Grace answered for me. “No. We’re coming. Right, Janie?” Her expression was encouraging.

I shook my head. “I can wait.” There was a bench we’d passed not too far back, where I could sit and enjoy the surroundings.

Grace narrowed her eyes. “Weren’t you the one who wanted to see the Tree? You’re not just a little bit curious to find out what the fuss is all about?”

I curled my fists, trying to steel my resolve.

“We came all the way here, you’re gonna let a… a water road stop you?” She motioned toward the thing, which looked too much like a vertical river for my tastes. “Come on, Janie. You can do this. I know you can.”

My breathing sped. I wasn’t at all sure I could do it. I’d braved the Noxahatchie when I thought she was drowning, but this…

“You gonna make me go by myself?” asked Grace.

“Moses is with you. He won’t let anything happen to you.”

“Why are you still calling him that? You know who he is.”

That was a question I didn’t want to think too hard about. And knowing Grace, she wouldn’t let it go. If the choice was between riding with them up that damned river or revealing how the idea of Rob regaining all his memories terrified me, the water road wasn’t looking so bad.

“Fine, I’ll go.”

She clasped my hand and we walked back over. “It’s perfectly safe, Jane,” Moses said. Still, I was stiff as a board when we approached. I closed my eyes, raised my leg like he had, and stepped onto the surface. The smooth motion of the water road wasn’t what I’d expected. When I arrived, I’d been racked with confusion and fear, but this was very different. The water didn’t feel squishy and wet under my feet, it could have been solid. I had the sensation of standing on top of a cart or truck, a large one that didn’t wobble. Regardless, I kept my eyes closed for the entire trip.

“Step down now,” Moses said. I opened my eyes and was grateful to once again be on solid grass. Then I looked up.

Being close to the World Tree was dizzying. Its bark was dark, smooth like glass, nearly black, and went on for what seemed like miles to either side. Far above our heads, the first branches grew from it. Leaves as large as dinner tables hovered. If one were to fall, it would certainly smash anything beneath it to pieces. This was a tree that I suspected could never be chopped down. No saw or machine on earth was up to the task.

I stepped closer, as if in a trance, and placed my hand against the glossy bark, admiring the polished texture. Though it was cool and solid to the touch, there was a pulse inside, like a heartbeat. A low vibration that thrummed inside me. My own heart drummed against my chest, matching the rhythm. I dropped my hand and stumbled backward.

“What do you need to do to petition the tree? Use ommo?” Grace was asking.

“No, ommo is for making our will into reality,” Moses replied. “The Tree has its own will, and you can’t use ommo to overcome the will of another.”

“But if you can’t overtake someone else’s will,” I asked, “how did you become invisible? Isn’t that sort of clouding the eyes of other people?”

Moses removed his jacket and neatly folded it as he spoke. “If someone—other than you—actually knew I was there and wanted to see me, they would have been able to. The trick works because it’s unexpected and unknown, like an illusion. But for the Tree, I need to use my ché.”

He sat on the ground with his back against the bark, cross-legged. “To make a petition like this, we must focus our ché on an intention or desire. Concentrate on the power within ourselves and speak it into being, the same way we manifest anything in the world. The listener, the Tree in this case, will hear the words, recognize the potency of them, and choose to act. Hopefully, it won’t take long.” Then he closed his eyes.

His hands were on his knees, but otherwise it looked like he was praying. Grace made her way to the ground as well with some effort; I sat next to her. I ran my hand over the grass, wondering if someone came around to cut it or if it was magically inclined to be short. Then the sheer size of the Tree captured my attention again. How long would it take to walk all the way around?

Grace tapped my arm. “How long do you think this should take?” she signed.

“How should I know? I’ve never done this before.”

“But you had magic before.”

“Only for a day!” She was already exasperating me.

“I think maybe it shouldn’t take this long.” Worry lines creased her forehead. “You really knew who he was this whole time?”

I sighed, looking at Moses-Rob’s closed eyes. “I recognized him. Scared me about half to death. But I wasn’t sure. It was impossible, right?”

We sat in silence for a few more minutes. “It’s not working,” she signed. “It’s not going to work and then he’ll leave, and we’ll forget.”

I grabbed her arm. I wanted to tell her she was wrong, that it would be okay, but I knew better. We were too old for those kinds of pretty lies.

Finally, Moses sucked in a breath and opened his eyes. It took a second for him to focus on us, but instead of that mischievous twinkle, his expression was dull, a little dazed. Grace clucked her tongue, so sure she was right.

“What happened?” I asked.

“I tried a dozen different pleas and invocations. Every way we were taught to petition the Tree for a seed. But I got no response.” He craned his neck up toward the enormous leaves. “I don’t think it wants to release a seed. If I can’t help Awenasa or find Shuna…”

Grace’s jaw was set tight. She didn’t look directly at him. “Shuna is the goddess lost in Awenasa, right?”

“The river goddess, yes. And she’s not lost, she’s hiding.”

“What makes you think she’s there?”

“She left a trail through a few other locations in your world, but it ends in Awenasa,” he said. “And once you’re there… her presence hovers over the town.”

“She’s the one who brought us here?” I asked. “But how could she do that if she’s missing?”

Moses spread his arms. “Her physical form is missing, but her essence is the river.”

“Which river?”

“All of them.”

That feeling was back again. The one I’d had at Mama Yoja’s temple, like there was something I was supposed to be remembering. Something else I was supposed to know. If only I could reach it…

I blinked to clear my head. One problem at a time. “So, do you want to try again with the Tree?”

He stood somewhat stiffly. “I know it could hear me, but it didn’t respond. It was silent as the grave.”

“You didn’t hear the hum?”

He looked at me askance.

“When you touch the bark, it sort of hums.”

He pressed a palm to the trunk and furrowed his brow. Then shook his head. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“It’s not doing that for you?”

Grace looked just as perplexed as Moses. I rose and pressed my hand to the bark’s glossy surface. There it was, that pulsing hum that seemed to vibrate through it and right into me. The longer I touched the Tree, the more intense it grew until it felt like to ’bout rattle my bones.

“You’re feeling it now?” he asked. I nodded. “Why don’t you try?”

“Try what?”

“Ask the Tree for a seed.” His gaze was encouraging, but I wasn’t convinced. He’d evidently undergone some type of training. All I had was this buzzing in my hand.

“Go on and sit there, like I did.”

I did what he asked because I figured it couldn’t hurt anything. And if the Tree really was reacting differently to me, then I owed it to both him and to Awenasa to give this a shot. Otherwise, we were underwater in two months and he… he’d be just a memory again. An old one.

I sat cross-legged with my hands on my knees. “Now what?” I whispered, not wanting to move my hands.

“Try just speaking to it from your heart. Ask for what you want and make your case.”

I straightened my spine, putting it and the back of my head in direct contact with the Tree, that low vibration rippling through me. I wanted Awenasa to survive. But why? The thought popped into my head, but I wasn’t quite sure it was my own. Still, it was easy enough to answer.

Though I’d worked hard to follow the town’s motto and look to the future and forget the past, the memories dislodged themselves from their hiding place to float into focus.

After we left Earnestville, we’d stayed with Reverend Crockett’s family in cramped quarters for a few months while Daddy figured out our next steps. He wrote letters, made telephone calls, had meetings with others who’d fled Earnestville as well as those from other towns that had decided Negroes were no longer welcome. It wasn’t an uncommon occurrence. Finally, he’d decided to take us to where Mama had grown up. It had a reputation for being a place where Negroes could live in peace. He’d talked enough other folks into heading there that he was sure he could form a small congregation. So we packed up and rode in the back of a wagon with another family.

When we arrived, tears streamed down the faces of the men and women we traveled with. Big Beulah greeted us with her arms wide open, and we saw the rest of Freedom Street—even back then, it was something to behold. A town full of Negroes doing well. A new start. Even at eleven years young, I felt the pull of possibility.

Over the years, it became my town, and I packed away the memories of the horrors that had brought us there. At picnics, church socials, or Founding Days, we would gather and fellowship with hardly a care to be found. Newcomers, faces etched with heavy lines of hardship, would transform before our eyes. In just a few weeks, you could see the fear recede. It was like butterflies emerging from cocoons. Once they understood that Awenasa was a place where they could be themselves, where they could find work, have dignity, raise their families in peace and calm without living in horror of what was coming in the middle of the night, they relaxed. We protected our own.

I got that image really clear in my mind, and then I poured all of it into the tree, pressing my thoughts into the bark. Please, listen to the Moses and help us save Awenasa. You know, the town’s name is an Indian word, Cherokee. It means “home.” Old George, the one who founded the place, said before they were all forced out, the Cherokee who lived in the area used to help the runaway slaves. Give them food, help them navigate North. It was their land first, their home, and I think he wanted to honor that with the name. It’s a home for so many—a lot of people who need saving, who still have things to offer. And I know we would all be mighty grateful.

The words were silent, spilling straight from my heart. But I felt so full up with love for the town and everyone in it from Kizzie Campbell and her secret stories to the constantly bickering Mabel and Emmaline to ornery Abner, even though he talked—or signed—before he thought. What would it be like if we were all scattered to the winds, no longer a part of the tight-knit community we’d had for so long?

The gentle rumble that had been trembling against my back intensified. Then a wave began beneath my feet and rippled through me and into the tree. It shivered in a smooth, flowing pulse which grew into a drumbeat. The rhythm made me think of dancing Africans in some far-off time.

An earsplitting crack sounded overhead. Moses pulled me up and dragged me back toward where Grace sat. My vision blurred. When it cleared, a seed lay on the ground at the base of the tree, exactly where I’d been a few seconds earlier.

It looked like a smooth acorn. Or a rounder chestnut. Only it was as big as my head.

Moses released me and went over to inspect it, bending at the waist to peer at its smooth shell. Dark as the night and glassy, it reflected the indigo glow of the World Tree. I approached it, too, crouching to run a finger across its surface. There, a symbol was embedded, an arrangement of lines and curves that reminded me a little of a tree. The léodu of Awenasa?

“You did it, Jane.” Shock and pride filled his voice.

“I did it?” I repeated, not quite believing. How did I do it? Especially when he hadn’t been able to?

The rumbling stopped with the appearance of the seed, but a chill spread through me, sort of like the shiver that ran up the tree. It was the awareness that I was being watched; I turned to see if anyone was there. Of course, no one was. Only darkness greeted me, and I figured I was imagining things. But the sensation didn’t leave for quite a while.
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An Arrest


The night has ears.


What happens now?” I asked as Moses picked up the seed. Though large and awkward to hold, it seemed light enough, or at least he didn’t struggle with it.

“Now I take this to Papa Loku to germinate before bringing it back to Mama Yoja to do her part. The seed requires the ché from both of them for it to become active. Then I can bring it to Awenasa. If the covenant is sealed, the seed can be planted.”

“And once it’s planted, the town becomes an ark.” Though the fount of memories the mural had opened was now closed, I recalled the feeling of that group of people forming their covenant.

“Best put this somewhere safe,” Moses said, shifting the massive seed to balance in one hand. He tugged open the front pocket of his trousers with his free hand. It stretched to an impossible size, then he stowed the seed inside. Once it was done, no one could tell that anything was in his pocket at all.

At my and Grace’s stunned expressions, he merely winked. “Having deep pockets is extremely useful while on pilgrimage.”

I shook my head, marveling.

“But now,” he said, “you two really need to head back home.”

“How about this,” I suggested. “We look around this place for just a little bit longer, but…” I paused for dramatic effect. “We do it while invisible. The power works on people here, doesn’t it? Mama Yoja said since ommo is common, I wouldn’t be immune, so others aren’t either, right?”

Moses quirked his lips, which I took as a yes.

Grace donned a brilliant smile. “You know, if we could tell folks back home more about this place, all the wonders of New Ilé, they’d choose to stay in a heartbeat. The covenant would be easy as pie.”

“If only. Sadly, once you leave here, you won’t be able to tell anyone about what you’ve seen. Even if you try, it won’t work. The ah…” He shot a glance at Grace and spelled the word L-A-W-S with his fingers.

Disappointment snagged inside my chest. “All right, but I’d still like to see more.”

“Yes,” Grace added sweetly, “just a little bit more. What’s the harm if we won’t even be able to tell folks about it if we wanted to? And if no one can see us, then no one will be the wiser?” She batted her eyelashes, pretty as a picture, then glanced at me from the side of her eye.

I recognized that look of hers—it was one that had led too often into situations that had resulted in a beating. If Moses still had his memories, he would have identified it, too, but his knowledge of Grace from the past couple of weeks didn’t include that streak of devilishness running through her.

Like the past decade hadn’t even happened, my sister and I spoke without speaking. Her pursed lips and mischievous expression told me everything I needed to know.

Just as he was getting ready to shut us down again, both me and Grace raised our nakaras to our lips and whispered. I couldn’t hear her wish, but mine was for someone other than Mama to grant me just a little more time here and the power of invisibility. I reasoned that if the vision was from Mama, I’d just have to go on home.

The kyé left me with a sense of energy and excitement that I wished I’d be able to remember the exact cause of, but I whispered my anoru anyway. “She who carries the eggs should not dance.”

Grace disappeared. I gasped. Moses burst into surprised laughter.

If I was no longer immune to ommo and no one could see me, then they couldn’t see my signs—I definitely should have thought this through more. Then I recalled what Moses had said about free will. I knew where Grace had been and that she’d turned herself invisible, so I focused on that. Her form flickered back into view, a bit more faint than normal but easy to spot. And now she had a gently glimmering nimbus surrounding her, making her skin shine with a healthy glow.

“Janie?” she called.

I moved closer to whisper, “I’m here. You can see through it if you try hard since you know what to look for.”

Her brow furrowed with concentration before her eyes met mine. A bright smile overtook her face. She began to laugh.

Moses blew out a breath. “You two are really pushing the limits of your—” His head whipped around, and I strained to hear what had caught his attention. Footsteps sounded, like several people stomping in unison. Moses’s whole demeanor shifted.

“Stay quiet,” he signed. “Don’t move.”

“What do you hear?” I signed back, but he’d already turned.

The base of the World Tree was so massive that the floating island it stood on must be enormous as well. So it took a few long, tense moments before the owners of the footsteps appeared. As my anxiety climbed sky-high, the scowling face of the Ruth rounded the edge of the Tree, followed by eight masked Baden warriors walking two by two. It all seemed so ceremonial and slightly ominous.

“Moses.”

“Ruth.”

Their greeting was formal and stilted. The Ruth looked around, gaze sweeping the area. I held my breath and reached for Grace’s hand.

“Papa Loku has instructed me to escort you to an audience with him.”

Moses’s back was to me, so I couldn’t read his expression, but when he spoke, his voice was tight. “He say why?”

“He did, in fact.” The Ruth’s slightly feline face creased in a smile. “Treason.” The two Baden in front wearing masks of rage and serenity grabbed Moses’s arms roughly.

“Treason? What in Yoja’s name are you talking about? I haven’t committed any treason!”

“That is for Papa Loku to decide, now, isn’t it?” The Ruth said, grinning.

“I don’t understand,” Moses gritted out.

“All I know is that two outsiders whom you met on pilgrimage entered the island without authorization. Sounds like treason to me.”

Moses resisted the grip of the two guards. “Mama Yoja met with them. She gave specific permission for them to remain for a short while.”

The Ruth tilted his head. “It’s not my call. You’ve been summoned to face Papa Loku’s judgment, and it is my duty to carry it out. Remember, Mama Yoja does not rule this island alone. Now, will we have to do this the unpleasant way or will you come without a fuss?” Though his expression indicated he didn’t care either way, the gleam in his eyes made me think he’d prefer it if Moses resisted.

“I’m coming. There’s no need to manhandle me,” Moses seethed.

The Ruth waved off the two guards, who released Moses. Then Moses turned to follow the guards, holding his hands at his sides. With his right hand, he spelled G-O H-O-M-E.

My heart was in my throat throughout their entire exchange, half-afraid that the Ruth and his cronies would hear its unreasonably loud beating. My limbs shook uncontrollably, even as their footsteps slowly faded.

“Follow him?” I signed to Grace.

Her expression made it clear she thought that should be obvious.

We walked as silently as we could behind the guards and into the darkness.
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Papa Loku


Rain beats the leopard’s skin, but it does not wash out the spots.


We waited for the others to get far enough ahead for us not to worry about footsteps or somehow calling attention to our presence. Grace tugged me forward, unsticking my feet from the ground and leading me back to the water road.

Going down was easier than coming up, but maybe that was because all my fear was reserved for what was in store for Moses. By the time we reached the park, dusk had fallen. It happened quickly, much faster than back home, where a visible sunset was due to the turning of the earth. Here, one moment it was bright, then I blinked and twilight had arrived.

The Baden and Moses were walking swiftly and were already several blocks ahead of us. We rushed to keep up. Grace moved with ease, though she did keep a hand on her tummy.

“You okay?” I signed with the hand that wasn’t holding hers. She nodded tersely.

After the park, we were swallowed by the denseness of the city, with buildings and townhomes of four and five stories looming over us. After several turns, the structures thinned out and we came to an open area with a large round reflecting pool. It reminded me of the water surrounding Mama Yoja’s temple, though there was nothing built in this body of water.

There were, however, a pair of Baden guards on the far side of the pool. Those ferrying Moses headed in their direction. Soft lamps on posts carved to look like giant waves illuminated the space. As we drew closer, the sculptures surrounding the water at regular intervals fascinated me. They were depictions of sea life: shells, fish, eels, squid, octopuses, dolphins, and creatures I couldn’t name and had never seen before. Each of the sculptures was actually hollow. As we passed, I peered inside to find them full of offerings. Shiny trinkets, candles, figurines, fruit, nuts, bottles, handwritten pages, and more filled the vessels.

The path we took was covered in dirt, which did well to mask our footsteps, allowing us to draw closer to where the Baden had stopped, in front of the two guards. Both pounded their chests in salute when the Ruth approached. Grace and I paused far enough away not to be afraid of being overheard breathing. The Ruth’s voice was too low to understand, but after a brief exchange, the first two of his guards headed down a hidden set of stairs built into the water.

Two by two, they descended, along with Moses, leaving just the original guards behind. I looked to Grace with wide eyes asking a silent question. She shrugged and started moving forward, dragging me with her. Though the dirt absorbed our footsteps, still we tiptoed to the guards and then froze.

Neither of them made any motion to indicate they sensed us. One’s mask was of remorse, the other’s contempt. And the stairs they stood in front of were dark, giving no indication where they led.

I swallowed, fear threatening to take over every part of my body. But Moses had been arrested because of us. We were in for a penny and a pound.

Grace squeezed my hand and we moved forward as one, going slow to stay silent. The staircase was long, with steps made of stone. Sweat pooled under my arms and streamed down my back. The effort to breathe quietly made me lightheaded. I was being so careful not to trip—a fall would announce our presence, and linked with Grace, I couldn’t take the risk of taking her down with me.

Darkness enveloped us as we hit the bottom of the staircase, stepping onto a floor also made of stone. I reached out with my free hand, groping in front and to the side of us, but my fingers met nothing but air. The atmosphere down here was oppressive and humid. When I thought the darkness would be unrelenting, a tiny glimmer of light shone up ahead.

We crept along toward it, and the floor grew more uneven. Grace tripped, reaching for me with her free hand. Her grip was so strong, she nearly pulled me down with her, but I braced myself against her weight and we both kept our feet.

My heartbeat was out of control and we took a few precious seconds to catch our breaths before continuing.

A chamber lay up ahead. We tiptoed forward and hovered in a shadowed entry, peering into a circular stone pavilion. Coarse columns, not hewn into any particular shape, held up a roof high overhead. Too high to be under the pool, even with the number of steps we’d descended. Beyond the columns, lit by a soft glow that I couldn’t find the source of, was water. All around us water. Not held back by glass or anything but separated from the interior through an invisible barrier. The chamber was like a giant aquarium, or perhaps inside one.

I jumped as a school of tiny yellow fish swam just next to us. Grace nudged me, glaring in annoyance.

The Baden had spread out in a circle with Moses in the center. His back was to us, thankfully. I didn’t want him to notice us and accidentally call attention to our presence.

“Faden pilgrim, tell me a secret.”

I startled at the sudden command and then stilled, hoping I hadn’t made any noise. The voice vibrated through me, echoing out from my very bones to reverberate along my skin. It was smoky, weighted, and seemed to come from both everywhere and nowhere at all. It pressed against me like a blanket, wrapping me up.

The muted glow that filled the pavilion began to brighten. Between the two pillars directly in front of Moses, a shadow emerged, moving swiftly.

I thought at first it was a large fish, maybe even a whale or a shark, swimming toward the temple. A tail fin cut through the water behind it. The figure grew larger and closer, still hidden in darkness, until it burst through the water barrier and into the pavilion without so much as a splash.

I glimpsed a man’s face, cheekbones and jawline strong and sharp enough to wound. The tail I thought I’d seen was replaced by a pair of muscular legs encased in trousers that shimmered like fish scales. Perhaps I’d imagined the fins?

He stood as large as Mama Yoja, many times taller than a human man, power and command wafting from his skin like smoke. His torso was bare but for a chest plate of the same material as the Baden armor, it covered his pectorals and glimmered with a winking light.

Papa Loku. It was little wonder these creatures were called gods.

At the edge of the circle, between two stone pillars, a throne appeared out of thin air. It rippled into existence—a giant chair that looked to be made of multicolored coral. The back of the grand seat rose to meet the ceiling of the temple. Papa Loku sat upon it, then rubbed his chin with a finger.

“I am waiting for your secret, pilgrim. It is the price of an audience with me, as you well know.”

The god’s expression was stern, but his eyes didn’t hold the turbulence Mama Yoja’s had. Or perhaps I was just too far away to see them clearly.

Moses’s shoulders were straight, his head high. He responded, but in words too low for me to hear, though I strained as best as I could. Papa Loku leaned back, seeming satisfied.

“And is this the reason why you were careless enough to allow outsiders to enter our home?”

“I did not know, Papa Loku,” he said. “I had not imagined it was possible. I apologize.”

Papa Loku’s movements were sinuous and fluid, like he was still enveloped in water instead of air. He stretched out on his throne, leaning casually to the side. “There have been times in our history when those who do not call New Ilé home in their hearts have managed to find their way here. That is why I created the Fellowship of the Baden, to protect our home. Outsiders disrupt. They challenge the peace. Were you not warned of this in your training, pilgrim?”

“Yes, I was.” I couldn’t tell much from Moses’s tone, but he must have been afraid.

“I admit, I was never a proponent of the Faden. That was Yoja’s project. Pilgrimages to the surface to assuage her guilt. Their purpose always eluded me. What the two of us created here is worthy, but little by little, cracks have formed. Imperfections in the once smooth surface of this land. I believe your order has much to do with it. I had hoped she would see the error of her ways. How those not from here do little but dilute the purity of our strength. Introduce weakness into the chains which bind us.”

Something flashed then behind his eyes, a burst of power that reminded me of Daniel’s fireworks display. But it was snuffed out quickly. His gaze swept those present. I tensed when it slid in our direction, then thankfully passed right over us.

“A new ark is an unknown, and unknowns are risky. You have received a seed from the Tree, I take it?”

“Yes.”

“Impressive. I had thought it was done with all of that. Let me see it.”

Loku held out his hand, and Moses pulled the seed out of his impossible pocket. He stepped forward to place it in Loku’s massive palm, where it appeared tiny.

“I had thought the Tree had given its last seed,” Loku mused, nudging the pip with a thick finger, frowning down at it.

“New arks and new people are a risk,” Moses said cautiously. “But without risk, there can be no reward. New Ilé is not a place of stagnation. Fresh blood heals wounds.” His voice was earnest.

Loku looked up from the seed, eyes glittering. More sparks that died before they could ignite. “You believe this to be true, child, but you cannot guarantee it. None of us can. My brother Runmi may be able to see the future, but even that is only one choice among many. Some wounds fester and grow putrid, fresh blood or no.”

The god shook his head sadly. “Those Yoja is unable to save eventually travel to the Ancestral Waters and continue their existence as spirit, watching over those who come after them. Ultimately, all must leave the surface behind. This is the way the Laws of Creation have organized things, and we must not disturb that.”

Loku closed his hand around the seed. “I have come to believe it is folly to exert our will on the surface as we have. We must not ignore the lessons of the past or the mistakes that have been made. I will not germinate this seed. Awenasa will not become an ark. New Ilé must stay as it has been. We are stable now, protected, safe. There is no need to rock that boat.”

Moses began to shake his head.

“I understand this means that your pilgrimage is a failure. I am deeply sorry for this, young one. Trust that I am. But you see, there is simply too much at stake. I must think of those souls already here and how I can safeguard them.”

Papa Loku set the seed down on the arm of his great throne and turned his full attention to Moses. Though the focus was not on me, I took a half step back from the intensity. “Now, as for you, pilgrim. What are we going to do with you?”

“What do you mean?” His voice cracked with disappointment.

“You have broken the Laws. You have brought outsiders here.”

“I—I did not bring them, Father. Shuna must have done so. I had no idea they would be able to travel the water road, and Mama Yoja gave them permission—”

“Shuna perhaps brought them to New Ilé, but it is you who have brought them into my temple.”

An invisible hand reached out and grabbed me, tearing me away from Grace and dragging me forward. My toes scraped across the ground as I was pulled, scrabbling and struggling against the firm hold. Finally, I was set down next to Moses, with Grace on his other side.

Given that the Ruth and Moses all stared at us in horror, our invisibility must have been torn away. Nausea convulsed my belly as cold terror made every cell in my body quake. I gulped for air to fill a chest squeezed too tight.

Moses whipped his tormented gaze from Grace to me and back again, lips parted on a silent moan. Tears fell from his eyes. An answering wetness covered my cheeks.

Before us, Papa Loku stood, towering at his full height. “You all were instructed to return home, were you not?” His voice was thunder, shaking my spine.

Tears tracked down my cheeks. Grace hiccuped with a sob. “Y-yes, sir,” she answered.

“Then I suggest you do so.”

I reached out to grab hold of Moses, in fear or apology or both, but once again, I was ripped off my feet and hauled into the air. Grace hovered above the ground as well, legs flailing with panic.

“The Moses will be held until a suitable punishment can be decided upon. These two will return to where they came from and will not come back. Ashlá.”

I screamed out soundlessly in protest just as dizziness swamped me. The woodsy scent I associated with ommo surrounded me, and darkness clouded my vision. In the unrelenting black, an image emerged, burned into my eyelids: Moses’s terrified face.

I called for him again and again with a voice that made no sound.
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Returning


He who does not know one thing knows another.


My head burst free of the surface of the river, but I wasn’t wet. No water streamed into my eyes or clogged my ears. I turned in a circle, taking in my surroundings. The sound of children’s screeches in the water about a hundred feet away grabbed my attention.

The same children. The sun was high in the sky, just like it was when we’d left. How much time had gone by? Had any?

Grace’s head popped up beside me. Her eyes were wild, and a scream tore from her lungs. It was a sound of anguish and misery. When the last echoing wail died, I realized everything was too quiet.

The children were silent, their gaping eyes tracking our movements. I reached for Grace and towed her toward the shore. We picked our way through the water, swimming and then walking, ending up on the rocky dirt, perfectly dry, hair still in place.

Fervent whispers were now being shared by the kids in the water, but I couldn’t spare them more than a passing thought. Grace appeared as shell-shocked as I felt. Her haunted, grief-stricken expression turned her brown skin gray. Though our impromptu swim hadn’t left us cold or wet, I was shaking all over. As numb as if I’d taken a plunge in Arctic waters. By wordless agreement, Grace and I stumbled up the path toward home.

The house was quiet and empty, Daddy still gone. I was glad. I needed to gather my thoughts, maybe find someplace I could get a stiff drink. That particular urge had never hit me before, but suddenly I could see the usefulness of it. Instead, I sat Grace down at the kitchen table and filled a saucepan with milk.

“Cocoa?” I asked.

She nodded, and some measure of relief pierced the callus around my feelings—she could still understand my signs. The magic was still in effect.

Her lips pursed on a word, but she stopped. Then tried again. Her mouth opened, and it was obvious she was trying to speak, but something was preventing her.

“We really can’t talk about—any of it,” she said. Her eyes got a little wild. “You got one of your notebooks?”

I didn’t have one in my pocket but retrieved a spare from the drawer and gave it to her along with a pencil. Her hand hovered over the page for a long moment, but she didn’t write.

Finally, she pressed the lead to the page and scribbled out a single word—one I would probably get a beating for saying out loud, even at the age of twenty-three.

The milk was simmering by then, so I turned the burner off and poured it into two mugs along with the cocoa powder. A dash of cinnamon turned it into the drink that Daddy would ply us with as children to calm us when we woke from nightmares or were agitated late at night.

We wouldn’t be able to talk about New Ilé, about what had happened with Moses, to anyone. Did that mean we couldn’t tell folks that he wasn’t coming back? That whatever promises he’d made about saving Awenasa were all in the wind now? The seed was with Papa Loku, who refused to do his part to activate it, and now all hope was lost.

Even the hot cocoa couldn’t soothe this pain.

Grace drained her cup and rubbed her belly. “I’m going to take a nap.” She pushed her chair back to stand.

I stayed in the kitchen, listening to the water running in the upstairs bathroom for a long time. Then I rinsed out the mugs and went to stand in the doorway of Daddy’s office. The lights were off, all his books and papers stacked neatly on his desk. He was probably at the church right now, getting ready for tomorrow’s service. But I wanted more than anything to have him here to hold me. Press me up against his chest and tell me, It’ll be all right, Little Bit. You’ll see.

If he said it, I would have believed it. But I wasn’t a child anymore. And my daddy couldn’t protect me from the whims of the world. He’d done his best, but I knew more than anyone it wasn’t always possible to protect everyone you loved. I was grown and I had to take responsibility for my actions. What I’d done as a child had doomed Rob, and what I’d done just now condemned him again—possibly taking away the second chance he’d managed to find.

Because of me, not just Moses but Awenasa itself was damned.

The weight pressed down until I couldn’t breathe. I doubled over with the pain of it, sinking to my knees right there in the hallway. No fresh tears came, I was all cried out, but agony clawed at my chest and radiated through my entire body.

A knock sounded at the door. From my position, I could see the outline of the figure through the curtains on the side windows. Daniel.

I couldn’t talk to him, I couldn’t talk to anybody—it was all too much. So I stayed crouched on the ground in a little ball until he went away. Then I crawled up to my room and stayed there for the rest of the day.




[image: image]







The next morning at church, Daddy’s sermon was all about hope and perseverance. Every word sliced into my skin like a barb.

“The miracles of God come to them who believe.” The thwacking of cardboard fans punctuated his statement. “When old Nebuchadnezzar tossed Daniel into that lion’s den and he was faced with the jaws of those ferocious animals who had already taken the lives of so many, what did our Daniel do? What did he think about? Who did he turn to?”

The familiar cadence of my father’s words was like a rhythmic dance, ebbing and flowing, but the comfort it usually brought me was lost.

“There was no light and no hope. Those lions were salivating, ready for their meal. And yet… and yet…” He paused, holding up a hand and tilting his head to the side, extending the moment. “Daniel held out his heart to God, to his Father on high, and was rewarded by being delivered.”

A chorus of amens rose from the congregation.

“Deliverance is what happens when you have faith combined with perseverance. You cannot be delivered if you acquiesce to Satan. If you give in to fear or intimidation. You cannot be delivered if you do not first humble yourself and say, ‘Lord God, I do not know the way out of this situation, but I know you do.’”

“Preach!” several in the congregation said.

“You must tell Him, ‘I know you have the way planned. That you have prepared a table before me in the presence of mine enemies and my cup…’ what?”

“What that cup do?” Mrs. Early shouted from the front row.

“Runneth over!” several replied.

“My cup runneth over.” Daddy mopped his streaming forehead with his handkerchief. “That means we not only have enough, we have more than enough. We have abundance. God will deliver abundance to them who have faith and believe in Him. To those who persevere in His ways. That is why Jesus implores us—implores us, y’all—to ‘trust in the Lord with all thy heart and lean not under thine own understanding. In all thy ways acknowledge Him and He will direct thy paths.’ What does that mean? ‘Direct thy paths’? Does that mean He’ll give you directions to the path? He’ll tell you, ‘Turn left at the fork in the road and then keep going into the valley and you’ll hit it in a mile or two’? No!” He shook his head emphatically.

“Directing someone’s path means you’re with them every step of the way. He don’t just push us out of the nest like a baby bird and hope we can fly, the Lord shows us the way to go. He is the shepherd, and we just have to follow the path He directs us on, and we will know where to go. Now, do we know where to go on our own?”

“No!” the people shouted.

“That’s right, we need Him to direct us. We need to follow Him. For the sake of righteousness, we will have faith and persevere. Can I get an ‘Amen’?”

“Amen!”

“Can I get an ‘Amen’?”

As the amens rang out all around and the chords of the organ rose in a praise break, I opened my eyes and looked to my father, whose face was alight with joy. The people around me held their hands up, and flapped their fans, and nodded their heads, uplifted. Eyes shining with the inspiration of the Word. Some folks produced tambourines. Miss Tamar had caught the Holy Spirit and was stomping her feet and rhythmically convulsing in the aisle. Two ushers rushed over to ensure she didn’t fall out and hurt herself.

My father’s words ricocheted within me, seeking entrance into my heart, but found no openings. Could I have faith? Could I believe in anything when I had caused so much damage? What path was I on, and why was no one directing me?

I tried not to let my emotions show on my face, but I was distraught.

After the service, I slipped into the back, into Daddy’s office, so I wouldn’t have to answer any questions or see anyone. I sat at his desk, looking at his papers and books stacked neatly, a mirror image to his desk at home. That made me smile.

I longed to ask him what I should do, but I couldn’t relay anything about New Ilé. Speaking, writing, signing didn’t work, so any wisdom he may have about the situation with Moses was out of reach.

Through the window, the late summer sun shone. Children, released from Sunday school, raced through the parking lot on an impromptu game of tag. Clusters of parishioners stood in conversation, and the scent of the post-service dinner wafted up from the dining hall.

Ruby Mae had her head back, laughing riotously at something Clem Jefferson was saying. She’d better watch out—Clem’s wife, Davida, had already chased Ruby Mae out of her bedroom with a kitchen knife once. That woman must have a death wish.

Dorinda Matthews glided across the gravel lot, darting furtive glances over her shoulder. Probably didn’t want anyone to remark on how stingy she’d been with the collection plate.

My spine straightened with a realization. I’d seen Moses visiting both these women. He was here searching for the missing river goddess—Shuna. I raked my memories for anything he’d said about his mission. Shuna had hidden herself well. That meant that someone in town, someone we knew, one of our neighbors, was really a goddess in disguise.

I couldn’t help Moses, couldn’t really help Awenasa, but surely a goddess could.
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Small Battles


If you pick up one end of the stick, you also pick up the other.


How exactly did you go about finding a missing goddess? One who apparently looked and talked and acted like the same people you’d known half your life? I wasn’t quite sure, but I figured Grace might have some ideas. Of course, Grace, as usual, was nowhere to be found.

After church, it was like she’d disappeared from the face of the earth. Half of me wondered if she’d turned invisible. I shrugged off my frustration with my sister’s Houdini act and focused on the task at hand. Moses hadn’t been able to find Shuna—did that mean he’d ruled out the folks I’d seen him talking to: Ruby Mae, Miss Althea, Dorinda? He’d been hovering around Grace as well, but she sure as sugar wasn’t a goddess. Or maybe he hadn’t been able to rule them out at all? If Shuna had hidden herself so well, did I have any chance of finding her?

My new nakara sat warm on my breastbone as I contemplated. Could ommo help? But wouldn’t Moses have used the power to suss her out if it could have?

By suppertime, I wasn’t any closer to developing a plan for unmasking the goddess, and my head hurt. I’d forgotten that the Hodges and Miss Rosie had been invited to supper, but fortunately, Miss Rosie brought all the food.

Grace appeared just before we sat down and had the nerve to ignore the dirty look I shot her. I wasn’t in the mood for company, but it all worked out because Big Aggie Hodge was a conversation partner of one. Her husband, Noble, focused entirely on wolfing down his meal like he’d been starving for years, while his wife regaled the table with the exploits of their grown daughter, Little Aggie, who was a Poro agent, traveling from city to city selling beauty products.

“She’d been sitting there in the living room for a half an hour, doing product demonstrations, when an unholy clatter came from out the closet. The door burst open and boxes and crates came tumbling out, along with a man wearing nothing but his skivvies! Well, Little Aggie didn’t even bat an eye, just turned to him and recommended the hair pomade.”

Laughter rang out around the table. “’Course, she hightailed it outta there when the woman’s husband came home. But she still made the sale.” Big Aggie sobered, and scooped herself another serving of mashed potatoes. “Think we might go on up to Chicago and stay with her a spell. It’s only a one-room flat, but with her on the road so much…”

“So you’ve decided to sell?” Daddy asked.

“Don’t see much way around it. The Braithwaite boy is going around asking folks to have faith in miracles. Well, Pastor Edwards, you know I’m a God-fearing woman, and He works in mysterious ways, but I been run out of my home before. Didn’t get a penny for our land either. We got to be practical. Our Ned is smart as a whip and heading off to college in a few years.” She shook her head sadly. “We got to be practical.”

You won’t leave before Founding Day? I wrote, then held up my notebook for her.

“Oh no, Janie. One last Founding Day will be just the thing. Send us all off right.”

After that, I couldn’t be bothered to follow the conversation. The Hodges and Miss Rosie finally took their leave, and Daddy followed me into the kitchen.

“I can take care of the dishes, Little Bit. You look tired.”

I thanked him and made my way upstairs. Grace’s door was closed. I knocked and then opened it, stepping inside. She pulled her robe on quickly.

“You supposed to wait for someone to answer after you knock, Janie,” she snapped.

“You don’t have nothing I ain’t seen before,” I snarked.

“What you want?” She sat on her bed, clutching her robe against her chest in tight fists.

I leaned against the door. “Where have you been all day?”

She rolled her eyes. “You know Sophia Baynes asked me about you chairing that Founding Day committee. Why you don’t want to?” She tilted her head to the side, genuinely curious.

“I don’t have time for that,” I answered, peevish.

She raised a brow. “You only work three days a week. The church ladies do half the cooking, and there’s certainly no man chasing after you. So, what you so busy doing?” Her words weren’t said meanly, but they still sliced into me.

“How am I supposed to lead a committee of old ladies?”

“Well, they wouldn’t ask you if they didn’t intend to listen to what you had to say.”

I blew out a breath, frustration making my arms and legs feel tight and itchy.

“They just want to talk about Mama!” The words burst out of me, my hand motions jerky. “Compare me to her. Talk about how good she did when she was younger than me.” I shook my head. “Ain’t no use looking back.”

But the sentiment felt wrong even while my hands were still in motion. Hadn’t I been holding on to those memories I’d received of my mother? Weren’t they precious?

The headache that had retreated into the background during dinner emerged again, beating against my skull.

Grace sighed. “Like I done told you before. Where I go is my business.” She crossed her arms, looking mulish. “Besides, I don’t think you really want to know,” she muttered.

I did want to know, but pleading with her hadn’t made a difference yet. I decided to take a different track. “I think that we can help… him.”

Her gaze sharpened.

“He was sent here looking for someone,” I continued. “I think if we find that someone, then she can help him. Save him.”

“What makes you think we can find… this person?” she asked.

I snorted. “What else are we gonna do? Just pack up and leave?”

“Well, you got any candidates?”

I shook my head slowly. “Only the whole town.”

“Ommo?” She pulled her chain out of the top of her robe, fingering her nakara.

“Figure he would have made a wish to find her if he could have.”

She accepted this with a frown. “Well, if he couldn’t, how can we?”

“I don’t know. I thought we could work together. Come up with some options. Try.”

For an instant—so fast, I could almost believe it didn’t happen—Grace’s expression went hollow, and her eyes emptied. She transformed from a person into a ghost.

Then her eyes slammed shut, she sucked in a deep breath and appeared to reinflate right in front of me. Her shoulders went back; her neck lengthened. When she opened her eyes again, she smiled—bright and warm. It was almost enough to fool me into believing it wasn’t brittle on the inside.

“Janie,” she said, voice syrupy, “sometimes you just have to face the fact that you’re in over your head. We’re swimming in deep waters, and the sharks are circling. This isn’t a problem that two Negro women can solve. It’s too big.” She swept her arm around. “One thing I’ve learned is fighting the world don’t work. Pick smaller battles.” She rubbed her belly absently. “Pick battles you can win.”

For the first time since she’d been back, it occurred to me that this Grace I was looking at was just an eggshell. Hard but fragile, protecting a gooey yolk inside. She was wearing a mask. One that smiled and whose words dripped with honey even as they burned. Inside, something entirely different was going on.

I didn’t know her anymore at all. And I had no idea how to break into that shell. Maybe if I did, the yolk would just run out onto the ground and be ruined.

I pushed away from the door, feeling both too hot and strangely chilled. “It’s all right. I been doing things alone for a long time. I’m sorry to bother you.”

My sister called my name as I left, but I just closed the door behind me.
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On Monday, I stayed in bed uncharacteristically late, not wanting to face the day. A deep sense of melancholy drew me under its waves, pulling me down, down, down.

In the backyard, Mercy, Patience, and Faith squawked. I had to get up to feed them even if I didn’t feel like it. But I lay there a few moments longer, rubbing the flat surface of the nakara between my thumb and forefinger. Was there some way to use ommo to flush out the goddess?

A knock on my door pulled me from my thoughts. Daddy poked his head in. “You feeling all right, Little Bit?”

“Not really,” I signed. “Feeling pretty tired. Hope I’m not coming down with one of those summer colds.”

He frowned. “Gracie’s feeling poorly as well. I’m going to ask Miss Rosie to make you girls some soup. Don’t worry about the chickens, I’ll see to them.”

Then he was gone. Lying to my father was a sin, but since I couldn’t tell him anything about New Ilé and what had happened to Moses, truly unburdening myself to him was impossible.

An hour later, I’d done nothing but ruminate, stewing in my own juices as Mama Sonia would say, which hadn’t made me feel any better. I decided what I really needed to do was get up off my behind and take action. Last night, I’d gotten to thinking about how a goddess could be impersonating one of our neighbors. In a place where everyone knew everyone else, it didn’t make much sense. She must not have been here for very long.

I sat straight up in bed. It had to be someone new.

Once the idea caught hold, urgency made my bones hum. I leapt out of bed and got dressed, filled with purpose.

Daddy was in his office when I ran down the stairs. “Janie?” he called out.

“Feeling better,” I signed hurriedly. “There’s something I need to do.”

I raced out of the house, escaping his perplexed stare. Then skidded to a stop on the front porch. The new edition of the Tattler lay there, which was odd. It wasn’t delivered to homes like a regular newspaper. I scanned the other porches in view but didn’t see copies. Of course, it was late morning—if some new delivery had started, other folks may have picked theirs up earlier.

The main article was mostly gossip about tensions between members of the Founding Day committee and the fact that they still didn’t have a chairwoman they could agree on. Kizzie Campbell was too scatterbrained, Mabel Statler too bossy. Emmaline Waldorf was too kindhearted and would let the others run all over her. Elsie Parnham talked too soft, and Sophia Baynes talked too loud. It was just one thing after another with these women, and some anonymous source said they were afraid that Founding Day wasn’t going to happen at all at this rate.

Seeing as it was likely the last holiday that Awenasa would celebrate, everybody was really looking forward to the event, hoping it would be something to remember the town by.

After I finished reading, I folded the paper into tiny squares and tossed it in the trash can, uneasy with the way it felt like the article had been written just for me. If the newsletter hadn’t started coming out before Grace arrived back home, I’d have thought she was behind it.

I headed over to the boardinghouse, reasoning that’s where the newest residents were located. There was Sapphron Johnson, who had set up a little hair salon in the kitchen on Wednesdays and Fridays; Helen Hillgrass and little Nellie; a middle-aged married couple who were distant cousins of the Early brothers and hadn’t been very friendly; and two elderly men, one of whom was a retired Pullman porter. For now, I was crossing the men off my list since I hadn’t seen Moses talking to any while he was here. It was possible the goddess would be disguised as another gender, but that would just make the task even harder. Safer to start with the women.

As I walked the few blocks, I tried to figure out what to do when I got there. What questions could I ask to determine if they were really a supernatural being in disguise. Mundane human things, maybe. Like the price of milk when they were a kid or who was president when they were born. It was a flimsy plan, but I didn’t have anything better yet.

Ruby Mae’s red Hudson wasn’t out front, and I wondered who would be home. When I walked through the front gate, the sound of riotous children’s laughter rose from around back. It put a smile on my face, and my feet veered to the brick path leading to the backyard.

Sure enough, Nellie Hillgrass was running delightedly back and forth from fence to fence, holding up a fancy toy airplane and making motor sounds before bursting into giggles.

I leaned against the corner of the house, watching her, before noticing that the porch wasn’t empty. Two women sat on the top step, embracing. That stopped me short.

Helen Hillgrass’s arms were around a dark-haired woman in a smart green dress. Miss Helen opened her eyes and spotted me there, then jerked back, her mouth in the shape of an O.

The woman she’d been embracing spun around, staring at me with wide brown eyes. Now my lips parted. It was the sheriff’s wife.

“I’d better be going,” Mrs. Denham said, rising swiftly and clutching her purse with bloodless fingers. She jogged back toward the alley, where a black Studebaker I hadn’t noticed before was parked. Then she tore off like the very devil himself was chasing her.

My feet were glued to the grass.

Miss Helen stood and nearly tripped over the packaging for the toy airplane that lay on the bottom step. She shot a glance to her daughter, who was still enjoying her game of airplane, not paying attention to the drama unfolding with the adults around her.

This wasn’t the first time I’d happened upon two women in an embrace on a back porch. I must have been fourteen or fifteen when I encountered Miss Mabel and Miss Emmaline sitting on the glider out back of the house they shared, in each other’s arms, kissing.

I’d asked Mama Sonia about it, who’d been very matter-of-fact. “Ain’t nothing to remark about, and you don’t need to go telling anybody either,” she’d said. “Sometimes womenfolk prefer the company of other women, and menfolk do too. Every one of us is made different, and if God has a problem with it, that don’t make it your problem. I’d tell you to mind your business, but I don’t think you have it in you, child. Just remember, what folks do in the privacy of they own homes that don’t hurt nobody else don’t need your commentary.” So I hadn’t mentioned it again to anyone.

Miss Helen came down the porch steps toward me, tears welling in her eyes. “Jane,” she pleaded. But I held up a hand and fished out my notebook.

It didn’t particularly matter if it was a man or a woman she was carrying on with, but a white woman—the sheriff’s wife, no less… Well, they certainly shouldn’t be doing whatever they were doing on the back porch. Yet and still, while I was nosy, I wasn’t a snitch. Sheriff Denham’s marriage was his concern.

I won’t tell anyone, but you’d best be more careful.

Miss Helen exhaled, grateful. I glanced at Nellie once more before backing away. It didn’t seem like a goddess would be involved in that kind of mess.

I’d have to keep looking.
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Condemned


Anger and madness are brothers.


Have you seen Sapphron Johnson this morning? I held my note up to the folks I passed on Freedom Street. She was next on my list of newcomers to interview, but no one had seen her that day, not at the butcher’s, the bank, or the mercantile.

I crossed the street, headed to the drugstore both to continue my search and to make a stop at the lunch counter. I hadn’t eaten anything, and my stomach was grumbling something fierce. Tiny, grabby fists felt like they were clutching the inside of my tummy, but before I made it to the front door, the rumble of automobile motors sounded. A line of shiny black Fords came barreling around Big Beulah before slowing down. The hunger pains fled as dread tightened my throat.

Behind them was a two-toned vehicle with a round light on top—the sheriff. All but one of the Fords turned down side streets. The last one and the sheriff’s car came to a stop in front of City Hall. The block was bustling with activity, the sidewalks filled with folks running errands. A few old-timers sat outside Liddel Lee’s barbershop smoking cigarettes. Two men were loading crates into a pickup truck in front of the mercantile. The postman headed out of the post office, carrying a bag of mail over to his car. But everyone stopped and stared when the white men got out of their vehicles.

The driver of the Ford was youngish and bland faced, wearing a dark suit typical of the Authority men. But the man who emerged from the passenger side made my blood run cold even before I saw his face.

He wore an immaculate white suit and uncurled himself from the car, standing at an impressive height, towering over his companion. He placed a white fedora on his head, canted slightly, then produced a red handkerchief and mopped at his sopping forehead. The ring on his finger glinted in the sun.

I took a step back and bumped into a light pole.

Twelve years disappeared in a flash and I was a child again, sitting in a too-cold room, my legs swinging as my heart pounded. The man in the white suit was older and paunchier than he’d been back then, but it was definitely the same man.

A strange sensation came over me—my legs tensed, ready to run, but my feet were cemented to the sidewalk. Breath sawed in and out of my chest, and I blinked rapidly, trying to focus my eyes so that they’d see something different than what was before them.

He shouldn’t be here.

The sheriff strode up to him, and the two shared a few words. I wondered if Denham could have passed his wife’s car on the way in. The town clerk, a jittery brown-skinned man named Mr. Lewis, emerged from City Hall. Old George was just behind him but quickly overtook the younger man, storming down the front steps of the building like he was part of an infantry battalion marching into war. New George exited the building as well, his pace more measured.

“Mr. Snell,” the clerk said to the man in the white suit. I swallowed, forcing saliva through a throat gone thick. I don’t think I ever knew his name, or maybe it had been lost to the ravages of time, but I braced myself in preparation for his booming voice.

“Lewis. Braithwaite. I’ve come to alert you of the condemnation proceedings for those who refuse to sell their land to the state.” He was ostensibly talking to the clerk, but his hard gaze was locked on Old George.

He pitched his already loud voice at a level thunderous enough for those on the quiet street to hear. “Everyone in Awenasa needs to understand that if you do not sell, the government will file a request for condemnation with the district court. A judge will rule in our favor, and state police will come to escort you off the property once it is owned by the state.”

New George sputtered. “We have another month and a half!”

Snell looked him up and down with derision. “Not anymore. The timeline has moved up. The dam construction finished ahead of schedule. It’s done. You got until September first.”

Dizziness swamped me—that was only three weeks away. He turned around in a circle, gazing menacingly at everyone on the street. “There’s no lawsuits or appeals to be filed. You can try to drag out the process, but this town is going to be underwater come winter. You people can either leave with nothing or leave with the money we’re offering.”

Murmurs rose as the tension in the air thickened. “That won’t leave us time to harvest. We’ll lose all our crops!” someone shouted from across the street.

“And you ain’t offering everybody money,” came another cry.

Snell tilted his head. “The Authority will point the impacted farmers and renters to the relevant state agency which can help with their relocations, finding new jobs and homes. And for landowners, there’s farmland in the next county we’re offering for real reasonable prices.”

“Ain’t fertile like Awenasa’s, though!” another voice called out.

“And what we gonna do without the profit from what we done planted this year?”

New George pushed his glasses up his nose with one hand and held the other arm up, trying to quiet the townsfolk, who were growing more agitated. “I’m sure that we can come to an equitable solution. If we just hear the man out. We—”

“This is our land!” someone shouted.

“We ain’t leaving! We’re gonna get our miracle.”

“What about the school?”

More voices piped up with questions and pleas, drowning out New George. Snell’s face twisted with contempt. He mopped his dripping forehead again, the sweat unrelenting, practically a waterfall. The sheriff had his hands on his hips, close to his gun, though his face was impassive.

Snell reached back into the car and pulled out a stack of folders. “This paperwork is headed for a judge’s desk down in the capital!” he yelled, whatever patience he’d had evidently at an end. Everyone quieted. “I’m here as a courtesy. So hear me and hear me well. You folks better leave quiet and peaceful. Because there is another way.”

While New George’s lips were pinched, Old George’s expression had gotten stormier and stormier throughout this entire tirade. He moved to face Snell directly. Though the white man was taller and broader, in that moment, the elderly Negro seemed like a giant.

“You threatening my people, Mr. Snell?” he said, almost too quiet to hear, his eyes deadlier than I’d ever seen them. Behind him, Mr. Lewis fidgeted with the key ring in his hands, shifting from foot to foot. Sheriff Denham stiffened.

“I’m telling you what I will do and what the laws of the land support,” Snell replied.

“The laws of this land are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” Old George punctuated his words by pointing at the ground.

“That ain’t law,” Snell sneered. “Those are just ideals. Hopes and dreams. What’s real—” He took a step back and raised his voice again. “What’s real is the state police coming to drag you folks off land that you will be trespassing upon.”

The threat hung heavy in the air. Snell’s gaze skated over everyone present; I hitched a breath when it rolled over me. My shoulders rose to my ears as I shrank down, still leaning against the light pole, hoping he wouldn’t see me.

There was little chance he would recognize me. White folks could barely identify a Negro they’d employed for thirty years if they saw them out in their Sunday clothes, so there wasn’t much chance he’d pick me out of a crowd—a girl he’d known for a few hours in an interrogation room. Still, sweat streamed down my back. It was like I was caught in a predator’s sights.

“Y’all heard what I said. Make your choices wisely.” Then he pressed the stack of folders into Mr. Lewis’s hand and returned to the car. The driver scurried to get back inside and start the engine. The sheriff spat a wad of tobacco juice into the street and went to his car as well.

Everyone was silent until they both pulled into U-turns and sped away.

Old George’s voice pierced the quiet. “If he thinks I got this far by bending and scraping to white folk, then he has another think coming. Let’s go,” he ordered New George, who followed him as he stalked off.

I felt like my chest had caved in completely. It was hard to catch my breath, and my heartbeat was an erratic patter. Three weeks. No Moses. No seed. Unless I could find Shuna and get her to intervene, there was no hope at all.
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Earnestville, July 1923

My feet swing back and forth, back and forth, just barely grazing the wood of the floor in this uncomfortable wooden chair the man told me to sit in. The room is long, with windows going down one side, and the sunlight shining on all the other chairs—the ones lined up in neat rows and all glossy with furniture polish—makes them gleam. I almost have to squint against the glare. Each and every one of them is empty.

There are a handful of people here, and they’re all staring at me. All except for one. There’s the judge sitting up on his little tower in his black robe, looking down on us. The twelve white men off to the side, in their little pen. The lawyers at the tables in front of me, including the man with the white suit. And Rob. But his head is down. It’s been down the entire time. While I walked down the main aisle to get to the front. While I held one hand up with the other on the Bible and swore to tell the truth. I couldn’t cross my fingers, because everyone was watching, but I crossed my legs when I said it, and I’m hoping that means God knows it don’t count.

They wouldn’t let Daddy come with me again. “The judge has ruled that the courtroom will be cleared during her testimony, due to the age of the witness,” the man in the white suit had said. Daddy had looked weary, had wiped his brow with his handkerchief and given me a Look. Not the Look, the one that meant if I didn’t do what he said, he’d be asking me to go outside and choose a switch, but a Look I wasn’t used to seeing on him. A sad Look.

“Just tell them the truth, Little Bit,” he’d said before I walked away.

I’d tried to get a glimpse of him as I entered this long, empty room, but the door shut. Leaving me alone in here with all of them. And with Rob.

I haven’t seen him in months. His hair is too long, all napped up like he hasn’t seen a comb in weeks, and his shoulders are slumped down. His head looks like it’s just about too heavy for him to lift.

“State your name for the record,” a voice says to me. The man in the white suit stands in front of his table.

“Jane Elizabeth Edwards.”

“And Miss Edwards, what is your age?”

“Eleven.”

“And on the day of March nineteenth of this year, do you remember Robert Knox coming to your home?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What happened next?”

I swallow. Look at Rob’s heavy head. He’s not moving except for his finger tap, tap, tapping on his thigh. “He was looking for my sister, Grace. They’re sweethearts.”

“And was Grace at home?”

“No, sir.”

“Go on. What happened?”

“He said he was going fishing, and I asked if I could come along. He said I could, so I got my fishing pole and can of worms and we went on through the woods down to the river.”

“Did you come across anyone on your way to the river?”

My tongue feels sticky in my mouth. The man in the white suit stares at me. His eyes are chips of pale, cold ice.

I blink and he repeats the question. My whole mouth feels like it’s grown two sizes, but I say the words I need to. “Yes, sir. We came across Mary Swann. She was wearing a b-blue dress.”

“What happened then?” Ice chips try to cut into my skin.

The man’s fist tightens. Light catches on that big bloodred ring he wears on his fat finger.

I clear my throat. “Rob told me to go on without him. He would catch up directly. Then he walked over to Mary Swann, and I heard him ask her if she needed help.”

I can still only see the top of Rob’s head, his hair coiled tight and unruly and dirty looking. I imagine I can hear his fingers making a rhythm as he keeps on tapping his leg.

“I kept going for a little while, but then I turned around when I heard her screaming—” I stop when Rob’s head jerks to the side.

“What happened then, Jane?”

I wait to see if Rob is going to move again, or look up, or say something to stop me.

“Jane, what did you see?”

Rob doesn’t move and nobody else makes a sound. So I open my mouth again and speak.
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Thick as Thieves


Better little than too little.


On Thursday, I finally managed to track down Sapphron Johnson, completely by accident. I’d headed to the drugstore on my way home from work and found her, Ruby Mae, and Phoenecia Burrows at the lunch counter. Sapphron had been boarding with Ruby Mae since leaving her no-good husband six months ago, while Phoenecia had come to town several years back as a newlywed married to Awenasa’s only lawyer. The three of them were thick as thieves, and I for one was worried for the state of Phoenecia’s marriage, her carrying on with the likes of them.

They were guffawing with abandon, tickled silly over something. Young Ned Hodge, who worked behind the counter, had eyes big as dinner plates staring at the three of them.

I stood back, notebook open, trying to decide the best way to approach the situation—how to ask my questions and have half a chance at an answer—when the bell tinkled over the door and Grace sauntered in. She’d been scarce, as usual, for the past few days, though the truth was I’d been avoiding her after our spat. The olive-green dress she wore managed to be fashionable while still making room for a stomach that looked to have expanded in the past week. She smiled at me sweetly and patted me on the shoulder as she passed, heading to peer at the drugstore’s makeup display.

Sapphron’s trilling laugh had me turning back toward the counter. To my dismay, the attention of the three women there had homed in on Grace. Vicious whispers passed back and forth between them, raising my hackles.

Grace noticed too. She squared her shoulders and strolled over to the lunch counter with a decidedly nonchalant air. “Sapphron, Ruby Mae, it’s been a while.”

My spine straightened in surprise. Was Sapphron originally from Awenasa? It could be that she’d lived here as a child, then left and returned like Grace. How had I not remembered that?

“Grace Edwards. It’s been years. How’ve you been?” Her gaze dropped to Grace’s protruding belly. “Felicitations on your happy event. I hadn’t heard you got married.”

Grace blinked, then produced a blindingly insincere smile. “Thank you. I’m doing just fine, Sapphron. Just fine.” Everyone in town knew that Grace wasn’t married, and red started creeping into my vision at the judgmental remark.

Ruby Mae and Phoenecia shared a smirk, but Grace’s and Sapphron’s eyes never left each other. They were locked in now.

“I can’t imagine Reverend Edwards’s reaction when he saw you… after so long.” Sapphron’s smile was so sweet, it drilled into my teeth. “And all that money he must have spent, sending you to that fancy school. Seems it could have been used teaching you how to avoid certain… situations.” She looked pointedly at Grace’s stomach, and Grace placed her hands over it protectively.

“My situation is that I’m going to have a child, just the same as all of your mothers did.”

“But our mothers were married,” Phoenicia stage-whispered.

Grace raised a brow. “All of your mothers?”

Ruby Mae had the good sense to drop her head. Sapphron’s expression hardened to granite. “Grown women know how to handle their business,” she spat. “Or did whoever left you in your situation not care enough to even give you the money to take care of it?” She picked up her glass of cola and took a sip, then leaned forward conspiratorially. “You know, it’s just as easy to love a rich man as a poor one.”

Grace’s face was calm, placid even. But a tic at her jaw belied her sedate exterior. “You know this from experience, do you? Now, Ruby Mae here did manage to get a shiny red convertible in exchange for her services, what has a rich man ever given you?” She fluttered her eyelids while the other women gawped. Then Grace spun on her heel and breezed out of the store, head high.

I smirked at the three dusty Musketeers, who were sputtering in offense. Then I followed my sister out and around the corner.

“Guess I can cross those three off the list,” I told her once I’d caught up.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Would a goddess be that nasty?”

She snorted a laugh. “You thought one of them might be Shuna?”

“Figure it would be someone who hasn’t been in town that long. Sapphron was my last good candidate.”

Her brow crinkled. She opened her mouth to say something when she was hailed by Mozella Early, who was standing out on her porch across the street. “Grace! I found that picture album I told you about.”

A light came into Grace’s eyes. “You did? I’ll be right there.” Turning to me, she said, “Meet you at home, Janie?”

I didn’t even get a chance to answer before she was crossing the street and heading into Mrs. Early’s house. The temptation to sneak around the side and peer in the window was strong, but I was just too dejected to follow through. Instead I headed for home.

I was so out of sorts at losing my last strong possibility and having to start from scratch, back to considering every person in town, that I nearly bumped into Daniel as I stepped onto my front porch. He was in his work clothes, wearing his favorite ragged flat cap.

“Janie, what’s wrong?” His hands gripped my shoulders, but my own head was too heavy to lift.

“What you doing here?” I rasped, seeing as the way he held me, there was no room to move my arms.

“Figured if I waited here long enough, you wouldn’t be able to keep avoiding me. But you look… Tell me what happened.”

I rallied somewhat, forcing my neck to do the work so I could look into his eyes. There was concern there, and hurt. “It’s nothing. And I wasn’t avoiding you.” I took a step back to disengage from his hold.

“Don’t have to lie. I watched you come home yesterday, and not ten minutes later, Pastor Edwards was at the door talking about you weren’t in. Didn’t think the preacher would lie like that either.”

“He wasn’t lying. I was out in the backyard. Not in.” I dropped my head again, not wanting to meet his eye.

He stuffed his hands in his pockets and straightened. “Just thought you should know I got another few votes shored up.”

The pit in the bottom of my stomach opened and threatened to swallow me whole. He was still out getting folks to decide to stay and help the town join New Ilé, and I couldn’t tell him it was a fool’s errand.

I shivered. “What have you had to do to get them?”

“Oh, a little of this, a little of that. Nothing too fancy. Folks around here just want life to be simple, you know.”

He was as good-natured as ever, and I had missed seeing him, but hated not being able to tell him that what he was doing was useless.

“When do you suppose Moses will be back?” he asked.

A bitter taste invaded my mouth. I just shook my head.

“Y’all’s house been condemned yet? Pop got his letter yesterday. Lit a fire in the fireplace in August just to burn it.” He scratched at his ear. “Sure hope Moses comes back before the state police show up.”

I blinked, unable to add anything. Daniel squinted over at me. “I did something to you Janie? Something to make you mad?”

The sadness was overwhelming. “No, Daniel. Not at all. What if,” I started, then paused, working up the nerve to pose the question. “What if he don’t come back?”

“Moses?”

“Where will you go?” I asked.

“Pretty sure Mama and Pop are going down with the ship. New George says they can move in with him, though. Into his fancy house in Atlanta.” He chuckled and didn’t need to say that wasn’t an option for him. I doubted he’d go to stay with his other brothers either.

“Where will you go? I heard Pastor Edwards was talking about a chaplain position opening up over at Fisk University?”

Was that rumor already making the rounds? I picked at a flake of peeling paint on the railing. “They been sending a bunch of letters back and forth.”

Daniel fidgeted with another chip of loose paint on one of the posts holding the porch roof up, rubbing it back and forth in his fingers. “Apparently, he told Deacon Lee that if y’all move down there, you might find a husband. Looks like he’s trying to marry you off.” His posture was stiff, shoulders rigid. “Reckon you could find one real easy. Plenty of educated men to choose from.”

I reached out, placing a hand on his arm, signing one-handed. “Even if we do go down there, don’t none of them want a wife who can’t speak. They might think they do, joke about having a quiet house and all, but it’ll get old fast.”

His forearm was hot under my palm, so I broke our contact. “I’m determined to end up an old maid and learn needlepoint or start a teacup collection or something. If he thinks he’s getting rid of me, I’ll prove him wrong.” I tried to fix my face into a smile, but Daniel looked pained.

He stepped away from me, rubbing his hands on his pants, agitated. “Pretty sure any of those Fisk fellas worth a damn would recognize how lucky they’d be to have you, voice or no voice. They’ll probably start fighting each other over who gets first shot at convincing you to be their sweetheart.”

A churning started inside my midsection as he continued. “Guess we better hope Moses comes back soon, though. Don’t think Pastor Edwards will last too long as chaplain if you start a riot down there.”

He backed down the porch steps. “I’ll get the rest of the town on board, don’t worry.”

An eggbeater was scrambling my insides to mush as I watched him leave. “Be careful, Daniel” was all I could tell him. I wanted to say more but didn’t even know what more would be.

Dimples popped as he continued walking backward. “Always am.”

Then he tipped his cap and ambled off, hands in his pockets, shoulders hunched. I waited for the whistling to start, but this time he left in silence.
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Mirages


Once you carry your own water, you will learn the value of every drop.


I’d been sitting in the dark for so long that when Grace flipped the light switch on, the lamp was a hot poker in my eyes. I barely registered her flinch and sucked-in breath.

“Jesus, Janie. What the hell you doing in my room in the dark?”

“Waiting for you to get yourself home.”

She rubbed her eyes wearily. It was close to midnight, after all. Everything was falling apart, slipping out of my grasp. I’d wanted to be with my sister, the only one who had been through the same things as me: Earnestville, New Ilé, even if we couldn’t talk about either place.

I took a good, long look at her. She was barefoot, her feet were dirty, and her dress… I tilted my head. “Is your dress wet?”

She snorted. “I went down to the river. Trying to get back… there. Trying to get back to help him. But I couldn’t, of course.”

A stone lodged itself in my throat. I went to speak, but Grace held up a hand. “I know, I know. It’s crazy and stupid, but I… If you can’t find her… Having him back only to lose him again—I just can’t bear it.”

She set her purse down on the chest of drawers, then turned her back to me and slipped out of her damp day dress. I was still thinking through the fact that she had apparently waded into the river fully clothed once again, then I noticed what she’d revealed and couldn’t hold back my gasp.

Scars peppered her back and the backs of her thighs. Along with what looked like old cigarette burns. She slipped her robe over her shoulders and spun around looking… ashamed? I’d never seen the expression cross her face before. I got the sense she had never intended for me to see those scars. Had she forgotten they were there?

Tears filled my eyes, and all my anger fizzled away just like that. Grace sat heavily on the bed, clutching the ties of her robe above her protruding belly, then let out a sigh that went on forever. Her shoulders slumped and the invisible armor she clad herself in every day, even in our own home, thinned. I felt like I was seeing the milky-white underbelly of a thickly scaled creature.

“It ain’t all wine and roses out there in the world, Janie-girl. There’s briars and bramble patches. Deserts so long and so wide that you know you’ll never make it to the other side. And most of the time, when you see an oasis, it’s either an illusion or a downright lie.” She touched her eye absently, where the bruise was now completely gone.

“I always felt like a positive attitude would see me through. Look on the sunny side of life and all of that. So that’s what I did.” She jutted her chin up. “He didn’t really mean it. Look how sorry he is. He’s having such a hard time. Living down here in Awenasa don’t give you a real idea of how tough it is for Negroes out there. How heavy life can weigh on a man’s spirit.”

She blinked a tear away. “I thought if I loved hard enough for long enough, showed him I was loyal and wouldn’t never treat him like he been treated out there beyond our front door, that it would be enough.” She sniffed, wiping at her nose.

“It was like wandering in the desert, starving—so thirsty, you can’t even make spit, and you get offered a drink of water…” She focused on me and gave a sad smile. “You drink.”

I wanted to reach out to her, but the distance was a little too far.

“Then the water gets snatched away and you’re roaming again, burned and blistered by the sun. And then… another little drink. Over and over again. And you can’t find your way out for so long, you give up all hope.”

She rubbed a hand over her belly, and for the first time, I really thought about the baby. What it would be like to have a tiny new person relying on you for everything. Being both so responsible for and so helpless to its needs.

It wasn’t anything I’d ever really considered or wanted for myself. And I wasn’t sure how Grace even felt. The baby was one thing we never much talked about in this house. Why was that? Maybe the specter of the mysterious father had cast a pall on everything. He must have been the one who left those scars on my sister. But had there been others? All these years when I’d wondered where she was and what she might be doing, and the occasional letter or postcard from some far-flung place would arrive and jealousy would rear its head, was she really crawling through hell on her hands and knees?

We sat in silence, so much still unsaid between us. The quiet had been my companion for a long time, but I sensed that she was just starting to get used to it.

“Who’s the daddy, Grace?” I whispered.

She didn’t answer at first, and for a while, I thought she wouldn’t, just like all the other times I’d asked.

“A mirage in the desert,” she finally said, her voice just a breath on the air. “He never really existed. I just wanted him to so bad.”

Slowly, her shoulders straightened and the wetness in her eyes dried. “You want to know where I been going, Janie. This here is the place where Mama grew up, and she’s not around to help me. I’m about to become a mother and I have no damned idea of how to do it. So… I’ve been visiting Mama’s friends. Folks who knew her when she lived here. Before she married Daddy and followed him all across the state.”

A band tightened around my ribs.

“I wanted some kind of connection to her. To feel a little closer and know what kind of person she was. Maybe figure out what kind of person I need to become. But you and Daddy, you don’t even talk about her. One mention of Mama, and you both close up like clams.”

I hung my head. There were barely any memories of my mother to avoid. I had clouded impressions of music and warmth. She’d died of the influenza when I was six. Daddy said her lungs were already weak from a bout of tuberculosis as a girl, so the flu that had taken so many people down around the world that year hit her hard.

A single photograph and her cookbook were the only totems of the woman who had birthed me. Reading her handwriting and her recipes was as close as I was going to get to her—and if any of the women around town who’d known her had ever tried to reach out and share remembrances, Grace was right, I would have rebuffed them.

Ever forward. Had there been a cost to that motto?

That must have been what Grace was doing with Billie Tuesday down at the juke joint. I hadn’t even known Miss Billie was friends with Mama. Shame crept over me, sticky and tight.

“Has it been helping?” I asked.

Grace fingered the nakara around her neck on its silver chain. “I’m not sure. Maybe? I’ve been trying to work up the courage to use this, try to see if she’ll send me a vision like she sent you.”

Those visions I’d seen, they hadn’t been from our mother. The first was from Mama Sonia, and the other, Mama Mary Ann. But both had featured a young Damaris, and I sensed they’d been sent for a reason. Grief hit me for the other kyé, messages from other ancestors who’d given me glimpses of their lives that I didn’t remember. But like Moses said, Some memories live in the flesh. I hoped those recollections were still inside me. Somehow.

“So… what did they tell you about her?” I asked, hands shaking. Afraid of what, I couldn’t say. Maybe of learning more about the woman who would only ever be a ghost to me.

Grace patted the mattress beside her. I rose to sit next to her. And she spent the rest of the night sharing the stories she’d heard and the picture she’d formed of our mother.
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The Awenasa Tattler


When you show the moon to a child, she sees only your finger.


The church’s small dining hall was packed to the gills after Sunday’s service, with folks chattering about both the uptick in letters of condemnation delivered to landowners and the acts of vandalism. The fires had continued on farms around town, consuming outbuildings and a few vehicles. Purcell Falkner woke up to an empty chicken coop, and Harold Frankland had the exterior of his barn tarred and feathered the next day, likely with feathers from Purcell’s chickens.

Cars had tires slashed, red paint was thrown on porches and front doors, but the most disturbing thing was a truck full of rednecks, faces obscured with bandanas, that had followed Keven Wesley as he walked alone down Route 389. He said they’d screamed insults at him and thrown rocks—with terrible aim. He’d hared off into the woods to avoid them, and they’d driven away cackling.

“That bandana couldn’t hide Jethro Denham’s orange hair or bat ears,” Keven had grumbled. No one was under any illusion that the Denhams weren’t a part of this, if not the organizers. A group of men gathered off to the side of the dining tables to work out some kind of patrol to protect the folks being targeted.

As usual, I hung back at the end of the food line, not wanting folks to think the preacher’s daughter got special treatment. Helen Hillgrass was serving, and when I got to the front with plate in hand, she met my eye nervously. I smiled at her, hoping to convey that I’d keep her secret, though I was worried at what the sheriff would do if he found out about it.

I sat next to Grace, who picked at her food, busy as she was scrutinizing the people around her. Over the past few days, we’d come to an agreement that finding Shuna was our only hope, and we’d need to take a hard look at every woman in town.

“Watch for anyone acting unusual,” Grace had offered. “Little things that are different from how they normally act. Maybe how they stand, or the words they use. If she’s impersonating someone, I doubt even a goddess could do it perfectly.”

Sapphron was at a table across the way, giving Grace the stink eye. I chuckled at her obvious displeasure and raised my iced tea to her in a mock toast when she caught me looking.

Kizzie Campbell had a pencil in one hand, a chicken wing in another, and was scribbling away in a notebook while eating. I made a mental note to check her trash next week for stories. Miss Althea was nodding off, her white head bobbing up and down. And the entire Founding Day committee had their heads together, buzzing like bees. Occasionally, one of them would look over at me. I tensed, wondering if I’d need to make a break for it early.

Dorinda Matthews sat next to the Hodges, stoically enduring one of Big Aggie’s stories. Every few moments, though, her eyes would shift to the side. Now that I thought of it, hadn’t she been acting secretive at work? She used to eat lunch with the rest of us in the cafeteria, but I couldn’t recall seeing her there for the past few weeks.

I was about to call Grace’s attention to this when Miss Althea abruptly rose from her seat and made to leave. She nearly ran right into Mr. Lewis, the town clerk, then neatly stepped around him and kept walking. But what was truly odd was that Mr. Lewis didn’t so much as utter an excuse me. The man was fussy and nervy but unfailingly polite. If he’d nearly plowed over an elderly woman, he would certainly have made an apology.

Miss Althea kept moving through the crowded room, holding her cane in hand but not using it, sidestepping anyone who came her way without speaking or being spoken to.

She exited out the side door and into the sun, which was when I saw it. A glimmer seemed to shine off her closely cropped hair. It could have been a trick of the light, but something deep within me said otherwise. Then she turned her head and met my eye.

My spine straightened, and a hollow place opened up in my belly.

Within a blink, Miss Althea was gone. “I’ll be back,” I told Grace, and sped away before she started to question me.

I pressed myself against the wall and whispered, “She who carries the eggs should not dance.” It was the anoru I’d used for invisibility. Moses hadn’t seemed to need to speak the phrases to go back and forth between being seen and not seen, but I wasn’t sure how else to do it, and the magic worked. I smelled ommo’s telltale scent, and no one noticed me as I weaved through the crowded room and out in the parking lot.

However, I’d forgotten about Daniel. He stood at the edge of the gravel lot with a few of his friends. He was mid-laugh when he spotted me—since I’d given him my nakara, it was no trouble. Like a magnet, his eyes locked on to mine. Panic filled me—but we were far enough away that he wouldn’t shout to get my attention. I spun around and raced off without acknowledging him, chasing after Miss Althea, who was moving much faster than a woman her age had any right to.

She was headed down Church Street and had managed to increase the distance between us by quite a bit. I couldn’t catch up, but the shimmer around her made her easy to follow, even when she turned onto a path through the woods.

It was a shortcut that led uphill, and she climbed it faster than I could. When she passed the branch in the path that led to the river, it became clear she was headed for the Institute.

I lost sight of her silvery glow on the final turn, and by the time I reached the main yard of campus, Miss Althea was nowhere in sight. I stood in the middle of the grass, turning around, trying to figure out where she could have gone. The entire campus was practically abandoned on Sundays.

The nearest structure was the Girls’ Training Building, which held classrooms for cooking, sewing, and other domestic arts classes, as well as a new program for secretarial studies. I moved toward it and noticed that while the side door was closed, it wasn’t shut all the way.

Drawing closer, I inspected it before pushing it open and stepping inside. I was used to the interior smelling of spices and baked goods. Employees of the Company would often come down and try out the efforts of the girls in the cooking courses. Of course, it had been weeks since class was in session. Still, I inhaled deeply, catching lingering hints of cinnamon. The lights were out, but as I passed the stairwell, a soft clatter caught my attention.

I tiptoed down the steps to the lower level, which held storage closets and the clerical classrooms. At the end of the hall, one room was lit. I crept forward and peeked through the window to find the mimeograph machine in use and Miss Althea bent over, cranking the arm as the machine spat out pages of duplicated sheets. I didn’t have to read the masthead to know this was The Awenasa Tattler.

A gasp escaped me. The noise of the mimeograph should have masked the sound, but Miss Althea looked over anyway. When I caught a glimpse of her face, I nearly fell down.

The wrinkles and lines were etched deeply into her skin. On the surface, she was the same elderly woman I’d known since we first moved to town, but something utterly alien moved behind her eyes. It was powerful and ancient and fierce. And though their faces were identical, I instinctively knew the woman before me was not Althea Gregory.
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I have been waiting for you, my daughter.

Waiting for you to remember.

“Remember what?”

The song I have been singing in your ear since you were a child. Yet you have been determined to ignore me.

“I… I don’t…”

You know how it goes. Sing it with me now.
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My nakara heated against my chest, pulling a silent wish for understanding directly from my soul. I blinked, and the deluge began. I had the feeling of being inside a kyé, though it was unlike any of the others I could recall. I wasn’t in one place and time. It felt like I was inside time itself. Stretched out like the sea, covering half the earth.

You will have the same question so many have asked before you—when did it all begin? However, not even Mama Yoja remembers how New Ilé first came to be.

Shuna’s voice echoed through my consciousness as images played across my mind. Her emergence from the Ancestral Waters, the youngest of her siblings. Both coddled and condescended to.

New Ilé as a small island, then larger, and growing, the World Tree along with it. Shuna sitting at the roots, hand pressed against the glossy bark, swaying to music no one else could hear.

Shuna helping Mama Yoja save the Africans thrown from ships and those who jumped of their own will. Bringing them back to the ivory bridge, to their new home.

Glimpses of her long, long life flashed before me. The island expanded just as in the visions from the mural in Freedmensland.

But the song of the Tree began to warble. Its brilliant harmonies growing more discordant as the population of the island increased. Clanging like bells out of tune instead of in unison. The tolls of its decay a jarring dissonance.

It sounded like a new ark full of refugees finding their way to the place of salvation. Hesitant, cautious, frightened, yet hopeful; they kept to themselves, afraid of their shadows. Hoarding their resources and still expecting the poverty and lack they were used to in the old world. Sowing doubt and distrust in the soil of their second chance.

Ideas, once planted, tend to grow. As do cracks and fissures in a foundation. Shuna saw what the others didn’t. What Papa Loku ignored from the depths of his watery fortress, and what Mama Yoja denied. All the while, the ché of the island created something all its own, something it did not intend. Something the elders didn’t nurture or cultivate, so it grew wild and tangled like weeds. Chaff threatening to choke the millet.

Mama Yoja told her not to worry. “I have everything under control, my daughter.” Forgetting that Shuna was not her daughter and could hear the lie in her voice.

So she left. Taking to the water road and the rivers leading away and submerging herself in her own sense of discontent. Finding no peace as she traveled, since inklings of dread crept through her mind like a slow decay. Like a fungus crawling up a tree. Clinging to its life force and eventually sapping it dry.

And then there was me.

My heart seized as a younger version of me came into focus, peering over the edge of a boat on a night long ago. Reaching into the water to retrieve my doll. My hand was wet. I blinked, and it was dry but no longer empty.

Peaches!

Back in the present, in the close heat of the basement classroom, my fingers traced the worn fabric of my beloved rag doll’s gingham dress. As far as I could tell, Peaches was in the same condition as when I’d last seen her, tipping over the side of the boat and falling into the Noxahatchie.

“You gave me the nakara.” I mouthed the words, both hands clutching the doll, but I sensed Shuna could read my heart.

“I chose you that day to be one of my own.” Her voice held Miss Althea’s familiar gruff grit. The only thing that marked her as otherworldly was the golden light behind her eyes. “A precious daughter. So strong and full of love.”

“Strong and full of love?” I repeated, merely moving my lips. “That doesn’t sound like me at all.”

She turned to face me fully, and the wonder of standing in the presence of such a being locked my knees. “Oh, but it does, Jane. You have a love so powerful, it nearly blinded me when I came across it. What you did those years ago, you did for love, and yet you seek to hide yourself now.”

I met the intensity of her gaze steadily, trying to be brave. “I am ashamed of what I did back then. It can never be made right.”

Her head tilted to the side, assessing. “You cannot change the past, but you have a responsibility to mold your future.”

Tears stung my eyes. “I don’t deserve to—”

“You cannot hide forever!” she shouted, making me flinch. Her mood shift was swift and savage. “Your light is too powerful, it wants to come out. You need to let it.”

I took a step back, pulse thumping erratically. “Wh-what are you even doing here? Disguised as an old woman? What happened to the real Althea Gregory?”

“Visiting her sister up in Oklahoma, as she does every few years.” The goddess-woman was calm again.

I squeezed the doll tighter. “You left New Ilé. They sent the Moses to find you, but he couldn’t, because you were hiding.” Her brow lifted in a subtle warning, but I pushed forward, courage coming from some unknown place. “Hiding seems to be good enough for you, doesn’t it?”

Her eyes narrowed. “I needed to get away. They would not listen to me there. So I came to visit my daughters. To live among them and experience humanity for a time. It is my right to be wherever I choose.”

“You knew something was wrong, though. In New Ilé.” My chest still felt shaky. I was trembling like a leaf.

She stepped back and motioned toward the stack of papers. “Something is wrong here as well. This was your idea, was it not? A newspaper for the town. It is a good notion. It has been an amusing reprieve to be here, to learn about these people, to tell their truths back to them. Reflecting them to themselves like a mirror.” The corners of her lips rose in a mysterious smile.

“Helped me to understand these mewling, squawking, dancing, fighting beasts Mama Yoja adores so.” Her smile dropped. “It is within my power to make the dreams of my daughters a reality. But this would not have been so very difficult for you to do on your own. Why did you not pursue it?”

She waved at the mimeograph machine, which mocked me. I turned my head away, lips pressed tight.

“Hmm.” Shuna took a step closer to me, and I inhaled the pungent cigar smoke I associated with Miss Althea. “You spurn my gifts at every turn, Jane. But here within reach is a thing you have dreamed of. If you reach out and grab it, you can have an impact on the world.”

I shook my head, crossing my arms in front of me as the tears spilled down my cheeks. “I’ve had an impact, a bad one.” Rob’s face flashed through my mind, just before it was covered with the sheet. Moses’s shouts rang out as he was dragged away.

Shuna took a deep breath, then let it out slowly, sounding as old as the body she wore. “You must stop running from the past. You need to face it in order to master it. It is the only way to be free to live as you are meant to. Use your nakara, child. Make a wish, ask yourself for a memory, and view the past clearly.”

I didn’t know that was possible. She must have read this reaction in my expression. “It is very much possible, child. Revisit your life and learn from it and then you can move forward. Step into destiny. Stop hiding. Stop wasting time!”

More tears fell. I couldn’t fathom looking back. Facing what I’d done.

“Can’t you do something to help the Moses?” I asked instead of confronting that particular gauntlet.

“The Moses is being sent to the Ancestral Waters,” she said slowly. “To Papa Loku’s domain. He will not be harmed, but he will live out his days there among the ancestors. That is the price of drawing too near the secrets they wish to hide.”

Pain clawed inside me, seeking a way out. “Did Mama Yoja agree to this?”

“She must have. For such a sentence, both of them must have agreed.”

“Can’t you do something? He’s there because of me and Grace, and you were the one who let us travel to New Ilé in the first place.” Every muscle in my body was pulled tight as a bowstring.

Shuna raised a brow. “I saved your sister. She would have drowned had I not sent her down the water road, you should be thanking me. And as for you…” She looked me up and down. “Do not blame me for your choices.”

Frustration beat an angry tempo in my brain. “Fine. It was my fault. I owe him a debt already, don’t you see? A life debt. Can you send me back to try and help at least? To explain things?”

Her gaze dimmed, and her mouth turned down. “Not with you still bottled up, feeling guilty and sorry for yourself. Beating yourself up about the actions of the past. How are you going to speak up for the Moses when you can’t speak up for yourself?”

My jaw dropped. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means, do what I told you. Then we can talk.” She turned away, but I reached out to grab her hand.

“I can’t just leave him there.”

She snatched her arm back. “I do not have the power to intervene, and if you seek to go back now, you will get caught up in everything I left to get away from. Loku and Yoja have a strange relationship. Half the time, they are at odds; the other half, it is like one soul in two bodies. Regardless, something is going on in New Ilé—something is festering, rotting away what they built. And they are either too blind or too stubborn to see it. They would not listen to me, and I could not take it anymore. Trust me that getting sucked into that quagmire is not anything you want to do. Unfortunately, I think that is just what happened to the Moses. I tried to warn him…”

“Warn him of what? Did he know who you were?”

“Of course not. I came here for some peace. The last thing I needed was some overeager pilgrim trying to drag me back. I did, however, warn him about making promises he could not keep. He saw the town in trouble and allowed ambition to distract him. When his focus should have been on what he was sent here for. Though it is just as well, I had no intention of returning with him.”

“But I don’t see how this is different. Me not wanting to look back, you not wanting to go back.”

Her temper flared again, and the light in her eyes flashed. “I have thousands of lifetimes of experience, child. You have twenty-three years of stubbornness and an inability to listen. If you insist on heading back into that quicksand, you will need to be ready. And right now, you are not ready. Do what I said!”

I shook my head over and over, backing away. When my butt hit the wall, I spun around and darted into the hallway but turned to look over my shoulder. Shuna was there, glowing from within, her old-woman skin shining. “You must not hide from yourself, my daughter. I will be there to help you when you help yourself.”

I pivoted again and raced down the hallway and back to the stairs, fleeing the goddess and what she was trying to tell me. I couldn’t look back. Opening that box would only lead to disaster.
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Trouble


When elephants fight, the grass suffers.


Monday was the first day in weeks that The Awenasa Tattler didn’t appear stacked in front of the doors up and down Freedom Street. Its absence caused just as big a disturbance as its presence had. I checked at a handful of the businesses downtown for copies, just to be sure, but only found folks chattering about it, wondering what it meant that the newsletter was missing.

Was this some kind of omen? Had Shuna decided to shut it down because I hadn’t done what she’d told me?

I’d thought that once I found the goddess, I could help Moses, but it didn’t seem like I was any closer to a solution than before. And I hadn’t had the heart to tell Grace about Shuna, about what she’d asked of me. Back home that night, I only said I thought Miss Althea was acting funny and followed her but lost her in the trees. The lie tasted like ash on my tongue.

I’d been out early that morning, not wanting to answer any questions or lie any more to my family. I was headed up to Big Beulah, mostly to sit and feel sorry for myself, when people started streaming out of Boyd & Boudreaux’s. Ned Hodge, who worked the lunch counter, came out, turning to lock the main doors. I tapped him on the shoulder.

“What’s going on?” I signed.

“Trouble at the Braithwaite farm. Old George started the phone chain. Asked for folks to come through.”

On the street, people were piling into cars and trucks. Liddel Lee had a shotgun in one hand as he held the door to the barbershop open, waiting for his customers to leave. Then he, too, locked up and headed for his car.

Miss Tamar, the middle-aged woman who ran the Fashion Clotherie, was dropping a dainty, pearl-handled Remington derringer into her pocketbook. Miss Della was locking up the bakery next door.

“What you hear?” she asked her friend.

“Police trying to turn out Maurice. Old George and New George went up there to see what’s what.”

I stood processing this and the fact that Old George had engaged the phone chain, spreading the word to all those with telephones, who would then go door-to-door to tell those without. It was a system in place for emergencies, usually used for dangerous weather or like that time little Maude Avery turned up missing.

“Janie, you coming?” Rufus Whitley called out from his truck, idling on the street. He pointed to the flatbed, where four others were sitting. I rushed to climb on in, not wanting to miss the fuss. I didn’t have a gun, but it looked like many folks were armed.

A line of cars and trucks, all full of people, headed out to the Braithwaite farm, Old George’s original homestead, which he now rented out to Maurice Henley and his family.

It was a short drive to the forty acres touching the river to the south of town. We pulled up alongside the handful of other cars that had gotten there first. The two-story farmhouse Old George had built when he was a younger man, and where his first three sons were born, was whitewashed clapboard standing tall and bright against the overcast sky. Five cars had pulled into the driveway just out front: two state police cars, the sheriff’s, and two black Model A Fords. One of the four uniformed policemen was waving off the crowd that had gathered.

“Y’all all go home now, ya hear?” He shouted, eyeing the men and women—and their guns—warily, one hand on his own pistol. The sheriff was talking to one of the other state policemen, and everyone was looking uneasy. I clambered from the truck bed and approached the growing crowd, muscles tense. My breath caught when I noticed that one of the four Authority men was Snell. Once again, he stood out in his white suit amidst his black-clad colleagues.

Maurice Henley and his wife, Esther, stood on their front porch while Old George and New George faced the policemen directly. I steadied my breathing and got closer so I could hear better.

“Our court petition is still active, you have no legal right to be here,” New George was saying. “We filed an exception and will have our date in court.”

“That only applies to the value of the land, boy. Not the actual eviction. We got our instructions and they were real specific. These folks have to clear on out of here. Today.” The policeman speaking was ruddy faced and heavyset, his voice laced with meanness.

Today? I looked around wildly. All the other Awenasa residents were just as shocked as me.

“Do you have the deed? A title document?” New George asked. “You would need to prove state ownership of this land before you can force these people off.”

“Son, I don’t have to prove a doggone thing.” The policeman’s hand went to his hip. The other two state police did the same. Sheriff Denham crossed his arms, frowning.

Old George practically had steam coming out of his nostrils. “Oh, you gonna have to prove it today, young man. My son is a lawyer, and I know my rights.”

“Well, I am the law, boy, and you and all of this rabble around here are gonna need to clear out. You hear me?” He raised his voice. “Clear on out of here now, before we arrest you.”

But the people of Awenasa only closed in further. There were nine of them and dozens of us, with more arriving every minute. The slam of car doors in the near distance resounded. Fear coursed through me but also a sort of giddiness, which seemed to be contagious. The energy of the crowd pulsed with anticipation, though people stayed quiet, willing to follow Old George’s lead.

“You only think you’re the law,” he spat. “But this is Awenasa, and things go a little differently here. I won’t see what I done built with my own two hands be torn apart by the likes of you.”

Snell sneered as he looked at the scene unfold. He didn’t appear worried at all, unlike the other Authority men with him. They’d probably never seen Negroes standing up for themselves before. Lord knows the police weren’t used to it.

New George put a hand on his father’s shoulder and spoke quietly. “Let’s not have this get out of hand.”

“It’s already out of hand, son.”

Daniel pushed through the crowd, splattered with paint and out of breath. It looked like he’d run straight here from a job. He stood behind his father, lending silent support. My heart rose to my throat. Tension twanged in the air.

The nerves of the police were high, while the Negroes present held their weapons almost lazily. Those with shotguns or rifles had their barrels pointed to the ground. About half the men were armed and a good handful of the women, too, like Miss Tamar. I spotted Marvella Rhodes with an ancient Winchester, and even Ruby Mae Rivington, dolled up in a red dress like she’d been headed somewhere a sight nicer than here, had a tiny two-shot pistol in her hand. I felt left out.

My father arrived on the scene and made his way to the side of the Braithwaite clan. Immediately, some of the tension that had built started to dissipate. Daddy had a cool head and folks listened to him. Whereas Old George was good at riling folks up, Daddy could turn the temperature back down a few degrees.

“We’re not looking to have any trouble here, officers.”

“Well, then tell these people to go home, Reverend Edwards,” Sheriff Denham replied. “Ain’t nothing going on here that’s their business.”

“I beg to differ, Sheriff. Condemning this land is everybody’s business. You’ll be coming for all of us next, isn’t that right?”

The man didn’t have much to say to that.

New George spoke up. “The paperwork is still in process. The case is active, so this action is hasty, to say the least. I think that you all need to go back and speak to your superiors.”

Snell stepped forward. “I told y’all what would happen. Judgment Day has come.”

“No.” Old George shook his head. “I’ll face the Lord’s Judgment with my head high, but not today. Now, you-all get off of my property. You-all are trespassing.”

Like lungs contracting, the crowd pressed in even further. The youngest cop present, a pockmarked blond boy who must have been younger than me, raised his gun toward the onlookers. His arms shook almost violently as he swung the pistol this way and that, not sure where to point it.

“Stay back!” he warned. The other police raised their weapons as well.

Nobody moved.

The boy cop’s lips quivered; it was obvious he was moments away from losing his composure completely. “Get back, I say!” The more the gun wavered, the more I felt something awful was about to happen.

The pendant at my chest warmed, grabbing my attention. Ommo. I could use it to figure a way out of this situation. But what to wish for? Calm heads, I decided. Let cooler heads prevail.

Just as I brought the nakara to my lips to make the wish, a crack sounded behind me, followed by the grinding of gears. Norley Early’s old truck backfiring. Everyone in Awenasa was used to the sound, but the police on the other hand…

It wasn’t the young cop, it was the older one, the one who believed he was the law, who flinched first and whose finger squeezed the trigger.

A shot crackled through the air. So much louder and heavier than a truck’s backfire.

I dropped the nakara with a gasp, head whipping toward my father and Daniel. A moment in time ripped itself open, slowing my perception as the fear took over.

Everyone looked around, trying to figure out who, if anyone, had been shot. Then Old George took a staggering step back.

Red bloomed on his white shirt like the petals of a deadly flower opening.

He fell back into Daniel’s arms with a cry, and someone screamed. Every gun that had been pointed at the ground rose, aimed in the direction of the interlopers to the property and to this town.

“Get the fuck off our land!” Daniel yelled. New George was petrified with shock, staring down at his father.

Like a line of soldiers, the impromptu Awenasa militia took a united step forward. The police stepped back, fear making them all shake.

Doc Isaac pushed his way through the crowd to kneel at the old man’s side, opening his shirt to reveal the bullet hole, which had torn into his chest.

“You best do what the man said,” Linus Cotter called through clenched teeth, holding up his shotgun. “Git!”

And the policemen, outnumbered without enough ammunition to take on all of us, and cowards at heart, like all bullies, got in their cars. The Authority men as well. Snell was the last one standing; his face was twisted in derision and disgust, but the barrels directed his way didn’t care.

He spat on the ground at his feet and then climbed into the car. The engines started, and dozens of dark metal eyes tracked the progress of the four vehicles until they were gone.
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A Balm in Gilead


What the old see from the ground, the child cannot see even from the top of the mountain.


I need some space,” Doc Isaac shouted.

Daniel stumbled backward, eyes glazed and sightless. I ran over to him and took his arm, leading him to sit on the parched grass just a few feet away.

All around us, folks were comforting one another. A small group formed around my father, holding hands with their heads bowed. Miss Emmaline’s honeyed voice rose, gently caressing the notes of a familiar hymn.


There is a balm in Gilead,

To make the wounded whole;

There is a balm in Gilead,

To heal the sin-sick soul.



Daniel’s expression was dazed. He blinked rapidly in shock. Then he grabbed the nakara around his neck. “Keep him alive, save his life, please.”

His fist tightened around the little pendant. He squeezed his eyes shut, jaw clenched, for a long moment. I was hollow inside, not quite believing what had just happened, but in the back of my mind, a warning bell rang.


Sometimes I feel discouraged,

And think my work’s in vain,

But then the Holy Spirit

Revives my soul again.



The joined voices rose to the heavens and spread out over those gathered.

“It isn’t working,” Daniel gritted out through clenched teeth, fingers pressing so hard, they must be losing feeling. “I didn’t see anything.”

“It has limits,” I whispered to his closed eyes, not sure if he could hear anything at all. Moses had been clear about the extent of ommo’s power.

Daniel tried again and again, attempting different variations of the same appeal whispered to the little disc, the same desperate plea for his father’s life, but ommo couldn’t do what he asked of it.

Finally, he changed his request. “I want the man who shot my father to pay.”


There is a balm in Gilead,

To make the wounded whole;

There is a balm in Gilead,

To heal the sin-sick soul.



My heart contracted. Physical pain felt like it would split my chest in half. Daniel shuddered, and the scent of ommo magic filled my nostrils. Was vengeance an allowed use of the power?

When he opened his fist, the chain was empty. The nakara was gone. Horror-stricken eyes met mine.

A silvery glow lit up the edge of my peripheral vision. I tore myself away from Daniel’s gaze, twisting to find Shuna just outside the enlarging circle of praying neighbors. She shook her head sadly.


If you cannot sing like angels,

If you cannot preach like Paul,

You can tell the love of Jesus,

And say He died for all.



A nakara would be taken away if the ancestors weren’t happy with how you were using it. Revenge and vengeance were not acceptable.

My own pendant pulsed against my chest, warm under my clothes. I couldn’t use it to save Old George, but was there anything I could do?

I craned my neck again, but Shuna was gone. Almost like she’d never been there at all.

Before me, Daniel was breathing heavily, tears streaming down his face. I leaned forward to hug him, trying to offer the same comfort he’d once given me, but it felt useless. He was rigid in my arms, cold through the fabric of his work shirt.

“It was all for nothing,” he murmured against my ear. “All for nothing.”

When I pulled back, his reddened eyes were desolate. “Everything he stood for, everything he built.” Bleak eyes turned to where his father was being carried by three men to a waiting truck. Then he pulled away from me without another word to follow them.

My body convulsed with silent sobs. I couldn’t save Awenasa. I couldn’t help Old George. Couldn’t comfort Daniel. But Shuna’s words echoed.

Could I do what she wanted?

If I faced my past, would she agree to help?


There is a balm in Gilead,

To make the wounded whole;

There is a balm in Gilead,

To heal the sin-sick soul.



I raised my nakara to my lips right there in the grass and whispered, “Show me what I’ve been afraid to see. Help me understand what Shuna wanted.”

Then I was dragged back into a memory of my own.
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Earnestville, June 1923

“I can’t do it, sir. I don’t want to lie.” My voice is small and wavering, sounding more like a bird’s warble than a person speaking.

The man in the white suit grips my upper arm hard, squeezing fat fingers around my flesh until I let out a whimper and try to jerk away but can’t.

“You know what’s gonna happen to your sister if you don’t say it exactly the way I told you to. You ain’t never gonna see her again. She’ll be taken away to jail in chains and will spend the rest of her life there. You want that to happen?”

His hot breath puffs in my face as he leans down. His nose is red and veiny, and little red lines dance in the whites of his eyes. I swallow, moaning again at the pain in my arm until he finally lets go.

“We already know he killed Mary Swann, we got two other witnesses who will testify to that fact.”

I whip my head around. “You do? Who?”

“That don’t matter. What matters is the timeline. We need you to say you were with him and saw him meet Mary in the woods.”

“But I didn’t. We didn’t. And he would never have killed anybody.”

He grabs me again, harder than before. My eyes water. “You’re hurting me,” I plead, to no avail.

“You think you know what happened, but you don’t. You’re just a child. I will tell you what happened. Robert Knox met Mary Swann on that path in the woods. He violated her and then bashed her head in. That’s what happened, and we know it. Now, you say what I tell you to say, or we arrest your sister for helping Rob do it. Aiding and abetting, you know what that means?”

I shake my head. “But that’s not true. And I don’t believe you got anybody to say it is.” But as the fear that he’ll actually break my arm takes hold, I doubt my own words. I’ve seen people lie for less.

“You want her to leave you forever? You want to never see her again?” His foul breath fills my nostrils along with the thick funk of sweat and body odor.

I hang my head as tears stream. “No.”

“Rob is gonna hang for this; it’s up to you if Grace goes away as well. It’s all up to you, Jane. You can save your sister.”

Save my sister. A sob catches in my throat. The last time I saw Rob was the day he was taken by the state police to a jail down in the capital, since after that first night in the Earnestville jail, the white folks had marched over there and tried to drag him out. They’d only been held back by two deputies and their shotguns. I heard Daddy talking to Mr. Lee that night about how somebody important didn’t want another lynching to happen on his watch, so they called for reinforcements to get that boy out of town real fast.

All of Earnestville’s Negroes had stood on one side of the building, behind a line of state policemen who kept the raging sea of angry whites at bay. Those folks shouted, holding up their fists, along with sticks and bats and other things they could use as weapons. When Rob was led out in cuffs, his swollen eyes jumping around like grease sizzling on a pan, he’d searched the crowd, looking for Grace. She was farther back in the crush, where a bunch of our neighbors had been trying to hold her back from seeing this. But I was small and nimble and had darted out of my father’s hold, crawling around folks’ legs to get up to the front.

Rob’s gaze caught on me. “Janie!” he shouted. “Take care of Grace for me.”

I nodded and then he was gone, passing through a crowd throwing stones and perfectly good eggs at him as the police shouted them down.

Daddy grabbed me from behind and pressed my face to his chest so I wouldn’t see, but I could still hear, and the echoes of the hate-filled shouts rang in my ears for weeks and weeks.

The man in the white suit releases me again. My sleeve hides the bruises his fingers have left. It’s another hour before I can leave, my steps shaky as I walk out of that little room in the courthouse.

Daddy says something to me, calls my name, but I can’t answer. I hear his raised voice and then other raised voices, but I’m in my head. Gone. Trying to find Rob in my mind and ask him what I should do.

And then Grace is there. I run up to her and hug her, letting her familiarity and her comfort and her love wash away the bad things.

Take care of Grace for me.

“It’s okay, Janie,” she says. “It’s okay.”

But it wasn’t. It never would be. I take care of her the only way I know how. I do what they say and lie at Rob’s trial. Say what they want, the way they want, all to his lowered head. He can’t even look at me.

And when the announcement comes at the end of the one-day trial, “Guilty on all charges,” and the white folks cheer, I crawl up into a hole inside my mind and die a little bit too.
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Back on the grass outside the Braithwaite farmhouse, I stared ahead sightlessly at the patch of blood-covered grass where Old George had fallen.

The black Fords were gone, the man in the white suit with them, leaving only dust tracks on the road out of town. But they would be back. Snell would be back. And a deep fire ignited within me. The heavy flame fed on my anguish and licked up all the torment I’d experienced for years and years. It started in my chest and went down to my toes and back up again to my brain until it felt like I had the fire of a thousand suns burning with rage inside me. It flared hottest at my throat, where the shame of the words I’d said to condemn a boy I’d loved had strangled me.

I put a hand to my neck and felt something change. The knot tied there so long ago began to loosen. That locked trunk of the past burst open and shattered, releasing the hidden truth.

I had been eleven, bullied and threatened by a grown man who didn’t view me as a person, only a means to an end. He manipulated and lied and used my fear against me. Blackmailed me into testifying against Rob with a story that he’d concocted. The guilt that encircled me like chains, that captured my throat, my voice, my hope, and covered it in a thick shell of shame—I had to let go of it. I had to get free.

The tragedy of it all—the guilt, the pain, the death—it was a part of me, but it was not all there was. I couldn’t have saved Rob, and I recollected now that there had been others, bullied and blackmailed like me, no doubt, others who had testified against him. Making lies sound like truth because they were repeated enough times that a jury not of Rob’s peers, a jury of white men who had their minds made up already, convicted him. And probably some of those same people dragged him from the jail that very night and tied him to a tree, when if they’d just have waited another day, he would have been hanged by the state.

It would have never been justice—justice can only be served by the just. Mary Swann’s real killer would never be found, and neither would Rob’s.

The cloud cover overhead broke, and a ray of light shone down on me, as if the heavens approved of my revelation. The voices of the singers in the prayer circle rose. Everyone present swayed with the music, voices lifted as one to the Lord, pleading for deliverance, for strength, for healing.

I went to my knees, then to my feet with the realization that I could remember the kyé I had given myself. Maybe because it had recalled my own past. What’s more, it had come with an anoru. The words were left etched into my heart.

Miss Emmaline’s tear-jerking version of “There Is a Balm in Gilead” came to an end, and in the brief silence that followed, I stepped closer, opened my mouth, and began to sing.


Waaaaade in the water

Wade in the water, children

Wade in the water

God’s gonna trouble the water



My voice didn’t creak, it wasn’t rusty from disuse, and though I was still no more than a passable singer, I hit the notes properly, feeling like my voice was a direct connection to my soul.

Daddy’s eyes popped open first. Did he recognize me? He stared in awe, lips parting. He released the hand of the person next to him and held it out to me, inviting me to join the inner circle. I moved closer to grab hold of him and squeeze his hand.

Slowly, other eyes opened, curious as to the newcomer, the unfamiliar voice. Wonder rippled through them all, and soon everyone’s attention was on me.


See that host all dressed in white

God’s gonna trouble the water.



Miss Emmaline recovered first to join me in singing. And slowly, the others did as well. Lifting voices as one to sing the old song of how God created healing waters in order to bless his children.


The leader looks like the Israelite

God’s gonna trouble the water



As we sang, light burst from the sky, clearing away the heavy clouds and leaving in their place a golden glow, like the one that lived behind Shuna’s eyes. The scent of ommo surrounded me, making my entire body feel lighter, like I could sprout wings at that moment and fly.

The true power of ommo became clear to me, and I realized I’d never actually understood it. Because at that moment, I was at one with the energy of creation it harnessed. I could sense the presence of the World Tree and its roots, which ran underfoot, connecting it to life itself. The Tree was a massive source of ommo, with veins of ché delivering vital energy to everyone who could use the power.

But the rot that Shuna mentioned was also present, like a fungus spreading out slowly, poisoning the beauty with snaking threads of… pain. A deep, deep well of aching, tender, agonizing pain lay at the core of the Tree. When I reached out to it, it recoiled like an injured animal.

Shuna rose before me, or a vision of her at least, emerging from the golden light. She no longer looked like Miss Althea, this was her true form, so brilliantly beautiful that I could barely see her. I squinted my eyes against the light.

“Now you are ready to go back.” She spoke in a voice that rattled my teeth and bones. “And remember, no more hiding. It is only the light that can banish the darkness.”

And then I was sliding down the water road, heading to New Ilé again. Determined to save the Moses and Awenasa, and break the chains of the past for good.
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Revelations


Fire devours the grass but not the roots.


My head broke the surface of the water, and I gasped for breath instinctively. I bobbed up and down, dry while submerged in what to my eyes should be wetness, taking in my surroundings. This wasn’t the lake I’d arrived at last time, on the edge of the city and surrounded by trees.

But the carved figures ringing the perfectly round pool I was in were familiar. Shuna had sent me to Papa Loku’s temple. Except the presence of a dozen Baden warriors surrounding the water made me wonder if maybe Shuna wasn’t responsible for my redirection after all. The Ruth stood with them, the only unmasked one, armor glinting in the ambient light.

I’d wanted to see Mama Yoja, plead with her for help with her fellow god, thinking she could change his mind. But maybe it was better to go to the source. I lifted my chin and tried to walk out of the water in as dignified a manner as possible. “I’m here to see Papa Loku,” I said, marveling at the sound of my own voice. It was so clear, not a waver or rasp to be heard.

“As you wish,” said the Ruth, inclining his head and lifting his arm in invitation. He wasn’t offering to assist me in climbing out of the water, so I did it on my own, as gracefully as I could manage.

The Ruth marched at my side, over to where the stairs disappeared into the darkened depths of the temple. The rest of the guards fanned out to flank me as I passed. I flashed back to Rob walking through a tunnel of people throwing things at him and shouting. But no one here tossed rocks or eggs. No one uttered a word.

I reached the steps and paused with the Ruth behind me. “Are you coming?” I asked over my shoulder.

He shook his head, grim. “No. He has requested to see you alone.”

The words were a little ominous to my ears, and I descended slowly, working to control my breathing and reduce the rapid thumping of my heart. Fear tightened bands around my chest until my dress felt like a corset. My footsteps echoed in the stone hallway. The blue glow up ahead, which intensified with each step I took, radiated with foreboding.

I entered an empty chamber. The rough stone pillars rose high overhead and disappeared into the darkness. Whatever held back the water from rushing in to flood the temple also emitted the soft light illuminating everything. I hadn’t noticed it before.

“Jane Edwards. Tell me your secrets.”

The voice vibrated through me, echoing out from my very bones to reverberate along my skin. It danced there like a caress. “M-my secrets?”

“The price of my audience is a secret. For what you are seeking, I require a valuable one.”

My mind raced, but I only had one thing I’d spent my life hiding. “My biggest secret is that I am the reason that Rob, the Moses, was killed.”

My words spread through the room, bouncing off the stone as if projected by a loudspeaker. It startled me; I looked around wildly.

“Tell me more, child,” the voice crooned, stroking me from head to toe.

I shivered in response. “I… I lied at his trial. I told the judge and the jury that I’d seen him with the girl who was killed. That I heard her screaming as I walked away. The courtroom was closed to everyone, including the newspaper reporters, so no one ever knew what I said.”

My voice cracked at the end as I thought of Grace hugging me close to her, of Daddy’s warm embrace. Would they have pushed me away in disgust if they’d known?

A shadow cut through the water directly in front of me. Papa Loku burst into the chamber, but this time, he had someone with him. Suddenly, I was icy cold, all the warmth escaped from my body. Moses swam alongside the god.

Loku’s tail transformed into legs; he stood tall, depositing Moses next to him. I shuddered, a full-body recoil that overtook me, the involuntary reaction to seeing him so soon after I’d admitted out loud what I’d done. I knew—I understood—that I wasn’t entirely to blame, and I was on the path toward forgiving myself, but the sorrow of it all crashed into me, nearly bowling me over.

Moses’s mouth was downturned, and I finally sensed recognition in his gaze.

“You remember?” I asked.

Tears welled in his eyes. “I remember everything.” He rushed forward and swooped me into his arms, holding me tight.

“I’m sorry,” he said into my hair. “I’m so sorry for everything. I understood, I always did.”

“I’m sorry too. You have no idea.”

We were both crying now, and my sobbing turned ugly. I wrapped my arms around his strong shoulders and wept soul-deep hiccuping wails, releasing a pent-up torrent of grief. Rob held me the entire time, until I finally quieted.

Into a silence marred only by my ragged breathing, Loku’s voice thundered. “I do not accept your secret, Jane Edwards.”

Jarred and sniffling, I turned to Papa Loku, who now lounged upon his great throne as if he had been poured onto it. “What do you mean?”

“Come to stand before me, child.”

I wobbled forward and noticed the seed from the World Tree, still there on the arm of the giant chair. Papa Loku gazed at me with gale-force winds rampaging in his dark eyes.

“In order to petition me for aid, you must dig deeper. I want your deepest secret. The darkest one that haunts the edges of your nightmares. The one you will not even admit to yourself.”

He said it knowingly, like he had access to my head, to all my thoughts and fears. I blinked, trembling violently, finding it hard to stand up straight. Suddenly I was drowning again. Sinking under the weight of all that power directed toward me.

I turned back to Rob, panicked. Not just by Loku’s intensity. The locked trunk in my mind was open now. No more hiding from the contents. Memories were coming thick and fast—things I hadn’t faced for years.

I gulped down a sob. Loku was right. I still had one secret yet to give up. And this really was the worst of all.

Rob’s open expression urged me to go on. Forgiveness already there behind his downturned eyes. But how could I? What right did this arrogant creature sprawled on his mighty throne have to what shouldn’t ever be spoken of? He’d already proved he didn’t care a whit about me or Rob.

Papa Loku growled. “Your secret, or I will eject you from my presence.”

I swallowed through a throat filled with jagged shards of glass. “It’s true that I lied, believing it would save my sister. That I said the things they told me to so she wouldn’t go to jail… or worse. But…”

Papa Loku sat forward, a lightning storm in his glare. “But what?”

I couldn’t meet Rob’s eyes, yet I felt his presence behind me. My heart shattered into tiny pieces. “But I was jealous. R-Rob was going to take my sister from me. Part of me, a small part—I hope a very tiny part—wanted him gone so he wouldn’t take Grace away.”

My voice faded into air. The shame was a vise around my chest. Breaths came in short bursts. My confession left me empty, just a hollow husk. A void where a woman had once been.

Grace had been my whole world. I was a motherless child, and I’d clung to the family I had left with an iron grip. My father stepped in to fill the gap as best he could, but the congregation pulled on his time and attention. Grace did the rest.

She was going to leave one day soon. I’d seen other girls move away from their homes to marry their sweethearts, and knowing Grace was actually contemplating doing the same had broken something inside me.

I don’t know if I’d really understood they would kill him. I’d known death before, but not murder. However, fear and love and envy, being covetous of more of my sister’s time, they had all mixed together in a poisonous cocktail of motivations. I’d loved Rob like a brother, but I didn’t want him to take my Grace.

Eyes trained to the ground, I couldn’t raise my head to witness the scorn on either of their faces. My ears strained for some reaction from Rob, but silence reigned until Papa Loku broke it.

“That is a worthy secret, little one.”

My limbs shook uncontrollably; silent tears ran down my face. My lungs felt too small to keep me alive much longer.

“And for this, you wish to make amends.”

“I wish to help the Moses complete his pilgrimage as a way of making it up to him.”

I finally chanced a look up at Papa Loku. His expression had quieted, the storm calmed. He must hear terrible secrets all the time. I selfishly hoped that most were worse than mine, and wrapped my arms around myself to try to stop the trembling.

“And—and I want to save our town.” I pushed forward, knowing this may be the only chance I would have to convince him. “Use the seed to create a new ark. Please, won’t you reconsider germinating the seed? The World Tree produced one after such a long time, and… I sensed the rot within it.”

A spark ignited inside Papa Loku’s attention. “What did you sense?”

“I felt… a kind of kinship with the Tree. And there’s something wrong. Like a mold within it. It needs help. I don’t know how. But maybe if you and Mama Yoja were able to help the Tree, the problems you fear Awenasa will bring here if it becomes an ark could be prevented. The Tree creates the arks, and so maybe the problems you’ve had is because of this illness.” My voice trailed off under the intensity of Loku’s glare. He picked up the massive seed; in his hand, it looked like a peach pit.

Finally, he looked off into the surrounding water. “If only it would work that way, child.” A great sigh escaped his chest, and his shoulders lowered. “But you see, the problem did not start with the Tree and work its way outward; it was the other way around. The illness, as you put it, has another source, which infected the Tree… and perhaps all of New Ilé.”

He closed his fist around the seed and squeezed. His powerful grip crushed the seed into a pulpy mess, which dripped between his fingers and onto the stone at his feet.

Horror stole my breath. It felt like he’d destroyed my chest as well as the seed. My knees quaked. I thought I would fall down.

The god shook his hand free of the mush and rose from his great throne to tower over us. Then his skin began to ripple and bubble, like wax melting. It poured down in rivulets and evaporated into a fine vapor, leaving behind a figure completely changed. Mama Yoja stood before us, sorrow rising from her like mist.

The floor seemed to tilt beneath me, throwing me off-balance. Rob actually stumbled back a few paces. “What happened to Papa Loku?” he asked, breath stuttering.

Mama Yoja tilted her head up, and something dropped away. Some veil or layer of disguise disappeared, and we were hit with the full intensity of the goddess in front of us. Before, her presence had been laced with contained power, now it barreled forth to fill the space, released from its moorings.

I was standing and flying and drowning, all at the same time. Her voice, which had once made me feel close to suffocation, was simply a part of me now, echoing out of my pores.

“New Ilé and all its residents depend on us. They call us their gods and we take care of them as best we can. I have taken care of them as best I can.”

My senses were overtaken by her sheer power, by the emotions flowing through her to me.

“Loku is a great keeper of secrets, but I shared one with him he thought should be revealed. I could not allow that to happen. Maintaining this place requires faith in me and my power. The people need him, too, but most never see Loku and do not expect to see him until they are sent to the ancestors. His absence would not be noted. And on the rare occasions that one of the living comes here for judgment… Well, we have been together an eternity. I can mimic him well enough.”

Shock pinged my insides. What had she done with the real Papa Loku?

Yoja paced to a column and pressed a hand against it. “It is a melancholy which saps my strength. Some days—many days, if I am honest—it is a struggle to even awaken. To stand before my petitioners and receive their adoration. I have saved many, brought them here to populate this land, it is true, but it is not enough. There were so many more I could not help.”

Heartache was a deluge streaming down. Regret rained from her.

“When the slave trade ended, I thought my children might find some peace. Perhaps they would regain the dignity and the destinies that were lost when they were taken in chains. But though it looked promising for a time, it all came to nothing but more pain and misery. Death and destruction and the echoes of their wailing are all I can hear sometimes.”

To illustrate, a chorus of keening moans sounded. I clapped my hands over my ears to block it out, but it was as if the sound emanated from within me. Then it was over.

“This melancholy, this gloom, it drains my ché. Over the centuries, it has become too much for me to bear. I save one—and a thousand more suffer on the surface. Their agony fills me, and the cycle continues. The Tree has felt my pain, and I am the source of its sickness. It has tried to leach it away from me and succeeded only in harming itself.”

That rot, the poison I’d felt in the Tree invaded me as well. Yoja was sharing everything, and I recoiled at the emptiness it caused. The desolation and hopelessness.

Before us, she spread her arms wide. “The truth is this: I do not have enough power to germinate the seed. My ché is weak. Loku knows, but I could not let him publicize it. Shuna suspects, perhaps she knows as well, and she fled to avoid the harsh reality.”

All the emotions she was sharing intensified into a painful point, a spear impaling my chest. And then it was gone. Her presence retreated from my mind and body, leaving me twitchy and drained.

“Now you know as well. So I shall send you to Loku so that you may all share in the secret together.”

I glanced at Rob, whose expression shifted from relief to alarm.

“But Papa Loku being gone, it won’t fix things,” I said.

“As long as my secret is safe, New Ilé may continue. In time, I will gain mastery over this weakness, and my power will return. I just need more time.”

She turned away, a heartbroken woman trying to deal with the fallout of her grief. Except she was not just a woman, she was a goddess, and she was dooming not only Rob and me but all of Awenasa.

“When you see him,” she said, giving us her profile, “tell him I am sorry. It is not forever.”

In a flash, she donned her Papa Loku disguise again. She must have given some signal because footsteps sounded from the hallway leading out. Before I could get a handle on my thoughts, the Ruth was there, along with three other Baden guards.

Papa Loku’s voice rang out. “I have passed my sentence. These two are to be taken to the ancestors. May your light shine upon us always. Ashlá.”

The god bowed his head, then stepped between the columns and smoothly slid into the water. The tail appeared where the strong legs had been and he swam away into the darkness.

I didn’t move or protest when hands grabbed at my upper arms, pulling me away. Rob, too, said nothing, shock must have stolen both our voices. The Baden led us back into the hall.

I didn’t know exactly what it meant to be taken to the ancestors, but it was unlikely I’d ever go home again. I’d never see my father or Grace or Daniel again. And Awenasa would be destroyed by the waters of the Noxahatchie, all its residents scattered to the winds. Dispersed to new places to make new lives and face all the old battles.

I had failed, and everyone I loved would pay the price.
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Ancestral Waters


She who runs after good fortune runs away from peace.


What I’d thought was a doorless hallway of stone apparently had another exit. The Ruth pressed a part of the wall that looked like every other part, but a large section slid away, revealing an opening. Inside stretched a vast darkness into which Rob and I were pushed. I was half-afraid we were being shoved into a bottomless pit, but my feet met a smooth surface.

I spun around to face the Baden. The Ruth’s expression was solemn, his gaze on Rob. He placed a hand on his heart. “May your travels be free.”

Rob mimicked the motion, palm against his heart. “I am free if you are free, brother.”

Then the Ruth bowed stiffly and the door slid shut, encasing us in darkness.

“Where are we?” I whispered, my words cutting through the sudden silence. The room lurched violently as if in response, causing me to stumble.

“I think we’re in an elevator,” Rob replied. And sure enough, the bottom of my stomach swooped and we were descending.

“What happens now? Where are we going?”

His voice was calm and resigned. “Papa Loku’s realm is the Ancestral Waters. Mama Yoja must have somehow locked him away there. That’s where we’re headed.”

“Are we… dead?”

“No, but the rest of our lives will be spent among the dead. Unless the real Papa Loku decides to free us.”

A tiny spark of hope lit inside me at his words. Surely, once we explained things to Papa Loku, he would not force us to remain imprisoned among the dead.

I couldn’t see Rob in the pitch darkness, but maybe it was better that way. “I’m sorry,” I said. “For all of this. You being captured and sent here… it’s my fault. Again.” I chuckled without humor.

“As I recall, Grace had something to do with it as well,” he said. “But I don’t blame you. If it hadn’t been that, it would have been something else. A Moses on a pilgrimage threatens Mama Yoja’s secret. I have a feeling I would be facing this no matter what. I just wish I could have said goodbye to Grace. I promised her…” His voice held so much longing, it made my teeth ache.

“When did you get your memories back?”

“When Loku—Yoja, I suppose—brought me to meet you. Right before.”

“I wonder why.”

“Maybe she thought she was being merciful.” However, he sounded skeptical.

I wrapped my arms around my torso and sat, waiting to arrive at our destination. The unending darkness grew monotonous. Time slowed to a crawl.

“The ranks here—Moses, Ruth, David—they’re all from the Bible, right?” I asked, voicing a question I’d had for a while. “But New Ilé was made by gods from Africa, though.”

“Gods that Africans believe in,” he corrected. “And as the sale of Africans continued overseas, the population of New Ilé grew from many places. South America, the Caribbean, the United States. Most had been forced to convert—or be seen as converted—to Christianity. The Bible was a common reference point. The names of its characters a kind of shorthand that newcomers could understand as our government grew.”

“But the First Commandment… Thou shalt have no other gods before me… Do the people believe in both God and Mama Yoja?”

“There is the One Who Came Before, a mighty being, older and more powerful than any other. But it’s distant. Remote. I think of it as the God of the Bible. We can see Mama Yoja, though. When we first arrive in New Ilé, she’s the one who greets and comforts us. She’s present here more than all the others. Shuna comes and goes, and we’re visited sometimes by others like Mama Anza, who brings the storms, or Papa Tala, who has some sort of rivalry with Mama Yoja. But it’s easier to believe in someone you can see and touch.”

But is that really faith, if it comes easily? And if she could lose her power, was Yoja really a god? I didn’t speak aloud, but my thoughts were haunted.

When the outline of my hands resting in my lap became visible, I breathed in relief that the light was back. Faint at first, it let off a warm, orange-red glow like fire. As it grew brighter, the inside of the elevator became visible. Glass surrounded us on all sides—even the bottom of the carriage—and revealed the deep waters we traveled through. Beyond, ocean life went about its business; schools of fish swam by, ignoring us.

Rob stood with his arms folded in front of him, looking like some kind of warrior waiting for battle. Our surroundings brightened and the temperature steadily rose. Soon my skin was uncomfortably hot.

The fiery light showed more of the water around us. But as we continued down, fewer and fewer fish and other creatures swam by. Billowing clouds of smoke or steam puffed up to greet us. Chunks of rock floated upward, both massive and small, as if ripped away from the earth by some kind of explosion.

I knelt, pressing my nose to the glass below me, squinting to try to understand what I was looking at. Rob went to his knees as well, entranced by what was beneath us. It looked like we were near the bottom of the ocean, the land was drawing nearer and nearer, but it was not solid ground down there, it was in motion. Writhing and flowing like a snake, like toothpaste forced from a tube into the sink. Little cracks in the surface of the moving substance would rend themselves open, split by what looked like fire, and then dark sludge would ooze out, folding on itself, spreading down. At first it was hot and angry looking, then, cooled by the water, it simply steamed.

“What is that?” I asked, barely audible.

“A volcano,” he replied grimly.

I wasn’t sure I’d heard him right. “Volcano?”

“They are all over the sea floor, erupting constantly. Creating new land that will meet the surface in a few million years.”

Sweat dripped down my face. The glass box we were inside of was an oven. Little bits of rock emerging from the volcano pinged against the bottom of the elevator, and though I couldn’t hear the sound, the vibrations rippled with tiny shocks from their impact. My eyes were adjusting to the dim light. The movements of the steam and flowing lava were hypnotizing. I couldn’t tear my gaze away. It looked like we were headed straight for the eruption. If that was the destination of this elevator, then I wasn’t certain we’d stay alive long enough to find Papa Loku, if he was even down here amid all this.

Then Rob stiffened and pointed. I strained to see what had caught his eye, then gasped. On a jagged rock formation, just above where the lava was spilling, lay a motionless figure. A very large figure. Chains encircled the body’s arms and legs and torso. It was wrapped like a mummy and lying on its back.

I didn’t have a clear view, what with the dim lighting plus all the smoke and steam, but that changed the moment the chained figure opened its eyes. They sparked bright, but different from Mama Yoja’s or even Shuna’s. Still alien, holding knowledge and power I couldn’t imagine. But these eyes were frost, shooting glistening crystals of ice everywhere they landed. A square-jawed masculine face lit up, revealing the real Papa Loku.

The elevator jerked to a stop mere feet above the god’s supine form. I still knelt on the floor, staring down. Rob grabbed my arm and tried to pull me to standing, but it was too late. The floor of the elevator slid away, dropping us down into the heated water.

The suddenness of it made me flail. As my airways were submerged, the burning in my chest caused a flare of panic, but I quickly realized I wasn’t drowning. My chest rose and fell. I was breathing underwater.

It was hot as a bath, but with the illumination of the lava, I could see. Rob released me and began swimming down; I followed.

Papa Loku tracked our movements with those starlit eyes, which seemed to reach into the very heart of me. If Mama Yoja was a storm beating tempestuous waves against the shore, then Papa Loku was a wintry night. Being under his gaze gave me the feeling of snow coating my skin—like that time a few years ago, when we actually had a white Christmas in Awenasa.

I reached the rock where he lay just after Rob did, but stayed back a little. The god was an impressive sight, massive, and wrapped in what might have been miles of chains. Only his head was really visible through them—from the neck down was all metal links, which absorbed the little light surrounding us.

Rob stared at him for a moment, then fell to his knees; I did the same. The craggy outcropping beneath us was rough and uncomfortable, but I figured my discomfort was nothing compared to Loku’s. Rob’s voice reached my ears, muffled by the pressure of the water. “Papa Loku, great protector and keeper of secrets, we are your servants. How may we free you?”

A small part of my brain registered shock that we could speak and hear underwater. The god’s eyes were at half-mast, dimming their glare, but a pealing voice with the deep resonance of a gong burst from his lips. “What caused you to be sent here to me while your lifeblood still pumps?”

The sensation of falling to great depths accompanied his words, and though the water was still steamy from the lava below us, Papa Loku’s energy was cooling—balancing.

Rob answered, head still bowed. “I am a Faden pilgrim, charged with the crime of allowing outsiders entry to New Ilé. I was sent before you for judgment and instead found Mama Yoja, disguised as you. Jane is one of the outsiders who made her way to our island. I met her on my pilgrimage, and it is our wish to save the surface town where she is from. If we do not create a new ark for it, the place will be destroyed. But Mama Yoja… she told us her secret. How her ché has been compromised. To hide her shame, she sent us here so we could not share the truth with New Ilé.”

When the force of the god’s attention shifted to me, it speared me all the way to the soles of my feet. I shivered, my skin at odds with the sweltering water. The dual sensations of hot and cold left me breathless, sensitive.

Then Loku sat up, a long and laborious process that rattled the massive chains as they shifted. It took him some time to manage it, bound as he was, but he ended up propping his back against the jutting rock formation.

Below us, the lava continued to flow, creating a sort of shelf that would reach our location before too long. It would cover this rise we stood on, destroying it. But for now, Papa Loku seemed unconcerned.

“How long have you been down here, sir?” I asked—the sensation of talking with my mouth and lungs filled with water was so strange. But Papa Loku stole the majority of my attention. Mama Yoja’s facsimile of him had been fine enough on the surface, but his presence was something vastly different—and hypnotic in a way I couldn’t explain.

“Time here is not like on the island or the surface,” he answered, “but it has been far longer than I would like. Yoja is very proud. She does not take her supposed weakness lightly.” He tilted his head. “How did an outsider manage to travel to the island in the first place?”

I blinked. “I’m not certain. Shuna said that she had adopted me.”

“You spoke with her?” Rob asked, surprised.

“She was impersonating Miss Althea. I found her, or rather she found me, I guess.”

Papa Loku blinked slowly, like a cat, and a cool breeze wafted over me. I felt pulled deeper into his gaze until his voice broke the spell. “If you are one of Sister Shuna’s, then you must have a powerful ché. My own ché”—he jangled his chains—“is bound along with my body.”

“That’s why you haven’t freed yourself,” Rob murmured.

“A Faden pilgrim and a chosen of Shuna.” Amusement skittered across Loku’s tone, giving me goose bumps. I was afraid he had the wrong idea about me. I wasn’t anything special. Shuna had either made a mistake or vastly overestimated me.

“I can feel your doubts, child, but your ché burns bright inside you. It is mighty indeed. Guilt has dimmed its light, though. Guilt is a powerful sedative. It has done much the same for Yoja. She has allowed regret to steal from her that which is rightfully hers.”

His words resonated deep within me. Rob crouched closer to the chains. “Is there a way for us to help you?”

Papa Loku shifted like he was trying to get more comfortable before responding. “The chains strong enough to bind me will require great power to destroy, more than any human possesses. Even those chosen by Shuna.” Those lambent eyes took on a speculative quality. “However, if even a single link were weakened at all, I could break free.” Each individual link was the length of my entire body and so wide, I could not wrap my arms around it.

“While bound, I cannot even communicate with the ancestors, but perhaps they will come if you call.”

“You mean we can use ommo to free you?” I asked.

“Not one person alone but many,” he responded. At my confused expression, he added, “The ché of those in my realm is great. But this trap of Yoja’s was well-crafted, indeed. No lone ché could so much as scratch a link. However…”

Rob’s face brightened with understanding. “Combined, working together, the ché of many could break a link?”

“Not break but weaken. Enough for me to do the rest.”

“How can we combine our ché?” I asked.

Rob turned to me, excitement making his eyes sparkle. “A covenant.”

“But I thought that was between a group? There’s only us two.”

“Not necessarily. Hold my hand, like in the mural.” With his free hand, he pulled on a watch chain and drew his own nakara from his pocket.

Papa Loku’s bindings rattled. “Jane should be the one,” he said, and the statement echoed, overpowering the dampening effect of the water.

I shivered, the hot and cold at war on my skin. “The one to do what? Whatever it is, wouldn’t the Moses be most qualified?”

He shook his enormous head. “Your ché is stronger. You have the best chance of pulling and holding enough power to weaken a link.”

My fingers trembled as I reached for my necklace. Rob murmured in my ear. “All you need to do is make the wish.”

Still doubtful but wanting to trust them both, I brought the disc up to my lips. “Please give us what we need to free Papa Loku.”

As the scent of the magic overtook me, Rob squeezed my hand. I was pulled into the kyé with a spinning sensation of vertigo.
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Unchained


Be a mountain or lean on one.


I’d lived near the Noxahatchie all my life, so when I stepped into the vision, I immediately recognized the river flowing placidly before me. Along its banks were gathered a group of about forty people in their Sunday best. But the clothing was of a time past, with frilly puffed sleeves and flared skirts that brushed the ground.

Half a dozen people were draped in white gowns, with white caps or kerchiefs covering their heads. They stood alongside a gnarled, dark-skinned man with a long scar running down his cheek. He was holding a Bible with a worn leather cover—the preacher.

Three men stood behind him—deacons, I guessed—one of whom began singing “Fix Me, Jesus” in a clear, beautiful tenor, his head tilted toward the blue sky. I stepped forward, walking unseen through the crowd, who all began to sing along in harmony.

The sight of the river baptism was familiar, and I moved closer to the six people waiting for their spiritual renewal. A teenage girl turned her head to smile over her shoulder at someone, and I froze. It was my mother, Damaris, now only a handful of years younger than me, bright-eyed and looking more like Grace than ever. My heart felt lit from within even as tears filled my eyes.

In order to free Loku, I would be expected to give up this memory.

I put that thought out of my mind for the moment and focused on drinking everything in. On watching this play out, accepting the gift of the vision.

A short distance away, Mama Mary Ann, just as apple-cheeked as her daughter but resembling me more than Grace, stood with my grandfather at her side. My three uncles were all there as well. And next to them was Mama Sonia, arms folded over her chest, witnessing the scene.

My mother’s eyes were bright with joy, though her face looked wan and too thin. Her cheeks and eyes were a bit sunken. This must have been soon after her bout with tuberculosis. She coughed into her fist, then cleared her throat and straightened her shoulders, determination shining through her movements.

I walked over to stand near Mama Sonia and my family, all the while observing every minute shift of expression on my mother’s face. The singing ended and the preacher began speaking, telling the familiar story of Jesus being baptized by John in the River Jordan.

Mama Sonia leaned toward my grandmother. “Don’t know why she insisted on doing this today even though she can just barely stand up on her own.”

Mama Mary Ann clucked her tongue. “Stubborn one, she is. Gets her mind set on something and there’s no changing it.”

“Don’t I know it.”

“It can be a good thing,” my grandmother replied, watching her daughter with shimmering eyes. “She’ll need a strong backbone in this world.”

Sonia hummed. “She will. But sometimes being stubborn backfires. Makes you dig in your heels when you’re wrong. When you need to let go.”

Mary Ann gave her a questioning look, then refocused on the baptism. I watched Mama Sonia’s face carefully.

“Yes, I see you, child,” she said. I looked around. There was no one else near us.

“You see me?” I whispered.

“Of course. I’m your guide. I keep watch. I volunteered to do it, since your mama can’t no more.”

This felt like a slap in the face. “Why can’t she?”

“That’ll make sense soon enough.” Mama Sonia’s eyes were clear, clearer than I’d ever seen them before. She was old, but younger than when I’d known her, and it was all so strange.

“I don’t want to lose this memory,” I said. “I have so little of her.”

“This is just a moment in time, Janie-girl. One slice of a life that was cut short—before she finished what she came to do—but a good life nonetheless. Full of love. And you won’t never forget that.”

She crossed her arms, watching my mother being led into the water up to her waist to stand next to the preacher. “If we don’t remember the past, it can dig its claws into us and suck us dry like those vampire stories you used to read. But, Janie, we also need to let go. Hold on too tight—” She squeezed her fists in front of her. “And you can’t accept your gifts.” She opened her fists and cupped her palms together, ready to receive. “Knowing when to keep something close and when to let go is what living’s about.”

I blinked, holding back tears. I hadn’t really done all that much living, but I heard her message loud and clear.

Two of the deacons helped my mother lean back into the water until it covered her completely. The preacher’s words rang out, reaching up to the trees and beyond. “In obedience to the command of God, I baptize Damaris Elizabeth Stewart in the name of the Father, in the name of the Son, in the name of the Holy Ghost.”

When she rose again, everybody broke out into cheers and applause. “Take me to the water / Take me to the water / Take me to the water / To be baptized.” Voices sang in unison, and I lifted mine as well, feeling the swell of emotion flowing through the congregation.

Mama Mary Ann rushed forward with a large sheet and wrapped her daughter in it, embracing her and crying along with her. On a day not far from this one, Mama would meet Daddy. She’d get married and move away from Awenasa. She would bear Grace and then me, and not too long after that, she would leave us. I didn’t know exactly what heaven was, but I knew she was meant to be safe and peaceful, living there with God.

If we’d been born in Africa, if our ancestors had never been stolen, would I have learned about the Ancestral Waters instead of heaven? I could see how the slaves, forced to learn about the Bible and Christian religion, would have taken the heaven of the Good Book and the beliefs they’d brought with them about what happens when we die and merged them together. Is that what New Ilé really was? Could it be both?

As Mama Mary Ann walked my mother up the river a little ways, to where a tent had been set up for changing into dry clothes, I tracked their movements. My breath caught when I spotted Old George—not quite so old either—with Miss Jennie beside him. She was pregnant, maybe with New George, and they sang, just as caught up in the emotion as everyone else. Moved by the power of the spirit.

I took a deep breath. Let it out slow. Squared my shoulders, then turned to Mama Sonia. “I’m ready. Lay it on me.”

She smiled and reached out to stroke my cheek. Her caress was like the fluttering of paper. “Birds sing not because they have answers but because they have songs.”

And then I was submerged again in the depths of the ocean, the sense of impending loss pulsing like the lava below us, which inched its way upward toward our feet.

Rob was at my side, still holding my hand, his chest heaving like he’d run a race. “I was there,” he said. And it seemed he’d had his own experience in my vision. I hadn’t seen him, but maybe that’s not how it worked.

“You heard the anoru?” I asked him.

He nodded, still seeming shaken. “That was… that was the strangest kyé I’ve ever seen.”

“Why?”

“Did you feel them all?”

“All who? The people from town?”

“Not them. All the others.” His eyes were wide, pupils dilated.

“I think our visions were different.”

He visibly pulled himself together, beating back whatever he’d seen that had discombobulated him. A tongue of glowing orange magma rose alarmingly.

“We need to hurry,” I said. “What do we have to do in order to free Papa Loku?”

Rob squeezed my hand gently. “We repeat the anoru together. Your intention will drive it, so make sure it’s clear in your mind.”

“All right.” I needed to push onward before the grief over the impending loss of the memory hit me. “On three. One. Two. Three.”

We repeated the words of wisdom Mama Sonia had provided, and a thrum went through me, sort of like what had happened when I got my voice back. Only different. Instead of the presence of the World Tree in my mind, I felt… the presence of others.

So many others. It was like being alone one minute and then standing in the middle of a crowd the next. I couldn’t see them, but I distinctly sensed their nearness. And I could practically taste their desire to help Papa Loku. They were aware of his plight now—we had done that, Rob and I and our ché working together—and they wanted to help free him and bring balance back to New Ilé. Who were they all, though?

An unseen spectral hand gripped my free one, and in addition to Rob’s ché moving through me, the power of this unknown ancestor pulsed. And then another, and another. I was aware of many, many souls linked together.

Their power funneled through me, through my body like a bolt of lightning sizzling into my core. It narrowed within me to a tiny point and then focused itself into a stream of energy, which punched out of my chest to strike a link in the chain binding the god.

Smoke rose in its wake, and the massive force within me faded back to normal as those who had joined for this action detached themselves. All that power drained away, and relief took its place. Holding that much energy wasn’t natural. Instinctively, I knew keeping it for much longer would have been dangerous.

As the smoke cleared, I peered at the link I’d hit, holding my breath, hoping to see it broken. Disappointment weighed down my shoulders. It hadn’t worked. There wasn’t so much as a dent in the thing. Not even a scratch.

I waited for the crushing sensation of loss—that kyé had been precious, I was certain—but the anguish never came. Instead, the fullness of the forgotten memory left me with lingering sensations of warmth and hope.

Loku opened his eyes, and that sense of frost on my skin returned, bringing calm. He flexed, his entire form growing before my eyes. Muscles straining, he gritted his teeth, pulling his lips and growling with effort.

A crack formed on the metal, and a deep purple light shone from within the thick portion of chain. The fissure grew, expanding until it extended the entire length of the link. Then it broke open, just that one link.

After that, it didn’t take long for the god to unwrap himself. Miles and miles of chain fell away, dropping into the lava, which still rose steadily, creeping closer to our feet. The magical metal hissed when it hit the molten substance, and quickly dissolved into nothing.

Loku stood to his full height, towering above us.

He’d been right, though it was still amazing to me how all that vast power I’d been a conduit for had succeeded only in invisible damage to one link. However, the strength of a chain mighty enough to hold one of the gods was unimaginable. It must have taken everything Mama Yoja had left in her to create it.

Heat licked my ankles, causing me to shuffle to find a more comfortable spot. The lava had reached the area where we stood.

“You have my thanks, children,” Papa Loku boomed. “And now it is time to set things back to rights.”

He leapt off the ground into the water above us, his legs shifting to a single finned tail, then swam out of sight, vanishing into the darkness of the water.
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Festival of Ashes


You can’t fatten a pig on market day.


The Baden guarding Papa Loku’s temple were shocked when we emerged from the placid pool of water, walking calmly up the steps. We’d swum to the glass elevator and ridden it to the inside of the temple, but the god was nowhere to be found.

“Did Papa Loku come this way?” Rob asked.

The Baden whose mask displayed boredom shook his head. “We were told you’d been sentenced and taken away.”

“And then we were pardoned by him,” Rob said reasonably. “Would we have been able to return here if not by his will?”

The guards looked at each other, and the one wearing a mask of disgust shrugged. Boredom stepped back, reluctant.

“Where do you think he went?” I asked Rob as we walked away from the temple.

“If he went to find Yoja, we should start at her temple.”

We crossed the pavilion to the street beyond, and it was obvious some time had passed. The passage of time under the water had felt odd, but I didn’t think we’d been down there even a full day. However, yellow-and-gray banners featuring a set of repeated symbols now hung from buildings and light posts; colorful streamers and decorations graced just about every house. All of this couldn’t have gone up overnight.

“Looks like some kind of celebration is happening,” I said as we headed down the street.

“It’s the Festival of Ashes.” Rob’s head swiveled, taking it all in. “We must have been down there for close to three weeks in New Ilé’s time.”

I stopped walking. “It’s not the same amount of time in Awenasa, is it? Last time we were here, no time had passed there.”

His forehead bunched in thought. “The time between worlds is somewhat fluid; ommo can manipulate it to a certain degree, but I believe about a week will have passed on the surface.”

A week? If so, there was only one week left until the Authority’s new deadline. Half the town was probably already gone. Had the state police come back? And what about Old George? Had he survived?

“The gods may be able to adjust the day of your return.”

“I need to get home as soon as possible.” My head was spinning. “Will I have to go back to the World Tree to get another seed?”

Rob considered. “Let’s find Loku first. If Mama Yoja can’t germinate a seed…”

Then there would be no point. “I should just go on home now.”

He grasped my shoulder gently. “We need to find them and know for sure.”

Hopelessness beat at me. But maybe Rob was right, maybe there was something Papa Loku could do. He did owe us, after all.

As we walked, it hit me that the streets were empty. Gone were the colorfully dressed people I’d seen on my other trip here. “Where is everyone?”

“The Festival of Ashes is one of our biggest holidays. Everyone gathers for the parade along the Avenue of Sunrise, which ends at the Great Amphitheater. That is where Mama Yoja will be also, leading the festivities.”

“All right, so that’s where Papa Loku must be headed as well.”

It was strange to find the streets so empty and quiet. The entire place felt like a ghost town. That is, until we approached the Avenue of Sunrise and were greeted with sounds of celebration.

It looked like a giant parade as what must have been all the residents of New Ilé headed down the wide street in a gushing flow. Everyone was wearing yellow, white, or gray and laughing or playing an instrument or singing or dancing. Many carried woven baskets or wooden boxes—some of them quite large—in their arms or balanced on their heads. The containers were simple things without elaborate carvings or decorations, which surprised me given how embellished so much of everything was here.

“Those are the nké,” Rob said. “They’re for the ritual. The Festival of Ashes is a day of renewal. Shedding the old to make way for the new. People take items, the oldest objects from their home altars, and package them in a box or basket. Then at the Great Amphitheater, under the sight of the gods, these nké are thrown into a mighty bonfire and turned to ash, which is then used by the farmers for fertilizer. Offerings made to the gods and ancestors become food for our renewal, and over the course of the next months, the altars are replenished.”

As we approached the wide avenue, the noise around us grew. I’d never seen anything quite like this before. I’d attended a parade or two over in Addison City, standing along the street in a section set aside for Negroes, watching cars, trucks, and horses pull floats representing various social groups and clubs. The marching band from the white high school played their brassy songs. Their majorettes twirled batons. The mayor and other officials would roll by, waving at everyone. It was nothing like this.

For one, there were no floats. The parade was just people singing, dancing, beating drums, blowing on horns and flutes, and playing other instruments I had no name for. It was raucous and joyful, and everyone from the oldest to the youngest took part.

I was just starting to marvel at the fact that the people had apparently put aside their differences during this celebration. Then the music began to register. There wasn’t any particular tune, a fact I’d initially chalked up to the whole thing just being foreign to my ears. However, now that I was closer, I noticed there were melodies, multiple completing melodies, all played at the same time.

And while the people all wore the same colors of the holiday, their léodu were still imprinted on the fabrics. The large group of folks passing in front of us were decorated in the symbol I remembered from Freedmensland. They were singing a jaunty song about starting anew. Behind them were people wearing a different pattern, singing a completely different song. One that might have been in Spanish or maybe Portuguese.

The music didn’t mesh or blend harmoniously. Honestly, I wasn’t sure how the musicians could keep their own beats with all the competing noise. I plugged my ears with my fingers until enough folks from the Freedmensland ark passed that I was mostly just hearing the lilting song from the people behind them.

And farther back, yet another léodu and another melody.

Rob caught my agonized reaction at the cacophony and grimaced. “Come on,” he said, leading us forward to join the masses. “Let’s see if we can’t cut through.”

We moved as quickly as we could, dodging flailing arms and legs as revelers danced and spun, but the crowd was dense. It was all right as long as we were walking along with an ark, but on the edges, where one community melted into another, I thought my brain would pound right through my skull.

Fortunately, the amphitheater loomed ahead, a huge stadium built right in the middle of the city. Did they have sports teams in New Ilé? If not, what else was this place used for? It was a great stone structure, the exterior curving before us with arched windows at regular intervals. Along the top, stationed like sentinels, were carvings of animals. I spotted a lion, a monkey, a gazelle, and an octopus, each looking to be at least a story high.

The people streamed toward different entrances according to their arks. My impatience grew as we inched closer to our destination. Then a ripple went through the crowd. The instruments and singing and dancing died down, replaced by an awestruck hush. The reason for it became clear, quickly. Striding down a side street toward the amphitheater was Papa Loku.

He wore a robe of yellow, white, and blue and a crown of coral on his head. The crowd parted before him like the Red Sea. People knelt and bowed their heads as he passed. It looked like he was headed for the entrance, but he turned at the last moment, his weighted gaze taking in the crowd. All of us were now on our knees, tension heavy in the air. It must not be every day that a god walked down the streets.

Papa Loku marched against the flow of traffic, toward where we knelt. Paraders pressed themselves together to move out of his way. When he stood before us, we looked up.

“Rise,” he commanded.

I stood on shaky legs, as did Rob.

“Come.” Then he spun and led the way into the amphitheater. Curious eyes tracked us as we followed in his wake.

The stands were half-full of people, grouped under giant flags bearing each ark’s léodu. When the people who’d already arrived caught sight of Papa Loku, the giddy noise died down, replaced with a surprised hush.

The ground level was shaped like a teardrop with a raised platform at its tip. A handful of people stood there, but I could only pick out Mama Yoja’s towering form.

We’d entered at the far side and had to cross the entire length, rounding the logs and tree trunks of the most massive firewood pile I’d ever seen. It hadn’t been lit yet, but I couldn’t even imagine the number of trees that would have had to be cut down in order to create it. There must be a forest ark somewhere, or maybe they’d been magically made.

As we got closer, Mama Yoja’s glare cut across my skin like a razor blade. A dozen Baden guards surrounded the stage with their masks in place. On them I caught sight of optimism, anticipation, and annoyance before I refocused on the goddess. Her eyes were narrowed, her attention split between the three of us marching across the red dirt toward her. The Ruth, unmasked, stood among the Baden, and the David was there also, at the back of the stage in his blue-and-black uniform alongside other official-looking men and women.

When we reached the steps, all the Baden knelt for Papa Loku, bowing their heads. I wasn’t sure if we were supposed to be on the stage, but Rob didn’t seem to have any reservations, so I followed him when he followed the god.

The Ruth raised his eyes as I passed him, and a chill went down my spine at his frosty expression. It wasn’t all that different from the way Mama Yoja was staring daggers at Papa Loku; however, her voice was steady when she greeted him. “Brother, I had not thought to see you here.”

“I should think not, sister,” he replied in a similar tone, an ironic smile playing upon his lips. Out here, the intensity of being so close to them was muted, maybe because there was so much open space.

“You have chosen to grace us with your presence on this festival day. I am certain the people are grateful.” It was obvious that Mama Yoja was not.

Papa Loku’s smile sharpened until ice slid down my spine. “We have much to speak of in private, and trust me, we will.” The words were ominous. Then his tone lightened. “But for now, on this day of celebration, let us be of one accord.”

Suspicion laced her voice. “You know how I hate to squabble with you, brother.”

“Hmm.” He turned from her to face the audience. “I would ask that our observation today include an additional ritual.” Whereas his words to Mama Yoja had been audible only to us on the stage, now his voice boomed, projecting throughout the entire arena.

He placed both arms behind his back, and when he brought them in front again, in one palm lay a dark pulpy substance resembling mush. “A seed has been given by the World Tree to create a new ark. We stand poised to welcome a new community to our home.”

I gaped, my breaths growing short. At some point, he had retrieved the smashed seed. Applause began in a few sections of the audience, but most stayed quiet.

“These seeds are not ours to destroy. They are gifts of the island, from the Tree that was created from the ché of some earlier wish, one that predates even me and my siblings.” He cupped his hands together and lowered his head. “What is carefully and generously given is not so easy to destroy.”

His lips moved silently. His hands began to glow with a soft blue light. It flashed brighter, and a cold wind blew throughout the entire arena, before the light winked out and the temperature returned to easy warmth. When he opened his hands again, the seed was whole once more.

I raised trembling hands to cover my mouth. Papa Loku held out the seed to me. “I have done my part to germinate the seed. It is, by rights, yours, Jane Edwards.”

My hands shook more violently as I held them out to take the seed. Its solid smoothness felt so right in my palms. I hugged it into my chest, wrapping my arms around it to make sure it was secure.

Mama Yoja’s chin went up in defiance; her gaze hardened to flint. St. Malo looked back and forth between the gods, a frown pulling at his lips. The Ruth appeared bewildered, and next to me, Rob stiffened.

I turned to Yoja, uncertain. Loku was forcing her into a position she’d taken great pains to avoid. If she couldn’t germinate the seed, she certainly didn’t want the whole of New Ilé to know—that’s why she’d imprisoned us all in the first place.

Her expression turned calculating. Her voice also broadcast to the entire space—many thousands of people. The seats were almost all filled as folks rushed in quicker, not wanting to miss the show. “There has been discussion in certain circles, brother, about whether continued annexation is best for our city. I would like to take this new request under advisement to evaluate further. Caution is the best course of action.”

Papa Loku’s eyes flashed. “I disagree, sister. This request has some urgency attached to it. Even now, rains fall on the town in question. The dam which threatens it has been opened. The floodwaters rise.”

My heart raced. The waters were already rising? How long before Awenasa flooded? Had the police followed through with their evictions? Was everyone already gone?

“Time is of the essence,” Papa Loku continued. “We have annexed before, saving many lives.” He motioned to those in the stands. Though the Omri, the oldest, haughtiest residents took up a large section, there were other arks that looked to be close to the same size. “Why stop now?”

Oh, he was baiting her, or was he trying to push her? What was his plan?

Murmurs from the audience rose into a low hum. Were they wondering why Mama Yoja, who had saved each and every soul here, would oppose further expansion? Or maybe they agreed with her and didn’t want any more arks.

She paced the stage, speaking directly to the people. “Each ark brings with it new opportunities for discord. New value systems and customs and histories. How many of you want to see your island fall into disrepair and conflict with the addition of those who do not understand our home? Those who would threaten what we have built?”

Through the people’s murmuring, I could feel the confusion. Folks turned to each other, questioning, some were obviously bickering. The Ruth glanced back at me, expression smug. What the hell was his problem anyway?

Papa Loku’s voice thundered with frigid power. “And instead of being here to celebrate this day, how many of you would instead exist in my domain, no longer able to do aught but watch the living, had your village, your town, your ship, or yourself not been saved by the generous grace of our ché?”

The low mumbling died down. “Would you dare deny our aid to others who are in need as you once were? Newcomers will bring their differences, yes, but also their strengths, their new ideas, their energy and vibrancy and life.”

More confusion ruffled the crowd. I could practically taste it in the air. Had they ever witnessed their gods disagreeing? I clutched the seed to my chest and thought of home.

“It seems we are at an impasse, brother.” Mama Yoja eyed the audience with wariness. “Let us save this debate for a more appropriate time. The festival should go on without such interference.” Her smile was filled with tension.

Loku stepped closer, no longer amplifying his voice. “You are not alone in this, sister. It is acceptable to ask for help.”

“Who is there to help me?” she hissed. “You emerge once a millennium to make a request that you do not even understand, nor will you have to face the consequences of it.”

He appeared contrite. “Perhaps I have been gone too long. If that is so, then I apologize. But these children should not have to suffer for my errors.”

Mama Yoja looked away, eyes still flashing. “I cannot do what you ask. Why would you bring such shame upon me?”

“It is not my wish to bring you shame. But you cannot flee from your problems or hide them. You cannot bury the truth in the ocean and expect it never to surface again.” Though accusing, his voice was still gentle. “We can do this together.”

She stiffened. “It is not enough. You have your part to play and I have mine. You cannot help me with this. It is my ché that is needed. My ché that… I cannot do what you ask.”

She stepped away from him, frustrated, and a matching disappointment tightened Papa Loku’s shoulders. I wasn’t sure if Mama Yoja was just being stubborn or if this was part of her despondency. She crossed to the far side of the stage, her arms folded, body closed off. Chatter continued to babble among the audience, but I blocked them out.

“Papa Loku,” I whispered. He turned wearily. “What does she need?”

He shook his head. “Someone she will listen to, for she is unable to hear me.”

The whole situation seemed hopeless; I racked my brain for an answer. “She wouldn’t listen to Shuna either.”

The god cocked his head. “Shuna is her favorite of us all. Her absence has been deeply felt.”

Yoja had sent the Moses specifically to retrieve her. Was it Shuna who could make the difference?

I will be there to help you when you help yourself, Shuna had said the day I discovered her at the Institute. She’d told me she couldn’t intervene in conflicts between Yoja and Loku and was upset that no one was listening to her, but maybe if I asked her to return and help, she would. After all, I’d finally done what she’d told me to. I’d faced my past and was determined to stop hiding—maybe she was ready to do the same.

After shifting the seed into the cradle of my arms, I raised my nakara to my lips. “Shuna, we need you. Please come back.”

Bracing myself for the pull into a kyé, I waited, fully ready to sacrifice a memory, and not afraid of it anymore for some reason. But the scent of ommo never arrived—and for a moment, I thought my wish had been ignored. That Shuna would continue to hide.

The soft tinkling of bells pealed, the gentle chiming familiar, though I couldn’t place it. At the top row of seats just to the right of the stage, people began to move. The crowd undulated, the wave starting at the top and moving down. They were making way for someone—a tall dark-skinned figure arrayed in a voluminous yellow dress.

The woman swept down the staircase in dramatic fashion, the train of her gown following her. As she drew closer, I recognized her from my vision. Her head was covered in a matching yellow wrap and her features were dark and regal and beautiful.

When she reached the ground level, she floated across it, nothing so mundane as walking. In moments, she was at the stage, where the Baden once again knelt in the presence of a goddess.

“My brother, my sister,” she said in a voice like honey over ice. “There is no cause to quarrel like this.”

Mama Yoja faced the newcomer, for the first time appearing pleased. “Wonderful of you to join us, Shuna.”
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The Seed


It is not what you are called but what you answer to.


Shuna smiled wide and lifted her arms in the air. “Welcome, children of New Ilé!” Cheers went up from the audience at a deafening volume. It was clear she enjoyed playing to the crowd, her face glowed nearly as bright as her dress. I just stared and stared at her. I’d never seen a more beautiful woman in my life. She was every bit what you’d think an African goddess should be.

“Today is a day for joy and renewal. And gratitude for the gifts of the past seasons and preparation to receive more. Those who call New Ilé home are truly blessed.” More jubilation from the crowd, most standing on their feet to clap and shout.

Shuna turned to face the other two gods. “It is not the way, for you two to be at odds,” she said quietly. “You must set a better example for the people.”

Mama Yoja scoffed. “Says you who abandoned us.”

Shuna narrowed her eyes, then looked to Papa Loku. A silent conversation seemed to pass between them, and the younger goddess’s loose-limbed posture stiffened. She flashed an accusing glare at Mama Yoja. “So I was right, and yet you would not listen to me. I do not know why you think I can sway her.” She turned away, rolling her eyes. Then seemed to think better of it and stalked toward Mama Yoja.

“And I abandoned nothing—I sought out my daughters, preferring their company to that of one who thinks so little of me. I saw a rot spreading, and I warned you. You chose not to listen.”

“There was nothing I could do,” Mama Yoja said through clenched teeth.

“You are still blind,” Shuna spat back. This didn’t seem to be going well. What would happen to Awenasa if Shuna couldn’t convince Mama Yoja to germinate the seed?

Shuna softened a bit at Mama Yoja’s stricken expression. “There is strength in your people, my sister.”

The goddesses spoke low, their words not for public consumption. In the stands, people waited for the situation to play out. I held my breath along with them.

“These people are all I have left,” Yoja said. “If I do not gain my ché back, they will be all I will ever have.”

Shuna drew closer and placed an arm around Yoja. “You gave them a great gift, did you not?”

“And it was not enough.” Tears dripped down the face of the goddess. Her bluster was gone, replaced instead by a guilt and fear that I knew all too well. Her voice grew so soft, it was difficult to hear. “If they find out, they will blame me. They will hate me for my weakness.”

Shuna shook her head, eyes welling with tears. “They love you. They will forgive you.”

Mama Yoja’s words hit me hard. I almost lost my grip on the seed. Shuna turned to me, somehow sensing my agitation. “What is it, Jane?”

I was hesitant to share my revelation with literal deities, but at her encouraging expression, I spoke. “I—I know what it’s like to be afraid that the ones you love will see you differently if they know your secret.” I chanced a glance at Rob, who likewise looked on with reassurance. “But if you don’t trust them and their love, then you’ll never know peace. I had to learn to forgive myself. I think, maybe, that’s very good advice.”

I held my breath, half expecting to be struck down for having the audacity to advise such a powerful being, but it seemed as if my words penetrated. Mama Yoja dried her tears. “You believe I should release my guilt.”

“Yes. And… and maybe…”

Shuna smiled, urging me on. I inhaled deeply to continue. “Well, the ancestors lend us their ché through ommo. And we can link our ché together to make it more powerful, in a covenant.” I paused, searching for the words.

“Yes?” Mama Yoja said, interested.

“Can your children help you? Link together to make your ché more powerful?” I faced Papa Loku. “The way the Moses and I worked together to free you?”

If Yoja reacted to this information, I missed it, focused on Loku’s reaction. He stroked his chin, mulling it over. “It has not been attempted in such a way, but the principle is sound.”

Mama Yoja asked her brother, “What is it you would have me do?”

“Enlist the aid of your children to help germinate the seed.”

I held the seed out to her. “There are more people to save. Maybe not all who need it, but… I know they would be grateful beyond measure. Just like everyone here.”

Anticipation laced the air. I stood, arms out, the giant seed in my hands. Mama Yoja took stared for a moment before plucking it from my grip, holding it between her two fingers.

Shuna smiled incandescently. “Jane, do you want to tell the people what they must do?”

My jaw dropped. “Me?”

“Why not you?”

I looked to Rob for help, my knees beginning to shake. “Shouldn’t the Moses do it? This is still part of his pilgrimage, right?”

“It’s okay, Jane,” he said, grinning. “You have your voice back. You should practice using it.”

I pursed my lips, unamused. “What do I do?”

“Tell them what you want them to do,” Shuna said. As if it was that easy.

The crowd was waiting for the outcome of the conflict playing out onstage. The eyes of the masses made me shrink in on myself. Fear rattled my bones.

“H-hello.” My voice was amplified, filling the entire arena. It sounded strange, somewhat grating, and I winced. “P-people of New Ilé. We need your help.” I looked up at Mama Yoja, not wanting to tell secrets that weren’t mine. She nodded, urging me to continue.

“This seed was given to me by the World Tree for my town. Awenasa. It’s a wonderful place, filled with love and compassion and the most resilient people you’ll ever know. I hope you get to meet them. I hope we get to become a part of you. But for that to happen, we need to join our ché together. For this seed that the World Tree gave me to create an ark, we need to… to germinate it. Share our collective strength and… and help the gods who have helped us.

“Please, join hands with your neighbor. Focus on your ché and combine it.”

There were a few moments of confusion, but quickly, those gathered began holding hands. I turned around in a full circle, starting to smile, but then I noticed it. Under the flag of each ark, the people were linking hands, and that’s where it ended.

The sensation came back to me from when the ancestors had gathered to help me free Papa Loku. This wasn’t going to work.

“I’m sorry, but that isn’t good enough.” Heads swiveled toward me. “Everyone needs to link up.” I felt strongly that the power of the goddess could only be jump-started by an incredible force, and clusters of people on their own wasn’t going to cut it.

“I want to save my home, and becoming a part of New Ilé is better than having it be under some lake, but I gotta tell you, this place ain’t all wine and roses. Look at y’all. Freedmensland. Seneca City. Maroonland.” I waved my arm, unable to identify all of them.

“When you made your covenants with the World Tree to become arks, you had to work together. All of you. Now, I know a thing or two about bad neighbors, and while I have no earthly idea why all the arks don’t get along better, what I do know is that nobody here is trying to kill you. Nobody is coming after you with guns and torches in the night to settle a beef, or out of jealousy or hatred.

“Why can’t you sell some herbs to someone from another place? Why should you hold your noses up because your ancestors got here before someone else’s? It don’t make any kind of sense. This place that you’ve been given is a literal gift. So many folks will never get to see it. Used to be, you all knew that and wanted to help the folks you’d left behind. I know that’s not possible, but at least that desire kept some part of you connected to them. The Faden are connected to them. The least you could do is connect to each other.”

I stared at the Baden lined up before the stage, arrowing in on the Ruth’s dark glower. I held out my hand to him. He squinted at me.

“What did I or any other outsider ever do to you?” I asked. He clenched his jaw, working it back and forth. “And even if someone, somewhere, caused trouble or hurt you, it wasn’t me. And it wasn’t any of the people I’m trying to help.”

My outstretched hand beckoned. “Your job is to protect this place. But there’s a rot inside it too. And if you really want to defend your home, you’ll help cut out the decay.”

Silence stretched until the only thing I could hear were my own breaths. The Ruth’s nostrils flared. I held his gaze, waiting for him to look away.

Finally, with stiff movements, he climbed the steps and grabbed hold of my hand. I exhaled loudly.

With my other hand, I reached out to Rob. “We do this together or not at all.” I raised our joined hands for emphasis.

The David linked with the other officials on the stage with him. I raised my chin to the crowd, expectant.

For an agonizing few seconds, I thought they wouldn’t do it, that they’d leave me hanging. But slowly, all around the amphitheater, people reached over the aisles and across the barriers of flags distinguishing ark from ark to link hands. They formed a chain, one meant not to bind but to connect.

And as people followed my instructions, joining together, a sense of connective energy spread. It zipped and zapped its way through my bones and skin and sinew, inflating me and making me feel more alive.

A crackling sound tore through the air. The unlit logs taking up the center of the amphitheater shone bright as the sun. They glowed not orange with fire but pure white, like the starlight of the ancestors, like ché. I hadn’t imagined it would be visible, but I pushed my own inner power toward it, adding to the creative energy that was amassing.

Mama Yoja stepped down from the stage in a fluid movement and approached the building light. When it swelled until it covered the entire enormous pile of wood, she held the seed before her and pushed it into the bonfire of ché, bowing her head.

The brilliant light flashed even brighter. I had to shut my eyes against it, and even behind my eyelids, it was searing.

Then it was gone.

When I opened my eyes, Mama Yoja was still holding out the seed, but it was different. The dark surface was glossy and shimmered like a river stone catching the light. The léodu of Awenasa, once faint, now glowed with an inner light. The bonfire was once again dark and cold, the wood still waiting for true flame, but we had done it.

Mama Yoja’s face was transcendent as she looked upon the seed. When she held it above her head, the cheering of the crowd went on and on.
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Home Again


If the full moon loves you, why worry about the stars?


Do you know what you need to do?” Shuna asked as the celebration around us continued. She was shimmering and golden. Honey seemed to waft from her skin, and the feel of being near the Noxahatchie accompanied her. She was the river, but she was also the goddess. All around the amphitheater, music, dancing, cheering, and laughter filled the air, while worry coursed under my skin.

“Is there even enough time to do anything? Can you send me back to the moment I left?” Hope tinged my voice.

Her lips pursed as she considered. I craned my neck to watch the thoughts cross her face, my hope dying when her expression grew frustrated. “Your time in Loku’s domain cannot be reclaimed, I am sorry.”

“So I’ll have been gone for a week?”

“Yes.”

Fear and worry coalesced into a tight ball inside my chest.

“You have time enough yet to ensure your people form their covenant, to remember what their ancestors passed down to them. Then you must plant the seed at the highest ground central to your ark.”

I took in her instructions: get them to remember, then plant the seed.

“Open your pocket, Jane,” Shuna intoned. I frowned but did as she asked, shifting the seed to one arm so I could put my hand in my small pocket. But it wasn’t small anymore, the fabric continued to stretch and stretch. I gaped, amazed.

“This is for…?”

“Place the seed inside for safekeeping.”

Once I’d done so, the urgency of the situation beat at me. I found Rob standing at the edge of the group of officials on the stage. “Ready to go back?” I asked him.

His mouth was downturned, arms crossed. A sinking feeling in my chest told me that he wasn’t, in fact, ready to go. “I need to consult the David about some things first,” he said, “but I’ll be right behind you.”

“You promised Grace you would come back,” I whispered.

“And I’ll keep that promise.”

I pressed my lips into a line to hold in my anger. Rob leaned down so we were eye to eye. “No force in any world could keep me from her, now that I remember.” The intensity in his gaze made me believe him.

“All right. I’ll see you soon.”

I looked back up at Shuna, whose expression was indulgent. “You’ll take me back?”

“Certainly. The task ahead is great, but so are you.”

Grateful for the encouragement, I braced myself for the strange feeling of traveling between the worlds and took a last look at New Ilé. My gaze caught on the Ruth, who was staring at me with an appraising look in his eye. His posture was ramrod straight and his face so full of vinegar that I waved at him, just to throw him off. His brows descended in a thunderous frown, so I stuck my tongue out at him.

If this worked and Awenasa became an ark, then I hoped he wouldn’t be an enemy. But he still needed to take that stick out of his behind.

“Be well, my daughter, and I will see you soon.” Shuna’s voice washed over me. “Ashlá.”

There was darkness before the scent of ommo surrounded me. Dizziness spun me in circles and when I could see again, I was wobbling, nearly ready to fall over into the shallow waters of the Noxahatchie.

Rain fell in sheets from a troubled sky. The river was swollen, overrunning its banks. That dam was surely doing its job, and every day would see the waters rise until nothing was left but their stupid lake.

Shuna had brought me into the river, just where Grace and I had entered and been let out before. I raced home, unsure how I’d explain my absence. The path let me out on our silent street. With the rain and the cloud-clogged sky, I couldn’t tell what time it was.

Soaked to the skin from the downpour, I was grateful to find the front door unlocked. But I stopped short in the hallway. Was Grace all right? I knew she wouldn’t have shed her habit so easily. Inside was quiet and dark. I stood there for a moment listening for any sound aside from the dripping of my dress on the floor. “Daddy?” I called out. “Grace?”

My voice in the quiet house was also a marvel, but worry took away some of the wonder. I moved past my father’s empty office into the kitchen. On the back porch, I let out a breath. Grace was sitting on the glider, staring at the growing puddles in the yard.

When I opened the door, her head whipped around and she jumped up. “Janie!”

She rushed at me, folding me in her arms and squeezing me tight, ignoring how wet I was. “Folks said you started singing out the blue and then just up and disappeared in a burst of light. Are you all right?”

She drew back to look me up and down. I was drenched and bedraggled but no worse for the wear.

“I’m fine. Is Daddy upset? Were they—were they looking for me?”

Her gaze still raked over me as if she wasn’t quite sure whether to believe me. “Miss Althea calmed everyone down. Or, I guess I should say, the person who looked like Miss Althea. It was pretty clear that wasn’t her.”

“What gave it away?”

“When she started levitating and turned herself into a waterfall right there in the sky.”

My eyes grew wide trying to imagine it.

“She said you’d be back directly and unharmed, then she disappeared.”

I shook my head to clear it. “She was the missing goddess the whole time. There’s so much to tell, but I need to find Daddy first. We’ve got to get the town together to meet as soon as possible.”

“He’s been down at Braithwaite Manor most of the week.”

Tension coiled inside me like a spring. I feared the worst.

“Old George is hanging on,” Grace reassured me. “Longer than Doc Isaac or anyone else ever suspected. He’s a tough old bear.”

I exhaled, the spirals inside loosening. “That he is. I need to talk to Daniel too.” I stepped away, heading for the back steps, my mind whirling. He wouldn’t have had the time or presence of mind to keep convincing the holdouts that staying and waiting for a miracle was worth it. But maybe Shuna’s little display had changed some minds.

How were we going to get enough of the town in one place in order to create the covenant? Never mind that, I still wasn’t sure how a covenant was even made. Rob would know, and he promised he’d be back.

“Jane.”

The driving rain was starting to make little lakes in the backyard. Next to the chicken coop, a rusted red wagon was filled with flowerpots, the flowers in them dead. Thunder rumbled overhead, and I felt it go through my bones. The clatter of rattling glass drew my attention to the corner of the porch, where a stack of crates filled with empty mason jars lay. I vaguely recalled Daddy saying he was saving them for someone from the Outreach committee to pick up. They liked to use them as makeshift vases.

My spine straightened. The vases for the picnic table setup for Founding Day.

I spun to face Grace. “Today’s Monday? The twenty-sixth?” She nodded. “Founding Day is Saturday.”

She looked kind of wan. “It’s been canceled. With everything going on… Jane.” Her expression was pleading, but I was focused as everything came together in my mind.

“No, they can’t cancel it. Everybody needs to be in the same place at the same time. The church isn’t big enough. Maybe the auditorium at the school, but I’m not sure folks would come out—especially without Old George to ask them. But they’ll all come to the last Founding Day. It has to be there.” My eyes were gleaming as the solution came together.

“Jane!” Grace wobbled, then grabbed hold of the glider’s arm. “Where is he? Is he coming back?”

Rob. Of course. The anguish on her face stabbed at me. “He promised he would. Said he had something to do first. But… he remembers now. He’ll be here.”

Grace’s jaw clenched. She wasn’t satisfied. I could practically see the walls being built up around her heart again. “I guess we’ll see, then. So we have to get the town together to make the ark, right? But do we have… everything needed?” The magic of New Ilé wouldn’t let us talk about the seed.

I patted my pocket. “We do.” Hopefully she would understand.

“All right, then. I guess we have to find a way to organize a Founding Day in less than a week.” She squared her shoulders, looking purposeful.

“We?” I raised my brows.

“You’re my baby sister. I’m not going to just let you do this alone.”

I snorted. “Since when? I been doing things alone for ten years.”

She reared back as if I’d slapped her. A twinge of remorse hit me, but I had a lot bottled up, and my mouth just kept going. “Since you up and tore out of here just as fast as you could, I’ve been on my own, you know. You left me behind without a second thought. Barely even bothering to write. So don’t act like you been here for your baby sister all this time. Even since you been back, you haven’t really been present. Sneaking off and never telling anyone where you been going. So don’t act like you been here for me.”

I took a step back, trying to shake off the pain. I hadn’t raised my voice, but my chest was heaving all the same. However, the look of horror on Grace’s face made me stop my retreat. “I’m sorry. I just—”

“No, Jane, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize…” She shook her head. “No, that’s not true. I was trying to leave this all behind. Leave the pain and the memories. The smallness of a town where bad things happen and everyone knows. At least in the city, nobody cares. And folks pretend not to know the obvious. You can hide there, one person among millions. Here it’s all sympathy and sorry looks.”

She closed her eyes, lowering her head. “I didn’t really think about how my leaving would affect you, Janie. And I’m sorry. I should have. There were so many expectations on me. From Daddy, even from you, and I wanted to run away from them all. I know it was wrong.”

Her sincerity washed over me, my righteous outrage completely petered out. I was being hypocritical anyway.

“It’s not— You don’t—” I inhaled slowly, clearing my thoughts and gathering my courage.

“I testified against Rob at his trial,” I finally admitted, staring at my hands. Not needing them to communicate was strange. They felt useless now.

“Those men said they’d arrest you, and I lied and said he hurt that girl and… For a long time, I couldn’t face it. I was ashamed—I’m still ashamed, to be honest—but I feel like I’m starting to make my peace with it. But then Rob was gone and you were gone and…”

I shook my head, still unable to look at her. “I felt like maybe being left alone was my punishment for not wanting you to get married and leave.” Tears streamed down my face now.

Grace opened her arms, and I walked into them. “Janie, I’m so sorry.” Her tears wet my hair. “I wish I’d known. But you know what happened to Rob wasn’t your fault. They got two sharecroppers to testify against him as well. Shouldn’t be surprised they strong-armed more people into it. A child, no less. They should be ashamed.”

She stroked my back, and I squeezed her tighter, plastering myself against her. “Wish I could have done something to help lift that burden. But I know all about guilt.”

Her voice dropped lower, more pained. “I feel guilty every day that this baby will be born without a daddy. Or a daddy so mean, I would never trust him around the child. And you wanna know the worst part?” She sniffed. “Worst part is I didn’t even leave him. He up and left me. I’m not sure I would have had the strength to go if he hadn’t made the choice for me. I was too weak, even then. Came home with my tail between my legs.”

I just held her tighter. Grace took a stuttering breath. “I made my own mistakes, lots of them, and I’ll be living with the choices I made forever, but I came here, back to my family, to start over. I want to start over with you. Will you let me? Janie, will you forgive me for leaving?”

I pulled back so I could look her in the eye. “You forgive me for what I did?”

She smiled. “There’s nothing to forgive. You were just a kid, and those men were terrifying.”

I returned her smile, grateful. Then her eyes widened. “You felt that?” she asked with a gasp. “This little one is starting up a whole dance routine.”

I placed my hand next to hers on her belly and felt my tiny niece or nephew make themselves known.

But Grace’s smile soon turned to a grimace. She swayed on her feet.

“Grace?” I called out, alarmed.

She moaned and moved back toward the glider, collapsing into it. I knelt at her side and placed a hand at her knee, that’s when I felt it. I lifted my hand to find a trace of blood on my finger. The red liquid was a trickle sliding down her leg.

Her face was agonized and she gave a keening cry, her head lolling to the side.

“Gracie, stay right here. I’m gonna run and get Doc Isaac. I’ll be back.”

I tore out of the yard like the hounds of hell were chasing me all the way to the doctor’s house.
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Other Magic


A single tree cannot make a forest.


Doc Isaac put Grace on bed rest. “The baby is fine, for now, and if she stays off her feet and rests, then it will stay that way, God willing.” He looked pointedly at my sister, propped up in her bed by a small mountain of pillows.

“But I believe her placenta has separated, at least partially, from the uterus. The bleeding has stopped, and the baby’s heart rate is stable, so as long as Mama doesn’t keep running around town causing a ruckus, everyone should stay healthy, and she can have a normal birth. But there is a strong chance a Cesarean will be needed if the condition worsens.”

Grace, who at first looked like she wanted to argue, was silenced by this. Doc Isaac wasn’t known to mince words. He glared at her sharply until she lowered her gaze.

Daddy led the doctor out, both speaking in low voices, probably about how to tie Grace to the bed if needed. I settled into the little rocking chair in her room right next to her bed. But Grace turned her head, looking at me like I was crazy.

“What?” I asked.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

I held out an arm, motioning that it was pretty obvious.

“Nuh-uh, you need to get going. You got a lot to do in five days.”

I gritted my teeth. She was right, but I couldn’t abandon my sister. She must have read my response on my face because she clucked her tongue.

“I’m just fine. I got a stack of magazines right here that I haven’t gotten through yet, and after that, I’mma ask Daddy to carry the radio up here so I can listen to my stories. Go.” She shooed me. “Didn’t you want to check on Daniel too? See how he’s holding up. I’m not gonna keep you away from your sweetheart.”

“He’s not my sweetheart,” I said, avoiding her gaze.

“You sure about that?”

My cheeks heated, but I tried to keep my expression neutral.

“Ain’t no time to waste sitting here with me. Go on with you. Get.”

I dodged the pillow she threw at my head and stood. “All right, all right. I’m gettin’. But you better not move from this bed.”

She put on a wry expression and crossed her heart. I knew better than to believe a contrite Grace, but that was the best I was gonna get.

Daddy was down in the kitchen, making cocoa. What with all the fuss, we hadn’t had any time to talk. Lines of weariness were etched into his face, but he beamed at me.

“Sit with me, Little Bit,” he said, and set down a mug of cocoa. I sank into the seat and warmed my hands around the mug. My dress was still damp, I hadn’t even changed.

“You’re really all right?”

“I’m fine. I wasn’t hurt, and I’m sorry you all had such a scare. You know I’d never…”

Tears welled in his eyes. “Every day I just thought it’d been a dream. Prayed I was gonna wake up. But now hearing you talk again…” He cleared his throat and took a sip of the sweet chocolate.

“I can’t tell you where I been, Daddy. I wish I could—I want to.”

He tapped his finger against the table. “She said that would be the case. Miss Althea, or… whoever.” His brow furrowed. “I’ve always believed in miracles, my whole life. Didn’t expect nothing like this.”

My poor father looked like he was barely holding on. The expression on his face was so lost. It made him look younger, even with his silver hair.

“I know for a fact Mama’s been looking after us,” I said, speaking the words slowly to ensure I could get them out and not break any mystical laws. “Not just her either. Lot of folks watching over us. And… and I think I can make another miracle. But I’m gonna need a lot of help.”

Daddy’s struggles with reconciling his faith to this new reality weren’t going to disappear overnight. If Awenasa became an ark, they’d probably get worse before they got better. But there wasn’t any way I could do this without him.

I held a hand out across the table. His bewildered expression cleared, and the corners of his lips rose. He reached a big hand over to grasp mine. “You’ll get all the help you need, Little Bit. But first, we need to pray.”

I dutifully bowed my head, squeezing my father’s hand and allowing the strength that had always been there supporting me to work its own kind of magic once more.
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I had several stops to make if I was going to pull off the miracle of organizing an entire Founding Day in five days. But the first one was arguably the most important.

“The older boys wanted to take him to the hospital in Addison City,” Daddy told me, “but Miss Jennie insisted he be seen to at home. Doc Isaac said there’s not much to be done. The wound is clean and not infected, but he lost a lot of blood. At his age, they expected Old George to go to glory days ago.”

“He’s not going anywhere until Awenasa is either saved or destroyed,” I said, convinced in my heart it was true.

By the time I got outside, the rain had let up a little, though the clouds weren’t going anywhere. Daddy had forced me to change into a dry dress and armed me with a big black umbrella. I didn’t pass another soul on the few blocks to the Braithwaite place.

The two-story home with its majestic columns and iron balconies looked a bit ominous in the gloom, even though lamps were lit in every window. As I walked down the rosebush-lined pathway leading to the front door, the number of people visible through the windows made me stop short. I’d figured the entire family would be there, including New George, Percy, and Earl along with their wives and children, but a hefty portion of well-wishers must be inside as well.

I turned and decided to head for the back entrance instead, having no desire to create a spectacle. There would be a time to answer questions about where I’d been and how I’d gotten there or back, but not now.

From the back porch, a handful of women could be seen preparing plates of food and washing dishes, lending a hand in this trying time. I set my umbrella down quietly. “She who carries the eggs should not dance,” I whispered, and walked right in the door.

Male voices sounded from the side parlor, making me pause my glide down the main hallway. The door was cracked open; I peeked in to see New George pacing the floor, agitated. He had his hands in his pockets, but that habit was the only thing about him similar to Daniel.

“Pop doesn’t want that!” Daniel’s voice was emphatic. I couldn’t see him from my position, but I imagined his stance, arms out, brows high. “You know that as well as I do.”

New George spread his arms, mirroring the image in my mind. “He hasn’t been in his right mind, not even before he was shot. Now he’s delirious, saying all kinds of things that don’t make sense. I think I know best how to handle this situation. I am an attorney and these are legal matters. I can’t go to the district court and say that my father wants some sort of magic man to come and save the town from the Authority and the new dam.”

One of the other brothers crossed into my view, blocking New George from sight as he continued talking. “With this downpour, and the river already rising, this place is done for. A colleague down at the capital says the new governor doesn’t want a town full of drowning niggers on his watch. They’ll drag us out if need be. Look, no one would love to save this place more than me, but we need to accept that it’s too late.”

“Pop had faith,” Daniel pleaded.

New George scoffed. “If you really believe in all that hoodoo-voodoo nonsense, then you’re a sight worse off than I thought. You spend too much time out in the sun, painting houses and fixing fences. You’re a Braithwaite, dammit. Don’t you think it’s time to do something real with your life?”

“Boys, now is not the time for this,” Miss Jennie’s voice rose, shaking.

“He’s right,” another brother added. I couldn’t tell if it was Earl or Percy. “I know you mean well, Danny, but you’re not in a position to make this kind of decision. Our father wouldn’t want his folks to suffer over all this. We can’t rely on hopes and wishes and dreams.”

“Exactly,” New George said. “I’m going to help the police and the Authority urge everyone who owns to sell. Take the money while they still can. And maybe we can assist some of the tenants in finding new places if the Authority won’t.”

“We could use our inheritance,” the other brother spoke up.

“Well, I won’t go that far,” New George replied with a snort.

“I can’t believe you all.” Whoever was blocking the door shifted, and Daniel stepped into view. He was visibly disgusted, lips curling. “Pop’s up there, fighting for every breath, and not only do y’all have him in the ground, you’re already thinking about his money.”

“I’d think you’d be the one most concerned about the money, seeing as you don’t even have a steady stream of income.” His brother’s voice was mean. My fists clenched, wanting to slap some sense into whichever Braithwaite had said such a stupid thing.

Daniel began crossing the room. “I’m done.”

“Daniel!” Miss Jennie cried, but he was already pushing his way into the hall. I scurried back so as not to get hit in the face with the door, but he didn’t even glance my way.

I moved to the doorway to find his brothers shaking their heads and Miss Jennie looking anguished. Her tear-streaked face just about broke my heart.
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Always Have


An orphaned calf licks its own back.


By the time I had gotten into the backyard, Daniel was already halfway down the alley. His long legs ate up the distance as he hoofed it on down the street toward Big Beulah. The rain had let up, leaving the air cool and damp and the streets glistening.

I jogged to catch up with him, and by the time he started up the muddy incline to the tree, I was close enough that when I slipped in the muck, he reached out a hand to grab me. Of course he’d known I was following all along.

Daniel didn’t let go of my hand as we trudged up the slippery slope to the base of the tree and sat on a large, protruding root, using it as a bench. He was silent for a long while, but every minute or so, he’d squeeze my hand gently as if reassuring himself I was still there. Then he folded over in half, shoulders beginning to shake on silent sobs.

I pressed myself into his side and wrapped my free arm around him. “Old George is a fighter,” I told him.

He wiped at his eyes. “I know. Didn’t nobody expect him to last this long. Every day, every hour, he’s waging war.”

He straightened, necessitating that I shift position. His eyes were dry but swollen and rimmed in red. Incongruously, they were also bright.

“They said you were singing, but I hardly believed it. Say something else.” A small smile played on his lips, slicing through the grief.

I cleared my throat. “Something else.”

“Janie,” he groaned in mock annoyance. I rolled my eyes and bumped his shoulder, not missing the fact that our hands were still clasped.

“Where’d you go?” he whispered.

“Wish I could tell you. Magic won’t let me.”

“It’s where Moses is from, isn’t it?” My throat caught, unable to confirm even that. “The stories folks have been coming up with…” He shook his head. “I’m just glad you’re back. I’m not sure what I woulda done…”

He squeezed my hand and couldn’t tear his eyes from my face.

“I wanted to do something to help your father,” I tried to explain. “I made a wish and got a vision, but it wasn’t like any of the others. And I… I figured out some things. Made my peace with some things. And then my voice came back.”

He was practically beaming at me—joy and pain all bound up together in a beautiful package.

“And I think—no, I know—there’s a way to do what Old George wanted. To save what he built. And I’m going to do it. So don’t pay your brothers any mind. They don’t have the sense God gave a gopher to come in out of the rain.”

He snorted. “So, is Moses back?”

“He’s on his way.”

He gave me a strange look, as if to ask how I knew, but I just shook my head. It was still impossible to explain.

“Even while he’s been lounging on death’s doorstep, Pop made me go out and keep convincing folks to stay. I’ve gotten most people on board, though some have already sold and left. And with the river rising and not even a week left…” He shrugged. “I thought if I could…”

“If you could what?”

He dropped his head. “Maybe he wouldn’t be so disappointed in me, if I could help save the town.”

“He isn’t disappointed in you, Daniel!”

“You heard my brothers. You know what they’re like.”

“Yes, and I know what Old George is like too. When did he ever say he was disappointed?”

His shoulders hunched. “He didn’t need to.”

“I never known him to mince words. He never held back on what he thought, did he?”

He set his jaw. “I just want to make him proud.”

“You do, you always have.”

I wished I could convince him, but words could only go so far, so I just leaned against his shoulder, hoping to show I was there for him. The night birds trilled, and the light breeze blew on by. Thunder rumbled in the distance, promising a resurgence of the storm.

“I used to imagine what your voice would sound like,” he said. I went rigid, hanging on his words. “Wondering would it be low and husky or high and sweet?”

“And what is it?”

“Somewhere in the middle.”

I chuckled. To my ears, my voice sounded… like nothing special. It wasn’t dramatic or melodious or honeyed. Just a voice. Though I knew enough by now to cherish it.

“Will you sing for me, Janie?” The question seemed to come out of nowhere.

“Sing?”

“I didn’t get a chance to hear you. Half the town was talking about it, but I missed it.”

I sucked in a breath. “All right. What do you want to hear?”

“It don’t matter. Just want to hear you.”

A slow-moving trickle of warmth started inside me at that. I racked my brain for something I knew. In the distance, thunder rumbled, and a popular tune came to mind. Ethel Waters’s rich, full voice was far superior to my own, but I started the opening lines to “Stormy Weather,” which had been on the radio nonstop for over a year.

It was a heartbreak song, a woman lamenting how her man had left her and how the rain wouldn’t stop falling. I poured into it the emotion of having walked away from Daniel all those weeks ago, even when I’d desperately wanted to stay. The weariness she sang about, I knew it well.

My voice wobbled a little but was still clear and bright. Nothing special, but it belonged to me. As I sang, I leaned more against Daniel until my head ended up on his shoulder.

When I finished, the quiet evening surrounded us, and I was more peaceful than I’d felt in a long time.

“Anyone who ever left you like that, Janie, would be crazier than a soup sandwich.”

I snickered and shook my head, bumping his neck. Daniel sighed, and I realized the position I was in and sat up, trying to move away from him. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to…”

But he pulled me closer by our joined hands and wrapped his free arm around me so I couldn’t get free. I tilted my forehead to touch his. “You probably don’t want me sprawled up all over you like this,” I whispered.

“You’re hardly sprawled over me.” His breath hitched. “But you could if you wanted to.”

The last was barely a breath blown against the tender skin of my cheek. I could pretend like I hadn’t heard, and maybe things would stay the same. But I was tired of the same. The scent of him, the cedar and apples that made me think of acceptance and safety, filled my nose; I tilted my head, leaning back into his neck, inhaling deeply.

“I don’t know, I’m pretty heavy,” I said right beneath his ear.

He pulled me into him even more, and my lips brushed his skin. “You’re light as a feather, Janie.”

His voice was strangled. And while his hands weren’t anywhere they shouldn’t be, I found that I desperately wanted them to be. He turned his head so that my lips hovered only a breath away from his.

His chocolate eyes reflected the whole world back to me. Hopes and dreams I never admitted to him or myself, longing and need and wonder. My heart tripped inside my chest. If I wasn’t hiding anymore, then I had to admit to what I wanted. I had to admit that I wanted Daniel.

So I closed my eyes and kissed him.

I fell deep into a pool of sweet, warm honey. He let go of my hand to wrap both arms around me, leaving me caged in safety, at home and welcome in a place I never wanted to leave. The kiss was a moment I wanted to live in. It was tender and heated, familiar and foreign. An instant and an eternity.

Only when my lungs were totally starved of air did I break away to breathe. Daniel’s eyes were open; he waited, like he thought I was going to do something other than kiss him again. But I wasn’t.

This was what I should have done the last time, but I hadn’t felt worthy. Now music thrummed through my bones; it was like we were dancing again, though we sat still.

In my mind, I swooped and dipped, shimmied and boogied, spinning in circles, and our lips matched my steps. Shuna had described a storm made using our bodies, and now I understood—at least a little. I knew there was more, much more, and this was only the opening step. The bow and the curtsey before the choreography began. Everything inside me was humming, reaching and stretching, readying for the next part. I could practically feel the ché being created between us.

We pulled apart, my smile matching his; my chest inflated with joy.

“Gotta tell you something, Janie.”

I leaned back, brows rising. “What is it?”

Daniel swallowed and squared his shoulders. “I love you, Jane Elizabeth Edwards. Always have.”

Stars burst behind my eyes and around my heart. I could hardly catch my breath. I didn’t know if I was going to shatter into confetti or explode into tears.

“I love you, too, Daniel Ezra Braithwaite. Always have.”
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Sisters


If you wish to move mountains tomorrow, you must start by lifting stones today.


Chairing the Outreach committee was like herding a passel of hungry, wet cats. Those women argued about everything: the color of the tablecloths, the types of flowers for the centerpieces, the number of balloons to include in each bunch. My instincts to avoid this mess had been on point. I thought the bickering about table settings and decorations was pointless—far more important worries were pressing on my mind, but Miss Helen stood out as a voice of reason.

“You got to give the people something to look forward to,” she said reasonably. “The next day, they’re expecting to be kicked out of their homes and lose their livelihoods. These are practical folks, they’re hoping for a miracle but planning for reality. We can’t skimp on the festivities.”

Much as I hated to admit it, she was right.

So we continued haggling over the details. And contacting the folks who would be cooking, baking, and candying. Organizing the three-legged race, the tug-of-war, and the bean bag toss. I finagled Mr. Boudreaux, who kept stacks of beautifully painted canvases hidden in his garage, where no one could enjoy them, to agree to paint children’s faces. Young Alden Abernathy, who’d sent away for a magic kit when he was twelve and wouldn’t admit that he still practiced every night even several years later, was enticed to do a sleight-of-hand show when I let it drop that Alfreda Baynes would be highly impressed by his skills. It wasn’t a lie, Alfreda was easily impressed by just about any talent shown by any teenage boy. Ned Hodge would wrangle his friends to blow up the balloons, and a few of the Hamill children were going to tap-dance.

Even with the short timeline, things were coming along. In fact, it was all going well enough that I hadn’t even had to use ommo to grease the wheels. Two things kept me constantly on edge, though: the rain, which fell steadily every day, swelling the banks of the Noxahatchie; and the fact that Rob still hadn’t returned.

Worry for him gnawed at my insides. What was taking him so long? Had he run afoul of one of the gods again? I had no way of knowing. Shuna stayed silent, though I used my nakara more than once to try to contact her. Without any messages from New Ilé, I had to keep going. He’d promised. And I trusted Rob to keep his word.

On Thursday, the stage at the base of Big Beulah’s park was supposed to go up. The musicians from Bill’s Place would keep things lively during the party, and the town leaders usually gave speeches. Edmund Hargreaves had promised to have the construction complete by the end of the day, but when I rounded the corner, it was Daniel who I spotted leaning over the sawhorse that had been placed under a large tent. Between me corralling the committee and him staying close to his father, I hadn’t seen much of him that week.

“What happened to Edmund?” I asked, stepping under the tent and closing my umbrella.

“Good to see you, too, Janie,” he said, dimples popping. I rolled my eyes.

Then he sobered. “Caught some flat tires on Route 389, coming back from the lumberyard yesterday.”

“Some flat tires? As in more than one?”

“As in four.” I sucked in a breath. “Walking back, a truck full of peckerwoods came up on him. Roughed him up a bit.”

“He all right?”

“Alphonzo Burrows happened to be driving by. Had his Remington with him and scared them off. Doc Isaac patched Edmund up—wasn’t nothing too serious, though he dislocated his shoulder.”

Tension knotted in my belly. These kinds of incidents had increased over the past weeks. Nobody had been killed or seriously wounded yet, but the fires, property destruction, and assaults were becoming commonplace.

“He recognize them?” I figured the sheriff wouldn’t do anything about it, but that didn’t mean community justice couldn’t be served.

Daniel shook his head. “Weren’t the Denhams, he said. Thought one of them might could be Old Man Grainger’s grandson, but he couldn’t be sure. One of them did say that he needed to hurry up and get off his property.”

That stumped me. Edmund Hargreaves lived in town. His house wasn’t on the land disputed by the Denhams. “Maybe they were from the Authority?” I asked, doubting it as the words came out. The men I’d seen visiting folks and interrogating them had been straightlaced, button-necked types. Not the sort to run in gangs, terrorizing folks in the night—though of course with white people, you never knew. Being in a group made them bold enough to do what they would have never even thought about alone.

“I know I’m not quite as handy as Edmund, but I can still get this done by tomorrow,” Daniel said, motioning toward the half-finished stage.

“I know you can. Best leave you to it, Lord knows I got a hundred and one things to do before lunch.”

When I turned to leave, he placed a hand at my waist. Flocks of butterflies took flight under my ribs. Then he leaned forward like he was going to kiss me right there in the street for all to see. But his lips just brushed my ear. “See you later, Janie.”

I backed away a little breathless, narrowing my eyes at him. He started laughing and turned back to the stack of wood waiting for him. I couldn’t quite get my feet under me for a little while after that.

Two hours later, I was hungry, tired, wet, and annoyed. There were two things left on my to-do list before I could go home and get some lunch. The rain had broken for a spell, and I was in the alley behind the mercantile, taking the opportunity to choose the best of the discarded crates that Mr. Whitley, the manager, had said we could use for the craft displays, when the glint of chrome caught my eye.

A car was parked down the way, just on the other side of an old carriage house across the alley. I went back to what I was doing, not paying it any mind until low voices reached my ear. Seeing as they were trying to keep their conversation quiet, I, of course, strained to hear.

“They’re planning something, I know they are. Ethan’s trying to talk them out of it, but they’re not listening. You gotta take her and get out now.”

“Phoebe, where we supposed to go?”

Unable to stop myself, I abandoned the crates and crept toward the opposite edge of the freestanding structure. I didn’t recognize the voices, but then again, I could barely hear them. It was two women, though.

“Up north, like I told you before. I’ve saved some money.”

“It’s worse up there than here. There’s no jobs, no housing. Nothing but food lines and tent cities.”

“I’m telling you something is going down, and it’s not good.”

I slinked forward, plastering myself to the edge of the carriage house. The wet dirt under my feet dampened my steps. Holding my breath, I peeked around the corner to find Miss Helen’s towering form standing next to an equally tall woman in sunglasses with a scarf tied around her head. But the pale skin of her face gave a clue to her identity.

I flinched, not quite believing that anyone would be fool enough to meet their married secret lover out here for all and sundry to see. Granted, the alley didn’t get all that much traffic, but still. Though they were a sight older than me, I took it on myself to protect them from themselves and stepped around the corner.

Mrs. Denham, who was facing me, gasped. Miss Helen turned around, startled.

“I know this is none of my business, but y’all need to know that anybody could come across y’all out here.”

Miss Helen gave a significant look to the other woman.

“Folks here are understanding, and if two women prefer one another’s company to that of men, then that’s their business, but carrying on with a married white lady—the sheriff’s wife, no less—could bring down a heap of trouble on everybody.”

Miss Helen’s brow descended, and Mrs. Denham’s mouth formed a surprised O.

“It’s not what you think, Jane,” Miss Helen said. She looked back at the other woman. “We’re not—that is—”

“Helen,” the woman said warningly.

“It’s all right. Jane won’t tell.” Miss Helen reached out and grasped my shoulder, speaking softly. “Phoebe is my sister.”

I blinked. Phoebe firmed her lips into a disapproving line but then removed the sunglasses and slid her scarf down. I looked back and forth between them, searching for a resemblance. Their features weren’t really that similar, but their eyes were the same. Phoebe Denham was passing for white.

The woman in question spun on her heel, heading back to her car. “Get my baby out of here, Helen. Please.”

Miss Helen released me and turned back to her sister. “And what about the one you’re carrying?” she asked pointedly. “What if she comes out too dark too? What you gonna do then?”

Phoebe clenched her jaw. “One problem at a time, sissy.” Then she got into her Studebaker and drove away.

I didn’t speak until the cloud of exhaust she’d left around us faded. “Nellie’s hers?”

Miss Helen wrapped her arms around her middle. Her eyes were downturned. “I was there for the birth. Nobody thought twice at having a Colored midwife. When little Nellie came out brown…” She closed her eyes, seeming to shrink in on herself. “My sister cried her eyes out and then bundled up the baby and begged me to take her. Her father thinks she was stillborn.”

My chest caved in a little at that.

“Phoebe made a choice a long time ago that I don’t—I can’t claim to understand.” She shook her head and sniffed, then straightened her shoulders. “But she’s my sister.”

I understood that all too well.

“When they moved back here, she figured she could get to know her daughter a little.”

What I’d heard of their conversation ran through my mind. “She came here to warn you about something?”

Miss Helen looked weary. “There’ve been meetings with a bunch of the county’s farmers. The sheriff is on edge; he don’t approve of what’s going on and won’t tell her exactly what’s being planned, but it has to do with Awenasa.”

“All the fires and vandalism and assaults,” I muttered. “Sheriff knows all about them.” I bit off a question about how Phoebe could stand it. Approve or not, the man she chose to marry wasn’t doing anything to stop it. However, I figured Helen didn’t need any reminders about that.

“It’s not going to get better,” she said.

“No, I expect not. We just have to get through Saturday.”

If Founding Day went the way I was hoping and praying it would, then it didn’t matter what a bunch of ornery, hateful farmers had to say. Everyone would gather in one place at one time, and somehow we could create the covenant that would free us.

Get them to remember, Shuna had said. I wasn’t sure how that was going to happen, especially without Rob, but I’d cross that bridge when I got there.

One problem at a time. Sounded like good advice.
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Founding Day


A drowning man will move mountains.


Saturday started out just as rainy as every day for the past week had been.

“You should wish for clear skies,” Grace said, leaning back from peering out her window. I was sitting by her bedside, finishing my breakfast. Being bedridden for days had definitely cramped her style, but so far, she hadn’t given us cause to worry she’d ignore the doctor’s orders.

“Nothing’s wrong with a little rain, being wet is the real problem.” And that, I knew, was something ommo could fix. “Hey, you want to help?” I asked her, holding up my nakara. “It’s more powerful if we work it together.” Her brows rose, but she didn’t hesitate to pull her own talisman out from under her nightgown.

“What do I have to do?”

“Hold my hand, then when we get the anoru, we’ll say it together.”

She grabbed hold of my hand firmly, and I thought about the wording of the wish for a few moments. “I wish for everyone who comes out to enjoy Founding Day to stay dry and safe from anything Mother Nature, Father Time, or anyone else throws our way.” If the afternoon brought thunder or lightning, I didn’t want it to interrupt the festivities either. And since gods were real, and I didn’t exactly know who was responsible for what, I figured I’d cover the bases. The earthy scent overwhelmed me and we were gone.

When I came out of it, I steadied myself and looked to her. Together we said the words Mama Sonia had given us: “A flea can cause a lion more trouble than a lion can cause a flea.”

Everything was quiet. The rain still fell, and it looked like nothing had changed. But looks can be deceiving.

Downstairs, the phone rang. I released Grace’s hand and she clutched her covers to her, looking troubled.

“You feel all right?”

She blinked and smiled over at me. “I’m fine. I think all this bed rest is overkill, but I don’t want y’all worrying about me.” Then she got that same far-off expression, like storm clouds rumbling across her mind.

“You’re gonna see him again, I know it,” I said softly, guessing at the track her thoughts had taken.

Grace waved me off. “Ain’t nobody thinking about him.” But it was clear that wasn’t true.

I didn’t want to press the issue. She obviously wasn’t in the mood to talk about it, so I gathered my plate to leave. Daddy knocked on the door and poked his head around. “Eunice Sullivan is on the phone asking if you-all are planning to cancel the event on account of the rain.”

I stood. “Not a chance. Tell her we’re activating the phone chain. Anybody worried about a little rain should come on out and see another miracle.”

His look said Is that so? But he just shook his head and went downstairs to deliver the message.




[image: image]







Just about every person who stepped off the rain-soaked sidewalk and onto the section of Freedom Street that had been blocked off for the event had the same reaction. They’d hold up a hand and tilt their head back, trying to catch sight of some reason why the rain wasn’t falling just here. Expressions of awe would cross their faces, and then they’d ooh and ahh, all of which sent a jolt of satisfaction through me.

It was like an invisible umbrella had been placed over the entire festival area, which included Big Beulah’s park and the three blocks of Freedom Street beyond it. I wished Grace could see what she’d helped create, it was a little bittersweet without her.

Picnic tables had been set up along the center of the street, and the serving tables were down the side. A crowd of folks were waiting for their turn to pile their plates full of fried chicken, barbecued ribs, chitterlings, ham hocks, collard greens, macaroni and cheese, cornbread, and so much more. Children were screaming with delight as they hopped down the hill for the sack race. Vendors sold handmade items as well as goods brought out from their stores. The stalls featuring games of chance and skill had people making merry.

I stayed on the side of the stage, out of the fray, taking it all in. We’d pulled it off—an impossible task. Now we just had to do one more impossible thing. I patted the pocket of my dress, the same one I’d worn to New Ilé, where the seed lay hidden. It was almost time.

On the stage, the jazz band had just finished and Daddy was climbing up to bless the food so it could be served. Mealtime meant that a critical mass of townsfolk had arrived. There was a small window when the crowd would be at its height—once folks filled their bellies, the early birds would be heading for home not too long after. I had to find a way to create the covenant after Daddy spoke.

But my nerves were roiling. I hadn’t seen Daniel all day. I kept swiveling my head around, expecting to find his long-legged gait approaching any minute now, a smile on his face. But he wasn’t here. I was hurt, a little angry, and growing more worried by the minute. With Rob still missing, Grace in bed, and Daniel a no-show, how was I supposed to do this all on my own?

Daddy quickly gained everyone’s attention and raised his voice to be heard from blocks away. “Though I notice some of y’all have already started eating”—he gazed wryly at a clutch of teenage boys who’d grabbed a few pieces of chicken from the table—“it’s time to bless the food. Bow your heads. Heavenly Father, we thank you for this gathering of family and neighbors to celebrate a truly special place. We thank you for the hands that have prepared the food, and this entire event, and the grace you allowed them to do it so efficiently.”

As my father went on, the energy of those gathered began to shift tangibly. Very quickly, it went from the silent humility present during the saying of grace to something more energetic and alive. Murmuring started. I opened my eyes with a scowl at the ready for anyone with the audacity to talk during the prayer, when the sight that greeted me nearly shocked me clean out of my shoes.

Daniel had finally shown up. My heart dropped right on out of my chest. He was done up real spiffy in a brown suit and tie I’d never seen before. His hair was pomaded down, his eyes bright. I was admiring him so hard that I almost missed who he was with. His mother was there, too, looking pretty as a posy, and both of them had an arm around Old George.

Time paused.

More eyes opened. Little gasps sounded until my father raised his head as well and stopped mid-sentence. Old George shuffled along, dressed in his Sunday best with a bright red pocket square decorating his suit coat. He was dapper, but his movements were sluggish and pained. I couldn’t imagine that Doc Isaac was pleased. When the little group got to the two steps leading up to the stage, Daniel tried to take on more of his father’s weight, but the man shooed him and made it up himself agonizingly slow.

It was only then that I noticed the solemn countenances of New George, Percy, and Earl, along with their sour-faced wives and children, pacing several steps behind. The small crowd who’d been waiting by the food tables surged forward toward the stage and grew, as more folks joined them, wanting a look.

“Sorry to interrupt, Pastor Edwards,” Old George said, voice raspy. “Continue.”

I’d rarely seen my father at a loss for words, but this was one of those times. “We have so much to be grateful for today. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.”

“Amen,” everyone repeated.

“I, ah, think we’d all like to hear from Mr. Braithwaite,” Daddy said in the understatement of the century. He held his hand out to the older man, who reached forward to take it and stepped to the front of the stage.

His stance was unsteady, and his back hunched with pain, but the familiarity of this scene brought tears to my eyes. And if the utter silence of the audience, punctuated by a few sniffles, was anything to go by, I wasn’t the only one.

“As a man once said, reports of my death have been greatly exaggerated. It’s only by the grace of God’s will that I’m here. But you know, I’m the founder, so how could I miss Founding Day?” Laughter and cheers broke through the taut atmosphere. Folks hollered and hooted and clapped for so long, I thought they’d never stop.

“Now, I can’t tell you how much this warms my heart to see,” he went on once he was able to. “Sixty years ago, when I first bought my plot of land, I didn’t dream there would be a town here. I couldn’t even dream of all of you. But here you are.” His voice was wheezy, and he stopped to take some deep breaths. “Now, usually I make a speech, but y’all done all heard it before. Ain’t no need to repeat myself, especially since according to the doctor, I’m down a lung.” He tapped at his chest. The reminder was enough to quiet the last remaining revelers.

“I just want to say thank you to my dear Jennie and my boys for staying by my side while I recuperated. George Jr., Percy, Earl, and your families took time away from their jobs and lives, and I do appreciate it.”

Daniel stuffed his hands in his pockets, his shoulders hunching. Something sharp stabbed my heart.

“My biggest thanks is for my youngest boy, Daniel.” Old George turned toward him. “He was a surprise baby. Came long after we thought we were done. Takes after his mother, in that he doesn’t have an ornery bone in his body. The other three are like me in certain ways, but Daniel—” The man seemed to choke up a bit and cleared his throat. “Daniel is more like who I wished I could be. I’m proud of all my boys, even though sometimes they drive me to drink.” As the crowd laughed, more tears pricked my eyes.

“They’ve all done important things, whether it’s graduating from law school, or medical school, educating our youth, or being one of the rocks that holds up this community. I don’t tell them enough how much I care about them, so since the Lord has seen fit not to call me home just yet, I figured I should fix that.”

Daniel’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. He walked up to his father and wrapped the man in a hug, while the audience cheered some more. They shared words that no one else could hear and I took a breath, chest aching for him in both joy and relief.

“Now—” Old George brushed his hands. “You all have heard enough from me. However, I been told that Jane Edwards has something she wants to say.” He scanned the crowd until he met my eye. When he nodded at me, I stood straighter. “And today she’ll be able to speak it aloud so we all can hear, isn’t that right, Jane?”

Daniel was beaming at me from the other side of the stage, even as he still wiped his own tears. Of course he’d told his father that I was going to need to be the one to do this. A lump lodged in my throat, making me wonder if I really could speak in front of all these people. As terrifying as it had been facing strangers in New Ilé, talking to folks I’d known half my life might have been worse.

My legs were jelly as I moved forward. We were out of options, I was Awenasa’s last chance. The pressure was heavy, but I realized that I could carry the weight. And I wasn’t doing it alone. Daniel was there, his eyes shining with love. Old George gazed at me with faith evident. My father was there and I even felt Grace’s support, though she wasn’t physically present. I walked over to where Old George stood and wet my parched lips, saying a silent prayer to whoever was listening that I would know what to say.

Expectant faces greeted me, their meals forgotten. But they were all familiar. I squared my shoulders and took a leap of faith—in myself.

“Standing here next to the founder on this Founding Day, I’m reminded that it wasn’t just George Braithwaite who built this town, though he did so much of it, it was all of us who built Awenasa. We all make it what it is. What would we be without Miss Della and her lemon cake or Miss Tamar’s fashions?” I spotted the women standing at the booths in front of their shops.

“Mr. Early and Mr. Lee and all the other business owners, all the workers, the farmers, the mothers and fathers, aunties and uncles, the children running up and down the streets causing a ruckus.” People laughed.

Another familiar face in the crowd had me doing a double take. “Miss Althea?” My jaw hung open a moment and I stared, but the smooth dark skin of her aged face held no mystical secrets. This was the real woman, then. “So glad you made it back from your trip in time.” She raised a hand and waved me off, obviously not liking the attention.

I gathered my thoughts. “This place has protected us from what’s outside our borders and allowed us to grow. Our mothers and fathers built this land with their blood and their sweat, and we’re repaid with Jim Crow, with disrespect, with hatred. Here, we reap the fruit of our labor around people who love and care for us. We’ve created a family, and families have power. They have their own kind of magic.”

Outside the ommo-created barrier, the rain softened into a gentle patter. The overcast skies brightened as if the sun was trying its best to break through. “Many of you, maybe all of you, came here hoping and expecting to see a miracle. The fact that we’re all dry right now is one kind. Now it’s time for all of us to come together to make another one.”

Sounds of surprise rippled through the crowd. “To save our home, we need to combine our power, our creative energy, and use it to remember something that our ancestors knew. They’re trying to tell us something, and we need to listen to them now more than ever before.”

A low babble started up as folks muttered to one another, some in confusion, some in excitement. I reached into my pocket, stretching it until I was elbow deep. A hush spread at the unimaginable sight. When I pulled out my hand again with the seed, a collective gasp went through the audience. I held it up, light reflecting off its dark, glossy surface.

“This is a—” I found I couldn’t say the word seed. The magic of the island prevented it. “This is the potential for the New Awenasa. There’s a world we can’t imagine out there, and we can be a part of it.”

The energy of the audience was growing, I could feel it. The chatter intensified and I raised my voice to overcome it. “What we need to do—” I cut off, words dying in my throat as a figure pushed her way to the front of the stage.

“Grace?”

She’d appeared out of nowhere, breathing heavily and clutching her belly. She was still in her nightgown, covered only by a bathrobe, and drenched by the rain. “The houses… are on fire!” she yelled, then slid to the ground in a heap.
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Strangers


He who burns down his house knows why ashes cost a fortune.


The chaos had just barely begun, with folks rushing to their feet, Daddy practically flying off the stage to see to Grace, and shouts of alarm, when screeching tires rounding the circle had us all turning. A black Studebaker fishtailed around the curve and squealed to a stop half on the sidewalk. The door was flung open to reveal a frantic Phoebe Denham.

“They’re coming! They’re right behind me. Helen!”

Miss Helen was seated at a table near the front with Nellie. She stood, and her sister found her in the crowd.

“Come on,” Phoebe cried. “We have to go. Now! They’ve vowed to torch the entire town.”

“Who’s coming?” someone called out.

“Half the crackers in Addison County” was her wild reply. It was only then that the scent of smoke reached me. Followed by the rumble of engines. Many engines.

Nobody quite knew what to do. I shoved the seed back into my pocket as fear and confusion filled me. People started racing this way and that. The men from the volunteer fire department were in motion, shouting to one another about equipment, but before anyone could do much of anything, the first cars arrived. They came down Lincoln and Jefferson and Washington, from both directions, stopping on the side streets. My back was to the park, but the sounds of engines buzzed like a hive of bees behind me too.

In no time at all, we were surrounded. To arrive all at the same time from so many directions had taken careful planning. Nausea threatened to take hold of me.

Car and truck doors opened and a horde of angry white men launched themselves out of their vehicles, many carrying unlit torches—some still smoking from recent use—as well as cans of oil or gas. The smell of hopes and dreams burning grew stronger; soon orange glows would rise from the other parts of the town as the fire had its meal. The rain wasn’t a match for the kerosene and flames.

Our people, who had moments before been celebrating, started rushing the strangers, leaving the dry cocoon of the barrier I’d made to wrestle torches from hands, tackle the men to the ground, and beat on them with fists or whatever weapon was available—plates, chairs, boards. However, some of the white men were armed with not just the torches but shotguns and pistols.

I was frozen to the spot, unable to move or even think straight. I should go to Grace. I should find a weapon and fight. I should help the children and elderly.

The report of a gun firing rattled my bones. I covered my ears as pain bit into me, though I quickly realized I hadn’t been shot. It was just my knees smarting from slamming onto the wood of the stage.

There was no end in sight for this madness. The residents of Awenasa had weapons, too, and plenty of folks kept them in the cars they’d driven here in. The hammer going back on a shotgun nearby echoed in my ears. This was going to turn into a bloodbath.

The men who’d come to destroy us were pouring in from all sides. Torches met flame up and down the street. Smoke rose from the mercantile and the hardware store, buildings with wooden porches that were easily set alight. While their colleagues focused on the burning, others defended themselves from the Awenasa residents who had flown into action. So far, our folks had done a good job of making sure not a single terrorizer made it onto Freedom Street proper.

Finally freeing myself from my stupor, I searched for my father and sister and found them together, sitting on the edge of the stage with Doc Isaac mid-examination. Shouting and screaming and gunfire filled the air as I unsteadily crawled on hands and knees toward them.

The doctor’s hands roamed Grace’s belly. He was asking her questions, and she was either nodding or shaking her head in response, but sweat poured from her brow. Her face twisted as pain racked her.

Doc Isaac sat back on his heels. “She’s in labor. We need to get her to my office, now, and into surgery.” But it didn’t look like that was going to be possible.

Over the crackling of fire licking through wood and brick, sirens wailed. I turned, dread slowing my heartbeat. Up the hill, flashing lights circled Big Beulah, reflecting against the pale strips on her bark. State police cars, over a dozen of them, pulled up behind the cars and trucks of the other outsiders, and the cops flowed out of them in a steady stream.

The sound of the sirens didn’t let up—more were coming from another direction. Sure enough, police cars drove up Lincoln and Jefferson. We were totally surrounded, and I wasn’t naive enough to believe the police were here to help us.

“Daniel!” I screamed, unable to find him. However, in a moment, he was at my side.

“Ray Abernathy and Pastor Midden were shot, but one’s a graze, the other’s through and through,” he said. Doc Isaac looked up, pained—he couldn’t be two places at once.

“They’ll hold,” Daniel reassured him, peering at Grace worriedly.

“Ommo can’t heal people after the fact, but it can protect,” I said, wishing I’d had the presence of mind to think of it earlier.

“I think it already is,” he said. At my questioning expression, he pointed. “Look.”

All I saw were people running and screaming, buildings burning, tears and madness and turmoil. Then one of the policemen standing on the sidewalk in front of the post office marched forward toward the stage. He stopped suddenly, as if he’d bounced off an invisible barrier. His face twisted in anger and he tried again, only to be deflected again. He took out his pistol and fired. The shot resounded but didn’t go through, ricocheting off the invisible barrier that had protected us from the rain. Neither the men nor their gunfire could get through.

“It’s only those of us who go out beyond the barrier who’ve gotten hurt,” Daniel said.

I looked again at the melee. Sure enough, he was right. All the fighting was taking place on the sidewalks or side streets. It wasn’t just the townsfolk defending us who’d kept the men from getting at those on Freedom Street, it was the ommo.

My wide eyes met Daniel’s. “Call everybody back inside the barrier. Spread the word!” He squeezed my arm and jumped up, racing away.

The swarm of farmers and uniformed officers reacted fearfully to discovering the invisible force field. More than one ran away screaming. But some doubled down. Shots rang out as those who didn’t believe what they were seeing tried their best to get through. Shouts of pain rose as the ricocheting bullets hit other fleshy targets.

The men who came here with evil intent were mired in a new chaos, but as I watched the message being spread to Awenasa residents and them coming back to where they were protected, a figure standing tall and still caught my eye. He was an island in the sea of turmoil raging around him. As always, his white suit was out of place, dingy due to being rain soaked, but he still looked icy and remote, like a creature made of stone.

He stood at the edge of the traffic circle, a head taller than most, observing us through slitted eyes. Snell was behind all this, the coordinated attack, the fire, the police, everything—I was sure of it. He wasn’t going to stop until there was nothing left of Awenasa and we were underneath the reservoir that was coming. Why this was so important to him, I had no idea, but I shivered watching his calm demeanor amidst the disorder.

Daniel returned to my side. “Folks is saying these farmers were promised lakefront real estate once the reservoir fills in. If they help clear out all the niggers standing in the way of progress, that is.” His mouth twisted.

“Jealous sons of bitches,” I swore.

Grace moaned, thrashing against Doc Isaac’s hold on her belly. I moved to crouch in front of her, taking the hand that wasn’t grabbing on to my father’s. She squeezed so tight, I thought my bones might break. Was there another wish I could make to get us out of this? Wariness overtook me.

I couldn’t wish for harm to others, that’s what had gotten Daniel’s nakara taken away. Was there a way we could just get rid of these men? Then we could get Grace the medical attention she needed. I racked my brain, trying to come up with a way to get all of us out of this.

Something was happening down at the end of the street near Lincoln Avenue. I couldn’t make anything out that far, but a ripple went through the crowd, starting in that direction. All along the sidewalks where the police and the conspirators had their guns trained on us, even knowing they couldn’t harm us inside the barrier, their attention was pulled down the street as well.

Then cries of alarm went out from the attackers and police. Sounds of awe rose from our side. I stood, not understanding what I was seeing. The crowd of Awenasa residents began to part, making way for someone or something coming down the center aisle they created. It was a masked figure who’d made it inside the barrier.

They wore a high-collared jacket, black on one side, a rich blue on the other, with matching pants, each leg a different color. As they drew closer to the stage, I noted that the mask was smooth and featureless, and also split into the two colors. Gloved hands reached up to remove it, revealing a familiar face.

Rob had returned. And he wasn’t alone.
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The Covenant


However long the night, the dawn will break.


The Moses had arrived with backup. Behind him, marching in rows of two, were the Baden soldiers. Their blue-and-white armor shone with a heavenly glow, their staffs glinted with mysterious light. A giddy lightheadedness took over as I was swamped with joy and relief. They were coming from the river.

Grace cried out, though not in pain. Rob’s face was stoic, I wasn’t sure he’d heard her. The Baden spread out and crossed the invisible barrier surrounding us, adding another layer of protection between the town residents and the attackers.

The police, who had been as dumbfounded as the rest of us by the appearance of this new group of Negroes wearing strange armor and moving with such precision, were starting to shake off their shock. They began firing at the Baden, only to have their bullets ping off their armor, just like with the barrier.

My father rose slowly, looking him up and down. “Robert?” he whispered, skin gray.

Rob came to a stop in front of him. “It’s me, Pastor Edwards.”

Daddy’s arms couldn’t decide what to do. They reached out for Rob, then drew back once, then twice, like he wasn’t sure if he wanted to touch him or not. Rob looked on kindly, understanding the reaction.

There were a good number of refugees from Earnestville among Awenasa’s number. Liddel Lee stood nearby, pistol in hand. He was one of the men who had cut Rob’s body from the tree and buried him in the river. Tears filled his eyes when he recognized Rob. Others whispered and covered their mouths.

Rob raised his voice. “Some of y’all know me. My name is Robert Knox, and I was born and raised in Earnestville. It’s where I died too.”

Silence blanketed us. Everyone hung on his words. I wasn’t sure what was happening outside the protective barrier, all that noise had died.

“I’m not a ghost or a haint or anything like that. I’m flesh and blood, and I came back here to make you the same promise I made George Braithwaite.”

Old George and Miss Jennie were seated on the side of the stage, with several armed men and women surrounding them. The old man gave Rob a meaningful nod.

Rob bowed in response. “If Awenasa is home to you in your heart, join us and save it. We will become more than you ever imagined.”

He knelt before Grace, who was still breathing through her labor pains, and took her hands. “Hold on, baby. Just a little longer. It’s going to be all right.”

Gasping, her eyes hardened with determination. Rob kissed her, swift and fierce, before standing again to address the crowd once more. He climbed the stage and projected his voice. “People of Awenasa. Now is the time. Those who can, join hands. We all need to link together. If you can’t reach your neighbor’s hand, reach for their heart. We need to act as one, think as one. Unified. Focus on the town. Your town.”

He turned in a circle, the flickering fire from the surrounding buildings making him look otherworldly. He ended looking at me. “It’s time, Jane. Get the seed. Use your nakara. Make the wish.”

I did as he asked, pulling the seed from my pocket again and nestling it in the crook of one arm. Rising to stand beside him, I pulled out my nakara. Though I hadn’t been sure what was necessary before, suddenly it became clear. After taking a deep breath, I whispered the words of my heart into my nakara. “Please let the people remember what they must so that Awenasa can become an ark of New Ilé.”

I closed my eyes and waited for the vision, but nothing happened. Had I done it wrong after all? Alarmed, I sought out Rob, starting to panic.

“It’s all right. This kyé will come from the people.” He lifted his voice. “You must recall what your ancestors knew. Draw upon that ancestral memory. Your forefathers have given them to you, seeded them into your consciousness. Now it is time to return to a place that welcomes you. That will honor and protect you. A place where you can contribute as you have done here and bear witness to the dreams of your foreparents. Awenasa, remember with me.”

Beneath my feet, the earth began to tilt and sway as if the street had become a boat rocking on the seas. Gasps rang out, everyone around me felt it too.

Then everything changed.

The sun beat down from overhead, and our main street was replaced with a village of round huts with thatched roofs, full of people going about their daily lives. Villagers sang and prepared food with their families, wove fabric, created jewelry, sharpened weapons. I could see them all at once, and at the same time, I was also looking through the eyes of someone I knew to be my ancestor.

I felt every townsperson there with me, unseen but watching this vision unfold. And beyond them, there was the sense of others observing as well. Those who had lived before the time in this vision and those who hadn’t yet been born. The unseen bore witness along with me and all the people of Awenasa.

I sensed Mama Sonia and Mama Mary Ann among their number. My grandfather, and the spirit of the aunt who had died as a baby. My father’s parents were there, as well as their siblings and parents and grandparents. Relatives going generations back were with me, with all of us, guiding and protecting us.

Flashes of their own stories came to me, just tiny glimpses. Nothing I could put into words or even really remember, but the impact crashed into me. The ché they held flowed through me. The wisdom they wanted to share buoyed me.

Then the image before me shifted into one of New Ilé. Not the version I’d seen in my visits but the way that these ancestors had seen it. A small island, with a small village built on it. Fires and candles and torches instead of whatever sourced their electricity.

Then the village grew before my eyes. Its people multiplied, the World Tree at its center lengthened and stretched its branches. Knowledge and wonder and creativity were magnified. Innovation leapt forward.

Faden pilgrims left to explore the outside world and returned with knowledge. More pilgrims would then travel and share innovations developed in New Ilé. The cycle spun on. Arks were added, those who became citizens of New Ilé leaving what they had known behind, sacrificing it for the promise of something new, for an enormous gift.

I could still feel my body standing on Freedom Street. The seed in my hands. Growing warmer. Not uncomfortable to the touch but heated with the energy of life flowing into it. The ché of my community giving it the last thing it needed to be whole.

And then there was Shuna, standing before me, taking up the entirety of my vision. Golden light poured from her skin, and when she spoke, her voice was like the rushing river. “Wisdom is like the World Tree, a single person’s reach cannot embrace it.”

I opened my eyes. All around me, the people of my town were holding hands, blinking their eyes, and coming out of the shared vision. As one, we repeated the anoru that the river goddess had given us. Our voices flowing together like the music of waves lapping at distant shores. Like the barks of laughter of the village women joined in shared tasks, the rhythms of dance steps long forgotten but recalled by our souls. Our voices, speaking words of wisdom, focused our shared ché, and brought power to the wish of all our hearts.

The seed in my hand vibrated. It heated my palms and began to glow with a soft inner light, the léodu shining even brighter. Energy thrummed within, causing it to undulate. Then thin, spidery tendrils of roots emerged. A shoot of green sprung up from the top. It was a seed no longer, this was a bulb ready for planting.

Rob stood before me, smiling. My father had a look of amazement on his face. Daniel’s lips were parted, wonder filling his eyes. Old George had broken down into silent sobs. Everywhere within the protective barriers, folks cried and laughed and hugged their neighbor. We had all experienced something spectacular. Something life-changing. And now we were ready to become something else.
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The Seedling


When there is no enemy within, the enemies outside cannot hurt you.


Breathing heavily as if from exertion and holding the plantling close to my chest, I turned to Rob. “What happens next?”

“You’ll have to plant the seed.” The glow from the sprout lit his face.

“How did you get the Baden to leave New Ilé anyway?”

He chuckled. “Baden and Faden have had our differences over the years, but we were both created for the good of New Ilé. The Ruth didn’t appreciate being manipulated by Mama Yoja or what she did to Papa Loku. And what you said at the Festival of Ashes impressed him. It made him rethink some things. We had long conversations about what was really best for the island, and he saw the light. I am sorry it took so long, though.”

I searched for the Ruth among the soldiers but didn’t spot him immediately. However, a wave of unease ran through me when I saw Snell still there, in the same spot as before. Outside the barrier, the rain was falling harder now. Even totally drenched, he was a menacing figure.

Rob looked to what had captured my attention. His eyes narrowed, then he strode forward across the stage and hopped down to approach the spot where Snell loomed. I followed, jittery with apprehension.

The Baden holding their position there shifted to the side to make a gap. I tried to beat back the instinctive bone-deep dread that Snell still inspired within me. The seedling in my hands helped to ground me. To remind me that this man truly had no power over me, not anymore. Plus, I stayed within the barrier.

As Rob approached, the look on the man’s reddened face was priceless. Wariness turned to astonishment turned to fear in front of my eyes.

“Y-you. Wh-what?” He recognized the man he’d helped sentence to death.

Rob crossed his arms, standing tall. “Jane, you’ll need to plant the seedling in the roots of Big Beulah. Then it will connect to the World Tree.” He stared at Snell as he spoke to me.

“What about all of them?” I asked, motioning to the folks who didn’t belong here.

“We’ll take care of them,” he said.

Footsteps sounded from either side of us, and more Baden soldiers marched over, led by the Ruth himself. Their armor must repel raindrops for their entire bodies because the man’s reddish hair looked dry. He nodded to me, no longer any contempt in his eyes.

A familiar warmth heated my side, and Daniel was there. I smiled up at him and felt the lingering fear dissipate.

The Ruth and the Moses stood side by side in the rain, focused on the enemy before them. The state police gathered in front of the farmers, ostensibly to protect them, though most of those men were cowering away from the strange and wondrous sights before them. Some had even gotten back into their cars and were trying to drive away, only they were blocked in by other cars and people.

“Ready, Baden!” the Ruth yelled. His soldiers pounded their staffs on the ground. The police raised their weapons.

“For-ward!” Lines of Baden pushed ahead into the rows of police. The officers fired shots that bounced off armor. The staffs of the soldiers emitted pulses of energy strong enough to knock their opponents off their feet. Police fell into one another, and more gunshots went off in the confusion.

Some of the cops realized their weapons were ineffective against this enemy and began fighting with billy clubs and fists. The Baden fought back, battling calmly and expertly, twirling their staffs and repelling the blows. They were more organized and more disciplined and quickly gained the upper hand.

Rob stepped up to Snell, who no longer had any police or angry rednecks around him. Soaked to the skin, he looked pathetic and wilted, the fabric of his suit clinging to his girth.

“You don’t get to win this time,” Rob said.

Snell curled his meaty hands into fists. “I don’t know what kind of Houdini Halloween horseshit you all got going on here, but this little insurrection is doomed. I’ll be back with the national guard to drag you people out. There’s no way to avoid what’s coming.”

With the little plant in my arms and Rob on one side and Daniel on the other, the fear of this man that had gripped me for over half my life vanished. His words were hard and cold, but his eyes—they showed the truth. He was terrified.

And the little girl inside me who had been bullied and manipulated stood tall.

“You have no idea of what’s coming,” I said. His gaze shot over to me, but no recognition lay there. “You don’t remember me.” A humorless chuckle escaped my lips. “Well, after today, I’ll forget you too. I’ll forget what you did and everything you stand for. I’ll forget you manhandling a child, as well as all the threats and intimidation. You don’t have control over what happens here tonight, and you cannot hurt me anymore. Rob is right, you’re not going to get what you want. Judgment Day is coming for all of us. When yours comes, I have a feeling things aren’t going to go so well then either.”

With that, I turned to head toward Big Beulah. My peripheral vision caught his scowl, his fleshy face twisting with hate. Snell reached a hand out for me. I was perfectly protected on this side of the barrier, but before Daniel or Rob could react, I spun and kicked his knee, hard. He yowled in pain.

“Get out of my town!” I seethed. The man hobbled backward, and the Baden closed ranks, pushing the unwanted visitor farther away.

Daniel’s eyes were wide. “Are you okay?”

I took a second to think about it. “Yes, I do believe I am.”

He searched my face before pulling me into an embrace. With the seed between us, it was awkward but still welcome.

“All right,” I said, “we need to go plant this.” I looked back at Rob. “Grace needs surgery. You’ll be with her?”

“Of course,” he replied. The Baden had the state police and the lingering farmers well in hand, and most were starting to retreat. The main holdup was the traffic jam they’d created. Everyone was boxed in by the police cars; however, soon enough they’d all be gone.

I looked up at Beulah holding court at the top of the hill. Thunder rumbled, and the rain pelted down harder beyond our area of protection. “Ready?” I asked Daniel.

“Always.”

And so we went. Though we stayed dry, the hill was muddy and slick from the day’s events and weeks of rain. My hands were full with the plant, so Daniel put a supportive palm on my back, helping me trudge up the muck.

The closer to Beulah we got, the more the seedling started to glow. The clouds overhead made the day gloomy, but I held a miniature sun in my hands, its growing glare making me squint. Once we reached the base of the giant tree, I knelt next to the same root we’d sat on days earlier. This place was full of wonderful memories. Daniel’s presence beside me underscored them.

I set the little sprout on the ground and began scooping up the muddy earth with my hands, quickly making a hole just deep enough for the bulb and roots to fit. Then I placed it in the ground, covering it with enough dirt so it was secure. Mud squished through my fingers, warmed by the increasing heat coming off the plant. Its light illuminated Beulah and everything around it. I sat back on my heels.

“What happens now?” Daniel asked. He’d let me complete the task on my own but hadn’t left my side.

“I’m not sure. Maybe—” I broke off when the scent of ommo rose from the ground to thicken the air, and the earth we knelt on began to shake.

I stood, wobbling, grabbing on to Daniel’s arm for stability. On Freedom Street, the fighting had stopped. The Baden stood at attention, fists over their hearts. The policemen and remaining farmers, both those who had made it to their vehicles and those still standing in the street, rippled and shivered like they were merely apparitions and not made of flesh and blood.

Two-toned police cars, along with trucks and cars from everyone who had come to harm us, shook like jumping beans and shot into the air. Guns hovered along with their owners as all the white men who’d traveled here to terrorize us floated up as well. They were suspended in midair, limbs flailing, screaming fit to wake the dead. Looked like they were getting a taste of what it was like to be frightened out of their wits.

As the earth continued to tremble beneath my feet, and the little plant glowed even brighter, a rumbling groaned from the northwest. It came from the direction of the Noxahatchie, and it didn’t sound like the river was happy.

Thunderous drumbeats roared in a rhythmic harmony. BOOM boom-boom, BOOM boom-boom. The cadence resounded, growing louder, coming closer. The powerful wind intensified, pushing my hair out from me in a stream. Big Beulah swayed in the gale.

The trees at the other end of the street blew forward as well, and the roar of the river grew even louder. Then the trees bent, giving in to the pressure of the wind and the increasing sound. My eyes grew wider, and I grabbed Daniel’s hand. It took me a second to understand what the thing that came toward us was. A wall of writhing water, the swell of an enormous wave, taller than any of the buildings in town.

It swept down the street, enveloping the trees and the cars and the people. I swallowed, alarmed but not truly afraid. With ommo filling the air, I didn’t believe we’d be harmed.

The wave crashed over everything in its path, racing right toward us. I squeezed Daniel’s hand and shut my eyes tight, waiting for it to cover me. But all I felt was the gentle kiss of a breeze.

I opened my eyes to find that all the floating men and vehicles were gone. And everyone from Awenasa stood where they had been, awestruck and gaping. The interlopers had been flushed out of town like waste down a toilet, and the damage they’d done, all the burned buildings, was restored. The structures were as whole and complete as they’d been that morning.

Overhead, the cloudy, overcast sky faded away to reveal the sparkling ripples of calm waves.
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A Future


If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together.


Jane, where did it go?” Daniel asked.

Confused, I looked down from my fascination with the waters that now made up the sky to where he pointed, to find the little bulb I’d just planted had disappeared. The ground at my feet was smooth and undisturbed, not even muddy anymore. The grass was lush and full. But Beulah herself, and the multitoned hue of the layers of bark on the old sycamore, shone with a subtle gold glimmer.

“I think the World Tree connected with Beulah somehow.” Then a startled burst of laughter shot out of me. I’d mentioned the Tree. That meant the restrictions on sharing information about New Ilé had been lifted.

“We’re an ark now,” I told him, wrapping him in a hug. “And there’s a gigantic tree and floating islands and a city with streetcars and people with beautiful clothes and… and now we’re a part of it all.”

He couldn’t follow, of course, but hugged me back. Relief swamped me. Down on Freedom Street, the Baden were assembling folks together in small groups. There must be some kind of orientation process for new arks.

We climbed down the hill to meet up with Daniel’s family. Four Baden had gathered New George, Earl, Percy, and their families. The Ruth stood watch as New George had what I could only call a hissy fit. He was sputtering and shouting until his father walked over and slapped him in the face.

I startled, suppressing a laugh. “What’s going to happen to them?” I asked the Ruth.

“They will be given a choice,” he said. “The World Tree deemed them to be residents of Awenasa, but they are not at all pleased to be here. If they choose not to stay, they will be sent back to their homes on the surface with no memory of the ark’s creation. It is up to them now.”

Daniel stood with his parents as they tried to calm New George, whose face was nearly purple at this point. I looked around, but the place where my own family had been was empty.

“Where’s Grace?”

The Ruth didn’t know, so I flagged down the closest person, who happened to be Elsie Parnham. “She and the reverend went off with Doc Isaac just after that magic wave rolled all those white folks outta town.”

I raced to the little clinic attached to the doctor’s house, grateful to find the streets full of whole, unburned homes. When I got there, Daddy was pacing on the front porch with little Nellie Hillgrass sitting on the steps, clutching her rag doll to her chest and staring at the impossible new sky.

“Daddy?” I called out. He turned to me with a big smile, and my heart expanded three sizes. “How is she? How is the baby?”

“They’re fine. Doc Isaac and Helen Hillgrass were able to deliver the baby naturally, and she came on out quick as a jiff.”

“She?”

His smile couldn’t have gotten bigger. “Come and meet her.”

We went inside the clinic, where the lights were dim. The main patient room was to the left, and soft voices murmured inside. I stepped through first to find Grace sitting up in bed with Rob at her side. In my sister’s arms lay my niece, sleeping.

“Auntie Janie,” Grace said with an exhausted smile. “This is Miriam Damaris.”

I moved closer to peer at the baby’s tiny brown face. It was wrinkled and pinched and she sort of looked like a grumpy old man at rest. Her hair was thick and silky, and she had been wrapped up, resting her head on one creased miniature hand.

“She’s perfect,” I said, gazing back into my sister’s joy-filled eyes.

“Go on, show her,” Grace said to Rob.

I looked back and forth between them. “Show me what?”

Rob lifted the baby from Grace’s arms and unraveled the blanket to reveal a chubby thigh. Just above one of the many folds of flesh was an oval-shaped patch of skin several shades darker than the rest.

Daddy stood over Rob, peering down. “Your mother had this same birthmark. In the same place.”

Wonder filled me as I took in my niece’s peaceful form. Of the kyés I still remembered, my mother had not sent any of them. Maybe this was why. Maybe she couldn’t send me a kyé, because she was already on her way someplace else.

I longed to ask Papa Loku about reincarnation. Was Miriam really Damaris, or was this another message from the ancestors?

Regardless, a feeling of comfort swept over me. Grace might not have a mother to tell her how to be a good one, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have plenty of assistance.
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True to form, Grace insisted on taking a bath against Doc Isaac’s advice. While I waited for her, I found Miss Helen sitting out on the porch with Nellie. A troubling thought gripped me. “Was Phoebe…?” I couldn’t manage to finish the question. Could she have been caught up in the ommo-induced exodus of people from the town. “Is she here?”

Helen shook her head grimly. “She left on her own before all of that. When I told her I wasn’t going with her. Drove off back to her sheriff. Sure hope that baby of hers comes out pale as milk.”

Nellie was having an animated conversation between herself and Henrietta, and the little doll appeared to be talking to the rosebush.

“I’m sorry you won’t see her again.” A heaviness settled on my shoulders at the thought of the sisters separated.

“When she first left home, determined to walk down that path, I figured I wouldn’t see her anyway. I got more time with her than I expected. And at least she got to know her daughter a little.” Her eyes were so sad, my heart went out to her.

“Mommy, look!” the little girl cried. A giant butterfly with wings of pink and purple, green and blue, had landed on Henrietta’s orange yarn hair. I’d never seen anything like it before. It must have flown over from some other ark. Nellie’s eyes were alight with wonder. She reached a tiny finger out to stroke its wing, and the butterfly allowed it.

“Mommy, it likes me!” Observing Nellie’s joy made Helen’s melancholy disappear.

“It certainly does, baby.”

Those we’d left behind were always going to be a source of grief. I considered myself fortunate that everyone I loved was still in Awenasa.

“Janie?” Rob called from the doorway. “You wanna hold the baby?”

I stood and reentered the house, sitting next to the bed where Grace lay, freshly bathed and looking relaxed. She passed the little bundle into my arms, and nerves filled me—holding her didn’t feel at all natural. Scared that I would accidentally drop her, I gave her back to her mama quickly.

“You should get some rest, Grace,” Doc Isaac warned. As if on cue, Grace’s mouth stretched into a yawn.

“I need to talk to Jane for a second first.”

Everyone else cleared out, with Rob being the last to go. He placed the baby in the bassinet the doctor had dragged in before shutting the door.

Grace fished out her nakara and held it between two fingers. “I want to make a wish, and I want your ché to help.”

I sat at her side, head cocked, listening.

“I need to know that I’ll be a good mother and make better choices than I have before.”

I wasn’t sure you could wish for something like that, but maybe there was no harm trying. Hopefully, the ancestors would understand her motives were pure. I took my sister’s hand, then she whispered her desire into the talisman.

Swept along on the scent of ommo, I emerged at the side of a stage in an auditorium filled with people. The lights shone brightly in my eyes, so I could barely make out the figures in the crowd, but they were dressed in such bright colors, with patterns so complex and beautiful that I was sure these were residents of New Ilé. Moreover, I spotted several different léodu among them, all mixed together.

And the building I was in was all too familiar. “This is the Institute,” I whispered.

Grace was here, too, though as before, I couldn’t see anyone else who’d entered the kyé with me. Rows of empty chairs had been lined up on the stage, and an older woman decked out in a deep blue gown with a curving léodu stood in front of them. She lifted her arms, and music started, foreign yet familiar. Heavy drumbeats pulsed along with shiny-sounding horns and swelling strings, all giving an air of majesty. A line of teenagers walked on from the wings wearing colorfully patterned robes that looked appropriate for a formal occasion.

Though there was no microphone visible, the woman standing at the front had a voice that carried out clearly to all corners of the room. “We give thanks once again for the Awenasa Academic and Industrial Institute, which has been educating the children of New Ilé, across all arks, for the past eighteen years. Its mission has never changed or wavered, though its reach has expanded, along with its course offerings, since its founding. Today’s ceremony honors those students who have achieved the highest levels of excellence in academics, service, and community.”

Applause rose from the crowd. It was hard to breathe against the tightness of my chest as shock compressed my lungs. I hadn’t known it was possible to see visions from the future, though that must be what this was.

Finally, the cheering died down, and the woman spoke again. “The recipient of this year’s George Braithwaite Memorial Award is Miriam Knox. Please step forward.”

My knees buckled; I wobbled on my feet. A familiar figure stepped to my side, lending a solid arm to keep me from collapsing. Mama Sonia. For the first time in one of these visions, she was the age I knew her to be, white haired and slightly stooped but still full of energy.

“How?” I breathed to her, unable to formulate a more comprehensive question.

“This is one future. I petitioned Papa Runmi to give you a glimpse, as futures are his domain.” She spoke casually, though I sensed this was a task not so easily accomplished.

My niece, or a version of who she could turn out to be, walked across the stage with her head high to receive her award. Thunderous applause rumbled from the audience as a gold medal was placed around her neck. She’d grown into a beautiful, self-assured young woman who was the spitting image of Grace.

“You girls need to remember something,” Mama Sonia said. “You don’t need ommo to create the future you want, or to be the woman you want to be. You got everything you need already.”

Miriam stood smiling in the center of the stage, holding up her medal. Several figures in the front row took to their feet, cheering louder than everyone else. But I couldn’t see them clearly, because of the bright lights. Was that Grace and Rob? Me and Daniel?

Another question surfaced, one I suspected Mama Sonia would know. “Is she… Is Miriam our mama, come back?” I whispered, squinting into the crowd.

Mama Sonia chuckled. “Souls who return don’t remember what came before. But…” She paused, searching for the right words.

“Some memories live in the flesh,” I offered, echoing Rob’s words from what felt like a lifetime ago.

“That they do.”

“And the anoru?”

Her expression was full of love as she spoke. “There are two things we want to leave our children. The first is roots; the second, wings.”

I came out of the vision with tears streaming down my face. Grace’s eyes were wet as well. She blinked at me, wiping at her cheeks, unable to speak for long moments.

We had seen the same vision, the same possible future. Now all we had to do was make it happen.

“Do you want to use it?” I said, gripping her hand. “The anoru?”

Her breath stuttered, but she shook her head. “No. I—I think I’d like to keep that one.”

I understood. I’d like to hold that vision close as well. In the bassinet, the baby shifted, yawning her mouth into an O and stretching tiny legs against the blankets wrapped around her.

“You’re going to be a great mother, Grace.” I squeezed her hand, then went to stand. “Now, rest. That one is going to require a lot from you. Best sleep while you can.”

“And what about you?” she called out. “Babysitting her will be good practice for you and Daniel, to get ready for your own one day.”

I gazed at the sleeping baby. So peaceful and serene.

And then Miriam woke up with a cough and began screaming to high heaven. My eardrums shuddered at the wailing keen. It was louder than anything I’d ever heard before, especially coming out of something so tiny.

I started laughing when Grace’s eyes bugged.

“We’ll have to see about that,” I said as I backed out of the room, leaving her to deal with her distressed daughter.
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In the Deep Water


Mama Yoja and I stand beside the waters of the Noxahatchie River, or at least the part of the river that came along with Awenasa into the ark. Its waters stretch into a road leading to the main island below. They flow into a calm pool in one of the city’s lush parks—the new entrance to the ark.

“Why did you choose to come here?” I ask her. Aside from holidays and the occasional water rescue, it is unlike Yoja to remove herself from her temple.

“I wonder if perhaps venturing out more would be beneficial” is her reply.

I agree silently. I am certain I recall suggesting as much many turns ago, but I refrain from being petty. For now.

“Have you shared this revelation with Loku?”

She laughs a trill of roaring waves. “He has come to a similar conclusion himself. Though we must give him time, little sister. Change is difficult.”

Not many things surprise me, but her acknowledging me as sister and not daughter still gives me pause. I have waited a long time for her to treat me as an equal.

Music and laughter dances in the air. And the water road behind us is full of visitors eager to learn more about this new addition. About the community that inspired the Baden to venture to the surface to assist its transition. I suspect legends of that day will abound for many turns of the world to come.

“What is this festival called again?” Yoja asks.

“Founding Day. It honors the ché of the man who created this place.”

“Ah yes,” she says. “I recall now. Loku would not accept him, though his time had come.”

I did not realize that, but of course it is Loku’s purview when to accept the dead into his domain. “According to Jane, their original celebration was interrupted and no one got the opportunity to eat, so they had to enact a ‘do-over.’” To put together such an elaborate festival simply to enjoy a meal is beyond the realm of my understanding, however. The ways of humans are a consistent mystery to me.

On a breath, we cross the wooded path and emerge at the end of a street garishly arrayed in a plethora of decorations. We remain out of sight so as not to distract the people. Streamers, ribbons, and balloons dangle from the buildings. It is an eyesore, but Yoja smiles. Even the missteps of her children bring her joy. Perhaps it is just their celebration which warms her. These people have overcome an adversity different from most others here.

Musicians occupy one street corner. A man with a banjo, and one with a fiddle, and an older woman from another ark playing a kora. My time impersonating Althea Gregory has faded into a wash amidst an eternity of other memories. Perhaps one day I will revisit those days, but for now, I simply revel in the outcome of that journey.

Jane’s ché pulls me toward her. Without the shadows of guilt and shame obscuring her light, she shines the way she was always supposed to. I find her at the other end of the street, by the tree that has its own name—one that is lost to my vast memories in this moment. But it is now a child of the World Tree, and its heart and energy contribute to the healing of the illness which infected its parent.

Jane herself smiles even as a multitude of people accost her. There is a button on her dress that reads COMMITTEE CHAIR, and she is boisterously and incandescently happy.

Her chosen one, Daniel, stands nearby admiring a sign he has recently painted, one on the window of a shop facing the street. It reads THE AWENASA TATTLER, JANE EDWARDS, EDITOR-IN-CHIEF.

Jane breaks free of the chattering mass of people gathered around her to approach and inspect his handiwork as well.

“You did a beautiful job.”

He puts a hand to his chin, considering. “Yes, but I’m just going to have to change it in a few months.”

“Change it?”

“Well, the last name, at least.”

She sticks her left hand out in front of her, waving it. “I don’t see nary a ring on this finger, Daniel Braithwaite.”

He chuckles, then stuffs his hands into his pockets. “All I’m saying is, I’ll be repainting it real soon.” Then he starts whistling a familiar tune and ambles off into the crowd.

The entire exchange makes Jane smile and shake her head. She tracks his departure, unable to look away. The celebration continues with more and more citizens from other parts of New Ilé arriving to take part. The light of Awenasa shines brightly; it will radiate across all the islands.

Though I am delighted at this turn of events, the urge to roam has returned. Not to escape as I did before but to explore. To visit others to whom I have given gifts and ensure they are reaching their potential. No doubt there are other Janes out there who need a little push to live their lives out loud. And while I consider which of my many rivers to follow, for some reason, the Noxahatchie calls to me. There is something about these particular waters. I will flow into it, becoming one with it again. For a time.

New Ilé, of course, will always be home.




LAKE SNELL



From Wiki Know-it-all, the free encyclopedia. For other lakes named Snell, see Snell Lake (disambiguation).


Lake Snell is a 33,000-acre reservoir created by the construction of the Snell Dam along the Noxahatchie River. The Snell Dam, completed in 1935, created the third-largest man-made body of water in the world at that time. The lake encompasses over 700 miles of wooded shoreline. It was originally known as Cherokee Ridge, after the Native American tribe that once resided on the land, but was renamed in 1945 in honor of Thomas Snell, the then president of the Addison Power Company.

It is a popular recreation area for boating, water skiing, swimming, and camping. Luxury cabins and vacation homes are located in exclusive neighborhoods surrounding the lake. Events such as the Addison City Bluegrass Festival draws hundreds of thousands of tourists every year.

Construction of the dam and reservoir destroyed more than 60,000 acres of farmland and displaced hundreds of families and businesses.









Author’s Note

This is the first book I’ve written that was inspired by a viral video. In the summer of 2021, a clip from The Amber Ruffin Show on the Peacock streaming service made the rounds on social media. The topic? The phenomenon of drowned Black towns. The specific history discussed was new to me, though the practice of targeting Black communities for destruction was not.

However, it wasn’t until that autumn, while on vacation in Burlington, Vermont, driving over a bridge on Lake Champlain, that I looked out the car window and thought, What if there were a town under there? A tiny kernel of an idea took shape, and soon I was starting research for a manuscript code-named “Black Atlantis.”

I started looking up the towns mentioned in Ruffin’s video clip. That led to research on dams and their construction, which brought me to the Tennessee Valley Authority, the organization created during the Depression as a part of the New Deal to bring jobs and electricity by creating dams along the Tennessee River. The Greater Good: Media, Family Removal, and TVA Dam Construction in North Alabama, by Laura Beth Daws and Susan L. Brinson, was a fabulous resource on this history.

One of the towns mentioned in the video, Kowaliga, Alabama, particularly captured my interest and inspired both Awenasa and several characters. Founded by John Benson, who purchased 160 acres of the land on which he had formerly been enslaved, Kowaliga would eventually be home to a variety of family businesses, including a lumber mill, a cotton gin, a railroad to help them move their products to the nearest city, and the Kowaliga Academic and Industrial Institute, founded by John’s son, William.

In another part of the state, another former slave, George Bridgeforth, founded Beulahland, which followed a similar track, including a portfolio of prosperous family businesses and a school. Both towns were eventually flooded by the construction of dams.

Oscarville, Georgia, is possibly the most notorious source of inspiration, and the book Blood at the Root: A Racial Cleansing in America, by Patrick Phillips, tells its tragic story. This is how I met Jane.

In 1912, after the assault and murder of a young white woman, several Black residents were arrested, including Earnest Knox, 17; Rob Edwards, 24; Trussie “Jane” Daniel, 21 (who was Rob’s common-law wife and Earnest’s cousin); Oscar Daniel, 17 (Jane’s brother); and a 27-year-old neighbor. Rob was dragged from jail and lynched almost immediately, and the rest were sent to a prison out of town so they would survive until trial.

The Black residents of Oscarville were terrorized by threats, violence, and arson until virtually all fled, with landowners either abandoning their property entirely or being forced to sell at a loss. The expulsion was one of many “racial cleansings” around the country and indeed the world.

The night before the trial, Jane was visited by a group of local white leaders. The next day, she and the neighbor testified against her brother and cousin. The boys were convicted by a white jury and sentenced to hang in what became a public spectacle.

According to Phillips, Jane later left the state, remarried, and lived quietly in Detroit. Her story, however, haunted me. The details were unfathomable. I didn’t attempt to retell it, I merely took inspiration from the overwhelming tragedy and fashioned my own Jane: a young woman with secrets so devastating and traumatic they steal her voice for half her life.

In the 1950s, Oscarville would be one of the towns flooded by Lake Lanier, a popular recreational area that boasts an unusual number of deaths each year. It’s called one of the most haunted lakes in America.

By blending Black history with folklore and diasporic traditions, it is my goal to honor the trauma and pain as well as the joy and resiliency of my ancestors. There is a quote from Toni Morrison that guided me. Speaking of early Black newspapers, she said, “There, in photographs and print so much African American history—sad, ironic, resistant, tragic, proud, and triumphant—was on display.”
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Washington, DC, 1925: Clara Johnson can talk to spirits—a gift that saved her during her darkest moments, now a curse that’s left her indebted to the cunning spirit world. So when a powerful spirit offers her an opportunity to gain her freedom, Clara seizes the chance, no questions asked. The task: Steal a magical ring from the wealthiest woman in the District.

Clara can’t accomplish this daring heist alone. To pull off the impossible, she’ll need the help of an unlikely team: from a handsome jazz musician able to hypnotize with a melody, to an aging actor who can change his face. But as they race along DC’s legendary Black Broadway, conflict in the spirit world begins to leak into the human one—an insidious mystery is unfolding, one that could cost Clara her life and change the fate of an entire city.




1

The Crossroads

Some folks say it wasn’t just being born with a caul that made Clara Johnson ornery as a red hornet, it was being born at the crossroads. Her spirit, unlike most, had a choice to make right there at the beginning. Cold or hot, salty or sweet, lion or lamb. She came into this world through one of the forks in the road, and Clara being Clara, she chose the rockier way.

See, her mama and daddy was migrating up North from Gastonia, North Carolina, riding in the back of a wagon with her grandmother and two other distant kinfolk from down that way, when her mama’s water broke. They was about to cross the Virginia state line, just outside a place called Whitetown, which didn’t give nobody in that vehicle a good feeling, when they had to pull over to the side of the road—one of those roads that no Colored person wanted to be on at night—just so that gal could push that baby out.

Her mama was hollering up a storm and her daddy was holding a shotgun in one hand and his woman’s hand in the other when he first caught sight of his baby girl—a slippery little thing covered head to toe with the birthing sac. Mama Octavia pushed her son aside and did what needed to be done, freeing the child so she could breathe and making sure to wrap that caul up in a sheet of newspaper and put it in her satchel.

Everybody was breathing a sigh of relief that mother and child were healthy—for a first baby she came out smooth and quick without too much bleeding or tearing or anything like that. And then that baby got to screaming. It was like to wake the dead. In fact, it did shake loose a few spirits who’d been hovering over yonder, waiting on someone like Clara to come round. And they’re more than likely to do their hovering closer to a crossroads than not.

Mama Octavia sat back as her son’s common-law wife tried to hush the child, and the menfolk watched the darkened road for signs of trouble. She scanned what little she could see by the moonlight and the lantern-light and caught sight of a pile of ashes and wax someone had left in the center of the crossroads. A shiver went down her spine like someone walking over her grave.

She realized her mistake, that precautions should have been taken when a child was born this close to a fork, but it was too late to do anything about it, and she didn’t have the working of things the way her own grandmother had back there at Old Man Johnson’s plantation, so she said a prayer for the soul of her grandbaby, hoping the child’s little spirit had chosen well.

It wasn’t long before she, and everyone else, found out exactly what Clara Johnson was made of. Or just what else her birth had awakened.
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Clara Johnson paced the sidewalk in tight, agitated circles, trying in vain to release some of the pent-up anger welling within. “That pompous, arrogant sonofabitch,” she muttered under her breath.

Her fingers coiled, pressing almost painfully against her palms, taut as the head of a drum with a tempting rhythm of rage beating against it. Like the thump, thump of fists meeting flesh.

Her grandmother’s voice chided in her head, You know you ain’t about to fight no grown man. Which might have been true, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t fantasize about kicking him in his family jewels and bruising up the face that the other girls in the office seemed to think was so handsome.

Footsteps sounded behind her, but wisely kept their distance. “Miss Clara?” a cautious voice called. She took a breath and turned slowly, grabbing hold of the trickle of calm that accompanied this distraction.

Young Samuel Foster stood watching her, more worry than wariness in his gaze. “Thought you’d left without me,” he said, breaking into a grin. Tall since his recent growth spurt, with an ebony complexion, the boy would be a heartbreaker in a few years.

Clara smiled back and shook out her clenched fists. “And deprive you of the pleasure of my company?” She let out an unladylike snort. “Let’s get going. Happy to leave this place behind for the weekend.”

Samuel chuckled and fell into step beside her, heading toward Rhode Island Avenue. “Dr. Harley nearly made you blow your top back there. I thought for sure you was gonna let loose on him.”

“Nearly did.” Thoughts of the man in question and his smug, punchable face almost made her turn back. “Still might.” Though higher on the food chain in the office than she, Harley wasn’t really her boss, but he took great pleasure in ordering her around with his nasally whine and treating her like warmed-over trash. And while he had a good foot of height on her and probably one hundred pounds, he didn’t know how to fight dirty like she did. “I’m sure I could take him. He’d probably be afraid to scuff up his shiny brogans.”

Samuel shook his head, watching her carefully until the light changed, as if anxious she might really go back and start a fight. “Can’t let folks like that get to you none, the ones always trying to tear you down. Nothing gets built up that way.”

Clara turned sharply to look at him. From the mouths of babes.

That boy has more sense at fourteen than you do, her grandmother’s voice lamented.

Blinking under the force of her scrutiny, Samuel changed the subject. “Big plans for the weekend, Miss Clara?”

She exhaled slowly, her fit of pique now almost completely dissolved, replaced with a welling sadness she refused to show. “A stack of library books is waiting on me. What about you?”

“Shifts at Mr. Davis’s drugstore and making deliveries over at the print shop.” His chest puffed up with pride.

“Didn’t you hear, weekends are for resting?” She bumped him on the shoulder.

“Dead men can rest, until then I got to work. Got me some big dreams, Miss Clara.” And a handful of younger brothers and sisters all relying on the paychecks from his various jobs, but he didn’t mention that so neither did she.

“I ain’t forgot,” she said instead. “You gonna own one of these businesses on U Street. You figure out which one yet?”

He scratched his chin, considering. “Not quite yet. But I will.”

“You keep going the way you are and you’ll be working at each and every one of them.”

That infectious grin returned. “I’ll have one heck of a résumé, then.”

Clara admired the boy’s drive and determination—she wished she could borrow a little of it for herself. She was happy enough to have the one job. The big dreams she’d leave to him.
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