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For Carol and Clyde,
who taught me that history is wild







PROLOGUE

The flies were feasting on her, sucking her blood like it was sap, saturating the red nightgown she wore a powdered white. To the earth, she was little more than an insect herself.

Born to work hard and die young. Born to be swatted.

She opened her mouth, but the pain was unspeakable. There was a bubbling in her chest as her lungs failed to expand. Her breath rattled, so thin she couldn’t stir the gold ribbons at her neckline.

The cotton she’d spent her life tending loomed sick and brown around her in the thick heat, her body tucked between their wilted rows. She’d dreamed of walking through this field for the last time and striding uphill. Of dressing like a lady and filling her belly. Of finding someone and touching them.

Shovels of dirt cascaded from above, blocking out a skinny yellow moon. She’d laugh if she could draw breath—the rich black soil she’d wanted so badly to escape would be her grave. And her murderers were still arguing, even before her body was covered or cooled.

Sweat and dirt stung her eyes, but she kept them open, watching the stars and seething flies and crumbling dark soil, her resentment spurting with her blood until two truths crystallized:

She was dying in red.

But she’d be damned if she was the only one.
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ONE

Once upon a time, I decided my primary identity, Lottie Turner, should have clean hands, clean hair, and a congregation to say helpful things like she would never in case the worst happened. So I found a new church and dropped into Missionary Baptist’s Sunday service. The organ soared a beautiful note as the pastor licked his lips and kissed my cheek.

I turned my ass right back around and beelined for the exit.

My expectations were too high. Of course, any salvation open to me would have to come with moist, pawing hands. Story of my life. And the crux of that story has always been carving out my own deliverance, not waiting for a welcome that would never come.

I headed to the heavy oak doors. There was no place for me, but I could at least find a less grope-y pastor.

It was Phyllis who turned me around. Who kept me around.

I’d spotted her in the pew. Her dull-brown wrap dress was so hideous I stopped in my tracks, breathed hard through my nose. I couldn’t tell where her skin ended and the fabric began, like she was naked in the aisle and distorted in strange directions; her elbow dripping a length of brown, a tail pooling behind her on the bench.

She leaned forward, scribbling intently on a little notepad and why was she taking notes? The light shifted, poured through stained glass, and then Phyllis was sitting in a sunbeam. I was forced to consider the possibility—was this bitch somehow more radiant than me? I sat back down, later migrating to the after-service picnic.

July in Chicago made outdoor picnics ridiculous, dangerous even, but these black people had something to prove: They might have left the South but they could still handle the heat, baby. Humidity plastered my breezy sundress to my skin. I never felt quite myself when it was too hot. I drifted after Phyllis to the buffet line, head swimming. She held a toddler, a deep brown boy with livid red hair. I assumed the strapping man in suspenders, hair gelled into a Little Richard pompadour, was her husband. A gorgeous little girl with a face of concentrated delight skipped at his side.

Balloons floated in yellow clouds at the buffet table. They didn’t move because there wasn’t any air. The tablecloth was patterned with red circles reminiscent of blood cells. The church ladies descended on Phyllis, interchangeable and nosy, drawn as I was drawn. This was new, too. Someone else taking up all the space.

“Hello,” someone trilled. “Are you new?”

“Yes, we just moved—” Phyllis said, her voice musical, rising in the highs and lows of a Caribbean accent. I’d listened to so many albums, watched so many movies, to craft my own. Trinidad and Tobago. Jamaica, maybe. Her voice—husky, so cool to my ear—was cut off by a church lady.

“I’m Sylvia,” the church lady sang. She edged in front of Phyllis, piled her plate with sticky wings. “Try my macaroni salad. It’s famous.” Sylvia gestured at a bowl of hot brown noodles. “I’ll give you two scoops. It’s that good.”

“Ah.” Phyllis hesitated. Her lip quirked. “No thanks.”

“Excuse me?” Sylvia’s hand froze on the wooden spoon. “I told you. It’s famous.”

“Well, it looks like diarrhea,” I said, and everyone looked at me. I was also shocked. I was supposed to be ingratiating myself to these people, not alienating them. I’d been in Chicago a long time, but my associates weren’t the kind of folks to give character references. I needed Missionary Baptist, or somewhere like it. Clean hands, clean hair, and a helpful congregation of bony Sylvias who wrote letters to the editor. A good person who did things on the up-and-up. Who could somehow believe I was good, too.

Phyllis choked out a laugh that bathed me in light.

A fly climbed over the rim of the macaroni bowl, a fat black spot on the hot brown noodles. My stomach turned, a long dizzying roll. Sickness burned the back of my throat and I shoved away from the table.

“She’s exaggerating. It’s good. I promise it’s good,” Sylvia sputtered as I weaved across the manicured grass in search of shade, of distance, of relief from that shrieking rising clutch that told me I would soon vomit. My skin was clammier than the pastor’s. My lips felt cracked.

And then a shadow cut my shadow and someone blocked out the sun. Filly’s voice rose and fell, so cool to my ears, as she told me I was all right, that she had me.

“I felt like throwing up, too, when I saw that brown-ass macaroni,” she said, rubbing my back, taking away the flies, soothing me so naturally I blinked and found myself at a creaky picnic table with a sweating bottle of water. Filly breastfed and introduced the Kerr family. Her husband, Roy. Her daughter, Daphne. Her redheaded youngest, Wayne.

A day later, and I was following the map she’d doodled on a napkin and parking beside her boxy station wagon. My neck craned as I took in her home, a tall greystone with all the ornamentation—arched doorways and carved stone blocks, little squares cutting into the tower-shaped roof like the spires of a cold, formal castle.

She ushered me inside. Teal shag carpet was plush around my feet and ran up the walls in cushy blue-green whirls. Teal drapes were gathered back from the window, letting in the sun. The screen was busted and I flinched at the mosquitoes. A pale-blue couch sat opposite a tapestry pinned to the upholstered teal wall, green mountains sliding into a blue bay. The room should be cool, but the blue was hot, shallow water shimmering under the sun.

Her living room felt like drowning.

I marveled at her kitchen, the low-end appliances and extra-care place settings. Four chairs tucked neatly into a wobbly mahogany table, woven placemats and silver tableware positioned just so, little saucers and white tapered candles in burnished holders. We talked over steaming cups of tea, our elbows pressing into the blue-weave hexagons of the placemats.

Filly was from Trinidad and had always wanted to emigrate to the United States. She’d worked, saved her money, moved to Chicago where she had a few cousins, and kept working. She inherited a good chunk of money from a dead relative and was reevaluating her life, her priorities, when she met Roy at a club.

“Your children are so well-behaved, they’d trick a bitch out of condoms,” I told her.

Filly sighed. “Not even. I’m trying not to worry about Wayne, but I do. He’s nearly two . . .” She trailed off.

Wayne stared up at us from a wicker bassinet, his expression serious. Filly lowered her voice like she didn’t want him to overhear. “He’s not crawling yet. He was so colicky, but now he’s quiet. Daphne made all sorts of noise at that age. Roy refuses to talk about it. Won’t hear a word about his son unless it’s about Wayne’s hair.”

“His hair?” I repeated blankly.

“His red hair. Roy hopes he’ll grow out of it.” Filly trapped my hands in hers. “What if he doesn’t, though?”

I figured it was too early in our relationship to say her husband was an asshole. “Then Roy will figure out how to love the kid he has, not the kid in his imagination,” I said gently. “Wayne’s fine. He’s on his own timeline, that’s all. Everything’s fine. He’s not biting people or stealing switchblades,” I joked, though my child had, in fact, bitten people and stolen switchblades.

“Lottie, you’re too much.” Filly’s laugh sounded like it had gone down the wrong pipe; she laughed and choked. I felt almost shy. I didn’t have much experience being a friend. Though my radiant personality and dewy beauty obviously attracted folks, they never stuck around—socializing with me was too hard on the self-esteem.

The third time I saw her, we went shopping and chatted about men. About Tremaine, the young man who’d attended the service with his mother and sent shock waves through the fellowship with his fineness. About Roy.

“Can you believe Roy used to be a ladies’ man?” she asked, bursting out of the fitting room.

Out of politeness, I didn’t tell her he still was. Pompadours don’t lie.

The rabbit fur didn’t sit right on her shoulders, and I knew I’d found my good person. Filly was so good she couldn’t even pull off cozy, practical bunnies. Still, just to be sure, I threw over more coats. She laughed, too sincere to wear fox. Even the mink wasn’t right and come on. Mink was supposed to be for everyone.

She was the one. My alibi and shield. Engaging further would be gratuitous, but time passed, three years passed, and by ’74, I’d become a fixture in the Kerr household. A regular guest of soggy dirty rice dinners. An extra pair of oven mitts pulling cookies from the oven. Homework. Hot milk and honey, so domesticated and pretty. Blue placemats that imprinted on my forearms, stamps in my skin I couldn’t stop running my fingers over.

And in that time, while I was being charmed, while I was thriving, quadrupling my income, seducing Tremaine and being betrayed by Tremaine, an illness ruined Filly’s family.

I’d befriended her to be my break-glass-in-case-of-emergency.

I’m no good—I’m not like Filly. I can wear anything. My shoulders, silhouette, were made for power. As such, it didn’t occur to me that I was her broken glass. That her emergency could be my emergency.

Didn’t I say so, Legba? There’s no salvation without pawing hands.









TWO

Filly’s ruin was subtle.

She was a little more winded climbing stairs. A little more tired. She got headaches and I closed the drapes to block the light. She fainted pulling weeds, and then it felt abrupt, like her robustness had dissipated all at once.

Pain lived in her body, ached when it rained and ached when it didn’t. She told the doctor she didn’t feel right. He didn’t listen. She went to the chiropractor, the acupuncturist, a holistic healer, chasing the pain while Roy started staying out late. Her kids played with talismans and bundles of herbs, the cold mask she used on her chest.

It became clear that she’d fallen for the wrong man—Filly ain’t the only one—when Roy’s nighttime activities bled into the daytime and he spent more time at the bar than he did at home. Keeping up the kids, the house, the bills, left Filly exhausted. Her chronic pain got worse. Took more and more from her: agility, balance, energy.

Roy hadn’t been home in months. The children lived with their single mother in a haunted house of pain.

It felt curious, a thready knot under my heart, to stand on her porch knowing I wasn’t there to cook breakfast or do laundry, to arrange doctor’s appointments. I was there, bright and early, because I was the one in need.

I scuffed my sensible shoes over the doormat, stabbing the square points of my low heels across the newspapers that had accumulated in my absence. Stashed the crumpled papers in my purse. Smoothed my wig and attitude. Knocked softly on the door, offering up a quick prayer. Legba, please. Let her be up and mobile today.

Lately, Filly’s porch carried the scent of something lost and burning. Vulnerabilities were particular. Specific. Vivid enough you could smell the danger if you tried.

When I was a child, I spun in syrup places. No one wanted me around, and I passed the time cross-legged in a field, in the dirt, talking to myself. Cotton reared around me, puffs of white bursting in deformed bolls. I was still, blood dripping down my legs. A whitefly, the worst kind of pest, its triangular wings flat, crawled up my knee while my parents grilled on the other side of the field. I wasn’t invited, and I smelled it still, charred meat and smoke. Powdered white up my thighs as insects marched over me.

This sensation—soil and sun and bugs and loneliness—was how I knew my prayer wasn’t granted. That Filly would be sick today, just like yesterday and the day before yesterday.

Daphne, a willowy ten-year-old, opened the door, her face widening in a smile. I dodged a sticky slice of bread as she tackled me in a hug. Her hair was flat and weak from a botched perm, the split ends obvious as broken limbs.

I poked her cheek. “How’s your mama?”

Her gaze skittered away.

My insides sank. “I’ll check on her.”

Filly should have realized she’d have marital problems when she bought a house she hated to please her husband—I would fucking never. She wasn’t built for a cold greystone with stately grandeur. She used to redecorate all the time, trying to find a way to combat her home’s natural design, trying to turn it into something it wasn’t, though she hasn’t had the energy for some time.

The interior was stuck with sheer emerald curtains with ragged hems that let the heat escape. Colorful framed photos and tapestries of Trinidad and Tobago spanned the walls, not white sand coves, but subtropical jungles.

Wayne, an undersized five, was nestled on the velvet couch under the turquoise throw blanket Filly had knitted in the good old days. His frizzy red hair was disconcerting against his dark brown skin. His toast plopped down in his lap when he saw me.

“I hate you,” he said flatly.

“Hate you too, bud.”

The veneer of order disappeared in the master bedroom.

Dusty velvet drapes made her room perpetual night. A crusty plate, an empty glass, and a dead dandelion sat on the nightstand. Laundry waterfalled over the edge of the mattress to the floor. She was submerged on the bed, a bulge under the covers. A sweaty leg poked out of the shiny rose-gold comforter, gleaming like the treasure she was.

“Filly,” I murmured, easing on the mattress beside her. “Honey.”

She moaned. “Lottie?” Her voice sounded like fever, not music.

“Drink some water,” I said, helping her sit up, trickling water in her mouth. She sputtered, eased back into slick satin pillows.

Her swollen eyes blinked open.

“Uh-oh,” she rasped, taking in my denim dress, the chaste matte buttons up my chest. “You’re dressed like a normal person today. I guess you’re gonna raise some hell.” She coughed, the laugh catching in her chest.

“My little protégé has finally learned the power of clothes.” I pretended to dab a tear.

She glanced down at the stains dotting her nightgown. “Well, some of us look so good we don’t need to try,” she said, sarcasm biting through in stitches.

“Aww. My little protégé has finally learned the power of presence.” I rapped her nose with a damp washcloth.

She snatched the washcloth, smoothed it over her eyes. Leaned against the pillows. “I hate that I have to ask,” Filly said, shame sparking like a live wire. “But the kids—”

“Are completely fine,” I interrupted. “Wayne dropped his toast when he saw me.”

She jerked upright, the washcloth flying into her lap. “He didn’t vomit?”

“Not even a little.” I nudged her back down.

“Wow,” she said quietly. “Wow.”

She stared up at the tapestry she’d painstakingly hung on the ceiling.

I studied her for a long moment. If I asked her for money, she would unearth her checkbook. If I told her I was leaving, she would weep and wish me the best.

I kicked off my shoes and peeled off scratchy pantyhose. Flopped on the bed beside Filly. I ended up like this every time, reminding myself of my to-do list and staring at the tapestry, picking out the fiery orange circle through the darkness. Wondering what made this shit special enough for Filly to put it on the ceiling, my problems vanishing in a blaze of irritation as I waited for some secret artistic thing to appear.

Filly tugged the blanket over me. She did this every time, too, the swish of the comforter her sanctity. Today, I appreciated the gesture only in spirit as body odor overwhelmed me.

“There,” she said, satisfied.

Filly’s different under the blanket.

She says things she wouldn’t say if her bedroom was bright with sunlight, and that was all right because—

“Whatever it is, you can tell me,” I said. “There is no place where you end and I start, remember? There are no lines between us.”

She inhaled. Threaded my fingers with hers like she was waiting for me to say that.

“Roy hasn’t bothered showing his face,” she snapped. “Wayne asks for him. I hear him asking Daphne. He asks her so seriously. She tells him—every day she tells him—she doesn’t know. And every day, he goes what about Mama? Can you guess what she tells him?” Filly asked plaintively.

“Mama doesn’t know.”

“Right. And she’s right.” Her hand grazed my head, the pat undermined by the wig. “I don’t know when Roy’s coming home. He’s never stayed out this long—” She exploded into a coughing fit.

“Hey. Hey.” I rolled to my side, rubbed her back.

I eased off the bed, passed her the glass of water.

“Drink up. Get some rest,” I said, retrieving my shoes, my balled pantyhose.

“Tell me he’ll be home soon,” Filly said, her voice inflamed along with her throat. “Tell me I’ll get my family back.”

I paused at the door. “I’ll make breakfast.”

That’s all I could say. She knew when I lied, and so I let her draw her own conclusions. Though I’ve scrubbed the blood from her panties and flossed her children’s teeth, I could fill this house with things Filly didn’t know about me.

The newspaper peeked slyly at me from my purse, the headline a black itch: COPS FIND DUPLICITY—NO ONE CARES.

I clenched my fists. She can never find out.

“Lottie, wait.” Her tone squeezed into something warm. “You left your brain behind.”

I glanced over. My wig dangled from her finger.

The laugh tore through my diaphragm. I stormed over, snatched my hair out of her hand. She trapped my wrist in a surprisingly strong grip.

“Are you really not going to tell me?” She squinted up at me. “Do I have to guess? Did Sylvia ask you for another seance? Tremaine run off to Vegas? What’s going on?”

I popped a kiss on her forehead. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

“You look like shit. Just stay here. Spend the night.”

I would have spent so many more nights over, had I known how this would end. Would’ve moved in and squeezed in every possible moment before the article shredded the name Lottie Turner.

Her breath rasped through her raw mouth. In the dark, the pink of the comforter looked like blood.

“I’ve got work,” I said.

“Oh, yeah?” Her eyes slipped closed. “You watchin’ another nightmare baby?”

“Something like that.”

*   *   *

Little Gracie Morgan was dressed sweetly in petal-pink denim and a smiley yellow shirt, but her expression was comically belligerent. The furrowed brows, hard eyes, and little poking lips were quite befitting of a child rumored to be cursed. She jabbed a crayon at me like it was a knife.

She sat on the kitchen floor surrounded by decapitated animal crackers, the very picture of toddler-pastoral bliss with crumbs smattered in her nappy hair. The crayons in her lap were decapitated, too.

With its polished appliances and curved French doors, Mrs. Morgan’s kitchen was nothing like Filly’s. Morning frost shivered down the gazebo in the manicured backyard. A few stubborn mums stretched a cold pink, waiting for the afternoon sun.

“So.” Mrs. Morgan cleared her throat. Her hand fisted in her long black skirt. The high neckline of her starched blouse was ringed with sweat. “Ah. My Gracie’s a—handful. My sister-in-law’s cousin said you knew about these things.”

“I get a sense sometimes,” I said. If the price was right, I was psychic, capable of reading palms, reading cards, wearing moody scarves. If you were broke, I wasn’t and there’s the door.

“Are you getting a sense right now?”

“Uh . . . it’s too early to say.” I studied the floor where Gracie had drawn overlapping skulls. Dozens of big black eyes and blocky gray teeth crawled across the ceramic tile. Some larger than the child herself. Some small as a fingernail. Gracie bit a red crayon and spat a chunk at my feet. She began scribbling what appeared to be a murderous eyeball.

“This is all she draws. This is all she ever draws.” Mrs. Morgan shuddered.

“How long has this been going on?” I asked, taking her hand in mine.

“Almost a year. She just woke up last November and starting drawing disgusting things. I’m so scared.” Her fingers tightened as her voice went shrill. “She drew skulls all over the driveway, and now my neighbors won’t come inside. She screams through Sunday school. Her only friend is imaginary because she keeps attacking the other kids.”

“I see,” I said, trying to work free of her crushing grip. She released me, but my sigh of relief barely had time to breathe before she snatched my shoulders.

“What?” Her eyes searched mine. “What do you see, Connie?”

I saw money. I saw a downdraft cooktop, two refrigerators, fresh hydrangeas bursting from glass vases, and gilded labels on their clothing. Mrs. Morgan’s outfit might scream uneventful funeral, but it was perfectly tailored.

“That you’re doing your best,” I said finally.

“I am.” Her nails pinched through my sleeves. Tears tracked down her cheeks. “She’s cursed, isn’t she? Oh God, my baby’s cursed!” Mother and daughter both cried noisily, their dark skin flushed, though only Mrs. Morgan was spraying my face with saliva.

If I tried comforting Gracie, she would bite me. If I tried comforting Mrs. Morgan, she would bawl herself dry in my arms. Neither was appealing.

“Let’s stop all this fussing,” I said. “Mrs. Morgan, what do you want to do?”

“I want to go to the salon and come home to a clean house and a calm child,” she sobbed.

“Well, I can at least—”

“I want my husband to stop fucking the choir director and for the choir director to be revealed as the Jezebel she is,” she interrupted. “In fact, if you could arrange some kind of accident, that would be great.”

“I’m not sure how—”

“And I want my neighbors begging for an invite to dinner.”

“Mrs. Morgan, collect yourself,” I said sharply, using the tone I saved for misbehaving children when their parents weren’t around, the hammer of the elder.

She hiccupped. Nodded.

She needed me. She had long since run out of babysitters willing to watch her sinister three-year-old. When someone’s got a need, thin and naked and exposed, it spills out. I can hear it, phlegm in their throats, rasps and red-tipped noses, like they’ve got fucked-up sinuses. Mrs. Morgan sounded ill, and so did I.

I needed this job, as high-maintenance as the Morgans were turning out to be. If I wasn’t out of Chicago in forty-eight hours, my destination would be prison. Legba knows I needed all the cash I could get.

“I can watch Gracie while you go to the salon. I can see what I can do about her . . . inclinations. Your husband, the Jezebel, and the neighbors are outside my purview.”

Mrs. Morgan straightened, a new light gleaming in her dark eyes.

“Gracie will need about three snack breaks before I get back. It’s already prepped—the left fridge is the snack fridge,” she said, as though it was perfectly normal to have an entirely separate fridge organized with snacks for a single kid.

“Oh, she runs a little cold, so put on the big coat when you take her outside. And I prefer interactive outdoor play to static inside activities. There’s some Ultra Sheen in the bathroom if you want to do her hair,” she called over her shoulder as she marched out of the kitchen.

My back clicked as I scooped up a howling Gracie and trotted after Mrs. Morgan. Gracie bit me—called it—her gummy teeth gnawing at fabric. We ended up in the foyer, my toes curling in the luxurious shaggy carpet as Mrs. Morgan snagged a slim black jacket, her keys.

Gracie yanked my wig, the hair feathered into soft curls that took a full night of barrel rollers. This wig was why Mrs. Morgan mentioned the Ultra Sheen. Black mamas want to know you can do their baby’s hair without lye. Without scabs.

“The mop’s in the pantry. Use my special vinegar solution, and those skulls will come right off the floor.” She shrugged a purse over her shoulder, a scuffed tote that made it clear she was the kind of woman to let it sit by the toilet in public bathrooms.

“A dollar an hour is good enough, right?” She rattled open the chain on the door, smiles smiles all around.

Gracie tried to jab a crayon into my nose and missed, the tip breaking off on my chin. By the time I was done confiscating the weapons from her tiny pockets, Mrs. Morgan was already at her car.

“Have fun, girls!” Her voice sounded like all the joy in the world compressed into a tired mother who got to leave her child behind.

I blinked, cupping Gracie’s cloudburst of hair as she chewed on my jumpsuit straps. My eyebrows rose to my hairline as Mrs. Morgan squealed out of the driveway, the bass thumping.

This broad expected me to mop floors, feed Gracie, take her to a playground, braid her hair, and exorcise her soul for a dollar an hour. I’d be stunned at the audacity except the push and pull of mothers and babysitters was as familiar to me as the gold in my teeth.

I didn’t need to ask Papa Legba what was wrong with this child: Gracie’s only problem was that she was too cool.

Nearly a year ago put us in Halloween territory where little Gracie went trick-or-treating for the first time and presumably fell in love with the macabre. Imaginary friends were expressions of loneliness, creativity, or being surrounded by shit people—I knew firsthand about all three. She screamed through Sunday school because Sunday school was fucking boring, and her aggression was a non-issue. Black girls who started out ferocious tended to live well.

An alert child was a devil child. Truth be told, I felt a kinship toward this baby, and gratitude, too. She was helping with my cash flow problems. If I could scrounge up one more job, one more child, I’d be able to escape to a new city with a fresh name.

We waited a while, Gracie twisting and screaming in the cage of my arms, while I jiggled her on the porch. Then I carried her down the brick walkway to the mud-spattered Lincoln at the curb. The wide backseat was perfect for car seats, could fit four or five kids easy. More if they doubled up and skipped seat belts.

Tremaine startled behind the steering wheel, his cheeks bulging with food. He hurriedly moved a crumbly fried chicken thigh from a napkin on his lap to a napkin in the cupholder.

“You gonna leave a mess in my ride?” I panted, out of breath from wrestling Gracie into my lap. Left on her own, she’d unbuckle herself and catapult to freedom.

Tremaine tossed the chicken out the window and shot us into gear. We merged into traffic, Tremaine looking longingly in the rearview mirror. His big juicy nose, big juicy mouth, made him a blunt kind of sexy. Sunlight dazzled a shaft up his arm and neck, a triangle of his forehead.

Every few seconds, he wiped his palms on his tailored black slacks. Sweat ran in the crease of his neck and shoulder. I knew what it tasted like, honey and mildew. This wasn’t his first ride with me, but he was newly nervous each time. Later, he would roughhouse with the kids, close his eyes, and sigh happily around a mouthful of steak, but in the middle-times he got twitchy.

Gracie wailed for the entirety of the drive while Tremaine picked at his wiry sideburns. Holes had opened his skin by the time we reached my home on the outskirts.

When I first moved to the city, I wanted luxury stores and classy restaurants and lots of people—I didn’t want to go to the opera per se, but I wanted to live in a place where operas happened. Rural places made my stomach turn, the open space somehow claustrophobic. I liked my skyline cut with towers, not dragging on and on.

But as my business grew, so did the need for privacy.

Neighbors would be problematic.

My property sat on a sprawling twenty-three acres. Something in the atmosphere made the sky a little whiter, the air a little colder, a microclimate that didn’t much care for the sun.

I lifted Gracie out of the car. She kicked me hard in the stomach and slipped down, her feet scrabbling for the ground.

“We’re going inside,” I said, a headache beating behind my eye.

Her body tensed.

“Child.” I gripped her wrist and starting walking. “Do not make me repeat myself.”

She flinched away from me. Followed, dragging her heels.

Tremaine brought up the rear, his fingers twirling a cigarette in the maestro routine he thought was so funny. He brought his hands up as the noise from the house swelled, a cacophony of yelling, the thud on thud of conflict, miscellaneous crashes. Brought them down as we creaked over the porch and the noise went silent.

I nudged Gracie inside first.

Sophie, a six-year-old who excelled at reading the room, leaped to the television and turned down the volume. The Addams Family whispered as the oldest two kids—both eight, best friends on a never-ending playdate because they went everywhere together and got kidnapped together—scrambled out of an armchair the color of caramel. Tremaine plopped down, the leather creaking under his weight.

A little brown boy whose name I didn’t remember sat alone in the corner, muttering under his breath. The other kids gave him a wide berth since he never stopped talking. José was hiding under a pyramid of plush stuffed animals, brown eyes worried above a pink elephant. Several of the children were asleep in the dining room, snoring on rubber mats and cashmere.

From the sniffling and split lips, Bethany had led her toddlers into a losing war with the slightly bigger toddlers.

“Monique,” I called.

The nanny rushed out of the kitchen. She had lumpy braids she didn’t have this morning. She held a squirming Lucas and a box of granola, trying to convince me she was hard at work even though a comb was sticking out of her hair.

“Why are those babies bleeding?” I asked, my voice dangerously low.

“I’m fixing it right now. I’m fixing it right now,” she said quickly, disappearing into the bathroom. Lucas crawled to José, wormed inside the stuffed-animal fort with the granola. The boys were cozy, snug and snacking when Monique lunged back into the room with a first aid kit. Monique disinfected cuts, plastered chins and lips with Band-Aids, dispersed banana slices and stickers to anyone still crying.

Babies shouldn’t be hurt. They should be clean and safe, their hair free of mats, wearing new clothes and clickety shoes. They should eat good food and read books and get educated. They should have toys, soft ones to hold and ridged ones to throw.

Only then did they attain the highest market value.

Powerful white men like to conduct interviews from their big ole chairs and say how children are precious. But if they meant it, they’d be happy to pay when a mother is wounded after birth. They would leap at the chance to ensure children lived in nice homes with running water and electricity. They’d find little learners a delight, the embodiment of the American spirit, and would prosecute all those mobs who threw bottles when brown students walked into school.

Children are soooo precious that parents pay a dollar an hour for babysitting. So precious that when you ain’t got food, you had to argue with the government for months and hope your kid doesn’t starve while a stranger takes their time scratching out a check for sixty-three dollars.

Luckily, there are people who truly believe children are treasures, people willing to pay thousands for the privilege of completing their families, Legba bless ’em. Their demand built my house, and their greed would lift me out of reach of Chicago PD.

I’d find a new place. Begin again, somewhere that wasn’t Illinois or Michigan or Oregon or Washington or California or no, no, please, Tennessee.

I went to kitchen and reached into the refrigerator on the right, swiped some chilled champagne. The fridge on the right with the harvest-gold finish was just for me. The fridge on the left was Coppertone brown and full of healthy snacks for children. Endless piles of stringy grated apples. Mountains of matchstick carrots.

Unlike Mrs. Morgan, it wasn’t ridiculous that I had two refrigerators.

I had ten children, after all.









THREE

Tremaine shifted in the armchair, fingers picking at his sideburns. Blood slid down his cheek, but he didn’t seem to notice. Little Maria, a kind, gentle child—how unfortunate for her—set a Band-Aid on his knee and returned to her princess books.

The master bedroom was on the first level, but the room upstairs had a bigger closet and an irresistible skylight perfect for mysticism. Straw dolls and carved totems dangled from rolls of white silks draping the length of the ceiling. The walls were papered a lacquered blue for the blue Haitian flame of the priestesses. My vanity sat under the skylight so I could wipe the day away under my personal slice of stars.

A spiral of mannequin busts sat on pedestals spanning the wall, first the eighteen-inch heads like the outer twist of a rose, then the sixteens, fourteens, the twelves. I was never a fan of segregation; my blond tresses cuddled with afros, sleek bobs rested with dumpy don’t-look-at-me fishtail braids, updos and twists and curls. All the styles I have needed to be.

I fiddled with the stereo on top of the dresser, turning Ray Charles up to drown out the boisterous stomps of little feet.

I sank into the crushed white velvet seat of my vanity, setting the wig on its open-mouthed mannequin head. I’d only worn the hair for a few hours, yet I could smell traces of everywhere I’d been. An earthy sourness from Filly. Hydrangeas and Ultra Sheen from Mrs. Morgan. Waxy crayons and spite from Gracie. My sweat and a feeble, rooting desperation.

I couldn’t go back to poverty, to filth and goiters, a dirt floor and thatched roof.

My hands bleeding in the soil. My good hair burning in the sun.

The article that made me this way, the article that ruined the name I’d worked so hard to keep clean, was on the front page of yesterday’s Chicago Tribute.

I laid Filly’s copy out flat—mine was a pile of ash. The words wiggled incomprehensibly. The paper was soft, supple between my fingers. Like it wanted to burn. A light bulb along the scalloped edge of the vanity’s mirror flickered off, its brethren straining dirty yellow, the low light like a filter of piss over a headline screeching in bold.

*   *   *


COPS FIND DUPLICITY—NO ONE CARES

By Frederick Fisher

Lottie Turner received Illinois welfare checks and food stamps even though she was driving three automobiles—a Cadillac, a Lincoln, and a Chevrolet station wagon—owned four South Side buildings and was about to leave for vacation in Jamaica.

Detective Artie Bowen, 42, who is assigned to the burglary unit, came upon Miss Lottie Turner when she reported that $14,000 in cash, jewelry, furs, and appliances—much of it insured—had been stolen.

Bowen learned that Michigan was seeking Miss Turner on a warrant for welfare fraud and uncovered evidence that she goes under at least 27 identities, uses 31 different addresses, all but a few in Chicago, has 25 phone numbers, and three Social Security cards.

“As she often poses as white, black, and Filipino, identifying her was difficult,” Bowen said. According to an inside source, Turner may be involved in a “widespread scheme that may include a well-organized group who may have been cheating welfare.”

Trying to interest state and federal authorities in her case was an exercise in frustration and buck-passing. When asked why he felt compelled to launch a months-long investigation on his own time, Bowen cited his bloodhound instincts, claiming . . .



*   *   *

I slapped the blank mannequin head off the vanity. It cracked into the wall, the hollow plastic scalp rolling free from the wig. This fucking article was delivered to doorsteps all over the county, set down shyly as a love letter on Filly’s porch.

It burned with a destruction that couldn’t stay inside my body. I wanted to snatch down the silk overhead until reams of fabric covered the floor like the corpses of ghosts. Crush straw dolls and tchotchkes until my footsteps were red.

I bit my tongue at the sudden two-beat warble of the ringing phone. My hand trembled with repressed rage as I snatched the receiver, dingy as a deviled egg, and held it to my ear.

“Mornin’, Miz Turner. Or is it afternoon?” a man drawled, the har-har-har palpable, his tenor as clear as if he was speaking over my shoulder. “You have something for me?”

Gene sounded casual, like I’d missed his birthday but his present was still rattling around in the trunk of my car. As a broker, his easygoing tone assured would-be buyers that it was all right to buy a child as long as the deal closed at a garden party, not a parking lot. Gene was a snake, not a man, but even garters have their place in the ecosystem.

I could perfectly picture him calling from his basement—a room so obnoxiously masculine it felt defensive—juggling the phone, his smokes, and the cat he got to convince buyers he wasn’t a bad guy. I hated that his schtick with the cat actually worked, and that I needed this asshole.

“She’s three. Athletic. Artistic.” My reflection in the vanity mirror frowned, the wrinkles deepening in knife cuts of brown. “Resilient.”

“A girl?” His disappointment sparked down the line. “She a colored?”

Because the stool wasn’t low enough, I slid to the floor. The knobs of the vanity drawers prodded my back.

A fly, no bigger than the bit of skin alongside my nail, climbed the curl of the cord, white on off-white. My stomach contracted, a warning that came too late as vomit spewed to my lap, then my fingers were shaking and sticky, smearing the phone a pale green.

“Is she smart, at least? Can she do math? Play the violin?” Gene’s voice shrank as I turned away and gagged.

Flies shivered from the cord, clinging inside the plastic curls like mites in a shell’s spiral. The phone dangled toward the floor, Gene’s voice talking on and on.

My fists gripped the carpet. I heaved in his cigar exhales, a hand cupped over my mouth, sickness dribbling through my fingers. The flies were crawling up the phone, pale yellow bodies mounting the lip of the mouthpiece.

The flies were watching and the flies were listening and once you see one, it’s not safe. I dragged myself to the door, my hands and knees burning, and shoved a silk nightgown in the gap at the bottom. I couldn’t let this infestation creep downstairs to the children. Flies carry parasites. Decay. Illness.

Veins bulged in my neck. My throat felt scorched from the effort not to retch.

“You need a white one,” Gene said. “A white one’ll solve all your problems.”

A fly disappeared in the hole of the receiver.

“I’m telling ya,” Gene continued. Ice clattered in a drink. “Get you a white one this time, a boy, and we’re talking real money. That man of yours—what’s his name? Trevor? Tariq? Anyway, he said you needed to sell in a hurry. I’ll buy everything you got if you get a white one too. Hand to God, I’ll bring a duffel full of cash tonight.”

Another fly climbed into a hole, its flat wings vanishing. Then so many I knew I’d never touch the phone again; would forever be imagining its cavity buzzing with insects.

My head dropped between my knees. My chest was so tight it felt like I was the one squeezed in a duffel bag, like my brown limbs could be unzipped to spools of limp dollars.

“Ain’t you in a hurry? Why are you hesitating—” His voice went muffled, static cutting through his words.

I didn’t notice when the call dropped, only that when the roar in my ears finally eased off the room was quiet. The remnants of Gene’s offer—demand—milled with the insects, white flies and white boys spinning ’round.

Many couples wanted a child but not a black one from here, not a dark one, maybe an Asian, snagged close to the source, fresh off a yellow breast. But what they really wanted, oh how they wanted a white baby grail, preferably male; they’d take a girl in a pinch. Move to the East and rename her Susan.

If I stole a white baby grail tonight, sold that white baby grail tonight, my pockets would be full. I’d have enough money to outrun the accusations and pointing fingers.

Enough money to make me forget I was spattered with vomit.

Enough money for a healthy parting gift for Filly.

Enough money for payback on Gene for daring to manipulate me and Tremaine for snitching on me and the journalist for writing about me.

The flies wandered aimlessly, antennae twitching from the vanity, the phone. I was so hot I could scarcely breathe. Sweat dripped from my wig cap into my eyes.

“Monique.” Her name ripped from my throat.

Footsteps tore up the stairs.

“Yes?” she asked breathlessly.

“I told you to get rid of bugs,” I hissed, cracking the door open to her ashen face. Her half-done braids were tied in a bulging ponytail. Some prankster child had painted a generous green mustache above her mouth.

“I used the spray—”

“Oh, did you? Did you fucking use the spray, Monique?” I swatted the door. “If I got a fat, fluffy cat like that prick on the phone, would you do your job right?”

“I’m sorry?”

A second step of footsteps tripped up the stairs. A second body squeezed in the crack. Tremaine’s mouth opened and closed, a blue-tipped tongue slipping out, evidence of a stolen juice box.

“He’s here,” he yelled. “That cop’s on the porch.”

I closed my eyes.

“Get the spray, Monique.” My hands clenched. “It seems my house is full of pests.”









FOUR

On the first floor, the children surged into hide-and-seek, the pitter-patter of small feet turning into nothing.

On the second floor, I wiped away bile and put my face on. A couple pats of matte brown in the bow of my lips to conceal the wrinkles, a swipe of Vaseline for shine. Blotted with a tissue to kiss out the excess. Foundation to swallow the harsher lines of my face, a shimmer of bronze, then peach along the cheeks. Dripped in eyedrops for moisture, a lil trick. The whites of the eye track age, same as the rings of trees. Youth is glossy. Wet.

I needed my Revlon to look this young. Then I needed my Maybelline so I didn’t look too young. I pulled on a pastel-berry suit that washed out my skin and a short wig a shade away from true black. Capped the outfit with a boxy hat seeded with pearls so I could better channel white thoughts.

This outfit was meant to antagonize a certain member of Chicago’s not-so-finest, who, judging by his shitty quote in the paper—“she often poses as white, black, and Filipino”—seemed to take my racial ambiguity as a personal affront.

So because Detective Artie Bowen wasn’t sure of his answer in the timeless game of What Race Is This Yellow Woman, I was a fraud. Well, I wasn’t the one who asserted a drop of my blood decided the rest of me, muddled, muddled as I am. I have only ever been myself. Bitch, I could be from Latvia, but yeesh, this reception. Artie thought I lied to him with my skin, that I misled him by existing. God forbid he does his job without knowing a person’s race.

My color was not a lie.

The detective was waiting on the porch with the rising sun. The air still carried the wet musk smell of animals and soil. Mist rose from the lawn in rolling blankets, nearly blotting out the police car.

After a few months in the house, unsettled by the acreage, I got the urge to get some farm animals. Give my semi-boyfriends something to do, create another avenue of money. Or maybe it was my sharecropper blood welling up, asserting the value of pigs. But the boyfriends were lazy—Tremaine was no exception—and I was busy, so the hogs languished in filth.

I heard them, snorting through the fog. Artie glanced behind him.

He was a funny-looking white man. Just going by the thin face, receding hairline, and weathered blue eyes, you’d assume the rest of him was skinny and expect him to be tall. You’d be wrong. I didn’t have to tip my chin to meet his eyes, and he had a party going on downstairs that I didn’t mind, muscles that bulged, muscles that made me wish he wasn’t a detective so I could see his party in uniform.

I got to objectify him. He’d objectified me first.

And an ass like that was wasted on someone named Artie.

Had I known a little insurance fraud would drag this chump to my door, I would’ve—Legba, forgive me—obeyed the law.

“Lottie,” he said, his voice silky. “Should I call you that? Or do you prefer Louise or Connie or Mai or . . . hell. You’ve got so many I’m losing track.”

A lesser woman would have bitten his face off. He was so smug. I’m talking first up at the checkout line when a new register opens kind of smug. The kid in the class who got away with something he won’t talk about kind of red grin.

Looking at him was like cracking my skull open on a blunt object. I’m not a cheat, because I am owed. The white school kicked me out. The black school burned down. I am meant to crawl on my belly, not like a soldier scraping under wire—soldiers aren’t expected to be chaste; we let them fuck the world. But my legs should be closed. Eyes, downcast. If law enforcement had its way, I’d still be in the fields. So yeah. Fuck that.

“Lottie is fine,” I said, examining my cuticles instead of bludgeoning myself. “Can we make this quick?”

“On your way to rob the homeless?”

“To church.” I planted my hands on my hips. “You better have a good reason to keep me from the house of the Lord.”

His brows arced up.

I was nice to him the first time we met, when he came to my house to investigate the burglary. I was nice the second time, too, serving him water with cucumber slices. If Artie thought he was still getting Nice Lottie, his bloodhound instincts were worse than I’d thought.

“It’s not too late to do the smart thing,” he said slowly. “Put yourself in my custody. Let me search the house.”

Somewhere in the mist, a hog pawed at the frosted grass.

I stared at him. “Do you have a warrant?”

His mouth flattened.

“Does anyone even know you’re here?” I asked.

He shot out his chin. “You screwed up across state lines. This’ll go worse for you when the feds show up.”

“You mean it’ll go worse for you.”

Every time I’d skimmed that article, the outrage of my name in print had blasted away rational thought—I mean, they were even on my ass about a possible vacation, like every person on the planet doesn’t look at photos of distant goddamn beaches and dream.

But I wasn’t the only person the journalist mentioned by name. Artie was painted as a vigilante, struggling against all odds to bring a smoking hot fraudster to justice while the rest of the police, the rest of the government, did fuck all.

Things clicked in my head. “Did you tell him? Did you call that dickhead reporter?”

He blanched.

“You did,” I breathed.

“Do the smart thing,” Artie advised. “For once in your life.”

“Does your boss think you’re smart? In line for a promotion?” His face flushed because the answer was no. He was in trouble at work, in trouble with his boss and his boss’s boss. He cleared his throat and I heard the phlegm.

“Let’s go inside,” he said with a grim finality. “You don’t want to be resisting police.”

“Honey, I’m not resisting. Once my lawyer reviews the warrant, you’re welcome to do a full search. You can search all this.” I slid a hand up my waist and gave him the middle finger.

He blew out a breath. Rubbed his temple.

I took a step closer and studied his nose hair, the acne riddling his skin. “One day you’ll have the self-awareness to realize that expecting me to help you is fucking unbelievable. That joyful day is not today.” I gave Artie a little pat on his shoulder and he flinched. “If you’re not arresting me and you don’t have a warrant, then get off my land. I’ve got things to do.”
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