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There are numerous accounts of how Ibo Landing got its name. This particular story was taught to me as a child. It is said that a group of West Africans was brought here against their will during the early nineteenth century. The vessel landed at Dunbar Creek. A massacre occurred onboard when the seventy-five captives attempted to free themselves from bondage.

My mother once told me that those who survived the ordeal were caught up in the rapture of Uhamiri, the water deity they served. The mighty spirit of Lake Oguta in West Africa made the voyage with them.

Mom was a Seminole of Choctaw extraction. She learned the story from my father, a historical archivist from St. Simons Island.

According to Dad, an untold number of these riverines were pulled from the clutches of Uhamiri and sold into slavery in the surrounding Georgia Sea Islands. We are the descendants of the one my elders refer to as “the African.” His face stares back at me from the surface of the murky water where I now stand. We commune with each other—as I am him, and he is me.

Aunt Tee is my father’s youngest sibling. She’s the last of Grandma Liza’s five children. I was sent to live with her when Mom passed away. We lost Dad in a car accident five years earlier.

Aunt Tee was a school teacher in Glynn County back then. We made our home in Mama Liza’s old house on St. Simons.

We are grateful for the scholarship I received from Georgia Tech. It allowed me to become the man I am today. I am now a surgeon at a hospital in Atlanta.

Time seems to have stood still on this island. The past is inexplicably entwined with the present. Every now and then I find myself coming back to reconnect. My father and his people are buried here on the land.

After I left home, Aunt Tee accepted a managerial position with the county. The local government hired her to implement and oversee the cultural arts division that she proposed. She seems a lot happier now, in spite of mounting pressure to sell Mama Liza’s property to local land developers.

We have witnessed our homeland transform into something new. There seems to be an additional summer home or resort each time I come for a visit. Investors continue to acquire surrounding lands through trickery and deceit.

Aunt Tee, however, has been far too clever for them. She hired Cousin Ray, a Gullah-bred attorney, to defend our rights.

Ray assisted her in purchasing three adjoining acres—including his own. He understands that if one heir sells, then the entire land stands the chance of being auctioned off by the court.

My great-great-grandfather was one of several enslaved people who purchased property on St. Simons just after the Civil War. The only problem was that he didn’t have a deed or will. They held the property in common. We are entitled to Grandpa’s share under Heirs Property Rights.

Descendants of the original owners have made a life for themselves outside the island. Most of them are no longer interested in the property or maintaining the Gullah culture. Ray has been successful at tracking down a few. He convinced some to sell their inheritance to locals who are committed to the cause. But even he is enticed by the large sums of money being offered.

Aunt Tee is part of a group fighting against further land development. This group has also documented the history of African Americans on the island. They’ve made it their mission to educate fellow property owners on heirs’ rights.

Meanwhile, Aunt Tee worries that I’ll buckle under pressure and sell the land after she passes away.

“The past,” she says, “must never die, else we are doomed to become a people without roots.”

But I’m all alone in this world. Who would I pass the land on to?
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Aunt Tee
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“Just think about it, Tee!”

“Ray, you already know my stance on this.”

“Yeah, but you could be living in the lap of luxury for the rest of your days. Life is so short, cuz! And we sure can’t take the land with us when we die.”

“This has never been about money, Ray, and you know it!”

“Okay then! If it’s culture you want, why not take a trip to the motherland?”

“No!”

“Oh, don’t be so selfish, Tee! You’ve acquired several acres of prime real estate with no one to leave it to. Who even cares about Gullah life anymore?”

Teresa Manning froze in the midst of preparing her morning tea. She took a moment to smile back at Ray. He was standing in the middle of her kitchen with the usual desperate look on his face.

Ray was a stout, dark man of average height and build with pristine African features. He wasn’t especially handsome, yet she’d always admired his tidiness. He kept his head clean-shaven, and his mustache was always groomed to perfection. The man had a fondness for tailor-made suits and costly Italian loafers. His shady business deals had undoubtedly afforded him such luxuries. He owned his own law firm in town but dabbled in real estate on the side. Ray had been a swindler ever since their school days on the island. Teresa often teased that he would’ve sold his own mama if the price was right. But he knew better than to cross her.

“You surprise me, Ray! I thought I could at least count on you to understand. What about David?”

“No wife, no children...”

“Well, he’s still a young man! David has plenty of time to settle down.”

“His biological clock is ticking, Tee! New studies have shown that the older a man gets, the more likely his partner is to miscarry.”

“Ray, why you always gotta be so pessimistic? The man ain’t reached forty yet!”

“Yeah, but he’s damn near it. Hey, I’m just keepin’ it real. Let’s face it, Tee. That boy has terrible luck with women!”

Ray laughed at the thought of David’s longstanding predicament. But Teresa’s face remained grim. She reached out for a handled glass carafe of infused mint tea. She’d picked the leaves earlier from the side of her front porch.

“David is already in town,” she announced while filling two porcelain teacups to the rim. “You know how he loves spending time by the water. I suppose I’ll have myself another talk with him when he arrives.”

“Tee! He already done made a life for himself in the city. Why you wanna burden the man with this old house? He’s made it perfectly clear that he wants nothing else to do with this island.”

Teresa laughed as she flavored her beverage with brown sugar cubes and honey.

“Ray, I have twenty-plus nieces and nephews. Out of all of ‘em, David is the only one who cares to remember his old Aunt Tee. If the truth be told, the others barely know me. They don’t come around here no more. But David still feels a connection. It always draws him back. His people are buried here, Ray. Now, I’ve already made up my mind about this. I’m leaving everything to him.”

“Umh, maybe I’m talking to the wrong one,” Ray muttered under his breath. He grabbed the other teacup and made his way to the living room. It was his habit to catch up on the news before work.

Someone knocked at the front door no sooner than he’d turned on the television. Ray looked toward the picture window and smiled at the first sight of the tall, handsome dread standing on the porch.

“Come on in, David!” he called out.

Teresa never locked the doors while she was home. David entered wearing his usual bashful smile. He’d sprouted a thin, neat beard since their last meeting, and his dreads were substantially longer.

“How’s it goin’, Ray?” he greeted while executing their usual soul shake.

“Well, I just came by to talk some sense into your Aunt Tee before heading for the office. Four million dollars ain’t nuthin’ to sneeze at, son! That’s what they appraised this property for. Lord, if I had the sense God gave me, ain’t no way in the world I would’ve sold out to Tee!”

David rolled his eyes irritably. “Oh, that again!” he griped.

“Yes, that again,” Ray trailed the young man back to the kitchen.

“Back off, Ray!” Teresa cautioned. “It’s one thing trying to swindle Old Tee. But I draw the line when you start turning my baby against me.”

David kissed her on the cheek, then took a seat at the bar counter.

“David, talk to your Auntie, now!” Ray scoffed. He settled on the stool next to him and sipped sparingly from his teacup.

“Aunt Tee, I’ve been begging you to join me in A-Town for the past year. It’s my turn to take care of you now. Go on and put in for your retirement! Enjoy your golden years while you can.”

“Tell ‘er, young blood!”

Teresa rolled her eyes toward Ray just as he lifted his cup for another sip of tea.

“Ray, don’t you have a business to run? My trigger finger is feeling awfully jittery this morning.”

The look on her face caused Ray to abandon his drink promptly. He’d never been one to overstep his boundaries with Teresa. More than a few trespassers had been frightened away by gunshots.

“Well, I guess that’s my cue to leave!” he said while adjusting his tie. “Keep in touch, David.”

David laughed silently as he watched him exit the kitchen.

Teresa took Ray’s seat and grabbed hold of the young man’s hands. David met her eyes at once. Her grip on him tightened as she stared back pleadingly.

“David, you do love your Aunt Tee, don’t you?” she asked.

“Now, what kinda question is that? Aunt Tee, you know you’re my heart. Wherever would I be today without you?”

His heartfelt declaration caused her to smile.

“I want you to find yourself a good woman and settle down,” she encouraged. “Honey, you know our situation. What am I doing all of this for if none of you kids appreciate the legacy our elders left behind? Remember what the Good Book says, now: A good man wa done lef’ hin’ proputty fuh him chil-lun’s chillun!”

“Well, let’s say I have these chillun you’re wishin’ on me,” David teased. “Is it fair to isolate them on this tiny island for the rest of their lives? Aunt Tee, there’s a whole world beyond St. Simons! We’re fighting a losing battle. Please, let go of the past and allow me to take care of you!”

Teresa shook her head mulishly as she withdrew her hands.

“David, I don’t know what’s to become of you young folk. We’re building a nation here! We have a flag, language, and culture that’s entirely our own. When the others see you embracing your heritage, they’ll eventually follow suit.”

She stood and removed a cast-iron pan of sweet potato cornbread from the oven. It was David’s favorite. Teresa had been keeping it warm just for him. He smiled and rubbed his hands together anxiously as she sliced through the cake with a butcher’s knife.

“Now, that’s what I came for!”

Teresa placed the first slice on a saucer and sat it down before him. She brought over the butter dish and a small jar of honey for his convenience.

David preferred coffee to tea. She removed a steaming percolator from the stove range and poured him a cup of java while he brandished his bread with the given condiments.

David closed his eyes and savored the first bite of the sweet Gullah delight.

“Better than Starbucks!” he said.

“So how long you gonna be in town?” she asked.

“Well, this is only a breather. I just came by to check on things.”

Teresa studied his disposition as he ate.

“You’re getting lonely living in that big ole house by yourself,” she assessed.

“So why not ride back with me and stay for a couple of weeks?”

“No can do! We have a traveling folklorist scheduled to perform this week. There’s a big write-up about her in The Brunswick. According to the paper, she’s a genuine African princess! We’re the last stop on her tour.”

“And so? We have our own queen.”

“Oh, but you don’t care nuthin’ about that! It’s a whole world beyond St. Simons! Remember?”

David met her gaze but said nothing.
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Uhamiri, Uhamiri, Uhamiri...



“Back home in Alaigbo, there is a lake known to us as Oguta. Uhamiri is the very beautiful lady of the lake. She brings fortune and good health to all who seek it. Uhamiri takes men as her lovers and gives children to deserving women.

But she must ne-e-e-e-ver, EVER be forsaken. For all she gives—she will TAKE!”


Uhamiri, Uhamiri, Uhamiri...



“Uhamiri is a mother. The people of Oguta township are her children. She hears their cries and lightens their burdens—like on that fated day when the stolen were carried to her bosom.”


Uhamiri, Uhamiri, Uhamiri...



“Uhamiri is a savior. When her people wept, she welcomed them into the land of the spirits, where they waited patiently to be born again in a new life.”


Uhamiri, Uhamiri, Uhamiri...



“Ekene nke ụtụtụ! I have bid you good morning. My name is Ndidi, and I am a princess of the Igbo people. I have traveled here to share with you some of our stories and traditions.

Alaigbo lies in the southeastern part of Nigeria. That is a country in Africa! Many years ago, a great number of our people were stolen from Alaigbo and taken far across the sea—never to be seen or heard from again. Those who survived the voyage were reduced to slaves here in the Americas.

I first learned the story of Ibo Landing from my father, Eze Chioma, our mighty king. Now I am here to learn from the descendants!

We honor these brave men and women today with song and dance.”


Uhamiri, Uhamiri, Uhamiri...



“Kedu ka idị? I have asked how you are. If you are feeling well—and I hope that you are—then you would respond with Ọ di mụ mma.

In the language of my people, this means ‘I am well.’ Can we try it? Let’s!”

“Kedu ka idị?”

“Ọ di mụ mma!”

“Aaah, you are very clever!”

The princess had arrived with a triad of traditionally clad Igbo percussionists. They chanted the name of the fabled African goddess as Ndidi danced joyfully across the stage. Her movements suggested the flow of water. Every now and then, when the spirit moved her, she added to their syncopated rhythm with a beaded calabash.

Ndidi addressed the audience in brief intervals, her rhythm lifting her again and again.

David couldn’t seem to tear his eyes away from her. She wore a long blue gown that accentuated her voluptuous figure, its tail flaring like fins as she swirled about in ecstasy.

Her hair, he thought, was the highlight of her ensemble—braids wrapped in a large neat bun adorned with reddish coral beads. His heart seemed to skip a beat each time she paused to deliver her sectioned monologue to the children. Sometimes, it felt like she looked directly at him. He was certain it was just his imagination—yet her smile seemed warm and genuine.

Teresa smiled on from the distance, plainly aware that the man was caught up in Ndidi’s allure. After a while, she excused herself from her constituents and made her way toward him.

David had mindlessly strayed from their company to get a better view. He stood against the wall near the front of the theater.

“I could introduce you after the show,” Teresa offered.

He turned to her at once. She wore a mocking smile that made him return his gaze to the stage.

“Whatever,” he replied with a shrug.

“I hear she’s single!”

“Did I say I was looking for anyone?”

“Honey, the look on your face speaks volumes. David, be assertive for a change!”

David’s eyes settled on the children. The princess had invited several of them to sit before the stage. They were wholly absorbed in Ndidi’s tales. She lent them her ichaka, and it traveled from one pair of small hands to another while she explained the origin of the calabash and its many uses in Nigeria.

David knew what was coming—it was a prelude to The Calabash of Wisdom, one of his favorite fables from childhood. Quietly, he walked over and sat cross-legged among the children.

*******
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IT WAS DAVID’S HABIT to take his Aunt Tee out to lunch during every visit. She’d chosen the strangest place to dine this time, and he drove in search of it for a full hour.

The Calypso Shack was a modest-sized mobile home that had been converted into a restaurant. It lay somewhere along the outskirts of Brunswick. According to the wooden sign out front, they’d been in business for five years.

David parked his CT Hybrid in the small gravel parking lot, then helped Aunt Tee out of the passenger side. He was pleased with the high sanitation score displayed in the window and held the door open for her to enter first. The place seemed orderly enough, though his knowledge of West Indian cuisine was lacking. They claimed one of the side booths and waited patiently to be served.

In spite of its laid-back atmosphere, the Calypso Shack appeared to be doing decent business. Most of their orders were pickups, he assessed. The phone in back rang incessantly.

Teresa hummed merrily while looking over a large laminated menu.

“Aunt Tee, why this place? It’s so far out.”

She stopped singing and met his eyes at once.

“Now, don’t you think I get tired of the same ole routine like everyone else? David, it’s all right to come out of the box every once in a while. Live a little, honey!”

Teresa checked the time on her wristwatch, then stared distantly out the window.

“You look as though you’re expecting someone,” David said.

She met his eyes again.

“Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you! I invited someone to join us. They should be arriving momentarily. My directions were impeccable!”

David smiled and shook his head.

“Aunt Tee, what are you up to?”

“Well, I just thought it would be nice to ask the princess to join us for lunch. It’s her first time visiting our neck of the woods. Her name is Ndidi, in case you’re wondering. She’s a confirmed bachelorette! Isn’t that something?”

“Call me when you’re ready to leave,” David said, preparing for a hasty retreat.

Teresa grabbed hold of his wrist across the table and anchored him down.

“Boy, if you embarrass me, there will be hell to pay!”

She nodded toward the window. A black Mercedes had just pulled into the parking lot. The driver stepped out and walked around the front of the vehicle.

David’s heart beat wildly as he watched him open the passenger door. The princess stepped out and scoped their surroundings. She’d changed into casual attire but was still stunning. David sat stiffly while awaiting her arrival.

“Relax, David!” Teresa encouraged with a playful smirk. “She’s just a girl.”

Ndidi entered alone. She stood at the entrance, scanning the diner for her party while clutching her purse tightly.

Teresa waved her arm in the air. The princess smiled warmly when she spotted them and approached.

“Well, good afternoon, Your Royal Highness! I hope you didn’t have too much trouble finding the place.”

“No, not at all. Your directions were flawless!”

Teresa winked at David.

“Well, meet my nephew, David. He’s the one you’ve been asking about. He’s visiting his old Aunt Tee from Atlanta.”

David forced himself to smile as he rose from his seat. The princess smiled inadvertently as her eyes toured all six feet of the handsome American.

“I’m delighted to make your acquaintance,” she said.

Ndidi offered her hand quickly and was surprised when he kissed it.

“The pleasure is all mine!” he insisted. “Won’t you, please, join us?”

Teresa stood and pulled Ndidi to her.

“Here, take my place. I just remembered a quick errand that I need to run while I’m in town.”

“No, I insist that you eat first,” David replied bitterly.

“Now, you know your Aunt Tee, honey—work before pleasure!”

David squinted at her as she held out her hand for his car keys. He fished them from his pocket and dropped them into her palm.

Teresa sashayed to the other side of the café and dropped a few coins into the jukebox. She selected Wilson Pickett’s Down by the Sea and laughed impishly on her way out of the restaurant.

Ndidi didn’t seem to mind her sudden exodus in the least. She kept her eyes on David all the while. He was a good-looking man even by Igbo standards. His long, neat dreads and shadow beard put her in mind of a Black Christ. David was tall and stout. His mannerisms were an added plus. It was evident that he would not sit until she had. The princess lowered herself into the seat, and they stared dreamily into each other’s eyes.

“I remember you from the audience,” she said.

David returned her smile.

“Well, you do have a knack for storytelling. You must be a historian or anthropologist.”

She nodded in affirmation.

“Yes, I hold degrees in both disciplines, although my graduate work is in library science. I’ve always enjoyed dancing, so I thought to combine it with my profession.”

“So where will you go from here? I’ve been told this was your last performance.”

“Well, I’m based in Atlanta for the moment. I wish to remain abroad for my post-graduate studies. Only my parents haven’t seen me in four years. They’re anticipating my return by the end of the year.”

“Perhaps you should follow your heart,” David advised. He hoped he hadn’t sounded too desperate.

Ndidi remained silent, continuing to study his face.

“David, I know this sounds odd, but I have the strongest feeling that I’ve known you before.”

David suddenly burst into laughter. She wondered why.

“Did I say something funny?”

“It’s just that pickup lines are usually reserved for men in my culture.”

“No, I’m serious! There’s something very familiar about you. What do you do for a living?”

“I’m a hospital physician.”

“Wow! Like seriously?”

David laughed and touched his beard.

“Yeah, the hair usually throws people off,” he said.

“Well, I find it very becoming.”

Her candor melted his smile. He was a shy man who’d never gotten used to flattery.

A pretty Rasta girl came to take their order. She placed two glasses of ice water on the table, then removed a pad and pen from the front pocket of her apron.

“Can you give us a little more time, please?” David asked.

The girl nodded and made her way to the next table.

Ndidi laughed silently as she watched him take a long sip of water and reach for the menu. He kept his gaze lowered all the while.

“Do I make you nervous?” she asked.

“Very!” he confessed, skimming over the assemblage of Caribbean meals. 

“David, I am only a girl! Just be yourself. I do like what I see.”

Ndidi took his menu away, forcing him to look her way again.

“I will have the chicken curry with Jamaican rice,” she said.

“Oh, have you been here before?”

“No, but all of these little places seem to have comparable selections. I suggest you have the same. There is a very popular variation in my country. Our cultures are quite similar, you know.”

The girl was smiling at him again. David thought to excuse himself and look in the bathroom mirror but decided against it. Her large, beautiful eyes seemed to have some kind of magnetic hold on him.

“You are so adorable,” she professed. “Shy men are a rarity these days. Do you have a girlfriend?”

David swallowed hard, searching for the right reply.

“Well, I don’t think Aunt Tee would’ve excused herself if I did.”

Ndidi bit down gently on her bottom lip.

“David, please, don’t be angry. When I spotted you in the audience today, I began to ask questions. If anyone is to blame, it is me.”

“Ah! So all of this was pre-arranged, huh?”

“Are you disappointed?”

David studied her for a moment, then shook his head, not knowing what else to say.

“You must forgive my forwardness,” she said. “I’m usually not this way with men. But I was compelled to meet you for some reason. You feel the same connection, don’t you? That’s why you stayed for the presentation.”

David remained silent and continued to observe her. After a while, he nodded.

Ndidi fell back in her seat.

“Chai! This world is very strange, my friend. I made this area the last stop on my tour because it’s the place that means the most to me. I learned the story of Ibo Landing as a child and immediately felt some kinship to it.”

David was hooked. He stroked his beard again.

“Well, to be honest with you, Ndidi, I drove home for the exact same reason. I woke up early one morning and called out of work. Then I got into the car and started driving. When I reached the island, I was compelled to stop by the lake. It seemed to be calling me. I couldn’t resist. This isn’t the first time.”

“Imagine!” she replied. “Do you believe in reincarnation?”

David shrugged his shoulders.

“I suppose it’s possible,” he said.

“Well, my people call it Ilo uwa. They believe that a soul can return to this world through family bloodlines. I never gave it any serious thought—until now. Perhaps we knew each other from another place and time.”

David smiled again.

“Oh, come now, Your Highness! That’s a little far-fetched, don’t you think?”

“No, not at all!”

Her earnestness startled him. He cleared his throat before continuing.

“Well, according to my father, we’re descendants of an Ibo man who was pulled from the water at Dunbar Creek.”

Ndidi’s jaw dropped.

“I thought they all drowned!” she said.

“Well, we have no solid proof that any of it is true. It’s just a story passed down through the generations. According to the testimonies of alleged eyewitnesses, a few of the Africans were rescued and put on the auction block. They were sold to plantation owners on neighboring Sea Islands.”

Her breath caught.

“Where is your father now?” she asked. “Is there any chance I could interview him?”

David swallowed hard. He wasn’t sure if he trusted her enough to reveal the intimacies of his life. Yet something about her made him decide against his better judgment.

“My father died tragically when I was just a boy. Mom followed him in death a few years later. I was sent to live with Aunt Tee on St. Simons.”

Ndidi stared at him apologetically and sat up.

“Sorry-o,” she replied.

“Hey, stuff happens,” he said with a shrug. “So... who’s the dude outside?”

Ndidi kept her eyes on David and smiled again.

“We are not attached,” she assured him. “I’m sort of new to the area. I rely on Alex for the time being. He is my assistant’s boyfriend.”

David shrugged again.

“Just asking,” he said.

“I would like the chance to know you better,” she announced. “Your Auntie already has my contact information. I’ll be traveling to Washington in a few days’ time. Hopefully, we can finish our conversation when I return.”

She reached for his hand across the table and held firmly to it. David felt his body relax. Her touch was warm and electric. She smiled as if she knew.
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The princess had promised her entourage a first-rate, by-invitation-only party at the end of their tour. Chika, her personal assistant, worked out the details as their expedition progressed. They decided to hold the event at Club Iba, a popular Atlanta nightclub owned and operated by Nigerians. Each of the six had a guest limit of ten, and all names had to be submitted before the last performance.

The celebration at Club Iba was now in effect. Ndidi had instated a strict traditional dress code. A stalwart guard stood at the entrance to enforce it.

There was a balanced mixture of Africans and Americans in attendance. All were impeccably dressed in African attire. Most of the Africans were of Igbo extraction. The club’s owner was a young Igbo man from Imo State. He adored the princess and was anxious to appease her in every way.
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