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To my ancestors, whose endurance is the reason I live free. Your footsteps, though marked by sorrow and chains, beat out a rhythm of strength that still echoes through me. You survived the unbearable, dreamed beyond what you could see, and stitched hope into the fabric of generations. I carry your names like a song, and this work is my promise that your lives and sacrifices will never be forgotten.

To my parents, who planted resilience and faith in me, and showed me how to love in the face of life’s storms. You gave me roots that run deep and a vision that reaches far.

To my husband, Lester, my anchor and partner, whose love steadies me and whose belief in me never falters.

To my children, Aaron, Ariel, Trenton, and Eva,  you are my living legacy. Each of you shines with a light kindled long before your birth, a light I pray will burn brightly into generations to come.

To my grandchildren, Elijah and Jordyn — you are the prayers of your ancestors answered. Your joy is their victory, and your futures are proof they did not endure in vain.

To my descendants yet to come, the ones I dream of — may you always know you are the fruit of survival and the embodiment of love carried forward.

And to my dearest friends, Tamieka and LaKeisha, who have loved me through every phase of adulthood, thank you for lifting me and reminding me who I am when I forgot. Your encouragement has been a shelter and your friendship a gift without measure.

This is for all of you. May these words be a candle that carries your names in the flame.
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​Prologue – The Candle That Wouldn’t Burn

[image: ]




It was just a simple DNA test.

An ancestry kit. A way to know what most people already do: names, places, stories. The kind of things passed around at family barbecues or framed in hallway photos.

For me, that story was incomplete, as if someone had taken a pair of scissors and cut out the parts we weren’t supposed to see. So I went looking. I logged onto Ancestry.com and ordered the test. Spit in a tube. Mailed it off. Waited.

Twelve weeks later, I had more questions than when I started. Who were the Hairstons, really? Where did they live? Why were they chandlers instead of field hands? Not that being a chandler was not hard work. It was. But it felt different. More precise. More sacred. More remembered.

And then there was the surprise, an Alamo-sized surprise. The one I did not expect. Who were the Crocketts? Who decided to keep this a secret?

The day the results came in, I was shelling peas at the kitchen table. A chipped blue bowl sat in front of me, just like the one Big Mama used to have. When I opened the app and the names popped up, my hand froze. Peas scattered across the floor.

There was a shift in the air. Not a breeze. Not a chill. Something older. Suddenly, I could smell the wood stoves of West Virginia, that faint curl of smoke rising through time. I could hear my mother’s voice as a child, soft and curious, full of questions that made grown folks pause.

I wasn’t in my kitchen anymore. I was back in Bluefield. And four-year-old Cornelia, my mother, was sitting on a porch.

The porch boards were hot against her legs, holding the day’s warmth like they wanted to keep it. Big Mama rocked nearby, a tin of beans snapping into her lap, the rhythm steady as breath. Cornelia’s braids clicked with their little wooden beads every time she shifted. Her eyes were too old for four years. Too sharp.

“What’s that?” she asked, pointing to the cloth bag tucked under Big Mama’s chair.

Big Mama didn’t answer right away. Her hand hovered, then reached for it. She drew out a jar wrapped in flour sack cloth, the glass inside clouded, the wax within marbled with strange, broken colors.

Cornelia leaned close. “It looks funny.”

“It ain’t funny,” Big Mama said, her voice both warning and wonder. She pulled the cloth back slow, like she was unwrapping something alive. The glass caught the light, and Cornelia gasped. There, scratched into the wax beneath the glass, were names. Dozens. Some deep, some faint, as though carved by hands that trembled.

“Whose names are those?” Cornelia whispered.

Big Mama set the jar between them, her thumb brushing over the cloudy glass. “These are the ones who came before. Oney made this candle when the war was done, when freedom first reached Beaver Creek. She said if we could not write their names on paper, we would scratch them into wax. A flame may burn out, but wax holds the mark.”

Cornelia traced the letters with her eyes, mouthing the ones she could manage. “Why’d she do it?”

Big Mama rocked once, twice. “Because memory is a tricky thing. Paper can burn. Tongues can lie. But wax, once it hardens, it keeps what you press into it. Oney wanted the names to live longer than the hands that held them.”

Big Mama’s eyes lowered. “My mama never lit a candle a day in her life. She died bringing me here. Childbirth took her, and all I had was the sound of her name — Rithia Cornelia Hairston. That’s why they gave me her name too.”

Cornelia’s small hand crept toward Big Mama’s arm. Big Mama didn’t flinch. She only patted it once, gentle, before her voice steadied. “That candle’s been carried down ever since. From Oney to me. From me to you. And one day, maybe further still.”

Cornelia kept turning the candle, her little fingers tracing the scratches beneath the glass. Some of the letters she could puzzle out. Others looked like marks a stick might leave in wet dirt.

“Are all the names in there?” she asked.

Big Mama’s hand tightened over hers. Her eyes shifted, not at the candle this time but at the edge of the yard, where the fence posts leaned and the grass grew wild.

“No,” she said finally. The word sat heavy, the kind of word that doesn’t move once it lands.

Cornelia looked up. “Why not?”

Big Mama’s breath left her slow. “Because some names got carried too far. Too far for even Oney to bring back.”

She leaned forward, elbows on her knees, her voice dropping lower, softer. “One morning, when the sun wasn’t up good, they came with horses and guns. Lined folks up just like you line beans on a table. And they picked out near one hundred and fifty of ’em, the darker ones. Didn’t matter if you had a wife or a baby at your breast. Didn’t matter if you was a boy who could still fit under a chair. They marched them straight to Mississippi. Said cotton needed pickin’ there.”

Cornelia’s mouth parted, but no sound came. The idea of people scooped up like marbles, rolled away without warning, made her stomach twist.

Big Mama nodded slowly, her eyes still on that fence line. “Families gone in less than an hour. Neighbors turned into ghosts. Some folks never even knew what road they took. By noon that same day, silence sat heavier than a stone. Like they’d never been.”

Her hand slid over the glass, smoothing it as if she could rub new names into the wax. “Oney, she tried. She carved till her hands bled. But memory got holes, child. Holes you can’t stitch shut no matter how hard you press. Some names slipped away before she could catch ’em.”

Big Mama’s throat worked, and for a moment Cornelia thought she might cry. But she didn’t. Instead, she lifted her head and spoke one name, clear as if she were calling him in for supper.

“Isaiah.”

The name hung in the air. The cicadas outside the porch droned softer, as though listening. Cornelia whispered it back, just to hear how it felt on her tongue.

“Isaiah,” she said.

Big Mama nodded. “That one’s not in the candle. But we say it anyway. ’Cause once a name’s spoken, it don’t die so easy.”

Cornelia held the candle tighter. She understood, in her own way, that what she carried wasn’t just glass and wax. It was a house full of names, some written down, some caught only in the breath between two voices.

Her voice piped up again, quiet but stubborn. “Why don’t we light it?”

Big Mama let out a low hum, somewhere between a laugh and a sigh. She shook her head slow, as though the question had been waiting a long time. “Because some flames ain’t for light,” she said. “They’re for keeping.”

Cornelia frowned. “But candles are for burning.”

“Most are,” Big Mama agreed. She tapped her finger against the glass, soft but sure. “But not this one. This one was never meant to be melted down to nothing. Oney made it so them names could stand longer than paper, longer than memory when it starts to fray. This candle is memory itself. And memory don’t get used up.”

Cornelia blinked at her, still puzzled.

Big Mama leaned closer, her voice dropping low like a secret. “Child, you think light only come from fire? No. Light come from saying a name out loud. Light come from telling a story when somebody thought it was gone. Every time we speak it, that’s flame enough.”

She reached for the flour sack, opened it wide, and laid the candle back inside with careful hands. This time, Cornelia noticed, Big Mama didn’t shove it deep in the corner behind jars. She placed it in a cedar box near the fireplace, as if it belonged there, waiting.

Cornelia watched, the hush in her chest tighter than before. She wanted to ask if she’d be the one to keep it one day, but the words wouldn’t come. Instead, she only whispered, “Isaiah,” one more time, so the name wouldn’t slip away before morning.

Big Mama nodded, satisfied. “That’s it. That’s remembering.”

The porch settled quiet around them. The boards creaked once, like they understood.

The smell of smoke lingered in my nose even after the porch boards dissolved, even after Big Mama’s voice fell away. I blinked, and the chipped blue bowl was back in front of me, peas scattered across the kitchen floor. The glow of the phone screen pulsed once, still listing names in tidy digital columns. Hairston. Johnson. Crockett.

But the list didn’t feel like numbers anymore. It felt like scratches under glass. It felt like grooves cut deep into wax by hands that refused to let memory vanish.

I leaned back in my chair, the air of the room different now, heavier and lighter all at once. Those names weren’t just history. They weren’t just results on an app. They were still burning, steady as that candle sealed in glass, waiting on a porch in Bluefield.

It had been more than a hundred and fifty years since Oney poured the wax, more than a hundred and fifty years since Rithia Cornelia drew her last breath, since families were marched down roads that erased their footprints. Yet here I was, saying their names out loud.

Cornelia. Oney. Alex. Isaiah.

Every name was a flicker.

The candle had never burned. But the flame had never gone out.
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​Chapter 1 – Cornelia’s Questions
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If you are still here after that prologue, bless you. You are just as nosey, or as curious, as me. Now, I would tell you to close your eyes and picture what I am about to serve you, but then you would not be able to read these words, and that would be a mess. So do the best you can. Block out your world and step into mine. Let us go somewhere so close to heaven, you can smell the Lord’s air conditioning.

Bluefield, West Virginia. Nineteen sixty-four.

A darling little girl with braids and beads, sharp as a tack and relentless with her questions, sits under the Appalachian sun. The kind of sun that does not ask permission before it lays its whole weight on you. You could not kick it off if you tried. That little girl is Cornelia. And me, I am Harmony, her daughter. I inherited her questions, but today I am giving you her answers. Now lean in. This one starts on a porch.



The porch boards baked under Cornelia’s bare legs, holding the day’s heat like it wanted to keep it. The smell of green beans mixed with dust and wood, a summer smell, full and stubborn.

Cornelia sat cross-legged on the steps, chin in her hands, her braids tipped with wooden beads that clicked when she moved. She was four, but anyone could tell her eyes were older. She read at a fifth-grade level, but she never bragged. She just liked knowing things. And today, she wanted to know something nobody expected a little girl to ask.

Big Mama rocked nearby, a tin bowl of beans balanced in her lap. Snap. Thread. Drop. Snap. Thread. Drop. The rhythm made the afternoon stretch.

“Big Mama,” Cornelia said. “Why did Mama name me Cornelia, like you?”

Big Mama stopped mid-snap. “Well now,” she said slowly, “that is a story. A name carries more than sound. It carries history. Hope. It is a light we do not let go out.”

Cornelia tilted her head. The beads clicked softly. “So who named you?”

“My mama,” Big Mama said. “Her name was Rithia. Rithia Cornelia Hairston.”

Cornelia’s eyes widened. “Rithia named you?”

“She did. She did not get to raise me, but she named me. And a name can raise a child as good as hands sometimes.”

“What happened to her?”

Big Mama’s hands stilled. “She died bringing me here. Childbirth took her. All I had was the sound of her name. But her parents, Alex and Oney, they raised me. Fed me. Taught me. Filled me up with stories until they lived in my bones.”

Cornelia hugged her knees. “What was it like back then? When they were slaves?”

The word hung in the air. The rocking chair squeaked once, then fell still. Big Mama’s gaze drifted past the yard as if she were looking clean through the fence, across time.

“My mama was a child when slavery ended. Ten years old. But her parents carried the weight. And they gave me those stories. Some I have heard so many times, I swear I was standing right there.”

Cornelia’s eyes shone. “I like stories I can smell.”

Big Mama’s laugh was quick, low. “Well, you will smell this one. But first you need to know, there are three stories I have carried all my life. Two happened before I was born, but I still feel them. One of those is too heavy for you now. Not because you are small in your mind. You have a big mind. But sometimes even a big mind needs to walk before it runs. The third one is better for today.”

Cornelia studied her face as if looking for the corners where the other story hid. “What is the better one?”

“The day they learned they were free,” Big Mama said. “The day Alex knew he could take a breath that belonged to him and nobody could catch it in a jar. You want to hear that one?”

Cornelia scooted closer, pressing against Big Mama’s knee. “Yes. Tell me.”

Big Mama set her bowl down. Her voice shifted, deeper now, as if it had been waiting for this moment.

“My granddaddy Alex was a chandler, a candle maker. One day, he was delivering a chandelier in Norfolk. On his way back through Hampton, he saw a commotion under a great oak tree. Soldiers, blue coats, people pressing close. And then, silence. He drew near. A man stood with a paper in his hand. And he began to read.”

Cornelia whispered, “What did he read?”

“The Emancipation Proclamation,” Big Mama said. “Read aloud for the first time under that oak. Alex held the reins in his hands and felt freedom before he dared to believe it. He said it was like the ground made room under his feet.”

Cornelia’s eyes widened.

“He drove that buggy five, six hours home. Breathless. Desperate to tell. He shouted it the moment he stepped in the yard, but no one believed him. Hope had been too dangerous too long. Until Massa George himself came down the steps and said, "You can talk about what you will do in the morning.”

Cornelia gasped.

“And they did,” Big Mama said. “They laughed, cried, sang, and prayed. And Alex and Oney, they went to their candle-making station. Right then, before the night was done, they built a candle. A mosaic of colors, scraps melted together, names etched into soft wax. Names of everyone who stood there that day. It was a candle not to be burned, but to remember. A candle to keep the names alive.”

Cornelia whispered the names she knew. “Oney. Alex. Rithia Cornelia. Isaiah.”

Big Mama rested her hand on Cornelia’s head. “That is the light, child. You say them, and the flame never goes out.”



Well, would you look at that. I told you the Lord’s air conditioning was running on that porch, and here you are still sitting with us. Did you hear those names? Did you feel that oak tree? That is not imagination, that is inheritance. Cornelia was four years old, but she was already a keeper of names, the newest wick in a long line of fire. And me, I am just here to make sure you see the glow too.
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​Chapter 2 – Who’s Who in the Hairston Family
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Now, before we get into who’s who among the Hairston family, let’s start with my mama’s home. The little clapboard house sat at the top of a narrow street where kids played stickball barefoot and neighbors leaned over fences to gossip. The screen door squeaked every time somebody came in or out, and if you sat real quiet, you could hear the far-off hum of a coal train crawling through the valley.

Inside, Cornelia’s house was never quiet for long.

Taylor, her teenage sister, claimed the biggest mirror in the house and wasn’t about to share it. Most afternoons, you’d find her in front of it, practicing dance steps she’d learned from American Bandstand. The wooden floor creaked under her socked feet as she twisted and spun, her ponytail bouncing like it had its own rhythm. She’d sing along to the Supremes, using a hairbrush for a microphone, pretending she was center stage. Taylor kept a diary with a flimsy little lock on it, and even though Cornelia couldn’t read it without breaking the clasp, she swore she could guess every secret in there just by the way Taylor sighed sometimes.

Vandy, the oldest brother, was already acting like a man though he hadn’t even finished high school yet. On weekends, he swept hair at the barber shop, soaking up the stories traded between the old heads who gathered in the back to play checkers and argue about who used to have the best fastball back in their day. He carried himself like someone who already had plans, though Cornelia wasn’t sure if those plans included leaving Bluefield or staying right there forever.

Norman, the middle brother, was the loud one, the wild card. He could turn a broken broom handle into a sword, a shoebox into a race car, and half the sofa cushions into a fort that took over the entire living room. He always came home with skinned knees and mosquito bites, proof that he spent more time outside than in. Norman teased Cornelia nonstop, but if anybody else tried it, Norman was the first one to square up and defend her like it was his life’s purpose.

And then there was their mama, Edna. Edna moved through the house like a shadow you couldn’t quite catch. Her voice was velvet, warm and husky, and though she didn’t talk much about her music, sometimes Cornelia would catch her humming low while she cooked. On good nights, when Edna thought nobody was listening, her hum turned into a soft, soulful run, the kind of sound that made you close your eyes without meaning to.

Folks in Bluefield whispered that Edna once sang backup for Ruth Brown, Mabel John, and even James Brown himself when the chitlin’ circuit rolled through West Virginia. She’d never confirm it, but Cornelia had caught her once, standing by the kitchen window, holding an old flyer with Edna’s name scribbled in the corner.

“Did Mama sing in fancy places?” Cornelia once asked, leaning against Big Mama’s knee.

Big Mama just smiled without looking up from her knitting. “She sang where the lights were low and the folks needed something true.”

Cornelia didn’t know exactly what that meant, but she understood enough: her mama’s voice carried something big, something you couldn’t fit neatly into one room.

The house itself was small, but between Taylor’s records, Norman’s stomping, Vandy’s loud laugh, and Edna’s secret songs, it felt like the whole world fit inside its walls. And somehow, Cornelia had a feeling that knowing each person’s story was part of knowing her own.

Part 3: A Family of Women

Two blocks over lived Cornelia’s great-grandmother, a small, sharp woman everybody called Miss Sallie Lou. Nobody, not even the preacher, dared call her by her given name unless they were itching for a lecture. She was the kind of woman who could size you up from three porches away and know whether your business was worth her time.

Miss Sallie Lou ran a boarding house out of an old two-story with weather-worn shutters and a porch that groaned under the weight of rocking chairs and secrets. The boarders were mostly men who worked the coal mines or hauled freight on the trains. At night, when the house went quiet, Cornelia imagined all those boots lined up by the door like soldiers waiting for orders.

Behind the pantry curtain, tucked neatly away on a low wooden shelf, Miss Sallie Lou kept mason jars full of what she called “Maker Unknown.” She sold them cheap and fast, no labels, no questions. Folks whispered that bootleggers from two towns over used her recipe as the gold standard, but she didn’t confirm or deny a thing. She always said, “A good woman don’t brag on what everybody already knows.”

Miss Sallie Lou wasn’t soft, but she loved hard. When she hugged you, you stayed hugged, wrapped up like she was stitching you back together piece by piece. And though she never said it out loud, Cornelia always felt like Miss Sallie Lou kept a ledger in her head, every lie told, every secret whispered, every sin paid in full.

Then there was Livonia, Cornelia’s grandmother, who lived all the way up in Milwaukee. Livonia only came down for funerals or milestone birthdays, like a guest star dropping into an episode but never staying long enough to become part of the cast. She wore her hair perfectly pressed, her dresses freshly steamed, and her voice flat, soft but clipped, like she’d ironed the Appalachia out of it.

Livonia passed for white up north, working as a seamstress for wealthy ladies who called her “Mrs. Parker” and tipped her like they were being charitable. She stitched silk hems, fitted lace sleeves, and hand-pleated skirts she couldn’t afford to wear herself.

But when she came back to Bluefield, something in her cracked just slightly around the edges. Cornelia once caught her standing in Big Mama’s kitchen late at night, touching an old quilt with fingers so delicate it looked like she was afraid it might burn her. Her eyes were glassy, distant, like she was listening to a song she’d forgotten the words to.
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