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Chapter 1
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"Go two blocks and turn right," said her GPS.

“Get a good education so you can get a good job,” said her mother.

“Never date a man who can’t give you his phone number. He might be married,” said her best friend.

“Take the core classes first and then the electives,” said her academic advisor.

Chloe shook her head. She had no taste for the blue pill, but everyone thought it was their business to try jamming it down her throat—even inanimate talking machines. She went three blocks and turned left. The machine adjusted to her new position. “Go one block and turn left.”

“Oh, shut up.”

Downtown Los Angeles didn’t offer too many scenic routes, but she could smell the pizza that boasted of being made with New York City tap water wafting down sixth-Street—a street she wasn’t supposed to be on. It wasn’t on the itinerary mapped out by the global satellite. She savored the smell and didn’t care. She crossed Broadway and hooked a left on Los Angeles. A Greyhound bus nearly swiped her on its way to its terminal. Okay, time to pay attention, she thought. Look out for pedestrians. Look out for other cars. Look out for traffic lights, stop signs, and don’t miss my turn off. So much energy expended just to get to school. And the reward, her mother assured her, would be a job working for someone else. Some ache inside told Chloe she was born for more. None of her advisors had a clue about what was going on inside her. Everyone wanted to play it safe. Whatever happened to the “Give me liberty or give me death” mentality? Chloe didn’t know anyone like that. She knew only the common-sense folks. She knew only this centrifugal directive away from her center—away from her dreams.

She turned on the radio. Maybe some Old School would help her get to that center. Billy Paul startled her. This is your life you’re living.

My life? Living for what? For whom? She maneuvered her car to the turn off for Cal State University. Chloe mused at all the students scurrying about campus. They were of all kinds. Some were mainstream-looking Blacks, Whites, Asians, and Latinos. Some looked like they came from somewhere with a name she didn’t know. And some sported dreadlocks. Oh my God! They let you wear dreads here? Maybe there’s hope. She saw herself joining the stream, one among thousands in this surging crowd. 

Her stomach lurched at the thought of joining any crowd, but she had no time to let it settle before she had to find a place to park. She found the visitors’ parking lot, and then consulted a map for directions to the administration building. This wasn’t the tallest building on campus, but it was the most imposing, with its several offices sprawled out helter-skelter around a central courtyard. The offices seemed to have nothing to do with one another. There was a strip of grass in front of the building with an ugly iron fence to keep students from walking on it. Chloe wondered if that were why Adam and Eve were thrown out of the Garden of Eden, because they wouldn’t stop walking on the grass.

She looked down the walkway at the other buildings in her line of vision. Outside the library, obvious professors approached the automatic doors as if they weren’t there, fully expecting them to whisk silently to the side and let them, principal members of the campus elite, in without breaking their stride. But freshmen approached the doors hesitantly, expecting even automatic doors to challenge their entrance into such a hallowed edifice. 

Chloe determined that she wouldn’t act like a newbie but would approach the chaos around her as if her presence were a matter of course. If she ever went to the library, she’d just keep walking. She closed her eyes and saw herself in front of the doors. The power of her mind was such that her experience seemed more corporeal than mere imagination could account for. At each step, she thought the smoky glass panels would shuttle apart. How close did she have to be before they did? She thought each step would be the step. But it wasn’t, so she thought the next one would be. Surely, they’d move before she bumped into them. She was walking at a pace that required the doors not to be there when she reached them. She couldn’t stop or even slow down, for that would mark her as a freshman, and she was determined not to do that. How embarrassing that would be—a silly freshman crashing into doors. But she wouldn’t crash, she thought. She belonged here and the doors would move. Chloe planted her foot eighteen inches from the glass, shifted her weight and lifted her other foot in anticipation of her next step as the doors slid to either side without a sound. Purpose gone and mind blank, without a vision of what lay beyond the door of the library, Chloe’s imagination could go no farther. She opened her eyes, surprised to find she was still standing in front of the administration building.

Had it been a dream? But she was awake; and she’d wanted to visualize herself facing the library doors, to enter a mental state of control in this environment where everything seemed to be out of control. Yet, here she stood in the real world, and she had to deal with it. Deadlines, cancelled classes, and the announcement of new courses droned from a surround sound P.A. system. 

She entered the administration area. Its open courtyard was packed with a tangled crowd of co-eds. Many of them were facing a row of windows. Others, like herself, were trying to get through the courtyard to other offices and had to bogart their way through the lines facing the windows. If she hadn’t known what she was doing there, she wouldn’t have known what she was doing there. 

After a few excuse-me’s and a couple of dirty looks, Chloe made it to the building where she was to turn in her admissions application. The guy in front of her had his application in one hand. His arms held a sheaf of papers that was one false move away from spilling to the floor. He was an awkward sight and looked at Chloe apologetically.

“This is a real paper tiger. They give us so much junk. I’ll probably end up throwing most of this away anyhow, so I don’t know for the life of me why I’m trying to hold on to it now. All this stuff could be online, but this school is stuck back in the twentieth century. Well, I guess carrying papers does give me a chance to meet people. I must look like a moron.”

“You look fine,” Chloe lied.

“Oh yeah? Well, you look kinda cute yourself. But you know, I like a woman I can have an intelligent conversation with. Can I have an intelligent conversation with you?”

“That depends on how intelligent you are.”

“Oh, I’m pretty erudite. Though I guess you couldn’t tell behind all these papers. By the way, my name is Ted—Ted Benson. That’s short for Theodore. But no one calls me Theodore. Not even my mother. And you are ...”

Chloe started, surprised that he’d actually stopped talking and had asked her a question. “Chloe Marshall.”

“Chloe Benson.”

“Look! I don’t know you!”

“Calm down. I’m just teasing. Just being tongue in cheek. No need to have a cow. Isn’t that what all the girls do anyway? Put their first names with some guy’s last name to see how it rings?”

“Girl? Chloe Benson will never ring. Trust me.”

“Don’t be so quick to rule that out.”

“It’s your turn at the desk.” Chloe gestured with her head for him to turn around and move forward. 

When he finished his business and passed her on her way to the desk, he had to say something. “Be seeing you around, Chloe.”

She didn’t want to say anything. She wanted him to just go away; but she didn’t want him to see how easily he’d become a pest, because then he’d take every opportunity to rankle her nerves while he acted like the innocent victim of her preconceived ideas. So, she smiled and tossed a “Sure” in his general direction, then strolled to the desk like everything was everything.

The lady behind the desk took Chloe’s application and stamped her checklist to show she’d completed that step and was ready to go to the next one. She went through five—application, financial aid, transcripts, immunization, and student parking. Each one added at least three papers to her package. Fortunately, she’d come prepared with a folder to hold them. 

She left student parking and headed for her car. It was raining so she kept the windows up and turned on the radio. Then she had to stop for a minute, because again, the music startled her. This time, The Dramatics came on.


I want to go outside in the rain

It may sound crazy



It did sound crazy, Chloe thought. Okay, it had only happened twice now—this thing with the radio. It couldn’t mean anything, could it? Some spirit trying to speak to her through the radio? Oh, come on. But if it was trying to tell her something, then what was the message? There was no message. Nothing clear that meant anything to her. She could ignore it. What were the rules for the numinous? If it happens once, it’s an accident. This was the second time, making it a coincidence. But if it happens a third time...

As she swung onto Wesley Avenue, Chloe saw the young kids and teens who thought they owned the sidewalk. Truth was, they owned nothing and didn’t know anybody who owned anything. They lived in furnished apartments where their parents didn’t even own the beds they slept in. Among the crowd of scantily clad girls, she saw Tonyeesha, her little sister’s best friend. Underneath the massive weave, Tonyeesha Jenkins was a beautiful girl. Chloe wanted to stop the car, walk up to Tonyeesha, and tell her she didn’t need all that fake stuff and nearly bare body parts to be beautiful. But how could Chloe tell the girl this wasn’t attractive when she was, in fact, attracting the boys who called themselves dogs? The boys who’d forgotten—or just didn’t want to know—that they were men. To be men in this dystopia they call home would make them conscious of a pain few men could bear. Their lives were more palatable as dogs. Chloe drove on.

At home, she piled the truckload of papers, brochures, flyers, and pamphlets from school on the kitchen table with a promise to go through them. Then she turned on the Windows Media Player and began to sing and dance in her spacious living room. Spacious might not be the precise word. There wasn’t a lot of space. She just hadn’t put a couch in yet, so she could throw her hands up in the air, stepping and sliding without a care, as long as she steered clear of knocking her funny bone on the oak particleboard computer desk her mother had given her as a high school graduation present. The woman had been so proud of her daughter. She’d just known that Chloe would go on to college and get a high paying job with some big company. That’s all education was about to her mother—not to gain knowledge, not to learn about the world or create something of Chloe’s own, but simply to get a job. 

Almost as an undercurrent to the music, she could hear her mother’s voice chiding her for wasting time dancing. “Look at all those papers you say you going to read tomorrow. Since when is tomorrow promised? You could die this very night.”

Chloe brushed that thought aside with the realization that if she died that night then reading all those papers today wouldn’t matter anyway. But the joy of movement and sound would stay with her until she could dance no more. She paused, slid her bare foot across the rough carpet and made a perfect pivot. Through the open door of her bedroom, she could see her reflection in the mirror. She looked at the girl becoming a woman. It was the composite image of her distaff family—-mother, aunts, sister, cousins—-staring back at her with the same almond shaped eyes. The same golden-brown cheeks that tied her to—whom? What? What responsibility came with sharing this skin? These bones? This blood? 

Chloe shook her head at the thought that this somehow gave her family, or anyone, the right to decide what it meant to waste her time. They thought their dreams for her were so much bigger than her own. But the dreams she had for herself were so much bigger than they could ever imagine. Only now, she was awake and couldn’t recall the slightest image from her dream. It had no clear shape or location. She couldn’t have told anyone what she dreamed of. She only knew that she had dreamed. Right on cue, The Montclairs came crooning out of her speakers

“Dreaming’s out of season”

Did the thought trigger the song or was this just another coincidence? As the song purred on, Chloe wondered. The second time was the coincidence. This was the third time. This was deliberate. But deliberate by whom? What? Why? She shook her head. If this were a message from someone supernatural, it was unclear. She didn’t know it’s meaning so she shook it out of her head and kept dancing. She thought she was dancing; but as the song played on, she felt her body move with a grace it never had before. Fluid like water. Flowing like cream. Her hands flowing. Her feet controlled by the melody of the song and not by her brain, and then she began to sing. But how? She’d never known the words to this song before. Yet, as she danced, the words came, so she danced on. The words came on. When the song ended, she slowed to serene stillness. What was going on? Something was going on and she hoped to find out soon.
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“Mama, I want to be an Egun.” This Ayodele said to her mother, but really to the Egun themselves—those illustrious ancestors who had done more in life than just die. She watched the egungun festival swirling around her. Red and purple, yellow and green strips of fine cloth revolved around her brother, Bamidele. Deep, hypnotic drums commanded his feet to move at the will of the drummer’s hands. Ayodele wanted all this to be for her. Bamidele made his own costume, adding a new layer of colorful cloth strips each year for the ancestors who had passed and for those of whom he had been told. It was now thick with the memory of five generations of their Egun. And she wanted to be an ancestor. She wanted her descendants to dance for her. 

Dance, Bamidele. Dance for me. I am your ancestor. I am your descendant. I am all the Egun. 

As he and others from their village danced, he moved close to her. Her father’s great uncle, Baba Abioye, brushed her cheek with the purple and blue hands of Bamidele’s memory. Her desire soared. But her mother cautioned her.

“Ayodele, not everyone gets to be an ancestor. You must live this life before you worry about the afterlife.” 

Egungun drums swallowed the voice of caution. Bamidele trembled and began to dance violently. The drums no longer controlled his feet. 

“Baba Abioye, is that you?” Ayodele wondered. “Do you want to dance too?” 

Ancestors. They never die. They never stop whatever they were doing as long as someone living remembers their names. 

The whir of Bamidele’s black hands shimmered in the moonlight. They were hands. They were strips of cloth. They were ghosts leaving behind a trail of light. If she could see his face behind the egungun mask, would she see him, or would she see the image of those who never die? Spirits possessing flesh for a moment until they return from the Orun Rere with their own bodies. 

Ayodele was almost in a trance herself. She saw the awo of the universe in everything around her. The dancers were bright. The essence of the spirits was bright around them. The Creator, Olodumare, commanded the moon to be a witness to the villagers’ festival of reverence. It would tell the eternal story generation after generation from its lofty perch over the palm trees. 

She heard a voice calling her name. It seemed to come from Bamidele, but that was not his voice. 

“Ayodele.” 

She had never heard him before, but she knew this was Baba Abioye speaking to her. 

“I know your desire. It will come with a price. There is much you must learn before joy comes home.”

Never had an Egun spoken directly to her before. But then, she had never had such strength of desire before. This night had given energy to all the wistful thoughts in her life. Always she had to brush these thoughts aside to take care of some necessity: water to haul, yams to harvest, money to pay, babies, baskets—everything to think about except what she wanted to think about. 

When she was a little girl, Bamidele explained the strips of cloth in his egungun costume, created with vibrant colors that dazzled the eyes of a curious child. Since then, she had wondered, wished, and mused about the mystery of the Egun. What made them Egun? Could she become one? She knew she had to do more than just die. She had to practice Iwa Pele in life. Practice good character and what else? What was Baba Abioye telling her? That her desire was to be fulfilled with a price to pay? A lesson to learn? What more was there to learn? In her twenty years of life, she had never done anything bad—not really bad to exclude herself from ancestor-ship. Her father, Kayode, was babalawo of the village. Surely, the opportunity would present itself for her to do something great. She had to be an ancestor. She just had to.

Everyone went to her father when they couldn’t resolve their problems. He was second only to the Orisha themselves in wisdom. She reasoned that maybe she was his daughter so she could perform some great deed. 

Ayodele needed the answer to this mystery Baba Abioye had left her. She whispered to the divine messenger who carried their requests to the Creator. 

“Eshu, I stand at the crossroads. Be the messenger of my prayers and not the trickster.” 

The sweetest yams grew in the dirt. She had to dig through so much of it to take this present to the babalawo. All her life, he had been her father, and now she hoped that would not interfere with his being her babalawo. Sometimes two people wanted different things, and when those two were actually one person, there was inner conflict. That is why she had never gone to him this way before. But he had to be her babalawo in this situation. He alone could show her what was required of her—what was the lesson she was supposed to learn, and what was the price she had to pay to become an ancestor.

In his hut, painted eyes stared at her from strange animals some said exist somewhere far away. Ayodele felt them pawing the grass and asking her what she wanted in this place—a dark place with one window and a door facing the stars, not the moon. The eyes questioned her. The darkness engulfed her, but she knew the smell of burning sage would drive out evil spirits, so she relaxed. She was safe. The babalawo would not bite her any more than these painted beasts. Right? 

As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she became aware that what she had thought was part of that darkness was actually the babalawo himself. She jumped. Her nerves caused not the slightest digression in his purpose. 

“Ayodele, place your ebo on the table,” Babalawo Kayode’s voice whispered from the shadows of his hut. “I have determined that your request is for Osa Meji, and she will love the yams.” 

Ayodele thought, he speaks to me as a babalawo, not a father. That is good—I think. She swallowed the urge to say, “Father.”

But now she was curious. “Osa Meji? I thought they were for Oya.”

“Ha-ha! You know the Orisha. You may be correct in thinking some kind of change will enter your life; and therefore, Oya is involved. Welcome to the Odu. We will begin shortly.”

She remembered the words of Baba Abioye—a lesson to learn. Did she have to learn all the intricacies of the Egbado people in order to be an ancestor? A million facts, shrouded in the unknown, danced at the edge of her mind and then sashayed out of her grasp. 

Babalawo Kayode cast sixteen kola nuts onto a tray. With one hand behind his back, he began the work of divination with a prayer to Eshu as Laroye, the divine messenger of the river. She knew this much—she knew everything began with the messenger, Eshu. She held her breath, not wanting even the sound of her breathing to break the babalawo’s concentration as he recited poems over the nuts.

Finally, Babalawo Kayode looked at her and said, “Ayodele, your answer is in the wind.”

“What? What do you mean?”

“That is all I can tell you. When you meet the wind at the crossroads of your life, you will have your answer.”

She had come for answers. She had received more mysteries. 

“The crossroads? That is where I must make choices.”

“Then choose wisely.”

He walked to the door to let her know it was time to leave. She thanked him for the “answer” and tried not to look disappointed as she walked out with her head as high as her spirits could muster.

She had expected the night to be peaceful. She had expected to be resting in the assurance of irrefutable answers. Now, she only sighed at the moon shining through her window. No wind came through her window and there would be no answers that night. 

A shout from outside burst into her thoughts. “Dahomey!”

She crept to the window, hoping to see without being seen. She could not let them see her. She could not let them hear the sweat falling from her body to the ground. The Dahomey looked like her people, but they came with those who did not look like anything produced from Mother Earth. Two-legged, they were, but colorless. The Dahomey men and these strange, grinning creatures seemed to keep Ayodele’s village as the Egbado kept the chickens. They came when they pleased and took her people to a place she did not know—a place from which no one had ever returned. The streets of Igbogila were quiet and still except for the arrogant trampling of the Dahomey. Ayodele’s people had learned long ago that their weapons were no match for the magic sticks that spat fire. She had seen her men fall dead when no one touched them. Now everyone huddled in fear, not knowing who would be taken. 

She heard the steps at her door. No, she could not let them take her. How would she ever be an Egun? How would she ever learn the lesson Baba Abioye gave her in the place they would take her? 

She turned to face them. To face the fire. At least here, someone would remember her name. She knew she could not get past the two tall Dahomeys flanking her door as two White beasts approached her. She could not hope to fight them all. If she escaped one, the others would catch her. But her screams would ring in the village of Igbogila forever. The moon would witness her struggles and the trees would remember her name to the next generation, and the next, and the next...

One of the beasts touched her. She screamed, Eniyan Buburu!”

The coldest blue eyes scraped over her, expressing no feeling but lust, seeing nothing but the promise of a reward. They were the same eyes that scraped over wild game in the forest. She willed her body not to flinch away. She was not wild game. There was lust in his scraping eyes and his touch quickly turned into a grasp.

“No!” The horror of such a thing sickened her and she struggled but could not pull away. Where was the strength that accompanied determination? He pulled her toward the door, but she pulled back. She pushed. She bit. He laughed.

One of the Dahomey at the door spit on her floor—her floor. He had the nerve to be impatient. He had the nerve to want a quick end to her struggles. “Cooperate or we will beat you. We will remove your rags and drag you through these mud trails you have the audacity to call streets,” he growled in the common tongue her people shared with the Dahomey. He then said something to the White beasts in a tongue she did not understand, but the tone of his voice was sycophant. 

Her captor only laughed. She decided to walk. She would not endure the indignity of being dragged. The eyes of her universe would not witness such shame. Nor would she give this brute unnecessary opportunity to touch her. 

But she shuffled her feet so they could carry the stirred-up dust of this place to wherever they must go. She touched everything in her path so she could remember and be remembered. Outside, she reached for the moon, but the Dahomey knew what she was doing and slapped her hand angrily.

“Superstitious abo aja! Keep walking and pick up your feet, lazy trifling.”

So, she reached out with her mind. The fingers of her spiritual body caressed the edge of the moon disk as a mother’s palm cups her child’s cheek. She whispered “Ayodele” Remember me. Remember my name. Ayodele. Joy has come home.”

Around the village women screamed. Men cursed. And there was the horrid noise of the fire sticks that meant somebody had been killed. In the moonlight, she saw the frozen grimace of Bamidele’s mask among the tacit dust and knew he could not help her. But where was he? She looked from face to face but did not see him or their father in the darkness. Had they been killed? She only knew that she would never see them again.

They walked on and on. In time, they converged with other captives, Dahomey men and the strange White beasts. They chained the captives together, one in front of the other. These bound men could not help her. Bamidele could not help her. Bamidele, kick and scream. Rip the iron fetters that grate the skin of her ankles and let her dance with her brother again. Forgetting the Dahomey could understand her, she shouted the name of her village and the other captives answered.

“I am Ayodele from Igbogila.”

“I am Enitan of Ilaro.”

“I am Dayo of Owode.”

“I am Olukayode of Oja Odan.”

“I am Oluwaseyi of Papa-Alanto.”

“I am Yejide of Ibese.”

“I am Kayin of Ifo.”

“I am Ayotunde of Idogo-Opaja.”

Their captors jeered and derided, pushed, slapped, and threatened. But they could not break the connections these names built among the captives. None of them knew to what death they were marched; but they knew where they came from, and they knew they weren’t alone.

They walked away from the watching moon. They walked through filth and tears and blood until the sun crept up behind them. Their shadows grew short in front of them, then long behind them; but still, they walked. 

“I am sick. I cannot go on.” The young girl in front of Ayodele stumbled to the ground.

A Dahomey brute beat the girl with his fire stick. “Get up, abo aja!” Dayo of Owode lunged for him but the chains did not let him go far enough. Suddenly, there was a loud noise, the smell of smoke and Dayo fell to the ground never to move again. The weight of his body falling pulled them all. That was the only movement the young girl made. The White beasts loosened the two fallen ones from the chains, and then tossed their bodies into the anonymous forest. When their bodies hit the ground, Ayodele thought she heard the girl groan. It was a faint sound—a ghostly sound, for that would be her grave.

“Keep moving!” the Dahomey snarled as if nothing unusual had happened. 

Ayodele had thought of the Dahomey as men—wicked, ungodly men—but still men. After witnessing such unfeeling brutality, she could not believe even the lowest of human spirits dwelled in their minds. Their skin was black like that of men. The contours of their faces were full like those of men, but inwardly, they were more akin to the White beasts who came with them. 


If the Dahomey had been men, she could have talked to them and reasoned with them as the elders of her village reasoned with the elders of other villages. She could think of no argument that would explain the value of life and dignity to those who did not already know of such things. How could she plead her humanity to animals? How could she warn demons to consider the judgment of Olodumare? The animals on Babalawo Kayode’s wall were far more real and less frightening than these animated things that stomped through her nightmares.



After many days, the trees that watched, but could do nothing to help, receded. The roots of the trees were deep, but the branches did not reach to the place the captives were going. If they did, those taken before them would have returned. Ayodele and her fellow captives were the only branches now—branches severed from their roots but still breathing. At least, they tried to breathe the dust laden wind that blew past their faces and over their bare feet. How could one breathe the wind? It moved where it wanted. Whistling and taunting, it pushed Ayodele’s body. She was to find her answer in the wind, but she could hardly coax it into her lungs.

Many moons rose and fell. Many constellations traversed the sky; until, at last, their party came upon the biggest hut she had ever seen. This must have been the hut of the greatest elder in Oyo. But they were not in Oyo, and why would their captors take them to their elders? Ayodele’s stomach recoiled as Black and White beasts cheered and tossed their hats in the air. “Elmina Castle!” they roared.

With half the iron cuffs in their train dangling empty, their precious occupants dead and gone, the captives and their captors marched toward the huge hut. As they entered, Ayodele found that it was many huts built on top of each other. The people inside looked over the newcomers. In their eyes, Ayodele saw a mixture of disgust and greed. She looked down at herself. She looked like the rest of them—soiled and stained, torn, ripped and ragged. What was left of her clothes barely covered her nakedness. 

The White beasts were more naked than she was, for they had no color to cover their bodies and the sun had baked and burned their unprotected skin to rawhide. Yet, they had washed themselves in lakes and rivers along the way and performed their bodily functions with some decency. 

But a noxious stench rose among the captives. It was not possible to distinguish between the smells of feces, urine, blood, vomit, and the natural odor of unwashed bodies. How could she defy the looks of disgust these beasts gave her when she appeared before them like this? Even if they were animals, she had never appeared before any animal like this. 

Some of them looked at the men the same way they looked at the women, touching and holding their private members as one might hold a hand or a fish. 

One of them pointed at Ayodele and the Dahomey removed her chains and took her to more water than she had ever seen in one place. To the right, it stretched. To the left, it stretched. Ahead of her, it met the sky in a thin curving line. This water was alive. It moved with the rhythm of its life. Thrown to the land, and then dragged back by the unseen hand of Olodumare. Who else had so much power? So much majesty? But if he were here, would he not help her? Had he helped those who were taken before her?

The Dahomey pushed her into the water with instructions to wash herself. Brine stung her broken skin. She had never known water like this. She thought it must be the water of the White beasts. This hostile liquid could not be the water of men. She began to whisper, not wanting the Dahomey to hear her prayer.

“Eshu, I asked you not to trick me. Am I here because my question angered you? Is this pain and indignity the only answer I will get?” 

In her spirit, she felt him saying “No.”

When she was sufficiently clean, the Dahomey beast took her back to the pale demon that had pointed to her before they went to the water. She did not see in his eyes as much disgust as she felt in her whole being. He grabbed her arm and pulled her into a room of the great hut, grinning with something in his eyes that she had never seen in the eyes of any Egbado man. But though he was male, surely, he was not a man. Why had she washed only to be touched by this stinking atrocity? 

She was immobilized by both fear and rage. Fear because she remembered whispers that the White beasts ate those they captured. Rage because she was a woman, a human being, being treated like an animal by an animal. He threw her on a bed and climbed on top of her. The rags of her clothing posed no barrier. Then he entered that most holy of holy places in her body and some part of her died. She commanded all of her body to die, but her spirit refused to vacate its defiled palace. 

She dreaded every day that the sun dipped behind the water, heralding the coming of the Dahomey and the touch of the beast. She used to welcome the night. In her village, it cuddled her in darkness, blending with her as if they were of the same essence. But now, for the first time in her life, the joy of night had shattered. 

Seeing that she would not respond to him, the pale demon soon tired of her and said something in his unintelligible language that seemed to summon the Dahomey. 

From the time they first came to her village, Ayodele had thought the Dahomey brought the White beasts with them; but gradually, she began to suspect the White beasts were in charge and the Dahomey were just servants. So, she wondered, if she served the White beasts, would they treat her better? No! She flung the thought away as a despicable thing. 

The Dahomey came, dragging another victim by the hair. 

“Come on abo aja, He wants you.”

With what was left of her strength, the other woman screamed, “My name is Ekundayo. “What are you? You are not men. You have no respect for women.”

The Dahomey beasts laughed, pushed her through the door, and then turned to grab Ayodele. Ekundayo—sorrow turns to joy. This scene Ayodele was meant to see. She remembered the teachings of her father. Dirt cannot stop the grass from growing.

They took her and other captives to a place deep under the hut they called Elmina Castle. They went down to a place away from the sun; away from air. A place where she was sure she would die. It was so dark she could not see the faces of those around her. Only screams and prayers, moaning and the stench of death and human waste told her many others were there. They were packed so tightly that she could not move. Day after day, they were taken out to eat and wash in the stinging great water, then shoved back into this hell. 

She thought of speaking to the person next to her. Since there was no sliver of space between them, she wondered if maybe she could form some kind of connection. She sighed. What was the point of speaking? She could never know who stood beside her, only that it was not the same person as the day before. She could not raise her arms to comfort those who wept. She could not pull away from the coldness of those who died. In her own delirium, she could not remember the prayer for those who were sick. 

One day, she saw Ekundayo retching in the big water. She could hardly stand. Ayodele went to her. 

“Sister, lean on me.”

Ekundayo lifted her eyes but not her head. “I see you.”

Ayodele took her away from the water to a rock where they could sit down.

The Dahomey were impatient “What the hell are you doing?”

Ayodele wanted to tell them that Ekundayo was sick, but doubted they cared, so she said nothing. 

One of the brutes stormed over. “Come on, abo aja. You got to get ready for your night of pleasure anyway.” 

He grabbed both of them by the arm and dragged Ekundayo while he pushed Ayodele into Elmina Castle.

After many days, their captors put on their chains and pushed them through a door they had never gone through before. In her spirit, Ayodele knew it was a door through which they would never return.
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“I don’t see why you need to take a class in Black history,” Chloe’s mother said. “If I were you, I’d focus on classes that I could use in a good job.”

This seemed to be the main topic of discussion whenever Chloe visited her family. She thought it was some kind of obsession. What would normal life feel like?

“I am taking the required classes,” Chloe protested.

“Black history isn’t a requirement for a degree in business or for any degree that’s going to get you a good job. I don’t know how many times I have to tell you. I don’t know what it’s going to take. It’s a shame. What do you need to know about Black history? We were savages, swinging from trees and practicing Voodoo. It’s a good thing we were brought here where we could learn about Jesus and leave all those satanic religions alone.”

Chloe was shocked. “You believe the religions we practiced in Africa were satanic?”

“I don’t know what else to call it. Voodoo and Hoodoo and all that stuff.” 

“But...”

“What do you know about African religion?”

“Nothing,” Chloe admitted. “That’s why I’m taking the class.”

“You’re taking a class in African religion? Oh Lord, have mercy. Well, don’t be trying to cast no hex on me, ‘cause I’m protected by the Lord and no weapon formed against me can prosper.”

“Cast a hex?” If it had been anyone else, Chloe would’ve laughed, and they’d have laughed with her. But she knew her mother was serious. She wouldn’t even allow Chloe to play anything that didn’t support the Christian music industry in her house. Called it Devil music. “No, I told you, I’m taking Black history. You’re the one who brought up African religion. I know nothing of African religion, and until I do, I’m not going to condemn it by calling it satanic.”

“You don’t need to know nothing about African religion. Any religion that doesn’t teach that Jesus is Lord is satanic and that’s all you need to know. The apostle Paul told us to know nothing but Christ and Him crucified.”

“Ignorance is bliss.”

“What did you say?”

“Nothing.”

“As I said before, I really don’t see what you need to know about Black history. It isn’t about anything but slavery, and what do you need to know about that? Slavery is over and we need to get over it and focus on today and tomorrow.”

“You didn’t say that when I was learning about George Washington and Christopher Columbus. Why do I need to know all about their history but don’t need to know my own?”

This sounded so familiar, Chloe thought. War is peace. Freedom is slavery. Ignorance is strength. Whose strength? Whose peace? Whose slavery? 

What was her mother afraid of? From the little that Chloe did know, Voodoo was just a form of magic. If her mother were afraid of magic, what would she say if she knew about the strange things Chloe had experienced? Was Chloe evil? Her mother would pray for her. She’d be afraid, and if Chloe didn’t share the fear, her mother would be even more afraid. Chloe reasoned that if something is dangerous, it’s better to know all about it than to tremble at the unknown. 

But then, Chloe had her own unthinkable boogiemen. The music she had heard meant something. Whatever it meant, the same spirits who brought it would also bring the meaning. But her family... what would they say? What if the meaning she sought obliged her to be frank with them? There was nothing in her mother’s religion that could make room for a different kind of spirituality. Chloe would be alone. Was she ready? She honestly didn’t know. And maybe that was why she didn’t know the meaning of the music yet—she wasn’t ready to know.

“Honey, the Lord knows I just want you to do well in life. We’ve come so far. They’re letting us work good jobs, making good money. I’m talking six figures. You could be making that. If you don’t throw it all away on some nonsense. You know what I mean?”

“Yes.”

“I pray for you, child. Night and day, I do. I don’t understand it. You’re intelligent. You could be doing so much.”

“I have a job. Isn’t that what you want?”

“Then why are you still in that little old apartment? You don’t even have any furniture. I had to buy you a desk or you’d probably have your computer on the floor. You can do better than that. But you need an education. You won’t go anywhere without an education. A good education equals a good job. Are you happy in your job?”

“No.”

“Well, there you go. You need more.”

Yes, Chloe thought. She needed more. But not the kind of more her mother had in mind. The more Chloe needed didn’t deal with numbers. Well, there were numbers in music. Numbers involved in dancing. But she didn’t focus on the numbers when she danced, just like she could walk across a room without focusing on the number of calories expended or the number of cells that were born and died in her legs with each step. 

Her little sister, Lisa, entered the kitchen and plopped down at the table. Still in her teens, she was more like a niece than a sister. One good thing was their mother didn’t let Lisa wear the kind of clothes other kids wore these days. Once she had tried to bring a boy home whose pants hung way below his underwear. 

“Girl, I know you’ve lost your mind. I didn’t raise no trash and don’t you bring no trash in my house. The Lord lives here and I won’t have it.”

Her mother looked like she was about to jump down that boy’s throat. The broom in her hand only added to the effect, and he didn’t wait around to see what she planned to do with it.

“Mom! You’re scaring him” Lisa started after the boy, but her mother intercepted.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

“That’s my friend.”

“You don’t have any friends who buy their pants in the plus sized department. That’s nothing but the Devil.”

Chloe wondered if she had been like that. It wasn’t that long ago. What did the kids used to sing? “Ooh, I see your hiny/It’s black and shiny/ You’ll never know it/...” she forgot the rest.

“Oh, hi, Chloe,” Lisa said after a brief glance in Chloe’s general direction. “Mom, I need a dollar for the bus.”

“I swear, kids think money grows on trees,” her mother complained.

“No, I don’t. I know money comes out of a machine in the wall.”

“If you were as smart with those books as you are with your mouth, you might make good grades in school.”

“My grades are okay.”

“I said ‘good grades.’ Okay isn’t good. You could make good grades if you tried much better than you do now.”

Lisa turned away, rolled her eyes, and walked out. Better grades. Chloe knew this scenario all too well. A better job. Better money. Never any praise for what she was achieving right now. Always something she could be doing better. 

She had dreamed one night of being a powerful queen sitting on a golden throne, with a golden scepter in her hand and a crown of diamonds on her head. Her courtiers were decked in silk, satin, and velvet. 

Her mother approached her throne on a blood red carpet of crushed rubies. “Who’re you working for?”

“Mother, I am the queen. I work for no one. My queendom works for me.”

“Your kingdom? I told you to stay in school. You could have a good job making good money right now. But no, you wanted a kingdom.”

“Queendom.”

“There are no queens. There are only bosses who’ll pay you if you have the right piece of paper.”

“Piece of paper?” Chloe laughed.

A knight in shining blue armor approached her with a stream of paper seven miles long and prostrated himself before her feet.

“Your highness desired paper. At your service.”

Her mother sniffed at the paper disdainfully. “That isn’t the paper they want. That isn’t the paper that’s going to get you a good job.”

Chloe had awakened wishing that queens still had the power to say, “Off with your head.” But it was only a dream. She could do anything she wanted in a dream. Could she please her mother in a dream? Could she be anything more than a civilized savage in the eyes of a woman who thought Whites did us a favor when they took us out of Africa? 

“A slave-master will give you nothing with the intention of setting you free.” 

In her mother’s mind, Black people had never known freedom until they were forced into slavery. Somehow, all the brutality, all the humiliation and all the injustice were part of some divine plan to set us free. Since Whites were already free, they didn’t need to be beaten and raped and murdered like we did. In the end, Jesus was all that mattered, and slavery gave them Jesus. 

Chloe couldn’t fathom the mindset that made her mother think that way. Why didn’t she know what Chloe knew? Chloe considered this question. What did she know? It took courage to embrace knowledge. But how do you embrace that which isn’t there? How do you embrace that which is there but isn’t valued by those around you? 

What were the realities of Chloe’s experiences? She was of a different generation from her mother. Chloe was of the post Roots generation. She knew what slavery had really been like. But suppose she had never heard anything else all her life? Then she might believe what her mother said. 

Chloe’s own knowledge was so scanty. She knew more than a lot of her friends, but there was so much information out there. She couldn’t hope to know everything, read every book, or listen to every speech. So, what was the most important thing she could know? From what she’d read in the forums, the one commandment her ancestors left her was, “Man, know thyself.” Then, she figured, she had a long way to go to obey that commandment in the most rudimentary things. 

Where could she learn about herself except in Africa—in Soweto, Zaire, or Egypt maybe? Chloe thought of saying she wanted a good job so she could make enough money to go to Egypt.

“Moses took God’s people out of Egypt,” her mother would say. “Why would you want to go back for?” 

Chloe chuckled. Suppose she did? Suppose she danced around the pyramids and dined in Tel Aviv with the pharaohs? What would it be like to be in Africa? What was it like for those who told her to know thyself?
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They took Ekundayo out of Ilaro. Out of the knowledge of kinfolk. Out of her mind. Away from the gentleness of her father, Adebayo, who knew the plant for every illness. 

“You are not sick,” he told her when she came to him.

Not sick? She thought. With her head and stomach swimming together, her food coming out the way it went in, and such strange foods—yams mashed together with shredded palm leaves. “My sister said I am sick and need something.”
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