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Promise’s Dream  . . .

––––––––
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Promise and her brother Jonathan sat close as the Ferris wheel spun through white clouds beneath a blue sky. The sun, the color of a balled-up yellow cat, threw a blanket of heat over them. Warm, dusty air blew in her face and stung her eyes. She reached for Jonathan’s hand, which clutched a bouquet of white roses.

“Big Mama is going to hell,” he whispered in her ear—

then vanished into the clouds, the roses spilling across the floor of the gondola.

She picked one up, but a thorn pricked her finger. She flinched and threw the bouquet down.

The Ferris wheel groaned and came to a stop—

in front of a window.

Behind the billowing white curtains stood a clown, with silver dollar eyes and tufts of red hair sprouting from his skull. He shook his head slowly, mournfully, as if her presence brought him sorrow. In front of him, a table of mixing bowls. He scooped and slapped brown dough with his wide hands. Cinnamon-colored dust floated like smoke.

Out of that dust stepped a thin young man.

White lights buzzed like insects and lit a stage where he sang into a large microphone. His teeth dazzled like diamonds. The wind lifted his blue silk shirt—revealing festering purple bruises that lit his chest like fireflies. Sweat and tears flowed down his face, gathered at his sharp chin, and splattered the floor.

Girls with angel wings rushed toward him, screaming, “Sugar Face, we love you!”

Promise stretched out her hand to touch him—but he drifted away.

The angel girls twisted, morphed into flocks of black birds, and flew toward the sun.

Suddenly, Promise lurched forward. She stumbled. A bus roared down the street, swerving through cars and crowds. She beat her fists on the driver’s back, screaming at him to stop before he killed someone. The louder she screamed, the faster he drove.

A shadow fell over her.

Arms pinned her down.

“Be still, gal, before you hurt yourself.”

Her grandmother’s voice.

Rough hands shook her.

“Turn over on your side.”

Promise brushed sugar crumbs from her cheek, nestled her hands between her knees, and drifted back to sleep.

Big Mama shuffled back to bed.
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Prologue
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Elder Ella Brazille, Bishop Overseer – Sept 21, 1992

I been a leader of the Lord’s flock a mighty long time. I started when folks said it was scornful for a woman to lead in the church. Some still think so. A few won’t let me bury their loved ones or marry them. I can be co-pastor—but not the “real” pastor.

Well, I am where He put me. And I see plenty of reasons why He did.

Now Sister Sharon’s granddaughter, Promise—

Lord, that child is of the devil.

I saw her right after she was born and knew something was wrong. Her eyes were closed, but it wasn’t no angelic sleep. It looked like death. You might say you can’t tell much about a baby, but I believe you can—you can see peace in their rest, like the Lord is inside them. And I do believe He is, in every newborn. But the devil? He usually comes later.

In Promise, I believe he came right away.

I don’t recall Sharon saying the baby had died, so I touched her cheek. It was warm. But her countenance—cold. Like her soul was in another world.

Sister Sharon brought Promise to church when she could, like she did all her grandchildren—when her daughter Marsha let her. Now, Marsha is another one who needs prayer. God can’t be pleased with her, having lost all her boy children to violence or sickness. By the time Sharon joined my church, her children were teenagers, and it was too late to get them to come to service unless she nearly beat them down. And that ain’t the way to the Lord.

Now I do believe in not sparing the rod, but the rod must be applied when the flesh is still supple. You strike old flesh, you just harden the heart. I once suggested putting Promise in the Sinner’s Chair when she was five. Sharon agreed, but said Marsha would throw a fit—and maybe have all of us jailed.
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The Sinner’s Chair
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The Sinner’s Chair ain’t no joke.

One day I was reading in the paper that Texas was retiring its newest electric chair. They’d already stopped using both of them when they started giving folks the needle. The old one, “Old Sparky,” went into the prison museum. The newer one was up for sale. The governor was selling off excess inventory—that chair was listed alongside five hundred thousand jars of government peanut butter and a truckload of canned peaches.

I folded up the paper and went to sleep. But the Lord woke me not five minutes later.

He said, “Buy the chair.”

“What, Lord? The electric chair?”

He said yes.

Next day, I borrowed my husband’s truck while he slept and drove to Huntsville. There it was, sitting in a warehouse between towers of peaches and stacks of peanut butter. I told the men I wanted the chair, not the peaches. I reckon they figured I was in the pie business. But I said, “No sir. I’m in the preaching business.”

They looked at me like I was crazy. But I paid cash: one hundred nineteen dollars and forty-seven cents. They threw in two cases of peaches anyway.

It rained something fierce as I drove back to Houston. The straps and buckles clanked like slave chains. I thought, Lord, is this the devil trying to crash me? But the Lord said, “Ella, you drive. I’m washing the devil out of what’s in the back.”

When I got home, my husband refused to touch it. “Aaron,” I said, “are you gonna drive to work with an electric chair strapped to your truck?”

He said he’d walk.

None of the men would touch it.

I had to call my sister and her lady friend to help unload it.

That chair is solid oak. Heavy as the tree it came from. We set it square in the center of my church.

The next Sunday, God’s house overflowed. Folks came from miles to gawk at that chair. Money flowed into the collection plates. News cameras came. MAD WOMAN PREACHER BUYS ELECTRIC CHAIR.

Then, a month later, the church caught fire.

It burned from the back almost to the center—right up to the chair.

God spoke again: “This ain’t no sideshow. This is for purging sin.”

It took all the money I made to rebuild the church. And it took a long time to get a sinner to sit in that chair.

Then one night, the Lord sent Daniel.

He could barely walk. Most days he crawled, but that didn’t stop him from drinking. Men gave him liquor just to watch him do his “belly crawl” imitation. But that night, he crawled into my sanctuary like a snake.

Normally, we’d have ushered him out. But I told the elders to lead him to the Sinner’s Chair.

Strap him down.

There was no electricity in that chair. All the wiring had been stripped out. I even signed a paper saying I could never hook it up. But when Daniel sat down, he went to bellowing. He jerked against the straps like the chair was alive.

I preached. The saints prayed. We danced around him.

A smoky haze rose up. He screamed. Foam poured from his mouth. Pee ran down his legs. But we kept praying. Those were demons coming out.

Finally, he slumped over.

We let him sleep in that chair. Next morning, God had released the straps. Daniel walked out of that church on two feet.

He came back two Sundays later in a suit, clean-shaven, and gave his life to Christ.

That’s the story of the Sinner’s Chair.
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Now, back to Promise.

Like I said, I wanted her in that chair at five, because I knew she wasn’t right. That girl had no emotion. Didn’t cry at any of her brothers’ funerals. Well—maybe a few tears at Jonathan’s. But I wonder if those were for herself. She ran off the day of his service to some amusement park. We had to postpone everything to find her.

And that’s when she met one of the devil’s snakes. The Leaky Eye Rapist.

He raped that child.

Evil going into evil, I thought.

She came back near-catatonic. They tried psychiatrists, psychologists. Nothing worked. Mind stayed locked.

Marsha relented and let Sharon bring her to church. We strapped her in the Sinner’s Chair. Prayed over her until we near passed out. That child stayed motionless the whole time. Not a squeak.

Finally, just after midnight, a tear slipped down her cheek.

Sister Sharon shouted. Thought it was the miracle.

We unstrapped her and saw blood on the back of her dress. Some saints thought it was further evidence of God’s purging. I was too tired to argue.

She started talking again. Seemed obedient.

But her eyes—

There was no starlight in them.

She laughed sometimes. But the light didn’t reach her soul.

I began to wonder if the Lord had led me right. Some folks need to stay locked inside themselves. It’s a good prison for them.

I prayed—and turned Promise over to God.

THE ROAD TO ASTROWORLD

​
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Chapter 1—Sugar Water
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Promise

Promise sat up in bed and yawned. Streaks of sunlight shot through the Venetian blinds and warmed her room. A mirror nailed to the wall reflected twinkling red and blue lights.

“The police! The police!” she shouted, bouncing out of bed. “They got the Leaky Eye! They got the Leaky Eye!”

Her shoulders sagged as she peeped through the blinds. A cop stood with one foot on the bumper of his car, writing a ticket for a man on a bicycle. Nowhere in sight was the Leaky Eye, arms raised to the sky, gray water pouring from his eyes—as Promise had imagined.

She sighed and raised the blinds. The window felt cool against her nose. It was fall. The sky was brilliantly blue. Trees near the broken swings had turned orange, their leaves glowing like bits of fire. Sunlight danced off the red brick duplexes lining Lyon’s Avenue two by two like rows of glazed cakes. Across the yard, LaKeisha Ann’s shaggy mutt bounced on three good legs, spinning in circles, chasing its tail.

Promise raised her skinny arms and snapped her fingers like the girls on Soul Train.

“Astroworld, Astroworld, baby girl,” she chanted, dancing around the room.

Someone grumbled outside her door. She paused and listened as feet shuffled down the hallway. The bathroom door creaked open and slammed shut.

“This is a good day,” she whispered to herself, relaxing at the sound of running water. “Just like my name. Goodday.”

Her flimsy pink robe hung off her body like a net as she searched for her doll. She sighed and buttoned it up. Her hand brushed against a stiff white dress hanging from the doorknob.

She ran to her cigar box on the dresser. Inside, next to a half-eaten peppermint stick, lay an old copper penny with a hole in the middle. Uncle Bobo had sworn it came from a dead man’s pocket—and that it brought good luck if you breathed into the hole in Abe Lincoln’s face.

Promise held it to her lips and whispered, “Please, Mama, let me go to Astroworld. Please, Mama, let me go to Astroworld today.” She said it a third time for good measure and ran to her mother’s room.

“Mama, can I still go to Astroworld today? You said so last week.”

Marsha paused in the middle of combing her hair. A clump of coarse strands stood up from her head like a rooster’s tail. Promise avoided her mother’s sharp eyes, glancing instead at Nettie—curled up on a towel across the bed, drooling. Nettie smiled and grunted. Her chest swallowed Sweetie Pie’s plastic face. One of the doll’s discolored eyes bulged out.

“Nettie is killing Sweetie Pie.”

“Nettie ain’t hurtin’ that doll. I swear, sometimes you act like you don’t have as much sense as she does—asking some foolishness about Astroworld. You know today is Jonathan’s funeral.”

Promise winced. Marsha always compared her to Nettie when she was angry.

“But Mama, I’m tired of going to funerals,” Promise whispered. “The police got Daddy all chained up between them. Sirens be screaming. People crying and hollering...”

“Those men aren’t police. They’re prison guards.”

Promise didn’t respond. “All them gangs be standing outside the church puffed up like they gonna bust. And you, Mama—you always crying. If we went to Astroworld, we’d be happy.”

“Promise, there won’t be no gangs at this funeral. Jonathan wasn’t that kind of boy.”

“You can say that again,” said a nasal voice through the wall.

Marsha rolled her eyes toward it and sighed. She looked back at Promise.

“Let me fix your hair. I told you to tie it up in a scarf last night. It’s all over your head.”

She scooped a dollop of grease into her palms, rubbed them together, and smoothed Promise’s stiff hair. Using the small end of the comb, she curled a single bang and slicked it down with more grease. Promise’s forehead glowed like polished wax. The rest of her hair she combed neatly to her ears.

“I haven’t seen you shed a single tear for your brother,” Marsha said, voice lower now.

Promise stared at the floor and didn’t answer.

“He mentioned you in the letter he wrote before he died.”

Marsha stopped combing, rummaged through the cluttered nightstand, and pulled out a folded sheet of lined paper. Her hands trembled as she began to read.

Dearest Promise,

Little Sister I love you with all my heart, but I’m going to leave you soon. You must be the light of hope in this family. That’s what Promise means—hope. Take care of Mama, Big Mama, and Nettie. You are the grown one now who must help Mama see after things. Help her with the dishes and cleaning. I hope to see all of you in heaven one day. I pray that the Lord understands me more than Big Mama thinks he will and that he won’t send me to hell for who and what I loved. I love Mama, you Promise, Big Mama, and Nettie more than I loved anything else. That ought to give me some credit with the lord.  Promise, be good always.

Love,

Your Brother Jonathan

P.S. Mama, give David my sapphire cufflinks

––––––––
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As Marsha read the letter, Promise fidgeted and twirled a string on her robe. A faint odor of smoke drifted in through the window. She turned her head.

Jonathan’s cot lay in a heap near the smoldering trash pile, waiting for the garbage men—or for Big Mama to burn it. Just a few days ago, she’d stared out that same window watching sparks rise like red fireflies while Big Mama torched the sheets Jonathan had soiled.

“Mama, I did cry for him,” Promise said, looking up.

“When?” Marsha snapped.

“When you wasn’t looking.”

Marsha sighed, folded the letter, and picked up her brush. She dragged it through her hair with fast, rough strokes.

“Go eat some cereal. Then get ready for the funeral. I got something for you to do. Mama’s already ironed your dress.”

“LaKeisha Ann never has to go to no funeral.”

“LaKeisha Ann’s mama was blessed with only girl children. No hard-headed fools to go get themselves killed—or die from AIDS,” Marsha muttered.

“A flock of gals—” came Big Mama’s voice through the wall, “even them older gals is having girl children now.”

Marsha glared at the wall, then back at Promise.

“Don’t ask me nothin’ else about Astroworld. You hear me?”

Promise shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

“Mama, when they gon’ catch the Leaky Eye?”

“I have no idea. The Leaky Eye is the least of my concerns this morning.”

“Why he do nasty things to Paula?”

“Because he’s a devil,” Marsha said.

Big Mama appeared in the doorway. “And Paula’s mama ain’t had no better sense than to let that gal wear makeup and strut around like she grown. And what’s all this talk about goin’ to some carnival? You forget your brother’s funeral is today?”

Her thick gray wig sat like a crooked hat. Her bifocals were as cloudy as waxed paper. She clutched her flowered robe tight across her chest like she was trying to keep evil out. Thick brown stockings were knotted just below her knees, smothering her legs.

“Promise ain’t but eight, Mama,” Marsha said. “I’m trying my best to teach her.”

“Well, you better teach her quick. Else that imp will be burying you before your time—and skipping off to Astroworld.”

Promise hated when Big Mama called her an “imp.” LaKeisha Ann had told her an imp was a scrunched-up little black devil with horns, a long tail, and a home underground.

“Why Big Mama call me a imp? I don’t got no tail.”

“Well stop actin’ like you do,” Marsha said, “and act like you got some sense.”

“I wish I did have a tail.”

“Stop sassin’ your mama, girl! I’ll take a switch to you this morning—you need a tail-whippin’, that’s what you need!” Big Mama shouted.

Promise huffed and snatched Sweetie Pie from Nettie’s arms. She darted past Big Mama’s raised hand. By the time the two women called her name, she was already through the living room.

“Funerals,” she snorted.

Her dead brothers smiled from tarnished gold frames on the coffee table. She stuck out her tongue at them—then stopped cold. The spot where Jonathan had vomited when he died still marked the floor like a foot-shaped cloud in the blue linoleum. All the ammonia in the world hadn’t lifted it. Big Mama had scrubbed and scrubbed, but Marsha had told her, “Shoulda left it alone. Time would’ve covered it up.”

Promise climbed onto the couch and crawled across it, careful not to step on the spot. LaKeisha Ann said it was bad luck to walk where someone died. Not even Big Mama made her step on the place where Jonathan had thrown up something green as grass.

She plopped into a chair at the kitchen table and slammed Sweetie Pie into the one next to her. The doll stared back through one cloudy eye. Promise picked it up by the foot and shook it until both eyes popped open. Then she tossed it back in the chair.

Behind her, the refrigerator buzzed like a trapped insect. The stove made quiet popping noises as it cooled. The ceiling above it was cracked and parched like old skin. Bits of wallpaper curled and hung down. Brown stains dotted the wall like freckles.

The dinette table was littered with broken crayons, a coloring book, Big Mama’s red coffee cup, and Nettie’s blue eyeglasses. Promise swept her hand across the table, pretending to knock it all to the floor. She imagined stomping on Nettie’s glasses until they turned to blue dust.

A thump on the wall rattled the dishes in the sink.

Promise wrinkled her nose and stuck out her tongue in the direction of the noise. On the other side of that wall lived LaKeisha Ann Jackson and her family—three girls, a mama, and a daddy who worked at the welfare office. Just a few days ago, she and LaKeisha Ann had argued over who was the cutest rapper: Sugar Face or Pretty Fat Ed.

“LaKeisha Ann, how can Pretty Fat Ed be cute? He got a big ol’ stomach.”

“He cute ’cause he got a cuter face—and more money.”

“Sugar Face got the most money. He paid a million dollars for his car. And the girls in my class say he the cutest.”

“You and them hoes don’t know nothin’.”

“He got eyes just like Sweetie Pie.”

“You tired of carryin’ around that ol’ ugly doll.”

“Sweetie Pie ain’t ugly.”

“She is. Sugar Face’s eyes is gray—but not cloudy like that ugly thing,” LaKeisha Ann said, pointing at the doll.

“Then your old mangy dog is ugly.”

“At least Chester’s real. That doll ain’t real, silly bitch.”

And with that, LaKeisha Ann slammed the door to her side of the duplex.

Promise picked up Sweetie Pie and walked over to the sink. She opened a small flap in the doll’s back and filled the tiny reservoir with water. After closing the flap, she cradled the doll in her arms and gave it a firm squeeze. Water squirted from its eyes and trickled down its plastic cheeks like tears.

“LaKeisha Ann don’t know nothing,” Promise muttered, rocking Sweetie Pie gently.

From next door, the Jacksons' TV blared until someone turned it down. Promise glanced at the small television in her kitchen—perched on a stack of phone books atop the drainboard. The screen was dark and greasy, like an old mirror. But when you turned it on and jiggled the rabbit ear wrapped in foil just right, a burst of color, laughter, and noise sprang from that drab box.

All summer long, commercials for Astroworld spilled out of the screen—kids with their arms flung high on looping roller coasters, clowns letting toddlers honk their red noses, people stuffing hotdogs and sodas down like pigs at a trough. Every week Uncle Bobo had promised tickets, but Jonathan’s sickness had swallowed up the whole summer. Marsha either cried or drank while Bobo chauffeured Jonathan to and from the hospital in Mr. Fritz’s Lincoln—without Fritz knowing. Big Mama cleaned, prayed, or cuddled Nettie. No one had time for Promise. No one had time for Astroworld dreams.

Now it was fall. Today was the last day before the park closed.

Promise longed to turn on the TV, but Big Mama had forbidden it. “The whole house got to act like it’s dead because Jonathan is dead,” Promise thought bitterly.

From the other room, Marsha and Big Mama’s sharp voices drifted in, making Promise’s skin prickle.

Suddenly, the garbage can squeaked. Promise jumped and snatched the broom from the floor. She slammed it against the can. It let out a metallic gong, and a rat screeched as it scrambled up through the lid and vanished behind the stove.

“Be quiet in there!” Big Mama hollered.

The rat reminded Promise of the woman who kissed her the night before at Jonathan’s wake. The woman had worn a brown coat, its loose black belt swinging behind her like a tail. Promise remembered bits of what she’d said:

“Poor baby, you done lost your last brother... Marsha, try not to take it so hard... Child, even rich boys die from AIDS... The white woman I worked for, her son died from the same thing...”

Her breath reeked like Bobo’s when he was full of wine and tried to kiss her. Promise watched her mother frown as the woman fawned over them. She thought Marsha might slap her, but instead, Marsha pulled Promise close and brushed powder off her cheek.

“Miss Ella, my mother is over there,” Marsha said quietly, pointing to Big Mama, who was being fanned by her church sisters.

“Why do people gotta talk so much?” Promise asked Sweetie Pie. “Why couldn’t they just look at Jonathan and sit down like I did?”

She poured cereal and milk into a chipped white bowl. The milk overflowed and puddled on the table in the shape of a clover. “Big Mama said rivers of milk and honey flow through Heaven. The honey might be okay,” she told Sweetie Pie. “But a waterfall of grape soda would be better—unless the milk was chocolate.”

All that talk about lions and lambs lying down together didn’t excite Promise. One of her favorite TV shows was Wild Kingdom. The lions chasing their prey looked more fun than the lazy ones she’d seen at the zoo, flopped on sand-colored rocks.

“If we lived in Heaven, we’d make the lions eat up the Leaky Eye, wouldn’t we, Sweetie Pie?” She imagined herself and Jonathan, dressed in long white robes, scooting across the sky in search of the Leaky Eye, ready to pelt him with heavy stones.

“Mama, do I have to die and go to Heaven before I become an angel?” she shouted toward her mother’s room.

No answer.

She picked up a piece of paper and scratched out the letters S O L in red crayon. She held it in front of Sweetie Pie.

“Why Big Mama say Jonathan gonna burn up if he didn’t save his soul? I thought only bad people got burned up when they die. Jonathan wasn’t bad like the Leaky Eye. He made us laugh, didn’t he, Sweetie Pie? He even made Mama laugh when he acted like Big Mama in church.”

“Ooh Sala! Ooh Sala, Whoo Whoo! Loose me, Devil! Whoo! Whoo!”

Promise whooped around the kitchen, mimicking her grandmother speaking in tongues. Sweetie Pie’s pale blue eyes seemed to follow her around the room.

“What you doing in there, gal?” Big Mama’s sharp voice cut through the wall. “Don’t make me come in there with a switch.”

Promise crept back to her chair.

“Pig Latin dipped in collard green juice—that’s all that whooping and hollering is. Jonathan was right. Big Mama is the Devil herself.”

She dipped her spoon into the cereal. The milk was warm now, and the flakes had turned to mush. She pushed the bowl away and watched a roach scurry toward the spilled milk. Big roaches fascinated her—especially the ones with long, twitchy legs. She liked to pull off their legs and watch them spin helplessly on their backs.

Just as she reached for the bug, rain suddenly crashed against the window like a string of broken beads. Promise jumped, then peered through the curtain at the bullet-sized drops streaking the glass. She snapped her fingers and did a quick dance—maybe the rain would cancel the funeral. But the joy faded as another thought hit her:

“No Astroworld either.”

She moped back to the table and rested her face in her hands. Sugar crumbs scratched her elbows.

“Sugar water,” she muttered.

The pantry door squeaked when she opened it. Big Mama grunted in the next room, so Promise eased the door shut. She slipped over to the sink and pretended to be interested in the dirty dishes in case Big Mama came stomping in.

A tiny bell tinkled—Sweetie Pie’s tear reservoir had emptied. Promise put a finger to her lips and mouthed, “Hush.” The bell went quiet. Big Mama coughed and fluffed her pillows. Promise knew she was “resting her nerves.”

Quiet as a whisper, Promise tiptoed back to the pantry and twisted the lid off the glass sugar barrel. A jelly glass held half sugar and half water. She wanted ice—Promise loved crunching into cold, sugary cubes—but the house was too quiet for that today. Noise usually hid her “mischievous ways.” A siren outside could muffle the clinking cookie jar lid. Loud music could drown out the crash of broken glass. Even Big Mama’s gospel records gave cover to the “cuss” words Promise sometimes shouted when she thought no one could hear.

But today? No such luck. So she settled for sugar stirred into plain water.

As she sipped the milky syrup, LaKeisha Ann’s warning echoed in her head—something about sugar being dangerous.

Listening to her had earned Promise a lick upside the head.

Earlier that week...

“You can die from eating too much sugar,” LaKeisha Ann had said. They were sitting on the back porch, sipping sugar water they’d swiped from Promise’s kitchen. Ants floated and flailed in the sticky syrup.

“How sugar gonna kill you? It tastes good. That’s what they make candy out of,” Promise said.

“They say my Big Mama had too much sugar in her. That’s why she died. Why you think they call it Sugar Die Beats?”

“You said your Big Mama had heart attacks.”

“I’m talking about my other Big Mama.”

“Girl, sugar can’t kill you.”

“Eat that cupful then,” LaKeisha challenged.

“I did last night. I drank a whole cup.”

“I didn’t see you.”

“You ain’t gotta see me do everything. You didn’t see me have a baby either, but I had one.”

“Your Aunty had that baby. It wasn’t yours. You don’t even know how to have a baby. You probably think you sit on a toilet and have one.”

“I had it for my Aunty. And I ate a whole bowl of sugar too. Ask my brother Jonathan.”

“I ain’t asking your stinky brother nothin’,” LaKeisha Ann snapped. Then she hopped off Promise’s porch and slammed her own screen door.

That night, Promise volunteered to make Big Mama’s coffee. She dumped the whole sugar bowl into the mug and stirred it until it looked like black syrup. Then she stood behind Big Mama and waited.

Big Mama took one sip, spat it out, and slapped Promise with a dishrag. “You damned fool!” she barked. “What you trying to do—kill me?”

But she didn’t die. Not even close.

_______________________________________________________________

“LaKeisha Ann don’t know everything,” Promise said as the last bit of sugar water scratched her throat.

“Gal, you hurry up with that breakfast. I can hear you moping in there. I’m countin’ to ten!”

Promise stuck her tongue out at Big Mama’s room.

“I wish I had two of them lucky pennies,” she whispered. “One to make Mama take me to Astroworld. The other to make Big Mama die.”

The roach kept lapping at the milk. Another joined. Their antennae twitched like beacons. Promise picked up Big Mama’s coffee mug and flipped it over them. One of the legs got caught between the table and the rim of the cup. She pressed her ear to the china and listened to the bugs scratch and flutter.
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​Chapter 2 -Mamas and Daughters
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Promise stared out of her bedroom window, brooding after being chased from the kitchen. Sweetie Pie sat at her feet, squashed in the belly where Big Mama had stepped—startled—after righting her cup and sending roaches flying.

The rain had stopped, leaving spots the color and shape of fish scales on the glass. Down Lyon’s Avenue, past the dip that scraped the underside of cars, the American and Texas flags fluttered in front of her school like red and blue handkerchiefs. A line of school buses wormed through the U-shaped driveway. Her classmates, jostling like frenzied bugs, vanished one by one into the open sides of the buses.

A white speck in the distance—Mr. Wicks, the principal—stepped into the street and raised a stop sign. Cars halted. The buses, arms and heads hanging from their windows, rolled forward. The last bus paused to let Mr. Wicks hop on before it scooted away.

Promise scooped Sweetie Pie off the floor and picked up a broken comb. The doll’s eyes rattled as Promise raked the comb’s wide teeth through its tangled hair.

“If Big Mama wasn’t here, Mama would let me go to Astroworld. We both could go, Sweetie Pie. LaKeisha Ann says they got all kinds of good stuff to eat—Now-Laters of every kind. Grape, orange, strawberry, cherry, even banana. They got ice cream and mountains made out of sugar. Hot dogs as long as Lyon’s Avenue. You hear me, Sweetie Pie? As long as Lyon’s Avenue.”

She twisted some of the doll’s hair around her fingers and wound it into a roller, which sat crooked on Sweetie Pie’s forehead.

“Don’t got none of Big Mama’s nasty food—collard greens, ox tails, pig feets. LaKeisha Ann says Astroworld would go outta business if they served that kind of food. And boys are made outta oxtails, she says. I wonder why Big Mama ain’t turned into a boy yet—she eats that mess all the time, huh, Sweetie Pie?”

She laughed softly, then grew quiet.

“LaKeisha Ann says at Astroworld, you can drive a real car, and if you bump into somebody, they won’t jump out and kill you.”

Promise stared at the doll and sighed, remembering how Big Mama had nearly ruined her eyes with Pine-O-Pine. Nettie had dropped the doll in the toilet and then acted like it belonged to her.

“Ol’ Big Mama always got to mess up things—like she almost messed up your eyes and the floor where Jonathan threw up. She said LaKeisha Ann was lying about Astroworld. And then she messed up more stuff by makin’ Daddy go to jail and stay a long time.”

She paused, her voice low now.

“All I did was ask her if she’d ever been to Astroworld, and she slapped me for sassin’. Daddy said, ‘Don’t you hit my child, black bitch!’ And he slapped her. Big Mama run out the door like she got shot, and the police came and took Daddy away. Said he messed up a ‘peroll’ and had to go back to jail.”

She frowned. “That don’t make no sense. Daddy wasn’t being bad. He didn’t mess up no stinkin’ ‘peroll.’ All he did was call Big Mama a bitch and slap her. Now he’s in jail five years.”

“LaKeisha Ann says people’ll be wearin’ shoes that can fly and babies’ll be born in microwave ovens by the time Daddy gets outta jail.” She grinned. “All Mama says when I tell her what LaKeisha Ann says is, ‘Lord ham mercy.’”

“Lord ham mercy.”

Why grown folks always saying that? You say it to Big Mama and she hits you for sassin’ her. When I get big—just a little bit bigger than her little self—I’m gonna look right in her old black face and say “Lord ham mercy” a hundred times. I sure will. I’ll fix her.

“Gal, you grease your legs yet?” Big Mama hollered.

“I’ll tell her when to grease her legs,” Promise heard her mother say.

“Lord, I’m just trying to help out.”

“Well help by fixing Nettie’s hair. I ain’t got time to fool with her this morning.”

“Come on, darling. Come to Grammy,” Big Mama cooed to Nettie like she was calling a puppy.

Promise propped Sweetie Pie against the pillows on her bed so the doll stared straight at her. She scooped up some Vaseline and slapped it on her legs.

Big Mama love ol’ cross-eyed, retarded Nettie. Always takin’ her in her lap. And Nettie’s bigger than me. Nettie can’t do nothin’ but grunt, and sometimes she forgets how to use the toilet. She got to wear a diaper like a baby. Sweetie Pie, even you don’t pee on yourself. Nettie too old for diapers. But Big Mama don’t say nothing about that. And when Mama’s mad at Nettie, Big Mama say it ain’t Nettie’s fault Daddy punched Mama in the stomach when she was carryin’ her. Ain’t Nettie’s fault at all, she say. Then she turn her lip up like she gonna laugh. But she don’t. She start all that “come to Grammy” stuff after Mama slams her door. But me—let me do something bad and Big Mama handing Mama a switch or belt—or trying to hit me herself.

“Mama, can I wear my yellow shorts under my dress?” Promise hollered.

“All my boys. All my boys gone,” she heard her mother cry out.

Promise paused at the sound of her wailing, then slipped on the stiff white dress Big Mama had ironed. She shoved her feet into bunny slippers—one missing an ear—and reached for her comb. That’s when she saw it: a small slip of paper on her card table desk. The permission slip Marsha had signed for her to go to Astroworld.

A gold star glimmered in the corner. She had made all A’s. That meant she didn’t have to pay the one-dollar “School Bus Fee.” Five points of the gold star pointed right at the word ASTROWORLD. Another tip pointed at Marsha’s scrawled signature.

“September 19, 1992,” Promise read, tracing each letter and number. It was supposed to have been Jonathan’s birthday. But he had to up and die three days ago on his cot and ruin everything—just like he ruined the floor with that green vomit.

She folded the slip and tucked it in the pocket of her dress.

From the doorway of Marsha’s room, Promise watched. Mrs. Jackson dabbed her mother’s forehead with a rag.

“God has him. Your burden has been lifted,” LaKeisha Ann’s mother said.

Big Mama was busy plaiting Nettie’s hair into big corkscrews, pinning them with hairpins.

“I hope God has him,” Big Mama said. “I got on my knees every night praying he’d find God and a good wife.”

“Mama, please,” Marsha whimpered.

“He boo-booed all over hisself and made the whole house stink. LaKeisha Ann called our house the ‘stink-house.’”

Everyone turned. Promise stood there, words still hanging in the air.

“Girl!” Mrs. Jackson snapped.

Big Mama’s glasses swam with tears. Her mouth flew open like she was being strangled. She gripped a fistful of Nettie’s hair and reached toward Promise.

“Stop, Mama,” Marsha said, raising her hand.

“Did you hear what that imp just said?”

She turned to Mrs. Jackson, who shook her head slowly.

“This house been lacking discipline. That’s the problem. None of them ever got the whippings they needed. And now you gonna let that girl get away with that mouth?”

“Promise, take off those shorts from under your dress.”

“That’s all you gonna say?” Big Mama looked at Mrs. Jackson. LaKeisha Ann’s mama just shrugged and scratched her scalp. “A good whipping would do that girl some good this morning.”

“Mama, all you think about is beating somebody.”

“Well, it must’ve done some good. You and your sisters and brothers all living and never been to jail—except Bobo.”

“We living all right. Lena in the nuthouse. Bobo’s a drunk and a thief. Arthur Lee don’t come ‘round. And Susan...”

“Susan had sense to get her education and marry well. Married a preacher. Kept her dress down, too.”

“That’s what you think. You ever wonder how she paid for all that so-called education?”

“What you mean by that?”

“Nothing at all, Mama. Like marrying a preacher and running a daycare is all that.”

“Well, it’s better than what you married—and all them afflicted children you had.”

“Afflicted?”

“All your kids had something wrong with ‘em. Little Bobo couldn’t sit still. Poochie had bad asthma. Promise act like she ain’t even in the world sometimes. Look at her, dressed like she going to play in the mud, not a funeral.”

“All my children by one man.”

“Hah! One man, you say. A half-man, if you ask me. Everything on Suliman’s side is dead or in jail—including him. And Lord, don’t mention them sissy cousins of his.”

She snapped a rubber band around a plait. Nettie squealed.

“One man—yeah, right.”

Marsha sighed and looked out the window. Mrs. Jackson twisted the rag in her hands and stared at the floor.

“Mama, I don’t want to fight. I’m burying my last boy child today.”

“If you’d put that boy in Church, he might be living today. All your boys might be living.”

“Mama, Church don’t stop AIDS. Church don’t stop drive-bys. Church don’t stop nobody from stabbing you for your chain.”

“You told Poochie not to wear that chain. If there was more God around here, he’d have listened. Little Bobo wouldn’t’ve been selling dope. And Jonathan wouldn’t’ve been practicing no abomination.”

“Mama, some preachers are sissies. Jonathan came into this world that way. I could tell when he was little.”

“That’s when you should’ve beat it out of him! The devil get in them young and twist their souls inside out. You hear me? Inside out.”

Big Mama wagged her finger at Mrs. Jackson like she was preaching.

“Maybe God ain’t meant for everybody,” Marsha shot back. “Or maybe He takes naps. Or gets him a woman. Maybe He don’t care when some poor nigger gets shot, gets AIDS, or gets hung from a tree.”

Big Mama dropped the comb. Her mouth opened and closed like a fish’s. She jammed her fist in her palm and closed her eyes.

In her heart, Marsha smiled. She had landed her blow.

But Big Mama wasn’t done. She opened her eyes and picked up the comb.

“I thank the Lord for waking me every day—for giving me strength to endure—”

“To endure! He takes away our children and our men and we women are left to goddamn endure!”

“Promise, run to Kwong’s and get the white roses they ordered for me,” Marsha said. “And take off those shorts before you leave this house.”
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