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Chapter 1: Before the River






The alarm didn’t really wake Baby Lee Watkins; it just proved she was already awake. She’d been lying there for twenty minutes in the dark, staring at the ceiling. A spot that had been there for a while looked like a rooster, according to Mama, but to Baby Lee, it only looked like money she didn’t have.

Four-fifteen in the morning.

She put her feet on the cold floor and felt the familiar pain in her left knee. It was a deep, steady ache that started under her kneecap and ran down her shin like a weak electric current. She’d had it for eight months, ever since that summer night when Terrell had a fever of a hundred and three. She’d run down three flights to bang on Mrs. Odoms’ door because Mrs. Odoms had a car and Baby Lee didn’t, and the clinic was three miles away. She missed the last step and hit her knee hard on the edge of the landing.

She hadn’t gone to a doctor. There was the issue of time. There was the issue of money. There was the question of who would have watched Mama and the kids if she spent a Saturday in the emergency room. So she wrapped her knee in a dollar store Ace bandage, took whatever ibuprofen she found in the cabinet, and went to work Monday morning like nothing had happened.

Baby Lee was forty-one and had worked at the Grand Hotel for eleven years. She started in the basement laundry, where the steam from the machines made the air feel heavy on her skin. She moved up to the guest floors after Della, who trained her and quietly looked out for her like older women sometimes do, spoke to Mrs. Pruitt for her. That favor had felt like a small miracle then, and Baby Lee still thought of it that way.

She moved through the apartment quietly. The bedroom she shared with Mama was on the left side of the hallway. The room the three children shared was on the right. Mama was a light sleeper and the children, God bless them, slept like stones. Terrell was sixteen now and slept with his long legs dangling off the end of his twin mattress. Nadia was twelve and slept curled tight as a comma. Little Corey, who was eight and still sometimes climbed into bed with Mama in the night, was pressed against the wall with one arm thrown over his face, as though even in sleep he was shielding himself from something.

Baby Lee stood in their doorway for a moment. She did this every morning, just watching them breathe in the dark, not yet knowing what the day would bring. She thought about everything she needed to do before leaving and everything waiting for her when she got back. The space between those two lists felt very small.

She got dressed in the dark. Her uniform hung on the back of the bathroom door in a plastic dry-cleaning bag, even though she had washed and pressed it herself. She liked keeping it covered, safe from the steam and smells of the apartment. Dark blue dress, white collar, white cuffs. Her shoes were thick-soled, navy, and plain. She bought them for forty-two dollars at the uniform supply store on Merchant Street, and they were the best thing she’d bought all year. Her feet thanked her for three months before they stopped noticing.

Mama was awake when she came out of the bathroom. She could tell by the way the bedroom door had shifted two inches. Mama always cracked it when she was awake so she could hear what was going on.

"I left oatmeal soaking," Baby Lee said quietly through the gap. "Terrell knows how to do it. He knows Corey needs the brown sugar."

"I know how to make oatmeal," Mama said.

"I know you do."

"Been making oatmeal since before your mother was born."

Baby Lee's mother was Mama's daughter, gone now eleven years, and this was something Mama said when she wanted to say she was still capable, still present, still here. Baby Lee understood. She said, "I'll call on my break."

"Don't call. They charge you for those calls."

"They don't charge anymore, Mama."

"Somebody's getting charged somewhere."

Baby Lee took her coat from the hook by the door. It was March, and the cold from the river in the mornings had its own way of getting to you. It was damp and seemed to find the gap between your collar and your neck and settle there. She wrapped her scarf around twice and picked up her bag.

The apartment building was on Delacroix Street, three blocks from the Number 14 bus stop. The street was quiet at this hour—the kind of quiet that feels borrowed, because you know it won't last, you know the day is gathering itself somewhere just out of sight. A dog barked once behind a chain-link fence. A light was on in the dry cleaner's above the laundromat, which meant Mr. Sung was already starting his day, same as her.








