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CHAPTER 1



LET’S START BY getting one thing straight: I do not live on a plantation.


Not the kind you mean.


Once upon a time, enslaved people did work sugarcane in Westwood’s fields, but years ago, Mom, Dad, and I restored it into an enslaved people’s museum—and that’s a totally different thing.


Of course, there is a Big House at Westwood, white with columns like thick marble teeth, poised to devour everything in sight… but we don’t sleep there. Dad and I live in a new home in the woods, because we’re not about to be the Black family in the horror movie that doesn’t leave the haunted house.


I’ve been a Westwood tour guide since my fifteenth birthday, when Dad gave me an ID card and his blessing to teach the hard truths we learned while restoring this place. I love what I do, but guiding tours can really take it out of you. It’s the proximity to suffering, to a history that should feel ancient, but doesn’t. In the long grasses, amidst the orchards and bare-floor cabins and whispering live oak trees, time collapses like a wormhole. Yesterday is today and tomorrow feels impossible. You know what I mean, especially if you’re Black or Indigenous or otherwise marginalized. You don’t even have to live on a plantation museum to breathe air soaked with history you can’t escape.


At the end of today’s long shift, I’m sitting slumped at my desk in the Welcome Center, vaguely staring at our exhibit on the Middle Passage. My last tourists have finished buying their books and postcards, the parking lot’s emptying out, and I’m stuck here manning the phones, wishing to God that we’d invested in central air. Southern summers don’t mess around.


But my biggest problem right now is a jackhammer.


Last year, a mystery woman purchased the plantation next door: a neglected cane farm called Belle Grove. All summer, they’ve been doing endless construction. It feels like I can hear every hammer striking every nail.


If I know anything about River Road, which is plantation central on this stretch of the Mississippi, there’s zero chance that Belle Grove’s being transformed, like Westwood, into a memorial. More likely than not, it’s about to be some awful bed-and-breakfast—and I’d bet my right thumb the proceeds will benefit somebody white.


And the jackhammering. It goes on and on. I’ve never been so ready to clock out, get home, and fall into a Netflix-shaped hole.


With two minutes until closing, I slip a sweaty lanyard off my neck. The ID tag reads HARRIET DOUGLASS, VOLUNTEER GUIDE. Outside, a high voice spirals out of control, and that’s when a bad feeling sinks its claws into me, familiar to anyone who’s ever held a customer-service position. You get a kind of premonition that some bull’s about to go down—especially when it’s bound to make you late.


In my case, the premonition takes the form of a stout white woman—one of my four o’clock tourists—making her way across the grounds, a surly preteen in tow.


Please don’t come in here, lady. I am not in the mood.


A silver bell rings, and she’s arrived. Her hand’s wrapped around her phone like a claw, and her kid, maybe twelve or thirteen, looks utterly resigned. Like he knows his mom’s about to make a scene. I don’t want to stereotype, but her Ritz-Carlton visor totally screams Vacation Karen.


Behind the desk, my spine snaps straight. Customer-facing systems engaged.


Meanwhile, I rack my brains, trying to remember if she looked this pissed on tour. But honestly, I didn’t pay her much mind. I was too focused on Mr. Goodman, a Black retired janitor who came to our museum looking for his ancestors.


Long ago, he’d heard a rumor that one of his kinsfolk passed through Westwood. He wore an old-fashioned camera slung hopefully around his neck, and every time I looked at it, I felt like the red heart emoji, cracked in half. The group held their breath while he examined our memorial wall, inscribed with the name of every enslaved person who worked this land. The green-black marble shone, shivering like water… and there it was, his family name. Mr. Goodman let out a surprised huff, and then broke down in big, gulping sobs. Black men, tough all year long, often weep at Westwood, but I never get used to it. The sweet older white couple from Florida started crying right along with him, snuffling into their matching flamingo shirts.


But this lady I’m facing now? She looked straight-up inconvenienced—and she didn’t shop like the other tourists. I bet she’s been sitting in her rental car this whole time, just stewing.


“Excuse me, young lady! Where is your manager?”


I hate this part. “Ma’am, what seems to be the problem?”


She jabs a finger at me. “You are the problem. This isn’t a plantation tour. It’s an ambush.”


Between my ribs, a critter I call the rage monster wakes up, flexing sharp claws. Ever since Mom died, I suck at controlling my temper.


“I mean, the nerve of trying to make us feel guilty for something that’s not even our fault!”


“We never intended—”


“And what about the Westwood family, hmm? They built this country, but you don’t have a kind word for them. Don’t you know slavery used to be normal? There were good owners, too.”


That phrase, good owners, explodes behind my eyes like a firework.


It’s a tale as old as time: A white woman who’s read one too many historical southern romances takes a vacation to Louisiana, then shows up at Westwood expecting to see the plantation from Gone with the Wind. She wants nothing more than to visit rooms full of antique furniture, maybe buy a cute parasol from the gift shop and call it a day.


But what we do here isn’t like that at all. Westwood is more like the Holocaust Museum—or the 9/11 Memorial. Some ex-plantations will sell you a fairy tale, but here, we tell it like it is.


Why can’t this lady see that?


Dr. Maples says that when I feel overwhelmed, I should look around. Remind myself what’s real.


Outside the window, a willow sways in the swampy breeze, and the chickens nap in their coop. Dad’s scared of chickens—I know, right?—but Mom always wanted fresh eggs in the morning. Now that she’s gone, I take care of the flock.


I turn back to my angry tourist.


“At Westwood, we focus on the perspectives of enslaved people. I’m sorry you feel guilty, but that wasn’t our intent.”


The woman throws her son in front of her like a shield. “Look at my Brayden. Just look at him. He’s traumatized.”


Brayden slouches, obviously wishing he were anywhere but here.


Like I’ve been dunked in freezing water, I suddenly miss Mom.


As a museum operator, she never blamed white folks for the feelings they brought to our tours. She’d know exactly how to reach out to Brayden—how to calm his mother, too.


My mouth opens and closes, but nothing comes out. I just don’t have my mother’s irresistible calm. Don’t have anything of hers, really, unless you count the tiny upturn of my nose.


“I know it’s cool these days to be the victim, but this was a bit much. Those creepy statues of African children. This is not what we signed up for at all.”


Though my smile stays stitched in place, fury mounts behind it.


Unlike Brayden, the enslaved children memorialized in statues throughout Westwood were actually traumatized—their childhoods stolen forever. One of the Lost Girls stands outside the office, overlooking the chicken coop. She’s dressed in sackcloth, and her eyes are open, iron-forged sores.


Her name is Louisa.


In a snap, I tumble off script. “What exactly were you expecting from a plantation tour, ma’am?”


She’s thrown. “You know—Civil War heroes and the antebellum lifestyle. The real history.”


“Our mission, as clearly stated in our brochure, is to fight present-day racism with historical education. If we don’t study the past, we’re doomed to repeat it. There’s no reason to be ashamed by what you don’t know about this country’s racial—”


“Are you calling me racist? My best friend is Black, young lady!”


Karen takes a threatening step toward me, smelling of sweat and sunscreen.


“Where’s your manager?” She cranes to see behind me, then starts banging on the call bell. “Hello? Is anybody there?”


My “manager” is my dad, and he’s a historian with a doctorate from Stanford. Right now, he’s busy working on his new book. I’m not about to bother him for this Real Housewife of Wherever.


I snatch the bell away. “It’s just me today.”


“Well, I don’t accept that.”


“You’re welcome to put your complaint in the comment box.”


Her eyes drop to the old shoebox we keep as a decoy for aggressive guests. She snatches up a piece of paper and scribbles intently, sweat clinging to the hairs on her upper lip. Past her shoulder, the sailcloth of the Middle Passage exhibit shudders in the breeze, beckoning to those who care.


Brayden rolls his eyes upward, examining our ceiling—and my heart goes out to him. His mother’s a lost cause, but Westwood might be a formative experience for this kid. He could use what he’s learned to grow up differently from his mom. It’s a slim chance, but not impossible. And it’s one of the reasons Westwood exists.


While far-off construction workers holler, I try to catch his eye.


What would Mom say to him?


She always found grace under pressure. Even for racists. Especially for them.


Just then, my very favorite chicken, Rosemary, pecks the back door. Tippity tap. She’s notorious for flying the coop.


“There.” Red-faced, Karen punctuates her letter. “Don’t be surprised if you find yourself out of a job. It’s completely inappropriate to discuss whippings and—” She lowers her voice to a stage whisper. “And sex around children.”


I blink. “What?”


She scowls. “That woman.”


Face heating, I rear back. We don’t talk about sex on the tour, obviously, but we do tell the truth about the women Westwood purchased specifically for the purpose of bearing children.


I think it’s Anna’s history that she objects to.


Poor freaking Anna.


I always save her story for the end, as I’m leading the group across the Freedom Bridge. According to Dad’s findings, Anna was a teenaged girl who bore five children in five years—all of them sold away from her. Just think about that: She birthed her babies, held them, nursed them, and then handed them over to a stranger who would never, ever love them.


Anna ran from slavery three times. Louisiana plantations followed a very specific protocol for those who tried to escape. As punishment, she suffered ear cropping, whipping, and branding with the fleur-de-lis. But she never stopped running. Eventually, Westwood’s enslavers sold her to a plantation in Barbados as a “breeder.” They wrote her up like cattle, in scratchy, evil penmanship: Anna, strong-willed, but an excellent breeder.


Dad doesn’t know what happened to Anna in Barbados. The historical trail went cold. Today, her sculpture stands proudly on museum land, her gold-brown back sprouting a pair of gigantic angel’s wings.


“That woman was a human being,” I grind out. “I only told her story.”


“That’s a fine way to spend your time, telling unsuspecting people nasty stories like that. What must your mother think?”


At the back of my throat, I taste blood. “Keep my mother out of your mouth.”


“Are you threatening me?”


Deadass we’re threatening you, lady! the rage monster crows. You are everything that’s wrong with this country! NOW SIT DOWN. BE HUMBLE.


Self-preservation holds me back. Some women actually do find me physically threatening. Never mind that I’m only five foot four. Sometimes, I feel like white people live inside a video game.


“I want the price of our tickets returned. Right now.”


“No refunds.”


Rosemary pecks louder, clucking for corn.


“Well, make an exception.”


I hesitate. “Hang on.”


Karen smiles triumphantly, but I’m not about to return her money. I open the back door and let Rosemary in. She nips grumpily at my ankles. That’s my girl. I pick her up—her white feathers velvety against my cheek—and carry her to the desk.


Brayden makes a sound in the back of his throat.


I think hard at Rosemary: Do it for Anna.


Like a good attack chicken, she spreads her wings and launches herself at my disgruntled tourist.


Vacation Karen stumbles back, hollering, “What is wrong with you people!”


And there it is: plain-as-day racism.


For the first time, Brayden looks directly at me.


“Come on, Mom,” he whines. “I want to go back to the hotel.”


On impulse, I reach for one of Dad’s books—Oral Histories of the Transatlantic Slave Trade—and offer it to Brayden, whose preppy-ass name is not his fault. My heart’s pounding. All that anger transformed into need. The rage monster rolls over, whimpering and showing her belly. After all, we don’t run this museum for our health. We have a mission. Mom’s mission.


“Take the book. Free of charge.”


Brayden’s mother is running from the now-grounded chicken, clutching her purse like the bird might steal it.


“Don’t you speak to him! Brayden, come here.”


In the end, Brayden doesn’t take the book. Sadness pinches my heart, watching him follow his mother out the door. Behind them, glass slams, shuddering.


I groan, regretting setting Rosemary on my unhappy tourists. Wishing I were more like Mom. After a while I glance out the window, making sure Vacation Karen’s really gone.


Then I pull her letter out of the stupid comment box.




Our tour guide should be FIRED for the way she spoke to me, and I WILL be leaving a Yelp review!!! Westwood Plantation doesn’t deserve one more tourist. What a WASTE of an afternoon.





Poisoned by the toxic fumes of this white lady’s rage, I sink helplessly back into my chair. A negative Yelp review would be trash, because we need tourists now more than ever. Restoring a plantation’s not cheap—my parents took out over two million dollars in loans. We could lose money we don’t even have.


At this rate, I’ll never be out of therapy.


I don’t know why I keep letting the rage monster win—except, I guess, that anger feels better than the sadness that yawns beneath. Sadness for Brayden, for his mom’s closed-mindedness. And sadness for me, because Vacation Karen’s whole attitude means that I failed to make her understand the meaning of this place.


Outside, a sunray glances off Louisa’s bronze, sculpted cheek. I wonder if it’s weird that I feel more strongly about a little girl who died over three hundred years ago than I do about most living people. If there’s maybe even something a little bit wrong with me.


Then again, what did Mom and Dad expect, raising a Black girl on a plantation turned slavery museum?


The jackhammer drones on, endlessly puncturing my sanity. I lift my best chicken, nuzzling her soft feathers.


She stinks, of course. Most chickens do.


I consider giving Rosemary a bath. But I’m just putting off the moment when I’ll have to tell Dad about impending Yelp doom.
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CHAPTER 2





IN THE KITCHEN, Dad unpacks sacks of Zaxby’s, a southern fast-food chain specializing in “chicken, zalads, and zappetizers.” Dad ordered the meal on Uber Eats, because he’s crazy busy with work. It took the poor delivery guy forever to figure out where we live, here in a small woodsy cabin behind the towering white Big House. He had to pass just about every memorial in the place, and at night, those statues of enslaved children look full-on alive.


For the delivery guy’s ordeal, Dad tipped 30 percent.


I plant myself on a kitchen stool. Dad pops open my buffalo wings.


“Hey, kid.”


He’s wearing the dorky history T-shirt Mom bought him when they were at Stanford. It says (brace yourself):


I AIN’T SAYIN’ SHE A GOLD-DIGGER…


HOWEVER


SHE DID COME TO CALIFORNIA IN 1852


So, yeah, that’s the kind of dude I’m dealing with here.


I can tell it’s been a good writing day because Dad’s eyes are glazed like he’s just woken from a dream. He’s already written three books, all histories. This one’s different: a memoir about restoring the plantation with Mom. He’s pouring his whole heart into it; it’s also supposed to pay off some of our loans.


“How were tours today?”


It takes me half a second to decide to lie to him.


“Great. Mr. Goodman found his people.”


Dad lights up. “Fantastic! Got his number?”


“He knows you’ll be calling.”


“And you finished your college spreadsheet this morning? Safety, target, and reach, like we talked about?”


On the calendar behind him, today’s date is circled in red: College Plans Finalized.


I start senior year in a week, and applications aren’t due until, like, January. But Dad lives for these made-up mini-deadlines. Getting me into a top college has been his hobby since I was in diapers. Deadass he used to sing me nursery rhymes about the Ivy League.


The thing is, my transcript isn’t as strong as we’d hoped. Since Mom died, I’ve been struggling to breathe, let alone turn in my homework on time.


“I already know my first-choice school. So, yes?”


Dad puts his biscuit down. “If you’re talking about Brown University, Harriet, you can’t bet on it. You need to find at least six more realistic options.”


My stubborn streak ignites. “So you think Brown will reject me. Is that it?”


“Your grades could be better, your attendance is poor, and you have zero extracurriculars. Brown’s one of the most competitive schools in the world. You know this.”


“I was in plenty of clubs and stuff before Mom. In the personal essay, I’ll explain what happened.”


Dad shakes his head. “You’re tilting at windmills. What about LSU?”


Two years ago, Dad wouldn’t’ve let me settle for anything less than a top-tier school. I mean, I finished ninth grade with a 4.1 and a bouquet of résumé-friendly activities: I wrote op-eds for the school newspaper, competed on the cross-country team, even founded the St. Anne’s chapter of the Red Cross. I was a textbook overachiever… right up until the day Mom’s cancer turned terminal.


Now, I look like a slacker on paper. But my record doesn’t reflect the real me—the me I should be, if death hadn’t come knocking.


I’m not ready to give up on one of my oldest dreams. Haven’t I given up enough already?


Dad narrows his eyes. “Where did this obsession with Brown come from, anyway?”


Honestly, I don’t have a great answer to that. Brown’s one of the only colleges that doesn’t make you take any prerequisites, which means that me and my nemesis—math—can finally part ways. And it’s in the North, far away from neglected plantations and statues of Robert E. Lee. I have to believe the rage monster will chill out on the other side of the Mason-Dixon Line. Especially at a place like Brown. I’ve pictured myself walking its drop-dead gorgeous campus since I first Google Image–searched the word college. Even now, it’s a stubborn dream I can’t shake.


Considering Dad left a tenured position at Carnegie Mellon to restore a plantation, you’d think he’d understand a thing or two about unshakable dreams. But he’s old—he has that whole salt-and-pepper thing going on. Maybe he forgot.


I change the subject. “So, I’m thinking of resurrecting Westwood’s Twitter.”


“Yeah?”


Dad can’t hide his eagerness. He’s hella jealous of those professors with a bajillion followers. Unfortunately for him, he doesn’t know a tweet from a text message, so Mom always handled Westwood’s social media, posting special events news and deleting comments from spelling-challenged trolls.


“I’m thinking of it, anyway,” I say softly.


The truth is, Mom’s old accounts, bursting with love for all things Westwood, never fail to devastate me.


Dad nods, but he’s frowning, not really listening.


“Uh—Dad?”


“Sorry.” He shakes his head. “I got a call today. About Belle Grove.”


I brace myself. “What’s the deal with all that construction? Did you find out what’s going on?”


“I found out.”


“And? Dad, the suspense is killing me.”


I swear to God, when he looks at me, it’s like he’s telling me Mom died all over again. It happened in the middle of the night and neither of us was there. The hospital didn’t call us like they promised. They said she just slipped away.


What’s messed up is that to this day, I can’t remember the last thing she said to me. I’ve searched every file inside my head, but it’s 404s.


“An actress—Claudia Hartwell—is moving into Belle Grove Plantation. That’s why we’ve been hearing all that construction. My friend at the county clerk’s office says she purchased it under a commercial license.” He squints at me. “Do you understand what that means?”


I don’t, but Dad’s just started talking to me like I’m a grown-up, and I want to keep that going.


“It’s bad?”


“According to Toni at city hall, they’re turning it into an event venue.”


Shit. I’d guessed Belle Grove might become a bed-and-breakfast, but this is worse. It’s one thing to stay in a not-so-woke historical hotel; it’s a whole other thing to go to an old plantation, once home to thousands of enslaved people, to party.


“Are you sure?”


“It’s registered as a wedding venue, specifically.” He reaches for another wing. “Some celebrities are getting hitched there.”


A special kind of cold drips into my veins, sludgy as antifreeze. It’s the same feeling I get when I see a Confederate flag billowing from the back of someone’s truck, or when “Sweet Home Alabama” comes on the radio. The feeling is hopelessness. The conviction that despite all the work we do at Westwood, nothing will ever, ever change.


Racism will keep thriving. Police will keep brutalizing. Black people will keep dying. You can draw a straight line between what happened at plantations like Westwood and Belle Grove to the racial violence of today.


“So you’ll stop them. Won’t you, Dad? You’ll call the mayor or something—”


“It’s not so easy.”


“Why not?”


“This actress is about to be our neighbor, and what she does with the property is up to her. She’ll inherit Belle Grove’s historical legacy, just like we inherited Westwood’s.”


I gape at him. “That can’t be right.”


“I’m afraid it is.”


In my stomach, the zappetizers congeal into zludge.


“What if we buy Belle Grove? We’ll expand the museum, tell new stories—”


“We can’t possibly take out any more loans. And besides, it’s no longer for sale.”


“But an event venue? How can that happen? People can’t just do what they want to the 9/11 Memorial. They can’t just up and buy it to throw parties.”


Dad winces like he’s swallowed a needle. “There’re thousands of plantations across the South. We can’t possibly save them all.”


“But this one’s right next door! Our people would’ve known those people. Anna and George and Samuel and Louisa… they wouldn’t want this. Right?”


“There’s nothing I can do about this actress’s plans.”


“It’s an atrocity.”


“Yes. And we’ve got to make our peace with it.”


How can he give up so easily?


“But—Dad—”


He reaches for my hand. “You’ve got to be smart with your anger, Harriet. Or it’ll get the best of you.”


On the verge of panic, I breathe with my diaphragm, just like Dr. Maples taught me. Big breath in, big breath out.


If I squint, I can almost understand why white folks want to get married on a plantation. At Westwood, green fields span seemingly endless acres, ancient oaks form shady passages, and columned, white buildings rise on hilltops like triumph. You can walk for miles beneath a bright blue sky, hearing the trees rustle and the churn of the water—the mighty Mississippi. These plantations are achingly beautiful, if you can just forget about all those troublesome centuries when Black folks weren’t considered fully human.


But blood was spilled across that endless green. Thousands of enslaved people suffered to build these white mansions, and before that, the land itself was brutally stolen from the Indigenous tribes by German farmers. The true history of a plantation is violence, plain and simple. Why would you want to get married in a place where the ground still screams?


“You said celebrities are getting hitched at Belle Grove. Anyone I’d know?”


“Couple of actors,” he says. “Sunny Blake and Randy White.”


My jaw drops. Those aren’t celebrities; they’re straight-up movie stars. Sunny snagged a role in that addictive CW show, and Randy plays freaking Marvel superheroes. Even I know they’re one of the hottest couples in Hollywood.


A headache throbs behind my eyes; that’s the rage monster, sending up a flare.


“You can’t let them go through with it, Dad.”


“I’m a historian, not an activist. Now, if your mother were here…”


“If my mother were here, what?” All my hope’s knocking at my throat. “What would she do?”


Professor Douglass straightens to his full height—he’s six foot four, and if I had a dollar for every white person who’s asked if he plays pro basketball, I’d be richer than God. Gathering our plates, he doesn’t look at me. I want to scream that he can’t let this happen. There are exactly three enslaved people’s museums in the whole damned South, and we’re one of them. It’s a huge responsibility. But Dad’s already pulling that heavy metal gate across his ability to feel, shuttering his wounded soul.


“Magic.” The spoon, scraping our empty plates, sounds like grief. “That’s what your Mom would do.”
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CHAPTER 3





HORROR MOVIES ARE my weed.


I switch them on to zone out. According to Dr. Maples, it’s a coping mechanism. Mostly, I stream psychological suspense like The Others or Get Out, though I won’t say no to a creepy space flick or exorcism movie.


Anyway, horror helps, especially in the evening, when a terrible silence echoes throughout this house.


When Mom was alive, she’d start each night off with the same song: “The Impossible Dream” from Man of La Mancha, sung by Brian Stokes Mitchell. Like a sacred ritual, she always played the soaring ballad before pouring herself a glass of wine.


To dream the impossible dream… to fight the unbeatable foe…


Since she’s been gone, the silence left behind is haunting. I fill it with horror movies; Dad eats junk food until he falls asleep.


A Korean thriller churns on my laptop while I scroll social media, taking my mind off what’s happening to Belle Grove. My phone is like the sunken place. I fall in headfirst, and a half hour later, I can’t even remember what I came here to do. TikTok’s memorized all my rabbit holes, and the app feeds me just enough dopamine to keep me scrolling until something gives me body horror. (Like: Truly, what thoughtcrime have I committed to deserve a tour of this dude’s moldy bathroom?)


While the movie’s legit terrifying soundtrack thunders in my bones, my best friend in the whole world shoots me a text.


I turn the volume down on my computer, but don’t shut it off. Even texting, I can’t stand the quiet.




Sonya:


buona serata, Errichetta!


did you hear St. Anne’s is getting a new senior?


some girl from LA?





Sonya’s studying abroad in Italy. She applied for our school’s World Adventures Scholarship last year, and flew out a week ago to settle in with her home-study family. I couldn’t be prouder of her, but Lord, do I miss her.




Me:


a new girl? fr?





We rarely get new students at our tiny Catholic school, where tuition costs exactly one black-market kidney per year.


Stomach sinking, I connect the dots.


New girl. New neighbor.


New atrocity.


On my laptop’s screen, the protagonist screams. Shit’s going down.




Me:


hold up


last name Hartwell?







Sonya:


since when do you have hot tea?





I sit up in bed and dial her number, even though neither of us digs voice calls.


Alarmed, Sonya answers right away.


“Oh my God, what’s the matter?”


In one breath, I tell her about Claudia Hartwell buying Belle Grove, and the sinister celebrity wedding.


“Let me fire up my Google finger,” she says.


We Google together, and somehow, what we find is way scarier than the horror movie swooping into its bloody denouement. Claudia Hartwell’s an ex-soap star, and her daughter, Layla, is an influencer—a real one, with sponsors like Fabletics and Peloton. Her mom’s already set up a website for Belle Grove Antebellum Weddings & Events.


There’s also a linked Instagram account: @Antebellum_Weddings.


Gross.


“This Hartwell lady is everything I hate about planet Earth,” I mutter. “Like the climate apocalypse can’t come soon enough.”


“Oh buon Dio, her daughter’s got enough followers to shut down a server farm.”


Frowning, I click around her page. “This Layla seems like a jerk. Look at her, pretending to eat a bagel on her yoga mat.”


“But Harriet, she’s gorgeous.”


Sonya uses the tone of someone saying: The call is coming from inside the house.


Layla Hartwell, daughter of Claudia, is objectively beautiful in the way of coltish white girls everywhere: her skin pale, her hair blond, and her eyes glittering blue. She’s as effervescent and wide-eyed as a Disney princess. All of her posts are tagged in Los Angeles, where she appears to live a perfect life surrounded by other pretty size zeroes. So why the hell is she moving here, to Louisiana, in her senior year of high school?


“I’m getting strong Blake Lively vibes from the daughter,” Sonya says. “You?”


I scroll past Layla’s What I Eat in a Day, her skin-care routine, and at least a thousand discount codes for weight-loss gummies. With every click, I’m navigating ever deeper toward despair.


“They’re gonna love this girl at St. Anne’s.”


“You don’t know that,” Sonya says.


But I do.


St. Anne’s is a supersmall, superwhite private school—and Sonya and I are the only Black girls in our grade. Though we’ve been there for years, teachers still confuse our names. I’m light-skinned and heavyset, with natural hair; Sonya’s darker, thin as a rail, and in love with the weaves she gets at Ayana’s Twist and Shout. We literally look nothing alike, but racism doesn’t care.


Outside my window, the wilds tangle with the sunset, turning a dark, misty green. A half mile to the east, Westwood ends—and Belle Grove begins. For better or worse, Dad trained me to have a historian’s imagination. When I close my eyes, I can hear the shouts of men and women next door, breaking their bodies in the cutting season; I can feel the desperate thrum in the captive air.


I mute my movie. Even Korean horror can’t help me now.


“Obviously, people are garbage,” Sonya says. “But Earth is a trash fire on a time limit. In thirty years, we won’t have to worry about any of this. We’ll all be running from, like, the cockroach tsunamis full-time.”


Sonya always knows how to make me feel better.


“True. I’m still sad about it, though.”


“Your dad can’t do anything?”


“Can’t, or won’t.”


Sonya makes an understanding noise. “Wish I were there, Errichetta.”


“Don’t say that. You’ve always wanted to be an international woman of mystery.”


Sonya giggles. “Italian architecture is out of this world. The boys, too. Only thing I can’t get over is this jet lag. I should be asleep right now.”


“Your host family still cool?”


“Yeah, but they’re killing my waistline… one perfect linguine at a time.”


“Worth it.”


“Damn straight it is.”


From the Belle Grove website, a pop-up springs at me like an undead evil clown, asking if I want to sign up for all the latest plantation destination news!


“Sometimes I wonder if white people come from another planet,” I grumble. “I mean, is it even possible to be friends with one?”


“Um, yeah,” Sonya says sharply. “You’ve got, like, an avalanche of white friends at St. Anne’s. So do I.”


I bite my lip, knowing it isn’t true.


At least, not anymore.


When I was younger, I was pretty chill, if you can believe it. I didn’t let it bother me when Sandy, a classic blond cheerleader type, came back from Jamaica with cornrows in eighth grade; I shrugged off Asher’s weird obsession with the word bet; and I didn’t make a stink when Morgan started crushing exclusively on Black reality stars, like some kind of Kardashian. But after Mom died, all my patience unraveled. I can’t control my anger around other people anymore. At this point, there’s not a white kid at St. Anne’s that I haven’t managed to alienate, insult, or ignore.


“Hey, I have an idea.” Sonya sounds dangerously optimistic. “Why don’t you join prom committee this year?”


I snort. “What about me says prom committee member to you?”


“Well, the committee picks the prom venue, you know. And I don’t want to be dancing at the zoo like last year.”


Sonya’s returning from Italy in time for prom; it’ll be her last big St. Anne’s event before graduation day.


“Also, it’d be good for you to get back to being social. People understood you didn’t want to go out last year, but if this year’s the same? They’ll start to take offense.”


My skin heats, prickling. Why should the St. Anne’s kids get to decide how long I’m allowed to grieve?


“Don’t you miss your old life? Your mom’s been gone a year, and I’m in Italy. You have to hang with other people. You can’t be a shut-in forever.”


“I’m not a shut-in.”


“Oh yeah? Who do you talk to besides me?”


Fair point.


“You used to love hanging out with our grade. Everyone’s still really cool.”


“They were never cool, I just had more chill. Did you forget about Chase’s obsession with white rap?”


“Okay, fine, some of the St. Anne’s kids can be annoying. But they’re trying. That’s what counts.”


“Since when do you defend—wait.” Now I know what this is about. “You’re not still dating Graham, are you? Long distance?”


“Honestly?” Her delighted laugh is a death knell. “Sort of.”


I sigh.


My best friend’s been crushing on this boy, Graham Lucien, since forever. Last spring, they finally hooked up. I tried to warn her that St. Anne’s is not the kind of place where it’s cool to swirl, but Sonya shrugged it off. Then she jetted off to her study abroad, and I assumed—incorrectly, it turns out—that the distance would stop the relationship in its tracks.


In my chest, dark emotions gather like a storm cloud, a thunderhead of bitterness, jealousy, and wild, misdirected rage.


“Next time you talk to Graham”—I swear it’s the rage monster talking, not me—“ask if he’d ever party on a plantation.”


Sonya’s shocked silent; my heart races, realizing what I’ve said.


“Holy shit, Harriet,” Sonya murmurs. “You can really be the worst, you know that? Graham wouldn’t party at a plantation, not in a million years, because white people aren’t all the same. Get outta here with that! What would your mom say?”


Mom was all about building bridges. She had tons of friends of all races, and she never said anything as hateful as what just came flying out of my mouth.


“I’m sorry.” My heart’s still sprinting. “I don’t know what came over me.”


“Okay, Harriet? You know I love you. But.”


My stomach twists.


“I can’t let you be a jerk about my boyfriend. I talked to him yesterday. If he knew you thought such awful things about him…”


Oh my God. Has Graham been calling Sonya, too? How often are they talking? When did I become my best friend’s second-choice person?


“Errichetta?”


I snap out of it.


I don’t want to fight with Sonya, and I don’t want her worrying about how I’ll treat Graham Lucien while she should be practicing her Italian. Sonya’s one of St. Anne’s few scholarship students, and one day, she’ll be a political science major at Yale studying to become a US diplomat. She’s gonna make it happen, too. She’ll travel the whole world in sleek black pantsuits, or I’m a buffalo wing.


“I’m sorry. This year will be different, I swear.” I suck in a shuddering breath. “Harriet Douglass is officially turning over a new leaf.”


“Well, good.”


An uncomfortable quiet stretches between us, and regret floods me. For a year while my mother was dying, and another year after we buried her, I’ve been the flakiest possible friend, making plans and then canceling them, hiding in my house like I’m afraid of the light. I want to believe that I’ll do better this year, but it’s hard to get back to the world after shutting it out for so long. Like the door to my old life rusted with disuse, and now, it’s stuck fast.


Miserable, I press my cheek against the phone, leaning against my last, best friend. “I really wish you could come over tonight.”


“Me too. I’ll be there in spirit. Okay?”


Lonely tears well up; I slam them down.


“Ciao, bella,” she says.


“Ciao, Son.”


After we hang up, I stare a little longer at the Belle Grove website. Claudia Hartwell, the ex-soap star, smiles wide in her bio. I lap up the schadenfreude of her disastrously micro-bladed eyebrows.


This lady can’t possibly understand what she’s doing, turning Belle Grove into a fantasy wedding playground. She can’t know what kind of history she’s trampling on. Mom said it’s the education system that’s to blame. The lady just doesn’t know. Right?


On the other hand, education didn’t help Vacation Karen.


What would Mom do? I asked Dad.


And he said: Magic.


I know exactly what he means.


In fourth grade, when I started at St. Anne’s, I was basically an outcast. It’s tough being the new kid in a southern town, and even tougher when you’re bussing in from the poorest stretch of road in all Louisiana. So one day, Mom hosted a welcome breakfast in our chapel. She invited my whole class, and about half of them came: Graham, Asher, Sandy, Morgan, and Chase. We were there to dedicate a memorial. Beneath an inscription in remembrance of slavery, my classmates pressed their handprints into molding clay, contributing to one of Westwood’s most important exhibits.


Working with us helps them get over their guilt, Mom said. This way, they’ll understand that we’re not just here to tear their monuments down. We’re here to help them erect new ones.


After that, I wasn’t just the weirdo who lived at a museum. I had friends. Good ones. Even if they weren’t perfect, racism-wise.


Now I flop down onto my bed, clasping my hands behind my head.


Dad thinks we can’t stop the Hartwells, but he’s wrong. My blood sparkles with the kind of hopes that can only ever lead to disappointment. I let them fizz, because it’s better than the alternative. When Mom was dying, I did the same thing—hoping against hope until the very end, dreaming the impossible dream.


Dr. Maples has a word for this kind of thinking.


She calls it denial.
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CHAPTER 4





MY THERAPIST SHRINKS heads from a pretty French gallery house in Jefferson Parish. Like all old houses in this town, it’s on the national historical register and probably haunted. I haven’t read up on it, because if I were to find out that it was once home to an infamous slave trader or something, I wouldn’t have any choice but to keep seeing Dr. Maples. Dad insists that I see the best, and Dr. Maples is the city’s premier pediatric grief therapist specializing in cancer trauma.


She’s also, unsurprisingly, white.


I have to take the bus into town. Since Mom died, I don’t drive. Not ever. Behind the wheel, anxiety grips me, but what happens next is worse. Driving, someone will inevitably cut me off. After that—and this is 100 percent true—I see red.


According to secondhand reports, I roll down my window and start yelling, cursing, and pounding the horn. Sonya’s seen it, and so has Dad. But I can’t remember any of it to save my life. Last summer, Dad took away my license to keep me from getting arrested or worse.


Obviously, raging out on the road is, like, terminally entitled—and, trust me, I hate this side of myself. I’ve always had a temper—Mom used to call me Baby Alligator, because I got so snappy—but I never blacked out before the rage monster showed up. I’m pretty sure she came fuming into my life on the last day I ever saw my mother alive. Now she’s settled into the space behind my sternum, and there’s never an exorcist around when you need one. Only psychiatrists.


Then again, maybe blaming Mom’s death for this rage is taking the easy way out. Like, what if I also wound up living with the rage monster in the alternate timeline where Mom’s still alive? What if Irrationally Angry Black Girl Making a Scene at Walmart is just my personality?


I press Dr. Maples’s buzzer once, twice.


My eyes linger on the red bricks beneath my feet. Enslaved people hand-produced the bricks that line these streets, which is why they’re slightly misshapen, each one unique. Most people don’t know that, or care to know. But Dad always says that a true understanding of history is like having a sixth sense: I see dead people.


There would be no New Orleans without slavery. No state of Louisiana. No United States, either.


The door’s intercom shrieks like a banshee, and I march into Dr. Maples’s office. As always, she’s waiting for me in her wing-backed chair. Two fun facts about my psychiatrist: I’ve never seen her smile, and I’ve never seen her stand up, either. I guess she’s comfy enough right where she is.


“How are you, Harriet?”


“Honestly? Not great.”


I can’t stop thinking about Belle Grove and the actress planning to desecrate it. It’s like a furnace has opened up inside me. I want to tell Dr. Maples how torn up I feel, but I’m not sure she’d understand.


Dr. Maples is the whitest woman I’ve ever met. We’re talking, like, translucent. Sitting beside a box of Kleenex and a small glass clock, I feel like I’m in the TV show version of a therapist’s office. There’s a diploma from Yale mounted like treasure on her wall, a Belle Epoque chandelier twinkling elegantly overhead, and an unlikable Klimt painting (a white woman’s wearing, like, a very complex carpet?) that’s probably supposed to make me think about the unconscious or something. Anyway, it’s so boring it stings my eyes.


Or maybe I’m just disappointed that Dr. Maples definitely won’t care about Belle Grove as much as I do. How could she? Whiteness is more than color. It’s an honest-to-God way of life.


Beside me, the glass clock ticks.


“I take it the breathing exercises haven’t been working for you.”


“Yeah, no. And the grounding technique? Turns out, it doesn’t work at an enslaved people’s museum.”


I’m trying to make a joke, but Dr. Maples doesn’t smile.


In all the months I’ve known her, she’s never smiled. Frankly, it’s unsettling.


“We haven’t found the right coping techniques. We’ll keep trying.”


“You say that every session.”


My words come out harder than I meant, and her eyes lock with mine.


“What’s bothering you today, Harriet?”


“An actress is buying Belle Grove plantation. That’s the property next door. It’s an old sugarcane farm, same as Westwood.”


She raises pencil-thin eyebrows. “I see.”


“She’s turning it into a wedding venue. Like enslaved people didn’t die there. Like it’s okay to play make-believe with that part of history.”


“And how does that make you feel?”


Yeah. Therapists actually say that in real life.


“It makes me feel like white people ruin everything. Like no matter how hard we work at Westwood, nothing will ever change.”


“And is it up to you to keep white people from ‘ruining everything’?”


“Not me personally. But slavery museums in general? Yeah, I’d say that’s kind of the point.”


Dr. Maples holds her poker face; the creature that lives in my belly growls.


Uh-oh.


Dr. Maples has never seen me Hulk out before, but I didn’t sleep well last night and… well, I can’t actually control it.


“Does your work at the plantation weigh heavily on you, Harriet? Do you ever have trouble sleeping, or focusing on your goals?”


Because she’s determined to hit a nerve, the rage monster starts throwing things.


“I want to be a historian. Westwood Plantation is my goal. Essentially.”


“When we first met—” She flips through her notepad. “You told me that you wanted to attend Brown University for undergrad and then pursue a doctorate in history. That’s a demanding career path.”


My vision narrows. The rage monster’s now rocking out to death metal, and with every passing second, she cranks the volume louder.


“You think I’m not up to it?”


“My concern is that every time you visit me, you express angst related to Westwood. Specifically, the behavior of white visitors—which you can’t control.” She frowns. “You have to draw boundaries. Or you’ll burn out.”


You’ve got to be smart with your anger, Dad said. Or it’ll get the best of you.


“Look, I’ve seen this kind of thing before. The Hartwells will hire Black waiters to serve appetizers at white weddings. They’ll pretend the whole history of slavery was just a glossy, rich person’s dream. It’s offensive to me. It should be offensive to everyone. How the hell am I supposed to draw boundaries when my neighbor’s hawking one-hundred-proof racism?”


“Perhaps the Hartwells will approach their work respectfully.”


“How? What could possibly be respectful about what they’re doing?”


“You can’t tell the future. You’re thinking catastrophically when—”


I leap to my feet. “It is a catastrophe! Why can’t you understand!”


I’m not sure how it happens, but in the next second, Dr. Maples’s glass clock hits the Klimt, shattering into shards.


I clap my hand over my mouth. If I didn’t know better, I’d think a poltergeist had done this violent, awful thing. Not me.


Oh my God. Will she throw me out? Have I finally flunked therapy, just like I’m flunking everything else?


Dr. Maples is as still as stone.


“How did you feel just now, when you threw the clock?”


“I didn’t—” The broken shards stare up at me, accusing. “I don’t remember doing it.”


Dr. Maples’s head snaps up. “You don’t remember? Like your road incidents?”


Collapsing back into my chair, I bury my face in my hands.


“I want to take us back to your first amnesiac event. Were you angry then?”


She’s talking about my last conversation with Mom. Which I don’t remember.


“I was never angry at Mom. She was, like, the perfect human.”


Her eyebrows rise. “No one’s perfect.”


I’m shaking, shivering like I always do after an episode.


“Harriet.” She leans forward, concerned. “Three deep breaths.”


I take them, long and deep, and when I’m done I’m so ashamed. Toddlers throw tantrums; I’m almost eighteen. If I can’t fix the rage monster, what will happen to me?


For what feels like eternity, neither of us speaks. I run a quick calculation while Dr. Maples studies me. These sessions cost three hundred dollars an hour—every penny coming straight out of Dad’s second mortgage. Three hundred divided by sixty is… and divided again…


Forget it. I can’t with math.


“We will find the right technique to manage your anger,” Dr. Maples says at last. “You just have to trust me.”


“I try every exercise.” I need Dr. Maples to know I’m not some spoiled, hopeless little jerk. “Last night, I even tried journaling again.”


“And how did that go?”


Desperate to vent, I wrote about helping my parents restore the plantation as a kid, crying most nights but feeling part of something, too. Then I had a nightmare about Claudia Hartwell (and her micro-bladed eyebrows), huffing and puffing and blowing the whole house down.


“I don’t think journaling helped.”


“What about medication? Are you willing to try an antidepressant?”


I flinch; Dr. Maples notices.


“What are you feeling right now?”


“Mom took all the meds under the sun. And there were always side effects, and meds to treat the side effects, which created more side effects. Nausea, skin peeling, crippling fatigue. I’ve seen it all.”


“You don’t trust medication. Is that what you’re saying?”


For some reason, my belly tightens. “I guess.”


“Trust is a big issue for you.”


With one shoulder, I shrug.


“Antidepressants are highly effective for many people suffering from complex PTSD—and in general, there are few side effects. But I won’t push you. In your case, I truly believe talk therapy and coping skills will benefit you most.”


“Maybe we could just use meds, like, until I start college? Then I could stop?”


“Why do you assume you won’t still need medication in college?”


I exhale. “Everything will be better when I’m at Brown.”


When I’m at Brown, I said. Like that school’s not a huge reach.


“How, exactly?”


My eyes wander to the perfect future in my imagination, hemmed in by stone towers and emerald-green grass. Brown University is in Providence, Rhode Island, well and truly out of the blast radius of the toxic South. I won’t know who fired the bricks I walk on—maybe I won’t even care. I’ll be a calmer person up North. I have to be.


“Harriet, have you ever heard the phrase: Wherever you go, there you are?”


“Is this a riddle? Like you can’t ever step in the same river twice?”


“It means your external circumstances aren’t responsible for your reactions. You’re responsible.”


Funny how that rings hollow. Wealthy and white as she is, what external circumstances could possibly get Dr. Maples down?
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