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For Tovah Antonia and Navah Salette
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There are years that ask questions and years that answer.


—ZORA NEALE HURSTON (1891–1960)
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SECTION I



1892–1930
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Portrait of a Baby





















Leap-Year Baby
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Augusta Christine Fells, 2/29/1892


Born on a date that in most years doesn’t exist—


the only recluse of the calendar—


born on the bonus day, the extra day,


that falls every fourth year, for some reason


most people can’t explain or understand.


To age by leap years, one to every four


years aged by ordinary people who


sprint toward their end. A leaper’s free to choose


to celebrate on February twenty-eighth,


or March first, or February twenty-ninth,


thus choosing how old, how special, to be.


Leap-year babies believe they are unique.


They know they’re born to make something happen.


But all of us are born knowing that. Right?















First Duckling
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Gus Fells, 1898


from squish


to a formable ball,


head, body


wings, tail, feathers detailed by fingernails,


and to the pond-seeing eyes, the slightly smiling beak


coming closer and closer to a heartbeat in the caught


breath of a colored girl who feels like God















Fifth Duckling
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Garden Figure





















Birth Order
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Augusta, born seventh of fourteen


The firstborn child is a perfectionist.


The second child is a people-pleaser.


The third child is a little hellion.


The fourth child feels somehow different.


The fifth child is a perpetual sidekick.


The sixth child seethes with secret rebellion.


The seventh child is beaten for making art.


The eighth child wins the blue ribbon for charm.


The ninth is shy; the tenth an extrovert.


The eleventh child can disappear at will.


The seventh child is beaten for making art.


The twelfth and thirteenth children are a set.


The fourteenth child is the baby for eighty years.


The seventh child is beaten for making art.















The Figure of a Frog
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for Augusta Savage
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Wildfire
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The child made tiny somethings from pinches


of the clay she found right in the backyard.


Enough ducklings for a duckling parade,


enough little bunnies and mice to bring


the other children to squeals of delight.


A large family of small laughing pigs.


Banjo-playing, fiddling, cakewalking dogs.


But the God of her father sent Moses


down from the mountain with that Thou Shalt Not


against making images. Her father’s


fear of his God drove him to search for her


secret hiding places, to cut switches,


to beat the living daylights of art’s sin


out of her, a man beating back wildfire.
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Girl with Pigtails





















Fingers Remember
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No Clay
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While the Whole White World was at war


the Fellses grabbed the golden ring


of opportunity and moved


lock, stock, barrel, kit and caboodle


a few steps up to West Palm Beach.
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A figure of a frog is not a frog.
Nor are sticks carved into tree shapes
forests cleansing the air of our breath.

No more than a drawing or a painting on
sheepskin, paper, canvas, or a deep black
cave wall truly replicates animals fleeing men.
No more than words describing how gently light
strokes the live oak’s leaves hanging over glad
chickens, words in a girl’s hand, hidden under a
corn-shuck-stuffed mattress shared with three
of her sisters not because they are secret but
because they arose straight from the heart, let’s
say, no more are those words an actual tree.
Some things are art, some things are poetry.
It’s not likeness, but reverence,
Reverend Fell,
that makes an
image an idol.

Your Gussie’s
clay figurines
were not made
to be idolized.

That was far
from the mind
of the little girl
who shaped
them carefully
of mud and wonder.
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Did the Creator make
practice ducklings, too, on
the fifth day, like I'm going to til I
know they could almost paddle
and quack in the thick black puddle
on the far side of the clothesline behind our house? Did the
Creator make mistakes and have to squeeze a try back into dirt you better
not get on your pinafore, or I'll have to make you cut me a switch? Pa say only man
make mistakes, not God. He say God perfect. But why God made our people
been slaves, I want to know? And Why He lets so many white mens fought on
the wrong side in the slavery war? Why He lets us some nights lay awake
with growly guts? Sometime I ask questions Pa say ain’t no answers to.
But God, Pa say, makes no mistakes. He made heaven and earth right
in just one try, only six days out of dark emptiness, just by saying

some let there be’s with His love, and then calling it good.
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Long fing- ers, how

signals  flow up them
from tip and finger-
print  all the way
up the arm and
the neck to what-
ever  magic light takes
flame so touch ignites

asthe palm smooths warm
from one person to another, passes
sunlight one skin has taken in, which
the other receives like thirsty soil gulps
rain and infinite generations of ancestors
yawn awake asking if it’s time for the line
to miracle up a new life. They were so young,
and innocence is a birth gift intended all along
to be opened with love, promises, and blessing,
as you enter the future that only exists if you live
into it. His name was John. His moving muscles
formed shapes she had not met before. Green
time laid its fragranced landscape before them.
So they entered. Married. Irene came soon.
At eighteen, Gussie was widowed, with a
toddler older than her youngest siblings.
The family’s hand opened and closed

in welcome. But fingers remember.
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* “A stunning portrait of artistic genius and Black history in America.”
—Booklist
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