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The very serious function of racism is distraction. It keeps you from doing your work. It keeps you explaining, over and over again, your reason for being.


—Toni Morrison


Struggle is a never-ending process. Freedom is never really won, you earn it and win it in every generation.


—Coretta Scott King
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I DON’T THINK I’M GOOD AT BEING A BLACK GIRL. My voice doesn’t harness the power of raging rivers or split the sky in half, like all the Black poets promised it would. I don’t leave others amazed, mystified, or utterly beguiled. That’s what’s supposed to happen when you’re magic. The thing is, not all Black girls want to be magic; some of us just want to be. But I’m not sure that’s allowed here in Davey, Texas.


The north side of Davey—with very few exceptions—is all white. The south side, where we live, is the Black part. Recently, a group called People of Color for Progress (PCP), made up of mostly Black residents, has been trying to change that.


There’s always been an uneasy alliance between the white folks in the north and the Black folks on the south side, and thanks in part to PCP, things have ramped up.


My dad’s voice snaps me out of my thoughts and back into my bedroom, where I’m holding the flyer that’s made me so pensive.


“Lala Russell, are you ready?” he shouts up the stairs. Everyone calls me Lala, but my real name is Laveau. It was my grandma Sadie’s idea. She insisted that I be named after Marie Laveau, the voodoo queen of New Orleans. She told my parents that she sensed a mystical presence when she first laid eyes on me. I don’t know if they believed her or not. But they gave in.


“I’m almost ready!” I shout back. It’s not true. I’m nowhere near ready. Tonight, we’re having dinner with the woman Dad’s been dating for the past two months. It’s my and my twin brother’s first time meeting her, and Dad’s a little nervous. He’s been fluffing pillows that don’t need to be fluffed, sweeping parts of the house that were already clean, and rearranging the knickknacks he already arranged moments before.


I put the flyer on my desk and go over to my closet. I need to wear something nicer than the jeans and T-shirt I wore to school this morning. Before I can pick something out, the flyer draws my attention again. It could be the neon-green paper it’s printed on, or the big, bold font. It could also be their new logo—a black fist that’s pumping in the air with a treble clef cut out in the center. But for whatever reason, it pulls my attention. Someone slid it into my locker at school today. I go back to my desk, pick up the flyer, and read it for a third time.




JOIN BLACK ALLIANCE CLUB!


HELP US SEND


A MESSAGE:


WE DON’T WANT


CONFEDERATE FLAGS AROUND.


TAKE IT DOWN!


TAKE IT DOWN!


TAKE IT DOWN!





I agree with Black Alliance; a Confederate flag does not belong in Lawrence Ross Academy of Music. It’s a prestigious school that prides itself on music excellence.


But like everything in Davey, our school is stuck in the past. If we were to get the flag situation fixed, another race-related issue would soon pop up. There’s always some race-based problem to rage, fight, and protest against. Who wants to spend two afternoons a week trying to combat race issues? Not me. So yeah, I guess I really am doing a bad job at being a good Black girl.


Here’s the thing: a year after my mom passed away, my dad took us to her favorite place, Port Aransas beach. I had just started locing my hair and I made the unwise decision to roll around and get sand all through it. Aunt J washed and shampooed my hair thoroughly when I got home that night. And yet, days later, I found tiny grains of sand still caught in my locs. No matter what I did, I could never get all of it out.


That’s racism in a nutshell. I can’t pick it out, wash it out, or comb it out. No matter what I do, it’s always going to be there. The racism in this town is like those stubborn grains of sand, only multiplied. Somehow, it’s embedded under my nails, in the crease of my elbow, in the space between my lashes, and in my teeth. That’s why I can’t wait to get out of here.


I have a limited amount of time to make my mark in the world, and I don’t want to spend it trying to fix small-town racism. Take, for example, my favorite cellist, Jacqueline Mary du Pré. When she was twenty, she recorded composer Edward Elgar’s cello concerto with the London Symphony Orchestra. Her playing was aggressive and yet measured and graceful. It would go on to be considered one of the best performances in classical music history. Watching that concert was like the first time hearing Ella Fitzgerald scat, Kendrick Lamar spit, or Jazmine Sullivan riff: observing a thing of beauty.


But eight years later, Jacqueline was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis and forced to stop playing. I cry thinking of all the music she never got to make. In my head, Jacqueline and I were the same: We loved music so much, we made it our breath.


How much will I have accomplished before my music stops? Will I have had enough time to influence the classical music world? I’ve made a list of the ten great concert halls around the globe that I want to play in someday. What if I only get halfway down the list? I know my destiny is to play awe-inspiring music in breathtaking venues.


I know not every soon-to-be fifteen-year-old thinks so deeply about the finiteness of time, but I do. It could be because my mom died when I was only ten. It might be because timing is a key element in music. Or maybe it’s because it seems like every other month, someone who looks like me ends up on a poster with the phrase SAY HER NAME.


No matter what the reason, I get that time is fleeting. I don’t want to waste it joining Black Alliance or any other club that focuses on grains of sand I will never be totally free of. Instead, I choose to focus on playing my cello. Music never asks me to defend my right to exist or apologize for it.


I’m pretty sure I know who left this flyer for me: the founder of Black Alliance, Zora Carter. You know the moment a match is struck and a burst of flame roars to life? Zora is that moment and that burst of flame.


Everything about her is dynamic—from her freckled cinnamon complexion to her carefree hippie aesthetic. Her spiky, free-form locs are improvisational jazz; they abide by no rules. She plays the trumpet with the skill of a budding Louis Armstrong and the swagger of Miles Davis.


I’d like to be her for a day, or maybe two. She’s never had a thought that she didn’t voice, never met a Black cause that she didn’t want to champion. Her refusal to do anything conventional, even small things like wearing matching socks, makes her a walking revolution. That said, I really wish she’d stop putting flyers in my locker and hitting me up on every social media there is, asking me to join.


I’m always nice when I reject her invites because I get why the club is important. The thing is, I don’t need the added pressure of trying to right all the race-related wrongs that exist. It’s hard enough just trying to walk between two worlds.


In school, I’m one of six Black kids in a specialized music program; I have hair my classmates don’t understand and a complexion that garners assumptions. In my neighborhood, the kids think I’m uppity and accuse me of speaking a different color than everybody else. I don’t fit comfortably in either world.


I guess you could say it’s my fault. I’m the one who fell in love with classical music. Looking back, if I’d known that playing the cello would make me an outcast on my street, I’d have never picked up the instrument. The way my dad tells it, the cello didn’t give me a choice. According to him, I was three years old when I saw a live concert featuring acclaimed cellist Yo-Yo Ma on TV. I was in a trance for the duration of the piece. It was Bach: Cello Suite No. 1. And after that day, I was hooked.


All my cellos have been named Grace. When Grace and I first met, it wasn’t instant love. Sometimes, I’d get frustrated and yell at her. I even kicked her once. After that particularly difficult lesson, my dad assumed I was done with cello. And yet, the next day, I was at it again. I dabble with a few other instruments: viola, violin, and a little piano. However, my heart will always belong to the cello.


Over the years, I’ve won countless competitions and received an armful of awards. I can’t lie, I was kind of feeling myself. And then came the Monroe Competition. That day really messed me up for a while.


I push that memory away and focus on what I know will be the trajectory of my life once I’m done with high school in two years. I’ll go to the most esteemed music conservatory on the East Coast—the Juilliard School—and from there, it’s only a matter of time before I reach my ultimate goal: first chair in the New York Philharmonic. I don’t care how many mountains I have to move, or stars I need to realign—one day, I, Lala Russell, will make it happen. I will get out of this stagnant town and live a totally different life in New York.


My first major step was getting into the Ross Academy. The school is ridiculously expensive and only gives out partial scholarships. My dad had to find a way to come up with the other half of my tuition. He took on another job and a loan from the bank. When I look into my dad’s eyes, I see my dreams reflected. Sometimes that drives me to work even harder; other times, it fills me with panic to think I might fall short of what we both expect from me.


“Lala, you don’t sound ready!” Dad scolds.


“How does someone ‘sound’ ready?” I ask myself out loud. I throw the flyer in the trash. I’m tempted to go down to the basement and play Grace. The only problem is, I’ve just come back from school, where I had a three-hour practice session. I learned early on that my drive and my body aren’t always on the same page. So, in order to avoid tendinitis in my pinky, shoulder pain, back pain, and myriad other things, I have to pace myself.


I also know if my dad hears anything other than the sound of my getting ready, he’s gonna lose it. So instead I focus on getting dressed.


I change into black slacks and a dressy blouse. I look myself over in the floor-length mirror. It’s eerie sometimes how much I look like my mom. I have her big brown eyes, small frame, and mahogany complexion. After she died, I wanted to pay tribute to her by getting locs just like her. Fortunately, I’m related to the best hairstylist in the state, my aunt J. She hooked me up. And now I look even more like she did when she was my age. That’s why I know I’m pretty—I look like my mom, and she was beautiful.


“Lala, don’t make me call you again!”


Damn. I better get going.


Once I enter the hallway, the scent of rosemary bread and roasted chicken hits my nostrils and makes my mouth water. I head toward the kitchen to see what I can pilfer before dinner.


“Don’t you do it!” my brother, Arlo, warns from the doorway of the dining room.


Although we’re twins, we look nothing alike. Arlo favors my dad, with his dark complexion and impressive height. He doesn’t have any muscles, but it’s not from a lack of trying. He has what he calls a “swimmer’s build.” That’s just a fancy way of saying he’s on the thinner side.


Arlo is the chef in the family. When Aunt J taught him, she had no idea how well he’d take to cooking. In a few years, it became his thing. He wants to go to culinary school on the East Coast and open his own restaurant someday.


Sometimes, he gets on my last good nerve. And yet, no matter how much we bicker, I’ll never deny his talent for cooking. That boy can burn! Or as Aunt J likes to say, “That boy put his foot in that dinner!”


“Arlo, I’m just gonna taste a small—”


“The hell you will,” he says, blocking my path to the kitchen. He hates when people pick at his food. He insists it ruins the presentation. It’s all I can do not to give him the biggest side-eye in history.


“C’mon, Arlo, please—”


“No!” he says.


“Fine!” I reply. He signals for me to join him in the dining room. We stand aside and watch Dad as he mulls over what the correct distance should be between the salad fork and the dinner fork. Dad has gone on a few dates in the last year. He’s even had one or two of them over for dinner. So why is he so on edge and acting like he’s never done this before?


Arlo and I think it might have something to do with her being white. Her name is Candace. According to the rundown Dad gave us, she recently moved here from Atlanta. She bought an art gallery on the north side. She loves jogging and has an extensive collection of blues albums.


I’m not tripping about Candace being white. My dad vets people very carefully. So I’m relatively sure his new girlfriend isn’t a member of or sympathetic to the KKK. Which is not always a given here in Davey, former home to Faith & Honor, an offshoot of the Klan.


When Dad told us about Candace, he assured us that they were careful about where they went and how late they stayed out. That’s not something that he would have had to mention last year; things are different now.


“How long has he been messing with the tableware?” I ask Arlo in a whisper.


Arlo shrugs and says, “About ten minutes. Why is he acting like this, for real?”


I remind Arlo about all the stories Dad has told us about growing up in Chicago. And how his grandmother would look him over to make sure he was dressed proper before he left the house. She’d say, “Don’t you go out there lookin’ crazy in front of all those white folks.” I suggest maybe that’s why he’s overdoing it.


“Maybe…” Arlo replies skeptically.


Dad takes a last look at the table setting and gives it a nod of approval. He checks his watch and goes to the living room. We follow him out of sheer curiosity. We’ve never seen our dad so angst-ridden.


“This is a good idea. I’ve been alone for a while now… It’s not wrong to want a personal life. Why should this be a big deal? It’s not…” Dad says, answering his own question.


Arlo and I exchange a look. Dad is doing something he rarely does—explain his actions to us.


“You two are really gonna like her. You don’t have to like her, I mean. Although I’m sure you will. I think. If you two aren’t feeling her, it’s fine. There’s no pressure. I wanted you both to get to know her. Maybe it’s too soon. Or maybe it’s just the right time. This was a good idea,” he says, filled with uncertainty. He goes over to the corner of the living room and checks himself out in the mirror hanging above the bar cart.


My parents were only seventeen when they had us. So as far as adults go, Dad’s still pretty young. And according to many Black women in the neighborhood, he’s very handsome. If anything, it’s them he’s gonna need to explain himself to.


“Small Fry, you need to engage,” he says to me.


“But—”


“I know how you feel about small talk, Lala. Tonight, however, I need you to put that aside,” he says.


I groan and drop my head like a five-year-old. I can’t help it. I’m not good at chitchat.


“I’m waiting. Promise to talk and be social,” he warns. I nod slowly and silently curse any and all dating apps.


He turns to my brother. “Arlo, here’s what I need from you—” Dad begins.


Arlo cuts him off. “I know, I promise to engage,” he says slyly.


“No! That’s okay,” Dad says quickly.


I swallow my laugh, knowing very well what he means. Arlo has a black belt in sarcasm.


“I think for you, less is more,” Dad says tactfully.


I turn to my brother. “He means he wants you to shut up—like the rest of us.”


“You see how she starts?” he says to Dad.


“Me?” I reply innocently. We start bickering back and forth in the time-honored tradition of siblings everywhere. My dad claps his hands triple time. We fall silent.


“I told Candace that I wanted her to meet my family. Don’t make me regret this.”


I’m not sure if it’s a twin thing, but I can always tell when my brother is about to start some mess.


Arlo tilts his head up slightly and taps his index finger to his chin, as if he’s thinking really hard. “It seems odd to invite Candace over on a random weeknight. It’s Monday. Shouldn’t this be, like, a weekend thing? That way, Aunt J could join us,” he says, feigning innocence.


I know exactly where he’s going with this, and so does Dad. Before she opened her beauty shop, Aunt J used to temp for various businesses. She was always fine in the beginning, but eventually she’d get fired because she’d mentally check out. It made sense because the only things that held her interest long term were doing hair, cooking, and Nigerian soap operas.


Once Aunt J was fired, the same routine would play out between her and Dad: She’d come home and rant to him, “Earl, do you know them white folks had the nerve to fire me?”


My dad would then reply to his little sister, “Janice, last month you were fired for the same thing by Black people. Why weren’t you upset then?”


She’d go on a diatribe about how Black people fired her first thing in the morning. Straight up. No games. On the other hand, white people fired her at the end of a shift—after a whole day of smiling in her face. She’d shake her head and conclude, “Nope, you can’t trust them folks, no way.” The two of them would argue and go at it. It always ended up with Aunt J calling him Earl Jr. just to annoy him. Due to their strained relationship, Dad never liked that he was named after his father. Grandpa Earl was a jazz musician and he’d be gone for long stretches of time. Dad always considered him mostly an absentee father.


Mondays are Aunt J’s late day, and she won’t be home until after dinner. So I totally get why Dad picked tonight of all nights to invite Candace over. There’s no telling what would fly out of Aunt J’s mouth if she were here.


Arlo turns toward me. “Lala, isn’t it funny that out of all the days to invite a date over, Dad chooses the very night Aunt J won’t be home?”


I know I shouldn’t join in, but it’s too hard to resist. “I’m sure that’s just a coincidence. Maybe we can get her to close the shop early?” I suggest.


“Your aunt and Candace will meet each other—another time,” Dad asserts.


We both smirk. Dad doesn’t share our amusement. I try to let him off the hook. “Dad, it’s fine that you’re seeing a white lady,” I assure him.


Arlo raises his hand. “I’m not judging either, Dad.”


Relieved, Dad smiles. “Thank you, Arlo.”


My brother is not done.


“Although you seeing a woman outside our race does send mixed signals to your children. I mean, what are we to think?” Arlo asks.


I shrug. “I don’t think anything—well, except that my dad hates Black women.”


Dad’s face crumbles. He’d made it a point to tell us that dating outside of his race didn’t mean he was rejecting Black women. We could have been good kids and reassured him that we were fine with whomever he decided to date. Instead, we use his fear against him because, well, it’s just much more fun.


We start laughing and fist-bump.


“Nice one, Arlo.”


“Team effort, sis.”


Dad takes a big breath and exhales deeply, relieved that we were only joking.


“Dad, are you and Candace serious?” Arlo asks.


We study Dad’s reaction. He gets this faraway look on his face, like he’s recalling their previous encounters. And then he smiles like Homer Simpson in proximity of a donut.


My stomach does a somersault worthy of Simone Biles. I spit out the question, even though I’m pretty sure I’m not ready to hear the answer. “Are you in love with her?”















TWO
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I NEVER THOUGHT I’D HEAR MYSELF ASKING DAD something like that. I know it’s crazy, but I thought he’d never love anyone other than Mom.


“Dad, are you—in love?” I ask again.


He shoves his hands deep inside his pockets and shrugs his shoulders. “It’s early, but…” The words he isn’t saying are loud and heavy.


“I’m gonna go check on dinner,” Arlo says, escaping to the kitchen before we can say anything.


“He’s upset,” Dad says quietly.


I shrug. “You know Arlo—he just has to be dramatic. He’ll be fine.”


He sits on the edge of the sofa and hangs his head.


“Dad, I vow to say words. Lots and lots of words.”


He looks up and smiles. “Thanks.”


“I’m gonna help Arlo with the food.”


I enter the kitchen, where the chef is attending to the chicken in the oven. Outside the window, our next-door neighbors—an elderly couple, Mr. and Mrs. Brown—paint over the red graffiti spray-painted on their porch. It happened last night. They went to bed and woke up to find someone had sprayed the N-word on their property. Dad offered to help, but they said they had it handled. The week before, two blocks over, Ms. Hardy’s door was also spray-painted.


This kind of stuff started to happen more often once PCP bought an apartment building in the heart of North Davey called Millwood Manor. They intend to offer housing at an affordable price, the goal being to diversify North Davey. The Manor is set to open a week from tomorrow. In fact, to drive home the point that they want things to change, PCP is having their grand opening in the evening—a time most Black folks know to avoid the north side.


Many of the north side residents see this as “the Blacks taking over.” And so they come to the south side and vandalize our homes to show their displeasure. There have been protests from various groups in front of the building every day for months.


The protesters were met by a group of counterprotesters who are determined to make sure the Manor opens and welcomes as many people of color as possible. The closer we get to the grand opening, the more intense the battle seems to get between the two groups.


Despite that, the list of Black families who are set to move in is long. It’s so long, there’s a waiting list. The north side has a better school system, and the city maintains the parks and public buildings there routinely, unlike here on the south side. Lastly, the city spends more money on ensuring public safety on the north side.


Not all the Black residents agree with what’s happening, though. Some of them blame PCP for stirring up trouble. They feel that while things in Davey aren’t perfect, at least they have been peaceful.


The spray-painting incident at Ms. Hardy’s was reported to the cops. A handful of people, including my dad, helped her clean up. Dad made us come along. While the adults closer to Dad’s age vented and cursed at what happened, older residents seemed more put out than pissed off. Someone in the crowd I didn’t recognize stood up and raged, “I’m new here; someone explain what’s happening. When the hell did we go back to 1954?”


Ms. Hardy scoffed and said, “In America, it’s always 1954 somewhere.”


The crazy thing was no one in the room could find a way to counter that argument. I guess they’ve all been to places that are somehow locked in time.


Not everyone on the north side is part of a hate group, but it’s not uncommon to see people there sporting jewelry, clothing, and tattoos that depict symbols proclaiming “white power.”


And no one here on the south side would be shocked if any of these symbols were found on members of our county sheriff’s department. The older Black residents have always called Davey a “best get town,” as in, “You best get your Black behind back to the south side before dark.” That’s why we mostly stay on the south side. To me, living in a sundown town is like living in the shadow of an active volcano—I know it’ll erupt, but I hope it won’t be today.


The scent of fresh apple tarts fills my nose and rips me away from the window. Arlo adjusts the tarts on the baking sheet and then closes the oven door. While he’s turned away from me, I smack him upside his head.


“Hey! What the hell, Lala?”


I try to whisper so we won’t be overheard. “What’s wrong with you? Didn’t we say that since you and I would be headed for college in only two years, Dad would need someone?” I remind him.


“Yeah,” he grumbles as he walks toward the window. The Browns have gone inside. There’s no one else out there except a few kids playing football.


“What’s the problem?” I demand. “You mad ’cause she white?”


He sucks his teeth loudly. “It’s not that,” he swears as he leans against the window. “La, did you see Dad’s face just now? He was rocking the goofiest grin when he talked about her. He’s not tripping because his new girl is white; he’s tripping because he’s falling in love with her! Doesn’t that bother you?”


“No,” I lie.


He gives me the side-eye, another thing he’s mastered.


“Okay, maybe it did—a little. So?”


His jaw drops. “So that’s Mom’s smile. It belongs to her. Now he’s handing it out to some chick we never met before?” He shakes his head.


“You’re acting like you’re five, not fourteen—about to be fifteen. Dad told you he was bringing her for dinner,” I point out.


“Yeah, but he didn’t tell me he invited his boyish charm to dine with us, too!” Arlo says through gritted teeth.


Dad’s reaction comes back to me. “He did look a little… gaga. Didn’t he?”


“See? This isn’t just a ‘meet my date’ dinner. What if he’s trying to ready us for ‘meet your new mom’?”




Gray spirals flash.


Leather rocket.


Gust of wind.


Dance of glass.





“Arlo, move away from the window.”


“Thanks,” he says. He steps away from the window and comes to the other side of the kitchen.


“You’re doing too much. It’s dinner, not a proposal,” I remind him.


He looks pensive and dejected. “Yeah, maybe.”


We both stay silent for a moment.


“La… what do you remember most about her?”


I tell Arlo the first thing that comes to mind when I think of our mom: the smell of jasmine. On school nights, she used to do my hair, and I could smell the jasmine-scented essential oil she dabbed on her wrists. Whenever I would cry about something or have a bad day, she’d hug me and I’d inhale that scent. The smell calmed me down even before Mom’s pep talk. Although she passed away, to this day, when I smell jasmine, a part of me still expects her to be somewhere nearby. That’s usually followed by a dull ache in my chest when I remember that she’s gone.


“When I think of Mom, I see her in the kitchen mixing batter and gathering all the ingredients for whatever she was baking. She’d turn, see me in the doorway, and give me this radiant smile…” he says, far away.


“I was always trying to sneak a taste of her food,” I admit.


“Yeah, and always before the food was ready,” he replies, annoyed.


“I was on the job. I was Mom’s professional taster,” I add proudly.


I do remember our mom in this very room, cooking up a storm of delicious meals. She loved making desserts. Arlo and I used to fight over who would get to lick the spoon and mixing bowl.


He grows quiet. Anytime he brings up Mom, it’s usually followed by silence. My dad is the same way. That’s why he rarely talks about her or their lives together. It’s been five years, but her death still hurts like it happened yesterday.


Arlo needs a distraction. I look at all the food he has laid out for dinner. “All right. Take me through the menu. Tell me what you did to make everything smell so good.”


He grins and eagerly starts boasting.


Five minutes later, we’re almost through Arlo’s detailed play-by-play of the menu when a football flies though the kitchen window, shattering the glass. The wind blows into the room as glass rains down.


Like I said, not all Black girls want to be magic.


But some of us don’t have a choice. The fact is, like it or not, sometimes I can see the future.


I can’t see every single thing that’s about to happen before it does. I don’t know what numbers will be called in next week’s lotto; I’ve no idea who’ll win the Super Bowl or when Rihanna’s gonna grace us with new music. I don’t control what I see or when I see it. It’s kind of like yawning. You don’t know when it’s going to happen; it just does. It’s a brief and involuntary occurrence that I live with.


“What’s going on in there?” Dad shouts.


“Football from next door came through the window—we’re fine. Cleaning up the glass now!” I shout back.


“I’ll get the broom,” Arlo says.


“It’s okay. I got it. You start bringing the food out to the table and try to look happy, okay? Don’t stress Dad out.”


“Fine. But I’m not calling that lady Mom,” Arlo warns.


He starts taking the dishes to the dining table one by one. I get the broom and begin sweeping the kitchen floor. It reminds me of the first time I got a premonition. There was broken glass that day, too.


Arlo and I were five years old, and we went to New Orleans to stay with Grandma Sadie for the summer. There was a pitcher of sweet tea on the table. I picked up a mop and a rag and stood in the middle of the kitchen, waiting.


Grandma said, “What you doing with that? I just cleaned up the floor this morning, little girl.” I shrugged because I didn’t know how to explain to her that I had seen the fate of the pitcher. Then, about five minutes later, Arlo and some of his friends were running around and accidentally bumped the table. It knocked the glass pitcher over and it shattered on the floor.


Grandma Sadie looked at me from across the kitchen, her expression a mix of pride and worry. When we were done helping her clean, she picked up her basket of pea pods and told me to follow her out to the backyard. We sat on the steps, side by side, and began shelling the peas. She was quiet for a moment before she spoke.


“You seen the pitcher fall before it actually fell, Lala?”


I nodded. I wasn’t sure why, but I thought maybe I was in trouble. I thought I had done something to make the pitcher want to fall over.


I guess she could see the worry on my face, because she leaned in and whispered, “It’s all right, child. You ain’t done nothing wrong.”


“I saw what was going to happen!” I protested.


“Yes, I know. I see things, too,” she whispered.


“Really? Is something wrong with us?” I asked.


“Wrong? Hush, little girl. There’s nothing wrong with you or me. Lala, what you experienced is what we in our family call Flashing. It’s the ability to see a small fraction of what has yet to happen.”


“Can anyone see it? Can my mom and dad?” I asked.


“Your dad can’t. It’s a gift given only to the women in my family.”


“So, Mommy can do it?”


“No, your mom can’t do it, not anymore…” she said, pensive. She busied herself by shelling pea pods with impressive speed. When I asked what she meant, she just said that she’d tell me all about it when I got older. I never liked when Grandma said that, because it usually meant I’d never get the answer. However, I also knew that pushing her to tell me never worked. So I let it go—mostly.


“Is this a superpower, like on TV?” I asked, eyes wide in amazement.


“Humph,” she replied, dripping with disapproval.


And then she added, “Everyone in our family who’s ever called Flashing ‘a power’ has lived to regret it. Calling it that makes it seem like the world owes you a peek into the future. And it does not. Trust me.”


“If it’s not a power, then what is it?” I asked.


She reflected for a few moments. “It’s a gift. Yes, that’s exactly what Flashing is. And when someone gives you a gift, what’s the first thing you say to them?”


I shrugged. She waited. And then it came to me. “Thank you.”


“Exactly,” she replied.


I wanted to know everything there was to know about my gift, but Grandma said I had to wait until I was older for that, too. Luckily, I didn’t have to wait too long. I stumbled into an old journal Grandma kept back when she was my age. I found a page where she talked about our gift.


July 1, 1973






Dear Diary,





Today, Mama finally told me the story of how our family got our gift to see a small piece of the future. I’m writing it down here, so I don’t forget.


In 1795, the Destrehan Plantation, located in St. Charles Parish, Louisiana, was home to numerous slaves; among them was Abigail Humburg. She was a tiny, frail-looking young woman with fire in her eyes.


It was rumored among the slaves that she had powers that were not of this Earth. She was much beloved by the other slaves because of her ability to cure a number of ailments, using herbal remedies and concoctions.


One night, a prominent friend of the plantation owner, a politician named Clifton Buford, came to visit. Buford took an interest in Abigail. He was given permission to take her into the shed. It had been a peaceful night until Abigail’s cries ripped the dark sky open. A violent torrent of rain came down on the land. The winds whipped mercilessly through the tree branches, and lightning struck no less than three times, each time getting closer and closer to the shed.


Buford came out of the shed looking smug. Abigail knew he was going to keep coming back—he had said as much. That night the slaves banded together and helped her escape.


The plantation owner rounded up a group of men and a mob of dogs specially trained to target runaway slaves.


Abigail ran though the bayou alone, so no one could really say what she experienced. But knowing the bayou, many suspected she would have encountered poisonous snakes, alligators, and uneven, slippery slopes.


In the heart of the bayou Abigail encountered my ancestor, another escaped slave girl named Santana. Santana saw Abigail and heard the barking of the dogs getting close. Without thinking twice, she rushed to get Abigail and bring her back to the cave where she’d been hiding. Once the dogs were gone, the two emerged out of the small opening.


In gratitude, Abigail placed her hands on Santana’s forehead. Her whole body began to shake, and her eyes went milky white. She chanted what sounded like some kind of prayer, in a language Santana had never heard before. When it was all done, Abigail told her she’d been given a token of gratitude for her bravery: every female in her bloodline from now on would sometimes glimpse what had yet to come to pass.


It’s believed that before Abigail died, she was able to bestow similar gifts to other families. I wonder if it’s true. Well, if it is, I hope I get to meet them someday.





When I first read the journal, I dreamed of somehow getting to be as brave as Abigail. I pictured her running through the bayou determined and strong-willed. She decided she wasn’t going to let anyone violate her ever again, and she took control. And even though she could have been killed, she sought out freedom. How badass is that?


I often wondered what she’d be like if I were to meet her. I think she’d have the same fire in her eye that Harriet Tubman does in the few pictures I’ve seen of her.


The gift that Abigail gave our family didn’t come with any warnings. There is no way to tell when a Flash will appear or how long the Flash will be. It could appear out of nowhere and last a few seconds or a few minutes. There are two kinds of Flashes: those that are soaked in gray and those that are bathed in red. I can alter the gray visions in some small way and it’s no big deal. But the Flashes bathed in red should never be changed.


There’s only been one incident that I know of where someone tried to change a red Flash—my great-aunt Betsy. She saw a vision bathed in red of her husband flirting with the housekeeper in the alley of the hotel they were going to on vacation. Aunt Betsy watched as her husband and the housekeeper shared a kiss.


Although she knew her Flash was not to be altered at all, she attempted just that. She canceled the trip. This caused a huge argument. Her husband stormed out and headed for a bar to blow off steam. Later that night, on his way home, a car hit him and severed his spinal cord. He never walked again.


Grandma always brings up her younger sister Betsy’s misfortune as a warning to me about misusing my gift. She’s repeatedly warned me: One, never treat it as a power. Power is ego. Always treat it as a gift; be grateful. And two, never alter a red Flash, no matter what—altering a red Flash will have repercussions for both you and your loved ones. I’m thankful that I’ve never experienced a red Flash.


There’s no pattern to when I’ll Flash. I’ve gone weeks without seeing anything, and sometimes, I’ll have one every other day. There’s no rhyme or reason. I let the visions play out, unless it can hurt someone, like the shattered glass in the kitchen.


Arlo and my dad are pretty used to my knowing things before they happen. They know I would prefer not to have this ability and that I don’t like talking about it. Aunt J knows, too. I had to tell her once she started living with us. I was surprised that I didn’t have to convince her that I wasn’t lying. But then again, she’s really into astrology and healing crystals. So maybe seeing a piece of the future doesn’t sound as strange to Aunt J as it might to others.
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