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OUR LAND


We should have a land of sun,


Of gorgeous sun,


And a land of fragrant water


Where the twilight is a soft bandanna handkerchief


Of rose and gold,


And not this land


Where life is cold.


We should have a land of trees,


Of tall thick trees,


Bowed down with chattering parrots


Brilliant as the day,


And not this land where birds are gray.


Ah, we should have a land of joy,


Of love and joy and wine and song,


And not this land where joy is wrong.


LANGSTON HUGHES
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PART ONE





ONE
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Nikki


The only thing I know about my grandmother’s home is that it’s in an isolated area of the Blue Ridge Mountains in Zirconia, North Carolina. And the only thing I know about Zirconia is that it’s right outside Hendersonville. And what I know about Hendersonville is that it has a lot of apple orchards.


A shame, I know.


The old 25 highway is two lanes without a line in the middle. I pass a wood-frame house that must be at least a hundred years old, a neat and tidy brick rambler with rockers lining the front porch. Stuffed fairies hang from tree limbs, and a motionless cat stares at me from a front yard.


I wind the rental car around a series of camp entrances. Camp Greystone. Camp Arrowhead. Houses on tall wooden piles perch around a sign labeled LAKE SUMMIT. Just a few miles past the lake, I pass the granite cliff Mother Rita mentioned over the phone, and just after that I reach the entrance to her property.


Lovejoy Lane.


When I was born, I was given my mama’s maiden name hyphenated with Daddy’s name—Lovejoy-Berry—in a gesture I’d always attributed to Mama’s feminist pride. When I married Darius, I didn’t change it. So seeing that Lovejoy sign does something to me. It looks official, as if the county provided it. I’ve never seen it before.


I’m almost forty years old, and this is my first time ever visiting my grandmother.


As I turn into the dirt drive I wonder how long my family has lived in this house. The siding is in need of a paint job, and the green shutters are faded and weather-beaten. I know Mama grew up here, and as I note its wide front porch and gabled roof, I imagine her, an only child, running down the front steps. It’s morning, but the porch lamp is on, moth carcasses stuck to its dimly lit dome. I can’t find a doorbell. I hesitate, then knock softly on the frame of the wooden screen door. A couple of minutes pass before I knock again.


Maybe she’s asleep. The elderly do tend to keep their own hours.


Finally, the door opens and a tall lady with a shock of gray hair peers through the screen at me. “Yes?”


“Mother Rita?” I’ve always called her that, following Mama’s lead.


“Veronica? I was expecting you later this evening.”


“I’m sorry. They offered me a travel voucher, so I took a morning flight instead. I should have called.”


“Yes, you should have.” She pats her hair down.


Inside, the house is well kept—brighter and airier than I expected considering the condition of the exterior. Actually, I’m not sure what I expected, perhaps a dusty house filled with relics that haven’t been moved in years. Instead, the rooms are sunny, cheerful. I spy a settee too delicate for sitting in the living room, a tarnished silver tea set on a sideboard in the dining room, a Persian rug too big for the space. Everything is old, worn to the threads, but it’s clean.


Mother Rita wears a pair of jeans and a neat, collared shirt turned up at the elbows. Despite her unruly hair, she looks pretty, especially for seventy-eight years old. It feels like forever since I’ve seen her. Actually, it’s been eight years. I remember because when my daddy died, Mother Rita drove all the way to D.C. for the funeral, only to turn around and drive home the next day.


“You ate yet?”


“Yes, ma’am,” I respond politely, though the truth is that I’m starving.


She glances down at the rolling suitcase I’ve just parked in the middle of her living room. It’s as if she can see everything at once—my uncertainty, my curiosity, my fear.


“Bathroom is down the hall on the left. When you’ve finished, I got some leftover navy beans from yesterday. I’ll warm those up with a little corn bread?” She uses a questioning tone, but I know there is no need to answer. This is her extension of hospitality, and I’m grateful for it.


A fuzzy pink rug covers the bathroom floor, its matching cover on the toilet seat. Behind the shower curtain, fish tiles rim the walls. Above the towel bar hangs a faded picture of a young man dangling a fish between his hands. My grandfather passed away when I was in elementary school. I lean closer to better make out his features.


I wash my hands slowly, taking my time. When Mother Rita called and asked me to come, the timing wasn’t great. My daughter, Shawnie, graduated high school last year and still doesn’t have a full-time job. We’ve been fighting about it all summer. I’ve got a house on the market, but in the last couple of years I’ve lost my joy for selling real estate. I haven’t sold a single property in months, and I’m about to run out of savings. If I don’t get my act together, I’m going to be in real financial trouble soon. The truth of the matter is that my life is a mess right now.


When I hesitated, Mother Rita was insistent—I need your help and if you come down here I will tell you everything your mama hasn’t told you about our family. It wasn’t exactly an invitation I could refuse.


In the kitchen, she stands before the beans warming on the stove. I sit at the table, my eyes tracing her shoulders. I’ve seen Mother Rita only a handful of times in my entire life—my tenth birthday party at Crystal Skate, my high school graduation, Daddy’s funeral. Even when Mother Rita did come to D.C., she and Mama were painstakingly polite, not like mother and daughter. I have always quietly believed they hated each other’s guts, even before their final falling-out. All that to say that this is my first opportunity to spend time with my grandmother one-on-one without Mama’s feelings running riot in the air. I want to ask her so many questions, but my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth. Maybe after I get some food in my belly and we’re seated across from one another, we can talk.


“You don’t have a microwave?” I ask as she stirs.


“What’s that, honey?”


“A microwave. To warm the beans.”


“Oh, I don’t fool with microwaves. Never have. Don’t trust them.”


I nod, wondering what other old notions she holds. I want to get up and help her, but she doesn’t seem to invite the second pair of hands.


She spoons the beans into a bowl. “See, that didn’t take long, did it? This fire suits me just fine.”


“Smells good.”


“I hope you don’t mind the taste. I don’t eat meat.”


“I’ll eat whatever is in that bowl,” I say, though I am surprised to hear this. I wonder if she has always been vegetarian and if I just never realized it on those few occasions I’ve seen her. I know so little about this woman. My own kinfolk.


She slides a piece of foil out of the oven. The corn bread triangles are browned, edges crisped. She uses her bare fingers to drop the hot slices on the plate next to my bowl.


“Eat up. There’s plenty,” she says.


I want to talk more, but my stomach has other ideas. The beans aren’t just salted. They contain something else that gives them depth, replacing the taste of a meaty bone.


“That’s fresh fennel from my garden. I like to put it in my beans. Make a difference, don’t it?”


My mouth is almost too full to respond. “It’s really good. You ate already?”


“Don’t worry about me none. There are more beans in the pot. Your room is the second door on the left. When you finish settling, come find me. I’ll be in the yard out back.”


I am awash in gratitude for this simple but hearty meal. I eat in silence after she leaves me.


I finish eating and wash out my bowl before placing it in the empty dishwasher. Thank goodness my grandmother owns some of the other modern conveniences. The kitchen isn’t large, but it’s neat with an everything-in-its-proper-place kind of feel. A well-loved cast-iron skillet hangs from a nail on the wall. An old-fashioned bread box on the counter. A butcher’s block of knives. The floor appears freshly swept. I am humbled by her tidiness, by the thought that this woman lives alone but keeps her house as if someone impressionable could drop by at any moment.


Or maybe I’m the impressionable person. Maybe she cleaned up knowing I was coming. The thought flushes me with unexpected warmth.


Mother Rita is an only child, Mama is an only child, I’m an only child, and so is my daughter, Shawnie. Granddaddy Herbert’s people were from South Carolina, and he was a Jones, but Mother Rita kept the Lovejoy name and gave it to her daughter, an unusual choice for women of her generation.


I’d always wondered about that.


I know the Lovejoys have deep roots in the Hendersonville area, but beyond that I don’t know much of the family history. Truth is, I’ve never been that interested in these mountains. Other than when Mama reminds me she was born and raised in Appalachia, I haven’t thought about it much. To me, Appalachia is a concept. Something on television specials. Something I associate with old-time music.


But Mama’s silence about her family has deepened my curiosity. She has rarely returned to North Carolina, and she never brought me or Shawnie with her. I’m curious how Mother Rita keeps herself entertained in this quiet neighborhood, living alone at her age. I hope things never get so bad between me and Shawnie that I end up alone.


I unpack in the small guest bedroom and go in search of her. The coffeepot warmer is still on, and I stop to pour myself a cup. I need to call Shawnie and check on her, but before I do, I’d like to go to the supermarket. I want to get some things for Mother Rita, whatever she needs. I look around to see if there are other tasks needing to be done. The house is what we would call “cozy” in the real estate world. Just two bedrooms and a back sunroom that looks like an addition to the original house. For the first time, I see there isn’t a leak or crack in the ceilings anywhere. The paint is fresh.


My grandmother has help. So why on earth does she need me?


“You like your room? I can’t remember the last time I had a guest in there.” Mother Rita appears in the doorway, a green scarf tied around her hair now. Her smooth brown skin is sun-kissed, eyes bright. She carries a basket with purple flowers hanging over the side.


“Was that Mama’s room?”


“Course it was.”


I’m surprised at the sudden coarseness of her tone. I don’t remember her being sassy. “I love it, thank you. You’ve been outside?” I point down at her basket.


“Just picking a few wildflowers out back. Something about the way they follow their own mind out there makes me happy.”


“I was thinking of finding somewhere in town for dinner. I want to treat you tonight.”


“Oh, I don’t really go out to eat these days. There used to be a place I liked in Hendersonville when my Herbert was alive. But they closed down, I heard.” Her voice trails off.


“Okay.”


“I do like to cook, though. Ain’t no meal like the one in your own kitchen.”


“Sounds good to me.” I watch as she fills a vase with flowers. “What do you usually eat for dinner?”


“Sometimes I eat with my neighbor Maddie Mae. She has a grandson, and she cooks for him. If I don’t feel like cooking, I call her up. But it’s more likely I have something here. I’ve got a decent garden that push something out all year long. And I love fresh bread. You like bread or you one of them low-carb people?”


“No. I mean, yes. I love bread.”


She smiles at me. “You’re looking at me kind of funny. I like being out here, Veronica. I enjoy my peace and quiet. This is my home, the home of my ancestors. Our ancestors.”


I put my cup down. “I still go by Nikki,” I say, remembering that I’ve always had to correct her about my preferred name.


She blinks at me as if hearing this for the first time.


I don’t want to appear rude, but I only have a week with her and I’ve got questions. Being here, it feels urgent, suddenly, that I know what happened that day she and Mama exchanged words for the last time. Long ago, I left them to stew in their corners, but since I’m here I may as well smoke Mother Rita out of hers.


I look her right in the eyes. “Mother Rita, why did you call me down here so suddenly? Are you going to tell me what happened between you and Mama?”


She fiddles with the flowers for a moment, as if trying to think of how to answer.


“There’s time enough for that, Veronica. You’ll know everything in due time, I promise.”


“It’s Nikki,” I say softly, but she’s already walking away.





TWO
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Mother Rita asks a lot of questions. She knows I have questions of my own, but she seems determined to have hers answered first. Is Lorelle dating anybody? Is she still in that same house in Michigan Park? Did she retire yet? From the sound of it, Mother Rita misses Mama. She’s just too stubborn to call her up and ask these questions directly.


We’re sitting at the kitchen table. “What’s our plan today?” I ask. “You need to go somewhere?”


“No, I got to do some cleaning up outside,” she says. “Flower market is on Thursday.”


“Flower market? You planning to buy some flowers?”


“Child, what kind of question is that? I’ll show you my garden.”


“I’d like that,” I say. “Since you don’t want to go out, I’ll cook dinner tonight. Anything we can make out of your garden?”


“I do have a taste for some collards. There’s a stockpot underneath that cabinet right there.” She points.


“Alright,” I say. We sit for a moment, the silence hanging between us awkwardly.


Mother Rita gets up from her chair. “Do you like to read?”


The question comes out of nowhere. “Y-yes. Sure I do.”


“Oh yeah? What’s the last book you read?”


I pause, trying to remember.


“You should read more,” she says.


“It takes time to read, Mother Rita. I work a lot. D.C. is kind of a busy place to live.”


“Don’t act like D.C. is someplace special,” she snaps. “I’m just as busy as you, and I still find time to read nearly fifty books a year. I didn’t go to college, but I dare anybody to put a degree up against this.” She taps her temple and I nod slowly.


Mother Rita is definitely saucier than I remember. And I’m stunned to learn that she reads so much. None of us went to college. Mama left North Carolina at eighteen and married my daddy a year later. I got married at nineteen just like her and studied to become a real estate agent. I’m still hoping Shawnie will take classes at the local college. At least she isn’t married yet. That’s progress.


She places a plastic library card in front of me. “This is my extra. While you’re here, you can use it. Now, what kind of books do you like?”


I hesitate. “Mother Rita, I can’t remember the last time I finished a book.” Maybe it’s my imagination but her face sags a little when I say that, so I add, “But I’ll read anything you recommend.” If reading a book or two helps me get closer to my grandmother, I’m willing to do it.


“You like history?” she asks.


I nod, though I prefer my history in movies.


“Alright.” Mother Rita leaves the room and returns with a hardcover book.


“What’s this?”


“It’s a local history book. It tells all about the history of Henderson County. Maybe it’ll teach you something about your roots.”


I leaf through the book, looking for pictures. There aren’t any.


“Did your mama ever tell you about the Kingdom of the Happy Land?” she asks.


“Kingdom of the what?”


“It was a community our people created after slavery times ended. I live on that land.”


“No, Mama never told me anything about that,” I say. “You’re saying you live on land that used to be called a kingdom.”


“Not called a kingdom. It was one.”


“Oh, you’re talking about a fiction novel?”


“No, Veronica. The kingdom was as real as the chair you’re sitting in. And it was ruled by a king and queen, too.”


I look at her incredulously, but Mother Rita sets me straight with her face. “Your ancestors lived here. Our ancestors,” she adds.


I try not to sound disrespectful, but I still suspect she’s exaggerating. “The next thing you’ll be telling me is that your grandmother and granddaddy were the king and queen.”


“My great-grandmother,” she corrects. She isn’t smiling, so I look down at the book, turning carefully back to the first page.


“Your great-grandmother and great-grandfather were the king and queen,” I repeat and shake my head. “Of a real-life kingdom in North Carolina? How’s that possible?”


“The locals around here like to say there weren’t but two kingdoms in the history of the United States. This one and the kingdom of Hawaii,” she says. “But that’s not quite right because I’ve read about the kingdom of Hawaii. It was actually a sovereign state that was overthrown by the United States government.”


My chin drops as if she’s talking about ghosts and fairies, but I don’t want to offend her any more than I already have. Finally, I say, “And this book tells about it?”


“Not a whole lot, but it’s a start.”


“What are you saying? And why hasn’t Mama ever told me about this? She knows about it, too?”


She speaks so softly I can barely hear her. “I know you have questions, and I intend to answer them. I’m so glad you came, Veronica. Come on. Put your boots on and follow me out back. I want to show you something.”


I wiggle my toes in my sandals. “I didn’t bring boots, Mother Rita. It’s summer.”


“Boots aren’t just for winter, child. It can get wet out there, especially after a rain. You bring any kind of real shoes?”


I know what she means—shoes that can get a little dirty, shoes that grip the ground so I won’t slip and fall, closed-toe shoes to ward off a snakebite.


“What size are you?” she asks.


“Seven and a half.”


“I think my neighbor who lives down the road wears your size. She probably got an extra pair. I need to give back her casserole dish anyway.”


After she goes to her room to make the call, I pick up my phone, searching for “Kingdom of the Happy Land.” There are only a few hits, so I quickly scan the articles. A Black Kingdom in Postbellum Appalachia. Henderson County’s Storied Kingdom. Outside the window, the sky beckons and I’m more curious than ever to go out and see this fairy-tale land for myself. Surely it has to be special to inspire such tall tales.


After the borrowed boots appear on the doorstep, I follow Mother Rita out the back door. She lets the screen door slam behind us and doesn’t lock it, grabbing a walking stick on the way out. I gather my braids into a bun and tie them on top of my head.


“Mother Rita, you lived in this house from what age?”


She looks back at me sharply, a crease across her face as she pulls a wide-brimmed hat down over her eyes. “My husband and his brothers built this house when I was a young bride. But my parents had a house about two hundred yards that-a-way. It’s gone now.”


The land stretches in all directions, but Mother Rita walks toward a line of trees that edges the field to what I believe is south. A trio of geese glides across the sky in a V formation, honking loudly. My mama can name a lot of birds by listening, and from a young age, she taught me some of the common birdsongs we hear in D.C. all the time. The first one I learned was the chipping of baby sparrows that would wake me up every spring. Being outside with Mama was understanding that we lived in a world of chatter, whether it be the hoo of the mourning doves that liked to nest in the eaves of our house or the clear whistles of robins that hopped through the yard. I’d always associated Mama’s birdlove with her growing up in the country, but now I am standing in the very place she learned it.


“We going to see the garden?” I look off to my left where I glimpse rows of flowers surrounded by a fence made out of vertical wooden posts connected by wire netting. But Mother Rita is walking in another direction.


“Not yet. First, I want to show you something,” she calls over her shoulder.


Seventy-eight years old and she can outwalk me. When we reach the line of trees, she uses her stick to beat back the brush, beckoning for me to follow. Finally, she stops at a small clearing and points to several mounds of carefully stacked rocks around the base of a tree.


I’ve seen these kinds of stacked rocks in a movie once. I think they’re tributes to the dead. Did Mother Rita stack these rocks or did someone else? They look old and worn.


“What are these, Mother Rita?” I ask.


“These are my parents.”


I squat to look. “What do you mean? Tributes to your parents? Or are they buried—”


“Yes, this is where they’re buried.”


I stand up and take a few steps back, suddenly afraid I’m standing right on top of their graves. There’s no tombstone, no etching of names. Nothing. Sparse shoots of grass have long ago grown over the dirt.


“Mother Rita, why not put a headstone here? Somebody could cut down these trees and build something right over top of them.”


“I won’t allow it.”


“You own all this land?”


I look back toward her house, nearly invisible in the distance. It’s a lot of land—acres and acres of it.


“I used to bring your mama here, but she never showed any interest. I hope you’ll be different.” She gives me a look of disgust.


I don’t know how to respond to that, and I don’t like her saying negative things about Mama to me. “What happened between y’all, Mother Rita? What was so bad that—?”


“Pssh …” She makes a violent hushing noise that halts the words on my tongue. I frown. I’m starting to understand my mama’s frustration with her. Conversations seem to be on Mother Rita’s terms.


I look around. There are mounds of rocks everywhere I turn. “Mother Rita, what is this place?”


“Babygirl, this is your family graveyard. And one day I want you to bury me in it.”





THREE
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Luella


The farm in South Carolina was known as Lily of the Valley, though none of us had ever known such a flower and we sure wasn’t in no valley. That was just what they called the place, a home filled with the most beautiful furniture you ever seen. We was owned by a white man by the name of Bobo. To say that he did not kill us was to give him a compliment of sorts.


By the time I was born in 1850, Mister Bobo was at the height of his powers, his two-hundred-acre farm rich with corn and wheat. In the quarters, there was a blacksmith shop, a barn, a meat house, a well house with cellar, and a kitchen. The man never allowed us to go hungry, and I guess that was a compliment of sorts, too.


I worked in the house and was raised alongside his daughter, though I was not allowed to touch the books that lined Mister Bobo’s library. In them days, I thought books was magical, that they cast spells. To read was to have the language to ask for the things you wanted, so I became determined to teach myself.


My papa was a minister to us in slavery, and after it ended, he became a minister to us in freedom. Papa stood erect, with a high chin and broad flat forehead, skin as dark as shoe leather, and legs that moved gracefully, like the strides of a bird.


Papa kept me close, having lost my mother in the birthing of me, their only child. I was valued for my sewing skills, though I never enjoyed the task. I had been taught by a trio of women who took me, a motherless girl, under their care.


After freedom, we settled in nearby Cross Anchor, not far from the old plantation farm, where Papa built a church on a piece of land rented from the man who owned the town store. Others who’d worked the iron mills up in Spartanburg moved down our way, some to escape trouble. Our names was few—Casey, Whitmire, Bobo, Bennett, Sheldon, Couch—and though some chose a new name right off, most of us kept the names of our white folk.


I was twenty years old when the Montgomery brothers joined Papa’s church. They had been part of the Montgomery plantation, a little-known place where it was whispered the owners raised children to sell. They kept to themselves before freedom, so we hadn’t seen their people much. But from the time the brothers joined the church, they caught the eyes of the women.


Both of the brothers was tall, tall as I’d ever seen on a man. Both was thin, with bodies as willowy as branches. The older one had a square chin and a straight mouth that didn’t move much when he formed words, though when he spoke, people seemed to listen. The younger one had a rounder face, and though he was a little shorter than the other, he was still tall as a weed. The younger brother had a hearty laugh, and on more than one occasion I heard him before I saw him. Once, he caught me looking and smiled the broadest smile. I was carrying a cake made by one of the church members and I nearly dropped it.


Later that night, Jola Casey and me was cleaning up the dishes, wiping out plates and emptying cups. The two of us had been sharing secrets since we was girls, so I leaned forward to listen when she said, “He asking about you.”


“Who?” I said.


“The tall one.”


I shook my head. Surely she was mistaken. It was the younger brother who had smiled at me. And wasn’t they both tall? “You sure it was the older one?”


She nodded. “I heard him asking about you.”


I knew I was what men considered pretty. From a young age, I had understood I possessed a value that could be counted in coins but also in pleasure. My hair was thick, and it grew long without much attention. I kept it in a braid wrapped around my head. On Sundays I walked down to the creek, let my hair down, and washed it in the water. Everybody said I looked like my mama, though I had no memory of her face.


My papa swore an oath to protect me from white men when we was enslaved. One look in his eye, and everybody could see he would die for that oath. Now this Montgomery brother was asking after me, and I was at an age when Papa might agree to a suitor he liked.


Jola had always been more the type to fight with boys than kiss them. Once, when one of them pulled her hair, she punched him right in the eye with her fist. She had been known to pass off boys to me, and I thought maybe she was doing it this time, too.


“How do you know he asking about me? Maybe he asking about you.”


She giggled and pulled playfully at my braid. “Do I got long hair? That’s what he said. Who the girl with all the hair?”


When I returned home that night, to the two rooms I shared with Papa that he’d built behind the church, the Montgomery brother was standing outside. He reached out a hand, as if to shake mine. I didn’t take it. “My name William,” he said.


Up close, I could see he was older than I was, not gray hair old but the mature face of a man who had seen his share of sunrises. There was a light in his eye that caught my attention, something I couldn’t turn away from.


“My papa call me Lu,” I said, and for some reason I kept talking. “But you can call me Luella.”


He smiled. “Nice to meet you, Miss Luella.”


And I allowed William Montgomery to take my hand in his for the first time.


The Ku Klux Klan rose up in Spartanburg County after the war ended, and they was so awful that U.S. president Grant got involved. They had been beating on us and murdering us ever since we was freed, but it got worse after we started voting. Next thing they know we was in the statehouse and even elected a colored state secretary. The more we used our vote, the worse it got, so we didn’t dare go out after dark. Some of us even kept a rifle under the bed, though to use it was death, too.


In 1870, the federal soldiers came down to our state and started arresting Klansmen left and right. Everybody was scared, even the bravest among us. You would think the presence of them federal soldiers would make us feel safe, but we knew if the white South Carolinians was in trouble, so was we. So we stepped careful and tried to go about our days.


The Klansmen trials started in the fall of 1871 when I was twenty-one years old. Papa’s church held news sessions every Wednesday night. Us ones that knew our letters got hold of the paper and read to us that couldn’t. We only lit enough candles to see the paper, the rest of us in darkness so the gatherings wouldn’t attract attention. Week after week, we heard the convictions coming through. We knew they couldn’t get them all but maybe they could get the worst ones. At least, that’s what we hoped. Course we knew better than to trust the punishment would fit the crimes.


Meanwhile, the statewide elections was coming up again, and Papa helped register more voters. During our Wednesday news sessions, we discussed colored candidates for state office, and though the women couldn’t cast a ballot, we didn’t hold back our opinions. The church was more than a place for the holy spirit; it was also a place for politics.


The federal government ended the trials in early 1873, and things in Cross Anchor quieted. We wasn’t being attacked as often, but the whole town felt like it was sitting on a powder keg. Then Papa got picked up by the law and carried down to the center of town where they’d built a whipping post. He yelled at me not to follow, but I refused to let them do it without the burn of my eyes on their backs. If they was going to whip my Papa, they was going to have to do it in front of God and his daughter.


I knew why they’d picked him out. Papa wasn’t just voting, though that was reason number one. Most of the colored men in the county was voting, and with Papa encouraging them, that was reason enough, too. Before freedom, we’d been members of the white church, where we sat in the back and listened to how we was the sons of Ham and bore the mark of Cain. Now we made our own stories from the Bible, and white people was mighty scared of a colored preacher spinning tales they couldn’t control, especially when them stories gave us wings.


But I believed Papa’s prosperity was another reason they came for him. His crops was getting to be valued at over eight hundred dollars each year. That was more than most coloreds and even some white men earned. It was a wonder they didn’t kill my papa, though that was right around the time we started thinking they might. When the whipping was over, I took Papa’s arm and helped him stand up straight as we walked back home, and for three days I didn’t leave his side.


Just weeks after the public whipping, Harry Norman stopped  by to deliver news that shook Papa even more. A journalist had written something about our congregation in the Carolina Spartan that told a lie too strange to believe.


ZION’S TRAVELERS


A MURDEROUS RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATION OF BLACKS


WORSE THAN VOODOO


They accused us of holding an elderly woman hostage while planning to sacrifice her. They even said we planned to eat her! They wrote that Papa was evil and held us in a spell.


The white owner of the store—and our land—gave the warning. There was trouble afoot, the man told Papa, and he would release him from his debt if he decided to leave town. That’s awful nice of you, Papa said, watching him closely.


That evening, when I returned to the house, Papa was waiting for me. He called me to have a seat, and what he said next shocked me breathless.


“What if I told you we might need to leave Cross Anchor.”


“What you mean leave Cross Anchor?” I was confused by his use of the phrase what if.


“It ain’t safe around here, and William been telling me—”


“William?”


He nodded. “William Montgomery been telling me about a place up in the hills where we can find work. I was going to talk to the church about it, see what people think. It’s bad here, Lu. The man at the store say trouble brewing.”


“What kind of trouble?”


“What other kind is there.”


Course what Papa meant was that this was a trouble we might not survive, something bad enough to not just threaten our livelihoods, but our lives. Still, Cross Anchor was our home.


“But they put the Klansmen in jail. They had trials,” I said.


“You know well as I do this still Klan country.”


I wondered if this was William’s idea, if he had convinced Papa of some imaginary land of milk and honey. Papa was being too trusting of this man.


“Lu, I won’t make this decision without your approval. What do you think we should do?”


One thing was true. That newspaper article wasn’t good in no way whatsoever. But at least here in this little town, it was a devil we knew. I wanted to say all these things, but Papa was asking my thoughts and I wanted to prove I could handle his confidence. So I nodded and took his hand.


“Course I’m with you, Papa. Whatever you need me to do, just let me know.”


He smiled and closed his eyes, gripping my fingers in his.


That night Papa called a church meeting.


We met in the sanctuary, and he shared with the congregation what the store owner had told him. There arose a clamor so loud even Papa had trouble settling it. Finally, the congregation hushed, waiting expectantly for what their pastor would say next. The white folk in town was right about one thing. Papa held power among his people, respect, though he never asked nobody to do nothing against their wishes.


“They ain’t gone stop till they destroy us. We ain’t got no choice but to leave. Sell what you can over the next day or so and, on the third day, we set out,” Papa said as a groan arose from the group.


Where we going? they asked.


He raised his hands. “Now, you can stay if you want. I ain’t forcing nobody to do nothing. But I’m going.”


Where we going? they repeated.


William Montgomery stood up. Papa’s church had room for about five dozen people on the wooden benches. Lit candles lined the walls, and the flickering light cast shadows on our faces. He spoke quietly, told us of this place he knew at the top of the mountain just over the state line, a place where we could be safe and live free from the terror of the Klan. His words enticed us, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t fall under the spell, too.


We was so quiet as he spoke, sharing this vision. Quiet as church mice. Quiet as sleeping babies deep in dreamland.


To go north, even if it was only for sixty or so miles, was to leave behind everything we had built. In our haste, we sold our livestock for less than it was worth—cows for as low as a dollar and a half, hogs for as low as a dollar. Papa sold five hundred dollars’ worth of crops for just one hundred. We packed as much as we could sensibly carry, but it was inevitable some had to leave behind chairs they’d made from raw wood, bedding they’d sewn from scrap cloth, pots and pans bartered with small jobs.


And then there was our houses. Some of us lived in old quarters, but the most prosperous of us had built wooden houses from the ground up. Even if the land was rented, we was allowed to build our homes, and we took pride in the structures. Them little houses might have been the most painful things to bid farewell.


Just days after that nighttime meeting, we was on our way.


We didn’t have no map or compass that might help guide us. We headed north the way people before us had done it, following memory.


I ain’t never met a road that traveled in a circle, William said when somebody doubted him.


He became our leader, moving ahead to spur us on, for the hill we climbed was steep. The Montgomery brothers had traveled the Buncombe Turnpike before. Back when they belonged to Mister Montgomery, they’d transported cargo back and forth, and been hired out for animal husbandry.


We moved slow, some of the women carrying children and babies on their backs. The elderly stopped to rest. The healthy held the hands of the sick. At night, we slept on the ground, rolls of clothes beneath our heads. Papa must have been more tired than I was, but he never showed it. Even when I woke before him, it only took a light touch before his eyes opened and he gathered himself.


There was close to fifty of us—men, women, and children. As we climbed the mountain, a few decided to turn back. I kept my eyes on Papa, who gave his blessing at sunrise each morning.


Jola traveled with her parents and younger brother. When her brother tired, her papa carried him, and when her papa tired, Jola took over. At night, I gave Jola my blanket as she rested for the next day’s journey.


The air thinned as we walked, my throat wanting more water than was rationed. All around us there was mountain wilderness, and I had never seen such land. Cross Anchor had been flat and wide. This land was hilly and green. The road curved like a snake, and with each turn I fretted we wouldn’t make it.


One day William handed me his canteen. “Drink,” he said.


I gulped and he didn’t slow me. Finally, I tried to give it back to him. “I didn’t mean to drink so much. I was thirsty.”


He pushed the canteen back to me. “Drink it all. I fill it up again at the next watering hole.”


I shook my head. He was leading the group, walking the fastest.


“Drink,” he said again. I finished it off and thanked him. I could feel the other women watching as he walked away.


Finally, we came upon the sign for an inn that read OAKLAND. A white woman in a dark mourning dress came outside and stood a ways off from us, quietly observing. We must have looked ragged and hungry, because she did not make eye contact with nobody other than William. He called her Missus Davis, and I knew I wasn’t the only one among us who wondered if she would refuse him and send us on our way.


After speaking quietly with the woman, William returned to where our group was sitting under the shade of a maple tree. We would work at the inn and tend her land, settling in the old slave quarters she still owned. It wasn’t clear at first what kind of labor she required, but we was prepared for most everything. We wasn’t no stranger to the field or the house.


“Who is she?” somebody asked after William was finished talking.


“That’s the Widow Davis,” he answered and motioned for us to follow him back across the turnpike.
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The first thing the men did was repair the roof of the inn. They started by patching the holes that allowed the rain inside. They filled ceiling cracks and painted walls and fixed broken furniture. Nails poked up out of the wooden floors, and the men took hammers to them. The Cross Anchor women shook carpets, swept under beds, and dusted windowsills. We took down curtains, washing and ironing before hanging them again. We emptied out closets, raked flower beds, washed windows.


Since her husband died, the most the Widow had been able to manage was a cook who handled everything from meals to laundry and a second woman who made beds and emptied bedpans. Them two was more than glad to see us arrive.


Some of us was accustomed to a house as grand as the Lily of the Valley, so the Widow’s inn was nothing. Her location on the turnpike was a good one; if we got the house in order, we would prove to be worth the trouble.


The Widow kept us busy. Though she hoped for fall and winter visitors, there was too much work to be done. So we prepared for when the low-country travelers would make their way up the mountain for cooler weather in the summer. The rumor was that she had already raised her nightly lodging price, the first increase since the war. She was trying to attract the best travelers again, and she knew our help would make the difference.


Our people worked hard to be useful, to make our arrangement with the Widow last. Some of the men hunted, bringing her freshly killed duck and wild turkey. Come springtime, when most of the work on the inn would probably come to an end, we decided we would plant crops and supply her with food.


In return, the Widow allowed us to move into the two dozen slave cabins that remained from before the war. She owned so much land that the old quarters was about a mile from the inn. That meant there was quite a bit of timber, so we began to build more houses in the manner we had in Cross Anchor. Our houses back home had been two and three rooms, so while we stayed in the Widow’s one-room cabins, the men began to see to larger ones for families.


We considered sunlight and the slope of the land. Would water flow away when it rained. Would the light hit the garden at the right time of day. We laid out the basic plan of the settlement, altered what had already been there when we arrived. If anyone raided us they would have to get past a dozen houses to reach our stores. That was William’s plan, and it was a good one.


At our entrance, we built a fence between two trees and somebody painted PRIVAT on it. One of the children wrote out the letters, and for weeks to come I would walk past the sign and stop to say each letter separately.


P-R-I-V-A-T.


Cutting down trees took time. A straight trunk was best. There wasn’t no horses to haul logs so the men carried them, sometimes five men hefting a large one. They etched the notches in careful round scoops and stacked them to create walls.


I delighted in seeing the four walls go up. Children gathered stones from the Green River, and we set the corners for fireplaces. The women mixed dirt and water to fill the gaps. We carved out windows, then covered them with greased paper. When the roof went on, we ended the day with cheers of jubilation.


P-R-I-V-A-T.


There had been no walls in slavery times. There had been no assumption that somebody might want to eat and sleep in two different rooms. Many of us had lived in nothing bigger than a twelve-foot square, so we put up them walls with the kind of joy that only a person who has been treated less than human can understand.


Working together was exactly the balm our souls needed in them early months. At night some of us shared stories, unloading what we had brought up the mountain on our backs. Others merely listened, determined to keep their hurt bottled up. Some of our people wanted to go back to South Carolina. It had been our home, after all. But we couldn’t go back. The lie they’d told about us still rang loudly in our ears. Somebody had gotten their hands on a New York newspaper. For some reason, the lie was being printed far and wide. After word got out about us heading north, it was as if they spit on the trail we left behind. Papa believed we got out in the nick of time.


One evening after dinner, just before sunset, a meeting for every member of the community was called. We’d built up the settlement so that it encircled a central tree—a massive oak with gnarled branches that the children loved to climb. We sat on the grass, some of us rolling out pallets. A few of the men fashioned rudimentary sitting posts for the elders. We had been in North Carolina for nearly three months, and we was expecting one of our men, Reverend Couch, to return any day with at least a dozen more people.


William was the only one standing, his brother, Robert, sitting attentively at his feet.


“Good evening,” William began. “I hope y’all don’t mind me calling this meeting. We been here for a while now, but we been so busy working, we ain’t stopped to rest much.”


We turned our attention to him. We numbered over forty, so quieting us was no small feat.


“I called y’all here because I got something to say, something to … suggest.” He said the word as if it was one he had considered beforehand. “I don’t see no reason for us to run this place like how we lived back in Cross Anchor. We get to make our own rules now.”


Suggest. What a pretty word. I could barely follow because I was busy turning the sound of it over in my head.


“What you talking about, William?” Hal Whitmire asked.


“Me and my brother, Robert, we knew our daddy and our daddy’s daddy. They had memories of the home place, and back over there, our people was royalty. They ruled a kingdom. We here on this mountain, in these woods, away from the white man’s government. We make our own government, our own rules. We need to make this place like Africa.”


Africa! Laughter arose among us.


Did he say Africa?


Sure did.


William ignored the chatter. “First, we need a ruling council—a group of men to settle disputes, make laws.”


Hal shook his head. “A council, huh? I don’t know, William. Ain’t no place in this country the white man’s laws can’t reach. If you saying we make our own country, the South tried to do that during the war, and it’s a lot of them rolling around in their graves ’cause of it.”


“I’m not talking about a country,” William responded. “I’m talking about a kingdom.”


We rustled, looked around in confusion. But my papa didn’t move, not one inch. He was all ears.


William kept on. “I’m just saying the Widow got a lot of land here. And she can’t handle it alone, not without our help. But we can make our own place on it. Our own rules. A kingdom like what we ruled back in the home place.”


“What you talking about? We up here starting from nothing. I sold everything I owned to come up that hill,” Hal bellowed.


“Look, Hal!” William pointed into the distance. “That turnpike got travelers on it. Just like the Widow getting money, we can, too.”


What he talking about money? More rumblings.


“Second thing. We need a treasury.”


“Treasure? Like gold?” somebody shouted.


“Treasury. A place for our earnings.”


I thought of the cloth pouch where I’d kept Papa’s coins back in Cross Anchor. I had been his treasury. I’d never heard this word before, but it felt nice on my lips. William was sharp as a knife, I was realizing.


“Everything we earn, we need to put in the kingdom treasury. Don’t we got more if we put it all together?”


Everybody began to murmur in agreement, even the women. We knew the power of money even if most of us had never held a paper note in our hands. But I had just heard William use the word kingdom for the third time, and I was still confused by what he meant.


“Right now we working for the Widow to get the inn back up and running. But I hear tell there’s work nearby. Blacksmithing work. Horseshoeing. Carpentry. I know a lot of y’all can earn something round here. We buy our own seed, plant our own crops. Get the things we need.”


Our people in Cross Anchor had been skilled, so we knew we could do what he was asking.


“What about voting?” Hal Whitmire asked.


“We leave it behind,” William said sharply. “We make our own laws up here.”


Not vote? Just the thought scared me. Voting was what it meant to be a citizen, a generational wish passed down from our parents and grandparents. It had been the laws that had enslaved us in the first place. Only way to change the law was to vote. Could we really escape this country and all its disorder up here on this mountain?


William’s younger brother turned to the group. “I agree with my brother. We can make a life here. And why can’t we work hard and even buy this land one day? We already tried voting and look where it got us. They killed us for it. It’s better to own land.”


Now you could hear a fly buzz. Nobody said a word at that. I stared at Robert, curious. How did he expect us to buy land?


John Earl Casey, Jola’s daddy, chimed in quietly, his voice shaking with emotion. “The Klan killed my pa for voting. He was eighty-three years old. Eighty-three! I ain’t going back. You tell me how to make a life here for my family and I’ll make it out of nothing with my own two hands.”


Papa stood. “I’m with you, William. I’ll help set up the council.”


We got real quiet at that, because while William was taking charge, we trusted Papa. He was our spiritual leader.


Margaret Couch spoke from her position on top of a blanket. “Whatever the men need, the womenfolk will help,” she said. “But tell me, William. What you mean by kingdom?”


At first, William didn’t answer. As I watched the men and women around us digest his dream, his vision for us, I could see that he had inspired belief in the same way he had sold us on the idea of making this trip in the first place.


With his words.


“I’m saying we make this place a kingdom, just like back in Africa. I’m saying we need to claim our royal robes.” His voice boomed in the clearing.


It would be a few more weeks before the council gathered for the first time. But that night William Montgomery planted the seed. And it was a seed that would grow.
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Nikki


All my life I’ve been part of a small family circle. By the time my daddy was twenty, both of his parents had passed away. He and Mama, with their desire to build a family out of nothing, were a perfect match for each other in that way. The two of them against the world. For me, not having a sibling or even a cousin has been the only existence I’ve ever known. Now here I am walking beside my grandmother on acres and acres of land that my people have inhabited for over a hundred years. It’s hard to put how I’m feeling into words other than to say I’m dizzy with grief. I didn’t know you could mourn something you never had.
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