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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR ON THE ROOFTOP


‘On the Rooftop explores a subject close to my heart: the shifting terrain between mothers and daughters, further complicated by grief. Margaret Wilkerson Sexton’s powerful prose takes us to some familiar emotional places within an utterly original story. This searing, intimate portrait of family, ambition, and community from a bygone era feels deeply resonant for those of us still daring to dream today. Beautiful, moving, and truly unforgettable!’


Deesha Philyaw, author of The Secret Lives of Church Ladies


‘In all of her work, Margaret Wilkerson Sexton invites us into the most intimate spaces of remarkable families during remarkable times. In this stellar novel, she takes us deeply into the dynamics of mothers and daughters, their individual – and collective – dreams and struggles. The harmonies of The Salvations are the literal soul music of this neighborhood in San Francisco during the turbulent ’50s and I will never look up at another rooftop again, without imagining three sisters reaching for their stars.’


Luis Alberto Urrea, author of The House of Broken Angels


‘On the Rooftop further cements Margaret Wilkerson Sexton as a deft chronicler of Blackness in America. A deeply felt, big hearted exploration of family, sisterhood and gentrification, this is the kind of expansive, lush novel that envelops with charm while provoking with its fierce intelligence.’


Kaitlyn Greenidge, author of Libertie


‘Richly observed and beautifully written, On the Rooftop weaves the lives of its characters together into a story bursting with music and feeling. Margaret Wilkerson Sexton writes with power and nuance about matters of the spirit and the flesh. A moving, uplifting novel about art and ambition and faith and love.’


Charles Yu, author of Interior Chinatown


‘Sexton does a wonderful job of capturing the complicated love that binds Vivian and her daughters. She also beautifully depicts the jealousies and rivalries that can tear once-close sisters apart… A heartfelt tale of family and community.’
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By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yea, we wept, when we remembered Zion. We hanged our harps upon the willows in the midst thereof. For there they that carried us away captive required of us a song; and they that wasted us required of us mirth, saying,


Sing us one of the songs of Zion.


How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?


—PSALM 137: 1–4





PART
ONE






VIVIAN



1953


Vivian didn’t mourn St. Francisville, Louisiana. On the contrary, her memories kept watch against nostalgia. Still, she would never be used to the Fillmore’s weather. She had anticipated mild and sunny. She had expected it would never rain, and it was true that it didn’t dip below freezing, but she hadn’t prepared for the summer chill, the fog and wind. She’d waltzed outside to work in a sleeveless dress her first June there, dipped her toe onto the sidewalk, then swung right back around for her front door.


She hadn’t known a soul then who could have warned her.


That had been twenty-five years earlier. Now, she rounded the intersection of Fillmore and Post Street with her cotton car coat over her crisp white nursing uniform, past the looming theater, the Austin A40s lining the sidewalks, the streetcar perched at the stop sign awaiting Negro men with long coats and top hats. The bookstore let her know she was almost home, and she waved hello to Horace, who ran it; then next door to Miss Edna, who posted the winning numbers just before dark so the night ladies she ferreted out could anticipate their due; Mr. Gaines, the butcher, with the roaming eye; Miss Fox, with no teeth, who cleaned for them all in exchange for food. The beauticians at Gladys’s were distracted, their gossip circling the parlor, but if they’d seen Vivian, they’d have called out her name, nearly inaudible beneath the dryers’ hum.


It was the people she’d just passed who’d rebirthed her once her husband died. Vivian had begged Ellis to move her from Louisiana after a Klansman smashed her bedroom windows with shotguns and dragged her daddy to his death. Ellis had been her boyfriend then, but as soon as they crossed the state line, he’d married her, given her three children, then died, and she’d grieved, but her neighbors carried over stews and roast and potatoes and string beans. They bathed her children and greased the little girls’ legs; more than that, they sat with her. When the pain was so deep she feared it would overcrowd her heart, they sat still beside her. If it hadn’t been for them, she wouldn’t have made it.


And there were the others, of course, two of whom she waved to at the intersection of Webster and Ellis, one whom she didn’t recognize. In any case, they were all middle-aged white men who worked for the City, whose bellies stretched past their gray flannel suit pants. They’d drive west from downtown every two weeks with their clipboards in their hands, their hats over their eyes, and they’d peer through half-drawn curtains and ask children to number their bathrooms, then list the family members who used them. They pretended to be nice enough, even nodding now as Vivian passed, before they made note of the trash spilling out of the neighbor’s garbage can. There had been talk years ago that if Mr. Gaines’s meat had soured, if Miss Edna’s girls ventured out too early, if her numbers weren’t washed off her cloudy kitchen window, the men might move them all somehow, shut them out of their new homes, tear their haven down to make room for the unimaginable. But that talk had just been talk, ensconced in the City’s incompetence. Anyway, Vivian never worried about it outright, for God had promised her her latter days would be plenty.


She was approaching the evidence of that same promise now. She could see her girls from where she stood, grazing her front steps in distinct positions of rest. Something about their lulls always heated Vivian up inside.


“I thought I told y’all to set out that garbage before I got home,” she called from half a block away, and the sound of her voice sent them shuffling, two across the stoop, and one inside. They moved like they were synchronized, onstage somewhere, trying to convince an audience there was only one of them. Since she had them, it had been like that. Even when none of them made a sound, there was some guidance that lived inside their minds and joined them, and they’d wear the same color to school three mornings in a row, or style their hair in a French twist to the right, though they didn’t share mirrors, or rooms for that matter; they didn’t need to do so. They finished each other’s jokes. Four years stood between the oldest (twenty-four) and the youngest (twenty), yet they all began menstruating the same day. It was why they were a perfect trio onstage too, why men and women shot their heads back, let their mouths hang; why the applause roared in like a freight train; why people didn’t want to let them go. Vivian had never seen a show of theirs where they hadn’t been begged for an encore, or where they hadn’t ultimately acquiesced.


Vivian’s neighbor Mary sat with them in her hard-back rocker, her feet on the base of it shifting back and forth. She lived next door, but visited so regularly she kept her designated chair on Vivian’s stoop. Mary’s son stood behind her, handsome, chocolate, with bushy hair, trimmed and neat. Vivian noticed he stood in touching distance to her oldest daughter, Ruth, too, but then again, Ruth had more old-world sense than a backwoods midwife—they were only friends. The boy’s stability had saved Ruth after her father passed. He had been a gentle but strong child, and he had grown into that kind of man.


“At least we picked up inside.” Chloe, her youngest, bounced back from the kitchen.


“Thank you, love. I can always count on you.” Vivian kissed her baby’s cheek. Chloe, being twenty, would still allow it. But it wasn’t only that. The two of them breathed a different patch of air than everyone else. Ruth was her helper in action: combing the other girls’ hair, ensuring they got off to school or work on time, but Chloe was Vivian’s partner in spirit. She knew to smile when Vivian’s boss had worn her down. She knew to praise her when she felt like she was flailing in every angle of her life. The thing was, Vivian hadn’t been supposed to have her. She had been in a car accident when Esther was still taking milk, and the doctor had said she wouldn’t give birth again. Ellis had been driving and Vivian swore he never got over that, the guilt. A year later, he’d died from a heart attack. Vivian had found out she was pregnant on the one-month anniversary of his passing. She’d handled the child as a miracle ever since.


“Go on in and finish setting up for dinner, though.” She was talking to all the girls now.


“You took the fish out of the freezer?”


“Yes, Mama.”


“And you washed the windows?”


“Yes, Mama.”


“And you shined the floors?”


“Yes, Mama.”


“And you scrubbed the baseboards?”


And something about that final “Yes, Mama”—the predictability of it and the solace, as the girls drifted inside, and Gerry walked upstairs—caused Vivian to smile. Something in her told her it would be okay to sit down for a spell.


“You reminding yourself of your own mama, huh, girl?” Mary was only seven years older than Vivian, but she could have been the woman’s mother. Part of it was her look. Though she still set her hair and sat under the dryer every Friday so it would be crisp and curled for Sunday’s service, the gray had overtaken it years before. Mary fought everything else: the postman when he was late, Miss Fox when she drank brown liquor, Lena’s when the meat came to her white instead of dark. More than that, she spoke with authority on even the most benign subjects: whether you ought to brown beef before you roasted it, how long to hang the sheets from the line, whether a baby should take a bottle or the breast. She didn’t ask questions she didn’t think she knew the answer to already. She delivered her suggestions like expectations. “It might be time to prune those lilies” came out like “Girl, you better fix those flowers before I snap them off.” So it had been astounding to watch her submit to the change at the top of her head.


Another thing about Mary was that she smoked cigarettes, and she held one now. She was careful to exhale in the other direction, but Vivian still felt dizzy from her seat beside her. She waved the air in front of her face before she answered.


“Hard not to these days.” She smoothed her hands over her uniform, which had grown snugger in the last few years, especially in the middle.


“None of that. You’s a fine woman, Vivian, you know that, though. I see you walking to the bus stop, walking back. Seem like every block there’s a new gentleman trying to make your acquaintance.” Mary had not only let her hair gray, but a shadow lined her upper lip. It, more than the gray, was likely the reason she hadn’t had a man of her own since Vivian had met her. She had never mentioned Gerry’s father, not once. Still, she seemed to be enlivened instead of threatened by Vivian’s admirers. And Mary was right, they were many. Not that it mattered.


“Well, I ain’t got time to stop in the street and I damn sure ain’t got time for no whole man, Mary, you know that. Not with those girls. We’re at the Champagne Supper Club every Friday. And that’s just the beginning for us. I’m not even thinking about stopping there; even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. Not with their talent. I mean, I’m talking the Dunbar Hotel in Los Angeles, the—”


“The Blah Blah in the Blah Blah, the Bleh Bleh in the Bleh Bleh.” Mary made a point to blow the smoke in her face, hard.


“Hmph,” Mary said now. “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth. You got some fine venues here in town. But I guess if it ain’t Preacher Thomas’s house, you ain’t interested.” That was a running joke between them, and the girls got in on it too sometimes. Vivian laughed—of course she did. And she supposed she wouldn’t have been caught dead in the sanctuary of Shiloh Baptist without her lashes and her good brassiere. She supposed she caught him looking at her as he spoke to his congregation. Yes, she supposed in those moments she’d been looking at him too, but she’d been a friend of his wife’s, a good friend, and it had been only three years since the woman took sick, and finally, mercifully, passed. And then there was that part she had just mentioned to Mary: she simply did not have the time.


“What? You see how ragged these kids run me already. We got rehearsal and shows, and I still got to go to work to earn a living. I don’t know where anybody else would fit in.”


“Hmph.” Mary repeated herself, then paused. “There’s one man who came by,” she said after it seemed a whole hour had passed, “who you might want to pay some attention to.” She was smiling.


Vivian turned to her for show. Like she’d said, she wasn’t interested. “Oh yeah?” She paused. “Who?”


“A businessman. He had on a suit you wouldn’t believe, and Stacy Adams shoes, and he didn’t need to clean them with no Clorox. They was shining on they own, and girl, he wore a diamond stickpin and a long coat and I thought he was a man from a dream, I’m telling you I had to pinch myself. If I hadn’t closed shop downstairs, I would have—”


“Mary!”


“Oh, excuse me, Vivian, I forgot you was sitting there.” She fanned herself and crossed, then uncrossed her legs several times.


“You said he came by looking for me, Mary?”


“That’s what I said alright.”


“Well, what did he say?”


“Say?”


“Yeah, what did he say he wanted?”


“Oh, girl.” She waved her hand at Vivian like only a fool would need to know what he had said. “Oh, girl, I didn’t talk to him, just saw him through the window is all.”


“You didn’t?”


“No indeed, you expect me to go out there looking like who dunnit, and why? My rollers were in, my hair bonnet was on. I had only sat under the dryer for thirty minutes, and you know this style got to last me to Sunday school.”


“Oh.” Vivian sat back deflated in her chair.


“Yes, ma’am, Mr. Franklin Dyers. Name even sound like money don’t it?”


Vivian whipped her head back around. “Mr. Franklin Dyers? Mr. Franklin Dyers? Mr. Franklin Dyers came here and you weren’t going to tell me?”


“I just told you, girl, don’t put all that on me. You wasn’t asking the right questions, not outright.”


“Oh, Mary, hush. How do you know it was him?”


“How do I know it was him? He left a card. Once my stories were through, I walked down and retrieved it.” She pulled a small, opened envelope from her bra. Vivian reached for it without thinking and snapped the paper out of the flap, skimmed the words.


“He says he wants me to meet him at the Champagne Supper Club.”


“Um-hmm.”


“Tomorrow night at eight o’clock.”


“That’s what the man said.”


“He says he has a proposition for me.”


“I know that’s right.”


Vivian sat back in her chair. The pillow on its seat was thin and faded. The back was missing at least two rungs. Still, it was like the weight of her early years slid off her shoulders, and she felt unfazed for a minute, like someone whose life had been smooth and there was no reason to expect a bump up the road, like a new version of herself possibly. If Mr. Franklin was contacting her for the reason she imagined, and there could be no other plausible explanation, not really, it meant he wanted to manage the girls. He’d managed a boy from their youth group four summers ago, and that boy was a man now, and on the radio in regular rotation. He had only released a couple of singles so far, but his mother had bragged at last month’s revival that he’d signed a deal with Columbia Records. And now the one who’d made it happen had set his eyes on her, on her girls rather. So far, she’d done well for them on her own: they performed at every club in the city, and just last month, they’d opened for the Caravans at the Oakland Auditorium, and met the manager of the Dunbar Hotel in Los Angeles. He had promised them an audition by the end of the year. Now she wouldn’t have to hold out that long. Yes, He had graced them all with change this afternoon. Even Mary seemed to notice the shift.


“I’m happy for you, girl,” she said. “If anybody deserve it, it’s you.”


“Thank you, Mary.” Vivian said it cautiously, though. Mary didn’t deliver praise. Vivian felt fatter on the inside because she knew this time it was seriously due, but she didn’t quite feel comfortable accepting it either.


“I’m serious,” Mary went on, but Vivian was already past all that.


“So you think he wants to take on the girls?” She asked it softly, slowly, like saying it might make it even more unlikely to be so.


“Of course, why else would he come by? Why else would he leave such a note?”


“Wow.” Vivian stood and grasped the paper to her chest. She didn’t spin around in a circle, but she considered it. She might have even snapped her fingers at her side and two-stepped.


“Should I bring the girls with me, then, when I go?”


“No, don’t bring the girls. I read it two times myself and don’t nowhere do it say bring the girls. Nah, do just what the man tell you. You don’t want him thinking you hardheaded right off the bat.”


“Alright, alright.” Vivian nodded. “And what should I wear, Mary?”


“Now that’s on you, girl. You the one who showed the block about those Chesterfield coats, pencil skirts, satin pumps. You better press that hair, slide on that red lip. You know you walk out here looking like cold hard cash.”


“Right, right.” Vivian settled into the news. It felt like she was slipping back into her ordinary self now, but the dimensions had been altered since she’d been gone. She had always operated as a crab, tough on the outside because the interior could bend, but now she could feel herself softening in her person. For instance, it was just a small thing, but instead of screaming, she turned for her front door and, from the entrance room, called out to the girls with a lilt:


“I thought I told y’all to pick up in there.” She nearly sang it.


“We did pick up, Mama. We just didn’t put it back again.” That from Esther, the smart mouth, smart in general, but she could be melancholy too. The moods had started when she was in middle school. To this day, Vivian didn’t know what had caused them.


“Alright now, clever girl, don’t make me force you to pick those teeth up from the floor.” Vivian stood in the kitchen with them now.


They laughed.


“Oh, Mama, can’t we ever stop cleaning up? Cooking, cleaning, cooking, cleaning, is that any way for a girl to spend her life?” This from Ruth, the dreamer, only sometimes Vivian didn’t know if the child’s dreams matched her own.


“You forgot singing. Did you practice today?” she asked.


Silence.


But Vivian’s calm sustained her and she almost smiled.


“Jesus, how are you going to surpass the Andrews Sisters if you don’t practice like the Andrews Sisters? How far down the road you plan on getting without ambition? Huh?”


More silence.


“You hear me asking you a question, don’t you?”


“Yes, Mama.”


“‘Yes, Mama. Yes, Mama.’ Don’t ‘yes, Mama’ me. Give me ‘Please Tell Me Now’ in three-part harmony.”


The girls glanced at each other, then drew together. Vivian closed her eyes and listened.


“There you go,” she said when they were done. “There you go. When you girls sing like that, it makes me forget all my worries. That’s what you’re going to do for other people too, just like Billie. You think Miss Holiday ever forgets to sing?”


“Sounds like from her songs if some man tells her what she wants to hear, she’ll forget her own last name,” Esther said.


The girls laughed, and Vivian found it hard not to.


“Alright, funny girl, maybe I got you in the wrong line of work, maybe you should be behind somebody’s stage, writing jokes? In the meantime, finish cleaning up this house. You know Preacher Thomas is coming for dinner tonight.”


The girls smiled between themselves like she couldn’t see them.


“And Gerry,” Ruth said.


“And Horace too, after he closes down the bookshop,” Esther added.


“All the more reason, set the table with my mama’s china. Put out the nice silver, Ruth. That fish ain’t done. Lord, these potatoes, you could have smothered them a little more, but I suppose they’ll do. And the green beans? From the can, but you added bacon, right? Alright, alright. Well, get yourselves ready then. Let me slide out of this uniform, put on something nice. My nose is shining, but I suppose I have a minute to powder it.”





In the house Vivian rented on Webster, across the street from the New Home Market and the Crocker Bank, there was a hallway where, had the dinner guests not been just like family, they might have waited for one of the girls to escort them through the front parlor to the family parlor, then through the sliding doors to the dining room. As it was, they had all filed straight in to eat. The dining room wasn’t as fancy as a predecessor might have kept it, but it was generations ahead of where Vivian had grown up, with its drawn-back velvet curtains, built-in china cabinet, a gold framed mirror opposite the table, and the silver Vivian’s grandmother’s mistress had left her laid out atop a bureau. They sat in armless chairs around the long oak table, a candelabra centerpiece between them, Vivian at the head across from Preacher Thomas, Gerry beside her, then Ruth beside Gerry, Esther beside her and Horace across from her, and Chloe next to him, then Mary so close to Vivian their knees touched. Their cloth napkins grazing their laps, their plates idle before them, they waited for Preacher to bless the table.


“Father Almighty, we ask you to preside over this meal, over the food itself that Vivian poured her heart into, her soul really,” Preacher started. He was darker than Ellis had been, with straight hair that had thinned since she’d known him. Despite the thinning, virtually every woman at Shiloh had taken him pies with unspeakable hope baked into the filling. Vivian couldn’t say she’d never been tempted to be one of them.


“We ask you to preside over the people seated before you anticipating their fill, but let them know that it’s not just their physical hunger you’re satisfying, Lord.”


Esther and Horace side-eyed each other.


“Yes, Lord, let them know it’s their thirst for you that they need to quench and that’s not coming through this food, not through this drink either, Lord, no, it’s not coming through their bodies, Lord. Not even the fittest among us are going to get satiated from that short thrill—” And he looked at the young men now. “And Lord—”


Esther cleared her throat.


“I beg you to fill them up with the water of your spirit, Lord, to infuse them with that holy fire, to let it burn through them, all the weakness, all the gluttony, all the sinfulness, all the pride, all the lust, all the earthly components of our indomitable nature, Lord Jesus, let it burn.”


Esther and Horace were full-on laughing into their fists now, and Vivian shot a glance at Esther, who elbowed Preacher, and he looked up and threw his hands in the air, as if in acknowledgment that he had dragged.


“Oh, yes, Lord, and to not be attentive to this lovely woman’s feast would be a different sort of sin, and so let’s eat.”


“Let’s eat.”


“Let’s eat.”


“I just hope Miss Viv didn’t burn the catfish with all her holy fire,” Horace said, and the people next to him snickered, and Preacher pretended not to hear, though Vivian thought she might have glimpsed a gentle smile.


There were a few minutes before every one of Vivian’s meals where people didn’t speak, their senses and faculties were so absorbed by the stimulation coming at them, and that happened again now. It made no difference that she hadn’t cooked this meal. She’d shown all three of her daughters how to simulate the experience in the kitchen. It was Chloe’s turn today, and she was best, but the truth was any one of them could run a house. Vivian had made sure of that, that while she rolled egged chicken in flour and waited for the oil to sizzle, her daughters were behind her knowing, just as she would, when it was time to drop the meat into the pan. When they were ten, they could blend a roux until their shoulders ached, could mash cinnamon and milk and banana for the moistest bread. Today they had baked a whole fish, and snuck kernels of corn into batter for muffins. There was red rice and gravy and green beans fried in bacon fat, and it was the final note of the prayer really to be swept up by it all. When someone spoke, it was like waking from a dream.


“This is something, Viv,” Preacher said. “I’m mighty grateful, mighty grateful indeed. See, a man living on his own doesn’t get to feast on home-cooked meals too often. This is a rightful treat.”


She smiled. It didn’t get old, the praise. And it didn’t just move her; it felt like it connected her back to her mother, the past they shared that had been Vivian’s life: hauling water and gathering eggs on the farm; accepting her first Communion in an old white dress the woman had restitched in lace; devouring fried fish on Lent Fridays, her napkin wet with grease; riding the streetcar tracks the summers her mother worked in the white woman’s kitchen. On the way there, they sat, but by evening, it would be too crowded. The conductor would remove the colored sign, and they would have to surrender even the back. She had moved here to escape that part, and now Mr. Franklin had come. She would see him the following evening, in fact, and she reached for the appointment to coat herself. Things would be different now, not just for her, but for her girls too. They didn’t show it, but she knew their yearning pressed so hard against their chests sometimes they ached. Especially Ruth.


“You got any news from home?” Preacher asked. He himself had come twenty years before from New Orleans with his wife, but she had woken one morning three years earlier with a lump in her throat that swelled until she couldn’t talk or eat. It was only a few days after she stopped swallowing water that Vivian got the call, and she sat with Preacher that night. He didn’t say a word then for eight hours straight, but his bottom lip never stopped shaking. Now he was smiling at her.


“None worth mentioning.” Vivian shook her head. “Brother’s working at Ford. Steady work,” she added.


“That’s good,” Mary said.


“For now,” she said back. “Anything resembling security down there bound to be a trap.” And that was all she would say about that. She didn’t like to talk about home, almost like it would call it back up, like she’d go to bed on the side of the country she could trust and wake up in enemy territory once again.


Anyway, the corn bread was divine, and she was about to tell Chloe as much when Horace cleared his throat. He was a big eater, and most of these meals he attended, he kept his head down like if he shifted his eyes away from his plate, someone might steal the contents. Today, though, he took a gulp from his glass of lemonade, wiped the remains from his mouth with the back of his hand, and then, as an afterthought, with his napkin, and began to speak.


“I got some news,” he said. “My cousin live down there in Baton Rouge. He just got the City to pass an ordinance letting Negroes sit at the front of the bus if there’s no whites there. It’s something.” He paused. “I’m on the lookout for similar progress out here.” He took another gulp, neater this time.


“My daddy got lured here with empty promises and he was fool enough to believe them, we all were. They said, ‘Work in our war.’ They said, ‘We’ll protect you when it’s over.’ And yeah, I ate good for a few years, but almost ten years later, look at us: half of us opening doors for white people, shining their shoes, and the rest out on the street. They got us bottomed out in these slums”—he gestured toward the block outside—“and we just supposed to feel lucky. At least they didn’t force us in those camps the way they did the poor Japanese.” The Japanese—Vivian fought an urge to shake her head against the subject. She didn’t like to talk about that either, not ever. One of the women who had been made to leave during the war had been her friend. Not like Mary or anything like that, but they had traded food: smothered okra for sukiyaki; red beans and rice for udon. Then one day she’d looked out the window and that woman was gone. It had been eight years now since the war ended, and when Vivian closed her eyes at night, she could still see the party streamers in the air, smell the victory. All of the rest of it, well, it was over now.


But Horace continued. “We might as well be back in Texas or Louisiana for that matter. Y’all might as well a stayed right where you were ’cause I’m afraid the improvement they promised you here is an illusion and it cost you a trip.” He leaned forward in his chair and burped softly, then swallowed it back.


Nobody spoke for some time, and Vivian turned to her daughter sitting across from the man. Esther stared up at him like he was Jesus Christ Himself returned preaching the Sermon on the Mount. Vivian herself had to admit she’d been captivated all the while he was speaking, but now in the silence, for some reason, she felt afraid. He was an intelligent man, that much was clear, but all this energy and passion, wasted. She looked at Preacher. Preacher looked back at her.


“My mama used to say to my brother, ‘Boy, you is an educated fool,’” she said finally and they all laughed. Even Horace seemed to smile a touch.


“I’m serious, though,” she said as the uproar subsided. “You ever been in a house when it was firebombed?” she asked. “Ever seen the skeleton of it once it was all done? Maybe you ain’t never seen a man beat beyond recognition, and don’t get me started on the lynchings, so many at one time, my mama wept every time my daddy left the house. You see any of that in San Francisco?”


Horace seemed ashamed.


“I’m not trying to embarrass you, son,” she said. “We need young people with heart, but don’t say there hasn’t been progress. It breaks my own heart to hear you say that ’cause I see the fruit of it every day.”


“And thank God for the fruit,” Preacher said. “And thank God for this beautiful meal,” he added, “and the hands that prepared it.” He glanced in the direction of the hands he was referencing when he said that, clasped in Vivian’s lap, and for less than a minute he let his eyes linger at that level beneath her waist.


“And the hands that clean up after it too,” she added, nodding at her girls, and he moved his eyes to hers, and they laughed.


SHE HAD MADE A JOKE ABOUT THE GIRLS, BUT THE TRUTH WAS THAT SHE cleaned behind them if she could. She didn’t need to be as strict as her mother had been, pouring everything but milk into those white women’s children. No, Vivian had it hard but not impossible. She worked twelve-hour shifts three days a week, one of two Negro women in all of the French Hospital, assisting Dr. Michaels and Dr. Phillips in pulling babies into this world. And there were the after-parties too. There would be one tonight in fact, where she’d serve jambalaya and finger sandwiches while the girls sang the neighbors’ blues away. But those were more like homecomings than work. The rest of the time, she could oversee her daughters, their mood and their sound, their feel and their look, the eight-bar intros, the sequins and jewels she sewed atop the polyester fabric.


She let them sit now that the guests had gone. They enjoyed the remaining petit fours and warm tea, and even with her back to them as she scrubbed the pots and pans, she could tell when Chloe spoke that she was smiling that yard-length smile of hers. She could tell Esther was picking at her dessert, and Ruth, her firstborn baby, she could tell she was brooding over something, her brow furrowed, her hands clenched up in her lap. She had been that way for months now. When she was a child, she shared too much: “Mama, I’m nervous to sing. Mama, no boy will ever love me.” It had worn Vivian down, all the counseling she’d been made to do, all the stories, all the questions, all the “Look at me, Mama,” from the morning she woke up to the time she beckoned the child to sleep. But if Vivian had had foresight, she would have warned herself, it was better when the children were talking. It was when they stopped that you had to worry, and that was where she was now. Ruth was hiding something. It was only a matter of time, though, as the Good Book said, before secrets would be made manifest. Everything hidden would become known.


“The corn bread was good, Chloe,” she called out from the sink.


And the girls all groaned in agreement.


“Not a single square left,” Esther said. “That’s how you know.”


“Did you see how many pieces Horace reached for?” Chloe asked.


“I wasn’t looking,” Esther said.


“You wasn’t looking, yeah, alright, you wasn’t looking, and I’m going to swim across the Pacific tonight, dip my hair under the water and all.” This from Ruth. She was only kidding. She had a sweet disposition and it came out as such, but Esther was more sensitive than she let on, especially when it came to her older sister. She took everything Ruth said hard, then doubled down.


“Oh yeah?” Esther looked up fast. “I saw how many pieces of bread you ate, Ruth. Could you even fit in your swimsuit?”


Ruth’s mouth trembled.


“The men at the club seem to like my new curves. I didn’t see a single one checking for you.”


“I wouldn’t let those lowlifes touch me with a stick.” Esther leaned forward.


“And they wouldn’t let themselves either.” Ruth pressed her back against her chair.


And it would go on like that if Vivian didn’t step in. When those two were younger, they couldn’t be separated; then their hugs turned to punches, then their punches turned to commentary, and that didn’t seem to heal like the marks did. She didn’t know what had provoked the rift, only that the slightest look by one of them would unleash all the resentment that had tangled and hardened.


“That’s enough of that now,” Vivian shouted, turning back.


“You both get more looks at the club than I do,” Chloe said.


“Every one of you would be a fool to count on that,” Vivian went on. She still gripped a wet spoon in her hand; she swung it as she spoke, and a drop of water flew to her wrist and curled down. “Every one of you. As much talent as God graced you with and you got the nerve to hang your hat on your looks, beautiful as you are, what’s wrong with you? Now apologize to your sister, both of you.”


They grumbled apologies, and Vivian made them repeat them, louder this time. She told herself she should be starting the greens for the after-party, at least washing the chicken, soaking the beans, but she didn’t have the oomph for it, not right now. She was relieved when the girls started up again.


“Preacher sure seemed like he was in good spirits, huh, Mama?” Chloe asked.


“What was it he said, ‘God bless the hands that made the meal,’ huh?” Esther asked. “I bet he want to do a whole lot more than bless them.” Esther and Ruth were both laughing now.


“If by bless them, he mean wrap them inside his own and never let go,” Chloe said.


“If by bless them, he mean soothe the weight of his soul with them,” Ruth said, and she and Esther slapped each other’s palms.


“Nah, see, y’all getting along now when it’s you against ol’ Mama, huh?” Vivian dried her hands on the dish towel, walked over, and sat down in the empty chair between Chloe and Ruth. It was true what she had said, that they were all beautiful, if distinct. Chloe was black as her daddy, with Vivian’s slight soft features; Ruth was Vivian’s complexion, so white she might pass, if the very thought of it didn’t sicken her, but she had Ellis’s hair. Now it was the style to press and comb it, but when Ruth had been a baby, Vivian had plunged her hands deep into her daughter’s curls and felt an ecstasy at every kink, almost like God had found where she’d been lacking and through her daughter compensated her in full. Esther had come out as red as the dirt on Vivian’s grandmother’s land, Vivian’s hair straight down her back. Sure, a certain kind of Negro man would always pick one of the older girls out in a crowd, on account of how he was made to detest his own skin. And sure, Chloe had had trouble for that reason, but as young as she was, Vivian could discern a sensuality inside her that was only a few moons from blooming.


“We not against you, Mama.” Chloe leaned her head against Vivian’s shoulder.


“Yeah, we love you, Mama,” Ruth said, leaning in too.


Esther didn’t repeat her sisters’ reassurances, she never did. Still, she walked over and rubbed her mother’s back.


Vivian started to hum “Underneath the Harlem Moon,” and Ruth picked up the tune with her words. It was the first song the girls had learned, the only one they all still adored.


The other girls followed like taking in air.


Vivian had been a little girl herself when she heard a group of ladies from Mobile, fair-skinned too, singing this ditty. They’d come to entertain at a July birthday party her mother was working. Vivian was supposed to be setting out plates for petit fours, but her own birthday had been only two days before, and the fantastic nature of it still lingered, so she did too, next to the table, her mouth spread wide. One of the girls sat at the piano, the two others surrounding her in maid uniforms. The uniforms didn’t lay on them the way they laid on her own mama. It almost looked like the women wore costumes. They were as lovely as the white ladies present. Their faces were as made up, their skin as smooth, their figures as tight. It was such a sad song, but they sang it like they were happy, their fingers snapping, their toes tapping the hard floor. If it weren’t for their eyes, Vivian would have bought the act entirely.


The white woman Vivian’s mother worked for danced in the center of the room. She wasn’t old, but she was on her way and she hadn’t realized it yet, with the low-cut blouse. She raised the hem of her skirt when she moved, stuck out her splotched thigh. The rest of the group cheered, some with mocking smirks. The sister at the piano watched while her fingers sprawled over the keys. It took a while for Vivian to mark what it was in her eyes. She only recognized it when the white woman’s daughter, Vivian’s own age herself, snapped at Vivian to get to work: “This ain’t no nigger party.” Vivian followed the girl back into the kitchen then, but she peered through the door each time it was opened. The ladies sang the whole night through, the woman and her daughter giddy off their show, and Vivian knew the feeling she had had trouble placing was rage.


She thought about those girls every night for years after, sang the song they’d sung, danced their dance. She had a feeling that she had been ordained to see them. She didn’t have sisters. It was just her and her two brothers, Lowell and Egan. Still, she clung to the image of the singers, the unexpected surprise of the Negro women there looking just like her, the miracle of their talent lifting the room so high even the whites needed a part of it. All of it had restored Vivian so the white girl’s taunts couldn’t reach her, not all the way.


When she had one daughter, then another, then another, it occurred to her it might be fate, that that day over a decade earlier might have been the foundation for their destiny. Then she’d heard Ruth one morning in the sanctuary of Shiloh Missionary Baptist, with the press Vivian had combed in the night before glistening, belt out “Precious Lord” like a woman Vivian’s own age, one who was tired, weak, worn. Vivian had yearned to sing as a child, and her mother had told her she could sing alright; she could sing as loud as she wanted while she sacked bags and bags of cotton. Vivian had clamped shut, but Ruth’s melodies had picked up where she’d left off. The next morning, Vivian had led her two daughters onto the roof of their building, a smooth 1,500 square feet of concrete that they accessed through a fire escape set off from the kitchen. It was precarious walking up, especially in the winter morning’s cold, but Vivian bundled the girls up in coats and scarves, and the children were brave and eager to learn. “See those houses to the north,” she’d call out. “That’s where you set your sights, you stick with this, you’ll be there.” She taught them about pitch and intonation until lunchtime called. Later, when Chloe was ready, there were three. The Salvations, as they called themselves, had spent two hours a day on that roof, rain or shine, every day since. As they aged, rehearsals dragged until sunset sometimes, and those nights, in the distance, the lights of the Nob Hill hotels sparkled.


Yes, Vivian had trained those girls as furiously as she’d twisted the cotton from the boll back home. But it would all be worth it one day. The Lord had promised her when Ellis died that He would repay her double for her trouble. There wasn’t a day that went by that she didn’t envision the reward, the baby blue Cadillac, the mink coats, the diamonds in her ears nearly the size of her fists. She wouldn’t need to stand between a white woman’s legs urging her to push out a child that would grow up just to tear her down. She wouldn’t need to inform the new mothers she wasn’t there to mind the babies, only to keep them alive. She’d buy the house Ellis had rented for her, just like Mary had bought her own years earlier, only she wouldn’t need roomers to pay the note. The South would fog over into somebody else’s memory. Of course, the material effects were just the top layer of her imagining, the fat at the top of milk that got skimmed for the real substance, because it wasn’t that at all, was it? She already had an inclination the thrill didn’t linger. It was the renewal of her faith she was anticipating, the final leg of a journey she had started out blindfolded over twenty years earlier, no plan in sight and $200 to her name taped inside her gingham dress. She had made something of it on her own. This last act would cement all she’d yearned for as hers, bind it to her so there’d be no turning back. The nursing degree, the white frocks and caps, the rubber shoes she tugged off each night were like signals to her that there was more coming. He had whispered that very message in her ear.


Now she stood for the dishes once more, still exalted from the card Mary had pulled from her bra.


“Hey, Mama.” Ruth pushed back from the table, her chair legs abrupt against the hard wood. “I told my study group I’d meet them. We got the biology exam next week.”


Vivian started to say no, then stopped herself. The girl was about to graduate from nursing school, and Vivian was proud of that, she was. Sure, sometimes it worried her too, how committed Ruth was to a backup plan. It was like the Good Book said, you couldn’t serve two masters, but Ruth was a careful girl, always had been. Disciplined, methodical, ambitious, which had turned her into the star really. Of course, they all had talent. Esther’s came through tireless effort, and even then, she’d stumble over lines, and Vivian had stopped letting her lead songs because she’d chime in off-key. Chloe’s gift was pure, her range was wiiiide, delivered direct from God Himself, but she didn’t have the power you couldn’t describe in words, but that you couldn’t mistake either. No, without Ruth, Vivian knew, deep in her heart, though she’d never utter it aloud, the life inside the dream would expire.


“Go ahead then, but be back soon,” she said. “We got the after-party tonight.”


“I know,” Ruth said without looking back. And the door closed on the remaining two girls rounding out their final verse.





RUTH



Ruth and Gerry stood in an alley off the butcher shop, and she could still glimpse the unplucked birds and pig heads from the side window. She only had thirty minutes. It was Friday, and every Friday for the past five years, Mama had hosted an after-hours party in their basement. Ruth would need to boil beans in preparation, cut the chicken, not to mention curl her hair and squeeze her gut into a gown. It had been getting harder and harder to do that lately.


“I’m so sick of it,” she complained even now. “The late nights, the nasty men, the liquor on their stank breath, the cigarette smoke on my dresses, my hair. The other day, I threw up after a show, Gerry, barely made it outside before it all streamed out, buckets of it. I can’t sleep at night, I’m having nightmares about the performances—not like in the beginning, when I’d dream I’d open my mouth up and no sound would come out. It’s the opposite. I’m seeing myself on stages hitting notes to perfection, and I wake up weeping. I don’t know how much longer I can keep this going. I really don’t.”


Gerry stood against the butcher shop’s brick. She leaned into him. They’d been kissing before they’d stopped for this conversation. She’d been wanting to have it more and more lately, and they’d ridden the same words down different tracks for weeks. Now he took her hand.


“I fell asleep in family nursing this morning,” she started back.


“Shh.” He put his finger to her mouth. “You know I’m going to take you out of there,” he said. “You know I’m going to marry you.”


“When?” She was tired, and the word came out with a desperate tinge. “I don’t know how much longer I can wait.”


“They about to promote me.” He was a tall brown man with light brown eyes. He’d been skinny as a child, but he’d grown muscles now, muscles and a beard. He had a tic that made him nod when he spoke; he’d developed it when they were nine and a roomer had tried to step to his mother. He’d raised a baseball bat to the man’s face, vowed he’d use it, and the man had fled, but the tic had lingered. That nod always reminded Ruth of the power of his word. He nodded again now. It was hard for her to touch him without wanting him fully.


“Myron aiming to open his package liquor store any minute. It’s all he been talking about. Ain’t nobody else to fill in for him. Nobody that know the business like I do. Ol’ Barrett last week almost lost his finger to a handsaw. No way Mr. Gaines would put him in charge after that. No way in hell.”


Gerry was confident, but he was fighting to be, and that worried Ruth, that there was an opponent on the other side of his conviction.


“It’s not just that. I’m going to own my own butcher shop one day, just like Mr. Gaines. He started same way I did, apprenticing, then four years later, the shop on Post belonged to him. Then this one a few years after that. And cutting meat is like cutting hair, like burying bodies, there’s going to always be a need for it, baby. It’s not the bright lights”—he lowered his head—“but I promise you, you’ll always be fed.”


“I don’t want all that,” she said, lifting his face with her fingers. “Just enough light to see you by, that’s all.” And she kissed him again, harder that time.


“Just give me a few weeks,” he repeated, and she nodded. She always backed down around this bend of the conversation because the truth was, if he proposed tomorrow, as ecstatic as she’d be, she couldn’t begin to conceive of how she’d break it to her mother. It wasn’t that she hadn’t yet summoned the nerve; she didn’t know if she had the capacity to. Even if all the courage in her body rose to its feet like an army inside her, she didn’t think it would be enough. She had never been the type of person who just did things because she wanted to do them. There were people she knew like that, like Nubia, who yearned to be a star with everything in her, or even Katherine, who confessed she was born to bear children, but Ruth didn’t know how to lead a vision from her mind into the world. All this time, her mother had been telling her to project her voice, to smooth out her steps, to mind her sisters, to boil the rice, to sort the bills, to run the house, and she had followed on her own mostly. But still, the drive of it had come from someone else, and along the way, her own will had been dulled, subsumed.


She was praying the proposal would give her some momentum. She was praying for certainty, a sign that might tell her when to move, what order the words should step out in to best capture her mother’s agreement, a sign along the lines of the miracle at Cana in Galilee. Something she wouldn’t be able to unsee or misremember later. But here she was outside the butcher shop counting the minutes until she’d hustle off to chase somebody else’s dream.


Gerry sighed, shook his head, but he kissed her too.


He pulled her against him, then pulled back, focused on her middle. It was true that she had gained.


“Getting thick with it,” he said. “I like it.”


“It’s all those bologna sandwiches.” She nodded toward the meat inside.


“What I’ma do with you?” he asked, laughing.


“I don’t know.” She rubbed her hand up and down his hard chest. “But we only got ten minutes left to find out.”


Ruth had known Gerry her whole life. When she was young, she would have sworn her father had sent him to her to protect her in his absence. She had been about to turn four when the man died, and she was twenty-four now, but she carried the memory of the day of his death with her everywhere she went with a freshness, a vigor, that belied its age.


The details were always the same no matter how many times she revisited them. Her parents had gone out for dinner, and Mary walked next door every ten minutes to be sure Ruth and Esther hadn’t wandered from their beds and, once, to pour Esther a new bottle. After Esther gulped it down, Mary left again, and Ruth sang the toddler a lullaby she’d learned from their mother. She only had to finish the first verse before the child’s heavy breathing resumed.




A-tisket, a-tasket


A green and yellow basket


I wrote a letter to my friend


And on the way I dropped it





Later, Ruth awoke to Mary hunched over on the edge of the bed whispering to herself, “Lord, help me, Jesus.” Then Ruth was out again, and to this day, a small, buried part of herself wondered if perhaps that was the reason he had died. Maybe there was something she would have been able to do with her mind, with her spirit, should she have asked Mary what was wrong, should she have peered over her shoulder into the sitting room, where her father lay flat, her mother rushing to the window for the ambulance, rushing back.


When Ruth finally did get up, the details were hard to assemble into a story, her mother in a heap in the kitchen in front of the new icebox, Mary beside her rubbing her back, and Esther crying, wailing really, that interminable wail that wouldn’t let up for months after. Every memory of that period seemed to have been infused with it. Even now, when she thought of her father, it wasn’t the man with the soft hat, the mustache, or the bold cologne, the scratchy almost-beard struggling in; no, it was the sound of her sister’s voice, Mary whispering, Mama in a heap. That last detail was the hardest to stomach. To this day, she’d do anything to keep that woman standing.


And she didn’t hate singing as much as she hated performing, the frantic pace, the undying nights, the eyes on her, the expectations so heavy, and there was no satisfying them when they came to her so deep. Not that it mattered. She’d been in the youth choir since she was old enough to say, “No thank you,” and Mama didn’t expect anything out of it at first. It was more like holding your own bottle or buckling your own shoes. But then one day, her friend had to stay home sick, and it was Ruth whom the saints associated with her. They told her to get up on the pulpit and sing “Precious Lord” the same way Rosetta had sung it on the record, and so she shot her head back and she did just that, without any particular intention, or fear for that matter, only the way she cleared her plate when her pork chops and rice were finished, or ran the water for her bath. Though she stumbled over the line Let me stand, singing “Let me sand” instead, the church had erupted that day, and she was still so young she didn’t know if their roar of applause was a blessing or a chastisement.
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