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Advance praise for Kin


A Most Anticipated Book for 2026 according to Waterstones, the Guardian, Independent, Financial Times, Scotsman, Mirror, Daily Express, TIME, Washington Post, Vulture and USA Today


‘Kin is the kind of all-encompassing reading experience I’m always hoping to find: smart and funny and deftly profound. This is Tayari Jones’s very best work.’


Ann Patchett, author of Tom Lake


‘Kin is a riveting and deeply moving portrait of indelible female friendship, found family and finding your way. I was fully invested in Vernice and Annie’s story from the very start; Jones’ distinctive narrative voice brings their worlds alive with such warmth, such verve, such flair. I raced through the pages as these two women are drawn together and pulled apart by forces of class, motherhood, marriage and fate. This gorgeous novel already feels like a future classic, and I expect to see it on many prize lists in the year ahead.’


Roisín O’Donnell, author of Nesting


‘A triumphant return of one of the most important literary voices today. Vibrant, funny, moving and powerful, Kin is an unforgettable read.’


Nguyễn Phan Quế Mai, bestselling author of The Mountains Sing


‘Tayari Jones, author of An American Marriage, conjures the textures and history of the American South, telling a story of braided lives marked by “gardenia soap, sugary liqueur, and just a whiff of the sweat that comes from constant motion.”’


TIME


‘Beautifully written and powerfully compelling… Tayari Jones interrogates social injustice through the lens of personal relationships while exploring the ways in which it shapes those relationships, and she does this in language that is intimate, conversational, and musical all at once.’


Kirkus (starred review)


‘Jones delivers a triumphant novel of two motherless girls from rural Honeysuckle, Louisiana, who follow very different paths into adulthood… Throughout, Jones tells her protagonists’ stories with grace, humor, and pathos. Kin is a tour de force.’


Publishers Weekly (starred review)


‘Jones deftly conveys the nuances of Southern Black culture in this novel full of depth, pain, and beauty… A tender love song to Southern Black families, communities, and female friendships.’


Booklist (starred review)




Praise for An American Marriage


‘It’s among Tayari’s many gifts that she can touch us soul to soul with her words.’


Oprah Winfrey


‘A moving portrayal of the effects of a wrongful conviction on a young African-American couple.’


Barack Obama


‘This is a marvellous feat of storytelling, told with the type of light touch that can only be achieved through hard work.’


Guardian


‘Nuanced and evocative… A compelling exploration of the thorny conflicts that drive us apart and bind us, the distorting weight of racism, and how commitment looks across time – and generations.’


BBC Culture


‘Another incredible love story, though fraught with greater challenges for the couple at the centre, which makes the story all the more moving. Jones’s prose is chock-full of lyricism, grace and wisdom. You will never forget the story of Celestial and Roy.’


Observer


‘Powerful… Both sweeping and intimate – at once an unsparing exploration of what it means to be black in America and a remarkably lifelike portrait of a marriage.’


The New Yorker


‘Compelling… Spun with tender patience by Jones, who cradles each of these characters in a story that pulls our sympathies in different directions. She never ignores their flaws, their perfectly human tendency toward self-justification, but she also captures their longing to be kind, to be just, to somehow behave well despite the contradictory desires of the heart.’


Washington Post


‘A wonderfully deep and moving novel…powerful and exciting.’


Kate Williams, Chair of Judges, The Women’s Prize for Fiction


‘A nuanced dissection of love, race, class, family and gender…the sharp simplicity of Jones’s writing unleashes her characters’ vulnerabilities, and facilitates a remarkably intimate portrait of a corrupt justice system, and the irreversible effects of wrongful conviction.’


Irish Times


‘A magnificent, painful story of love and justice.’


Sainsbury’s Magazine, Book Club Choice
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we are each other’s
business:
we are each other’s
magnitude and bond.


—GWENDOLYN BROOKS






KIN





Chapter 1



VERNICE


My first word was “mother,” spoken out loud and with texture. MOTHER. There was a host of witnesses, including Aunt Irene, who called out for God and considered running down the block to fetch the pastor. But before she could even straighten her skirt, she decided that this wasn’t a pot to be stirred by any man’s spoon. It was August, canning season, and the women were gathered to put away snap peas and pole beans. It was Louisiana hot, but even more so, due to the water boiling to purify the mason jars. Aunt Irene, never at home in the kitchen, busied herself plaiting my hair while everyone else hulled and cut up the harvest. The Ward Sisters sang out amid the thick radio static as Aunt Irene added her colorful soprano to the arrangement. Sitting between her knees, I rested my face on her thigh, still as stone and just as quiet. Sharp against my scalp, a rat-tailed comb created precise parts.


After the death of my parents, I had shown myself to be a peculiar child. No one could say if I was born that way or if I turned that way. I walked early and would do so in my sleep, escaping my crib. I once found my way to the front porch, where I was discovered humming with my face resting on the matted fur of a stray puppy.


At two and a half, I had yet to speak. Folks worried that I was slow. My cradle friend, Annie, was already talking up a storm. She even gave me my nickname, because Vernice had been too many letters for her to hold in her mouth at the same time. “Niecy!” she called, determined to shake loose a response. When shouting didn’t work, she tried kindness, breaking her shortbread cookie in two. I smiled in gratitude, and sometimes offered sloppy baby kisses in return, yet I didn’t say a word.


Annie’s grandmother joked that Aunt Irene should be grateful for my silence. Annie never shut up, not even when she was asleep. Shut eyes quivering, she mumbled the name of her own mother, Hattie Lee.


“This baby will talk when she has something to say.” Aunt Irene knew there was quickness in my eyes but feared that seeing my mama shot dead had shocked the words right out of my mouth. Others worried that I had been taken over. Spirits can be hardheaded and hold grudges—purposely missing their ride to the next place. When this happens, they might just set up house in a defenseless body. Aunt Irene shut that conversation down, dismissing it as “hoodoo”—her catchall word for anything not of this world that didn’t involve our Lord and Savior. That said, even though there could be substance to that hoodoo talk, she knew her dead sister, my mother. When Aunt Irene held my face to hers, she didn’t see Arletha staring back.


Because of this, but not only this, my aunt didn’t indulge any gossip. She knew what it was to be whispered about and couldn’t bear loose tongues lashing an orphan baby. But she was worried for a colored girl who seemed slow, even if she wasn’t, a girl who couldn’t say what had happened to her. I made people nervous, which is probably why no one objected when Aunt Irene ducked out from the canning kitchen and sat on the couch to fix my hair. I had been touched by blood, and not the blood of the lamb.


There I was, this haunted child, not even whimpering as Aunt Irene raked the comb through the thicket at the nape of my neck.


“Mother,” I said, softly at first. As I raised my voice to a bellow, every heart in the house contracted, vulnerable as a scalded tomato gripped in a tiny greedy fist.


Only three women stood in that tight kitchen, but nearly the entire congregation would let the story play on their lips, sharing details as vivid as those of any eyewitnesses. Some say their throats closed to hear me call for Arletha, dead by then just over two years. They lost their breaths, the way you choke in your sleep when witches ride your dreams. Annie’s granny said she heard wonder in my voice like I gazed into the eyes of an angel. Aunt Irene said she understood it as a command, her dead sister telling her that I was hers for life. Only Mrs. Ola Mae, the midwife, attended to me. Scooping me into her stout arms, she cooed, “I hear you, baby.” Annie, who had been in the kitchen yapping away, toddled up to Mrs. Ola Mae, arms raised to be held as well. We were both crowded onto her lap. I kept saying my new word over and over, but Annie was quiet for once, sucking my thumb as though it were her own.


_____


Women in my family have never been particularly fruitful. My grandmother had only the pair of daughters to show for some thirty years of marriage. She never gave Granddaddy a son, though word on the street was that there was a boy down in Bogalusa who shared his middle name and narrow feet. Four years in the marriage bed, and my mother hatched only me, and I hadn’t come gently. (Mrs. Ola Mae told my mother to name me Miracle but instead, she called me Vernice up top, and Irene just after—like all the women in our family.)


Aunt Irene was what the old folks called “barren” but what she called “lucky.” She figured this out when she was just a teenager, the summer a revival came to town. Aunt Irene heard that altar call and what was done, was done. When the tent came down and the saints moved on to Jacksonville, Aunt Irene had joined the choir. She also joined the associate pastor in whatever accommodations were available for colored travelers who happened to be servants of the Lord. “Have mercy, he was a pretty man,” she said. “Listen. If you ever get a chance in life, grab you a preacher—but just temporarily. Don’t fool around and end up being somebody’s First Lady.” She laughed at the memory, grinning into whatever was on the rocks. “I was wild when I was a girl.”


Eight months later, she returned home slender as a daisy. Granddaddy flogged her like she was a runaway slave, so that the neighbors would be sure to hear her crying and know what was and wasn’t allowed in his house. My mother, just nine, passed on the words whispered by the ladies in the parlor. These were grown women who dared not lift a finger while a skinny girl was beaten like a man.


“They say you must can’t get pregnant, after all the you-know-what you been doing.”


Aunt Irene lay on the narrow bed that would end up being mine. “They just jealous,” she said. “All these heifers got nine-ten kids pulling at their titties.”


“Not Mama. She just got us.”


“So what?” Aunt Irene said. “It’s the worst when you resent your own daughters.”


My mother said, “I’m going to have me a whole bunch of babies.”


Aunt Irene said, “You’re not. But have yourself a lot of fun trying.”


As soon as she was healed enough to sit on a bus for four days running, Aunt Irene left Honeysuckle. She had some money that the reverend had given her and also the cash her mother squirreled away in a crystal candy dish. She left a note. In those days folks wanted to make things plain, putting it all in writing. She didn’t write “Dear” because what she had to say was addressed to everyone on God’s beautiful earth. You can’t stay where they beat you. I don’t care who they is.


She ended up in Ohio, just over the Mason-Dixon, where she lived for eleven years. No babies, no beatings.


_____


“Don’t let nobody sprinkle dirt in your pocketbook.” She shook her head at her folly. “There I was sneaking off in the night and Mama was two steps ahead of me. When I opened up my bag and I felt that grit and saw that crop soil in the corners, all I could do was laugh. But that was because I didn’t have sense enough to believe in bewitchment.”


By the time Aunt Irene entertained me with her stories, I had grown into a normal-seeming little girl, bubbling with wonder. “How come you didn’t put Ohio dirt in your suitcase, so it could pull you back up there?”


She gave a little nod to let me know that I had asked a good question. “First off, I don’t practice none of that hoodoo. I don’t believe in it, and I don’t not believe in it. Second, it’s only home dirt that can pull you back.”


Up in Ohio, as the purple cornflowers and lemon puffs were doing their thing, Aunt Irene had received a letter saying her mama was on her deathbed and wanted to make amends for letting her daddy whip her like that. Saying she understood why Irene didn’t come back for his funeral. Services are for the dead anyway. Wouldn’t Irene come on home while her mama was still living? Her mother, who was deeply sorry, was dying of regret as much as diabetes. Sleep with this paper under your pillow for three nights before you say yes or no.


It didn’t take but two nights. Without the protection of any talisman or charm, Aunt Irene returned to Honeysuckle. No matter who your mama is, or how long she’s been gone, you can’t help but miss her. When you are born, she marks you with her milk, even if you never tasted her breast. That’s not hoodoo, it’s just the way the body and the spirit come together to make you a person.


Despite Aunt Irene’s man already having himself a wife, he kept her content in a yellow-shuttered house. When she told him she needed to go home for one last moment with her mother, he paid her round-trip bus fare and kissed her like he would never see her again.


. . .


Whether it was the letter or the crop dirt that brought her back, it was me that kept her there. Six weeks before she buried her mama, she ended up burying her sister—my mother. I was just six months old, so new that I had lived inside the womb longer than I had been breathing air. I took a bottle at night, but in the morning, Arletha opened her pink-checked duster and fed me from her body. I looked just like her with my thick dark hair and flat nose. “See my sweet baby?” she said to anybody that caught her eye. I remember. This is not an orphan’s fantasy or me making Aunt Irene’s memories my own. If you have ever experienced motherlove, you can never forget the fragrance of it.


On the day that turned out to be the Day, Aunt Irene pranced around town, enjoying herself in the way a person does when she knows she’s not here to stay. She was a little too dressed up in a seersucker sundress and nylon panties with a bra to match. Yes, her mother was dying, but she was passing softly, her spirits buoyed because her oldest girl didn’t hate her. By the same token, Aunt Irene was lifted, letting go of the anger holding her down like the sandbags tethering hot air balloons. She had come to understand that despite it all, she had a perfectly fine life. No, she wasn’t a wife, but she wasn’t a whore and there were no out-of-wedlock kids desperate for a last name. A relationship that kept you dressed like a lady, even if maybe you weren’t really one, was worth it for the dignity alone.


I was with my aunt, buttoned into a little romper made of the same pink piped fabric as her cross-back frock. Aunt Irene toted me on her hip over to Mrs. Ola Mae’s place. The midwife liked to love on the babies she ushered into the world. “Look at this little wonder!” I gummed on a sugar tit while Aunt Irene talked about Dayton and her man. His given name was Josiah, but everyone called him Van.


The Day had been lovely. War raged overseas, but those storm clouds were not visible from Honeysuckle, where the afternoon was as peaceful as a field of buttercups. No bad mojo stirred the air. Nothing odd happened in threes. The blind boy who sold pencils in front of the post office didn’t make any eerie pronouncements. But now Aunt Irene thinks that the thing that should have let us know that something was wrong was that nothing was wrong. This was Louisiana in 1941. We were colored. Something was always wrong.


That night, Aunt Irene planned to wear a red dress and dip into The Den, letting the men fill her glass. Prideful, prideful. Smoking a cigarette with the midwife, she said, “The best part about being an auntie is that you can take the baby back home when it’s time to go cut a rug.” Everyone laughed, and agreed. With a smile lingering on her lips, Aunt Irene climbed the front steps of my mother’s house. Her arm was raised to knock when she smelled the burnt-copper scent of gunpowder.


On the other side of the door, there was my mama, dead as Jesus, and my daddy lay on the carpet, moaning. What kind of idiot can’t even figure out how to kill his own fool self? Aunt Irene swung her leg, driving her shoe into his face as he groaned and wept.


Preparing to lay my mother in the plot she had bought for her own mother, Aunt Irene wrote to her man, asking him to pray for her and telling him that she wouldn’t be returning to Dayton for a month, maybe two. Certainly, there was a family in town willing to take in a motherless infant. When I was clean and dressed up, I was pretty cute. Even my aunt, who didn’t cotton to children, found herself kissing my plump face.


Aunt Irene’s first choice for me would have been Mrs. Ola Mae, who lived by herself with Miss Jemison the schoolteacher. People whispered about the two of them, but Aunt Irene didn’t give that no never mind. She liked Mrs. Ola Mae and her lady friend, too. They’d be excellent mothers. But this is how life works—the women who would be capable mothers too often don’t want kids. And too many of those with children probably should have just sat that one out. Luckily, most were in between. Maybe not baby-crazy, but willing. And while they were not the sorts of matriarchs who would raise up a race of heroes, they could get the job done.


What Irene hadn’t counted on was that the women of Honeysuckle wanted to see her tamed. As folks came to the house to pay their respects, no one asked Aunt Irene when she would be heading back to Dayton. Even though they coochie-cooed in my face, nobody even joked about adding this precious little girl to their own families.


The day before my mother’s homegoing, Aunt Irene walked about a mile to the east to visit Annie’s granny. “I don’t have a husband. I don’t have work down here. My situation in Ohio can’t accommodate children.”


Annie’s granny acted like she thought my aunt was seeking advice, rather than relief. She said, “Irene, nobody knows anything about raising children. Each one is different and you just have to do the best you can to make sure that Jesus will accept them when they get to heaven. And you can find work. You got two hands, don’t you? I raised every child that Jesus has seen fit to give me. And I will continue. But only the ones the Lord gives.”


Just then, Annie woke up from one of the back rooms and gave a little bleat. Her granny disappeared into the back of the house and returned with Annie hooked on her hip. With one hand, Annie’s granny prepared a glass of sweet tea and a slice of buttered toast that she offered to my aunt on a chipped plate. “Our girls can be friends,” she said.


_____


For an entire season, Irene dragged through her childhood home like a ghost herself—baby strapped to her chest and coon circles darkening her eyes. The toll of losing her mother was layered on top of the weight of learning to be one. Hers became a life of diapering and spoon-feeding. Finally, on Pearl Harbor day, my grandmother breathed her last, with a smile on her chapped lips, secure in her belief that everything happens for a reason.


Facing facts, my aunt wrote to the Ohio Man, who pined for his time with her in the yellow-shuttered house. She asked that he send her clothes and put everything else up for sale. A brass-buckled trunk arrived at the bus station in Baton Rouge three months later and a money order came to her via post. The Ohio Man may have been married, but he was true to his word.


At least one Sunday each year, the weather was cold enough for Aunt Irene to wear her beaver coat and pretend to be up north. For many years, it was as sleek as the animal that God gave the pelt to in the first place.


_____


I never did without. I was always tidy and well lotioned. Aunt Irene informed me that Jesus loved me, as had my mother. One of the many gifts she gave me was telling me that the Lord was more flexible than most folks knew. She adored that Ohio schoolmaster without ceasing. “God will never fault you for loving someone.” When I outgrew my first shoes, Aunt Irene sent them to be cast in bronze, which wasn’t cheap. Around the time of my first sins, I was baptized in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Each night, I laid my head on a clean pillow slip and looked forward to a hearty breakfast in the morning. I am forever grateful for her sacrifice.


While I was tended to, I was never mothered. Many people suffered far more, even people raised at the knees of their actual mamas. Still, the hole in my spirit made me into the girl I was and then the woman that I am. One day, I will grow a person within myself and love that little person so hard that it would bind her to me like rich dirt in the corner of a canvas satchel.


This is not a play for pity. I wasn’t the only bottle-nursed child in Honeysuckle. Being raised by relatives wasn’t nothing but a thing, as people say.


My best friend, Annie, raised by her granny, had some thoughts on the matter. “We are not orphans,” she said when we were five or six.


“I am,” I said. “My mama is deceased, and my daddy is dead.” (This was language that I got from Aunt Irene. “Dogs die,” she said, “but my sister is deceased.”)


“But we never lived in an orphanage,” Annie said.


“I don’t think that orphanages are real.”


“Maybe they just have them for white folks,” Annie wondered. “So colored children that’s orphans must live outside. And neither one of us is outside.”


Annie’s mama was doing GodKnowsWhat, out in GodKnows-Where. Nobody had seen hide nor hair of her since before Annie was old enough to sit up by herself. One Sunday, Annie had the idea to ask the pastor where her mama was.


It must have been before 1948, when Calvary split from First Iconium. In those days, we all went to the same church and listened to the same man of God. I liked Pastor Robinson’s gold-toothed smile and the way he sang at the same time he was giving the sermon. To this day, I am a sucker for a melodious man of the cloth. Annie never was.


We went together to his little office in the basement. We knocked on the door and he answered, “Come on in.”


The room was tight due to the oak desk, handmade by one of the deacons right after the Civil War. In slavery times, the man had been a woodworker, and the first thing he did when he got free was to make a piece of furniture for the Lord. It was magnificent, with legs and feet like the flanks of lions. Pastor looked surprised to see us standing there, two little girls wearing blue-sashed dresses.


“Pastor, could we ask you something?”


“But of course,” he said with that sparkling grin.


I nudged Annie forward.


“Granny says GodKnowsWhere my mother is,” Annie said.


“Well,” said Pastor Robinson, “God knows all. Sees all.”


I piped up. “And she is doing GodKnowsWhat. So could you ask him where she is and what she’s doing?”


And then Pastor Robinson smiled that smile that people do when kids are cute. Then he straightened his face, pretending to take us seriously. As he flattened his lips, I knew whatever we were about to hear wasn’t the truth. He motioned for us to sit like we were two tiny deaconesses with a concern.


“Annie,” he said, “Hattie is in God’s hands.”


“No, she’s not,” I said, because I knew that my mother was supposed to be in God’s hands and that was someplace you couldn’t come back from. “Annie’s mama is living.”


Annie raised her voice, too. “My mama is GodKnowsWhere, dancing too much. That’s what my granny says. She just danced all night. And drinks too much wine. But she is not deceased with Niecy’s mama.”


“Or dead neither,” I added.


The pastor fiddled with a fountain pen. “We are all in God’s hands. Some of us on this side, some on the other side.”


Annie jerked on the strap of her little pocketbook, just like her granny did when she was mad. I jumped up, too, but I didn’t yet carry a purse.


“We leaving,” she said, and flounced out.


I followed her, but before we left, I told Pastor to have a nice day because Aunt Irene didn’t like me acting like I was born in a barn.


_____


Time kept on going, the way that it does. Five or six years after we so amused the singing preacher, on the twenty-eighth of March, Aunt Irene took me to lay a clutch of paperwhites on my mother’s grave to celebrate her birthday in heaven. Her name, Arletha Irene, was dug into the granite. She had been a Davis when she died, but Aunt Irene refused to lay her under a stone etched with a killer’s name. But to call her Merriweather was a lie. She had readily given up her daddy’s name when she said I do. In the five years she was married, she had ample opportunity to move back home, but she never did, even though her daddy was tucked in his own grave, unable to harm anyone, and even when her husband had her spitting out her teeth in bloody shards. In death she was a Davis, and I was one in life—although nobody with that name was allowed to look at me, let alone claim kinship.


I knelt to say the Lord’s Prayer as my aunt said her own private words to her sister in a low humming like bees when they are creating honey. I raised my bowed head and observed the daffodils with their orange trumpets and yellow petals; I wondered how they were so beautiful but they smelled like water. Desperate to feel, I caught the fatty flesh of my cheek between my teeth and pressed until it hurt and I tasted iron.


Aunt Irene finished whatever sister communication she had come here to deliver, rose, and extended her hand.


“Don’t ever let no man murder you,” she said. “If you let a man kill you, I will not bring you flower the first.”


Later that evening, Annie was invited over to our house for dinner because her granny had to work overnight. Standing on a stool to help cook, I asked Aunt Irene when Annie’s mama would just come on home.


“Don’t be jealous of Annie,” she said, straining the water off of a steaming mass of spaghetti. Her apron was faded and stained.


“I’m not jealous,” I said, marveling at her ability to see into my little heart.


“Yes, you are,” Aunt Irene said. “And that’s the one thing the Lord can’t abide—covetousness. You got to pray that off your spirit. Money ain’t the root of evil—it’s envy.”


I dropped my shoulders and tucked my head, hoping she would see my shame and pet me. “I’m sorry.”


“You don’t have to apologize to me. Give your sorry to the Lord.”


When I was a child, I was tender as a bruise. I knew my aunt didn’t like crybabies, so I taught myself how to cry without water, but I couldn’t control my trembly bottom lip.


Aunt Irene spread the spaghetti and sauce in a pan and slipped it into the oven while I melted into a pool of voiceless contrition.


Finally, she turned, squatting so we were the same height.


“Listen here, Vernice. You think Annie is the lucky one because her mama might come walking in her front door one day. She got that hope. But she goes to bed every night shot down. She’s a little girl now, so she can handle it. But trust me. Over time, the daily discouragement will wear her down, like the heel on a loafer. You are the fortunate one. You know you won’t see your mama’s face ’til Gabriel blows his horn.”


I know now that her words were meant to comfort, but they lashed me sharp as any switch. I erupted in sadness so profound that I choked and gagged.


“Oh shit,” Aunt Irene said, patting my arm. “I’m no good with children.”


By the time the spaghetti bake was done, Aunt Irene had washed my cheeks with hard swipes of a warm cloth.


“Now get yourself together before Annie gets here. You don’t want her asking you what’s wrong.”


I did my best to fix my face. Aunt Irene gave us heaping plates of pasta covered in melted cheese; we washed it down with lemonade, even though it was the middle of the week. I knew the sweet drink was Aunt Irene’s way of saying that she was sorry for all the straight talk.


Annie ate her food but her eyes were busy checking my face and my aunt’s. Annie has looked thirty-five years old for her entire life. It wasn’t that she was one of those girls that developed early, ripening like a teenager way too soon. We were both built straight up and down, but Annie’s old soul showed in her face. The set of her mouth gave the impression that she had seen some things.


After she drained her glass, and started in on a hunk of angel food cake, she looked not at me, but at my aunt.


“What is it?” Annie said.


“You are not supposed to talk with food in your mouth,” I said, hoping to somehow shift the mood.


Aunt Irene pressed a paper napkin to each corner of her mouth and spoke directly to Annie.


“Baby, let’s make us an agreement. If your mama doesn’t come back by the time you reach your majority, let her go. Don’t waste your life waiting on that heifer.”


Annie’s raised fork fell, landing with an ugly metal clank.


“My mama ain’t no heifer.”


Aunt Irene said, “I know Hattie. You don’t.”


Old soul or not, Annie balled up her face and cried like the ten-year-old she was.


“Oh Lord in heaven,” said Aunt Irene. “I just don’t know how to talk to children.”


Annie slept over that night so as not to be home alone. We lay in bed, dressed in stiff white nightgowns, just unpinned from the clothesline. Aunt Irene had supervised our prayers and left us alone once she was convinced that our souls were safe at least until morning. We were so young that we went to bed with uncovered heads.


“Niecy,” Annie said. “You sleep yet?”


“No. I’m just laying here.”


“What is majority?”


“It’s when you get to be a lady. When you get bosoms and everything.”


“That’s all?”


“And when you get your cycle, because that is when you can make a baby.”


“Oh no,” Annie said.


“What?” I said, propping up on my elbow, squinting at her old-eyed face in the dark. “You don’t want to have a baby? You don’t have to get one today.”


Annie took my hand and pressed it to her chest. I moved my thumb over the nipples, puffy and raised.


“Granny says my titties will be here soon,” she said.


I lifted my gown. “Pancake City over here.”


“If my titties are on their way, then my majority is not far behind. My mama is running out of time.”


Annie is the only person I have ever met who could cry hard yet quiet. Her folded face and heaving shoulders brought out the mama in me. I extended my skinny arms to pull her to my flat chest and stroked the hair at her temples.


“Wherever she is, she’s loving you,” I promised.


“What if I run into her one day, but I don’t know her?”


“She will be the one to know you,” I said. “You might be her spitting image. When she sees you, she will think she is looking at her own baby picture.”


Annie pulled away. My gown, damp from her unhappiness, was cold against my skin.


“Do you miss your mama?”


I took my time with the question. I knew what it meant. Aunt Irene certainly missed her Ohio Man. She sometimes stared at his bow-tied photo while listening to the noise of her own breath. I had pictures of Arletha, but I studied them with a curious mind, not a remembering one. And there were times that I was every bit as downhearted as my aunt, but I wasn’t sure if what ailed me was missing her.


“I don’t know,” I said.


“I miss mine,” she said. “I just don’t understand how she could walk away and leave me.”


“I wish I could miss mine,” I said.


“Niecy, you don’t know how lucky you are.”


“God don’t like it when people get jealous,” I said.


“Ain’t no God,” Annie said.


I fell back on my pillow in bewilderment. To say that there was no God was like saying that there was no such thing as air or sky.


“Annie, you gone crazy,” I said. “There is for sure a God. How do you think it is that you and me ended up in the same cradle?”


That question played a song of gratitude within me. Next week, instead of buying candy, I would put an extra five cents into the collection plate. I had Annie and as long as I had her, I didn’t know what it felt like to miss somebody.





Chapter 2



ANNIE


Niecy and me have been friends since we smiled with our milk teeth. We were two motherless girls that everyone felt sorry for, but Niecy was especially cooed over because of her sweet face, which reminded folks of her mother, who was gone from this world and it was a crying shame. My situation also called for pity, but no one ever remembered my mother as a “poor thing.” If there was one word on every lip, it was “trifling.”


It’s one of those words that Webster’s doesn’t know anything about. I looked it up one time and saw something about a cake. In Honeysuckle, we know that it can be one of the harshest words ever spoken. I say “can be” since you can soften it up with a little bit of a laugh. When you chase it with a chuckle, it just means you didn’t do your best—like only rubbing lotion on the parts of your body that show, leaving the rest ashy. But when the word is sneered in disgust, there is no damnation more vicious.


It’s not vulgar like when you say someone is a motherfucker— letting everyone know you are angry, but hurt, too. And one thing we know about hurt feelings is a man called a “motherfucker” one day could be “baby” again tomorrow. It’s more than dismissing somebody as “ain’t shit,” because again, bad language holds too much fire, and where there’s fire, there’s caring. You can put “no-count” on the same page.


“Trifling” is its own thing entirely. Nine out of ten times, maybe more, it’s used against a man, for obvious wrongdoings like cheating and refusing to work. When you throw it at them, it hurts them, but they take it in stride. By the time you get to calling a man trifling in this way, he has likely heard it before. (Although the first time he heard it from his grandmother, it probably sent him to his bed with shame.)


When a woman is said to be trifling in the tone of voice reserved for a man, there’s no coming back from it.


Hattie Lee left me with my granny when I was womb-wet, having suckled just one time. (Mrs. Ola Mae insists that every baby nurse at least once.) They say Hattie Lee used peppermint oil to drive me away, the same way you do to run mice out of your attic. Three days after the cord was cut, she was gone to GodKnowsWhere. Trifling.


Maybe Granny agreed with everyone about my mother’s character, but she wasn’t going to say so. “ ‘Not yet’ don’t mean ‘not ever,’” she would say to the other ushers. “Hattie Lee will be back, by and by.”


If I was near, I nodded hard, giving my two cents without being accused of adding my voice to grown people’s conversation. But sometimes, this made matters worse: If the person found my loyalty sweet, they placed a damp kiss to my forehead, out-loud wondering who could be so trifling as to leave a helpless daughter behind. If the person decided that my nodding was a sign of misbehaving, there would be a tsking, chalking this up to Granny being too old to handle a child. If the person had been away to the city, they may have laid down a book-word like “indefensible.” Maybe that’s the best definition of the word “trifling.” A person who is impossible to defend, but if you loved her, you had to try.


Maybe one day Granny would tell me more about Hattie Lee—how lovely she was, how affectionate, how tragic. Maybe she could explain what made her declare that Hattie would be back. Certainly, there were words that could be spoken about Hattie with the same soft eyes people used when talking about Niecy’s poor mother, that sweet angel in heaven.


Up in the clouds, God can heal everything, even a bullet to the brain; after death, a person got a little bit more beautiful each day. By the time Gabriel blows his horn, the angels will have gotten so glorious that it would burn your eyes right out of your head if you tried to look at them. Life on this earth, on the other hand, is the thief of beauty.


I have one photo of Hattie Lee. It’s a school-days photograph, sized to fit in a man’s wallet. The picture is creased by a diagonal line cutting across her chin and upsetting the pleats on her blouse. I’ve memorized every detail, from the roller-dent in her bangs to the burnt broom straws taking the place of earrings. At her throat, a striped scarf makes a perfect square knot. Although she is only fifteen years old, puppet lines frame her skeptical mouth. She seems to know already that nothing good is coming her way.


Niecy has a whole album of photos of her mother. Our favorite is the wedding portrait where she stands in front of a mirror, arranging her pearls. She is soft as the underside of a puppy. There is no hint that the man who will undo the clasp on the necklace will eventually kill her. The fact that she is so happy and so pretty and so trusting is what makes the photo moody and perfect. My mother, rough as an emery board, seems like she was born to die.


“Maybe your granny has more,” Niecy bright-sided. “Maybe Hattie Lee was having a hard time on picture day?”


After dinner, I asked Granny if there were other mementos. “Niecy has nineteen pictures. There is even one when her mother is just a baby, chewing on her fist.”


Granny sawed her pork chop into tiny bites that she sucked until soft. “Each child I birthed pulled a tooth out of my head.”


Her tone stopped my prattling.


She lifted her shirt to reveal a torso ribbed and puckered. “These lines are from how they stretched me. There’s more, but you don’t need to see it.” She smoothed her shirt down and placed a tiny piece of meat on her tongue. After a while, her jaw rested and she swallowed.


“Yes, ma’am,” I said. “It’s just that Niecy got—”


“I had six children and it is only by grace that I have one picture of each of them. And those pictures are for the sake of history because I have proof of every one of them on my body. But the body goes the way of all flesh. Ashes go to ashes.”


“So, this is all you have to show me?”


She nodded.


“But Niecy—” I started, determined to give it another try.


“Listen here,” she said. “And don’t get yourself confused. The road Vernice is walking is paved different from yours. It ain’t fair, but that’s the way life takes us. But remember always that every path leads to the cemetery and it’s up to you to be ready to see the Lord.”


No wonder Hattie Lee escaped on the first thing smoking. She wanted to live, while Granny looked forward to climbing in the grave and pulling the dirt over her like a blanket. I was only eleven years old, but I could feel what my mother felt sitting at this selfsame table, eating from these same mismatched plates. I let the bent tines of the fork rest on my lip, wondering if Hattie had ever eaten from it.


“She’s not trifling,” I said.


Granny didn’t answer me until she had pushed that little piece of meat down her throat. “You have never heard me speak against my child.”


“But it’s what people say.”


“He that utters slander is a fool.”


“Yes, ma’am,” I said, knowing better than to argue with an old person quoting scripture. “But they say that she left me.”


Granny worked her food some more before washing it down with a gulp of water. “Don’t pay them talebearers no mind. Don’t give the fire a log and it goes out.”


“Yes’m,” I said, offering another surrender. I didn’t want to fight Granny. Like my mother, I just wanted to get away from her.


_____


Some truths are too bitter to let sit on your tongue, so I don’t speak of this much. But Hattie Lee came back to Honeysuckle when I was in the tenth grade. It wasn’t only that she was in town, she was in our neighborhood, the Hardwood. She didn’t call on Granny. She didn’t even sneak over to the schoolyard to get a look at me, hiding herself behind a pine tree and peeking around, like somebody in a movie. She loitered through town for maybe three or four hours. From what I came to know, she stopped by to see Mrs. Ola Mae. Then she ducked into The Den, a little place where people who drink in the middle of the day go to have a nip. She asked Mr. Daniel, the owner, to give her four dollars and seventy-five cents. In return he asked for her address, copying it onto a lined sheet of his receipt book.


A week later, Mr. Daniel handed it to Granny, who attempted to repay the money with the quarters she collected in an empty coffee can, but he wouldn’t take it.


“Memphis?” Granny said.


“She says she likes the music,” he reported back.


“How she look?”


“Tired,” he said.


Then Granny got quiet before raising her voice. “Annie Kay!”


I didn’t answer, pretending like I couldn’t hear. But when she hollered my name again, I decided that it would be suspicious for me to play full deaf.


“Ma’am?”


“This is not your business,” she said in her regular voice to let me know that she was aware what I could and could not hear. “Go outside.”


And so, I went out into the yard and sat at the base of a sweet gum tree. Spiky cuckabugs covered the yard. Soon, the pecans would drop. When I was little, I hired myself out to neighbors, picking up nuts. For a couple of quarters, Niecy and I shelled them, too.


But all that was behind me. At sixteen, I was full into my majority. I had breasts for days, hips, too, but no rump. I felt like a dump truck, chunky and sturdy. While I sat under the tree, boys walking by hooted and hollered at me until I gave them my middle finger.


Carrying a napkin stuffed with pecan candy, Mr. Daniel left with a wave in my direction. I didn’t go back inside until the air took on a chill, forcing me into the house.


By then, Granny had eaten her own dinner and covered my plate with a clean dish towel. I unwrapped the dish and picked up a spoon to separate the tomato sauce from the meat loaf.


“You ain’t going to wash up?” Granny said.


Feeling uncouth, I lathered up in the kitchen sink. The homemade soap smelled like pine needles.


Once I was clean, my appetite left me. I made no move toward the plate. “Didn’t she even want to see how I turned out?”


Granny handed me a checked napkin. “I can’t say what’s a harder cross to bear. Me having Hattie Lee for a daughter or you trying to be her daughter. She was my youngest. Number six. And how she did me when she was being born, she made sure no other baby could come behind her. She’s been like that all her life, salting the fields on her way out.”


“You can’t blame her for how she was born,” I said.


Granny shrugged. “Satan prowls like a lion.”


I wiped my hands dry, then squeezed the napkin like I was trying to strangle it. “Somebody did something to her,” I said.


“Somebody done did something to everybody. That ain’t no excuse.”


I just stood there in the center of that clean, raggedy kitchen sobbing ’til the front of my blouse was spotted with my water. I threw that scratchy towel to the floor and used the back of my hand to smear my face. “Why she didn’t even come and say hello?”


Granny reached deep into her bosom, fishing out a scrap of damp paper. “This here is her address. She wouldn’t have gave it to Daniel if she didn’t want to hear from nobody.”


A week or so later, while Niecy was at choir rehearsal, I went to see Mr. Daniel. The Den was not exactly what they used to call a “juke joint” because he didn’t have a band to play on the weekends. He claimed to be saving for a jukebox, but that was just his way of acknowledging that he understood that most drinking people need something to listen to besides the sound of their own slurping. It wasn’t a dreary place, just stripped down. If you had the coins, he had the booze. If you needed to take a load off, there was a stool for you to sit on. And sometimes, there were cold-cut sandwiches you could buy and even mustard in a glass jar to help it slide down.


Before it was a not-juke joint, it had been a normal house. Mr. Daniel was born in the back bedroom, delivered by Mrs. Ola Mae’s aunt. His father had been a hellfire preacher and beat the sin out of everyone in the family. When the reverend finally had the decency to die, Mr. Daniel knocked out a few walls before announcing that 319 Edwards Street was now The Den. It must have been a true pleasure to smite his daddy’s ghost like that. The old man had built this house with the same hands he used to terrorize his family. And now it was a dwelling where sin was not only tolerated but encouraged.


When I pushed open the door, a little light hitched a ride. The Den was very much like my house, Niecy’s house, and every other house in the Hardwood. But you know what they say—every house ain’t a home. With the missing walls, it was hard to say what space had been intended for which purpose. If I used my own home for a guide, the bar stretched from the room where we ate breakfast to where Granny put the radio. A half-dozen wooden stools scooted up the side of it. Greasy halos marked the wallpaper where drunk people leaned their heads.


That afternoon, there were two men posted up, each nursing a short glass holding about an inch or so of liquor the color of sunset. The man on the left smiled at me and scrunched his brow like he was trying to remember whose daughter I was. The other one squinted like he wanted to make sure I wasn’t his wife before he returned his attention to his drink. They both wore the green shirts from the paper mill, and I could smell the sharp chemicals they used to thin the pulp.


“Well, if it ain’t my effort to be an honorable person, come back to bite me in the ass.”


“Hi, Mr. Daniel,” I said.


“Just call me Daniel.”


“Yes, sir,” I said.


“If we ain’t got no misters, you know we ain’t got no sirs.”


“My mama was here, you said?”


“You like my bar?” he asked.


“It’s a nice place,” I said.


“Not the whole place. I’m asking about the bar.” He smacked the wood. “This majesty right here!”


“Nice,” I said. “I heard about it, but this is my first time seeing it.”


“You know why it’s your first time seeing it? It’s because you are a little girl and I don’t allow little girls in my place.” As he rolled himself a cigarette, he nodded at the two men nursing their drinks. “Although I know it’s some around here that would like some sweet blood in the place.”


“I’m not here to have no booze,” I said. “I just wanted to ask you—”


“Barging in here asking questions is disrespectful to the fine work of art.” He cut me off with a cluck of his tongue. Then he dabbed linseed oil on what looked like a bleached cloth diaper.


I turned my eyes to the walls in search of art but found only yellowing wallpaper and a sign stating the house rules, number one being use A coAsTer.


“The bar!” he roared. “This right here is the art.”


I watched him, wondering how you were supposed to go about paying your respects for a hunk of wood. He shook the rag like a pom-pom until I took it and gave a few oily wipes.


He exhaled. “The proper term is ‘intricate.’”


“Yes,” I agreed. “It is very intricate.”


He sighed. “What can I do for you in eight minutes before the mill blows the whistle? Like I said before, no little girls in here, especially when the men get off from work.”


“I’m not a little girl,” I said.


“The only folks that got to tell you that they ain’t little girls, is little girls.” He held out his palm for the return of his rag so he could baby his masterpiece for himself.


“You know Hattie Lee Henderson’s my mother, right?” I said.


“Well, I can’t help you with that. Anything else?”


The question seemed sincere and I knew an opportunity when one was staring me in the face. If I had a question, he had an answer. He raised his eyes like this was a game show and the clock was running out.


“Why did she come here?”


Mr. Daniel shrugged. “For a drink, I assume. Like everybody else.”


“You don’t have the only liquor in town,” I said. “It’s other places she could drink cheaper.”


“But where else has such ambiance?” he asked.


I looked at his fingers, long but thick. His skin was two or three shades lighter than my own, but there was a sameness there.


“Did she come to see you?” My eyes were narrow now. “Of everybody in Honeysuckle?”


“She came calling on a different Daniel. A fellow named Jack,” he said.


When I looked bewildered he said, “That’s a joke. Jack Daniel’s?”


When I still didn’t laugh, he said, “Never mind. The point is that she came here to wet her whistle. She went to see Ola Mae, as well. So, if you are going on a confrontation spree, make sure you stop over there before you go home.”


Just then, the door inched open, and who was standing there but Niecy, innocent as a hymnal.


“Hello, Mr. Daniel,” she said, and for some reason, he didn’t correct her.


“Little Miss Vernice. Tell me, how is that gorgeous Irene these days?”


“She’s doing good,” Niecy said.


“‘Well,’” Mr. Daniel said, correcting her and handing over the diaper.


I didn’t know if I was caught or if I was the one doing the catching. Here I was sneaking over here so as not to get her morals dirty, but here she was tipping in here like it was her home away from home.


“Niecy,” I said, but I didn’t know what the next words should be.


Mr. Daniel, satisfied with the swipes Niecy had taken at the bar, pulled the cloth from her hands. To me he said, “Here’s a life lesson. Put it in your back pocket. Ready?”


I nodded.


“You can never know another person.”


Then he went down below and hauled up a jar of dill pickles. With a long-handled fork, he pulled one up, wrapped it in wax paper before using his fingernail to pry off the stem, and forced a lemon drop into the sour heart of the pickle. He handed it to Niecy before preparing one for me.


“Now run on, you two. Niecy knows I don’t allow sweet things in here.”


“But you didn’t tell me,” I said. “You didn’t tell me why my mama came here.”


“Little girl,” he said, “don’t try to make this into the whole mystery of the Lindbergh baby. I bet even Little Miss Vernice could tell you. And if not her, ask Irene. She will set that straight in two seconds flat.”


When we left The Den, the air outside tasted sweet. Niecy munched on her pickle, but I threw mine into the ditch that ran up the side of the road.


“You didn’t want it?” Niecy said.


I looked at my best friend, who was suddenly mysterious.


“You been in there before?”


She shrugged. “Just to get a pickle.”


“And you didn’t tell me?”


“You don’t even care for sour pickles. Besides, you the one who sneaked over here while I was gone to choir rehearsal.”


With the door closed and shades drawn, The Den seemed like any other house on the street. Yet people just knew.


“I didn’t tell you because I didn’t know what Mr. Daniel was going to say.”


“About what?”


“About my mama,” I said.


Niecy looped her arm through mine and nudged me in the direction of home. I could smell lemon and pickle on her breath. “Whatever they say about your mama is lies.”


I know she was meaning to comfort, but it hurt. My mama was the kind of person that whatever was said about her was bound to be ugly. Without even knowing the situation, Niecy wanted to smother it with a pillow of sympathy.


“She was here,” I told Niecy. “She didn’t come by my house, but she came to see Mr. Daniel. Why do you think that was?”


Niecy covered her mouth and spoke through her fingers. “Are you thinking that Mr. Daniel is your daddy?”


“Maybe. She came all this way from Memphis, and that’s who she pops in on. Maybe they were in love?”


I liked the idea of an educated father who lived just on the edges of scandal. Everybody knew Mr. Daniel had a wife he’d brought back from Tuskegee, which explained why he and my mama couldn’t properly be together. There are a lot of men that are drawn to sad-eyed women. That’s what half the songs in the jukebox are about. The way Hattie wore her disappointment like a brooch, Mr. Daniel was tempted, and who could blame a man for being a man? And who couldn’t respect a gentleman who refused to leave his wife? Still, Hattie Lee couldn’t bear to live in Honeysuckle and see her True Love sitting up in church with another woman. Sunday after Sunday she suffered in silence until she couldn’t take it anymore.


“Or maybe,” Niecy said, warming up, “she confronted him about his wife. Not on Sunday, though.” Niecy sucked on the sour pickle until the next thought came to her. “Maybe it was at the butcher shop. Right after you were born. Maybe you were even strapped to her with swaddling cloth. The wife was choosing some fresh chicken legs and Hattie Lee pulled back the blanket. After that, Mr. Daniel hurt her feelings so bad that she didn’t have no choice but to leave town.” Niecy shook her head like she was watching it unfold at the picture show.


“You’re right,” I said. “Granny was likely telling her all the ways that God was mad with her.”


“So, it all adds up. Hattie left town because she was shamed. She didn’t want people to know who your daddy was and treat you like an outside child.”


“But everybody knows I’m out of wedlock.”


“That’s not the same as being outside.”


“To me, it’s better to be outside and know exactly what you are outside of than to have some mystery daddy out there.”


“Oooh,” Niecy squeaked. “And what if you accidentally fell in love with one of Mr. Daniel’s sons, and then you had to call off the wedding the day of—and you were already wearing your dress.” Niecy was excited; her hands marked every little plot turn, and I caught the thrill with every tinkle of her laughter.


“Him and his wife don’t have kids.”


“Who said anything about his wife? If there’s a you, there could be others.”


“You think he’s been slipping money to Granny under the table?”


Niecy giggled. “You did have a mighty nice Christmas last year.”


Mr. Daniel was rich for a colored man in this town who wasn’t a funeral director or a criminal. He was charming and talked almost like a schoolteacher. I could see how my mother could fall in love with him. And maybe if I kept coming around, he would fall in love with me.


How long did I walk around imagining myself to be the secret heiress to the Honeysuckle not-juke-joint fortune? I didn’t mark my calendar, but it was more than a month or two. When I first walked into The Den, it was the middle of autumn. Leaves burned in metal cans all over town. When he burst my bubble, it was just two weeks before Christmas and he was busy adding discs of peppermint candy to his homemade hooch to make it taste a little bit more festive.


I’d taken to dropping by, just to give him a chance to see in me what I had seen in him that very first day.


“Oh, it’s you again,” he said as though I weren’t so regular that you could set your watch by it. “I don’t have pickles no more. You have cleaned me out.”


“I was hoping that maybe you could give me a job.”


“A job doing what, and for what?”


“I could wash glasses. Mop the floor?”


He shook his head. “Those are both late-night jobs and I don’t have little girls around my place at night. Besides, you have school.”


“But I need the money,” I said, trying to be pitiful and scrappy at the same time.


“What for? I know your granny covers all your needs. I see you’re not missing meals.”


This one hurt a little bit. Couldn’t he see my stocky build was just a repeat of his own body, just the female version?


“My mama is so skinny,” I said. “Or so they say. You know, I never seen her when I was old enough to take notice. I don’t know where I got these thick legs from.”


I pulled my dress up a couple of inches to show my dimpled knees. Mr. Daniel covered his eyes.


“I don’t want to see none of that! This is why I don’t like young girls in my place!”


I put my skirt down, embarrassed as a naked nun. “No, sir, I sure didn’t mean it that way. I just wanted you to see that I’m built like your family. That’s why Hattie came here, right? To see you?”


Now he pulled his hand down from his face.


“You think—? Naw. You don’t think—? Did somebody tell you—? Naw.”


I stood there with my arms held out so he could take a look at me, from feet to head. I turned myself around slowly.


“Annie,” he said. “I never once in my life touched your mother. I have done a great many things in this world that might bruise my chances of seeing Jesus, but I never in my life took advantage of a woman.”


“I wasn’t saying you took liberties,” I said. “Maybe she agreed to it.”


“Aww, honey,” he said. “You’re just saying this because you never knew Hattie. She isn’t the kind of woman who is qualified to say yes or no. That girl is sadness in a skirt. You say anything to her besides ‘How you doing’ and you are taking advantage. My own mother was like that. So, I can see that cry-easy from way across the street. A better man might try to save her, but I’m the type to credit myself with the decency to stay away.”


“So why did she come here then?”


“It’s elementary, dear Watson,” he said, raising his shoulders. “I let her drink for free.”


“You’re not my daddy? You didn’t love her?”


He shook his head. “No, ma’am.”


“You know who could be?”


“Could be anybody,” he said. “Lot of Negroes around here got no scruples.”


“I’ma go and find her,” I said. “I’m going to get myself up to Memphis and bring her home.”


“You get yourself way to Memphis, you will likely want to stay there,” he said. “No women leave Honeysuckle and try to get back, except Raynelle Jemison, and you and I both know that is a strange case.”


“You sure you can’t give me a job?” I said. “I’ll take a daytime job. I can get the commodes ready for the night shift. I could shine the windows. Oil the bar?”


“You know,” he said, “your mother one time asked me for a job, but I sent her away. I know she needed money, but she would have gotten more than dollar bills over here with these hardlegs. I told her go to beauty school.” He shook his head. “Last thing she needed was to be around liquor every day.”


I felt my lip flapping again.


“Are you like that?” he said. “You got a taste for booze already?”


“No, sir,” I said. “I never had more than communion wine.”


“And this money you are trying to make is to get you to Memphis?”


I nodded.


“To try and rescue Hattie?”


I nodded again.


“That’s stupid. The rescue part. But the Memphis isn’t a bad idea. They have opportunities up there. LeMoyne-Owens College, for one.”


“Yes, sir,” I said, not sure if my luck was turning up or down.


“Let me think about it,” he said. “And you know I will need to talk to your granny. Last thing I need is her clubbing me with a Bible.”


“Granny don’t know everything I do.”


“One—she probably does. Never underestimate colored grandmothers. And secondly, and most practically, I don’t need a helper. My sister sent her sorry son over here to get some discipline.”


I frowned because it didn’t make sense to send somebody to an almost–juke joint to steer him onto the straight and narrow.


“My point exactly,” Mr. Daniel said. “So why do you think she sent him?”


“He don’t have a daddy?” I asked.


“Winner, winner, chicken dinner,” Mr. Daniel said. “And I don’t have a son. So, it’s a match made in her imagination. No offspring. Why doesn’t it occur to anyone that that’s how me and my wife like it?”


“I don’t have a daddy,” I said. “It don’t keep me up at night.”


“Then why did you come here sniffing around me? This is why I don’t like little girls. Too confusing. You know my wife is eleven years older than me? I don’t like nothing that is young and female at the same time.”


“I just want some answers,” I said.


“I thought you wanted a job.”


A voice from behind me stirred me in only the way teenagers can communicate, just under the skin.


“Uncle Daniel, when I asked you about hiring Bobo, you said you didn’t need no more help.”


I pivoted to meet my destiny—Clyde, the nephew we had been talking about. He was raised two towns over in Ville Platte, but he wasn’t creole or redbone. He was a regular-looking person, complexion straight up the middle, height just under the six-foot line. What got your attention about him was his smile, and not really in a good way. It was like he opened up his mouth and God tossed in a handful of teeth, not caring what went where. But he grinned like he didn’t have one thing to be ashamed of. And in that way that men have of getting you to see them the way that they see themselves, I found myself grinning back.


“Oh Lord,” Mr. Daniel said.


Then the two of us watched Clyde as he maneuvered around the space with his mop, occasionally lowering it at an angle and singing. Maybe he was cute, in a Jackie Wilson kind of way.


He turned out to be almost satisfactory, if you could get around his ignoring the details. And he turned out to be mostly reliable, if you could get over the tardiness. He almost always showed up, eventually. And when he couldn’t, he sent his steady cousin Bobo to take his place. There was a lightness about Clyde that made you want to smile. The customers always left an extra nickel or a dime to thank him for filling up a bowl of peanuts or swapping out the soggy napkin up under their drinks.


But apparently, having a half-assed employee made Mr. Daniel realize that he needed an actual worker. Of course, he had to go to Granny and ask for her permission like he was seeking my hand in marriage. All three of us sat up in the living room dressed like it was Sunday. Mr. Daniel held his stingy-brim hat in his hand. I crossed my legs at the ankle, despite my ruffled socks sliding down off my heel. Granny, sitting on her gray upholstered chair, mulled it over like it was more than just a way for me to earn some pocket money.


“How do you plan to keep her away from the mens?” Granny’s speech was different when she had her teeth in. It was like listening to someone try to talk left-handed.


Mr. Daniel assured her six ways to Sunday that I wouldn’t be in any danger of corruption. “Ms. Irvina, you have known me forty years,” Mr. Daniel insisted. “I won’t let no harm come to your grandbaby.”
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