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Foreword


      

      Edwidge Danticat

      I have always enjoyed stories. I grew up in a family of lively storytellers who recounted their days encounter by encounter and even voiced the people they’d met as though they were characters in a play. The elders in my life were also very fond of folktales, myths, and fables, which were great narrative models for a budding writer. Stories are gifts offered to us to help deepen our understanding of the human experience and make better sense of our lives. Stories, I once read somewhere, are like the type of paintings or photographs you find yourself fully absorbed in. You know something happened before and after the image you’re looking at, but you wholly fall into it while taking it in.

      Unlike reading a novel, there’s a natural stop-and-go feel to reading a collection of stories, an experience akin to entering a great big house inhabited by many different people who are eager to share their memories with you and how they are living or have lived. At times, it will be hard to leave one person or group behind and move on to the next. Still, the joy of reading a collection of stories like this one is also in the accumulation of encounters, which in the case of this anthology all center on the short story and Kweli—“truth” in Swahili—the organization that has been nurturing BIPOC writers through mentorships, fellowships, writing retreats, workshops, an annual festival, and The Kweli Journal, which was the first to publish many of the writers in this collection.

      In a keynote at Kweli’s International Literary Festival in July 2019, novelist, short story writer, and National Book Award finalist Kali Fajardo-Anstine praised Kweli’s guidance and support to Indigenous writers and writers of color for fostering, as she said, “a newfound understanding of craft and camaraderie.” Early in her writing life, she added, editors at The Kweli Journal recognized the strength of her stories when few others would.

      Kweli was founded in 2009 by author, educator, jazz vocalist, and painter Laura Pegram. Pegram was facing health challenges and needed the kind of comfort and solace that only stories offer. One day, she woke up on the med-surg floor of New York Presbyterian Hospital in pain and unable to move her left leg. After her discharge, two months later, she decided to create The Kweli Journal with a community of friends, former students, and volunteers. Stories first published in the journal have become part of award-winning novels, as it was for Naima Coster’s “Cold” and her sophomore book, What’s Mine and Yours. JP Infante’s “Without a Big One,” which appeared in The Kweli Journal in 2018, received the 2019 PEN / Robert J. Dau Short Story Prize for Emerging Writers.

      Evoking a June 2004 tribute to Nina Simone at Carnegie Hall entitled “Sing the Truth,” Pegram realized that writers, including Nobel laureate Toni Morrison, who opened the event, also “sing the truth” in their own way, on the page. The Kweli Journal has been encouraging fiction and nonfiction writers to do this for fifteen years. In The Kweli Journal, one finds, as the journal’s editors have noted, “Our many stories. Our shared histories. Our creative play with language. Here, our memories are wrapped inside the music of the Muscogee, the blues songs of the South, the clipped patois of the Caribbean.”

      Indeed, all of these voices and more are here. The stories in this collection serve as windows into diverse communities while inviting readers of all backgrounds to engage with and appreciate the richness of our cultures. Reem Kassis’s “Farradiyya” depicts a family’s longing for return after the Nakba, the forced displacement of close to a million Palestinians during the establishment of the state of Israel. DéLana R. A. Dameron’s “Work” revolves around a precocious young woman whose life circumstances propel her formidable entrepreneurial spirit. The clash between cultural identity and familial expectations is also faced by immigrants and first- and second-generation Americans. JP Infante’s “Without a Big One” portrays a young man’s coming-of-age through struggles with ill-health and abuse. “Panagbenga” by Daphne Palasi Andreades describes a Filipina girl, Seya, navigating a challenging move to New York City. Seya’s recollection of her homeland, in contrast to a cold and isolating new life, is reminiscent of many immigrant stories, including my own, in which all that remains of this type of journey after a while are treasured stories.

      “Magic City Relic” by Jennine Capó Crucet engages a similar theme through Lizet, a young Cuban American woman navigating her return to her Cuban family and community after her first semester away at a predominately white university. “Cold” by Naima Coster shows the effects of poverty as a young woman and her family struggle to acquire basic necessities like heating and food. LaToya Watkins’s “Straight Dollars or Loose Change” explores the strained bonds between family members across generations. Ivelisse Rodriguez’s “La Hija de Changó” introduces Santería, an Afro-Caribbean religion practiced by descendants of enslaved Africans forcibly brought to the Americas. Xaviera, the spiritual daughter of the orisha or deity Changó, seems to be speaking for many of the characters in the stories in this collection, or even for many of us, her readers, when she declares, “I want to be a shining star. . . . I want that pounding of the heart that I’m sure somebody promised me when I was young.”

      In K-Ming Chang’s “Jenny’s Dollar Store,” we see the narrator wrestling with cultural assimilation, mixed with queer desire, as she searches for a self-determined identity in a new place. “Cleaning Lentils” by Susan Muaddi Darraj shows a young woman grappling with cultural displacement and body image. Nicole Dennis-Benn—who, like Kassis, Dameron, Infante, Coster, and Watkins, was first published in The Kweli Journal—offers us “What’s for Sale,” a story about a determined vendor at a Jamaican craft market. Delores charms tourists into buying her handmade crafts but crosses a line with her budding artist daughter. “Emperor of the Universe” by Kaitlyn Greenidge follows a grief-stricken woman who finds an unconventional way to live with her dead husband. In “A Hard Bed” by Princess Joy L. Perry, the protagonist, Joh, attempts to rebuild his life bit by difficult bit, day by day. In “Angry Blood” by Estella Gonzalez, a mother and daughter must find a way to love each other against a background of systemic racism and generational trauma.

      The stories in this collection exquisitely and painstakingly explore complex family relationships, grief and loss, migration and diaspora, displacement and assimilation, mass incarceration and the carceral state, socioeconomic disparities, classism, and racism, but also hope, resilience, and joy. I am a longtime reader of Kweli and have participated in many Kweli festivals in person and online. Kweli’s presence on the literary landscape for the past fifteen years is a boon to readers and writers, as is this beautiful collection. I hope these stories will move and impress you just as they have enlightened and astounded me. As with all the pieces published in The Kweli Journal, these stories offer us a bridge across distance and time, a literary home. Crossroads are considered sacred in many African diaspora religions, like Santeria and Vodou. This book is a kind of crossroad reached after fifteen fruitful and empowering years. This book is also a portal, a pathway leading to new stories, ones we can—and sometimes must—write ourselves.

      In the poem “To You,” the poet, short story writer, novelist, playwright, and bard of Harlem Langston Hughes writes,

      
        To sit and dream, to sit and read,

        To sit and learn about the world

        Outside our world of here and now—

        Our problem world—

        To dream of vast horizons of the soul

        Through dreams made whole,

        Unfettered, free—help me!

      

      Help me, dear reader, celebrate Kweli and The Kweli Journal, this amazing dream made whole. Help me celebrate this remarkable book.

    

  
    
      
        
Introduction


        Singing Our Truths

      

      Laura Pegram

      I am the founding editor and publisher of The Kweli Journal, yet I rarely share Kweli’s origin story in public spaces. But for the publication of this commemorative book, I will try to follow Jesmyn Ward’s example and “tell it straight.”

      In the winter of 2007, I sat in my wheelchair at my living room window and dreamed about the before time—when I could walk unassisted without stumbling. I had been diagnosed with an autoimmune disorder after college and was newly disabled, living in a fifth-floor walk-up in New York City. I missed so many things about my former life, my students at the Frederick Douglass Creative Arts Center, where I had volunteered for over ten years, most of all. The center, and especially my students, had taught me so much. But it was $200 a pop—each way—to leave my apartment via the Windsor Ambulette Service, and so I wasn’t sure if (or when) I could continue teaching; the only time I left home was when I was carried to and from New York Presbyterian Hospital for medical appointments. Teaching the Art of the Short Story Workshop and the Art of Children’s Literature at the community center had been two of my greatest joys, but the joy of connecting with the larger world—about books, literature, music, and all the things I loved—seemed completely out of reach.

      My prognosis was uncertain. My diagnosis kept changing, from systemic sclerosis one year to lupus the next. Doctors told me that I had “mixed connective tissue disease,” a rare autoimmune disorder. (It would cause me to lose the ability to swallow, recurring bouts of pericarditis and stabbing chest pain, and a host of other complications.) I was lonely and afraid. I tried to distract myself from the head pain my illness caused by singing things like “Lean On Me” by Bill Withers—but I was too weak to belt out the song the way I used to back in the day. Watching Nollywood films with my home care assistant and laughing at the bad jokes my kind and loving in-home physical therapist would tell were welcome distractions.

      I vividly remember one summer afternoon four months after I had been discharged from the hospital. My doctors still didn’t have any definitive answers about what caused the inflammation in my brain and when I would walk again. The opera Margaret Garner, based on an 1856 newspaper article that inspired the novel Beloved by Toni Morrison and the libretto, was scheduled to premiere at Lincoln Center in September, and all I knew was that I wouldn’t be in the room to experience its music and power. It had “snatches of jazz, of gospel, of blues, of classical.” I was wrecked. I wanted my life back, the music of it back too—but the path forward was murky.

      Yet I was raised to make a way out of no way, like my mother, Phyllis Mae Slade, and my grandmother Dicey Slade had before me; I had faith that the answers would come. That humid afternoon, I was at that same window listening to secondhand accounts from friends about the arts world that was now in my rearview mirror when suddenly, I realized that—and how—it didn’t have to be behind me. With a loaner laptop, I could teach the Art of the Short Story Workshop online and maybe, just maybe, create from home.

      The Kweli Journal was born, feet first, two years later.

      We had our first board meeting in a Harlem brownstone in January 2009, with donated food and space, wholly owning our vision for a multicultural literary community. Three of our founding board members were colleagues from the Frederick Douglass Creative Arts Center, and our two readers were former workshop students. We launched as an online biannual journal on December 3, 2009, with short stories by Princess Joy L. Perry and Ivelisse Rodriguez—our Reading and Conversation Series with Edward P. Jones was born on April 14, 2011. From the beginning, we set out to invest in the artistic and professional growth of emerging BIPOC authors and provide them with a platform for publication. Before Kweli, original and brave and beautiful stories that reflected our complexity and full humanity had all too often been overlooked and passed over. We gave these stories and essays and poems a home. Often, this was the first place where works by these writers were published.

      Since our humble beginnings, Kweli has grown into a multifaceted community organization with nine programs that offer writing, mentorship, and educational opportunities for underrepresented writers, including the Color of Children’s Literature Conference (the preeminent gathering of BIPOC creators of children’s and young adults’ books), the International Literary Festival (designed as an intimate multiweek hybrid event featuring virtual and in-person readings and conversations with debut and award-winning BIPOC writers, master classes, craft talks, and multisession workshops), our Fellowship Program (a yearlong writing intensive for early career vocational writers in New York City that includes editorial support, admission-free participation in our International Literary Festival, and an all-expenses-paid writing retreat hosted at Akwaaba [see Kweli’s website for more information about retreats], a bed-and-breakfast/inn owned by Monique Greenwood, the former editor in chief of Essence magazine), the Sing the Truth! Mentorship Program (an extension of the Kweli Color of Children’s Literature Conference where writers receive mentorship for a full year or more [see Kweli’s website for more information about conferences]), the free monthly Reading and Conversation Series (special multimedia events where, in addition to reading and conversation, there are also original dance interpretations of the works), multisession writing workshops and master classes, and curated writing retreats at Akwaaba. Last year, we launched The Third Eye on Instagram Live, a free craft series I host with Kweli contributing writers on the art of revision and the editorial process.

      Sing the Truth celebrates our fifteenth anniversary. This book arrives as the result of all the people who have worked with me and us over the years, largely as volunteers. For it was the contributors to The Kweli Journal who also became volunteer readers, editors, and mentors. Publishing their fiction, nonfiction, poetry, and interviews has been a true gift.

      The narratives included in this anthology explore the devastation of leaving home and the struggle to adapt to reimagined lives, lost loves, distant families, and buried pasts. Wives search for their husbands, and sons for their fathers. Mothers make difficult—sometimes terrible—decisions to ensure their families’ survival. And as DéLana R. A. Dameron writes in her short story “Work,” “So many folks only just take take take take from you.” The characters found in this collection show us both the tragedy of invisibility and the triumph of finally being seen. These stories reflect the truth of so many BIPOC histories, along with the endless possibilities of their futures.

      It was quite difficult to choose the pieces within this collection, drawn as they were from many years of literary contributions across the country and the world. Going back over the work we had published was a journey unto itself; every couple of days, I would circle back to the team working on what we would include and submit two or three more favorites. We had to whittle down from what we kept calling a “final” list to the fourteen stories here.

      In selecting stories for online publication in Kweli, I was looking for pieces that surprised me. Good storytellers know how to surprise. And good musicians know how to listen. As a singer, I found myself listening to the sound of every sentence as I looked for writing that was aware of its music. I leaned into deeply layered work with complicated characters that provided a new perspective or a new way of seeing. Multiple storylines often within a single narrative. For example, look at the ideas of love, immigration, and freedom within “Without Inspection” by Edwidge Danticat or family, power, and religion within “Old Boys, Old Girls” by Edward P. Jones. These two brilliant short stories are on the required reading list of the multisession Art of the Short Story Workshop I teach online each month. I see something new in each and every close and critical reading of these layered works of art, and that is true for each of the stories collected in this volume. It could be a single, beautifully compressed line of dialogue like Bottom, top, it’s all the same ship from “Old Boys, Old Girls” by Edward P. Jones, which reminds the reader at once that slavery and mass incarceration are cousins. Or it could be the sudden revelation that there are loves that outlive lovers from “Without Inspection” by Edwidge Danticat, which allows anyone who has known loss intimately to carry grief. Or it could be a detailed description from “Magic City Relic” by Jennine Capó Crucet, which reveals as much about the observer as it does the person being observed, as in the following passage: Tío Fito stood up, placing the bottle on the tile by his spot on the couch, and staggered over to me for a hug. He was shirtless and—aside from the preponderance of gray chest hair, the broken little veins sprawling over his cheeks, and the deep lines on his forehead that spelled out the eleven years he had on Papi—looked pretty much like an alcohol-drenched version of my dad, down to the goatee and the heavy eyelashes. Or we can see the contradictions of character in “What’s for Sale” by Nicole Dennis-Benn: The man pulled out a wad of cash and began to count it in front of Delores. Delores counted six hundred-dollar bills. She was blinking so fast that her eyes grew tired from the rapid movement. She had never seen so much money in her life. The crispness of the bills and the scent of newness, which Delores thought wealth would smell like—the possibility of moving her family out of River Bank; affording her children’s school fees, books, and uniforms; buying a telephone and a landline for her to call people whenever she liked instead of waiting to use the neighbor’s phone. All these possibilities were too much to swallow all at once. They made her stutter her next response. “Sah—but she—she’s only fourteen.” And we can see complex and complicated characters in “Jenny’s Dollar Store” by K-Ming Chang: Back in Taiwan, she told me, she lived next to an old abandoned prison with a wishbone-shaped river behind it, and the water tasted like blood, not the rusty old kind of blood, but the kind so fresh it feigns being sweet. She told me the Nationalists used to build prisons next to rivers because it made it easy to get rid of bodies: The prisoners were shot on the banks so they’d fold into the water and be recycled out to sea. Easy, she said. Practical, that’s what those people are. You didn’t even waste bullets, she told me. String all the prisoners together, and shoot just one of them. Then they’ll all fall into the water and drown. Nothing wasted. This was how Jenny justified selling expired cans of soup and boxes of frozen pizzas that the dogs gnawed through.

      Nothing wasted. Every word has weight.

      The poet June Jordan was the first writer to teach me about the weight of every word, precise and powerful language, and the musicality in a line. I was introduced to books that sing in hospital beds and (English) lit college classrooms, from Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston to Song of Solomon by Toni Morrison. I was a shy, eighteen-year-old college student at Stony Brook University with a good ear; June became both a mentor and a second mother, editing my first short stories and coproducing a Lady Day Nite program, where I would sing for the first time publicly. When June opened those books and worlds to me, I was moved and astonished to see myself on the page, to see our interior lives made visible. Our authentic voices singing.

      In the before time, I would perform here and there, singing in various venues—from a small jazz club in New York City to the modest home of an Algerian friend who lived in the fourteenth arrondissement in Paris. My repertoire included compositions by artists like Nina Simone and Billie Holiday who were known for singing the truth about the times we live in and what we survive—if not whole, then in part. Powerful female vocals, raspy and direct. Lyrics from Simone’s first protest song, “Mississippi Goddam,” are deeply relevant in today’s challenging world where police dogs are still weapons of racial terror: “Hound dogs on my trail // Schoolchildren sitting in jail // Black cat cross my path // I think every day’s gonna be my last.”

      Like Simone and Holiday, the contributors to Sing the Truth each summoned the weight of memory to create powerful art, taking the reader, as if in one held breath, from Molly and Joh—newlyweds who were “less husband and wife than trembling children”—living on a Black-owned farm in a small town in Virginia in 1939, and in the next held breath, to Hiba, a Palestinian American girl “coming off her own humiliation” while living with her grandparents Sits and Seeda in present-day Baltimore.

      Princess Joy L. Perry searches the memories of her grandmother and parents in Windsor, North Carolina, a segregated cotton and tobacco town. She wants to discover how they stayed afloat and kept patience and faith as poor, uneducated Blacks who were stubbornly alive. The questions she raises about their lives are answered in the heart-wrenching story that came out of her, “A Hard Bed.”

      “Farradiyya” by Reem Kassis is based on a family friend’s history of dispossession in 1948. The story’s twelve-year-old narrator remembers his stone home in Farradiyya, a Palestinian Arab village of 670 located eight kilometers (five miles) southwest of Safad. He remembers the olive groves, kite flying with his brothers, his love of school, and his gift for numbers. “Just watch, he’ll be running his own business one day,” his father boasts. But home and school soon become distant memories when his Baba falls ill, and he must step up and support his family. His math book now sits idle in his rucksack as he works in a Dabbah butcher shop in Rameh “tossing fat and scrap meat into gray plastic pails outside and chasing stray cats with the thistle broom.” I fell in love with the lyric in these lines and remain haunted by the dreams deferred.

      Memory for Kassis is laced throughout the lyrics, if you will, found not just in this but in each short story in this collection.

      In her essay “The Site of Memory,” Toni Morrison writes, “The act of imagination is bound up with memory. You know, they straightened out the Mississippi River in places, to make room for houses and livable acreage. Occasionally the river floods these places.” Remembering the before time. “Writers are like that: remembering where we were, what valley we ran through, what the banks were like, the light that was there and the route back to our original place. It is emotional memory,” she writes; for me, it’s one that calls back all the notes of an imagined life, the hardship, but also the hope.

      So come: Sit with us on the bank and listen to our music.

    

  
    
      
Sing the Truth

    

  
    
      
        
A Hard Bed


      

      Princess Joy L. Perry

      Nineteen-year-old Joh Pember careened down the center of Freeman Farm Road spinning whorls of dust and spitting gravel. He wheeled the ten-year-old 1929 wood-sided Model A like it was stolen and new, like anything oncoming would give way. He was on the road to Clyde Adock’s Feed and Seed to pick up corn for hogs he hated. Gluttonous beasts, they broke through the electric fence almost weekly. Always the one to fetch them, Joh found pigs in the peanuts or sweet potato mounds, rooting up a week’s worth of sweat and backache. He drove them home with a stout club. If they dawdled, he landed a hard kick.

      But that morning, the hogs were securely in their pen. Joh was alone in the truck and, with a little money in his pocket besides what he needed for feed, headed to town. The sun was shoulder-high over the drab and green fields, and as he swept past, the light skated and slid, played coy and reappeared, a bright warm spot on the seat beside him, a slender beam bending across his face.

      It was in that new-sprung, flirty light that Joh saw her, yellow skirt swinging around her brown muscled calves and bouncing up the back of her thighs as she jumped hopscotch. The sight of her hit him like his first drunk—a sweet, surprising, full-body flush—just like the half a bottle of communion wine, stolen when he was twelve years old. He forgot the near-empty feed troughs and that Namon, his older brother, had warned him what would happen if the hogs broke free again. He tooted the horn, a bright frivolous sound, and steered the truck to the side of the road.

      “I know you,” he said as he leaned out of the window, his red “PURE” motor oil cap matching his red-and-khaki-checkered shirt. “Your mama sing in the choir. Y’all live down Blackrock. What you doing all the way out here?”

      She nodded toward the bush of goldenrod, just budding, flanking the path home. “I stay here now with my Aunt ’Melia. You Joh. How come you don’t come to church no more?”

      “Cause I didn’t know you was out of nursery worshipping with the grown folks,” he said.

      She smiled. “I bet you don’t even remember my name, if you ever knowed it.”

      Joh turned his face to the windshield as if he might find her name magically there, then back to her, admitting, “You right, you right. I don’t. But I’ll pay for the privilege with a ride to wherever you going.”

      “School.”

      “School! You still in school? How old you?”

      “Fifteen.”

      “Fifteen! Most folks I know been left school! You trying to learn it all, ain’t you?”

      “I’m gon’ be a nurse.”

      “A colored nurse? ’Round here?”

      “There’s other places ’cept ’round here.”

      “Is there? Why don’t you climb in here and tell me ’bout some of ’em.” He reached to the passenger side and loosened the wire that held the door shut.

      “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll wait for the bus.”

      Joh shrugged, shut the door. “Suit yourself.” He looked up the empty road. “Sometime the school bus come. Sometime it don’t. Depends on if they got a full load of white. Depends on if they feel like driving down here.”

      “I got legs for more than hopscotch.”

      Joh smiled as he slid the gearshift into first. “That’s what I know,” he said. “That’s what I know.”

      He came back any morning when he and his brother worked separate corners of the farm and whenever Namon left the truck unattended. She traded her name, Molly, for sweet talk and bars of candy—almonds, coconut, chocolate—that had cost the biggest portion of Joh’s spending change. But still it took weeks to get her into the truck, and weeks more before Molly abandoned her schoolbooks under the flowering cover of her aunt’s lemon-gold hedge and let Joh teach her all else those strong brown legs were good for.

      

      • • •

      Molly grasped the dashboard and tried to keep her seat as the truck bounced in and out of potholes. They were finally headed home, to the farm Joh and his brother owned. As the landscape had grown more and more familiar, they’d talked less and less. Miles ago, the complaints of the truck began to fill the space left by their voices. Molly scooted forward at the turnoff to Aunt Amelia’s, now flanked by the laden boughs of Bradford pear trees. A breeze volleyed the leaves like flags of welcome.

      “We ought to live with your aunt,” Joh said quietly.

      Molly watched as the pear trees shrank then disappeared. The yearning in her gaze altered as it settled upon Joh. He looked small inside his blue-checkered shirt—narrow chest and charcoal skin, nineteen years old—a skinny Black boy, not a husband. But they were married. A letter signed by her mother. A half hour at the courthouse. Afterward they drove to the Outer Banks. With no money for a room, they’d left Hargraves’, the only place where coloreds could drink and dance, to sleep in the bed of the truck. Her honeymoon night, but Molly did not want to make love. Grudgingly, Joh let her be. But his hand, moist and heavy, settled against her bare belly. When he fell asleep, Molly rolled away.

      “She ain’t gon’ want nothing to do with me for a while,” Molly said. “You said your brother will let us stay.”

      “He will.”

      “Then why you talking ’bout living with Aunt ’Melia?”

      Joh drew his lips tightly over his teeth as if to hold in a mouthful of things. He looked toward the road. “Namon gon’ be mad I kept the truck, is all.”

      

      • • •

      The house was stark. Wood, brick, glass. It was nothing like the home Molly left behind, Aunt Amelia’s, where there were so many potted plants on the stoop it was hard to gain the door, and the yard burst with every flowering bush imaginable: royal purple hydrangea, lavender-pink Josee lilacs, white-turned-golden fountain grass, the pale raspberry of Paree peonies. In Joh and Namon’s yard, there was not even the promise of a bud; even the grass had been chewed by the tire treads and buried in the ruts.

      Joh cut the motor. Namon Pember, out front cleaving stove wood, waited with the ax hanging at his side. He was tall, hard-muscled, profoundly Black. Up close, Molly found her new brother-in-law to be as severe as his house. He switched the ax from hand to hand. “Where you been?” he demanded.

      “Out to Duck,” Joh answered. “Hargraves. I’m married.” Clipped words hid the quaver of his voice. Molly stopped herself in the act of reaching for Joh’s hand.

      “She gon’ have a baby,” Namon said flatly.

      “Yeah.”

      Namon’s gaze hardened as it moved from Joh’s quaking bravado to Molly’s shamed face.

      “Goddamn!” he said, his words for both of them. “Goddamn if you ain’t the stupidest—” Namon raised the ax high above his head and brought it arcing down. Biting wood chips flew at Joh and Molly.

      They did not step back or even cover their faces. Defenseless, wordless, Molly and Joh stood guilty before Namon, less husband and wife than trembling children.

      

      • • •

      Molly watched dollops of sweetened cornmeal batter spread in hot lard as she stirred ham hocks, mustard greens, and white potatoes with a splintered wood spoon. She heard Joh outside washing up at the pump. Namon already sat at the kitchen table. “You forgot the ice water” was all he’d said since walking through the door. His broad hand spread over Pathways in Science and Learning About Our World, a much-mended schoolbook Molly had set aside to make supper. He pushed the pages back and forth. “Whenever I see your aunt down to the store, she bragging on you,” he said. “She always saying how smart you is. How far you come in school. You ain’t so smart after all, is you?”

      Molly flipped the bread. She took a pitcher of water from the icebox and set it on the table. Her hands shook.

      “What was you gon’ be? A schoolteacher?”

      “Is gon’ be,” Molly said, voice trembling like her hands, “a nurse.”

      “Gon’ be? There was already three marks against you. Poor. Colored. Girl. Now you married. Gon’ have a baby.”

      “Nothing to say I still can’t be a nurse.”

      Namon snorted.

      Joh rushed through the door with his cap off and his hair and face still damp. “It ain’t on the plates yet, Molly?”

      “Feed them hogs?” Namon asked.

      “Joh, get my book,” Molly said as she turned toward the table with a plate in each hand.

      Absently, Namon grabbed the book and dropped it to the floor. “You setting to this table and them hogs ain’t ate?”

      “I been—” Joh began to explain as the plates clattered to the table. Molly stooped to retrieve her fragile book. Dismayed and angry, she looked up at Namon.

      “I got to take care’a that! Miss Bond won’t let me borrow no more if I tear it up!”

      “What you need a book for?” Namon asked as he pulled a plate forward.

      “I’m going back.”

      Again, Namon snorted. He turned to Joh. “What I tell you gon’ happen if them hogs get out again?”

      Molly stood. “Ain’t I going back to school, Joh?”

      Joh looked from his brother to his wife. He pulled a plate forward. “Hush, Molly,” he said.

      “Ain’t that what we said?”

      “Hush!” Joh ordered. “I can’t taste my food for all this foolishness!”

      Molly took a step toward Joh. “We said—”

      “School is out,” Namon spoke firmly. “What you look like sitting up in a schoolroom full of children when you got one in your belly? You married now. There’s work for you ’round here.” He picked up his fork.

      Standing beside the table, Molly clutched her book. She watched Namon and Joh bend their heads over greens she had picked clean and boiled. Their white teeth tore her cornbread. They chewed and drank and swallowed as if the matter were settled.

      

      • • •

      Namon Pember waited in Clyde Adock’s store to buy a pack of Chesterfields. He stood aside at the long wood-and-glass counter while Adock talked to Roy Gilliam, an extension agent and a sometime cotton ginner. It was Roy’s job to travel Bertie County, bringing word of better farm equipment and pest control to farmers. Somehow, though, he never managed to make it to the coloreds and poor whites. In harvest season, when farmers had little time or attention to spare, Gilliam once in a while ginned cotton, his skillful extra hands allowing the overrun gin owner to stretch the workday from early morning until late in the night.

      Commonplace except for his job, Gilliam was born of the peasant farmers who bartered and sold at Adock’s. Nowadays, with a buzz cut that showed a clean pink scalp and starched khaki shirts with “Gilliam” sewn in heavy-grade, dark-blue thread over the breast pocket, he was better off. Still, on his rounds from big farm to big farm, he always stopped at Adock’s for the time it took to win a game of checkers and drink a beer.

      At the counter, he debated crop quotas and government price supports, brushing off Adock’s reluctance to argue and efforts to wait on Namon. The checker players got fed up. “Gilliam!” one called. “I got a crop to bring in in ’bout three months. You be ready to play by then?”

      Gilliam slapped the counter. “You gon’ see, Clyde!” he said backing away. “You gon’ see that Roosevelt ain’t nothing but one’a them socialists!” He took another step, and his heel clipped an open bag of feed. “Damn it!” he said as he looked down at the flow of spilled grain. Then, as easy as shoving a suitcase at a bellhop, he gestured to Namon. “Pick that up.”

      Clyde Adock was already coming from behind the counter with a dustpan and broom. “I got it, Roy.”

      “He’ll get it,” Roy said as he reached deep into a barrel of ice for a bottle of beer.

      Namon stood stiff as a cooling board. This was not his first run-in with a man like Gilliam. It wasn’t his second. Perhaps Namon understood better than Roy Gilliam himself why he so despised colored people and beggared whites. Gilliam was all but one of them. A favor or a phone call from a rich white man, and Gilliam had been lifted from the status of poor white trash. Now he had a job that put him on speaking terms with men of historic names and Confederate deeds. They might offer him a whiskey or a cigar in return for exclusive information. But he had the same chance as Namon to sit at their tables or be introduced to their daughters. Namon said, “I wasn’t nowhere near that bag.”

      With his hand on the cap of the amber glass bottle, Roy Gilliam tensed.

      There rose in the store the atmosphere of a cockfight—strutting, speckled birds with razors fastened to their feet—calming only when one rooster tore the head from another. Clyde Adock surveyed the room. The white men who played checkers and ate sardines and cheese in his store had a lot in common with Namon Pember. Their farms were always at the mercy of animal disease and crop blight. Like Namon, they were passed over for loans while big acreage “farmers” who rarely touched dirt reaped subsidy checks. All in the same leaky boat, Adock had extended credit to every one of them to a man. Sometimes they called this to mind. Adock had seen them trade remedies, tools, and sometimes a cigarette with Namon. Yet these were the years of Scottsboro, when good white citizens marveled that a gang of Black boys jailed for raping white women had lived long enough to deny it in court. They straightened from the board. The gaze of every white man was on Namon, and Adock. Gilliam’s hand slid down the neck of the unopened bottle. He gripped it like a hammer.

      “Roy,” Adock said, “there ain’t got to be none of that. Namon gon’ do what I say. How he gon’ feed his animals and fertilize his cotton he don’t?” Adock spoke coldly to Namon. “Nobody asked where you was. Do what he said.”

      Namon scanned the room. The only other colored in the store was Irving, the thirty-five-year-old stock “boy.” High up on a ladder, dusting the red-labeled cans of mackerel, he didn’t even look down. There were five whites. Adock wouldn’t pile on, but Irving wouldn’t help. Namon had a new crop in the field. He couldn’t work if they beat him badly. Joh could not do the work alone.

      On knees that bent as if they were bit by bit breaking, Namon knelt and scraped the floor clean. But before he did, he looked into the eyes of Roy Gilliam—as if he were not outnumbered and surrounded—with the white-hot fury of any other man.

      

      • • •

      With a hand still coated in grain dust and floor grit, Namon reached into his shirt pocket for a cigarette. Nothing.

      “Goddamn!” he said, bringing his attention back to the road just as a sow and three shoats trotted across. He slammed the truck to a stop, fishtailing in the road.

      As fast as the truck and the narrow dirt lane would let him, Namon sped home. He found his brother in the hog pen kneeling among the slack fencing. Just as Joh looked over his shoulder to explain, Namon drew back his foot. Full weight and full of rage, he kicked Joh.

      “Find,” he said, “those goddamned pigs.”

      

      • • •

      Molly’s Aunt Amelia squatted by a whitewashed tractor tire filled with dirt. She was setting out the plant clippings that usually crowded her windowsills. Beneath a fraying straw hat, she hummed “The Old Sheep Know the Road,” breaking her melody only to murmur, “Root for me now, hear?” as she lifted plants from jars, tangled roots dripping, and arranged them in the soil. Around each plant she poured murky water from its own jar so the strange new home would feel familiar.

      “Aunt ’Melia,” Molly said.

      Her name spoken in a misery voice, and Amelia was yanked from her only peace. She studied her full hands for the briefest moment, then looked up. “Well, what happened?”

      “I ain’t going back to school.”

      Amelia studied the girl’s woeful expression. This was news, it seemed, but only to Molly. “Why?”

      “Joh’s brother say I can’t.”

      “What Joh say?”

      “Nothing.”

      Amelia studied the hydrangea cuttings, then gazed about her yard. In some patches and corners, weeds had gotten ahead of her flowers. Amelia kept gardens for a few women in Windsor whose husbands were still wealthy enough to pay, and she came home in the evenings with her back aching and her inspiration spent. She was late putting her own garden into the ground. Maybe the plants would root and she’d have “snowballs” bordering the walk to her privy, their white petals carpeting the ground. But all of this could be for nothing. Thrive or shrivel. One was just as likely as the other. So it was with this girl. All of that hard work and hope gone to nothing.

      When Molly said she wanted to be a nurse, Amelia had begun holding back a portion of her tithes to pay for schooling. She had envisioned introducing the girl: “This my niece. She a nurse,” meaning, “She educated. You can’t do her like you do me.” Now she understood the enormity of her sin, the arrogance of her dream. When Molly turned up pregnant, Amelia said, “That’s what come of robbing God.”

      “Aunt ’Melia?”

      “I said don’t let that boy turn your head.” Amelia gouged a hole in the dirt. “Go to school. Get your lesson. You wouldn’t listen. You wanted to be grown. Thought you was grown when you was sneaking off with that boy. That didn’t make you no woman.” She paused. She could almost see the rebuke, the reality, spreading through the girl like that dark water taken up by the roots. “What you feeling right now,” Amelia said sadly, “that make you woman.”

      Molly finally spoke, her voice diminished like the third sounding of an echo. “What am I gon’ do?”

      Amelia might have told the girl to go home to her ma, but there were still four hungry mouths to feed at Odell’s. Molly’s mama didn’t need a grown girl coming back with a baby. She might have, again, taken Molly, but hard times were turning desperate. City whites were moving back to take field jobs, and what they didn’t take, cotton picking machines did. Hoot, her husband, hadn’t worked steady in weeks, and weeks were all it took for the notes on the stove and furniture to fall behind. Amelia’s cupboards were not bare, but she and Hoot had little in abundance. Molly had a husband who owned part of the land he farmed. Two men to plow and harvest and hunt for food if it came to that. She had to stay, hard bed and all.

      “Aunt ’Melia?”

      Chest deep, Amelia sighed. “Go home,” she said. “That’s what you gon’ do. A woman with a child don’t leave home over nothing like that.”

      Amelia let Molly sit and weep as she quickly set out the rest of her cuttings, the joy of planting gone, the fancy arrangements forgotten.

      

      • • •

      Joh came home from the hog pen to find Molly asleep at the kitchen table, head on folded arms. Her book lay open in front of her. The stove was cold. The skillet from breakfast sat unwashed. Plates, frosted with grease, waited in cold dishwater. He shook Molly until she woke.

      “This what you been doing?”

      She raised her head and looked around as if she expected to wake in a different place. Gradually, her features settled. “I went to Aunt ’Melia’s,” Molly mumbled.

      “An left the house like this? An come back an ain’t fix supper?”

      “I come back in time,” she said defensively, rising awkwardly, her body still adjusting to the weight and ride of the baby. “I was just tired, I guess, from the walk.”

      “Ain’t too tired to put your eyes in that book.”

      “What my book got to do with anything?” Molly snapped. “You hungry, I’ll get you something. Gon’ wash.”

      Joh came in from the pump to find leftover hominy and ham warming in the skillet, but the breakfast dishes were still in the pan. Molly sat at the table, her fingers skimming over pages.

      “You ain’t wash that frying pan,” Joh said.

      Molly shrugged. “Bacon grease is bacon grease.”

      From the backdoor, Joh reached her in three strides. His fist hit her book like a hard-swung bat, knocking it to the floor, shattering the rotten thread of the binding.

      “What’s wrong with you!” Molly screamed.

      She threw herself down, stooping and squatting, gathering the strewn leaves. Joh raised his foot.

      He stomped near Molly’s fingers, near her face, until she crouched on her haunches; only her bewildered gaze followed Joh. Dirt and hog shit from the tread of his boot smeared the pages, imprinted a chapter deep. He ground his heel until layers of pages ripped.

      “Now!” Joh yelled as he stood over Molly. “Tend to something!”

      

      • • •

      Namon arrived not long after Joh stalked back to the fields. He came upon Molly as she stood by the stove staring down at her belly with an expression too fierce to be love.

      “How come you looking at it that way?” he asked.

      “What way?” Molly asked. “I ain’t looking at it no kinda way.” She made up her face like she made up the beds. Folded and tucked. Neat around the edges.

      “You ain’t so dumb after all, is you?”

      “Hominy and ham all there is for supper,” Molly said.

      “Dish it up then.” Namon approached the table. Her book lay there, pieced together, even the shit-covered pages. “Book don’t look so precious today,” he said, flicking it with one finger.

      “Leave it ’lone, please.”

      Namon withdrew his hand. “What got hold to it?”

      “Joh.”

      “What for?”

      “Hateful!” Molly teared as she asked in a quieter voice, “What it hurt y’all if I read my book and go to school?”

      Namon gripped the back of a chair. He only knew that all of her talk of going to school caused a desperate anger to well in him. It was a filthy feeling, like when a pounding rain caused the outhouse to flood and run over, but he could not help it.

      “That ain’t your place.” He sat at the table, waiting for Molly to bring his plate.

      Instead of spooning grits and ham onto a plate, Molly stared at Namon. He stared back. Between them was the same feeling that had risen in Adock’s store. The tension felt like the moment just before the cocks were released.

      “It moved,” Molly said. “I was looking at it that way cause it moved.”

      

      • • •

      For two days and nights, Molly and Joh performed the obligations of marriage—he brought in stove wood, Molly cooked his breakfast—but little else passed between them. On the third night, Joh dropped heavily onto his side of the bed. He shucked off his shirt. His back was stamped with a spreading bruise, less apparent because of his dark skin, but painful. Stiffly, he bent to unlace his boots. Molly turned her miserable face to his injured back.

      The boy into whose truck she’d climbed was not this boy. That Joh had been a charming thing, a slim dark boy with a sly, easy smile. She likened him to something beautifully wild slipping through the woods. Molly had meant to go only close enough to take a look. One day, she left her books beneath a covering of flowers. Then another day, then another, never imagining she would not make it back.

      Joh worked the ties on his boots. “Namon say he gon’ get a secondhand tractor if we make a good crop. He do, he won’t need me so much.” One boot hit the floor with a thud. “We could leave here.”

      Molly rose onto her elbow. “Go where?”

      “Virginia. Newport News. I might could get on at the shipyard.”

      “A big colored hospital’s there. Whitaker Memorial.”

      “I know,” Joh said.

      He put out the light and crawled into bed. Molly lay back against her pillow. Neither slept.

      After a while, Joh asked, “You feeling all right?”

      Molly answered, “I’m feeling all right.”

      

      • • •

      Amelia brought baby clothes, cut and stitched by her own hands, diapers with sharp shiny pins, and a cradle mended and varnished. When she left, Molly pushed everything beneath her bed, out of sight. She felt the anticipation and fear of an expectant mother only for Namon’s crop.

      For this, she put her book away. Like Namon, she examined the soil and watched the weather. Without being asked or told, she worked the fields, squatting, bending, weeding on the days when squares nubbed the young stems and when those squares split into buttery flowers. Molly gathered the fallen blossoms in each of their short-lived stages, purple tipped, then pink and red, and saved them like first teeth, like locks of hair.

      Early in the season, when the first trembling, sunlit-green stand of cotton appeared, Namon set Joh and Molly to thinning out the plants. The task was simple. Where the seed bunched together, the new plants were to be dug out of the earth and resettled ten inches apart. Namon trusted Joh, but he kept close watch on Molly, finally leaving his own rows for hers. “Not so rough!” he ordered as he knelt beside her in a furrow.

      Namon snatched the dented and rusted spade from Molly’s hand, but with seedlings he was tender. He dug a circle around a clump of plants, mindful of roots, and untangled them like a finger smoothing a wild brow. Molly noticed his hands—scarred from plow lines and wire punctures—coarse hands moving cautiously, not only, she suspected, because there was money at stake.

      “You love this work.”

      Absorbed, so unguarded, Namon grunted, “Yeah.”

      Molly touched the miniature, hand-shaped leaf of a cotton seedling. She took a delicate stem between thumb and forefinger.

      “I could rip it up,” she said, “the way Joh done my book.”

      She saw Namon’s dismay before his face sealed in anger. Namon stood, but Molly held his gaze.

      “I feel like that about school.”

      “Just do like I say,” he ordered. He moved many rows away from her.

      Molly knelt in the dirt, stretching beyond her growing belly, ignoring the low ache in her back. She worked the plants just as Namon had shown her, cautious with the fragile roots, each plant, in her mind, a separate page.

      

      • • •

      Over the months of summer, Molly followed the men, chopping weeds that came up faster than cotton, always alert for weevils. One day, Joh ordered Molly home when he found her pacing the rows shaking poison from a thinly woven croker sack onto the leaves. White dust enclosed her.

      Joh pulled her to the edge of the field. “Don’t you care nothing ’bout this baby?”

      “Weevils eat the cotton, we can’t leave,” she said firmly.

      Molly had taken to heart words that Joh wanted to take back. In the time it took for bruises to fade—blood reabsorbed into blood—Joh had forgiven Namon. Not many days after Namon kicked Joh, he came confiding the dream of a secondhand tractor. “You good with machine things,” Namon said. “When it break, you’ll fix it.” Sorry—the only way Namon knew to say it.

      Joh found himself trapped between the hard hopes of Namon and Molly. He pretended that he could serve them both. He did nothing to discourage Namon, who planned an easier and more prosperous future with two men and a tractor. And Joh did not caution Molly, who, in her ninth month, September, when cotton lint burst the bolls, looped a sack around her chest and headed to the fields.

      

      • • •

      The ginnery, like most vital things, was located at a crossroads. It was not modern—a mule-driven holdover from the last century—but the only gin that Namon and other small farmers could afford. It sat directly across from the firehouse and cater-cornered to the large general store where people bought gasoline and groceries, but traded news and gossip for free. On the other side of the road was the ball field. Some Saturdays white men played, and some Saturdays colored men played. Colored or white, the women cooked. They sold pulled pork barbecue, fried fish with white bread, white potatoes fried with onions, and grape or orange Nehi. Small children scrambled underfoot while the women wiped sweat and fishy grease from their faces, too busy to hear the calls of the umpire or enjoy the play.

      But there were no games during cotton harvest. The playing field was overrun with wagons and trucks and trailers pulled by Rumley and Model D John Deere tractors, as the local farmers waited to have their upland cotton ginned. The wait was many things: long and thirsty if a man had used up his credit at the store; tense with a season’s work piled in one place; worrisome with each man comparing quantity, texture, color, praying for a good grade, a high price.
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