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To the Black Freedmen of all the Nations






A Note to the Reader

My curiosity about how Black and Indigenous lineages overlap began as an eleven-year-old Caribbean immigrant in the northern town of Sioux Lookout, Ontario, where the population was half Ojibwe. It taught me the first thing I learned about North America: It doesn’t like Indigenous people. Soon after, I learned that it also doesn’t value Black people. Black enslavement and Indigenous genocide—our continent’s two original sins—when intermingled, create passionate affinities and hatreds. These tensions manifest in the Afro-Indigenous life and body of Ophelia Blue Rivers.

To examine this fault line, I placed Ophelia in the imaginary—yet deeply historical—South Carolina towns of Etsi and Stone River. I wanted to explore the tensions of such an entwined yet segregated world through the eyes of its most vulnerable citizen: a young mixed girl figuring out where she belongs—and to whom. What happens when we cast members of our society out because they are different? Do we wound ourselves? And the most urgent question: How do we heal?

If casting out the Ophelias in our communities harms us, we can only heal this harm by bringing them back.





That night they made succotash.

It was Ophelia’s job to shuck corn, split lima beans, and dice okra. While she got busy with this, Grandma Blue chopped onions, peppers, and celery with the whetstone-sharp knife Ophelia wasn’t allowed to touch. Chop, chop, chop filled the silence of the cabin. Grandma Blue’s fingers danced dangerously. Precise. Mesmerizing. Hurry was called for. The young girl needed to be ready by the time her grandmother was done. Finished, she proudly presented the ingredients. Then it was her turn to chop.

Grandma Blue handed her the heavy knife.

“Child,” she warned, which meant watch yourself, now.

As the little girl had been shown, she gripped where the handle met the blade and slid the first okra across the cutting board. Knuckles out, rocking the knife back and forth, she crunched right through in one clean stroke. There was no approval when she looked up for it. Nothing impressed the old woman. Head down, Ophelia kept chopping.

Wood crackled in the fire. A lone nightingale crooned its song. Chop, chop, chop echoed through the cabin and, as always, the river could be heard rumbling under everything.

“You know where okra come from?”

“Where, Grandma Blue?”

“Africa. The same place Black people come from.”

Ophelia’s neat stack of okra rings kept growing. She didn’t want to cut herself, but she didn’t want to miss what her grandmother said, either. “Talkative” Grandma Blue said surprising things.

“You know who Black people are?”

“No, Grandma Blue…”

“That’s us. Or who we used to be. Blacks, the Cherokee, and the whites is who made this place.”

“They made the land?”

“No, child, the land made them. All three of them ate off this same land.”

Grandma Blue scooped up her diced okra and left. That was her way—she gave a saying and then a silence.

From the direction of the stove came a sizzling storm; the iron deep-bottom pan was heating up. Only after the old woman had tossed in the vegetables did she speak again. “You is what you eat. The land grows food. The people eat the food. The food is the people. You understand?”

“The land grows food. The people eat the food. The food is the people.”

“Repeating ain’t understanding.”

Grandma Blue’s grizzled fingers rained salt into the frothy pan. A spell casting. Sweet smoke took over the kitchen. Mingling flavors filled Ophelia’s cheeks and became shapes in the rafters. Green, brown, and yellow. She imagined the shapes were ingredients: okra, beans, and corn. All shucked and diced and ready. All headed to the same place. To the same pot.

“Grandma Blue, if the food is the people, are the people like succotash?”

“How you mean?”

“They’re all different ingredients, but in the pot they make one food?”

“Yes, child, that’s what I mean.”

Ophelia’s brow scrunched up between her eyes. “Grandma Blue, can I ask a question?”

There was no answer. She proceeded but measured her words in careful portions.

“If we’re all the same people, why can’t I go to school with all the other Cherokee kids?”

Ophelia noticed Grandma Blue’s breath go shallow. The old woman’s insides seemed to convulse. Her brow clenched. A savage tension gripped her proud, dark mouth. For a moment, a window into her wounds flung open. It gaped wide. And then—just as suddenly—it slammed shut.

“It’s my job to protect you and that’s what I’m gonna do.”

“But…”

“Child.”

Grandma Blue had given her sayings and now she wanted silence.






PART ONE 1993







Chapter One

Grandma Blue was an old Black woman who lived in a cabin by a rustic river that ran through a Cherokee reservation that was no longer a reservation. The river’s name was Etsi, which meant “mother,” and the old woman’s skin was rough as the river after a storm had made its banks burst: choppy, weathered, covered in deep grooves. Yet her arms were fit and firm as though carved out of stone. They seemed as immovable as the will that drove her. Her eyes sat back in her head, tiny beads the color of chocolate. When she got angry, they sank even deeper into her forehead, like two pits of blackness from which no one ever returned.

Her granddaughter Ophelia was born on December 12, 1986, the same night that her husband—Chief Trouthands—died. But she wouldn’t know about this coincidence or the birth of her first grandchild for eighteen months. Until the day she was left in her care. The little girl had skin the color of cinnamon, neither the umber of chocolate nor the lightness of tortilla, but lost somewhere in the middle. Her pecan-brown eyes seemed permanently sad. Her wavy hair flourished with curls in the summer humidity. It was 1993—the year she turned seven—and she still didn’t know who her parents were or why she lived with her grandmother.

One night Grandma Blue pulled out the mattress from behind the water heater, made the bed in the corner of the cabin, and laid herself down. It was June in South Carolina, so it was muggy inside. She raised up the flap of the blanket, like the opening to a tent, and grunted “hmpff” at the little girl, which meant go on, get in, I don’t got all night. This was as wordy as Grandma Blue got—a grunt, a sigh, a grumble, a whistle—Ophelia had to fill in the rest.

They awoke on the mattress on the floor the next morning, and right away Ophelia inhaled Grandma Blue’s warmth. She radiated a heat that made Ophelia want to get closer to her. She wrapped her arms around the old woman’s flanks and squeezed. It was the only time her grandmother accepted any kind of softness. At any other time, if Ophelia offered her affection, she’d watch her like a centipede she wanted to squash. Grandma Blue wasn’t the cuddly kind.

Ophelia fell back asleep to the rattle of pots and the rush of the river.

By the time Ophelia woke up again, the cabin smelled like her favorite food—fried okras. Seared so they wouldn’t be slimy. Fried okras were Grandma Blue’s way of saying sorry for being cranky at Ophelia the day before, and the little girl knew exactly what she meant. Grandma Blue never did apologies, or any kind of what she called “long talking.” When she had something hard to say, she said it in food.

Their cabin was one big room. In one corner was their kitchen with the gas stove and the coils for burners. In the other corner was the fireplace; that’s where they huddled on nights where they were cold and where once a week Ophelia would have a bath in the big enamel basin. Grandma Blue would heat the water on the stove and braid her hair.

Sitting down at the counter on the tall stool, Ophelia wiped sleep from her eye. When her world came into focus, she saw Grandma Blue observing her with a stern eye. From the outside, she seemed as she ever was. Yet the old woman’s chest clenched with worry upon seeing the girl. What a strange little chicken my son has hatched. But she’s mine to raise now, isn’t she?

A plate full of fried okra, fresh tomatoes, and boiled eggs landed in front of Ophelia. But she knew that before they could eat, they had to go down to the river to pray.

They left by the back door. The world was still gray and gloomy. A fierce South Carolina rain had fallen the night before. It washed out the world, soaked their crops, and swole the river’s banks. This made the Etsi River even more full of chatter. Ophelia knew that there were trees—water oak, river birch, bald cypress—but her eyes saw only blurry outlines. Giant shadows standing guard.

The air was prickly cool. A mourning dove cooed, a thrush tuned up, frogs croaked to the coming day. A symphony of critters waiting for the conductor.

Tucked into Grandma Blue’s belt were three eagle feathers. They scraped against her thighs as she walked. In her other hand were a box of matches and a little bundle of tobacco. They arrived at the river just as the sun began to streak through the branches. The water rushed past them, booming and forceful. It smelled of sulfur—“plouff mud,” Grandma Blue called it—but to Ophelia it smelled like home.

Flick. Flick. Flick. The matches scratched at the matchbox, but something damp was in the air. “Hmpff…” Grandma Blue grunted. Flick. Flick. Flick. Grandma Blue’s head was dredging up the past that morning. Her “apology” to Ophelia—the fried okras—was the first sign. Something deep in her waters was being stirred. Ophelia felt it, but knew that there was no point in bringing it up.

When the match caught, Grandma Blue took the tobacco from Ophelia and blew gently until it burned strong. The rich, woody smell leaked into the air.

Grandma Blue wasted no time. She pulled out the three eagle feathers from her belt and used the feathers to waft the milky smoke over them. Ophelia’s job was to say their prayer. She didn’t know it in Cherokee, but her grandmother had taught them to her in English:


“Great Spirit—

Thank you for waking us.

For the land that feeds us.

For the people who keep us.

And thank you for the river, our Mother.

We will mind the river.

Amen.”



And everything Ophelia had ever felt, folded into that moment. The morning, the wren, the robin, the redheaded woodpecker, the streams of glistening light, and the chatter of Etsi, crashed in and doused the little girl’s senses. Her breath went deep down into her ribs, her head swam with possibilities. Ophelia thought she might float away far over the treetops, off to where the river disappeared into the ocean, but a sandpaper-rough hand gripped her shoulder and shook her back to reality.

“Come, Tsunasdi…” Grandma Blue grunted—it meant “little crab”—and she started back towards the cabin. Over her shoulder she said the saying that was her motto, her go-to: “Don’t work, don’t eat.”

Their cabin was a hundred feet from the river. And between the cabin and the river was their back patch. It was there that Grandma Blue spent the rest of that morning.

She did so bent at the waist, working with her mouth turned down as if set against the evils of the world. From a sack slung on her shoulders she retrieved sweet potato sprouts and planted each in little pockets of dirt one foot apart. A small, curved paring knife was what she used to harvest the squash, which hung from six-foot-high wooden slats. Then she checked the green-skinned, pregnant bellies of the pumpkins. Ophelia was expected to help and to learn. As they moved through the yard, Grandma Blue quizzed her on the names of plants: blackberry, wild ginger, mint, yarrow. When she didn’t remember the name “yellow dock,” Grandma Blue’s eyes glared, disgusted.

In the late morning, as they sat in the dirt digging holes to plant beets and sweet beans, Ophelia asked her, “Where are my parents, Grandma Blue?”

“Hmpff…” the old lady answered, which meant child, don’t aggravate me with your questions.

“I had to come from somewhere, right?”

“You’re half-Black, half-Cherokee, and all mixed up,” said the old woman, as if that explained everything. Ophelia was still confused.

“But the other little girls all have fathers and mothers.”

“Psshh…” said the old woman, which meant if they all jumped in the river and drowned, you’d do it too? Then she got rid of her with a “Go fetch me the shovel.”

Ophelia left unsatisfied, but on her way back she wandered down to the water.

In the shade of the beech tree she let the river soak the tips of her toes. It arrived from someplace she could not see, swept past her feet, then disappeared around the bend, towards a world she could not fathom.

She saw her reflection—tiny nose, kinky hair—and declared, “There was a girl named Ophelia Blue Rivers. And this was her face.” She noticed again that while the other Etsi children had skin like coffee with dollops of cream, her skin was closer to the color of the coffee beans themselves. And every girl in Etsi had straight, shiny hair that fell down their backs like black waterfalls. Not like hers and Grandma Blue’s.

“Where did you come from?” she asked her reflection, but the girl in the water had no answers, so Ophelia left to play in the sunflower patch.

“Hello, Brother Sunflower…” she said. “Could you reach down so I can kiss your face?”

She bent the stalk and watched the ants and stingers and crawlies and the yellowness. The bright, rough-in-the-center-smooth-on-the-leaves yellowness. If she pressed her thumb into the middle, the pollen trailed up into the breeze and traced that color everywhere. She wanted it on her cheeks, her hands, her eyelids. It smelled pretty, almost rotten, and suddenly her world blacked out.

SMACK!

Ophelia pulled away before Grandma Blue could hit her again with her sandal. But the old woman was already marching back towards the cabin. She said, “Don’t put your face where your head can’t reach.”

They spent that afternoon at the table in the cabin doing long division.

Grandma Blue felt sorry for hitting Ophelia. But she lived in terror that she was too old to properly raise the young girl. As she saw it, her job was to protect Ophelia and prepare her for a heartless world. A world this child’s nature couldn’t bear. To her mind, Ophelia was a “daydreamer,” and daydreamers became “wastrels,” and only bad things happened to wastrels.

Ophelia always took advantage of Grandma Blue’s sorry feelings because then she could ask otherwise unwelcome questions.

“Grandma Blue? What do you mean when you say, ‘don’t be like them other children of mine?’ Do you mean my daddy Shango? And Auntie Belle and Aiyanna?”

Ophelia had heard their names, but never from her grandmother’s lips. Grandma Blue tried to ignore the question by writing on the small blackboard in a haze of chalk. The flesh under her arm shook as she wrote. And her black jelly bean eyes sank deeper into her forehead. She did not like the question, but remorse compelled her to respond.

“What you know about Shango?”

“I remember the singing man.”

“The singing man?”

“The man who drove me here the day that I came.”

“You don’t remember that! What do you remember?”

“I remember the car grumbled like a bad dog, it smelled oily, and it smelled sweet. I remember the steering wheel in his hands, and there was music playing and he was singing along.”

Ophelia came close to what Grandma Blue called “being frivolous,” which was a word the little girl liked when it happened in her mouth.

“You too young to understand these things.”

“But Ama is younger than me and she knows her parents…”

Ophelia sensed the hole inside her grandmother. It was right beneath her chest. Dismal and deep, it seemed to pitch and heave like a skiff in a storm. It was a void. The place where she stored up all the things she wished to never speak about. All her hurt. All her worry. All the things Ophelia wanted to know.

“Little child, stop asking big people’s business. One day, when your children abandon you, you’ll understand.”

That night, while the heat of the day hung about the cabin, they readied for bed.

“Will you tell me a story, Grandma Blue?”

Grandma Blue watched Ophelia with her cocoa eyes and weighed her thoughts carefully, like beans on a scale.

“Yes, Ophelia, which one would you like to hear?”

“Stone Dress! Stone Dress!”

“Fine, don’t make no fuss, and I’ll tell you the story.”

Grandma Blue laid out the mattress on the floor and they got into their nightclothes, faces washed, teeth brushed, and settled into the bed.

“In the Land of the Midday Sun, there was a fast river that cut through a thick wood. There, there lived a shape-shifter named Stone Dress. She could turn into any creature she chose—a buck, a wolf, an eagle—but her normal shape was an old woman. She had skin made of rock. No blade could cut her. No arrow could stab her. This is why the people called her—”

“Stone Dress,” Ophelia said. “Stone Dress is the best.”

“But they also called her Spear Finger, because she had a long bony finger made of stone on her one hand that she used as a spear. Disguised as a person, she’d enter someone’s house and stab their relatives with her long bony finger. Then eat their liver. Ogres love people-liver. Sometimes she masqueraded as a loving grandmother and tricked children by saying, ‘Let your sweet granny braid your hair.’ After feasting on their organs she would sing, ‘The liver of a child is sweet. It’s my favorite meat to eat.’ ”

Ophelia sang this part because it always made her giggle. To her, Stone Dress was a nice old lady whom the people didn’t understand. She imagined that Stone Dress had her own family living in the forest with her and that she wanted to protect her children from everyone else. She didn’t like being mean, but the hunters were always trying to kill her. They always failed. Stone Dress was invulnerable.

“One day, a little bird, a chickadee, told a warrior that Stone Dress’s heart was in the wrist of the hand with her spear finger. If they aimed their arrows there, they could hurt her. They dug a pit along a road they knew she’d take, and when she fell in, they fired their arrows at her wrist for hours. Finally, one arrow pierced where her bony forefinger joined her wrist, the place where her heart was. She fell back into the pit, never to terrorize the people again.”

Ophelia had her own end to the story, where Stone Dress and her children moved to another forest, far from the warriors, where they were safe. In her version, the children of Stone Dress always ended up happy.






Chapter Two

Grandma Blue and Ophelia woke in the murkiness before dawn.

Steaming coffee vapors filled the rafters of the cabin. Grandma Blue sipped from her chipped sky-blue mug. “Tiny dollop of cream,” Ophelia mouthed sleepily. That was how Grandma Blue took her morning coffee. Ophelia recalled what day it was and yelled, “Etsiiiiiiii.” She received a stony look from across the cabin, which meant Child—which was short for: Child, if you don’t hush. Ophelia—chastened—whispered to herself, “We’re going to Etsi!”

There were two ways to get to Etsi from the cabin: the road and the river. The road was the long way, and they had to walk. They only took the road if the river was too rough, or if Grandma Blue had something stirring inside her, in that silent, hidden place of hers. Walking gave her time to think. That day they took the river and two straw baskets, so Ophelia knew that they were getting groceries from Moytoy’s General Store.

Taking the river to Etsi meant taking the raft. It was flat and made of chestnut boards, but the bottom was dried pitch and deer skin. Dressed in her denim overalls, Grandma Blue pushed them along the riverbank with the cherrywood stick working as an oar. Ophelia sat center raft, facing backwards to watch the sun poke its head between the clouds and turn the river silver.

At first there was nothing but more trees. “In-ah-ge-I…” Ophelia practiced swishing the new Cherokee word around her mouth. It meant “forest.” The cypress were so tall that her neck hurt to twist to see where in the sky they ended. There was nothing but tall trees before the first trailers of Etsi appeared, one by one, on either side of the river.

Jim Silverfish’s was first. His—like all the riverside trailers—was covered in green moss and raised up on cinder blocks. It looked, to Ophelia, as if it had sprouted out of the ground. Grandma Blue never spoke to Jim, even if he said hello first. Everywhere he went he took his ax, and the scar along his cheek partitioned his face into two. When she asked her grandmother how he’d gotten it, she gave her that look that asked, Is that your business?

As they got closer to Etsi, the trailers started appearing more regularly. Ophelia saw Tanner, a great, lengthy man, his hair in a single braid that wagged about as he moved. He boiled a pot of chicken stew outside that left the air smelling yummy. Next, they passed an old grandmother whose name Ophelia didn’t know. She sat picking at a two-stringed guitar. Her arm half waved at them, but the wave didn’t reach her face.

Finally they could see Etsi’s little dock and Rock Hill Road, the town’s only street. Half-paved, it rose up a steep hill from the water like a skinny tree with back-alley branches and fruit made of trailers. As they approached the flimsy dock, which was twisted sideways and bare of any paint, Ophelia could sense a stern spirit descend on the old woman.

“Ahhha…” Grandma Blue said to no one in particular. Ophelia did not know what this meant, but she knew that her grandmother did not like coming to Etsi.

Ophelia’s eyes found their destination at the top of the hill: the bloody red roof of Moytoy’s General Store, with its pointy attic. Next to that was the big meetinghouse they called “Chief’s.” Ophelia knew that it was named after the man who built it: Grandma Blue’s dead husband Chief Trouthands. Once upon a time, she’d been told, it was the place where powwows were held. Grandma Blue said that powwows were full of dancing, singing, and celebrating the “Old Ways.” Ophelia had never seen a powwow. Yet every time she saw Chief’s, she tried and failed to imagine what one might be like.

On the dock stood three kids Ophelia recognized: Salila Ganega, whom everyone called “Moose” because she was the biggest kid their age, and her smaller but older brothers—Chuck and Bryan—who followed her everywhere. Moose stood up, defiant, sticking out her chest at them—like a dare—as they approached. Grandma Blue barked, “Get from there, you three. Can’t you see we’re trying to come in?” Moose and her brothers scampered from the dock, but when they got to the road they turned. Moose stuck her tongue out at Grandma Blue, who shook her head and said, “Just like a Ganega. Goats don’t make sheep.”

Once Grandma Blue roped the raft to the dock and dusted herself off, she gave Ophelia a huff of breath: “Pfftt…” Which meant keep up now. Then she started up the steep hill with her cherrywood stick leading the way like a third leg. Grandma Blue always walked too fast. Ophelia’s tiny legs did not like walking with her up Rock Hill Road. They got heavy and wobbly. Yet Ophelia never complained, because Grandma Blue called that “bellyaching,” and that was the worst thing a person could do.

From the rusty trailer on their right, Auntie Walela waved them over. She was overweight, perched on a stool, knitting her beads and smiling to herself as if still chewing the crumbs of some delicious dessert.

“Osiyo, Grandma Blue!”

“Osiyo, Walela.”

Ophelia knew that Grandma Blue hated to be stopped when she had somewhere to go, but she always stopped to talk to Auntie Walela. This puzzled Ophelia, as Auntie Walela was not at all like Grandma Blue: She didn’t chop wood or work in the garden; she just sat in her yard beading and talking about people. In fact, she never minded her own business; she minded everything but. Odd friendship aside, Ophelia’s legs were happy for the rest.

“I’m surprised you weren’t at the meeting last night…”

“What meeting? You think I have time to go to meetings?”

Walela pursed her hungry lips and ran her fingers twice along her beads. Chestnut-brown eyes sparkling. Face greedy with gossip.

“They poisoned the river…”

“What you mean?”

“That’s what the meeting was for. They poisoned the river.”

“Who poisoned the river?”

“Beauregard Farms. That cattle farm out west of Stone River?”

“Walela Trouthands, how do they know it’s poisoned?”

“Some say a funny smell was coming off the river that side of Etsi. Haven’t you smelled nothing? And why didn’t they invite you to the meeting? Everybody else was there…”

Ophelia could tell that Auntie Walela was excited to see Grandma Blue. Auntie Walela wanted to be the one that told everyone how the old lady reacted to hearing that she was deliberately not invited to a town meeting. Behind her eyes were careful cameras watching Grandma Blue. Capturing everything. But the old woman did not bite.

“How should I know?” she asked, then turned on her heels and kept climbing.

Ophelia lingered and stared at the way Auntie Walela’s lips seemed to be chewing without any food until Grandma Blue called over her shoulder, “Child, stop tending to big people’s business.”

A thought occurred to Ophelia: Maybe finding out everyone’s business is why Grandma Blue always visited Auntie Walela.

“Child…” came her grandmother’s sandpaper voice again. Which meant hurry up. We ain’t got all day.

Waya Ganega, the uncle of Salila and her brothers, tumbled down the hill in a rush towards them. Broad-backed and tall, he always seemed to be slouched over. Beady eyes that floated over his jowls. A fancy blue shirt, glasses tinted brown, and a hundred-watt smile. His face was flabby and fretful.

“Grandma Blue, we missed you at the council vote last night. We sure could’ve used your voice in the circle.”

She did not slow down to greet him but kept up her hard march upwards. He sped up to match her stride and bend her ear.

“If you wanted me there you would have invited me.”

“It was disrespectful not to invite you, Grandma Blue. You’re the old Chief’s wife after all.”

“Etsi has no Chief. Haven’t you heard?” She dipped her tone in sarcastic surprise and asked him, “Weren’t you the one who proposed the vote for us to stop being a reservation? Weren’t you the one who promised everyone that privatizing the band’s land would make us all rich?”

“That was a long time ago, Grandma Blue. Can’t we let bygones be bygones?”

“Bygones? We should forget all about it and just be friends?”

Impatiently, her stick snapped at the ground. Her legs kept up their powerful pace.

“That ungrateful Chief Trouthands…”

Ophelia knew that Grandma Blue was about to compliment her dead husband. She only ever called him “Chief Trouthands,” and she never said his name without an insult. If the insult came after his name, she was actually mad at him. If the insult came before his name, then she was about to say something nice.

“… he wasn’t good for much, but he knew how to care for his people. Who cares for the people now, Waya Ganega?”

“Not everyone’s forgotten the Old Ways, Grandma Blue.”

This stopped Grandma Blue in her tracks.

“No? You haven’t forgotten the Old Ways? Then why did you dissolve the rez as soon as your Chief died? Why did you listen to that Charleston lawyer instead of your own elders? And who did you sell our land to? That same cattle farm that’s poisoned the river. Are you gonna clean up the mess ya’ll put us in?”

Ophelia recognized the gloom that briefly gripped her grandmother. Her free hand clutched her chest as if there was a hole there. Ophelia pictured this place as a bleak, grape-colored sea that heaved and pitched her grandmother this way and that. It seemed big enough to swallow the whole morning. Waya Ganega stumbled back, amazed. Then, quickly as a cloud, it was gone.

“Get out of my way.”

“You’re right, Grandma Blue,” Waya Ganega admitted. “We didn’t invite you because we didn’t want you there. We wanted to move things forward. Every time you’re there we just rip the scab off old wounds. But now we need you. Our lawyer, Mister Smithers, says that we need a respectable plaintiff. Somebody a jury will have sympathy for. You being the biggest landowner left—not to mention the old Chief’s wife—would look perfect in court.”

Grandma Blue heard him but she wasn’t listening. Waya Ganega gave up and stopped following. Ophelia looked back to see him taking out his handkerchief. He dabbed the sweat pooling on his temples and watched them warily as they continued their climb.

Further up the hill, Miss Sequoia stopped Grandma Blue. Ophelia was glad for this because it gave her a chance to catch up again. Miss Sequoia was a thick-bodied woman with a flat face and a smile that promised mischief. Her hair fell down her back like a black, silky curtain. Ophelia lived in awe of Miss Sequoia because she talked to Grandma Blue as if she wasn’t scared of her. And often—for the silliest reason—she would throw back her head and guffaw until her face was full of tears. When Ophelia caught up, Sequoia was leaning close enough to whisper. Closer than Grandma Blue tolerated anyone else to be. Ophelia heard her grandmother say: “Is it serious?”

“They didn’t invite you because you’re a truth sayer. You told them not to sell and now the people who bought up all our land are the ones they want to sue. They didn’t want to hear you tell them ‘I told you so.’ You’re the last real Elder left in Etsi.”

“If these old bones is the people’s last Elder, we’re all in trouble…”

She spoke to Auntie Sequoia as if she was mad, but Ophelia could tell that Grandma Blue was happy to see her. Of course, she wasn’t Ophelia’s auntie by blood, but every grown lady in Etsi was automatically every child’s auntie. Miss Sequoia put her hands on her hips and dared to do what Ophelia couldn’t even conceive of: give Grandma Blue attitude.

“You gonna hide out there and grow tomatoes for the rest of your life? Some people don’t accept you because you’re Black, but they don’t speak for all of us. You were born here. Your grandmother and my great-grandmother played together. Right there in that same river. And a lot of people remember how good it was when Chief Trouthands was alive.”

“If I’m so wise, then how come I couldn’t stop them from selling our land in the first place?”

“That’s ancient history, Grandma Blue. I’m worried about now. I got three girls to think about and you got a little one too. What kinda future they got if the river’s sick?”

The women looked behind and saw Ophelia—ears cocked—carefully devouring their words. Ophelia pretended that she hadn’t heard anything.

“And how is Little Miss Ophelia doing?”

“She always lost in her tiny head full of tall tales.”

Ophelia understood that sometimes grown-ups needed to talk about you as if you weren’t there. Impatiently she waited for her chance then said: “Auntie Sequoia, can Nola come and play?”

“See? Single-minded. You would think with all the work I give her that she wouldn’t have time to play.”

“Yes, Ophelia, I’ll bring her and the twins tomorrow and you can play while me and your grandmother catch up.”

“Now, if you two layabouts are settled on how to disturb my peace, can an old lady see about her business?”

Sequoia threw her head back and let go a howl as if she didn’t care who heard.

“Wado, Grandma Blue, I will find out what’s happening and come see you tomorrow.”

“Wado, Sequoia.”

And the old woman went back to her climb.






Chapter Three

By the end of her climb her thighs cramped, her left foot ached, and Grandma Blue was an angry bull.

Ungrateful. Not one year from when we buried him, they voted to undo everything he’d done. That scoundrel Chief Trouthands lived and died for his people. He deserved better. And now they’ve ruined the river?

Swirling thoughts haunted her. In 1987 the Etsi band disbanded, and most people left. Either west to Tulsa, or—as the last Black Cherokee families did—to Atlanta. The Blue Rivers family and two dozen others had always been there at the bend in the river. For two hundred years they had survived. Andrew Jackson. The Civil War. The Dawes Rolls. Smallpox. Jim Crow. But the vote to disband—sold to them by a Charleston lawyer—taken up by their desperation, had made Etsi unrecognizable to the woman who had once been one of its pillars.

Ain’t nothing left for me in Etsi but ghosts.

As she crested the hill, her eyes winced at the sight of Etsi’s school. It reminded her of Shango, Aiyanna, and Belle, her children who no longer talked to her. Dead ahead loomed Chief’s—the building her husband had built. She and Chief had bundled into a sleeping bag, the heat of his chest pressed against her, the ice-blue stars above them. This was the first time he told her his dream: “Night has the moon, Day has the sun, Etsi needs a center. A focal point.” Big dreams. Big talks. This was his way. But then he built it. And the people he built it for met there to unbuild his legacy. This was why she hated coming to Etsi.

Moytoy’s General Store was a sprawling feast.

Grandma Blue let Ophelia rush past when she opened the door. She knew that her grandchild could not help herself. The scents held her captive: redeye and largemouth bass, ripe pears, apples and apricots. I don’t think she’s normal. Grandma Blue knew that the child would “daydream.” That’s what she called it, but the frightening truth was that she did not know the word for the thing Ophelia did. For the way she acted as though she could see smells. Or would stand listening to music no one else could hear.

She found Moytoy sneaking up on Ophelia with a lollipop.

“Looking for this?”

His head of silver hair was tied into two thick braids. Pasty, light-brown skin spotted with splotches of darker brown.

“For me?!”

“Yes, ma’am!”

There was a spicy, warm smell to him like fresh bread.

He was ancient now, but Grandma Blue remembered when he was light on his feet and couldn’t grow a beard. Ophelia took the lollipop and tried and failed to not stare at his dancing eyes, then she felt Grandma Blue’s eyes on her also.

“Wado, Moytoy Trouthands.”

He grinned at her with his gums.

“Gully ah lee jae ha, Ophelia.”

She couldn’t pronounce it yet, but Ophelia knew that he meant she was welcome.

“You still here, Moytoy, you old pestilence?”

“Well, if I’m old, what does that make you, Grandma Blue?”

Her husband’s brother had been her best friend since before she married Chief.

“It makes me in a rush.”

She handed over her grocery list, which she had made Ophelia copy out the day before, to practice her writing.

“In a rush or tired of talking?”

Moytoy’s eyes skipped around her. They danced endlessly.

“Did Chief Trouthands, that drunken brother of yours, tell you all my secrets?”

“Who can keep secrets in Etsi?”

Ophelia studied them from the shadows of the shelves. Grandma Blue wondered what the child got from listening to two old people talk. But then she recalled that she had known Moytoy since before she was Ophelia’s age. That she had had many friends when she was Ophelia’s age. It made her uneasy to think that she was depriving the girl. The only conversations she could overhear were grown-up ones. It’s for her own good, Grandma Blue thought. Pushing aside her doubt she turned to Moytoy.

“Well, is it true what your niece says? Did Jack Beauregard’s farm poison the river?”

Moytoy flapped his lips fast like an engine.

“Seems so…”

His eyebrows reached up towards his scalp, an invitation for her to come closer.

“Three weeks ago the river to the west of town started to stink like Clorox. Last week a whole school of trout floated up belly first. People suspected Beauregard Farms’ big cattle operation outside Stone River. Now—according to Waya Ganega—it’s been confirmed.”

Grandma Blue took a long drink of air and waited, and then another tall breath before she investigated Moytoy’s restless gaze. So it’s true. This is the last straw. If we lose this, we lose our home.

“If we were still a reservation, the U.S. Marshals would shut them down.”

“Yeah?” Moytoy shrugged. “Too bad we lost that argument.”

“Now we have to sue them.” The old woman sighed, as if resigning herself to a catastrophe she hadn’t seen coming.

“Let me see what I can do about your grocery list.”

While he was in the back collecting those items, another man—whom Grandma Blue recognized as Wes Ganega, Waya’s youngest brother—came in. He was in his twenties and had long black hair, but his bare chest was smooth under his vest and his young face seemed hardened as if etched in concrete.

“Moytoy man, let me get an Export A, King Size.”

Grandma Blue stiffened.

“Aye!” said Moytoy. “Can’t you see your Elders here?”

“I don’t see no Elders here, just some no-clan Pretendians.”

“You know who this is? Show some respect,” Moytoy demanded, but Wes Ganega turned around, made a scraping sound with his mouth, and spat a heavy wad of tobacco on the ground in front of Grandma Blue.

The cherrywood stick whacked the floor, and the dust it stirred up hung suspended in the air. Grandma Blue crossed the distance between them and raised her stick to hit him.

Wes Ganega’s eyes and nostrils flared wide, two veins streaked up his neck, and his fists balled up to hit her back.

“You get from here,” Moytoy shouted. “Don’t you have any respect? Grandma Blue helped raise your mother and is a Long-Hair same as you. Who are you to say she ain’t one of us?”

Wes Ganega spun towards Moytoy. “Stop lying, old man. No monkey raised my mother.”
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