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For my sister






PART ONE






Genesis

Imagine this is your mother. Sallie Carol. Daughter of sharecroppers. Middle of ten. She’s a June Gemini, inquisitive and playful, so sensitive she cries before the switch reaches her legs. She pretends to be the teacher in games of schoolhouse, leads the neighborhood kids on adventures along the creek, and most of all she yearns for a life beyond the fields of North Carolina.

The Wizard of Oz premieres in color during her childhood, a magic that lingers in the corners of her eyes well into her fifties. How a small-town girl can wish hard enough to leave home and find herself in a whimsical world with new friends and opportunities. She performs “The Impossible Dream” by The Temptations in her high school talent show, and even though she can’t sing, she takes home the second-place trophy. A moment that proves to her all things are possible if you believe in yourself enough.

Out of all her mama’s children she’s the sickly one—the runt, she’d say, always suffering from an ailment. One day she collapses beside the house with a ruptured appendix. Her brother finds her unconscious body in the nick of time and she goes on to hold a hunger for life, faith in miracles.

She finishes high school and excels in college, begins a career teaching science straight after. She dates a boy her parents don’t like, Steven Simpson, and impassioned with love, they marry without approval. Three years later they have a child, Samantha Novella. Marriage and motherhood are rewarding, but Sallie’s first love is still education. She goes back to school for her master’s degree, creating tension with her man over priorities. She works; her husband cheats. A tumor develops in her brain. He stays through the sickness but is unfaithful during health. Sallie files for divorce.

She indulges in one last night with the man she married on the occasion of his birthday and they accidentally beget you, their second child. A baby Sallie births despite the separation and the doctor’s warning that the pressure paired with her brain tumor would kill her. She wants Samantha to have someone, long after Daddy leaves and Mommy passes. The baby is a miracle and so is she, surviving the delivery and later surgery to remove the tumor. Sallie interprets God’s grace to mean that there’s a calling on her life and dedicates herself to guiding others.

While attending an educators’ conference, she hears a charismatic speaker named Henry Orville Braddock from Atlanta. The clinical psychologist inspires her to found her own business, Freedom Peace, Inc., where she’ll heal the wounded through counseling sessions and seminars. A project that combines her passions for education, faith, and connection. She departs from North Carolina to Atlanta, thirsty for a city she can actualize in, and leaves you and your sister with her brother’s family while she gets things situated in Atlanta.

Sallie maintains a decent apartment and a modest office, teaching science by day and working on her business at night, but the adjustment for a single-income family in a new city is not without its challenges. She chooses her dream over the day-to-day, investing in Freedom Peace instead of paying rent. Evictions come easy. You and your sister shift with her from apartments to hotels while her recurring sickness becomes sibling in its incessant presence. She has no money, no safety net aside from her brothers’ and sisters’ Western Union transfers. She relies on her instincts and charisma, her drive, and, above all, her God. And when you leave home to create your own future, she presses on, alone in the city she chose for herself.






August 2013


Your phone vibrates against the floor. Someone’s calling. It could be your mother, but it’s after 7:00 pm. Usually she calls first thing in the morning while she’s running errands in Decatur, Georgia, and the sun is barely up in Chicago. The phone screen shows Aunt Mattie from Greensboro. Unusual. She’s more of an afternoon caller. You brace yourself.

She called to tell you what your mother would not: The cancer is back. This time it’s in your mother’s blood and all over her spine. The doctors say she has two months to live.

Before this, you were flipping through your high school yearbook, reminiscing, trying not to think about everything you lost or what your mother continues to lose. Growing up, you imagined yourself on stage by now, but the only acting you do is a friendly tone for the customers at the call center. It’s okay. You’re maintaining your life, your two black cats, and the wood-walled apartment you call home. You’ve made friends in the city to call family. The past feels further away every day.

What should you do with the information you’ve been given? While you’re avoiding memories of toys lost to eviction, your mother’s life could be next. You decide not to believe it. She’s been given diagnoses before: a brain tumor when you were born, ovarian cancer when you were six, breast cancer when you were in fourth grade and again your junior year of high school. This is always happening. The diagnosis. The predicted life expectancy. An endless loop of psychological torture taunting your family to guess when she will go. She went to the doctor every week and took pills every morning and sang her gospel songs while she cooked breakfast. Somehow she’s still alive.



You tell your aunt it will be fine. The sentence feels stale in your mouth. She insists you need to understand the gravity of the situation this time. Your mama probably hasn’t told you because she wants to be strong, but you must be prepared for the worst. Okay, you say. The both of you sit in silence on the phone. You wonder if your sister knows.

Aunt Mattie’s background is quiet. The absence of the sound of sizzling grease or running dishwater is deafening. You imagine her sitting in the dark of the den, waiting for you to speak. You tell her you’ll call your mother, then hang up.

You wish phones were like they used to be so you could dial one rotary number at a time. But she’s only a button away. There’s hardly a moment to collect yourself.

When she answers, you hear wind behind her words. She’s hustling from the train to the bus. She says she was running errands. She says she has no money for a hotel tonight, but the Lord will make a way. She says the women at the post office were playing games, purposefully making things harder for her. She didn’t pay the forty-three dollars for her PO box, and they wouldn’t give her the mail, but she thinks she has a check coming. All of this sounds normal, for her, and you don’t want to bring up the cancer. You want it to be her cross to bear so you can ignore her calls at six in the morning without guilt. But time is limited. “I talked to Aunt Mattie,” you tell her.

The wind somehow ceases to blow and everything on your mother’s end goes silent. She knows what you’re trying to ask. But she wants things to stay normal too.

You’re forced to continue. “She says the cancer came back. She says you only have two months to live.”

Her voice races through the receiver, rough and close, grabbing you by the shoulders. You haven’t been to Decatur, Georgia, in over a year, yet you can still feel her fingers on your upper arms as she speaks.

“Listen!” she spits into the phone, “I haven’t gone nowhere yet, have I? The Lord been keeping me here for a reason, right? So how some doctor gon’ tell me when to die? Mama gon’ be all right. You hear me? Your mama gonna live.”

A bus honks in the background, breaking the spell. You nod your head yes and you can tell that she knows this. You’re crying, and she knows this too. She calls you her baby girl and says that you shouldn’t worry. She’ll be okay. Mama is okay. She says she has to catch the train. But you will talk again soon, and you will not worry. You take the phone away from your ear.

Your mother has two months to live. You know because she grabbed you by the shoulders with her voice and she’s never done that before.






Exodus

If your mother is a devout Christian, like mine, she’ll raise you mostly by faith, which entails a great deal of hustling to make it to the next blessing. While Mama studied her Bible, I studied her, making scriptures from the ways she kept us afloat.

Book of Sallie Carol 1:2: The only things that matter, and the order of their importance, are food and rent. Don’t pay no bill before you’ve eaten. Because how you look sitting around with all the lights on but nothing to eat? You can ignore any gas, electric, or water bills that come in a white envelope. Those are nudges. Once you get a red letter or a final notice, call Customer Service.

My mama said the best phone representatives were women with southern accents thicker than ours. Those are the ones you tell your story to when you need an extension on the bills. As a single mother, she sure didn’t have money, but she always had her story. I’d sit quiet beside her while the voice on the house phone rattled off three-digit numbers we owed. Mama’s face would frown up like she could be seen, and she’d tell them how her mother died a couple months ago, and how her husband left her with two babies, and how she couldn’t get a steady job. The operator would let her put twenty dollars down and we’d live to heat the house another day.

It’s interesting because the first rule of being broke is not to let anyone know you’re broke. But a good sob story has value in it if you gain favor instead of sympathy from telling it. A favor being a waived bill or a free meal, because remember: you’ve got to eat sooner than you’ve got to pay the rent.

Book of Sallie Carol 6:6: If you’ve got nothing else, have faith. Not just figuratively, but literally. When you’re hungry, turn to the church for a handout. They can’t turn you away or they aren’t disciples of Christ.

You’ll learn quickly, though, that the bounty isn’t plentiful enough to endure the heavenly sisters swarming around your raggedy apartment. Whenever we asked for help from the church, Mama would clean the tables and sweep the floors and tell me and Samantha to look hungry but not starved. Appreciative but not desperate. The church ladies loved to gossip. Everyone knew that from the extra hour they spent whispering in the parking lot after the sermon. The sisters insisted on dropping the box of food off inside. They’d lightly touch the counters with a prayer hand and strut around the kitchen like the Make-A-Wish Foundation for bringing canned peas, ramen noodles, and powdered milk. Mama knew a description of our place would pass through the congregation afterward. But you do what you gotta do to eat. They never even brought snacks. Just nonperishables and prayer.

The worst part is that afterward you have to come to church at least two more Sundays in a row looking thankful. Extra points if you give a testimony and pass out while you’re clapping and screaming, Thank you, Jesus! Thank you, holy saints, for blessing us! while the congregation get to shouting, Amen! Amen!

You’ll still be broke on Monday morning.

Another way to eat is with reverse Robin Hooding, in which you challenge the poor to give to the poor if they’re working for the rich. This trick works best at places with cafeteria-style serving. You’ll be used to sharing your mother’s shame, but this one feels particularly embarrassing. This is the one where you’ve got to look like a child starving in a third-world country on command and you pray no one’s behind you in line.

I stood like a sad prop as my mama asked the cashier at JJ’s to slide a hot plate of fish and greens to us for free. She had him pile the to-go plate up nice and big with fried okra, creamy mac and cheese, and an extra catfish fillet before admitting we had no money to pay for it. “My babies haven’t eaten all day,” she pleaded. I didn’t look at my older sister and she didn’t look at me. We were both pretending we didn’t know each other and that we didn’t exist. The cashier didn’t look at Mama as he slid the plate toward us on the counter. We lived to eat another meal.

When you can’t take sporadic food any longer, or the feeling that everyone at church knows your business, or the look in a teenage cashier’s eyes when they realize you have absolutely nothing, you can take the bus down to the family aid office and apply for food stamps. Food stamps are the most stable and humiliating option. Nowadays they give out plastic debit cards with a picture of your state on the front so you remember who’s footing the bill. But back then, the caseworkers would hand you what looked like Monopoly money: bright Easter-colored food vouchers representing ones, fives, tens, and twenties. Oranges and pinks loud enough to be heard. Bright enough to tell everybody in line behind you that you’re on government aid and your daddy left your mama for a white woman and now she can’t even support herself or the babies she laid down to have.

If you need money for more than food and don’t wanna carry around play-play money, you could do like Mama and flip it. Mama could sell fifty dollars’ worth of food stamps for twenty-five dollars’ worth of real cash to teachers she subbed with, her post office lady friends, or sisters from church. It was a beautiful hustle. We got to have money for bus fare and replacement clothes, and they got to have food stamps without having food stamps. Nobody wanted to be the black family on welfare.

Book of Sallie Carol 2:6: Conceal what’s real. Parade your poverty only for people who can help, never for those who will judge you like the church ladies. If you’re ever broke during grade school, you’ll learn that your mama’s worried about rent while your peers are worried about designer clothes.

Kids at my school flashed Sean Jean and Baby Phat paired with fresh Timberland boots, name brands that meant their mamas weren’t worried about anything. The seventh-grade boys would clutch their belt buckles like they worked somewhere. Like they didn’t just beg their mamas in the mall over the summer. My mama told me the truth: “We ain’t got it like that.” So I got regular clothes from T.J. Maxx and Walmart.

Book of Sallie Carol 2:12: Buy staples, not statements. Only rich people make statements. Buy staples you can wear a few times without being noticed. A good pair of jeans and a nice pair of khakis. A black shirt, a white shirt, and one with a collar. Mama said to always keep your jacket and your shoes nice, since that’s what catches people’s eyes first, though we rarely had money to replace my sneakers before the soles started talking. Lay low. If you don’t have anything, don’t flaunt anything.

I’d seen baby Negroes tear a girl apart because the stitching on her FUBU dress looked off. They’d surrounded another boy like a pack of hyenas over his shoes. They howled up at the tile ceilings, cackling with their tongues hanging out until he crumpled within himself. “Boy, I thought them were Air Force Ones! He rockin’ Skechers!” If you can’t afford the real thing don’t even bother with something resembling. That’s all you’ll look like, something resembling. Stick to plain black shoes from Walmart.

You can talk your way out of paying bills and con your way into some food stamps. You can hide that you’re poor in public as long as you can shower, but you can’t hide an eviction.

If it’s the first of the month and you can’t afford the rent, you can call the landlord and let them know you need more time. Asking is better than silence, unless you’ve been late on the rent before. Don’t panic yet.

Book of Sallie Carol 2:7: The money isn’t due, due until the fifth of the month. Landlords can’t legally evict a nonpaying tenant until the third month. If you really don’t have it—and this will get a little awkward with daily notices and letters—but if you really don’t have them people’s money, you have at least two full months to try to raise it.

Mama did well teaching public school unless she was into it with whoever was the principal. At one school she challenged the man’s morals when he told her to bump grades for a few failing white kids whose parents had donated money. He threatened to fire her if she didn’t comply. She told that white man, “Mother fuck you,” and he kept his promise.

The last check from that job withered away into nothing after food, partial rent, clothes, car payments, partial bills, and credit card debt. We moved from the apartments with shiny new appliances and front-facing balconies and into ones with fake entrance gates that always hung pathetically open. Where the units themselves masked endless roaches, scattering across the counters and from under the trash can no matter how much we cleaned. Substitute-teaching jobs came fewer and further between for Mama and soon her credit score couldn’t even get us the dirty brick flat-level apartments in the cloudy part of town.

Once my aunts and uncles got tired of Mama calling for Western Union money wires and the child support checks from the father I never met dried up, evictions came one after the other.

If you’re more than three months behind on rent in an apartment building, make sure someone is always home. Because as soon as the office manager peeps you heading to the grocery store, they’ll violently throw your things into the street. They’ll throw your clothes out still on the hangers; the whole dresser with panties leaking out the drawers; books, pots, and photo albums, right onto the sidewalk, right in front of where you park your car every day, so everybody knows the stuff is yours. The worst part of this eviction isn’t that the neighbors will know how broke your family is but that the very same neighbors will take your furniture if you aren’t back fast enough. TV sets and coffee tables disappear the quickest, but you’ll never find out who took your stuff since you’re banished from the complex now. You’ll probably have to change schools again too, depending on how far away the next apartment complex is. Another perk of laying low at school is that you don’t have to miss anybody or explain why your family has to up and leave.

Whenever we got evicted, we’d rent a U-Haul if Mama could afford it, or just cram our sentimentals into the backseat and try to find somewhere to stay before the eviction hit her credit report. I’d sit in the back with boxes piled up around me and on my lap, trying not to let Mama see me cry over lost Goosebumps books or Barbie dolls. That’s just how it goes. We stayed in rotating apartments in three-month intervals and then seedy rent-by-the-week motels after Mama’s credit report started hissing with venom.

Book of Sallie Carol 4:2: Avoid motels if you can. Motels are the easiest to get evicted from. You have to secure the thirty-five-dollar daily fee to keep the door clicking open, which sounds cheap but totals more than rent on a house after a month. The roadside motels were slimy-looking haunts with stiff comforters on the beds and lamp lighting that gave everything a yellow teeth stain kinda vibe. When you’re living in a motel because your mama hasn’t found a good job yet, a good tip is to leave twenty minutes earlier on school mornings and walk over to the bus stop by the fancy apartments down the street. Mama said if people thought we weren’t doing so well, The State could take me away from her, so remember not to tell anybody our business. Keep up appearances. Book of Sallie Carol 2:6 again—conceal.

There were other families staying in those motels too, but somehow we never knew faces or names. Nobody looked anybody in the eyes at 6:30 in the morning. Mamas waved goodbye to kids. We ran across the parking lot like the roaches scattering out, heading toward a bus stop that wouldn’t make a comment on our lives.

One Sunday, when we got back from begging the Lord for money at church, our motel door wouldn’t open. The motel eviction is the worst because they lock your stuff inside when you don’t pay and they won’t let you back in unless you pay within twenty-four hours.

I wailed for my favorite teddy bear, the last good item I had left after several evictions. Mama rushed me into the front office for the clerk to see. “You’d let a baby cry over a few dollars?” She convinced him to let us in for just a moment, and I stood moaning and yanking on my pigtails beside the manager while Mama filled up three big garbage bags with our things. She handed me the brown plush teddy in front of him so he could focus on her baby smiling and not on how we were getting our stuff without paying. I didn’t feel like a baby anymore. But I definitely felt helpless.

If you ever find yourself with a credit score too low to say out loud, and a mountain of debt, remember Book of Sallie Carol 1:1: Dream big. Beyond limitations, big. It’s one of the most important of Mama’s beliefs because dreaming reshapes your reality. When you’re passionate about something, follow through on it. Even if you fail, at least you tried, which is success in and of itself.

Mama kept Freedom Peace running with her substitute-teaching money. She wanted to use her skills to help people, as if we hadn’t just moved into a motel indefinitely. I felt stuck in my mother’s struggle story and started strategizing on how I could break the cycle of poverty.

While Mama was busy trying to find an Office Depot associate to show her how to print her business brochure so it folded correctly, something caught my eye above the staplers. A flyer on the bulletin board: Looking for charismatic kids to join the cast of a new local children’s show! Auditions to be held at Decatur Library, Saturday @ noon. I’d seen the kids dancing in a random studio on ZOOM. This could be it. Mama didn’t hesitate when I showed her.

She had me wear khaki pants and a hot pink shirt, braided the top of my hair, and then curled the back. When we got to the library, an older white man dressed in jeans and a vest like we were going on safari greeted us out front. A big camera hung around his neck and a tripod rested over his shoulder. He shook Mama’s hand and told us he had reserved one of the quiet reading rooms and that she should wait outside while we filmed. That made me nervous. In eight years of my life, I had never been alone with an adult man. Never hugged my father. Never prayed one-on-one with the pastor. I figured I had never been touched or beaten because Mama never had a man around me.

Nevertheless, Mama nodded reassuringly and left me to be filmed. The man pointed his camera at me. He said there were no lines, just scenarios. He told me to say my name and after I said it loud and clear I added, “Are all my friends ready to play?” He ate it up. I gave him a blockbuster kid performance, holding up books and talking about reading on rainy days, dramatically pouting before grinning big. The producer loved everything I did. He told Mama she had a little star on her hands, and we left full of hope, awaiting his follow-up phone call. It crushed me when we never heard back. I wanted to change the scripture to Never have hope; it’ll kill you when the plans fall through, but Mama would say that’s what the devil wants, to make you feel defeated. Someone told me I was a star. That was confirmation enough.



No matter our collective or separate efforts for forward momentum, we had to find contentment in the present. We had each other if ever we had nothing else. Book of Sallie Carol 3:3: Home still feels like home, when you’re surviving together. Because if you think where you’re living is bad, not being around your kinfolk would be even worse.

One year, Mama claimed to have found a good deal on a house. My sister and I ingested this information with caution. Mama said the lady gave a generously low offer on the monthly rent. But once we walked up the dirt and gravel path to the house, we found ourselves outside a dingy white single-story shack, paint chipping everywhere. I did what I do best and caged my disappointment. It had to be better than staying in a hotel.

Each room of the house was a further disappointment. There was no refrigerator in the kitchen. There were two bedrooms, but one had a slant because the floor was sinking into the ground. In the bathroom, there was no showerhead and the toilet wouldn’t flush unless you lifted the top off the commode and pulled the chain. Mama put a brave face on and told us that we had ourselves a fixer-upper.

The vibe in the house never quite felt right, but we didn’t have money to go anywhere else, or even to pay the next month’s rent, so we tried to remain grateful. A strange odor began to fill the house, but it wasn’t from the food. Upon closer inspection, Mama discovered a dead squirrel beneath the window, flies hovering over the body.

When we were leaving to catch the buses to school, we found thumbtacks and rusted nails littered all over the front porch, noticed only after Mama howled in pain from stepping on one. There were nights I’d be watching television in the den and swear I saw a shadow run past my peripheral.

Despite my supernatural suspicions, it turned out the evil spirit was the landlady. When Mama confronted the woman, she confirmed it was her like a Scooby-Doo bandit. She was pissed Mama hadn’t paid her gracefully low rent for two months and demanded we pay or leave. Mama packed us up. We weren’t paying back rent on a shack. She said we were children of God, that we were blessed and highly favored, despite circumstance. We’d made the best of it as long as possible. We could make the best of something else.

Book of Sallie Carol 6:12: There are no neat, happy endings, only the next step in the journey. It’s easy to imagine that after you’ve suffered a trial or hardship, next you’ll be transformed like Cinderella, swept from the basement to the castle, the bad times behind you. But it’s not always the case. Sometimes the only transformation is inside you.

We headed back to a hotel. It wouldn’t be long before we’d all be split up. Situations like that conditioned me to not have faith at all. Or worse, not have hope. But hope is like a dream in that it helps you survive. And at least having hope is free. Remember that like commandment.






September

You have trouble sleeping at night. There are too many variables. It’s been one month since the health reveal, which means there’s only one month left. You scroll aimlessly through the pictures and texts on your phone until your eyeballs ache. Anything not to think of where your mother could be tonight. Or how she is. She said she would be all right. Just as you’re about to drift to sleep, your cell phone buzzes.

It’s her.

What’s worse, knowing or not knowing? You never could decide. You put the cell phone under your pillow. The vibrations stop. You breathe shallow breaths as if you’re asleep, putting on an act for a woman who’s thousands of miles away. The vibrations start again. You answer.

Her voice cuts through the silence resting in your ears, and you are suddenly where she is and as panicked as she feels.

“Hello? Are you there? They put me out. I don’t know where to go. The hotel manager put my stuff outside the room. I’m sick. My feet are swollen so big it hurts to walk and I feel like I can’t breathe. I don’t know where to go.”

You tell your mother to slow down. Your heart aches in that way it does when someone you love is hurt or has hurt you. You feel both now—she is hurting and she’s hurting you because you can’t help. All you can do is know. You’re practically her only confidant. Samantha rarely answers her calls, and the two of you rarely discuss it. Mama’s sisters and brothers stopped sending money after a decade of wiring hundred-dollar bills to Atlanta, her needs never fully satisfied. It is mostly you now, alone with your mother, and it’s suffocating.

“It’s two o’clock in the morning here. And I have all my stuff. The hotel manager was laughing. I’m a child of God. He knows I’m sick and he still went through with this. I just need one hundred and eighty dollars. Do you have that? It’s one-thirty for the night, but for fifty dollars more I can stay for three days. If I can stay for three days I have time to figure something else out. It’s so cold out here, baby. Mommy’s in so much pain. I just want to rest, Lord.”

You hear the labored breaths she takes between sentences. It sounds like she’s tearing up from the stress, which causes your stomach to twist and contort violently. Here you are: resting comfortably in a queen-size bed, in a heated apartment, basic luxuries that your mother doesn’t have. What do you do? There’s $253 in your bank account. Enough to buy her a room for three more nights, leaving you with $73. The $65 phone bill is due in two days. That would leave you $8 to eat with for the next week and a half. Samantha would say giving her 70 percent of the money you made stocking shelves at Target does not sound smart.
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