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HOLD FAST TO DREAMS

FOR IF DREAMS DIE

LIFE IS A BROKEN-WINGED BIRD

THAT CANNOT FLY.

—LANGSTON HUGHES








A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

This is a novel inspired by history, based on the real lives of folks I’ve read about and imagined—some famous, others, like I said, made up. There are also people and places here that resemble my family, my heritage. You see, Black history is more than a timeline of “firsts” and “inventions.” It’s also about the regular families that lived, laughed, loved, danced, worked, failed, hoped, cried, and died just like everybody else. I wrote this for them. To illustrate their humanity. And to remind us of our responsibility to acknowledge it. To respect it. Also, I love writing about America through the lens of sports, and as the poet Walt Whitman said, baseball is “the American game.” Enjoy.







IN THIS DREAM

her arm is a cannon

BOOM

and she, a SHOOTing star

shining in the night

playing catch

with the robin

and the blue jay

FLYing sky-HIGH

way up  to the heavens.

She’s somethin’,

the angels whisper

looking down

at the diamond

there she goes

not far now

rounding third

but she can’t remember

how to get there

she always gets lost

can’t even see her feet anymore

so she asks her grandfather

who’s sitting

on a cloud

by a fire

smoking a pipe

if he can help her

find her way back

home.

Charlene, time to do your chores!
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CHAPTER ONE

THE STORY OF THE GOLDEN STOOL

Esi, back in the before times… in the old country… your nana’s homeland… the place where the sea touched the sky… it is said that the people could fly… that one night, Oko, one of the founders of the Asante Kingdom, flew through the clouds and offered the moon a cluster of starfish… that the night was so grateful, in return she gifted Oko a sacred stool… crafted from the purest gold… adorned with golden bells… to house the soul of the people… that Oko descended from the heavens above… carrying the golden stool on his back… and that he landed at the feet of the first Asante king, Osei Tutu I, who took the stool as his throne… and that it passed down generation to generation… but it was so sacred that it could only be sat upon by royalty… or by those with wings…







BUT WE ARE NOT KINGS

and I cannot fly,

so are you saying

that I must eat

my grits and bacon

each morning

and just stare at it

from the kitchen table,

that I will have to walk by it

each morning

on my way out

the door

to school

but I cannot touch it,

that it has been in this house

since before I was born

and you are the only one

who can sit in it?

That does not make sense to me, Nana,

unless you are saying

that you have

wings?







NANA KOFI

In the mornings,

my grandfather comes in,

kisses me

on both cheeks,

checks to make sure

his suitcase is still

next to the kitchen door,

picks up his tea with molasses

that I’ve made for him,

then sits on his wooden stool

with a star inside a wheel

carved on it

reading one of his favorite books

until I finish breakfast.

Then he stops, starts talking

like he’s in the middle

of telling me a story

about his village

about a boy named Ebo

about a girl named Ama

about Red Red

about Bayere

about the before times

back when he lived on the other side

of the ocean

and memorized Shakespeare

and ate spicy foods that he still misses

that Momma refuses to cook

because Daddy’s stomach gets upset

because they don’t have palm oil here, Nana,

and whenever I ask him to tell me

how he got on this side

of the ocean

he gets up, walks into the den,

where his serious stories quickly turn

into funny tales

and trickster spiders

that have me sitting

on the edge of my seat

and falling on the floor

laughing.







TWI

I’ve been learning

the language

Nana used to speak

ever since I was a baby

and he taught me

how to say yes—yoo—

and no—daabi—

so now I understand him

when he forgets

to speak English sometimes

or talks Twi in his sleep

or is telling me a story

except when he slips

in a word

I’ve never heard before.







BAYERE?

He tells me

that it was the name

of a big festival each year

celebrating the harvest,

that it means yam,

that even though he grew sick

of having to eat it

he misses

the dry sweetness of it,

that his mother made plenty of it EVERY DAY

but she never made enough Red Red,

which was his favorite dish

and he only got one bowl

because his brother always ate three,

and then he gets quiet,

his eyes all glassy,

his big, wide grin

showing off his white teeth

like he’s laughing

to keep from

crying.







ALWAYS

He always falls asleep

in his big chair

in the middle

of his story,

in the middle

of my questions.

What is Red Red?

Why don’t you ever talk about your brother?

and he always

leaves me hanging

on the edge

of a cliff

waiting

for answers

I’m not sure

I even want

to hear.







MOMMA SAYS

Charlene, let your nana sleep, why don’t you.

Finish your chores,

then I can teach you

to play

a new tune.

But I don’t really enjoy

the flute

as much as she does,

so after I finish

dusting and mopping

and Willie Green shows up

hollering all loud

through our screen door,

holding

the old broomstick

we use for a bat,

even though he sometimes

gets on my nerves,

I ask her if I can go outside

because the only thing

I love doing

more than listening

to Nana Kofi’s stories

is playing ball.







I GRAB THREE STICKS

of pink gum, my ball,

and the baseball cap

my daddy

brought me

when he came home

last month

from workin’

up north.

I see him

twelve times a year

and Christmas

on account of

he used to be

an oyster fisherman

around here

until all the oysters

got fished up,

so the government put a stop

until they can grow

some more.

So now he goes

up to Baltimore

on the first

of every month

and comes back

a few days before

the next one.







HOW I LEARNED TO LIKE BASEBALL

One summer

my daddy, Raymond

Tilton Cuffey, took me

on the train

with him

to Baltimore,

and while he worked

all day

I stayed

with his sister

and her sons

and I read these books

about a man named

Tarzan in Africa

that didn’t sound anything

like Nana’s Africa.

And every day

I kept hearing

and seeing

how much fun

my cousins

were having outside

throwing their ball around,

so one time

I put my book down

and asked

to join them

and at first

they laughed at me

but after I caught

the ball

with one hand

and threw it farther

than any of them

with the other

they let me keep playing.

And I liked it.







IN THE EVENINGS

Daddy would mostly

be too tired

to do anything

but eat

and fall asleep

while listening

to me read

to him,

but every now and then

he’d take me outside

and teach me

everything he knew

about baseball,

which it turns out

was a lot

because way before

I was born

he tried out

for a team called the Manhattans

in Washington, D.C.

I’d learn

how to swing,

where to hold the ball

when I pitch,

how to make it

twist and twirl

in the air,

how to play

the game, then

the next day

I’d show my cousins

and we’d spend all day

ripping and running

till our clothes were drenched

and our bodies were filthy

from slipping and sliding,

and the summer

was as good

as it was ever gonna be.

Then one day

it got even better.







SURPRISE

On the day before

I was to go

back home,

my aunt

made us wear fresh clothes,

said we couldn’t get dirtied up

’cause we had to go somewhere,

made us stay inside

and read

and play card games

and sit down

and grow all fidgety

at not being able

to go outside

and be wild and free,

and so we fell asleep

’cause we were too tired

of being bored,

then Daddy’s loud voice

woke us up

when he came home

early from work,

told us to get up,

that we were going

somewhere special

so we did, quick,

’cause we were sick

of being in the house

and couldn’t wait

to find out where

somewhere was

and when we got to the park

and saw all those people

in the bleachers

we about fainted

and when we walked in the park

and smelled the freshly cut grass

and the popcorn in the air

we licked our lips

and when we sat down

on the bleachers

to watch an exhibition ball game

to see the world-famous Cyclone Joe Williams

of the Lincoln Giants

strike out almost everybody

on the Baltimore Black Sox team,

I no longer liked baseball.

I. LOVED. IT.







PROPER

I blow Momma a

kiss, slap my Black Sox ball cap

on, then run out of the

house fast before she

can tell me again all her

reasons why I should

not play ball, that it

is not normal, that getting

all sweaty is not

elegant, that girls

should stay clean, be graceful,

play piano or flute.

LET’S BALL, Willie Green shouts.







WILLIE GREEN

is my best friend

was born

on the same day

as me,

which he doesn’t like

to celebrate

’cause it was the same

day his momma died

lives in a house

with his granny

and his brother Johnnie

that his daddy built

for his momma

with leftover wood

from the lumber mill

where he works

twelve hours

a day

has six other brothers

and sisters,

but they all live

in different places,

some nearby,

others up north,

and he says

they all boss him around

because he’s the youngest

is seven hours older than me,

so he tries to boss me,

but it’s hard to boss someone

when you have to look up at them

and since I’m three inches taller

he has to always

look up

to me

loves playing ball

as much as me but

doesn’t think any girl can ever be

as good as him

is always complaining

that I throw the ball

too fast

got mad one time and said

real snarky-like,

Stop throwing so wild, Charrrrrrrrrrr-lene,

so I placed my two fingers

and my thumb

in just the right position

like my daddy showed me,

like Cyclone Joe does,

and threw it slower

but made it drop down

right before he swung

so he would miss it

’cause my name is. Not. Charlene.

IT’S CHARLEY!

That slow enough for you, Willie Green?







MOSQUITO PARK

There’s a field

we play in

right next to the church

that we call our ballpark

’cause it’s the only empty field

we can play in,

and no matter what time

we go there

the mosquitoes

are always buzzing

and biting

like they’ve just been waiting

for fresh blood.

It rained

all last night,

so the field

is soggy

and the air is muggy

but that doesn’t matter

’cause I have to practice,

’cause one day

I’ll be in the Hall of Fame,

so today I play

the most beautiful game

in the world.







CONVERSATION WITH WILLIE GREEN

Do you got any more gum?

Do you have any more gum?

No, I’m asking you, Charley.

The correct grammar is have, not got.

There you go sounding like our teacher.

I swear, Charley.

Words matter, Willie Green. And yes, I do have another piece of gum, I say, giving him the stick I brought for him.

The ground is muddy.

It’s not that bad.

I don’t know, Charley.

Well, you can go home, if you need to. It’ll just be me and Henry.

I didn’t say I wasn’t gonna play, Charley.

Then stop whining.

I’m not whining. I just don’t wanna get my pants all dirtied ’cause then my granny gonna start in on me.

Just don’t fall.

Hey, Charley, can I ask you a question?

I don’t know, can you, Willie Green?

Did you hear about that brand-new, real-deal baseball field in Great Bridge?

For real?

Yup, Johnnie said he saw some boys playing on it when he was over there cutting grass for the rich folks.

I went to a real ball field once.

I know, I know, when yo’ daddy took you to see the Baltimore Black Sox. Why you always have to bring that up and make me jealous?

Maybe Daddy will take us both up there one day.

That would be outta this world, Charley. You think he might?

It’s possible.

I’d give anything to see a professional game.

I read in the Journal and Guide about this eighteen-year-old player who hit one ball so far, it nearly landed on the sun.

He play for the Baltimore team?

He’s from St. Louis, on an amateur team right now, but they say next year he’s gonna play for the Stars.

THE ST. LOUIS STARS! OOOOH, my granny’s sister lives there. We might be going for Christmas. Maybe I get to see a game.

Doubtful. It’ll be too cold. But if you do, you’ll get to see him hit with both hands.

A switch-hitter?

Yup. They call him “Cool Papa” Bell.

OOOH, I like that, Charley. I like that a lot. Maybe you should call me Cool Willie Green. I like that, too.

Anyway, it says he’s so fast he can blow out a candle and be in bed before the light goes out. And, on top of that, he’s a pitcher, too, who strikes out EVERYBODY… Just like I strike you out, huh?

He’s not a girl, though.

Maybe I’ll be the first girl pitcher to play professional.

Keep dreaming, Charley.

I will, Willie.

Hey, y’all, I’m here, Henry screams, running toward us, in his shorts too short, his socks always way too long, and his stringy hair peeking out from underneath his black cap.

We know, Henry. We can see you, Willie Green says, heading to the plate to hit.







JONES MILL

Nana says

that Henry Jones

and his family

have been here

since the beginning,

that the town’s named

after his great-granddaddy

who built the mill

and owned a lot of land

until the war came

and they had to sell

most of it

to the government

to pay off their debts.

Now they own

one piece of land

smaller than Nana’s

and a tiny, one-room

dry goods store,

next to the mill,

that sells the best candy

and where Nana gets the tobacco

for his pipes.

Henry and I are not best friends

but we been playing ball together

since one day

when Nana Kofi took me with him

to do some shopping

and I was sitting

on the bench

in the front of their store,

looking at all the items

for sale

on the shelves: dried beans

lamps

sewing supplies

linens and silk

fancy hats

and my favorite, green apples,

when out of nowhere

a red rubber ball

comes flying

at me

and I snatch it

out of the air

right before

it could crash into my nose.

That’s when Henry popped up

from around

the counter

and walked over to me

with his hands,

the color of snow,

outstretched.

I tossed him the ball

and he caught it

behind his back.

Wait, how did he do that?

We played catch

about ten times

in a row,

never saying a word,

just seeing

who would drop the ball

first.

I did.

I told him my name,

but I guess he was shy

’cause he just took his ball

and went back around

the counter.

On our way out the door

after Nana bought

his two packs of tobacco

I heard a HELLO, CHARLEY,

so I turned around

and there was the blond-haired boy

with green eyes

standing in front of the shop

with the ball in one hand

and waving at me

with the other.

My name is Henry.

Ever since then, he’s been playing ball

with us.







PRACTICE

I’m the coach

and a player

When I pitch

say a prayer

I assign positions

decide who’s on first

know who hits best

and who’s the worst

Henry, you play outfield

Willie Green, at bat

I’m throwing heat

now, that’s a fact

Ready to launch

winding my arm

This ball’s on fire

better sound the alarm.







OUT HERE

We lose time

on our make-do

baseball diamond.

It could be hours

or days,

we don’t mind.

We stop

when we’re tired,

plop down

on the ground.

Talk about

what we gonna be

when we grow up.

Crack jokes.

Wish we had

some water

to quench

our thirst.







CONVERSATION

I’m gonna be a musician, like my daddy. Play banjo just like him, only I’m gonna make some money, sell some records.

I plan to be—

We know, Charley, Willie Green says, a PRO-fessional baseball player.

What about you, Henry?

Probably have to take over my daddy’s store.

You don’t want to?

I don’t know. Never really thought about it.

Well, if you did own a store, you could eat all the candy and chocolate you ever wanted. Sounds like a dream to me.

I really want to leave here one day, though, go out and explore.

Like Columbus?

Yeah, sorta, I guess. Don’t y’all wanna see what’s out there? Henry says, pointing up.

I ain’t never leaving. Jones Mill is my home, Willie Green says.

How are you supposed to be a big record star if you never leave Jones Mill, Willie Green?

Good point.

Henry, Willie Green says there’s a new baseball field in Great Bridge.

I know, it’s next to the high school. My cousin plays there.

Maybe he can take us to play?

You know we can’t play on the other side of the bridge, Charley.

Who says we can’t play over there?

Them.

That doesn’t even make sense. Does it, Henry?

…

This is America. According to our Declaration of Independence we are free and independent, so we should be able to play wherever.

Should and can is two different words. There’s a law, Charley.

Well, it’s a stupid law, Willie Green, and it needs to be changed.

Maybe you should tell the president of the United States, he says, laughing.

Maybe I will.

Why can’t y’all cross the bridge?

Henry, it’s dangerous over there… for us.

Dangerous how?

Dangerous like Booker Preston.

Don’t scare him, Charley.

I’m not. He asked the question.

Who’s Booker Preston?

He got beat up by a bunch of men over in Great Bridge.

He was on the other side of the bridge… at night.

Coming home from hanging Christmas lights for his boss.

They said he stole some white man’s dog.

My daddy says it was his own dog.

How can you steal your own dog, Willie Green?

You can’t, Henry. You can’t.

…

…

…







ON THE WAY HOME

nobody says much

of nothing,

we all just kinda

mosey along

a little somber

but mostly tired,

not really thinking

about baseball

or dinner

or anything

until we get

near my house

and our eyes start watering

and our noses start shimmering

from the delicious flavors

wandering out of

Momma’s kitchen.







CONVERSATION

Y’all having chitlins for dinner, Charley?

No, we are not having chitlins.

Then what’s that gooooood smell?

Meat loaf and mashed potatoes, Willie Green.

It’s COOL Willie Green, please.

I’m not calling you that.

That ain’t fair, is it, Henry? She makes us call her Charley, but she can’t respect my new nickname.

He’s right, Charley. It’s only fair to.

You shouldn’t end a sentence with to.

Why not? Henry asks.

Because our teacher said that—

Here we go with school again. It’s summertime, Charley.

Okay, I want a nickname.

How about we call you Hank or Ree?

Nope, don’t like it.

Too Short? ’Cause of your pants, I say, which has us all finally laughing again.

I got it, Willie Green screams. SOCKS!

Like in the Black Sox. That’s cool, Willie Green.

Naw, like on account of Henry’s socks are knee-high to a duck, Willie Green hollers, laughing so loud he scares the birds nearby.

Hmmm, I like that, Henry says. Socks. Yeah!

I’ll see y’all later.

Bye, Charley.

Wait, you ain’t gonna invite me in?

Not so long as you AREN’T going to speak good grammar.

Charley, you can be so uppity sometimes. I was just wanting to say hello to Nana Kofi. See if he had any more good stories is all.

I’ll tell him you said hello. See you tomorrow. Maybe you’ll learn how to hit my sliding ball.

She did strike you out!

Was because of the wind, Socks!

Bye, Willie Green.

You mean, Cool Willie Green.

…

Wait, can I ask you one more question, Charley?

Why does your granddaddy keep that suitcase near the door?

For when he goes back home.

But ain—I mean, isn’t that his home?

It is, I mean, but his old home, back in Africa.

How’s he supposed to get back to Africa?

Marcus Garvey.

Who’s Marcus Garvey? Socks asks.

…







EXODUS

Every week

when Momma makes groceries

she brings home

the newest issue

of the Journal and Guide newspaper,

which I read

out loud to her

while she cooks, then

I give it to Nana Kofi,

who was reading it one day

and saw

a big advertisement

in the back

about a new ship called

the Black Star Line

that a man named Marcus Garvey bought

to take anybody who wants to go

back to Africa.

That was two years ago

and ever since,

Nana’s been going to

a Thursday evening meeting

of the local chapter

of Mr. Garvey’s association

and every Friday

he checks the paper

to see

if a date has been set

on which the ship will leave

so he can go home

and nobody knows

that under my bed

I have a packed suitcase, too,

because I don’t ever want to miss him

like he misses his old family

because a big part of me

wants to know why

his old home is still so special to him

when he has this new home,

when he has

us.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE STORY OF HOME

My own grandfather would sit us by the fireside and tell us stories about our people, like I do with you, Esi… stories about our history… about the river… You see, our home was on the rolling sides of the Offin River… I was born in it, pulled by it, like the moon does the earth… I swam in it every day… After schooling… After chores… The water and I were river and son… That is how I got my name… Kofi Offin… There was also another Kofi, my cousin… who was bigger than me… ran faster than me… fought better than me… who spent most of our days tormenting me… and Ama… the girl of my dreams… My cousin and I were jackal and hyena… And it was at the Bayere where we faced off… The festival also brought the annual wrestling competition between our home and our once sister village… and my brother, Kwasi, faced off against their giant… and he won… but he lost…







FRIDAY NIGHT

Nana Kofi finishes taking

his after-dinner nap

and I finish drying the dishes

and Momma plays

her flute

along with a woman

with a big ole voice wailing

on the phonograph

about a man

who won’t treat her right.

I grab the Guide newspaper

and read aloud

from front to back

(except the Obituaries

’cause they’re creepy)

and when I get to the Sports section

I read about how

the one ball team

from up north

scored eleven runs

in the eighth inning,

the most of any team—Black

or white—until Momma tells me to

go get ready for bed, Charlene.







IN THIS DREAM

she is the moon

her eyes, the stars

she owns the night

but dawn is coming

and it’s on a white horse

galloping

across a field—no, a park

a great park

with purple flowers

and a diamond

in the middle of it

and she’s the horse now

and she’s running around

in a circle

trying to find

the light

but she is lost


Lost

LOST


cannot see

her way

home.







SUFFOCATION

I wake up

sweating, the skin

on my neck

being tugged inside,

feeling like

I am underwater

coughing,

trying to find the air

one slow

and deep breath

at a time.

Momma rushes in

with a cup of hot tea

places it under my nose

takes the hand

I was holding

my tight chest with

puts it in hers

and sings

“This Little Light of Mine”

until I’m back to normal,

until I fall back asleep,

humming along

in her arms.







OUT OF BREATH

Momma and Daddy call it short-wind,

Willie Green says I have the Wheeze,

the doctor says,

There’s no cure

for asthma,

says

that if my lungs

don’t get enough oxygen

I could die.







WILLIE GREEN COMES OVER

in the same brown pants

he’s been wearing

all week

pouting,

doesn’t want to play ball,

so we go down

to the river

but he’s afraid to get in

because of snakes and alligators

and I tell him that if he paid

attention during the school year

he would know that the snakes

in our area are not dangerous

to human beings and that

there are no

wild alligators in Virginia,

just wild imaginations.

So, we just walk

along the riverbank

picking up shells

and colorful rocks,

talking about

the only thing we really

ever talk about.







CONVERSATION WITH WILLIE GREEN

Why you staring at me like that?

I know you have more than one pair of pants to wear.

These my favorite.

…

Granny washing clothes today.

You know you don’t have to wait for her. You can wash ’em yourself.

I don’t know how.

Then learn.

I ain’t studying you today, Charley. I’m in a funk.

Tell me something I don’t know.

My daddy says we not going to St. Louis for Christmas. He gotta work the holiday shift at the mill. I hate that ole stanking lumber mill, Charley.

We’re not. And at least your daddy is here. When mine is home, he barely has time to do anything but eat and rub Momma’s feet. It’s like I’m not even there.

When I grow up, I’m gonna have a job making some real dough that never makes me work on holidays and birthdays or sick days or Willie-Green-don’t-wanna-work days.

I’m gonna have a job that gets me home in time to play a game or two with my children and read a book and just relax if I want to.

What kind of job you suppose that is? A doctor? A preacher? Hopefully not a teacher, ’cause everybody hates them. I don’t wanna be hated.

I don’t hate teachers.

’Cause you the teacher’s pet and always get good marks, that’s why.

No, because I study and get good marks.

…

But I thought you were gonna be a singer or something.

Let’s face it, I can’t really sing, Charley.

But you can play an instrument like your daddy.

Maybe, long as I can make some clams.

Money isn’t everything.

It ain’t when you got it, and everybody know your granddaddy is rich.

He’s not rich, just, uh, comfortable, Willie Green.

Cool Willie Green, please.

…

It’s only fair you honor my moniker.

That’s a fine word.

You not the only smart one around here, Charley.

Fine.

Fine what?

Fine… Cool Willie Green.

Like I was saying, I won’t get to see my namesake play ball.

…

Charley, what’s your uncle’s name?

Which one?

Doggone, how many you got?

Uncle Curtis, Uncle Edward, they both live up north. Uncle Horace, who died in the Great War, Uncle Rinney, and Uncle Albert.

Ain’t Uncle Rinney the one who’s always smiling, works for the railroad?

No, that’s Uncle Albert. Uncle Rinney owns the store.

Which one got dat slick car?

Which one has a car.

That’s what I’m asking you, Charley.

Uncle Albert.







MY UNCLE ALBERT

is the smartest man

in the world,

visits once a week,

gives the best hugs,

always lifting me

above his head,

spinning me around, then

when we both get too dizzy

he empties his pockets, tells me

if I can count every penny, nickel,

and dime correctly, in Twi,

I can keep

ten percent

of the haul

is tall and burly

like a bear,

always wears a blue

or black suit

with a matching Stetson hat

and tie for every color

in the rainbow,

loves to sing

church songs

while Momma plays

the flute,

is a graduate of Hampton Institute,

the first person in our whole family

to even go to college,

where he sang in the choir

and traveled to Germany

and France and studied math

and wheelwrighting,

but he said fixing wooden wheels

wasn’t bringing in enough money

for his ambitions,

so he took the test

to become a railroad mail clerk

and passed it

and when he reported for work

the next week

he was refused the job

because the bosses didn’t want him

consorting with customers

because of the color

of his skin

was the only person

in the history of taking the test

who ever got a perfect score,

so instead of sending him home

they offered him the assistant engineer position,

where he doesn’t get to see any customers

and still makes more money

than the mail clerks

is my momma’s younger brother,

Nana Kofi’s oldest living son,

my favorite uncle,

and the only person

in Jones Mill

with a car.







I GOT AN IDEA

Cool Willie Green says

as we throw our last rock

in the river and then

race each other to

Mosquito Park. Maybe he

can drive us up north

to a baseball game

in his slick Ford Model T,

Charley? Yeah, maybe.







SUMMERTIME

Even though Momma makes me

practice the scales

on her flute

and learn a new poem

every week,

I don’t have any homework,

so I go to the river

behind our land

and swim

or sit on the bank

and watch the turtles poke

their heads in and out.

I skip rocks

with Willie Green, and laugh

about something funny

that happened

at his house,

like the time

his granny came running

in his room

in her undergarments

’cause she said

there was a snake

under her bed.

Sometimes

we just daydream

about our futures

and even though I never tell him,

I can’t imagine one

without Willie Green in it.

But the best thing

about summer

is PLAYING BALL

until it gets dark-dark,

which is what we finally

get to do today

because he’s out of his funk now

and ready to swing

for the moon.







SWEET THINGS

When we stop to pick up

Socks, he’s finishing his chores,

sweeping the store,

wiping down the jars,

so we sit

on the bench in the front,

marveling at all the things

for sale,

especially the sweet things.







JONES DRY GOODS STORE

Potatoes

in baskets

salt peanuts

in cans

Hanging

from the ceiling

there’s pots

and pans

Sewing needles

and ribbons

fabrics

with dye

There’s a sign

near the chocolate

YOU TOUCH IT

YOU BUY

There’s chairs

and benches

and barrels

of grain

In a jar

near the ledger

there’s peppermint cane

Mr. Jones sees us eyeing

the dark chunks

of brittle

Limps over

and offers us each

a little

We walk

to the park

crunching

our candy

Ready to play

feeling dandy.







SOUTHPAW

The ground

is still muddy, but

we take turns hitting, then

I practice

my pitching.

We only have enough time

for me to throw

five fastballs

and a sliding one

to Cool Willie Green

because he smashes

them way over our heads,

nearly hitting a cloud,

and Socks has to fetch

each one

from all the way back

near the ditch.

Another dinger, babeeee, Willie Green says, laughing as he runs our invisible bases.

STOP HITTING IT SO FAR, Socks screams.

Maybe Charley ought to stop throwing them meatball pitches, he answers, rounding third, still laughing.

This is supposed to be practice. For ALL of us.

Cain’t help it if I’m a grand-slam hitter.

Let’s go home, I say.

Just one more, Charley, please.

But Socks is just chasing balls, and that ain’t fun.

Then maybe Socks should run faster and catch some.

I’m tired, I say, mad ’cause he’s figured out how to hit ALL my pitches.

Girls get tired too fast, he says, making me madder.

Fine. Batter up, I say, flipping my cap around, switching the ball to my other hand, and turning to my other side.

OOOOWEEEE! SHE’S PULLIN’ A SWITCHEROO ON YOU, WILLIE GREEN! Socks screams.

Hold up, Charley, you know how to throw with that hand, too?

You’re about to find out, Cool Willie Green.

And he does

when I throw him

a left-handed pitch

that curves

right when he’s about

to swing.

STRRike!







HOW’D YOU DO THAT

twisty, turny thing, Charley? Cool Willie Green asks.

Yeah, you threw three in a row. Strike. STRIKE. STR—

We was all there, Socks, we don’t need a replay, thank ya, Cool Willie Green whines.

Koa, I answer them

in Twi

on our walk back,

and before they can ask, I say,

It means bend, and I been

practicing at home

throwing with my left hand

and the ball almost always

twists and turns

like the invisible snakes

in the river

that Cool Willie Green is scared of.

That ain’t funny, Charley.

But it is, and

Socks is dying laughing

when we get to his store

and he waves goodbye

to us.







RUN-IN

Cool Willie Green and I

talk about

striking out batters

and hitting home runs

when we play

in the Negro Leagues

one day.

He tells me Johnnie snores

like a bear, and his daddy

plays the banjo loud

late into the night

so he sometimes

has to plug his ears

with tissues.

I tell him I’m appreciative

that my daddy works

so diligently, but it would be nice

if he was home

and I had to plug my ears

sometimes.

He tells me to stop using

big words all the time,

then tells me he’s happy

his brother is getting married

because it means

he won’t have to sleep

on the floor

and he won’t have to hear

his brother snoring

all night.

I tell him that Nana Kofi doesn’t snore

but sometimes his coughing

wakes me up.

And then we’re both silent

until we get to his house,

shake the apple tree

in his front yard,

and four plump green ones

come crashing

to the ground.

We bite into

our rounds of sweetness

but just as we skip off

to my house

someone laughs

out loud

from behind us

and hollers,

Look! It’s that fool Willie Green and his gal-friend.







CECIL THE THIRD

is older than us

but shorter

with a neck

the size

of a watermelon

loves playing jokes

on people,

especially us,

but not funny ones,

mostly mean pranks

never gets in trouble

because his grandfather

was Pastor Holley,

so everyone treats him

like he’s special

walks around

most times

in a dingy T-shirt

or no shirt at all

like he is a prince,

Jones Mill’s favorite son,

when really he’s just

a problem, as my momma says

once sat on Willie Green

for ten whole minutes

and wouldn’t get up

until Willie Green licked

his thumb

plays ball as much as us

but not with us

because he is a short nuisance,

because he’s the fastest runner

in Jones Mill.

In fact, at the church picnic

last year, he ran so fast

in the barefoot race

the grass nearly caught

on fire.







CONVERSATION

His name is Cool Willie Green, I say to Cecil the Third.

I hear ya, Skinny Bones, he says, laughing. I swear you skinnier than a musgetti noodle.

It’s called spaghetti.

Okay, Bony Baloney.

C’mon, let’s go, I say to Willie Green.

Willie and Charley sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G…

…

Little Willie Green, you ain’t never gonna learn how to hit with Charley throwing you soft balls, he says, laughing. When you want a real pitcher, let me throw at ya.

Cool Willie Green already got a real pitcher, and he can hit way better than you.

First off, Willie Green ain’t cool. And he couldn’t hit a cow with his daddy’s banjo.

I bet he can outhit you.

You got a gal-friend to stick up for you, I see.

She. Ain’t. My. Gal-friend, Cecil. Stop saying that. And I don’t need nobody to stick up for me.

Well, I beat you in running and horseshoes, and I’d beat you in swimming if you weren’t chicken of the water. Seems to me you need all the help you can get.

…

…







MAD

Part of me wants

to stick up

for Willie Green

but the other part

is fuming inside

’cause he didn’t

have to be

that insulted

when Cecil called me

his gal-friend.







CONVERSATION CONTINUED

Willie Green, when you get better, I might let you play with my team. But we don’t allow no girls.

That’s fine, because I don’t play with saps.

You sure do talk a lot, Charley.

Cecil, you the one doing all the talking. Just name the day and the time, and my team will shut your mouth good.

Charley, you have a team? Willie Green asks, looking at me, confused.

You ain’t got no team, girl.

YES! I shout back, maybe a little too loud. WE DO HAVE A TEAM, right, Willie Green?

Uh… yeah.

If it’s a bet, what do I get when I win? Cecil the Third asks, getting in my face.

…

A kiss?

I AIN’T KISSING YOU, BOY, I say, backing away, escaping his rotten-as-an-egg–smelling breath.

Maybe that fancy cap. My team beat yours, I get that.

…

Bet. But what do I get? I ask him.

A quarter.

That’s a bet! Willie Green hollers way too quick, ’cause I would have asked for two. At the Sunday picnic.

I have to get home before it’s dark, I say, walking away.

Willie Green, you better get going. Follow the leader.

…

Bye, Bony, Cecil the Third screams after me.

I’ll see you later, Charley, Willie Green says,

not walking me home,

which makes me

madder

by the second.







I TOSS

the not-so-sweet-anymore apple

to the ground

and run the rest

of the way,

never looking back

at Cecil the Third

and Little Willie Green.







DILEMMA

I don’t like lying

but I don’t like Cecil the Third

even more,

so during Sunday school

I ask for forgiveness,

then bow my head

and pray

that my team

beats his.

But first,

I need a team.







CHURCH

Monumental Baptist,

where we worship

on Sundays,

and New Monumental Chapel

used to be one church family

but when Pastor Holley died

his two sons fought

over who got to lead the church

and then there was a vote

and the younger son lost,

so he took half the congregation

and tried to build a new church

right down the road

from ours,

but he didn’t have enough money,

so their momma told them

they both had to use

their daddy’s church building

at different times,

that they had to

split their service

each Sunday,

but once a year

she makes them

play nice

and love each other

in the name of their father.

So, on the Fifth Sunday

in the summer

we have a Mass Meeting,

a joint Sunday service,

and then there’s a church picnic

with all kinds of eats

and games,

and this summer

in two weeks

at the picnic

my team

is gonna play

a big game

against

Cecil the Third’s team.

But.

First.

I.

Need

A.

Team.

ARGGGH!







AFTER CHURCH

I try to talk

to Nana Kofi

in private

about my predicament

but all my kinfolk

start bursting

through the front door

of our house,

and before you know it

the living room is bustling

and our house is stuffed

like the turkey

Momma places at the center

of the table.

SUPPERTIME!







I LOVE SUNDAY DINNER

because after church everyone comes to our home

because of the heavenly smell of Momma’s cooking

because music and melody fill the house

because of Uncle Albert’s booming voice

because of the change in Uncle Rinney’s pocket

because I get a lot of hugs

because some of my older half brothers and sisters come

because they always spoilin’ me

because today my loud sister, Gwen, who everyone calls Noisy, brings me a gift

because after dinner my cousins and I play catch, then snatch lightning bugs

because Nana Kofi sits on his stool, looking regal as 
a king, eating, drinking, smiling, 
and napping through the day

because the air around me swells with laughter

because my family can be LOUD

because that means they’re happy

because I feel whole.







THE BASEBALL MITT

is a dark brown

polished leather glove

that Gwen bought

from a thrift store

when she went

to see her in-laws

in Philadelphia.

It’s a little stiff

with a few creases

and wrinkles

but nothing a little bit

of Daddy’s shaving cream

won’t fix,

plus it looks splendid

on my hand

and fits perfectly

around my fingers

with its taut laces

and checkered pocket

between my thumb

and first finger.

On the bottom, outside,

are the initials L.G.,

which she says

the shopkeeper told her

might have belonged

to a minor-league ballplayer.

Might? I ask. What was his name?

Her name, she answers, handing her diaperless baby to me while she warms a bottle.

HER? What do you mean? I ask, hoping my niece doesn’t pee on me.

The man in the shop said it belonged to a woman baseball player. Don’t drop my baby.

I’m not going to drop her, Gwen. Now come on, tell me everything the man said.

Girl, I don’t remember everything. Something about colored women in Philadelphia not being allowed to play in other professional leagues, so they—

They started their own?

Yeah, now gimme that child so I can feed her. I swear she loud when she hungry.

I wonder where she gets that from, I say

to myself, a thousand questions

now on the tip

of my tongue.







POEM OF THE WEEK

Daddy’s not here this week,

so Uncle Albert blesses the food,

and after we finish stuffing ourselves

with turkey legs and thighs,

green beans and potatoes,

and regular white bread

’cause Uncle Rinney ran out

of yeast in his store,

which Momma needed for

her famous dinner rolls,

Nana Kofi lights up his pipe,

which Momma frowns at,

and right before we get served

her famous cobbler

with a scoop of vanilla ice cream on top,

everyone leans back in their chairs

for the show

that’s about to start,

starring me.







LIFT EVERY VOICE AND SING

Gwen, who always talks

like it’s a hundred people

in the room,

introduces us.

Uncle Albert

is my opening act,

tells us

he’s going to sing

a special song

for us, one

that has power,

that cries for freedom,

and when he says to Momma,

Will the best flautist in Jones Mill join me

for the national anthem?

Nana Kofi stands up

for the first time, and says,

Not in this house. That song

is not for US. Land of the free

for THEM. I’m too old, Albert, I’m

too—

But he doesn’t get to finish,

’cause Uncle Albert cuts him off.

Papa, not “The Star-Spangled Banner.”

This here is a new national anthem, for US,

written by a man

from down Jacksonville,

a Mr. James Weldon Johnson.

Then he hands Momma

the sheet music,

she starts playing,

Nana Kofi sits back down,

and when Uncle Albert belts out

the last line, True to our native land,

the room is hushed

like we’re under a spell

and when Momma blows the last soft melody

it sounds like silver in the air

and everyone’s crying happy

and when the song is over

everyone’s feeling real free

in our home.







I SIT AND SEW

When Momma gives me

the look

that says

it’s my turn,

my stomach gets uneasy

and my chest tightens

in a knot.

So I shut my eyes,

take three slow, deep breaths

like the doctor showed me,

pray I don’t mess up,

and as soon as I start

weaving together

Mrs. Dunbar-Nelson’s words

my heart slows down

and I’m on a roll

until I get to the second stanza

of the poem,

which has scared me

all week:


My soul in pity flings

Appealing cries, yearning only to go

There in that holocaust of hell, those fields of woe—

But—I must sit and sew.



Momma, what is this poem about?







THEY ALL STARE

at me,

at each other

for way too long,

not saying a word,

like they don’t know

the answer

to the question

or they’re too afraid

to tell me,

so I look at Nana,

who smiles, puffs

on his pipe,

blows the smoke out,

and right before he can

answer me—







CONVERSATION IN THE LIVING ROOM

The poem is about sewing, my dear, Momma says.

The poem is about being a slave, Nana says.

Now, Papa, don’t go scaring the girl, Uncle Rinney says.

I’m not scared, I just want to know. I know it’s about sewing, but why is she talking about war and hell?

Charlene, don’t say that word.

But it is in the Bible, Momma.

SHE RIGHT, MOMMA, IT IS IN THE GOOD BOOK, Gwen hollers, feeding my niece.

Noisy, she a child. When she’s a little older we can talk about such things.

Why is it always when I’m older?

Esi is right, better she know her story now and see the kinds of people waiting for her in this world.

There’s a lot she’s gonna have to know, Papa. I just rather it not be this evening, in the middle of Sunday dinner. Go on with the poem, Charlene.

MOMMA, YOU CAN’T PROTECT HER FOREVER.

And y’all wonder why I don’t have kids. This world ain’t welcome at all. No, thank you, Uncle Albert chimes in.

Momma and Daddy raised us, and it won’t easy. ’Member that time Momma whupped us for going over the bridge? Uncle Rinney says, laughing and scrunching up his face like he remember it real good.

Times haven’t changed much, either, Momma says.

Why can’t we walk over the bridge?

YOU CAN CROSS THE BRIDGE, CHILD, Gwen screams, JUST NOT BY YOURSELF.

And not at night, Uncle Rinney adds.

They have a new baseball field over there. I’m gonna play on it.

You will not be doing that, Momma says, the look on her face deadly serious.

Why?

Because your daddy and I say so.

Why?

Girl, if you don’t watch yo’ mouth!

I’m sorry, Momma, I just want to—

THEY KEEP US FROM VOTING, WON’T LET US EAT IN THEIR DINERS—WHICH IS FINE WITH ME, ’CAUSE THE FOOD AIN’T GOT NO TASTE ANYWAY—BAR US FROM DRINKING THEIR WATER AND SITTING IN THEIR PARKS, THAT’S WHY, CHARLEY. LIKE YOU SAID IN THAT POEM, AMERICA IS A HOLOCAUST OF HELL, “THOSE FIELDS OF WOE.”

Preach, Noisy! Uncle Albert, who’s been quietly eating most of the cobbler, adds, clapping.

Well, it’s unfair.

Blessed are they who observe justice, who do righteousness at all times! One day, the last will be the first, and the first will be the last, Nana Kofi says, clapping also.

What does that mean?

IT MEANS UGLY NEVER WINS, AND IF YOU CREATE THE STORM, DON’T GET MAD WHEN IT STARTS RAINING, Gwen says, before tending to her baby, who’s crying from all the commotion.

Y’all think if you don’t tell her about evil, then it does not exist? The truth is all we have! And if the wonderfuls decide they gonna hang a man for reckless eyeballing, you can’t protect her from knowing. And if—

What do you mean, hang a man for reckless eyeballing? I ask.

Papa, you hush up right now. Rinney, tell him to stop.

Papa, uh, you want to go for a ride in Albert’s car? We can take you to see the new cemetery.

Why would I want to see a new cemetery today? I’m gonna spend enough time there soon enough as it is. What I want is for my granddaughter to finish her excellent recitation of that poem, which is about a woman’s observation on sewing AND war AND the shameful atrocities of this here life. That’s what I want.







I LIE ON THE BED

tossing my ball

in the air,

catching it

in my new mitt,

when I hear Momma

coming down the hall.

I take my eye

off of it

for a second too long

and it falls to the floor,

rolls all the way

to the door

just as she opens it.







TO BE

I keep telling you

that there is no future

for you with a ball, she says.

Do you have a crystal ball, can

you see what’s coming, where

my life is gonna go, how free

it would feel to just be

whatever it is I choose, including

a professional baseball player?

is what I want to say

to my momma, but instead

I just hop off my bed,

kneel down beside her

next to my bed,

bow my head,

and say my prayers.







PRAYER

Thank you for the world we know

Thank you for the sun and snow

Thank you for the food we eat

Thank you for a home so sweet

Thank you for what’s all to come

And the people I am from

Thank you for my history

Thank you for my family

And… thank you… for my pitch that spins

Also, for annoying friends

like Willie Green… Amen

Amen. Hallelujah.

Oh, Charley, was that really necessary?

…

Good night!

Good night, Momma. Leave the light on, please, ’cause Nana said he’s coming to tuck me in.







UNSETTLED

As soon as Nana comes in

I start telling him

about the corner

I have boxed myself into:


I challenged Cecil the Third’s team to a baseball game but I don’t even have a team, it’s just me, Willie Green, and Henry, and what am I supposed to do now, Nana?



He looks at me long,

sighs, rubs my head,

then smiles

like he’s about to tell me

another one of his stories

about when he was my age.

First, he says,

You did a fine job

reciting the poem.

Then he tells me

how his parents wouldn’t answer

his questions, either,

but that as long as he’s walking

this green earth

I can ask him

anything.

Finally, he reminds me

that I have nephews

and nieces

who love to play ball

almost as much as I do.


But, Nana, I’ve played with them before, and they couldn’t hit water if they fell out of a boat…



We both start laughing

but not too loud

’cause Momma would hear us

and tell us,

It’s bedtime, not playtime.

But then Nana’s laugh

starts to sound

like a cough

and he can’t stop that,

either.

Maybe you have the same thing I have. Just try to breathe slowly, I say.

Your nana is strong, but just a bit old.

When he stops coughing

he says that maybe Willie Green

can help solve my problem

especially since

he’s your best friend.

I tell him how Willie Green

and I haven’t really spoken

since he didn’t even walk me home

the other day,

and another big smile comes

over Nana’s face

and I can feel

an epic tale

forming in his mind.

He pulls the covers

up to my chin,

then tells me a gripping story

with an ending

that leaves me

a little rattled.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE STORY OF EBO

When I was your age, Esi, I dreamt a lot about animals and swimming and plantains… and Ama… She was as brilliant as a star… as sweet as mango… but I could not protect her from the other Kofi, my rotten cousin… the bully… So I devised a master plan… to weaken his superiority… to prevent him from ruling over us anymore… to win the heart of the girl I loved… But before I could strategize and prepare and announce my plan, Ebo blurted it out… called the bully a minnow, and me a shark… Told EVERYONE at the Bayere festival… before I was even ready to tell ANYONE… that I challenged my cousin to race… in the river… and he accepted the challenge… and even though I was fast… I wasn’t even sure that I could beat him… and so I went to the river every day after school… and practiced… and Ama taught me how to swim like a fish… and I got faster… started believing that I could best him… finally… at something… And the night before my big plan… my brother and I were eating Red Red… and playing a game of Oware… and then I convinced him to take me to the river even though we were told ‘the water is not your friend, at night… Offin is hungry for attention and once it has you, you will never return home’… and I swam to the big rock and back… and he timed me from the shore… and when I came out of the river… my brother was not standing on the shore… or hiding behind a tree waiting to scare me… When I climbed out of the water… I came face-to-face… with a door… of no return…







QUESTIONS

A real door?

And why couldn’t you return?

I don’t understand, Nana.

It’s bedtime, Charley, Momma says from the doorway.

NOOOOO!

Do not think there are no crocodiles because the water is calm.

Whenever you start speaking like that, it’s just no use. It’s not fair, Nana.

She who asks questions cannot avoid the answers.

Lights out, Momma says.

Da yie, he says, kissing me on the cheek.

Night. I don’t know about good, though.

You are impatient like your nana, he adds as he walks out.

Papa, that pipe is not your friend. Listen to yourself, I hear Momma say

as Nana walks down the hall

to his room,

coughing again,

this time louder

and a little longer.







IN THIS DREAM

she is in a large garden

surrounded by purples

and greens

taller than she is

and they talk to her

about the king

of the water

who wrote a book

with all the ancient secrets

inside

and then the garden

is a sea

filled with yams

and she has to eat

each one of them

to survive

and she gets bigger

and bigger

and it’s too many

so now the garden

is in her chest

and she can’t breathe

and  she  can’t  b  r  e  a  t  h  e

and just as she’s about to drown

the sawmill

and the sounds

of the start of the workday

wake her up

coughing

and coughing

and clutching

for air.







THE NEXT MORNING

Willie Green shows up

like everything’s normal

with a BRAND-NEW BAT

that his brother Johnnie

made for him

with wood from

the tall red maple tree

in their front yard.

WOW!

Ain’t it fantastic, Charley? he says, letting me hold it.

Sure is.

Let’s go try it out.

I can’t.

Why?

I explain

that after my episode

last night

Momma just wants me

to rest and read

and take it easy.

Sorry you got the Wheeze, Charley.

It’s okay, I’m used to it.

Yeah.

Yeah.

…

…

Charley, can I ask you a question?

You can.

Why’d you tell Cecil the Third we have a team?

Because I was tired of his mouth.

Yeah, but we don’t have a team, Charley.

Yes, I know that.

He has one, and they’re good. They been practicing. I seen ’em.

…

So, what are you gonna do?

I have an idea forming in my head.

…

I got something to show YOU.

What?

Close your eyes, I say.

…

Don’t look, I tell him, grabbing the mitt

that I’ve been carrying around

everywhere

since I got it.

Now can I look?

Yeah.

He eyes my shiny-

from-all-the-grease-and-cream-

I-been-polishing-it-with glove

and his mouth drops

to the floor.

WHERE’D. YOU. GET. THAT. FROM?

My sister Gwen bought it for me.

Can I try it on?

Oh, I don’t know, I don’t want it to get out of shape.

C’mon, Charley, that ain’t fair. I let you hold my bat.

I’m just messing with you, I say, giggling, and handing it to him.

This is a beaut! A little too big for my hand, but still. What these initials L.G. stand for?

Gwen says it belonged to a woman ball player.

How’s that?

A team of colored women, like me, up north.

You think it’s true.

Why wouldn’t it be?

Womens playing professional baseball just don’t make sense.

It’s WOMEN, and it makes sense to me.

Well, anyway, we got ourselves a brand-spanking-new bat and glove. We are Aw-fishal!

Official.

Ain’t that what I said?

Isn’t it.

Neva mind. Maybe you can ask your momma again if you can play today? Your glove needs wearing in, and my bat needs warming up.

You’re welcome to talk to her yourself, if you wish, I tell him, so he just shakes

his head,

scrunches

his nose,

takes back

his brand-new bat,

turns to leave,

then starts sniffing

the air

like he smells something

good.







SOMETHING GOOD

Want a fresh-baked—

Momma says,

and before she can even get out

the word cookie

Willie Green

is in the house,

sitting at my kitchen table,

licking his lips.







CONVERSATION

Your namesake got a heap of home runs this year. He’s walking in high cotton, Nana Kofi says, strolling into the room reading the paper.

High cotton? Willie Green asks, crumbs falling out of his mouth.

It means he’s doing something pretty special is all, I say to Willie Green.

Oh!

I hear tell that y’all got a big game coming up, too.

Yes, sir, I suppose we does.

We DO.

I just said that, Charley.

You coming to see us play, Mr. Kofi?

I wouldn’t miss Naa Esi and Cooooooool Willie Green.

Mr. Kofi, can I ask you a question?

You just did, son.

I mean, why do you call Charley Esi?

Same reason I call you Coooooooool Willie Green. ’Cause that’s who you are, right?

I mean, yeah, but what does it mean? Is it like her African name or something?

It ain’t LIKE her name. It IS. Her maame and papa named her first, then I named her again.

What do it mean? Willie Green asks, and I just don’t have the energy sometimes to keep correcting him, so I don’t.

Well, Esi means “born on Sunday,” which is when my granddaughter came sliding into this world, and Naa means—

“Queen,” because that’s what I am, Cool Willie Green.

Well, can I be a king, then, Mr. Kofi? Can I have an African name?

First, you have to pass the test, I say to Willie Green.

The test?

Yeah, you have to be able to count to ten in Twi, then you must go in the river and hold your head underwater for twenty seconds, and if you survive that—

IF I SURVIVE?!

If you survive that, then you must beat Nana in a game of Oware.

I can’t even beat you, though, Charley. That game is hard.

It’s a thinking game, Nana says.

Well, I guess you can’t get an African name, then, Cool Willie Green.

…

My granddaughter has a wit, does she not? Nana Kofi says, and I can’t help but lose my straight face and start laughing.

Charley, you always playing.

I will think on a name for you, son. Now, I got to finish my paper.

And Willie Green needs to get on home, Momma says from the den.

Yes, ma’am, thank you for the cookie. Bye, Charley, he says, walking up to me

and trying to give me a hug.

Bye! I say, pushing him away, ’cause that’s just weird. I think.

Good luck with the idea you forming in your head, Charley.

Thank you.







THE IDEA

My oldest brother, Elias,

and his wife, Peaches,

have three children—the Triplets—Plum,

Berry, and Jujube,

who we call Juju.

They’re two years younger

than me and look identical—except Berry

is a girl, with blond hair.

Yes, they are clumsy

but they love playing anything.

Plus, they have

heaps of energy,

and I need bodies.

They see me

walking up the steps,

come running out

the front door,

nearly tackling me,

talking a mile

a minute

about everything

and nothing.

Peaches hugs me,

asks me if I want to come in

for some lemonade,

but I tell her I promised Momma

I wouldn’t be too long

on account of

she wants me

to rest and relax today,

then I tell her

my idea:


… so now we need a team

because the big game

is in two weeks

on the Fifth Sunday

and I thought, actually

Nani Kofi suggested,

that I ask the Trips

to play on my team.

What do you think?









CLOSE

Nana and I sit

at the kitchen table

playing Oware,

which he’s been playing

for over seventy years,

his whole life,

and which he’s been beating me at

for the last nine of mine

but I’m getting better

because this time

he only beats me

by four marbles.

I was close.

Close don’t count. Like when you’re playing ball with your friends, a miss is as much as a mile.

I asked Plum and them to be on my team.

What did they say?

They were hollering how much they wanted to play, but Peaches said she had to ask Elias first.

Well, I’m sure it’ll work out, Pudding. In the meantime, you gotta figure out how they gonna learn to not be clumsy and hit the ball in two weeks.

Good point, Nana.

I heard you last night. You okay, Pudding?

Yes, sir, I’m okay. It was just a bad dream.

No such thing as a bad dream, just one that you ain’t figured out the good in yet.

Well, I have them all the time, and none of them make any sense.

Dreams are today’s answers for tomorrow’s questions.

You should write a book with all your riddles, Nana.

Esi, we dream to heal our memories or to face our truths.

Well, the truth is, even if I get a team together, I don’t stand a chance against Cecil the Third’s all-star team, and I don’t know how dreaming about yams and ancient books is gonna help me.

You will know when you know.

…

…

Can we play Oware one more time, please?

After my afternoon nap, and when I get back from running my errands, maybe.

Can I go with you, Nana?

You know your momma doesn’t want me to take you to Great Bridge.

…

But I will ask her, and if she says it is okay, then l would be delighted to have you join me, Pudding.







PUDDING

Nana

says he was married

for thirty-nine years

to Annie,

a woman taller than he was

with skin

the color of banana

says my grandmother,

who I never met,

was part Cherokee

with long black hair

like Momma

says she lost

a thumb

helping him build

the house

we live in

and could bake a pie

with just dirt and water

and still make it taste

sweet as heaven

says he used to

call her Pudding

’cause she made

the best

custard bread pudding,

chock-full of raisins,

and would place a scoop

of silky vanilla ice cream

on top of it,

right out of the oven

for him

says

he misses

the way

she used to call his name,

KO-FEEEEEEEE,

like she was singing,

that he thinks about her

every day,

that I have

her confidence

and her long legs,

her kindness

and her big eyes,

that I remind him

of her.







LAND IS THE ONLY THING

they not making

more of, he says

on our walk to Great Bridge

to pay the taxes

on the land

he built a house

for each of his children on,

the land he purchased

with the pension

he had to fight

the government for

after helping them

win the War

Between the States.







ERRANDS

Nana doesn’t just stop

and say hello

to all the neighbors

and friends

who we see outside

tending garden,

plowing fields,

or minding

their business

on their porches.

He carries on overlong conversations

with each of them

like he hasn’t seen them

in a month

of Sundays.

When we get near

the mill,

Mr. Jones, in his bow tie

and white apron,

is sweeping

outside his store.

I wave,

then stand and wait

while they carry on

like me and Cool Willie Green do,

like best friends

talking about something

that must be very funny

’cause they both

can’t stop laughing,

and then I see Socks

come out of the store

with a small drawstring pouch

of tobacco

and hand it to his daddy,

who hands it to Nana Kofi,

who puts it

in his jacket pocket,

waves goodbye,

and then picks back up

in the middle

of our conversation

like it never stopped.







CONVERSATION

A lot of our people fought for us to own land, for you to walk around here free.

Then why can’t I play over there? I say when we pass by the new Hickory ballpark over by the high school, the place we’re not allowed in.

Who said you cannot play there?

Everybody, Nana. You know that.

What I know is that you gonna play in that park one of these days.

When?

Power concedes nothing without a demand, Esi. Mr. Frederick Douglass wrote that.

…

Look, we got this far by faith and work. We free, but some folks don’t accept it. They will, though. So, we keep fighting. And long after I’m gone, this will all be yours.

…

This is your home, Pudding. Honor it.

It’s your home, too, Nana, I answer.

…

Is that Black Star ship still leaving for Africa?

Well, if the Great One above is willing and the creek does not rise.

What does that even mean? I wonder, shaking my head.







CITY CLERK

We walk into

the city hall building,

Nana in his flat cap

and way-too-big

olive-green suit and tie,

me in my overalls

that I rushed

out of the house in

before Momma could see me.

Inside the clerk’s office

Nana counts out

every single bill

and slaps it

on the counter

in front of a woman,

who I notice

refuses to even smile,

has her lips turned down,

and is tapping her fingers

like she’s playing piano

or something.

A man with a scowl

in a navy suit

comes out

of the office behind her,

whispers something

in her ear,

then she nods

and starts counting

all seventy-six dollars

and thirty-three cents

as if she didn’t just watch

Nana do the same, then

she grabs up the cash,

hands it to the man,

who sticks the wad

in a money box

while she scribbles

out a receipt,

all without saying a word

to us.

I see a canister

filled with lollipops—red and green ones—

on a table

near the door

as we walk out

and I want one baaaaad

and Nana knows it,

so he turns around,

tips his hat,

thanks the woman, tells her

to have a lovely day,

and when the woman,

who is writing in a notebook

and shaking her head

like she’s bopping

to some strange beat,

ignores him again,

Nana lifts a lollipop

faster than a hawk

swiping a rabbit,

which I’ve actually seen once.

Then we zip out of there.







THE FROWNING MAN

in the navy suit

comes running

out of

the city clerk’s office,

down the stairs,

rushes up to us,

grumbling

with nostrils flaring,

wagging his finger

at Nana Kofi,

and blocks

the exit.

I shove

the lollipop

in my pocket.







HASSLE

You walking today, Coo-Fee? he asks, uttering Nana’s name all nasally and wrong, on purpose.

Nana nods,

half smiles.

You should tell that son of yours to drive ya in that fancy car of his.

…

Nana grabs

my hand.

I hold it tight.

That’s a lot of land for one colored man, the man says.

I will praise the holy name, give thanks—

Now, don’t go being smart now, boy.

I’m just a simple Christian man.

Your people far too lazy to maintain all them acres.

How we farmed all that cotton and tobacco, how we built that White House which President Harding lives in, how we even built this very city hall building where we standing today, being so lazy, I swear I don’t know, sir. It just don’t make sense, do it?

…

…

You just better keep paying your taxes. Miss one time, and the law says—

Thank you, sir, I so appreciate you reminding me. I’m gonna do my best, promise. Now, I need to get my granddaughter home so she can do her chores. Good day to you, Nana Kofi interrupts as the frowning man frowns even more but gets out of our way.

As we leave

Nana winks at me,

then shushes me

because he knows

I have a thousand questions.







THIS IS ONLY MY SECOND TIME

in Great Bridge

because Momma and Daddy

always say to stay

on this side

of the tracks

even though there’s no train

so there’s no track

but I think I understand

what they mean

because the people here

who Nana calls the wonderfuls

seem cold

and rude

like the city clerk man

whose red and green lollipops

taste sooooooooooooo good.







TROUBLE

From around the corner

come three boys

in scally caps,

short pants,

and matching jackets

two wearing

ugly handmade mitts

that look more like

dishrags

than baseball gloves

the third walking

with a bat in one hand

and pulling a black-eyed dog

with the other,

runs

smack into Nana

before falling

to the ground.

Watch where you walkin’, uncle, the boy cries out, getting up, his dog barking loudly at us.

Why y’all even over here? Coloreds s’posed to step off the sidewalk, another one says.

Nana grabs my hand again,

whispers, Wahala, then

pulls me

away

from them.

You see how he looked right at us? I hear one of them saying behind us.

He ain’t even take off his hat to us.

Nana picks up the pace

just as a rock lands

near my feet

and for the first time

I see worry

or maybe fear

in his eyes

and that kind of troubles me.







A THOUSAND QUESTIONS

Did those boys throw the rocks at us?

Don’t pay them no mind. Did one hit you?

No, sir.

Good, then.

Why did they call you uncle? You know those boys?

I have never met them… but I know them.

You were supposed to take off your hat? I don’t understand.

The wonderfuls have a lot of ways and rules they expect us to follow.

Like laws?

That’s what they call ’em.

So we have to follow them.

Except when those rules and laws try to make you believe you less than you are.

Then what do we do?

Pearls do not lie on the seashore. If you want one, you must dive for it. Do you understand what I’m saying?

I think so, Nana. All the good that we want takes hard work.

That’s right, Pudding. Ain’t no greater power on this here earth than when you got faith and work.

That city clerk man seemed powerful.

Oh, Mr. Marshall. He very powerful… at night. But the moon ain’t got no power during the day. We are the people of the sun.

…

He just mad anyways.

Why?

’Cause I pay my loan and my taxes on time, and sometimes early.

But wouldn’t the bank be happy about that?

They would if they did not want my thirty-five acres.

They want your land?

Our land.

They want to buy it?

Sure enough.

What if it’s a lot of money, though, Nana?

Does not matter how much money it is, because why…

Because, uh, land is the only thing they’re not making more of.

Speak the truth, child!

…

…

Nana, what is reckless eyeballing?

You talking about what happened to that man George MacDonald?

I guess.

Another one of them rules we was just talking about is that we supposed to keep our eyes to the ground and not look at certain people.

But if you keep your eyes looking down, how you gonna see what’s in front of you?

George said the same thing.

So, what happened to him?

Story goes that he was minding his own business, just like we was today, and he sat down on a bench in his city, to catch his breath, before he walked back home, and it just so happened that there was two little wonderful girls playing near the bench, and they said he was watching them too long, that he was suspicious looking, and a bunch of them followed the sheriff over to his house to arrest him for—

Reckless eyeballing.

Thing was, he wouldn’t come out of his house on account of he knew what their intentions were. So, the men that were the little girls’ fathers, and their friends’ fathers, tied him to the back of one of their mules and dragged him to the center of town, where they found a big ole tree and hung poor George MacDonald from it.

…

And that weren’t the worst of it, either. They sold lemonade like it was a carnival and sang hymns like they was in church. And somebody took pictures of the whole thing.

…

…

…

Esi, you okay?

…

Child, just breathe. Slow now, I got you. Nana Kofi got you.

…







THIS FAR BY FAITH

I don’t ask

any more questions.

Once I catch

my breath

Nana and I just stroll

hand in hand

humming

a church song

listening to the sounds

of summer

trusting the promise

of tomorrow.







BEFORE
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HICKORY PARK

We are back

where we started

standing outside the fence

gazing

at the green grass

trimmed perfectly

like a haircut.

I notice

the breeze

the benches

the colorful flowers

the wooden swings

the baseball diamond

the whole park glowing with promise

the air full of happiness.

It’s a kid paradise.

Can we go in? I ask.

Getting late now, don’t wanna worry your momma, Nana says.

It’s not getting late,

I think.

The sun is still

beaming

but the look on his face

says he is less

worried about Momma

and more about the two men

in police uniforms

we both see

in the distance

heading our way.







OUR NEXT STOP

is Johnson’s Grocery,

Uncle Rinney’s store,

which is the only market,

eating house,

and ice cream parlor

in Jones Mill,

but on Thursday evenings

in the summer

it becomes an outdoor

meeting place

with rows of chairs

and a stage

made out of crates,

where Mr. Eugene Corprew,

who was a soldier

like Nana,

stands and speaks

to a crowd

of twenty or so other men

about Marcus Garvey’s organization,

the Universal Negro Improvement Association.







THE UNIA

When we get there

Mr. Corprew is already

on his soapbox,

shouting out words like

pride and love,

going on about educating ourselves

and assisting the needy,

so Nana and I sit

in the back row

and listen:

Mr. Garvey has built

grocery stores

and banks,

even ice cream parlors,

because he knows

that the majority of you

may remain here.

But some of us will go back.

What Mr. Garvey is saying

is that we must send our scientists,

our mechanics,

and our artists,

to improve our homeland,

to build railroads,

to build schools,

and when that is done,

the birds will sing,

the trumpets will blare,

and the command will be heard

across the seas,

come home

COME HOME!

While Nana and the other men

listen faithfully,

at times hollering out

PREACH, GENE,

my tongue grows restless

by the minute,

thirsting

for the chocolate ice cream

I can hardly wait

to get

inside Uncle Rinney’s.







WHEN THE SERMON IS OVER

the UNIA meeting place

turns back into

an outdoor joint

with tables

and all the men seated

at them

playing cards, betting,

drinking what they call spirits,

and joking

about everything

and nothing.

Nana shows everybody

how tall I’m getting,

takes off

his baggy jacket,

sits down

to play this game

they call rummy,

then tells me,

Go on inside now, Pudding.

FINALLY!







SIGN ABOVE THE DOOR

We sell any item

that can be sold legally

and if you want

to buy something

that we don’t have

we can get it for you

in about two days.







PENNY PARTY

Uncle Rinney tells me

he’s got to get rid of

some of his coppers

because they’re flooding

his cash register

and the grin on my face

is as wide

as the Elizabeth River

behind our land

because I know that means

he’s gonna take

a small bag of pennies,

toss them

in the air,

and give me until

the count of ten

to pick up

as many

as I can.







WITH MY TWENTY-ONE CENTS

I buy

an ice cream cone

with two scoops

of chocolate

seven Tootsie Rolls

and sunflower seeds

for me and Willie Green.

The six pennies

I have left over

will go into

my piggy bank

with all the other change

I’ve been saving up

to help Nana Kofi

pay for his big ship ride

back home.







ON OUR WALK HOME

I ask

a thousand more questions

and Nana answers

each one of them

with a story

or one of his sayings…

tells me that

he took me to Hickory Park

because without seeing

we can have no imagination

and without imagination

there is no possibility…

says that if I want

to play baseball, then

I should be able to,

that your momma can’t see

what she doesn’t know,

that if the world hadn’t limited

her dreams, she woulda been playing

that flute in symphonies,

that she shouldn’t put no limitations

on you, Pudding,

and that he’ll talk to her,

help her understand

that I like it a lot

and I’m real good at it…

reminds me that

my daddy’s coming home soon,

which puts a great big ole smile

on my chocolate-smudged face,

then reminds me

to wash my face

before Momma sees me…

says that he’s tired

of dressing in dull clothes

that never seem to fit just right,

that when he steps off

the Black Star ship

and onto his homeland

for the first time in a lifetime

he wants to be

dressed in color,

look like he belongs.

How old were you when you left?

I did not LEAVE. I was TAKEN.

What do you mean? By who?

Whom, Esi, he corrects me,

then starts coughing

and I cannot tell whether

he’s pretending

so he doesn’t have to answer

my question, until

he takes the white handkerchief

out of his jacket pocket,

coughs into it,

and it starts turning

red.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE STORY OF THE CAPTURE

First our enemies came… then the foreigners… Invaders intent on stealing our fortunes… our lives… Some among us tried to fight them off… tried to protect our rich land, our river… our people… but others like us made deals… became friends with the wonderfuls… traded human beings… for long guns… and spirits… and their very souls… These wonderfuls brought peril to our communities… stole us to dungeons by the sea… prisons empty of heart… These wonderfuls denied us air and water and food and shelter… and hope… then cast us on large wooden machines… packed tight… back to back… breath to breath… with no notion of where we were going… or what awaited us when we got there… Above us was blue… beneath us was blue… All we knew were the blues… so we sang… and we prayed… and we held on to memory… and when we were tired… of being tired… and some of us had gone on to the bye and bye… the heavens opened up… crashed into their death ships… Time was short before all their screams drowned… before our dreams died… swallowed by the ocean… but a few of us were brave… two cousins, Kofi and Kofi, remembering the way… and so we flew… until we could no longer…







CONVERSATION

WAIT! Charley, can I ask you a question? says Cool Willie Green.

If you promise to stop interrupting me.

I can’t promise, but I’ll try. What are the wonderfuls?

Who are the wonderfuls?

That’s what I’m asking you, Charley.

It’s the ones who took him.

But that’s the opposite of wonderful.

Sure is.

Did he really mean the people could fly?

I don’t think so. If the ship was sinking, maybe he means they swam.

My granny always tell me stories about the slaves, but I didn’t know they could swim. And I never heard about them Africans being trapped on a ship for that long.

I can’t breathe in cramped spaces.

I probably woulda died.

A lot of people did.

Glad ours didn’t.

You can say that again.

Glad ours didn’t.

We should learn about these things in school.

Sho you’re right, but it’s summertime, he says, chewing sunflower seeds, and I don’t want to think about school, Charley.

Yeah.

But what happened to his cousin, the other Kofi?

I don’t know.

Probably something bad.

…

How about we don’t talk about that anymore today. I don’t wanna be in a funk again.

Makes sense.

Hey, whatever happened to your big plan you was forming?

It worked.

Well, you gonna tell me about it?

Juju and Plum gonna play. That gives us five.

Them boys couldn’t catch a raindrop with a bucket.

I’m gonna teach ’em.

Ain’t that much teaching in the world. You need a miracle, Charley. Or Cecil the Third gonna whup us bad.

…

Anyway, we still need one more, ’cause he got six players.

My aunt Peaches said Berry couldn’t play.

Good, ’cause we don’t need no girls on our team.

I’m a girl, in case you have not noticed.

But you’re different.

I am not.

We got some hens in our yard, and my job is to collect their eggs. They each lay about five or six every week, but we got this one hen who don’t ever lay eggs. She bigger than the rest, and always clucking like she the boss. You like that hen, Charley.

You calling me a bird, Willie Green?

I’m calling you special. We don’t need no more hens not laying eggs on our team.

First off, that’s just stupid talk. And second, that ain’t no hen, silly, ’cause everybody know ALL HENS LAY EGGS. What you got is a rooster. KWAAKWAADABI! KWAAKWAADABI!

Charley, don’t start speaking those words I don’t know. Wait, why you laughing? Did you say something about me? Are you crowing?

I didn’t say anything about you. Now, let’s go meet Socks so we can practice. Then you can come over. My momma’s making a Nilla wafer brown pound cake.

My favorite.

Everything’s your favorite.

True.







NANA SPEAKS OF RIVERS

While we chase

the last piece

of brown cake

with a cold glass of milk

Nana reads poems

from the Crisis magazine,

then asks us

to tell him

what they mean.

My favorite

is the one he reads

by Mr. Hughes

because each time

the word river

flows from his mouth

Nana smiles

like a sunset,

all great

and golden.







TRAINING DAY

My nephews

come over

on Saturday

all excited to learn,

ready for me

to show them

the ABCs of playing ball,

but it turns out

they don’t even know

their alphabets

and they keep tripping

over their two left feet

and hitting each other

upside the head

with the ball.

Them boys are hopeless.

Cool Willie Green was right.

I need

a miracle.







WHILE JUJU AND PLUM SIT

on the stoop, spitting

sunflower seeds, I read

a book to distract

myself from the doom

and defeat that is certain,

when I remember

something good from my

last dream and get an idea:

the Water King wrote

a book with all the

ancient secrets inside. So

maybe I can, too.







CHARLEY CUFFEY’S THREE EASY AND ESSENTIAL STEPS FOR JUJU AND PLUM TO LEARN HOW TO HIT AND CATCH

1. Hitting

Grab a dish towel,

place your feet wide,

and bend at the waist

and knees

like you are riding

one of your daddy’s horses,

only the horse

is the air.

Then hold the towel

over your shoulder

like a bat

and swing

and swing again

and again and again…

2. Fielding

Make a ball

out of your socks,

then hold it

with your throwing hand

crouch low again,

drop the ball

and pick it up

as soon as it hits the floor,

first with your backhand,

then with your forehand,

over

and over…

3. Catching

Practice juggling

two sock balls,

first low, then high

to match your hands

with your eyes,

then toss a sock ball

to each other

below the waist,

then above the head

and catch it

with one hand,

then, to practice

your focus,

flip the balls

to each other

at the same time

and see who’s the first

to drop it.

When you get decent at it,

do it again

while running.







STANDING IN THE NEED OF PRAYER

I give the instructions

to Juju,

who tells them

to Plum

because he can’t read.

Hey, Charley, what does essential mean?

It means treat this like your bible.

When they leave

I go inside,

grab the flute

for the first time

in a long time,

and pray

a song

that I need

right now.







FOURTH SUNDAY

After the sermon

Willie Green and his big brother Johnnie

walk to the front of the church

to clap and sing

and shadow

their granny,

who always leads us

in the worship song

and gets so happy

catching the Holy Spirit

that she starts spinning

and jumping

and singing HALLELUJAH

and flapping her arms

like an angel

and almost falling down.

After Reverend reminds

everyone

that Fifth Sunday

is next week,

he gives the benediction

and Willie Green and I

just look at each other

with our own special prayer.

Please let us beat Cecil the Third.

Amen.







A HOUSE FULL OF

chicken and gravy

buttered rolls

buttered beans

mashed potatoes

tasty dumplings

bread pudding

leftover cake

Lipton tea

loud uncles

doting aunts

Nana napping

neighbors calling

skeeters buzzing

cousins wrestling

brothers bossing

sisters chasing

babies falling

doors slamming

daddies laughing

mommas fussing

music playing

Sunday loving

Sunday’s Love-in.







WOE

Nana sits

in his rocking chair

on the front porch,

smoking his pipe

and telling stories

to whomever is on their way out

or whomever is stopping by

for a plate of Momma’s

good food.

Uncle Albert packs me

and Plum and Berry

and Juju and two

of my lucky cousins

into his car

and takes us on a joyride

past the mill

down the lane

to the bridge

and back.

When we get home

mostly everybody’s gone

and Uncle Rinney’s standing

on the porch

looking spooked,

waving Uncle Albert

in the house

and telling him

to hurry on inside.







ILL

The grown-ups

are in Nana’s room

with the door closed

and all I can hear

sitting on the other side

is Uncle Rinney saying

something about a fever,

and blood, and When the doctor get here

don’t be stubborn, and

Momma trying

not to cry

and failing.







PNEUMONIA

The doctor is in there

for so long, I fall asleep

on the floor

outside his room.

When the door opens

I startle awake,

jump up,

hug Momma,

who’s covering her mouth.

Nana is a bit sick, and contagious, which means—

I know what it means, Momma.

So, you know you can’t go in there.

For how long, Momma?

For as long as it takes for him to get well.

He is gonna get well, though, right?

…

Gonna be… fine… Pudding, I hear Nana say from his bed, his voice cracking and slow.







THE BLACK STARS

I’m sitting

at the kitchen table,

worrying about Nana,

barely eating

my bread pudding,

staring at the wooden stool,

when Willie Green

scares me half to death,

hollering through the screen door

that he’s got a name

for our team

and that we should

go practice hitting

at Mosquito Park

before it gets dark.







WHY?

’Cause it sounds like

my favorite team,

the St. Louis Stars,

and plus, you said

that’s the name

of the ship

Nana Kofi’s gonna take home, and

when we was in sch—

I mean in that place

we don’t say the name of

during the summer,

our teacher taught us

that the Black Star

is always the way to freedom,

that’s why.

I don’t have the heart

to bust his bubble,

to tell him

that he’s incorrect,

that it was the North Star

to freedom, because

he looks so proud

of himself,

so I just give him a hug

and tell him

how much I love

our team name.

What’d you go and do that for, Charley? he asks, looking at me all weird.

Because you’re Cool Willie Green, I say,

and he kinda smiles,

then starts walking

ahead of me

faster.







FRIENDS

Socks has to stock shelves

in his family’s store

so Willie Green and I

just throw

way-up-high fly balls,

play catch,

introduce ourselves

as the world-famous Black Stars

to the invisible crowds,

smile a lot

at each other,

and have fun

together.

When we finish

he walks me home,

tells me, out of the blue,

that he’s glad

we’re friends, and

even though

I’m still thinking about

Nana lying in his bed, coughing,

and not being able

to go near him,

I feel a little bit better

now.







BEDTIME

I say good night

through Nana Kofi’s door,

then go to my room,

get in my bed,

and stare out the window

at the stars

escorting the night

away.

I dream

I’m playing

the big game

and when I wake up

I cannot remember

whether we win

or lose.







THE NEXT DAY

Every Monday evening

the Colored Women’s Club

meets at Monumental Baptist

to talk about all the things

that interest them

like planning

the church picnic

and teaching the old folks

to read

so they can vote.

I usually get bored

so I always bring

a book

and can read

the whole thing

in the time it takes

Momma and her friends

to discuss all of that

and drink tea

and gossip.

Tonight, I don’t

get to read a single page

because there is

a special guest speaker

at the meeting.

When Mrs. Mary McLeod Bethune

in her double pearl necklace,

fancy black dress,

and matching black brim hat

speaks, it’s like listening

to water,

only her voice

is mighty

like an ocean

of opportunity

and I just want to bottle up

everything that comes

out of her mouth.

AND she knows someone

who knows someone

who knows

THE PRESIDENT.







EVERYTHING THAT COMES OUT OF HER MOUTH

Mrs. Bethune was born on a rice

and cotton farm

in South Carolina, and has

sixteen brothers and sisters.

Her parents were in slavery.

She lives in Florida,

says it’s hot all year round,

which I don’t think

I’d like too much

’cause snow is pretty.

One of her sisters’ names is Monday.

When she talks, she pronounces EVERY word. It sounds real eloquent…


I shall say to you. Today.

That the true. Worth.

Of. A society.

Is measured.

By the opportunities.

It offers. Its children.



She started a boarding school

with only one dollar

and fifty cents

in her pocket.

The Literary and Industrial Training School

for Negro Girls is in Daytona Beach.

The desks are old crates

and barrels

and the students use

burnt wood

for pencils

and make ink

for their pens

from crushed elderberry.


Our youth. Have a powerful. Potential.

And. It is our. Responsibility.

To direct. Their power.

Toward. Good ends.



One of her students got real sick

and needed to have her appendix removed

but the white doctors

in the hospital

refused to admit her

and she almost died.

So Mrs. Bethune started

her own hospital.


A young woman. Is truly free.

If she. Creates. Her own. Destiny.

If no boundaries. Are put up.

On her hopes. For tomorrow…









AFTER THE STANDING OVATION

Mrs. Mary McLeod Bethune

answers a zillion questions

from the audience

about everything from

what kinds of classes

they teach

at her school—cooking,

dressmaking,

high school math

and business—to

whether she is married—I do not see

what that has to do

with anything I’ve said here today,

but yes, I am.

I stand up,

raise my hand,

and before Momma

can tell me

to put it down,

Mrs. Bethune calls

on me.







CONVERSATION WITH MRS. MARY BETHUNE

Mrs. Bethune, I say, as polite as I can, so I don’t embarrass Momma any more than I already have, should girls be allowed to be anything they want?

Young lady, you must have the courage and tenacity of your forebears who survived the brutal lash of slavery and fulfill your destiny, whatever that is.

Does it matter what your destiny is, Mrs. Bethune?

Whether your calling is to be a teacher or a nurse, a farmer or a cook, I say learn all that you can and be the best at it.

What about a ballplayer, can girls be that… Mrs. Bethune? Do you have sports teams at your school for girls, like they do at other schools for boys?

I do not know how playing baseball can build a better world. Do you?

Momma grabs my hand

so tight

my palm is numb

and I can’t feel

my fingers anymore.

Sit. Down. Now. Charlene, she whispers.

It’s okay, ma’am, I would like to hear the young lady’s thoughts, Mrs. Bethune responds, saving my hand from falling off my arm. Speak your mind, child.

Well, Mrs. Bethune, if girls have destinies, then, like you said, they shouldn’t have boundaries…

Go on, child.

It seems to me, ma’am, that people sometimes need to take a break from all their worries, and maybe sports can make them feel happy, or relaxed. It can remind them that life is more than toil and trouble…

Mm-hmm.

My nana says happiness requires something to hope for…

Your nana is a smart man.

Yes, he is… Maybe if there were more ball teams like those colored women up in Philadelphia who started their own, little girls might be inspired, and have some hope that they can be whatever they want to be… in life… ma’am.

…

Nobody says anything,

not even Mrs. Bethune,

until she starts clapping

and everyone else joins in,

even Momma,

who smiles at me

and shakes her head

but not in a bad way, more

in a puzzled way.

This, ladies, is exactly the kind of student that we want at our school. A confident, ambitious, thinking woman. That was very well said, young lady. You would make a fine teacher.

Thank you, Mrs. Bethune.

I want to meet your mother so I can convince her to send you down to Florida.

No, thank you, ma’am, I’m very—

But I can’t finish

my thought

because Momma crushes

my poor fingers again.

Any more questions? Mrs. Bethune asks

as I take my seat again,

the throbbing

in my hand

not so painful

that I can’t delight

in the fact

that Mrs. Mary McLeod Bethune

thinks I could make

a fine teacher.







BEFORE SHE LEAVES

Mrs. Bethune

and Momma

talk a bit more

about me going to her school,

about me learning to play

the flute,

just like Momma learned

when she was little,

about how good I am

at my studies,

then she gives us both

a big hug

and tells me,

By the way, young scholar,

I no longer care for

the words colored

and Negro, rather

I much prefer Black.

And those Black women

baseball players you mentioned

were called

The Philadelphia Dolly Vardens

and they were a sight to see

dancing across the field

in their long skirts and corsets.

They played like

the drums

of Africa still beat

in their heart.

When she says this

I wonder if that’s what

I feel in my heart

when I’m playing.

Know your history, child.

Yes, ma’am, I will.







THINKING

As soon as I get home

I sit at the kitchen table

and write down

all the important things

I want to know

so I won’t forget

any of them, then

I walk fast—’cause Momma

doesn’t allow running

in her house—to Nana’s door

and tell him about

the Dolly Vardens

and Mrs. Bethune

and her mission

and her school

and the sign

on the front door

of her building

that reads:

ENTER A LEARNER

EXIT A LEADER.

Then I empty

a boatload

of questions

about his health,

my history,

and all the thoughts

racing like a rabbit

through the jungle

of my mind.







ALL THE IMPORTANT THINGS

Are you feeling better?

Will you be well enough to come see the big game?

Do you think the Dolly Vardens are still playing?

You think Daddy will take me to see them?

Can I be a teacher, and then a pitcher during the summers?

Why wouldn’t the doctors treat the colo—I mean, Black girl?

Why are the wonderfuls evil?

Why were you fighting in the war for a country that mistreated you?

Can you tell me more about Africa?

What was the name of your village again?

Is it still there?

How did the King get chosen?

Was your food really good?

Can I come with you when you go back to your home?

Will some of your other family be there?

What happened to the other Kofi, your rotten cousin?

Can you tell me more about my history?

If your ship crashed, why didn’t you drown?

Nana, are you asleep?







WHILE I SIT OUTSIDE HIS ROOM

my back against his door,

I listen for signs of Nana

snoring or breathing

or making some sound

to let me know

he’s listening.

It is so quiet

I can hear the moon.

Just as I get up

to head to my room

and tuck myself in,

I hear from the other side

of the door, You do not stay out of the forest because a few trees are poisonous. They are not ALL evil, Esi.

But cannot one tree infect another? I ask, sitting

back down.

Let me tell you a story…
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE STORY OF THE SWIM

If you want to go fast, go alone… If you want to go far, go together… We spread our wings… soared into the purpled unknown… We paddled… we kicked… we flew… together… and when our arms exhausted… our legs listless… we held each other up… telling stories… watching the bird circle… above… and then we took off again… swimming for the shore… on the other side of nowhere… We could not see land… but we believed… we knew… we did not come this far… to be left… And when the invisible never turned visible… when there was no more will… and hope… left in our cups… when our eyes turned heavy… magic happened… a hand… or an arm… long like a tree… or a snake… lifted us… coiled around us… held us… like a mother… does a child… gave us new life… carried us… for hours… or days… into the first light… And when we awakened… the sand covered us… the waves crashed against our worn bodies… wondered if we were home… coughed the water out… stood up… looked around… and saw not ourselves… but wonderfuls… walking our way… with the long death sticks… and their haughty heads… Were it not for our leaden legs… we might have run… They spoke the language of our captors… so we prayed… or at least I know that I prayed… for some miracle… that this was not the beginning… of another harrowing journey… And when they set their guns down… and handed us bread and water… we looked at each other… These wonderfuls seemed different… Talked with decency… walked upright… more human than animal… and we felt safe… or safer… Told us they would help us get back home… and for the first time… in forever… cousin and cousin smiled… hoped… together…







FIFTH SUNDAY SURPRISE

In this dream

she is playing

the big game

and Cecil the Third

hits a home run

and the game is tied

and it’s two outs

and the next batter

moseys up

to the plate

with a bat

the size

of a tree trunk

and she winds up

to throw

her pitch

and she notices

something

about the batter

that makes her freeze

in midair

and looks closely

real close

but right before

she sees

the thing

a familial voice

rouses

the batter

the game

the whole ballfield.

WAKE UP, BABY GIRL!

DADDY!







FIFTH SUNDAY WORKOUT

In between practicing

my swing

with the broomstick

I tell him about

all the things

he’s missed:

Nana Kofi is sick but hopefully he’s feeling better and I went with him to Great Bridge to pay his taxes and did you know he was captured on a prison ship from Africa and that our family owns thirty-five acres and I know you don’t like me going over the bridge but I was safe with Nana, and the wonderfuls aren’t all mean, but if the ones who aren’t mean don’t say anything or do anything to stop the mean ones then they are just as bad and I met the smartest colored, I mean, BLACK, woman ever and she built a school with one dollar and fifty cents and when she was my age she used to pick two hundred and fifty pounds of cotton a day and she’s training young girls so they don’t have to pick cotton and she says I will make a great teacher one day and I can’t wait to tell Willie Green about her and he likes to be called Cool Willie Green like Cool Papa Bell and Henry is now Socks and Cecil the Third made me so mad that I challenged him to a baseball game, today at the picnic, and I’m nervous and can you come watch me and I’m getting hungry now, aren’t you, Daddy?







FIFTH SUNDAY BREAKFAST

Momma makes

Daddy’s favorite,

fish with grits

and hot buttered

sweet potato biscuits,

and I take a plate

to Nana Kofi,

who’s still sick in bed,

so I place his tray outside

his door and say good morning

in his language.

Mema wo akye, Nana.

Good morning to you, Pudding.

He opens his door,

picks up his food,

winks at me,

and shuts the door softly.

Daddy’s back, I say through the door.

Great day!

Really quickly, may I ask you one question, Nana?

What is it?

Is magic real? Did you and your cousin really swim that far? And did a hand like a snake really rescue you?

I’m here, child, because of something greater than us. What you call magic, the healers know as spirit. It is the ancestors guiding us. That is the way of our people.

How do I get ancestors to help me today? My stomach is all upside down about the big game. I just don’t know if our team can do this.

An army of sheep led by a lion can defeat an army of lions led by sheep, he says.

Good luck today in your big game. Remember, be brave! I hear him say

from the other side.

Kokoduru, I guess, I say, before heading back

into the kitchen.







FIFTH SUNDAY CONVERSATION

In between bites

of the biscuits

melting in our mouths

and spoonfuls

of Momma’s cheesy grits

Daddy asks me to tell him

more about the big game.

We are probably gonna get beat.

What about your secret weapon?

I’ve been practicing my pitches, and I’m not gonna make it easy on them, but I can’t do it by myself.

You got Willie Green and Henry.

Yeah, but the rest of my team is crackpot, Daddy,

which makes him laugh so hard

he almost spits out his grits.

You taking care of your momma?

Yes, Daddy. But she fusses a lot. About me not practicing the flute enough, about me playing ball all the time, about my room not being tidy enough, about everything.

Your momma just wants the best for you.

I just wish you were here more, so she could have someone else around, and leave me to be more.

I hear ya talking, baby girl.

I missed you, Daddy.

Same here, Charley. Now, what’s this I hear about you going to a boarding school?

In Florida? That’s Momma’s idea, not mine.

It sounds like Mrs. Bethune’s school is a great opportunity for a smart girl like you.

I know, it’s just being away from y’all is all.

I can say I know what that feels like.

I do like the idea of being a teacher. But not like regular school for little kids. They act up too much. Maybe a college, though.

Professor Charlene Cuffey. I like that.

Me too.

So, tell me what poem you reading now?

Well, when we were talking about a hanging and—

Who was talking about that, Charley?

Nana and Uncle Albert and Gwen. At Sunday dinner.

That’s not something a child should be listening to, let alone talking about.

Well, Nana showed me a poem about it from his Crisis magazine. It was written by Mr. Claude McKay. “His spirit in smoke ascended to high heaven./His father, by the cruelest way of pain,/Had bidden him to his bosom once again;/The awful sin remained—”

But before I can continue

a loud knock

comes from

the front door

and saves me

from having to recite

the hideous ending

of Mr. McKay’s poem

“The Lynching.”







FIFTH SUNDAY VISITORS

Cool Willie Green

and his father

come over for breakfast

’cause his granny

is out of town

visiting family

and his daddy can’t cook

a lick.

Honey, put some grits in that boy’s bowl, Momma says

to Daddy, who does,

then leads Cool Willie Green’s father

out on the porch,

where they drink coffee

and laugh

and catch up.

Momma’s singing

in the kitchen

is the only sound now

’cause Cool Willie Green

ain’t said a word

since he got here.

He’s just moving his spoon

around the bowl, uncomfortably

staring at the food,

like he’s never had grits before

or he’s not hungry.

I am, so I eat

another helping

and tell him about

Mrs. Bethune.

Are you listening to me?

He nods,

then scoops a spoonful

into his mouth.

You like my dress?

I don’t know, I guess, he says, weird-like,

excusing himself

from the table

as we all prepare

to leave

for church.







FIFTH SUNDAY UNIFORM

Momma is wearing

a long, pretty white dress

that goes down to her ankles

and is decorated

with beautiful lace

at the bottom.

Daddy’s looking right handsome

in his white pants,

crisp white shirt,

with striped-black tie

and shiny, pointy black shoes.

Cool Willie Green is dressed

in gray shorts

that fall right beneath his knees

with a white shirt

and too-big jacket

that probably belongs

to his big brother Johnnie.

My pink dress

with matching bow

and white shoes

are nice enough

but I really want

to wear my green overalls

to church.

Thank goodness

Momma lets me

fold them up,

place them in a bag,

and bring them

for the big game

later today

at the picnic.







FIFTH SUNDAY ARRIVAL

When we get to Monumental

the first person I see

is Cecil the Third

passing out bulletins

with his daddy,

Cecil the Second,

at the front doors

and he’s acting all polite

to Momma and Daddy

but gives me a dirty look,

then sticks his tongue out

when nobody’s looking.

Where you sit

depends on how long

your family has been

a church member

and since Nana Kofi

donated the land

for Monumental,

we always sit

in the first pew.

Cool Willie Green’s granny

used to be the head usher, so

his family sits behind ours

and he usually slides me

notes or crackers

but today, he does

neither.

It’s like I’m not even here.







FIFTH SUNDAY WELCOME

Before the music starts

everybody’s hugging

and chitchatting

and Hallelujah-ing,

acting like they haven’t seen

each other in months

even though mostly everybody’s

related to somebody.

The fans are running full blast

but the church is still

burning up,

the hot air filled with jitters

and the spirit

of a family reunion…

Until

a man starts playing the organ,

then everyone scatters,

one church sitting

on one side,

the other

across the aisle.

Families and friends split

like a tree

hit by lightning.

When the brothers walk out,

each stepping

into the pulpit

from opposite sides,

we all rise

to see who will lead us

in the opening song,

to see if they’re gonna shake hands

and greet each other

like family.

They don’t.







FIFTH SUNDAY OPENING SELECTION

No one opens their hymnals

to “Amazing Grace”

because everyone knows it

and sings it proudly

like they were really lost

and now they are found

but not me

because Nana says

the song is wretched,

that it’s the same song

he heard the wonderfuls singing

in their church

above the dungeon

he was trapped in

before the ship stole him

away from

his home.







FIFTH SUNDAY ANNOUNCEMENTS

Both pastors

take turns

praising their congregations

and celebrating their achievements

but since the sign outside

still says FIRST Monumental Baptist,

the older Holley

gets to welcome everyone

first, which the younger brother

probably doesn’t mind

’cause that means

he gets to have

the last word.

Members and friends, I’d like to welcome you to the largest colored church in Virginia, says Older Pastor Holley, to rousing applause from our side of the aisle.

I’d like to welcome you to the handsomest colored congregation in these United States, says Younger Pastor Holley, to roaring applause from the other.

Under the leadership of Reverend Kermit Holley, myself, this year, First Monumental Baptist will celebrate its fifty-year anniversary. God is good! (ALL THE TIME!)

Under the leadership of Pastor Reverend Cecil Holley the Second, myself, I am pleased to announce that NEW Monumental Chapel, in just three short years, has retired the church’s debt. Won’t. He. Do. It? (YES. HE. WILL!)

First Monumental has increased its church membership by twenty-seven this year. Our aisles are filled with children, reciting Bible verses and singing praises.

New Monumental has installed that brand-new three-thousand-dollar pipe organ that you hear. Don’t it sound good? Amen! Amen!

They go back and forth like this

until their momma jumps up,

grabs both of their hands,

shouts Hallelujah,

then starts leading the choir

in “Gonna Lay Down My Burden,”

followed by “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms,”

and like every Fifth Sunday

our church service

goes on and on

and I just want it to be over

so I can get to the big game

but she’s still singing

and we haven’t even gotten

to the sermons yet

and I turn around

to glance at Willie Green,

who won’t even look at me.







FIFTH SUNDAY SERVICE

After the choir finishes singing “Down by the Riverside”

After the Morning Prayer

After our deacon’s moment in church history

After their deacon’s moment in church history

After Sister McDonald’s solo

After the first offering

After prayer for the sick and shut in

After their momma, First Lady Holley, reads

the same scripture from Ephesians

that she reads at every Fifth Sunday Mass Meeting:


Make every effort

to keep the unity

of the Spirit

through the bond

of peace…



After she shoots both her sons a look

After the choir sings again

After the second offering

After my stomach growls

during the prayer

After Momma gives

me a cracker

from her purse

After the preachers preach

After the jumping-up-and-downs

After the screaming THAT’S ALL RIGHTs and GLORY HALLELUJAHs

After the Spirit fills up the church

After Younger’s remarks

After Older’s remarks

that are longer than Younger’s

After the final song

After the benediction

After the hugs and loud love

in the sanctuary

After I change

into my green overalls

It’s finally time

FOR THE PICNIC.







FIFTH SUNDAY PICNIC MENU

Crispy fried chicken

Candied yams

Collard greens

Cabbage with ham

Hoppin’ John

Hot water corn bread

Macaroni and cheese

Green beans

Biscuits and honey butter

Potato salad

Peach cobbler

Sweet potato pie

Sweet tea

and oysters

that Daddy brought

from Baltimore

for Sister Jerkins to fry

for the grown folks only

’cause they a luxury these days,

and too expensive

for y’all kids to be wasting ’em, he says, laughing

and drinking

from a bottle

hidden inside

a brown paper bag

that Momma keeps trying

to take away.







FIFTH SUNDAY UNITED

Everyone sits

in Mosquito Park

at benches,

eating

and fellowshipping,

which makes me feel

like it’s really more

than a meal,

and for the first time

all year

it feels like

we are one

church

and THAT

is monumental.







FIFTH SUNDAY TEAM

Socks comes

walking down the road

with his glove

and when he sees me

runs over, excited

and announces, CHARLEY, I’M HERE!

Yeah, I know, Socks.

Where’s Cool Willie Green? he asks, snatching

a fly buzzing

around us

right out of midair.

I don’t know, I answer, like I don’t really care.

But I do.

Juju and Plum run over,

apologize,

tell me that

my three easy steps

weren’t easy for them,

explain that

they been practicing running

so even if they can’t catch a ball

they say they gonna get to it

real fast.

Then their momma, Peaches,

comes over. Keep an eye

on your sister, she says, pointing

over to a large tree

where Berry’s sitting

in the shade.

Why’s she over there? Socks asks Plum.

She can’t stay in the sun too long, he says.

Why?

On account of her pale skin, Juju adds. Momma say she burn easy.

Yeah, she got a disease or something, Plum moans.

Naw she don’t. She’s our triplet. Momma say she just special.

Hey, there’s Cool Willie Green, Socks shouts,

and I turn around

to see him talking

with the enemy.







FIFTH SUNDAY DRAMA

We eye Cool Willie Green

from across the way

standing around

with Cecil the Third

and his team,

who all look untroubled

and unconcerned,

like this game

means a lot less

to them

than it does

to me.

They walk over

to us, and Juju and Plum

start Uh-oh-ing

and shaking in their pants

and I just hope

that Nana Kofi was right

when he said our ancestors

never really leave us, that

they are always with us

in times of need, ’cause

I need mine today

or we are gonna get beat

bad.







FIFTH SUNDAY PROBLEM

We watch the babies

We watch the babies crawling

We watch the babies crawling and the Bible scavenger hunt

We watch the babies crawling and the Bible scavenger hunt and play horseshoes

We watch the babies crawling and the Bible scavenger hunt and play horseshoes and tug-of-war

We watch the babies crawling and the Bible scavenger hunt and play horseshoes and tug-of-war and kick the can

We watch the babies crawling and the Bible scavenger hunt and play horseshoes and tug-of-war and kick the can and listen to Willie Green’s father

We watch the babies crawling and the Bible scavenger hunt and play horseshoes and tug-of-war and kick the can and listen to Willie Green’s father playing his banjo

We watch the babies crawling and the Bible scavenger hunt and play horseshoes and tug-of-war and kick the can and listen to Willie Green’s father playing his banjo while all the grown-ups

We watch the babies crawling and the Bible scavenger hunt and play horseshoes and tug-of-war and kick the can and listen to Willie Green’s father playing his banjo while all the grown-ups do the limbo dance

We watch the babies crawling and the Bible scavenger hunt and play horseshoes and tug-of-war and kick the can and listen to Willie Green’s father playing his banjo while all the grown-ups do the limbo dance right in the middle

We watch the babies crawling and the Bible scavenger hunt and play horseshoes and tug-of-war and kick the can and listen to Willie Green’s father playing his banjo while all the grown-ups do the limbo dance right in the middle of MOSQUITO PARK.







FIFTH SUNDAY SOLUTION

We argue

over what to do,

whether we can

even still play

the game,

and Willie Green suddenly

has a lot to say,

is talking a mile a minute,

saying how we just can’t play today,

but Cecil the Third won’t allow it,

complains that somehow

it’s my fault

the church picnic

stole our ball field.

It ain’t her fault, Willie Green says real softly, almost like he’s afraid.

Why you still sticking up for your gal-friend? Cecil the Third fires back.

I don’t need nobody

to stick up for me, boy.

You can’t get pearls

by always looking

at the seashore.

If you want one

you gotta dive for it, I say,

without even thinking.

Everyone looks at me

like I look at Nana Kofi sometimes,

dazed and confused.

Cecil the Third shakes his head, says,

Anybody know what she talking about?

His team,

my friends,

everybody

just sighs,

shrugs their shoulders.

It means I got a plan, I add,

for how we can

still play our game.

Today.
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CHAPTER SIX

THE STORY OF FREEDOM

We were not the only ones like us… in the place where the sun was so close you could almost put your finger on it… in the place they call the Keys… We lived in a fort on the tiny island… hundreds of our people no longer captured… It was told to us that this was our temporary home… a fence… a compound… with small hutches… rice to eat… water to drink… There was even a worship house these wonderfuls let us build… a place to get Nearer to Thee… They said that we would go home… one day… Some of us had our families… some of us made new families… Many of us were given jobs… Because we could swim, cousin and cousin were put in the underwater salt mines… We worked till dark, then ate… sang songs… danced… remembered… and wondered aloud… if these wonderfuls were telling the truth… that another big ship would be coming… to sail us back… to our real homes… Then one day… a big sound came… a horn that signaled a ship had arrived… that our day had come… We packed up our belongings… marched down to the water… and saw salvation… But some of us were scared… remembered how we got here… felt our hearts breaking all over again… and refused… stayed away from the wooden prison… would rather stay in our new fenced home… the place we named Freetown… than get back on a ship… with wonderfuls… but others did… and even though we did not trust them… we kept the faith… believed that our ancestors would protect us… What we did not expect is that somewhere up north an argument was happening between some powerful wonderfuls… some who thought enslaving folks was a good idea… and others who thought it was not… that would lead to a vote… that would lead to a breakup between these United States… to an uncivil war between South and North… that would lead to the ship… and our salvation… deadlocked… to our only way home docked… to our dreams deferred… until further notice…







THE PLAN

We convince Johnnie,

Willie Green’s brother,

to be our chaperone

by giving him

all the change we have,

sixteen cents,

then we each tell our folks

that we’re going

down by the river

to skip rocks,

pick up shells,

play catch,

which is half-true

’cause we’ll do that

on the way back

from where we’re going.

Halfway there

Johnnie looks up

in a muddle

’cause he’s been distracted

by Ruth, the girl

he’s gonna marry

that he brought with him

and says to us,

Hey, y’all, this ain’t going down by the river. Why we walking to the bridge?







GREAT BRIDGE

To get to the other side

of the river,

to the place

where Nana Kofi says

the slaves fled

the plantations

to help the British fight

in the American War

for Independence,

the place where the British

were defeated

and had to leave

this part of Virginia

the place that my teacher says

became one of the most valuable

seaports between

New York City up north

and Charleston, South Carolina, down south,

the place with the great big ole white houses

that used to be plantations,

the place that has large grocers

and clothing stores,

churches with bells

at the top,

and schools

we can’t go to

that have more

than one room

and hundreds of books

in their library…

To get

to the other side

of the river,

where Hickory Park is,

you have to cross

the great bridge.







WHITES ONLY

We do not need to see signs to know

that this magnificent place

is for the wonderfuls only,

that this earth

is private property.

We do not need to imagine

dogs barking

to scare us away

or men in uniforms

protecting the peace.

We breakin’ the rules? Plum asks,

which we do not answer

because each of us knows

we are.







THE DOOR OF NO RETURN

I open the gate

even though I know

that our feet

are not supposed

to step inside

when I feel a great hand

grab mine

and lead me through

our door

of no return.

Plum and Juju spot

this big, round metal thing

that looks like it spins,

that feels like a magnet

pulling us all

toward it.

Let’s go hop on, Plum says.

But we have work to do,

and playtime is over.

On the other side

of the park

is our sanctuary,

a large dirt ball field

backed by a row

of trees

that call out to us,

or at least to me:

Come on, let us carry you home…







COIN TOSS

We don’t have time

to warm up

because the sun

will be going down soon,

which means the church picnic

will be over

and if we aren’t there

to help clean up

all of us gonna get scolded

and some of us

gonna get whuppings.

Johnnie announces the rules

like he doesn’t even really

want to be here, even though

he’s got our money.

Y’all only playing

four innings,

then we gotta go, so

it’s three strikes you’re out,

and in order

to score a run

you have to make it to home base

before the ball is thrown

across the plate. Now come on,

hurry up!

Then he says

my team can call

the coin toss

to see who goes first.

I look at Cool Willie Green

and tell him he can call it,

thinking maybe

that’ll make him

feel special,

thinking maybe

that’ll make him

stop acting

so strange.







WE WIN

with tails

and before I can say,

Y’all can bat first,

’cause I know

whoever bats second

bats last, too, Cecil the Third hollers,

We won, so we battin’ first.

Then I remind him

that we called tails

but he tells me

that Cool Willie Green

called tails, which it was,

and that means

that my team won,

which has me quietly confused

until Cecil the Third looks at me

with a devilish smirk,

then looks at Cool Willie Green,

shakes his head, laughs,

looks back at me,

and says,

Oh, he didn’t tell you, did he?

Who? Tell me what?







TREASON

Turns out the reason my best friend

Turns out the reason my best friend, Cool Willie Green

Turns out the reason my best friend, Cool Willie Green, has not been talking

Turns out the reason my best friend, Cool Willie Green, has not been talking to me so much

Turns out the reason my best friend, Cool Willie Green, has not been talking to me so much and been acting strange

Turns out the reason my best friend, Cool Willie Green, has not been talking to me so much and been acting strange is because

Turns out the reason my best friend, Cool Willie Green, has not been talking to me so much and been acting strange is because he decided

Turns out the reason my best friend, Cool Willie Green, has not been talking to me so much and been acting strange is because he decided to betray me

Turns out the reason my best friend, Cool Willie Green, has not been talking to me so much and been acting strange is because he decided to betray me and join Cecil the Third’s baseball team.







ATTACK

I prowl over to him

ready to pounce

my heart beating faster

than my breathing

the fire between my ears

so red

I can almost smell the smoke

and he backs up

won’t even look at me

and I’m so mad

for a minute

I forget that I have asthma

because I wanna explode

until Berry comes over

holds my hand

starts counting backward

from ten

akron

awutwe

ason…

in Twi

and the flame starts

to settle.







I LET THE FIRE GO

out. For now. There is

a game to play, a bet to

win. I’ll. Burn. Later.







OUT-MATCHED

There’s four of us

and seven of them

and my team

is looking at me

like the numbers

don’t add up.

They don’t.

What we gon’ do now? Socks says.

Should we just go home? Plum asks.

I can play, Berry, who they had to bring along, says.

But Momma said you cain’t.

But Momma ain’t here, Juju, she answers.

Yes, you can play catcher, I tell her.

How do I do that?

Just try not to let the ball hit you in the face is all. Otherwise, just always throw it back to me.

What about the rest of us? Socks asks.

Y’ALL READY TO GET BEAT? Cecil the Third screams from the plate. BATTER UP!







LINEUP

Berry

is my catcher

while Socks

and Juju

play first

and third base.

Plum, you’re in the outfield, I tell ’im,

but don’t worry

if you can’t catch

the balls,

just run toward them

like a squirrel

to a nut,

then throw it back

to me or Socks.

I’m covering

second base

but it won’t even matter really,

’cause I’m gonna

strike ’em all out anyway, I say,

which at least gives them

a reason to hope.

I kick my church shoes off,

which I will need to clean

before Momma sees them,

and we huddle, hug,

holler HURRAH,

then take our positions

and hope

we stand

a chance.







FIRST INNING

My stomach’s a little wobbly

when Cecil the Third

walks up,

swinging the bat

back and forth

and taunting me.

It’s going in the trees, Charley gal, first one, guarantee. Can you even throw it this far?

He holds the bat

way over his head

like it’s a torch

or something.

I throw him

the fastest ball

I can, one

there’s no way

he can hit,

but he does,

whacks my first pitch

of the big game,

and it whizzes

past my head

so fast

it nearly burns

my ear off.

We watch Plum

run around

like a chicken

with its head cut off,

trying to get the ball,

till finally

he grabs it

and throws it back

in Juju’s direction,

but by then Cecil the Third

has done crossed over

home plate

and is laughing

and slapping hands

with his teammates.

Gonna be a long game for the Black Stars, he shouts

as the next player

walks up to bat.







THE NEXT PLAYER

is Willie Green,

who is no longer cool

to me,

so I throw him

a few fastballs

that he doesn’t even swing at

and a third one

that he does

but it drops

at the last minute

and he misses

and I kinda feel

a little bit bad

for him.

No, I don’t.

STRIKE THREE!







2-0

It’s looking bad

for the Black Stars

because they scored again

and we haven’t hit

a single ball

but I guess

the ancestors decide

to send us a blessing

’cause Plum gets lucky

and hits a ball

right smack down

the third-base line

that gets him

all the way

to second base.

That was sweet, Berry says

on her way

up to bat

on her way

to strike out

again.







HOME RUN

Socks misses

the first two pitches,

bats one foul,

then watches

as two wild balls

nearly hit him

in the leg.

He changes his stance,

holding the bat near

his shoulder,

his face hidden

in his armpit,

and crouches down so far

it’s like he’s sitting

in a water closet.

When number six

is launched,

he leans back,

and when the ball comes

his way,

swings the bat

so hard

I think he’s gonna

crack the air.

Socks smacks it up

in the sky

all the way into

the trees

behind the field,

then runs around

the bases

like he’s in a race,

like there’s a chance

he’ll get thrown out.

There’s no chance.







TIED UP

With Plum

and Socks scoring

it’s two to two

and I’m back

on the mound.

I strike out

the first two,

then Cecil the Third

is back up,

so I pull out

one of my secret weapons,

’cause I do not

want him

to embarrass me

again.

Strike one.

Hey, how’d she do that? he asks

no one in particular,

after missing

one of my fastballs,

which slides into him

right before he swings

at the air.

So I throw another one.

Strike two.







FOUR INNINGS

two outs,

two strikes,

and one giant chance

to spoil

Cecil the Third’s swaggering,

to watch

Cool Willie Green look

like a fool

for choosing the wrong side,

to make my dreams bloom

like the purple and yellow wildflowers

swaying in that breeze

on the other side

of the park.

I throw a regular

fastball

since he probably thinks

it’s gonna slide again

but it doesn’t

and he swings

and OH NOOOO!

He hits a fly ball

in Plum’s direction

and it’s going


GOING…


and I see my dream

becoming a nightmare

as my clumsy nephew runs

in circles again

and again

GOING…

and then Socks comes

outta nowhere

running like his feet

are on fire

to the middle

of the field,

yelling,

GOT IT!







OUT

We all watch him

sprint like a rabbit.

Even Cecil the Third,

who’s frozen

between second

and third base,

is eyeballing him.

We all watch Socks

stumble and lose his glove

but flip over, jump

right back up

like he planned it,

his glove still on the ground,

his cap falling

off his head, his hand grabbing it

before it also hits the ground

as he runs toward the ball,

which has got to be

at least two arms’ length

away from him,

and it’s certain

that ball is gonna

hit the ground

and their whole team

except Willie Green

is hoopin’ and hollerin’

like they’ve already won

the game.

We all watch Cecil the Third

realize there’s no way

Socks can catch the ball

unless he can fly.

And we all watch Socks

dive through the air,

spread his arm out

as far it will go,

which it turns out

is just far enough

for the ball

to drop right

inside his—







WITH THE SCORE TIED

and our team last up

to bat

it is no longer a question

of whether we will be defeated

like the British

or the South.

Now it is only a matter

of whether we leave here

as equals

or as victors

free of Cecil the Third’s teasing

and tormenting.

A tie is unacceptable, I whisper

to Socks

before he goes up

to bat.

You better smack this ball

so far into the heavens,

the angels gonna clap

for the Black Stars.







TIME-OUT

Their team gathers

on the mound

yapping real serious

about something.

Score is two to two. Ya’ll hurry up and finish praying. The Black Stars are ready. C’mon now, it’s getting dark, I say, feeling like we may actually have a chance to win this.

They ignore me

until Cecil the Third

starts strutting toward us

on a mission

like he’s figured

a way out,

a way not to lose.







CONVERSATION

We all voted and agreed that it won’t the rules what he did, he says.

Who is we all? I ask.

SOCKS CAUGHT THAT BALL FAIR AND SQUARE! Juju shouts.

The rules don’t say you can catch a ball with your hat.

He didn’t catch it with his hat.

We saw him take off his hat.

I caught it with my hand, Charley, Socks says to me.

That’s not what it looked like to me, Cecil the Third says.

Well, then maybe you need glasses, I say, getting madder.

Y’all are cheaters.

WE ARE NOT! I shout back at Cecil the Third.

What’s going on? Why y’all stop? Game done? Who won? Johnnie asks, walking over, paying attention to us and not his girlfriend for the first time since we got out here.

Socks did the impossible, that’s what’s going on. He dove for a ball that Cecil the Third hit way out yonder.

AND HE SNATCHED IT UP FAST, LIKE A FROG CATCHING A BUG WITH THAT LONG TONGUE. RIBBITT! Plum says, all frantic, wide-eyed, and excited.

Huh? What?

He caught it with his hat. And that’s illegal.

No, he did not. He caught it with his bare hand.

A hat ain’t allowed. A hand, that’s a whole ’nother level of—

That’s what I was saying, Johnnie. It ain’t legal, Cecil the Third says.

I ain’t say it won’t legal, I just can’t believe it. Oh, my goodness, I wish I had seent it, Johnnie says, looking at Socks. You did that?

He nods.

So, what’s the score?

It’s tied, and we up to bat, now they wanna say we cheating, Plum says.

We voted, you is cheating. And so, we get a do-over.

NO YOU DON’T! I say.

What do you say, Willie Green? Johnnie asks.

Willie looks over at Cecil the Third,

who’s shooting a real mean look,

then he looks over at me

and I look away, in disgust,

until he says,

The professional rules say you can catch the ball with your glove or your hand, as long as you catch it.

WHOSE SIDE ARE YOU ON, WILLIE? Cecil the Third shouts at him.

I’m on the side of truth, and Socks caught that ball fair and square. In his hand, Willie Green says, making me remember why he USED TO BE my best friend.

Why don’t you all just call it a tie, and we can get on home. That way, everybody wins, Johnnie’s girl says.

Nope, I get to bat again, Cecil whines.

Like Cool Willie Green said, No. You. Don’t.

You got a big mouth, he says, real mean-like, and shoves me in the chest. Take that.

What’d you do that for? Cool Willie Green yells, pushing him back.

HEY, AIN’T GON’ BE NO FIGHTIN’ NOW, Johnnie says, standing in front of Cecil the Third, whose fists are both balled up, and whose mug is as mean as a rattlesnake. Simmer down.

C’mon, fellas, let’s get out of here, Cecil the Third says to his team.

You can’t quit, I tell ’em.

I just did.

Then give me my quarter, sore loser, I say after him as they walk away.

Hey, hold on, I gots to walk y’all back. I’m the chaperone, ’member? Johnnie screams after them, hurrying Ruth along. C’mon, Willie, let’s scoot.

I stand there, feeling like

I just got robbed

of all my pleasure and pride.

And Willie Green’s right beside me.

I’ll catch up, he says to his brother.

Hurry up, then. And none of y’all better not say nothin’ to nobody ’bout coming across the bridge.







COOL WILLIE GREEN’S BLUES

…

…

We better go.

…

Charley?

You can go. I’m too mad, so I’m just gonna stay still and breathe.

It won’t fair for him to up and quit, he says to me, shaking his head. You was about to beat him fair and square.

Beat Y’ALL, you mean, I say, frowning at him.

…

…

I’m sorry, Charley.

I thought we were friends, Willie Green.

I shoulda never sided with him.

Then why did you?

…

If you choose to make friendship with a pig you must be prepared to live in the mud.

I said I was sorry.

Sorry don’t do it this time, Willie Green.

…

…

I was trying to protect you is all.

WHAT?! Protect me how?

He said if I played with you, he was gonna harm you.

Harm me?

When he pitched at you, he said he was gonna accidentally hit you with the ball.

…

Said if I didn’t join his team, he was gonna try to hurt you real bad.

He said that?

Yeah, and I told him he better not, but he was serious, Charley. I could see it in his eyes, and I just, I mean, I didn’t want you to, you know, to be injured.

Injured.

Yeah.

He was just trying to scare you, Willie Green.

Well, it worked. And it won’t fair.

It wasn’t.

I’m sorry, Charley. I really am.

…

And I missed your pitches on purpose.

No, you didn’t.

Charley, I’ve hit your fastball and your slider so much, I could hit ’em in my sleep.

…

I’m just kidding. I mean ain’t no way I coulda hit that lefty curveball, though. That’s something.

…

I feel terrible, Charley.

You should, Willie Green.

Can you forgive me?

…

Don’t the Bible say “Forgive me for trespassing against you”?

…

…

I will think on it, Willie Green… I won that bet.

You did, Charley. He owe us a quarter.

Owes me a quarter.

…

Thanks for sticking up for me.

The way you pitched today, you coulda been on the St. Louis Stars, Charley. Or the Dolly Vardens.

Thank you.

Right. And the way Socks belted that ball up to the heavens. Not even God coulda caught that. Glad we had another ball, he says, which makes me laugh just a little.

…

You is, I mean, you ARE the best pitcher I’ve ever seen.

Who else have you seen, Cool Willie Green? I ask, smiling, not only because he liked my pitching, but because he corrected himself.

I guess we should go, before they get too far ahead of us.

How about we go hop on that thing that goes round first, I say, beginning my forgiveness and pointing to the other side of the park.

Swell idea, Charley.

C’mon, then. Grab your bat and let’s go.

HEY! roars a boy coming through the gate. Y’ALL NOT S’POSED TO BE IN HERE!







WAHALA

I remember

their caps that came down

near their eyes

I remember

their ugly short pants

and their ugly dishrag mitts

I remember

their rudeness

their mean looks

and the way they called Nana

uncle

I remember

thinking

even their black-eyed dog

doesn’t like us

I remember

these mean wonderfuls

who bumped into me

and Nana Kofi

after we left city hall

and scared me

half to death.







CONVERSATION

You ain’t allowed in Hickory.

We was just leaving, Willie Green says, picking up his bat.

Don’t look like it to me, the boy says, eyeing my glove that’s on the ground next to my ball.

Yeah, Paul, it looks like they was fittin’ to play ball.

C’mon, Willie Green, let’s go, I say to him as he goes to pick up the glove.

We should let the police know they trespassing, Amos, the one named Paul says, picking up the glove first. That’s a right nice mitt you got here.

Mighty fine bat, too, Amos says, and I feel Willie Green tightening his grip on it.

If you just give me my glove, we will leave.

Maybe we wanna play with it.

Y’all can watch us and learn something to take back to your people, the one named Paul says.

We could teach YOU something, Willie Green says.

…

Only thing you can teach me is how to be lazy and whatnot. Everybody knows your peoples don’t do nothing but lay around. This has all three of the boys laughing now.

I guess since we’re LYING around maybe we’re tired from building all those buildings which we did in Great Bridge, like the city hall, and the churches, probably the house you live in. In fact, we built the White House which the president lives in. Heck, we done built this country, for free, so maybe we deserve a break. Maybe we have every right to be in Hickory Park since it was my lazy peoples that probably built this park, too.

…

…

I don’t have to listen to this. Y’all get.

Give me my glove.

Mine now. On my property, so I owns it. He tosses it to Amos.

Look, Paul, some initials on it, too. L. G. What you think that stand for?

When I show off my new glove, I’m gonna tell people it was the famous pitcher from the Baltimore Orioles, Lefty Grove, Paul says, laughing.

Yeah, we won’t tell ’em it’s really Lackey Girl.

Or Lazy Girl, Paul says, laughing even louder.

That’s a good one.

Give Charley her glove. We don’t want any trouble, Willie Green says, sweating more than when we was playing the game.

Too late, trouble is my middle name, boy.

And Charley is a boy’s name. What yo’ real name is?

What’s YOUR real name?

I asked you.

Paul, we need their ball, too, so we can play.

You can have the bat, Willie Green says

outta nowhere,

which quiets all

of us except

the black bird

circling above.

What are you doing, Willie Green? I say

to myself.







THE BET

If she pitch you a ball, and you miss, Cool Willie Green says, and

if she pitch you another one, and you miss again, and

if she pitch you a third one, and

if she strikes you out, then

you have to give us

her glove back,

and if you hit

just one,

you get to keep

my bat.

Bet? Cool Willie Green asks.

Bet, Amos and Paul say at the same time.

Ain’t nobody done ever striked Paul out, Amos hoots.

That bat is as good as gone, Paul adds.







WHEN MY FIRST PITCH

flies across

the middle

of the plate

faster than a dragonfly

with four wings

Paul swings

almost in time

to get a piece

of it, but

we’re not playing horseshoes,

so almost

doesn’t count.

A miss is as much as a mile, I hear Nana Kofi saying

in my head,

which makes me smile.

STRIKE, Cool Willie Green hollers, tossing the ball back to me.

When my second pitch,

slow as molasses,

slithers like a worm,

he winds up,

ready to THWACK

that ball

into kingdom come

and he might’ve

if it didn’t dive down,

vanish right before

it crossed over

the plate.

STRRRR-IKE two, Cool Willie Green yells, getting a little too excited. Show off, why don’t you, Charley!

Shut up and let me concentrate, Paul cries back at him.







I DON’T KNOW WHY

they call it southpaw.

Maybe because

when you’re turned

to the left side

your arm is pointed

to the south.

But I do know

that after practicing

all these days

throwing the ball

with my left hand

I am getting better

at it, and this

is the right time

to show off.







SECRET WEAPON

Wait, what are you doing?

I’m pitching.

But you can’t throw it with your left hand. That’s not normal.

It’s normal if I say it is.

She can’t do that, can she? Paul says to Amos.

Naw, she been throwing with her other hand. She ain’t no southpaw.

I am now.

Is y’all scared? Cool Willie Green says, smiling from behind home plate.

Ain’t nobody scared. You just got lucky with those throws.

Then I guess you can call me Lucky Girl, huh?

I won’t ready. The sun was in my eye.

Yeah, the sun was in his eyes.

Well, is you ready now? Cool Willie Green asks, trying not to laugh too hard.

Go ’head, then, and pitch it so I can knock it out the park.

Batter up, I say

as I wind up

and throw

the fastest ball

I can

with my left hand.

He turns his body to the side,

sets his feet in the dirt,

bends his knees,

looks dead

at me,

raises his bat,

and swings

for the trees.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE STORY OF THE BATTLE

Freetown was in the center of the war… the one on the seas… The wonderfuls we came to trust… the ones who made the promises to us… they seized their enemy’s ships… more than two hundred of them… and while we waited for the madness to end… for the mayhem to cease… for brother to stop fighting brother… for neighbor to stop killing neighbor… they asked us to work… only they didn’t ask… said they needed the help… that it was the price we had to pay to stay… to eat… And since we could swim… they put cousin and cousin in charge of cleaning the hulls… of their gunboats and steamers… of their captured ships and schooners… from sunup to sundown… scraping the barnacles off… trying not to drown… And then word came that the wonderfuls we trusted had lost several battles… had been outmanned and outgunned… that the president of these United States passed a law saying Negros could be soldiers… and so we were enlisted… in what they call the navy… which is for soldiers who fight on the water… But we didn’t get to do any fighting… like shooting the guns on the sides of the ships… until the captain made our way up south for a big battle… and some of us were put in charge of loading shells into one of the mortars… And one day the captain told us that if we didn’t win this battle we might lose the war… that if that happened… our freedom was not guaranteed… so he devised a plan to surprise attack the next morning… box the enemy in three ways… from the seaside… from the north side… and from the south side… only he hadn’t been able to get the plan to the general in charge of the troops on the south side… said he was just gonna pray that they figured it out… But my cousin came up with an idea… said he would swim… at midnight… over to the south side and get the message to the general… and the soldiers on our ship thought he was plumb crazy… But the captain thought he was brave… which he was… and that night he swam… like a dolphin… and the next day we charged into the fort… and the soldiers in the north did the same thing… and when the enemy troops tried to retreat south… one thousand soldiers were waiting for them with rifles raised… forcing them to surrender… And soon after… the war was over… and the wonderfuls we trusted had won… and we were free… but I never heard from my cousin again… until…







ALARM

Soon as we get

in the house

Momma scolds me

for being

so dirty,

so late,

and not helping

to clean up

after the church picnic.

She makes me

take a bath

and on my way

to the washroom,

I stop by Nana Kofi’s

bedroom door

to say hello,

but when I call

out to him

five times,

getting louder

with each calling,

he doesn’t answer.







ATTACKED

It happens so fast.


The sound of

my breath,

a  w h i s t l e

becomes some

out of tune

song

of dread.



My chest, a balloon

swelling,

is about to POP.

The air, dry,

gets colder

and colder

as my forehead drips

with sweat.

I can hardly move

but my stomach jumps

and my thoughts

scurry

across a dismal swamp

of distress.







WHERE IS HE?

I stand there, frozen

in worry

forgetting to take long, deep breaths

forgetting to count to ten

forgetting to stay calm

Is he dead?

is all I can wonder

until Daddy comes

running round the corner

telling me to

Breathe, child, breathe

and Nana Kofi follows,

repeating the same thing.

Homé, Pudding. Homé.







AFTER MOMMA MAKES ME

some tea

and I take

a long bubble bath

with lavender

she picked

from the yard,

Nana and I sit

in the living room

talking.

He’s in his big chair,

not smoking

his pipe

’cause the doctor said

now that he’s better

if he wants to stay better

he has to stop, so

Momma threw

them all out.

I’m on the floor

at his feet

doing what I love

to do with my nana.

Asking questions.







CONVERSATION WITH NANA

Nana, you know you never finished telling me about what happened to your cousin. Did you ever see him again?

Been fifty years.

You think about him?

All the time I think about my family, Esi.

I’m sorry, Nana. It must be hard to miss them.

Makes it easier that I got you, that I got my own family now, he says, smiling and rubbing my head.

What do you think happened to your cousin after the war? Did he die?

Nana Kofi gets up,

walks over

to his suitcase,

and opens it up.

I don’t have to think. I know, he answers, handing me an envelope that he pulls out of the suitcase.

What’s this, Nana?

Read it to me, child, he says, and

while I do

I can feel his heart

filling up

with woe

and wonder.







DEAR KOFI OFFIN

If you are receiving this,

then it means

that the general kept his word

and located you.

When I came ashore

after an hour of swimming

on that fateful, dark night,

none of the officers

and infantrymen could believe that

any man could last that long

in the water. I did not tell them

that our journey years before

was ten times longer because

they may have deemed me crazy.

I know you see these big words

I am using, and cannot believe it is

your cousin, Kofi Katari, talking.

Well, you would be half right.

You see, I met a young woman

called Minnie

after the war, who I am keen on

and she is keen on me,

and she is very well educated,

like you

like Ama

so I am telling her what I want to say

to you, and she is writing it down proper.

This is what I want to say, cousin.

I survived the war.

And now, soon as I save

up enough money, my new wife, yes

we will get married a month from now,

the two of us will go up north.

My Minnie’s aunt has a friend

who told us of a woman named Moses

who says that there is a place

for our people to live

free of mistreatment and worry,

that there are whole villages

of US, and it is safe

and there are jobs

and they say there are even ships

that will take us back if we want

but I think I’m gonna make a home there

for myself, for me and Minnie

and our soon-to-be family,

but if you do get this,

please try to come find me

in the place they call Nova Scotia.

I owe you my life, cousin.

Until we meet again,

Your cousin Kofi Katari







CONVERSATION CONTINUED

Why didn’t you go, Nana?

I met your grandmother.

Think he’s still there in, what’s the place called?

Nova Scotia.

Where is that?

Canada. Now, Pudding, you know I love telling you stories, but I’m an old man. You are testing my patience. Tell me about your big game.

Oh, I didn’t tell you yet, I say, laughing.

Get on with it, now!







THE BIG GAME

You should have seen it, Nana.

Cecil the Third’s mouth dropped

like a hot sweet potato

when Socks hit the ball

so far, it seemed to ride

the wind, break right

through the clouds.

But he wasn’t too happy, ’cause it was a tie. So, he quit. Can you believe that?

Those who are absent do not have to be wrong.

What do you mean?

He had to leave because he could not take losing.

…

What else?

What do you mean? I ask suspiciously.

The words you say to tell the truth are as important as the decision to be truthful.

Nana, why do you always speak like that?

Because when we water our words, they grow our minds.

Okay.

Because that is how I was spoken to, and I want my granddaughter to learn and live a life of sense and sensibility.

…

And honesty.

Nana, there is one more thing that happened today.

What is that, Esi?

Remember those boys with the ugly dog we saw in Great Bridge?







HOW TO THROW A CURVE

I had

three fingers

on the ball

two at the top

my pointer finger facing

the sky

and my thumb

gripping

the bottom

It was so quiet

I thought I heard a bee buzzing

over by the benches

We were both nervous

I saw his front leg shaking

like a leaf in October

I turned

my left hand

to the side

Spit,

but nothing came out

threw everything I had

I fired

that ball

so fast

it left a trail

of smoke

in my mind

We all watched it

like slow motion

it seemed to last forever

and seconds later

when it was dead

in front of him

when that ball

was no longer where it was

when it started

when my left-handed curve

broke right

into his body

he wound up that bat

and swung so wild-like

that foot that was shaking

got all twisted up

and he fell to the ground

screaming bloody murder.

We said we were sorry

asked him

was he okay

but he couldn’t answer

on account

of he was crying

His friends helped him up

and we just took

Willie Green’s bat

ran fast back to Monumental

to the church picnic

where they was cleaning up

and that’s when Momma

gave me a look

that said I was probably in some trouble

but it was worth it

’cause I showed them boys

and I got to play in Hickory Park

just like you said I would.







TROUBLED

Nana gets up

looks out the front window

looks out the back window

comes back in

sits on the edge of his chair

looks down

looks up

looks troubled

takes a real big breath, looks back at me

and finally says, real loud, stretching every word like a thunder:


Look at me, Esi.

Now, tell me exactly

what

the wonderful said

next.









HE SAID

I broke his ankle

He said I was a witch

He said it didn’t count, so they were gonna keep the bat

He said a curse when Willie Green grabbed the bat and we ran

He said a word that sounded like NEGRO but different, meaner

Then his friend threw rocks at us.

…

…

You sure, that was it, nothing else?

Nana, why are you looking at me like that?

CHILD, PLEASE, you best remember and tell me was there anything else that boy said after y’all?

Well, I think I heard him holler something else—

HOLLERED WHAT?

That he was gonna tell his daddy on us…







SUMMER RAIN

Momma doesn’t sing

not one verse

of my favorite

bedtime song.

Daddy kisses me

good night, but

doesn’t read to me.

Nobody tucks me in

tonight.

It’s just me

and the thunder.

I can’t

get to sleep, so I try

closing my eyes

and counting backward

from one hundred,

the last twenty in Twi,

’cause that’s all I know

right now.

It doesn’t work, because

the storm outside

is nothing like the one

going on

in my living room,

where Daddy, Momma,

Nana Kofi, my uncles,

Gwen, and Elias

are having

a family meeting

that sounds as stressful

as a Baptist church

split.

So, I try reciting

over and over

the new poem

I’ve been learning

by Jessie Redmon Fauset:

Slanting, driving, Summer rain

How you wash my heart of pain!

How you make me think of trees,

Ships and gulls and flashing…

and then I drift away

into the big seas…







IN THIS DREAM

she is watching

a ball game

and she is the coach

and she is the pitcher

and a wonderful

is the batter

and she knows

she is supposed

to throw it slow

and easy

but she has other plans

and in the stands

is an angel

in a purple wide-brim hat

watching

and she yells, KOKODURU!

No boundaries, be free.

So, she throws

a ball so fast

it blazes

through the air

like a star on fire

shining up the night

burning everything

in its way

apple trees

chairs

benches

doors

and no one can stop it

it is on the way

to her house

and she chases it

but now she can’t remember

how to get there

she is lost again

but there is Cool Willie Green

to the rescue

and she asks him

to help her

find her way back

home

and then

she wakes up.







THE NEXT DAY

Cool Willie Green comes over

with a great big ole smile

and his brand-new bat

ready to play,

but I tell him I can’t

and when he sucks

his teeth and sighs

and asks why,

I tell him on account of

the consequences

of my actions

at the church picnic,

so we just sit

on the porch

and talk

and I tell him

how all the adults

been acting strange,

not weird-strange

but worry-strange,

like something

is wrong.

Then we remember

the big game

and the strike-out

and talk about

our bright tomorrows

playing professional

and I forget all about

the storm last night

and then it’s quiet

like there’s nothing

to say, or we don’t know

what to say next.

I do not tell him about the dream.

He starts

fumbling around

his pockets

like he’s looking

for something

and when he finds it

he looks at me

for the first time

without a smirk

or a frown,

just a happy face

and says,

Here, this for you, Charley.







HE HANDS ME

a small paper bag

like the ones

Mr. Jones puts candy

or tobacco in

and even though

I still got some

Tootsie Rolls left,

I think it’s so sweet

that he brought me candy,

but then I open it

to find a seashell

with a black star on it

hanging

from a necklace

made out of

a long-stemmed wildflower

like the ones at the park,

and I think I understand

what Miss Fauset meant

when she wrote,

How you wash my heart of pain!







CONVERSATION WITH WILLIE GREEN

I made it, for you.

…

…

Where’d you get a seashell from?

It’s an oyster shell. I snuck some from the church picnic.

The ones my daddy brought?

Yep, and I painted the black star, too.

…

You don’t like it?

I. LOVE. IT!

Sorry your folks found out about Hickory.

Yeah, did Johnnie tell on you?

Nope. I told him about how you struck that boy out so bad, he started crying. But Johnnie said he wouldn’t tell on me, long as I gave him all the change in my piggy bank. So I did.

…

But guess what, Charley?

What?

My daddy says he’ll take us on the train up to see the Black Sox play.

REALLY! That’s a dream.

This whole weekend been a dream, Charley. A dream come true.

…

You should wear it. I mean, if you love it… right?

Can you help me put it on?







SWEETS

I stand up,

can feel Cool Willie Green’s breathing

behind me,

can smell

that he brushed his teeth

for once,

hope Momma

or worse, Daddy,

doesn’t see us,

doesn’t see how well

it feels, I mean fits

when Willie Green finishes

tying it around

my neck.

There ya go, Charley.

Cool Willie Green?

Yeah?

I forgive you.

…

…

I’m getting hungry, all this talking and whatnot.

I don’t know what we got?

You don’t know what you HAVE?

…

You not the only smart one.

I think it’s some leftover picnic sweets.

Can we go in and find out… sweets?

What you call me?

Nothin’. I was just asking about what your momma got to eat is all.

Willie Green, this does not make me your girlfriend, just ’cause you did this very nice thing, I say before I take him into the kitchen.

I ain’t even say that, Charley. I was just being nice, ’cause you a good pitcher… for a girl.

And you are a good friend, for a boy.

We both laugh

on our way

to eat up

all kinds

of cookies and cakes

and the tasty crumbs

of our yesterdays

todays

and delicious tomorrows.







FALLING APART

Nana and Daddy

are in the living room

talking serious

and each time

I walk through

they get quiet.

Momma is

frying up a batch of chicken,

making a heap

of potato salad,

moving fast

around the kitchen

like she’s about to serve dinner

but it’s only the afternoon.

She tells me to go

in my room

and clean up something

or take a nap

and when I tell her

I’m not sleepy

she snaps at me,

Then go read a book, child.

I grab the newspaper,

take it to my room,

and read an article called

“America Trying to Jail a Rainbow”

that says

Mr. Marcus Mosiah Garvey

and his organization

are under investigation

for stealing money

from his followers

to buy the ships

that will take Negro Americans

back to Africa

and I wonder if Nana knows

about this

and I wonder if this means

he won’t get to go home

and then my mind wanders

off to sleep

and when I wake up

I hear commotion

coming from inside

and outside

the house.







OUTSIDE MY WINDOW

I see Uncle Rinney

Mr. Corprew

and three other men

from Nana’s UNIA meeting

gathered on the porch

and I see Uncle Albert’s

shiny black car

sitting all on Momma’s

flower garden,

which she’s not going to like

at all,

and it’s still running

And. It’s. Still. Running.

But he’s not in it.

When I get near the kitchen

they don’t see me yet

but I see Mr. Jones

and my family

sitting at the table.

Daddy’s hugging Momma

and Nana Kofi’s shaking his head

cursing over and over.

Hyie! Hyie! Hyie!







PERIL

Nana sits

on his sacred stool

with his suitcase

in his lap.

It’s that bad is it? he says.

Mr. Jones looks at Nana

who looks at Uncle Albert

who looks at Daddy

who looks at Momma

who catches my eye and

All.

Talking.

Halts.

Like time stops…

All.

Eyes.

On me.

Little pitchers have big ears, she says,

hurrying me

out of the kitchen.

Charlene, get that brown suitcase

out of your closet

and pack your stuff

and don’t forget

your undergarments. Now, go on

quick.

For what? I ask.

Do What Your Momma Says, Daddy nearly shouts.

I get to my room

and close the door

from the hallway side

to make them think

I’m inside, when I hear

Mr. Jones say

as softly as he can

something

that echoes danger

all throughout

the house.

They say they are coming for the boy first.







I GRAB MY SUITCASE

my pillow, toothbrush,

two books, then, for the first time,

sit on Nana’s stool

and wait.







ON THE FRONT PORCH

we all hold hands.

Pray hard, Raymond, Momma says

to Daddy

as we each bow

our heads.

Gather together

in the hands of hope

in the arms of tomorrow

that we may not be discouraged

by the harms of yesterday

that we may not be defeated

by those who would see us hurt.

Gather together

under the pale pallor of the moon

beneath the guiding stars

that we may leave the woes

of our weary city

that we may find a little piece

of bright wonder ahead.

Gather together

us on this journey

us to the place that awaits

us from darkness to light

us kindled in love

and protected by the blood

of our people

here and far

now and forever

we pray.

Amen. Amen. Hallelujah.







IN THE DARKNESS

I slip

and fall

on the dash

to Uncle Albert’s car.


Why are we rushing?



Daddy picks me up

by the arm,

his other one holding

two big bags

and I swear

I see tears

on his face.


Why is he crying?



He puts me in

the back seat

of the car

right next to Nana

who’s holding his suitcase

in his lap.

Nana pulls me close

like he’s tucking me in.

WE GOTTA GO, Y’ALL! Uncle Albert screams

from behind the wheel.

NOW!


Where are we going?



Momma races out

with her suitcase

her flute

and a basket

of brown paper bags

filled with food

that she places

behind her seat

right in front of me.

The smell

of her cooking

inside each one

reminds me

of what I already miss.

Why are we leaving? I don’t understand.

Esi, we just trying to keep you safe, Nana says.

Momma kisses Daddy

on the lips,

then shuts her door

which is strange

because Daddy is not

in the car

yet.







WHEN DADDY OPENS

my door

I slide over

so he can fit next to me

put his arm around me

pull the door shut

keep me safe

but he doesn’t.

HE. DOESN’T.

GET.

IN.







ABANDONED

He kisses me

on both cheeks

holds my face

in his hands, tells me

Charlene, I’ll see you real soon

and we will go to a ball game.

Now take care of your momma

and your nana,

and then I stop breathing

and then he starts breathing

real slow

like he’s holding the air

for me

to catch it

and I do

because it’s hard

to not breathe

when I’m crying

when I realize

Daddy’s not coming with us.







THE WAY A DOOR CLOSES

He hugs me

like he does

when he leaves

each month

for work

only this time

I’m the one leaving.

Kokoduru, he whispers

shutting the door

to my life

to everything

I ever was

with just the night left

to save me


But from what?



My eyes are a lagoon.

My wail louder than the sea

striking the shore

and I can barely hear

I love you, Charley,

as he turns

to walk back

to the porch

to join Uncle Rinney

to stand with the men

from the UNIA

two of whom I notice

are clenching

long black guns.







RIGHT BEFORE UNCLE ALBERT

drives off

from 1045 Jones Mill Road

I remember something

still in my room

that I cannot forget.







KEEPSAKE

Uncle Albert tells me

to forget it,

that we gotta get

outta Jones Mill,

but Nana has already

opened his door

and hollered for Daddy

to hurry inside

and get that thing for Pudding.







DADDY DARTS OUT

the front door

clutching

my Lucky Girl glove

under his arm

and when he gets halfway

to the car

he just stops

like his feet are frozen

like he stepped in cement

and his mouth drops

at something frightening he sees

behind us

and his eyes widen

and I’ve never seen him run

like he does next.

GO, ALBERT! GET THEM OUT

OF HERE, he screams, tossing my glove into

the car.

Uncle Albert

and Momma

turn around

so fast

they nearly bump heads.

Momma screams

Daddy’s name

so loud

my ears ring.

RAYMOND!







THE FIRE

night, black

stars, black

road, black

orange blaze

beating flame

Willie Green’s

house burns

Momma wails

holds hand

Uncle drives

I stare

eyes, shocked

tears spill

fire stomps

smoke swells

can’t breathe

CAN’T BREATHE

CAN’T BREATHE

air, lost

home, lost

Daddy yells

CAR STOPS

We turn

Willie Green

brother Johnnie

running fast

jump in

we drive

fast, from

Jones Mill

my life.







TERROR

They came

in their white (BREATH)

robes

(BREATH)

with fire

in (BREATH)

their hands, Charley

(BREATH)

Willie Green says, his panting

getting in the way

of some of his words.

We (BREATH)hid in the 

back

room (BREATH)

but when they burned us

out (BREATH)

front (BREATH)

I ran ran ran

but my daddy… my daddy, Charley…







NORMAL

What happened to your daddy?

What do you mean white robes?

Why’d they burn your house?

But he doesn’t respond

just stares at me

with an empty look

like his soul has been severed

like he has no answers

or doesn’t want to say them,

then drops his head

on Johnnie’s lap.

Nana interrupts

brings me back

to the now,

tells me

he has a tale for us—

as if

that is normal, as if

one of his stories right now

would make Johnnie, whose face

is crumbling in loss, feel better

would make it okay

that we all saw

Willie Green’s home

go up in flames

would make me feel better

that I just left

my home

AND MY DADDY

in the middle

of the night

that we are all headed

on a passage

to some middle-

of-I-don’t-know-where place.

THAT. IS. NOT. NORMAL.







MANY SEASONS AGO

Nana Kofi begins

but Willie Green has fallen asleep

so fast, it is like he is dead

and my mind is restless

wandering into

a river of unknowing

trying not to drown

in the fear

and sadness

that owns my mind

and my heart.

Esi, are you not listening to your nana?

I’m afraid, Nana, I say, twirling around my black star necklace, which I haven’t taken off. Aren’t you?

Your nana fought in a war and almost got blown up. You think I wasn’t afraid the whole time? But I’m still here. I have faced far greater dangers than the one we just escaped. We are gon’ be fine.

But what did we escape? Why did they burn his house up? And what about his daddy?

Papa, please, this has been a long day, and we have a longer drive, can we… just have a moment to our thoughts? Momma begs.

I can tell she is still crying, too.

There will be plenty of time for stories and explanations, Pudding, he says to me.

Okay, I answer. But where is Willie Green’s daddy? Why didn’t he come?

It was them boys’ fathers y’all played with, said Willie Green injured his son, Johnnie answers, in between his sobbing.

…

About nine of ’em came to the house with torches, and Daddy told us to run out back, but he went out front, and, uh, and—

THAT’S ENOUGH, JOHNNIE GREEN, Momma shouts.

She’s right, Johnnie boy, just let it be for now, Uncle Albert says. Now y’all keep it down please, so I can concentrate on this dark road, lest we all end up crashed in a ditch.

But Johnnie doesn’t have to finish

what he was saying

because I know

that what comes after and

is a holocaust of hell

is what Mr. Claude McKay called

the cruelest pain

an awful sin

that will never be forgotten

that I’ll never forgive

myself for.







GUILT

No more playing catch in Mosquito Park

No more diamond ball field dreams

No more Plum and Berry and Juju

No more Cecil the Third

No more Socks

No more peppermint and chocolate brittle

No more skipping rocks on the river

No more Monumental Baptist

No more Sunday dinners

No more Uncle Rinney’s Penny Parties

No more Mrs. Bethune’s school for girls

No more being a teacher

No more apple tree in the front yard of Willie Green’s daddy’s house

No more front yard of Willie Green’s daddy’s house

No more Willie Green’s daddy’s house

No more Willie Green’s daddy.

No more my daddy.

And it’s all my fault.







FREEDOM

Sister, pass me a piece of chicken

and one piece of bread, please, Uncle Albert says

to Momma.

She turns around

to grab one of the bags

I’m holding

and meets my heartbroken eyes.

You okay, baby?

…

Why don’t you try going to sleep. We gots a long drive ahead.

I’m not sleepy.

She hands Uncle Albert

a drumstick, and

he wraps a piece

of white bread

around it,

then eats it

like a sandwich.

I notice every bite

hear every crunch.

It’s the only sound now

other than the loud sorrow

between my ears

and the road

beneath the car’s wheels.

Pudding?

…

Esi?

Yes, Nana.

Do you see the moon?

Yes.

Tell me, what do you see in the moon?

I don’t know. It’s half full. The rest is dark.

Naa Esi, I too once blamed myself for the actions of evil men.

…

Do you know what my nana told me?

Nana Mosi?

Yes. He said when half of the moon

is bright,

and the other half

is a shadow,

we are supposed to let go.

Let go of what?

Whatever it is that you need healing from. One day you will have a grandchild, and you will tell her this story of you how you survived, how you thrived, and that story will protect her. Do you understand?

I guess. Can I ask you a question, Nana?

Yes, Pudding.

Are we coming back home?

When your house becomes a cage, it is better to fly away and find another home.

Why didn’t Daddy come with us?

If you don’t stand up for your family, for what you believe in, you’ll lose yourself.

Huh?

Your Daddy’s a proud man. He knows his worth, and he is going to protect it at all costs.

Will he be okay?

Well, if the Great One above is willing and the creek does not rise.

…

Those men from my group are right there with him, Pudding. They not going to let anything happen. He’ll be with us again, real soon.

You promise?

…

…

Nana Kofi, where are we going?

To safety.

Where is that?

Up north.

Up north like Baltimore? Is there a Black Star ship to come get us from there.

Us?

Any place is better than this one, and you said as long as we are together, we are all right. So, if you’re going, then I’m going. This place is too evil, Nana. Too much badness wrapped up in all the goodness that could be.

That’s the truth, child. But I’m afraid we stuck here for a while, seeing as though Mr. Garvey got himself arrested, and now they talking about kicking him out of this country. It’s a shame.

After Daddy comes, maybe we should go to Canada.

We’re gonna follow that North Star, he says, pointing in front of us. Ahoto!

To freedom?

Yes, to freedom.

Where is that, Nana?

Where the white gleam of our bright star is cast, he sings

as Uncle Albert and Momma join in

the sound of their voices

lifting me away

to sleep…







THERE WAS EVEN A TIME

when a girl had dreams

filled with wishes

and fears

that pulled her toward

her destiny

like the moon does

the earth

when all the girl wanted

was a ball and a glove

to catch the promises

she made to herself

when the fire of possibility

got too out of hand

its flames too vicious

that she could no longer see

a beautiful world

behind her

when she could no longer hope

she knew that she would have to imagine

what came next

would have to make up

her own story, so

she dreamt a new world

each night under scarlet sky

she dreamt of the color purple

and diamond fields

spicy groves and apple trees

and words

and the words became songs

and the songs became stories

and the stories became wings

that carried her toward freedom

just like her nana’s had

and his nana

and all the nanas before

and in this dream

she would learn how to fly

and hopefully

find her way

home.
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The Sesa Wo Suban Adinkra symbol means transformation or “change your character.” It is a call to personal reflection and growth. It is composed of two symbols: the inner star, which symbolizes a new day, and an outer wheel, which represents initiative and moving forward. This symbol is meant to inspire people, especially young people, to make positive change in the world by their actions.
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