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For the two who made me out of love


I am a marked woman, but not everybody knows my name. [. . .] My country needs me, and if I were not here, I would have to be invented.

—Hortense Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book”

“Did the fox eat the rabbit?” asked the little boy to whom the story had been told.

“Dat’s all de fur de tale goes,” replied the old man. “He mout, an den agin he moutent.”

—Joel Chandler Harris, “The Wonderful Tar-Baby”
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Original Hill
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The streets of Original Hill were alive with talk of the old man’s niece. The Bushes, the Reeds, the Woods, the Iveses, the Burdocks, the Thornes, and the Branches each had their own theories. These conjectures were batted around over girls’ night margaritas, during game night commercial breaks, and between over-the-shoulder glances at the grocery store.

It was Mrs. Bush that first spotted the niece in the second-story window of the house at 1 Orchard Street, though she had assumed the girl was a new maid or maybe a nurse. Strange, as the old man had seemed healthy enough the last time that she’d seen him. Then, the Reeds’ little boy spied her picking flowers in the Foxes’ yard and tossing them into a small wicker basket, a large yellow hat on her head. Mrs. Reed was sure that her son was mistaken, as it was unheard of for any hands other than Mrs. Fox’s own to touch her garden. Days later, Mr. Burdock noticed Mrs. Fox shouldering an extra bag of groceries from her car and offered to help her carry them. She told him that she could manage as she propped her front door open, and Mr. Burdock caught a glimpse of the girl within, wearing what looked to him like a billowing nightgown buttoned up to her neck. Mrs. Fox shut the door before he could say anything more. Despite these brief sightings, serious speculation only really started once the niece began to sit on the Foxes’ garden wall.

The house on Orchard Street stood at the peak of Original Hill, overlooking the sprawl of the city and its other suburbs from a respectable distance. On clear days, the neighborhood’s residents could see the Mississippi winding its way along the edge of downtown and the fields of wheat and sugar beets beyond the city’s edge. Orchard Street was the aorta of the neighborhood, traveling down from the Fox residence past smaller but still splendid homes and through a quaint commercial square that they called “the Village,” which included a bank, a supermarket, a salon, a French café, a pricey Italian restaurant, a seasonal ice cream parlor, Burdock’s hardware store, and Bush’s convenience store. While the residents would have been happy for Orchard Street to stop there, it continued on, transforming into the Orchard Street Bridge and sailing across the I-94 highway. Municipal maps incorporated a few blocks past the I-94 into Original Hill, but the neighborhood itself drew its line at the bridge.

To call Original Hill a place alone would have done it a disservice, for Original Hill was a dream. It was—its residents assumed—the only dream. This assumption was corroborated by occasional features in lifestyle magazines and real estate websites, boasting that Original’s quality of life was as high as its average income. Perhaps its only demerit was its lack of diversity, though residents attested that it was easy enough to drive downtown and enjoy the city’s variety of ethnic foods and cultural arts.

The neighborhood’s name alone was like a conjuring. To say you were from Original Hill, or were looking for some place like that, would instantly conjure the image of spacious porches, pristine lawns, and quiet, wellpaved roads. It was modern comfort without the over-digitization or trend chasing that soured modern living, the last holdout of a kind of life that every sensible person hoped would return sooner than later. It existed almost as much as a dream in the minds of its people as it did in concrete and wood and grass and tar north of the I-94.

It is possible that this is what allowed the old man’s niece to step into Original Hill from some equally phantasmic place. She took some time to fully solidify in the neighborhood, appearing only as a flicker in windows and doorways, which the residents may have been able to ignore had the girl not insisted on being seen.

On their usual evening walk down Orchard Street, Mr. and Mrs. Ives were confronted by a figure perched on the Foxes’ brick garden wall. She wore an enormous pale yellow sun hat, from which two thick braids descended just past her shoulders, and a blush-and-canary sundress that billowed past her knees, stopping just short of two bare feet. Mrs. Ives thought the dress looked almost obscene the way it hung off her skinny figure. Its sleeves sagged around the girl’s elbows, and two bright white gloves met them at the edge of her forearms. Her wide eyes, full lips, and faultless skin reminded Mrs. Ives of a model she had seen on a magazine cover.

The girl had been staring into the nothingness of the road ahead of her before shifting her attention to the Iveses. She offered neither a wave nor a nod, just the intensity of those moony eyes. Mr. Ives offered a “Good evening,” to which the girl only smiled. Brilliantly white teeth, Mr. Ives would later recall. Like milk teeth, Mrs. Ives would agree. Then, the girl extended her bare foot out to them and wiggled her toes. The couple hurried past, trying not to stare.

The neighborhood spent the better part of a week speculating why she was there. Some wondered if her appearance might be related to those protests—some kind of occupation or demonstration. But after numerous afternoons observing the figure swinging her bare feet from atop the brick wall, it became clear that she was just . . . sitting. This display of leisure convinced everyone that she couldn’t possibly be in the Foxes’ employ. But what was she looking at? Or waiting for? Why was she wearing such an old-fashioned sundress, and white elbow-length opera gloves, and no shoes? The Foxes themselves did not weigh in until a week later, when Mrs. Fox entered Bush’s convenience store asking for strawberry candies.

In all the decades that Mr. Bush had catered to Mrs. Fox, he had never known her to have the taste for strawberry candies. He told her as much as he rang her up. Mrs. Fox replied, “They’re for my niece. She’s visiting.”

“She a brother’s or a sister’s girl?”

“Eugene’s brother’s,” she said, before thanking Mr. Bush and departing.

A new round of rumors erupted. Those who wanted to believe Mrs. Fox insisted that it was possible the girl could be related through adoption. Or perhaps it was the brother who was adopted, as no one could recall having ever met a sibling of Fox’s in all the years that they’d lived there. Dr. Wood pointed out that despite the girl’s incredibly dark complexion, it was still possible for her to be a blood relative, depending on her mother. But very few neighbors entertained this.

Those who chose to be incredulous harped on the fact that Mrs. Fox had clarified it was her husband who had brought the young, undeniably beautiful “niece” into the house. These parties would be swiftly reminded that this was Eugene Fox they were talking about, not some gossip-mill lecher.

Regardless of their bias for or against Mrs. Fox, they all continued to watch the house on Orchard. Behind window shades and between fence posts, they kept their eyes on the young woman, who continued to sit on the garden wall wearing her enormous sun hat and opera gloves. She never wore any shoes, never said a word, and rarely smiled. She simply gazed out into the world. They began to suspect that maybe she really was waiting for something or someone to come along after all. How curious it is that, when that somebody did come, no one person saw it all at once.

It was Ms. Branch who noticed Lucius Foote walking toward Orchard on that temperate June afternoon. Unlike most, Lucius Foote was a walker. You never caught him shuffling into a car or engrossed in his phone. During the warmer months, he would often drop by a group brunching outside the café and fold himself into their conversation with ease. The Iveses regularly bumped into him on their evening strolls and insisted the jovial bachelor join them for a few blocks. The Bushes were delighted whenever he visited their store and chatted for the better part of an hour while helping Mr. Bush restock the shelves. Even when the temperature dropped, Mrs. Thorne might catch him in his coat and scarf admiring a window display with that genuine smile. Busy as he was as their city councilman, he always made time to be their neighbor.

Had it not been for how quickly Lucius passed by, Ms. Branch might have flagged him down, pulled him into a conversation, even offered to drive him so that he would not have to pass by 1 Orchard Street. But by the time she realized who it was in that gray blazer, he had already rounded the corner.

When Mrs. Thorne looked up from the carrots she had been peeling in the sink, Lucius was approaching the girl on the wall. Through her kitchen window, she watched Lucius nod to the girl and move his lips—“Good evening” or maybe “How’s it going.” The girl, as usual, did nothing, did not even slow the momentum of her ticktocking leg.

Dr. Wood, stepping outside to collect a package, had not seen Lucius greet the girl but did see him stop just a few feet past her. She caught the queer expression on the young man’s face. Both Dr. Wood and Mrs. Thorne later commiserated over sharing the strong urge to avert their eyes as Lucius turned back around to the girl.

So it was Mr. Reed, clearing leaves out of his gutter, who saw Lucius lean against the wall, right beside the girl, who kept her face forward, never acknowledging his presence.

When Mrs. Thorne glanced back at the scene, the man’s closeness to the young woman made her drop a carrot. As she gathered herself, she noticed the irritation in Lucius’s face.

No, not irritation, Dr. Wood would later insist. More like curiosity. Intrigue, maybe.

Everyone agreed that the girl treated the man as if he were not right there beside her. But as Ms. Branch drove down Orchard on her way home from Bush’s store, she noticed that Lucius’s lips were moving. In the flash that she saw of him before speeding past, she corroborated Lucius’s physical stance as being casual, familiar. That was always how he was, though. Easy, relaxed, with everyone.

Yes, but, Dr. Wood would go on to say, there was excitement behind his eyes.

Lucius spoke for some time, every now and then pausing and waiting for the girl to respond. And what did she do? Nothing, Mr. Reed would say. Didn’t even look at him.

Until she did, Dr. Wood would remind Mr. Reed.

Yes, and when she did, when the girl finally turned her head toward Lucius Foote, it looked like he was nearly knocked back onto the sidewalk.

And so, then did they strike up a conversation? Not at all. Her large hat obscured her face from Mrs. Thorne and Mr. Reed, but Dr. Wood could confirm that the girl’s lips remained shut tight.

Lucius, on the other hand, kept talking.

Sounds like Lucius, alright.

Could talk to anyone.

You remember when he talked down those protesters that set up in the Village?

A great guy.

A nice boy.

One of the good ones.

And then the girl kicked him.

Well, perhaps kicked is too strong, Mrs. Thorne would admit after hearing other accounts of the interaction. Mr. Reed believed that he saw the girl tap him with her toe, and Dr. Wood insisted that her riotous leg had merely grazed him. But they all agreed that they saw Lucius Foote holding the girl’s naked heel in his hand. This display was so suddenly intimate that all three neighbors blinked at the same time. During that blink, Lucius Foote vanished.

Mr. Reed grabbed his ladder to keep from losing balance and Mrs. Thorne nicked herself with the peeler. Not even Dr. Wood, with her largely unobstructed view, could tell where he had gone. All that was left was the girl on the wall, once again swinging her leg and staring at nothing. After a moment, all the observers returned to their activities, though each felt a new chill, as if someone had cracked a window.




Birch & Oak




I am listening to the world’s palaver when he touches me. The sun warms my bare legs, and a breeze tickles the hairs on the back of my neck. I dig my fingernails into the garrulous grit of the wall, pressing as hard I can. I make a wish to be more in the world, and then he is there beside me. My One and Only. His skin meets my skin, but then it is as if the world resets its pieces, and I cannot sit on the garden wall any longer.




Lucky
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For days now, Lucky Foote had not been able to think of anyone but that girl on the wall. He had crossed her path a week ago, and yet he could recall her face vividly as if it had only been an hour.

At the time, he’d had the birchbark on his mind. For years he’d tried to chase away the memory of the birchbark, but those black and white slashes were imprinted behind his eyelids. He could still smell the mulching leaves and hear his heartbeat thudding against his eardrums as those hands gripped his body. Even now, Lucky’s mind threatened to return there, but he redirected his thoughts to the image of that girl as he stepped off the city bus.

He checked the time on his phone. Auntie Riri was expecting him at six thirty, and he would only just make it if he headed that way now. Even so, he walked in the opposite direction, up Orchard Street.

It wasn’t every day you saw a sister chilling on the streets of lily-white Original Hill, especially not in that getup. With the hat blocking her face and the old-timey dress covering up everything above her knees, Lucky might not have realized she was also Black were it not for her bare leg swinging to and fro. She hadn’t said much—really anything—to his attempts at initiating conversation. He was just about to get on with his walk and leave the girl be when she turned and looked at him with those mother-of-pearl-button eyes. Then she had let him catch her naked foot in his hand.

Since then, whenever his mind wandered, he kept reaching for that foot—its slender arch and impossible softness. Every morning, he awoke with a fading vision of those nacreous eyes, and each night he dozed off picturing that light-yellow fabric against her ebony skin. Strange that in his dreams, she never undressed, never contorted herself into ecstatic poses beneath his body. She only ever sat on that wall, hard and real, looking at him or not, as if daring him to come closer. When he dared, the moment his skin made contact with her thigh or shoulder, he would wake in his bed, beads of sweat blooming on his chest. In dreams, he could not even touch that perfect foot.

So he had returned to Old Man Fox’s house again and again. Each time, he had found the garden wall empty, and there was no promise that she would be there this evening. Still, he couldn’t help himself from taking the gamble.

Lucky slapped on his red-carpet smile and waved or winked or howdied as he passed his neighbors. His voters, his base, and at times, his eyes and ears on the ground. They would be the ones to decide if he was reelected to city council, and ultimately, they would catapult him to loftier seats.

Not that he had any gnawing political ambitions. He wanted Original Hill, the dream of it, and he was just about there. Politics was just a way to fluff his pillow and stay comfortable for a good, long time. He spent his days sewing himself so tightly into the fabric of this community that when he finally stopped renting Stu Hoffman’s townhouse and purchased his own home in Original, it would be merely a formality.

Had he not been Lucky Foote, he likely wouldn’t have been able to pull it off. A Black bachelor not quite thirty-three from a place like Briar Heights? Please. But then, he was Lucky Foote, so despite his Blackness, he walked freely among these white PTA moms and their Pillsbury Doughboy husbands. He could loiter by their houses, wave to their neighborhood watch, and chat with their wives at their picket fences without the slightest reservation. This was his gift—a kind of trickster charm that allowed him to convince his neighbors that they had allowed him to lay his bindle down here.

Maybe that was why he was so fixated on this girl. No smile, no nod, no recognition of any kind. He’d stumbled into some game, but she seemed to hold all the cards. He was burning for a chance to play again.

But arriving at the wall, he found it empty once more. He froze on the sidewalk, glaring at the bricks, willing her to reappear. In his peripheral vision, he saw movement in one of the windows. A hopeful flutter in his chest sank like a cannonball when he realized it was likely the house’s owner. Not wanting to draw Old Man Fox out, Lucky turned and made his way back down Orchard Street. As he left the empty wall behind, he felt a gnawing sensation in his stomach. He chalked it up to hunger, now that he would be at least twenty minutes late for dinner.

Really, Lucky knew it was something else. He wasn’t used to being denied.

Lucky because he was, in most ways that mattered. Bernie Orson had given him the name when they were boys in Briar Heights, after they jumped the fence to clip roses off of Old Man Farmer’s rosebush. Back then, he had been known as Junior. Junior to whom? A man that he hardly knew, who had left him nothing but his own name and an old vest with mother-of-pearl buttons. It was a name that fit him like a sandpaper suit.

Wanting to impress some of the girls in their homeroom, he and Bernie knew better than to settle for the puny rosebuds that poked through the fence, routinely snapped off by passersby. The real boon lay just over Farmer’s six-foot-high fence. As their lithe brown bodies tumbled into the yellowed grass along the side of Farmer’s house, they saw the bush’s splendorous bounty. Assured of their safety, these roses had minimized their thorns and yawned their petals out wide.

Trouble was, Old Man Farmer had seen them jump his fence. As soon as Junior plucked the first bloom, the old codger appeared like a burst of fire and brimstone. Bernie, who was still by the fence, easily scrambled back up and over. But Farmer wrapped his wrinkled hand around Junior’s arm before the boy could make a break for it. Despite his age, Farmer’s grip was strong, and his hooded yellow eyes bore down onto Junior. “Boy,” Farmer spat, “what the hell are you doing on my property?”

But rather than whimper or grovel, the boy smiled. This was enough to disarm the old man, giving Junior time to think up a bullshit excuse. “But, sir, don’t you remember? You asked me to come by and prune these larger roses, to keep them from crowding one another. Otherwise, these little buds won’t be able to bloom.”

Farmer was no fool, but his memory was not what it used to be. Whether or not Farmer truly believed the young man, something in Junior’s puckish smile and earnestness struck a chord in him. He felt it was best to embolden this young man to do some honest work and keep him from sitting at home watching the boob tube or playing shooting games. When Junior met back up with Bernie, he had not only a fistful of blooming roses but also a dollar for the pruning he’d done. Bernie just stared at him, mouth agape. Finally, he said, “You must be the luckiest bastard in the world. Lucky Foote.”

When Bernie rechristened him as Lucky Foote, he flung himself into the name, becoming it absolutely. By the time he arrived in Original Hill, he’d been Lucky for nearly two decades. He had escaped from Briar Heights long ago, using his gift to keep himself cozy as he bounced from one city to the next. He knew Original Hill would be a challenge, but if he could get in here, he would be set for life. He found his way to Stu Hoffman, who hired him as a trainee on his community development campaign within minutes of their first meeting. “You’ve got that spark,” Hoffman told him. It also so happened that the tenant who rented Hoffman’s townhouse had suffered a nervous breakdown, so he offered the recently vacated place to Lucky. Within an hour of his arrival, Lucky was employed and housed in the most affluent neighborhood in the city.

When Lucky received a name tag on his first day on the job, he was surprised to see the name Lucius Foote. “Lucky’s a little informal, I think,” Stu told him. Rather than correcting the man’s misunderstanding, Lucky tried the new name on for size and found he didn’t mind it. It sounded silver and powerful in his mouth and, though he preferred Lucky, it was suited to his new environment.

This third christening became necessary in his campaign for city councilmember. Stu Hoffman would often remind him that folks don’t want their politicians to be lucky; they want them to earn their accolades. What his campaign manager didn’t understand was that luck was earned, or at least practiced.

The trick was to convince the mark that they wanted exactly what would make Lucky most comfortable. Didn’t they want their children to grow up in a neighborhood that supported diversity? Didn’t they want the neighborhood to feel youthful—hip, even? Didn’t they want to seem like forward-thinking people? Well, a young Black representative would certainly project that. Lucky’s gift shaved off all the negative connotations associated with these labels and allowed Original Hill to embrace him. Sure, he could depend on serendipity for some part of his success—Hoffman’s townhouse being available, Old Man Fox retiring from city council at the right time, even these recent protests adding extra pressure on the neighborhood to project an image of racial acceptance. But the rest of his “luck” was his own meticulous design.

Which wasn’t to say that Lucky’s position wasn’t precarious. If he didn’t behave just so, then the veils he had placed over his neighbors’ eyes might slip. If he ever lost the gift, if for a moment he neglected its maintenance, then he was sure he would find himself run out of town or at the wrong end of a shotgun. He might even find himself back in Briar Heights, though Lucky would prefer death to that.

As Lucky approached the Orchard Street Bridge, his muscles tensed. He took out his lighter and lit a cigarette. No matter how many times he crossed it, he couldn’t help but feel anxious. It wasn’t that this particular road was dangerous, though it was in a near constant state of disrepair. Maintaining the bridge had been a recurring nuisance since he was elected, requiring continual construction to fill in never-ending potholes, cracked asphalt, and fractured concrete. But there was something else, something that made his breath hitch whenever he walked along the bridge. He couldn’t shake the feeling that some bogeyman might reach out of one of those cracks and grab him.

This time, however, his memory of the girl proved to be an engrossing distraction. He thought of her blacker-the-berry complexion, her luminous eyes, and her foot, soft and uncalloused, suspended in his palm like a peach. He gently pressed his thumb into the meat of her heel and worried that some sticky-sweet juice might flow if he pushed too hard.

Perhaps she had only been a visitor and had since returned from wherever she’d come from, he reasoned. But that thought alone sent a pang through his chest so severe, he dared not dwell on it.

Breaking out of his reverie, he realized that he had already made it across the bridge. He stamped out the cigarette and hurried on to Auntie Riri’s.

Auntie Riri’s home was cloistered in a cul-de-sac that Original Hill had overlooked. Pocketed along the edge of the highway in the shadow of the Orchard Street Bridge, the shotgun house was surrounded by a handful of others like it. The noise and ugliness of the highway had protected these properties from developers, a blind spot further cemented by years of neglect. Each house sat crumbling away bit by bit, taking its own sweet time. Auntie Riri’s was the only one still occupied. It was as if the rest of the neighborhood were waiting for the weeds to grow tall enough to swallow up these few remaining houses, and her stubborn presence was preventing the block from succumbing to its final ruin.

Auntie Riri was rubbing her wrists when she answered the door. She offered an “It’s about time you showed up” before turning on her heel and marching back into the kitchen. Lucky followed her, grunting as the stench of stale cigarettes assaulted his senses. Auntie Riri swore she steered clear of those “sin sticks,” but the house’s smell and her chronic cough spoke for themselves. Lucky entered the cramped kitchen, where the smoky odor mingled with the scents of chicken, citrus, garlic, celery, paprika, and coriander. Auntie Riri returned to the immense bubbling pot on the stove and resumed scooping dumplings from a ceramic bowl into the broth.

“Food’ll be ready in fifteen minutes,” she said.

“And I thought you’d said I was running late,” Lucky hummed, fingering the floral drapes that bordered the small kitchen window.

“You are,” she shot back. “Just because food isn’t on the table doesn’t mean that six o’clock isn’t six o’clock. What kept you?”

That dark leg swinging below the summery hem flashed across Lucky’s mind.

He looked back at the woman bent over the stove, tucking some silver hairs beneath her headwrap. A caramel-colored shawl was draped around her diminutive frame, hanging all the way down to her bare feet and swaying as her whole body participated in the exacting motion of scraping spoonfuls of dough along the side of the bowl and laying them on top of the chicken soup.

“Got any new jobs for me?” Lucky asked.

“The sink’s making noises again. And I think there might be a leak in the bathroom.”

“I’ll take a look,” Lucky said, kneeling to open the cupboards beneath the kitchen sink before Auntie Riri waved him away.

“After dinner. You sit,” she insisted.

Lucky took a seat at the kitchen table and kicked his feet up onto another chair just to give Auntie Riri the opportunity to tell him to get his shoes the hell off her furniture. Sitting in Auntie Riri’s kitchen brought back all the best memories of aunties—blood or otherwise—who had doted on and needled him, bickering and gossiping and laughing until tears wet the collars of their housedresses. Auntie Riri would have fit right in at Briar Heights. She possessed that same deep-down knowing thing that the women of Lucky’s childhood had, which in Original Hill was as rare as the melanin in this kitchen.

This house was the only place in Original where he didn’t have to shield himself with his gift. Since he had first met Auntie Riri through Hoffman’s community development campaign, he’d made a point of visiting her whenever he could. He would like to see her in a nicer place, but she refused to leave the house that she had been born in, despite it falling apart around her. So he let her cook for him and fret about him, and he fixed up things around the house and kept her company, even if for just an hour every week.

Auntie Riri suddenly cried out. The metal spoon clattered on the linoleum floor. Lucky went to her as the woman cradled her wrist in her arm. “Damn arthritis,” she hissed.

“Let me finish,” Lucky offered.

Auntie huffed, massaging her wrist. “There’s only really two more scoops.” Lucky laid them among the other dumplings, the first of which were already puffing up and crowding the head of the broth.

“Put a lid on that pot.” Auntie Riri’s chair groaned and tipped onto its half-inch-shorter leg as she settled into it. “And fetch my Vicks, would you, baby?”

He sat in the chair by her side, unscrewing the lid to the tub. The minty smell sliced up his nostrils.

“You working overtime, now?” Auntie asked.

“Sure, Auntie.”

“Sure, Auntie. Well, something kept you.”

“I was just checking in on somebody on the way.”

As the VapoRub hit the heat of her skin, Auntie Riri started to cough, which devolved into a fit of chest-rattling heaves. Lucky tensed, ready to jump up for some water or to smack the eighty-something-year-old on the back, if necessary, but the fit ran itself through, as it usually did.

“When’s the last time you visited the doctor, Auntie?”

“Honey, my lung’s been like this since they built the I-94.”

“I know, but it sounds like it’s getting worse—”

“Nothing worse about it,” she snapped. Her eyes narrowed at Lucky. “Back in the Sankofa days, there used to be a whole two blocks of houses where that highway is. Nice, too. Pretty, I mean.”

“You’ve told me, Auntie—”

“And a commercial street that we called Main Street. Had a market, a butcher, a tailor, salon, pool house. A toy store my uncle used to work at. Used to be colored folks in Cadillacs who’d drive down Main Street, and sometimes they’d hand us kids candies from the windows. There was a church, too. Not on Main, but a block down, on . . . Was it Iglehart?”

“Yeah, I know, Auntie—” Lucky sighed. Once she was on Sankofa, there was little he could do to stop her.

“Highway pushed everybody out. City offered to buy folks’ houses a week—a week—before the wrecking balls arrived, and for next to nothing. These were respectable people too, and nice houses. Didn’t mean a thing to white folks. This was just land they needed for their cars.”

Auntie Riri shook her head. “They split Sankofa in two like Solomon’s baby. Most folks just up and left. Those who wouldn’t go got torn out of their houses when the wrecking balls showed up on their doorstep. Women, children. Thrown out onto the street. And they knocked those houses down first.”

This story was nothing new to Lucky. He’d had mere minutes to enjoy his election to city council before the “Justice for Sankofa” protesters reached out to him. Every way they told it was biblical—the elysian splendor of Sankofa, a settlement that grew from a few families of free Black folks into a thriving Black town; the I-94 coming down on Sankofa like a hammer on an anvil; the exodus of the displaced to other corners of the city or farther afield, neighbor torn from neighbor by the highway, which cut itself down the community’s flesh from neck to navel. The city offered little aid and no remorse to these residents, and so Sankofa disintegrated.

Lucky couldn’t help but laugh at the suggestion that help from the city would have been better than these folks finding their own way. He’d grown up in another city’s rotted promise of a progressive housing project. All that creating Briar Heights had really done was pin its people down, cut their sightlines, and made them so prideful that anyone who even considered leaving was denounced as a traitor. The idea that Sankofa’s residents would have gotten a better deal in 1956 showed Lucky how little these protesters knew.

Of course, Justice for Sankofa wasn’t asking for housing seventy years later. They demanded reparations. Though as far as Lucky knew, none of the dozen or so organizers that established the fledgling group were even descendants of Sankofa’s displaced residents. Most came from other pockets of the city’s Black community with all manner of inquiries that they really should have been asking their own representatives.

But Lucky understood why they came to him. They wanted a slice of the pie from the city’s wealthiest sector, and they thought a Black man would give it to them. After all, he had used the threat of the protesters’ presence to sweeten his appeal as a candidate. The people of Original were happy to hide behind a Black man if he could make these protesters disappear. He was able to appease Justice for Sankofa without promising much of anything, persuading them to continue working with city council. Although these protesters reminded him of everything he had run from in Briar Heights, he would need these folks’ support as much as Original Hill’s if he ever ran for a citywide office.

Auntie Riri was the only person left in the city who had lived in Sankofa, so these protesters paraded the poor woman out at every opportunity. Lucky was forced to sit through multiple hearings in which they pushed her to recount the decades-old injustice against her neighborhood. It was a complete waste of time, but at least it kept them off the streets of Original. Now, Lucky found himself listening to the same script yet again.

“Only a handful of us were still here to see them pour the tar,” Auntie Riri said. “Middle of July, they laid down the stuff. On top of the wood and glass, pieces of old houses and shops and whatever else was there. The noise kept us up, day and night. And that smell.”

Auntie Riri pressed her eyes shut. “Worse than the noise was that smell. They mixed the tar not two feet from my backyard there. It filled up the air, and you couldn’t escape it. It was worse than Hell. So bad, one girl’s baby died.”

Lucky perked up. “Somebody died?” It was rare that any new information was added to this rehashing.

“That was the story,” she said slowly, squeezing her eyes tighter as if searching her memory. “Air was too polluted, and the poor thing wasn’t two weeks old when the tar came. When the neighbors learned about the baby, it’d been dead days. And that foolish girl . . .”

“You never told me somebody died.”

Auntie Riri’s eyes flew open. “Tar got in my lungs, too, and God is my witness, it never left.”

“And that’s how you lost of your sense of smell, too?”

Auntie Riri capped the VapoRub. “No, baby. That came later.” She wobbled as she stood and went to put the Vicks back in its cabinet. Lucky hummed, leaning back in his chair. A searing pain gripped his left hand, and he shot up out of his seat. He turned toward the rusting gray coils of the offender. “Jesus! That radiator’s hot!”

The ache in his knuckles was joined by a sharp pain on the side of his head, compliments of Auntie Riri’s spoon. “Do not misuse the Lord’s name in this house.”

“This thing’s still overheated? I thought I fixed it—”

“Leave it,” the woman demanded, pouring cold water onto a dish towel. “Sit.” He did, scooting his chair away from the hissing radiator and pressing the towel onto the back of his hand.

“Auntie, are you sure you’re alright here? I mean, we might be able to find you a better place—”

“My granddaddy built this house,” she said simply. “Everybody else might’ve left Sankofa, but not me. Besides, now that young people are starting to pay attention, I’ve got to stay to tell the story. This is a new day for Sankofa.”

Lucky winced. This was how badly those protesters had poisoned her mind. They’d given her a sense of righteousness to stay in this long-dead place. It was the same stupid pride that he knew kept his own people trapped in Briar Heights. They had synthesized a damning distrust for the rest of the world. Lucky alone seemed to balk at Briar Heights’ rejection of any other way of living, and he was the only person he knew who had ever escaped his old neighborhood.

He would never forgive those Sankofa protesters for forcing Auntie Riri into the past again and again. And for what? Some handouts that Lucky had managed to earn for himself? But they had been working Auntie Riri much longer than Lucky had known her, so there was no convincing her that exhuming Sankofa was a lost cause.

Auntie Riri shuffled over to the stove, tasted some broth out of the pot, nodded, and began to ladle the soup into two bowls. “Who were you checking up on?”

“What?” Lucky asked.

“You said you were checking up on somebody before you got here.”

“It’s nobody,” Lucky said.

Without missing a beat, she said, “You’ve got to stop running around with these silly little girls.”

“Sure, Auntie.”

“You’re too old to be fooling around. Get yourself a real woman.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Lucky hummed. There it was. That deep-down knowing.

But Lucky liked that his women weren’t serious. What was the point of chasing something he already knew he could catch? Of course, as a public figure, he had to at least feign a desire for that All-American wife-and-kids schtick. He had been able to avoid questions of his romantic relationships during his first run for office, but the upcoming election had brought a spotlight to his personal life.

What had Mr. Thorne told him the night of his election, a few beers too far with his pasty fingers gripping Lucky’s shoulder? “You want to stay in politics? Get yourself a good woman. Soon. Young buck like you, running around freewheeling? Makes the women nervous, you know? If not them, then their husbands.”

He’d been right, of course—right in the way that drunk men tell truths to other men that they believe are equally as drunk. In the past year, Lucky had already begun to sense his gift starting to falter. He’d had numerous conversations with country club ladies who alluded to their nephews and brothers who had just married their dream girls. Worse, some of these white women had offered to make him a cup of coffee if he ever wanted to drop by while their husbands were away. Nothing would have strangled his gift faster.

And then, there was always the birchbark.

For many reasons, he needed a woman to keep his gift intact, and not like the ones he usually went with. Auntie Riri placed the bowl of soup before him, and Lucky stared down through the steam at the broth, pale and summery. As his spoon cut through the soup, that dark leg swung across his mind once more.
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