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Part
One



 

ONE

In October of ’41, Azalea Centre’s man told her that he was sick and tired of
West Mills and of the love affair she was having with moonshine. Azalea—
everyone called her Knot—reminded him that she was a grown woman.

“Stop tellin’ me how old you is,” Pratt said.
“Well, I thought maybe you forgot,” Knot retorted. She was sitting at her

kitchen table, pulling bobby pins from her copper-red hair. She picked up her
glass and finished what was left in it. She had barely set it back on the table
when Pratt picked it up and threw it against the wall. He then packed all his
clothes in the old suitcase he’d brought when he moved into her little house a
few years back.

“I’m gettin’ outta here,” he affirmed.
“Need some help packin’?” Knot shot back, and she laughed. It wasn’t the

first time Pratt had packed that ragged bag. He stared at her, frowning.
“Drink ya’self to death, if that’s what you want to do.”
“Go to hell, Pratt.”
“I’m leavin’ hell!” he yelled.
A few days later, Knot came home and found a folded note peeping out

from under her door. First, she looked down at the signature. When she saw
Pratt Shepherd at the bottom, she took a chilled glass from her icebox,
poured a drink, and sat down to look over the message. She read most of it. It
said that Pratt was at his sister’s house, just across the lane. Knot wasn’t
surprised. Pratt’s sister and her two little girls were the only family he had in
West Mills.

In the letter, Pratt reminded her that he still loved her, still wanted to



marry her, and still wanted to start a family with her. He wrote that he would
wait around for just one week. Then he was going back home to Tennessee.
That’s where Knot stopped reading. She laughed out loud, tossed the paper
onto the table, and set her glass down on it. Funny—it was usually the books
she used to teach her pupils that got the wet glass.

Knot would be lying if she told anyone that Pratt wasn’t a good man. He
didn’t mind hard work, he picked up after himself, he kept his body nice and
clean, and he knew how to give her joy in bed. But the truth was Pratt wasn’t
much fun to her otherwise. He didn’t have much to talk about. And he
couldn’t hold his liquor to save his life. After two drinks Pratt was laid out,
spilling over, or both. Knot liked men who could match her shot for shot,
keep her mind busy when they weren’t drunk, and still do all the other things
Pratt could do. Aside from all that, her father—she called him Pa—wouldn’t
like Pratt. If she were ever going to be married, it would have to be a man her
pa loved just as much as she did.

Pratt’s threat to leave West Mills could not have come with better timing,
because Knot’s twenty-seventh birthday was a week around the corner. When
the weekend came, she walked down the lane—two houses to the left of her
house—to tell her good friend Otis Lee Loving all about her newfound
freedom. And since Knot visited him most Saturday mornings, and knew he
would be in the kitchen, she didn’t bother knocking.

“You need to go on over there and fix things up with Pratt,” Otis Lee said.
“Otherwise, he gon’ be on the next thing headed west.” Otis Lee set a cup of
black coffee on the table in front of Knot; his face was angry-looking and
peach. He didn’t sit down. Just then, his wife, Pep, showed up at the table
with a boiled egg and a biscuit, all inside the cracked, sand-colored bowl
Knot wished they would throw away.

“Pratt can catch the next thing to hell,” Knot replied.
Pep pushed the bowl in front of Knot, next to the coffee. She didn’t sit

down, either. Knot looked up at them and wondered what the day’s lecture
would be about.

“Eat,” Pep commanded. Even at seven o’clock in the morning, her round
face looked full and healthy, as though she had slept on a pillow made of air.
Not the rough, feather-stuffed pillows Knot used.



“I thought I left my mama in Ahoskie,” Knot scoffed. “Y’all got anything
I can pour in this coffee? Something ’sides milk, I mean.”

“Why you so set on bein’ lonely, Knot?” Otis Lee asked.
Pep looked down at Otis Lee as though he had gone off script. And he

looked up at Pep as if to say, I couldn’t help myself. The way he and Pep
stood there, side by side, made them look more like a boy and his mother
than a husband and his wife. Why the two of them behaved so much like old
people, Knot never understood. They were only five years older than she was.
For Knot, it was Otis Lee’s being happily married, being too short, and old-
man ways that ruined the handsomeness she’d seen on him when they’d first
met. And that handsomeness, as striking as it was, had never caused the
feeling Knot got deep in her stomach when she met a man she wanted to
touch, or be touched by, in the dim light of her oil lamp.

“Y’all know he tried to beat me, don’t ya?”
Otis Lee and Pep both sighed, at the same time. Knot wondered if they

had rehearsed it.
“You sit to my table and tell that tale?” Otis Lee reproached. Then he

began with his You know good’n well this and You know good’n well that. At
times like these Knot had to work hard to keep her cool. Because if she
didn’t, she might tell Otis Lee that if he spent more time worrying about his
own life, and his own family, he might know that the woman he knew as his
mother, wasn’t; she was kin but not his mother. If his real mama is anything
like mine, better for him if he don’t know. Ain’t none of my business anyhow.

“Tell me one thing,” Knot said. “Why y’all always take his side?”
“It ain’t just about Pratt’s side, Knot,” Otis Lee insisted. “You need to be

nicer to everybody ’round here.” Knot heard bits and pieces of what Otis Lee
recounted about how her drinking had gotten out of hand; how she seemed to
want to be by herself more than anything nowadays—unless she was at Miss
Goldie’s Place, of course. Knot started nibbling on the biscuit and then on the
egg, trying not to hear all the things she already knew about herself.

Otis Lee turned to Pep and mused, “You remember when she used to go
see the children and they mamas, Pep? Used to visit people just ’cause she
had time. People used to talk so nice about that, Knot. Thought the world of
it. Didn’t they, Pep?”



“Yes, they did,” Pep replied.
Knot dropped the egg back in the bowl and asked, “Ain’t I sittin’ here,

visitin’ with ya’ll right now?” Knot was certain they’d both heard her
question, although neither of them responded.

“Now folk say you show up to that schoolhouse smellin’ like you bathe in
corn liquor,” Otis Lee went on. “That’s ’bout all they sayin’ ’bout you now.”

“What people you talkin’ ’bout, anyhow, Otis Lee?” Knot said. She took a
sip of the coffee. It was weak.

“What you mean, ‘what people’?”
“Y’all ain’t got but three or four hundred folk ’round here,” Knot pointed

out. “And most of ’em is white folk who don’t know me from a can of bacon
grease.”

“Some days you talk like you don’t live right here in this town,” Pep
remarked. Knot couldn’t think of anything to say back.

She knew that some if not all of what Otis Lee was saying was true—
about people whispering. Many times Knot had noticed how some of the
women stopped talking when she came near them at the general store. And at
the schoolhouse, she’d been a bit hurt by how some of the people had seemed
as if they didn’t want to be seen speaking with her too long when they came
to pick up their children. They’d ask how their little ones were doing with
their lessons and then hurry off as though Knot had a sickness they didn’t
want to catch.

Knot did her job. As much as she hated it, she did it well. No one had
complained about her teaching. They couldn’t. So many of the ma’s and pa’s
had themselves thanked Knot for the little rhymes and games she’d taught
their children to help them divide a number quickly—without using paper
and pencil. Or the funny ways she’d taught them odd facts. She remembered
asking one of the boys one day, “Sammy Spence, what’s the capital of
Iowa?” And once he’d answered correctly, she’d asked, “How you remember
to keep the s’s silent?” and Sammy had responded, “My name got s’s, and
they both make the s sound. But not for Des Moines, Miss Centre!” And
Knot had said, “So you were listening, weren’t you?” And she had rubbed his
head. When Knot had first arrived in West Mills, there were some eight-year-
olds who couldn’t write their names. Her pa would have been just beside



himself about that if she ever told him.
Otis Lee was still lecturing.
“You ain’t gettin’ no younger,” he cautioned. “Pratt love you to death,

gal.”
“He left,” Knot said. “I ain’t throw him out.”
“This time,” Pep remarked, and she walked to the basin.
“You got somethin’ to say, Penelope?” Knot shot back before realizing

that her question would only bring on the second part of the Loving lecture.
Just three months earlier, Pep reminded Knot, she had thrown Pratt out for

trying to do something nice.
“All he wanted you to do was stay home from that ol’ juke joint for one

Friday night,” Pep recalled.
“But I felt like going,” Knot grumbled.
“He cooked a chicken for ya, child,” Pep said. “This one”—she pointed at

Otis Lee—“can’t even boil eggs.”
“I can too boil eggs, Pep,” Otis Lee said. “You know good’n well I—”
“If I come home to a cooked hen,” Pep continued, “I’m gon’ sit with my

man and eat.”
“He ask her to read to him, too,” Otis Lee informed his wife. “She tell

him, ‘No.’ ”
Pep looked at Knot with shame.
Knot couldn’t deny any of it. It had been his request that she stay home

and read to him that irritated her most.
“I read to folks all goddamn week long,” Knot had said to Pratt. “You

crazy if you think I’m stayin’ home to read to yo’ big ass.”
“Selfish and stubborn,” he’d called her, shaking his head. And Knot had

said, “I’m twenty-six years old. I can be selfish if I feel like it.” And Pratt had
said, “Naw, you can’t, neither.” And Knot had yelled back, “Well, get the
hell on out my house! Right now! And don’t you come back to my door.” He
was back at her door, in her house, and in her bed in less than a day.

Otis Lee’s four-year-old son, Breezy, came scooting down the stairs on
his butt. His little face was mashed flat on one side and his hair was full of
white lint. He looked as though he’d been working in the cotton fields Miss
Noni had told Knot all about. Breezy went and stood between his parents.



Pep rubbed his head and pulled him against her thigh.
“Say good morning to Miss Knot,” Otis Lee nudged. And the boy did.

Knot was glad Breezy was there to draw some of the attention away from her.
She was done picking at the egg and biscuit, and done being picked on.

“You hear anything we just say to you, Knot?” Otis Lee asked.
Knot wiped her hands on the damp rag that was on the table.
“I thank y’all kindly for the breakfast. I’ll be goin’ on home now.”
“Go on over there and make things right with Pratt,” Otis Lee demanded.

“You hear me?” He was looking at her as though she were a daughter or a
sister he couldn’t control. Knot looked at Pep, and Pep turned and went to the
icebox.

“The hell I am,” Knot said.
“Ma!” Breezy exclaimed. “Knot say a cussword!”
“I’m Miss Knot, lil boy,” Knot corrected. She couldn’t resist giving the

boy a quick tickle on the neck. And she realized that she might be missing
her nephews back in Ahoskie. “If yo’ ma and pa don’t let up, I’m gon’ let
you hear some more cusswords.”

On her way out, she heard Breezy say, “Pop, Miss Knot got our bowl!”

Knot finished eating the egg and biscuit when she got back to her house,
while she read a chapter of The Old Curiosity Shop. It was her pa’s favorite
book, by his favorite author. And because he had read those big books to her
with such joy, Dickens had become her favorite, too. Her pa had read that
book to her more than twenty times when she was a small child. He used to
sit on the floor next to her bed two or three times a week and read.
Sometimes Knot saw specks of his patients’ teeth and blood on his shirts. It
would make her mother angry.

“I ain’t got time to worry ’bout keepin’ shirts pretty, Dinah,” her pa would
say to her mother. “Them folk be in pain when they come to see me. Half the
time, they already tried to snatch the teeth out theyself.”

Knot’s pa shared with her his love for reading, no matter how tired he
was. And each time, Knot would hold on to his long, rough goatee so that she
would know when he got up. As hard as she would fight sleep, it won the
battle every time.



On the night of her birthday, Knot spent close to an hour looking at the only
five dresses she had liked enough to bring with her from Ahoskie. She
modeled each of them for the little mirror on the wall. She had to stand far
away from it to see her whole body. And when she walked close to it, most of
what she saw was her pa’s V-shaped jaw. He couldn’t deny being my pa even
if he wanted to. How many people in Ahoskie got a jawbone like Dr. G. W.
Centre?

Knot ruled out the black dress and the white one. The pink one with the
white bow, the green one with the blue trim, or the plain yellow one had to be
the winner. Finally she chose the yellow one. She liked the way it looked
next to her skin. Pratt used to tell her it made him think of peanut butter and
bananas—something he loved to have on Sunday mornings. The dress was
over ten years old, but that worked in Knot’s favor. It showed whatever
curves she had, which Pep claimed were starting to go missing.

When the sun went down, Knot dressed up and bundled up. She walked
the short distance—less than a quarter mile—to the dead end of Antioch
Lane, to Miss Goldie’s barn house juke joint, where Knot knew people would
be throwing away the money they should have been saving to buy their
Christmas hams if they didn’t have a hog of their own. But with the
Depression just behind them, and war hovering, ain’t nothing wrong with folk
havin’ a drink or two in the company of other folk who want to have one or
two.

Going alone to Miss Goldie’s Place reminded Knot of her first few weeks in
West Mills, and on Antioch Lane, back in ’36. How nice it was to not have a
nagging man looking over her shoulder, counting her drinks, or running off
the friendly men she had met since moving there to take the teaching job her
pa had arranged for her.

When Knot pulled open the big heavy oak door and stepped inside, the
first thing she looked for was Pratt sitting at the piano, playing his tunes. He
was nowhere in sight. What am I lookin’ to see if he here for? It’s my
birthday. She would have stayed either way.

It wasn’t long before the friendly men started asking Knot unfriendly
questions: You done put Pratt down again, Knot? And: Knot, is it true you



plum’ put a piece of glass to Pratt’s neck? To some of the questions, Knot
declared, “That’s a damn lie!” To other questions she replied, “That ain’t
none of yo’ goddamn business.”

Knot left their tables and found company with the few men who didn’t
know her name yet. And there was one, a young one, standing at the end of
the counter. He was tall, just the way Knot liked them. He just might be the
tallest man I ever stood close to. Pratt had held the record for the tallest and
the stockiest. But this fellow was tall and slim.

Valley, Knot’s buddy who poured drinks at Miss Goldie’s Place, told
Knot he was too busy to help her court. If she wanted to know who the young
fellow was, she had better go and ask him herself, Valley said.

“And if he don’t seem interested in you, s—”
“Send him over to you?” Knot finished, knowing Valley’s taste in men.
“Yes, ma’am,” he whispered, and smiled.
“You ain’t gon’ be satisfied ’til you put yo’ mark on every man west of

the canal,” Knot said. She and Valley laughed. Then he reminded her, first,
that he hadn’t had any luck thus far and, second, that she’d promised to make
him one of her famous Antioch Lane bread puddings before he was to leave
to go out of town again. “Don’t start in with me about that damn puddin’,
Val. If I do make it, I want my dollar—just like everybody else gives me for
it.”

“I always pay you,” Valley said. “I don’t know what ya talkin’ ’bout.”
“You want me to go home and get my ledger?” Knot countered. Valley

smiled and rolled his eyes.
Miss Goldie was sitting about midway along the bar, wearing overalls and

a man’s shirt. She was smoking a pipe. Unlike most pipes Knot had seen the
people of West Mills puffing on, Miss Goldie’s didn’t look as though it had
been carved out of wood by a five-year-old. It was a nice pipe. Probably
ordered it from Europe or somewhere.

Next to Miss Goldie was Milton Guppy, sitting there glaring at Knot as he
always did. Knot never understood how he had gotten such a strange last
name. The glares, however, weren’t a mystery to her. The teaching job her pa
had set up for her had belonged to a Mrs. Guppy. And when Mrs. Guppy had
been dismissed, she also dismissed herself from her marriage, taking her and



her husband’s four-year-old son with her. No one knew where the two of
them had gone, since she was rumored to have had no family to speak of. The
mean looks Mr. Guppy gave Knot whenever she saw him—sometimes Knot
thought he was even growling—were enough to let her know he hadn’t
gotten over it. She sympathized. But it wasn’t my fault! I ain’t make her run
off.

After a few months of Guppy’s glares, Knot had walked up to him once,
up-bridge at the general store, and said, “If you got somethin’ to say, go
’head and say it and get it over with. I probably done heard it from other folk,
anyway.” And Guppy had said, “I don’t b’lee I will, Miss Centre. Don’t want
to make ya late for yo’ teachin’. Wouldn’t dare keep the good teacher ’way
from the good teachin’ job she come here and steal.” And Knot had said,
“I’m gon’ tell you the same thing I tell everybody else who got a problem
with me being up at that schoolhouse.” And after she did, she’d told him,
“Now you can go to hell.” She had left the general store without the hard
candy she had planned to buy for the children.

Tonight, at Miss Goldie’s Place, Knot gave Guppy a Don’t look at me
stare. She could tell by the evil look on his face that he must have already lost
his week’s pay at the dice table.

Miss Goldie looked irritable, studying Knot and Valley. Finally, she
cleared her throat in a loud This is for y’all to hear way. Knot knew Miss
Goldie was watching every move in the building, and she didn’t like it when
her workers carried on long conversation when they should have been
refilling jars and glasses and collecting nickels and dimes.

Knot finished her first drink—it was her third, if she counted the two
she’d had at home—and she danced over to that young man at the end of the
bar.

“Tell me one thing,” Knot said to him. He was standing there in a suit.
Lord, the man wore the whole suit to the juke joint. Whether it was navy blue
or black, Knot couldn’t be sure. “You think yo’ people know you snuck out
they house yet?”

“Well, if I had snuck out,” he replied, standing straight and putting his
hands in his pockets, “they wouldn’t be able to find me. I’m a long way from
home.” He didn’t sound anything like she would expect from a man of his



height. He sounded as if nature had gotten tired and quit working halfway
through his change of voice when he was a growing boy.

“I figured that part out already,” Knot said. And it wasn’t just the sharp
suit that had given it away. His haircut can’t be more’n a day old. And he got
the nerve to have a part shaved there on the side. Menfolk in West Mills don’t
wear parts in they heads. Knot said, “I hear the North on ya’ tongue. Where’s
home?”

“Wilmington,” he answered. “Wilmington, Delaware.
“I know where Wilmington is, thank you,” Knot retorted, and she

wondered how she’d had all that schooling without learning there was more
than one Wilmington—one other than in North Carolina.

She looked at him for as long as she could without feeling simpleminded.
With teeth as straight and white as his, and with him not having a single razor
bump on his chin, she was sure he wasn’t more than twenty years old.

“You can’t be more than nineteen, twenty,” Knot guessed aloud. He
showed her a sly smile. I’ll be damned if he ain’t got dimples to go ’long with
that grin. Shit, I don’t know if I ought to slap him or kiss him.

“People usually ask me what my name is by now,” he said.
Knot was about to tell him that she didn’t care what people usually

wanted from him, but his eyebrows caught her attention. His eyebrows were
so thick and neat against his smooth, black forehead, Knot wondered, If I
stick the edge of a butter knife under the corner of one of ’em, would I be
able to peel it off whole?

“Well, go ’head and tell me your name, then,” Knot said. He came closer
to her, and she looked up at him.

“It’s William. And you guessed my age pretty close. I’m almost twen—”
“Buy me a drink, Delaware William. It’s my birthday.” Knot turned

toward Valley and shouted, “Pour me what I like! This here fella’s gon’ give
you the nickel.”

“William,” Delaware William corrected.
“Forgive me,” Knot said to him. And to Valley she said, “Delaware

William’s gon’ give you the nickel.” When she looked back up at Delaware
William, he was smiling again and shaking his head.

Valley came to the end of the bar where Knot was standing. With his



finger, he signaled Knot to lean in. “Ain’t you got somewhere to be in the
mornin’?”

“You ever hear tell of me not showing up?” Valley sucked his teeth. Knot
said, “I didn’t think so. And I’ll thank you kindly to get me my drink. My
damn birthday’ll be over, foolin’ with you.”

Valley fanned his bar rag at Knot. “You just as crazy as you can be, Knot
Centre.”

“What was that he just called you?” Delaware William asked.
After Knot decided she wasn’t going answer him, she looked him up and

down.
“My name’s Azalea.” And after he showed her a confused look, she said,

“What’s ya business in West Mills, Delaware William?”
“I’m just William,” he said politely. “William Pe—”
“What’s ya business here in West Mills, is what I asked,” Knot

interrupted.
“We just stopped to rest. On our way back up from Georgia. Played some

gigs down there for a few months.”
When she asked him to explain the we, he pointed to another young man

who sat at a table with the pastor’s daughter. Knot was certain the girl had
snuck out of the house. Without a doubt, it wouldn’t be long before the girl
would give the young man what he wanted. Knot could tell by the way she
was giggling. If the girl was anything like Knot was as a teenager, Knot knew
how the night would end. And that young man would be leaving town soon
after.

Knot, figuring she didn’t have more than a few hours with Delaware
William, finished her drink in three swallows. Then she and Delaware
William left, kissing and feeling on each other the whole walk back to her
house. Between the heavy petting, she caught a few glimpses of the full
moon. It was like an usher leading the way down an aisle.

“Looks like we’re in some damn slaves’ quarters or something,”
Delaware William remarked. Knot couldn’t argue with him about that, even
if she were sober. She had thought the same thing when she first moved to
West Mills and rented the little house from a man named Pennington.
According to Otis Lee and Miss Noni, Riley Pennington—Otis Lee’s boss—



was a descendant of the line of Penningtons who had once owned the whole
town, which, in those days, had been called Pennington, North Carolina. It
didn’t change names until a man from Maine named Leland Edgars Sr. and
his two sons—Miss Noni said they were both tall and handsome with long,
pitch-black ponytails—moved to town with a bunch of Northern money.
They bought up a bunch of land with trees and opened a mill on the west side
of the canal, causing people to refer to the whole town as West Mills. And
now, aside from the one large farm, the Penningtons owned only an acre here
and an acre there.

“Used to be,” Knot said, and that was all she felt like telling him. “Now
that you got ya history lesson, shut up and kiss me some more.”

When they arrived in front of her house, that same moonlight that had led
them there showed her that Pratt Shepherd was sitting on her porch. He sat
there as though he had been one of the first Penningtons.

“Young fella,” Pratt called out, “best if you turn around. Head on back up
the lane so I can talk to Knot.”

Delaware William had his arm around Knot’s shoulder, and she felt it
slide away. Knot leaned into him—she might have fallen over otherwise.

“Well, sir,” Delaware William said, “I didn’t hear her say she wants to
talk to—”

“I used to know a boy that look something like you,” Pratt cut in. He
stood to his feet. “Got his face cut up for walkin’ another man’s wife home.
They cut that fella’s face up real bad. Right here on this lane.”

Knot didn’t get a chance to tell Delaware William that Pratt was no one to
be afraid of; he had turned around and hightailed it back down the lane
toward Miss Goldie’s Place. When Knot turned back around to face Pratt, he
was sitting again.

“I’m gon’ count to ten … or eleven,” she slurred, steadying herself in
front of the porch and placing her hands on her hips. “When I get through
countin’, you best be off my damn porch or I’m gon’ have to hurt ya.”

“What? You got a gun, or somethin’?” Pratt taunted.
“Did you hear me say I got a gun?” Knot shot back. “I might, though.”
“Sit down, Knot. Sit on down here ’fore you fall and crack that lil head of

your’n?” He patted the porch two times.



Knot spit on the ground and said, “My new man’ll come back and crack
yo’ head open to the white meat.”

“Who?” Pratt asked. “The one that just run off? He ain’t even stay long
enough for me to tighten my fist.”

Knot turned and looked down the lane. Delaware William may as well
have been a ghost. Pratt, she discovered when she turned to him once more,
looked as though he would die if he held his laugh in any longer. And once
he let the laugh go—he slapped his knees, too—Knot said, “Go to hell,
Pratt.”

She sat on the porch next to him and their shoulders touched.
“Happy Birthday, darlin’.” He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.

She swatted him away, but she was so glad he was there; something was
stirring around inside her and she was in the mood for a man’s company.

Pratt pulled her close to him. She liked the way her ear felt against his
fleshy chest. A whiff of his clean breath relaxed her. Pratt’s breath smelled as
though he had chewed on mint leaves all day instead of just after dinner, as
he usually did. Knot figured she would let him kiss her, knowing he’d
happily join her inside the house, where he would make her feel good under
the quilt. Hell, it’s my birthday.

In the doorway, Pratt kissed her face and neck. And before she knew it,
they were on the bed they had been sharing, off and on, for two years. She
didn’t know what it was, but it seemed as though his touch was different,
better than before.

“Feel like you grew some more hands,” she whispered in his ear before
softly biting his earlobe. Did he put butter on his lips? She had never known
his lips to feel as soft as they felt tonight. She enjoyed their new softness
even more when Pratt kissed the insides of her thighs and moved up to her
shiver spot.

Pratt laid his large body on top of hers. She imagined a giant pillow. As
big—with just the right amount of heavy—as he was, that night he was a nice
cloud hovering over her, making love to her. Knot knew she would certainly
be hoarse in the morning.

Lord, have mercy.
When they were done, Knot lay there wishing Pratt would fall asleep so



she could have one more drink. That jar is whistlin’ for me. But after all Pratt
had just done for her, she didn’t want to spoil it.

The Dickens book was on the floor next to her headboard, so she decided
to read for as long as her eyes would allow. But it sure would be nice to have
a cool glass with a splash in it while I read. Damn! Pratt was wide-awake on
the other side of the bed, picking with his toenails.

The next morning when Knot woke up, she lay there thinking about how
she hadn’t gotten to do what she had wanted—in my own house. She nudged
Pratt until he was awake.

“What is it?” he mumbled. He had one eye open, one eye shut.
“Get up!” Knot exclaimed.
“What for?”
“Get up and get the hell on outta my house.” And after he was dressed

and about to walk out, she said, “And don’t darken my doorway. Never no
mo’.”

“Azalea!”
“Gone!” she yelled, before slamming the door and making the drink she

had wanted the night before.



 

TWO

After slapping hogs’ butts all day at Pennington Farm, Otis Lee returned to
Antioch Lane to attend to his own small backyard farm. He and Pep had
chickens, a lot of chickens, more than anyone else on the lane. One neighbor
had said, “Otis Lee Loving, I swear it’s more chickens in yo’ coop than it is
people here in West Mills. Is you raisin’ them for to be ate, or for them to eat
us?” Knot happened to be visiting Otis Lee at the time, and she’d snapped,
“Just buy the damn eggs or shut up.” Otis Lee had secretly gotten a kick out
of that.

It was time for the chickens’ second feeding; Pep was in charge of the
first. One thing Otis Lee loved to do was to feed his chickens. He called them
cluckers. There was something about the way they came running when they
heard him reach his hand into the pail and pull out a handful of dry corn. It
made him feel needed—it was a different kind of need from Pep’s and
Breezy’s. All they needed was the love he showed from just being there.
Other people, and the cluckers, might not fare as well if he weren’t around,
checking in, warding off danger, or steering them from it. After he threw a
few handfuls of the feed onto the ground, he looked around and noticed that
something wasn’t the same as it had been the afternoon before. It seemed as
though the cluckers weren’t as loud, or there weren’t as many of them. Otis
Lee stood looking around his feet—not counting, exactly, but studying them.

First, he scanned the birds to see if he could find Ruby, his pet hen. He
spotted her and let out the breath he didn’t realize he had been holding.

“Pep!” he yelled toward the house. He looked back down at the cluckers
and around the coop. No reply from Pep. And again: “Penelope!” When Pep



finally came to the window and raised it, he asked, “You let somebody come
in the coop and steal some of my cluckers?”

Pep sucked her teeth and went about shutting the window.
“You hear me talkin’ to you?” he said.
“Ain’t nobody stole nothin’, fool,” Pep replied. “I sold three this morning,

and they’s one in my stove, and your mama and grandmama got two back
there in the stove.” Pep pointed past the coop to the other house—a smaller
one—in their yard.

“Ain’t I told you I don’t sell chickens?” he retorted. “I sells eggs.” He
wanted to throw one at her.

Without saying a word, Pep just looked at him with the face she often
made when the queue at Manning’s General Store moved too slowly. Otis
Lee looked at the other house, trying to understand why in the world his
mother, Rose, and his grandmother, Ma Noni, needed two cluckers. Takes
Ma Noni two days to eat one drumstick. And Rose seemed to eat only enough
to stay alive. She eats more of her fingernails than food, Otis Lee thought. “I
get tired of y’all messin’ with my—”

“Why won’t you hush that fuss and brang your lil self upstairs for a few
minutes,” Pep said. “Need you to come see ’bout me.” She gave him half a
smile and shut the window. She think I’m gon’ come runnin’. But I ain’t just
yet.

He wanted to go running to her, though. Pep was his everything. As much
as he loved other people and other things, Pep came in first place. It didn’t
matter to him that she hadn’t been his first lover. She hadn’t even been his
best lover, but she believed she was, and he wanted her to continue believing
it.

Back in 1929, when Otis Lee and Pep went to bed together for the very
first time, he had told her she was the only woman he had been with. After he
had told her the lie, it had seemed as if she was trying to claim his body. She
had wanted to make love every day—and many times a day. How they hadn’t
had one hundred babies, Otis Lee couldn’t comprehend. But they figured God
wanted them to have just one.

Pep was the second woman Otis Lee had slept with. She was, however,
the first woman he hadn’t paid to sleep with. But as far as he cared, Pep



might as well have been the first and only one. She was the only woman he
wanted. And now Otis Lee felt a little smile taking over his face. He was
ready to go upstairs and see about his wife as she had told him to do.

But just as he was about to go inside, Pratt came from around the house.
He looked quite sad, moping, as though he had been sent to the yard to get a
switch for his own spanking. By the looks of it, Pratt had gone home and put
on clean clothes before he had come across the lane.

Much to Otis Lee’s irritation, Pratt talked in circles for a few minutes; it
was Pratt’s way of leading up to bad news or asking for a loan.

“Out with it, Pratt,” Otis Lee said. “Pep’s waitin’ on me.”
“It’s ’bout time I move on. Goin’ in the service.”
“Goin’ in the service for what, Pratt?” Otis Lee said. “Did they ask you to

come?”
“Yeah,” Pratt said. “They need me, probably.”
Otis Lee looked at his friend.
“What in the shit you gone and done, Pratt?”
Recruiters had already come through West Mills and selected the men

they thought most fit to serve. Otis Lee and Pratt had both been passed over;
Otis Lee was too short, and Pratt had quite a limp. Both men had been glad
about being rejected. It was a truth they had shared only with each other.

“How you get ’em to take you?”
“I just tell ’em I want to be useful any way I can,” Pratt replied.
Otis Lee thought it was an awful idea, and he said so. What sense did it

make to sign up to go get hurt, or killed? Especially with Pratt having a good
job and all.

“What’s the ‘and all,’ Otis Lee?” Pratt asked. “What else I got? The
mill?”

The two of them stood quietly for a moment. Then Otis Lee decided he
might as well pick up his pail and go back to feeding his cluckers.

Pratt added, “Onliest reason I stayed this long is ’cause of Knot.”
Pratt had come to West Mills in ’38; he had only planned to stay for one

month—to take care of his sister Pleasant’s two little girls while she was in
jail. Pleasant had taken her last beating from her husband, Bo Frost. One day,
while he was beating her, he had made her say, “Yes, sir,” over and over.



And when she said it, he had said, “I can’t hear ya.” So Pleasant had decided,
she’d told Otis Lee, that she wanted to make sure he didn’t hear much else
for the rest of his natural life. Pleasant had waited for her little twin girls, and
Bo, to fall fast asleep. She had only meant to teach Bo a lesson, but the knife
had gone so deep into Bo’s ear that he choked on his blood and died. Pleasant
had run over to Otis Lee’s house and banged on the door. How Pep had slept
through the loud knocking, he couldn’t understand.

“He dead, Otis Lee,” Pleasant had said. The hard, fast knocking didn’t
match the way she had given him the news. It was as if she had just said good
morning to him.

“Who?”
“Bo,” Pleasant had answered. “Just as dead as he can be, and I killed

him.”
She didn’t need words to ask Otis Lee what she should do, because her

eyes had already done so.
“Where the twins?” Otis Lee had asked. After she told him that they were

asleep, and that they hadn’t seen or heard anything, he said, “Thank God.”
Otis Lee had put on his coat, wrapped a quilt around Pleasant’s shoulders,

and walked her back across the lane to her house. He told Pleasant to sit in
her kitchen while he looked in on her girls; they were both snoring quietly.
Otis Lee couldn’t bring himself to go into the room where Bo’s body lay, but
he could smell it. Years of working on Pennington Farm had made it hard for
him to miss that distinct odor of new death. Probably a pond of blood in
there. So he took a seat at the table with Pleasant.

“Tell me what happened, Pleasant,” Otis Lee had said, and she did.
“I’ll sit here another minute or two,” Pleasant had said, “then I’m gon’

pack up me and the girls and go from this place.” She said she’d change her
and the girls’ names and run away “like Mrs. Guppy did.”

Otis Lee had told Pleasant that, since everyone on Antioch Lane knew
that Bo Frost hadn’t been kind or even decent to her—Otis Lee couldn’t
imagine that Bo had ever treated any woman with kindness, based on the way
he’d often spoken of his family in South Carolina—she would be better off
turning herself in.

“Goin’ on the run with them children won’t be easy,” he had cautioned.



Otis Lee had begged Pleasant to think of her whole family back in
Tennessee. And after what felt like a couple of hours, though it had only been
one, Pleasant decided to take Otis Lee’s advice. The judge rewarded her
honesty by sentencing her to only thirty days. And since Bo had cut ties with
his family, Otis Lee and Pep made arrangements for him to be buried. Otis
Lee, the reverend, one deacon, and the undertaker were the only ones to
attend.

Once Pratt had met Knot, going back to Tennessee after Pleasant’s release
was the last thing on his mind, he had told Otis Lee.

Now Otis Lee turned to Pratt and said, “Me and Pep seen you run a fella
off the other night. So I was sure you and Knot was gettin’ on all right
again.”

“Me too.”
“Y’all ain’t making good sense for my understandin’,” Otis Lee said.
“Mine either. She tell me she don’t want me. She meant it, too. She was

sober as yo’ hen when she say it.”
Otis Lee picked Ruby up and sat on the wooden bench he had installed

just outside the coop. Ruby had a twisted beak; Otis Lee could only feed her
by hand with the soggy cornmeal that he kept in a cup inside the pail of dry
corn. He used to be afraid that he’d accidentally choke her, but after three
feedings he’d gotten the hang of it.

Before he began feeding her, he rubbed her soft, tangerine-colored
feathers. She lowered herself onto his lap as though she were warming eggs.

Pratt went on and on about how he wanted Knot to be his wife.
“I want us to be like you and Pep.”
Shit! I’m s’pose to be in there with her right now!
Otis Lee listened to Pratt while he tried to feed Ruby. She usually kept

still while Otis Lee pushed the meal into her mouth. But today she flapped
her wings and struggled. Pratt was still going on and on about Knot. After a
couple of tries, Otis Lee let Ruby get down and roam with the other cluckers.
She looked satisfied.

“Stubborn,” Pratt remarked. Otis Lee wasn’t sure if Pratt was talking
about Ruby or about Knot.

“Knot don’t know what she want half the time,” Otis Lee said. “You



know that. You ain’t got to run off like you doin’.”
“I done told ya what she say to me, man. She know her own mind. And I

ain’t on it no more. She love them damn books of hers more’n she love me.”
“Nooooo,” Otis Lee denied.
“It’s the truth,” Pratt said. “Corn liquor, the books, them letters from her

pa, and then me. Maybe.”
Pratt was right. Knot knew her own mind, and she knew it well—drunk or

not. And the truth was, Otis Lee knew exactly how Pratt was feeling. Try to
steer somebody from a harm they love, but seem like the more they get
steered away, the more they want the harm.

Otis Lee had tried to steer Knot, just as he had tried to steer his older
sister, Essie, who had left home to go north. She was in New York passing
for white. Who Essie’s white father was, Otis Lee never knew, and he didn’t
care. He had known his own father and he still missed him dearly. He’d
drowned in the canal when Otis Lee was a child.

Essie was living a life Otis Lee couldn’t get his head around. It seemed as
though she put herself in harm’s way every day. At any minute, if her truth
were uncovered, she could be beaten or something worse. Otis Lee didn’t
know Essie very well. His mother had told him that Essie was already grown
and gone before he could even turn over on his own. But it didn’t matter.
From the time Otis Lee was old enough to understand that he had an older
sister, and old enough to understand her circumstances, he cared about her.

In ’24, when Otis Lee was sixteen, he’d gone to New York, and with the
help of his aunt—the aunt who had adopted Valley—he found Essie. New
York City had proved itself to be all the things he had heard about it: nothing
like North Carolina, never resting, plenty to offer, and plenty to take away.
So Otis Lee was pleased to find that Essie lived in what he thought of as a
calm part of town.

Even so, he had wanted so badly to help her and protect her—even
knowing of the bad thing she’d done to the family. Ma Noni had told him that
Essie had sold her land dirt cheap, for pennies on the dollar, so that she could
have money to run away and pass. According to Ma Noni, Essie had caused
him, Rose, his father, and Ma Noni to be homeless for a while because of
what she had done. Neither Otis Lee’s father nor Rose ever spoke of it. And



when Otis Lee once asked Rose about Essie and the land, all she had said was
“The past is the past, baby boy. Everythang turn out all right.”

While living in Brooklyn, in Essie’s brothel, Otis Lee often thought of all
the things Ma Noni had told him, and he imagined killing Essie. But mostly
he just wanted to protect her, lead her away from the danger she was
courting. Finally, after some time living with and working for Essie and her
crooked policeman husband, Otis Lee saw that she was no longer the Essie
his mother often secretly spoke so fondly of. She had become Ellen
O’Heeney. And for Ellen O’Heeney, there was no turning back.

That’s what she had told him as he was leaving her house on that cold day
in ’27. Otis Lee remembered the sweet look in her eyes when he walked
away from her back stoop. That sweet, sad look—a look he wouldn’t
understand for several decades, after receiving a bundle of letters—was all he
was going to get from his sister, because she didn’t make a move to hug him
or even shake his hand. But it had seemed to Otis Lee that she had wanted
him to see that sweetness.

Now fourteen years had come and gone since he had returned to West
Mills, married Pep, and, years later, become a father. Otis Lee hadn’t heard
from his sister. No one had.

Essie knew her own mind, just as Knot knew her own. Otis Lee decided
he would be misleading Pratt if he stood there trying to convince him to stay
in West Mills for Azalea Centre. So he didn’t.

When Otis Lee came back from his thoughts about Essie, Pratt was
picking at a piece of wood from one of the pen’s posts. Ruby had made her
way back over to them. He thought she might be ready to eat some more, but
when he tried to pick her up again, she flapped her wings and made her
fussing sounds. Otis Lee let her be, and he and Pratt bid each other a good
evening.

A few days passed and Pratt came to Otis Lee’s house dressed in his only
suit—a black one—to say his good-byes. Pratt rubbed Breezy’s head, fluffing
up the boy’s halfway-curly hair.

“When you see Miss Knot,” Pratt instructed the boy, “give her a hug and
tell her it’s from me. Hear?”

“She ain’t gon’ let me give her no hug,” Breezy said. His face wore a tight



frown. Otis Lee smiled, fighting back tears.
“You has to hug her quick,” Pratt explained to Breezy. “When she sit

down, you has to get close up on her and just do it. Fast, like. Understand?”
Pep was busy crying. She had fussed Pratt out for days for enlisting

himself, and she had fussed Knot in and out, high and low, for being part of
the reason he had done so.

After they had done all the handshaking and hugging, Otis Lee watched
Pratt walk out of his yard and up the lane toward Busy Street, where there
would be a bus to take him to the train station in Norfolk. Pratt’s walk was a
hesitant one. If there had been anything Otis Lee could have said to get his
buddy to stay, he would have. Going off to war, Otis Lee thought to himself. I
don’t believe I’ll ever see Pratt Shepherd again.

“You know something, Pep?” Otis Lee said, standing next to her, his left
arm wrapped around her ample waist. “Pratt’s probably the best fella Knot’ll
ever have.”



 

THREE

In December of ’41, Knot accepted the fact that she had a baby on the way.
That goddamn Pratt, she thought to herself.

Knowing that she would not be able to visit her family in Ahoskie for a
long time—having them know she was to be an unwed mother was never an
option—she sat down to write a letter to her father. Knot wrote that she
would soon be going north for six months or so, for more training as a
teacher—which was what she would have done to hide the pregnancy from
the people of West Mills if she hadn’t drunk and gambled away so much of
her money at Miss Goldie’s Place. She wrote that, since she did not yet know
the address of whatever rooming house she’d be living in, he should send a
reply to Penelope Loving. And her pa did just that.

He wrote that he was proud of her, that her two sisters were just as proud
of her as he was, and that they all loved her very much. My smart, sensible
little Knot, her pa had written. She needed a drink after reading that part. The
letter had been written in his handwriting, and Knot noticed that it didn’t
have any of the fanciness—her full name written out, the sentences lined up
on the paper just so—that it would have had if her mother had written it. So
she wasn’t at all surprised that her pa’s letter had no mention of her mother.

As scared as Knot was of being someone’s mother, she was more scared
of dying on some old woman’s kitchen table, trying to avoid becoming
someone’s mother. She would have to get used to the reality of what her life
and body would be like for several months to come. Finding someone reliable
and willing enough to take and raise the child was another challenge.

Otis Lee and Pep would have been her first choice if she hadn’t grown so



close to them. She needed the two of them for herself. And with Pep
constantly trying to convince Knot to keep the baby, the Lovings would
probably keep the child for only a week or two before coming up with some
reason to bring him or her back.

And there was the freedom—the freedom Knot would certainly lose while
the child grew inside her. But the thought of the freedom she’d lose if she
couldn’t get anyone to take the child off her hands was far more terrifying.
Damn, she thought, I’ll never see the inside of Goldie’s again if I got a
young’un in tow.

Unsure as to whether the god her pa prayed to was real, and remembering
Matthew 19:14, Knot wanted nothing to do with bringing a sick baby, or a
dead one, into the world. She drank far less than she had before—which
wasn’t hard, since, for a while, she could barely stand the smell of liquor. For
many weeks Knot could barely stand the smell of anything. Sometimes, just
looking at the jar of corn liquor sitting on the shelf in her pantry would turn
her stomach.

“You better live, goddamnit,” Knot said to the twitching she felt inside
her belly. “You better live.”



 

FOUR

Otis Lee told Phillip Waters, and Phillip’s wife, Lady, that there was a young
woman in town who was going to have a baby she couldn’t keep.

“My Lord,” Lady said. She stepped away from the table and put her hands
over her mouth. “It’s Reverend Walker’s oldest daughter, isn’t it?” She
tapped Phil’s shoulder twice. “Didn’t I tell you this would come to pass? I
saw that girl coming from Goldie’s many a night. Many, many a night. Lord,
have mercy.”

What in the devil Lady doing on that end of Antioch Lane that late at
night? Goldie didn’t open the doors to her juke joint until nine o’clock, Otis
Lee had heard. Before he opened his mouth to ask the question, he
remembered Phil mentioning Lady’s recent idea to try to minister to Goldie’s
customers as they were leaving in the wee hours. I wished she’d gone ’cross
the lane and try that ministerin’ out on Knot.

“It ain’t our place to judge, Lady,” Phil told her. “Folk make mistakes.”
“I don’t think I was passing judgment,” Lady said. She sat back down.

“Not one bit. Just telling you what I’ve seen, is all.” She put her elbows on
the table and propped her chin on one wrist.

Lady was older than Otis Lee and Phil—nearly ten years older. Phil and
Lady had met in New York City. Before Otis Lee had found Essie, he, Phil,
and Brock Manning were all working in a hotel in Lower Manhattan. Lady
wore two hats at that hotel: some days a cook, and other days a cleaning lady.
Otis Lee had already known how to clean a house because Ma Noni and Rose
had taught him to do almost everything they knew how to do. But Phil’s
mother hadn’t shown him much about housekeeping, so Lady showed him



how it was done. Before long, Phil was telling Otis Lee that he loved Lady
and he’d decided to ask for her hand in marriage. Although Lady had been
born and raised in Harlem, she had told them many times how much she
loved the calmness of the South—despite its problems. And now Otis Lee
looked at the two of them and was glad to see them together and still in love.

“I didn’t mean nothin’ by it, darlin’,” Phil said to Lady. “You ain’t mad at
me, is ya?”

Lady said she wasn’t mad, and they smiled at each other. Otis Lee always
admired, and was often confused by, how Phil and Lady’s arguments were so
quiet and peaceful—the ones he’d witnessed. He and Pep had at least one
twenty-minute argument each day. Most of them were loud. And they
enjoyed them.

“Is it Reverend Walker’s girl, brother?” Phil asked.
When Otis Lee told them it was their across-the-lane neighbor, Knot, who

was in the family way, Lady asked if Milton Guppy was the child’s father.
And when Otis Lee asked Lady why in the world she’d think that, she
replied, “Well, I saw him coming outta her yard one night. So, I just thought
maybe—”

“Noooo,” Otis Lee said. “Milton ain’t got no parts of this. Pratt left
somethin’ behind and don’t even know it. And now the fool’s gon’ off to get
himself killed in the war.”

“Knot don’t want to write to his people?” Phil asked.
“She say she ain’t able and wouldn’t if she was,” Otis Lee answered.

“Knot don’t want to be a mama. And she serious ’bout it. That’s why I’m
here talkin’ to y’all.”

Otis Lee wondered what reason Milton Guppy would have to be in Knot’s
yard. Maybe they friendly now, and she got him bringing her liquor.

“But wait a minute,” Lady said. “I thought Knot’s taken poorly with the
pox. Will that child live?”

“No pox,” Otis Lee promised them. “Just a baby comin’, is all.”



 

FIVE

Mornings became Knot’s enemy, so she stopped teaching. After she had
made amends with mornings, afternoons became the bully. For as long as she
could hide herself, she took on part-time house cleaning. Those earnings were
stuffed in her feather bed along with the little money she hadn’t blown at
Goldie’s. That took care of the rent for the three-room railroad house she
lived in—if she counted the pantry as a room—and it kept her fed until she
could get back to work. When her stomach began arriving at places before
the rest of her body, she didn’t leave her house, except to step out onto the
porch for fresh air—something she did only late at night. The only people
Knot believed needed to know of her condition were the two people who
were going be there when she gave birth, and the two other people who had
agreed to raise the child.

One day in March of ’42, Knot lay across her bed reading and fighting off
the urge to rub her stomach. She heard three hard knocks on the back door.
Can’t be Otis Lee or Pep. They know the code. She had told Otis Lee and Pep
that they were to call out to her before they knocked. She supposed it could
have been someone from the lane wanting to order a bread pudding. But
since she had told people she was ill, she thought anyone would be foolish to
want anything from her kitchen.

Knot waited a minute to see if the person would say anything. They
didn’t. But they did knock three more times.

“Come on and open the door, sweetie.”
It was Miss Noni. Knot wondered how such a tiny person like Miss Noni

had such a strong knock. Is she throwin’ her whole damn body ’gainst the



door? And what the hell she want?
“Knot,” Miss Noni called, “come open the door, sugar.”
“I can’t let you in here!” Knot yelled toward the door. “You might catch

it!”
“I done had it. Open this door, child.”
Knot got up off the bed and grabbed a pillow to hold in front of herself.

Before going to the door, she stood in front of her mirror and shuffled her
hair around a bit. She hadn’t combed it in days, so it didn’t require much
effort. She noticed that the copper color of her hair seemed to be fading.
Pregnancy was turning her hair brown. She didn’t like it.

Knot opened the door, and Miss Noni stood there wrapped in coats and
scarves. It looked as though she were wearing three of each, in various
colors. It ain’t even cold out there. Shit! Miss Noni had a wicker basket
hanging from the bend of her right arm. The basket looked new, as though it
had never been set on a floor or the ground.

“You gon’ welcome me in?”
Miss Noni walked past Knot and straight to the kitchen, where she set the

basket on the table. The table wobbled under the basket’s weight. Then she
turned to Knot and quipped, “Or is Otis Lee and Pep the only two that’s
’lowed to visit?” She began unwrapping herself, and talking.

While Miss Noni talked about the weather and how she had made sure
that she and Rose had plenty of firewood, Knot concentrated on keeping the
pillow in front of her large belly.

“I see you got enough firewood,” Miss Noni said. She pointed to the
corner of the kitchen. “You drinkin’ plenty water, Knot? And milk? Drink
plenty milk. Hear?” Now Miss Noni was moving around the kitchen and
talking. Have mercy.

Knot didn’t know Miss Noni’s exact age, though she was sure the woman
had to be at least eighty-eight or ninety. But she looked much younger; her
skin shone. Were there wrinkles on Miss Noni’s brown face? Yes. But they
were shallow. And she gets ’round like she’s my age. And what was that nice
smell coming off Miss Noni? Smell like limes, or maybe lemons.

“I got ya some lemons, sweetie,” Miss Noni said, echoing Knot’s guess.
“I done cut ’em for ya, honey.”



Using both her hands, she unpacked the basket, which held a lot more
than lemons. There was bread, a jar of preserves, and eggs that Miss Noni
had probably taken from Otis Lee’s coop while he was at work. Or she may
have gotten them while Pep was up-bridge at the general store and Otis Lee
was in the front yard talking to a neighbor. Miss Noni set some things on the
table; others, she took to the pantry.

“Lemons for what, Miss Noni?” Knot already knew the answer. The older
woman told Knot to suck on the lemon to soothe her sour stomach if that was
still a problem. She unwrapped the white cloth filled with lemon wedges and
handed one to Knot.

“Take this,” Miss Noni commanded. Knot took the whole bundle from the
older woman’s hand and set it on the table. “Pep ain’t tell you ’bout the
lemons?” Knot didn’t get a chance to answer the question, because Miss Noni
had gone back to talking about other things. “When I was a just a lil thang,
the ol’ woman who looked after us when our mamas was in the fields, her
place used to be just ’bout in the same spot as this house you livin’ in.”

Knot sighed. “I know, Miss Noni.”
“I told you ’bout her?”
“Yeah.”
And in unison Knot and Miss Noni said, “Aunt Buddy.”
“Aunt Buddy lived to see me have my own first child,” Miss Noni went

on. “And she was ’bout ninety-five then.” She counted her fingers, clapped
her hands and said, “Six years older’n I is right now! Ain’t that somethin’,
Knot?”

Knot sucked her teeth. It was at that moment she figured she might as
well move the pillow she had been holding. All this damn talk about babies.

After tossing the pillow against the closest wall, she sat at the table, which
was half covered with food. She must have had a look on her face to go along
with the mad feeling she had.

“What’s the matter, love?” Miss Noni asked.
“They promised me they wouldn’t tell,” Knot grumbled. She was now

craving a drink—her first craving for anything in a couple of days.
“Nobody tol’ me nothin’, puddin’,” Miss Noni said. “Well, just that you

got the pox. That’s what y’all young folk call it nowadays?” This time Knot



didn’t try to answer the question. She wouldn’t have been able to, because
Miss Noni was talking about her own pregnancies.

Knot watched Miss Noni as she went to the icebox and put the lemons in
next to the block of ice. She then revealed to Knot that she had seen Otis Lee
and Pep’s comings and goings at Knot’s house.

“They was even walkin’ like they got secrets,” Miss Noni said. Knot
would have loved to know how Miss Noni had been able to see all of what
she’d just described from far back in Otis Lee’s yard. But Knot didn’t want to
know right then. She’d had enough of Miss Noni’s talking already.

Miss Noni’s visit lasted just under two hours. She cleaned a little and
changed the linens. Over and over, Knot said that she appreciated the help but
that she was able to do those chores herself. Miss Noni looked around the
rooms, shook her head, and continued her work.

Knot thought of ways to get a sip of liquor while Miss Noni was there in
the house. She believed that if she could get just one swallow, she might be
able to handle the old woman until she got tired. And when’s that gon’ be?
She look like she might go home and clean her own house when she get
through with mine.

Miss Noni went in the bedroom to sweep. That was Knot’s chance to
tiptoe to the pantry, and she took it. She counted four swallows before closing
the jar of moonshine. Those four swallows helped Knot ask a question that
had been worrying her mind from the time she had let Miss Noni see her
belly.

“I ain’t gon’ tell nobody ’bout yo’ pox, sweetie,” Miss Noni said. “You
think I’d do that?”

Knot didn’t know what to say, but she wasn’t going to apologize.
“I don’t mean no harm by it. Just need to know,” Knot explained.
Miss Noni told Knot there was no need to worry. “Just ’cause I talk ’til

I’m tired don’t mean I can’t hold a secret. I got secrets in here”—she pointed
to her left temple—“that’ll make folk hate me if they got out. My own flesh
and blood. Hear?” She went into the pantry and began straightening things.
Knot thought that part of their conversation had ended. “But you know
somethin’, Knot? Sometimes it’s best to keep ’em locked inside. Secrets.
Best for everybody sometimes.”



You mean secrets like you really Otis Lee’s great-grandmamma, not his
grandmamma? Knot just shook her head and said, “Yeah.”

When Miss Noni was done with all the cleaning, and done with all the
storytelling about her days as a young wife and mother, she rewrapped
herself in all those garments, kissed Knot on the cheek, and told her to take
good care of herself.

“Lots of water!” Miss Noni shouted on her way out the door. “And milk!
Hear?”

Later that week, Otis Lee and Pep came to check on her. Miss Noni had gone
to their house and told them she knew everything. Pep said Miss Noni cursed
them for not having trusted her with Knot’s secret. Knot didn’t care to hear
any of that.

“The Waters ain’t changed they minds, have they?” Knot asked.
“Naw,” Otis Lee replied. “Don’t worry ’bout that.” He reminded her of

how many years the couple had been praying for a child of their own. “They
figure the Lord must not want it to go that way. But like I say, I know they
got plenty love to give to anybody, ’specially a child.”

When Knot had first told Otis Lee that she was expecting, and asked him
for help finding adoptive parents, she had assumed that he would ask the
Mannings first. He’d told her that even though he knew they had the same
love to give, plus more, he also knew their business—the general store—was
like a child to them.

While Otis Lee spoke about what a good choice Phillip and Lady were to
raise the soon-to-come baby, he picked his teeth with a sewing needle. Knot
wondered why Pep sat there and let him do that in front of people. When he
finished picking, he set the needle down on the plate Knot had just served
him bread pudding. He’d done this many times before, but now that Knot was
pregnant, it annoyed her. And Pep had a habit of rubbing one hand with the
other. That irritated Knot even more. She didn’t understand why these things
bothered her so, but they did. And as if those things weren’t enough, her feet
and legs ached. She tried her best to reach down and rub them, but her
stomach would no longer allow it.

Pep moved her chair in front of Knot’s, and then, to Knot’s surprise, one



of her own legs was on Pep’s lap, being rubbed and squeezed. It was the best
thing Knot had experienced in days.

“You worryin’ ’bout Lady and Phil changin’ they minds,” Pep said, “but
it’s liable to be yo mind that gets changed when that baby come.”

Knot slid her foot off Pep’s lap and replied, “No, my mind ain’t gon’ get
changed. And I wish you’d let up ’bout that, Pep.”

Knot and Pep rolled their eyes at each other. Pep motioned for Knot to put
her swollen foot back on her lap and went back to rubbing and squeezing.

It was on a Saturday afternoon in July of ’42 when dull pains forced Knot to
pace two rooms of the little house. A shot of the clear elixir only helped her a
bit. Knot, being as no-nonsense as she was, knew she had a long day (or
longer) ahead of her—a long day of pain. She would not allow herself to be
fooled into believing otherwise. She had seen her older sisters, Mary and Iris,
giving birth. They had cursed and screamed as though Satan were standing
next to their beds. The rooms had smelled as though someone were cleaning
fresh game. Mary, Knot’s oldest sister, had asked the midwife to end her
misery.

“I can’t take another fuckin’ minute of it!” Mary had screamed. And after
they had pulled the second round of shit-and-blood-covered rags from under
her, she said to her mother, “I’m dying. Y’all might as well smother me and
get it over with.”

Knot remembered having to turn away from Mary because she herself
was about to die—from laughing.

Knot’s mother, speaking most eloquently, had whispered, “Quiet, now,
Mary. Every woman feels like she’s dying when there’s a whole other person
coming out of her. It’ll be over before you know it. Breathe.” Now Knot
knew Mary’s pain.

At least two hours passed before Knot felt something warm moving
slowly down her leg. When it slid from her ankle onto the wooden floor, she
bent over to examine it. It looked like snot. And when she stood back up,
what seemed like a river of pee fell from between her thighs. She felt the
weight inside of her move lower.

“Breezy!” Knot yelled from her bedroom window. “Come here a minute.”



The boy came running and grinning, just as he did when Otis Lee or Pep
sent him to tell or take Knot one thing or the other. He was holding two
kittens. He held them tenderly, one in each arm, as if they were babies. Damn
if he ain’t got to have two of everything.

“Is Pep home?”
“Yes, ma’am!” Breezy answered.
“What you hollerin’ for? I’m right in front of ya.”
Breezy shrugged and stood still. Knot realized even her own voice

sounded too loud.
“Well, take them cats back to they mama, and run tell yours that my

time’s come. Tell her just like that. Hear?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he whispered this time. But when he ran from her window,

it seemed as though the sound of his shoes hitting against the dirt was too
loud, too. Everything was so loud. And everything was aggravating. The sun
was shining too bright, the wind was blowing too hard, the sweat on her lips
was too salty.

Knot kept pacing until Pep, Otis Lee, and Miss Noni all arrived with their
arms full of this and that. Knot wondered who had gone and gotten Miss
Noni.

“Why in the hell y’all got Noni wit’ y’all?” she exclaimed when Miss
Noni went to the bedroom to do God knew what. “Do I look like I got
patience for her right now? Shit, I ain’t even got patience for me right now.”

Knot sat on a kitchen chair, and Pep rushed to her. Pep told Otis Lee to
put his bundle of supplies on the table and get out.

“You in good hands,” Otis Lee said to Knot on his way out. He smiled.
“Pep’s gotcha.” Once he was gone, Pep told Knot to slide to the edge of the
chair.

“You doin’ good, Knot,” Pep reported after lifting Knot’s slip and looking
between her legs. “Things is goin’ just like they s’pose to. Get on back up
and walk a lil more. That’ll help ya later on.”

As Knot expected, the pains became much fiercer. Some of the sounds
and words that came from her own mouth frightened her. And there was the
sound of Miss Noni’s mouth running.

“Well, you lucky you still young,” Miss Noni said. “I was a young girl



when I had Gertrude. But that Rose snuck up on us. I was over forty when I
got big wit’ her. And I tell you, honey, that was a hard day. I—”

“Miss Noni,” Knot cut in. She was lying on her side.
“Yes, darlin’?”
“You know I love you, don’t ya?” Knot said.
“I know it, sugar.”
“Good,” Knot replied. “Now, will you please hush all that goddamn

talkin’?”
Miss Noni laughed, clapped her hands, and said, “Yes, ma’am.”
For a moment Knot worried that something might be going wrong: the

pains had slowed. But Pep assured her that it was normal for the body to take
breaks. And Knot trusted her words. Pep had delivered many babies, colored
and white. She came from a long line of midwives. Pep had given birth to her
own son with no help at all. Knot had listened to Otis Lee tell the story at
least a hundred times. Otis Lee had helped Pep to the bed so that she would
be comfortable while he’d be away getting help. But before he could get his
boots laced up, Pep had Breezy in her arms, clearing his mouth with her
finger. Then the boy had let out the loudest cry either of them claimed they
had ever heard from a newborn. “It all happen quick as a breeze, Knot,” Otis
Lee’d said. Knot hoped she would have the same luck Pep had.

Knot wanted to ask Pep if Otis Lee was nearby. As much of a meddler as
she believed him to be, he was also the most peaceful person she knew on
Albemarle Lane. If he could just sit out in the kitchen while she labored, she
might feel even safer than Pep and Miss Noni already made her feel.

“Pop,” Knot heard Breezy say outside of her bedroom window, “what my
mama and Ma Noni doin’ with Knot?”

“Knot ain’t feelin’ so good right now,” Knot heard Otis Lee say. “They
gon’ sit with her a while, ’til she feel better. She’ll be all right. You go on and
play with yo’ buddies. Go on. Leave them cats alone, ’fore that mama cat
scratch yo’ face up.”

Hearing her bossy friend’s voice gave Knot more comfort. Then she
thought about how her pa would be worried crazy if he were there. Mad and
worried.



An hour later, Pep tried to lay the plump, angry, minute-old girl onto Knot’s
chest. “Lay her in the other room, Pep,” Knot ordered. She couldn’t bring
herself to look at the newest person in the room, so she turned her face away
from them all.

“She got to be fed, sugar,” Miss Noni protested.
“Not right this minute,” Knot said. She felt an exhaustion she’d never

known was possible.
The baby made those sweet sounds that caused people to want to hold and

kiss them. Even Knot had been tempted by those sounds when her nephews
were born.

“Please take her away!” Knot yelled. She wished she had pulled the sheet,
or one of the pillows, over her own face, because before Pep was all the way
out of the room, Knot looked up and caught a glimpse of the child’s face. Her
eyes were wide open, taking in the world. It was the prettiest, and most
dangerous, glimpse Knot had ever taken in her life.

Knot heard Pep ask Otis Lee to go and tell Mr. and Mrs. Waters that the
baby had arrived and that it was a healthy girl. “And tell ’em to get they
bottles and milk ready,” she heard Pep say. And although Otis Lee didn’t say
anything in return, she knew he must have been disappointed in her.

With the going down of the sun came Lady and Phillip Waters. Knot
hadn’t seen so much smiling in her life. They came to her bedroom doorway
to wish her good health and to thank her for what Lady referred to over and
over as a gift. Secretly, Knot was happy to see their joy.

Lady was dressed entirely in white, like a nurse. And her eyes were
spilling tears. To Knot, she looked as though she wanted to take the baby and
fly away. And Phillip, he looked like he was ready to fly off behind his wife
and new child. If Heaven’s a real place, Knot thought to herself, them two is
surely goin’.

From her bed, Knot watched Miss Noni wrap the baby carefully. Then she
passed the bundle to Lady, who headed for the door, cooing and thanking
God, her arms filled with baby. But before Lady and Phillip were off the
porch, Knot called up all her strength and called out, “Mr. and Mrs. Waters!”
They stepped back into the house. “I just want to know one thing.” And she
held up one finger.



“Yes, ma’am,” Phillip said. “Anything.”
“Whose baby is that y’all got there?” Knot asked.
Lady squared her shoulders. She looked as though she were going to give

a speech to soldiers.
“I got a niece over in Moyock,” Lady answered, “and this here’s her

baby.”
Phillip put his hand on Lady’s shoulder.
“See,” Phillip said, “Lady’s niece ain’t ready to raise a child just yet. She

ain’t much more’n a child herself, ya know. So me and Lady decide we gon’
raise her baby.”

“We’ll love her just like she’s our own,” Lady reassured everyone. “We
already do.”

Knot rested her head on the pillow and dozed off.
Later that evening, Knot was awakened by the smell of fresh-baked

biscuits, and she heard something thick being mixed in a bowl with a wooden
spoon. She lifted the sheet to peek at her stomach. It looked the same as it
had earlier that day. But when Knot shifted herself around to sit upright on
the bed, she could feel the difference she couldn’t see. The truth was, Knot
missed the extra weight. She missed that seven or eight pounds that had gone
out the door in Lady’s arms.

“Hey, in there,” Knot half shouted, as loud as her tired body would allow.
Pep came into the room beating cake batter. She asked Knot how she was
feeling. “Thirsty.”

“I’ll bring a glass of fresh water in just a minute.”
“I don’t want no more damn water. Look in my pantry and bring—’’
“It’s gone,” Pep said. She told Knot that the corn liquor had been knocked

over. “On accident.”
“That’s a lie and you know it.” Knot wanted to be angry, but that required

energy. Pep kept her eyes on the bowl she was holding, still beating the
batter. Then Knot asked, “Where’s Otis Lee? I know he’s got a lil bit at
y’all’s house. Please go get it, Pep.”

Knot begged, and Pep refused.
“You crazy?” Pep shot back. “I give you that and you sure to bleed to

death right where you layin’.” Pep left the room and Knot slid back down in



the bed. Just like a small child who had been sent from the dinner table for
misbehaving, she began to cry.

Knot wasn’t sure if she was crying because Pep wouldn’t allow her to
have her favorite thing, or because of the aches that were left over from all
her body had gone through that day, or because she had sent a baby—her
baby with those wide eyes—across the lane to stay forever.

Knot couldn’t seem to stop weeping. No matter what good times she tried
to conjure in her mind, she could not stop weeping.

Pep came back with a glass of cool water and a hot biscuit that looked like
it could be melted down and used to make a necklace and a pair of matching
ear bobs. Knot watched Pep set the food and water on the nightstand that her
pa had built for her when she was a child. Otis Lee and Valley had,
separately, spruced it up some since she had moved to West Mills, but she
had warned both of them that if they made it look too different from the way
her pa had made it, she’d use the nightstand to beat them.

Pep picked up The Old Curiosity Shop and flipped through its pages.
“How many times you done read this same book, Knot?”
“Find me a sip of what I like and maybe I’ll tell ya.”
Pep began to read from the first page. She read it smoothly, the same way

a longtime teacher would read at a schoolhouse. Then she closed the book
and set it back in its place.

“Tell me one thing,” Knot said. Pep sat on the bed, and Knot saw how
tired Pep must be. She can barely hold her eyelids open. “How come you
ain’t taught yo’ husband to read?”

Pep looked at Knot as though she had spoken in tongues.
“He can read,” Pep retorted. “Enough to get by, anyway.” Pep rubbed her

own left hand with her right one. “It ain’t all that important to him.”
“Well, it ought to be. He’s a worrisome sumbitch, but he smart. My pa

always said, ‘A smart Negro can go a long way. But a smart Negro with book
learning can go all the way.’ ”

“All the way where?” Pep asked.
“Up, I guess.” Knot said, and she yawned. Pep giggled. Then she yawned,

too.
“He got his reasons, Knot.”



“Who?”
“My husband,” Pep clarified. She stood from the bed and stretched her

arms above her head. Knot asked what his reasons were. Pep fluffed Knot’s
pillows and said, “He say readin’ ought to be something folk do ’cause they
enjoy it. Not ’cause they scared of what might happen to ’em if they can’t.” I
don’t know what in the hell she talkin’ about, and I don’t feel like askin’ no
more questions, Knot thought.

“Eat that biscuit and drink that water,” Pep said. “I’m goin’ home for a lil
while. I might have me a drink of moonshine.”

“I knew y’all had some.”
“We do,” Pep said. “Yo’ moonshine.”
Knot rolled her eyes at Pep, at the glass of water, and at that pretty golden

biscuit. But she was grateful to have all three.

For two weeks Knot drank, cried without trying, and stuffed cabbage leaves
in her bra to stop the milk. If the thought of leaving her bedroom wasn’t
enough to piss her off, the thought of leaving her house was.

Otis Lee and Pep were the only two people who could convince her to
open her door. Pep came to be sure Knot was healing properly. Otis Lee,
often with Breezy trailing behind him, came to bring plates of hot food, of
which Knot ate little. On other days Otis Lee came just to make sure she had
gotten out of the bed. After that, Knot stopped letting him in. But she wasn’t
able to refuse him entry for more than a couple of times.

“Azalea Centre!” Otis Lee had yelled from her porch one day. She had
drunk so much, she could barely walk. “I gots my sledgehammer wit’ me.
I’m gon’ give you a few minutes to come open up this here door. And if you
don’t, there ain’t gon’ be no door for you to come and open. I mean ev’ry
word of it, too!”

Knot had somehow made her way to the door, and she opened it. She
remembered collapsing into Otis Lee’s arms. He had dragged her out onto the
porch for air and sunlight. He had told her the next day. She had not
remembered that part.



One afternoon Knot lay across her bed, miserable—but not from a night, or a
morning, of drinking. She did not know why she was miserable. One hour
she was crying, the next hour she was angry. So angry, she threw dishes
around the kitchen. Then she’d broken into a strange laughter that she later
felt embarrassed about. If anyone asked Knot to list all the feelings and
thoughts she’d had that day, she’d be afraid of being taken to one of those
places for the insane. So she lay down. Best if I just lay here.

There was a tapping on her door. She decided to ignore it. Then she heard
someone walking outside of her bedroom window.

“Miss Knot!” It was Breezy.
“What?” Knot said.
“Can you please come to yo’ window, Miss Knot?”
“For what?”
“My pop say he want me to see yo’ face and he say for me to keep talkin’

to you ’til you come to the window so I can see yo’ face.”
Knot went to the window and raised it. To her surprise, she enjoyed the

coolness that came in.
“You seen me,” Knot said. “Now go on.”
“My pop say for you to come to suppa at half past six,” Breezy relayed.

After delivering the summons, he told Knot things she hadn’t asked to know.
He told her he had learned to write his whole name and that he had helped
Pep bring in the eggs. “I ain’t drop a single one of ’em, Miss Knot!” Then he
told her all about how he and his grandma Rose played catch with a pinecone.
“And, Miss Knot, my hands was hurtin’ and my mama put some saff on ’em,
and I—”

“Tell Otis Lee I’m too sick,” Knot interrupted. I damn sure hope he
outgrows all that damn yappin’. “I’ll come another night.”

Breezy ran home to deliver the message, but he was back at Knot’s
window in less than five minutes. Knot didn’t need to look at her clock to
know that.

“Miss Knot!” Breezy shouted.
“Lord Jesus,” Knot whispered. She had lain back across her bed. If the

empty liquor jar had been closer to her, she would have thrown it at the
window. “What, child?”



“My pop tell me to say you best have yo’ hind parts at his table at half
past six.” Knot got up from her bed and went to the window. Breezy was not
alone this time; a posse of kittens was around his feet.

The mother cat stood nearby grooming herself. But she looked up every
few seconds. And the kittens looked at her. It was as though they knew she
was there if or when they needed her.

Knot looked back at Breezy. He had been waiting patiently for the next
message to take home.

“Seem like yo’ pop think he’s my pop, too.”
Breezy shrugged. Knot thought of Otis Lee and his sledgehammer.
“Okay,” she said. Breezy walked back toward his house, and his furry

friends followed.
Knot heated water and sat down in the bath. It was the second tub bath

she’d had since giving birth; the first one was a week after. And it was the
memory of that first bath after the birth that reminded her of the birth itself.
And recalling the birth reminded her of the precious, dangerous glimpse.

Knot sat in the tub until the water was nearly cold. At one point she was
sure that it must have been the warm tears that dripped from her chin that
kept the bathwater from freezing.

It ain’t so bad, Knot, she wished someone would say to her. Maybe her pa
would say that if she had written to him and told him the truth about
everything. You just not ready for motherhood yet. And I think it’s mighty
smart of ya to know that ’bout yourself. Knowing she wasn’t ready didn’t
mean she liked not being ready. But it felt safe to her—the only kind of safe
Knot felt all right with. Safe by not having to worry about hurting a child’s
feelings, the way her mother had hurt hers. Safe by not becoming someone’s
wife just to figure out, years later, that she didn’t want him. Safe to get a bit
of joy from the moonshine—something that couldn’t hurt her or be hurt by
her.



 

SIX

After supper, Otis Lee helped Breezy into his light jacket, gave him a small
lantern, and told him to go and visit Ma Noni and Rose. Breezy was happy to
go, because Ma Noni always had a treat there for him. Otis Lee knew Breezy
would come back with crumbs around his mouth. And there would likely be a
piece of something else, wrapped and tucked into his coat pocket, to take to
the schoolhouse the next day.

Otis Lee stood on the back porch and watched the lantern move through
the big backyard, en route to the other house. He remembered the day Breezy
was born. Five years old. Old ’nuff to carry his own lantern. A hint of
sadness moved through Otis Lee. Time don’t wait on nobody.

When Otis Lee saw that Breezy had made it to the other house safely, he
went back to the table where Pep and Knot sat, neither one of them saying a
word. Pep got up and cleared their plates.

Otis Lee told Knot that he had run into the schoolmaster earlier that
morning, and he had given Otis Lee a message for Knot—a message Otis Lee
was more than happy to deliver.

“He say if you all healed up from the pox, and if you through drankin’,”
Otis Lee said, “him and the children want ya back at the school. He say the lil
ones miss ya a whole lot, Knot. Ain’t that what he say, Pep?”

“I wasn’t there,” Pep replied. Now it was her turn to go off script, he
supposed.

“Well, that’s exactly what he say to me, Knot,” Otis Lee said. “And I
think it’s—”

“I ain’t goin’ back to the schoolhouse,” Knot announced. And Otis Lee



could tell that she meant it. Her eyes looked dead, which was far different
from the way her eyes looked when she was drunk.

Knot looked away from him, and she began fingering the hem of her dress
—the black dress.

“I thought you enjoyed workin’ wit’ the young’uns,” Pep said. “You used
to tell me how quick they learn. You loved it.”

“Never loved,” Knot said. “Didn’t even like.”
She had told Otis Lee that before, but he hadn’t really believed her. She’d

said that she had become a teacher only because her father told her that she
would be good at it, since she loved to read and work out math problems.

“I just did it to get the hell outta Ahoskie,” Knot had told him a few years
ago. “Pa made me teach his patients. I got tired of that shit.”

Otis Lee looked across the table at Knot. She was still fiddling with her
hem and looked as though she’d burst into tears at any moment—or fall
asleep.

“Well, we got to find you some work,” he affirmed. Knot showed no
interest.

Otis Lee knew that if Knot were well, she would have told him that she
could find her own work. She would have told him to go to hell and to mind
his business.

While Pep spoke to Knot about things she had missed on and off of
Antioch Lane, Otis Lee sat thinking and worrying. He’d seen what could
happen to people who let sadness get locked inside of them for too long.
When he was seven years old, his father drowned in the canal. An accident.
Rose had taken it awfully hard. Ma Noni had let Rose sit in her sadness for a
long while.

“People got to feel it and get it out,” she had said. But she believed that
Rose had fallen too deep into the grief. She used to make Rose get out of bed
and out of the house. That’s where Otis Lee had gotten the idea with Knot.
Ma Noni had told Rose to come to work with her in the fields, even if she
cried half of the time they worked. And that’s what Rose did. Cried and
picked. Over time, Rose cried less and less, but she was never quite the same
again.

When Otis Lee lived in Brooklyn, working in Essie and her husband’s



brothel, he would often see Essie sitting in a corner of a room, crying. And
when she’d see him, she would hold her handkerchief over her face. One day
he’d seen her weeping, and he walked around the brothel to make sure her
husband was away. He made sure everyone else in the house was gone or
busy. The coast was clear, so he went to Essie and kneeled in front of her.
She had looked nervous until he told her it was safe for them to speak.

“Sista, you ain’t got to stay here if it’s hurtin’ ya,” he had said. “You got a
whole mama, and a grandmamma that loves you. Even with runnin’ off like
you did, we still love ya, and we be mighty glad to have you back. Let’s go
on home, Essie.”

Essie had sat up straight in her chair and looked as though she wanted to
thank him. All the weeping had turned her face as red as a rash. Her long,
shiny, pitch-black hair hung almost to her knees.

“I wish it was that simple, baby,” she had said to him. Essie moved as
though she were going to cup his chin with her palm, but she stopped. She
stood up, smoothed her dress, and tossed her hair behind her shoulders.

“Go on back to your work now, Otis Lee,” she had said softly as she
dabbed her eyes with the handkerchief. “Please.”

It seemed to him that Essie was choosing sadness. And now, here Knot
was, sitting at his kitchen table, looking sad about something he knew she
had a choice in.

“If you want your baby back, just go on over there and get her,” Otis Lee
said. “She’s your’n!”

“Otis Lee!” Pep shouted. She gave him the same look she gave Breezy
whenever he passed gas in the kitchen.

“That’s why she sad, ain’t it?” he asked.
Otis Lee looked at Knot, hoping she’d look back at him with something

happy in her eyes, something alive in those eyes of hers. Anything to let him
know she would be all right if she just went to the Waterses’ house and told
them she wanted her baby girl. But Knot only stared at the table. Pep
mumbled something, but Otis Lee kept his eyes on Knot, still hoping. Make
her want that child, Lord. It’ll be all fixed up if you just make her want that
child.

Finally, Knot looked up from the table, but she didn’t turn her gaze to



Otis Lee.
“I thank y’all kindly for the nice meal,” Knot said. “Both of ya.”
After Knot had put on her shawl, she touched Otis Lee’s and Pep’s

shoulders. It was the closest thing to a hug Otis Lee knew he would ever get
from Knot. He wondered what she might do if he just stood up and hugged
her.

“What I’m gon’ do ’bout her, Pep?” Otis Lee asked after Pep had seen
Knot out and sat next to him.

“Nothin’,” Pep said. “Knot ain’t yo’ wife.” And in the sultry, soft voice
she used with him when she was feeling frisky, she said, “Whole lot of
woman sittin’ right here beside ya. Need to be reminded? ’Cause I will. Right
now. At my kitchen table.” She placed her hand on his groin. “This oughta
get yo’ mind off her.”

“Always, baby,” he agreed.
“You sure ’bout that?” Pep teased.
“Course,” Otis Lee told her. “And you know it.” He kissed Pep’s lips, her

neck, and he squeezed part of her ample thigh. “This here’s what I like. Knot
ain’t got none of this. Blind man can see that.”

Pep laughed. And they kissed the way they had when they’d first met. She
lay her head on his shoulder and said, “Knot ain’t Rose, Otis Lee.” She put
her hand on his and she rubbed the top of his thumb with her own. “She ain’t
Essie, either. Ain’t yo’ place to do nothin’ ’bout Knot. Worr’ ’bout me and
our boy, if you want somethin’ to worry about.”

“But y’all doin’ better than I am,” he said. He saw a serious look on Pep’s
face, so he smiled.

“Then be satisfied with us bein’ all right, and turn Knot and ev’rybody
else’s mess loose.”

Breezy came through the door with something wrapped in a cloth. Otis
Lee knew there would be at least two things, because Breezy always liked to
have two. Two apples, two baby chicks to have as his pets, two chicken legs
on his plate at supper. That boy always wanting two.

“Where’s the lantern?” Otis Lee asked. Before Breezy answered, Otis Lee
guessed that Ma Noni wouldn’t let Breezy carry the lantern by himself. And
he was right.



Breezy took off his jacket and dropped it onto the floor. Pep made him
pick it up and put it on the back of one of the chairs. Then she asked him,
“What’s that you got there?”

“Ma Noni give me some cake,” he said. “Look!”
Otis Lee watched his son unwrap the cake. Breezy went about it carefully,

as if there were a sleeping kitten or puppy in it that he didn’t want to wake. In
the cloth, there were two pieces of pound cake with something spread
between them.

“What she put in the middle?” Otis Lee inquired.
A frown appeared on Breezy’s small, round face. It was clear to Otis Lee

that the boy had grown tired of answering questions. Breezy sighed and
replied, “Zerves!”

Otis Lee and Pep glanced at each other and smiled. Breezy rewrapped the
cake sandwich just as carefully as he had unwrapped it, and set it in the
middle of the table.

“Don’t eat my cake, Pop,” he warned.
“I’m gon’ eat it all,” Otis Lee joked. Breezy whined, before giggling and

running up the steps. Pep told him to slow down so that he wouldn’t fall
again.

Otis Lee and Pep sat quietly, still holding hands. Otis Lee said, “What he
say that is spread in the middle?”

Pep took a deep breath, just as Breezy had. “It’s zerves!” The two of them
were bent over in laughter.

Then Otis Lee asked, “You still ain’t sad ’bout us not havin’ more?”
And Pep said, “More what?”
“More babies.”
“You crazy?” One was enough, she said. And Otis Lee was glad to hear

her say it. One’s enough for me, too.
“Ma Noni and Rose gon’ rotten that boy down to the core,” Otis Lee

mused. “We ain’t gon’ be able to do nothin’ with him.”
Pep reached behind her head and released her ponytail from the light blue

piece of ribbon that had been holding it. She scratched her scalp and said, “I
ain’t too worried ’bout that. We can handle him. I feels sorry for the one who
marries him, though.”



Otis Lee grunted in agreement, and he thought about Knot. He hoped she
would come out of her sad spell soon enough.



 

SEVEN

Knot sent a letter home saying she had returned to West Mills from
Pennsylvania and that she was going to visit Ahoskie as soon as she was
settled back in and rested. Knowing her mother would recognize fresh
motherhood on her if she visited too soon, Knot wrote that it would probably
be a few months before she’d have a chance to make the trip. Just thinking
about the ride gave her a headache and a backache.

“I wonder what it’d be like if I move back,” Knot said to Otis Lee one
day. He had come to pick up the bread pudding Pep had ordered.

“Back where? Back to ya people?”
“Yeah,” she replied. And she watched Otis Lee turn the question over in

his head. If she knew Otis Lee as well as she believed she did, she knew he
would say it might be a good idea for her to return to the place she knew best,
with her family around.

“I don’t think that’s the place for ya. Not now.”
Well, I’ll be damned.
Knot knew there was no way she could go back to Ahoskie to stay.

Everyone knew her family, which would get in the way of how much she
enjoyed drinking, playing cards, and so forth. Her pa was one of the few
colored men in Ahoskie—a dentist—whom the other coloreds and Indians
looked up to. He had managed to polish his reputation after he had become
sober. I ain’t goin’ to let my drinking set him back.

“Listen to me real good, Mary, Iris, Knot,” he had said to them one day.
He lined them up in the parlor. He sat in his chair and twisted his long goatee.
“There ain’t a whole lot of thangs I’m scared of. But one thang I’m real



scared of is that one of y’all might take up drankin’. That’ll do me in. Hear?”
They had all said yes and they gave him a hug, all three of them at once. Knot
hadn’t been old enough to remember her pa as a drunk. But Mary had, and
she had told Knot she was lucky she didn’t know that side of their pa.

Fifteen days later, Knot received a reply to the letter she had mailed
home:

September 1942
Dear Azalea,
I pray God will see fit to get this letter to you quickly. Your father has
been in bed for more than a week with fever like I’ve never seen in all
my days. He has lost all control of his body’s doings, and as you might
imagine, we expect he won’t recover unless the Lord our God
performs a miracle. Your sisters and I are just beside ourselves with
worry.

Come as soon as you possibly can, child. He’s asking for you.
Please travel safely and with haste.

With love,
Mrs. Doctor George Washington Centre

Knot only had one drink that Wednesday night. She was afraid that if she
had more, she might oversleep and miss the bus that passed through West
Mills every Monday and Thursday, en route to the state capital. The bus
would stop close enough to Ahoskie that Knot could get off and hitch a ride
to her family’s house. Or, since fall temperatures were still mild and bearable,
she would be able to walk from the station.

After packing a bag—she refused to pack the black dress—she sat on her
bed Indian-style. The house was quiet enough that she might hear an ant
trying to lift a bread crumb.

“Listen up,” Knot said, looking at the ceiling. “If you real, and you care
anything ’bout good people, I’ll thank ya kindly to heal my pa from whatever
it is he done caught.” She felt a lump forming in her throat.

“I don’t ask for much. I don’t hardly ask you for nothin’, matter of fact.
But for my pa, I’m askin’ you to fix it.”



Knot didn’t look away from the low wooden ceiling of her bedroom. Even
to wipe the tears from her cheeks, she did not look away.

The next morning, before the sun was up, Knot tapped on Otis Lee’s door
twice and walked in. Pep was in the kitchen having tea, and she was boiling
two eggs for Breezy, who was still in bed. Otis Lee had already left for
Pennington Farm, Pep said. He wanted an early start.

“Where you goin’ with that?” she asked, looking at Knot’s valise. After
Knot told her that she was going to Ahoskie, Pep asked if anything was
wrong.

Knot had made the decision to remain strong until she arrived in her
hometown and saw her pa. In order to do that, she needed to get there without
speaking to anyone about what her mother’s letter had said.

“Nothin’ that won’t be over soon, I guess,” Knot said. “Tell Otis Lee for
me?”

Pep didn’t reply with words. An odd silence stood between them until she
stepped closer to Knot and kissed her on the forehead.

“Be safe. We’ll look after yo’ house.”
On the bus, Knot made many attempts to read some of the novel Valley

had sent to her from Washington, D.C., Bleak House. When it had arrived in
the mail, Knot had read the title and said to the book, “Val couldn’t choose a
different one? Shit. My house is bleak enough.”

With many of the British novels she had read before, Knot had found
herself completely taken—so much so that she’d go nearly an hour without
taking a sip from a drink she’d poured. She brought the new novel along with
her, hoping it would distract her from the possibility that she might be going
home to see her pa’s cold body set up in the parlor. He might pull through it,
Knot. You know how Dinah is. Fret over a cough.

At a quarter past eleven o’clock, Knot stood before the double doors of the
two-story homestead. The late morning breeze was cool, but the short walk
from the station, the bright sun, and the one shot from her flask gave her
reason to tie her sweater around her now wider waist.

She put two mint leaves in her mouth and chewed vigorously. Why take
the chance at gettin’ found out ’fore I even set foot in the damn house?



First, Knot tried opening the door on the right. It was locked. After trying
the one on the left, she knocked and then walked around the porch to one of
the large windows to see if anyone was coming toward the door. She saw her
mother, Dinah—Knot had been raised to call her Mother, although Knot and
her sisters secretly called her Dinah Bright—look out the parlor window.

She still looked just as Knot imagined she would—just as she had two
years back, when Knot had last seen her: dressed as though she were going to
noon tea with the mayor’s wife. Dinah’s hair was smoothed back and up to
form a bun that sat firmly at the top of her head. Her skin, Knot noticed—
even through the window, Knot’s eyes were drawn to her mother’s enviable
skin. She had once heard her pa say, “Dinah Bright Centre, you look like God
done rolled ya ’round in ground nutmeg. And you know I loooove me some
nutmeg.” Her mother had smiled, waved him off, and said, “Don’t speak that
way in front of the girls, George.” But it hadn’t been often that Knot
witnessed her parents engage in playful banter.

Through the window, Knot could see that her mother was sad, maybe
even mad. Was it unusual for Dinah to look that way? No. As far back as
Knot could remember, her mother had never been one to show joy, which
was odd, since Dinah had been one of the most pampered colored women in
Ahoskie. But the mad, sad look on Dinah’s face today was different.

He dead already, Knot thought.
Knot ran back to the door and waited for her mother to open it. Although

the two of them had not always gotten along, Knot was prepared to embrace
her mother, rub her back, and do what a person was supposed to do when her
whole family needed her most. So Knot couldn’t have expected that her
mother would open the door, walk up to her, and grab ahold of Knot’s left
breast. She gripped it firmly and squeezed.

At some point Knot’s knees had made contact with the porch, but she
could not remember when. She hadn’t felt that much pain since the day Pep
cut her to make it easier to birth the child Lady Waters had named Frances.

Still kneeling and looking at her mother’s ankles, Knot felt as though a
heat wave had traveled to Ahoskie and singled her out. She thought she
would faint from the vicious throbbing in her breast. The one that had not
been squeezed began to throb in sympathy with the one that had been



assaulted.
Knot stood to her feet and looked into Dinah’s deep-set brown eyes.
“Bitch!”
“Call me all the names you want to call me, Azalea Marie.”
Knot tried to go around her mother and into the house to see her pa. From

what the letter had said, every minute counted. And she wouldn’t waste it by
standing on the porch with Dinah Bright Centre.

Dinah shoved Knot away and blocked the entrance.
“Move!” Knot yelled. And then, as loud as she could: “Pa! I’m here! I’m

here, Pa!”
“You show up at my home full of milk, with no husband by your side and

no child in your arms, and I’m supposed to just let you in? With all the work
I put into raising you to be something?”

Knot tried again to walk around her mother.
“Iris! Mary!” Knot shouted toward the door. “One of y’all come get her

out my way!” One of them or some other relative had to be inside sitting next
to her pa’s bed, dabbing the fever sweat from his forehead, she thought.

“No one’s in there,” Dinah said. It was her sinister laugh that explained to
Knot why no one else was in the house. Knot would do anything for her pa.
Everyone knew it. Dinah Bright Centre was no exception. “I had to get you
here somehow, to see if it was true.”

Knot’s heat wave was on its way back to her. That goddamn
schoolmaster. “Who told you?”

“That’s what you have to say to me?” Dinah asked. “That’s your
concern?”

“I had a baby, Mother!” Knot screamed.
She wanted to take it back. I had a baby, Mother! She wanted it back. Not

because it wasn’t true, or because she hadn’t come to terms with it. It was the
way she’d said it—in her mother’s style of speaking, the way Dinah had
forced Knot and her sisters to speak—that angered her now. Proper. Elegant.
Things always had to be proper and elegant for Dinah, Knot remembered.
Well, it had to look that way to other folk. Because if everything in the
Centre household looked proper and elegant, the people in town would never
believe that Dinah almost never hugged her three daughters. People would



never believe that Dinah hardly ever told her girls that they were smart and
beautiful. She rarely had kind words for them, or for Knot’s pa—unless they
were in the midst of company.

So Knot wanted her words back so that she could say it again her way.
But since the moment had passed, she said instead, “You act like I killed
some-damn-body! Shit!”

“Maybe you have. I can’t be sure of anything where you’re concerned,
Azalea Marie.”

Having no intention of acknowledging her mother’s snide remark, Knot
used the quiet moment to collect her thoughts. Someone had told her mother
things that most people in West Mills didn’t know.

“I just want to know one thing,” Knot said. “Who tol’ you?”
“I couldn’t say even if I wanted to,” Dinah replied. She told Knot that she

had gone into downtown Ahoskie to pay their household accounts. A man—
his head and face had been wrapped in a red wool scarf—had approached
Dinah. “I should have known right then that he was bringing bad news. It was
so hot that day, Azalea.”

Dinah leaned against the closed front door. Her calm storytelling caused
Knot to forget that the two of them hadn’t been that far off from coming to
blows just minutes ago.

The man with the red wool scarf had said only three muffled words to
Dinah: “’Bout your daughter.” The note he’d handed her before he had run
off was short and sweet:

Knot got a baby. She gave it away. They both alive and well. Your
daughter want to come back to you. Take her back, Miss Centre. West
Mills no good for her.

“Let me see it,” Knot demanded of Dinah.
“Oh, dear daughter,” Dinah said, peering sullenly at Knot, her head

cocked to one side. “I threw that thing inside the cookstove the moment your
father and I were through reading it.”

Pa know she tricked me? I don’t believe it.
“I always knew you’d be the one to hurt me, Azalea. On the day you were



born, when I saw all that dark red hair slicked down around your head, I
knew it. As pretty and precious as you were, I knew you’d give me trouble.
You can’t help it.”

“You tried like hell to get rid of my red, too,” Knot shot back. “The hours
I sat, tied to a chair in that shed like a dog, with that goddamn coal mush
caked in my hair.”

She wanted to scream Bitch! again. But there was no need. The mention
of the coal mush seemed to have gripped Dinah by her shoulders and shaken
her.

“You’d be wise to watch your tongue, girl.”
“Thought I forgot, didn’t ya?” Knot said. Tears ran down her face. “Oh,

what I’d give to forget it. I forgive you, though.”
“I think you should leave,” Dinah told her. “Right now!”
“You won’t get no argument from me on that,” Knot retorted. She wiped

her face with her hands, readjusted her bobby pins, and smoothed her dress.
With her valise in hand, she said, “I’d thank ya kindly if you tell me where Pa
is. Somebody who got sense ’nuff in his head to know that just ’cause his
daughter ain’t perfect, it don’t mean she evil.”

“Leave your father alone,” Dinah said. “Go back to whoever wrote me
that note.”

“Never mind,” Knot said. She began her walk toward the dirt road that
would take her into town.

“If you don’t have a husband or a child with you,” Dinah shouted,
“there’s no sense in going to see him! Save yourself the trouble, Azalea!”

“I’m Knot!” she said. She kept walking.
“You always preferred that backwoods pet name your father gave you to

the sweet, decent one I gave you!”
Knot turned her head toward the house just enough to return her mother’s

sinister laugh like an unopened gift. “You don’t know shit ’bout sweet and
decent!”

Would Miss Noni tell my secret to the schoolmaster?
“One of these days you’ll thank me for the talk we’ve just had, Azalea

Marie!” Dinah declared. “Once you’ve raised children of your own, you’ll
thank me!”



Ah, go to hell.

On the way to the church where her pa had a back room to practice dentistry
—it would not be more than a twenty-minute walk, especially at her current
pace—all Knot could think about was Dinah. She did not want to, but her
mind seemed to be giving her no other choice.

Why in the hell she so mean? Shit!
Had Mary’s suggestion, years ago, that Dinah was grumpy because her

marriage to their pa had been arranged been correct? Every so often, Mary’s
story came to Knot—especially when Dinah showed anger toward one or all
of them:

“Before you two came along,” twenty-year-old Mary had said to Knot and
Iris, “I heard Dinah Bright telling Mr. Barco that she’d been forced to marry
Pa.”

“Forced?” Iris, twelve at the time, asked.
“She didn’t have a say in it, is what I mean.”
“Who Mr. Barco?” nine-year-old Knot asked.
“You mean ‘Who’s Mr. Barco?’ ” Mary corrected. “You’re both too

young to remember him. He was Dinah Bright’s best friend since they were
tiny children.” Mary leaned closer to Knot and Iris and whispered, “He was
… a different kind of man.”

“What that mean?” Knot asked.
“He liked men the same way men like ladies,” Iris answered. Mary looked

stunned, and asked Iris how she knew about that. And Iris said, “You told
me.” Mary denied it, but Iris would not relent. “You even said the Bible says
Mr. Barco will go to hell when he dies. And—”

“Enough, Iris!” Mary broke in. She had covered her own face with her
hands.

“If we dig a deep, deep hole in the yard,” Knot said, “can we see hell?”
“No,” Mary told her. “It doesn’t work like that.”
“I don’t understand,” Knot said.
Mary sighed and continued, “So, anyway, Pa’s father used to have

tobacco fields, and he had sharecroppers.”
“Can I have a definition?” Knot asked.



“It’s ‘May I have a definition?’ ” Iris replied. Knot sucked her teeth.
Mary gave the definition. “Dinah Bright told Mr. Barco that Pa’s father

treated them like they were his slaves.”
“Ooooooo,” Knot said. She was brushing her hair. Iris offered to do it,

and Knot allowed her. It was something Knot enjoyed, and Iris often said she
couldn’t wait to grow up and have daughters of her own. Knot sat on the
floor, between Iris’s knees, eager for the rest of Mary’s story.

Me and Iris used to be so close, Knot now thought to herself.
“Dinah Bright and her pa were sharecroppers, too, and—”
“What was Dinah’s pa’s name again?” Iris asked.
“John Quincy Bright,” Mary said. “Or John Quinton Bright. One of those.

Well—”
“And what was Pa’s pa’s name?”
“Shut up, Iris!” Knot said.
“I give up!” Mary exclaimed. And they never spoke of their parents’

arranged marriage again.

The church Knot had gone to for as long as she could remember—long
before her pa and Dinah had been named head deacon and head deaconess—
was half a mile from the house. If anyone had asked her whom she had seen
on the road during her walk there, she would have been able to say. But when
the church was in sight, she realized that she didn’t remember the walk at all.
Because after thinking about Mary’s story, Knot’s thoughts had shifted back
to her mother—strangely, her mother’s way of speaking. She recalled Dinah
reprimanding her pa for his own way of speaking.

“In the name of all that is holy, George,” Dinah had said one evening
during dinner, “I can’t understand why you insist on speaking that way. After
all the schooling you’ve been so blessed to have.”

“This the way I spoke ’fore I went to school,” Knot’s pa said, “and it ain’t
spoil my education nary a bit. You talk how you want to talk, and I’ll talk
how I want to talk.” He mixed his field peas with his mashed potatoes while
he said it. “I remember a time when you didn’t talk the way—”

“Pass the salt, please, Iris,” Dinah interrupted. Knot remembered that her
mother had not looked up from her plate again until the end of the meal,



when she stood to clear all the dishes. But this wasn’t the first time Dinah had
brought up the topic with George, and it definitely wasn’t going to be the last.

Knot found her pa in the room he had built onto the back of the church. The
door was ajar and she saw him sitting at his desk, reading a book. There was
no one there to have a tooth pulled or to have patches of rotting gums cut out
of their mouths.

Knot stood in her spot quietly, watching him. Up until seven weeks ago,
he had been the person she had cared about most of all. I woulda kept that
child if I didn’t care ’bout her.

Knot’s pa was now sixty-two years old, with a full head of cloud-white
hair that looked as though it hadn’t been near a pair of shears in several
months. His goatee matched his clean white shirt.

After they hugged, he used his rough thumbs to wipe the tears from
Knot’s cheeks. His expression was serious, the one he used when he used to
look into her and her sisters’ mouths, searching for cavities. Knot told him
about everything that had happened at the house with Dinah. She told him
everything. The truth. He leaned on the front of his desk and clasped his
hands together like a dead man in a box made of strong cedar. Knot put one
of her hands on his as if she were testing to see if it was still warm.

“I’m sorry to hear ’bout ya troubles, Knot,” he told her. “Folk say it’s an
awful, awful thing to see ya child go before you do.”

“Pa”—she touched his shoulder—“the baby ain’t—”
“That child’s in the hands of the Almighty,” he said. “Okay? Make ya

peace wit’ it, Knot. Make ya peace wit’ it.”
The pain she saw in his bloodshot eyes was almost enough to weaken

Knot’s knees, but she stiffened her legs. I already kneeled enough for one
day.

“Do this for me,” her pa said. “Go visit wit’ Iris. I’ll talk to ya mama and
see if I can’t make things right ’tweenst y’all. She ain’t the only one that’s
vexed by yo’ doings, though. I need you to know that.”

“Pa, I ain’t mean to hurt—”
“Well, what did you mean to do, Azalea?” he asked. The same bloodshot

eyes seemed to be piercing hers, searching for anything to help him



understand where he’d gone wrong.
“Pa, please listen to me. I made a—”
With a clenched first, he pounded the stack of large dentistry books that

sat in the center of his desk. “Go to ya sister’s!”
He called me Azalea, she thought to herself on the way to Iris’s house.

She was too stunned to cry about it. I don’t know when the last time was he
called me that.

She was only a year old when her pa had given her the nickname. He had told
her of how she would often reach up to one of Dinah’s whatnot shelves to get
ahold of some small ceramic ornament. Whenever anyone else tried to get the
ornament from her, she would hold it as tightly as she could with both of her
small but fat hands. He had said that Knot would ball her little body up
almost into a knot so that they couldn’t get Dinah’s ornament.

“You’d just giggle ’til ya got tired,” her pa had told her. “We had to wait
for ya to get tired ’fore we could get stuff from ya. Wouldn’t be long ’fore
you’d be right back at that shelf, messin’ with ya mama’s whatnots.”

Two days passed and Knot hadn’t heard or received anything from her pa.
The waiting was torturous, as was Iris’s lecturing, which began on the second
day. Iris did not say a word to Knot on the first day. If it had not been for the
brandy Iris’s husband Leonard kept at the back of a kitchen cupboard—his
rule was that the brandy could be sipped only on Thanksgiving, Christmas,
and New Year’s—Knot was sure that she would have lost her mind.

Leonard and their four sons were in Edenton for the week, visiting
Leonard’s family. Knot couldn’t have been happier about that. The children
and their Aunt Knot this, and Aunt Knot that. Leonard and his Don’t say this
and Don’t say that in front of the boys. With all that was going on, Knot
wouldn’t have lasted even an hour in their home if they had all been there.

“Pa’ll forgive me, right?” Knot asked, pacing back and forth in front of
Iris’s butcher table. The two of them had eaten dinner in silence: tomato stew
with chicken. Knot hadn’t had much of an appetite, but she forced down one
bowlful.



Iris did not look up from the yellow quilt she was knitting. “I don’t know,
Knot. You’ll have to wait.”

“ ‘I don’t know, Knot. You’ll have to wait,’ ” Knot mocked in a very high-
pitched voice. “Ain’t you got nothin’ to say besides that? Shit.” Iris kept
knitting.

Knot felt like she did back when she was a little girl waiting for Dinah to
decide what her punishment would be for kissing boys behind the church
during worship services. Even then, when Knot would ask Iris what would
happen to her, Iris would say, “You have to wait, Knot.” And she would wait.
The punishments came, went, and it would all be over.

With elegance and poise, Iris worked the yellow yarn and the two wide
silver needles. Although Knot had never taken up arts and crafts—reading
had always been her passion—she had enjoyed watching her sisters’ hands
working fabrics and thread. As a young girl, she sometimes fell asleep
watching the rhythm of their hands’ movements.

Iris was still as petite as she had been when they were teenagers. If Knot
hadn’t seen the four pregnancies with her own eyes, she might not believe
they’d occurred. And that chin. Mary, Iris, and Knot all shared their pa’s V-
shaped chin. But only Knot had the copper-red hair.

Just as Knot was preparing to ask Iris once more what she imagined their
parents had discussed, there was a knock at Iris’s front door, followed by a
“Yoo-hoo!”

Knot wondered if Mary and Iris had, like the scriveners in the British novels,
sat to write two copies of the same fire-and-brimstone sermon. The difference
was that Mary hadn’t made eye contact with Knot while she preached. And,
having spoken to their mother, Mary had more to add.

“The B-word,” Mary said, looking at Iris. “She called Mother the B-
word.”

Knot noticed that Mary hadn’t called their mother Dinah Bright, and it
annoyed her. She also noticed how much weight her eldest sister had gained
since she’d last seen her.

“Anybody ever grab yo’ sore titty before?” Knot said to Mary.
“I refuse to speak to her,” Mary told Iris.



“Mary,” Iris scolded. “Please behave like the grown woman you are.”
“I most certainly will not,” Mary shot back.
“Then carry yo’ big ass back up the road where you come from,” Knot

retorted. The three sisters were silent for a minute. “I ain’t mean to call her a
bitch.”

“Knot!” Iris shouted. Her yarn and needles landed in the center of the
table. The needles chimed.

“I was mad and it just come out! Shit!”
“That’s no excuse,” Iris said. And after she picked her knitting back up:

“Well, new motherhood will make you say and feel strange things. On many
a day I’ve wanted to—”

“Iris!” Mary exclaimed. She took a deep breath, held it, and released it
dramatically. “Where’s your child, Knot?”

“Oh, you back to bein’ a grown woman now?”
“She gave her baby boy to strangers, Mary,” Iris said. “To strangers!”
I couldn’t tell Iris the truth. Bad as she wants a daughter, it’ll surely kill

her to know I gave mine away.
Mary’s swift approach reminded Knot too much of Dinah’s grab-and-

squeeze earlier that week. Going to her nephews’ bedroom, where she’d been
sleeping and drinking the stolen brandy, was the right thing to do, she
decided. So she went.

“What in God’s name have you done, Azalea?” she heard Mary say from
the bedroom. And then: “Why has she always had to be so damn different?”

“Mary!” Iris said.
“Right down to the hair,” Mary went on. “You know, our grandfather had

that copper-red hair.”
“Which one?” Iris asked. Knot could tell that Iris was tired and that she

was just humoring their eldest sister.
“Pa’s pa,” Mary replied. “You two are too young to remember him. But

he had that copper-red on his head. I’m so grateful I didn’t get it. So
grateful.”

It was her powder-dry mouth that convinced Knot to get out of bed. Having
drunk what was left of Leonard’s holiday-only brandy when she’d run away



from Mary and Iris, and after all the crying and sweating throughout the
night, Knot wondered if there was even enough water in Iris’s well to quench
her thirst.

In the kitchen, she dipped out and drank three cups of cool water before
sitting at the table. She was tired. If she had to bet on how many hours she’d
slept, she’d put her money on two. If I thought maybe Iris would let me lay
’round a while, I’d go right back to bed.

“Knot!” Iris called from her garden, just off from the back porch. “Come
out here, please.” Knot sat on the edge of the porch, waiting for the day’s
oration.

“Leonard’s going to be awfully upset when he finds his brandy all gone,”
Iris said. Gently, she separated tomatoes from their vines. “I hope this is just
something to get you through this … other problem.”

And because Knot had already told Iris one of the biggest lies of her life,
she thought she might as well tell another.

“Just to get me through, Iris.”
As Knot stood to go back into the house, Iris said, “I imagine you don’t

want to talk about this, but—”
“But you want to anyway.”
Iris was smiling now. She looked up at Knot, and the bright sun bounced

off the greased part she had combed in the middle of her head. She said, “I
am Dinah Bright Centre’s daughter, aren’t I?”

Iris asked Knot how her labor had gone. Had it been easy or unbearably
hard? Of course it was hard, Knot told her. But had Knot felt as though it
would be the last thing she did on earth, as Iris and Mary had described it?
No.

“Yeah,” Knot said to Iris. “I just knew for sure God was callin’ my
number.”

This time the knock at the door was not Mary. It was not anyone Knot knew.
It was a young fellow with a mouth full of gauze.

“You Knot Centre?” he said as best he could.
“I am.”
“Doc Centre send me with this,” he said, handing her a piece of paper,



folded and sealed with a dime-size drop of red wax. And when Knot told him
to come inside while she looked for a nickel, he said, “No need, ma’am. Doc
Centre jus’ pull my tooth out my head for free!”

In her sister’s yard, with the fall sun warming her, Knot read her pa’s
letter.

Our Dear Azalea,
We were truly sorry to hear of the illness you suffered in recent
months, and we are most grateful to God that you have survived and
are now doing well. However, we must not ignore the fact that you
brought the infirmity upon yourself by dishonoring the laws that God
set forth in his Holy word. In doing so, you have brought us great
pain. We have indulged your inclinations toward rebellion far too
many times. And for that we must ask you to depart from us.

When the Lord instructs us to welcome you back into the fold, we
will write to you. Please do not come to our home until you have
received an invitation signed by me, or by your loving mother.

We do this because we love you, and because we love our Lord and
Savior Jesus Christ. We pray that you will take care of yourself for
your continued good health and growth.
Love,
Dr. George Washington Centre and family

The yellow quilt that Iris had been knitting looked nice lying on the
healthy grass. It looked as though it had been made for that exact purpose.

“It’s pretty,” Knot admired. “But all that work just to lay on the ground?”
Damn. I sound like Dinah Bright sayin’ that.

“I won’t tell you who you sounded like just now,” Iris said, echoing her
thoughts. And after she read their pa’s letter, she said, “They’re just making a
point, Knot. You’ll see. Give it a month or two. I promise you, in a month or
two, they’ll be—’’

“Shut up and sit here with me a lil while, Iris,” Knot interrupted. And
when Iris tried to hug her, she pulled away. “Just sit with me.”

On Monday afternoon, with her valise in one hand and the yellow quilt



tucked under the opposite arm, Knot walked to the store where she would
catch the bus back to the place she now thought of as home, where she knew
Otis Lee Loving would tell her she always had family as long as he lived.

There were two benches in front of the store. Neither of them had White
or Colored written anywhere on them. But since there was a white woman—
she looked to be around Knot’s age, red-haired, smoking a long cigarette and
wearing a white dress (after Labor Day?) that fit her like an apple fits in its
peel—sitting on one of the benches, Knot sat on the other.

In her mind, Knot played eeny meeny miney mo to help her decide
whether or not to reread her pa’s letter. Maybe she’d find something tender,
more forgiving, in her pa’s words if she gave it another once-over. Miney mo
told her to read it again. So she did. The second read was only another spear
in Knot’s side. Oddly, it made her think of Pratt’s last letter (that goddamn
Pratt), the one announcing that he’d leave if she didn’t take better care of
herself and love him more. Her pa’s letter asked her to go away and take
better care of herself.

Dinah say she burned the letter she got that was ’bout me. Good idea.
That white woman might have a match.

If Knot had had any idea that in order to borrow the red-haired white
woman’s matchbook, she’d have to hear about her failed marriage, she would
have never gone over to what she assumed was the White bench.

“Those are my fucking children!” the woman said to Knot, pointing north.
She took a drag from the long cigarette. They hadn’t formally introduced
themselves, but Knot had secretly nicknamed her “Fancy.” “That’s the part
she keeps fucking forgetting.”

Fancy was waiting on the Raleigh-bound bus. She had arrived in Ahoskie
the same day Knot had, to visit her children who lived temporarily with
Fancy’s mother. Fancy put emphasis on temporarily. Knot had already gotten
the match. But I ain’t gon’ stand here and light the letter in front of her.
She’ll be wantin’ to know my business.

“Well, have a safe tr—”
“Those rascals barely listened to a fucking word I fucking said all

weekend long!” Fancy shouted. “But she’s got them hanging off her every
word.”



“How many you got?” Knot asked, noticing the woman’s black high-
heeled shoes for the first time. She and Fancy were standing a few feet away
from the White bench. Fancy, unable to answer with words because she was
taking a drag from her cigarette, held up two fingers. She turned her head to
the right, in the opposite direction of Knot, and blew the smoke out. Because
Fancy had called her children rascals, Knot assumed they were boys.

“Two girls,” Fancy said. “Redheads, both of ’em. Like their mama.” She
smiled and ran her fingers through her own hair, which was cut short; it hung
just below her earlobes. “I fucking love them from head to toe. Don’t exactly
have a choice. But I’m sure you know that feeling. How many do you have?”

“None,” Knot said. She felt as though she’d seen someone looking for
something precious, valuable—and she’d been the one who had stolen it.
“Just nephews.”

Fancy looked at Knot’s bosom and then her own. “Lucky woman, you.”
At least another twenty minutes passed before Knot’s bus arrived. By that

time she had heard Fancy—her real name was Joanne, but she went by Jo—
say fuck and fucking enough to last a lifetime. And Knot now knew more
about Jo’s estranged husband than she’d ever known about Pratt. Pratt
Fucking Shepherd.

Jo had quoted First Corinthians 13:11 when she spoke about her husband.
“He was my childish thing, Miss Centre,” she had said. “I had to fucking

put that childish thing away.”
With her pa’s letter still crumpled in her hand, Knot thought of the line

about how he’d indulged her for far too long. If she were honest with herself,
he was right. She’d believed her pa would always accept any and everything
she did, even if she didn’t accept all she did. Childish, maybe. But it was her
right, she believed. Her right to do something differently from the way Dinah
Bright, Mary, or Iris would do them. And Knot still felt—and couldn’t
imagine herself ever feeling differently—that letting that baby girl go was the
most grown-person thing she’d ever done.

“You goin’ to have another one of yo’ cigarettes?” Knot asked. And when
Jo was about to light it, Knot said, “Here.” She struck the match against the
White bench and lit Jo’s cigarette. Then she lit her pa’s letter.

Pa’ll come around soon. I know he will. This lil note’ll be good as trash.



Back in West Mills, Knot found housework on both sides of the bridge. Two
households, three days a week at both, paid her more than teaching ever had.
And now that people had heard that she was well again—free of the pox and
with no scars, the rumor went—they began requesting her bread puddings.
She had Valley to thank for speaking so highly of them. And to thank him, on
the weekend after Thanksgiving, she invited him out for a drink at Miss
Goldie’s Place.

“Valley!” Knot shouted across the table. The man at the piano was
playing heavy-handedly. “Now, I know I been drinkin’, but I’m pretty sure
you the only man at this table who ain’t told me how nice I look tonight.”

“It won’t do me or you any good if I said it,” Valley quipped, shaking the
dice.

Their eyes met, and they both bent over in howling laughter. The other
men at the table looked at each other and shook their heads. By the looks on
their faces, one would think they smelled boiled eggs.

“You know what, Knot?” Valley asked. “I look good tonight, too, damnit.
You ain’t said a word ’bout that.”

“I got a good reason for that, too,” Knot answered. Valley and the others
at the table all looked at her, smiling and waiting. “The Bible say, ‘Thou shalt
not lie’!”

There was raucous laughter at the table. Valley laughed so much that he
had to stand up to breathe, bringing a smile to Knot’s face. While she had
been happy to be back near old-faithful Otis Lee, Valley was the one with
whom she had the most fun. He had always accepted Knot just as she was,
and she offered him the same courtesy in return.

While Knot had met a few men like Valley—men who shared their beds
with other men—he was the only one she’d ever been close to. Soon after
Knot had moved to West Mills, she’d met Valley at the schoolhouse, where
he had been hired to build a new set of steps for all three entrances.

One day the children had all gone home for supper, and Knot had sat on
one of the windowsills eating a cheese sandwich and sipping from the flask
she had brought in her cowhide book sack. The first thing Knot had noticed
about Valley was his height—six feet three inches, she’d estimated. His
pretty face was the runner-up. It looked as though he had never frowned in



his life. But when she’d seen how carefully he handled the building materials,
and how he had so diligently aligned the steps with the doors, she knew he
was also smart. It might take some time for me to get used to them damn
cornrows, though.

“Valor’s my real name,” he had said after Knot insisted that he eat her
extra cheese sandwich. “I like for people to call me Valley, though.”

Valley, she thought. I think I like the sound of that.
She told Valley her names, real and preferred. Then she said, “Well,

Valley, I guess you know I’m new ’round here. Won’t you come by my place
this evenin’? I’ll cook, and you can tell me what I need to know ’bout this lil
town y’all got here.”

Valley looked up at Knot from the new steps where he had sat down to
eat, and he smiled.

“Try this idea on for size,” he said. His voice so raspy, it sounded as
though he’d had his first cigarette at the young age of three and hadn’t been
able to quit. “You come to my house this evenin’—since I probably cooks
better than you, anyway. And when we get through eatin’, we’ll have us a
drink and talk about things that’s usually for just womenfolk.” He winked at
her. Knot could have been knocked over with a dry leaf.

She’d had to settle for Valley’s good cooking and good company. But
even that had proven to be hit-or-miss: Valley had a lover in Washington,
D.C., and was often gone for months at a time, to which Knot eventually
grew accustomed.

A couple of weeks after meeting Valley, Knot asked him about her
neighbor, Otis Lee Loving.

“We cousins,” Valley said. “Well, he ain’t my real cousin, but his aunt
Gertrude’s been like a mama to me. Brought me here to West Mills with her
when she got tired of New York City. I was still a boy.” Valley told Knot that
Otis Lee’s a good guy. “He on the straight and narrow, though, Knot. Loves
his wife and all.”

“I ain’t askin’ ’bout him in that way, Val,” Knot said. Otis Lee wasn’t her
type. She wanted there to be no mistake about that. “What I’m gon’ do with
that short man?”

When she’d first moved onto Antioch Lane, a couple houses away from



Otis Lee, he had come over with his little boy on his hip. The welcome he’d
extended was sincere, Knot had decided.

“If you need anything, anything at all,” Otis Lee said, “you just tap on our
door. Me and Pep is there.” Knot could tell, on that very day, that Otis Lee
was a good man indeed. A good man and a goddamn stick in the mud.

One evening, not long after Valley had misunderstood Knot’s question
about Otis Lee, he told Knot that Otis Lee didn’t like him, and it wasn’t just
because Valley liked men. It had something to do with Otis Lee’s aunt
Gertrude. Otis Lee had always suspected his aunt of having part in some
illegal business. She had come back to West Mills a while before the
Depression with so much money, she had been able to buy a piece of land for
Miss Noni, Rose and her husband, and Otis Lee to live on.

“The same land they live on now,” Valley said. “Them and all them
goddamn chickens Otis Lee got. You know he steals them chickens from
Pennington’s, don’t ya?” Knot could have cared less about those chickens.

Gertrude had also bought herself a separate piece of land, where she’d had
her own house built. About that, Valley said, “All the land in this town and
Gertrude had to buy herself the piece with red clay on it, knowin’ it was gon’
ruin every shoe she got.” Valley had a knack for adding details that Knot
believed to be a waste of breath.

When Valley had become a teenager, Gertrude put him up in a rented
place on Busy Street—an apartment above the general store.

“Well, how’d Gertrude make all that money?” Knot asked.
“Blackmail,” Valley said. “Plain and simple.”
He explained to her that in ’23, when he was ten years old, he had gone

with Gertrude to Brooklyn to see Essie. It was not just an aunt going to visit
her niece. Gertrude needed Essie’s help because her own small brothel, which
was in Queens, had been suffering. The constable was hounding Gertrude for
his weekly hush money payment. Essie’s brothel in Brooklyn was doing quite
well, he said.

“Knot, I’m tellin’ ya. They had a big business goin’,” Valley went on.
“Women, and numbers, and gamblin’, and liquor. You name it, Essie and her
husband had it.”

Gertrude knew Essie and her police officer husband would have plenty of



money to spare. Essie had secretly helped Gertrude before. When Gertrude
asked for more help, Essie told her that if she couldn’t run a whorehouse,
maybe she ought to try her luck with something different.

“Essie gave Gertrude forty dollars,” Valley said. “I was standin’ right
there.” He told Knot that it all happened on Essie’s back stoop. Gertrude had
dressed up in a maid’s uniform, to make their meeting look as normal as
possible. “Essie told Gertrude that the forty dollars was to pay off the
policemen, and that was all she had. So, when we got ’bout halfway down the
block, Gertrude said, ‘Come on,’ and we was headin’ back to Essie’s. I was
scared, Knot, ’cause Gertrude could be a piece ’a work when she wanted to
be.” Gertrude threatened to tell Essie’s white police officer husband that his
wife was a Negro. Gertrude was also prepared to tell the officer that Essie
had a little Negro son.

“Otis Lee,” Valley said.
“What about Otis Lee?” Knot asked, confused.
“Otis Lee’s the lil Negro son.”
“No!”
“Yes!” Valley shouted.
“Otis Lee never tell me that Rose ain’t his mama,” Knot said. Valley

stared back at her, silent.
“He don’t know, Val?” Knot asked. Valley shook his head no. “Val, you

lyin’!”
“I wish I was,” he replied.
He swore her to secrecy.
Valley visited Knot a few times during her pregnancy, before he was to

leave for one of his long stays in Washington, D.C. She tried the pillow-
holding trick with him, too. Valley looked at her and said, “This pox bullshit
you got Otis Lee and Pep tellin’ people ain’t hittin’ on nothin’. I lived with
womenfolk most of my life, Knot.” He lit a cigarette. The smell almost made
her sick. “So you can drop that damn pillow when I visit. You kept the secret
I told you ’bout Otis Lee’s real mama, so I’ll keep yours.”

Before Valley left for his long trip, he told Knot to write down the name
of the author she liked so much. He promised to send her a new book. Maybe
two, he said. Now Valley was back in West Mills, and they were at Miss



Goldie’s Place having a good time, as though the past year hadn’t happened.
“We glad to see you back in here, Knot,” Valley said. He shook the dice,

called out a number, and dropped them on the table.
“Speak for yo’self,” one of the other men at the table teased. Knot

couldn’t remember his name. He’s a lot of fun to drink with, though. “I saved
up a whole heap of money while you was sick and shut in.” Everyone at the
table, including Knot, laughed.

“Well,” Knot said, “since you got so much saved up, go buy me a drink.
You know what I like.”

More laughter.
When the man whose name Knot couldn’t remember returned to the table

after getting Knot’s fresh drink, he told her that he, too, was glad to see her
alive and well. They clinked their glasses together. She still couldn’t
remember his name.

There must have been eight or ten dice rolls before Milton Guppy came in
and stood next to their table.

“Well, if it ain’t the good teacher,” Guppy said. There was no question in
Knot’s mind—which was foggy by now—that Guppy had had more to drink
than she. “Beat the pox, did ya?”

Knot did not care for his tone—especially the emphasis he had put on
pox.

Motherfucker. He wrote the letter, Knot thought. But how the hell he
know?

“I made it through,” she replied. She sat up straight in the chair and
squared her shoulders—just as Dinah did when someone was being
disagreeable.

“You did more’n make it through,” Guppy shot back.
I’m gon’ put this drinkin’ glass upside his head tonight. I can already see

it. Knot looked around the table. Everyone was sitting quietly, frowning.
“Look to me like you come out of it better,” Guppy went on. A bit of

saliva ran from his mouth. “Better off than you was ’fore the pox got to ya.”
“Nice of ya to stop by and speak, Mr. Guppy,” Knot said. He laughed a

dark, mean laugh. “Now go on. I ain’t in the mood for it.”
“Oh, come on, now,” he said. “No need to be like that, good teacher. We



go way—”
“They got another game goin’, Milton,” Valley cut in, “over there at the

corner table.”
Guppy took a step toward Valley. “Well, I don’t reckon I asked to know

where the other game’s at,” he said. “But thank ya. What I do want to know
is this here, Knot …”

And for every step Guppy took toward her, her fist drew tighter around
the drinking glass she was holding.

“… What make you think you can up and quit the job you took from my
wife?” he finished.

“Okay, now, Guppy,” the man whose name Knot couldn’t remember said.
“That’s enough.”

“Naw, it ain’t enough, Max,” Guppy declared. “I lose my wife and my
son ’cause she got that teaching job. And she got nerve to quit? I oughta
knock her—”

Knot drank the last of what was in her glass, ready to throw it at Guppy.
But before she could feel the warmth of that last swallow move down her
throat, Valley had jumped on Guppy. She could hear the blows, one after
another.

She tried to stand, but she stumbled back into her chair. And the juke joint
spun until she closed her eyes. When she reopened them, Miss Goldie had
appeared with her club. Valley and Guppy were both dealt a lick on their
behinds—hard enough to stop them from fighting.

“Go on up the lane with this shit, boys!” Miss Goldie shouted.
Neither man looked into Miss Goldie’s eyes. It was as if they had turned

into little boys listening to their mothers yell threats of punishment.
“I want to hear some ‘I’m sorrys’ right now!” Miss Goldie said. “To me!

And to one another! And to my other customers! Or y’all can get out and
stay!”

Guppy turned and walked toward the big, heavy door. Knot was certain
he was going to call Valley a sissy-fag. So it came as quite a surprise to her
when he screeched, “Fuck you and yo’ run-down joint, Goldie.”

Miss Goldie tapped her club on the floor twice, and her sons-in-law came
from their corners. They escorted Guppy out by his arms.



“Walk him all the way home, y’all,” Miss Goldie instructed.
Before the heavy door had closed all the way, Knot heard Guppy yell,

“Fuck you, too, Miss Centre for comin’ back here! A good fuckin’ teacher,
you are!” Knot could hear him beginning to cry. “My family’s gone ’cause of
you and that damn teachin’ job.”

At the bar a few minutes later, Miss Goldie said to Knot, “I wonder if it
ain’t time for him to move away from here.” She was sitting on her stool,
smoking a cigar, legs crossed at the knees. Knot sat next to her, on the stool
where Guppy often sat.

“Maybe I oughta be the one to go,” Knot mused.
“He been in here talkin’ to me ’bout yo’ pox, Knot,” Miss Goldie told her.

Discreetly, she pointed at Knot’s stomach. She had never been one to beat
around the bush. “I don’t know who else he mighta told.”

“My people,” Knot said. “Went there and took ’em a letter.”
“How you figure that?”
Knot told Miss Goldie all that had happened while she was in Ahoskie,

including the wrapped-up man who had passed Dinah the note before running
off.

“You hear what he say to me?” Knot asked. “Said, ‘Fuck you for comin’
back.’ That’s how I know. He gon’ be on my case ’til I’m gone, I believe.”

Miss Goldie now sounded even more certain that it was time that Guppy
leave West Mills. “They’s a lot of things I hate in this world, Knot. But I
really hate to see a man try to bring a woman down. Now, that shit there, that
gets me real mad.” She put the cigar out. “Whole lot o’ these bastards ’round
here got mad at me when I opened this lil shack we sittin’ in right now. Told
me it should be my husband ’stead of me.” She stood up to demonstrate for
Knot how she had stood up to one of the men. “You know what I say to that
fucker, Knot? I tell him, ‘My husband likes that I make my own money so I
won’t bother his.’ ” Miss Goldie laughed. “Don’t worry yo’self about Guppy,
child. Goldie’ll ’tend to it. We womenfolk has to stick together, ain’t we?”

Knot wasn’t sure what that meant, so she didn’t say yes.
“You ain’t gon’ hurt him, is ya?”
“No, child,” Miss Goldie reassured her. “I ain’t in that kinda business.”

She looked offended. “Guppy owe me a favor or two. Anyhow, if he don’t



want to listen to me, I know somebody he will listen to.” She picked a piece
of lint from Knot’s collar. “I’ll ’tend to it.”

For reasons Knot couldn’t put her finger on, thanking Miss Goldie didn’t
seem like the right thing to do. And Miss Goldie didn’t appear to expect
gratitude. Whatever she was planning to do would be done. Miss Goldie
don’t beat ’round nobody’s bush.

Knot watched as Valley plunged his right hand into a silver pail half filled
with iced water. The pail was much like the one she’d seen outside of Otis
Lee’s chicken coop, half filled with corn.

“This shit’s cold,” Valley said, clenching his teeth. He looked as though
he were smiling. Then he averted his gaze from the pail, which made Knot
wonder if there was something nasty in it—something aside from his puffy
fist.

“Hold it there for at least two—three minutes if ya can,” Max told him.
“Then you be ready for ya next match.” He patted Valley on the back.

Valley and Max would not stop talking about the fight, so Knot went to
the bar, ordered a drink, and sat there to enjoy it. Alone. The whiff of familiar
cologne interrupted her second swallow of brandy, a drink she’d grown to
like more than she’d expected. The arousing scent made her think of Pratt.

Why, though? Pratt ain’t wore a drop of cologne the whole time I knew
him. Goddamn Pratt Shepherd.

Knot asked the man tending the bar—his was another name she’d
forgotten—if he would open another window to let more cool air in. It was
steaming hot in there, she said.

“Look around, Knot,” he said. And she did, but it was the people talking,
laughing, dancing, and drinking she noticed more. Not the windows. “They’s
all open. Every last one of ’em is open to ya.”

The night’s cool fall air met Knot at the door, kissing her on both cheeks. The
danger she’d always been warned about all her life—You’ll catch your death,
child, going outside damp—was for those who didn’t spend time in small
juke joints. Knot sat on the one chair Miss Goldie allowed people to bring
outside. She closed her eyes and aimed her face toward what stars might be
looking down on her.



“I would escort you home,” a man said, “but your husband might not take
too kindly to it.” Knot opened her eyes. Delaware William stood there with
his hands in his pockets, that nice familiar scent standing there with him.

Knot looked him over and wondered if he lived in a barbershop or a tailor
shop. Got to be one of the two.

“I ain’t got no damn husband,” she replied, trying to get up. Delaware
William helped her to her feet. Without thanking him, she turned and walked
toward her house. When she didn’t hear him following her, she said, “Come
on, if you comin’.”

Knot was famished.
In her kitchen she sat across the table from Delaware William, her eyes

transfixed on his beauty—a beauty she’d forgotten, though he had not
forgotten hers, he said.

“You a pretty woman, Knot.”
“How you know to call me by that?” she asked.
“I listened, that’s all.”
They shared the Granny Smith apple Delaware William had cut into two

unequal pieces. Knot used the smaller chunk as a spoon to scoop the custard
she’d made earlier that day—she was tired of making bread pudding—into
his mouth. He rolled his eyes toward the back of his head, causing Knot to
smile, unable to pull her lips together. With the other apple chunk, Delaware
William returned the favor.

Now on the same side of the table as him, Knot straddled him in a way
she didn’t even know she could. She wrapped her arms around his wide back
and pulled his chest against hers. Her breasts were no longer sore and she
liked their new size.

Delaware William pulled away slightly and began to unbutton her dress.
For every button he unfastened, Knot felt tiny tremors all over. Once the top
half of her dress was around her waist like a belt and he had tilted her back,
Knot felt his warm mouth on her left nipple, his tongue swiveling. The breast
quivered on the inside.

Don’t let no man in yo’ bed for a good while, Knot remembered Pep
saying to her a few weeks after she’d given birth to Lady Waters’s baby.



You’ll be big again, easy.
“You know what to do when ya love comin’, don’t ya?” Knot said to

Delaware William. He nodded his head yes and they went to bed.
Knot had her way with Delaware William, and she allowed him to have

his way with her. He fell asleep smiling.
In the morning she heard him stirring around in the kitchen. He was

humming, too. He hummed and sang as though he knew she was enjoying it.
When she kissed the crease in his back—he hadn’t heard her approach—he
stopped. He was spreading butter on pieces of white bread.

“What ya stop for?” she asked. “You don’t sound half-bad.”
He laid the butter knife and bread on the table, turned to face her, and

sang a beautiful melody she’d never heard. She backed up into the bedroom,
leading him, and he sang all the way.

Delaware William was Knot’s guest for almost a week. As much as she
enjoyed his company, she was not unhappy to see him go. And she loved the
good-smelling scent he had left on her sheets.



 

EIGHT

In mid-November of ’42, Otis Lee invited Brock and Ayra Manning over for
dinner. By mistake, he had mentioned the upcoming gathering to Ma Noni.
She tried to invite herself, but he told her he wanted to talk to the Mannings
about a private matter, which only made her more persistent.

“You just as well to go ’head and tell her,” Rose advised from her rocking
chair. She was rocking and biting her nails. “She’ll just worr’ ya half to death
’til you do.”

“Shut up, Rose,” Ma Noni said. And when Otis Lee told them what the
private matter was, Ma Noni said, “Well, I s’pose I’ll make you a lil pound
cake for yo’ guests. Y’all gon’ need somethin’ to sweeten them up.”

“Knot gon’ be there?” Rose asked, rocking.
“I think I oughta talk to ’em first, just me and Pep,” Otis Lee said.
Later that evening, after the plates were cleared, there they all sat bunched

around the small, rectangular table: Otis Lee, Pep, Brock, Ayra, and Breezy.
Everyone had had a piece of Ma Noni’s pound cake, and it was time for Otis
Lee to send Breezy upstairs to write his name and his numbers. He promised
Breezy that he would give him two pieces of candy if he wrote everything
nice and neat.

“I’ll come help ya,” Pep said to Breezy.
“Penelope,” Otis Lee said. Pep went up the steps with her son. It was as

though she hadn’t heard Otis Lee call her name. Before the Mannings had
arrived, Pep had warned Otis Lee that he’d be on his own after dinner.

Brock and Ayra sat looking at Otis Lee as if he were a pastor and they
were waiting on the Word.



“Y’all get enough to eat?” Otis Lee asked.
“Uh, if I know you good as I think I know you,” Brock began. He had

picked up the habit of saying uh when he spoke. “I b’lieve you, uh, got some,
uh, bad news for us or something.”

“Depends,” Otis Lee said. Brock asked Otis Lee if he needed a loan. “You
know damn well I don’t need no loan, Brock.”

“Well, uh, how I know that?”
“What’s the problem, Otis Lee?” Ayra asked.
“Another baby’s comin’.”
The Mannings both smiled, and they congratulated Otis Lee.
“Noooooo. Not us,” Otis Lee corrected. “Knot’s got another one comin’,

and I—well, she was wonderin’ if—hell, y’all already know what I want to
ask. Same thing she wanted from Phil and Lady.’’

Brock pulled a handkerchief from his shirt pocket and wiped his forehead
and the rolls on his neck. Then he rested his hands on his large stomach,
which Otis Lee felt Brock was far too young to have. Otis Lee was ready for
the many questions and the many uh’s Brock would have for him.

“Uh,” Brock said. “What I, uh, want to know is, uh, why do Knot—’’
“Hush, Brock,” Ayra broke in. Otis Lee couldn’t be happier with Ayra at

that moment. Of Otis Lee she asked, “When?”
Ayra was a straight-to-the-point kind of person, which Otis Lee respected,

but sometimes he wished she’d allow a conversation to take what he believed
to be its natural course. She was a self-made businesswoman, Brock often
said; Otis Lee never quite understood what that meant, especially since Ayra
—born and raised in West Virginia—had grown up as a sharecropper, much
like him and Brock. Many times he’d heard Ayra say, “Time’s money, and
money’s lost when time’s wasted.”

Otis Lee had always hated that expression.
Like Knot, Ayra had been taught to read at an early age, and she was even

better at arithmetic. Ayra’s father hadn’t cared much for Brock at first, Brock
had told Otis Lee and Phil years ago. But when Brock had convinced Leland
Edgars Jr., a white shopkeeper, to sell him the general store, Ayra’s father
had changed his tune.

Otis Lee felt confident that Ayra would be a great mother, especially to a



child who would likely be born smart.
“Pep say the baby’ll be here ’round the end of April, early May, by the

looks of things,” Otis Lee told them.
“Tell Knot my answer’s yes,” Ayra said, and she got to her feet.
“Uh, uh, Ayra,” Brock said, looking up at her, “we gon’ need to discuss

this, ain’t we?’’
Otis Lee didn’t know how much discussing they would do, because Ayra

seemed to have already made up her mind when they left his house, which
did not surprise him. When Breezy was born, Brock had told Otis Lee—and
he’d made Otis Lee swear on his life that he’d never tell a soul—that Ayra
was of two minds about motherhood.

“She, uh,” Brock had said, “she don’t want to ever be in the family way.
Said she wish the baby’ll just show up without it needin’ her body to get
here.”

Otis Lee, having heard Pep tell several stories about her line of work,
hadn’t pressed any further and just replied, “Yeah.”

Brock had also said, “Yeah.”

An hour after the dinner with the Mannings, Otis Lee sat downstairs in the
kitchen, thinking about Knot. He would walk over to her house soon to tell
her that her second baby would have a home.

I can’t make good sense of any of it. What she want? Pep had told him
time and time again that Knot’s wants were just that—Knot’s wants. And he
agreed. But she my neighbor. She my friend. And her people put her down
and all. I got to look after her.

He heard a knock at the door. He thought it might be Knot coming to ask
how the meeting had gone with the Mannings. But it wasn’t Knot; it was his
mother.

“Get a coat on and come walk with me,” Rose said.
It had been so long since she had invited him, or anybody, to join her for a

night walk. When Otis Lee was a little boy, he would hear her get up in the
middle of the night, three or four times each week. He’d ask where she going,
and she would tell him to go back to sleep. It wasn’t until he was seven years
old that she first let him bundle up and walk with her. On the night of one of



Otis Lee’s birthdays—he could not remember whether it was his eleventh or
his twelfth—she had cried quite a bit while they walked.

“What’s the matter, Mama?” he had asked. She didn’t answer him, but he
figured that it had something to do with a note that had come in the post
earlier that week. Otis Lee remembered that Rose and Ma Noni had fussed
about it. He had heard Ma Noni say, “I don’t want to hear nothin’ ’bout you
scared. You ought to never went ’long with that lie from the first!”

Otis Lee never got a clear understanding of the argument. He had asked
Rose about it, in the days after that birthday, but she had said, “Grown folks’
business, baby. You not s’pose to ask about grown folks’ business. Let that
be the last time you do. Hear?” So, all these years later, when Otis Lee’s
mother knocked on the door that belonged to him—a grown person—he still
felt it wrong to ask: What’s the matter, Mama?

“I think what you doin’ to help Knot is real good of you,” she told him,
“but you got to let her look out for herself, and her own business. She a
grown woman that do grown woman thangs.” She rubbed her hands together
and put them in her coat pockets. “You don’t want to be caught up in other
folks’ lies and secrets. Ain’t a good feelin’ to keep stuff in ya.”

She reminded him of the pain he had felt when he went off to New York
to find Essie. Otis Lee had cried to his mother because he felt as though he
had failed her. Rose had asked him how he could fail her at something she
hadn’t even asked him to do.

“If Knot stay in West Mills to see them babies grown,” Rose said, “people
gon’ be mad with her, and maybe mad at you, too.” But, Mama, why you
never say nothin’ ’bout your daughter runnin’ off to pass and leavin’ us like
she did? “Secrets don’t stay that way forever, Otis Lee.”

Otis Lee tried to remember a time when he had heard his mother speak so
much at once, but he couldn’t; he could not recall a single instance.

“Faithful Otis Lee,” she called him before she kissed his forehead the way
she had when he was a boy. “You still my Faithful Otis Lee. Your daddy’d be
proud if he was here to see you.”

From his mother and grandmother’s house, he walked toward Knot’s. But
before he arrived, he stood on the lane’s shoulder thinking. She ain’t said
nothin’ about my daddy in years.



In May of ’43, Otis Lee sat on Knot’s porch and waited for her second child
to be born. When he heard the healthy cries, he felt his shoulders relax. Otis
Lee did not ask for Pep’s permission to enter the house. From the porch, he’d
heard her cooing along with the newborn.

“Boy or girl?” Otis Lee asked, his back turned toward Knot’s bedroom
door. He heard Pep coming toward him with the baby.

“Another lil woman,” Pep answered. “Here. Hol’ her while I go finish up
with Knot.”

“Ev’rything’s all right, ain’t it?”
“Yeah,” Pep reassured him. “She just got to do the last part. Sit down

there.” She pointed at a chair in Knot’s kitchen. “You can finishing cleanin’
her.” And a minute later Pep brought Otis Lee a pan of warm water and a
clean rag. “Wipe her gentle, now. Not too—”

“I remember,” Otis Lee said. “I sure do remember.”
This baby girl was smaller than Frances, but she was strong. Her arms and

legs moved as though she were trying to leap from the blanket and run away.
“You got yo’ mama’s chin, lil gal,” Otis Lee whispered.
He heard Knot grunt. Then a sigh of relief.
“Well done,” he heard Pep say.
Now walking slowly around Knot’s kitchen table, he said to the baby,

“Did ya mama see that chin she give to ya? Hmm?”
Pep bathed Knot, and when the room was back in order, Otis Lee went in.

Knot looked much better. Not as tired and sad as she had the first time. If
she’d said she was happy, he’d have believed it.

“Bring her,” Knot said.
Otis Lee didn’t understand. But Knot had asked for her baby. Thank you,

God!
“I say bring her,” Knot said again. But he couldn’t move. Why can’t I

move? Had the happiness caused his knees and legs to lock?
In disbelief, Otis Lee watched his wife as she laid the baby next to Knot

and covered them both with a sheet. Otis Lee heard the child feeding. But
when she was finished and had belched—she belched on her own—Pep
picked her up.

“Go get Ayra and Brock,” Pep said. Otis Lee almost gasped for air. “This



lil woman’s ready to go home.”
“Knot?” he said.
She slid to the edge of the bed and looked at him. If she had blinked, he’d

missed it, but he was almost certain that she hadn’t. The assured look on her
face made it difficult for Otis Lee to swallow.

“You got somethin’ to say?” Knot asked.
Damn right I got somethin’ to say, Knot! You can be a good mother. I

know you can! You got all the help you need, right here in this room, and in
ya heart.

He looked at Pep and thought about what his mother had said to him on
the night he’d had the Mannings over for dinner.

“Naw, Knot,” Otis Lee replied. “I ain’t got nothin’ to say.”

Up-bridge at Manning’s General Store, Otis Lee found Brock sweeping glass
from the porch. Another window had been shattered.

“You, uh, you don’t look like you come with good news,” Brock said.
“Look to me like you the one got bad news,” Otis Lee retorted. “What

happened here?”
Two teenaged boys had come into the store to buy candy that wasn’t sold

on the east side of the bridge. One of them, a Pennington, told Ayra one too
many times that she was beautiful. The boy said that if he were older, or if
Ayra were younger, he’d visit her store every day of the week.

“So, I, uh, tell the boy to take the candy, and his money, and go on
somewhere ’fore he start somethin’ I got to finish,” Brock said. The boy who
had not been flirting with Ayra told the Pennington that they had better leave,
Brock told him. “Course he, uh, called us ‘nigger’ a few times on their way
out of the store. And, uh, ’bout ten, fifteen minutes after that, a pop bottle
come right through this window.” He shook his head. “Some of ’em still mad
’cause Leland Jr. sell me this place. If they ain’t breakin’ the window ’bout
one thing, they, uh, break it ’bout somethin’ else. Comes ’long with the
territory, I guess.”

Otis Lee thought it awfully sad that a fifteen-year-old flirting with a
man’s wife, calling that man and his wife niggers, and disturbing their
business “came with the territory.”



“What ya know good?” Brock said.
“They’s a strong lil girl waitin’ on y’all,” Otis Lee announced. He wished

he could say it with a little more joy.
“It’s here!” Brock shouted, leaning the broom against the wall. It fell and

made a popping sound on the porch. “Ayra!”
Otis Lee heard Ayra running through the store, her shoes’ heels sounded

as if they would break through the floor. She flung the screen door open and
it hit Brock on the knee. Neither of them seemed to care. Brock took both of
Ayra’s hands in his, and the two of them danced in a circle just like small
children. The customers came out and stood around them.

“Didn’t I tell you them two crazy?” one customer said to another. Otis
Lee heard that and it made him smile.

“Y’all gon’ dance all day, or we goin’ to the lane?” Otis Lee asked. They
ignored him. He didn’t bother them again for a few minutes. Seeing his two
friends hopping and skipping around gave him more joy. And he hoped that
his other friend, Knot, would soon find the thing or person to give her joy.



 

NINE

If cleaning houses, selling bread pudding, and reading long novels and the
occasional letters she received from Iris took up half of Knot’s time, drinking
and watching the two baby girls grow took up the other half.

Did she watch because she wanted to? No. Why, then? Because it’s West
Mills. Every once in a while she invited a nice, handsome man to her home
after an evening out at Miss Goldie’s Place. But fearing a third pregnancy,
she’d asked Pep for advice.

“Sleep in yo’ own bed by yo’self,” Pep had told her. “That there’s my
advice.”

The two arm babies, Frances and Eunice, quickly grew into hip babies.
Then they were walking babies. And before long the two walking babies
became schoolgirls. I’m glad I ain’t workin’ at the damn schoolhouse. Shit.

When Knot heard people say that six-year-old Frances—Phillip and Lady
called her Fran—could play the piano as though she’d had lessons before
birth, she remembered Pratt sitting at Miss Goldie’s piano and playing until
he’d nearly fall asleep or until his hands began to hurt. He would ask Knot to
rub and squeeze them for him. That damn Pratt. Seem to me like he’d at least
write to the Lovings and let ’em know something, if he’s livin’.

After hearing that five-year-old Eunice Manning sang hymns just as well
as Gertrude Ward, she knew why. Course she can. Delaware William
hummed or sang me to sleep every night that week.

I done right by them lil girls, she thought to herself one night on her way
home from the juke joint. Who gon’ argue with that?

Sometimes, when Knot happened upon the Mannings’ up-bridge on Busy



Street, she’d see Eunice jumping rope or reading a book outside on the
store’s porch. On one occasion Knot walked close enough to Eunice to see
her own chin on Delaware William’s face. Knot laughed quietly—or so she
thought. It turned out to be loud enough for Eunice to hear. The girl had
given Knot a mean stare. That’s Dinah Bright right there. Since Knot lived
close to Fran, she saw her several times a week—every day, almost.

“Hey, Miss Knot,” Fran often said when Knot passed the house. Knot
tried her best not to draw the girl’s attention, but Lady and Phillip had raised
Fran with good manners. The little girl greeted everyone she saw.

Pa would have loved her.

On a summer afternoon in ’48, a few days after Knot had received yet
another RETURN TO SENDER‒stamped envelope from her pa—it had been
the thirtieth, or the thirty-first, she’d lost count—she and Valley lay in her
backyard on the yellow quilt Iris had given to her. They shared a glass of the
red wine that Valley had brought home from D.C. Knot only had one flute,
and Valley refused to drink it from a jar.

On a whim, when Valley had arrived in her yard earlier that day, Knot
decided to tell him that another returned letter had arrived. Just as he had
years ago, when returned letter number twelve had come, he’d said, “It’ll be
all right. You watch and see. He’ll get his senses back together. You gon’
always be his baby girl.” Otis Lee had said the same, which made Knot think
it was sad that he and Valley were so estranged.

As much as she appreciated their condolences for the continued loss of
her relationship with her pa, she wanted them to stop. The lashing out at little
Breezy for talking back to his pa, the drunken lectures she’d given up-bridge
about how her father did every little thing Dinah Bright told him to do, and
the ripping up of letters from her sisters—who still had daily contact with her
pa—had stopped. Knot just wanted to move on from that pain. So today,
already regretting that she had even mentioned the returned mail, she thanked
Valley and asked him to kindly shut up about it. And he did.

“This here’s good wine, Knot.”
“Go ’head, Val. Say it a third time.”
“Well, it is,” he said. “Like what the rich folk drink.”



“Says who?” she asked.
“Says the man I got it from, for a dollar.” Valley laughed at his own joke.
While the warm grass tickled her feet, Knot endured Valley’s chatter

about the war, of which he seemed to know very little. And if his war chatter
wasn’t offensive enough, there was his sneezing. Pollen.

“So you all right, you say?” he asked.
“I’m fine,” Knot insisted. “Please don’t ask me again. Please.”
“I’m gon’ ask as many times as I feel the need to,” Valley told her. “He’s

ya pa. You got to have some kinda feelin’ about it. Hell, I would. All them
damn envelopes.”

She had more than a feeling about it. There were three: confusion,
betrayal, and guilt. They weren’t new. Just back, like old friends you didn’t
miss.

But if Knot had been asked to name a winning feeling, it would not be
confusion, betrayal, or guilt. Hurt. Hurt is the winner. The same hurt that
urged her to spend less time with Valley, less time visiting the Lovings, less
time talking with the friendly people in town who had shown her nothing but
kindness. To spend more time at her kitchen table with a bottle and a chilled
glass.

“I do wish you’d let up ’bout me and my pa, Valor.”
“Well,” he said as if he hadn’t heard her, “at least ya sistas still nice to

ya.” Then he sneezed. They lay there silently for a few minutes, passing the
flute back and forth. “You know what, Knot? I think I’ll join the service. Air
Force.”

Knot rolled her eyes at him and said, “Boy, please. You ain’t joinin’ shit.
Hand me that glass.”

“It’s a flute,” he retorted. Before he handed it to her, he examined it
closely. “Where you get this flute, Knot? It look like—”

“Yours,” Knot affirmed. She had taken it from his apartment the last time
he’d written and asked her to go and make sure he had emptied all the food
from his icebox. Then she said, “Don’t be a fool like Pratt. With this service
talk, I mean.”

“Military ain’t foolish,” Valley shot back. Then he sneezed.
“We probably live in one of the few places in this whole damn country



that live our lives the same, war or no war. Why can’t folk live well enough
alone?”

“See, now you the one talkin’ foolish,” Valley said. “We all takes a hit
some kinda way when there’s war.” He sneezed again, then took the flute
from Knot’s hand.

There had to be some truth in what Valley had just said, she imagined.
But since he’d said he didn’t want to discuss it any further, which was fine
with her, she decided not to tell him.

Just as Knot was about to turn onto her back and close her eyes, she
looked up and saw Fran coming toward them. She probably heard his loud-
ass sneezin’. The child came with a purpose. Knot could see it in her walk.

“Miss Knot!” Fran shouted. She had on a cute pair of overalls to match
the ones Phil wore when he worked in his garden. And Lady had put two
pretty ponytails on both sides of Fran’s head. White ribbons on each. “I got a
idea.”

“Well, hurry up if you gon’ tell it,” Knot told her. “Me and Valley talkin’
grown folk business. And he don’t feel good. Don’t you hear him sneezin’?”

Fran narrowed her eyes at Knot and Valley and sucked her teeth.
“Never mind,” she said, walking away.
Valley laughed and sneezed.
On any other day Knot would have let the girl go back home without a

word of protest. But there was something about the way Fran didn’t seem to
need Knot to hear the idea that made Knot want to hear it. She found herself
wanting to hear it badly.

“Don’t ‘Never mind’ me, lil woman,” Knot said. “Tell me your idea.”
Fran turned around, but it didn’t look as though she planned to walk back

over to them. Her two ponytails were swinging just enough for Knot to
notice.

“Let’s us be best friends,” Fran suggested. “Like you and Mr. Valley.”
When Knot glanced over at Valley, he was looking at Fran as though he

wanted to pick her up and kiss both her cheeks. Where’d the sneezing go?
No one had asked Knot to be their best friend since she was a small girl

herself—around Fran’s age. Even Valley hadn’t proposed best friendship to
Knot.



At least half of Knot’s childhood flashed before her as she lay there
looking at the first little girl she had carried inside her, pushed out, and given
to the neighbors.

“Tell me one thing,” Knot said. “How many grown womenfolk you know
that’s got a lil girl for they best friend?”

Fran looked at Knot as though she were waiting for a point to be made.
Valley covered his face.

It was evident by the little girl’s frown that she would not be leaving until
she’d heard Knot’s decision.

“Listen,” Knot said. “If I’m still livin’ when you get to be grown, and if
you stay outta my business, maybe we’ll see about bein’ friends. How’s
that?”

Fran propped her hands on her tiny waist and declared, “That’s too long.”
She skipped away as though she had better things to do.
Valley passed the flute to Knot. There was enough for one more swallow.

“She got her own mind, don’t she?” he remarked. “Just like somebody else I
—”

“Go to hell, Val,” Knot said. Valley laughed and sneezed again.
The cool soil felt wonderful beneath Knot’s toes when she dug them past

the warm grass. Seeing that girl mighta been what I needed today, she
thought.

“What you got goin’ on in yo’ head, Knot?” Valley asked. He had lain flat
on his back and put his hat over his face. Knot didn’t answer him. She had
lied enough for one day.

That’s too long, Fran had said to her. But Knot knew it wouldn’t be very
long at all, with the way time passed so quickly.

As sure as the sun rose in the morning and fell in the evening, twelve years
later, in 1960, on a day that seemed to have gone by too fast, Knot sat on her
porch and wondered how on earth she had lived long enough to see her girls
become young ladies pretending to be grown women. Eunice was seventeen,
singing in and directing three choirs. Fran was eighteen, the pianist for two of
those same three choirs.

Lord, have mercy.



“There’s trouble,” Valley said to Knot one evening as she sat at the
counter at Miss Goldie’s Place. “And since you ain’t mentioned it, I’m
guessin’ you don’t know.”

“I wish you’d stop with the damn preamble and tell me, Val,” Knot said.
He had heard that Fran and Eunice’s cordial childhood camaraderie had

come to an abrupt end.
“Why?”
“You mean to tell me you ain’t heard nothin’?” Valley asked. “Not one

word of it?”
“Valor!”
“Well,” he whispered, “you ain’t gon’ like it one bit. But it’s over a boy.”
The idea that Fran and Eunice had reached an age for falling in love made

Knot feel old. But hearing that Fran and Eunice had fallen in love with the
same tall, slim, gingerbread-skinned man with eyes that looked like watered-
down black tea made Knot hold her head.

All the boys in this town, and they both want Robert “Breezy” Loving.
Knot felt as though there were a Jane Austen novel being played out there

on Antioch Lane. She went back to reading Dickens.



 

Part
Two



 

TEN

On an unusually cool day in June of 1960, Otis Lee, while at work, thought
about how grateful he was that he and his family lived in a fairly peaceful
town. He’d heard stories about the young colored people in Greensboro who
had organized a sit-in a couple months earlier. “A terrible thing,” he’d
lamented to Pep one evening, “the things that got said and done to them
young folk. They ’bout Breezy’s age, you know?” And Pep had said, “I
know, love.” Otis Lee hadn’t been called a nigger to his face since he was a
teenager living in Brooklyn, New York.

While he knew his son had not completely escaped the harsh tongues and
glares of some of the whites on the east side of the canal, Greensboro hadn’t
come to them yet. And Otis Lee hoped things would get better so that it
wouldn’t have to.

That day Otis Lee also thought a lot about getting home. It was his
birthday, and Pep had told him that she would make him a very special meal.

“Got us some new seasonings from Ayra,” she had said that morning.
“She say we gon’ want it on everything we eat after we try it.” She would use
them on a hen, she said. She also promised him a bit of birthday loving,
which he was most excited about. Pep had not required, nor had she seemed
interested in, much bedroom time from Otis Lee in the past few years. So
when she mentioned the birthday loving, he smiled so much that his cheeks
were sore by the time he arrived at Pennington Farm.

“Mind if I knock off a lil early today?” Otis Lee asked Mr. Pennington.
“My birthday.”

“I can do you one better, Otis,” Pennington said. Otis Lee had told



Pennington many times that Otis Lee, for him, was like a first name, not a
first and middle. “I’ll give you a ride right to your very door, if that’s what
you need.”

During the ride, Pennington asked Otis Lee his age.
“I made it to fifty-two, sir,” Otis Lee answered.
“Well,” Pennington said, “If you’d waited just one more week to be born,

you and me coulda been twins. I’m a ’08 baby, too.”
Pennington began talking about how they were both getting on in age and

how much times, and West Mills, had changed since they were boys.
Although they had been born and raised within a mile of each other, Otis Lee
had never met Riley Pennington until the day Big Riley hired him in 1927,
just after Otis Lee’s return from New York.

“Otis,” Pennington said, lighting a cigarette and using his knee to steady
the steering wheel, “you remember when West Mills had just one general
store?”

“I certainly do. Leland Edgars’s store.”
“Yeah,” Pennington said. “He gave it to that boy and his wife.”
“He sell it,” Otis Lee corrected. His legs became restless.
“He do what?”
“Leland Edgars sell it to my friend Mister Brock Manning and his wife,

Missus Ayra Manning.” Otis Lee kept his eyes on the road. But more than
once he could see Pennington glance over at him.

“I suppose you’re right, Otis,” Pennington agreed. “Nobody gives away a
business, do they?”

Pennington spoke about the handful of small businesses that had opened
on the west side of the canal in the past four or five years: a new gas station
for coloreds with a pool hall in the back, a bakery … The Mannings had
changed the store’s name to Manning’s General Store, and the old
schoolhouse had been enlarged. Otis Lee remembered that there was
somewhere he needed to go before heading home, so he asked to be dropped
off at the church.

“No problem at all, Otis. No problem.”
When Otis Lee was out of the truck, Pennington said, “I don’t mean to be

rude, Otis, but can I ask you why you comin’ to an empty church on a



Tuesday afternoon? And on your birthday?”
Otis Lee pointed toward a bevy of headstones set off in the back corner of

the churchyard.
“Well, I wouldn’t be here to have a birthday if it hadn’t been for some

people back there in them graves.”
Pennington and Otis Lee shared a look of understanding, and they shook

hands.
Though it could not have been more than ten yards, the walk from the

church’s front yard to the cemetery felt like a mile to Otis Lee’s tired legs and
feet. First, he visited his father’s grave. Then he stood between his mother’s
and grandmother’s graves. Time don’t belong to none of us. Don’t love us,
neither.

Rose had been dead five years. An enlarged heart, the doctor had said. By
that time, Ma Noni no longer knew who Rose or anyone else was. Going to
the corner of his sitting room—which was where Ma Noni’s bed was set up
when he and Pep had moved her in with them—and telling her that another
one of her children had died before her would have been a waste of sadness,
best saved for someone who could feel it.

A month before Ma Noni died, Otis Lee watched Knot feed her the bread
pudding she had been asking for. After only one teaspoon, Ma Noni gripped
Knot’s wrist and said, “Essie.”

“Now, I know you ain’t forgot me that quick, Miss Noni,” Knot said. “It’s
me: Knot.”

“That ain’t Essie, Ma,” Otis Lee added. “This here’s our friend Knot.
Remember Knot?”

Ma Noni stared at Otis Lee. She stared into his eyes as though they were
speaking words that only she could hear.

“Come get this baby, Essie.”
Otis Lee could see that her hold on Knot’s wrist was tight. Knot was

struggling to pull her arm away.
“Essie, come on here and get this baby. Hear?”
Once Knot had pried herself from Ma Noni and handed Otis Lee the bowl

of pudding, she left his house without a word.
“Ma Noni,” he said. “That was Knot. You helped Knot wit’ her first baby.



I think you remembers a lil of it today.”
Ma Noni looked off at the wall. “Tell Essie come get her baby.”
Soon after Rose was buried, Otis Lee received a sympathy card from

Essie. The envelope read O’Heeney, with the address below. How she had
learned of Rose’s passing, Otis Lee never figured out. Essie had written a
brief note inside, simple enough for him to read on his own. She was the best
mother in the world, the note read.

The two hundred dollars she’d placed inside the card infuriated Otis Lee,
and he planned to return it. But Pep said, “You crazy? That’ll pay off most of
the bill we got up there at Hobson’s. Caskets ain’t made outta flour and
water, Otis Lee.”

Otis Lee wondered what Essie had told her husband about her family life.
He had never asked her that question on their occasional quick talks when he
worked in her house. He imagined that Essie must have told O’Heeney that
she had been orphaned or something similar.

One morning in Brooklyn, Otis Lee was sweeping the brothel’s front
stoop and O’Heeney came home from wherever he had been all night.
O’Heeney rarely greeted Otis Lee, but when he was in a good mood he would
do more than greet. He sometimes gave Otis Lee an earful about things Otis
Lee did not understand. Senator So-and-so, and Congressman This-and-that.

“You know, boy,” O’Heeney said, “I swear I know you from somewhere,
but there’s no way. I’ve never had much dealings with you all.” By then Otis
Lee had been living in their brothel for more than six months.

Otis Lee looked down at the headstones. He missed his mother and
grandmother more than he could ever put into words, even to himself. What
I’d do to have me a piece of Ma Noni’s pound cake and to hear Mama
complain ’bout how Ma Noni made pound cake too much. Otis Lee closed his
eyes and whispered a prayer, thanking God for another year.

Otis Lee held two fingers to his lips, kissed them, and touched all three
headstones. With his handkerchief, he dried his face of sweat and tears before
turning toward Antioch Lane and walking home, where he’d find Pep, the
only girl his mother and grandmother approved of. If Pep had decided not to
bake a single crumb for him, and if she had decided not to touch him for



another year, he would not mind. He simply wanted to get home to her.
When he got closer to the house, he heard Pep inside. She was not

practicing “Happy Birthday to You.” He heard her say, “Boy, what’s ailin’
you?” He hadn’t heard her speak with such anger in all the years they’d been
married. “And you best tell it right the first time!” Pep yelled to Breezy.
“Why’d you have both of ’em in my yard, anyway?”

“What’s wrong in here?” Otis Lee asked. Pep was standing eye to eye
with their son. As broad-shouldered and strong as Breezy looked, he
appeared boyish in front of his mother.

“I ain’t have them in your yard,” Breezy replied.
When Otis Lee heard how Breezy had said them—with far too much

timbre in his voice, and with his chest poked out a little too far—he knew
Pep’s open right hand would soon find Breezy’s left cheek.

A few minutes after Pep’s slap, Breezy said, “I just invited one of ’em,
and Eunice showed up startin’ trouble.”

Pep said she was sure it was him who had started the trouble.
“You always got to have two,” she accused. “Two of everything.”
“But, Ma, I ain’t—”
“Shut up!” she shouted. “Never thought I’d ever come home and see folk

fightin’ in my yard like they crazy.”
When Otis Lee heard the part about a fight, he asked, “Who was

fightin’?”
“The girls,” Pep replied. She hadn’t taken her eyes off their son.
“What girls, Pep?”
“Fran and Eunice,” Pep said. “Fightin’ out there in my yard over this one

here.” She pointed at their son. She whacked him on the shoulder, and he
winced.

Otis Lee looked at Breezy, not knowing what to say to the young man at
first. Then he did. “Boy, is you lost yo’ damn mind? Ain’t you tol’ me all
them dealings was done wit’?”

“He better put a stop to this mess right now,” Pep said. “’Cause I won’t
have—”

“Hush up a minute, Pep, would ya? Please?”
Breezy tried to speak, but Pep told him to get out of her sight. And when



he had gone out the back door, Otis Lee said, “How you know I ain’t want to
ask him a question or two?”

“Ought not be no questions,” she argued. “Ought to be orders.”
Her voice was trembling now, and Otis Lee knew she was more hurt than

mad. He knew because he was hurt, too. Two girls whom he loved like nieces
had been fighting. And they’d been fighting because his only son hadn’t
learned to make a decision like a grown man.

When Otis Lee went outside, he saw Breezy sitting on the porch steps,
looking as though he had been wronged. Otis Lee picked up his pail and
began tossing corn to his cluckers, and Breezy came over to him, ready to
explain, it seemed. It reminded Otis Lee of one of his last talks with Pratt. I
damn sure wish Pratt was here. Maybe he’d ’tend to his daughter.

“Well,” Otis Lee said. “What you got to say for yo’self?” Breezy had
folded his arms across the same chest he had poked out toward Pep. “Unfold
ya damn arms when I’m talkin’ to you. I ain’t one of the fellas.” Breezy put
his hands in his pockets. Then Otis Lee went on, “You walk ’round here like
the world’s yours just ’cause you a lil bit pretty. Lot more things goin’ on in
the world ’sides bein’ pretty and havin’ women.”

“Pop—”
“You know it’s young fellas your age fightin’ for rights? Gettin’ hot

coffee poured on top they heads? Young ladies, too!”
“That’s what you want me to do?” Breezy countered. “Go piss off some

white boys so they can pour coffee on me and spit in my face?”
“Naw,” Otis Lee said, “but open your eyes, boy. This world ain’t gon’

always give ya everything you want.”
Breezy said he hadn’t done anything wrong, which caused Otis Lee to set

the bucket of feed on the ground.
“I love both of ’em,” Breezy professed.
“That don’t matter, Breezy. Whole lot of men love more’n one woman.

Can’t have both the women you love.”
Otis Lee went back to throwing feed to his cluckers, and for a moment he

wondered how his own father—who never got to see Otis Lee as a young
man—would handle this.

When Otis Lee looked back up at his son, he found that Breezy had his



arms folded across his chest again and was looking at Otis Lee as though he
had caught him stealing.

“What’s wrong wit’ you?” Otis Lee said.
“So I can’t have everything I want, but you can?”
“The hell you talkin’ ’bout, boy?” He stepped closer to Breezy.
And Breezy said, “Knot.”



 

ELEVEN

Among the pastimes Knot had taken up recently, there was daily apple eating
while reading the newspaper. Most days she did that inside, but today she sat
on the edge of her porch. There was an article on the front page about a bank
that would break ground on the east side of the bridge within the next month.
The write-up said that all would be welcome at the bank and that all would be
treated equally. On the other side of that page was an article about the sit-ins.
Knot shook her head and took a bite out of her apple.

Carefully, not wanting to rip the paper, as she had the day before, Knot
turned the page, hoping to find something that might make her laugh: a comic
strip, a crime report of a foolish perpetrator, something like that. But before
she was able to run her eyes across A-2, she looked up and saw Otis Lee
coming her way. What he got in that potato sack today? It was probably a
chicken that he’d ask her to cook and to bring him and Pep a taste of once she
had. It was his way of making sure she was eating more than apples, she had
decided. Or his way of making sure Knot wasn’t trading the chicken for
something strong to wet her whistle, as he sometimes put it. “I ain’t doin’ no
such thing, gal,” he had said when she confronted him with her theory. “You
grown. I ain’t yo’ father.”

Today, Otis Lee was approaching with a frown. It had rained almost all
day, which had surely made his work difficult. And now she would have to
hear all about it. Otis Lee handed her the sack and said, “A goose in there for
ya.”

Wondering why he had come to her with a goose, Knot said, “What the
hell you bring me a goose for?”



Otis Lee told Knot that he had first asked Pep if she wanted the goose. He
went on and on about making sure Pep had what she needed and wanted first.
To Knot, he was talking about Pep as if he had been married for only a week.

“’Cause Pep’s my wife. The one and only,” he proclaimed.
Knot chose not to interrupt. Years ago she had noticed that he sometimes

talked in circles when he was tired or frustrated about one thing or another.
“What’s that got to do with you bringin’ me a goose?” Knot wanted to

know.
He reminded Knot that she had mentioned months ago how much she

would love to have a pot of goose and dumplings. Dinah’s goose and
dumplings had been the last she’d eaten. That was the last meal she’d had
with Dinah just before moving to West Mills to accept the teaching job.

“I got up this mornin’,” Otis Lee said, “and that damn goose was in my
coop, worryin’ the hell outta my cluckers. Troublesome damn thing, that
goose.”

“Oh,” Knot said. “So you decide you’d bring it here to trouble me, I
guess.”

The angry look, and the heavy sigh he gave, led Knot to say, “Sit down
awhile and rest yo’self. You want a drink?”

“You know I don’t want no drink,” Otis Lee replied. But he did accept the
offer to sit. He lay the sack on the ground near Knot. “And you don’t need
one, neither.”

“Well, you can go on home if you gon’ start up with that kinda talk,”
Knot said, and she took a bite out of her apple. He asked her if she had
another one, and when she came back out onto the porch, she called his name
and tossed an apple to him.

“How you gon’ sell cobblers if you eatin’ all the apples?” Otis Lee asked.
“People ain’t half buying my cobblers,” she explained. “I don’t like

makin’ them no how.”
As Knot waited for Otis Lee to tell her about whatever had caused his bad

mood, she surveyed the brown sack moving next to her foot.
“Val’s back in town,” she announced. “You seen him?”
“What I need to see him for?” Otis Lee told her, crunching on his apple.
“You ought to be nicer to him,” Knot said. “He yo’ cousin.”



“Not blood, though,” Otis Lee reminded her. “That’s why he … well, you
know that he is.”

“Ain’t you ever seen a man you liked before?” Knot asked. “I see pretty
womenfolk all the time. Every day I—”

“I ain’t in the mood for jokes, Knot.”
“I ain’t jokin’,” she said.
“Two of the same ain’t—”
“Lord, have mercy,” Knot interrupted. “Ain’t you got a birthday comin’?”

She threw the apple core out into the yard.
“Was yesterday,” Otis Lee said. “And you forgot. Again.”
“Oh,” Knot said, “Well, happy birthday. I’ll make you a cobbler

sometime this week. I—”
“Pep come home from up-bridge and found Fran and Eunice fightin’ in

my yard,” he blurted out. “In my front yard, Knot!” He stood up and
stiffened.

Once he’d told Knot the whole story, she didn’t know what to do first.
Would she laugh at the thought of Breezy standing there, looking foolish, or
should she cry because the girls were fighting over a man? She never liked to
see or hear about women coming to blows over a man. Fran and Eunice had
both been raised to behave better; she knew it for a fact. That had been one of
Knot’s biggest concerns during both her pregnancies: making sure they
would be raised by people who would bring them up to be halfway decent.
And Breezy, what’s wrong wit’ him? Shit! Breezy was like a nephew to Knot,
and she knew he was a good young man deep down. A little spoiled. A lot
spoiled, to tell the truth. But he a good fellow.

Pep had already told Knot some weeks ago that Fran and Eunice had been
coming to her house to see Breezy. Pep had turned them away. She didn’t
want to risk playing favorites, she said.

Breezy was now working on Pennington Farm with Otis Lee. And Otis
Lee had told Knot that the girls had gotten to the point of bringing Breezy
lunch. Not on the same days, which Otis Lee said he’d found peculiar. “It’s
like they got some kind of schedule that all three of ’em wrote up, Knot,” he
said.

The Lovings, the Waterses, and the Mannings had talked it over, and they



all agreed they would have to put their feet down with Breezy and their
daughters. There were too many young men and women in West Mills for
them to share, Pep said.

Knot sat quietly, using her tongue to loosen apple from her lower front
teeth as she listened to Otis Lee fuss about their children. She was glad Otis
Lee had something else to focus on besides how much she drank and what
visitors she had.

“Well, what y’all gon’ do?” she asked.
“Damn if I know,” he replied.
Knot looked at her friend. He seemed tired and worried.
“Tell me one thing, Otis Lee,” Knot said. “Don’t Breezy got sense enough

to know he can’t have ’em both?”
By the new look he gave her, Knot wondered if, without realizing it, she’d

said something nasty about his deceased mother or grandmother.
“Course he got sense enough! How you ask me somethin’ dumb as that?

You think I raised a nut?”
Knot hadn’t had a drink in several hours—not since the gin on the rocks

she had drunk with Mrs. Reynolds, the mayor’s wife, after she finished
cleaning the guest rooms for a big to-do they were having. So Otis Lee had
picked the wrong time to yell at her.

“This ain’t the right time to jump hot with me, you lil high-yella
sumbitch!” Knot shot back. She snatched the sack from the ground and
walked toward her backyard. Halfway there, she figured it was the right time
to say something she had wanted to say to Otis Lee for years. And since he
was already in a testy mood, why not seize the moment? “Maybe you did
raise a nut!” she shouted, walking back toward him. He hadn’t moved. “He’s
damn sure one rotten mothafucker! Always has been!” And then: “This shit
ain’t my fault! You hear me? It ain’t my fault!”

“Did I say it was your fault?” Otis Lee asked.
Why did I say that part—the part about fault?
“You just as well had said,” Knot retorted. “I didn’t raise them girls! So

don’t come over here blamin’ me, goddamnit!”
Otis Lee just stared at her, his eyebrows pulled together.
Now she was ready for a drink. The one she’d had with Mrs. Reynolds



had been out of boredom. The drink she needed now was out of necessity.
She didn’t know what else to say. And she understood perfectly why Otis

Lee was still sitting there looking at her as though she had spoken in a
language neither of them knew. She wanted to be alone. Of that she was
certain.

Returning the sack of goose to Otis Lee was the right thing to do before
saying, “Just get out my goddamn yard, Mr. Jaggers.”

“Who?” Otis Lee asked.
“Go to hell!” she yelled. “You, and the Waterses, and the Mannings. All

y’all!”
“You crazy, Azalea. Plum’ crazy!”
She watched him march out of her yard.
Knot let the screen door slam behind her when she went inside the house

and to the pantry. There was no time to get a cool glass from the icebox. She
needed firewater in her quickly. She drank it straight from the jar. The little
bit she spilled was of no consequence. After another swallow, she sat at her
kitchen table.

That shit ain’t my fault. Ain’t my fault at all!
Knot picked up the plate she had used that morning for the one piece of

toast and the one boiled egg she had eaten before she went to Reynolds
Landing. She threw the plate against the wall—the same wall Pratt had
thrown her glass at almost twenty years before. Goddamn Pratt. And that
goddamn boy from Delaware.

A few days went by before she bent down to pick up the three shards of
white ceramic plate.

Two days after Knot swept up the pieces of broken plate, she felt an
overwhelming craving for pecan pie, which Pep had shown her how to make.
Although she had all she needed in the pantry, Knot convinced herself that
she needed to go up-bridge, to the general store, for more sugar. And on her
way back, she would stop to see the bootlegger.

At the store, she bought the sugar and a few other items, just to make the
trip more worthwhile. Ayra and Brock spoke to her when she went to the
counter to pay. They asked her how she had been doing and how her baking



business was going. The Mannings were always kind to Knot, just as they
were with all their customers.

“Thank y’all, hear?” Knot said after Ayra passed her the paper bag. “I
really appreciate all y’all done and all y’all do.”

On her way out of the store, startled by the bell they had tied to the
doorknob, Knot saw Eunice coming up the walkway. Well, shit. I guess I
can’t run back, can I?

“Afternoon,” Knot said when she and Eunice passed each other. She did
not expect the young lady with the V-shaped chin to respond, especially since
Knot and everyone else knew Eunice could be as coarse as a hairbrush, even
with her parents’ customers. So the town drunks didn’t have a chance with
Miss Manning.

Before Knot turned her eyes from Eunice, she saw Delaware Williams’s
thick eyebrows. It was the eyebrows that caused Knot to drop her groceries.
Sugar and cornstarch covered her shoes. And the tomatoes she had gone to so
much trouble to pick out were now covered in dirt and rock pebbles.

“Got everything, Knot?” Eunice asked.
Her voice. Even to hear Eunice speak—she hadn’t been close enough to

Eunice to hear her speak in at least three years—was like listening to opera.
She’d only said three words, but to Knot they were a song. Otis Lee had said
Eunice sang beautifully, like a bird, high-pitched but not squeaky. But he
didn’t mentioned that Eunice spoke beautifully, too.

“I got it,” Knot said. “Thank ya, though.”
Eunice moved closer to Knot. She smelled like lavender, but she looked

as though she had just finished cleaning out an attic. Loose ponytail.
Overalls. And there was the ill-tempered expression she was known for.

“Good people, aren’t they?” Eunice remarked. She folded her arms just as
Dinah Bright would. “My mama and daddy. They good people.”

Strange thing to say to somebody while you standin’ there, watchin’ them
pick up the groceries they just dropped, and ain’t lift a finger to help.

“Yeah,” Knot agreed, holding the bag in front of her chest like a shield.
“They are. They better’n good.” Eunice drew in a deep breath, turned around,
and went into the store.

Making a pecan pie was now the furthest thing from Knot’s mind. How



could she concentrate on anything after seeing a little bit of her pa and Dinah
Bright and Delaware William and even a bit of herself all at once on the steps
of Manning’s General Store? The little bit that was new, however, was the
lovely voice. I swear that girl got a pretty voice.

The next day Knot made two pecan pies. One of them would be a peace
offering to Otis Lee, an apology for throwing him out of her yard earlier in
the week. When she got close to the Lovings’ house later that afternoon, she
saw Otis Lee in the coop feeding his chickens. In her mind she played eeny
meeny miney mo to decide whether to go to him first or whether she would
be better off going in the house to see Pep first. Miney mo told her to go to
Pep first. But Knot had never been a fan of being told what to do.

“What ya know?” she said, standing at the edge of the coop.
When Otis Lee turned to see her, he was smiling.
“Was your ears burnin’?” he asked.
“Naw,” Knot said. She set the pie on the bench. “What you say ’bout

me?”
“Eunice got on the train this mornin’,” he announced. “She gon’ to New

York. She tell Brock she want to go try her luck with the sangin’. Begged
him to buy her a ticket and let her go.” Otis Lee was glowing almost.
Relieved, it seemed. “It ain’t even been five minutes ago that I tol’ Pep I need
to go tell you the news.”

The relieved look on his face set Knot at ease, too. But while Otis Lee
went on talking about his conversation with Brock, Knot slowly felt
something other than relief. Something familiar had begun to butt up against
the feeling of relief. Knot couldn’t say anything to Otis Lee because she was
busy trying to remember where she knew that feeling from. It was sadness.
Sadness with a hint of happiness mixed with it.

“Knot,” Otis Lee said, “you hear any of what I just tol’ you?”
“Yeah,” Knot replied. Only God and them chickens of yours heard

anything you just said, Otis Lee. “I heard ya.”
“Ev’rything’s all worked out, Knot. Eunice gon’ be just fine. Just fine.”
And it was then, as swift as a mosquito bite, that Knot remembered the

day she’d brought Eunice into the world. Recalling it as though she were
watching it at a picture show. Knot saw Brock and Ayra leave her house with



her second baby girl bundled in beige blankets.
“It all sounds real nice, Otis Lee,” Knot said. “I think we oughta drink to

it.”
Otis Lee laughed and said, “You know I don’t want no drink.” He went

back to feeding his chickens, smiling the whole time.

Knot never made it inside to see Pep that afternoon. Eeny meeny miney mo
told her to go home and try to drink that familiar feeling away. And she
obeyed.



 

TWELVE

Early fall of ’62 brought a lot of rain to West Mills. The sky poured buckets
of it on the day Pep asked Otis Lee to go across the lane to buy her a jar of
Lady Waters’s town-famous cha-cha. Otis Lee, for three days in a row, heard
her talk about how badly she was craving it. If Pep had been younger, he
would have sworn she was expecting a child.

“Why don’t you go on over there and get it?” Otis Lee said. “Lady’ll be
happy to hear you say you longin’ for some of her food.”

“I ain’t goin’ out in that rain,” Pep retorted.
“You tryin’ to send me out in it,” he grumbled. Pep gave him one of those

kisses that always calmed him down. “Well, if I go, I ain’t comin’ right
straight back. I’m gon’ sit and talk with Phil awhile.”

“Good,” Pep said. Breezy had gone out, and she said she wanted some
time to herself anyway. “Seem like I can’t never get this place to myself on
Saturdays.”

Otis Lee was on his second helping of Lady’s chicken and dumplings and a
second helping of Phil’s opinions on what he thought the civil rights leaders
ought to do. To Otis Lee, it sounded as though he didn’t want them to do
anything. In the middle of the lecture, Phil looked out the living room
window and asked, “Whose fancy car is that, brother?”

“Where ’bouts?”
“In yo’ yard,” Phil said. Lady went to the window and looked out. “Lady,

darlin’, step aside so brother can see the car.” If she heard what Phil had just
said, Otis Lee wouldn’t know it. She didn’t budge.



“Somebody’s sittin’ in it,” she reported. And once Otis Lee was ready to
head out the door and into the drizzle, she said, “Here. Don’t forget Pep’s
cha-cha. Tell her I want to know if it taste like I left something out. Don’t
forget, hear?”

Otis Lee took large steps, careful not to slip in the mud. Now closer to the
new-looking brown Cadillac, he noticed the mushy red clay on the tires and
felt sorry for the person who would have to clean it off. Then he saw the
colored man sitting behind the steering wheel. The man seemed to have no
interest in rolling down the window—not even a little.

Standing next to the driver’s door wasn’t enough. So Otis Lee tapped on
the window with his knuckle. With the window now rolled down a few
inches, Otis Lee could see that the driver was young, twenty-two at the most.

“Good afternoon,” Otis Lee said, noticing the sandwich on the
passenger’s seat and the bottle of pop in his hand. The fellow looked at Otis
Lee and continued to chew. Well, is he hard o’ hearin’ or just got bad
manners? “Can I help you?” Otis Lee asked.

“No. But thank you. I’m fine,” the fellow replied. His way of speaking
was unmistakable. He was from the North. “I’m just the driver. My boss
lady’s inside.”

There were two reasons Otis Lee didn’t have to ask the fellow for his boss
lady’s name. First, not a single white person in West Mills had a driver
anymore. Even the wealthiest families who lived on the east side of the canal
drove themselves around. They had to. The colored men who had been
drivers went back to working in the mills. They made more money that way.

Second, the moment the fellow spoke the word driver, Otis Lee’s mind
left his body for a journey back to the 1920s and it visited him as a young
man in New York City. Essie’s husband—his name was Thomas, but Essie
called him “Thomas Dear”—had hired a driver. Based on what Otis Lee had
overheard, Thomas had actually hired the driver because one of the other
police officers had hired one for his own wife. “I’m happy to drive myself
around, Thomas Dear,” Essie insisted. And Thomas said, “If Elis Foley has a
boy taking her to those afternoon coffees or teas or whatever the hell it is you
all do, you’ll have a boy driving you, too.”

Now Otis Lee felt something like warm cooking grease moving through



his bowels. He nodded at the driver and ran to the backyard. In the old
outhouse, he pulled his trousers down just in time to sit on the cool, damp
wood where the hole had been cut many years ago. As his body relieved itself
—he had very little to do with it—Otis Lee pulled spiderwebs from his face
and hoped an angry snake wouldn’t come out from a crack.

Essie? In West Mills, North Carolina? In my house?
Who else can it be, Otis Lee? Shit and get out of the outhouse.
While in New York City, Otis Lee often went to the Municipal Building

on Centre Street to shine shoes for extra money. He was certain there were
more people walking around on that block and in the lobby of that building
than there were in West Mills and the two neighboring towns. Everyone had
somewhere to be and they acted as though they only had ten seconds to get
there. And they all had something to sell: newspapers, candy, mismatched
jewelry, lost or stolen pens. What they all—blacks and whites—seemed to be
running low on most, both in Manhattan and in Brooklyn, were “Hellos,”
“How ya doings,” and “Come agains.”

Otis Lee only went to Centre Street on days when he didn’t have to work
at Essie’s. He hadn’t told her or anyone else at the brothel about his side
hustle. But one day, kit in hand, he ran into her.

“Don’t you get tired of workin’?” she asked him. Otis Lee remembered
that she spoke in her southern accent when she felt safe, which was usually
when he went with her to run errands.

“What I do when I ain’t at yo’ place don’t concern you,” Otis Lee shot
back.

“No need for the sass,” she said, and he felt a hint of guilt for having
snapped at her. “Just thought you might want to rest, is all. More to life than
workin’, baby. Had anything to eat?”

“Essie, you ain’t got to do all this pretendin’,” Otis Lee told her. He
looked down at the pavement while he spoke to her, but his focus shifted to
her glistening black shoes. “Our mama’s in West Mills, missing us both. And
soon as I get up enough money to go back—enough to have a head start
down there—I’m goin’.” There was a brief silence. And when he lifted his
eyes to meet hers, they looked as though they would spill over any second.
She walked to the car O’Heeney had purchased especially for her to be



chauffeured around in. The driver, a middle-aged colored man, opened the
door for her. Otis Lee turned and walked away, not wanting to see her ride
off that way. That night at the brothel she was sitting in the parlor with one of
the customers. Essie gave Otis Lee a familiar look—the same look Rose had
given him when he was a little boy and not feeling well—as if she was
suffering because he was suffering.

Now, sitting at the kitchen table with Pep and Breezy, Essie greeted him
with that familiar look. Seventy or seventy-one years old by now, not a single
strand of her once pitch-black hair had been able to resist time. It was silver
—all of it. But Otis Lee would recognize his sister anywhere. And to him she
looked whiter now than she had all those years ago. He wondered if the
thought of being white made the body follow suit.

Essie stood and walked to him. She moved quickly for a woman her age,
he thought. It reminded him of Ma Noni.

“Otis Lee,” Essie began. Her voice was much higher-pitched than he
remembered. “I know I—”

“I know you been in the North a long time,” Otis Lee cut in, “but down
here, when we gon’ visit somebody we ain’t seen or heard from in God
knows when, we sends a note or somethin’ ahead of us.”

“I thought—”
“I don’t want to hear nothin’ from you, Essie,” he said.
Essie lowered her eyes for a moment, which gave him enough time to

notice the green brooch on the lapel of her dark blue blazer—the same brooch
he had seen her wear almost every day when he lived with her. He would
never forget that brooch.

What Otis Lee had forgotten, however, were the eyes. When Essie looked
back up at him, he saw his mother’s eyes. They ’bout all Essie got to prove
she’s my mama’s daughter. She probably ain’t never even wanted them
brown eyes.

“I think she ought to leave,” Otis Lee said to Pep.
“Sit down a minute, Otis Lee,” Pep suggested.
“Don’t ‘sit down a minute’ me, Penelope,” he argued. “What she want?”
“I want to know you,” Essie told him, touching his hand. He would have

snatched it back from her, but he would never have snatched his hand away



from his mother if she had been there. Them’s Rose’s eyes lookin’ at me.
“Pop,” Breezy said. Otis Lee felt his son’s wide but light hand on his

shoulder. “She want to talk to you. She ain’t come to cause us no trouble. She
just want to talk.” Otis Lee looked at Breezy, and he felt hot tears running
down his own face.

Wet-cheeked, Otis Lee stared at his son, because he could not look at
Essie while saying what needed to be said; her eyes—his late mother’s eyes
—would make it too hard if not impossible.

“I want her out,” Otis Lee declared. “I think it’s best she don’t come here
no more.” Essie walked back to the table and picked up her purse. “I’m sorry
to have intruded,” she apologized, and headed for the door.

“Just a minute, ma’am,” Breezy said. He stood in front of Otis Lee, but
Otis Lee wouldn’t look up at him. “She’s ya sister, Pop. The only person in
this world you shared a mama with. Sit and talk to her. She’s ya blood.”

“She run off and left us!” Otis Lee shouted. “Left her mama, grandmama,
and me. Left us with not a damn thing! And wouldn’t come back wit’ me
when I went to help her!” He could not remember the last time he’d cried so
much or yelled so loudly. “Sit and talk to her for what, Breezy? ’Bout what?”

Otis Lee heard Essie’s heels coming back toward him. Breezy made space
between them. And Otis Lee saw that her cheeks were wet, too.

“Sent off, Otis Lee,” Essie corrected. “I didn’t run off. She sent me off.”

With Pep and Breezy gone to visit Knot, Otis Lee and Essie sat across from
each other at his table. Essie told Otis Lee that she had wanted to come when
Rose died, but she hadn’t been able to work up the nerve, not having made an
effort in all the years that had come before.

Otis Lee had paid close attention to only three-quarters of what his sister
had been saying because he was thinking about his son. He was proud that
Breezy had seemed concerned about something other than his own needs and
wants. Finally becomin’ a grown man with some sense in his head.

“So what made ya come now?” Otis Lee wanted to know. “You sick or
somethin’?

“I’m all right,” Essie reassured him, “as far as I know. But I’m no
debutante.” Otis Lee did not know what that meant, and his frown must have



said so. “I’m no longer a spring chicken.”
He hadn’t been to the chicken coop. Did Pep or Breezy feed my cluckers?
Essie said, “Ma Noni used to say, ‘No man knows the day nor the hour.’ ”
Easily, Otis Lee could have flipped the table over when his sister recited

the quote. Instead he took a deep breath.
“What reason did Ma Noni have to want you gone, Essie? I can’t

understand that.”
Essie told him everything she’d been told about Rose and Leland Edgars

Jr.
“I can’t remember a single day that woman was kind to me, Otis Lee,”

Essie said. “Ma Noni, I mean.”
“But you was her daughter’s child, Essie,” Otis Lee said. “I just can’t

underst—”
“Look at my face, Otis Lee,” Essie broke in. “I came along in 18 and 91.

Can you imagine what it was like for Ma Noni to see her daughter with a
white-looking baby on her hip? A baby that was hers? In 1891? I’d probably
been sent away the day I was born if there was anywhere to send me. I was
probably fourteen or fifteen before Leland Jr. even acknowledged to Mama
that I was his.”

Essie said she didn’t know what Ma Noni had said to Leland Edgars Jr. to
convince him that Essie needed to be sent away all of a sudden. But he had
given her money—it had been far more than the twenty-five dollars Otis Lee
had heard about—to help with the journey. Essie said she always assumed
there must have been some vicious lie, or a threat, to make things happen so
quickly.

“There something I need to—”
“So you ain’t sell Ma Noni’s land behind her back?” Otis Lee said.
“She didn’t own any land,” Essie told him. “If she had, what would I

know about selling land? I was just a young girl.”
Otis Lee thought about what Essie had said over the course of the past

few minutes. She can say anything now, with Ma Noni and our mama gone
on.

“Otis Lee, I need to—”
“Why you ain’t tell me this stuff when I found you, Essie?” Otis Lee



asked. “You coulda—”
“I wasn’t ready,” Essie replied quickly. It was as if she had prepared to

answer that question before he asked. “You wouldn’t have believed me
anyway.” She reminded Otis Lee of how ornery he had been with her when
he showed up at her back door, pretending to be looking for work. She had
thought he was there to blackmail her, she reminded him. So she had offered
him a real job. “Even with you hating me, I wanted you around. You’re my
blood, Otis Lee. Just like your son said—what’s his given name again?”

“Robert,” Otis Lee answered.
“After—”
“After my father,” Otis Lee affirmed.
“I see,” Essie said. And she slid to the edge of her chair. “There’s so

much more I need to tell you. I need you to hear me out because—”
“I don’t need to hear no more,” he interrupted.
She ain’t got but one nephew, and she don’t know his name. She don’t

know any of us. She ain’t wanted to. Otis Lee decided then and there that
everything Essie had said was a lie. Ma Noni had not lied to him all those
years. He was certain. She ain’t have no reason to! It don’t add up. She lyin’!

Otis Lee looked across the table at his sister, the kin he hadn’t seen in
thirty-five years, the kin who hadn’t cared about their mother, who wasn’t
there when their mother was sick and asking for her. He got to his feet and
looked down at her.

“I want you to leave, Essie. Right now, please.”
“Otis Lee …”
He walked over to the door and opened it. Essie stood slowly, looking at

him. She went in her pocketbook and pulled out an envelope.
“Here,” she said, holding it out to him. “Some things I wro—”
“Take whatever it is, and yo’self, and get on, Essie, or Ellen—whoever

the hell you is.”
“Please take it.”
“Get out, goddamnit!” Otis Lee shouted. “Now!”

When Essie’s car was gone, Otis Lee sat and cried until his sides were sore.
And once he’d wiped what he decided would be his last tear for his sister, he



wanted to get out of the house.
“Where she go, Pop?” Breezy asked. He and Pep were walking into the

yard.
Otis Lee hugged his wife and pulled his son’s head down so that he could

kiss his forehead.
“Don’t worry ’bout Essie, son,” Otis Lee reassured him. “She all right.

Always gon’ be all right. We will be, too.” He patted Breezy’s arm and said,
“I’ll be back later on.”

“Where you off to?” Pep asked.
Without turning around, Otis Lee said, “Goin’ to Knot’s. Think I’ll have

me a drink.”



 

THIRTEEN

The morning after Otis Lee’s real mother had visited him, Knot went to be
sure he had survived the night of drinking, and to allow Pep to curse her out
for letting him drink beyond his limits.

“You sat yo’ lil behind there and let him, Knot?” Pep scolded. “I had to
clean him up twice last night.”

“Spit up that much?”
“Spit up, peed, and shit,” Pep said. “All at the same time.”
Knot turned her head so that Pep wouldn’t see her holding in the laugh.
“I see ya,” Pep told her. “And I don’t see nothin’ funny ’bout it. He just

find out his grandmama coulda been lyin’ to him all them years ’bout Essie
runnin’ off, and all you can think to do is hand him your jar?”

Pep went on for three or four minutes, and Knot didn’t stop her. She’ll run
outta breath soon, I s’pose.

“You ain’t care, though. Did ya?” Pep asked. “Gave you a reason to
drink.”

“See, now you gon’ piss me off, Pep,” Knot shot back. She stood up and
walked to the door. “I don’t need nobody to give me a goddamn reason.
When I get ready for a taste, I gets my taste.”

“Get on outta here,” Pep ordered. “I ain’t in the mood for it.”
“I ain’t, either,” Knot replied. “I come to check on him and you want to

fuss.”
“Bye, Knot,” Pep said, and she nudged Knot out the door and closed it.
Knot was just about to tell Pep to kiss her ass and to go to hell, but it

dawned on her that Valley had probably had a hand in all of it, since Essie



had known exactly where to go.
Knot stood near the ditch in front of the Lovings’ house and waited for

anyone who might be headed in Valley’s direction.
“Where you goin’, Knot?” Max asked, coming to a complete stop in front

of her. He, his wife, Johnnie Mae, and their two grandsons—who were both
staring at her from the back seat of the black Nova—were dressed in their
Sunday best.

“Y’all drop me at Val’s right quick,” Knot said. “I’ll give you a quarter.”
“Ain’t got time to go that far,” Johnnie Mae protested. “We already ’bout

late, and these boys gon’ usher today. They real excited ’bout it, and—”
“We coulda been halfway there by now, Johnnie. Shit,” Knot said.
“We got to go, Knot,” Max insisted.
“Johnnie Mae,” Knot said, “you learn how to make bread puddin’ yet? Or

pecan pies?”
Johnnie Mae sighed and said, “Get on in here, girl.”
Knot climbed in back with Max and Johnnie Mae’s grandsons.

Dreading the prospect of having to clean red clay from her shoes, Knot went
around to Valley’s back door. Two minutes after she had knocked, he showed
up at the window.

“What is it?” he asked. Her knocks had forced him out of bed, which
explained why he was only wearing underpants. They were so thin that when
Knot glanced down, she was able to see the length and girth of his private
parts. A goddamn waste.

“I’m surprised you was able to sleep at all,” Knot said. “You sneaky
sumbitch.” She shoved him out of her way and went inside.

In the kitchen that once belonged to his adoptive mother, he asked Knot if
she wanted a cup of tea.

“You had something to do with Essie comin’ to town?”
“Says who?” he asked. Coming from Valley, that was a yes.
“You shoulda let Otis Lee know she was comin’ to his house, Valor,”

Knot scolded. “Shoulda let me know, too. Shit. He damn near drank all my
liquor.” Before Otis Lee had told Knot anything about his talk with Essie, the
two of them had knocked back a few shots. They knocked back a few more



after he’d told her about Essie’s visit.
“I want coffee,” she said, pointing at Valley’s stove. “Black.”
“I got Earl Grey,” Valley replied. “No coffee.”
“Well, excuuuuuse me, Your Royal Highness,” she grumbled. “You need

to stay outta folks’ business. Why won’t folk leave well enough alone? I just
don’t under—”

“It was time, Knot.”
“Why?” Knot said.
Knot was of the belief that some secrets, if not most, should remain as

such. Sometimes the not knowing was a hell of a lot better, she told Valley.
She wished Miss Noni were still alive to concur.

After Valley put the kettle on the stove, he rummaged through his
cabinets.

“Looooong time ago,” he said, “somebody shoulda tol’ him who is mama
is.”

Well, I’ll be damned, Knot thought to herself. Otis Lee ain’t said a thing
’bout findin’ out Essie’s his mama. Said lots ’bout Miss Noni, though. A
whole lot.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Knot said to Valley, joining him in front of the
stove.

“What’s wrong?” Valley asked.

Knot and Valley grew tired of repeating Well, I’ll be damned. So they each
had a cup of Earl Grey—straight up, no chaser.

“She come all the way down here and ain’t tell him she’s his real mama?”
Valley remarked. He lit a cigarette.

“Good,” Knot said, having thought about it. “It’s for the best. And I ain’t
have enough for him to drink after gettin’ that kinda news anyhow.”

“Be serious, Knot.”
Learning that Miss Noni may have been gravely dishonest had hurt Otis

Lee enough. Knot was confident that any more news—especially the news
that Essie seemingly hadn’t delivered—would have shattered him. She
explained all of that to Valley impatiently.

“I see yo’ point,” Valley said.



“I’m so glad you do,” Knot scoffed. Valley picked up on her sarcasm, and
he rolled his eyes. Now it was time for her to ask a hard question. “You had a
mind to blackmail Essie, didn’t ya?”

“Course not!”
“Tell the truth, Val.”
“I am!” he insisted. “You sharp-chinned heifer!”
He swore that he had not gone to Essie with blackmail. He said Essie’s

police officer husband was dead and gone and that she didn’t care as much
about people knowing she was colored.

“I asked her for some help!” Valley exclaimed.
“Help?”
“Just help,” he said. “With my gamblin’ tab. That was it! She said she’ll

help me, long as I help her fix things up with Otis Lee—if you must know.”
“All right, all right,” Knot said.
If Valley were lying, he’d be scratching his chin. He was, however,

scratching his head quite a bit. He had recently put a relaxer in his hair, and
he’d left it in too long.

“You gon’ tell him Essie’s his mama?” Knot asked.
“Naw,” Valley said. He took a pull from his cigarette, blew out the

smoke, and slurped his tea. “Hell, I did my part. Through wit’ it now.”
Another pull and slurp. “You ain’t gon’ tell him, are ya?”

“Nope,” Knot reassured him.
Otis Lee’s done a whole lot for me. I won’t see him hurtin’ no more’n he

need to hurt. Guess I owe him that much. Knot took a sip of the bitter tea
while Valley smoked and scratched his head.

“I know one damn thing, though,” Knot said. She held up one finger.
“You try some blackmail shit with me, I’ll—”

“I just tol’ you I did not go to that woman with blackmail, Knot,” Valley
broke in. “And to tell ya the truth, you kinda hurtin’ my feelings, thinkin’ I’d
do somethin’ like that. I done a lot of shit in my day, but not blackmail.”
Slurp and scratch.

“If you say so, Val.”
“I do say so. And ain’t nobody studdin’ you and them ol’ secrets you

got,” he said. “Them babies is grown women mindin’ they own business.”



He was right. After Eunice moved north, Fran and Breezy went steady.
Everyone was happy. And later that year, Fran had a baby girl. Pep and Otis
Lee were so happy to have a grandchild, Knot hardly heard the two of them
talk about anything else. She saw them going back and forth from their house
to the Waterses’ house, grinning from temple to temple.

Otis Lee had tried to get Knot to join them.
“I’ll get ’round to it sooner or later,” Knot told him.

One day, about two weeks after Fran’s baby had been born, Knot was passing
by their house. She was heading up-bridge. Knot saw Lady and Phillip in
their garden pulling up collards she assumed would be on their Christmas
dinner buffet. They both waved at her and smiled.

“Knot!” Fran yelled from the upstairs window. “You ain’t been over here
to see my baby! And I don’t quite like it!”

“Otis Lee tell me you give him a pretty grandgirl,” Knot said. “I’ll come
see her later on. Get yo’ rest.”

“We ain’t been doing nothing but resting,” Fran told her. “Come see her
while she got her eyes open. I just got through feedin’ her. She’ll be sleep in
a few minutes.”

Shit! Fuck! Damn! Fuck! Shit!
Unable to come up with a quick excuse to not go and see the newborn,

Knot decided it was time to get the visit over with. She would go in, see
Fran’s baby, and everything would fine. Nothing to it.

When Knot was inside—it was her first time in their home in many years
—she felt the way she had when she was a young girl, being led into Lilly’s
Millpond to be baptized by her pastor. She had been so afraid. Knot
remembered him telling her to have no fear. He had said, “These here waters
may be cold, but when you come up outta here, you sure to feel the fire of the
Lord shut up in your bones!”

Knot saw the staircase to her right and followed it to the upstairs hallway.
She heard the baby make one of those sounds—the sounds they make in
preparation for wailing. After turning the corner and seeing Fran in a chair
with the little person resting on her chest—the little head was bobbing this
way and that—Knot froze where she was.



“Well,” Fran said, “come close enough so you can see if she look more
like me or like Breezy.”

Knot took a couple of steps closer—only a couple. Her heart was already
trying to beat her and leave her for dead.

“I don’t know,” Knot said. While she looked back and forth between
Fran’s face and the baby’s, the sunlight showed a hint of copper-red in Fran’s
hair. It was the first time she had seen that. And then, somehow, she had an
answer to Fran’s question. “Like you. She look like you, I think. And she’s a
big ol’ healthy baby, too.” Fran smiled and kissed the top of her baby’s hairy
head. “What’s her name again?”

“Cedar,” Fran said. “Cedar Marie Loving.” Then she told Knot that she
and Breezy were going to be married. “We ain’t in a big rush, though. We’ll
do it sometime next year.”

There were a few things Knot knew when she left the Waters house. The
first being that she would not be able to get the sight of that beautiful baby
out her mind for at least a month. Second, Knot needed a drink. Cedar Marie.
Third, she was confused to hear that Breezy and Fran were planning to marry,
because a few months back, the North had chewed Eunice up and spit her all
the way back to West Mills. Knot had gone to Otis Lee and said, “What in
the hell is she doin’ back so soon? Ain’t nobody that damn homesick.”

“She ain’t visitin’ this time,” Otis Lee had said. “Breezy tol’ me she came
back to stay.”

“How he know?” Knot had asked. Otis Lee had stood there looking at her,
shaking his head.

Not long before Fran’s little girl took her first steps, Eunice was up-bridge
on Busy Street rocking a colicky baby of her own. A boy. Except for the
middle name, Eunice had named the child after Breezy. Robert La’Roy
Loving.

Knot had been expecting to hear about wedding plans between Fran and
Breezy. Instead it was Breezy and Eunice who got married, and they moved
into the apartment over Manning’s General Store—the same one in which
Valley had lived before he inherited and moved into Gertrude’s house.

The part that baffled Knot most—it kept her awake for more than one
night—was that Fran didn’t seem to care about Breezy and Eunice’s union. I



can’t make head or tails of it to save my life.

One day, girls, Knot’s pa once said to her and her sisters, y’all gon’ find
yourselves walkin’ behind me slowly. Everything I ever tried to tell you three,
you’ll remember it. Every last word. Y’all’ll be walkin’, but I’ll be layin’
down. Just live long enough. You’ll see.

On the Friday before Christmas of 1964, Knot was sweeping balconies at the
Penningtons’. Lady Waters was there, too. She was inside polishing
silverware and ironing tablecloths. She had told Knot she wanted to make
some extra money to travel north for New Year’s Eve to visit people she’d
kept up with in letters but hadn’t seen in decades.

“If you don’t get somewhere and rest that cold off, you ain’t gon’ be well
enough to go nowhere when the new year gets here,” Knot had said earlier
that week. Lady had been coughing a lot, and she got tired just from walking
from the dining room to the kitchen.

Having left her sweater inside, Knot planned to give the second-floor
balcony a quick hit, as she called it. Once the cool wind hit her harder than
she’d expected, her plan changed. Half a quick hit.

Just as Knot was about to go back into the house, she saw an unfamiliar
green Buick drive up. Curiosity won the battle against the December chill. So
Knot stayed on the balcony and swept until the Buick got closer.

The passenger side door opened and Otis Lee got out.
Otis Lee?
“Well, I’ll be damned! Otis Lee Loving! What you doin’ ridin’ up in that

shiny string bean?”
Mary, Knot’s older sister, and Mary’s oldest son, Onslow, got out of the

car. The way they got out of the Buick so slowly, both dressed in black, made
Knot think of oil. She went downstairs, but not hurriedly. No sense in
runnin’. Not with all that black they got on.

“We weren’t able to wait, Knot,” Mary explained. Her breath smelled of
Premium Soda Crackers, coffee, and lies. “Pa had to be buried as quick as we
could manage.”



Mary said that Ahoskie’s only colored undertaker—who was also a
Centre, though he was of no traceable relation to them—had sold all his
supplies to the white undertaker for cents on the dollar and had skipped town.
No one knew why, Mary said. The white undertaker had quoted them an
unfathomable price to embalm their pa’s body.

“Everyone thinks Pa was a rich man,” Mary said. “He gave most of it to
that no-count church.” She said the majority of what was left had been used
to send Onslow to Shaw University. Thank God there were no liens against
their parents’ property, Mary said.

Knot did not speak. She only listened, deciding which parts to believe and
which parts she’d hurl back at her sister.

“We just didn’t have a choice, Aunt Knot,” Onslow said. “We just
didn’t.”

Mary once again opened her arms and tried to hug Knot. The first time
Knot had taken a couple of steps backward. But this time she held her hand
up. Stop.

Knot didn’t doubt her sister’s remorse. Mary’s tears had already done the
vetting. It was the fact that she and Mary had exchanged two letters in the
past five months, neither of which had noted that their pa’s health and
finances had been failing for well over a year. It was that fact that caused
Knot to wonder what it would feel like to knock Mary’s and Onslow’s heads
off their shoulders.

But it would hurt him some kind of bad to see that.
Hurt who, Knot? Yo’ pa’s dead.
I know. But Otis Lee’s standin’ right here with his arm ’round my

shoulders. It’ll hurt him to see me fight my sister.
“I’m so sorry, Knot,” Mary said, tilting her head to one side in a way

Knot recognized. And it all became clear to her—as clear as the jar she now
longed for.

“Dinah Bright,” Knot realized.
She could almost see the weight rise, like steam, from Mary’s slumping

shoulders. Knot said the name again, and she took both of Mary’s hands into
hers. Knot had to hold them firmly, because that was the only way Mary
would understand that all was well.



Mary shook her head no. Her tears took up the same speed. When she
rested her damp cheek on Knot’s shoulder—like a small child who had been
fighting against an oncoming nap—Knot heard her sister whisper, “Dinah
Bright.”

Onslow joined their embrace and said, “We’re real sorry, Aunt Knot.
Sorry things happened the way they did.”

Knot had heard about people going into shock. But she had never been
able to imagine how it might feel.

This must be it, she thought to herself. When you know you hurtin’, but
there ain’t no pain. When you know you sad but you don’t feel like you gon’
cry. I want to say a whole lot of stuff, but I don’t want to talk. This must be it.
Got to be what shock feels like.

Mary and Onslow offered to drive Knot and Otis Lee back to Antioch
Lane. Knot declined and walked back toward the Penningtons’ wraparound
porch, where pumpkins lined the right side of the steps, and where Lady
Waters stood in the doorway. Once Knot was almost to the porch, she heard
Otis Lee say, “She’ll be all right. A good walk is what she need for now. My
mama used to always go for long walks when she got hol’ o’ some bad news.
They helps things, ya know?”

“Yes, sir,” Onslow said.
“I’ll walk wit’ her,” Otis Lee reassured them. “Y’all best get back on the

road. Be dark ’fore ya know it.”
“Mother,” Onslow said to Mary, “we’d better get going.”
The last thing Knot heard before going back inside was her sister’s voice.
“Thank you, Mr. Loving,” Mary said. “I’m glad she has you here.”
Me, too, Knot thought.

Two weeks later, soon after Christmas, pneumonia had worn out its welcome
with Lady Waters. Finally it decided to leave, and it took Lady along with it.
That afternoon Fran came over to Knot’s house to tell her. Knot was still in
bed when she heard the knock on the door.

“Anything you want me to do?” Knot asked. Fran sat down at the table
and put her face in her hands.

“I just had to get outta there for a few minutes, Knot,” Fran explained.



She had taken Cedar to the Lovings. “Daddy over there givin’ them people a
hard time. Won’t let them take mama out o’ the room.”

“Jesus,” Knot said, hard-pressed to imagine what that scene must have
looked like. Knot couldn’t understand exactly, but she had some idea of what
Phillip was feeling. She knew what it felt like when somebody walked out the
door with something—or someone—that she had gotten used to having with
her every day. Even when she hadn’t wanted the something or someone with
her every day, she had still gotten used to it.

Why Fran had come to her, Knot didn’t know. But the truth was, she kind
of liked that Fran had. It made Knot feel like a person—a regular person.
More and more, Knot had found herself wondering what the ladies on the
lane did together when they piled into cars and drove off on Saturday
mornings; what they talked about when they walked while pulling their
grandchildren in red wagons. Is it too much to ask for me to live my life the
way I want and have folk treat me regular? How often was it that anyone
came to Knot during hard times? Almost never. Yes, sometimes Valley came
to talk about his lover in D.C., and the new lover in Chesapeake. One man
wanted Valley all the time, and the other man didn’t seem to want Valley
enough.

Yes, Otis Lee had sought Knot out when Essie had visited and turned half
of his world upside down. I’m glad Essie left the other half of his world
alone. Shit.

Having Fran come to her, especially at a time like this, meant something.
Knot wasn’t entirely sure what that was, but she thought she might be able to
get used to it.

With her face still buried in her hands, Fran sat quietly, just as Knot had
done when Mary and Onslow came to West Mills with the news about her
pa’s passing. Knot thought about that sad look her pa had when she spoke to
him in his office the day he told her to make peace with the loss of her child
—the child who was sitting with her right now.

The people of West Mills New Nazareth Missionary Baptist Church knew
how to send someone home. That was how the pastor had put it several times
that week at the Waters house.



At Lady’s service, during the viewing, voices sang, hands clapped, and
tambourines were beaten against hips and palms. Some members alternated
the tambourines between hip and palm. All of this Knot saw from the tenth
pew, where she sat with the Lovings on her right, Valley and the Mannings
on her left.

Knot was in the center.
Ayra Manning wailed as though Lady were her sister or a best friend. The

two of them had never been close.
Why folk act so crazy when they go to funerals?
Eunice directed the choir. She looked regal, professional, and content

while doing so. Her thin arms moved in ways Knot thought were peculiar, but
the choir members seemed to know what every strange, quick movement
meant.

On one of the front pews with Phillip’s sisters and his one brother, Fran
rocked from side to side, backward and forward. She had gone and bought a
wig. It had a part in the middle, and the hair fell past Fran’s shoulders.

“I ain’t feelin’ like sittin’ in Anna-Faye’s shop this week,” Fran had said
the night before.

The matching dresses that Fran had bought for Cedar and herself were
lovely. They were black with sailor collars. Phillip had wanted them all to
wear something new and pretty to Lady’s funeral. He believed a funeral was
just as important as a wedding or an Easter Sunday service.

From where she sat, Knot could see Fran’s shoulders bouncing. A
controlled bounce, and her cry was a quiet one, fighting to get out. Knot had
become so distracted watching Fran, she hadn’t felt Otis Lee reach over and
take her hand. And when had Valley put his arm around her shoulders?

Knot kept her eyes on Fran, the woman who had, on a hot day in ’42,
become her new favorite person. Keeping her eyes on Fran, Knot figured,
was probably the best she could do for her, because the sympathetic tears that
Valley had just blotted from her face would not be enough.

Phillip Waters sat on the same pew as Fran. He had held her and rocked
with her for a while before succumbing, briefly, to his own grief. That was
before his nieces had gone and sat on both sides of Fran, fanning her and
rubbing her back. Then he sat as still as a statue. Knot didn’t see him move



again until the undertaker escorted him to Lady’s casket for a final good-bye.
But when Phillip turned to walk back to the pew, he dropped to the floor.

Every usher—and the two deaconesses who were still young enough to move
with haste—ran to him with their fans. It looked as though a swarm of paper
butterflies had run to his rescue.

Three days later, there was a small graveside service for Phillip Waters
next to Lady’s fresh grave. And while the pastor gave the last prayer, Knot
looked out into the distance. She could have sworn she saw two butterflies
chasing each other playfully.

At the repast, Knot saw Fran struggling to hold her sleeping child and eat
at the same time. Many of the women at the table—women from Antioch
Lane—offered to hold Cedar.

“I’m fine,” Fran said. “But I thank you.” The same had been said to Pep
and Otis Lee. Breezy had gone home.

Knot saw one of Phillip’s sisters leave her chair, which was next to
Fran’s. So she went and sat in it. Without any planning, Knot held out her
arms. It was as if something had taken control of her body and her mind. And
if that wasn’t enough for Knot to wonder about, Fran placing Cedar in the
bend of Knot’s arms was. Eunice was the last small child Knot had held.

Fran didn’t say a word. Instead, she laid Cedar in Knot’s arms, turned
back toward the table, and ate.

That evening at the house that now belonged to Fran, Knot sipped the
hurriedly made corn liquor she had bought when the news of Lady’s death
gripped her heart the same way Dinah Bright had once gripped her sore
breast. After everyone had left the house, Knot and Fran wrapped the many
cakes, pies, rolls, chicken legs, and hams that neighbors had brought. Knot
had made four pecan pies and two large pans of bread pudding. The puddings
hadn’t lasted very long. Plenty of pecan pie remained.

The Lovings had taken Cedar home with them for the night, since they
would also have La’Roy. They urged Fran to try to get some sleep.

“Won’t you sit and rest a minute?” Knot asked. “And take a swalla of this
here. Take two, three swallas.” Even bad moonshine had been hard to come
by. So Knot was surprised by her own offer to share.



Fran drank from Knot’s glass, coughed, and set it on the table.
“I don’t see how y’all drink that shit,” Fran said. She made a funny face.
“Good,” Knot replied. “Leave it right where it is.”
In the middle of swaddling half of a Bundt cake, Knot heard Fran begin to

play the piano. It startled her a little, because she hadn’t heard Fran walk into
the living room. Fran played a tune Knot didn’t recognize, but she was
certain that it didn’t sound like anything anyone played in church. It
reminded her of Miss Goldie’s Place and the ’40s, when she would sit at her
favorite table swaying her head from side to side while Pratt played some of
the most beautiful sounds she had ever heard. People would dance all around
the room, holding their drinks up and away from their clothes.

Goldie’s got a lot of damn nerve. Just up and decide to close.
As far as Knot knew, no one had heard anything from or about Pratt. Pep

and Otis Lee would have let her know if they had received any word from
him. And since Pratt’s sister Pleasant and her twin girls had moved back to
Tennessee shortly after Pratt had left town, there was no one around to ask.
Knot figured Pratt Shepherd had moved on with his life and was probably
happy, with a wife and children. Might even have grand-young’uns. To tell
the truth, I don’t think I’d mind seeing Pratt. Just one time, maybe.

Knot decided to have a slice of pound cake and asked Fran if she wanted
one, too. Fran stopped playing the keys and sat still, but did not reply.

“Do that mean no?”
Even if Knot had received a warning card from the mailman two days in

advance, she wouldn’t have been ready for what Fran said next.
“Did you drink while you was pregnant with me?”
Like a draft sneaking through the space under a bedroom door, the

question had come cool and easy. Knot didn’t look in Fran’s direction right
away. She couldn’t. She was afraid of the look she might find on the young
woman’s face. So Knot kept her eyes on the white-from-too-much-flour
pound cake that Johnnie Mae had brought. She thought about Fran’s other
questions, the ones that hadn’t been asked, like: Is it true that you didn’t even
keep me a whole day? Knot would have said, Yeah, but you see I ain’t fit,
don’tcha? And: Who’s my father? To that, Knot would have answered, He
don’t know nothin’ about you and I ain’t seen him since before I even knew I



had you on the way. So what difference do it make? Where were the cries and
the cursing out? Just one time, if it ever came to it, Knot would have stood
listening to every hot word. For Fran and for Eunice, she would take it just
one good time. She’d let them say whatever they needed to say.

Still unable and unwilling to look up from the slice of pound cake, Knot
pinched pieces of it and set them aside. Little pieces, the size someone might
give to a baby who had recently begun eating table food.

“I ain’t drink as much,” Knot replied, also cool and easy. Now she was
ready to look at Fran—her daughter—in the eyes. And when she did, she saw
Pratt looking back at her. “I ain’t gon’ sit here and lie to ya. Pregnant or not, I
was still me. So I drank.”

Fran looked up at the wall in front of her—a wall covered with family
photographs. Faces of people who had replaced Knot’s family: Phillip’s
nieces, his sisters, the one brother, and many others. She went back to playing
the piano, and the tunes were different. Much slower, with more church in
them than the tunes she had played before.

Knot pinched pieces of cake until the whole slice was two little piles on
the napkin. She wondered how long Fran had known the truth. She imagined
Lady must have told her very recently, while her lungs were wracked with
pneumonia.

Eunice. Fran ain’t said nothin’ ’bout Eunice. Do she know ’bout Eunice,
too? Do Eunice know ’bout everything?

Since there was a spirit of asking and telling in the house that evening,
Knot thought she might as well ask a few questions of her own.



 

FOURTEEN

It was twenty minutes past six o’clock in the morning when Otis Lee heard
someone downstairs knocking at the door. He knew it wasn’t Knot because
she rarely knocked. That was something he and Pep had gotten used to and
had come to find comical, years ago.

Pep, Cedar, and La’Roy were all snoring. Otis Lee had been awake for at
least an hour, lying there thinking about the previous day. It had been a
terrible sight: his most dependable neighbor and longtime friend, lowered
into the ground. Phil and Lady, both of them, gone too soon. They had all
looked forward to getting old and doing a bunch of nothing together.

The knocks were getting louder, so Otis Lee moved quicker. He got up
and noticed that his grandchildren had somehow gotten tangled together and
La’Roy’s arm was just inches away from Pep’s chin. Otis Lee had told Pep to
put the children in Breezy’s old bedroom for the night and to line the edges of
the bed with pillows to keep them from rolling off. But she had refused. She
had said they still might fall off the bed, break a limb, and that she and Otis
Lee wouldn’t know a thing about it until morning.

It was Knot at the door, after all.
“Where’s Pep?” she demanded, once she was inside.
“Where’s yo’ coat?” Otis Lee asked, closing the door. “I seen enough

death for one week.” Knot stood in his kitchen wearing the dress she had
worn to Phil’s service—the same one she had worn to Lady’s funeral. Her
red hair was standing straight up on her head. It seemed to Otis Lee that
every day the hair closest to Knot’s scalp looked more and more like fresh
milk.



“I said, where’s Pep, goddamnit!” Knot shouted. She looked as though
she were about to head for the stairs, but Otis Lee reached out and tugged on
her arm. She snatched it away from him. He was so glad he and Pep had put
all their dishes away before going to bed. From the look of things, if there
had been a cup or saucer on the table, Knot might have thrown it.

“She still in the bed,” Otis Lee whispered. Pep liked to sleep late on
Sunday mornings, especially if she had decided to skip church. And he was
not ready for Cedar and La’Roy to be awakened. He would need two cups of
coffee first. “What in the devil is wrong with you, gal?”

“Got somethin’ I needs to say to both y’all no-good Judases,” Knot said.
“I might as well get it out in one shot.”

“Judases?” Otis Lee asked. “Now, you hold on just a min—”
“Y’all told ’em!” Knot yelled. “Y’all tol’ ’em everything. Maybe I got a

thing or two to tell, too!” She looked like she wanted to spit in his face.
“Talk sensible,” Otis Lee pleaded. “Who told who what?”
“Y’all told the girls I’m they real mama,” Knot said. “And nary a one of

ya parted yo’ lips and said a word to me about it. Ain’t I got a right to at least
know?”

She pulled out a chair and dropped herself onto it so hard the legs
squeaked against the wooden floor. And before she had even settled into the
chair, she was back up on her feet. It was as though she didn’t know what to
do with herself.

Otis Lee was certain that he hadn’t said a word to Fran or his daughter-in-
law about Knot being their birth mother. He and Pep had not even told
Breezy.

“Knot,” Otis Lee began. He gently touched her elbow and led her back to
the same chair she had sat in for less than a second. “Sit and catch ya’ breath,
Knot. Please. Catch ya’ breath and then we’ll talk about it. Want some water
or somethin’?”

She declined the offer of water but sat. His plea seemed to have calmed
her some. But her eyes still bored into him as if she might slap him at any
moment, which was why he placed his chair near hers, but not too close.

“The day of that fight they had,” Knot said.
“Eunice and Fran’s fight?” Otis Lee asked. “Knot, that’s been four, five



years ago. Why you—”
“That’s when Pep tol’ them,” Knot explained. “And you ain’t said

nothin’.”
“’Cause I—”
“Fran ain’t got no cause to lie, Otis Lee,” Knot broke in. “What she gon’

lie for?”
He could hear the pain in her voice. It reminded him of hearing that her

father had returned the letters she’d written. Otis Lee knew this was a time
for him to be quiet and listen. So he asked Knot to tell him all that Fran had
said.

After Pep had pulled Fran and Eunice apart by the collars, escorted them
to the back of the house, and slapped them both because they had nearly
knocked her over trying to get to each other again, she made them sit down
on the back porch. Pep lined Eunice, Fran, and Breezy up as if they were
little children at school, Fran had told Knot.

“Fran said Pep spit it right out,” Knot told him. “Said: ‘Y’all sisters.
Knot’s y’all’s mama.’ ” Knot got to her feet again and pointed toward Busy
Street. “That’s why Eunice left town quick like she did.”

If even a soft breeze had come through the window, it would have
knocked Otis Lee from his chair.

“And y’all two,” Knot accused, her voice shaky now, “y’all two look me
right in my face damn near every day, and neither one of you opened yo’
mouths to tell me that the girls know! I didn’t want them to know, Otis Lee.
That’s the best thing I coulda ever done for ’em. Ain’t I got a right to that?”

Otis Lee was about to tell Knot that he was hearing all of it for the first
time, but he heard Pep’s voice behind him from the stairs. Her voice startled
him because he hadn’t heard her moving around upstairs in their bedroom.

“Whole lot of nerve you got, Miss Centre,” Pep said, now standing in
front of them, looking only at Knot. Her tone reminded Otis Lee of the
Sunday, back in the ’40s, when Pep had walked up to one of the neighbors—
Johnnie Mae—in the churchyard and fussed her out for spreading the silly
rumor that Pep was letting Otis Lee lay with Knot. And when he’d made the
mistake of telling Knot what had happened, he had to pull her away from
Johnnie Mae’s front porch. “Otis Lee Loving’s like a brother to me, you



buck-toothed cow!”
Now Otis Lee had to wonder if Pep saw him sitting there. She hadn’t

offered him so much as a glance. And as cold as it was in the kitchen, Pep
was wearing nothing except her thin nightgown.

“You come in my house talkin’ ’bout yo’ rights? Yo’ rights to any of
what them girls get to know and don’t get to know was gone when Lady and
Ayra went home with them babies in they arms.”

Otis Lee looked up at his beautiful wife of thirty-three years, then at the
woman he cared for as if she were a blood relative, like a sister. Knot had
become just that to him. A sister. That’s how he loved her. How could he
not?

Now the trouble was that he didn’t know which of them—Pep or Knot—
to be most upset with. Was it the one who had kept such a secret from him
for the past three or four years—and she musta tol’ our boy to keep the
secret, too—or was it the one who had come into their home, angry to no
end, as though someone owed her something? As good as me and Pep been to
her?

“You made me a promise,” Knot reminded them. “Right here in this
room, y’all made me a promise. And ya made it again at my bedside. Twice!”

“But listen to this here,” Pep began. She stepped closer to Knot. “I made
another promise to somebody else. To my son. The day I reach ’tweenst my
own legs and pull him outta me by his shoulders, I made a promise to him
that long as I draw breath in and out of my body, I was gon’ look out for him.
Do whatever I got to do that’s good for him.”

Pep said she had believed with all her heart that if Breezy knew Fran and
Eunice were sisters, he would stop causing them so much pain with the back
and forth. She said she thought she was killing two birds with one stone.
“’Specially since they had got to fightin’ and carryin’ on. I’m his mama, Knot
Centre,” Pep went on. “I did what I thought was best for my boy. Best for all
three of ’em, I thought. Nobody else was doin’ nothin’ to fix it.”

Otis Lee had been looking down at the floor, but he looked at Pep when
she said the last part. And their eyes met. La’Roy’s whines and whimpers
were the relief he needed. So Otis Lee stood and headed for the stairs.

“Come back,” she said. “I’ll ’tend to him. You stay down here and talk to



yo’ friend ’bout her rights. And when you get through with that, you get her
out o’ my goddamn house.”

“Penelope!” Otis Lee shouted. He watched her disappear up the stairs
toward their grandson’s cries.

From upstairs Pep said, “They’s more to worry ’bout in life than drinkin’
and readin’ them damn books, Knot.” She didn’t say another word. And
when Otis turned back around, Knot was halfway out of the door.

He hadn’t liked the way Pep had said friend. She had spoken the word in the
same way she would when she meant one thing and said another. Their many
years of marriage had taught him to know the difference—although
sometimes he needed a direct answer from her. In any case, he liked neither
the way she had said friend nor what she had implied.

Had he spent too much time worrying about Knot and her doings? Yes.
When Knot was younger and new to Antioch Lane, had Otis Lee stayed up
and waited until he’d seen her get home? Yes. That’s just the right thing to do
for any neighbor who don’t know her lay of the land yet. Right? Had the
eggs, the chickens, all the things he had stolen from Pennington Farm and
given to Knot to be sure she ate well—especially with all the drinking—had
it been too much? Some folk might say so. Had he shown all of his neighbors
as much care and attention as he had shown Knot, and still offered her?

Knot ain’t like the rest of ’em, damn it! She different!
How so, Otis Lee? How’s she different?
She different from them, and she just like Essie.
Had Pep really believed that Breezy would stop wanting both Fran and

Eunice simply because they had the same mother? She couldn’t have, he
thought to himself. That there’s why Breezy loved the two of ’em so much.
They got the same blood movin’ warm through they veins. Eunice and Fran
looked nearly nothing alike, but to Otis Lee there was plenty that made them
similar: they went after whatever and whomever they wanted, and neither of
them had ever been shy with their words.

Otis Lee sat at the kitchen table with the first cup of coffee, of which he
had only taken a few sips. Pep came down the stairs with Cedar on one hip
and La’Roy on the other. She placed both children on Otis Lee’s lap and got



them both a slice of white bread, a dollop of pear preserves spread evenly on
each.

Otis Lee watched her every move. Watched and wondered. She went
about the tasks as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened just ten
minutes ago.

“Bacon, sausage, or both?” Pep said to him.
“Why you tell them gals—”
“I ain’t gon’ talk ’bout that all day.” She put the frying pan on the left

front burner.
“It won’t be all day, Penelope,” Otis Lee said. “But we gon’ talk about it

right now.”
She got some bacon from the Frigidaire. They had run out of sausage.
Without pause, Pep told Otis Lee that it wasn’t fair. And when he

repeated, “Fair?” he said it louder than intended. Both grandchildren turned
their heads to look up at him.

“It ain’t fair,” Pep whispered. “Ain’t fair that Knot get to live her life any
way she want and ev’rybody else got ’tend to her business, keep her children
alive and well and happy.” The bacon sizzled. “Knot needs to hurt, Otis Lee.
I know that ain’t right to say, but she need to feel some hurt.”

“Don’t you recall Knot sittin’ at this table, near ’bout crazy from sadness
when she had them babies?” Otis Lee asked. He helped Cedar and La’Roy
tear their slices of bread into smaller pieces. “She did have some hurt, Pep. A
whole lot.”

“That’s what her problem is,” Pep said. She cracked brown eggs one by
one against the side of the cookstove and she let their insides drop into the
hot skillet. “She did have it. Other people’s still got it. Might always have it.
But like I said, it ain’t fair.”

Otis Lee felt as though he were talking to a stranger.
After having told Fran and Eunice the truth, Pep had, for a short time, felt

guilty, she admitted. “But when Essie came here and tol’ you ’bout how she
got sent off, as hurt as you was ’bout the lies you got told all your life, you
was freed up some. You might notta known, but I saw it. You was better
when Essie left here.”

“Stay on the track, Pep,” Otis Lee said. “We talkin’ ’bout—”



“I thought I was doin’ the right thing. And now I’m through wit’ it.”
“Why you keep it from me, though, Pep? And got my son lyin’ to me,

too.”
“He ain’t got nothin’ to do wit’ it,” Pep said. “And I say I’m through wit’

it. Ya hear me? What’s done is done.”
The two of them sat at the table quietly. Pep fed Cedar, and Otis Lee fed

La’Roy. The children began to refuse the bits of eggs being held in front of
their mouths, so Otis Lee and Pep fed themselves.

“Lord,” Otis Lee sighed. La’Roy was now playing with Otis Lee’s nose.
“She probably over there ’bout to drink herself to—” He did not want to
finish the sentence. “She ain’t want them girls to know, Penelope.”

He waited for a response from his wife. A sign of remorse, he hoped.
“Well, I forgive ya,” he said, finally.
“Forgive me? For what?” Pep asked, slowly laying her fork on the table,

out of Cedar’s reach.
Otis Lee turned his head to release his bottom lip from his grandson’s

clutch.
“You got nerve enough to ask me that? After you done kept somethin’

serious as that from me for four years? You oughta be glad I forgive ya.”
Pep’s laugh was coated in anguish.
“Maybe I got some things I need to forgive you for, too, then,” she said.

“Me and Breezy both.”
“Well, I’m listenin’,” Otis Lee told her, “’cause I ain’t done nothin’ but

loved y’all, and worked hard to keep both of y’all happy.”
“Not half as much as you love Essie and Knot, though,” Pep insisted.
“Now, that some crazy talk, there, Pep,” he said. “Ev’rything—ev’ry

single thing I ever done for Knot—you got told ’bout it beforehand. Always
beforehand, Pep. And you always gave yo’ blessin’!”

“Course I gave my blessin’,” Pep replied. “Wit’ my words, I gave you my
blessin’. But don’t you know me, Otis Lee? Sometimes you ain’t got to say a
word and I know what you feelin’ and thinkin’ in yo’ head. Can’t you do that
for me? I guess not.”

Pep stood up, put Cedar on Otis Lee’s other thigh, and went upstairs.
“Penelope!” Otis Lee shouted. “Penelope, come on back.”



 

FIFTEEN

Burning the books, and using liquor to do it, had crossed Knot’s mind several
times between the time she left the Lovings’ house and now. But to whom, or
what, would she turn when people—real people—let her down? And even
though her pa—the person who had shared her love for the written word—
had become one of those real people, the books were all she had left of the Pa
she had known before he abandoned her.

Life is funny, ain’t it? I got two grown children—even got two
grandchildren—and I’m sittin’ here, thinkin’ about bein’ somebody’s child.

Knot heated a pot of water for a washup. And after she had mixed it with
a few jars of cold water, she added the last bit of perfume oil that Pep had
given to her before Lady Waters’s funeral. She stood in front of her barely
standing vanity and scrubbed herself from head to toe. The funeral dress lay
draped across the chair next to her bed. She thought she had tossed it
haphazardly when she’d taken if off. Instead, it looked as though someone
had laid it out carefully for her to wear again.

Now dressed the way she might if she were going to inquire about an
advertisement for employment, Knot stood far back from her mirror and
looked for anything that might cause offense.

All right, Knot. Just as well go on and get this over with.
Knot hadn’t been to the apartment since Valley had moved out of it.

Although she hadn’t made it inside yet, she could tell it would look far
different from how she remembered it. The staircase leading up to it was
new. The wood used to build it reminded her of the schoolhouse. And there
were potted plants—she was not able to identify them, but Dinah Bright



might have—on the right end of every other step.
The door opened and Breezy came down, running almost, looking around

as if he were dodging a loan shark.
“Hey, Knot,” he said. “What you need?”
“You ought to have somethin on yo’ chest, boy,” she scolded.
He asked again, “What ya need?”
“I come to talk to yo’ wife,” she said.
Breezy told Knot that she didn’t need to worry about apologizing to

Eunice about the past. “She got a good life,” he said.
“I know she do,” Knot said. “But I figure she might want to say somethin’

or ask me somethin’. No better time than the pres—”
“She don’t, Knot,” Breezy cut in, his nostrils flaring.
It was not fear that forced Knot to take two steps back; it was concern.

“Eunice made peace with you bein’ her real mama years ago. She fine. We
fine. But if you go up them steps, it might bring on trouble ain’t nobody
lookin’ for.” He looked up toward the door nervously. “Eunice said she
grateful it had all happened the way it did. Good for everybody.”

“And you don’t think she got nothin’ to get out?” Knot asked.
“No, Knot,” he replied. He glanced up at the door again. “Trust me on

this. Let the past stay where it is.”
“Well,” Knot said, having studied Breezy long enough. “I’m goin’ home.

But don’t you ever forget I tried and you got in my way. Hear?”
“I won’t forget,” he reassured her. “Thank ya, Knot.”
Before turning to walk away, Knot looked at him once more. This time

she saw the eyes that had looked up at her the day she had gone into labor
and sent him to get his mother. And she had called on him again, just hours
before his wife had been born. Two times. Breezy always wanted two. Two of
everything. His big, tea-brown eyes had been full of wonder in those days.
But now they seemed to be full of worry.

Just after noon, Knot was back at her house. She pulled off the brown-and-
white dress and tossed it in the corner of her bedroom. She poured a drink—a
short one, just enough to loosen the tension she had been carrying in her neck
all morning—and opened the letter that had come from Valley a few days



earlier.

December 20, 1964
Dear Knot,
I’ll be glad when you folks get some telephone lines on Antioch Lane.
I’m tired of writing these damn letters. I’m in New York. Been here
about a month. I don’t care much for it anymore. I thought D.C. was
busy and loud. NYC is nothing but noise. I must be getting old. I know
because noise never got on my nerves so bad. I got some loose ends
tied up though.

You know I turned 51, don’t you? Anyway, I’m writing to tell you
I’ll be heading to West Mills in a couple of weeks. And I want you to
make me a bread pudding when I get there. I’ll be there around the
10th or 11th. Planning on staying a good while.

Knot, if you don’t mind, will you go to Gertrude’s house to sweep
and dust a little bit for me? I’m bringing somebody with me. His name
is Mitchell. From England. He’s around my age. Well, that’s what he
claims, but I swear I think he’s 60 or 65. He looks nice though so I’m
ok with it. He’s nice and he wants to see North Carolina. You going to
love how he talk, Knot. You’ll get to hear what the people in them
books you read talk like.

Anyway sister, do that for me, please. And I’ll pay you when I get
there. See if you can get your hands on a jar of the good stuff for me.
Check with Max first. He made a nice batch before I left. It was not
half bad for it being his first time at it.
Ok. Love you. Bye.
Valor

Reading the letter made Knot feel good. And she was glad he would soon
be home. Course he want a bread puddin’, Knot thought to herself, smiling.
Before Mary and Onslow had shown up in West Mills, dressed in all black,
Knot had been trying her hand at making various types of new cobblers.
Peach. Cherry. She had made one with peach and cherry. The cobblers had
turned out well enough for her to try again.



Knot thought she might make one for Valley and his new friend—to go
along with the bread pudding, of course. But what she wasn’t going to do was
go and clean up the place he still referred to as “Gertrude’s house.” Many
times, Knot had told Valley that she would never go into that house alone
again. Because the last time she had agreed to have it ready for one of his
homecomings, she could have sworn she smelled sassafras in the air. Otis
Lee and Valley had once told her that Gertrude had loved sassafras tea and
other uncommon root teas. Valley had always hated them. And after Gertrude
died, he purged the cupboards. So when Knot thought she smelled it, she left
the cleaning bucket where it sat. It was Otis Lee who went back to make sure
she had locked the doors.

“Valley can sweep his own damn floors when he get here,” Knot said to
Fran a week later.

“What loose ends Valley got in New York?” Fran asked.
“Probably somethin’ to do with Es—” Knot began but stopped herself.

“Ain’t no tellin’, and it ain’t none of my business.”
Knot was glad she hadn’t spit Essie’s secret out at Otis Lee when she had

gone to his house, mad, the morning after Phillip Waters’s burial service.
Fran offered to go along with her to Valley’s house, but the day before

they planned to go, another letter from Valley came in the mail. Mitchell
from London had invited Valley to travel back to England with him—just for
a few months, Valley’s letter said. And Valley had said yes. He assured Knot
that he would stay there no longer than three months—even less if Mitchell
got on his nerves. Write me back, Knot, he had written above his signature.
Mitchell from London’s address was a curious-looking stack of numbers and
words penned at the bottom of the paper.

Now Knot felt a twinge of loneliness. She was happy to receive more
regular visits from Fran. And Otis Lee made his rounds. Whether Pep knew
or approved, Knot didn’t know. But Knot missed Valley more than she had
realized. And when she replied to his letter, she was sure to mention it.

Filling Valley in on the recent deaths, the betrayal she had suffered from
Pep, and about Fran and Eunice knowing the truth about their births would
not be right for this letter. His knowing would not change any of it. She
wanted him to enjoy himself. The dead rest with the dead, she thought as she



got toward the end of her note to him. And as a postscript Knot wrote: Bring
me something signed by the Queen.



 

SIXTEEN

On a Saturday afternoon in January of ’66, Otis Lee walked across the lane to
Fran’s house. He needed a laugh. For that, he could count on Cedar. Much
like both of her parents had been, Cedar was a happy, agreeable child.

While on the floor playing with Cedar and the lettered blocks he and Pep
had bought her for Christmas—Sears, Roebuck had offered the most
affordable price—he noticed that Fran’s belly looked round and hard. She
must have seen him when he’d taken the fourth glance because she gave him
the answer to a question he had been taught never to ask a woman unless she
was his wife or his daughter.

“You didn’t know?” Fran asked. “Pep gave me a piece of her mind about
it last week.”

Lecturing Fran about her ongoing affair with his married son would have
been a waste of his time. He had done that already, to no avail, it would
appear. The more you try to steer ’em from somethin’, the more they go to it.
They ain’t gon’ be satisfied ’til they drive me crazy!

Damp-chested from the sweat of frustration and from the overbearing heat
of Fran’s woodstove, Otis Lee marched home to confront his wife about
keeping yet another secret. She knew how he felt about her keeping things,
important things, from him. He had made himself clear about that. Who had
Pep become? he wondered.

The faster he walked, the farther away his house seemed.
There was a new-looking, shiny black car driving by, and it slowed down

in front of him. Otis Lee waved the driver down.
“Yes?” the driver, a middle-aged colored man, asked.



“Essie send you to spy on me?”
“I’m sorry?” the man in the car said.
“Ellen,” Otis Lee corrected. “Ellen O’Heeney. She send you to spy on me,

ain’t she?”
“I don’t know what you talkin’ ’bout, brotha man.”
The gentleman rolled his window back up and drove toward the dead end

of Antioch Lane, where Miss Goldie’s Place stood empty. Otis Lee watched
the car turn around and head back up the lane, toward up-bridge. Otis Lee
went inside and looked out the kitchen window. He was sure the shiny black
automobile would come by again.

“Otis Lee Loving,” Pep said, “what’s ailin’ you?”
And then he remembered what his mission had been when he had left

Fran’s house, before he had seen the car. He turned to her and declared, “I
ain’t tellin’ you nothin’!”

“Fine,” Pep said.
“When you start tellin’ me stuff, I’ll start tellin’ you stuff. How ya like

that?”
Pep walked to him and held his face in her soft hands.
“We got grandbaby number three comin’,” she told him, smiling. “Happy

now?”
Otis Lee felt himself relax, though against his will.
“What we gon’ do with that boy of ours, Penelope?”
“Nothin’,” she replied. “Tol’ you years and years ago that I felt sorry for

whoever was crazy enough to marry him.”
Otis Lee felt sorry for Eunice, too. But it didn’t seem to him that Eunice

was feeling sorry for herself. Now it was Fran for whom Otis Lee felt the
most concern. She love Breezy that damn much?

Otis Lee could not help but think that maybe Knot could talk Fran into
moving on, finding love elsewhere. Surely there were other men in West
Mills whom she could have—if only she wanted anyone else. Now a second
baby was coming. What’s done is done. But he thought, just maybe, if Knot
might speak with her daughter, they could prevent a third Breezy-Fran baby.
He would have to at least ask Knot. She gon’ sure as hell say no, Otis Lee
thought, but I’m gon’ ask her.



So Otis Lee was surprised when, the following day, Knot said, “Well,
what you want me to say, exactly?” She was standing in front of the counter
Breezy had built for her, rolling out dough for a cherry pie order.

“I don’t know,” Otis Lee said. “You her mama. Ain’t you got some kinda
gut feelin’ or somethin’ ’bout these things?”

Knot rolled her eyes. And as she sprinkled flour over the dough, she said,
“Go to hell, Otis Lee.”

“You gon’ talk to her or what?” Otis Lee asked. “Fran’s gon’ be the one
hurtin’ behind all this mess. Breezy ain’t gon’ leave Eunice. I can tell you
that right now.”

“Why you so sure ’bout that?” Knot said.
“’Cause he’s mine,” Otis Lee answered. “And I know him. Know him

well.”
Knot went about her work as though he were not there. He was thinking

about their conversation when he noticed a book on the corner of the kitchen
table.

“The Old Curi … Curi-oh—”
“Curiosity,” Knot said.
“The Old Curiosity Shop,” Otis Lee read aloud.



 

SEVENTEEN

Later that year, in June, Fran brought forth another little girl. Knot decided to
wait almost two weeks before visiting. Since Fran had not sent for her—nor
had she complained to Otis Lee about Knot’s absence—Knot felt certain that
Fran understood.

But Fran must have grown tired of understanding, because she showed up
on Knot’s porch one day, one daughter in her arms, the other standing next to
her. Cedar held a fat pencil in one hand and a notepad in the other.

“I needed to get out o’ the house awhile,” Fran declared. “And don’t you
think it’s time you meet my new baby?”

“Otis Lee say you named her Lady,” Knot said. “Bring ’em on inside. The
heat.”

Once they were seated, Fran said, “Lady Sequoia Loving. Cedar done
started callin’ her ‘Coy,’ though.” Knot looked at the sleeping baby, then at
Fran’s pretty smile. The new child looked like Breezy. So much so that Knot
wondered if Fran had had any part in it at all.

“Lady Coy,” Knot said. “This one’s gon’ be moufy and uppity. I can see it
in her lil frown. I think I’ll call her ‘Lady Coy.’ Y’all call her what ya want to
call her.”

Fran smiled and yawned. Then she said, “Show me yo’ new room.
Finished now, ain’t it?”

Knot had forgotten that Fran had not seen the finished room that had been
added to the back end of the house. Clara Pennington, Riley’s youngest
daughter, had come to Knot’s house one day to pick up the ten pies she had
ordered. Knot hadn’t seen Clara survey the rooms, but she knew Clara



Pennington well enough to know it was happening.
“Miss Knot, I’m just gon’ be right honest with ya,” Clara said, “and I

hope you won’t take offense, but I just don’t know how in the world you do
it.”

“Do what, Clara?”
“Live in such a cooped-up ol’ lil place such as this.”
“Well,” Knot said, biting her tongue, “I like my lil ol’ cooped-up place.

Nobody livin’ here but me. I’m fine.”
“Okay,” Clara said. “Well, I sure do hope my granddaddy sold it to you

cheap all them years ago. Should’ve just given it to ya.”
That’s exactly what he did, Clara Pennington. I told him he won’t get no

more money outta me for this shack. So he gave it, and this lil block of land,
to me. I ain’t paid nothin’ but taxes. But that ain’t nobody’s business but
mine and his—God rest his soul.

“He gave me a fair price,” Knot said instead.
About a week after that, Clara came to Knot’s house again—this time, not

to pick up baked goods. And her brothers had joined her. They were holding
pencils, small notepads, and measuring tape.

“Now, Miss Knot,” Clara Pennington began, “don’t cuss us out.” She
wanted to have an addition built on to the back of Knot’s house—“For all
your service,” she explained. “Please let us.”

At first, Knot did want to curse Clara Pennington out. But another idea
came to her mind.

“Naw, I don’t believe I want y’all to build me no room,” Knot had said. “I
thank ya kindly for the thought, though. Now, y’all go on home or
somewhere.”

That evening Knot went into her pantry and pulled down the old tin can
where she kept her money. She counted it twice.

Well, Clara do make some sense, don’t she?
Knot asked Valley and a few men with whom he got along to build her a

new bedroom. The old bedroom would be her living room, she told them.
“Looks good, Knot,” Fran admired. She had propped Lady Coy on her

shoulder. “Looks real nice. I’m proud of ya.”
She say she proud of me. Well, I’ll be damned.



Now back in the kitchen, Fran yawned again.
“Felt like the walls was closin’ in on me over there,” she said. “And these

two want every lil bit of energy I got.”
Knot’s saying that she understood would not have been the right thing,

though she did have some understanding of what Fran was going through.
The difference was that Knot had gone through it without the children, which
was the reason she had decided several months before, when Otis Lee asked
her to have a talk with Fran, that she would not get involved. I ain’t got the
right.

Knot opened a bottle of pop and poured some for Fran and a little bit for
Cedar. “Since when you start drinking pop?” Fran asked, smiling
mischievously.

Knot took Fran’s meaning and she didn’t like it.
“Look here,” Knot said. “Don’t start. You want it or not?”
Fran took the glass and drank the cola without pausing to breathe.
Just a week earlier, Valley had taught Knot a trick to make her brandy last

longer. The brandy-pop mixture had taken her by surprise. Now she made
sure to have a few bottles of cola in her pantry at all times.

Cedar did not take a single sip of hers. The child was not keen on sweets,
Otis Lee had once told Knot. She had forgotten. Cedar was the only child
Knot knew who loved to drink water and eat raw carrots.

There was a perplexing look on Fran’s face when Knot looked at her.
Fran looked tired as she rocked the infant. But Knot also saw something that
resembled peace. Cedar was on the floor, on the yellow quilt Knot had laid
down for her, writing capital letters and naming them out loud. She moved
her legs as though she were swimming, her hair divided to form three
ponytails: one on the left, one on the right, one in back.

Let me go ’head and get this over with.
“Tell me one thing,” Knot said. Fran rolled her eyes. “Is you gon’ give

Breezy any more young’uns?”
“I don’t know,” Fran snapped. She didn’t seem to have taken even a

second to think it over. It was as though she had known the question was
coming. “But I might if I feel up to it.”

“Lady Waters got to be spinnin’ in her grave,” Knot remarked. “Lady and



Phil both got to be spinnin’.”
“We come over for a nice visit,” Fran grumbled, “but if you gon’ chastise

me, we’ll just go on back home.” But she did not get up.
Knot could hardly stand moments like these—moments when she saw and

heard just how much she and Fran were so much alike.
It was Knot who was spinning. Her mind was spinning with madness and

sadness. She was sad for Fran. Mad for Eunice. Sad and mad for both of
them. But, years ago, Knot had promised herself—a promise she was unable
to keep—that she would no longer worry about the Eunice-Breezy-Fran saga.
They were three adults with children of their own.

“You know what?” Knot shot back. “Do whatever the hell you want to do.
Go on home if you want. I don’t care.”

That was the first lie Knot had told Fran in a long time.
After a long sigh, Fran said, “Who had a baby from him first, Knot? Huh?

Breezy got his reasons for marrying Eunice.”
“You said you ain’t want to talk ’bout it,” Knot reminded her, “so I don’t

want to hear nothin’.”
That was the second lie Knot had told Fran in a long time. And Knot

wondered if even Lady Coy knew it was a lie, because she started fidgeting
and whining. Fran pulled out a breast and began to nurse. Then Fran
reminded Knot that Pep and Otis Lee had lost income.

“Ain’t nobody called on Pep to deliver a baby in God knows when,” Fran
said. “Women want doctors and things now. Younger people.” And Otis
Lee’s knees had become a hindrance. Just twenty minutes of standing
required BC Powder. His hours at the farm had been cut, Fran said.

These were things Knot already knew. She and Pep had only recently
reconciled their differences, and that was when Pep told her all about it. Knot
didn’t want to think about it. If she thought about Otis Lee and Pep’s aging,
she would have to think of her own.

“Why you sittin’ there tellin’ me all this like I just come to West Mills
this mornin’?” Knot said.

Fran sighed again and moved her limp bangs away from her face. “How
you think Otis Lee’s Frigidaire stays stocked full of food? Where you think
Breezy got the money to buy stuff to put that new roof on Pep and Otis Lee’s



house?” Fran listed the many things Breezy had done, and for each she asked
Knot, “Where you think he got the money? You think he makin’ that much
money from changin’ oil in folks’ cars? Or from trimmin’ folks’ shrubs?”
She switched Lady Coy from one breast to the other.

“C-E-D,” Cedar spelled, talking to her sheet of paper. Her legs were still
swimming over the yellow quilt.

“That’s enough now, Fran,” Knot said. “All I know is that Breezy got a
wife, and you—”

“I don’t care nothin’ ’bout Eunice standin’ in front of the pastor with
Breezy,” Fran declared. “Shit. I’m the one told him to go ’head and marry
her. For the money. That lil marriage they got ain’t hittin’ on nothin’. It ain’t
never been hittin’ on nothin’.”

Knot went to the pantry and poured a splash of cola and three splashes of
brandy. That was not what Valley had shown her.

But what about Eunice? Knot almost said to Fran. But as far as she knew,
Eunice hadn’t made threats to take La’Roy and leave again. Had Eunice
stopped caring? Was she so busy, now that Brock and Ayra had retired and
put the general store in her charge—not to mention the choirs—that she had
stopped caring about her marriage?

Knot stood on the threshold between her kitchen and pantry looking at
Fran, Cedar, and Lady Coy. Her daughter and two granddaughters. That was
who they were now. She knew it would be foolish to think of them simply as
her neighbors.

Knot quickly finished her drink. Fran had Lady Coy up on her shoulder
again, patting her back, trying to get her to belch.

Cedar came over to Knot and said, “Look, Knot! Look what I can write!”
“I ain’t got my glasses,” Knot told her. “Can’t you read it to me?”
Knot imagined her own pa sitting in the corner of the room. He would be

smiling if he were there. And he’d tell everyone in town that Cedar was
suited for teaching.

Cedar seemed more than happy to give a lesson.
“It’s my other name,” she announced. With the fat pencil she pointed at

each letter.
“L-O-V-I-N-G.”



 

EIGHTEEN

Otis Lee and Pep sat on their couch, shoulder to shoulder, watching the
midday news. Walter Cronkite was talking about the Vietnam War, which
Otis Lee was glad had—just a few weeks ago—come to a close. Getting their
first television had made Pep what he called a newsaholic. If she was not
watching soap operas, she looked for news. When King was shot and killed
seven years ago, in ’68, Otis Lee and Pep spent a great deal of time at Breezy
and Eunice’s apartment, watching the coverage. After King’s funeral, Pep
said she never wanted a television in her house. They were terrible things that
brought sadness, she said. But when Breezy showed up with one four months
ago, Otis Lee had to threaten to cut the power cord to get her to turn it off.

While Cronkite spoke, Otis Lee wondered what his life might have been
like had he gone into the service. A handful of men from West Mills had
gone to fight in various wars. Those who had come back with their right
minds sat up-bridge and told their stories. Those who had lost their right
minds sat up-bridge trying to tell their stories. Otis Lee remembered when the
draft office in Norfolk, Virginia, had written and told him to report for an
examination. Rose, Ma Noni, and Pep had been sick with fear. As was Otis
Lee, but he had hidden it and cried in private. In Norfolk they took his
measurements. He was to go home and wait for further instruction, if there
would be further instruction.

“You mind if I change the station?” Otis Lee asked.
“I do mind,” Pep replied, dragging a comb slowly through her salt-and-

pepper hair.
“Is that my comb?” he said. And then: “Pep, you sit there and act like you



don’t hear me talkin’ to you?”
“Leave me alone, Otis Lee. You sat up-bridge all mornin’. You think

’cause you decide to come home you can run my TV set?”
It would be a losing battle. “Hand me my comb,” he said. She pushed his

hand away and kept her eyes on Cronkite.
There was a knock at the door, and when Otis Lee opened it, there were

two Mahalia Jackson‒looking women with big hairdos standing on his porch.
They were both smiling at him.

“Can I help y’all?” he offered.
The one wearing all denim spoke first. “You don’t remember us, do you,

Mr. Loving?”
He looked at them closely—one and then the other. They looked familiar,

but not familiar enough.
“I’m sorry to say I don’t,” he confessed.
“I’m Vera,” the one in denim said.
“I’m Vic,” said the one in black pants and an orange blouse. “Victoria.

We’re Pl—”
“Pleasant’s girls?” he exclaimed. “Great day in the mornin’! Get in here!”

He opened the door and yelled for Pep.
Once Pep had hugged them several times—she also kissed both their

faces—Vic said they had a surprise. She would be back in just a minute, she
said.

Otis Lee, Pep, and Vera sat in the living room. Pep asked Vera to bring
them up to date on her and her sister’s lives. Otis Lee wanted to ask about
Pratt, but he figured Pratt had likely died in the service, since he hadn’t
written or visited. And there was always the possibility, Otis Lee thought,
that Pratt had simply decided that West Mills and everyone in it were a part
of his past, just as Essie had.

While Vera talked, Otis Lee looked at Cronkite, waiting for the perfect
moment to mention Pratt.

“Damn if y’all ain’t got old,” Otis Lee heard coming from behind him.
The voice was rough and smoky—a man’s voice.

Otis Lee stood and turned to find Pratt Shepherd, still tall, smiling with
large bright dentures.



“Great day in the mornin’!” Otis Lee exclaimed once more.
He and Pratt embraced like long-lost brothers. Otis Lee didn’t know when

the tears had come. So he was surprised when Pratt pulled a tissue from his
pocket and handed it to him.

“Look at this ol’ crybaby here, y’all,” Pratt teased.
Otis Lee tore the tissue into two and he gave half back to Pratt. “That

makes two of us.” Then he looked around the room at the other four faces.
“Five of us, really.”

They laughed and hugged again.
Otis Lee and Pep made tuna sandwiches for their guests. Once the

sandwiches were eaten, Otis Lee and Pratt went down and across the lane to
the old house where Vera, Vic, and Pleasant had once lived.

“The girls gon’ have what’s left of this ole place torn down,” Pratt told
Otis Lee. “Gon’ try to sell the land.”

“Smart,” Otis Lee said. He asked Pratt how he’d been.
“Livin’ a plain ol’ life,” Pratt answered. “Was married for ’bout fifteen

years.”
“Yeah?” Otis Lee said. “What happened with that?”
“Grew apart, I guess.”
“Oh,” Otis Lee said. “Any children?” He wished he could pull the

question back into his mouth and swallow it.
“Naw,” Pratt said, and he chuckled. “I had my nieces and nephews

’round, though.” He told Otis Lee that when he’d gotten back to Tennessee,
after being honorably discharged, his brothers and Pleasant had children
enough for everyone.

“Breezy was enough for us,” Otis Lee said. “He’s got three, and that still
ain’t stopped him from being enough for us, Pratt. I swear!”

“He still like two drumsticks on his plate?” Pratt asked.
“Same Breezy,” Otis Lee affirmed. “Still want two of ev’rything.”
They walked through Pleasant’s old house, stepping on and over loose

floorboards and talking about how well some of the wood had held up over
the years.

“I see Azalea’s house is still there,” Pratt remarked.
Otis Lee was wondering when Pratt would mention her. Otis Lee hadn’t



mentioned her because he was still trying to decide how much of Knot’s past
he should tell Pratt and how much Knot ought to tell him herself—if Pratt
planned to see her at all.

“Yeah,” Otis Lee said. “It’s still there. She still there in it, too. Slowin’
down a lil, like the rest of us. But Knot is still Knot—you can believe that.”

“She ain’t got married?” Pratt asked.
“Nooooo.”
“She got children?”
“Sorta,” Otis Lee admitted.
They looked at each other.
“Vic and Vera ain’t gon’ get much for this land,” Pratt said, looking out

of the cracked bedroom window. He told Otis Lee that the twins had only
recently learned that the lot belonged to them. Pleasant had always believed
that the land belonged to a white man and that they were merely renters. But
as it turned out, Bo Frost had owned the land. So, the twins were next in line
for it, although they had little to no interest in owning property in the town
where their mother had so horribly suffered. It was Pratt who had urged them
to come to West Mills and start the process of selling it.

“It’s so small,” Pratt said, “might not even be able to sell it at all.”
“Yeah,” Otis Lee agreed. “Well, maybe somebody’ll buy it to put one of

them mobile homes on. One of them’ll fit nice on it.”
In Pleasant’s yard, Otis Lee and Pratt stood and talked about this thing

and the other. Otis Lee was consumed by curiosity about Pratt’s time in the
military, but he thought about the veterans who sat up-bridge. I’ll wait for
Pratt to tell me whatever he feel like tellin’.

“Tell my nieces to sit tight a lil while,” Pratt said. “I’m goin’ over there
and see ’bout Azalea for a few minutes. She live by herself?”

“Yeah. Mostly,” Otis Lee said. “Valley’s there with her half the time,
though.”

“Ain’t much changed at all, is it?” Pratt asked.
“You in West Mills,” Otis Lee reminded him.
Otis Lee watched Pratt until Knot came to her door and let him in. He

would have loved to have heard what she said when she opened the door.
Otis Lee was happy to see his old friend again, but he couldn’t help but



wonder if Pratt’s visit would be good or bad for Knot. Otis Lee thought it
might be good for Knot to see someone who had once loved her so much that
he’d left town to make the love stop. But Pratt had a daughter who he did not
know existed. And if he found out, it might send Knot deeper into the bottle
over something so far in the past—all of their pasts.

An hour passed, and Pratt’s nieces told Otis Lee and Pep that they were
going to check into a motel. They would come back for Pratt in a little while.
Pep insisted that they leave Pratt’s suitcase with her and Otis Lee. Pratt could
sleep in Breezy’s old bedroom, she said. She wouldn’t have it any other way.

The twins had been gone for only a few minutes when Pep mused,
“Maybe we oughta walk over there and make sure they all right. Remember
how they used to argue and carry on?”

“I ain’t forgot,” Otis Lee said. “Let’s give ’em ’til mornin’. He’da been
back a long time ago if they was arguin’.”

Otis Lee heard Pratt come in early the next morning, just after the sun had
begun to show the crown of its head. Otis Lee met him in the kitchen. It
reminded him of when Breezy used to come home past his curfew.

Otis Lee could have been toppled over by a twig when Pratt said, “You
know, I was thinkin’ ’bout what you said yesterday.”

“What’s that?” Otis Lee asked.
“I do believe I want to look into how much them mobile homes cost.”
For many days after saying his good-byes to Pratt, Vera, and Vic, Otis

Lee felt a heavy burden.
“I let him leave this house without him knowin’ he had a daughter,” he

lamented.
“Listen,” Pep said, climbing in bed next to him. “Pratt was right there in

Knot’s house last week and she ain’t tell him. It ain’t for you to worry about
no more.” She lay down and turned her back to him. Then she sat up again. “I
know you don’t think I do, but I loves Knot, too. But I ain’t goin’ back down
this road wit’ you again ’bout her secrets. I just ain’t.”

Strangely, it was his wife’s whispers that woke him up in the middle of the



night. It was not until he was downstairs in their living room that he was able
to make out what she was saying.

“Forgive me, Lord,” Pep pleaded. “Please forgive me.”
“Pep?” Otis Lee asked, kneeling in front of her. They were in the center

of the room. “Pep, what’s wrong? Talk to me.”
She was not crying. She rocked and whispered. Whispered and rocked.
“Forgive me, Jesus,” she prayed. “Please forgive me, Father God.”
Otis Lee took Pep by the shoulders and shook her gently. She opened her

eyes and said, “I need forgiveness.”
“For what, Pep?”
Now there were tears.
“I’m the one who wrote that letter,” she admitted, lying on the floor. It

was as though all the strength she had had escaped her body along with the
confession. “It was me.”

“Pep,” Otis Lee began, trying to pull her up. “Pep, sit up and tell me what
you talkin’ ’bout. Come on, now.”

“Her people shun her ’cause of me,” she said. And when the wail had
passed, she confessed, “I wrote it and I paid Guppy to take it to ’em.”



 

Part
Three



 

NINETEEN

If anyone had told Knot that in summer of ’76 she would have Pratt
Shepherd’s foot on her knee, and be clipping his toenails because he could no
longer reach them on his own, she would have advised them to see a doctor
and have their head checked.

In the living room of Pratt’s new mobile home—he had purchased it when
he’d moved back to West Mills in March, but he didn’t move into it until
April—Knot watched All My Children and clipped his toenails without
looking.

“Don’t cut too deep, Azalea!” Pratt shouted, sitting in his green pleather
recliner. He was naked, and he had put a sheet underneath himself so that he
wouldn’t stick to the chair. “Will you please look at what you doin’ so you
don’t take my damn toe off my foot?”

“Hush yo’ fuss, Pratt,” Knot replied. “That’s probably exactly what I need
to do.”

Pratt suffered from gout, and he was just coming off of a weeklong flare-
up. She clipped the last nail and slowly lowered his foot to the floor. He had
been in such pain. In bed, he had held Knot’s hand and trembled. And she
had rubbed his chest and told him, “I got ya, Pratt. I got ya.”

A few months after their reunion, the one she hadn’t been in any way
prepared for, Pratt called her and said, “Guess what?” He had not said hello,
nor had he asked how she was doing.

“Tell me or hang up, Pratt.” She was in the middle of helping Cedar write
short sentences.

“I bought it from ’em,” Pratt announced.



Frustrated with the partial information, she hung up on him. But he called
back immediately.

“Why you hang up?” Pratt asked.
“I told you to tell me, or don’t.”
“I bought Pleasant’s old land,” he explained.
And after a brief mull over, Knot said, “That’s foolish. If they weren’t

able to sell it to nobody ’sides you, what make you think you gon’ sell it?”
“I want to live on it,” he answered.
The next mull over was longer. Then she said, “For what? You ain’t got

no family here.”
“What you mean?” he replied, “You and the Lovings gon’ be my family

there.”
“I ain’t studdin’ you, Pratt Shepherd.”
“That’s what your mouth say,” Pratt had countered. “But I know you love

me, Azalea Centre.”
“I’ll be goddamned,” Knot said before hanging up the phone.
Now she was with him, in his mobile home, grooming his feet.
“Thank you, Knot,” he said.
“I’m goin’ home awhile,” she told him. He asked why, and she told him

she wanted to watch more of the soaps. It didn’t make sense—she could
watch them there, he said. “I want to watch my stories in peace,” she replied.

“Peace, huh?” he said.
Pratt’s feelings about her drinking had not wavered. She drank far less

than she had before his permanent return to West Mills—there were stomach
problems—but she still enjoyed a few nice pours per week. Pratt raised a
great deal of hell about those, too. Knot told Pratt that she would be damned
if she were to give up the two weekly drinks, especially since Pep had
persuaded her to accompany her to church twice a month. She even put
money in the collection plate.

“What is it ’bout them soaps you like so much?” Pratt asked. “I remember
a time when it was always a big ol’ book on your lap.”

“They pass the time,” she answered, putting her slippers on and heading
toward his door. “I’ll be back over after the—”

“Oh!” Pratt exclaimed. “I knew it was somethin’ I was s’pose to tell you.



You’ll never, in your whole life, guess who I seen up-bridge yesterday at the
fillin’ station.”

“I ain’t gon’ try to guess,” Knot said. “Who?”
“Guppy,” Pratt said. “Him and his son was at the fillin’ station. That man

is still strange. Just old and strange now.”
Every muscle in Knot’s body locked. That was the form fear had chosen

for Knot today. It locked itself inside her. She could neither blink nor
swallow.

What in the fuck is Mr. Guppy doin’ in West Mills?
Guppy’s son hadn’t remembered Pratt or West Mills, Pratt said. “They

was on they way back to Maryland. Comin’ from visitin’ some people down
in Charlotte. That’s what the son said. Ol’ Guppy ain’t say too much.”

The day after Miss Goldie had run Guppy out of town, she summoned
Knot to the juke joint in the middle of the day. She was sweeping when her
son-in-law escorted Knot inside.

“Me and Guppy come to an agreement,” Miss Goldie told her. That day
she was dressed in a way that reminded Knot of a grandmother—not a
woman who owned and operated a juke joint. “We thought it best he move
on.”

“Where to?” Knot asked.
“Far from here,” Miss Goldie replied, working the broom in one of the

corners of the big room. “He won’t be back. Not while I’m livin’.”
Knot went back and forth as to whether to ask Miss Goldie how she had

managed the Guppy problem. Finally, she decided it might be useful to know
the details, if Miss Goldie would share them.

“I’ll put it to you like this, Knot. And this is how you’ll put it to Guppy if
he ever comes back here botherin’ you. Me, Guppy, and Reverend Walker
had some dealings.”

“Dealings?” Knot repeated. “I don’t take yo’ meaning, Miss Goldie.”
“Oh, come on, now, Knot,” Miss Goldie had said, smiling. “You take my

meanin’.” And after Knot had shrugged, Miss Goldie put her hands on her
hips and clarified, “In my bed, Knot. The dealings was in my bed. The three
of us. Many times.” She resumed with her sweeping. “Guppy couldn’t get
enough of Reverend Walker. Couldn’t get enough. I never seen nothin’ like it



in my life. I enjoyed it, though.”
“Oh,” Knot had said. “I see.”
Now Miss Goldie was no longer around to protect Knot from Guppy. She

and Reverend Walker were both in their graves. Now Guppy was here in
West Mills. Old, with nothing to lose, Knot imagined.

“He ask me how you doin’,” Pratt said. “I tell him you doin’ just fine.
And he tell me to ask you ’bout the pox you had. Pox got hold o’ ya?”

Knot watched Pratt come back to the living room with underpants on, and he
stood in front of her. Where was the limp that the gout had given him? He
had come down the hallway so quickly. And it seemed as though he looked
younger—as if the anger had dialed his age back forty years. She
remembered, just as clear as crystal, the last time he had packed his old
suitcase and left her house.

“When was you gon’ tell me I got a daughter, Azalea?” Pratt asked. “A
daughter that’s a grown woman! A grown daughter that’s got two young’uns
her own self!”

Knot said the first thing that came to her mind: “Fran say she ain’t need to
know who her daddy is!”

“I ain’t ask you what Fran need to know, Azalea,” Pratt said. He paced in
front of her. The muscles in his legs rippled with every step.

“We thought you was dead!” Knot shouted, and she picked up a magazine
from the coffee table and threw it at the wall. “Even Otis Lee and Pep thought
you was dead. You ain’t write or nothin’!”

“But when I came back with Vic and Vera, you couldn’a thought I was
dead!” he said. “Why ain’t you tell me then? Or the first time I asked you
who your girls’ daddy was?” He asked if Otis Lee and Pep knew. But before
she could answer, he said, “Never mind. I don’t even want to know right
now.”

Knot stood up and hastened toward the door. Her hands shook, and she
felt as though a swarm of butterflies had taken up residence in her stomach.

“You betta not walk out that door,” Pratt told her. “We gon’ talk this here
thing out!”

But Knot had already run outside. She missed a step and fell hard into the



warm grass. How Pratt got down the steps so quickly, she could not imagine.
But he was there, helping her up. And he held her.

“You coulda tol’ me, Azalea,” he said. He pulled her closer into his chest.
Knot let her arms drop to her sides. And she heard a loud cry. After

hearing it three times, she realized it was coming from her own mouth. It was
as though the hot sun, or Pratt’s loving grip, was drawing the sound out of
her.

“I got ya, Knot,” Pratt said as he rocked her from side to side.
“I’m so sorry,” she said as best she could. “I’m so sorry, Pratt.”
“It’s all right. I gotcha.”
Knot put her arms around Pratt’s wide waist, and she surrendered to his

tender embrace. He whispered and rocked. Rocked and whispered.
In the kitchen, Pratt handed her a glass of ice water. He had wrapped the

cold glass in a dishrag—just as she would have—and sat next to her.
Who was Eunice’s father? he wanted to know.
“You don’t know him,” Knot said. He said he might. “You don’t. I ain’t

even know him.”

Only once had Fran asked who her father was. The man who had played the
role had not yet been in the ground twelve hours. To Knot, it had seemed that
Fran’s question had been more about breaking the silence that had fallen on
them in Fran’s kitchen than it was about getting an answer. If Knot had
known how genuine Fran was being when she had once said she didn’t care
who her real father was, Knot and Pratt might have been far less nervous
when they sat her down an hour later.

“I kinda thought he was,” Fran said. Ten-year-old Lady Coy was sitting
between her legs as she greased the child’s scalp. Knot had asked Fran if she
didn’t think Lady Coy ought to go upstairs or outside to play while they
talked. Fran said she didn’t keep secrets from her children. “But like I told
you a long time ago, it don’t matter a whole lot to me,” she went on. She
would be lying if she claimed to have never wondered what her father might
look, act, and sound like, she said. But it had never been something she
thought a lot about.

“Ma,” Lady Coy said. “Is my daddy my real daddy?”



“Be quiet, Coy,” Fran scolded.
That’s why you oughta send her outdoors, like I tol’ you from the first.
Knot glanced over at Pratt, who now donned a somber expression. He

looked as though he had been the one who’d grown up without knowing his
real father.

“It’s nice having you around,” Fran told him. “You already got my girls
spoiled.” Pratt smiled like the Cheshire cat and leaned back in his chair.

If Fran wondered ’bout her real pa sometimes, Eunice probably
wondered ’bout hers, too.

Feeling relieved, Knot leaned back in her chair as well. She might feel a
little more relieved if she knocked on Eunice’s door and said, Yo’ real pa’s
first name is William and he’s from Wilmington, Delaware. I called him
Delaware William ’cause I didn’t want to know his whole name. Didn’t need
to. And he could sing like nobody’s business. That’s all I know ’bout him. I’m
sorry. But Knot trusted Breezy to know his wife.

Back at the mobile home, Knot and Pratt ate Spam sandwiches on Wonder
Bread and shared a beer.

“A glass of water’ll be stronger than this,” Knot said, sliding her half
glass of beer toward Pratt.

Pratt had cut the sandwiches diagonally. They tasted better that way, he
had insisted. Goin’ the same place, no matter how ya slice it.

Sandwiches eaten and beer flattened, Pratt looked across the table and
asked, “What else I miss while I was gone, Azalea? You ain’t got no husband
under the floorboards or nothin’, do ya?”

Well, Otis Lee’s sister ain’t his sister. She’s his mama. He don’t know it,
but I do. I knew it ’fore I even met you. And I ain’t gon’ tell him, or nobody
else who don’t already know. ’Cause it’ll hurt him some kinda bad. And it
ain’t none of my business.

“We in West Mills, on Antioch Lane,” Knot said. “If I tell ya anything
else, I’ll have to make it up.”

Knot was right. Two years later in ’78, getting house numbers excited just
about everyone in town. “We a real city now!” people said to one another. In
’80, West Mills’s first nursing home—privately owned—was built. The



Penningtons and the Edgars were its primary investors. And in August of ’82,
just a week after Knot returned to West Mills after having gone to Ahoskie to
help Iris attend to the business of burying Leonard, Knot had to slap Eunice
Loving.

“I need to go up-bridge,” Knot said to Valley, who lay on her couch as if
he owned every thread of its upholstery. He had been staying in her house
because there was a possum family living under his, and one of them had
found a way inside. Until he could get someone to go out and close the
possums’ passageway, he refused to stay there at night.

“Them fuckers act like they payin’ me rent or something, Knot,” he had
grumbled when he came with a bag of clothes. He was more than welcome in
her house, she said—especially since she was now spending most of her time
at Pratt’s.

Valley told Knot that it was too hot to walk up-bridge and that he would
not be going with her. He had made two mistakes: assuming she wanted him
to come along, and assuming she planned to walk up-bridge while the day’s
temperatures were in the high nineties.

A few minutes later, Knot stood in front of Fran’s porch and yelled, “Hey,
in there!”

“Yeah!” Fran hollered back.
“What ya know?”
“Nothin’,” Fran replied.
“Take me up-bridge.”
“When?” Fran asked.
Knot made her way up the porch steps. She knocked twice with a knuckle

and walked in. From the strong smell of pine-scented cleaner, Knot figured
Fran had just mopped the kitchen floor. The smell reminded Knot of all her
years as a domestic. She knew it had to have been Fran who had mopped
because she had never seen Cedar or Lady Coy holding so much as a dustrag.

“Can’t you take me now?” Knot insisted.
Fran lay stretched out long on her couch. She wore a T-shirt and a pair of

cut-off denim shorts and was smoking a cigarette. And since she was not
wearing her wig, her short-cut hair was sticking in every possible direction.
Fran was busy watching the game show Knot couldn’t stand. They just got



married and they foolish enough to go on TV so everybody can see how much
they don’t know one another?

“You hear me, Fran?”
“Ain’t got time to go up-bridge right now,” Fran told her. “I’m gettin’

ready to get supper goin’. Pratt can’t take you?”
“You getting’ forgetful,” Knot said. She reminded Fran that Pratt had left

that morning to go to Chesapeake for his great-niece’s third wedding. “You
gon’ take me or what?”

“Later on, Knot. Shit.” Fran smashed her cigarette in the ashtray.
Knot heard Cedar and Lady Coy talking in the room upstairs. She looked

at the ceiling, then back at Fran.
“Well, can’t Cedar drive me right quick?” Knot heard Lady Coy say,

“Nope.” That’s one sixteen-year-old who got enough mouth for us all.
Knot was surprised to find the girls at home. Since they had gotten their

driver’s licenses—they had gotten them on the same day—the two of them
had been taking the hour-long drive up to Norfolk two or three times a week
to go to the shopping malls. According to Breezy, he was nearly going broke
because all three of his children were constantly at those malls.

Figuring that no one in Fran’s house seemed likely to hurry and give her
the ride, she let herself drop onto the felt tangerine armchair that matched the
couch Fran lay stretched out on.

“Well, I’ll rest here awhile and talk to ya ’til ya ready, I guess.”
A minute later Fran had on the red wig that made her look like the woman

from The Facts of Life, and the two of them were headed to Fran’s old
Chevrolet pickup.

Knot heard a car speeding up the lane, kicking up rocks, the engine
revving. It was Eunice. And she turned into Fran’s driveway. Lord, have
mercy.

“What in the devil do she want?” Knot said.
Fran opened the truck door and tossed her keys and pocketbook on the

seat. Then she put her hands on her hips. Eunice parked her shiny burgundy
Datsun close behind Fran’s truck. She slammed her car door so hard, Knot
wondered how the driver’s side hadn’t caved in.

“Fran Waters,” Eunice said. “We need to have a word.”



“No, we don’t need to ‘have a word,’ ” Fran told her, “’cause I ain’t in the
mood for nothin’ you got goin’. So, you can get back in your lil car and—”

“Trying to get me voted out, aren’t you?” Eunice accused. Knot was glad
that Eunice had the good sense to stand where she was. I ain’t got the
strength to keep Fran off her if she say the wrong thing.

“Voted out of what, Eunice?” Fran asked.
“Don’t play dumb with me,” Eunice snapped. “I already know what

you’re plotting. And all I have to say is, if y’all can find somebody who’ll do
as much for those choirs as I have for free, then help yourselves.”

Knot almost burst into laughter when she heard what Eunice had come
there to discuss. Instead, she giggled. She was sure Eunice had come because
Breezy had, again, begun to spend a lot of time at Fran’s house—something
Knot had decided, years ago, not to mention. Waste of my breath.

“I don’t know nothin’ ’bout it,” Fran insisted. But since Eunice had come
there about choir business, Fran reminded Eunice that she had, for the past
five months, asked that Eunice put in an order to have the piano tuned. It still
hadn’t been done, Fran pointed out.

“And for that you want me out?” Eunice asked.
“Didn’t I just tell you I don’t know nothin’ ’bout no votin’?” Fran said.

Her job was to sit at the piano on Thursday nights for rehearsals, and for
Sunday morning worship services. “I don’t know and I don’t care about
nothin’ else y’all do.”

“I should’ve known you wouldn’t own up to it,” Eunice scoffed.
Knot saw Valley come out of her house and onto her porch, his hands on

his hips. But before he could take the first step down, Knot waved her arm
and fanned her hand, signaling him not to come.

Knot stood and listened as Fran and Eunice repeated the same foolishness
over and over: “You want me voted out,” one daughter said. “I don’t care
’bout no choir president,” said the other.

Eunice ain’t offered me so much as a glance since she hopped outta that
little car of hers.

To expect a hug or a conversation from Eunice would have been
ridiculous, Knot well knew. But, shit, a lil head nod or just a lil look-over
woulda been just plain civil, Eunice.



Over the years, these thoughts about Eunice had passed through Knot’s
mind many times, and she had mentioned them to Otis Lee more than once.

“I wouldn’t worry ’bout that too much if I was you,” Otis Lee had
advised. Breezy and Eunice had been married two years. “I’m her father-in-
law. And before that, I was just like a uncle to her. But sometimes I still catch
her lookin’ at me like she scared I’m gon’ steal her china dishes.”

From somewhere around a corner, Pep had yelled, “She ain’t got no china
dishes! I seen real china plates on the east side of the canal. And them plates
Eunice Manning got ain’t it.”

“She’s Eunice Loving now, Pep,” Otis Lee reminded her.
Knot remembered feeling an urge to defend Eunice against Pep’s words,

but she couldn’t. Pep and Otis Lee knew Eunice far better than she did.
While Fran and Eunice argued back and forth about the choir business,

Knot had a chance to look Eunice over. If only Eunice behaved as beautifully
as she looked and dressed, Knot thought to herself. Seldom did Eunice leave
home without wearing a skirt suit. Arguing with Fran, Eunice wore a baby
blue one. But for what? Just to run an errand or two or to go sit with Brock
and Ayra? She looked as though she were en route to an office job, maybe at
West Mills Savings and Loans. But Knot and everyone else knew that Eunice
hadn’t worked anywhere since she sold the general store three years earlier,
in 1979.

Just as Knot was about to walk over to Fran and ask if she was going to
ever get a ride up-bridge—the store’s owner was known for closing for lunch
—Cedar and Lady Coy came out onto the porch. Cedar lit a cigarette that was
longer than the ones Fran smoked. She wore an A-shirt and a pair of white
shorts to match. Four straight rows of pink hair rollers covered her head. All
Lady Coy wore was a black slip. No rollers.

“I swear,” Lady Coy remarked. “Y’all be fussin’ over some of the
dumbest shit.”

“Go back in the house, please, Coy,” Cedar ordered.
“Why you tellin’ me to go back in the—”
“You don’t help things,” Cedar cut in. “Won’t keep yo’ mouth shut. Go!”
Lady Coy went back inside, letting the screen door slam behind her. Knot

wondered where they had learned to do all of that door slamming. They



didn’t get that from me. Everybody know I throw dishes.
“That sounds like choir meeting business to me, Eunice,” Cedar said.

“Not something that oughta be talked about in our yard.” She stood tall on the
edge of the porch.

Dinah Bright.
“What do we need a choir meeting for?” Eunice said. “I’m meeting with

the ringleader right now.”
Then Fran said, “I’m gon’ say it one more time and then you best go: I

don’t know nothin’ ’bout what you—”
“She just needs to leave,” Cedar interrupted. “That’s all. And I mean it.”
“Who do you think you’re talking to?” Eunice asked Cedar. “I know you

haven’t had much of a decent raising with her as a mama”—she pointed at
Fran—“but you won’t talk to me any kind of way.”

When Knot and her sisters still lived at home, Iris and Mary got into the
occasional push and shove, for which their pa would shame them. He told
them that they looked like crazy people and that he would not have it.

“Stop this mess! Hear?” Knot yelled, walking toward her daughters. Fran
took a step back; she looked shocked. “Y’all too old for this shit!”

“She’s full of the devil,” Eunice argued, pointing again. “All of you are!
Breezy, too!”

“Leave my yard, Eunice,” Fran commanded.
“Eunice,” Knot said, “I think you best lea—”
“Shut up!” Eunice shouted. “Drunk bitch!” She sucked her teeth and

made a face as though she wanted to spit. “Nobody wants to hear you.”
Knot had not meant to do it. And after Eunice made that sound—the

whine—Knot wanted to take back the open hand that had landed on Eunice’s
lips.

Fran and Cedar were now a statue of two goddesses holding hands.
Eunice yelled, “Bitch!” once more before bursting into tears and leaving

in her Datsun.
Knot, Fran, and Cedar sat on the top step of Fran’s porch, Knot in the

center. Cedar and Fran both smoked fresh cigarettes.
“Ain’t y’all got anything to say? Besides sittin’ there puffin’ on them

things,” Knot scolded.



Cedar sucked her teeth and went inside shaking her head.
Fran looked over at Knot, frowning. She asked, “You all right?”
“I ain’t mean to hit her,” Knot said. “God knows I didn’t, Fran.”
“Eunice’ll live,” Fran reassured her, rubbing Knot’s back.
They sat quietly—until Lady Coy yelled from the upstairs window.
“Ma!” she said. “Y’all still going up-bridge or what? I got the taste for a

cold pop.”
Knot looked up at the window. Lady Coy didn’t wait for Fran to give an

answer before disappearing back into the house.
On the drive up-bridge, after they’d been flagged down by Valley and

picked him up, Knot asked Fran to stop by Eunice’s house so that she could
apologize. She wanted to say sorry for more than the slap.

“Don’t do it, Fran,” Valley said. Knot was sitting between the two of
them. She wouldn’t be able to get out at the stop sign if Fran refused to stop.

“I ain’t takin’ her there,” Fran snapped, “Eunice’ll call the law quick as
that.” She snapped her fingers. “She ain’t have no business talkin’ to you like
that. No business comin’ to my house the way she did, either.”

Fran must think I’m slow in the head, Knot thought.
“You know damn well that ain’t what Eunice really come to fuss about,”

Knot said. “You heard what she said ’bout Breezy, just like I heard.”
“Leave that alone, Knot,” Valley said. Knot told him to shut up.
Fran sighed and they rode the rest of the way in silence.
On the ride back to Antioch Lane, Fran asked if they wanted to be

dropped off at Pratt’s or at Knot’s house.
“Pratt’s,” Knot answered. And to Valley she said, “You go on to my

house. I ain’t in the mood for you right now.” Fran dropped Valley off first,
which made no sense, but Knot said nothing.

Now in Pratt’s driveway, Knot began, “I just want to know one thing.”
She held up one finger.

“I don’t want to hear it, Knot,” Fran grumbled.
“Will you please, please leave Breezy alone and let her have him?”
“Get yo’ bags and close the door, Knot,” Fran said.
“Nope.”
“Eunice still got Breezy,” Fran pointed out. “She’s his wife.”



“Eunice ain’t got him all to herself, though.”
“Get yo’ bags, Azalea Marie Centre, and close my door.”
“You think I care ’bout you callin’ out my whole name?” Knot asked. She

collected her two brown bags but she did not close the door. “Breezy and
Eunice is husband and wife.”

“I just said that,” Fran said.
“Well, since you know it so goddamn good, leave him alone.”
“It’s your turn to tell me one thing,” Fran countered, holding up one

finger. “When you gon’ stop drinkin’ like that doctor been tellin’ you?”
If the question hadn’t stunned her, the look on Fran’s face did.
“Go to hell, Fran” was all Knot could think of to say. And now it was her

turn to slam a door.
On Pratt’s sofa, Knot sat with the unopened bottle of rum in her hand.
I got Fran tellin’ me what to do and lookin’ worried ’bout me. I got

Eunice callin’ me a drunk bitch. And I got Otis Lee thinkin’ he can trust me.
Knot drank only one shot of the rum. She lay on the couch, wishing Pratt

were there. Otis Lee would force her to take the hug she needed, but he’d just
lecture her the second he released her from his embrace.

Knot tried as hard as she could to get that sound out of her head—the
sound of Eunice’s whine. She was grateful for the knock at the door. It was
Valley.

“Get up and open this door,” he demanded.
“Didn’t you hear me tell you I ain’t in the mood?” Knot asked, still lying

on the couch. Valley seemed to know she wasn’t going to get up, so he came
in without being invited.

“Knot,” Valley began, sitting in Pratt’s chair, “I think it’s nice of you to
worry ’bout the girls. They yours. But you just as well turn it loose. They
been doin’ that dance for a long time. Probably don’t even know how to do it
no different.” He stood up again to turn on the television. “They all right,
Knot.”

Knot lay there looking at the television, knowing Valley was right and
refusing to tell him so. She felt a little at ease. But now that the sound of
Eunice’s whine was gone, it was the image of Fran’s sad eyes that haunted
Knot when she closed her own and tried to sleep. And again she heard her



Fran say, When you gon’ stop drinkin’ like that doctor been tellin’ you?



 

TWENTY

Ice water poured in a jar. That was what Otis Lee wanted to take outside with
him. Not a bottle of pop or the small bottle of prune juice Pep had set out for
him before she left the house. Breezy had given her a ride to the hospital to
visit Knot and Valley. Otis Lee had gone to see them both the day before.
Visiting Valley was the easy part. Valley hadn’t known Otis Lee was there. It
would have been the same if he had been awake.

Knot was in better shape—alert and ornery. She wanted to go home. But
her doctors said it was too soon. Knot was weaker than he’d ever seen her,
and there was a gurgling cough. Otis Lee had been tossing and turning with
worry since Knot had been admitted. And his appetite was hit or miss. But
for the past couple of days he had had other things on his mind—things that
took up almost as much space as his worry for Knot.

Outside, under the shade tree that Cedar, La’Roy, and Sequoia had helped
him plant ten years ago, in ’77, Otis Lee sat and enjoyed the morning peace
and quiet.

He hadn’t been there five minutes when he looked up and saw Pratt
coming his way. Usually, Otis Lee liked to have some just‒Otis Lee time
under the tree, but today he was glad to see his friend coming to join him. He
imagined Pratt needed the company, too.

Once Pratt was seated, Otis Lee said, “I got butterflies.”
“What ya say?” Pratt asked. He used his finger to push his ear gristle in

Otis Lee’s direction.
“I say I got butterflies.” Otis Lee kept forgetting he had to speak loud for

Pratt. That little microphone they had put in Pratt’s ear didn’t seem to be up



to its purpose. Money down the commode. “I’m gettin’ on the airplane in a
few days. Goin’ to New York to ’tend to some business.”

“Well, is the butterflies ’bout the plane or is they ’bout the business?”
“Both,” Otis Lee said. And since Pratt was taking too long to ask, Otis

Lee added, “You want to know what the business is ’bout?” Pratt said yes,
and Otis Lee swore him to secrecy.

“Don’t y’all get tired of secrets?” Pratt wanted to know.
Otis Lee told Pratt about a letter that had come a few days back, from a

lawyer’s office in Brooklyn. The letter said that Otis Lee had inherited two
houses—side by side—and there was some money in the bank. Essie had
died a couple of months earlier, and she had left it all to him.

“Good gracious!” Pratt exclaimed.
Otis Lee said he was shocked because he imagined Essie had died a long,

long time ago, since he hadn’t heard from her since her unannounced visit in
the early ’60s.

“Now, if I’m seventy-nine, that mean Essie live to be ninety-five, ninety-
six.” They both used folded paper towels to wipe sweat from their foreheads
as they talked about how few people live that long anymore.

When the mailman had come to deliver the letter, Otis Lee was sitting
outside, watching Cedar’s four-year-old twin boys throw a football around.

“And the twins, they run over and ask him if he got a piece of candy.
Them two don’t forget nothin’, do they, Pratt?”

“They smart,” Pratt affirmed.
“Smart, and bad as shit,” Otis Lee said. And Pratt agreed.
“Long story short, the letter say I got ’til September the fifteenth to

respond. And I ain’t gon’ drag my feet on it.”
Pratt agreed with that too, and he said so.
Cedar had told Otis Lee that she thought it best if she and her husband

drove him to New York.
“But I say noooo. I’m gettin’ old. I want to fly one time ’fore y’all stand

’round a hole and throw dirt in my face. Cedar laugh and tell me I was talkin’
crazy.”

“You gon’ live a long time, Otis Lee!” Pratt said.
“Already been a long time,” Otis Lee replied.



Pratt asked Otis Lee if it might be best to take Breezy to New York along
with him. “People in the North is crazy,” he said.

“No!” Otis Lee said. He hadn’t yet told Breezy or Pep about the lawyer’s
letter. Breezy, Otis Lee believed, would be after the two houses in Brooklyn.
And Eunice would be after much more, he said.

“Well, sit down, man,” Pratt said. “You gon’ work yo’self up.”
Otis Lee looked down at his feet and tried to remember when he had

stood up. He had lost his cool, and he didn’t like it. Get yo’self together, Otis
Lee. He leaned back in his chair and tapped his fingers on the armrests.

“Goin’ to New York without tellin’ Pep?” Pratt asked.
It had all been worked out. Cedar would pick Otis Lee up once Pep had

gone to visit the sick and the shut-in, and they would leave a note for Pep
saying they were safe and attending to something in Brooklyn. They would
call her once they arrived safely.

“What if Pep don’t go visitin’?”
Otis Lee almost stood up again. He shouted, “Don’t jinx me, Pratt!”
Then, Pratt asked about Otis Lee’s plan for the houses he was to inherit.
“Ya know, Pratt, I’m gon’ tell you the funniest thing. After I read the

letter from the lawyer’s office, I was watchin’ the twins play. The biggest one
come runnin’ over to me and say, ‘PawPaw, can you take us up-bridge. We
want a icy.’ And I say, ‘Naw, Mackum. Cedar put ice cream in my Frigidaire
for y’all. I ain’t goin’ up-bridge today.’ Then he and the lil one—”

“Robert,” Pratt said.
“Yeah. Robert,” Otis Lee said. “They start to laughin’ and fallin’ all out in

the grass.” Pratt looked confused, so Otis Lee held one finger up and
continued. “Mackum say, ‘PawPaw, my name is Malcolm.’ And I say, ‘Well,
ain’t that what I just say, Mackum?’ And they fall right out and laugh some
more. I keep sayin’ the name wrong so they can laugh and fall out.”

“They funny, ain’t they?” Pratt said, and he smiled. He wasn’t wearing his
dentures.

“Pratt, I’m gon’ tell you the truth. Seein’ them boys laughin’ and havin’ a
good time like that really made me feel good. They ain’t got a care in the
world, and I don’t want ’em to never have to worry ’bout the kinds o’ stuff
we had to when we was young.” The two side-by-side houses in Brooklyn



would go to Malcolm and Robert, Otis Lee told him. “That way they got a
head start in the world.”

“That’s smart,” Pratt said.
“I worry ’bout them boys, though, ’cause Robert say to me, ‘PawPaw, can

we pleeeeeease have a icy from up-bridge? I don’t want no ice cream.’ And
he wouldn’t let up, Pratt. Steady tellin’ me he want the icy, not the ice cream.
And Mackum, he ain’t put up no fuss. He was happy to have the regular ice
cream from the Frigidaire.”

“What’s yo’ worry?” Pratt asked.
“I don’t know which one of ’em to be worried ’bout the most—the one

who take the first thing that get offered to him, or the one who always want
what he want.” They looked at each other and nodded. “Either way, I’m
leavin’ Essie’s houses to them. But when I get up to New York, in that
lawyer’s office, I got to remember not to go in there callin’ her Essie, ’cause
the letter calls her Ellen O’Heeney, and that’s what I’m gon’ say. She change
her name when she went up north. She was passin’ for white. You remember
me tellin’ ’bout all that, don’t ya?” Pratt said he remembered some of the
story.

They sat quietly. For men their age, to speak of passing was akin to
speaking ill of the dead.

“I don’t mean no disrespect, Otis Lee,” Pratt said. “But how yo’ mama get
two young’uns from white mens?”

“It wasn’t no mens,” Otis Lee corrected. “Only Essie got the white father.
My father wasn’t white. Not one bit white.”

“I ain’t mean nothing by it,” Pratt said. “I just … well …”
“What?” Otis Lee asked.
“You yella,” Pratt pointed out. He whispered it.
Otis Lee told Pratt that some Negroes are just born light, but it didn’t

mean they had a white mother or father.
“Maybe my pa had some light-skinned folks in his family or somethin’,”

Otis Lee mused. He had never met his father’s family. They had lived
somewhere in the islands. “You want some of this ice water, Pratt?”

“Naw. I’m all right.”
“Go on and have some,” Otis Lee said, “’cause if you pass out, I can’t



help you up.”
Pratt took the large jar and drank. Otis Lee did the same before reminding

Pratt about Essie’s brothel and all the ways she and her husband made their
money.

“Hard life, though,” Pratt remarked, and he belched.
“Yeah,” Otis Lee said. He belched, too. “And that O’Heeney, he was

somethin’ else, Pratt. When I was there workin’ in they house, he would
stand at the top of the steps and holler, ‘Ellen!’ I could hear him all the way
downstairs in the cellar. I’d be down there polishin’ shoes that belonged to
the johns.” Otis Lee slid to the edge of his chair. “Essie would say, ‘Yes,
Thomas Dear?’ I never heard her call him just plain Thomas. Was always
Thomas Dear. And he would say, ‘Send the half-breed up here with his
shaving kit, would ya? I can’t go out with a chin full of stubble.’ I don’t think
he ever did know my name.” O’Heeney, who believed Otis Lee was the son
of one of the runaway girls who once worked at the brothel, also called Otis
Lee a nigger. Otis Lee never figured out how O’Heeney decided which awful
term to use. All the while, Essie would just say, “Yes, Thomas Dear.”

“Well, Pratt,” Otis Lee said, “things a lil better now, I guess. Times of
folk being called niggas and half-breeds is done. It’s 19 and 87!”

“That’s right,” Pratt said. They glanced at each other and looked out at the
yard. A neighbor passed by and blew her truck horn. Otis Lee and Pratt both
waved. “You lucky your sister loved you, Otis Lee,” Pratt said. “Shit. You
couldn’t mess with folk when they was tryin’ to pass. They’d kill ya.”

It was something Otis Lee had considered before going to Essie’s house,
back in the ’20s, he said. He had told her that two of his friends, Phil and
Brock, were in New York with him and that they knew the truth, too. But it
was a lie. Phillip had returned to West Mills with Lady, and Brock had
returned even sooner, Otis Lee said.

“Brock was workin’ in Edgars’s general store. He put all his money
together and bought it off him when Edgars took his business on the other
side of the canal. All that was long, long ’fore you moved ’round here, Pratt.”

Pratt nodded and they sat and let the occasional breeze blow across them.
A stray cat that lived under Otis Lee’s porch came and sat with them. The cat
had taken to him much like the hen Ruby had decades ago. Otis Lee did not



know whether the cat was male or female. It didn’t matter.
Pratt asked if Valley was doing any better.
“No change,” Otis Lee said. “You ain’t say nothin’ to—”
“Naw,” Pratt said. “Naw.” Otis Lee said he believed God was making

Valley rest from all the traveling he had done over the years. They both
shook their heads and looked out into the yard.

“How you and Phil and Brock decide on the North?”
“We wanted us some better work, decent work,” Otis Lee explained.

“Somethin’ ’sides diggin’ ditches and that kinda thing.”
Otis Lee had told Rose and Ma Noni that he was going north. They hadn’t

had much to say about his plan—at first. “They ain’t think I meant it.”
Otis Lee had not been able to get work at the one lumber mill that was in

business at the time, he said. For a while he had worked in the fields with
Rose and Ma Noni. And sometimes he had even joined them in their
domestic work on the east side of the canal.

“Got tired of that, though. Quick. One day I say to Ma Noni, ‘I’m through
cleanin’ houses with y’all. That’s women’s work.’ She was sittin’ at the table,
mixin’ stuff up to make cornbread. She say, ‘Come here and taste this, see if
it’s sweet enough.’ And, Pratt, when I bent over to taste the spoon, she went
upside my face so fast—great day in the mornin’!” Otis Lee held the side of
his face as if he still felt the sting.

“She got ya, ain’t she?” Pratt asked.
“Yeah,” Otis Lee said. He relished the memory. Essie’s visit had almost

ruined all his memories of Ma Noni. Otis Lee knew most of what Essie had
told him was probably true, but Ma Noni had never shown him anything but
love.

Ma Noni had told him to never again say women’s work in her presence.
She had dared him to try and imagine the things she had done when she was a
young woman to keep a roof over her head and over the heads of her younger
brothers and sisters. Ma Noni had said that cleaning up after people had been
a breeze in comparison.

“Pratt, after that wood spoon went upside my jaw, I ain’t say that shit
’round her no more.”

Otis Lee had waited two weeks after Ma Noni hit him to tell her and Rose



that he and Brock were definitely heading north. Rose objected and worried.
“She said, ‘People act like the North is heaven or somethin’,’ ” Otis Lee told
Pratt. “I believe she was sad ’cause she was tired of losing folk she loved.”

“Who she lose?” Pratt asked.
“What you mean, ‘who she lose?’ ” Otis Lee said. “She lost Essie, she lost

my father, and she was gon’ lose me ’cause I was movin’ away.” He looked
at Pratt and saw that he was working his mouth around. “You want some
more water, Pratt?”

“I’m fine.”
“You ain’t fine,” Otis Lee said. “Here.” Otis Lee passed the jar of cool

water to Pratt, and he watched him drink two gulps before he start talking
again. “Ma Noni was cookin’, sweepin’ the floor, or wipin’ somethin’,
seemed like.” Ma Noni came around to the idea of Otis Lee going off into the
world, and she trusted Otis Lee with Phillip and Brock. “Ma Noni say to me,
‘Them is good boys you want to go ’long with. Y’all been taught to look out
for one and each.’ ”

But Ma Noni hadn’t liked his plan to find Essie.
“Ma Noni flew hot! She come walkin’ to me quick. I step back ’cause you

never know what she was gon’ do. Ma Noni was swift, man. Great day!”
“She go upside your head again?” Pratt asked.
“Nah,” Otis Lee said. Ma Noni had asked him if he was crazy. “She look

at me and say, ‘What you think Essie gon’ do if you turn up talkin’ ’bout
‘Essie! Essie! Big Sista Essie!’? Think she gon’ invite you in and hug ya?’ ”
The memory of Ma Noni’s anger when speaking about Essie reminded him
of the talk he’d had with Essie at his kitchen table.

Otis Lee told Pratt that it was his aunt Gertrude who had told him that
Essie was in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Pratt said he remembered Gertrude and that
he had always thought she was strange. Pratt said he’d once thought Ma Noni
and Gertrude were sisters. It had been a common error, Otis Lee said. “Ma
Noni had Gertrude when she was real young. Fifteen or sixteen. Somewhere
’long that age.”

And when Pratt asked how Gertrude knew where Essie was, Otis Lee was
reminded of the fact that he never knew the truth about that. “Gertrude ain’t
tell me. But I know she come back to West Mills with a whole lot of money.



And I mean a lot, Pratt.” He held his hands apart, as if he were holding a big
pot of gold. “But my mama tol’ me that Gertrude used to tell folks lies ’bout
they future, and they paid good money to know. She made a killin’ from it,
too.”

Gertrude had advised Otis Lee to go north, make money, and come back.
Think of your future, and the children you might have one day, she said. She
thought his plan to look for Essie—who she referred to as being blood but not
family—would only lead him to troublesome times. But Otis Lee should do
what felt right for him, she said. Then she poured him a cup of a strange-
looking tea. It would clean him out before his journey, she said.

“Looked like some ol’ ditch water to me,” Otis Lee recalled. “But I drank
it, and I was back and forth to the outhouse all night!”

Pratt roared with laughter.
“Well, Pratt,” Otis Lee said, “I’m goin’ on indoors. It’s time for my

before-lunch nap.”
They shook hands, and Otis Lee walked toward his porch. The cat walked

in front of him as if it thought Otis Lee had forgotten the way.
When Otis Lee was about to step inside, Pratt called out to him.
“What you gon’ do Thursday mornin’?”
“What ya mean?” Otis Lee asked.
“’Bout them butterflies?”
Otis Lee looked at Pratt for a second and said, “I ain’t got the butterflies

no more.”



 

TWENTY-ONE

It was the thirteenth day Knot had been in the hospital, if she’d counted
correctly. One thing was certain: she’d been hooked to the dialysis machine
five times. Five times she had felt as though she were freezing to death—it
was summer—while her burgundy blood moved out of one arm, through the
clear wide tubes, into the machine, and back into her body through the other
arm. Five times.

The doctors had managed to get her stomach working well enough that
she could eat solid foods, and the fever had subsided. But if I could just lay in
my own bed, breathe in the smell of my own house, my own stuff, my own self,
I’d be a lot more comfortable.

“When y’all gon’ let me outta here?” Knot asked the brunette nurse who
was there taking her vitals. Those were the first words she had spoken in
hours. She was surprised by her own whisper.

“We’d have to get your strength up quite a bit first, Miss Centre,” the
nurse said. “Not to mention your kidneys. Those kidneys of yours are
misbehaving. Dr. Taylor is going to want to see some improvement with
them before he—”

“Dr. Taylor can go to—”
“May I have one of your arms?” the nurse asked. Knot used the little

strength she had gathered from breakfast to pull her left arm from under the
top sheet and the store-bought quilt Pep had brought to her a couple of days
after she was admitted. She had asked Pep to bring the yellow quilt from her
closet. Pep had also purchased a new book for Knot—a gift. On the front
cover there was a half-naked couple looking into each other’s eyes.



“Why you bring this?” Knot asked.
“’Cause I ain’t seen you read like you used to.”
Knot thought about asking Pep if she remembered what she had once said

to her years ago about reading, and life. But instead she said, “Thanks, Pep.”
Knot felt a tightening around her arm as the nurse squeezed the black

rubber ball. Four squeezes, pause, four more squeezes, pause.
“Y’all keepin’ me here for the money. I ain’t gon’ get well. Shit. I can die

at home.”
A couple of days after Fran had brought Knot into the emergency room—

Fran had carried her just as a groom carries his new bride across a threshold
—the doctor told them that Knot’s kidneys weren’t pulling their weight,
which explained why she often went more than half a day without urinating.
The coughing had taken its toll, too. It was one of the coughing spells that
had caused her to faint. When she had come to, Fran was lifting her from the
bathroom floor.

“If I hadn’t walked over there to take you a plate,” Fran remarked an hour
after Knot had been admitted, “ain’t no tellin’ what would’ve happened.”

“Well,” Knot said, “what was on the plate?” Fran rolled her eyes. Pratt
told Knot to be quiet and rest.

Knot didn’t want to hear Fran’s account of how the ambulance took too
long to get there, forcing her to take Knot to the hospital herself, worried sick
all the way there. Knot didn’t care to hear Fran say how limp Knot had been
when she’d lifted her. Knot had heard it three times too many. But it was the
terrified, serious look Fran had on her face that haunted Knot most of all.
Pratt sat next to her bed, showing her the same terrified, serious look. It was
the same look Pratt had given her when she told him to get out of her house,
that morning in ’41, after they had made Fran.

It was a good thing, Knot thought, that Fran had Pratt—that they had each
other. The two of them got along well—so well that Knot had become
jealous. She had felt that same jealousy when Fran took her to Ahoskie
during the week of Leonard’s funeral. Iris showed Fran more attention than
she showed her own grandchildren.

Since Knot had been admitted, it seemed to her that everyone who visited
sat around with serious looks. Fran, Pratt, Otis Lee, Pep, Valley, Breezy,



Cedar, and Lady Coy. Even La’Roy had been by to see her for a few minutes;
he brought the look too, as well as a friend.

“I must not have but a few minutes left to live if you come to see me,”
Knot said to La’Roy as he stood at the foot of her bed.

“You’ll outlive all of West Mills, Knot,” he replied. The red roses he’d
bought for her were pretty. She didn’t care a great deal for roses. But these
here roses come from La’Roy, she thought. He looked a lot like what Knot
could remember of Delaware William.

La’Roy hadn’t visited Knot at home more than six or seven times in his
entire life. And those visits only happened when he came with Breezy to fix a
pipe or to patch up a soft spot on the floor. But Knot hadn’t expected visits
from La’Roy. Ayra and Pep are the grandmas he know.

Knot glanced over at La’Roy’s friend.
“You can come away from the wall, young man,” she said. “It ain’t gon’

fall in on us.” The friend and La’Roy looked at each other and smiled. She
saw La’Roy gesture with his eyes for the friend to come closer to him, but the
friend did not move.

“Y’all got girlfriends?” Knot asked, having already decided what the true
answer was. She wanted to have a little fun. It’s borin’ in here. Shit.

Knot had asked La’Roy how his schooling was going. He was enrolled at
the college—mathematics. He’d said it was all going well. The news made
Knot feel proud. She knew her pa would feel proud, too.

“Do as the doctors tell you, Knot,” La’Roy advised after sitting with her
for half an hour. He kissed her on both cheeks and then on her forehead, all
while he held her hand. He said he would visit again in a couple of days. And
on his way out of her room, he said, “My mama sends her get-well wishes,
Knot.”

That might have explained the dreams. In a couple of Knot’s dreams,
Eunice, too, had come and stood next to the bed with a serious look. That
dream reminded Knot of the slap. She never got a chance to apologize, face-
to-face, for that, or for anything. If it had not been for Otis Lee getting Brock
to talk to Eunice, and getting Eunice to agree to a brief phone call with Knot,
there probably would have never been a talk at all. Eunice was quiet on the
phone. She told Knot she was sorry, too, for speaking to an elder person the



way she had, and for calling her such an awful thing. Knot didn’t want the
apology. “But thank you, Eunice,” she said.

Knot was tired of serious looks. And now this nurse was back again with
that goddamn blood pressure thing and a goddamn thermometer that had been
God knows where. The nurse was wearing her own serious look, too. Writing
stuff down on those papers.

“Have you thought about what we discussed, Miss Centre?” the nurse
asked.

“Ain’t I already tol’ you I’m saved?” Knot replied. “I sure do wish you’d
let up ’bout that. Shit.”

The nurse giggled and said, “Close your eyes, Miss Centre. Let’s have a
word with God.”

“Lord, have mercy,” Knot said, rolling her eyes. The nurse put her hand
on Knot’s shoulder.

“Heavenly Father, we call on you today to ask for healing …”
Where the hell is Valley when you need him? She was sure Valley would

tell the nurse to do her job and leave.
“In Jesus’s name we pray,” the nurse ended, “Amen.”
“Did Valley come to see me when I was on the machine?” Knot asked.

The nurse did not know who Valley was. “The one in the wheelchair. Bald on
top, white cornrows ’round the sides and back of his head.” The nurse said
she hadn’t seen him.

The senior living center that Valley lived in was next door to the hospital,
separated only by an alley no more than ten feet wide. An orderly had been
pushing Valley over to see Knot. He had come just about every day.

“Enjoy the hospital luxury, Knot,” he said in response to her wanting to
get back to Antioch Lane. “Pretend it’s a hotel.”

“Bring me some of what I like and we can pretend all you want.”

The next afternoon, when a different nurse pushed Knot back to her room
after dialysis, she came back to find Pep there, looking as though she wanted
to fight someone. Pep was wringing her long, skinny hands as if they were
dishrags.

“You knew Otis Lee was goin’ to New York, didn’t ya?” Pep accused.



“No,” Knot replied. “And good mornin’ to you, too.”
When Pep arrived home from yesterday’s visiting rounds, there had been

a note from Otis Lee.
“He got Cedar and Coy with him,” Pep relayed. She was angry. She had

called Breezy and Fran, she said. The two of them knew nothing about the
trip, nor did they know the reason for it. “I know he tol’ you, Knot.”

“I swear ’fore God he ain’t tol’ me nothin’,” Knot insisted. Pep didn’t
believe her. Knot could tell.

“I don’t believe you,” Pep said.
“I don’t give a damn what you believe.”
“You oughtn’t curse like that, being so sick and all,” Pep grumbled.
Then Knot asked Pep to lay the quilt over her legs and to set the TV on

Channel 3 so that they could watch the soaps. It seemed that Pep had
forgotten all about Otis Lee’s mystery trip after Knot mentioned Katherine
Chancellor.

During the first commercial break, Pep looked up at the TV for a couple
of minutes, then she looked at Knot.

“Well, how you feelin’?”
That shoulda been the first thing you said to me.
“The same, I guess.” And after a minute: “Thank ya for comin’ to check

on me, Pep. Hear?”
Pep scooted her chair closer to the hospital bed and rubbed Knot’s legs,

trying to warm them. The flesh on Pep’s used-to-be fat arms swung from side
to side.

“But ain’t it foolish, Knot?” Pep wanted to know. “What Otis Lee up and
done, I mean.”

Knot almost agreed with Pep, but then she remembered where she was,
lying in the hospital. With Otis Lee getting close to eighty years old, she
wondered if maybe he wanted to do something like that—a trip without his
wife—while he still could. She shared the idea with Pep.

“I shoulda known you’d side with him,” Pep said. She stopped rubbing.
“The two of you always have sided with one another.” Pep looked back up at
the TV and folded her arms over her chest.

“Somethin’ you need to say?” Knot asked.



“Nope,” Pep said. “I rest my case.”
“Well, unrest it, and say what you need to say.”
Pep looked directly at Knot.
“I ain’t got nothin’ to say, Knot,” Pep said, “’cept for I’m sorry.”
There was a time when Knot felt Pep had a lot to apologize for. But Knot

and Fran had become so close. And Eunice didn’t seem to hate her anymore.
“You all right wit’ me, Penelope Loving,” Knot said. “I been a pain in yo’

ass since I came to this lil town y’all got here.”
Pep used a tissue to blot away both their tears.
“You seen Val?” Knot asked. “Been three days. He ain’t been here and

ain’t called.”
“He restin’,” Pep said. “He’ll be all right.” She reached through the bed

rails and started rubbing Knot’s foot.
It was the He’ll be all right that let her know Pep was lying. Or was it the

way Pep had looked off at the TV while she rubbed Knot’s foot? She rubbed
Knot’s foot so hard that it looked and felt as though she were trying to start a
campfire.

Valley had suffered another stroke, Pep finally admitted. The doctors had
told Otis Lee—since Otis Lee was listed as next of kin—that Valley might
not ever come out of the coma.

Until Knot heard the quiet rattling of one of the bed rails, she didn’t know
she had grabbed ahold of it. The other hand was now a fistful of quilt.

What would Knot do without Valley? Had he been the most dependable
friend she had? No. Otis Lee had claimed that title on the day she told him
she was pregnant for the first time and that she needed his help. But Knot had
been able to tell Valley anything—whatever was on her mind. And as far as
she knew, he had never lied to her. Even when she had suspected him of
lying, he had generally been telling the truth. Yes, she could say most of that
about Otis Lee, almost. But Valley had never asked her to be anyone other
than who she was. Valley never asked her to even try.

“When God gets ready for us to sit down,” Pep said, “he sure do know
how to make us. Valley had him a good ol’—”

“You said Otis Lee gon’ to Queens?” Knot interrupted. And when Pep
reminded her that Otis Lee had gone to Brooklyn, Knot said, “Oh. You know



Valley’s from Queens?” She coughed, and Pep poured water into the teal
plastic cup. “Val used to say, ‘My mama had me in Queens, and left my ass in
Queens.’ ”

“He sure can tell a good story, can’t he?” Pep said, smiling.
Knot lay thinking about what Valley had told her years ago, about Essie

and Otis Lee. Valley swore her to secrecy about it—twice, if memory served
her right.

“Otis Lee ever hear from his sister after she was last here?” Knot asked.
“Naw,” Pep replied, looking at the TV. “And I don’t ’magine he wanted

to, either. Otis Lee made peace with all that. She probably long dead by now,
anyhow.”

Knot could feel her breathing get more and more shallow. For a moment
it reminded her of the times she’d given birth to Fran and Eunice. Pep had
said to her, “All right. You doin’ real good. Now, let’s wait for yo’ breath to
steady for you to push again.” Knot was glad that Fran and Eunice had turned
out to be good mothers. They had both proven to be far better at mothering
than Knot believed she could have ever been to the two of them. Knot was
even happier that they didn’t have her craving for liquor. If loving Breezy
was their only trouble, she counted them lucky. Knot couldn’t stand that both
her daughters pined for the same man. But they were doing things their way,
Knot believed, just as she had. And she figured maybe she’d passed
something good along to them after all. They’d be all right.

But what about Essie’s secret? If she were going to tell Pep what she
knew, so that Pep could tell Otis Lee, now was the time.

“Penelope,” Knot said. “Shut that TV off. I got somethin’ to say to ya.”
With her cane, Pep pressed the button, and the TV screen went black. The

only sounds Knot heard were those that came from the hallway. Pep used her
cane again to close the door. It closed only halfway.

“What’s wrong, Knot?” she asked.
Knot stared at Pep and sang eeny meeny miney mo in her head. Miney mo

wanted Knot to break her promise to Valley so that Otis Lee could know his
own truth. Otis Lee’s sudden trip to Brooklyn had something to do with
Essie; Knot had no doubt in her mind about that. To hope that Otis Lee might
return from New York with some kind of new peace would be silly. Lately,



Otis Lee was becoming bossier and grumpier by the day. Whether he was in
New York receiving good news, bad news, or any news at all, Knot believed
he’d come home ornery either way, and that would be all right with her. Her
faithful Otis Lee.

Knot sang eeny meeny miney mo one last time and it gave her the same
answer as before: No more secrets, it said. The longer they’re kept, the more
hurt they cause when they’re set free. Fran and Eunice know their truths.
Otis Lee should know his, too, and you’re the one holding it.

Usually, Knot didn’t care much for being told what to do, not by miney,
mo, or anyone else. But today wasn’t a usual day, and Knot wasn’t her usual
self.

“Knot?” Pep said.
“I’m gon’ tell you somethin’, Pep,” Knot began. “But first, get that book

with them naked white people on it and read to me.”



 

TWENTY-TWO

Grateful to have made it to the attorney’s office alive—the taxicab driver
hadn’t seemed to have much regard for speed limits—Otis Lee sighed and
offered up a silent Thank you, Lord. He asked his granddaughters why
cabdrivers drove as though they had only two or three minutes to get to
everywhere.

“Time is money up here, Pop,” Coy explained.
“I don’t understand why folk say that,” Otis Lee shot back. He was

exhausted and his neck and shoulders ached. “Time is time. That’s what time
is.”

Cedar dug into her pocketbook and pulled out the small piece of paper
with the attorney’s suite number written on it. They were thirty minutes early
for the ten o’clock appointment.

“Mr. Roth will be with you shortly,” the secretary said. She offered them
water, coffee, and tea. Coy had all three, causing Otis Lee great frustration.

“Well,” Otis Lee whispered once he was seated between Coy and Cedar,
“he must be a nice man.”

“Why?” Coy asked. “Because they got free coffee and tea?”
“Don’t you see that colored girl sittin’ ’bout ten feet in front of us?” Otis

Lee said.
“People don’t say colored anymore, Pop,” Coy told him. “Maybe the

lawyer’s black, too.”
“Not with a last name like that, he ain’t,” Cedar remarked. “I’ve never

met a black person with the last name of Roth.”
“Girl, you sound just as stupid,” Coy retorted. “What does a name have to



do with it?”
“Shut up, Coy,” Cedar said.
Otis Lee looked from side to side at his two grown granddaughters.

Cedar, married with two children. Coy, married to herself.
“I ’magine y’all might grow up one of these days.”
Coy and Cedar talked about the Manhattan shops they wanted to visit.

Otis Lee looked forward to finishing the business right there in Roth’s office.
He had neither the interest nor energy for shops and boutiques. He did,
however, want them out of the hotel room so he could enjoy the television
and a long nap.

As it turned out, Roth was black. With that shock out of the way, Otis Lee
could now concentrate on the business at hand.

“I got a question, sir,” Otis Lee said. “Is the money she left in the bank
enough to pay me and my grandgirls back for our plane tickets?”

“Indeed,” Roth affirmed, and he scratched his goatee. Roth was not tall,
exactly. Nor was he short. And though Coy had said Afros had gone out of
style, Otis Lee imagined Roth would disagree. He wore tinted spectacles,
making it hard for Otis Lee to see his eyes. And his pin-striped navy-blue suit
looked as though it had been made just for him. “I’ve got the most recent
statements right here.”

Roth spun around in his brown leather chair and flipped through papers
on his other desk, the desk with two lamps. When he spun back around, he
lay out three pieces of paper in front of Otis Lee.

“Let me go get my grandgirls,” Otis Lee said. He used his cane to stand.
Roth told him that he would ask Deb to escort them in. He picked up his
phone, pressed one button, and less than a minute later Coy and Cedar were
there.

“Mr. Loving would like the two of you to see these statements for the
certificates Mrs. O’Heeney bequeathed to him.”

Cedar picked up two statements, and Coy picked up the third.
“Well, goddamn!” Coy exclaimed. Cedar cursed, too. They were both

staring at the statements, flipping them over and over again.
They so much like Knot.
“One of y’all gon’ say somethin’?” Otis Lee asked.



“All of this is his?” Cedar said to Roth. The answer was yes. Cedar
looked at Otis Lee and told him, “These two statements add up to almost two
hundred.”

Otis Lee sighed and asked, “Y’all doin’ all that cussin’ ’bout two hundred
damn dollars?”

“Two hundred thousand, Pop,” Cedar corrected.
“Nooooo,” Otis Lee said.
“How much yours say, Coy?” Cedar asked, reaching for the paper in her

sister’s hand. Coy moved it out of Cedar’s reach.
“Twenty-seven thousand and some odd dollars.”
Otis Lee looked at Roth, waiting for some sort of correction—anything.

He took a deep breath and said, “Great day in the mornin’.” And when Roth
told Otis Lee that the two houses had steady-paying tenants in five of the six
units—no mortgages owed—Otis Lee echoed, “Great day!”

In Roth’s car, on the way to see the two side-by-side brownstones on
Gates Avenue, Otis Lee thought about the paperwork he had just signed,
leaving the two houses to Cedar’s twins—and to any children Coy and
La’Roy might have. Most of the cash, which would be put away, would be
divided between Breezy, Cedar, La’Roy, and Coy; he and Pep would try to
enjoy some of it. We might even spend it!

“I want mine now,” Coy declared.
“Shut up,” Cedar said.
When they arrived in front of the houses, Roth gave them a pouch that

contained nine or ten keys and copies of papers he needed to hold on to.
“And, Mr. Loving,” Roth said, putting his hand on Otis Lee’s shoulder,

“there’s an envelope in there for you. Letters from Mrs. O’Heeney. She
wanted me to put them directly in your hand, if I could.”

Otis Lee figured the letters were full of “I’m sorrys.” He was grateful to
her for leaving him something to pass on to his grandchildren and great-
grandchildren. But he was in no hurry to open the large envelope and have
anyone read to him things he had heard before. No rush at all.

Back at the hotel, Otis Lee sat in the high-back chair in the corner of their
room and told Cedar and Coy how different houses looked from the way they



had in the early 1920s. The house on the right had not belonged to Essie and
O’Heeney when he lived there.

Cedar went through the pouch of legal papers, reading everything a
second time. Coy was ironing. She’ll lose her mind if she don’t get to go
shoppin’.

“You want to open this now or later on?” Cedar asked, holding the large,
thick manila envelope that held Essie’s letters.

“Later on,” he said, and Cedar set it on the desk, next to the Bible.
“Y’all wait ’til I get back to open it,” Coy told them. And Cedar told her

they would open and read them whenever Otis Lee was ready, whether Coy
was there or not. Coy was spoiled rotten, Cedar complained. The two of them
exchanged sisterly insults, to which Otis Lee had become accustomed. But
today he wasn’t in the mood for it.

“Open the damn thing up and read one of ’em,” he said.
“Don’t pay us no mind, Pop,” Cedar said. “We—”
“Open the damn thing up and read it,” he broke in. “It’s just as well to

hear it and get that over with. Then y’all can go where y’all want to and I can
get a nap.” He rested his head on the back of the chair and looked out the
window at Brooklyn’s pretty skyline.

Cedar told them that she would read the most recent letter first.

March 19, 1987
Dear Otis Lee,
If you are reading this letter, it means that I have died. I’m sure you’ll
be surprised to learn that I’ve hung around this long. I know I am. But
I hope that you will not be surprised that I have left you everything.
You may not even want any of it, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.

As I’ve mentioned in the previous letters, I’m sorry not to have told
you sooner that I was your mother.

“Say what!” Coy yelled.
Otis Lee shushed her, and he stood to his feet.
“Read that again, Cedar,” he instructed. “Slow.”
Closing his eyes would ensure hearing it correctly, he thought. The words



Cedar had just read had to be a mistake.
Cedar read it again from the top. Essie was his mother, the letter said.
Otis Lee heard very little after that. His memory had taken him back to

when he was a young boy, catching bits and pieces of Ma Noni fussing at
Rose for having gone along with a lie. Then he was once again a young man
standing just a couple of feet from Essie’s back stoop. Essie was there, too,
with that sweet look on her face.

Otis Lee opened his eyes to find his granddaughters sitting next to him.
Cedar had finished the short farewell letter, she said. The letter next in line
was dated 1927.

“You want me to keep going, Pop?” Cedar asked. He nodded once, and
she read on.

Essie had met Otis Lee’s real father—Otis Meachum, a short Negro
handyman who worked at the boardinghouse where she lived—soon after
arriving in New York City. She had loved Meachum, but their affair was cut
short. Essie’s looking white had caused more trouble than Meachum was able
to handle, the letter said. And not long after their split, Essie discovered she
was to be a mother.

Rose had come to New York just before Otis Lee was born in a tenement
house in Brooklyn. When Essie found herself struggling to shake off the
blues of new motherhood, she begged Rose to take her baby—Otis Lee—
back to West Mills, and until she felt able.

Essie had met a group of Negro women who looked like her. And before
she knew it, she had fallen into the life she had once been sent to Maine to
inhabit: the life of a white woman.

Cedar finished reading the letter and put it back into the envelope.
Maybe Knot was right when she say people don’t always need to know

everything ’bout everybody.
Cedar rubbed Otis Lee’s shoulder. And he knew that if Pep had been

sitting there with him, she would have done the same thing. Essie was my
mama. Rose my grandma. Ma Noni my great-grandma.

“Well, I’ll be …” Otis Lee mused. Cedar and Coy were looking at him.
Waiting. “Life’s somethin’. Ain’t it, y’all?”

He didn’t need Cedar and Coy to reply to know that life was something to



marvel at. Life, as Rose and Ma Noni had always told him, was full of
surprises—surprises of the good kind, the bad kind, and the kind that had a
little of both. Rose had loved and cared for him better than he imagined any
mother could. So there was nothing left to do but smile when he thought of
how things would have been had she been his real mother.

He looked up at his granddaughters and asked that one of them call Pep.
When Cedar handed Otis Lee the phone, he could hear the voices of his
neighbors talking in the background.

“Penelope,” Otis Lee began. “Essie was my m—”
“I know,” Pep said. “I know.”
He did not get a chance to ask her how she knew before she was telling

him something else, something that made him forget about Essie altogether.
“Knot slipped into a coma today,” Pep told him. “Get on back here, Otis

Lee. We need ya.”
Otis Lee had known many people to go into comas. And none of them had

come out. That’s what he would have said to Pep if he’d been able to speak.
He handed the phone to Cedar, who told Pep they’d be back in West Mills
the following evening.

On the road from the Norfolk airport to West Mills, Otis Lee sat in Coy’s
back seat trying to nap. An hour would be just the right amount of time, he
had said when they first got into the car. He closed his eyes but all he saw
was Essie. I’m sorry not to have told you sooner that I was your mother, she
had written. It might have been Cedar’s voice that had spoken the words, but
when Otis Lee played it over and over in his head, he heard Essie.

Rose. Essie was not the only one who had left Rose. Otis Lee believed
that if he had known what Rose had done for him, he would have never gone
looking for Essie.

But what about Ma Noni? How was he supposed to feel about her? Was
she not the one who had caused it all? Otis Lee wanted so badly to sit with
Knot at her kitchen—maybe even with a short drink—and tell her everything
he’d learned over the past couple of days, and to hear her say something like,
“Well, that’s that, I guess.” But the shakiness of Pep’s voice over the phone
had already told him that it would never happen. And for the fourth time
since they’d been on the road, Otis Lee pulled his handkerchief from his shirt



pocket and wiped away his tears.
The silence was loud on the ride back to West Mills. At one point Otis

Lee glanced in the rearview mirror and saw Coy, who was so much like
Knot, wiping tears. So he knew that if he were to ask if she was all right, she
would probably say yes. Then she would cop an attitude because he had
asked.

Cedar had pulled a notepad and a pencil from her pocketbook and was
writing.

Antioch Lane was lined with parked cars. And Fran’s driveway was full.
When Coy was about to turn into Otis Lee’s driveway, he said, “You might
as well take me to Fran’s.”

“Pop, don’t you want to go home for a minute and—”
“Do like I tell ya, Coy,” he ordered. “That’s what I want right now.”
She and Cedar glanced at each other.
“Y’all go on in,” he said after they had parked. “Fran probably wants to

see ya faces. Go on.”
He sat in the car a few minutes longer, refusing to look to his right

because that was where Knot’s house stood. Because surely there would be a
bereavement wreath hanging on her door. The sight of it would shatter him
into pieces.

Otis Lee leaned his back against the seat. And much like he had on the
day he’d ordered Essie to leave his house, Otis Lee cried. But this time, he
wailed.

A few weeks after Knot had given birth to Fran, he let himself into her house
and pulled her out of the bed and out onto the porch. He laid her down in
front of the front door.

“Leave me be, goddamnit,” Knot said when he rubbed the piece of ice on
her face. She had not drunk any water in at least a day, maybe two. He could
tell by the smell of her breath and by her chapped lips.

“I can’t do that,” he said. “I ain’t gon’ leave you be, Knot Centre. Not like
this here. You too special for that. I loves ya.”



Knot tried to sit upright and Otis Lee helped her. Finally she had focused
her eyes enough to make contact with his.

“You love me?” she asked.
“Course,” he replied.
“You ain’t gon’ stop, are ya?”
“Nooooo,” he reassured her.
Knot scooted next to him, and she rested her head on his shoulder. He

knew that was the closest thing to a hug he would ever get from her.
It was a warm, pretty day in West Mills.
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