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To Thomas, for everything



Epigraph

By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yea, we wept, when we
remembered Zion. We hanged our harps upon the willows in the midst
thereof. For there they that carried us away captive required of us a song;
and they that wasted us required of us mirth, saying, Sing us one of the
songs of Zion.

How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?

—PSALM 137: 1-4
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Part
One



Vivian
1953

Vivian didn’t mourn St. Francisville, Louisiana. On the contrary, her
memories kept watch against nostalgia. Still, she would never be used to the
Fillmore’s weather. She had anticipated mild and sunny. She had expected it
would never rain, and it was true that it didn’t dip below freezing, but she
hadn’t prepared for the summer chill, the fog and wind. She’d waltzed
outside to work in a sleeveless dress her first June there, dipped her toe onto
the sidewalk, then swung right back around for her front door.

She hadn’t known a soul then who could have warned her.

That had been twenty-five years earlier. Now, she rounded the
intersection of Fillmore and Post Street with her cotton car coat over her
crisp white nursing uniform, past the looming theater, the Austin A40s
lining the sidewalks, the streetcar perched at the stop sign awaiting Negro
men with long coats and top hats. The bookstore let her know she was
almost home, and she waved hello to Horace, who ran it; then next door to
Miss Edna, who posted the winning numbers just before dark so the night
ladies she ferreted out could anticipate their due; Mr. Gaines, the butcher,
with the roaming eye; Miss Fox, with no teeth, who cleaned for them all in
exchange for food. The beauticians at Gladys’s were distracted, their gossip
circling the parlor, but if they’d seen Vivian, they’d have called out her
name, nearly inaudible beneath the dryers’ hum.

It was the people she’d just passed who’d rebirthed her once her
husband died. Vivian had begged Ellis to move her from Louisiana after a
Klansman smashed her bedroom windows with shotguns and dragged her
daddy to his death. Ellis had been her boyfriend then, but as soon as they
crossed the state line, he’d married her, given her three children, then died,
and she’d grieved, but her neighbors carried over stews and roast and



potatoes and string beans. They bathed her children and greased the little
girls’ legs; more than that, they sat with her. When the pain was so deep she
feared it would overcrowd her heart, they sat still beside her. If it hadn’t
been for them, she wouldn’t have made it.

And there were the others, of course, two of whom she waved to at the
intersection of Webster and Ellis, one whom she didn’t recognize. In any
case, they were all middle-aged white men who worked for the City, whose
bellies stretched past their gray flannel suit pants. They’d drive west from
downtown every two weeks with their clipboards in their hands, their hats
over their eyes, and they’d peer through half-drawn curtains and ask
children to number their bathrooms, then list the family members who used
them. They pretended to be nice enough, even nodding now as Vivian
passed, before they made note of the trash spilling out of the neighbor’s
garbage can. There had been talk years ago that if Mr. Gaines’s meat had
soured, if Miss Edna’s girls ventured out too early, if her numbers weren’t
washed off her cloudy kitchen window, the men might move them all
somehow, shut them out of their new homes, tear their haven down to make
room for the unimaginable. But that talk had just been talk, ensconced in
the City’s incompetence. Anyway, Vivian never worried about it outright,
for God had promised her her latter days would be plenty.

She was approaching the evidence of that same promise now. She could
see her girls from where she stood, grazing her front steps in distinct
positions of rest. Something about their lulls always heated Vivian up
inside.

“I thought I told y’all to set out that garbage before I got home,” she
called from half a block away, and the sound of her voice sent them
shuffling, two across the stoop, and one inside. They moved like they were
synchronized, onstage somewhere, trying to convince an audience there was
only one of them. Since she had them, it had been like that. Even when
none of them made a sound, there was some guidance that lived inside their
minds and joined them, and they’d wear the same color to school three
mornings in a row, or style their hair in a French twist to the right, though
they didn’t share mirrors, or rooms for that matter; they didn’t need to do
so. They finished each other’s jokes. Four years stood between the oldest
(twenty-four) and the youngest (twenty), yet they all began menstruating
the same day. It was why they were a perfect trio onstage too, why men and
women shot their heads back, let their mouths hang; why the applause



roared in like a freight train; why people didn’t want to let them go. Vivian
had never seen a show of theirs where they hadn’t been begged for an
encore, or where they hadn’t ultimately acquiesced.

Vivian’s neighbor Mary sat with them in her hard-back rocker, her feet
on the base of it shifting back and forth. She lived next door, but visited so
regularly she kept her designated chair on Vivian’s stoop. Mary’s son stood
behind her, handsome, chocolate, with bushy hair, trimmed and neat. Vivian
noticed he stood in touching distance to her oldest daughter, Ruth, too, but
then again, Ruth had more old-world sense than a backwoods midwife—
they were only friends. The boy’s stability had saved Ruth after her father
passed. He had been a gentle but strong child, and he had grown into that
kind of man.

“At least we picked up inside.” Chloe, her youngest, bounced back from
the kitchen.

“Thank you, love. I can always count on you.” Vivian kissed her baby’s
cheek. Chloe, being twenty, would still allow it. But it wasn’t only that. The
two of them breathed a different patch of air than everyone else. Ruth was
her helper in action: combing the other girls’ hair, ensuring they got off to
school or work on time, but Chloe was Vivian’s partner in spirit. She knew
to smile when Vivian’s boss had worn her down. She knew to praise her
when she felt like she was flailing in every angle of her life. The thing was,
Vivian hadn’t been supposed to have her. She had been in a car accident
when Esther was still taking milk, and the doctor had said she wouldn’t give
birth again. Ellis had been driving and Vivian swore he never got over that,
the guilt. A year later, he’d died from a heart attack. Vivian had found out
she was pregnant on the one-month anniversary of his passing. She’d
handled the child as a miracle ever since.

“Go on in and finish setting up for dinner, though.” She was talking to
all the girls now.

“You took the fish out of the freezer?”

“Yes, Mama.”

“And you washed the windows?”’

“Yes, Mama.”

“And you shined the floors?”

“Yes, Mama.”

“And you scrubbed the baseboards?”



And something about that final “Yes, Mama”—the predictability of it
and the solace, as the girls drifted inside, and Gerry walked upstairs—
caused Vivian to smile. Something in her told her it would be okay to sit
down for a spell.

“You reminding yourself of your own mama, huh, girl?” Mary was only
seven years older than Vivian, but she could have been the woman’s
mother. Part of it was her look. Though she still set her hair and sat under
the dryer every Friday so it would be crisp and curled for Sunday’s service,
the gray had overtaken it years before. Mary fought everything else: the
postman when he was late, Miss Fox when she drank brown liquor, Lena’s
when the meat came to her white instead of dark. More than that, she spoke
with authority on even the most benign subjects: whether you ought to
brown beef before you roasted it, how long to hang the sheets from the line,
whether a baby should take a bottle or the breast. She didn’t ask questions
she didn’t think she knew the answer to already. She delivered her
suggestions like expectations. “It might be time to prune those lilies” came
out like “Girl, you better fix those flowers before I snap them off.” So it had
been astounding to watch her submit to the change at the top of her head.

Another thing about Mary was that she smoked cigarettes, and she held
one now. She was careful to exhale in the other direction, but Vivian still
felt dizzy from her seat beside her. She waved the air in front of her face
before she answered.

“Hard not to these days.” She smoothed her hands over her uniform,
which had grown snugger in the last few years, especially in the middle.

“None of that. You’s a fine woman, Vivian, you know that, though. I see
you walking to the bus stop, walking back. Seem like every block there’s a
new gentleman trying to make your acquaintance.” Mary had not only let
her hair gray, but a shadow lined her upper lip. It, more than the gray, was
likely the reason she hadn’t had a man of her own since Vivian had met her.
She had never mentioned Gerry’s father, not once. Still, she seemed to be
enlivened instead of threatened by Vivian’s admirers. And Mary was right,
they were many. Not that it mattered.

“Well, I ain’t got time to stop in the street and I damn sure ain’t got time
for no whole man, Mary, you know that. Not with those girls. We’re at the
Champagne Supper Club every Friday. And that’s just the beginning for us.
I’m not even thinking about stopping there; even if [ wanted to, I couldn’t.



Not with their talent. I mean, I’m talking the Dunbar Hotel in Los Angeles,
the—"

“The Blah Blah in the Blah Blah, the Bleh Bleh in the Bleh Bleh.” Mary
made a point to blow the smoke in her face, hard.

“Hmph,” Mary said now. “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth. You got
some fine venues here in town. But I guess if it ain’t Preacher Thomas’s
house, you ain’t interested.” That was a running joke between them, and the
girls got in on it too sometimes. Vivian laughed—of course she did. And
she supposed she wouldn’t have been caught dead in the sanctuary of
Shiloh Baptist without her lashes and her good brassiere. She supposed she
caught him looking at her as he spoke to his congregation. Yes, she
supposed in those moments she’d been looking at him too, but she’d been a
friend of his wife’s, a good friend, and it had been only three years since the
woman took sick, and finally, mercifully, passed. And then there was that
part she had just mentioned to Mary: she simply did not have the time.

“What? You see how ragged these kids run me already. We got rehearsal
and shows, and I still got to go to work to earn a living. I don’t know where
anybody else would fit in.”

“Hmph.” Mary repeated herself, then paused. “There’s one man who
came by,” she said after it seemed a whole hour had passed, “who you
might want to pay some attention to.” She was smiling.

Vivian turned to her for show. Like she’d said, she wasn’t interested.
“Oh yeah?” She paused. “Who?”

“A businessman. He had on a suit you wouldn’t believe, and Stacy
Adams shoes, and he didn’t need to clean them with no Clorox. They was
shining on they own, and girl, he wore a diamond stickpin and a long coat
and I thought he was a man from a dream, I’'m telling you I had to pinch
myself. If [ hadn’t closed shop downstairs, I would have—"

“Mary!”

“Oh, excuse me, Vivian, I forgot you was sitting there.” She fanned
herself and crossed, then uncrossed her legs several times.

“You said he came by looking for me, Mary?”

“That’s what I said alright.”

“Well, what did he say?”

“Say?”

“Yeah, what did he say he wanted?”



“Oh, girl.” She waved her hand at Vivian like only a fool would need to
know what he had said. “Oh, girl, I didn’t talk to him, just saw him through
the window i1s all.”

“You didn’t?”

“No indeed, you expect me to go out there looking like who dunnit, and
why? My rollers were in, my hair bonnet was on. I had only sat under the
dryer for thirty minutes, and you know this style got to last me to Sunday
school.”

“Oh.” Vivian sat back deflated in her chair.

“Yes, ma’am, Mr. Franklin Dyers. Name even sound like money don’t
it?”

Vivian whipped her head back around. “Mr. Franklin Dyers? Mr.
Franklin Dyers? Mr. Franklin Dyers came here and you weren’t going to
tell me?”

“I just told you, girl, don’t put all that on me. You wasn’t asking the
right questions, not outright.”

“Oh, Mary, hush. How do you know it was him?”

“How do I know it was him? He left a card. Once my stories were
through, I walked down and retrieved it.” She pulled a small, opened
envelope from her bra. Vivian reached for it without thinking and snapped
the paper out of the flap, skimmed the words.

“He says he wants me to meet him at the Champagne Supper Club.”

“Um-hmm.”

“Tomorrow night at eight o’clock.”

“That’s what the man said.”

“He says he has a proposition for me.”

“I know that’s right.”

Vivian sat back in her chair. The pillow on its seat was thin and faded.
The back was missing at least two rungs. Still, it was like the weight of her
early years slid off her shoulders, and she felt unfazed for a minute, like
someone whose life had been smooth and there was no reason to expect a
bump up the road, like a new version of herself possibly. If Mr. Franklin
was contacting her for the reason she imagined, and there could be no other
plausible explanation, not really, it meant he wanted to manage the girls.
He’d managed a boy from their youth group four summers ago, and that
boy was a man now, and on the radio in regular rotation. He had only
released a couple of singles so far, but his mother had bragged at last



month’s revival that he’d signed a deal with Columbia Records. And now
the one who’d made it happen had set his eyes on her, on her girls rather. So
far, she’d done well for them on her own: they performed at every club in
the city, and just last month, they’d opened for the Caravans at the Oakland
Auditorium, and met the manager of the Dunbar Hotel in Los Angeles. He
had promised them an audition by the end of the year. Now she wouldn’t
have to hold out that long. Yes, He had graced them all with change this
afternoon. Even Mary seemed to notice the shift.

“I’m happy for you, girl,” she said. “If anybody deserve it, it’s you.”

“Thank you, Mary.” Vivian said it cautiously, though. Mary didn’t
deliver praise. Vivian felt fatter on the inside because she knew this time it
was seriously due, but she didn’t quite feel comfortable accepting it either.

“I’m serious,” Mary went on, but Vivian was already past all that.

“So you think he wants to take on the girls?”” She asked it softly, slowly,
like saying it might make it even more unlikely to be so.

“Of course, why else would he come by? Why else would he leave such
a note?”

“Wow.” Vivian stood and grasped the paper to her chest. She didn’t spin
around in a circle, but she considered it. She might have even snapped her
fingers at her side and two-stepped.

“Should I bring the girls with me, then, when I go?”

“No, don’t bring the girls. I read it two times myself and don’t nowhere
do it say bring the girls. Nah, do just what the man tell you. You don’t want
him thinking you hardheaded right off the bat.”

“Alright, alright.” Vivian nodded. “And what should I wear, Mary?”

“Now that’s on you, girl. You the one who showed the block about those
Chesterfield coats, pencil skirts, satin pumps. You better press that hair,
slide on that red lip. You know you walk out here looking like cold hard
cash.”

“Right, right.” Vivian settled into the news. It felt like she was slipping
back into her ordinary self now, but the dimensions had been altered since
she’d been gone. She had always operated as a crab, tough on the outside
because the interior could bend, but now she could feel herself softening in
her person. For instance, it was just a small thing, but instead of screaming,
she turned for her front door and, from the entrance room, called out to the
girls with a lilt:

“I thought I told y’all to pick up in there.” She nearly sang it.



“We did pick up, Mama. We just didn’t put it back again.” That from
Esther, the smart mouth, smart in general, but she could be melancholy too.
The moods had started when she was in middle school. To this day, Vivian
didn’t know what had caused them.

“Alright now, clever girl, don’t make me force you to pick those teeth
up from the floor.” Vivian stood in the kitchen with them now.

They laughed.

“Oh, Mama, can’t we ever stop cleaning up? Cooking, cleaning,
cooking, cleaning, is that any way for a girl to spend her life?” This from
Ruth, the dreamer, only sometimes Vivian didn’t know if the child’s dreams
matched her own.

“You forgot singing. Did you practice today?” she asked.

Silence.

But Vivian’s calm sustained her and she almost smiled.

“Jesus, how are you going to surpass the Andrews Sisters if you don’t
practice like the Andrews Sisters? How far down the road you plan on
getting without ambition? Huh?”

More silence.

“You hear me asking you a question, don’t you?”

“Yes, Mama.”

““Yes, Mama. Yes, Mama.” Don’t ‘yes, Mama’ me. Give me ‘Please
Tell Me Now’ in three-part harmony.”

The girls glanced at each other, then drew together. Vivian closed her
eyes and listened.

“There you go,” she said when they were done. “There you go. When
you girls sing like that, it makes me forget all my worries. That’s what
you’re going to do for other people too, just like Billie. You think Miss
Holiday ever forgets to sing?”’

“Sounds like from her songs if some man tells her what she wants to
hear, she’ll forget her own last name,” Esther said.

The girls laughed, and Vivian found it hard not to.

“Alright, funny girl, maybe I got you in the wrong line of work, maybe
you should be behind somebody’s stage, writing jokes? In the meantime,
finish cleaning up this house. You know Preacher Thomas is coming for
dinner tonight.”

The girls smiled between themselves like she couldn’t see them.

“And Gerry,” Ruth said.



“And Horace too, after he closes down the bookshop,” Esther added.

“All the more reason, set the table with my mama’s china. Put out the
nice silver, Ruth. That fish ain’t done. Lord, these potatoes, you could have
smothered them a little more, but I suppose they’ll do. And the green
beans? From the can, but you added bacon, right? Alright, alright. Well, get
yourselves ready then. Let me slide out of this uniform, put on something
nice. My nose is shining, but I suppose I have a minute to powder it.”



In the house Vivian rented on Webster, across the street from the New

Home Market and the Crocker Bank, there was a hallway where, had the
dinner guests not been just like family, they might have waited for one of
the girls to escort them through the front parlor to the family parlor, then
through the sliding doors to the dining room. As it was, they had all filed
straight in to eat. The dining room wasn’t as fancy as a predecessor might
have kept it, but it was generations ahead of where Vivian had grown up,
with its drawn-back velvet curtains, built-in china cabinet, a gold framed
mirror opposite the table, and the silver Vivian’s grandmother’s mistress
had left her laid out atop a bureau. They sat in armless chairs around the
long oak table, a candelabra centerpiece between them, Vivian at the head
across from Preacher Thomas, Gerry beside her, then Ruth beside Gerry,
Esther beside her and Horace across from her, and Chloe next to him, then
Mary so close to Vivian their knees touched. Their cloth napkins grazing
their laps, their plates idle before them, they waited for Preacher to bless the
table.

“Father Almighty, we ask you to preside over this meal, over the food
itself that Vivian poured her heart into, her soul really,” Preacher started. He
was darker than Ellis had been, with straight hair that had thinned since
she’d known him. Despite the thinning, virtually every woman at Shiloh
had taken him pies with unspeakable hope baked into the filling. Vivian
couldn’t say she’d never been tempted to be one of them.

“We ask you to preside over the people seated before you anticipating
their fill, but let them know that it’s not just their physical hunger you’re
satisfying, Lord.”

Esther and Horace side-eyed each other.

“Yes, Lord, let them know it’s their thirst for you that they need to
quench and that’s not coming through this food, not through this drink
either, Lord, no, it’s not coming through their bodies, Lord. Not even the
fittest among us are going to get satiated from that short thrill—" And he
looked at the young men now. “And Lord—"

Esther cleared her throat.

“I beg you to fill them up with the water of your spirit, Lord, to infuse
them with that holy fire, to let it burn through them, all the weakness, all the



gluttony, all the sinfulness, all the pride, all the lust, all the earthly
components of our indomitable nature, Lord Jesus, let it burn.”

Esther and Horace were full-on laughing into their fists now, and Vivian
shot a glance at Esther, who elbowed Preacher, and he looked up and threw
his hands in the air, as if in acknowledgment that he had dragged.

“Oh, yes, Lord, and to not be attentive to this lovely woman’s feast
would be a different sort of sin, and so let’s eat.”

“Let’s eat.”

“Let’s eat.”

“I just hope Miss Viv didn’t burn the catfish with all her holy fire,”
Horace said, and the people next to him snickered, and Preacher pretended
not to hear, though Vivian thought she might have glimpsed a gentle smile.

There were a few minutes before every one of Vivian’s meals where
people didn’t speak, their senses and faculties were so absorbed by the
stimulation coming at them, and that happened again now. It made no
difference that she hadn’t cooked this meal. She’d shown all three of her
daughters how to simulate the experience in the kitchen. It was Chloe’s turn
today, and she was best, but the truth was any one of them could run a
house. Vivian had made sure of that, that while she rolled egged chicken in
flour and waited for the oil to sizzle, her daughters were behind her
knowing, just as she would, when it was time to drop the meat into the pan.
When they were ten, they could blend a roux until their shoulders ached,
could mash cinnamon and milk and banana for the moistest bread. Today
they had baked a whole fish, and snuck kernels of corn into batter for
muffins. There was red rice and gravy and green beans fried in bacon fat,
and it was the final note of the prayer really to be swept up by it all. When
someone spoke, it was like waking from a dream.

“This is something, Viv,” Preacher said. “I’m mighty grateful, mighty
grateful indeed. See, a man living on his own doesn’t get to feast on home-
cooked meals too often. This is a rightful treat.”

She smiled. It didn’t get old, the praise. And it didn’t just move her; it
felt like it connected her back to her mother, the past they shared that had
been Vivian’s life: hauling water and gathering eggs on the farm; accepting
her first Communion in an old white dress the woman had restitched in
lace; devouring fried fish on Lent Fridays, her napkin wet with grease;
riding the streetcar tracks the summers her mother worked in the white
woman’s kitchen. On the way there, they sat, but by evening, it would be



too crowded. The conductor would remove the COLORED sign, and they
would have to surrender even the back. She had moved here to escape that
part, and now Mr. Franklin had come. She would see him the following
evening, in fact, and she reached for the appointment to coat herself. Things
would be different now, not just for her, but for her girls too. They didn’t
show it, but she knew their yearning pressed so hard against their chests
sometimes they ached. Especially Ruth.

“You got any news from home?” Preacher asked. He himself had come
twenty years before from New Orleans with his wife, but she had woken
one morning three years earlier with a lump in her throat that swelled until
she couldn’t talk or eat. It was only a few days after she stopped swallowing
water that Vivian got the call, and she sat with Preacher that night. He
didn’t say a word then for eight hours straight, but his bottom lip never
stopped shaking. Now he was smiling at her.

“None worth mentioning.” Vivian shook her head. “Brother’s working
at Ford. Steady work,” she added.

“That’s good,” Mary said.

“For now,” she said back. “Anything resembling security down there
bound to be a trap.” And that was all she would say about that. She didn’t
like to talk about home, almost like it would call it back up, like she’d go to
bed on the side of the country she could trust and wake up in enemy
territory once again.

Anyway, the corn bread was divine, and she was about to tell Chloe as
much when Horace cleared his throat. He was a big eater, and most of these
meals he attended, he kept his head down like if he shifted his eyes away
from his plate, someone might steal the contents. Today, though, he took a
gulp from his glass of lemonade, wiped the remains from his mouth with
the back of his hand, and then, as an afterthought, with his napkin, and
began to speak.

“I got some news,” he said. “My cousin live down there in Baton
Rouge. He just got the City to pass an ordinance letting Negroes sit at the
front of the bus if there’s no whites there. It’s something.” He paused. “I’'m
on the lookout for similar progress out here.” He took another gulp, neater
this time.

“My daddy got lured here with empty promises and he was fool enough
to believe them, we all were. They said, ‘Work in our war.” They said,
‘We’ll protect you when it’s over.” And yeah, I ate good for a few years, but



almost ten years later, look at us: half of us opening doors for white people,
shining their shoes, and the rest out on the street. They got us bottomed out
in these slums”—he gestured toward the block outside—“and we just
supposed to feel lucky. At least they didn’t force us in those camps the way
they did the poor Japanese.” The Japanese—Vivian fought an urge to shake
her head against the subject. She didn’t like to talk about that either, not
ever. One of the women who had been made to leave during the war had
been her friend. Not like Mary or anything like that, but they had traded
food: smothered okra for sukiyaki; red beans and rice for udon. Then one
day she’d looked out the window and that woman was gone. It had been
eight years now since the war ended, and when Vivian closed her eyes at
night, she could still see the party streamers in the air, smell the victory. All
of the rest of it, well, it was over now.

But Horace continued. “We might as well be back in Texas or Louisiana
for that matter. Y’all might as well a stayed right where you were ’cause
I’m afraid the improvement they promised you here is an illusion and it cost
you a trip.” He leaned forward in his chair and burped softly, then
swallowed it back.

Nobody spoke for some time, and Vivian turned to her daughter sitting
across from the man. Esther stared up at him like he was Jesus Christ
Himself returned preaching the Sermon on the Mount. Vivian herself had to
admit she’d been captivated all the while he was speaking, but now in the
silence, for some reason, she felt afraid. He was an intelligent man, that
much was clear, but all this energy and passion, wasted. She looked at
Preacher. Preacher looked back at her.

“My mama used to say to my brother, ‘Boy, you is an educated fool,””
she said finally and they all laughed. Even Horace seemed to smile a touch.

“I’m serious, though,” she said as the uproar subsided. “You ever been
in a house when it was firebombed?” she asked. “Ever seen the skeleton of
it once it was all done? Maybe you ain’t never seen a man beat beyond
recognition, and don’t get me started on the lynchings, so many at one time,
my mama wept every time my daddy left the house. You see any of that in
San Francisco?”

Horace seemed ashamed.

“I'm not trying to embarrass you, son,” she said. “We need young
people with heart, but don’t say there hasn’t been progress. It breaks my
own heart to hear you say that ’cause I see the fruit of it every day.”



“And thank God for the fruit,” Preacher said. “And thank God for this
beautiful meal,” he added, “and the hands that prepared it.” He glanced in
the direction of the hands he was referencing when he said that, clasped in
Vivian’s lap, and for less than a minute he let his eyes linger at that level
beneath her waist.

“And the hands that clean up after it too,” she added, nodding at her
girls, and he moved his eyes to hers, and they laughed.

SHE HAD MADE A JOKE ABOUT THE GIRLS, BUT THE TRUTH WAS THAT SHE cleaned
behind them if she could. She didn’t need to be as strict as her mother had
been, pouring everything but milk into those white women’s children. No,
Vivian had it hard but not impossible. She worked twelve-hour shifts three
days a week, one of two Negro women in all of the French Hospital,
assisting Dr. Michaels and Dr. Phillips in pulling babies into this world.
And there were the after-parties too. There would be one tonight in fact,
where she’d serve jambalaya and finger sandwiches while the girls sang the
neighbors’ blues away. But those were more like homecomings than work.
The rest of the time, she could oversee her daughters, their mood and their
sound, their feel and their look, the eight-bar intros, the sequins and jewels
she sewed atop the polyester fabric.

She let them sit now that the guests had gone. They enjoyed the
remaining petit fours and warm tea, and even with her back to them as she
scrubbed the pots and pans, she could tell when Chloe spoke that she was
smiling that yard-length smile of hers. She could tell Esther was picking at
her dessert, and Ruth, her firstborn baby, she could tell she was brooding
over something, her brow furrowed, her hands clenched up in her lap. She
had been that way for months now. When she was a child, she shared too
much: “Mama, I’m nervous to sing. Mama, no boy will ever love me.” It
had worn Vivian down, all the counseling she’d been made to do, all the
stories, all the questions, all the “Look at me, Mama,” from the morning she
woke up to the time she beckoned the child to sleep. But if Vivian had had
foresight, she would have warned herself, it was better when the children
were talking. It was when they stopped that you had to worry, and that was
where she was now. Ruth was hiding something. It was only a matter of
time, though, as the Good Book said, before secrets would be made
manifest. Everything hidden would become known.

“The corn bread was good, Chloe,” she called out from the sink.



And the girls all groaned in agreement.

“Not a single square left,” Esther said. “That’s how you know.”

“Did you see how many pieces Horace reached for?”” Chloe asked.

“I wasn’t looking,” Esther said.

“You wasn’t looking, yeah, alright, you wasn’t looking, and I’'m going
to swim across the Pacific tonight, dip my hair under the water and all.”
This from Ruth. She was only kidding. She had a sweet disposition and it
came out as such, but Esther was more sensitive than she let on, especially
when it came to her older sister. She took everything Ruth said hard, then
doubled down.

“Oh yeah?”” Esther looked up fast. “I saw how many pieces of bread you
ate, Ruth. Could you even fit in your swimsuit?”

Ruth’s mouth trembled.

“The men at the club seem to like my new curves. I didn’t see a single
one checking for you.”

“I wouldn’t let those lowlifes touch me with a stick.” Esther leaned
forward.

“And they wouldn’t let themselves either.” Ruth pressed her back
against her chair.

And it would go on like that if Vivian didn’t step in. When those two
were younger, they couldn’t be separated; then their hugs turned to punches,
then their punches turned to commentary, and that didn’t seem to heal like
the marks did. She didn’t know what had provoked the rift, only that the
slightest look by one of them would unleash all the resentment that had
tangled and hardened.

“That’s enough of that now,” Vivian shouted, turning back.

“You both get more looks at the club than I do,” Chloe said.

“Every one of you would be a fool to count on that,” Vivian went on.
She still gripped a wet spoon in her hand; she swung it as she spoke, and a
drop of water flew to her wrist and curled down. “Every one of you. As
much talent as God graced you with and you got the nerve to hang your hat
on your looks, beautiful as you are, what’s wrong with you? Now apologize
to your sister, both of you.”

They grumbled apologies, and Vivian made them repeat them, louder
this time. She told herself she should be starting the greens for the after-
party, at least washing the chicken, soaking the beans, but she didn’t have



the oomph for it, not right now. She was relieved when the girls started up
again.

“Preacher sure seemed like he was in good spirits, huh, Mama?” Chloe
asked.

“What was it he said, ‘God bless the hands that made the meal,” huh?”
Esther asked. “I bet he want to do a whole lot more than bless them.” Esther
and Ruth were both laughing now.

“If by bless them, he mean wrap them inside his own and never let go,”
Chloe said.

“If by bless them, he mean soothe the weight of his soul with them,”
Ruth said, and she and Esther slapped each other’s palms.

“Nah, see, y’all getting along now when it’s you against oI’ Mama,
huh?” Vivian dried her hands on the dish towel, walked over, and sat down
in the empty chair between Chloe and Ruth. It was true what she had said,
that they were all beautiful, if distinct. Chloe was black as her daddy, with
Vivian’s slight soft features; Ruth was Vivian’s complexion, so white she
might pass, if the very thought of it didn’t sicken her, but she had Ellis’s
hair. Now it was the style to press and comb it, but when Ruth had been a
baby, Vivian had plunged her hands deep into her daughter’s curls and felt
an ecstasy at every kink, almost like God had found where she’d been
lacking and through her daughter compensated her in full. Esther had come
out as red as the dirt on Vivian’s grandmother’s land, Vivian’s hair straight
down her back. Sure, a certain kind of Negro man would always pick one of
the older girls out in a crowd, on account of how he was made to detest his
own skin. And sure, Chloe had had trouble for that reason, but as young as
she was, Vivian could discern a sensuality inside her that was only a few
moons from blooming.

“We not against you, Mama.” Chloe leaned her head against Vivian’s
shoulder.

“Yeah, we love you, Mama,” Ruth said, leaning in too.

Esther didn’t repeat her sisters’ reassurances, she never did. Still, she
walked over and rubbed her mother’s back.

Vivian started to hum “Underneath the Harlem Moon,” and Ruth picked
up the tune with her words. It was the first song the girls had learned, the
only one they all still adored.

The other girls followed like taking in air.



Vivian had been a little girl herself when she heard a group of ladies
from Mobile, fair-skinned too, singing this ditty. They’d come to entertain
at a July birthday party her mother was working. Vivian was supposed to be
setting out plates for petit fours, but her own birthday had been only two
days before, and the fantastic nature of it still lingered, so she did too, next
to the table, her mouth spread wide. One of the girls sat at the piano, the
two others surrounding her in maid uniforms. The uniforms didn’t lay on
them the way they laid on her own mama. It almost looked like the women
wore costumes. They were as lovely as the white ladies present. Their faces
were as made up, their skin as smooth, their figures as tight. It was such a
sad song, but they sang it like they were happy, their fingers snapping, their
toes tapping the hard floor. If it weren’t for their eyes, Vivian would have
bought the act entirely.

The white woman Vivian’s mother worked for danced in the center of
the room. She wasn’t old, but she was on her way and she hadn’t realized it
yet, with the low-cut blouse. She raised the hem of her skirt when she
moved, stuck out her splotched thigh. The rest of the group cheered, some
with mocking smirks. The sister at the piano watched while her fingers
sprawled over the keys. It took a while for Vivian to mark what it was in her
eyes. She only recognized it when the white woman’s daughter, Vivian’s
own age herself, snapped at Vivian to get to work: “This ain’t no nigger
party.” Vivian followed the girl back into the kitchen then, but she peered
through the door each time it was opened. The ladies sang the whole night
through, the woman and her daughter giddy off their show, and Vivian
knew the feeling she had had trouble placing was rage.

She thought about those girls every night for years after, sang the song
they’d sung, danced their dance. She had a feeling that she had been
ordained to see them. She didn’t have sisters. It was just her and her two
brothers, Lowell and Egan. Still, she clung to the image of the singers, the
unexpected surprise of the Negro women there looking just like her, the
miracle of their talent lifting the room so high even the whites needed a part
of it. All of it had restored Vivian so the white girl’s taunts couldn’t reach
her, not all the way.

When she had one daughter, then another, then another, it occurred to
her it might be fate, that that day over a decade earlier might have been the
foundation for their destiny. Then she’d heard Ruth one morning in the
sanctuary of Shiloh Missionary Baptist, with the press Vivian had combed



in the night before glistening, belt out “Precious Lord” like a woman
Vivian’s own age, one who was tired, weak, worn. Vivian had yearned to
sing as a child, and her mother had told her she could sing alright; she could
sing as loud as she wanted while she sacked bags and bags of cotton. Vivian
had clamped shut, but Ruth’s melodies had picked up where she’d left off.
The next morning, Vivian had led her two daughters onto the roof of their
building, a smooth 1,500 square feet of concrete that they accessed through
a fire escape set off from the kitchen. It was precarious walking up,
especially in the winter morning’s cold, but Vivian bundled the girls up in
coats and scarves, and the children were brave and eager to learn. “See
those houses to the north,” she’d call out. “That’s where you set your sights,
you stick with this, you’ll be there.” She taught them about pitch and
intonation until lunchtime called. Later, when Chloe was ready, there were
three. The Salvations, as they called themselves, had spent two hours a day
on that roof, rain or shine, every day since. As they aged, rehearsals
dragged until sunset sometimes, and those nights, in the distance, the lights
of the Nob Hill hotels sparkled.

Yes, Vivian had trained those girls as furiously as she’d twisted the
cotton from the boll back home. But it would all be worth it one day. The
Lord had promised her when Ellis died that He would repay her double for
her trouble. There wasn’t a day that went by that she didn’t envision the
reward, the baby blue Cadillac, the mink coats, the diamonds in her ears
nearly the size of her fists. She wouldn’t need to stand between a white
woman’s legs urging her to push out a child that would grow up just to tear
her down. She wouldn’t need to inform the new mothers she wasn’t there to
mind the babies, only to keep them alive. She’d buy the house Ellis had
rented for her, just like Mary had bought her own years earlier, only she
wouldn’t need roomers to pay the note. The South would fog over into
somebody else’s memory. Of course, the material effects were just the top
layer of her imagining, the fat at the top of milk that got skimmed for the
real substance, because it wasn’t that at all, was it? She already had an
inclination the thrill didn’t linger. It was the renewal of her faith she was
anticipating, the final leg of a journey she had started out blindfolded over
twenty years earlier, no plan in sight and $200 to her name taped inside her
gingham dress. She had made something of it on her own. This last act
would cement all she’d yearned for as hers, bind it to her so there’d be no
turning back. The nursing degree, the white frocks and caps, the rubber



shoes she tugged off each night were like signals to her that there was more
coming. He had whispered that very message in her ear.

Now she stood for the dishes once more, still exalted from the card
Mary had pulled from her bra.

“Hey, Mama.” Ruth pushed back from the table, her chair legs abrupt
against the hard wood. “I told my study group I’d meet them. We got the
biology exam next week.”

Vivian started to say no, then stopped herself. The girl was about to
graduate from nursing school, and Vivian was proud of that, she was. Sure,
sometimes it worried her too, how committed Ruth was to a backup plan. It
was like the Good Book said, you couldn’t serve two masters, but Ruth was
a careful girl, always had been. Disciplined, methodical, ambitious, which
had turned her into the star really. Of course, they all had talent. Esther’s
came through tireless effort, and even then, she’d stumble over lines, and
Vivian had stopped letting her lead songs because she’d chime in oft-key.
Chloe’s gift was pure, her range was wiiiide, delivered direct from God
Himself, but she didn’t have the power you couldn’t describe in words, but
that you couldn’t mistake either. No, without Ruth, Vivian knew, deep in
her heart, though she’d never utter it aloud, the life inside the dream would
expire.

“Go ahead then, but be back soon,” she said. “We got the after-party
tonight.”

“I know,” Ruth said without looking back. And the door closed on the
remaining two girls rounding out their final verse.



Ruth

Ruth and Gerry stood in an alley off the butcher shop, and she could still

glimpse the unplucked birds and pig heads from the side window. She only
had thirty minutes. It was Friday, and every Friday for the past five years,
Mama had hosted an after-hours party in their basement. Ruth would need
to boil beans in preparation, cut the chicken, not to mention curl her hair
and squeeze her gut into a gown. It had been getting harder and harder to do
that lately.

“I’m so sick of it,” she complained even now. “The late nights, the nasty
men, the liquor on their stank breath, the cigarette smoke on my dresses, my
hair. The other day, I threw up after a show, Gerry, barely made it outside
before it all streamed out, buckets of it. I can’t sleep at night, I’'m having
nightmares about the performances—not like in the beginning, when I’d
dream I’d open my mouth up and no sound would come out. It’s the
opposite. I’'m seeing myself on stages hitting notes to perfection, and I wake
up weeping. I don’t know how much longer I can keep this going. I really
don’t.”

Gerry stood against the butcher shop’s brick. She leaned into him.
They’d been kissing before they’d stopped for this conversation. She’d been
wanting to have it more and more lately, and they’d ridden the same words
down different tracks for weeks. Now he took her hand.

“I fell asleep in family nursing this morning,” she started back.

“Shh.” He put his finger to her mouth. “You know I’m going to take you
out of there,” he said. “You know I’'m going to marry you.”

“When?” She was tired, and the word came out with a desperate tinge.
“I don’t know how much longer I can wait.”



“They about to promote me.” He was a tall brown man with light brown
eyes. He’d been skinny as a child, but he’d grown muscles now, muscles
and a beard. He had a tic that made him nod when he spoke; he’d developed
it when they were nine and a roomer had tried to step to his mother. He’d
raised a baseball bat to the man’s face, vowed he’d use it, and the man had
fled, but the tic had lingered. That nod always reminded Ruth of the power
of his word. He nodded again now. It was hard for her to touch him without
wanting him fully.

“Myron aiming to open his package liquor store any minute. It’s all he
been talking about. Ain’t nobody else to fill in for him. Nobody that know
the business like I do. OI’ Barrett last week almost lost his finger to a
handsaw. No way Mr. Gaines would put him in charge after that. No way in
hell.”

Gerry was confident, but he was fighting to be, and that worried Ruth,
that there was an opponent on the other side of his conviction.

“It’s not just that. I’'m going to own my own butcher shop one day, just
like Mr. Gaines. He started same way I did, apprenticing, then four years
later, the shop on Post belonged to him. Then this one a few years after that.
And cutting meat is like cutting hair, like burying bodies, there’s going to
always be a need for it, baby. It’s not the bright lights”—he lowered his
head—*"but I promise you, you’ll always be fed.”

“I don’t want all that,” she said, lifting his face with her fingers. “Just
enough light to see you by, that’s all.” And she kissed him again, harder that
time.

“Just give me a few weeks,” he repeated, and she nodded. She always
backed down around this bend of the conversation because the truth was, if
he proposed tomorrow, as ecstatic as she’d be, she couldn’t begin to
conceive of how she’d break it to her mother. It wasn’t that she hadn’t yet
summoned the nerve; she didn’t know if she had the capacity to. Even if all
the courage in her body rose to its feet like an army inside her, she didn’t
think it would be enough. She had never been the type of person who just
did things because she wanted to do them. There were people she knew like
that, like Nubia, who yearned to be a star with everything in her, or even
Katherine, who confessed she was born to bear children, but Ruth didn’t
know how to lead a vision from her mind into the world. All this time, her
mother had been telling her to project her voice, to smooth out her steps, to
mind her sisters, to boil the rice, to sort the bills, to run the house, and she




had followed on her own mostly. But still, the drive of it had come from
someone else, and along the way, her own will had been dulled, subsumed.

She was praying the proposal would give her some momentum. She was
praying for certainty, a sign that might tell her when to move, what order
the words should step out in to best capture her mother’s agreement, a sign
along the lines of the miracle at Cana in Galilee. Something she wouldn’t be
able to unsee or misremember later. But here she was outside the butcher
shop counting the minutes until she’d hustle off to chase somebody else’s
dream.

Gerry sighed, shook his head, but he kissed her too.

He pulled her against him, then pulled back, focused on her middle. It
was true that she had gained.

“Getting thick with it,” he said. “I like it.”

“It’s all those bologna sandwiches.” She nodded toward the meat inside.

“What I’'ma do with you?” he asked, laughing.

“I don’t know.” She rubbed her hand up and down his hard chest. “But
we only got ten minutes left to find out.”

Ruth had known Gerry her whole life. When she was young, she would
have sworn her father had sent him to her to protect her in his absence. She
had been about to turn four when the man died, and she was twenty-four
now, but she carried the memory of the day of his death with her
everywhere she went with a freshness, a vigor, that belied its age.

The details were always the same no matter how many times she
revisited them. Her parents had gone out for dinner, and Mary walked next
door every ten minutes to be sure Ruth and Esther hadn’t wandered from
their beds and, once, to pour Esther a new bottle. After Esther gulped it
down, Mary left again, and Ruth sang the toddler a lullaby she’d learned
from their mother. She only had to finish the first verse before the child’s
heavy breathing resumed.

A-tisket, a-tasket
A green and yellow basket
1 wrote a letter to my friend
And on the way I dropped it

Later, Ruth awoke to Mary hunched over on the edge of the bed
whispering to herself, “Lord, help me, Jesus.” Then Ruth was out again, and



to this day, a small, buried part of herself wondered if perhaps that was the
reason he had died. Maybe there was something she would have been able
to do with her mind, with her spirit, should she have asked Mary what was
wrong, should she have peered over her shoulder into the sitting room,
where her father lay flat, her mother rushing to the window for the
ambulance, rushing back.

When Ruth finally did get up, the details were hard to assemble into a
story, her mother in a heap in the kitchen in front of the new icebox, Mary
beside her rubbing her back, and Esther crying, wailing really, that
interminable wail that wouldn’t let up for months after. Every memory of
that period seemed to have been infused with it. Even now, when she
thought of her father, it wasn’t the man with the soft hat, the mustache, or
the bold cologne, the scratchy almost-beard struggling in; no, it was the
sound of her sister’s voice, Mary whispering, Mama in a heap. That last
detail was the hardest to stomach. To this day, she’d do anything to keep
that woman standing.

And she didn’t hate singing as much as she hated performing, the frantic
pace, the undying nights, the eyes on her, the expectations so heavy, and
there was no satisfying them when they came to her so deep. Not that it
mattered. She’d been in the youth choir since she was old enough to say,
“No thank you,” and Mama didn’t expect anything out of it at first. It was
more like holding your own bottle or buckling your own shoes. But then
one day, her friend had to stay home sick, and it was Ruth whom the saints
associated with her. They told her to get up on the pulpit and sing “Precious
Lord” the same way Rosetta had sung it on the record, and so she shot her
head back and she did just that, without any particular intention, or fear for
that matter, only the way she cleared her plate when her pork chops and rice
were finished, or ran the water for her bath. Though she stumbled over the
line Let me stand, singing “Let me sand’ instead, the church had erupted
that day, and she was still so young she didn’t know if their roar of applause
was a blessing or a chastisement.

After that, she and Esther were on the roof every night, and for some
time, Chloe was too young, but she’d watch. It was supposed to be a two-
girl act, that was it, until one day, the baby girl who couldn’t even use the
bathroom reliably sang two octaves above middle C without strain. Her
mother shook her head, smiled to herself, and looked up into the air like she
did when she was conversing with Daddy, and she said, “Alright. Three?



Alright. Three.” Chloe joined, and they were the Salvations. Before Ruth
could pronounce “intonation,” she was sleeping with a humidifier to
hydrate her larynx; gargling with salt water to prevent infections; jumping
rope to ward off breathlessness. Even now, God forbid Mama caught them
smoking, or drinking, or spreading too much mayonnaise on their deviled
ham sandwiches, or shouting, or doing much of anything besides three-part
harmonizing on the roof’s concrete, watching the world beneath them press
forward.

Gradually it had all become too much, and Ruth hungered for the girl
who would hum along to the Soul Stirrers in the backseat of the car, for the
Sunday morning sessions with her sisters, all “Just a Closer Walk with
Thee.” That would have been more than enough. Indeed, Mama had
shepherded them from the roof to the basement to the high-level stages, but
Ruth yearned to travel backwards. Most of the time she was crooning to
jazz or gyrating to R&B onstage, she was reflecting on the simple things:
breakfasts at Gerry’s house on Father’s Day because the holiday was less
than meaningless to them both, drives with him to the Outer Sunset once
she turned sixteen. Then there was the future beckoning: the click of the
door weekday evenings, Gerry at the threshold, her children underfoot, the
miracle of her husband making it home for supper yet again.

Back home, Ruth’s mama sidled up beside her. She’d been acting funny
since dinner and she kept it up now, held her hand over her heart, her eyes
watering, bright red, and she walked up close to Ruth, and she cupped her
face in her right hand.

“What’s wrong with you, Mama?” Ruth asked now. “You coming down
with something?”

And the older woman said, to Ruth’s surprise, “No, no, your mama just
got a little more hope in her cup than usual, that’s all.”

Then Vivian sat at the table beside her, and she didn’t ask Ruth to get up
either, though a hundred people were going to be in the basement in two
hours looking for something to drive their hunger away.

“Who are you, and where is my mama?” Ruth asked.

And her mother laughed, in a loud, irreverent way that was not of her,
though lately even Ruth had to admit she’d seemed looser, younger.
Sometimes at night, she’d light a cigarette after rehearsal on the roof, and
she’d talk about her early days with Ruth’s father, how they’d walk to the
general store for ice cream, how she knew she would marry him because



when her mother was too sick to move, he’d lift her like she was a child, the
way she knew he would one day lift his own children. Ruth would forget
then she was talking to her mother, or any woman she knew for that matter.
She felt the same sentiments, that she knew with Gerry by the way he took
care of his own mama. Mary could be vengeful. She was known to start
fights she couldn’t finish, but each time Gerry would usher her away like
she was incapable of harming a fly. Ruth started to say as much, but that
was the thing with her mother—if Ruth inserted herself during these
moments, Vivian would remember the usual order of things and pull back.
She’d say, “Times have changed. The silliest thing you could do right now
1s chain yourself to a man.” They wouldn’t be like girlfriends any longer,
and that wall between them would erect itself once again. For that reason,
Ruth had learned to silently cherish the times her mother forgot herself,
times like now.

“Who are you, and what have you done with my mama?” she repeated,
just to hear the woman laugh again.

“Nothing’s wrong, baby,” she said, still in that same soft tone. “I got
news is all. Good news this time. News that will change everything. News
that we’d been waiting on, and I had just been about to doubt God, but no.”
And she shook her head and looked up to the ceiling like she did when she
was grateful.

“What is it, Mama?” Ruth asked, though she knew. It was likely another
audition, maybe the one at the Dunbar Hotel in Los Angeles, maybe
somewhere farther away, maybe something worse. She almost shuddered.
She loved her mother more than any other person in this world besides
Gerry and her sisters, of course, but they were fundamentally opposed.
Mama preferred Sarah Vaughan’s fullness to Ella Fitzgerald’s flexibility.
She thought potato salad was what the devil prepared for his guests, and
Ruth could devour bowls. She said idleness should have been rebuked in
the Ten Commandments, and Ruth would just sit sometimes when her
mother was at work and examine the thoughts in her mind, one by one,
because when her mother was present, she swore the woman was privy
even to them. Vivian was terrified of open-faced, raw emotion. Once she
had glimpsed Ruth and Gerry beneath a door frame. They hadn’t been
doing or saying anything at all, but that had given it away, the way they’d
been smiling like idiots over nothing, and the look in Vivian’s eye, Ruth
would never forget it.



Since Vivian seemed to have been lifted by her news, Ruth feared—no,
she knew—that whatever it was, news like that would box her in, weigh her
down, hold her back.

Her sisters scuffled in, Mary behind them carrying a fresh chicken from
Mr. Gaines’s. Mama stood to carry it to the counter, and Ruth took that
opportunity to stand herself: “I better get to washing those greens.” The
girls followed her lead, headed upstairs to change. Vivian walked over and
rubbed her arm. Ruth thought about telling her then about Gerry,
preempting her news with her own, getting it over with, letting the what-ifs
drift behind her.

“What 1s it, baby?” Vivian asked, rooting through the refrigerator now
for the greens. “You always get nervous before a show,” she hurried on.
“The more nervous, in fact, the better you seem to do. You’re going to soar
up there. The thing is”—she whispered that part, probably so her sisters
didn’t hear; she didn’t like to breed competition among them in that way
—*“you’re a star, baby. And there’s nothing you could do to change that,
even if you wanted to.”

“Yes, Mama,” Ruth said. The collards were tough—Ruth could glean
that from where she stood. Her mama passed her the bowl, and Ruth set it
down in front of her, ripping the leaves from their hard stems piece by
piece.



Gerry had spent more time than Ruth could measure setting up an after-

hours spot in the basement, building a bar on the far end of the floor and
drilling stools along its counter. Then a wooden stage with a red sequined
curtain Mama had sewn and hung behind it, jutting out of the wall in the
back. And every Friday night, he lined the frame of the room with chairs to
free up the floor. Neighbors streamed in after places like Club Flamingo and
the Gourmet Theater Restaurant closed, when they still needed a place to
feel on each other or they needed bread to soak up their good times. Or they
needed more of something else, anything else, a thing they could neither
verbalize nor had ever located, and they were intent on finding it in the heat
of Mama’s done-up basement. Ruth understood, partly. She hadn’t been
able to claim that thing either, but she couldn’t fathom searching for it there.
Anyway, she’d always been the one to start the food for the late nights,
and they hadn’t always provided dessert, but people more and more had
requested something sweet, banana pudding or pecan pie. At first there
hadn’t been more than a trickle of folk, and the girls would rouse
themselves from bed and perform in their regular house clothes, rollers in
their hair, but as word spread, they began to treat it the same way they’d
treat a formal show. The thing was the girls had built a following on their
own, and now Ruth got the feeling people were there for them more than
the corn bread, not to say her mother didn’t put her foot in it, her foot and
half a cup of sugar. Still, some of the audience didn’t even eat; they just
pulled their fold-up chairs to the tip of the stage, closed their eyes, and let
their mouths hang, waiting on Ruth and her sisters to carry them elsewhere.
The noise downstairs started as a hum, but by the time Ruth had
drizzled oil and vinegar over the tomato salad and poured milk in the biscuit
batter, the hum had advanced to full-on song. That was her cue to head
upstairs. Her mother and Mary would remove the greens from the fire once
they were so tender Miss Fox with half her teeth gone would be able to
swallow them whole. It used to be that Vivian would stand over the girls
while they dressed, her voice straining with instructions: “Don’t you want
to paint your nails red to draw more attention to that microphone?”” And the
girls couldn’t gossip and joke with each other the way they did ordinarily,
not with their mother shouting: “Rest your voice now, that’s your power.”



Mama had to take up more responsibility downstairs, though, what with
Mary and Miss Fox prone to starting fights with the other customers, and
now, left to their own devices, the girls were free to bicker and complain.
For instance:

“Is that Lil Viv?” Esther asked when Ruth opened the door. “I thought
you had run off with Gerry, as late as you are coming in.”

“Oh, stop,” Chloe said.

“Yeah, before I tell Mama you want to sing an extra solo tonight,” Ruth
snapped back, shutting her bedroom door behind her.

Esther didn’t say anything to that; Chloe only laughed.

There was an hour remaining before they’d head onstage, but Chloe was
ready, perched on the edge of the bed, wagging her kitten heel pumps,
tossing out compliments to Esther like she did, like she could build the
girl’s mood from scratch. And the thing was, though Ruth seemed to bring
out the worst aspects of her sister, sometimes, for Chloe, it worked.

“You might as well go ahead and get married in that dress, Esther,”
Chloe went on. “Just need to change the color.”

Esther wasn’t moved, not yet. “It’s the same one you’re wearing,” she
said. “Same one Ruth’s wearing too.”

“Yeah, but you not going to have to suck your stomach in neither, not
like me. I made the mistake of stopping by Lena’s on the way home. You
know it’s lemon butter pecan cake on Fridays, and I swear I can see it on
me, like I didn’t even digest it, like it just lodged itself in this roll”—and
she squeezed the part of her stomach that folded over itself. Ruth tried not
to laugh.

“Doesn’t matter,” Esther cut her off. “Ruth could walk up there in a
garbage sack and she’s all they’d see. Especially Mr. Gaines. Unless, of
course, Miss Fox tries to fight him first,” Esther went on. Mama let Miss
Fox drink for free because she bussed tables, and she didn’t have a dime to
her name, but she would promise them she was going to make them rich.

“‘I’ma get on the phone as soon as I leave here and see about my
brother,”” Esther mimicked her now. ““He a promoter and he gon get you a
deal and then you gon tell them all Miss Fox gave you that. Yeah, that came
from your Miss Fox.””

Ruth and Chloe bent over laughing. Esther was funny, but it wasn’t just
that—they were relieved. Her spells came and went, and it had seemed
yesterday that one was brewing. Ruth had bullied her as a child, nothing



extreme, simple name-calling, more so around certain days, Daddy-
Daughter dances for instance. Then there’d been that one time when Esther
had gotten unreasonably close to that grown man. He’d invite Esther to stay
after shows at Flamingo, and standing behind the two, Ruth would have
mistaken Mr. Sterling for Esther’s daddy. Their bond had poked at a tender
spot in Ruth she hadn’t known was there, and she’d retaliated in her quiet
way. Then she’d become kinder as her own heart healed, as Gerry mended
it. Still, as much as Ruth tried, her sister didn’t trust her. And most of her
storms ended up spiraling in Ruth’s direction. Sometimes, though, they’d
shift before they touched ground.

“So, Ruth, how’s Gerry?” Chloe asked in that singsong voice she
developed whenever the topic was boys.

Ruth kept her face composed like she hadn’t been worrying about the
very same thing. “He’s fine, why?”

“Is he coming tonight?”

She shook her head. “He’s gotta work. He’s up for a promotion you
know.”

“Ooh,” Chloe said. “Maybe that’s what he’s been waiting on, before he
pops the question.”

“Please.” Esther seemed to be relaxing. “Mama would answer that
question for him with a pop upside his head. He’s got too much sense for
that.”

“Maybe not,” Chloe said. “Never know what somebody will do when
they . . . in love. I wouldn’t know, but don’t they say it’s like a brick hit you,
you start seeing things that ain’t ordinarily there. You lose control over your
faculties. Shoot, I can’t wait.”

“You’re only twenty, you better get comfortable with exactly that,
waiting,” Esther said.

“Ugh, might be another ten years waiting on you two.” Chloe stood up
and began powdering the spaces on either sides of her nose that tended to
oil. She didn’t need any of it was the thing. She had beautiful chocolate skin
that even on the days leading up to her cycle didn’t break out into the small
bumps Esther kept on her forehead or the bigger mounds that dotted Ruth’s
jawline. But she didn’t know it.

“Not too much,” Ruth said in a soft voice, placing her hand on her
sister’s upper back. “Unless you expecting somebody tonight.” She winked,
glad for the change in subject.



“Not somebody, everybody,” Chloe said. “And when they hear us,
they’ll be back the next week and the week after that and the week after
that. Don’t matter who else is open either.”

Esther ignored Chloe, dashing her cheekbones with rouge. “Mama say
how many songs we got to sing this time?” she asked. She was getting
nervous, Ruth could tell, and if it grew in strength, it would reveal itself in
some onstage mishap, hopefully one Ruth could distract the crowd from
noticing.

“We gon go til the people through with us, that’s what we gon do,” she
said like she was irritated. The truth, though, was that she was sustained by
Esther’s reticence. Her friends had stopped listening to her “made-up
problems,” as they called them; her mother thought she was spoiled,
ungrateful. Even she did most times. Who wouldn’t want to be transformed
into a star? Esther was the only one who might have understood. She loved
it like Chloe, but it ate at her too, that it didn’t come to her straight, that she
had to pour more effort in than the others, and she still wouldn’t yield as
much back. Ruth didn’t know why she pressed on so hard with it, why she
didn’t let it go. They had never had an honest conversation about it, or
anything for that matter, but the fact that it was inevitable that Esther would
miss a note onstage settled Ruth’s chagrin more than she could say. Esther
would be upset if Ruth left, but in all likelihood it’d be best for her.

Ruth squeezed into her blue sequined gown, same exact one as the other
girls’ except hers stopped at her knees, and the other girls’ reached their
ankles. Esther eyed her up and down.

“Requiring more work than usual, huh, girl?” But she didn’t seem
judgmental, only interested, and her curiosity scared Ruth more. Ruth
turned from her fast, snuffed her own concern out.

“What’d Mama say we singing?” she asked.

“You know I always like us to redo ‘Sixty Minute Man,”” Chloe said,
lighting up like she always did before a show, “and then ‘I Didn’t Know
There Was a Reason.” That’s the three of us. Then Mama wants you to take
‘Walk Through That Door’ solo, Ruth.”

And as soothed as Ruth was by Esther’s inadequacy, the idea that Ruth
would yank this hope from Chloe worked the opposite magic. Whenever
she was reminded of how much the singing meant to her baby sister, she
would feel like a grown woman burning the Christmas list of a child who
had imbued it with the previous year’s supply of joy.



“Well, we better warm up then,” Ruth said, letting out a deep, hard
breath.

And she led them in their ritual: driving up and down the scale singing
“Maaaa”; aligning posture; singing “Maaaa” with more vowels at the end;
yawning, stretching their faces; thinking about their ribs and glutes and
backs while singing “Maaaa” with all their might. And they never went
onstage without running through “I Know Jesus Loves Me” a cappella,
Ruth carrying the melody, Esther the upper part, and Chloe the lower,
though the truth was Chloe’s range was wider than either of theirs. Still,
Mama said the men liked Ruth in the front.

It was nerves steady grinding after that, no matter how many times they
performed, and they each had a different way of showing it. Ruth grew
quiet now, eyeing the room for items she could organize, books off their
shelves, sheets hanging beneath the mattress, but everything was in its
place. Esther had it hardest, and she snapped at the girls about her lipstick.
“The red color,” she shouted, “I know you have it”—and then a minute later
it turned up in her bra. And Chloe twirled in the mirror, flipped her hair,
smoothed her gown, hummed the number they’d sing second, all the while
beaming. Onstage she would take on a different persona altogether. Mama
had told Ruth once she saw a seriousness, a power, in Chloe when she sang
that she’d never ever viewed inside her otherwise.

They sprayed some more oil on their hair, hoisted up their pantyhose,
glanced backwards in the mirror at their asses as they sashayed, and stepped
out.

Downstairs was already hot and humid, though it was only eleven—the
basement filled up fast in that way. Mama was running tables with Mary,
and there were fifty people between her and her daughters at least, but she
mouthed to Ruth, “You’re going to be okay.”

“I know,” Ruth mouthed back like she didn’t need it, though something
settled inside her when her mother said it.

“You’re going to be okay,” Ruth said to her sisters, rubbing their backs,
squeezing their hands. They always started with a prayer, and she led one
Now.

“Lord, carry us out of our own bodies so there’s room for you to join us.
More than that, move into us, Lord. Occupy our spirits, our hearts, and our
minds. Be the words that we deliver, the sound that we emit, the flow we
fall into, make us one with the audience so they tell us what they need and



we hear it just as it’s time to let it roll, Lord. Touch our feet, may they move
like we’re dancing on clouds. Still our minds so the rhythm is in our heart
and we know it like we know our own name. Lord, energize the people
before us, take the liquor off their breath—"

“Yes, Lord,” Esther said.

“—and out of their brain so they can focus, so they can hear us, so they
can appreciate the sound you and we are creating. Lord, let it be a testament
to the gift you put inside us. Let us do right by you, Lord. Amen.”

“Amen,” the girls repeated.

They passed through the downstairs crowd to the front of the room
where the floor had been scratched and Gerry’s stage had been chipped, but
after a few minutes nobody would pay attention to that. The band was
ready, the drummer sliding his closed palm over his sticks one by one, the
trumpeter cleaning his mouthpiece. The people beneath him were laughing,
shouting, singing, dancing, though there was no music on, not yet. The girls
would tame them, in time. Ruth was stepping up to do so when someone
grabbed her arm, gripped it tight. She knew it was Gerry before she turned.
He was supposed to be working tonight.

“I thought you couldn’t make it.”

“I took off.” He nodded when he spoke. “Ruth”—and he paused here.
“Mr. Gaines stopped me after work. I got the promotion. I got it, baby.”

“That’s wonderful,” she said. Her foot had landed at the tip of the stage,
but whatever powerful feeling his words lit up inside her didn’t seem to
belong in that venue. The feeling wasn’t exactly joy: the decision wasn’t on
Gerry anymore, not Mr. Gaines either. She wasn’t waiting on any outside
force to save her. She stood arm’s length from her sisters, and the gap
between her and them might as well have been a mountain to scale.

“I don’t want to put it off any longer. We need to tell her, your mama,
she’s going to have to know, Ruth. I love you, and—"

“I know,” she cut him off. “I love you too. So much. But now I have to
sing.” She looked over to where her mama stood, Preacher beside her
rubbing her back. She had said she needed to sing, but she didn’t know if
the words to the songs they had rehearsed would leave her mouth when she
opened it. There might be an exclamation instead, a hymn of praise, a cry of
alarm.

The music started, and she could hear Chloe in the back, crooning the
chorus to “Sixty Minute Man.” The girls all swung their arms, snapped their



fingers. They rolled their hips forward in a slow swoon, and the crowd
hollered, drunk as they were. She couldn’t see them—it was too lit up
onstage—but she could feel the energy, the free life, wild in the room yet
directed straight at her too, and the thought of it all ending fueled her
forward. It might be over soon.

And she leaned down for this part to offer the crowd the fingers that
didn’t grip the microphone, and the men who’d dragged their chairs to the
stage leapt toward her, pitiful, though, on account of the booze, and she
jerked her hand back just in time to make them laugh again.

Not that they needed the entertainment, not anymore. They were already
coupled up, the song a stimulant in that direction. She could float away now
if she wanted to, but there was “I Didn’t Know There Was a Reason” to do,
and the energy of her sisters occupied her through that, the fear of stepping
on their feet, the mothering urge she could mostly manage, ensuring they
maintained their notes above and below her.

They took a minute to receive the applause and to catch their breath.
Ruth could glimpse Mama from the corner of her eye, chatting it up with
Gerry, both of them staring straight at her, Mama calling out, “Alright now,
girl.” Ruth turned back to the song.

There didn t seem to be a reason to smile
1 hadn t felt this funny feeling in quite a while
But then you came and shined your light on me
And I can 't take another day without you, baby

Esther and Chloe sang the next two verses, and Ruth closed her eyes for
them. In her mind, she was guiding her sisters through every note, holding
their hands as they walked a narrow ledge, and it wasn’t until Esther
reached the final But I must go on, But I will go on without an error that
Ruth exhaled, then called out to the audience to give it up for first Esther,
then Chloe. Moments like these, she felt most intimately like her mother’s
child. The pride she felt watching them saunter off the stage, watching the
people gaze at them, already hooked to them in that short time, well, she
understood why her mother’s eyes watered, why she followed them onto
that roof every night. She and her sisters had been singing and dancing in
harmony since they could talk, and somehow along the way, their insides
had become connected too. She butted heads with Esther, sure, but she still



knew when she was sick; she knew when her heart was broken. And now,
when her two sisters had been glorified, she could feel their transcendence.

This was the part of the night Ruth feared—the part when she was left
alone onstage. Her sisters, after all these years, were like padding to her.
When she tripped over a microphone wire six months back at the
Champagne Supper Club, it didn’t sting as much when she stepped off the
stage knowing they had had a bad night, that was all.

At least she wouldn’t have to dance. That wasn’t her forte, and it was all
she could do to remember the words, much less know if she should step to
the right three times before she dipped, or twice.

The crowd had erupted seeing her sisters off, and she waited for them to
quiet down before she started, low at first.

I don t know exactly what I came here for
I don 't know the reason anymore

She could sense her mama from where she stood, surrounded by
patrons, overjoyed, and Ruth used to try to be too—to find pride in being
the recipient of so many people’s stares, to close her eyes and blend into the
sound, to call up gratitude for her luck to be gifted such a talent—but she’d
learned a few years back it was futile. She’d only feel more guilt at the end
of it.

Just that what I’'m getting isn t feeding me
Only that I stepped into a world thats not keeping me

She had finally found a way to match the joy she knew her mother felt
watching them perform. But if she wanted to round out that joy, she would
have to steal her mother’s; she would have to talk to her; she would have to
activate her own voice. She had promised herself she would do that very
thing too many times now to count, but at the last minute, another audition
would come through, another concert opening, another opportunity they
simply could not forgo.

If this is what it is, then tell me
I've never been above settling



Because her mother would say, Ruth knew, that she wanted more for her
than a life a finger-snap away from poverty. Her mother would say she
wanted more for her than to be some man’s wife, some children’s mother,
some milk to devour, some nerves to fray, some life force to suck dry. It
represented danger to Vivian, anything that didn’t showcase every form of
ambition, but it was the opposite for Ruth. She would tell her mother if she
listened. Her whole life she’d studied other people’s families. The way a
father would loop his jacket around his child when the outside air swooped
in the sanctuary at church, and the way her friend Nubia’s mother would set
a plate before her man first before she tended to her own children. Those
details fascinated her, and she’d unwind them and coil them back up, only
to unwind them again many nights. If her mother were to talk to a girl in the
church who wasn’t her daughter, she would tell her that everyone had a
compass inside them showing them which direction to go. Ruth had zeroed
in on hers years earlier, but she had drowned it out with doo-wops and
dance steps. The harder she went, she told herself, the more she could learn
to love it, but the opposite had happened instead—the disgust had
sharpened because she wasn’t listening to it. And she sang that next part
from her gut, with the weight of the urge to steer her own life.

The crowd was cheering now. She had hit the D on the head and let it
linger, and there was wonder in that, sure. There was a peace there too, a
stability. She had been on somebody’s stage for as long as she knew. The
crowd always overflowed with praise. She didn’t know why she couldn’t
learn to be the type of woman to let that warm her. But she had learned she
could not, and the certainty of that in the moment filled her up in a way that
wouldn’t seep out after the applause was done.

But if theres something different
Then let me walk through that door
Tonight

The song was almost over. She’d sing that last verse one more time, and
she’d add some words to it, some oomph as Mama called it, and then . . .
The truth was she was starting to feel funny again. It had been that way the
last couple of nights, but the feeling was gaining strength now, as was her
suspicion.



She set the microphone back on the stand and bowed. She usually
stayed for as much applause as they’d give—she earned that and then some
—>but this time she walked straight down the steps, past the men whose
eyes were strapped to her chest, only to get a sight of her backside; past her
sisters, namely Chloe, who screeched and clapped; past Mama, Preacher
Thomas beside her, who’d taken her hairnet off to say she was so proud.
She could see Gerry too, walking toward her, but she didn’t let him stop her
from hurrying up the stairs. She wanted to talk to him, more than anything
she did, but the noise, which she typically welcomed, the mix of odors, hot
oil, Tabu the forbidden perfume, and sweat on top of hair grease, the sounds
of palms slapping other palms, or butts, in greeting, the trumpeter leading
the band in improv, all of it together was too frantic for the uneasiness
rising inside her. She couldn’t take the risk of throwing up in this setting.

She rushed up another flight of stairs and made it to her bathroom just
in time. When she was done, she noticed that her sisters had come in behind
her, Chloe stroking her hair and even Esther appearing contrite. The three
girls glanced at each other, and an understanding passed between them, one
Ruth had been bypassing the last few weeks, but in the familiarity of this
setting, of this group, she felt safe staring it down and then absorbing it.
Finally, when Ruth couldn’t stand the smell of herself any longer, she told
them to go, and she stood and washed up at the sink, smiling without
meaning to all the while. There was something different, and she would
walk through that door tonight.



Esther

Al the while Ruth freshened up, Esther had to stop herself from smiling.
She wasn’t in the habit of celebrating her older sister, and the smile
wouldn’t have conveyed the meaning at its root. The thing was, Esther had
been praying in her own vague and nondeferential way that Ruth would
somehow be displaced from her star position, that Esther would be the one
to displace her. And now her time had come. Chloe was good at this singing
thing, better than good, but she didn’t know it, and that hemmed her up in
the way she’d let her voice drop when Ruth came in too heavy or the way
she’d eat too much before a show, develop a leg cramp, and only half
commit to the dance steps. That and Mama’s blindness were why Ruth had
always been set out front. And it was true that Esther had always had to
work three times harder for the same level of skill, but she held her head up
high when she arrived at rehearsal an hour before, tarried an hour later. And
she maintained that spirit during the show. It was why onstage she could
perform on par, why recently, at the Champagne Supper Club, she had
outshined even Ruth singing “I Don’t Want to Go On This Way.” Half of
stardom, she’d learned, was the belief that it was yours.

Of course, she’d learned a few minutes ago that there had been another
reason she’d been trending upward, why Ruth had been slipping back, but
that knowing only stoked her hope. Because it wasn’t just the pregnancy—
that state would yield a child, and Ruth would be the best mother, like she’d
been to Esther before their feud, like she still was to Chloe. She wouldn’t be
able to split the effort between her home and the roof; she would make the
right choice, she always did, and that would root up a path for Esther that
simply had not been there before. Again, she had to stop herself from not
only smiling but also tilting her head back and guffawing.



“How long have you known?”” she asked. Ruth was back in her bedroom
now, on the edge of her bed staring into space while Chloe rubbed her back.
She had lingered in the bathroom for some minutes cleaning herself up, but
Esther could still smell her, and she stepped backwards a few feet while she
waited for her sister to confess.

“Really known? As long as you have.” Ruth’s eyes fastened on her
stomach or the floor—Esther wasn’t sure which. Esther wanted to extend
her arm to her, maybe pull her in. It had been so long she wouldn’t know
where to start, how long to draw the act out, and she decided after a second
of considering it wouldn’t be close to worth the awkwardness. Instead she
tried to will her sister to risk looking up into her eyes. It was the most
tender Esther had felt about her in some time. Maybe Ruth could glimpse
that if she looked her way. Esther understood why she might not; there had
been only coldness there for years now.

“What are you going to do?” Esther asked. Her voice was softer here
now, but no one seemed to notice it.

She was surprised at herself. In a matter of minutes, it was like history
had changed, not the facts but her perception of them. For so long, when
she saw or even thought of her sister, she could only find room for Ruth’s
taunts that had at first floated around her but then, in their adolescent years,
circled closer, snuck inside her. The teasing had stopped years ago, but the
discomfort had lingered, swelled even, encompassed most interactions
involving Ruth, even ones where she wasn’t to blame. For instance, her
relationship with Mama: it wasn’t Ruth’s fault that she’d bent to the
woman’s will, that Mama didn’t even have to say a word to Ruth and she’d
know all the same to retrieve her slippers or her robe or whatever it was that
would deliver her from her state of unease. Esther had found that state of
unease to be permanent, but Ruth had worked a way around it. Then, of
course, there was that man. Esther shook her head against the image of him.

Ruth shrugged, like they were talking about whether she’d finish off the
leftovers from the after-party or send them home with Mary for her
roomers.

“Well, you don’t know a thing then, huh, girl? You don’t know what
you’re going to do, you didn’t know you got yourself knocked up, you’re
probably going to say you don’t know how.” Esther didn’t mean to come
out so strong. It was just that man’s face, and humor had become a reflex
for her, a guard. Her mama had tried to tame her mouth, even washed it out



with soap when she was thirteen, but it didn’t matter. Once Esther scrubbed
the sharp taste off her tongue, she was back, switching Mama’s gospel
lyrics to sexually laced ones: I need all of you inside me right this minute,
Jesse instead of Jesus; remarking on Miss Mary’s smile behind her back, all
“Be true to your teeth, or they’ll be false to you.” But this was not the time.
She reminded herself of that.

“Of course I noticed,” Ruth said. “Of course I did. Four months ago, it
should have come and it didn’t. But you know our cycles ain’t never been
so regular. And I been under so much pressure too, with the Dunbar
audition approaching, Gerry’s job stuff.” She started to say something else
and then she paused. “I’d assumed it had been stress,” she went on. “I
wanted to assume as much.” She sort of smiled when she said that part, and
Esther thought she might have noticed relief, not only that, but was it
happiness? And that happiness seemed to invert itself and snake into Esther
like 1t wasn’t possible for her and her sister to match on the inside.

“Well, good for you,” Esther said. “You got your ticket out. You know
you never loved it, Ruth.” There was more she had wanted to say only a
minute earlier, so much more, maybe “Congratulations,” maybe “You’d
make a good mother, based on how you used to be with me, how you still
are with Chloe,” maybe “That’s one lucky baby.” But now handling it all a
different way felt better, made it easier to walk out the door and slam it
behind her.

Esther couldn’t find downstairs fast enough. On her way, Mr. Gaines
stopped her, trying to locate her chest with his eyes, but she had changed
into her casual clothes now, a buttoned-up tailored shirt that nearly reached
her neck.

“You sounded good,” he said.

“You couldn’t hear me over your own nasty thoughts,” she yelled back
over her shoulder. She would retrieve her coat, then be gone, but when she
reached the basement, sure enough, Mama was busy trying to break up a
fight between Miss Fox and Mary.

“She knew I wanted a square meal,” Mary shouted. “Bringing me a slab
of meat like I’'m some heathen. I come in here every week and I order
potatoes, greens, and steak, a square meal. You ain’t never seen me in here
not ordering no goddamn square meal.”

“Nobody would argue with that. If anything, they might even say the
meals were rectangular,” Esther muttered to no one in particular, and a



couple beside her snickered.

Mama was escorting Miss Fox from the basement, and she gestured at
Esther to finish leading the woman upstairs. Esther reached down for her
hand; her own coat would have to wait. Miss Fox was small, and it didn’t
require too much effort to guide her from one step to the other. Esther could
smell the brown liquor straining through her pores.

“Oo, I could just strangle that bitch.” Miss Fox turned to her when they
reached outside. “Then your mama, that heifer, banned me for a month.
Can’t hardly stand none of y’all.” She lit a cigarette and handed it to Esther.
Esther hesitated—she had only done it once with Horace at the bookstore—
then looked around, took a long drag, and coughed the smoke out.

“Feel better, don’t 1t?”” Miss Fox asked.

Esther nodded, and the woman looked back at her like she was seeing
her for the first time.

“Take another one, you might feel even better than that.”

Esther reached for it once more and puffed before she heard the uproar.
Mary had run out of the house and down the front steps, her arms swinging,
Gerry behind her.

“You no-count geezer,” she screamed, and Esther handed the cigarette
back, started down the block. Last time she got caught up in one of Mary’s
grievances, her earring had been yanked out of her left lobe. She’d worn
clip-ons onstage until a nurse friend of Mama’s sewed her up again. From
what she could gather, tonight would be that sort of night. Even now, she
could hear Gerry, all:

“Mama, wait. Now stop all that now, Mama. You too old for all that.”

Then Miss Fox:

“You lucky your son got you. If it weren’t him, woulda been me.”

Esther turned back for another peek. Ruth had ventured outside.

Gerry had set his mother at their front stoop and was standing beside his
woman now, his hand grazing her stomach. He knew. Whether he’d known
all along or Ruth had just told him, Esther would never know. It didn’t
matter anyway. He would be there; he would take care of it. Everything
always worked out for Ruth. Esther faced the walk ahead with hot tears in
her eyes. There was only one place for her to go.

FOR AS LONG AS SHE HAD WORKED AT HORACE’S DADDY’S BOOKSHOP, NOBODY
called her by her given name. She was Professor Jones to Horace, and that



had embarrassed her at first. In her family, her intelligence wasn’t as much
a gift as it was a distraction from rehearsal, and she had to learn to take the
nickname as a compliment. Gradually, as customers increased and
requested her, she’d meet their needs according to the piece of themselves
they showed her—Ralph Ellison to men with anger dragging their heads to
their chest, and Gwendolyn Brooks to girls she might have been friends
with if she gave half a shit what they thought, if she had an ounce of energy
to follow a crowd rushing nowhere. Instead, she began to find comfort,
pride even, in deducing what needs a philosophy or a sentiment inside a
book might meet, needs a person didn’t even know showed up gaping. Just
as customers returned weeks later lighter or fuller according to what their
burden had been, the exchanges moved Esther. A person watching might
have noticed midway through her frequent walks from Webster and Eddy to
Post that in anticipation of hitting her spot, her everyday hardness seemed
to melt off her body. She spoke to people more, not like Ruth and certainly
not like Chloe, but she delivered hellos without rolling her eyes.
Sometimes, she might even stop outside the shop and listen to Drunk
Freddy reflect on the size of the roaches in his childhood home, large
enough to choke a mule. She’d run the description through her mind after
that, marveling at the precision. There was a notebook she hid under her
mattress for lines like those, lines she might apply to something later,
though what it might be she didn’t know.

By the time she stepped inside the store, she was a different person
altogether. She was no longer the girl who trained herself raw for
impeccable footwork, the girl with a Billie Holiday arch to her voice,
though she couldn’t always control its stretch or bend. She was not the
middle sister who sank so low sometimes she didn’t know if she would ever
be roused, the one people fought to be friends with before they realized that
nearness to someone as prickly as Esther caused harm, that no matter how
hard she tried, how tenderly they approached, proximity flagged danger to
her every time. Here at the shop, she could feel joined without it threatening
her. She was the one to categorize the stock according to its time period:
slavery or Reconstruction or the Harlem Renaissance. She was the one to
remind Horace to call his wife, let her know he’d be late; then, when they’d
split up, she was the one to tell him life was long, and though that made him
cry harder, at least she had been there. She was the one who read books
straight through not once but twice because they became like family to her.



And when business was slow, as it could be, she was the girl who wrote a
newsletter every month, who snuck to print it in Horace’s basement, who
downplayed it when it came out because though her mother said, “That’s
great, dear,” she wrapped her hollowed-out crawfish heads in it and plopped
it in the trash before she sent Esther straight back to the roof. Esther had
started the newsletter six months earlier mostly to commemorate the books
she’d read, with summaries but also analysis. Her first issue had been about
Gwendolyn Brooks’s poem “Sadie and Maud,” and she’d started with its
synopsis, then critiqued the pressure applied to women to bear children.
Esther had always identified with Maud, who went to college. She didn’t
want to go on like her, to die alone, but it was hard for her to imagine a
different outcome sometimes.

Now she removed her key from her bra, opened up, turned on the light
with a string that hung from the ceiling. When she oriented herself at the
counter, she felt under the cash register for her current gem, Their Eyes
Were Watching God. There was a sofa in the back room, and she carried the
book there. The last thing she remembered before she fell asleep was Janie
confessing to Nanny how badly she desired love. Come morning, Esther
thought she caught the old woman’s eyes in Horace’s face.

“You knocked out in here again, huh, girl?” He reached behind her to
open a window.

She sat up, stunned, though it had happened before, many times. As
uncomfortable as the worn sofa was, she’d slept like a baby.

“One of those nights, huh?” he asked.

Even when she slept at home, she was the first one to arrive in the
morning, and she’d turn on the lights and make coffee. When Horace joined
her, they’d reflect on the Sun-Reporter while they downed two cups black.
He tossed the paper against the counter now. The coffee would be late this
morning.

“Now the City saying our neighborhood’s slumming it,” he went on.
“Slum, huh? I read that article to my daddy, he said this was the nicest place
he ever lived.”

Esther stood for the bathroom. She kept a toothbrush there, and
washcloths for her face.

“Goddamn shame.” Esther could hear him as she splashed water on
herself.

“You should write about it, Professor. In that newsletter of yours.”



“That’s not what it’s for,” she shouted over the sound of the running
faucet.

“Well, that’s what 1t should be for,” Horace said.

“I don’t get it, you want me elsewhere?” She had started to do
something to her hair in the mirror, but she gave up, gathered it into a
lumpy ponytail, and turned out the bathroom light. “You trying to fire me in
language so shiny I don’t realize til I get home that I don’t have a check,”
she joked, because the idea was unfathomable, certainly now. Ruth would
be gone, and as much relief as her absence had promised her, the relief
didn’t walk to her straight. Besides, lately Chloe was always off with Tony,
and 1t wasn’t possible to hold a conversation with Vivian that didn’t involve
performing, glorifying elements of it that had passed, or pining for more
glory in the future, and those were the best-case scenarios. The alternative
was listening to her critiques, the blocks to glory one of the girls had
erected, and usually that girl was Esther. Here at the store, she worked and
worked, but it was like the effort turned back on itself and graced her.

“Please, if you weren’t getting paid to be here, you’d just sit up here all
day anyway,” Horace said. Esther had always thought it would be easier to
have a brother, and if their relationship was any indication, she’d been right.

“Yeah, I’d have more space to lounge ’cause there wouldn’t be any
customers, though.”

“Yeah right, they only started going to you when I had my baby last
year.”

“And once they started, they couldn’t stop, it was like one of your
mama’s hot cross buns, boy, and I ate them until I was sick, but I was never
full.”

“Well, you got me sick and full listening to this mess,” he said. She
stood at the register now, and he reviewed the newest shipment: The Street.

“It’s protest literature,” she said.

“It’s women’s issues,” Horace said.

“It’s protest,” she said back, “if quiet.”

“I know it 1s,” he said, and he had been about to cast it as the
alternative, but she didn’t say anything more.

“Baby not sleeping, huh?” she asked.

He shook his head. “And Vanessa on my ass about it ’cause it messes up
his schedule the whole next day. Like I’'m poking the child’s foot in the
middle of the night waking him up.” They had split earlier that fall. They



did well raising Malcolm apart, as long as he was sleeping. Horace had him
Monday through Wednesday and one weekend day; Vanessa minded him
the rest. From the beginning, Esther had warned him it wouldn’t work out
between him and the child’s mother—they were too different—but she’d
liked Vanessa anyway, and she’d been heartbroken to see her go.

“You’re both tired,” she said.

“Yeah, but don’t let me complain about it. I’'m not the one home all day,
blah blah blah.” His temple gathered sweat easily, and he addressed the
issue now with a towel he stored in his back pocket. When he was done, he
examined the cloth, though there was nothing visible on it, then slipped it
back behind him.

“It’s not just the article,” he said, changing the subject. He didn’t like to
talk about his ex much these days. “A friend of my father’s came over for
supper yesterday. His brother-in-law works at the Redevelopment Agency.”

“Oh yeah? Is he that one Negro I see with them sometimes? Looking
like a raisin in a sea of milk. Better yet, a field of cotton.”

Horace shook his head, laughed. “Girl, you crazy, but yeah, him. He
said something’s going down. I guess they got some new blood in there, I
guess things are shifting.”

Esther shrugged. “What’s that got to do with us?”

“I’'m telling you what, things about to go down. Something changed, he
didn’t say what. I mean, anybody with eyes could see the neighborhood has
been struggling, and the City likes to send people in here to record the
problems they created. But I never knew why. Until now. All this time,
they’ve been planning to fix it.”

“Well, that’s good if they’re fixing it then, right?”

“You not listening. They want to start over. They want to rebuild from
scratch.”

“Where the hell are we supposed to go while they’re rebuilding?”

“Now you cooking with gas, Professor. Now you cooking with gas.
They plan to remove us and ours. It’s not just while they’re rebuilding
either. My daddy’s friend said there probably won’t be a place for us when
they’re done.”

“Oh, boy, now you being paranoid.” She waved her hand against him,
his interpretation, all of it. “I can’t take you seriously when you talk like
that.”



He paused. “Maybe you right,” he said. “I told you I didn’t get no sleep
last night. Didn’t have an appetite this morning either. Had a bad feeling
about something.”

“Well, I know something’s wrong if you couldn’t eat.”

She couldn’t help but think about Ruth’s news when he brought up the
sleep again. The part Horace was complaining about, about the toll the baby
took, that wouldn’t be an issue for her and Gerry. Esther could already
imagine them gazing into each other’s eyes in the late-night hours, fueled
by their creation in a way rest couldn’t match. There was Vivian, and she’d
raise hell at the beginning, but she’d get over it and then Ruth’s life would
be sweet again, sweeter than ever before, because she would finally have
her freedom. Then again, this time, Esther would have hers too. No more
feeling like worse than invisible—seen but not worth viewing—beside her
sister; no more measuring herself against someone whose complaints even
came out in perfect key. She started to tell Horace about her new nephew or
niece—she just wanted it off her chest—but his eyes were glazed over.

“Go 1n the back and take a rest then,” she said. “You know I got you.”

“You sure?” he asked, but she didn’t bother answering him; he was
already moving backwards.

Business was slow, so she went back to reading. A customer chimed in
half an hour later with fury seeping through his smile, and Esther
recommended Chester Himes and Frances Ellen Watkins Harper. The man
had heard of Himes but not Harper, and Esther flipped the book to her
favorite poem: “The Soul.” Then some urgent sensation she had never
experienced before moved her to recite her favorite stanza to him:

Could we drag the sun from his golden car,

To lay in this balance with ev’ry star,

"Twould darken the day and obscure the night—
But the weight of the balance would still be light.

When she was done, she found the customer staring. She didn’t know
what had come over her either.

Horace had ventured back by then, smiling all the while, and for the rest
of the day, he’d called her Frances or Frankie, speaking to her about
shipments and color coding through poorly rhymed stanzas. She told him as
much, but that only sent him on harder.

“We all can’t be brilliant like you and Frances,” he said. He made
himself laugh at that, but she didn’t. “Nah. I’'m not even playing, though,



not all the way. Seeing you with that customer was something else.” And
hearing that, Esther longed for the proper response, pride, but the feeling
betrayed itself like an ingrown nail. As she locked up, she didn’t turn to
look at him when she said goodbye.

NOBODY KNEW THIS, NOBODY, BUT TEN YEARS AGO, WHEN THE GIRLS worked the
Flamingo every week, there was a man who managed the acts named Mr.
Sterling. He was in his twenties and brown with soft black hair he slicked
back, and every girl wearing a training bra nursed a crush on him. Esther
and her sisters were the only performers each Wednesday night, so each girl
got to have her own dressing room. Mr. Sterling would stand outside
Esther’s, and she would see him right before a show. On the days Esther’s
mother worked the night shift, he’d stand there after too, wait for her to
change, then walk all three of them home. Esther was twelve years old and
she’d started to think of boys, one in particular who brought double-stuffed
ham sandwiches to school each day. His father worked for Mr. Gaines, and
she’d watch the boy at lunch gulping down a quarter of a sandwich in one
bite, and yet he always left half the meat on the table in front of him no
matter how many times Miss Peters told him to clean it up. He’d stand and
wipe his hands against his trousers, wind his tongue around his lips, and
Esther got a funny feeling watching his tongue move. She asked Ruth once
when they were undressing from church, rolling down their pantyhose and
setting them in the sink to soap, what it was, that tickle down there. It
seemed like if she touched it a certain way for a certain time, she could rush
it to a gratifying stop.

“I’1l tell you when you’re older,” Ruth had said. This had been before
Esther had changed toward her, and Ruth said it with a softness Esther felt
like she could blanket around herself, inside her body too. She could reach
for it standing in line with girls who whispered about her for having a flat
chest, teasing her mercilessly because though Esther was never seen
without a book, she was left-handed, and the teacher had held her back from
first grade to correct the deficiency.

One night on the Flamingo stage, twelve-year-old Esther wore a black
gown that was too old for her narrow frame, and she pinned her hair in a
bun, and when she came in with “Oh dear, I wonder where my basket can
be, Oh gee, I wish that little girl I could see,” a man in the front row
reached for her leg. She’d jumped back. It had been the first time anyone



had looked past Ruth for her. Mr. Sterling had been angry and forced the
man out, banned him for weeks after. That night, he dismissed Ruth and
Chloe and asked her to stay behind. He’d taken note of her dancing, he’d
said, and he wanted to show her more moves he’d learned. Ruth hesitated,
then said, “Hurry home after you finish that practice, you hear?” And
Esther sensed something new, a fear of some sort she could only interpret as
jealousy. It was no matter. Mr. Sterling ordered the bartender to never leave
her Shirley Temple glass empty, and he served her his sister’s homemade
cookies that the club was famous for, ginger molasses. Esther wasn’t a big
eater, but she loved sweets, and she lost track of how many times he
refreshed her plate.

From then on, every evening her mother wasn’t there, he sent her sisters
home and kept her. Sometimes the drink was lemonade; sometimes it was a
Shirley Temple; sometimes the cookies were the same; sometimes they
were lemon, or chocolate chip.

Ruth would study her movements during rehearsal. A few weeks after
the “lessons” had started, she approached her, felt for the groove on the
other side of her elbow, and said, “I don’t see any new dances. The ones
he’s supposedly been showing you.” She paused. “I don’t want you staying
with Mr. Sterling anymore.” And Esther had raged back at her with a
ferocity she didn’t know was in her. That had been the first time there had
been anything between them but love, and the last time Ruth spoke on the
matter.

One night, instead of giving her the snacks, Mr. Sterling asked her if she
wanted to see where he lived. She knew what she was supposed to say. Her
mother had warned her not to go anywhere with a strange man. “I’m not
sending anybody to get you,” she’d say. “If they say they’re going to kill
you if you don’t get in their van, say ‘Let me die then.”” But this man was
the manager of the Flamingo. He hadn’t yet, but he would gift her new
skills, the secrets to her mother’s smiles. And he stared at her the way men
stared at Ruth, the way their eyes trailed her backside. When Ruth was in
the room, it was like nobody else existed for Gerry, like he could take or
leave the very world itself. Esther looked into Mr. Sterling’s face and said
“Okay.”

Anyway, his house was only a few blocks away and they walked down
Fillmore Street in silence. He led her straight to the dining room, which was
much fancier than Esther’s, with paintings of fruit and birds plastered on



every wall and two crystal chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. The table
had been set and Esther sat across from him, watched him move his cloth
napkin from the table to his lap. She did the same.

“How old are you?” he asked first. He had set out sliced ham and rolls
of bread, and he lifted the meat from a platter and uncoiled the rind from
the edge in a slow circle. Esther followed suit, though she didn’t like ham.

“Fifteen,” Esther lied.

Mr. Sterling smirked, but he didn’t object.

“You got a lot of friends at school?”” he asked.

She shook her head. If she had had the wherewithal, she would have
made up a lie. There were girls whose names she scribbled in margins of
her notebook, girls whose friendship might have made life palatable.

“A girl as pretty as you, as sweet, and you don’t have a lot of friends?”
he asked.

“We practice a lot,” she said. “There isn’t much time.”

He nodded. “I kept to myself too. After my daddy left. Was embarrassed
for the kids to know me. I pushed them away so they wouldn’t reject me.”

Esther thought about correcting him, telling him it wasn’t about
embarrassment. But she lost track of all that considering his skin. It was
browner than hers, brown like her daddy’s had been, and he was eating
now, and so careful about it, each bite more like a kiss than an act of
devouring.

They kept on talking, and when he asked her questions, he really
listened while she answered, then he thought about the response, and
sometimes he leaned toward her for more, and sometimes he seemed
satisfied. When he fell silent, she racked her brain for another question or
consideration to prompt him, but she came up blank. Surely her mother
would understand she couldn’t just leave him floating. If she stood, it would
be because she or he had delivered a response with an edge to it, a natural
ending. Finally, it was the meal that announced itself done.

“I better get you home,” he said. “Your mama may start looking for
me.”

“She doesn’t get home until the morning,” Esther said, and that seemed
to make him smile, though they both stood anyway.

“I’ll see you next week?” he asked a block from her door. And she
nodded, though she didn’t believe it. She wasn’t Ruth; still, every Friday he
asked her back. They ate together, and then he’d walk her home, and



Esther’s chores, her crooning, and her stepping out on the roof were all
entwined now with the desperation of her longing.

One night, a few months into their routine, he brought her to his house,
but he sidestepped the dining room and led her upstairs. In his bedroom, he
took her hand, but he was skittish with it, his head darting over his shoulder
every other step, though he lived alone. Esther wasn’t skittish at all, not
about being seen. She felt so removed from anything she had done or had
expected to do, it didn’t feel like she was using her own body. Surely even
if someone saw her, they wouldn’t recognize her as herself.

He told her to sit on the edge of his bed and he disappeared into a closet.
While she couldn’t see him, she asked questions like normal, more about
his mama, a subject he seemed to fall into the last time, then his sister, but
he’d only give one-word answers that came out more like grunts. Finally, he
walked out with only his underwear on. She wanted to cry seeing the way
his private part poked out of the cloth, but she was too old for that now. He
sat beside her and guided her to his lap, and she sat on him, wrapped her
arms around his neck. He kissed her hard like he had meant to hurt her, only
got the move wrong. He ran his hands up her chest. There was nothing
there, she knew—the girls at school had told her as much—but he moaned
anyway and he moved her hand to his lap, where his private part was bigger
than Esther had known it could become. It was nearly black except where it
was pink at the tip, and it was hard and upright now. Esther had known to
expect that because of the girls at school, but she also felt more unprepared
than she ever had in her life. He did her work for her, up and down and up
and down, and she was relieved that she wouldn’t have to initiate the act on
her own, that she wouldn’t have a chance to mess it up. It didn’t take long
before he released, then exhaled louder and longer than before. His hand
was still on her chest, but it only draped there, limp. His eyes were closed,
and she stared at his face. She had never seen anyone’s so peaceful. She
thought he might have fallen asleep, but after a few minutes, he sat up
higher and looked around. He reached for a handkerchief beside the bed and
wiped her hand, then her skirt, then himself.

“I'm sorry,” he said, gesturing to the mess he’d made, and she said,
“That’s okay, I can get it out.” Then he seemed even sorrier, and he got up
without holding her hand now, and she followed him home. Ruth had been
up that night—Esther had seen her bedroom curtain rustle. When Esther
made it up the stairs, she waited in front of her older sister’s door for some



time before she knocked, not once but three times. The third time, she even
called out Ruth’s name, but she didn’t answer. The next week at the
Flamingo, Mama accompanied them. Esther started to sing, and her throat
began to close in on itself, though everyone was watching, including Mr.
Sterling. Ruth took over her part, and Esther ran off the stage. After, Mama
burst into her dressing room, shouting.

“You think Dinah Washington leaves a packed crowd for any reason at
all?”

Esther just cried into her hands. Ruth knocked on her dressing room
door, three times just like Esther had with her, and just like before, Esther
didn’t respond. She had spent the night after Mr. Sterling sobbing into
sleep, then waking only to return to sobbing again, and in the break between
her cries, she had wanted her sister. Then shame of what she’d done merged
with the disappointment of her sister’s silence, and by the time she woke
up, she couldn’t tell one from the other. After that, it was just a matter of
time before she told herself that the look Ruth had given her when Mr.
Sterling’s interest sprouted was not of fear but of knowing. When she didn’t
hear from Mr. Sterling after that night at his house, it was only a matter of
time before she believed Ruth to be smug over his absence. She didn’t
know what wrong thing she’d done to turn him away, but she knew that sort
of thing wouldn’t have happened to Ruth. Even with Gerry by her side, the
men clamored for her and had to be told to leave.

The next week, they weren’t asked to return to the Flamingo. That was
when Esther’s moods started, when she started finding fault with everything
Ruth said, did. Sometimes she even imagined the girl’s thoughts and took
1ssue with them. She had calmed some once she found the bookstore, but
that evening, the way Horace looked at her, with awe if she read it right, her
resentment had returned with majestic vengeance, an unexpected summer
storm.

Now, at home, Esther kept up with her sisters on the roof. It was clearer
—as Esther knew the source of Ruth’s impairment—how she had changed,
how long it took her to catch her breath, how her stomach jutted over her
pants when she dipped backwards. Still, it was Esther Mama focused on.
“That’s not the note,” she’d call out. Or her favorite: “Ambition, girl. Not
contrition.”

As 1nvincible as Esther had made herself out to seem, she couldn’t
access that sturdiness when she was singing. She was more the type to need



reassurance, and after every show, she hurried backstage to her mama.
Vivian would always say something positive—“Those swoops sure did
improve” or “I could see where you practiced that C note”—but she didn’t
beam the way she would at Ruth, or even Chloe, and sometimes Esther felt
like she wasn’t dancing on the roof as much as she was chasing something,
even now, tracking her mother’s eyes to see if she had reached her target.

The woman only sighed. “Maybe we should nix it this evening. Y’all
don’t seem like you have it in you tonight.” Still, she didn’t call Ruth’s
name. She never would. “You can run a few scales, then go on to bed.”

“You sure Mama?” Esther asked. She wanted to linger, to coax
something, anything, out of the woman, maybe a compliment—she’d killed
the high steps—but most likely she would let her down. Her mama didn’t
see her yet, not all the way, but she would.

IT HAD BEEN TEN YEARS, AND ESTHER STILL SAW MR. STERLING AROUND. At first,
she had waited for him to approach her, relieve her shame, but he never did.
At last, she stopped hoping. It had been easier that way. It had been easy too
to hate Ruth, not just to hate her but to show her she did. The girl was
tireless on the roof and outside it, pretending to be second mother, but like
their first one, she didn’t understand the role. Once, only once, Esther had
needed her, and she hadn’t opened the door.

After the incident, Esther had started to write songs, silly ones at first,
pining after a man she learned later had defiled her. And then angry ones
pinned at that same man. Now she wrote to unwind after a long day, to fill
her heart up when it seemed wrung out, to match the mood she’d steal from
a particularly resonant book, a high she hadn’t located elsewhere. She’d
shown her best work to her mother, and Mama had said someday she’d
select one for the group to perform. The time had to be right, though, and so
far it hadn’t been. No matter; Esther took out her pen now and started.



Vivian

Vivian freshened up before she left to meet Mr. Franklin, pressed baking
soda under her arms, and slipped on a pair of pantyhose, reaching through
the closet for the form-fitting sheath dress she’d worn to Flamingo the night
Fatso Berry hosted the talent show. People from all over San Francisco had
come in dressed to the nines, and after the cowboy movies, the girls had
won first place singing the Mello-Moods’ “Where Are You (Now That I
Need You).”

That had meant fifty dollars and a paragraph in the Sun-Reporter. She
and the girls had rotated that excitement between themselves for weeks.

Vivian had washed and set her hair the night before, and the curls still
held, more or less, though they’d fallen some. This was her favorite look
actually, the second day’s. There was more bounce around her face, a halo.
It seemed to draw attention from the circles under her eyes she’d started to
brush with powder, the lines on either side of her mouth. Oh well. She
dabbed blush on her cheeks, slipped into her cloth coat with the deep fur
cuffs, and then drew on another coat of lipstick and dabbed at the oil on her
nose. She peeked once more in the mirror; circles or not, she still had it. She
passed the same people on the street she always passed on the way home,
Horace, Miss Edna, Gladys, Mr. Gaines, and Miss Fox, and they all called
out behind her:

“Good evening, Vivian. What you know good?”

She started to say, as she always did, “Can’t complain, no use in it,” but
this time, a different answer rose to its feet and she allowed it to preside.

“We shall see.”

Mr. Franklin had asked to meet her at the Champagne Supper Club
where the girls sang every Thursday and where the Miss Eartha Kitt had



performed just last month. Vivian hadn’t repeated this to her daughters—
she didn’t like to breed competition among them—but something about the
woman’s self-assurance as she sang “C’est Si Bon” reminded Vivian of
Ruth so vividly she got chills. There was a line in front of the club today,
mostly men congregating beneath the awning in suits, wide-brimmed hats,
and smooth leather wing tips. The sign on the marquee read SHOW DANCING,
but Vivian knew some of the major acts just ambled in without notice.
There was no telling who would be playing tonight. Vivian made her way
through the crowd, felt the men’s eyes burrowing into her backside, and
aimed herself at the door. There stood the owner, Mr. Bailey, a stout man
with a deep voice and a hard smile, and he led her inside to the bar.

“Our best champagne.” He nodded at the bartender, a quiet red man,
tender when he did speak, though.

Vivian reached for her purse as both men waved their hands.

“You sure?” she asked, knowing neither would budge.

“Mr. Franklin’s on his way in.” The bartender slid the glass over to her,
its bubbles sizzling on the top.

“How’d you know I was waiting on him?”’ she started to ask but didn’t
finish. It was the way it was in the Fillmore, the way it had been in St.
Francisville too, but the twenty-block stretch of land here was narrower and
news traveled within it like lightning.

“Lucky you,” the bartender said without answering the question. “Most
people come in here to meet Mr. Franklin leave smiling wider than when
they walked in. Most people.”

Vivian smiled, not all the way, though. She didn’t allow herself that, but
she tipped the man half a dollar on her way to a booth.

Mr. Bailey led her there by the elbow. She had arrived early she’d been
so excited, and the place was packed already with men dressed not unlike
the ones outside, and women in slender or wide-skirted evening gowns and
velvet bathing cap hats. Mr. Bailey stopped at a small round table draped in
a white cloth right beside the stage where the chorus girls did splits in lace
bras and panties. Pork chops were the special, he said, and she nodded,
though she knew she wouldn’t eat much; she couldn’t. He left, and a
waitress walked by with a big bottle of champagne. She poured Vivian a
glass, and Vivian wanted to lunge for it. Still, she waited until the girl was
out of sight. Then she looked around some as she sipped. The club was
swanky inside, not like some of the places they’d sung in early in their



careers, the kinds of places you’d have to leave early before a fight between
a pimp and one of his ladies broke out.

No, this was a place for working people who had just been paid,
especially considering Miss Edna had called the numbers. Men were out
with their wives or their girlfriends, and in some situations Vivian noticed it
was both, but there was laughter and yelps and women leaning into the
breast pocket of a man and just resting their heads. Yes, this was the place
for the high-end streetwalkers who occupied their own table. Their men
would be the ones who could afford to drive them someplace with a view,
but the ladies still had to steel themselves up for what would unfold, and
glasses lined their table like rows of soldiers.

This was where the amateur trumpeter and horn man, hungry by the side
of the stage, tapped their feet, patted the palms of their hands against their
sides. They would get on soon, and it was only time and circumstance
separating them from the greats. You would see that sometimes when Monk
or Satchmo showed up and their sound blended together so seamlessly with
the no-names you couldn’t discern them as individuals any longer.

This was the place for the whites who came for the music, for the
dancing—not to take part but to witness—for the food, for the cocktails the
bartender doubled on instinct, and they sat off to the side and absorbed the
regulars’ soul.

This was the place for the young women who couldn’t take a sip
without a man signaling to the waitress that it was time to buy another. One
of those men even approached Vivian, all “Oh, you sitting by your
lonesome?”

And Vivian nodded, “For now,” and she let the space around what she
didn’t say linger until the man understood her meaning and walked away.

Because this was Vivian’s place too, hers and the girls’. Every
Thursday, they slept right after dinner, set the clock to wake them before
midnight, and then they dressed in the dark, hustled over in the cold just as
the chorus girls exited the stage. They’d yawn through the comedians and
the Samson and Delilah act. Then it would be time for their show, and
they’d come alive for it, like they’d slept for years in preparation, and after,
they’d linger for the greats. Then, even Esther, who’d complained every
foot of the block there, would tear up listening to Ben Webster on the
saxophone.



They didn’t sit at tables like this, though, so close she could smell the
baby powder one of the girls must have sprinkled between her legs before
the show. Not only that, those nights were for education, and Vivian took
notes, on how Miss Kitt moved like she was sneaking and that made it
harder to look away, or how she made eyes with the audience like she was
letting them all in on a story for their ears only, or how her voice dropped
like a man’s while she presented so thoroughly like a woman. That
dichotomy was mind-blowing even for Vivian; the men might as well have
flown away. Still, those nights with the girls were frenzied times and she
didn’t have the presence of mind to wonder if she belonged. Now she had
the space for discomfort. All this time she had been waiting for something
major to shift in her life, and yet all of a sudden she found she could have
done without it. Maybe it wasn’t worth it, the fear of all the dangerous ways
this dream could implode; maybe she was alright as she was. The girls did
well in school. Ruth was already studying nursing like her mother had, and
most Negro mothers would have been ecstatic. Maybe Vivian could learn to
be that type.

A red comedian she recognized but whose name she couldn’t remember
replaced the chorus girls onstage and recited poems ending in some sort of
double entendre. The audience erupted each time. Vivian was observing
them, wondering why she couldn’t catch the joke, when she saw Mr.
Franklin walk in. Mr. Bailey nodded at him in her direction, and he walked
toward her, stopping at several tables to kiss a pretty woman or shake hands
with a suddenly more serious man, a man who suddenly had reason to slip
his shoulders back. When Mr. Franklin finally arrived at the table, she stood
like one of those men and embraced him. The comedian finished up:

“And I told that man not to ass me any more questions.”

More applause and laughter, but Vivian was sealed in from it now. The
man in front of her was tall and brown with a slight paunch and gold
jewelry on every part of his body like he measured it and there couldn’t be
more than six inches on his person that wasn’t shining. He wore dark
glasses with large frames and a bright purple tie. She had heard enough
about him, and the information cycled through her mind now: he played
with his own jazz band years back; he moved to Los Angeles but still had
family in the area; he visited every now and then to scout new talent; there
were even rumors he had found Etta James. Vivian had seen his signature
baby blue Cadillac in the neighborhood weeks earlier, gossiped about the



color to Mary, in fact, who said, “Only a real fine man would choose such a
soft shade of blue,” but she hadn’t brought herself close to thinking
anything about him could involve her, her girls anyway.

She pulled back before he did, but his smell was still on her, the smell
of extravagance, and it was a tad too much, sure, but that made sense to her
when she thought of it. It was probably impossible to hold back at that
level. It fit him, and she inhaled.

“Well, damn, Vivian, if I didn’t know it was you, I would have thought
you had sent one of your daughters in your stead,” he said.

“Aww, shucks, Mr. Franklin, stop all that now.” But she welcomed it.
She had to admit, it was difficult growing older. She had an aunt in New
Orleans who never married. Vivian’s whole life, people referred to the
woman as the most beautiful in all of the 7th Ward, and every summer
weekend night, Vivian admired her, watching her dress for a date. Anything
Vivian wanted from her at this time, she could ask. Her new alligator
handbag, yes; a coat from Woolworth, yes; a box of beignets, yes. The
woman would submit because she held so much hope at that hour—Vivian
never understood why. She never understood either why she returned home
with her makeup worn, why, as time passed, she’d pull Vivian aside and ask
if her outfit made her look too old or too young, depending on the day.
Vivian always delivered the answer that would feed her, in exactly the tone
that was needed, but she didn’t understand the pain at the root of it at all,
not until now, staring down fifty as she was. She had a feeling when it was
finally all over, when her cycle stopped once and for all, when she didn’t
even expect the second glances out the car windows, when the urges that
she saw to some nights had subsided, it would be a great relief. But the
anticipation of the loss caught her every time.

“I thought about it, about bringing the girls, but my neighbor, the one
who found your card, she said just do what the man says, go alone.”

“Yeah, best for now, I think. I’ll meet the Salvations soon enough. Saw
them perform last week at the Town Club. If I had closed my eyes, you
couldn’t have told me Ruth wasn’t Bessie Smith standing up there. Whole
lot better-looking than Bessie, I’ll tell you that too.”

Vivian tried not to blush. It was like he was talking about her after all, in
a way—Ruth was hers, she had created her, and as grown as Ruth was,
Vivian still considered her an appendage more than a separate entity, which
was why Ruth’s new brooding irked her soul. She had the talent all on her



own to be a superstar. If Vivian had had only half, if it had been a different
time, if she’d had a mama who could have afforded to pass more than a
second outside the fields—well, that part was over now.

“Oh, yes, no question she can sing, almost like a man, I mean with that
power, but she can bring it down too, soften it, that’s what makes it so
shocking when she increases the force again. People have compared her to
Bessie before, but not just Bessie, Eartha, Mahalia, it’s like the instrument
is not diluted, you know, the instrument God gave her. Training her, I see,
she sets her intention on the sound she wants to deliver and she aims it and
she hits the target direct, right on the money, I mean you can’t teach it. You
either got it or you don’t.” She realized she had been talking too much, too
fast, and she paused. The host was announcing the main act.

“The lady who’s about to grace this stage needs no introduction. She has
toured with the Count Basie Orchestra, performed at New York’s Club
Ebony and Carnegie Hall. If I listed her hits, I’d be here til six a.m. and you
wouldn’t get to lay eyes on this beauty herself. She—"

Some folks from the crowd interrupted, “Sit down, big man. Get off the
stage.”

“You said it yourself, we knocking on daylight, and you still talking.”

“Alright, alright, alright,” he went on, “I am honored as ever to
welcome her, our own, the immeasurable, the indomitable, the
incomparable Miss Lady Day.”

Everyone rose to their feet, Vivian included. Mr. Franklin leaned over
and whispered through the shouting, “I know her, know her real well. Tried
to get her to record with a friend of mine, but she went with Decca. See
how that turned out.”

The applause had subsided, but Mr. Franklin was still going:

“Maybe for the best: drug problems and such. You can see it on her
now.”

Vivian didn’t respond; she was too enamored. When you stared, you
could see the phenomenon might have lost weight, sure, but Vivian
wouldn’t have noticed it on her. She didn’t evaluate her like that, like she
was an actual person. It was more like Vivian was in Paris at the Louvre, or
in Egypt beholding the pyramids, and whatever the creator had intended
was fine. She certainly wouldn’t burden His creations with her own
expectations. Mr. Franklin was still rattling off his connections when the
woman started “I Cover the Waterfront.”



Vivian leaned in to Mr. Franklin, lowered her voice.

“We’ve been talking about Ruth, but you should hear Esther. It’s a
coincidence really that we’re here on this night because people actually
compare her to Lady. She’s not as powerful, no, not by a long shot, but she
has a voice that can travel, sweet as a baby’s chortle, and when it lifts, oh
my God”—Vivian brought her hand to her own heart—"she can hit notes
that could break a windowpane, you have to hear it to believe it. She
performs her own version of ‘I Was Doing Alright.” Starts it out the same,
but the second verse she raises it up an octave, and that But I’'m doing better
than ever now comes out so smooth, so sharp. The funny thing is I started to
name her Ella, but—" Mr. Franklin wasn’t listening; his eyes were on the
stage. Vivian’s were too, but watching anybody sing up close, royalty or
not, always brought up her children.

“Yes, I saw her,” Mr. Franklin said finally like she’d just asked the
question, his voice flat, his gaze elsewhere, and Vivian saw he was
motioning for another drink for the two of them. She was nearly finished
with her first, and she told herself to slow down. Slow on down, girl. She
hadn’t even gotten to Chloe, and she was the one who had come out a mix
between the two other girls, the bridge between her sisters, the older girls’
perfect sum. Esther was the life of the party when she felt like it, but she
could sink too. Lord, could she sink into moods so dark, Vivian couldn’t get
her out of bed some days. Ruth was kind, steady, sober-minded—Vivian
could count on her to take the meat out of the freezer in the morning; to lay
out clothes for herself and the girls, freshly ironed, in the parlor at night.
She had been making groceries and assembling meals since she was eleven.
But Chloe brought the joy, the wonder. It was Chloe whom Vivian could
always depend on for a sweet word, for an “It’s okay, Mama, I know you
didn’t mean it” if she had lost her temper. Vivian sometimes heard her from
her bay window on the stoop with Tony or her other friends, nurturing them
like she was somebody’s mama. It was funny to hear such deep love
coming from her little-girl voice: “I wish you could see yourself the way we
see you.” Vivian marveled at it because Esther wouldn’t have been asked,
and Ruth would have quoted the Bible without context, but Chloe, from the
day she was born, filled up a part of Vivian’s spirit that had been empty. She
couldn’t dance like Esther, and her voice wasn’t as mighty as Ruth’s, but
that was why there was a group to stand up beside her. And anyway, it was
like she had learned to glide between her two sisters, to occupy them in



parts and to merge them inside her own spirit, and Vivian had never seen
anybody, Miss Sarah Vaughan included, with more vocal range. She could
visit three octaves in the course of one sitting. When Mr. Franklin saw that,
it would bring him to his knees. She started to say as much, to try to figure
out how to condense the sentiment into words, but the drinks arrived and
the man took one long sip and then looked up at her again.

“You probably know why I called you here.”

Vivian shrugged and smiled. “Of course I surmised—"

“That girl up there, Ruth, singing last week, what song was it, ‘Stormy
Weather,” and I almost started crying like an infant on his mama’s ninny.
Brought me all the way back to that farm, let me tell you, the crowder peas
we picked, the hens we chased.”

Vivian smiled. She did have that power. It was the power of her
daughter, sure, but it had been cultivated in her and passed down, and it was
the power of song too, of course, the reason Vivian had fled to it and locked
herself inside.

“I knew right then, I had to have her, not just her, all of them. See, it’s
got to be a girl group, that’s the wave of the future, and that’s the trouble
too. Sure, you can find one who can sing, even two, but three? Nearly
impossible, and every month I scour the country, East Texas and Baton
Rouge, Chicago, Detroit, back rooms and motels. You wouldn’t believe the
places I’ve dug through just to find somebody, anybody, black, white,
yellow, red, who can make me forget myself, all my trouble, and all this
time they were hiding in my own backyard. Congratulations, Mama, you
created them. Wasn’t for you, we wouldn’t even be sitting here right now.
And three 1s a good number, a biblical number, the three gifts, the angels.
And that girl Ruth, well, there was Jesus, there was the Holy Ghost, and
there was God. Without her, why, you’d lose the one at the sacred helm.”

Billie kept on alongside the compliment, and Vivian had to close her
eyes to take it all in, she had to.

“And I hear you’re quite the manager too. That you trained them
yourself, taught them everything they know, got them performing onstage at
Jack’s, Flamingo, even here.” He clasped and unclasped his hands as he
spoke. “Yes, my dear, you’ve done fine for them by yourself. But if you
want to take it further, you’re going to need some help. Anyone would. And
I’m in a position to provide it.”



Vivian had to take a drink on that note, a long one, and she was a
different person when she set the glass back down on the table than she was
when she’d picked it up.

“See, I’d like to take them around the country,” he kept on. “Ultimately
the world. It’s one thing to be in the top places here, to have the people
scream for you here, but the farther away you venture from home, the more
people know your name, the more you get paid for gigs, you know that,
darlin’? You getting paid yet, sister?”

Vivian paused before she spoke.

“Some,” she said, her eyes aimed right at him, though it was hard to
keep them level.

“Well, alright, well, alright, I’'m just saying, I don’t want to step on your
toes, but you get to a point where you got to release your children to the
world if you want them to be worldly, you know what I’'m saying? There’s
no reason we know Dinah and Sarah and Billie up there, but we ain’t never
heard of Ruth, not until last week when she sang that ballad so smooth it
rounded out my heart.”

“Now if I was their manager,” he went on, “first thing I’d do is arrange
bigger gigs for them, all over the country. I’'m not meaning this chitlin
circuit. I’'m meaning more the likes of where Sam Cooke performs. I’ve
been in Los Angeles for going on ten years now, but I’'m not just talking
there either. I'm talking the Apollo Theater in Harlem; I’m talking the
Howard Theatre in DC, the Regal in Chicago. And that’s just the beginning.
See, I got connections you could only dream of, young lady.”

“I have a friend at Columbia Records,” Vivian interrupted, and the use
of the word “friend” was a stretch, but she felt compelled to even their
hand, to show off her own ambition.

“That’s what I mean, that’s exactly what I mean. What’s Columbia
Records going to do for them? I’m not talking about no Columbia Records,
I’m talking about Chess, I’m talking about Wexler, they know Negro DJs.
They know the way to actually get these girls on the radio. But I’'m getting
ahead of myself, first thing we’d need to do is hook them up with a
musician, maybe a jazz bass player, of course I know too many to count.
He’d make a demo for the girls, I’d drop it off at Wexler’s doorstep with my
own two hands. The rest would be in Jesus’s hands, that’s how smooth the
process would flow, that’s how ordained it would start to feel. You
understand what I’m telling you, girl?”



And Vivian turned back to the stage, where Billie had started to beg.

She could have stayed that way forever, but Mr. Franklin had finished
another drink, and was impatient for the waitress’s attention, impatient for
hers too. She got the feeling he had asked her another question aside from
the one he had stretched out toward her a few minutes earlier, and she
hadn’t heard it. She found his eyes with her own.

“What do you say?” he asked. There was wetness around his lips, and
he wiped it with a paper napkin, then crumpled it up and set it next to the
now empty glass.

For some reason Vivian couldn’t have foreseen, she didn’t know. A fear
had sprung upon her. Looking at Billie, she’d had to mentally command her
eyes to focus, she was so stuck on envisioning herself in the cities he had
named. She didn’t know where to start in either of them, only pooled
together images she had glimpsed in magazines, stories she’d overheard.
Each city melted into the other and became a large fantastic one, Chicago’s
World’s Fair Sky Ride ferrying millions of riders to New York’s pea green
beacon of hope. Vivian had the feeling she had had upon laying eyes on
California, before she realized the streets were not actually paved with gold,
that the rats were even bigger than they were in Louisiana, faster too, that
white people were just white people, that the ones in the West had watched
the same minstrel shows as the ones in the South. All they had room for in
their imaginations was what had made them chuckle. But now . . . The
deep, inexpressible wants she had been denied over the years always
congealed in the center of her chest. From the first slight, the moment she
worked up the nerve to tell her mother she would sing and that woman
laughed like Vivian had never heard her laugh before, like she was free,
through the moment she knew her husband had slipped off into another
world, she felt the pain anew each day upon rising. Years ago, she had
accepted she would go to her grave with that knot. Yet here was the
analgesic she’d been searching for, and all she had to do was say yes.

“The girls and I always dreamed about traveling to New York City,” she
nearly whispered, clutching her mama’s pearls at her neck.

“I would imagine, but it’s a tricky lifestyle, especially in the beginning,
living out of suitcases, in hotel rooms when we can secure them. I know
people in almost every city I travel to who can put us up, but even then it’s
only back rooms, and after a month of it, it feels like you might kill



somebody for a home-cooked meal.” He shot his head back and laughed, a
low heavy jingling of grunts.

And she tried to laugh with him, she did, but no sound would come out
because, yes, it was true, all her life she had envisioned the big city. All her
time as a mother, she had envisioned the four of them taking it in together.
But that vision wouldn’t pan out. She had work and bills and work again.
This next step she had prayed for had come upon her, but it would not
include her.

Billie was finishing up now. Vivian had sat at the base of the record
player listening to this very song. She knew every inflection, every accent,
every dip or leap, but the tone was gloomier now the way Billie was
rendering it. Her voice was deeper, earthier, laced throughout with pain.
The whole of all that had gone wrong shot through every word.

“You don’t seem as excited as I thought you’d be.” He smiled some
more, motioning to the waitress again, and before Vivian knew it, she was
on her third drink. She took a sip and felt more lonesome on account of it.

“It’s not that, Mr. Franklin, it’s not that. This is everything I have
dreamed. It’s just that . . .” She paused. “It’s just that the thought of sending

them off to the other side of the globe without any kin, well, it’s . . .” She
paused again, lifted her head so her eyes were level with his. “It’s
unimaginable.”

“That’s ’cause you don’t get it.” He stopped smiling, but he wasn’t
angry either, only methodical and patient. He was just getting started.

“That’s ’cause you don’t get it. Not yet, anyway. It’s not just bright
lights, baby, it’s not just limos and furs, it’s not just applause so loud you
can’t hear yourself think either. That’s only the surface of it, that’s just what
the people who haven’t been there have the capacity to imagine, but it’s
deeper than that. You know what it feels like to have a dream materialize,
Vivian?”

He sat back in his chair and pulled a cigar out of his breast pocket. He
offered her one, but she shook her head, though in the haze of the third
drink it did seem appealing.

“There’s two different types of people in the world, Vivian,” he said,
“two types only: people who know how to call up a desire, and command it
into stone, and people who don’t. I can show your daughters how to be the
first type. Can show you too. If you’ll let me.”



And Vivian didn’t know if it was the drink or the air wafting over from
his smoke, but it was like she froze then, like time stopped, and she could
see two parallel versions of her eldest daughter’s life splayed out in front of
her. In one, Ruth was headed down a road dizzyingly similar to the one
Vivian had walked to the general store in St. Francisville for milk and eggs
on credit. Maybe the face of it would be different, maybe it had been paved
since Vivian had traveled west, maybe Ruth would wear heels instead of her
brothers’ hand-me-downs, but the feel of it was the same, the fear and the
despair and the exhaustion. And maybe the way she would cope might vary,
but the reason for coping would be the same, the need to excuse herself
from the relentless monotony, the babies streaming behind her and a
husband latching onto her inside the four walls of a kitchen piled high with
dishes, bills, and with worry. At least Vivian had had this hope, something
lofty to lift her from the mundane, the dreary, but now this man was
offering a hand and, yes, charging too much, too too much for it, but maybe
it was worth the cost. She’d outlined the girls’ futures to herself too many
times to count, but the picture was always limited, faded. The other road
blurred even now in her line of sight. This man in front of her had reached it
before. He had walked it even and could lead her along it just as easily as he
signaled for the drink, if she would only say yes.

She took another sip and studied the room once more. The alcohol had
cleared her in a sense, and she could see now that even here at Champagne
Supper Club, one of the Big Three in the city, the stage was dusty, the
chorus girls’ wigs were slanted, their recent baby pooches hanging over
their panties. The johns were losing their patience with the night ladies who
took their time. Last week, Vivian had written FINAL ACT AT CHAMPAGNE
down on a sheet of paper and taped it to the icebox as their next big dream,
but now, in the last hour, she had begun to want more for her daughters, a
hell of a lot more, and if sending them off was the path there, she would
have to let them go. Maybe it was the only opportunity they’d get.

She looked up. “Yes.”

“What’s that?”” Mr. Franklin asked.

“Yes,” she repeated, feeling like she was coming to.

“Is that s0?”

She nodded. “You got it, it’s a deal.” She stuck out her hand—and she
was glad she had taken the time to polish her nails that evening, cherry red,
just like her lips—and he squeezed it tight.



He was the type of man who seemed to always get his way, but he
appeared surprised now, pleased but surprised.

“You serious, aren’t you?” he asked, standing. No doubt the other
people in the club thought they were forming more than a business
alignment.

Standing too, she could feel how much she’d had to drink. She had to
hold on to the edge of the table before she joined him in an embrace. When
she pulled back, he signaled again to the waitress, this time for a round for
everybody in the place.

“I’'m managing her daughters,” he yelled out to all of them, and the
chorus girls were still shaking their behinds. They’d taken off their gowns,
kicked them flat on the front of the stage, and they leaned toward the
audience and shimmied their chests, their overflowing coconut bras
jiggling.

“He’s managing my daughters,” Vivian called out to whoever hadn’t
heard, and the chorus girls cheered on their way offstage, arm in arm now,
snapping their legs up to the ceiling in unison.

In the audience, a group formed around Vivian. The news had brought
everyone to life: the bored wives, the impatient johns, the ladies of the night
who had shielded themselves alright, shielded themselves five drinks deep.
By now, these ladies would have celebrated a murder, but luckily it was
goodness tonight that called their names. Even the whites stood and clinked
their glasses.

The band joined onstage and played “A-Tisket, A-Tasket,” and Mr.
Franklin took her hand, and they came together and circled while she
kicked her legs in short quick jerks, and then he extended his arm to swing
her out, and watched her switch her hips on her own, and then he brought
her in again, only to lift her and spin her on his back while the crowd
cheered.

A lady usher at the church who cooked for Lena’s Barbecue Restaurant
accepted the hand of Deacon Washington, and they came together so tight
there was no room for Jesus, but everyone was too mirthful to care and the
likelihood was it wouldn’t get carried back to Shiloh the next day. And then
a john took a lady of the night, and then a man took his own wife, and then
a different man took a different man’s wife, and the whites didn’t know the
moves, but they switched their hips to a distinct pulse of their own, and the
chorus girls who had been onstage earlier jumped back on and sang.



And then the trumpeter switched the tempo, and they weren’t playing
anything any of them knew. Now it was the saxophonist meeting eyes with
the pianist and the drummer nodding back at the clarinet, and it was Vivian
too, and not just her, but all of them, the collective soul of the place—the
news Vivian had shared, the johns’ hopes, the wives’ fears, all melding into
one frequency—it was driving the sound, which was also in their bones,
and without realizing it, they were all kicking their feet out at the same
rhythm, snapping their bodies into their partners’ and back out again onto
the floor, swerving and hopping and floating really, and the joy of having
formed something streamed through Vivian, lit her up, made her feel like
she was shining, and she had had that feeling before, when she was married,
quick and simple as it was, and when she’d borne each of the girls, of
course, she had slipped above the ordinary world for a moment, and then
the most recent time, she was at Jack’s in the front row, watching her babies
sweep a room up into their command and she’d gone silent for some time,
staring, in awe. And here it was again now. She could sell this moment, she
knew. People would pay everything for it, she would herself if she could
learn to carry it beyond these walls, but for now, it was free even to the
whites who ventured down to the Fillmore for the barbecue and the blues,
and who today for the first time had lingered.

BY THE TIME VIVIAN LEFT THE CLUB, THE DAY WAS BEGINNING, BUT NOBODY
knew it yet. She had access to this hour when she worked her night shifts
too, and on the way home, she’d sing quietly to herself, but this time she
was alone and she shouted it out: “A-tisket, a-tasket.” Anyway, she still felt
like celebrating, drunk as she was, and she realized she hadn’t been so apart
from her own senses since she was her oldest daughter’s age, nearly
pregnant.

She began to skip down the sidewalks, bypassing the old, scattered
newspapers and bottles of pop, the food beginning to stink, streaming out of
the cans on the corner.

Then she was twirling down Post, Club Alabam on her right, empty
now, imagining a line of chorus girls beside her taking her hand. They’d lift
each other, and she hopped into the air herself and tapped the heels of her
shoes together as she’d seen them do, and she laughed when she landed.
Then she heard a scream from the side of a house to her left and she



screamed too. She almost broke into a run when she heard someone say
quietly, then louder, “It’s just me. It’s just me, Freddy.”

“Oh.” She relaxed when she saw the man, his face smeared with dirt
and the scent of liquor like a halo around him, not that Vivian could talk.
Freddy was the neighborhood drunk, a Negro from Baton Rouge who’d
moved there to work in the shipyards. When the war ended, he stopped
making rent, and Vivian knew his people back home. They would have
loved to have him return if only he’d go. She’d ask him sometimes why he
didn’t, offered to pay for a train down South, and he’d say, “I’'m not
walking backwards.”

He stumbled over, and Vivian caught him by the wrist.

“Celebration, huh?” he asked. Vivian filled him in. “Ahh, that’s
wonderful, hope for the youthful. I remember that, [ do.” His eyes watered,
but he stopped them in their place, and he danced around Vivian, of course
not as sprightly as he might have moved before life had chewed, then spit
him out. Vivian joined his dancing beside him, not a dance she had done
before, but it was easy to catch on, bouncing really from one foot to the
other in a circle. They held each other’s arms just as she’d held Mr.
Franklin, and the smell of vodka didn’t bother her as much as it had minutes
before. Once, Vivian nearly tripped on a curb, and it was Freddy who lifted
her before she fell into a pile of peanut shells, and the two looked into each
other’s eyes and laughed.

She stood, and they walked along, Freddy gulping swigs from his drink
and Vivian already feeling the agony that would await her later in the day.
They passed the corner of her street where police cars sat somet