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IN THE BEGINNING was the Word, but before the Word spoke there was the Devil, and he was hell-bent on sowing unrest and upheaval among the angels in heaven. You see, the Devil loved nothing so much as stirring shit up, inciting seraphim to fisticuffs — Jophiel and Michael all but threw hands when the Devil doused the former’s flaming sword and blamed the latter — and, worst of all, confounding that tall, not terribly bright archangel Gabriel’s mind with questions like: How does God expect us to reconcile free will with Providence Divine?

When God heard that, he said: Now, Devil, I done put up with your foolishness long enough. And before the Devil could plead his case, God stomped His right foot, parted the clouds, and, like a storm from paradise, the Devil rained down.

The Devil sat there on the cold, dark earth with his head hung low, powerful lonesome, and when God said: Let there be light, he hid in the shadows. From there, he tempted Eve with his serpent, loosed Cain on Abel, and taught Noah how to drink and get naked.

Now, Noah’s folks liked the Devil, and the Devil liked Noah’s folks. Anybody who can hold their liquor and keep their lies straight is never long in wanting friends. But he couldn’t joke with Noah’s folks like he could angels. They didn’t banter, trade tall tales, kid, or have woof tickets for sale. I mean, it was sad. Those poor folks couldn’t cut the monkey if it held the knife for them. Case in point: One day, the Devil greeted Ham by asking him how he got to be so high on the hog, live so large. But Noah’s son couldn’t pick up what the Devil put down. Just stood there as blank-faced and bewildered as the day he caught an eyeful of his daddy’s manhood. And so, though it pained his conscience, the Devil had no choice but to trick Nimrod, Ham’s grandson, into getting him home.

You see, Nimrod claimed his might rivaled God’s. Ruled according to a merciless code. Nimrod’s people couldn’t do nothing without Nimrod’s say-so. All the Devil had to do to trick Nimrod was testify to all the ways God flouted his laws.

God’s crimes were as numerous as they were inimical: being everywhere and nowhere all at once, working in ways mysterious, and bringing the world into being without Nimrod’s input. Who gave God leave to make the Earth and the heavens? Nimrod certainly hadn’t sanctioned it. What was more, the Devil said, pacing back and forth in front of the court, the Great Maker added insult to injury by failing to present Himself to Nimrod, stand trial, and account for His many offenses. How could Nimrod abide such impertinence? Unless — and here the Devil paused for dramatic effect — could it be, Nimrod was not as powerful as he’d led folks to believe? Was the only power Nimrod had over the people the power the people conceded?

All at once, the people turned to Nimrod, considering. How bad was this man, really? Already they were plotting, already they were scheming; Nimrod could feel it. His iron grip was slipping. Nimrod’s only hope was to string his bow to back his boasts, fire arrows into heaven, and hit something, anything, celestial.

I’m no expert on the science of it, the Devil said as a high-arcing arrow clattered to the ground mere feet from him. But you might have a better shot at God if you aimed from higher up. What if you built a tower?

That just might be the best idea anyone has ever had, Nimrod said, seeing at once the project’s potential to unite the populace and divert attention from his gross incompetence.

The Devil could hardly believe folks had let someone so self-interested lead them. No matter, once he climbed the Tower of Babel and spread his wings, he would be home, free of these terrible people. Just as the Devil was in spitting distance of the pearly gates, though, God wrinkled His nose, confounded all the bricklayers, reached out from the clouds, and flicked the tower down.

The Devil kicked around for a while, propping up empires and watching them fall, making waves wherever he found calm. Before long, he heard tell of God sending down His only son, which hurt the Devil’s feelings because, even though they butted heads now and then, the Devil always thought of himself as God’s own. But he didn’t harp on God counting him out and was ready to forgive his father’s every trespass if he could just get back home.

And so the Devil set out to find Jesus, God’s favorite son, and caught up to him in the wilderness, hunting up four-leaf clovers, worrying the manes off dandelions, and watching the wind blow clouds about. The Devil spent forty days and forty nights trying to reason with Jesus, brother to brother.

Jesus, the Devil said. I’m not evil, not really. How could I be? Ain’t nothing in me God ain’t put there. Ain’t a thang in my heart God didn’t smile upon. All I want is to get back home.

When Jesus heard the Devil’s words, he wept, ’cause you know Jesus real softhearted, especially when it comes to fathers not doing right by their sons. Jesus himself didn’t hear from his real daddy until he was damn near thirty-one.

Jesus said: Devil, you really have touched me. My wings ain’t strong enough to fly us both up to heaven. But if you can hold out just a little bit longer, I’ll bend God’s ear and see if we can’t work something out.

And so the Devil bided his time for a few more eons, making bargains here, turning a soul or two away from God there, but his heart wasn’t never really in it. When he’d just about lost all faith in Jesus, Jesus came to the Devil in a dream.

I been working overtime on God, Jesus said, and He still ain’t budged. I’ll keep after it, but in the meantime, I need you to help me. You heard about what’s happening in Africa?

The Devil said he hadn’t.

Jesus said: They’re robbing up Black folks from there and working them to death in America.

Huh, the Devil said. Ain’t that something. But he was only half listening. No human suffering could rival his own. All the Devil took from Jesus’s words was that Jesus had yet to find him a way home.

Jesus hauled off and backhanded the poor Devil. Plap.

Listen to me, Jesus said. It is something, and you the somebody who needs to fix it.

Ain’t that God’s problem? the Devil asked, trying to rub some feeling back into his cheek, wondering what on earth had turned his sweet baby brother so evil-mean.

You’d think, Jesus huffed, but He’s up in heaven twiddling His thumbs. Says all humans are one race, acting like He can’t see color from His gold throne.

The Devil was struck dumb. He ain’t never once in his life imagined Jesus would fix his mouth to talk wet about God. And if you was struck too, then the joke’s on you, ’cause if ain’t but one thing in this world true it’s that Jesus loves him some Black folks and Black folks love them some Jesus. It’s like they’re the hand and he’s the thumb, and he gets powerful angry when he sees them done wrong.

Go south, Jesus told the Devil. Free my people and watch out for them until I return. You do this for me, and I promise that one day I’ll find a way to get you home.

And when the Devil woke, that’s just what he did — and is, even now, still trying to do. That’s why Black people have to go through hell to get free and how come to this day, the Devil won’t leave them be.






BOOK I

Paradise Lost






The Woman

YETUNDE
(Unmarked)

I ASKED THE woman next to me if she knew my name.

She told me she did but had grown tired of repeating it to me long ago. Perhaps your name does not want you anymore, she said. Perhaps it is time to find another.

This angered me. If a woman knows a thing, I told her, and another woman asks it of her in earnest, she must tell it. I tried to turn away from her, only there was no turning. In turning’s stead I found agony: A pulsing pain beat the back of my head like a small drum. I tried to raise my hand to my head but found I could not. I was flat on my back, shackled to the floor.

Where am I?

Ach, the woman said, the most tiresome question of all. You are in the belly of a large boat. I will not tell you again.

Laughter pealed out of the darkness. Startled, I raised my head. Across from me, the outline of a man, also lying flat, barely visible, took shape. Chuckling, he reared his head. Had I been able to extend my legs, my feet would have kissed his feet. The boat lurched. I felt as if I were standing at the edge of a deep chasm, staring down into its fathomless depths. Above the laughing man, a break in the black of the hold allowed a sliver of light to cut across his face.

If I were you, the man said, I would start by asking what I am.

I told him that I was not a what but a who.

Perhaps, he said, laying his head back down so that the light shone red on his chest now, but what is a who?

No, I said, attempting to stretch limbs I could feel but not move, I’m not a who, I’m a we.

He laughed his laugh again. What kind of we does not know their name?

With a we, I said, wherever one thing stands, another stands beside it. And as I said this, I knew it to be a true thing. That a true thing had made use of my tongue to speak.

Now there is a start, the woman said, but she still would not tell me my name. So I asked her if she had known me before this, and she said yes. Yes, she had known me for quite some time. I peered into the darkness.

Sister? I asked.

Yes, my sister replied.

We were a we, weren’t we?

Yes, she said.

And then you died.

Yes.

When my sister died, she came to live again in me.

I may not be alive, my sister said, but for as long as you stand, I will stand beside you.

I am not now standing, I told her.

Ach, she said. You know what I mean.

I sighed. Relief, my sister was here with me. But this relief was not to last, for as soon as it washed over me a door opened, and the light of day robbed me of my vision.

Before my eyes could adjust to the sun, we were unchained, marched topside, given water, and instructed to throw overboard the dead. There, afloat on a wide river, as my countrymen hefted the dead up over the side of the boat, I raised my hand to the pained part of my head where, on the right side, I felt a scar and, underneath the scar, a knot.

As the dead were lapped up by the waves, a man, one whose child numbered among the dead, flung himself overboard. During the ensuing tussle, an ofay watched me. Wherever I went, the green of his eyes followed. The sun was hot and high and bright. Nowhere was there shade.

I marveled at the wideness of the water. The river I had grown up drawing from was lined with umbrella trees, fringed with sweetgrass, emerald when looked upon from the hills rising above it, and clear when cupped in hand. The dead-swallowing river was a deep, borderless blue.

When I turned away from the water, the laughing man from the hold was at my side. Where does this river bank? I asked him.

He said this was no river, but rather a bigger water called the sea.

I wanted to ask the laughing man more, but he bowed his head and left my side when the staring ofay approached us.

I knew nothing of the ofay’s kind, save what I had seen transpire when my countrymen ran afoul of his. For this reason, I cast my eyes downward at this one’s advance. The ofay grasped my chin and lifted my head. Once my eyes were level with his, he reached into his coat pocket and produced a small red fruit.

Apple, he said, placing it in my hand.

I held it up to my face. It didn’t smell like anything and so I gave it back to him.

He took a bite and chewed, his eager eyes fixing mine all the while. Once he had swallowed, he held the fruit out to me. I raised it to my mouth. It was tart but sweet. My sister, however, peering out from my eyes, did not like the taste and induced me to spit it out onto the ofay’s crisp white shirt.

My sister and I had been born to different mothers. I was born, and then the next day, a stranger appeared at our father’s doorstep, carrying her. Or was it me who was carried by the stranger and my sister’s mother who took me in? Sometimes it is not clear to me out of whose memory I speak.

You speak from your own memory, my sister said. Do not attribute the muddle of your mind to me.

Okay then, which of us did the stranger bring?

Ach, she said. I do not concern myself with such trivial distinctions.

When my sister used me to spit on the staring ofay, the same one who would later call himself my master, a Dahomean man next to him, whom my countrymen belowdecks called the Traitor, raised his hand to strike me. I winced but felt nothing. The staring ofay had stayed the Traitor’s hand, gripping his wrist firm in the air, and despite myself I admired the ofay’s strength. After this, everyone else was shackled and forced back belowdecks, but I was allowed to stay above and, with the staring ofay standing beside me, watch the sun sink into the depths of the sea and the crescent of the moon, flanked by stars, rise high above the night’s horizon.

From then on, I was with the ofay always. Unshackled, I slept on the floor of his quarters, ate food from his table, and sat between his legs with my back against his cot, the light of the setting sun upon my face as he rebandaged my head wound each evening. I wish I could tell you I hated the clumsy ministrations of the ofay’s callused hands, say I shrank away from his saccharine breath and lavender shaving soap, refused his preserved fruits, salted meats, and crusty bread, and stalwartly rebuffed his every kindness, but it is not in my nature to bear false witness. As a consequence of the ofay’s familiarity, my countrymen wanted nothing to do with me and ignored me as they did the Traitor. Save the laughing man, who never failed to seek my gaze whenever he was brought above deck.

In the time it took for one moon to wane and another to wax, my head wound healed and we docked in the port of a city of hard gray ground, tall buildings, many ofays, and countrymen dressed in the ofay fashion, speaking the ofay language. The others were marched to a large house in the middle of the city to be auctioned off. Pitying them their fate, for I had not yet realized the staring ofay had purchased me, I sought the laughing man to whom I had been shackled as my countrymen were marched by, but his face did not number among them. Often, I have wondered what fate befell him; if one day, while I was alone with the ofay, he was thrown overboard, or if he had slipped his chains and flown away.

The staring ofay and I stayed together in a room with a window overlooking the town square. It had a bed, a bureau, a dining table, chairs, and a water closet with two basins: one for eliminating waste and the other for filling with water with which one could wash. Using the latter, I bathed myself in private for the first time since I had left home. When I finished and came out, the staring ofay held out a yellow dress and gestured for me to put it on over my head. On the table was a tray with leavened bread; cheese, which I later came to understand was curdled milk from a cow; and an array of what were then, to me, strange fruits.

Sit, the ofay said.

Sit? I said, running my hand over the bed.

The man shook his head and gestured to the chair beside him. I complied.

Bed, he said, pointing to the bed.

Bed, I repeated.

Chair, he said, reaching across the table and grabbing the chair-back. Yes?

Yes, I said.

He smiled, released the chair, and took up my hand.

Apple, he said, holding the red-and-white orb with a leaf and stem out to me. It was nearly identical to the one on the ship.

Apple, I repeated.

He picked up the orange ball and said, Orange.

Orange, I repeated.

He picked up one of the small purple ovals and said, Grape.

Grape, I repeated, and when I finished speaking, he held it up to my mouth. When I ate it from his fingers, he smiled.

The only foods familiar to me, aside from the apples, were the bananas and the bread, a version of which had been served to us on the ship, and so these were the only foods I dared eat. The ofay’s eyes were on me while I chewed.

Back home, my sister said, staring could get a man killed.

What home? I asked.

Then the ofay posed the question he was to repeat countless times over the course of my internment to him: To whom do you speak? This question was among the first sentences I learned of the ofay’s language.

This one is strange, my sister said. She stood us up, walked us over to the bed, and sat us down. Yes, of all the strange ofays, she said, this is the strangest one I have seen.

And just how many ofays have you seen?

Enough to know I do not like this one. Better off for you to have been sold like the others. Better yet for you to have drowned and joined me.

You are just jealous.

When my sister married the second son of the chief, she sulked and cried until one day, finally, her husband returned to our father and said: All right, I will marry the scrawny one, too. Our father had warned him prior to the wedding that we would not be easily cleaved.

No, my sister said, you have it the wrong way around again. You were the one who cried and sulked when I was gone and begged Father to marry you to my husband. There was nothing you would let me have for myself.

You cried, too.

Not nearly as much as you. Besides, what in your situation is there to envy? Him? she said, gesturing to the ofay. If I were alive, I would never suffer his touch.

The ofay, who had been watching me closely, pulled his chair up beside the bed and took hold of my hand.

To whom do you speak? he asked again.

My sister recoiled from me and lay down upon the bed with her hand over her forehead in exasperation. I tried to pull my hand away, but the ofay held fast to it, just as he held my gaze. Perhaps, I remember thinking, this is some sort of courtship ritual common to his people. In Whydah, the coastal city of the Dahomean king, we saw from the windows of the barracoon a number of our countrywomen in ofay dress. Through whispers, we learned that these were the wives of the ofays who had settled the coast to trade with the king.

Perhaps he intends to make me his wife, I said to my sister, remembering the women married to ofays back in Dahomey.

Then my sister rose from the bed, entered into me, and used my mouth to spit on the ofay. It landed on his cheek and dribbled down his shirt.

He raised his hand, and I closed my eyes, waiting for the blow. But to my great surprise, he laughed and did not strike me. He was only raising his hand to wipe the spit away.

My sister stood up out of me and leaned close to his face. This man, she said, peering into the green of his eyes. This man is not sane.

Whole days we passed alone in the room this way: the ofay staring at me, feeding me, finding reasons to place his hands upon me, patiently tolerating my sister’s violent rebuff of his advances. The only times his eyes and hands were not upon me were when they were on his texts. The ofay had a traveler’s trunk filled with a number of bound volumes he consulted throughout the day, flipping first here, then there, comparing the text in one book to a diagram in another.

One day he showed me an illustration of a woman lying in the middle of a circle. Around her were various symbols scrawled in chalk. After pushing the bed and bureau to the far corner of the room, he knelt and, with great care, copied the symbols onto the floor. Then he had me lie down and cross my arms while he drew the shades and lit a number of candles. He stood over me and read aloud from the volume, but to what end? I did not know. After repeating this exercise twice more, he grew frustrated, threw the book across the room, and, slamming the door behind him, left me alone for the first time since I had been captured.

Run, my sister exhorted.

Run where?

Anywhere. Go. Now.

I knew nothing of the place to which I had been removed aside from how much water stood between it and what was left of home. For a long while I sat staring out the window, imagining what route I might take were I to leave. Along the thoroughfare walked a number of my countrymen. Some of them were free, but most were in chains. Aside from his straying hand, the ofay had yet to perpetrate any of the cruelties I had seen others of his kind visit upon mine. I had not been made to work. I had not been subjected to any sort of overt sexual advance, and since I had left the ship had not been beaten or shackled. Instead, I had been clothed, fed, stared at, and made to lie on the floor. I could not yet picture how my situation might be improved, but I saw clearly all the ways in which it might worsen.

Later, the ofay brought back with him the Traitor from the ship. Seeing me there, sitting on the bed, wearing my new yellow dress, the Traitor balked and made a snide comment, the meaning of which I did not have to know the language to understand.

The ofay was stern with him once again. I relished the sight of the pale man dealing roughly with one of the swine who had stolen into my village under the cover of night to kill and capture and enslave.

Then you remember, my sister said.

Yes, I told her. I remember.

The day they came for us, my sister and I had arisen early to fetch water from the river. By the time we returned, the huts nearest the western gate blazed bright and smoke rose in stacks high over the village, blotting out the early sky. It was not until we reached the planting fields that we saw the Dahomean warriors, and now, each night, after the sun sets, I see them again.

I lay my head down to sleep, and on the ceiling above me, a one-eyed Dahomean man smirks, raises his bow, and shoots an arrow through the neck of a fleeing elder whose head, arms, and legs are on fire. I turn my head, and, cast on the wall beside the bed, a tall cowrie-crowned warrior woman in red catches a man by his dreadlocks and slashes his throat. Once his body falls, she stands over him and hacks into his neck with her sword until, seeming to tire of this, she throws the knife aside, turns the man over, kneels on his chest, and, with both hands, grips and twists his head free of his body. Every time I close my eyelids, the thatched roofs of my kinsmen’s homes burn bright behind them.

My sister drops her basket and races toward what is left of our home. The water splashes my legs as my feet follow hers. We reach our hut and are met by another sword-wielding, cowrie-crowned woman. This one holds by the hair our husband’s head. My sister screams, lowers her head, and drives it into the warrior’s belly, taking her to the ground before she can raise her weapon against us, and beating her with balled fists. I run past them into the burning hut, smoke and blaze all I see.

Hands in front of me, feeling my way to the pallet on the floor where we left them, I find our babies, my sister’s and mine, hidden, not crying, not cooing. My hands wrap them in a blanket, and before I can stand, before I can think, my legs are running. Outside, my sister beats the body of the cowrie-crowned warrior, even though it is stilled, even though her fists are raw and bloodied. My sister, my beautiful sister, she does not stop until my lips form the shape of her name. There are more warriors, but, strangely, they do not give chase, and we do not rest until we reach the river.

My people were river people, and after my sister and I came of age, our mother brought us to its banks and told us how we were born of the water and how, upon our deaths, it was to the water we would return. Wherever one thing stands, another stands beside it. But that morning, when we brought our daughters to the river, there was not time enough to explain how they were a whole they, that they would stand together in the next life, even though they had yet to stand in this one. It was while I stared into the flow of the water and all it did not yet conceal that I was struck on the back of the head. The world went blurry, then black. By the time I regained consciousness, my sister, having felled one warrior before catching the sword of another, was on the ground, bleeding. She could hardly draw breath, let alone stand. If I wanted her to live, they said, I would have to carry her, so I carried her. I carry her still.

The Traitor, admonished, sat down in the chair across from me and began to ask questions in one of the dialects of my native tongue. The ofay, he said, wants to know who you talk to. Who the other person you address is.

My sister, I told him.

And she is deceased?

Yes.

He translated. The ofay smiled.

This man, the Traitor said, he wants for you to speak to the dead on his behalf.

My sister is the only one who talks to me.

Then lie, the Traitor said. Your life with him will be easier if you tell him what he wishes to hear.

The Traitor turned away from me to converse with the ofay, seeking to extract some form of payment, as the ofay later informed me. He’d lost favor with his king and had bartered with the ship’s captain for safe passage in hopes of making a life in New Orleans, where he’d heard Africans could live free. But the free Africans were particular and would not accept him into their society. When the Traitor made ready to leave, I asked him what I was to call the ofay, if this was where we were to live, and whether I was to be his first, second, or third wife.

You may call him Laurent. You will remain here for a time but are to later be removed to his estate north of here in a place called Tennessee. As for the wife order, the ofays, at least the ofays here in this land, they do not make wives of our countrywomen as they do in Whydah.

Then what is to be my relation to him?

At this, the Traitor shook his head and laughed.

That night, I dreamed of my sister. We were by a river. She was teaching me how to weave a basket tight enough to hold water. I listened carefully and wove it just the way she instructed me, only when I dipped my basket into the flow of the river, it would not hold the water. Determined to make a basket without the aid of my sister, I went downstream, where she would not follow. There, I found the laughing man from the ship. He was standing at the base of an umbrella tree, fishing. I approached him. At his feet lay a basket identical in every way to the one I held.

He smiled and asked me if I wanted to see his catch.

I did.

He lifted the lid of his basket. Within, there was a green, wild-eyed serpent, coiled around two sleeping children, one black, one white. I tried to wrest the children away, but before I could, the serpent struck me.
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