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Praise for Balm

‘Moving . . . gorgeous, compassionate’

Washington Post

‘Powerful . . . a tale of individual loves, longings, and losses bound together by the healing balm of hope. Perkins-Valdez truly captures the American spirit’

New York Journal of Books

‘Deeply moving, beautifully written, told from the heart’

USA Today

‘Elegantly crafted . . . captures the fierce energy, diversity, and suffering of Civil War–era Chicago. . . . Perkins-Valdez moves gracefully among her three protagonists’ viewpoints as they struggle to claim their authentic gifts and free themselves of the pain of their pasts. Her spare, lyrical voice is unsentimental yet compassionate’

Publishers Weekly

‘Deeply engaging . . . A thrilling and deeply satisfying read’

Hope Wabuke, The Root

‘Perkins-Valdez has created an intoxicating concoction brimming with historical details, vivid language, and irresistible characters’

Essence

‘From the first page, I fell under the spell of the magical Balm. Powerful characters and exquisite prose bring to life a tumultuous period of American history that still demands our attention. The stories of Madge, Sadie, and Hemp illuminate the larger story of a postwar nation in search of redemption. With emotional depth and evocative detail, Dolen Perkins-Valdez has written a beautiful novel I will not soon forget’

Tara Conklin, New York Times bestselling author of The House Girl

‘Balm is a fiercely creative and exquisitely rendered novel. In sweeping prose, Dolen Perkins-Valdez transports you to Chicago after the Civil War, with Madge, a freeborn black woman; Sadie, a young white woman; and Hemp, a freedman looking for his wife. Their journeys of love, loss, and reconciliation become your journeys. A must read’

Lalita Tademy, New York Times bestselling author of Cane River and Red River

‘Perkins-Valdez has a genius for placing the reader in the postwar welter of a city [Chicago] and the quieter but no less troubled farms of the South. The reader wants the best for these wounded characters, and whatever happiness they find in the end is hard won’

BookPage

‘Dolen Perkins-Valdez writes with extraordinary beauty’

Savannah Morning News

‘Full of love and loss, meaning and mystery, Balm draws you into a world in tumultuous transition. Hold on tight as Dolen Perkins-Valdez weaves a story you have not heard before; one that you will find impossible to forget’

Pearl Cleage, author of Things I Should Have Told My Daughter

‘Perkins-Valdez deftly weaves her characters’ longings with the gritty realities of American life after war’s devastations’

Library Journal

‘In Balm, Dolen Perkins-Valdez effectively reveals the emotional injury suffered by everyone following the Civil War. All of the characters came alive, and I cared for them deeply. That, to me, is the best kind of book’

Kathleen Grissom, author of The Kitchen House

‘Dolen Perkins-Valdez is an ambitious writer who looks to the past with a calm gaze and a sympathetic heart . . . the complexity of her characters and visual power of her prose make for riveting reading’

Valerie Martin, author of The Ghost of the Mary Celeste
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There is a balm in Gilead,

To make the wounded whole.

—African American Spiritual, “There is a Balm in Gilead”

See him at the seashore

Preaching to the people

Healing all the sick ones

Amen, Amen, Amen.

—African American Spiritual, “Amen”

For our trust in the healing root or in the strength of the vine,—what is it else than a belief in thee, from whom all that surrounds us derives its healing and restoring powers.

—The Sorrows of Young Werther, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

With malice toward none; with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation’s wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan—to do all which may achieve and cherish a just, and a lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations.

—Second Inaugural Address, Abraham Lincoln



Introduction

If you don’t believe you can communicate with the dead, losing close family members can change that perspective in an instant. Recently, I caught myself laughing aloud as I recalled the day I fell out of a hammock and my late sister giggled uncontrollably. When I was writing Balm, originally published in 2015, a novel with a main character who can speak to the dead, my editor wanted to know: does she really have these abilities or is she a fraud?

Sadie’s gift is real, I decided.

Though it would be years before I had suffered the kind of loss that would prompt me to yearn for a portal through which I could reach the spirits of my loved ones, I understood the longing among the characters in my book. After the US Civil War ended, hundreds of thousands of families grieved their loved ones. The war was the deadliest conflict in the nation’s history, causing immeasurable pain, so it was no surprise that women mediums who traveled the country found a ready and paying audience. Rising from what was known in the late nineteenth century as the Spiritualist movement, women mediums such as Cora L.V. Scott gave entranced speeches, sold tens of thousands of books, and traveled widely.

My character Sadie is inspired by Cora’s life. Madge, a free Black woman who moves to Chicago from the South, also possesses an unusual skill: she can sense the pain in people’s bodies. Both women are healers, and in the thriving industrial city of Chicago, Illinois, their services are highly valued. Post-war America is still reeling, and these women claim their independence in unprecedented ways.

Typically, the American Civil War is viewed through the lens of conflict. Instead, I wrote this novel as an exploration of how the war might have bound us together in ways we have not reckoned with. Rather than view it as the most divisive moment in American history, I set out to write a book about suffering and sacrifice, and how the war was the vehicle through which we found our voice as a nation in the face of that most devastating of human tragedies: loss.

People always ask me which of my books is my favorite, and that is impossible to answer. Yet, Balm undeniably holds a special place in my heart. It is in this book that I contemplate how a country stitched itself back together after centuries of enslavement and the bloody war that ended it. It is a book where I allowed myself to regard the magic of women’s healing hands to stand without question or qualification. Finally, Balm is the book that allows me to speak to my loved ones on the other side, freely and without reservation.

I am so grateful to share this book with an entirely new audience now that it is being published in the UK for the first time. I hope the story will heal your heart as it has healed mine.

Dolen Perkins-Valdez

July 2024



Part One



1

When Madge arrived in Chicago, it was an unusually windless summer day, and she could not take her eyes off the bluest water she had ever seen. She believed she was seeing the ocean for the first time, but she had heard from a woman who had heard from another woman that the ocean stirred waves as tall as trees, and this broad flatness looked like the floor of heaven itself. Surely it marked the end of the earth. Nothing could exist beyond that line where the sky reached down to kiss a shimmering edge.

She had only come from Tennessee, but she might as well have come from another country. It would take months to unpack this foreign land, months before she finally ventured out, walking through the retail district, a street along the lake, peering into plate-glass windows. Men behind wooden carts hawking fruits and vegetables in pitched voices. Hackneys, carriages, teams of horses flying madly by in all directions, leaving behind a cloud of dust so thick she could barely see. Signs advertising businesses whose names she could not read. The glance of a woman leaning out of a window. A grand building with wide stone steps leading up to some unimaginable heaven. A new word—opera . . . opera . . . opera—melting on her tongue. Tree-bordered boulevards. The South Side avenues. The soft glow of gas streetlights. Horsecars lined with narrow benches and shoving crowds, the bolts creaking so loudly she feared the animals would break free and leave the people in the contraption behind. Five flags waving grandly from the top of a building. The crunch of grit between her teeth, dust rising through her nostrils. She covered her nose and mouth, and as she drew the folded square of cloth from her face she saw the blood on it, and upon further hurried patting, understood that it came from her nose.

This city sure enough gone kill me, she thought.

Still, she relished every moment.

And the water: so many boats and ships like nothing she had ever seen. A city’s lines etched by roads and waterways. Sweating Irish stevedores unloading lumber schooners while colored men huddled nearby, watching for injury or exhaustion or a skirmish loud enough to send the offenders home.

And Madge amidst it all, daringly alone, a freeborn woman hovering near the pier, watching as passenger pigeons descended by the dozens. She moved about unmolested, freely, wearing a bright orange neck scarf she’d found in the street two days before. Back in Tennessee, such a scarf might have been taken for hubris, but in the garish city, colors, even on a Negro woman, were just a quiet wink.

She turned, almost walking straight into the wheels of a carriage. The driver shouted at her, and she laughed. Reveling in the city’s spirit, brimming with the effervescence of the newly baptized, she walked.

For a long time, Sadie felt like a visitor to another country.

The train had belched her onto the city’s shores without so much as kith and kin to greet her, and she’d struggled to find her legs. The place was far enough removed from York to impress upon her the uncertainty of a future without a husband, but it would be some time before she understood that keeping alive the spirits of the lost sat in perfect order within that immortal city.

With its tall grain elevators, winding canal, and trestled bridges, it hummed. Draymen and horsecars and lake steamers. Dead rats lining ditches where sludge-filled water traveled on its way to the river. Its fragility—plank roads and leaning shanties, pine sidewalks and marble-faced buildings with wooden shake roofs—subsumed by an ever-increasing sense of its fortitude. Everything, it appeared, coexisted as an irresolvable contradiction, a trait Sadie would come to see in herself as well, long after she’d accepted the place as home.

The railroad and telegraph worked to adjust the people’s sense of the clock, and perhaps because of this, she and the other mediums would be able to convince them that time was more fluid than they imagined, the other side just a ticking away from this one.

Death is not the end, she would tell them.

But hope withered in a city where cholera picked off entire families, men marched off to war never to return, and thousands of cattle were slaughtered in vast stockyards. She had heard that over three thousand miles of railroad touched the city like the arms of some mythical creature, but she did not enjoy knowing that number because it seemed to emphasize the distance between this lakefront city and the Pennsylvania town that birthed her.

Yet those awe-inspiring trains, slamming their brakes in a rush of steam, huffing like hulking shovers, reminded her of the impending sense of everything hurtling recklessly forward. It thrilled and frightened, entranced and repulsed. It was both a nascent Romish state and a virulent pesthole.

She’d journeyed to the city two weeks after he’d gone ahead to prepare their home, traveling on solemn boxcars filled with anxious faces dashing from one town to the next. Her hand shook the entire time, and she did not know if it was the rolling landscape outside the window or the train’s constant rocking that made her feel ill.

It was March of 1863, which meant that her first impression of the city was not the height of winter’s beauty but the dark, murky ruts of snow that had fallen for months. The river was frozen, the lake marbled with slices of water traveling between gray sheets of ice, the canal virtually impassable.

They did not send word ahead of her arrival, and it was only once she reached the city that she learned his train had derailed. The railroad company retrieved the bodies in the first-class cars first, then set to work accounting for its passenger list. She had not read a newspaper in some time and never saw the headline.

When she arrived at the house on Ontario Street, a silent group of servants hired by her husband waited for her: the butler, cook, housemaid, and coachman, all ready to greet the young widow and determine if she had the grit necessary to survive long in the city. The housemaid took the cape from Sadie’s shoulders as she stepped inside.

The servants had kept the body in the house, and Sadie noticed two things: he looked exactly the same, down to the mustache-capped line that had been his mouth, and there was no odor. After clearing his throat, the butler recounted that her late husband had once met a certain gentleman in New York, an embalming surgeon, and after a long evening in which he sat riveted while the man explained the advancements of how one handles a body, preserves a face as if it were sleeping, injects an arsenious fluid into a man’s arteries, Samuel had instructed his servant that should a calamitous fate befall him, he would like to be filled with this magical fluid, cast in an earthly monument to his living body. But Sadie was disturbed by the bluish cast of his face, so dull it glowed, hair so dark she was certain it had been blackened. The body achieved the odd illusion that he was younger in death than in life, certainly not the worldly man she’d accepted as her husband just two months ago.

The space above the fireplace was painted green, a barren field. She turned to face them, unsure what to say or do. She had no experience with servants. He was the one who was supposed to take care of these matters.

“Thank you,” she said. One of the women, the cook perhaps, clearly outranked her in age. But they took it for the dismissal it was intended to be and left her alone.

Uncertain what was expected of her, she entered the drawing room, the mirror of the room across from it. He had proudly boasted that the two rooms were identical, stating it as if proof of his love that she would have a room dedicated to her evening pursuits as spacious as his. A lie. The house was not a monument of his love—he had not asked her opinion of a single yard of fabric, and she felt like any other mourner come to pay her respects.

Two years after this unexpected welcome by her husband’s corpse she would see the house completely differently, a holy space where spirits convened and she, speaking in a voice unimaginable to anyone who’d ever known her, commanded reverence as the dead returned.

But at that moment, her only future had a corpse in it, and all she could do was stare at his grotesque face as she scrambled to pose the questions she’d planned to ask: What were his plans for the future? What was there for a wife to do? How did he like his breakfast prepared?

The missionary had promised to take him to a city where he could find work and where other coloreds might help him find his wife. But when the freedman arrived, the ceaseless noise silenced him. Waves broke against a pier. A train’s whistle screeched. The plink of a piano skipped through a window. As wind rushed the street, a door slammed and a hat went sailing, the lady calling after it. Hemp turned and wiped a grain from his eye.

When he paused long enough to quiet the racket ringing about his head, the freedman was certain he looked upon a city where an unfettered man could swell into his new name. Wooden frame houses, pine cottages, swinging bridges, freighter smoke all stuffed together so tightly, he wondered how they had moved through the narrow lanes with the timber to build. He struggled to decipher among the smear of faces. On the other side of the street, one suit called to another, the accent so thick, Hemp wondered if it was another language. For a moment, he lost his missionary in a crowd. Relief when the man waved back at him. Hemp picked up his step, veering off the sidewalk as he circled a dozen bales of cloth lined up outside a store. The missionary stopped at a pump where the two men filled their canteens. Hemp spit out the water.

“They can help you here.”

“Where?” Hemp said, alarmed.

Clearly, they had reached the end of their journey together, but Hemp was not ready. He wanted to clutch the white man’s hand, express his gratitude.

“God bless you,” the man said, slapping Hemp’s arm, and the freedman struggled, once again, for words. He could not gather himself in time. The missionary was gone.

Hemp looked at the door to the church. A crude wooden cross hung from a nail. Built out of narrow, whitewashed boards, the balloon-frame building sat on a busy corner, and, aside from the occasional curious look, no one spoke to him. He sat on the edge of the porch. The preacher back home had expected something for his services, and this one would be no different. Hemp had nothing to offer but hands.

A meanly dressed white man walked by. Hemp scooted back, careful to keep his feet out of the way. He felt in his pocket for the freedom papers he’d received at Camp Nelson. The war was over, but Hemp was still gripped by the fear that at any moment, someone would chain his ankles, push him onto a wagon, and take him back to Kentucky.

The door opened behind him and he turned.

“You just arrived, son?”

Hemp nodded.

The man motioned for him to come inside. “You got water in that thing?”

“Yas, sir.”

The man folded his hands in front of his chest, and Hemp thought he looked righteous in his stiff collar. He was a short man with thin curls picked out over a round head. Inside, Hemp could see the sky peeking through a hole in the ceiling over plain pine pews. Another man, thin and wiry with a shot of gray hair like a lightning bolt, descended a ladder.

“What’s your name, son?” the preacher asked.

Hemp hesitated, wavering. Outside the city thrummed, sounding a beat in his ears.

“I goes by Hemp.”

“Well, my name is Reverend Martin.”

Reverend. Something about the very word felt like an embrace, and he allowed the exhaustion to pile softly behind his eyelids.

“Richard, take him on over to Mrs. Jenkins’s house.” He pointed to a basket in the corner. “It’s some extra clothes in there though it’s likely you can’t fit none.”

“I reckon a wash will do me just fine.”

“Service here is on Sunday at nine. Come on by once you land on your feet.”

“Yas, sir.”

“Take some clothes anyhow. You need something decent to find work.” He pointed to the basket again, but the freedman did not move.

“What is it?”

“I’m looking for my wife, go by the name Annie. She got a daughter, go by the name Herod. I’m wondering if you heard tell of them. We from Kentucky.”

“Annie and Herod from Kentucky?”

“Yas, sir.”

“Can’t say I have. Once you settle, we can ask around.”

Hemp nodded.

“How I’m supposed to know when it’s nine in the morning?” he asked the gray-haired man when they were on their way.

“Courthouse bell. Count it.”

Numbers meant little to Hemp. He could count his twelve knuckles, and that was it. There had been a class at the camp where they’d taught the men to apply those twelve numbers to the day, but he had not gone to class often enough to learn.

“What day is it?”

The man looked at Hemp as if he had just dropped from another world. “Tuesday. June fourteenth, 1865.”

“This it?” he asked when they stopped in front of a row of tightly sandwiched houses.

“I be seeing you at church.”

He offered his hand, and Hemp took it. There was no end to this new feeling of overwhelming gratitude. He wanted to ask the man to come inside, but he didn’t. Hemp stared at the door. Behind it lay another threshold to be crossed. A fist of terror stuck in his throat. He lifted one leaden foot and then the other one.

He knocked and a woman in a dark dress opened the door, a broom propped between arm and body.

“You looking for a room?” She swept a glance from his tattered shoes to his harshly shaven face.

“Reverend Martin sent me.”

“Where you from?” she asked.

“Kentucky.”

She narrowed her eyes, wrinkling a scar across her face that had taken some of the bridge of her nose with it. “I don’t allow no riffraff in my house. That include liars and cheats and no counts, the don’t-want and the can’t-do. My husband and me is God-fearing people.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She stepped aside. The house looked clean, but an odor like rotting fruit hung in the air.

“Once you get work, you can pay my husband. He at work right now. I take care of things. I’m Mrs. Jenkins.”

He saw a few repairs that needed to be made—a tilted floorboard, a gouged table—and he made up his mind to do things around the house until he found work.

She watched his eyes. “This ain’t no fancy place. I provides a roof.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He wondered who had struck her.

A fly landed on his ear. He brushed off the tickle. She showed him the windowless room where he would sleep. Two narrow beds with just enough space to walk sideways between them. Rolled sleeping pallets lay against a wall. The walls were dark planks riddled with holes.

“I expect you hungry.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I cook once a day. In the morning before you go off to work, you and the mens sit down with my husband. You got to fend for your other eats.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Course I don’t allow for no loafing. You can’t sit round here all day.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Come on eat. It’s some hoecakes left. You look hungry as a mule. Then get yourself on out in them streets and get some work.”

“Yes, thank you, ma’am.”

“You don’t say much, do you? That’s good. Ain’t room but for one talker round here. Haw!”

When he was seated at the rough-hewn table, she set a plate and fork in front of him. He mopped the gravy with a finger, picked up the plate and licked it.

She chuckled as she took it from him. “Toilet and a well out back.”

“Ma’am?”

“What you need now?”

“I ain’t ate like that since my wife Annie was around.”

She paused. “Well, God rest her soul. I suppose the good Lord taking care of her now.”

“Fact is, she still living. I come up this way hoping to hear word of her.”

“Annie, huh?”

“Got a daughter go by the name Herod. We from Kentucky, south of Danville, worked on a hemp farm owned by a Mr. Harrison.”

“Well, I don’t know nothing right off, but I sure will keep an ear on it. Everybody come through here looking for one person or another. Now. What’s your name?”

“Hemp Harrison.”

She paused, became serious. “I see. Now don’t go getting lost, Mr. Hemp Harrison. If you do, just ask around for the Jenkins house.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Hemp got work loading ships a week later and earned his first wages as a free man. He bought a sack, shoes, pants, but even his first paying job could not help him shake the sadness. He asked everyone he met, but no one knew of a woman fitting Annie’s description. He decided it would be better for him to stay in one place. It did not make sense for both him and Annie to be moving around.

Before the month was out he knew that as nice as Mrs. Jenkins was, he could not go on sleeping in that tight, dark room. It reminded him too much of his cabin in the quarters. He began to think of where he could settle. He pooled his money with a group of men and they found a place. A two-room house with four men was sure better than a narrow sliver of a room with five.
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