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Alexander’s novel straddles 
the line between rose-colored 
romance and historical justice, 
making some parts of the nar-
rative feel uneven. But Leary’s 
story is bigger than a single 
novel. In her retelling and 
rebuilding of parts of Leary’s 

It’s a thread we find throughout 
the body of the story as well. 
For example, after giving birth 
to her first child, a daughter, 
Josephine’s mother and grand-
mother help her convalesce. 
Four generations of women in 
one room represent a spectrum 
of history, at once suggest-
ing a new and bright future for 
the Napoleon/Leary family and 
highlighting an unfillable chasm 
of loss:

When Mama says “home,” I know she 

doesn’t mean the old Williams spread. 

She means our true home, Africa. 

Ghana, more specifically. Grandma 

Milly can trace our people back there, 

through the stories she heard from 

her mother, Amina. . . . As I gaze at 

my new daughter, the weight of my 

mother’s words settles over me like 

a sturdy blanket. My child may never 

lay eyes on the land where our family 

originated, but she will know from 

whence she came. (55)

it” (“This One Day”). The poem 
“Drenched” is a declaration of 
the self that has emerged from 
the struggle: “Admire me in my 
bikini on the high dive, / blind-
folded and in love at the same 
time.” This is the sole poem that 
ends every line with slant or 
full rhyme, with a startling final 
metaphor: “I was born without a 
snorkel or a skin. / No dry land, 
no lessons, just jump in.”

The final section, “Only Now,” 
includes the deaths of the poet’s 
parents. Barasovska gives each 
parent a revelatory monologue. 
We see especially the mother’s 
resentments in “Elsie Has Her 
Say,” her silence when truth was 
needed, her unleashing of emo-
tions on the vulnerable: “I never 
was one / to hide my feelings.” 
But the poet can now accept 
life: “I love this world I yearned 
to shed. / . . . / light drenches 
my reawakened life, / warms the 
small planet of my heart (“Sum-
mer’s Start”).

In pondering these books, 
I remembered something I 
read many years ago: “We are 
continually living a solution of 
problems that reflection cannot 
hope to solve.”* Both books are 
thoughtful and reflective, but 
they are more: sensitive to lan-
guage, responsive to nature and 
to the claims of relationship. 
They demonstrate how we can 
survive what we cannot intel-
lectually solve. As Harrington 
puts it in her title poem, “Does 
it matter what is real or illusion 
if, / when she steps from grief’s 
box, she feels whole?” n

* J.H. Van den Berg, The Phenomenological 
Approach to Psychiatry: An Introduction 
to Recent Phenomenological 
Psychopathology (Thomas, 1955) 61.
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If you ever find yourself in 
Edenton, NC, walk down 
Broadstreet and pause to 
look at the J.N. Leary build-
ing, a two-story Colonial 
Revival storefront built in 
1894 and now home to the 
Chowan Herald. Josephine 
Leary, nee Napoleon, was 
born into slavery in Wil-
liamston, NC, in the 1850s. 
After emancipation, she 
married, moved to Edenton, 
NC, and began to build a 
name for herself as a savvy 
businesswoman and real 
estate entrepreneur. During 
her lifetime, Leary operated 
a successful barbershop and 
purchased six different prop-
erties in Edenton’s histori-
cal district. The 2022 novel, 
Carolina Built, by Kianna 
Alexander, offers readers 
a romantic revisioning of 
Leary’s life story. Leary’s is an 
important story to tell and 
one that Alexander recog-
nized immediately as worthy 
of novelization. She recounts 
her decision to do so in the 
preface, highlighting the sig-
nificance of re-establishing 
Leary’s presence in the 
American timeline: 

[T]he accomplishments of African

Americans have so often been

minimized, overlooked, or out-

right dismissed to serve a narra-

tive that relegates us to the status

of second-class citizenship. I

decided to be a part of the solu-

tion, by putting my efforts into a

project that would shine a light

on someone who would other-

wise be forgotten by history. (x)

life, Alexander begins the 
work of bringing her back 
into the American conscious-
ness, shedding light on a 
story that has been buried for 
far too long, work that this 
reviewer hopes to see contin-
ued in the future. n

OPPOSITE The J.N. Leary Building in 
Edenton, NC
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VIDEO SUBMISSIONS ACCEPTED IN APRIL

2024 FINAL JUDGE: TBA

S u b m i s s i o n  g u i d e l i n e s  h e r e 
All finalists considered for NCLR Youtube and honoraria.

Read about the premiere contest winner and other honorees in NCLR Online Fall 2023 
(with links to the performances).
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