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The four-door sedan swung into a Permit Only parking spot, coughed, and died as if it knew it was trespassing. 

“What’s wrong?” The young woman in the front passenger seat turned to her companion. “Will it start again?” When they finished what they had come to do, she wanted to be able to leave.

The dark-haired youth—twenty or twenty-one—rolled up the windows and reached into the back for his backpack. “Don’t worry, Sara. It just got overheated. It’ll cool off by the time we get back. Come on.”

Reluctantly, the girl opened the car door and stepped out onto the concrete of the bi-level parking lot at Northwestern University. A breeze off Lake Michigan a hundred yards away made her shiver in spite of the mid-May sunshine. That’s the way it always was in Chicago—cooler by the lake.

She grabbed her sweater and pulled it around her shoulders before locking the car door. She shivered again, wishing she could’ve worn jeans and a sweatshirt. Would’ve been perfect for a cool, sunny day. But no, Kent said if he was going to wear a suit and tie, she needed to wear a dress. After all, they were representing their Cause and wanted to be taken seriously.

Huh. When it came to supporting the Cause, she’d rather be back at the office stuffing envelopes. She wasn’t good at this activist stuff.

“Here.” Kent pulled a bundle of pamphlets out of his backpack and handed them to her. “You start with this row; I’ll go down the other side.” He moved off, sticking pamphlets under one windshield wiper, then another. She thought he looked a little silly in his black suit and tie with a ratty backpack slung over his shoulder, but she had to admit he was good-looking in a thin-faced, gangly sort of way. His straight, dark-brown hair, so carefully combed back, had a cute way of falling over his forehead, giving him a boyish look. Not that she would ever tell him. He was quite determined to be a serious grownup.

“Sara! Get busy!” His shout from several cars away made her jump, and she hustled to catch up. She worked fast, sticking pamphlets under windshield wipers, eager to show she was committed to the Cause . . . or maybe eager to get the pamphlets on the cars and get out of there before they got caught. At least the top level of the parking lot was only half full. Sunday afternoon wasn’t a high-traffic day at the university; they’d be done in ten minutes and could get out of here.

A middle-aged man carrying a briefcase topped the short flight of stairs to the open second level and headed for his car, keys jangling. She pretended not to notice and kept moving from car to car. But a quick side-glance told her he’d stopped, reached for the pamphlet on his car window, and scanned its front page.

“Hey!” he yelled. “You can’t leave your garbage here! This is private property!”

Sara glanced anxiously at Kent, one row over. “Keep moving,” he hissed. “For all that guy knows, we’re students here and have every right.”

The man waved the pamphlet angrily over his head. “At least have the guts to present your wacko ideas personally,” he shouted, “instead of blitzing cars anonymously!”

The invitation was too much for the young man. “Good idea! We’ll do that!” He waved back, a smile plastered on his face.

Muttering, the man started to drop the pamphlet on the ground, hesitated, and then tossed it into his car.

“He took it!” Kent said gleefully.

Sara frowned. “Did not. He just didn’t want to drop it. Those professor types never litter.”

“Doesn’t matter. He took it.” The young man fished a campus map out of his backpack. “C’mon. Let’s go to the student center.” He looked up, scanning the buildings. “I think it’s right over there.” 

“No, Kent. Let’s just do the cars.” But he was already heading in long strides for the exit stairs.

She sighed and followed. Under other circumstances, she’d enjoy a stroll around the Big Ten university campus, which had been practically in her backyard all her life. The grounds were beautiful this time of year. Soaring spires mixed with modern architecture. Graceful willow trees coming into bud, swaying in the breeze. Lake Michigan lapping along the boulder-studded shoreline. Flowering bushes and winding walks everywhere. Why hadn’t she applied here? Her grades and SAT scores had been topnotch. She’d graduated from a prestigious high school here on the North Shore two years ago. But what was it Kent had said? “You gotta decide what’s most important—dedication to the Cause or getting a so-called education watered down by all this politically correct mumbo-jumbo.”

Right. She admired Kent’s dedication to the Cause. He’d taken her under his wing when the “popular” girls at New Trier acted as if she didn’t exist. He explained things to her. Told her people had a right to stick up for what they believed.

She just didn’t like conflict and confrontation, that’s all.

They found the Norris University Center along the narrow campus drive and pulled open the big glass doors. “It’s Sunday,” she murmured. “Won’t be many students.”

“That’s OK,” he said. “More opportunity to leave the truth unhindered.” He headed for the nearest bulletin board—crowded with fliers announcing everything from roommates needed to frat parties to the next theater production. “Heathens,” Kent muttered, punching a pushpin into the bulletin board, leaving their pamphlet front and center.

They scurried down the wide stairs to the ground level, where Willie’s Food Court, a cafeteria-style eatery, and Willie’s Too— dispensing gourmet coffee, sub sandwiches, smoothies, and pizza—opened out into a large room with square wooden tables and booths along the far windows looking out over the Northwestern Lagoon. Several students sat at the scattered tables with drinks or sandwiches, talking or studying.

Kent straightened his tie and approached the first populated table. “I think you’ll be interested in these facts.” He thrust a pamphlet at a young woman bent over a large textbook.

The student glanced at the paper he held out to her. Her eyes narrowed. “Get that out of my face, or I’ll call the campus cops!”

He barely flinched. “Not open to the free exchange of ideas? I thought—”

“I mean it! Get away from me!” The student grabbed her book and flounced to a table on the far side of the room.

Sara tugged on her companion’s sleeve. “We should’ve worn casual clothes,” she murmured anxiously. “They know we’re not students, dressed up like this.”

Kent ignored her and headed for two male students in T-shirts slouched in one of the booths, watching the hanging TV. One ignored them, eyes glued to the ball game; the other took the pamphlet, shrugged, and tossed it on the table.

Sara was relieved when they finally left the student center. At least it was Sunday. No classes. The campus proper was practically deserted. But as they pushed open the double-glass doors, Kent studied a bright flier taped to the glass. “See that? There’s a Jazz Fest going on. It’s gotta be over soon.” He studied his map. “Come on!” Grabbing her hand, they followed the sidewalk signs pointing toward the Pick-Steiger Concert Hall.

The wait wasn’t long. Soon a rowdy, laughing mix of students in shorts and bare midriffs, dreads, and buzz cuts pushed through the glass doors of the concert hall, rubbing shoulders with jazz fans from the local community. Once again, Kent dug into his backpack, pushed a stack of pamphlets into Sara’s hands, and hustled to catch up with any moving target.

Sucking up some courage, the girl held out her pamphlets— mostly to females—steeling herself for the typical reactions: “Keep your stupid trash.” . . . “You believe this stuff?” . . . “Guess it’s a free country, even for weirdos.” . . . “Stuff it up your—!”

The words she’d practiced rose to her defense. “Thought we had free speech in this country! So much for tolerance.”

Her defenses soon crumbled, and she finally fled to a grassy knoll with the rest of her pamphlets, sinking onto a bench beneath a graceful weeping willow, its long tendrils bursting with the bright green buds of May. Kent found her there ten minutes later, her wedgies off, rubbing her arches. “My feet hurt,” she moaned. “Let’s go.”

“Your feet hurt!” He snorted but sank down onto the bench beside her. “Passed out all my pamphlets?” He made a face when he saw the remainders. “Want me to pass those out?”

She shook her head. “No! Let’s just go.”

AFTER A FEW TURNOVERS, the old sedan started, and they headed up Sheridan Road, back toward the posh bedroom communities along Lake Michigan’s North Shore. But a few blocks north of the university, Kent took a left at the traffic light at Sheridan and Lincoln Avenue.

Sara frowned. “What are you doing?”

Kent shrugged, pulling over to the curb along the tree-shaded street of large brick homes, with ivy climbing up the wraparound verandas and neatly manicured lawns. “Might as well finish the job. We can stuff a few mailboxes, and we’re done.”

It was useless to argue. He was already out of the car. Reluctantly, she took several of the remaining pamphlets and scurried up the sidewalk, leaving a pamphlet tucked in the iron railing on one set of steps, in the mailbox at the next house. When her supply was gone, she hung back as her companion, still holding a few pamphlets, walked up the steps to a neat brick two-story with ivy hugging the walls. Boldly lifting the mail slot in the door, he started to push the pamphlet through . . . when the door suddenly opened. 

It was hard to tell who was more taken aback—the pale young man on the stoop, hand outstretched, frozen in time . . . or the tall, goateed African-American in the gray velour sweatsuit coming out of the house, car keys in his hand.

The man spoke. “What do you want?” The tone was mildly hostile.

“Uh, don’t think you’d be interested.” Kent started to back away. 

“What’s this?” The man snatched the pamphlet out of the young man’s hand, scanning the first page. He flipped to the second. Even from where Sara stood, she could see the muscles in the man’s face tighten like the face of a clock being overwound. Her heart clutched. She saw the man stab his finger into Kent’s chest, right in the middle of his tie, forcing Kent to back down a step. “If I ever catch you . . . in this neighborhood . . . ever again . . . with this . . . this—”

“Mark?” A woman’s voice floated out from inside the house. “Is someone at the door?” The accent was foreign—British or African or something.

“Git!” the man hissed. Kent nearly tripped backing down the steps, but he recovered his dignity and sauntered back to where Sara waited anxiously on the sidewalk. His withering look still focused on Sara and Kent, the man called into the house, “Uh, nobody. Just some environmental types wanting signatures for Greenpeace or something.” Then, glancing at the pamphlet he still held in his hand, the man shoved it into the ivy flanking the doorway till it was hidden, stepped back into the house, and shut the door with an angry thud.

When he and Sara were about two houses away, with the tension released, Kent dissolved into laughter.
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The wedding cake—a modest three-tiered creation from the Bagel Bakery—sat resplendent and untouched on the pass-through counter of Uptown Community Church’s kitchen. Ruth Garfield, a navy “church hat” parked on her frowzy brown hair, stood in front of it, hands on hips, muttering something about “. . . marriage can’t be consummated if the newlyweds don’t cut the cake.”

Yo-Yo Spencer, back in a pair of dry overalls after her baptism in Lake Michigan less than an hour ago, jerked her blonde, spiky hair in Ruth’s direction as we folded the friendship quilt the Yada Yada Prayer Group had made for Avis’s wedding. “What’s got her tail in a knot, Jodi? We can still eat the cake. Heck, my brothers could demolish the whole thing in a couple of hours—oh.” The spiky-haired twenty-something looked at me, stricken. “Guess I ain’t supposed to say ‘heck’ now that I been dunked, huh?”

I stifled a laugh just as a crack of thunder outside covered for me. The threatening storm that had cut short Yo-Yo’s baptism— and Bandana Woman’s, which had shocked the socks off everybody—finally unloaded over the north end of Chicago, washing the high, narrow windows of Uptown Community’s second-floor meeting room. Ben Garfield and my husband, Denny, were taking down the Jewish huppah Ben had built for Avis and Peter Douglass’s wedding. My son, Josh—Mr. Clean himself with that shaved head of his—was bossing around the cleanup crew of teenagers, all of them still half wet from the “hallelujah water fight” the double baptisms had inspired down at the lake. José Enriquez and his father were packing up their guitars. And Pastor Clark sat knee to knee with a shivering Becky Wallace swathed in several layers of damp towels, his Bible open as he showed her the verses about “all have sinned” and “God so loved the world” and “by grace we are saved.”

A huge bubble of happiness rose up in my spirit and oozed out all my pores as I hugged the folded quilt with its individual squares embroidered by each of the Yada Yada sisters. What an incredible day! I wished I could capture it in freeze-frame photography and replay it again, moment by moment:

All the Yada Yadas blowing our noses and smudging our mascara as dignified Avis Johnson “jumped the broom” with Peter Douglass right in Uptown’s Sunday morning worship service . . .

Yo-Yo in her brand-new lavender overalls “gettin’ off the fence and gettin’ dunked,” as she called it, in Lake Michigan . . .

The spontaneous plunge into the waters of salvation by Becky Wallace—a.k.a. “Bandana Woman,” the heroin junkie who’d robbed Yada Yada at knifepoint last fall and ended up as Leslie “Stu” Stewart’s housemate last week on house arrest, complete with electronic ankle monitor . . .

Could any of us have imagined such a day a year ago when we’d all met at that Chicago women’s conference? A perfect “anniversary” for the Yada Yada Prayer Group!

Except for the cake, that is. I wasn’t sure our resident yenta, Ruth Garfield, would ever forgive Peter and Avis—soaking wet from the silly dunking he’d given her after the baptisms—for deciding to forgo their wedding cake in lieu of getting into dry clothes and setting off on their honeymoon.

“Earth to Jodi!” Florida Hickman’s hand waved in front of my face, breaking my thoughts. “You gonna hug that quilt all day or help me convince Ruth we should eat that cake? Avis would want us to!” She grabbed my arm. “C’mon . . . hey! Look who’s back!”

Nonyameko Sisulu-Smith and her husband, Mark, appeared at the top of the stairs that opened into the second-floor meeting room, looking comfy and dry in sweats and gym shoes. “Uh-huh,” Florida challenged. “Thought you guys had ducked out on us.”

Mark shrugged. “We wanted to leave you guys with all the dirty work, but we need to talk to Pastor Clark about something.” He grinned, and probably every female heart in the room skipped a beat. Our African “princess” had definitely snagged herself an American “prince,” even if he was a Georgia-boy-makes-good. Dr. Mark Smith was not only a professor of history at Northwestern University and the father of their two polite boys, but—as Florida would say—“that brother is fine.”

Nony rolled her eyes. “That’s not the whole of it. You should’ve heard him complaining because he hadn’t gotten any wedding cake!” 

“Cake, nothing!” growled Denny, still struggling to dismantle the huppah with Ben. “Give us a hand with this thing, man, so we can get it out the door.”

“Better get your hands dirty, Mark,” Florida smirked. “I know your grandma taught you: ‘Them that don’t work, don’t eat.’ ”

Laughter rippled through the motley crew—some damp, some dry—who’d assembled back at the church after the lakeside ceremonies. The original plan had been for Avis and Peter’s wedding ceremony to take place during the morning service, followed by a brief reception with cake and punch; then everyone would walk or drive to the lake for Yo-Yo’s baptism. But Chicago weather being what it was—the forecast called for scattered showers throughout the day—when the sun came out shortly after the “I do’s,” Pastor Clark had suggested we all head for the lake for Yo-Yo’s baptism and then come back for the reception.

Humph. “Best-laid plans” and all that. Hadn’t counted on excon Becky Wallace getting zapped by Jesus like Paul on the road to Damascus and wanting to get baptized right then and there too, and everybody ending up in the water in an exuberant celebration of God’s ongoing redemption. Well . . . maybe the teenagers just saw their chance to dunk their parents or give Pastor Clark a good soaking. Whatever. It had been glorious.

Until the lightning drove us out of the water, that is. Then it’d been a toss-up whether we all ought to split for home and get out of wet clothes or if some of us should go back to the church long enough to do some cleanup first. Most of Uptown’s small congregation and about half of the Yada Yada sisters—most of whom attended other churches—decided to go home. (Stu, who lived on the second floor of our two-flat, drove a carload of Yada Yadas so they wouldn’t have to ride the elevated train wringing wet.)

Couldn’t blame them—that’s precisely what I wanted to do too. Walking around in soggy underwear under my damp dress slacks wasn’t my idea of a good time. But Pastor Clark hiked up the heat so we wouldn’t “catch our death,” as Ruth kept muttering, and there wasn’t that much left to do. Still, it was nice of Nony and Mark to come back after changing out of their wet African dress and dashiki; they must’ve left the boys at home with Hoshi, the Japanese university student Mark and Nony had befriended. Nony had told Hoshi about Jesus and then brought her to the Chicago women’s conference last year, where twelve of us ended up in prayer group twenty-six . . . and the rest, as they say, is history.

“Don’t worry, Ruth,” Nony was saying gently. “We can lift off the top two tiers—see?—and refrigerate them till Avis and Peter get back later this week.”

“Yeah.” Florida bopped into the kitchen and reappeared on the other side of the pass-through. “Ain’t much in this here fridge once we take out this stuff.” The small-boned woman with beaded braids all over her head and a scar down one cheek pulled open the door of the industrial refrigerator and pulled out two plastic jugs of red punch and a liter of ginger ale. Then Florida gingerly took the top two layers of the wedding cake from Nony and slid them carefully onto the nearly empty shelf. “There! That thang’ll be safe here till them lovebirds pick it up next Sunday.” As the refrigerator door closed with a soft wheeze, Florida grabbed a large knife from the block. “OK, everybody!” she yelled out into the big room. “Cake cuttin’ time!”

“Oy vey! Don’t be such a nudnik.” Ruth grabbed Florida’s wrist and took the knife as it hovered over the bottom layer of the wedding cake. “The punch you make, Florida Hickman; the cake I will cut—with the dignity it deserves after being heartlessly abandoned by the guests of honor.” She waved the knife at the rest of us. “Nony, set out those paper plates and napkins. Jodi, tell Ben and the other men to get themselves up here. Yo-Yo, wash those hands! You should be so lucky not to end up with a fatal disease after bathing in Lake Michigan—and tell the other shiksa and shegetz they better wash their hands, too, or no cake!”

We obeyed. The men had disappeared with the dismantled huppah, so I assumed they were wrestling it into the trunk of Ben Garfield’s big Buick LeSabre outside. I hobbled down the stairs to the front door as fast as my rodded left leg would let me—that and a missing spleen were the only physical scars left over from my car accident last summer. Sure enough, halfway down the block, Ben was tying down his half-opened trunk, which had slats of white-painted wood sticking out the back like vampire fangs, and Mark and Denny were walking slowly back in my direction, talking intently.

They made an odd couple—and not just because of the black and white. Denny was two inches shorter than the urbane Dr. Mark Smith, attractive in his own way—though “cute” came to mind when Denny grinned, sporting a deep dimple on each cheek. An assistant coach at West Rogers Park High School, Denny didn’t exactly hang with the same crowd as the professorial Dr. Smith . . . and yet God had brought us and the Smiths together through Yada Yada. How cool is that, God?

“Wedding cake!” I called. “Ruth says hurry, and she’s in no mood for laggards!”

Denny gave me a wave and bent his ear toward Mark once more.

Huh. What’s that about? But I hustled back up the stairs, where Ruth was now ceremoniously cutting the cake, and Florida was passing out clear plastic cups of red punch spiked with ginger ale to the cleanup crew. Pastor Clark and the newly baptized Becky, a tinge of pink tipping her usually pale cheekbones, joined us, and we all sat around demolishing our neat squares of chocolate cake with sugary roses in pink and green icing. I noticed our fifteen-year-old, Amanda, had cornered José and his father, Ricardo, and was showing off her not-quite-fluent Spanish, making them laugh at her innocent stumbles.

“Hey,” Yo-Yo said through a mouthful of chocolate cake, “aren’t we supposed to meet at Avis’s apartment next week for Yada Yada?” 

“What is she, a hotel? Give the lady a break. She just got married!” Ruth waved her plastic fork. “In the Bible, a whole year they gave to the new couple without any outside responsibilities. Maybe it’s even one of the commandments.”

I laughed. “Don’t think so, Ruth. But we can meet somewhere else.” I was just about to offer my house—though we’d just met there last week—when Yo-Yo cleared her throat.

“Uh, you guys wanna come to my crib? Now that I’m ‘washed in the blood’ and all that, I mean.” She hunched shyly inside her baggy overalls. “I could send Pete and Jerry over to Garfield’s or somethin’—but don’t tell Ben yet, Ruth. Gotta spring it on him last-minute like, or he’ll have time to think of a reason to say no.” 

Meet at Yo-Yo’s? We’d never been there. I had no idea what kind of home she’d been able to create for her two half brothers. But . . . why not? Especially since it was her idea. “OK,” I agreed. “I’ll get the word around.”

Denny, Mark, and Ben came tromping up the stairs at last, and Ruth handed them the plates she’d set aside, along with a few grunts of disapproval for being late. “Now eat, eat, so we can send these damp dishrags home before they all end up with the croup.” 

Fine by me! I was anxious to get out of my soggy clothes. Early May temperatures in Chicago weren’t really warm enough to walk around damp—and I was supposed to be careful of getting colds now that I was without my infection-fighting spleen after the accident . . .

I shook off the dark memory. I wasn’t going to let anything spoil this wonderful day.

Nony sat down beside me, cake in hand. “Jodi, I haven’t had a chance to tell you. Mark’s former pastor from Georgia recently relocated to Chicago, and he and his wife are starting a new ministry—New Morning Christian Church. They’ve been meeting in rented facilities for several months, and already the congregation is growing.”

I looked at her with interest. “So that’s where you and Mark are attending now?”

She nodded, eyes alight. “Pastor Cobbs has a heart for getting kids off the street. Mark’s excited about the possibilities. But . . .”

“What?”

“New Morning is trying to lease a more permanent place to meet, but in the meantime, their current lease ran out. So we’re looking for a place to meet for a few months. Do you think . . . ?” She paused, almost as if embarrassed.

“So that’s what you guys want to talk to Pastor Clark about!” I grinned. “Sure, why not? He won’t bite you.” I leaned close to Nony in mock conspiracy. “He’s a Mister Rogers clone, all warm fuzzies.” We laughed. A few minutes later, I saw Nony and Mark standing off to the side talking with Pastor Clark.

Well. This might be interesting—sharing the same church building with a black church. I wondered when they’d meet. Saturday evening? Sunday afternoon? 

ONCE WE GOT HOME, I claimed the bathroom for a long, hot, steamy shower. Josh—still basking in the glow of having his own set of car keys to our minivan—had offered to take José and Mr. Enriquez home, along with Josh’s two “pierced” friends from Jesus People USA. “I’m going too,” Amanda had announced, beaming at José. Denny and I and Becky Wallace had hitched a ride with the Sisulu-Smiths for the few blocks to our house. Our house, I thought as I let the hot water run over my head, trying to warm up my bones. I still wasn’t used to the idea that “our house” was now Becky Wallace’s house, too, since she was living over our heads in Stu’s second-floor apartment.

By the time I came out of the bathroom toweling my hair, Denny was in the recliner flicking the TV remote between ball games, with Willie Wonka, our rather deaf chocolate Lab, sprawled happily under his feet. I sat down on the arm of the recliner, which put me half into Denny’s lap, slyly wiggled the remote away from him, and hit Mute.

“Hey!” He grabbed and missed.

“Hey yourself.” I held the remote high over my head. “You can have it back when you tell me what you and Mark were talking about so intensely on the sidewalk back there.”

He smirked. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“My point exactly.” I wiggled the remote temptingly.

“OK, OK.” Denny rolled his eyes. “Remember what I said to Mark at our Guys’ Day Out a month ago?”

I frowned. “Yeah. Something about he should take a sabbatical from the university and go to South Africa with his family for a year or two.” It had been a brave thing for Denny to say, since that issue was a hot button between Mark and Nony. I also remember thinking it wasn’t likely Mark would budge on Denny’s say-so, when he’d stubbornly resisted Nony’s pleas to move to her homeland. My eyebrows lifted. “You don’t mean . . .”

Denny’s grin got wider and his side dimples deepened. “Yep. Said he couldn’t stop thinking about what I said about Nony ‘dying by inches here’—or something to that effect. The thing that really got to him, he said, was my comment that ‘God put that fire in her for a reason.’ Told me he’s actually applied for a sabbatical next year. But”—he wagged a warning finger at me—“you can’t say anything, Jodi Marie Baxter! not to Nony, not to any of your Yada Yadas who tend to yakety-yak a bit too much, not even to Willie Wonka. Now”—he grabbed it—“give me that remote!”
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Not say anything? Huh. Good thing Avis was on her honeymoon for the next five days, or I’d be sorely tempted to bop into her office at school, spill the beans, and tell her not to say anything. But sure enough, although the door to the principal’s office of Mary McLeod Bethune Elementary stood ajar behind the main desk as I passed the school office the next morning, the lights were off and the office empty. 

Ack! How could Bethune Elementary function a whole week without Avis’s magnetic rule? In fact, how did she manage to convince the school board to let her take a whole week off when there were only six weeks of school left? Sheesh! Wish I had that kind of clout.

Still twenty minutes before the first bell. I breezed past the school office heading for my third-grade classroom when I heard my name. “Ms. Baxter! Ms. Baxter, wait.”

I turned. The school secretary came running out the door of the main office—a thirtyish woman with ash-blonde hair and reading glasses perched on her nose. “Ms. Baxter, did Ms. Johnson really get married yesterday?” When I nodded, she smacked herself on the forehead. “I can’t believe it! She didn’t say anything to the office staff; we just found a list of instructions when we came in this morning. Did she elope or something?”

I chuckled. Indeed. Avis wasn’t exactly the blabbermouth type, even when it seemed obvious to the rest of us that she ought to be jumping up and down and shouting for joy. So what if she had passed the big Five-O? Getting married to a man as fine as Peter Douglass was worth crowing about.

Well, it was out now. “No, she didn’t elope, but it wasn’t exactly a wedding either. She got married during the morning service at our church—just the congregation plus her daughters’ families.” And Avis’s Yada Yada sisters, but that was too complicated to explain. “But you know what, Ms. Ivy?” I gave her a conspiratorial grin. “I think we ought to get her good—give her a big shower or something from the school staff when she gets back. Streamers, signs, tell all the kids, make a big fuss, the whole shebang.”

Ms. Ivy’s eyes widened over her reading glasses. “That’s a great idea! And we have a whole week with her out of the way to plan it. Perfect . . . perfect . . .” I could practically see mental wheels whirring as she headed back into the office. “And if she gets huffy about the fuss, I’ll tell her it was your idea.” She laughed and disappeared behind the desk.

Oh, great. Avis would be discombobulated. But who cared? It would be fun shaking her up a little.

I was glad for the few minutes alone before my classroom filled with squirrelly third graders. Dumping my tote bag containing a sack lunch, water bottle, and notebook stuffed with lesson plans on my desk, I began the Monday-morning routine I’d been trying to implement this school year—praying for each child in my room by name. I went up and down the rows, touching each desk, imagining the child who sat there . . .

“Jesus, thank You for Kaya. Thank You for the progress she’s made in her reading this year. Bring her up to grade level, Lord . . . Open Chanté’s ears, Lord, to remember instructions . . . Bless funny, feisty Ramón, our ‘mighty protector,’ who takes the meaning of his name a little too seriously . . . and give Cornell patience!—or maybe I’m the one who needs more patience with Mr. Know-It-All . . .”

Through the long bank of windows along one side of the classroom, I could see backpacks tossed helter-skelter on ground still damp from yesterday’s rain, as the girls ran in and out of the spinning Double Dutch jump ropes, and the boys got out their kinks with the usual pushing and tagging and running. Only five more minutes until the bell; I needed to speed up my prayers. “Thank You for Ebony, Lord, for her sweet spirit . . . help me to channel D’Angelo’s bossy ways into positive leadership skills . . .”

I touched the next desk and paused. “And Hakim . . .” I took a deep breath, trying to override the ache his name still engendered in my spirit. Would this wound never heal? “And Hakim. Lord, help me to love him enough to let go, to let someone else help him unlock the genius inside . . .” My tumbling emotions rested for a moment on the painful but liberating parent-teacher conference a few weeks ago when Geraldine Wilkins-Porter—Hakim’s mother, and the mother of Jamal, the teenager who’d run in front of my car that awful day last June—had sat across from me in this very room, and for one brief moment our spirits had touched . . . 

“Oh, Geraldine. Can you forgive me?” I had reached my hand across the desk.

To my surprise, she had touched my fingers briefly, then pulled her hand back and looked down at her lap. “Maybe . . . maybe someday,” she had whispered.

A loud, brassy ringing jerked me out of my thoughts. The first bell! And I wasn’t out on the playground to bring in my students. I scurried down the hall toward the playground door. Outside, my students looked at me reproachfully for making them be the last line to file inside.

Sheesh. Not the best way to start a Monday morning!

But—I smiled at each childish face as it passed—the time spent in prayer was.

SUNDAY’S STORMS HAD HEADED SOUTH, sending a spate of killer tornadoes through the Central Plains. Becky Wallace, red bandana knotted around her hair, was on her knees in our backyard spreading mulch over the flowerbeds from the pile of leaves that’d been left to rot beside the garage—a skill she’d brought from Lincoln Correctional Center, where she’d worked on the garden-and-grounds crew and discovered she had a green thumb. As I shrugged out of my spring jacket and put the teakettle on, I watched her from the window in the kitchen door. She’d already planted the flat of Johnny-jump-ups, petunias, and zinnias that the kids had bought me for Mother’s Day—a week early. Now she was turning her attention to the unplanted areas, long neglected. Once she’d spread the rotting leaves in a thick mat, she grabbed the long-handled spade and began to dig and turn, mixing the mulch with the rich brown dirt—dirt that was now weed and root free, thanks to the muscle she’d applied all last week.

A whine near my knees begged for attention. “Wonka! Ohmigosh, you haven’t been out yet.” I unlocked the back door and called out, “Uh, Becky! Do you mind if Willie Wonka comes out? He’s been in the house all day.”

“No problem.” Becky kept digging, her words coming out in grunts. “He’s good company. Doesn’t boss me around”—she snorted a laugh—“not like the grounds super at Lincoln.” She plunged the spade in once more.

Willie Wonka scrambled down the porch steps as best as his arthritic joints would allow and lifted his hind leg, watering the rusty charcoal grill that had stood out all winter. Why in the world hadn’t we moved it into the garage last fall? Oh, yeah. There wasn’t any room now that Leslie “Stu” Stewart parked her silver Celica in the garage. Our apartment’s two-car garage—kind of like a double bed—was more like one and a half.

Tough luck, Mr. Grill.

The teakettle whistled, and I poured the steaming water over a tea bag in the biggest mug I could find. Then, on an impulse, I grabbed another mug and tea bag, sweetened both cups with honey, and headed out the back door.

“Hey, Becky! How about a tea break?” I held the second mug aloft and sat down on the back steps.

The red bandana turned, hesitated, then Becky laid down the spade and sauntered my way. How did she get into those tight jeans? The twenty-something young woman didn’t have one spare inch on her lithe frame, and she showed it off to good advantage.

Becky stopped a good two yards away. “Are ya sure ya want me to sit?” She held out her hands, dirt creating brown moons under her fingernails. “These paws are kinda grubby.”

I shrugged. “Sure. What’s a little dirt?”

Still standing, Becky gingerly took the hot mug, sniffed, and wrinkled her nose. “Tea, huh? Ain’t much of a tea drinker. Like a good shot of coffee, though.”

“Oh. Sorry . . . I could go make a pot.” I started to get up.

Becky waved me down. “Nah. This is OK.” She took a tentative sip, then sat down on the bottom step.

I suddenly felt awkward. I’d never been alone with Becky Wallace for more than two minutes in our entire acquaintance. Good grief. How would I just chat with an ex-con, a street woman whose life had no possible relation to my own?

Whaddya mean, Jodi Baxter? No relation to your own life? The Voice inside my head seemed to be shouting in whispers. Didn’t this woman get baptized yesterday in front of dozens of witnesses? Declare she wanted to follow Jesus? Doesn’t that make her your sister in Christ?

Well, yes, but . . .

And isn’t she a mother—just like you? Doesn’t she live upstairs, your “neighbor” now? And didn’t Jesus say to “love your neighbor as much as you love yourself”?

I darted a glance at Becky over the rim of my mug, wondering if she suspected the inner tussle I was feeling. But she just held the mug in both hands, sipping now and then, looking back and forth between the flowerbeds on either side of our postage-stamp backyard.

“Say, Becky. Tell me a little more about Andy, your little boy. I mean, if you don’t mind.” That’d be a safe topic.

A small smile creased her sober face, and she glanced up at me. “Don’t mind. I like to talk about Andy—helps me remember him. ’Cause some days . . .” Her voice faltered and she looked away. “Some days I can’t remember what my baby looks like.”

“You don’t even have a picture of him?”

“Nah. Went to prison with jus’ what I had on that day—came out with the same. Don’t know what happened to my stuff. Didn’t have that much anyway.” She shrugged. “Little Andy—he’s one cute kid. Whatever else go wrong with his daddy and me, we sure did make a pretty baby. Big Andy’s black—think I tol’ ya—good-lookin’ guy. Lotta muscles. Thought I’d made quite a catch. But . . .” She sighed. “Guess I screwed up. The drugs an’ all.”

I tried to steer the conversation back. “Tell me about Andy.”

She perked up. “Andy got pearly skin and black hair. Not kinky, not straight. Lotsa loose curls. People used ta say he look like hot chocolate an’ whipped cream—I’m the whipped cream, ya know.” She grimaced. “Not so sweet though. Been messin’ up most of my life.” A long pause followed while she stared at her tea.

“Andy,” I prompted.

“Oh, yeah. That boy, he’s bright. Picks up ever’ little thing anybody say, say it right back. Trouble is, he picks up the bad words too. He don’ know what they mean; still, I don’ want him talkin’ trash. He’s only two years old!” She frowned. “Or was, las’ time I saw him. He had a birthday while I was in prison.” She stared into her mug of tea. “Must be gettin’ big now. Hope his grandmama helpin’ him with his letters and numbers. I never did that, really. Didn’t have many books. Not a reader myself.” She looked up at me again. “You got books for kids? I mean, you a teacher, right? I’d like to have some books to read with Andy when DCFS lets me have a visit—” 

We both heard the garage door on the alley side go up and turned expectantly. The sound of a car engine dying—two cars?— and voices. Then the back door to the garage opened, and Amanda spilled out . . . and stopped.

“Hey!” She called back into the garage. “Hold it, you guys. They’re both out here in the yard.”

Josh’s shaved head showed up behind his sister; then Stu’s black beret and long blonde hair appeared too. The three looked at each other with mutual shrugs and disappeared back into the garage.

Josh, Amanda . . . and Stu? No telling what they were up to. Though how they hooked up to arrive home at the same time was anybody’s guess. Denny sometimes picked up the kids at Lane Tech, but Stu’s schedule visiting her DCFS clients was erratic at best.

“They up to somethin’,” Becky muttered. She stood up and set down her mug, only half-empty. “Maybe I better get back ta—”

The Three Musketeers came tromping out the door at that precise moment, followed by Denny, and all four of them had a flat of flower sets in their hands. “Happy early Mother’s Day, Mom!” Amanda crowed.

“And happy early Mother’s Day for you too, Becky,” Stu added. They set the flats on the sidewalk in front of Becky and me.

I wanted to laugh. “But you already got me a flat of flowers a couple of days ago. Thought that was my early Mother’s Day gift.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Denny said. “That was just for starters. We all decided that since we now have a gardener in residence . . .” He grinned at Becky, whose eyes looked about to pop at the array of marigolds, snapdragons, alyssum, purple lobelia, and dianthuses tucked in their little plastic six-packs, nine to a tray.

“Uh, only one catch.” Josh wagged a finger at me. “Let Becky plant ’em, Mom. Face it. Whatever your fantasies about actually getting these babies into the ground, you don’t have a green thumb!” 

OK, let them laugh at me. I laughed too—until I looked at Becky. Tears puddled in her gray eyes, tears she rapidly brushed away with her hands, leaving dirty tracks. She pulled off the red bandana and wiped her eyes and nose. “Sorry. Jus’ that . . . nobody never gave me a Mother’s Day gift before.”

Stu, looking spiffy in her belted leather jacket and black beret, tossed her hair. “Hey, this is just the appetizer. Wait’ll you get the real Mother’s Day gift!”
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Becky looked confused. I was too. Who was Stu talking to—Becky or me? But Stu just headed up the back stairs that led to the second-floor apartment. “Hey,” she called over her shoulder. “You guys want to grill something tonight? I have a couple of chicken quarters we could throw on for Becky and me. Got some crusty bread we could grill too.” Stu disappeared into her back door without waiting for a reply.

I looked at Denny. He shrugged. “OK by me. We might have a bag of charcoal left over from last summer . . . somewhere.” He moseyed back out to the garage to begin the hunt.

Becky went back to spading the mulch. I picked up her mug and squinted at the sky. Clouds hung heavy overhead, even though the temperature was in the high fifties; we might be in for more rain. Guess we can always eat in. I let the screen door bang behind me as I went inside to hunt for chicken body parts in our freezer.

Denny found the charcoal, though it was damp and old, and he had to use half a container of lighter fluid to get it to burn. By the time the coals were hot enough, I’d managed to thaw enough chicken pieces in the microwave to feed the Baxter Four and grated some carrots for a carrot-and-raisin salad—my substitute for a tossed salad once I’d seen how limp and pathetic the lettuce looked that’d been hiding in our crisper. I didn’t really mind firing up the grill this early in the month; I’d even wanted to invite Stu and Becky down for supper one of these nights. We’d pretty much left the new housemates alone last week to get settled and sort things out after Becky’s release from prison. But Stu had done it again—preempted my good intentions and caught me off guard, unprepared for company for dinner.

I sighed. Probably just as well. Becky might feel more comfortable with something spontaneous anyway.

Sure enough, by the time Denny yelled that the chicken was done, it was starting to sprinkle, so I shanghaied Amanda to set our dining room table for six. I was filling glasses with water and ice when Stu came in bearing the platter of golden-brown chicken, followed by Becky with a basket of grilled bread. “Better switch the silverware, Amanda,” Stu chided. “The knife and fork shouldn’t be on the same side.”

I snorted. Good for you, Stu. Maybe Amanda will remember if somebody besides me nags her about how to set the table. Then it hit me. Oh great. Stu probably thinks I’m the one who taught her to do it wrong. I bit my tongue, waved everybody into seats at the table, and held out my hands to Becky on one side of me and Denny on the other. Becky’s eyes darted from person to person as we joined hands for our table grace, then she ducked her head and squinted her eyes shut as Denny “blessed the food” in twenty-five words or less. My husband didn’t believe in long prayers while the food was hot.

Becky didn’t say much as we all tackled the chicken, letting the rest of us do the talking. Stu asked about prom and graduation coming up for Josh, and what was he going to do next year, and was the Uptown youth group going to do a mission trip again this summer? That got Josh wound up about taking a year off before going to college and volunteering with Jesus People USA here in the city. I eyed Denny. That wasn’t a decision yet, was it? But every time Josh talked about not going to school next fall, the idea edged another inch toward reality.

“And the youth group is going to volunteer at the Cornerstone Festival this summer,” Amanda added with her mouth full. “Cheaper than going to Mexico or someplace. You wanna come, Stu? It’s so cool. All the hot CCM bands play at Cornerstone.”

“Contemporary Christian Music,” Denny explained, noticing Becky’s bewildered look. “And Cornerstone is the big music festival sponsored by Jesus People every summer here in Illinois.”

“Oh. Never heard of it. For kids like them?” Becky waved her fork at Josh and Amanda.

“No, it’s for everybody! Even you, Becky—oh.” Color crept up on Amanda’s face. “Sorry. Forgot about the . . . the ankle thing.”

Becky shrugged. “It’s OK. Don’ worry ’bout it.”

“The ankle thing” was the electronic monitor Becky Wallace had to wear, restricting her to “house arrest” for at least six months as a condition of her early parole. The fact that she was out at all only eight months after a felony conviction—ten years for robbery and assault—was mind-boggling. A case of God at work, mixing together the overcrowded conditions at the women’s prison, Yada Yada testifying on Becky’s behalf at a special hearing with the parole board, and Stu offering to let Becky stay with her since she needed an address to qualify for “house arrest.” A miracle, really.

Funny thing about miracles, though—they’re uncomfortable; they upset the natural order. One hardly knows what to do with them; they don’t come with instructions. Right now, the only thing I knew to do was hang on to God’s promises and hope He knew what He was doing.

“—supposed to meet this Sunday?” Stu was asking. “Jodi?”

“Uh, Yada Yada? We were supposed to meet at Avis’s before she up and got married.” I grinned. “Yo-Yo said we could meet at her apartment this time. Kinda neat, huh?” My grin turned to a grimace. “Oh, shoot. I was supposed to send an e-mail and let everybody know. Thanks for the reminder.”

Denny frowned. “Sunday is Mother’s Day, though.”

“So? You guys already gave Becky and me our Mother’s Day gift. The flats of flowers.”

My husband pulled a puppy-dog face. “But we still like to hang out with our favorite mom. Right, kids?”

“Right!” they chorused dutifully.

I snorted in jest. “Right. By five o’clock, Mother’s Day or not, you’ll all be off doing your own thing. Yada Yada might as well pray.” I started to clear the table.

“Uh, you guys hang out and do special stuff on Mother’s Day?” Becky’s question halted the table clearing.

Sheesh. Nothing like sticking my foot in my mouth. She said she’d never had a Mother’s Day gift before—maybe never celebrated Mother’s Day, even as a kid. “Well, sure,” I said. “I was just teasing them. Doesn’t have to be a big deal, but it’s kinda nice to do something as a family.”

Becky’s jaw muscles tightened. “Yeah. That’d be nice. That’s what I’d like to do for Mother’s Day, hang out with my kid.” She shrugged. “Someday, anyway.” She pushed back her chair and started piling plates and silverware.

Stu caught my eye over Becky’s head . . . and winked.

WITH “DON’T TELL” HANGING OVER MY HEAD, I’d almost forgotten what Denny had said about Mark Smith applying for a sabbatical until I got an e-mail from Nony in reply to the one I finally sent out about meeting at Yo-Yo’s apartment this Sunday.

To:           Jodi Baxter 

From:       BlessedRU@online.net 

Re:           Ride on Sunday 

Dear Sister Jodi, 

I am blessed that Yo-Yo invited Yada Yada to meet at her apartment on Sunday! Mark said he can drop us off—we’ll bring Hoshi—but he needs the car to attend a faculty function at NU that evening. Could you bring us home? If so, we’ll be there!

(Wasn’t Sunday’s baptism a glimpse of glory? We need glimpses like that to help us bear the pain and sorrow all around the world.)

Love, Nony 

P.S. Has anyone heard from Avis and Peter?

I was still thinking about Nony’s e-mail as I walked to school on Wednesday. Hm. No mention of Mark taking a sabbatical. He must not have said anything to her yet. But her mention of the “pain and sorrow all around the world” was characteristic of Nonyameko Sisulu-Smith, raised in South Africa, educated at the University of Chicago—where she’d met Mark—but longing to return to her homeland, now that apartheid had ended, to help her people.

“Especially children orphaned by AIDS,” I murmured as I tossed my tote bag on my classroom desk and changed out of my walking shoes and sweat socks. I admired Nony’s heart for suffering people—though it seemed we had plenty of suffering children right here in Chicago who could keep her busy. Right here in my classroom, I thought as the first bell rang, and I headed out to the playground to bring in my class. But still. If Mark could get a sabbatical and give Nony a chance to go where her heart resided, that would be wonderful.

If. What if he didn’t?

No wonder Mark hadn’t told her yet. Wouldn’t want to get her hopes up only to— 

I felt a tug on my sleeve as the line of children jostled past me into the third-grade classroom. “Ms. B?”

I looked at the upturned face. Hakim’s deep brown eyes seemed to be searching my own. “Yes, Hakim?”

He hesitated, waiting until the last child had gone through the door. I let it close, leaving us alone in the hall. “This gonna be my last week. Mama found a teacher to help me, one of them special schools. S’posed to start next week. Goin’ to summer school, too, so I can be ready for fourth grade.”

My heart felt like it dropped down into my stomach. “Oh, Hakim.” Anything else I wanted to say came up a big blank. How could his mother do this, so close to the end of school! Couldn’t she wait till next fall, start him in a new school then? But didn’t you tell her you couldn’t help him, Jodi? That he needed professional help to deal with his post-traumatic stress, that you realized you needed to let him go?

I bent down and gave him a hug. “I will miss you very much, Hakim. So much.”

He seemed embarrassed. “Um, sorry I scratched my desk.” He pulled away and looked up at me quizzically. “Why didn’t you ever get it fixed?”

I smiled. The three-inch jagged lightning bolt, scratched with a paper clip, still decorated Hakim’s desk. “Because it reminds me of you.” I playfully boxed his shoulder. “Only kidding. They’re supposed to fix it. Guess the janitor can’t do everything at once.”

Except I wasn’t kidding. I kind of hoped that desk never got fixed, not if Hakim was going to leave. It would remind me of the boy who wore a scar on his heart—a scar I helped create when his big brother ran in front of my car—and loved me anyway.
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Hakim’s news on Wednesday morning left me with only two days to figure out some kind of send-off. I didn’t want Hakim to just disappear with no goodbye. What would be appropriate? I stewed about it all the rest of that day and into the next. Keep it light. Keep it fun. But let him know he’s been an important part of our class . . .

For some reason my mind didn’t churn out the usual string of ideas, and the more anxious I got about it, the more I came up blank. Then I realized this was Old Jodi behavior: stew about it first; pray later, when all else fails.

“Didn’t Jesus say God cares about a sparrow who falls out of the sky?” I muttered as I let myself into the house after school on Thursday and put Willie Wonka out. “He’s gotta care about Hakim leaving our class.” So I prayed aloud as I put a saucepan of water on the stove to heat and started peeling potatoes for supper. “Sorry, God. Didn’t mean to be slow talking to You about this. You know the situation; You know how awkward it is that Hakim is even in my class! Yet I do want to thank You. Yes, thank You for putting Hakim in my class. He doesn’t know it, but he’s brought so much healing to me just by his presence . . .”

Healing. Didn’t Hakim’s name mean something about “healing”? I dropped the potatoes I was peeling and hunted up my lesson plan notebook. At the beginning of the school year, I’d made a welcome bulletin board with each child’s name and its meaning in colorful bubble letters. I had the list somewhere . . . there it is.

“Hakim. Wise healer.”

Hm. What could I do with that? He’d been pretty scornful last September when I told him what his name meant. I studied the list, trying to think.

The back door banged. “Mo-om! Wonka’s digging up the flowers Becky Wallace just planted!” A split-second lull. “Why is there a pan heating on the stove with nothing in it?”

“Ack!” I made a mad dash for the kitchen and pulled the empty saucepan off the burner. “Boiled dry,” I said lamely to my fifteen-year-old, who was holding Willie Wonka by the collar and wearing that I-can’t-believe-how-dumb-parents-are look. I glanced out the back door window; sure enough, a freshly dug hole decorated with topsy-turvy marigolds had materialized in the newly planted flowerbeds along the fence.

Grabbing a rag from the bucket under the sink, I got it wet and threw it at Amanda. “Make yourself useful. Clean off Wonka’s paws,” I said, heading out the door to repair the damage. The dog, oblivious to his crime, licked Amanda’s face as she bent over his muddy paws.

By the time I’d rescued the marigolds, Amanda had her head in the refrigerator looking for a snack. Refilling the saucepan with water, I put it back on the stove and tackled the potatoes again. “Tomorrow is Hakim Porter’s last day in my class,” I said, trying to make normal conversation. “Got any ideas how I could make it special?”

Amanda gave up on the refrigerator and raided the cookie jar. “Cupcakes. And play some kind of game. It’s third grade, Mom.” 

I stared at my daughter as she grabbed the phone on her way out of the kitchen. Cupcakes! Of course! And a game . . .

Suddenly I had an idea. I grinned as I plopped the last skinned potato into the now-boiling water. Thanks to God and Amanda. 

MS. IVY WAVED ME INTO THE SCHOOL OFFICE the next morning, grinning slyly as if she was guarding a national secret. Ignoring the fact that my hands were full with a tray of chocolate cupcakes, she dragged me behind the main desk, threw open Avis Johnson’s office door, and flipped the light switch. “Ta-da!”

Somebody had been busy. A long paper banner on the wall behind her desk said CONGRATULATIONS, AVIS AND PETER! Twisted yellow and green crepe-paper streamers crisscrossed the room like a spider web, and on the desk sat a pile of wedding gifts wrapped in colorful paper and gold ribbon. “Better come in early on Monday if you want to see the look on her face.” Ms. Ivy giggled. “Haven’t had this much fun since we had a sit-in for two days in the president’s office in college—oh! Don’t forget to tell your students to say, ‘Congratulations, Ms. Johnson’ whenever they see her on Monday.”

“Except it’s Mrs. Douglass now—but don’t worry. She’ll love it. Just ignore anything she says like, ‘What’s all this nonsense?’ and, ‘Did you get any work done last week?’”

I left Ms. Ivy still chuckling, made it to my classroom without dropping the cupcakes, and hid them in the supply closet. Once the bell had rung and the students were more or less in their seats, I announced that today was Hakim’s last day in our class, so I was declaring Friday “Hakim Porter Day” and everyone should try to think of something special he or she could do for Hakim. Embarrassed, Hakim slid down in his seat and put his hands over his ears—but I saw a tiny smile flicker at the edges of his mouth.

A few of the students really got into it. Chanté offered to sharpen his pencil. Ramón said Hakim should be first in line to go to lunch. Cornell broke his candy bar in two and gave Hakim half. During creative arts, several students labored over good-bye cards.

With an hour left in the school day, I told the students to put away their papers and books—to loud cheers—and it was time for Hakim’s good-bye party. We pushed back the desks, and on the floor I laid down a number of flashcards with a large capital letter written on each one. “Who can make a word out of these letters?” Jade picked out SEE. D’Angelo put together RAT and OWL. We kept mixing up the letters, and others began to get the idea, finding OR and REAL and HAT. The word game took a detour when Terrell discovered POW and proceeded to act out a few karate kicks: “Pow! Pow!”

After marching Terrell to his seat for a five-minute time-out, I noticed Hakim studying the letters intently. Suddenly, he said, “Let me.” In thirty seconds, he had spelled out HAKIM PORTER and sat back on his heels grinning.

“But what are the other letters for, Ms. Baxter?” Kaya asked.

“Just to fool us, I bet,” scoffed Ramón. “It was Hakim’s name all the time, ’cause it’s Hakim Porter Day.”

“You’re right, Ramón. It is Hakim’s name, but the rest of the letters spell out the meaning of Hakim’s name. Remember our bulletin board at the beginning of the school year?”

Several heads nodded. “But I only remember my name,” said Britny. She stuck her nose in the air. “It means ‘England,’ and I’m going to go there someday.”

A hubbub ensued as several students shouted out the meaning of their names. But I finally managed to corral everyone’s attention again. “Whoever can put together the two words that are the meaning of Hakim’s name can bring out the treat I’ve got locked in the supply closet.”

Again there was a flurry of waving hands. Hakim said gruffly, “Let me. It’s my name.” And in short order, he had spelled out WISE HEALER with the remaining cards on the floor.

I smiled. “You remembered.”

He shrugged. “It’s still stupid. Can I get the treat now?”

The cupcakes, which also had capital letters spelling out Hakim’s name in green frosting, one letter per cupcake, were a big hit; so was the game of pin the tail on Shrek’s donkey friend. We played and laughed until the bell rang. “Don’t forget!” I called out as the kids scrambled for their backpacks and jackets. “When Ms. Johnson comes back from her honeymoon on Monday, you can say, ‘Congratulations, Mrs. Douglass!’”

Hakim lingered, cleaning out his desk and stuffing papers, pencils, colored markers, and other stuff that he had collected throughout the year into his backpack. Finally, he came up to my desk. “Thanks for the party, Ms. B.” A frown collected on his creamy brown face. “I—I won’t get to say good-bye to Ms. Johnson. Will you”—he fished in his back pocket and pulled out a crumpled, handmade card—“give this card to her?”

I took the card. “Of course, Hakim. She will really appreciate it.”

He fished in his other back pocket. “An’ this one’s for you.” He handed me another crumpled, construction-paper card. The front was decorated with curlicues and flowers and stick figures holding hands. Inside were just four words: I LOVE YOU. HAKIM.

OK, SO MAYBE TEACHERS AREN’T SUPPOSED TO CRY and give their students big hugs, but I couldn’t help it. I was still sniffling as I started home with my tote bag and the empty cupcake tray. Even if Hakim’s mother didn’t know if she could forgive me, Hakim’s “I love you” went a long way to healing the pain in my heart.

No wonder Jesus said we should “become like little children” and “a little child shall lead them.”

Besides, I told myself, wasn’t it a good thing Hakim would be getting the help he needed? In fact, so many good things had been happening lately that I should be dancing in the street! Avis getting married . . . Yo-Yo getting baptized . . . Becky getting an early parole . . . not to mention that spring was busting out all over, draping the rough edges of our Chicago neighborhood with a canopy of green leaves overhead, while tiny lilies of the valley embroidered the grass along the rough concrete sidewalks.

Wow, God. Given how this school year started—MaDear throwing a hissy fit at Adele’s beauty shop, sending a mirror flying at my husband’s head; Bandana Woman busting into a Yada Yada prayer meeting waving that wicked knife; getting screamed at by Hakim’s mother at our first parent-teacher conference when she realized who I was—given all that upset and trauma, it seems like “all things are working together for good,” just like that verse in Romans promises.

As gladness swallowed up my sadness, I even tried skipping down the sidewalk of Lunt Street as I approached our two-flat . . . until I tripped over a crack. OK, forget skipping. I could be happy, but I needed to watch my feet.

That’s right, Jodi. Don’t let down your guard. I could almost hear Avis’s voice speaking firmly in my ear. Satan likes nothing better than to lull us to sleep spiritually when things are going well. Keep up the prayers. Pray for Yo-Yo. Pray for Becky—you better believe Satan isn’t happy about “the ones who got away.” Pray for your kids, pray for Hakim and his mother, pray for— 

The phone was ringing as I came in the house. Shedding my jacket and dumping my tote bag on the way to the kitchen, I grabbed the receiver just as the answering machine kicked in. “Hi, it’s Jodi! I’m here.”

“Oh. So glad you are home, Jodi!” Nony’s rich voice seemed curiously breathless. “I have such good news. I can’t wait till Yada Yada meets—two whole days. I will burst wide open before then.” 

I laughed. “What?” I had an inkling. “I’m a glutton for good news.”

“It’s Mark! He came home from work today and told me . . . oh, bless the name of the Lord! Let the whole world know what He has done! For the Lord is good. His unfailing love endures forever!” Nony burst into one of her Scripture prayers, and I had to wait several moments before she came back on the phone.

“Nony! What did Mark say?”

“Oh, Jodi. He applied for a sabbatical from Northwestern, and it was approved. We are going to South Africa when the boys finish their school year!”

Ha! Take that, Satan, I thought as I hung up the phone a few minutes later. God’s on a roll, doing good things for all the Yada Yada sisters!

But as I let Willie Wonka out into the backyard—supervised this time, till we put some little fences up around the flowerbeds— the Voice in my head said again, Be on your guard, Jodi. Pray.





End of sample
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