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CHICAGO’S NORTH SIDE—1990

Asoft mist clouded the windshield of the Toyota wagon, playing catch-me-if-you-can with the intermittent wipers. Apartment buildings and three-storied six-flats crowded the wet, narrow street like great brick cliffs. The woman behind the wheel of the Toyota drove cautiously through the Rogers Park neighborhood of north Chicago, looking for Morse Avenue.

At least it wasn’t the typical macho Chicago thunderstorm: blowing in on big winds, shaking the trees, darkening the skies. Boom! Crash! Flash! Sheets and sheets of rain . . . and then just as quickly rolling away, leaving puddles and sunshine. A Midwestern girl at heart, she usually enjoyed a good storm.

But not today. She hated driving in a heavy rain, especially on unfamiliar city streets with her kids in the car.

Mist . . . swipe . . . mist . . . the gentle rain softened even the rough edges of this Chicago neighborhood as she peered past the wipers, looking for street signs—

A dark blur rose up suddenly in front of the car through the thin film of mist. Startled, she stomped on the brake. Swipe. The clear windshield showed a dark, bedraggled shape—man? woman?—banging a fist on her hood. Heart pounding in her chest, the driver fumbled for the door locks. Oh God, Oh God,what’s happening?—

“Mom-meee!” A frightened wail from the car seat behind her stifled the woman’s first instinct to pound on the horn.

“Shh. Shh. It’s okay.” She forced her voice to be calm for the children’s sake. “Someone walked in front of the car, but I didn’t hit him. Shh. It’s okay.” But she
 gripped the steering wheel to stop her hands from shaking.

With one final bang on the hood, the figure shoved its fists into the pockets of a frayed army jacket and shuffled toward the driver’s-side window. The driver steeled herself, heart still racing. Now she was going to get yelled at. Or mugged.

But the person hunched down, tapped gently at the window, and whined, “Change, lady? Got any change?”

Anger and relief shredded her anxiety. Just a panhandler. A woman at that, surprisingly small and bony beneath the bulky army jacket and layers of scarves. But the nerve! Stopping her car like that!

The driver rolled down her window a mere crack.

“Mom! Don’t!” commanded her five-year-old man-child in the backseat.

“It’s okay. Give Blanky to your little sister.” She peered at the woman now standing just inches from her face. Dark-skinned, bug-eyed, the army jacket damp and limp, buttoned askew . . . the mist clung to the woman’s uncombed, nappy hair like shimmering glass beads.

“Got any change?” the panhandler repeated.

The driver channeled her voice into assertive disapproval. “You shouldn’t jump in front of my car! I could have hit you.”

“Need food for my baby. And diapers,” said the woman stubbornly. She peered though the crack in the window into the backseat. Her voice changed. “You got kids?”

The driver was tempted to roll up the window and move on. Her family had made it a rule not to give money to panhandlers. Even a suburban mom from Downers Grove knew a dollar was more likely to find its way to the corner liquor store than be spent for bread and diapers.

But she hesitated, thinking of her two preschoolers in the backseat. What if the woman really did have kids who needed food and diapers?

Still she hesitated. Then an idea popped into her head. “Uh . . . I was just headed for Uptown Community Church on Morse Avenue.” To pick upmy husband, she could have added. Uptown had invited men from several suburban churches to volunteer once a month in an “urban outreach” to homeless men and drug addicts. “If you stop in there, I’m sure somebody will help you.”

The woman, damp and glistening, shook her head. “Been there b’fore. Don’t wanna wear out my welcome. Just a little change, lady? A dollar will do.”

If you do it unto the least of these, you do it untoMe.

The driver sighed. Life would sometimes be a lot simpler if years of Sunday school lessons didn’t follow her around like Jiminy Cricket sitting on her shoulder. What would her husband do? After all, he came to this “outreach” today because he wanted to help people like this woman.

On impulse, she leaned over and pulled up the lock on the passenger side of the car. “Get in,” she said to the woman standing in the mist. “I’ll take you to a grocery store.”

“Mom!”

The panhandler scurried around and got in the car. She didn’t put on the seat belt, and the driver tightened her mouth. She couldn’t be this woman’s keeper about everything. She turned and glared at her five-year-old before he opened his mouth again.

Now what? She had no idea where a grocery store was in this neighborhood! She’d passed the Rogers Park Fruit Market a few blocks back, but it probably didn’t carry stuff like diapers. What she needed was a Jewel or Dominick’s.

Or maybe her son was right—this was crazy, picking up this woman!

Then she saw it: Morse Avenue. She could ask at the church where to find a grocery store. Turning onto the busier street, full of small stores with security grids on the windows, she watched the door numbers slide by. There. She slowed beside the old two-story brick storefront that housed Uptown Community Church and turned off the ignition. The wipers died.

The woman in the passenger seat narrowed her eyes. “Thought we was goin’ t’ the store.”

“We are,” the driver chirped brightly, hopping out of the car. “I just have to let my husband know that I’ll be a little late. Be right back.” She opened the back door. “Come on, kids.” Another encouraging look at the woman in the front seat. “I’ll only take a minute.”

With her daughter’s legs wrapped tightly around her waist and the boy plodding along in sulky silence, the mother pulled hopefully on the handle of the glass door. Oh, please open. Relieved when it swung outward, she hustled up the narrow stairs to the second floor that had been remodeled into a large open meeting room. She stood uncertainly at the top of the stairs, looking for her husband among the small groups of volunteers scattered around the room who were talking, some praying. There he was. She caught his eye, and he acknowledged her with a smile. CouldI see you a moment? she mouthed as she motioned at him.

The kids hugged their daddy as she explained the situation. But instead of being pleased, his voice rose. “You picked up a panhandler? In the car? Of all the—”

A tall, thin man with wispy gray hair and wearing a Mr. Rogers sweater suddenly appeared beside them, smiling warmly. Her husband shook his head, still incredulous. “Uh, Pastor, this is my wife . . . honey, you tell him.”

Feeling foolish now, she described the woman who had stopped her in the street and her intention to get the woman some groceries. “She said she’s been here before. But I’ve got the kids . . . do you think it’s okay?”

Uptown’s pastor nodded, his large Adam’s apple bobbing. “I know the lady. Last time she was here, I tried to get her into a detox program, but she didn’t follow through. Probably not too anxious to see me again.” His warm hazel eyes hinted at the compassion he no doubt handed out as freely as meals and good advice. “She can be a nuisance but is probably harmless. Sure, get her a bag of groceries . . . but as a general rule? Don’t pick up panhandlers.”

Relieved, she got directions to the nearest supermarket and ruffled her son’s hair. “Okay, kids. We’ll just help this lady out then come back and pick up Daddy.” She picked up her daughter and reached out for her son. The boy pulled away from his mother’s hand but allowed himself to be guided back down the stairs and out the door.

“Now be nice,” she muttered under her breath as they approached the Toyota. “We’re supposed to help people, even when it’s inconvenient.” Right.

“Hey, Mom, look!” Her son pointed an accusing finger at the car.

The woman was gone.



1

[image: 1]
CHICAGO, ILLINOIS—2002

I didn’t really want to go to the “women’s conference” the first weekend of May. Spending two hundred bucks to stay in a hotel for two nights only forty-five minutes from home? Totally out of our budget, even if it did include “two continental breakfasts, the Saturday night banquet, and all conference materials.”

Now if it had been just Denny and me, that’d be different. A romantic getaway, a second honey-moon . . . no teenagers tying up the phone, no dog poop to clean up in the yard, no third-grade lesson plans, no driving around and around the block trying to find a parking place. Just Denny and me sleeping late, ordering croissants, fruit plates, and hot coffee for breakfast, letting someone else make the bed (hallelujah!), swimming in the pool . . . now that would be worth two hundred bucks, no question.

I’m not generally a conference-type person. I don’t like big crowds. We’ve lived in the Chicago area for almost twenty years now, and I still haven’t seen Venetian Nights at the lakefront, even though Denny takes Josh and Amanda almost every year. Wall-to-wall people . . . and standing in line for those pukey Port-a-Potties? Ugh.

Give me a small moms’ group or a women’s Bible study any day—like Moms in
 Touch, which met at our church in Downers Grove all those years the kids were growing up. We had some retreats, too, but I knew most of the folks from church, and they were held at a camp and retreat center out in the country where you could wear jeans to all the sessions and walk in the woods during free time.

But listening to the cars on I-90 roaring past the hotel’s manicured lawn? Laughing like a sound track at jokes told by high-powered speakers in tailored suits and matching heels? Having to take “after-five attire” for a banquet on Saturday night? (Why would a bunch of women do that with no men around to admire how gorgeous we look?)

Uh-uh. Was not looking forward to it.

Still, Avis Johnson, my boss—she’s the principal at the Chicago public school where I teach third grade this year—asked if I’d like to go with her, and that counts for something. Maybe everything. I’ve admired Avis ever since I first met her at Uptown Community Church but never thought we’d be pals or anything. Not just because she’s African American and I’m white, either. She’s so calm and poised—a classy lady. Her skin is a smooth, rich, milk-chocolate color, and she gets her hair done every week at a salon. Couldn’t believe it when I found out she was fifty and a grandmother. (I should be so lucky to look like that when Josh and Amanda have kids.) I feel like a country bumpkin when I’m around her. My nondescript dark brown hair never could hold a “style,” so I just wear it at shoulder level with bangs and hope for the best.

 Not only that, but when we moved from suburban Downers Grove into the city last summer, I applied to teach in one of the public schools in the Rogers Park neighborhood of Chicago, where we live now, and ended up at Mary McLeod Bethune Elementary, where Avis Johnson just happened to be the principal. Weird calling her “Avis” on Sunday and “Ms. Johnson” on Monday.

Avis is one of Uptown Community’s worship leaders and has tried to wean its motley congregation of former Presbyterians, Baptists, “Evee-Frees,” Methodists, Brethren, and No-Churchers from the hymnbook and “order of service” to actually participating in worship. I love the way she quotes Scripture, too, not only from the New Testament, but also from those mysterious Minor Prophets, and Job, and the Pentateuch. I mean, I know a lot of Scripture, but for some reason I have a hard time remembering those pesky references, even though I’ve been in Sunday school since singing “Climb, Climb Up Sunshine Mountain” in the toddler class.

People at Uptown want to be “relevant” in an urban setting, which means cultivating a diverse congregation, but most of us, including yours truly, aren’t too comfortable shouting in church and start to fidget when the service goes past twelve o’clock—both of which seem par for Sunday morning in black churches. Don’t know why Avis stays at Uptown sometimes. Pastor Clark, bless him, has a vision, but for most of us transplants, our good intentions come with all the presumptions we brought from suburbia. But she says God called her to Uptown, and Pastor Clark preaches the Word. She’ll stay until God tells her to go.

Denny and I—we’ve only been at the church since last summer. That’s when Honorable Husband decided it was time white folks—meaning us, as it turned out—moved back into the city rather than doing good deeds from our safe little enclaves in the suburbs. Denny had been volunteering with Uptown’s “outreach” program for over ten years, ever since the kids were little, driving into the city about once a month from Downers Grove. It was so hard for me to leave the church and people we’ve known most of our married life. But Denny said we couldn’t hide forever in our comfort zone. So . . . we packed up the dog, the teenagers, and the Plymouth Voyager, exchanged our big yard for a postage stamp, and shoehorned ourselves into a two-flat—Chicago’s version of a duplex—on Chicago’s north side.

But frankly? I don’t really know what we’re doing here. Uptown Community Church has a few black members and one old Chinese lady who comes from time to time . . . but we’re still mostly white in one of the most diverse neigh-borhoods in the United States—Rogers Park, Chicago. Josh says at his high school cafeteria, the black kids sit with the black kids, Latino kids sit with Latinos, nerds sit with nerds, whites with whites, Asians with Asians.

Not exactly a melting pot. And the churches aren’t much better. Maybe worse.

In Des Moines, Iowa, where my family lives, I grew up on missionary stories from around the world—the drumbeats of Africa . . . the rickshaws of China . . . the forests of Ecuador. Somehow it was so easy to imagine myself one day sitting on a stool in the African veld, surrounded by eager black faces, telling Bible stories with flannel-graph figures. Once, when I told Denny about my fantasy, he snorted and said we better learn how to relate across cultures in our own city before winging across the ocean to “save the natives.”

 He’s right, of course. But it’s not so easy. Most of the people I’ve met in the neighborhood are friendly—friendly, but not friends. Not the kick-back, laugh-with-your-girlfriends, be-crazy, cry-when-you’re-sad, talk-on-the-phone-five-times- a-week kind of friends I had in Downers Grove. And the black couple who lives upstairs? (DINKS, Josh called them: Double-Income-No Kids.) They barely give us the time of day unless something goes wrong with the furnace.

So when Avis asked if I’d like to go to this women’s conference sponsored by a coalition of Chicago area churches, I said yes. I felt flattered that she thought I’d fit in, since I generally felt like sport socks with high heels. I determined to go. At worst I’d waste a weekend (and two hundred bucks). At best, I might make a friend—or at least get to know Avis better.

THE LOBBY OF THE embassy suites hotel in Chicago’s northwest suburbs was packed with women. An intense hum rose and fell, like a tree full of cicadas. “Girl! I didn’t know you were coming!” . . . “Where’s Shirlese? I’m supposed to be roomin’ with her.” . . . “Look at you! That outfit is fine!” . . . “Pool? Not after spending forty-five dollars at the salon this morning, honey. Who you kiddin’?”

Avis and I wiggled our Mutt and Jeff selves through the throng of perfumed bodies and presented our reservations at the desk.

“Jodi Baxter? And . . . Avis Johnson. You’re in Suite 206.” The clerk handed over two plastic key cards. “If you’re here for the Chicago Women’s Conference”—she added with a knowing smile—“you can pick up your registration packet at that table right over there.”

Avis let me forge a path back through the cicada convention to a long table with boxes of packets marked A–D, E–H, all the way to W–Z. As we were handed our packets emblazoned with CWC in curlicue calligraphy, I noticed a bright gold sticker in the right-hand corner of mine with the number 26 written in black marker. I glanced at the packet being given to the woman standing next to me at the A–D box who gave her name as “Adams, Paulette”—but her gold sticker had the number 12.

“What’s this?” I asked the plump girl behind the registration table, pointing to the number.

“Oh, that.” Miss Helpful smiled sweetly. “They’ll explain the numbers at the first session. Don’t worry about it . . . Can I help you?” She turned to the next person in line.

Humph. I didn’t want to wait till the first session. I was nervous enough surrounded by women who seemed as comfortable in a crowd of strangers as if it were Thanksgiving at Grandma’s. I didn’t want any “surprises.” Avis waved her packet at me over the heads of five women crowding up to the table between us and nodded toward the elevators. We met just as the door to Elevator Two pinged open, and we wheeled our suitcases inside.

“What number did you get?”

“Number?”

“On your packet, right-hand corner, gold sticker.”

“Oh.” Avis turned over the packet she was clutching in one hand, along with her plastic key card, purse strap, and travel-pack of tissues. “Twenty-six. What’s it for?”

I smiled big and relaxed. “I don’t know. They’ll tell us the first session.”
 Whatever it was, I was with Avis.

As it turned out, we didn’t need our key cards. The door to Suite 206 stood ajar. Avis and I looked at each other and stole inside like the Three Bears coming home after their walk in the woods. The sitting room part of the suite was empty. However, through the French doors leading into the bed-room, we could see “Goldilocks” sitting on the king-size bed, painting her toenails while WGCI gospel music blared from the bedside radio.

The stranger looked up. “Oh, hi!” She waved the tiny polish brush in our direction. “Don’t mind me. Make yourselves at home.”

We stood and stared. The woman was average height, dark-skinned, and lean, with a crown of little black braids sporting a rainbow of beads falling down all around her head. Thirties, maybe forties; it was hard to tell. Her smile revealed a row of perfect teeth, but a scar down the side of her face belied an easy life.

Avis was braver than I was and said what I was thinking. “Uh, are we in the right room? We didn’t know we had another roommate.”

The woman cocked her head. “Oh! They didn’t tell you at registration? Suite 206, right?” She capped the nail polish and bounced off the bed. “Florida Hickman—call me Flo.” She stuck out her hand. “Avis and Jodi, right? That’s what they tol’me downstairs. Anyway, I was going to room with this sister, see, but she had to cancel, and I didn’t want to pay for a whole suite all by myself. Had to sell the kids just to get here as it is.” She laughed heartily. Then her smile faded and she cocked her head. “You don’t mind, do you? I mean . . . I don’t need this whole king-size football field to myself. Unless . . .” Her forehead wrinkled. “You want me to sleep on the fold-out couch?”

My good-girl training rushed to my mouth before I knew what I was saying. “Oh, no, no, that’s okay. We don’t mind.” Do we, Avis? I was afraid to look in Avis’s direction. We had pretty much agreed driving out that since it was a suite, we could each have a “room” to ourselves. Avis was definitely not the stay-up-late, sleepover type.

“Oh. Well, sure,” Avis said. “It’s just that no one told us.” I didn’t know Avis all that well, but that wasn’t enthusiasm in her voice. “I’ll sleep on the fold-out,” she added, wheeling her suitcase over to the luggage stand.

I noticed that she didn’t say “we.” I stood uncertainly. But our new friend had generously offered the other side of the mammoth bed, so I dragged my suitcase into the bedroom and plopped it on the floor on the other side of Florida’s nail salon.

Well, this was going to be interesting. I had thought it would be quite an adventure to get to know Avis as my roommate for the weekend. As members of the same church, this was a chance to get beyond the niceties of Sunday morning and brush our teeth in the same sink. But I hadn’t counted on a third party. God knows I wanted to broaden my horizons, but this was moving a little faster than I felt ready for.

As I hung up the dress I hoped would pass for “after five” in the narrow closet, I suddenly had a thought. “Florida, what number is on your registration packet?”

Florida finished her big toe and looked at it critically. “Number? . . . Oh, you mean that gold sticker thing on the front?” She looked over the side of the bed where she’d dumped her things. “Um . . . twenty-six. Why?”
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As I walked between Avis and Florida toward the ballroom where the Friday night session was going to be held—feeling rather like the white stuff in an Oreo cookie—I could hear keyboard, drums, and bass guitar already pelting out some contemporary praise song I wasn’t familiar with. As loud as the instruments were, however, I could hear a woman shouting, “Glory! Glory!” amid similar repetitions from other powerful female voices.

I cringed. Were we late? The schedule said the first session was at seven o’clock, and my watch said only 6:50. No way did I want to walk in after the thing had started and have people stare at me. On the other hand, maybe it was a good excuse to just slip into the back and observe from afar.

But I guess we weren’t late because there were still quite a few people milling around, finding seats, and greeting each other with enthusiastic hugs. I needn’t have worried about people staring at me because no one seemed to care a spit. In fact, several women squealed when they saw Florida, as if they could hardly believe their eyes that she was here, but she didn’t introduce me to any of her friends.

Meantime, I gave up any hope of sitting in the back because Avis was moving steadily toward the front, where people were already walking back and forth in the space between the front row and the platform, waving one arm and praying out loud over the music. Oh, please God, I groaned, not thefront row. No telling what was going to happen during the meeting, and I didn’t want to be a tar-get for some well-meaning prophecy or someone who decided I needed to be slain in the Spirit.

Fortunately Avis turned into the fifth row back—still too close to the front to my way of thinking—and went all the way to the end of the row next to an aisle. Same as she does at Uptown Comm-unity, because she likes to move about during worship. I sighed. Relax, Jodi. Don’t be so nervous. After all, I knew Avis—not very well, but still—and trusted her to be rock solid when it came to the Christian gospel. Whatever was going to happen at this conference, Avis thought it was going to be good and had invited me to experience it, too. Like I said before, that counted for something.

There was no actual “beginning” to the first session. But right about seven o’clock the worship band swung into another thumping contemporary song and a lady with mocha-cream skin and a red suit came onto the stage with a handheld mic and revved us up like a cheerleader at a football game. “Come on! Come on! Let’s hear you praise the Lord!”We all stood, and everybody was moving to the music in one way or another—stepping, clap-ping, waving hands. Five hundred female voices tackled that song like a powder-puff football team: “Cel-e-brate . . . Je-sus . . . Celebrate!”

I clapped and sang along with everyone else and started to enjoy myself. This was good. If only Amanda and Josh could see me. Denny, too. My family thinks I’m too stiff. The kids love to go to Cornerstone in the summer—the music festival out in the cornfields of Illinois sponsored by an aging group of Jesus People—and they come home pumped. We tried it as a family when Josh was in middle school, camping on the grounds, choosing from various sessions by the likes of Tony Campolo, Ron Sider, and John Perkins, and listening to all the Christian bands. I tried not to walk around with my mouth open staring at the kids with green spiked hair and dog collars sporting Jesus T-shirts. “I Broke the Rules—I Prayed in School” . . . “He Blew My Mind When He Saved My Soul” . . . “He Who Dies with the Most Toys—Still Dies.” But by the time we got home, my ears were ringing and I wanted a T-shirt that said, “I Survived Cornerstone!”

We’d been singing in the ballroom about twenty minutes when I realized we were only into the second song. At forty minutes I wondered if we were ever going to get to sit down. Didn’t these women ever get tired? But Avis and Florida were still going strong at sixty minutes.

Finally the speaker for the evening was introduced: evangelist Olivia Mitchell, from right here in Chicago, though I hadn’t heard of her before. She was about my age—in her forties—and very attractive. Not just her looks, which were fine enough. But she moved and talked like she was comfortable in her own skin. Whew! She laid it on thick, coming off the platform, speaking directly to this woman or that one about needing to be “women of purpose” and “living into our destiny.”

I scrunched down in my seat, hiding behind the women in front of me. Destiny? Who had time to think about destiny! Trying to keep up with a classroom of thirty third graders, half of whom could barely speak English, much less read it, two teens with raging hormones, a happy-go-lucky husband who was more generous than thrifty, and a full schedule of church meetings at Uptown Community,
 I felt lucky to wake up each morning knowing what day it was.

But listening to her challenge us to “be the woman God created you to be” started me thinking. Who did God create me to be? Did God have a particular purpose for Jodi Baxter? If so, I couldn’t put words around it. I grew up in a solid Christian home—well, after my dad got “saved” when I was still in preschool. We not only went to church on Sunday, prayer meeting on Wednesday, and Pioneer Girls Club on Saturday morning (Boys Brigade for my brothers), but we had family devotions every night after supper, which I didn’t mind if they were short, but we always prayed “from the youngest to the oldest,” and my dad tended toward long-winded prayers. Every Sunday morning we had to say a Bible verse from memory at breakfast, and John 3:16 wasn’t allowed as a fallback. I knew the Ten Commandments and the nine “Blesseds” of the Sermon on the Mount, and even though we were “no longer under the law but under grace,” I definitely knew what was expected of a good Christian girl from Des Moines.

But who was that little girl, really? Baby of the family (a fact I shamelessly milked to my advantage whenever possible) . . . nuts about teddy bears (I’d collected one hundred stuffed bears by the time I went to college, a feat that impressed no one) . . . a scaredy-cat about bugs and big dogs (giving my two big brothers plenty of fuel for driving me crazy) . . . dreamy and romantic (of course I would get married to a dark-haired, handsome man and live happily ever after) . . . told everyone I was going to be a missionary to Africa when I grew up (which I never put together with big bugs and scary animals).

What did that safe, protected, idealistic little girl have to do with—

The voice of the lady in the red suit broke into my thoughts. “—the number in the little gold dot on your registration packet,” she was saying. Aha! I thought. The mystery is about to be revealed. I felt around under my padded chair for my registration packet, even though I knew my number by heart: twenty-six. “This is the number of the prayer group you have been assigned to for the weekend,” she went on, waving a packet. “Each group will have ten to twelve women. Roommates will be together in the same group; otherwise we have mixed up people from different churches and different parts of the city. After all, ladies, a major purpose for this Chicago Women’s Conference is to break down the walls and link hands with our sisters . . .”

The red suit with the handheld mic went on giving instructions, but my mind was already leaping ahead. A small group—now that might be more my speed than a huge crowd. On the other hand, I backpedaled; a small group was a pretty intimate setting for a group of strangers. I craned my neck and looked around the ballroom. Pretty diverse all right—if 80 percent black and 20 per-cent “other” counted as diverse. If this conference was supposed to draw together women from a broad spectrum of Chicago-area churches, where were all the white churches from Elmhurst and Downers Grove and Wilmette?

The worship band and singers struck up a thunderous chorus of “Awesome God” as the rest of us began to file out of the ballroom to our “prayer groups,” presumably, though I’d missed where we were supposed to go. But Avis and Florida were “twenty-sixers,” too, so all I had to do was follow along—

“Mmm. Getting on toward my bedtime,” Avis’s voice murmured behind me. “Maybe I’ll just go back up to our room.”

I turned, opening my mouth in protest. But before I could say anything, Florida jumped in. “Now I know these touchy-feely groups aren’t my thang.” A touch of street slang slipped in, making me realize I didn’t know cucumbers about this woman. “Though it ain’t my bedtime, that’s for sure.” She laughed, her beaded braids shaking around her head. “But I sure could do with a cup of coffee and a—”

“Whoa, whoa! Just a minute.” I was surprised to hear my own voice throw a block on the deserters. I looked at Avis, who was stifling a yawn. “You got me into this, girlfriend.” (Whoops. The moment the handle slipped out of my mouth, I was sure I’d gone too far using the familiar tag I’d heard all around me that night. But I rushed on.) “The prayer groups sound like a major part of the weekend, so I’d like to go.” (Yikes! Was that true?) “But I don’t want to go alone.” (That part was certainly true.) “Come on. Let’s go together. It’s for prayer, after all.”Now I was getting shameless. The Avis I knew on Sunday had a big thing about prayer. But just in case, I looked at both women and added hopefully, “Please?”

Florida crinkled her eyes at me, and her mouth broke in an open grin. “Girl, you are so funny! You beggin’ me to come to this prayer group thang?” She wagged her head, setting the little beads to dancing again. “Okay, okay, I’ll come. Just give me a moment to get some coffee and a cig. Meet you in ten minutes in . . .” She looked at something she’d scribbled on her packet. “ . . . Room 7.”

I watched her bounce through the crowd and disappear toward the general direction of the coffee shop. “Think she’ll show up?” I asked Avis, who now looked resigned. I took that as a good sign and steered us toward the bank of meeting rooms that circled the ballroom. “Maybe that’s why God put Flo in our suite,” I blabbered on, “so we could be in this prayer group thing together. She could use some deliverance from those cigarettes, for one thing.”Obligation and guilt—I was good at laying it on thick.

“Ten o’clock,” Avis announced as we fought our way through a river of women in the hallway, hunting for their meeting rooms. “I’ll stay till ten o’clock. Then I turn into a pumpkin.”

I smiled to myself as we sidled into Room 7. The clock on the wall said 9:05. Ten o’clock was fine with me. I couldn’t imagine praying longer than an hour with a bunch of strangers anyway.

Four circles of chairs filled the four corners of the hotel meeting room, with a large printed number hanging on the back of one chair in each circle. Avis and I headed for number twenty-six, where several women of differing ages, sizes, and colors were already beginning to fill the twelve chairs.

Twelve chairs. Twelve women.

I had no idea.
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Avis and I sat down on two of the folding chairs beside each other. I tried to save a seat for Florida, but a large black woman with close-cropped reddish hair and big gold earrings handed me my tote bag that I’d put on the seat and sat down with a whumph. I shrugged and tried a smile. “Hi. My name is Jodi.”

“Adele.” The woman gave a short nod.

O . . . kay. That was a ragged start. Almost all the seats were filled now, with just a couple vacant. Well, if Florida showed, she’d have to fend for herself.

For a few minutes, everyone just sat silently or talked to the person next to them—their friend or roomie, I presumed. But by now the clock said 9:15. If someone didn’t get this thing rolling soon, we wouldn’t have any time for prayer or whatever it was we were supposed to do.

I took a big breath. “Well, I’m not sure what we’re supposed to do, but I don’t know most of you, so maybe we could just go around the circle and introduce ourselves.”

“We’ve got name tags,” said Adele, voice flat.

She might just as well have sat on me. I felt my face go hot.

Just then Florida slipped into the vacant chair on the other side of the circle. She looked around curiously, taking in the awkward silence. “Y’all didn’t wait for me, did you? What are we doin’?”

“Uh . . . introducing ourselves, I think,” said the woman next to her. Hispanic-looking. Slightly plump, but pleasant face, her dark wavy hair pulled back into a ponytail at the nape of her neck. She grinned at Florida. “Why don’t you start?”

I could have kissed the lady. The ball had been dribbled to the other side of the circle, giving my face time to
 return to its normal pasty hue.

“Who, me?” Florida shrugged. “Oh well, why not. My name is Florida Hickman. I’m five years saved and five years sober, thank the Lord. Got three kids. Two are living with me right now; the oldest one is ADD, otherwise they doin’ good. My husband works full time”—she gave a little laugh—“lookin’ for work.”

“Uh-huh. Kick the loser out,” muttered Adele.

I nearly fell off my chair. The nerve! I imagined myself Walter Mitty-like telling the woman to shut up. But no one else must have heard her, and Flo just carried on. “But thank God, I got my GED, passed the civil service exam last year, and got a job at the Chicago post office that puts food on the table. So I can’t complain. I’m blessed!” She smiled sweetly at the Hispanic lady. “Now you.”

I wanted to snort. Florida let drop more in sixty seconds than I would in a month of Sundays, given the same situation. What kind of precedent did that set?

“Sí. No problem.” The woman next to Flo gestured with every sentence. “I am Delores Enriques from Iglesia del Espirito Santo, and I work as a pediatric nurse at Cook County Hospital.” I couldn’t speak Spanish, but I was pretty sure she said, “Church of the Holy Spirit.” Delores’s eyes rolled up, as though searching her brain for more information. “Um, my husband, Ricardo, drives truck, and we have five kids, from five to four-teen.” She shrugged. “Guess that’s it—oh!” She turned to the slim young black woman on her other side. “This is Edesa, from my church. She babysits for my kids, and she’s good—but don’t nobody steal her!” Delores gave the young woman a squeeze.

Well, it was rolling now. Edesa seemed shy, with a trace of an accent. Jamaican? Haitian? Didn’t Haitians speak French? Why would she end up at a Spanish-speaking church? Edesa didn’t say much, just that she was a student at some community college, but I didn’t catch which one.

I hadn’t really noticed the woman next to Edesa. But when she spoke, her voice was soft, cultured, almost European—which startled me because she was black. Not black-black, like some Africans I’d met, but rich brown, like Starbucks coffee beans. And she wore a scarf in an African print tied smartly around her head and wore a matching tunic in orange and black. How could I not have noticed her?

“I am Nonyameko Sisulu-Smith. Just Nony is all right,” she added, seeing that several of us didn’t quite get it. “My homeland is South Africa, but I came to the States to go to the University of Chicago, where I met my husband, and so here we are. I love the Lord, and that’s why I’m at this conference.” She gave a little shrug as if to say that’sall. I wanted to say, “More! More!” But she had already turned to the tall Asian girl next to her. “This is Hoshi Takahashi. She is a student in my husband’s history class at Northwestern University—he’s a professor there.” Nony’s smile now was wide and genuine. “Hoshi just became a Christian!”

The young woman nodded and smiled and nodded. “Yes! My name is Hoshi. I am student from Japan. Like Nony say, she tells me about Jesus and I am new Christian.” She beamed. “Glad to be here. Glad to know all of you. Glad to practice my English!”

 Okay, I was impressed. Prayer Group Twenty-Six was practically a mini–United Nations.

Silence reigned. I leaned forward slightly to see if there was someone hiding between Hoshi and Adele. Nope. It was Adele’s turn.

The big woman sighed. “Adele Skuggs, just like it says here on my name tag. ‘Adele’s Hair and Nails’ on Clark Street in Rogers Park, if any of y’all want a makeover.” Her voice seemed to take on a smile at the mention of her beauty shop, and I glanced at her. She had a small gap between her two front teeth I hadn’t noticed before. I quickly looked back at my lap. “Oh yeah,” Adele added, “I’ve been a member of the Paul and Silas Apostolic Church on Kedzie since I was in the children’s choir. Me and Chanda over there.” She nodded at another woman we hadn’t gotten to yet. She folded her arms. She was done.

My turn. I suddenly felt about as interesting as an economics textbook. But I couldn’t invent an exciting persona on the spot—besides, Avis was sitting next to me—so I stuck to the truth. “My name is Jodi Baxter. I’m married, have two teenagers, and I teach third grade at Bethune Elementary in Rogers Park.” I skipped the born-in-Iowa-recently-moved-from-the-suburbs part. I was sure everybody would automatically think, Hick Chick. “I’m a member of Uptown Community Church in Rogers Park, and Avis Johnson, who is the principal of the school where I teach, invited me to this conference . . . so, here I am!”

 “What kind of church is Uptown Community?”

I was startled by Adele’s question. No one else had gotten questions. And the way she pronounced every syllable of the church name made it seem like a challenge.

“Uh, it’s nondenominational. Just . . . Christian. You know.” It sounded lame.

The big shoulders next to me shrugged. “Just asking. All sorts of unitys and communitys out there. Just ’cause you put the name church on somethin’ don’t mean anything these days.”

I didn’t trust myself to speak. What was this woman’s problem?

Avis came to the rescue. “I think it’s my turn. My name is Avis Johnson, and as Jodi said, we both attend Uptown Community Church in Rogers Park. I grew up Church of God in Christ but began attending Uptown a couple years ago because I like the emphasis on bringing people to Jesus, not bringing them to a denomination. Like this conference. We’re about Jesus, right? Unless you tell me different, I assume that’s why we’re all here.”

Thank you, Avis, I breathed inwardly. I kept my eyes riveted on my friend’s face, not daring to look at Adele on the other side of me.

“And I’m glad to have us introduce ourselves,” Avis continued, “but I think the whole idea is to spend some time praying. So maybe we can move along and share some prayer needs. Or pray for the conference itself. Speakers . . . praise team . . . women who need healing in their lives.”

With that admonition, the remaining women in the group quickly introduced themselves:

Chanda George, Adele’s friend, had a Jamaican accent that was a little hard to understand. I wondered why she and Adele weren’t sitting together. Maybe they just attended the same church so they got put in the same prayer group.

Leslie Stuart (“Just call me Stu,” she said) was in her midthirties, long and shapely, with big eyes and long blonde hair with dark roots. Didn’t say what church she came from, just that she was a real estate broker in Oak Park, Chicago’s first suburb to the west. “I think we should pray for the peace of Jerusalem,” she announced.

The peace of Jerusalem? Seemed a little off the mark at the moment, though the Middle East was a hotbed in the news. But the middle-aged white lady on the other side of her immediately said, “Amen! As Jerusalem goes, so goes the world. And as long as we’re praying for peace, pray that I don’t knock off my husband. I won’t go into details. Details, shmetails. If you’re married and human, you know what I mean.” She rolled her eyes and sighed.

Chuckles around the group broke the crust of awkwardness and seemed to let in a breath of fresh air.

“Oh. My name is Ruth . . . Ruth Garfield. I’m new to this Christian thing, too. Popular in my family, I’m not. And if I knock off my husband, they’ll definitely blame it on being a lapsed Jew.”

The chuckles burst into outright laughter. “You are a cool lady!” Florida said, wagging her forefinger at Ruth. “Maybe we could knock off our husbands together.” She simpered at the rest of the group. “Just kidding. Just kidding.”

“Sure you are, honey,” muttered Adele next to me.

There was still one person to go. Another white girl—woman,
 rather. At first glance she looked young, her short hair bleached blonde on the tips and combed in the spiky look popular in those big Calvin Klein ads on the sides of buses. She wore denim overalls, which, I had to admit, looked youthful and cool but out of place among the carefully dressed women in pantsuits and business dresses, and Nony in her exotic African garb. But as she pursed her lips, as though considering what to say, I realized her eyes betrayed hardships beyond her years.

She shrugged. “I’m just . . . Yolanda. They call me Yo-Yo. Don’t know why I’m here. I’m not really into this Jesus thing you talk about. But you guys are all right. I’m cool with that.” She shrugged again. “I’m with her”—she jerked a thumb in Ruth’s direction.

“A cook she is, at the Bagel Bakery in my neighborhood.” Ruth winked. “She makes pastry to die for.”

That’s interesting, I thought. “Where’d you learn to cook, Yolan—uh, Yo-Yo? Professionally, I mean.”

Yo-Yo’s lips tightened, and for a brief second her eyes took on a wary look, like a cat in a corner. Then the shrug again. “Lincoln Correctional Center.” She let it hang in the air. “Prison,” she added.

Lincoln? The new Illinois women’s prison? I could have slapped my mouth. I’d only meant it as a friendly question.

Yo-Yo glanced around the quiet circle. “What’d I do—punch everybody’s bozo button?”

“Don’t you worry about it, honey,” Adele spoke up. “We all got skeletons in our closet of one kind or another . . . all of us.”

I didn’t dare glance at Adele. Did she mean that for me?

Yo-Yo leaned forward, elbows on her knees, worn athletic shoes planted widely on the floor. “I’m not ashamed of it. Not like I axed anybody or anything. Served eighteen months for forgery. Had my reasons. But I did the crime, served my time. It’s behind me now.” She sat back, casually hooking one arm over the back of the chair. “Ruth, here, put in a good word for me at the bakery, helped me get a job. Ain’t easy to get work after you’ve done time.”

Gosh. I felt like I’d opened Pandora’s box. Obviously there was a lot more history to Ruth and Yo-Yo’s relationship than met the eye. And what did Yo-Yo mean, “had my reasons”?

“I’m sure it hasn’t been easy.” Avis’s voice broke into my thoughts. “I’d like to pray for Yo-Yo, if that’s all right with the rest of you—and you, Yo-Yo?”

Once more Yo-Yo shrugged. “Hey, if it makes you feel good. Just . . . you know. Don’t get all hyper.”

Avis stood up, moved to the outside of the circle behind Yo-Yo, and began to pray. “Thank You, Lord. Thank You, Jesus,” she began.

That was smooth. Avis had a kind of authority—not bossy, just firm, confident—that gathered up the loose ends and knotted them so they wouldn’t fray any further. At least we were finally praying—which was the point, after all.

“Others of you, feel free to pray,” Avis invited a few moments later. To my surprise, Florida knelt down in front of Yo-Yo, laid a hand on her denim knee, and began to pray in a loud voice, praising God for new beginnings. I wasn’t sure how Yo-Yo reacted to being the focus of attention, because my own eyes misted up, and I had to fumble around in my pockets for a tissue.

After a while, Avis moved behind Ruth, laid a hand on her shoulder, and began to pray for the marriages in the group that were on rocky ground. Ruth and Florida had been pretty blunt about theirs . . . didn’t know about any of the others. At least my marriage was solid, thank God.

At one point I glanced at the clock: 10:47 . . . and Avis was still going strong.
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It was almost 11:30 by the time Avis and I got back to our room. Florida said she’d be up in fifteen minutes—probably stepped out for another cigarette. Told us she’d be real quiet when she came back. I hoped so. I was tired.

“You didn’t leave at ten,” I teased as Avis pulled out the sofa bed in the “sitting room” part of the suite. I found two puffy pillows on a shelf in the closet and tossed them in her direction.

“I knew it would go late,” she grumbled, unzip-ping her suitcase and pulling out a black-and-gold caftan. Man, it looked comfy—and a whole sight more elegant than Denny’s Chicago Bulls T-shirt that I usually wore.

“Sorry you stayed?”

“Hmm. No.” Avis carefully wrapped her head with a black scarf—to preserve her hairdo, I presumed—and knotted it on her forehead. “Once we got to praying. It was the idea of sitting around talking with a bunch of strangers that put me off.”

I studied her curiously. That was the part I liked, once we escaped the cast of thousands—well, hundreds—in the main session. “Oh. Sorry if I got us off track by asking everybody to introduce them-selves.” I wasn’t really sorry; somebody had to get us rolling. But the introductions had gone rather long.

“You surprised me, jumping right in like that. But I think people were glad you did,” she said. (Except Adele, I thought, but kept that to myself.) “We can spend more time praying the next time we get together,” Avis went on, picking up her toilet kit and disappearing into the bathroom. “What time did we agree to?” she called back.

I raised my voice. “Nony suggested 7:00 a.m. Before breakfast. Think anyone will show after going so late tonight?” I was personally hoping we’d all oversleep. At this moment seven o’clock sounded like the crack of dawn. But the water was running in the sink now, and there was no answer.

By the time I used the bathroom and came out, Avis was in bed and the lights were out in the sit-ting room. I left the bathroom light on and the door open a crack for Florida and crawled between the sheets of the humongous king-size bed on the side next to the window. My body was tired, but my mind still felt all wound up. The main session had been pretty good, even if it was loud. Prayer Group Twenty-Six was going to be interesting. I liked knowing a few more people at this conference by name. Maybe I wouldn’t feel so out of place.

The door to the suite clicked open, and two seconds later Florida slipped into the bathroom and shut the door. When she came out, I lay still, hoping she’d think I was asleep. I was too tired to do any more talking. But opening my eyelashes a crack, I noted she had her beaded braids wrapped in a scarf like Avis’s. Must be an African American thing. But her big Chicago Bulls T-shirt? I grinned inwardly. Just like me.

SOMETIME DURING THE MIDDLE of the night, I awoke and went to the bathroom. By the time I came back into the bedroom, my eyes had adjusted to the darkness, and I stopped short. Florida wasn’t in the bed. Her side was rumpled, and I was pretty sure I remembered when she’d crawled in. Remembered I’d been glad it was a king, which left lots of room for two people not used to sleeping in the same bed.

But where had Florida gone? Surely she didn’t have to have a cigarette in the middle of the night! Curious, I opened the French doors between the bedroom and sitting room and peeked in. Only one lump in the sofa bed. I tiptoed in, shuffling old-lady slow so I wouldn’t bang into something. There was another lump on the floor between the sofa bed and the window. The air conditioner—hardly needed in early May—was humming steadily. Florida? Why was she sleeping on the floor?

I crawled back into the king-size bed, feeling confused. Sure, it felt awkward to sleep in the same bed with a virtual stranger. When it turned out we had three in our room, I would have preferred sharing the bed with Avis. Or sleeping by myself on the sofa bed, lucky Avis. But I hadn’t thought about how Florida might feel. Was it just too weird sleeping with a white girl? Nah, I told myself. Couldn’t be that. Florida seemed cool withthat. No chip on her shoulder—not like
 that Adele. But a sense of rejection settled over me like the kid who got no Valentines.

Suddenly I missed Denny terribly. Missed reaching out and resting my hand on his arm, feeling the rising and falling of his steady breathing as he lay on his side. Missed snuggling against his bare back and fitting my body into the curve of his legs. Missed the comfort and safety that his mere presence fed into my spirit. Missed knowing that I belonged.

I even missed the kids. Missed getting up in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom and peeking into their rooms to be sure everyone was okay. That was when I fell into my deepest sleep, knowing we were all under one roof, safe and sound and together.

Did they miss me? Was anyone losing any sleep at the Baxter house because Mom . . . Jodi . . . wasn’t under that roof? Did the house feel incomplete without me?

I sighed. Probably not. Teenagers were too self-centered to even notice Mom was gone. And Denny . . . he would miss me, sure. But once he fell asleep? He wouldn’t notice I was gone till morning.

Lying there awake, taking up a miniscule slice of space on the king-size bed, I felt terribly alone . . . and lonely. It wouldn’t feel so bad if the conference was over tomorrow—make that today, since it was obviously past midnight already. But I’d paid for two nights. Two long nights!

From here, Sunday felt like an invisible speck on the distant horizon.

I WOKE UP TO THE SOUND of the shower. Rolling out of bed, I pulled back the “blackout” hotel curtains and was nearly blinded as a wash of sunlight poured into the room. Blue sky . . . sunshine . . . what a great day to go for an early morning walk. Denny and I often walked to Lake Michigan on weekend mornings, only a few blocks from our house. “The lake,” as everyone calls it, is Chicago’s playground, lapping at the sandy beaches and rocky breakwaters that define miles of parks along the shore, filled with joggers and bikers, in-line skaters and dog walkers, picnickers and bench sitters, volleyball players and windsurfers, kids and old folks and family reunions. The lake is what made city living bearable for me and a million or so other small-town transplants.

But the steady hum of cars and eighteen-wheelers on I-90 reminded me that on this particular Saturday I was a prisoner in a fancy hotel with undoubtedly no place to go walking except the parking lot.

What time was it anyway?

The door to the bathroom opened as I squinted at my watch—6:20—and Avis emerged in her caftan with a plastic bonnet over her night scarf. I hadn’t seen a plastic bonnet since high school days, when my mother wore one in the shower to protect her monthly permanent. Avis looked at Florida’s empty side of the bed, jerked a thumb in the direction of the sitting room, and whispered, “What gives with that?”

I shrugged . . . just as Florida wandered through the French doors in her big T-shirt. She stopped, seeing us both just standing on either side of the king-size bed. “It’s not time to get up yet, is it?” She yawned. “Bathroom free?”

“Sure,” I said automatically. But I’d been up long enough now that the urge to pee was growing stronger. “On second thought, just let me go and it’s yours.” I dashed into the bathroom. From the relative anonymity behind the almost-closed bathroom door—like a pink-tiled confessional—I called out, “I was worried about you when I found you missing in the middle of the night. What happened?”

Florida laughed from the other side of the door. “You snore, girl! Had to find me another bed if I was going to get any sleep.”

I was so startled I stopped peeing in midstream. “Oh gosh, Flo. I’m sorry!” I didn’t know I snored. Denny never complained. I emerged a moment later feeling both embarrassed and contrite. “It’s terrible to pay all this money for a hotel room and end up on the floor. I’ll trade tonight, okay?”

“Hey, don’t you worry about me. I’m a light sleeper—anything wakes me up.” Florida dis-appeared into the bathroom. “Besides,” she called back, “those long cushions from the sofa made a great bed—better than the one I’ve got at home. Turned on a little white noise, and I slept like a baby.”

She poked her head back out of the bathroom door. “You guys going to that prayer thang at seven? Don’t wait for me. I’ll meet you at breakfast.”

SOMEHOW AVIS AND I BOTH got showered and dressed and down the elevator just as the lobby clocks ticked past seven. I had even managed to pour three Styrofoam cups of coffee made in the tiny coffeemaker perched on top of the in-room “mini-bar.” Avis shook her head, which I trans-lated as No-thanks-I-don’t-drink-coffee, but Florida, seizing the moment, simply took a cup in each hand.

Strike one against spontaneous deep sharing with Avis. What did one do with a girlfriend if you couldn’t go out and bare your heart over bottomless cups of coffee? Or celebrate with an occasional double mocha latte at Starbucks?

Nony Sisulu-Smith was the only other person from last night’s group when we made our appearance in Meeting Room 7. She was on her knees already praying out loud, so we just sat down in nearby chairs and joined her. At least I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate on Nony’s prayer. Her cultured voice rose and fell like a piece of classical music. But as I listened, her prayer sure did seem full of a lot of clichés.

“. . . You are the root and the offspring of David, the bright and morning star. The Spirit and the bride say, ‘Come.’ And let him that heareth say, ‘Come.’ Let him that is thirsty, come. Thank You, Father! Thank You that You have said, ‘Whosoever will, let him take the water of life freely’ . . .”

On and on she went, her voice growing stronger. “I will bless the Lord at all times. Your praise shall continually be in my mouth. My soul shall make her boast in the Lord; the humble shall hear and be glad. O magnify the Lord with me! Let us exalt His name together! . . .”

I opened my eyes and peeked. Nony’s cheeks glistened with moisture. Avis was on her feet,murmuring, “Yes! Thank You, Father! . . . Thank You, Jesus! . . .” as Nony prayed. I closed my eyes again. Looked like Nony was going for the long haul.

“O God, we know that young lions do lack, and suffer hunger. But if we seek the Lord we shall not want any good thing . . .”

Speaking of hunger, wasn’t breakfast at eight o’clock? I took a peek at my watch. Only 7:22. Just then I was aware of a presence behind me, and Avis whispered in my ear. “Psalm 34.”

Psalm 34? Did she want me to look it up? I reached in my bag and pulled out my small travel Bible. Psalm 33 . . . 34 . . . My eyes skimmed over the verses. Duh. Of course! Nony was praying Psalm 34. Had probably been “praying Scripture” all along. And Avis, no doubt, knew right where each Scripture verse came from. Double duh.

I squeezed my eyes shut. Okay, God, I feel like adork. I’m sorry for thinking Nony’s prayer was just abunch of clichés. You gotta help me here. Everything’sjust so . . . different. But I want to learn whatever Youwant me to learn this weekend . . . I think.
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