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im sitting at the bar in the airport, minding my own business, trying to get psyched up for my flight, and I made the mistake of listening to one of those TV talk shows. They were interviewing some women with what the host kept calling full-blown AIDS. As opposed to half-blown AIDS, I guess. There they were, weeping and wailing and wringing their hands, wearing their prissy little Laura Ashley dresses and telling their edited-for-TV life stories.


The audience was eating it up, but it got on my last nerve. The thing is, half these bitches are lying. More than half. They get diagnosed and all of a sudden theyre Mother Teresa. I cant be positive! Its impossible! Im practically a virgin! Bullshit. They got it just like I got it: fucking men.


Thats not male bashing either. Thats the truth. Most of us got it from the boys. Which is, when you think about it, a pretty good argument for cutting men loose, but if I could work up a strong physical reaction to women, I would already be having sex with them. Im not knocking it. Im just saying I cant be a witness. Too many titties in one place to suit me.


I try to tune out the almost-a-virgins, but theyre going on and on and now one is really sobbing and all of a sudden I get it. Theyre just going through the purification ritual. This is how it goes: First, you have to confess that you did nasty, disgusting sex stuff with multiple partners who may even have been of your same gender. Or you have to confess that you like to shoot illegal drugs into your veins and sometimes you use other peoples works when you want to get high and you came unprepared. Then you have to describe the sin you have confessed in as much detail as you can remember. Names, dates, places, faces. Specific sexual acts. Quantity and quality of orgasms. What kind of dope you shot. What park you bought it in. All the down and dirty. Then, once your listeners have been totally freaked out by what youve told them, they get to decide how much sympathy, attention, help, money, and understanding youre entitled to based on how disgusted they are.


Im not buying into that shit. I dont think anything I did was bad enough for me to earn this as the payback, but it gets rough out here sometimes. If youre not a little kid, or a heterosexual movie stars doomed but devoted wife, or a hemophiliac who got it from a tainted transfusion, or a straight white woman who can prove shes a virgin with a dirty dentist, youre not eligible for any no-strings sympathy.


The truth is, people are usually relieved. It always makes them feel better when they know the specifics of your story. You can see their faces brighten up when your path is one they havent traveled. Thats why people keep asking me if I know who I got it from. Like all theyd have to do to ensure their safety is cross this specific guys name off their list of acceptable sexual partners the same way you do when somebody starts smoking crack: no future here. But I always tell them the truth: I have no idea. Thats when they frown and give me one last chance to redeem myself. If I dont know who, do I at least know how many?


By that time I cant decide if Im supposed to be sorry about having had a lot of sex or sorry I got sick from it. And what difference does it make at this point anyway? Its like lying about how much you loved the rush of the nicotine just because now you have lung cancer.


Im babbling. I must be higher than I thought. Good. I hate to fly. I used to dread it so much Id have to be falling-down drunk to get on a plane. For years I started every vacation with a hangover. Thats actually how I started drinking vodka, trying to get up the nerve to go to Jamaica for a reggae festival. Worked like a charm, too, and worth a little headache the first day out and the first day back.


I know I drink too much, but Im trying to cut back. When I first got diagnosed, I stayed drunk for about three months until I realized it was going to be a lot harder to drink myself to death then it might be to wait it out and see what happens. Some people live a long time with HIV. Maybe Ill be one of those, grinning like a maniac on the front of Parade magazine, talking about how I did it.


I never used to read those survivor testimonials, but now I do, for obvious reasons. The first thing they all say they had to do was learn how to calm the fuck down, which is exactly why I was drinking so much, trying to cool out. The problem was, after a while I couldnt tell if it was the vodka or the HIV making me sick, and I wanted to know the difference.


But I figure a little lightweight backsliding at thirty thousand feet doesnt really count, so by the time we boarded, I had polished off two doubles and was waiting for the flight attendant to smile that first-class-only smile and bring me two more. Thats why I pay all that extra money to sit up here, so theyll bring me what I want before I have to ring the bell and ask for it.


The man sitting next to me is wearing a beautiful suit that cost him a couple of grand easy and hes spread out calculators, calendars, and legal pads across his tray table like the plane is now his personal office in the air. I think all that shit is for show. I dont believe anybody can really concentrate on business when theyre hurtling through the air at six hundred miles an hour. Besides, aint nobody that damn busy.


He was surprised as hell when I sat down next to him. White men in expensive suits are always a little pissed to find themselves seated next to me in first class, especially since I started wearing my hair so short. They seem to take it as some kind of personal affront that of all the seats on the airplane, the baldheaded black woman showed up next to them. It used to make me uncomfortable. Now I think of it as helping them take a small step toward higher consciousness. Discomfort is always a necessary part of the process of enlightenment.


For the first time in a long time, I didnt grip and pray during takeoff. It wasnt that I was drunk. Ive been a lot drunker on a lot of other airplanes. Its just that at this point, a plane crash might be just what the doctor ordered.
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i always forget how small the terminal is in Grand Rapids. Two or three shops, a newsstand, and a lounge with a big-screen TV, but barely enough vodka to make me another double while I wait for Joyce, who is, of course, a little late. I truly love my big sister, but I swear if she was ever on time for anything, Id probably have a heart attack at the shock of it.


The bartender seemed surprised when the drink he poured for me emptied his only bottle of Absolut. He set the glass down in front of me on a cocktail napkin printed with a full-color map of Michigan.


Sorry I dont have lime, he said. Most people come through here just drink a beer or something.


Its fine, I said, taking a long swallow to prove it. I knew that if he could think of something else to say, he would, but our brief exchange seemed to have exhausted his conversational skills. He headed back to the TV.


It feels strange to be sitting here writing all this down. The last time I kept a diary was when I first got to Atlanta in 1984. Things were happening so fast I started writing it all down to try and keep up. Just like now. I was nineteen. I had a brand-new cosmetology license, two years salon experience, and an absolute understanding of the fact that it was time for me to get the hell out of Detroit.


When I was growing up in Idlewild, my tiny hometown four hours north of the big city, the motor city had always seemed as close to paradise as I could probably stand. Two years of really being there showed me how truly wrong I could be.


I had heard that if you were young and black and had any sense, Atlanta was the place to be, and that was the damn truth. Those Negroes were living so good, they could hardly stand themselves. They had big dreams and big cars and good jobs and money in the bank. They had just elected another one of their own to the mayors office, they were selling plenty of wolf tickets downtown, and they partied hard and continuously.


My first week in town, I hooked up with a sister who was going to work for the new mayor, and she invited me to a cocktail reception at one of the big downtown hotels. When we got there, I felt like I had walked into one of those ads in Ebony where the fine brother in the designer tux says to the beautiful sister in the gorgeous gown: I assume you drink Martel? Folks were standing around laughing and talking and pretending they had been doing this shit for years.


My friend was steadily working the crowd, and by the end of the evening, I had been introduced to everybody who was anybody among the new power people. My first impression was that they were the best-dressed, best-coifed, horniest crowd I had ever seen. I knew my salon was going to make a fortune, and it did. Id still be making good money if I hadnt tried to do the right thing.


When I got the bad news, I sat down and wrote to all the men Id had sex with in the last ten years. Its kind of depressing to make a list like that. Makes you remember how many times you had sex when you should have just said good night and gone home. Sometimes, at first, when I was really pissed off at the injustice of it all and some self-righteous anger seemed more appealing than another round of whining, I used to try and figure out who gave it to me in the first place, but I knew that line of thinking was bullshit. The question wasnt who gave it to me. The question was what was I going to do about it. Still, when I think about all the men I slept with that I didnt even really care about, it drives me crazy to think I could be paying with my life for some damn sex that didnt even make the earth move.


When I called Joyce and told her what I was going to do, she told me I was crazy and to let sleeping dogs lie, but I felt like it was only fair. I didnt even know how long I had been carrying it and I sure didnt know who I got it from. Atlanta is always full of men with money to spend on you if you know how to have a good time, and I used to be a good-time somebody when I put my mind to it.


So I sat down and tried to figure out how to tell these guys what was up without freaking them out. Hey, Bobby, long time no see! Have you been tested for HIV yet? Hey, Jerome, whats up, baby? Listen, it might be a good time for you to get tested for HIV. I dont remember what all I finally said, except to tell them I was really sorry and that if they wanted to talk, to call me anytime.


To tell the truth, I was a little nervous. Id heard a few stories about people going off on their ex-lovers when they found out, but nobody contacted me for a couple of weeks, so I figured they were all going to deal with it in their own way. Then one Saturday, the salon was full of people, and in walks this woman Ive never seen before. She walked right past the receptionist and up to me like we were old friends, except her face didnt look too friendly.


Are you Ava Johnson? she said.


Yes, I said. What can I do for you?


You can tell me what you think youre doing sending my husband some shit like this through the mail. She reached into her purse, took out one of my letters, and waved it in my face, her voice suddenly rising to just short of a shriek.


As noisy as the salon always was on Saturday afternoon, it got so quiet so fast, all I could hear was the Anita Baker CD wed been playing all morning. I tried to stay calm and ask her if she wanted to go into my office so we could talk. She didnt even let me finish.


I dont want to go anywhere with you, you nasty heifer!


I knew she was upset, but she was pushing it. I wondered if hed given her the letter to read or if shed discovered it on what was probably a routine wifely search through his pockets.


All right then, I said. What do you want?


I want you to take it back, she said.


Take it back? I was really confused now. What good was that going to do?


You heard me, bitch! She shouted over Anitas soothing admonitions about the importance of finding your own rhythms. Take it back!


I held up my hand to let her know she had gone too far, and she drew back and slapped me across the mouth. Two of my operators grabbed her and pushed her out the door, but all the time shes hollering at the top of her lungs, This bitch got AIDS! This bitch got AIDS!


I tried to play if off, but it really shook me up. I finally had to cancel the rest of my appointments and go home for the day. I was distracted, and thats when you run the risk of leaving the perm on too long, or cutting the bangs too short, or putting the crimp in sideways and your life isnt worth two cents. Sisters will forgive you a lot, but do not fuck up their hair.


The slap didnt do me any serious damage, but the rumors that scene started didnt help business any. I sent out a letter to our clients explaining the difference between HIV and AIDS, but they were scared. They started calling to cancel appointments or just not showing up at all. Thats when I really started to understand how afraid people can be when they dont have any information.


All those folks who had been giving me those African-American Businesswoman of the Year awards and Mentor of the Month citations and invitations to speak from the pulpit on Womens Day stopped calling me. When people Id known for ten years saw me out, theyd wave and smile and head off in the other direction. Everybody knew, but nobody mentioned it. They acted like it was too embarrassing to bring it up in polite company. I guess we were all still supposed to be virgins instead of just stupid.


When I got a good offer from a hotshot young developer for the downtown land the salon building was sitting on, I figured this was a good time to take the money and run. It was time for a change. I wanted to open another business that didnt require doing heads or frying chicken, and I was truly tired of living in a place where so many people still thought getting AIDS was proof that you were a child of Satan.


I know as well as anybody that being diagnosed HIV-positive changes everything about your life, but its still your life, the only one you know for sure you got, so you better figure out how to live it as best you can, which is exactly what I intended to do. I wanted to move someplace where I didnt have to apologize for not disappearing because my presence made people nervous. I wanted a more enlightened pool of folks from which to draw potential lovers. I wanted to be someplace where I could be my black, female, sexual, HIV-positive self.


The salon sale gave me enough money to finance a big move without stress. Add to that the money I made when my house sold immediately and I was set for a couple of years without working at anything but living right. From where I was sitting, San Francisco looked like heaven, earthquakes notwithstanding. Natural disasters were no longer my main concern. Thats one of the things about being positive. It focuses your fear. You dont have to worry about auto accidents, breast cancer, nerve gas on the subway. None of that shit. You already know your death by name.


When I called Joyce to tell her I had decided to move to the West Coast in the fall and ask her if she wanted some company for the summer, she did the big-sister thing, got all excited and started talking a mile a minute. She started some kind of youth group at her church, and now that Mitchs insurance settled out, shes quit her job as a caseworker with the Department of Family and Childrens Services so she can work this thing full-time. She said all the young people in Idlewild are going to hell in a handbasket and if we dont do something pretty quick, the town is going to be just as violent and crazy as the cities are.


I tried to say, What you mean we, like that old joke about the Lone Ranger and Tonto, but she sounded so much like her old self again, all happy and optimistic, I didnt want to discourage her. After Mitch, her husband, died, I never thought Id hear her sound like that again. She hardly talked at all for months after, but I should have known that was only temporary. Joyce always finds a way to make it better.


Shes had some bad luck, too. In fact, until recently, I thought Joyce had been given our familys entire allotment. Two kids and a husband, all dead before she hit forty. One baby died in her sleep two weeks after they brought her home from the hospital. The other kid was walking home from the school bus and got hit by a drunk twelve-year-old who stole his mothers keys and then passed out behind the wheel of the family station wagon.


Mitch drowned two years ago this February, and in the dictionary under the words freak accident, there would be a picture of that shit. A couple of years ago the lake in front of their house got real popular with ice fishermen. These guys would come out early in the morning, drill a big hole in the ice, and sit there all day drinking beer, peeing in the hole, and wondering why the spose to be that stupid fish didnt swim on up and commit suicide for a chance at a plastic cricket.


By evening, the fishermen were too drunk and disappointed to clearly mark the area with safety flags like theyre supposed to do, so the lake was dotted with all these open holes. Once it got dark, they froze over with a thin sheet of ice, not enough to support your weight, but just enough to camouflage the hole.


Mitch and Joyce went walking beside the lake on this particular night and he started sliding around on the ice, doing tricks, showing off for Joyce. They had been married twenty-three years and he still acted like she had just accepted his invitation to the senior prom. So he got up some speed, slid way out, opened his arms into the wind, hollered, I love my wife! and disappeared. By the time they pulled him out, he was gone. Mitch was the sweetest man I ever knew, and for a long time after he died, I kept thinking how unfair it was for him to die that way. I was still naive back then. I thought fairness had something to do with who gets to stay and who gots to go.


In the bad-luck department, theres also the fact that my mother chose Joyces wedding night to mourn my fathers death five years earlier by taking all the sleeping pills shed been hoarding for this occasion and drinking herself to death with a fifth of Johnny Walker Red. She left a note for Joyce, who was almost eighteen, saying she was sorry and that maybe Joyce would understand if anything ever happened to Mitch. I was still a kid and didnt even have a boyfriend yet, so she didnt leave anything for me.


I dont know whether or not Joyce finally understood when Mitch fell through that ice, but my mothers choice made a lot of sense to me when my doctor gave me the bad news. It occurred to me for the first time that there might be circumstances where what you dont know is infinitely preferable to those things of which you are already certain.


I was glad me and Joyce were going to get a big dose of each other before I moved three thousand miles away. I waited for her to take a breath and then told her Id be on the four-oclock flight to Grand Rapids on Tuesday and for her to swear she wouldnt be late to pick me up. She swore, like she always does, but I knew she was still going to be late.


Before we hung up, Joyce asked me if I ever prayed. I told her I had tried to start up again when I got sick, but I quit because I knew I was just hedging my bets. I figured if I was smart enough to know that, God must know it, too, and would probably not only refuse to grant my selfish prayers, but might figure I needed to be taught a lesson for trying to bullshit him in the first place. I know once you repent, Jesus himself isnt big on punishment, but according to all the Old Testament stories I ever heard, his father was not above it.
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joyce sent wild Eddie Jefferson to pick me up. I couldnt believe it. Id been sitting there for an hour and a half, which is a long time to be waiting, even for Joyce, when I see this brother with a head full of beautiful dreadlocks, some kind of weird-looking Chinese jacket, and some Jesus sandals walk up to the gate and look around. Now, there is no reason for the look since everybody else on the plane has been picked up by their grandparents or caught a cab to meet their boyfriend and aint a soul in sight but me. The way hes looking, youd have thought it was rush hour at Grand Central Station and he was trying not to miss somebody in the crowd. He takes his time like hes got no place to be but here and nothing to be doing but looking.


At first I thought I recognized him, but I didnt want to stare, so I looked away. The last thing I needed was some wanna-be Rastafarian thinking I wanted company for the evening. When he didnt move on, I took another look at him, just to be sure. He had one of those smooth, brown-skinned faces that could be any age from twenty-five to fifty. He had great big dark eyes and he was looking right at me in a way that you dont see much in the city anymore. Like he had nothing to prove.


When he caught me looking at him, he walked right up, stuck out his hand, and called my name like we were old friends.


Ava? he said. You probably dont remember me. Im Eddie Jefferson. Mitchs friend.


As soon as he smiled, I knew exactly who he was. Remember him? Was he kidding? The exploits of Wild Eddie Jefferson were beyond legendary. He had done everything from getting into a fistfight with the basketball coach to threatening his father with a shotgun for beating his mother. He drank, smoked reefer before I even understood that there was such a thing, and had two babies by two different women before he got out of high school. One of them graduated and moved away. The other one, a thirty-year-old divorce, went back to her ex-husband, convinced him the baby was his, remarried immediately, and lived happily ever after.


Mitch was always so straight-arrow, nobody could believe they were friends, but they were so close, they might as well have been brothers. The last time I saw Eddie was at Joyces wedding. He was Mitchs best man and he brought a date from Detroit who had on a red strapless dress and silver shoes at eleven oclock in the morning. After that, he got sent to Vietnam, and by the time he came back, I had finished high school and headed up the road to Detroit.


Im sure he was at Mitchs funeral, but I dont really remember. That whole thing is still a blur to me. Besides, he looked so different, I probably wouldnt have recognized him, although Id sure have remembered that hair. I wanted to touch it to see if it was as soft as it looked.


How ya doin, Wild Eddie? I said before I thought about it.


He cringed a little like hed just as soon I forgot the history that produced the nickname. Just Eddie.


Joyce had sent him to pick me up because some woman had shown up on her doorstep in labor and had to be driven to the hospital in Big Rapids, more than an hour away. They left so quickly, Joyce didnt even have a chance to call Eddie until she got there, which is why he was so late.


That was typical. Anybody with trouble knew if they could get to Joyce, shed take care of it. Her feeling was that all crises could be handled if someone would take responsibility and start moving. Joyce could get going faster in an emergency than anybody I ever saw. When I first called and told her I was sick, she was on a plane and at my door by nine-thirty the next morning. Once I explained everything the doctor had said, I think the hardest part for her was realizing that there was nothing she could start doing that would fix it.


Eddies truck was so clean, I could see my reflection in the passenger door. The truck was old, but its bright red exterior was polished to a high gloss and the inside was spotless. The old fabric on the seat was soft and smooth when I accepted Eddies hand, hopped in, and slid over to pop the lock for him.


Im sorry automatic door locks eliminated the necessity to lean over and open the door for your date after he helped you get seated. In my younger days, I liked that lean because you could arch your back a little and push your breasts up and out just enough to make sure your boyfriend noticed. I didnt do it this time, though. Its a little late for all that now.


Do you always keep your truck this nice, or were you expecting company?


He smiled to acknowledge the compliment. Dont you recognize it? This is Mitchs truck.


I was amazed. That meant this was the truck I learned to drive a stick shift on the summer I graduated from high school. I was on my way to Detroit as fast as I could get there and I was honing my survival skills. I didnt want to ever find myself needing to make a quick exit from someplace I probably had no business being in the first place and find I couldnt because the getaway car wasnt an automatic. Mitch agreed to teach me and we spent a day lurching up and down the road until I finally got the hang of it.


Joyce gave it to me after he died. She knew I wanted it and I think she likes the way I restored it.


I guess she does. To say he restored the truck implies that it once looked this good and had now been returned to its former glory. No way. Mitch ran this truck so hard it would rattle your teeth. Now it rode soundlessly over the bumpy road.


I was wondering what Eddie had been doing for the last couple of decades, but I couldnt figure out a polite way to ask without opening myself up for a lot of questions in return, so I just looked out the window as we rode. Things didnt seem to have changed much around here, despite Joyces conviction that her church group was all that stood between Idlewild and the Apocalypse. I was always amazed that Joyce had chosen to make her life here. You cant help where you get born, but as soon as I was old enough to know there was a world outside the confines of Lake County, I started making plans to get there.


How long since you been home? Eddie said.


Almost two years, I said. How about you?


This is home, he said. I moved back for good.


That sounds pretty final, I said, but he just shrugged.


It was time.


He didnt offer to tell me why it was time and I didnt ask him. Timing is truly a personal thing. Its not such a bad place, I guess. Some people really love it Look at Joyce and Mitch, but theyre probably not a good example since when youre in love like that it doesnt matter as much where else you are.


The two-lane highway into town still offered cheap motels for vacationers on a tight budget, fast-food joints, and bait shops with vending machines out front where you could put in a dollars worth of quarters and pull out a small box of live crickets or a ventilated container full of fat night crawlers. The smell of sweet grass was blowing in the window and I was remembering what I wrote on page one of the diary I bought when I first moved away: Good-bye, Idlewild! Hello, world!
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when you first come to Idlewild, there are two stories the old-timers will tell you. Its strange, too, since its an all-black town and both the stories are about Indians, but the place has never been known for making much sense. The first story is about The Founder.


The Michigan history books were always full of stories about courageous Indians and wily fur traders and white guys who wore stiff uniforms and built forts and thought there could really be such a thing as Manifest Destiny. We still said Indians back then. Not out of any disrespect. We thought they were cool. It was the word we knew.


Pontiac was one of the most famous of the Indian chiefs, according to the books we read anyway. He was also one of the baddest, but he still got tricked. When it came down to the final moment, he negotiated with the stiff white guys from a position of as much strength as he could muster and did the best he could, but it was all downhill from there.


Once Pontiac signed the papers and got his picture painted for the history books, nobody seemed to need him anymore and gradually his people died off, or moved away and left the guys in the stiff uniforms to their own devices. Except for one. This one Indian stayed around because he had decided to try and figure out what happened. He wanted to understand how his people had been defeated so rapidly and displaced so completely. And he wanted to structure his life in such a way as to avoid as much future contact with his enemies as humanly possible.


A noble quest, and one that still engages great minds from Atlanta to Capetown, but this one remaining Indian was not concerned about all that. He was looking to understand some things a little closer to home as he settled in for a long period of intense contemplation in the section of the Great North Woods that is bounded by towns with names like White Cloud and Wolf Lake and Big Rapids. Places where the lakes freeze solid and the first big snow is already old news by the middle of November.


One early fall morning, he was walking along through the woods and the day was perfectly clear and absolutely quiet and every once in a while he would see deer melting off into the trees of either side of him, and suddenly he understood. He went back to his house and took out all the money he had saved doing all the things he had been doing and bought up as much land as he could and wrote into his covenant that no white folks would be allowed to live in this small but identifiable sector he was bringing under his control. He welcomed his own blood brothers and sisters and any black people who would promise not to act a fool. And then he went back and sat down on his porch and sighed a deep sigh because he was finally at peace. He had not only figured out who and what the problem was. He had figured out a solution.


By this time, most of the remaining Indians had been moved farther west or had walked on over into Canada, but there were a lot of black folks with new money in their pockets crowded up in Detroit and Chicago and Cleveland who didnt know anything about The Founders vision of an all-colored paradise, but who were soothed by the beauty of the lakes and moved by the mystery of the pine trees. First came one-room cabins for men-only fishing trips. Then, maybe a little reluctantly, summer cottages for the whole family. Enterprising Negro entrepreneurs opened businesses and stayed on year-round to keep things ready for the summer folks who always came flocking the first of June with lungs full of city grit and fists full of factory dollars, ready to enjoy the all-black paradise in the middle of the Great North Woods.


No one is sure how The Rajah came to Idlewild, but people always talked about his arrival as if The Founder had passed things on like Carl Lewis leaning into the last leg of the relay even though he and The Founder werent even the same kind of Indian. The Rajah was supposed to be a Bombay Indian, as opposed to an Iroquois, or a Lumbee, or a Sioux, so he didnt come from generations of people who had lived and hunted and wandered in these woods. One day he was just there, his big square head wrapped in a snow white turban, and shoes on his feet that seemed to turn up at the toes even if they really didnt. He bowed low when he talked and he was traveling with a not-so-young white lady who seemed to be his wife or his business partner or both, but ultimately it didnt matter. She was white. That was the critical thing about her.


Everybody knew right off The Rajah was a regular Negro and not an Indian. Bombay by way of Hastings Street, they used to say. Why would a real Bombay Indian bring a white woman all the way to Idlewild, Michigan, to open a restaurant? He wouldnt. But this brother was laying it on thick, with an accent and everything, and what the hell? He wasnt the first Negro to opt for exotica as the most viable protective coloration and he sure wouldnt be the last one.


Back then, the place more than lived up to its name with idle men, wild women, and unlimited night life featuring stars like Dinah Washington and Jackie Wilson and Sammy Davis, Jr., before he went solo. For his part, The Rajah was convinced that Idlewild could support his establishment in much the same way that the community sustained The Paradise Lounge, The Flamingo Club, The Purple Palace, and a boardinghouse called The Eagles Nest, renting exclusively to young Negro women, looked after by a large, handsome matron who never knew that after she rolled her hair at ten oclock and went to bed, the ones who were working as shake dancers in the big nightclubs sometimes went skinny-dipping in the moonlight.


The Rajahs place was too small for shake dancers and too intimate for live musicians. There was only room enough for eight couples at a time, a modest number, but one that allowed The Rajah to treat each customer like the royalty he seemed to believe they were. Obsessed with service, The Rajah was the kind of host who hovered.


The place did good business right from the very beginning. The lighting flattered sun-kissed faces. The food was delicious, and the service, exquisite. Even when the place was full, The Rajah made each patron feel pampered. The water glass was never empty. The napkin was always freshly laundered. The butter rested in individual pats on beds of crushed ice in fluted silver dishes. The Rajah had class and a clientele who recognized and appreciated it. From the carefully made-up doctors wives who no longer had to do their own manicures, to the misplaced romantics who spent all their time and hard-earned vacation money trying to impress the unimpressible showgirls, The Rajahs place was the place to see and be seen.


Now, the white woman was pretty much out of sight during this time, so everybody just assumed she was the cook because somebody was back there cooking up a storm and it wasnt The Rajah, who was forever out front being smooth. But nobody can say for sure whether that had anything to do with what happened. Everybody said it was a shame, too, because the place was doing so well.


The story is that one night, long after closing time and cleanup, a big party of folks came strolling over, drunk and happy and wanting something good to eat. Although he was locking up for the night and the white woman was already standing at the foot of the porch steps, he couldnt say no. He graciously unlocked the door, turned on the lights, and ushered them inside to a table.


The woman didnt move. The Rajah went to the door and spoke to her firmly. The woman still didnt move. The Rajah spoke to her again, more sharply this time, and it is at this point that the two versions of the story diverge. In one version, she hisses nigger at him from outside so loudly that the patrons can hear the insult from where they sit. In another version, she comes back in and shouts it at him from across the room.


In any case, wherever she was when she said it, she said it, and The Rajah narrowed his eyes and turned away from the chair he was holding for a bronzed beauty in a calico sundress and leaped at the white woman like a for-real Bombay tiger. They fought all the way out the door and down the steps and disappeared into the Great North Woods with her hollering and him hollering and that turban and that accent and that shouted charge of secret negritude flying every which-a-way, and nobody ever saw either one of them again.


Which just goes to show you, the oldsters would say, leaving you alone to consider all this while they eased off to pour themselves another drink, wherever you go, there you are.
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if i hadnt asked Eddie to stop at the liquor store, none of this shit would have happened. Well, it might have happened, but it would be somebody elses problem, which would have been fine with me. I got enough problems of my own. Its a good thing Eddie remembered to go back for the vodka after the confusion died down because I damn sure needed a drink.


When we first pulled into the parking lot, there wasnt another soul around. Eddie went in and Im just sitting there being glad he offered so I wouldnt have to jump my tired ass out of this truck again before we got to Joyces. All of a sudden a big old brown and white Cadillac screeches into the lot and brakes so hard it skids three feet before it rocks to a stop.


The passenger door opens up fast and a woman jumps out and drags a little boy out right behind her. Hes about a year and a half old, maybe, and has on a sagging diaper and a filthy T-shirt. His mama, I guess she was his mama but she could have been his sister, is cussing up a storm at whoever is still in the car and she sort of tosses the baby off to one side over in the direction of the pay phone to keep him out of harms way, then she turns toward the man who is sliding out from behind the wheel, headed in her direction.


She was little, plus she didnt have any shoes on, so he might have looked bigger than he really was. Either way, he was big enough and he was mad. He got around the car so quickly, she didnt have a chance to run. He grabbed her arm and shook her so hard her earrings flew off and her tiny little black skirt rode up over her behind and gathered around her waist like a wide belt. Her panties had a heart over the crotch and the lace was gone around one leg.


Then he slapped her, hard, and when her head jerked over to the side, he backhanded her the other way and slapped her again. He was screaming that he was going to kill her and she was screaming stop, stop, stop and the baby had fallen down and he was screaming, too.


Eddie must have heard all the commotioneverybody for a mile could hear it!but I didnt see him come out. All of a sudden he was just there. He pulled the man away from the woman and flung him back so hard the guy staggered and almost fell. The woman was scrambling around in the car looking for her shoes and her purse. The man was much younger than Id thought. So was the girl. They looked like high school kids. I hoped that wasnt their baby, but I knew it probably was.


The guy got up and ran at Eddie like he was going to knock him out of the way to get at the girl again. Eddie crouched down a little bit until the guy was almost up on him, then he sort of lunged forward, his arm shot out, and he hit the guy square in the Adams apple. The guy went down like hed been shot, gasping and gagging and trying to catch his breath.


I sat there with my mouth open. I had come all the way to Idlewild and landed in the middle of a damn kung fu movie. The girl had her shoes in her hand now. The baby had crawled over and was holding on to her leg. They were both quiet, watching Eddie. He asked her if she was okay and she nodded, so he picked up the keys where the guy had dropped them and handed them to her. She asked if the boy was going to die, and when Eddie said no, she said she didnt want to take the car then since she figured he would really kill her if he got himself together and she had left him stranded. Eddie nodded like that made any kind of sense. Id have taken those keys and rolled that big old piece of car back and forth across that Negro until I got tired, but thats just me.


Next thing I know, Eddies opening the door and shes squeezing in next to me so we can drop her off at home. Her face is pretty swollen and shes so out of it, her skirt is still bunched up around her waist. Eddie hands her the baby, who definitely needs a diaper change, and who takes one look at me and starts crying again. His mother doesnt seem to hear it for the first mile or so, but it must have had a cumulative effect on her nerves because when we were almost there, she reached down and pinched his leg so hard that he gasped and tried to holler, but he couldnt make another sound and didnt for the rest of the trip. Once he shut up, the girl started muttering to herself like we werent even there.


Muthafucka just lying. He know he my baby daddy. Look at his damn face. Look just like him. Nigga know I aint been fuckin nobody but him since his ass got here and he cant give me five dollars a week? What the fuck Im spose to do for money? What the fuck Im spose to do?


We took her to a tiny cinder-block house at the bottom of an overgrown, unpaved road with no lake at the end to redeem it. The yard was full of trash and broken toys and an ancient Ford Mustang on its own set of cinder blocks. She mumbled a quick thanks and jumped out as soon as Eddie stopped the truck, dragging the baby out behind her and finally pulling her skirt down over her little narrow behind, which she had the nerve to be switching as she went on up the walk to the house.


Sorry about that, Eddie said, turning the truck around and heading back toward Joyces.


I wasnt expecting to see anything like that up here, I said.


He looked at me and smiled. Welcome home.


I remembered how fast he had moved back there. The kid never saw it coming. Whered you learn to do that?


Army, he said. Hell be all right as soon as he catches his breath. That was a move the MPs used to use on us, so its just to slow you down, not kill you.


An important distinction, I said, realizing my hands were shaking. I kept seeing that girls head flopping around when the guy was slapping her.


I know that kid, Eddie said.


I was surprised. You do?


He nodded. Hes trouble.


Seems the kid came up from Detroit a couple of years ago to stay with his sister, who, coincidentally, is the woman Joyce took to the hospital. Small world.


Theres another sister, too. Mattie, Eddie said. Theyre supposed to be providing a more stable environment for the young brother, but whoever sent him didnt bother to check out the house.


Bad?


Crack.


I couldnt believe it. Where do they get crack way up here?


From the city, he said. All these little towns are virgin markets for these young wanna-be gangsters. People sitting around here with nothing to do and a police force with two cops who share one squad car. They probably dont even know what crack looks like. Its easy money.


I shouldnt have been surprised. Crack is an epidemic with a life all its own, just like AIDS. Small-town living doesnt save you anymore.


I didnt scare you, did I? He turned sideways to peer over at me since it was almost dark now.


I shook my head. No. He wanted to hurt that girl. Im glad you knew how to handle it.


The army teaches you a lot of stuff like that, he said, turning down the road to Joyces house. The problem is, most of it is stuff you wish you didnt need to know.
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joyces house, the house I grew up in, sits at the end of an oiled but unpaved road that opens out into Idlewild Lake. There are other houses scattered around the edges of the lake, but theyre spaced wide enough so that you dont have to worry about people being all up in your business. A lot of the houses are empty now anyway. Once the white resorts started accepting Negroes, people stopped coming to Idlewild. The oldsters who put such stock in their summer cottages when this was a big-shot resort havent been able to interest their children and grandchildren in a place they had never seen on a travel brochure and whose name nobody had ever heard outside Detroit and Chicago.


Our parents moved here at the very end of the places heyday. I was five and Joyce was ready to start high school. Anybody with any practical sense could see the handwriting on the wall, but my father had a big dream about opening a new nightclub that would single-handedly bring back the glory days. My mother, as usual, never questioned a word he said, even though they lost all their savings when the place went belly-up in one short season. My father died in his sleep, drunk and disappointed, the winter right after, and my mother never got over it.


It wasnt a bad place to be a kid. Having a lake at the edge of the front yard beat walking across a freeway bridge to get to kindergarten. Joyce and Mitch hooked up as soon as he saw her sitting two rows in front of him in geometry class, and once they got married, and Mom made me an official orphan, it was like having real young, real hip parents.


I could see the darkness of the lake just a few hundred yards from where Eddie pulled the truck into the yard. I heard the whispering of the pine trees that surrounded the house and I realized I was truly glad to be home, even if the arrangement was only temporary.


Joyce wasnt there yet, but I probably wouldnt have gone to Eddies for dinner if she hadnt redecorated my old room. Eddie carried my suitcases down the hall for me, and when I went ahead of him and turned on the light, I thought Id walked into the wrong house. Joyce sent me a magazine article a couple of months ago that said blue is a healing color, and I guess it made a big impression on her because everything in here is now seriously blue. Dark blue, light blue, turquoise, midnight, robins egg, blue plaid, blue prints, sky blue, and navy. It would be funny except it means shes still trying to fix it. Like if blue was the cure, I wouldnt be wearing blue panties, blue bra, blue blouse, blue jeans, blue socks, blue shoes, and blue contacts right now.


I knew part of the reason Joyce was glad I was coming for this visit was so she could see if I still looked okay, which is the really fucked-up part of all this. I dont look any different. I dont feel any different. But everything is different. Every single thing. And all the blue curtains in the world cant change that.


Suddenly the idea of sitting in that blue room all by myself, drinking too much vodka and waiting for Joyce to come home, seemed like the worst possible way to spend my first night back. Besides, I was hungry and Eddie assured me he was a good, fast cook who could feed me and have me back home in under an hour and a half. I left a note for Joyce and stuck the vodka in my purse on my way out the door. I still wanted a drink, and at this point I felt like I had earned it.
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in eddies whole house, there was not a scrap of anything blue, except some photographs of the lake where the water and the sky came together, but that doesnt really count. Thats real blue. Everything was sort of a soothing wheat color, except for a pile of bright red pillows stacked on the floor. There were bamboo mats, a futon couch, and a small table with two chairs. He had a couple of bookcases full of record albums. An elaborate, old-fashioned stereo system sat in the corner looking well used and well kept.

The kitchen belonged in a small restaurant. Hanging pots, stacked steamers, juicers, blenders, knives, woks, and three well-stocked spice racks. After I fixed myself a drink, he told me dinner would be ready in twenty minutes and I could put on anything I wanted to hear.


I always like to look at peoples music. It can alert you to the presence of things that you might not find out otherwise until much later. I remember going to a guys apartment in Atlanta for the first time and discovering that he had a huge collection of heavy metal. The bad white boys. The ones who have to go to court all the time to prove their evil lyrics and demonic chord progressions didnt make somebodys child shoot himself in the head. He had the good sense to be a little embarrassed about it, but I never felt the same about him after that.


Eddie looked like a jazz fan, and those dreads definitely indicated reggae. He had hundreds of records, neatly filed in alphabetical order. The first one was one of my favorites: King Sunny Ade, JuJu Music. I pulled it out of the cover and held the edges, checking for cracks. People who have grown up on CDs dont understand the sensual appeal of a well-loved piece of vinyl. Joyce and Mitch loved their albums, even the ones that were so scratched up you could barely make out the vocals. Every scratch meant something. Every nick recalled a perfect party; every smudge, a teenage heartache.


From the condition of the cover, Juju Music was well used, but inside, it was perfect. I placed it carefully on the turntable and lowered the dust cover. This was somebody who took his records seriously. I had been wrong about the jazz, except for two John Coltranes and a Miles Davis or two, but right on the reggae. Old school. He seemed to have every album Bob Marley and Gregory Isaacs ever recorded, but he also had a serious Motown library (heavy on the Temptations and Marvin Gaye), a fair number of funk classics by George Clinton, James Brown, and the Ohio Players, and the essential Sly and the Family Stone. There was also a lot of international stuff that I was curious about, but I was too exhausted to look any further.


When I complimented him on having his music so well organized, he looked embarrassed.


Shows Ive got too much time on my hands.


Idlewild still the fun capital of the Great North Woods? I said, wondering again why he was living here.


Absolutely, he said. Thats half the reason these young people are acting such a big fool. Nothing else to do.


He was chopping vegetables rhythmically and I liked the kitcheny sound of the knife hitting the gleaming piece of butcher block. I took my drink back over to the counter. He checked the oil in a large wok hed put on the stove.


You know the thing I always remember about you? he said.


I was surprised he remembered anything about me. Last time I saw him, I was eight years old and my sister was hoping he would get there in time to stand up with Mitch at their wedding. He did, even though his uniform looked like hed slept in it. Twice.


I have no idea, I said, dropping another ice cube into my already watery drink.


 You told me not to go to Nam.


I did?


Yes, you did, he said, dumping the vegetables into the wok and tossing them in the air with a slotted bamboo paddle. He made it look easy, but I know if I had tried it, wed be eating dinner off the kitchen floor. You waited until my date went to the bathroom ...


I loved what she had on. That was the first strapless dress Id ever seen up close.


Me, too, he said, spooning the vegetables onto two plates of steaming noodles. It looked and smelled wonderful and I realized I was starving. Id been drinking all day, but I couldnt remember when I had eaten anything.


When you saw me standing by myself, you came over and asked me if I was really going to go to Vietnam. When I said yes, you told me it was a terrible war and that it would be wrong and dangerous for me to fight in it. I liked the way you said that. Wrong and dangerous.


The conversation was beginning to come back to me. Joyce and Mitch were both involved in antiwar activities, although there was never much of a peace movement in Idle-wild. When people got drafted, they had a party, got drunk, tried to talk their girlfriend of the moment into having sex, and reported for duty.


Most of the local protesting consisted of sending indignant letters to Congress and driving to bigger cities to march or demonstrate or demand something from whoever was in charge at the moment. They used to take me with them whenever I wanted to go, and I was caught up in the righteous passion of the demonstrators and their cause. When Mitch first found out Eddie had been drafted, he tried to talk him out of going and even offered to drive him over into Canada to a community of black draft resisters holed up in Windsor, but Eddie just laughed and said somebody had to protect the women and children since all the wimps were getting married and couldnt be bothered to go.


Did I offer to smuggle you into Canada?


He laughed. Thats exactly what you did. You told me Mitch probably couldnt go right then since he had just gotten married, but you were sure hed take me first thing in the morning.


I could hear myself saying it, too, like it was the only reasonable way to deal with the situation, so, of course, he was going to do it. I was always sure about things in those days. It wasnt until recently that I started second-guessing myself.


You obviously didnt take my advice, I said.


But I should have, he said. You were right. Worst move I ever made.


Well, at least you got it out of the way when you were young, I said. I saved my worst moves until much later.


Ill bet you wouldnt know a bad move if you saw one, he said.


Youd be surprised.


Maybe we can compare notes one day. He picked up both plates and headed for the kitchen.


Its a deal, I said, feeling the weight of the day settling around my shoulders. It was time for me to crash, but I was going to help with the dishes first. I wanted to be sure he washed all the things Id used in good hot, soapy water. I know thats not the way you get it, but this was no time to be careless.
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when we pulled up into the yard, Joyce was standing at the door reading my note. She turned and ran down the back steps and grabbed me in a big hug. Joyce gained a lot of weight when Mitch died, and even though its been two years, shes still carrying it. Worrying about me probably hasnt helped her diet much either. Her cheeks were so chubby that when she smiled, her eyes almost disappeared.


She reported that Eartha had a baby girl and thanked Eddie for picking me up. I thanked him for dinner and he asked Joyce if her car was still acting funny. When she said it was, he said hed come by tomorrow and look under the hood before she went back to the hospital. I wondered suddenly if they were lovers, but it didnt feel like that. It felt like friends.


As soon as Eddie left and we got inside, Joyce threw her arms around me and started apologizing for being late and asking me if Id eaten enough and apologizing some more until finally I said, Hold it! This is the part where you get to ask me how Im feeling and I get to say Im feeling fine and you get to look at me hard to see if Im lying and if Im not, you get to hug me again and say, welcome home, little sister. You look great!


She teared up when I said that, and her body felt soft and plump when she hugged me. Ive had clients whose husbands died and they blew up like balloons in no time. Its a lot harder to take care of your body when nobodys going to see you naked.


Welcome home, little sister, she said. You look great.


Thank you, I said. Now tell me everything.


Turned out the seventeen-year-old new mother had been lying about keeping up with her appointments for prenatal care and hadnt seen the doctor since her second visit. The doctor said they had tried to contact her, but all the information shed given them was bogus, which was really unfortunate since he had some bad news. Before she had stopped coming, she had tested positive for HIV. When the doctor told her after the delivery, she freaked out and started screaming that they were lying and she didnt have to stay and hear no more shit from them about what she had or didnt have and to just hand her back what she came with and shed get the hell out of there.


The doctor finally gave her a sedative and Joyce sat with her until she calmed down and went to sleep. The babys tests wouldnt be back until morning.


What did he think her reaction would be? Joyce said. He just told her outright. No preparation or anything. Shes lying there with a brand-new baby and he just tells her like that? He didnt even give a damn. He might as well have been talking to a chimpanzee.


Joyce looked like hell. Her hair needed rebraiding. Her sweats were working overtime to accommodate her new hips and thighs, and her sandals were tired Woodstock wanna-bes.


Hows your diet coming? I said.


She tried to get her feelings hurt, but I wasnt going for it. Im working on it, she said.


I just looked at her.


Ive lost fifteen pounds, she said.


I raised my eyebrows.


Okay, ten.


I knew the best she could claim was holding steady, and she knew it, too.


So sue me, she said. I had a couple of months when all that stood between me and taking a tumble was a bowl of Jamoca Almond Fudge and some homemade Toll House cookies.


I should have known. The dread tumble. When my mother committed suicide, some religious group sent us a bunch of pamphlets they had put together for the bereaved loved ones struggling to understand. We were pretty desperate for some kind of straightforward way to talk about what had happened, but when we read these little booklets, they were mostly full of ways not to talk about it, or if you did, to be sure you put the weight on the dearly departed and not on yourself.


Coping with guilt seemed to be a major deal for these particular pamphleteers, and one of them suggested that even using the word suicide gave it too much guilt-producing power. The left-behind loved ones were encouraged to try out new words or phrases to describe the indescribable. The author offered several suggestions, including the fairly generic slipped away, the slightly more judgmental took a wrong turn, and, our all-time favorite, tumbled into the abyss. After that, whenever we talked about suicide, we talked about taking a tumble.


I just couldnt believe he wasnt coming back, Joyce said. At first I kept thinking if I could make it through that first year, Id be okay. But I wasnt okay.


It takes time, I said.


I know. She took my hand. This is terrible, but sometimes I used to sit here and make lists in my head of all the people who deserved to die more than Mitch.


I know that game.


Not one of my favorites. She shook her head as if to make sure there was no part of her brain still secretly taking names.


Better now? I said, remembering one night after the funeral when I got up and found Joyce sitting in the dark by herself holding Mitchs glasses and crying.


Much better, she said. Once I stopped feeling guilty about living off the life insurance money and quit working for the state, I got so busy with the Sewing Circus, I didnt have time to be sitting around here driving myself crazy.


Guilty? I said. Why?


When the check first came, it felt like blood money to me. How much could they pay me to make up for Mitch?


Aint that much money in the world, I said, and I meant it. Mitch was one of a kind.


You got that right. So I put it away and didnt touch any of it for a long time. Then I realized how much I really wanted to find a way to fix the things wed been busy half repairing with all the tired programs that dont work and the exhausted people who dont care. Mitchs insurance let me buy myself enough time to try.


It was almost funny. In the middle of all the bad things that have come our way, we both emerged as sisters of independent means.


Joyce frowned and shook her head. Thats why this stuff with Eartha really makes me mad. Shes been coming every week for the last four months, lying the whole time, and for what? Because shed rather smoke crack than have a healthy baby?


What the hell is the Sewing Circus? I said, but Joyce just yawned, which made me yawn, too. We were both pretty exhausted.


Thats too long a story to start on this late at night, she said, but Ill tell you everything tomorrow. I promise.


Joyces room was quiet and I had settled into my blue heaven before realizing I hadnt told her about Eddie punching out the guy in the parking lot. We both had some stories to tell in the morning.
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the hospital called to say the baby tested negative for HIV, positive for cocaine, and that they were going to do some more tests, so Joyce couldnt see the baby until tomorrow. The other big news was that the mother had disappeared. Not disappeared as in, now you see her, now you dont. Disappeared as in, got up, got dressed, put on her shoes, picked up her purse, and walked out.


Joyce cant understand it, but I can. Homegirls trying to walk away from that HIV. Shes trying to decide if shes going to tell anybody or just keep living her life and see what happens. I used to wish I hadnt taken the test so I still wouldnt know.


Before I tested, I had been celibate for almost a year. I had had enough of those Atlanta Negroes for a while. They talk so much shit when theyre looking for some sweetness, but they got no heart for the long haul. I figured ten years of rolling around with them was plenty.


Besides, in spite of what people will try to tell you, Atlanta is still a very small town, and the way Id been living, it was getting downright ridiculous. Id walk into a reception and thered be a room full of brothers, power-brokering their asses off, and Id realize Id seen them all naked. Id watch them striding around, talking to each other in those phony-ass voices men use when they want to make it clear they got juice, and it was so depressing, all Id want to do was go home and get drunk.


Then I started keeping company with a bearded saxophone player who wore two gold hoops in each ear and played regularly at a club downtown. We hadnt formalized anything yet, but wed been hanging pretty tough for about three months and he was making me rethink this whole celibacy thing in a serious way. He wasnt much taller than me, and built kind of round, but he had a lot of style and he could make a sax sound so sweet you couldnt decide if you wanted to take him or the horn home to bed with you. Hed already been tested, so it was on me.


When I got the results and told him, he sat there and listened to me tell it all and then he picked up his coat and his horn case and walked out the door. No good-bye. No damn, baby, what we gonna do? Nothing. One minute he was there, then he was gone. That was it.


I went with Joyce to see Earthas sister. I had told her about what happened at the liquor store yesterday and I figured, why not meet the rest of what seemed to be a supremely fucked-up family. The woman who came to the door let out a blast of that peppermint-smelling vapor that means crack smoked here, but Joyce didnt blink. Joyce was a state caseworker for fifteen years and shed been in most of the houses around here investigating for or against more benefits, custody rights, food stamp eligibilityall the questions that drive poor people crazy. By this time she was kind of like the telephone man or the cable guy: nothing shocked her.


Hey, Mattie. Is Eartha around?


Mattie, who looked to be about forty but was probably much younger, frowned at Joyce, confused.


You the one took her to the emergency room, right?


Joyce said yes, but the hospital had just called to notify her that Eartha had walked out and taken all her things with her except the baby. This did not sit well with Mattie, who thought we were going to tell her she had to take the kid.


Oh, no, she said. Fuck that. I aint raisin no more kids, especially no screamin crack baby.


Joyce tried to tell Mattie thats not what we came for, but the woman was having none of it.


Call the daddy if somebody gotta take the little muthafucka, she said.


Who is the father? Joyce had her social worker voice on.


How the hell do I know? Mattie said. One of them crack-head niggas she been fuckin for some rock.


Shut the damn door, somebody yelled from the other room. You lettin all the damn smoke out, fool!


Fuck you! The woman laughed with a cackle that ended in a huge explosion of coughing and then another evil look in our direction. Joyce took a deep breath. She was trying to be cool.


The hospital said the baby can come home on Friday


Mattie interrupted her. And if she dont come home, they aint gonna do nothin but send her to foster care just like they do all the other crack-head babies, so what difference it make?


Shes your niece, Joyce said, and I could hear her getting mad. Dont you think Eartha would want you to keep the baby until she gets back?


This really struck Mattie as funny. Gets back? Eartha Lee aint comin back here till she runs out of other places to go, and that baby be long gone by then. That girl aint cut out to be nobody mama, so just call them nice white folks at the hospital and tell them dont nobody over here want her, so they may as well bundle her little ass up and send her to somebody who do.


The kid Eddie punched out in the parking lot came and stood behind Mattie in the doorway. He was tall enough to look over the top of her head without straining. The brother of the house.


Joyce looked at him. Hello, Frank.


What the fuck our dumb-ass sister done now? he said.


She had that baby, Mattie said.


No shit, he said, narrowing his eyes at me like I suddenly looked familiar. Well, you see one crack baby, you seen em all.


He laughed, pushed Mattie back inside, and then turned and pointed at me.


And you do me a favor, awright? You tell Kung Fu I said to stay black, okay?
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tell me about the Sewing Circus, I asked Joyce as we sat on the back porch drinking apple cinnamon tea and trying to get the crack smell out of our nostrils.


Joyce grinned at me. TSC is you and me, she said. Its the wave of the future and they dont even know it. Most of the people up here think its still 1958 and were dealing with some high-spirited youngsters who are just sowing their wild oats. They cant see that this is something new. This isnt a phase theyre going through. This is how they are. They dont know anything. They dont care about anything. Theyre selfish and mean and mad all the time. Who do you think is breaking into these old peoples houses?


What old peoples houses? I said. Joyce was getting excited, and when she gets excited, she talks fast.


Its practically an epidemic up here, she said. They used to only hit the summer cottages once they were empty, but now they dont care if anybodys home or not.


So thats why you started a circus, I said, trying to bring Joyce back around to the question. To break up a burglary ring?


She laughed, and even with the extra weight she was carrying, Joyce looked good this morning. Her skin was smooth, she had parted her hair in the middle and braided it into two thick cornrows, and she was wearing a pair of silver hoop earrings I had given her three Christmases ago. I wondered again how close Joyce was to Eddie. She had sent him to pick me up at an airport over an hour from where he was, which is the kind of favor you ask of a man who has more than a passing interest in you.


I tried to remember the sound of Eddies voice when he said Joyces name. A man who is just a friend says a womans name differently than the man who is her lover. Ive seen men give away a perfectly successful clandestine affair by casually dropping their girlfriends names into an innocuous story without realizing that their tone of voice is suddenly filled with so many memories of sex and secrecy that it immediately sets off alarm bells in the mind of any wife who is serious about monogamy. I used to tell my lovers not to say my name at all, no matter how tempted they were. I knew their lips and tongues and teeth had memories of me that needed to remain between the two of us.


I didnt remember hearing any of that in Eddies voice. When he talked about Joyce, he sounded like he was talking about a favorite cousin.


Its not a real circus, Joyce was saying. The oldsters just started calling it that because we took over an activity slot at the church that used to be called the Sewing Circle. It was the only womens group that met regularly other than the deaconesses, and I knew I wasnt ready for that.


Joyce walked over to turn on the flame under the teakettle, and I watched her behind jiggling under the bright fabric of her gauzy skirt.


It may have actually been a sewing circle a long time ago, Joyce said, but when I started going, it wasnt much of anything. Sometimes theyd get together and take up money to put flowers on the altar, but that was about it.


Joyce started going to church again after Mitch died. Its the same church we grew up in, but I knew she hadnt been for years. I never asked her about it, but I think she wanted to pray and she was too self-conscious to do it at home alone. Talking to God can make you feel like youre going off the deep end if youre not used to it. Its not as weird if there are some other people around doing it too, but if Joyce was so deep into it she was going to Wednesday night prayer meetings, its no wonder she was gaining weight.


Stop looking at me like Im crazy, Joyce said. There is method to my madness.


Always, I said. Thats one of your finer qualities.


Joyce said when she started going to church regularly, she realized that a lot of the teenage girls she knew slightly from watching them grow up were there every Sunday, too. They werent really religious. It was just a place to hang around together after the service and show off their babies and gossip a little about the boys who never came unless they were forced. Joyce thought they might like a chance to do some more of the same, plus whatever other interesting experiences she could sneak in without scaring them away. They had enough social worker types in their lives already.


Joyce leaned across the table and touched my arm lightly like she wanted to be sure I was paying attention. These girls havent got a chance, she said. There arent any jobs and there arent going to be any. Theyre stuck up here in the middle of the damn woods, watching talk shows, smoking crack, collecting welfare, and having babies. What kind of life is that?


City life, I wanted to tell her, but Joyce had already gone into action. She invited the girls to come to a special meeting of the Wednesday Sewing Circle to talk about starting a nursery on Sunday morning where they could leave their babies with somebody they trusted and enjoy the services in peace.


That idea brought out nine young women under the age of twenty who had between them a dozen children under the age of five. The discussion was brief and to the point, resulting in a nine-week schedule laying out who was going to staff the nursery room, what her responsibilities would be, what supplies she might need, and how many kids she could handle. Questions were raised and discussed regarding discipline (no hitting; if the kid is uncontrollable, send upstairs for the mother), feeding (bottles with milk and juice and dry Cheerios only), and money for diapers.


Joyce said she thought the Pastors Special Fund would kick in a few bucks if they asked the committee, and she also volunteered to stay with the person who was staffing the nursery each week so there would be another set of hands and eyes on all those babies and because, she said to me, grinning like the cat who swallowed the canary, it gave her a chance to talk to the girls one on one in a setting where they were doing something responsible, by choice, and where they were surrounded by children.


Joyce is good at this kind of stuff. She went into social work in the first place because she really believes that people want to take care of themselves and their children, and if theyre allowed to do that with some dignity, everything else will fall into place. When I used to ask her why she and Mitch didnt ever leave Idlewild, she said it was a perfect place for her because it was small enough so that if she did any little thing, she could really make a big difference in peoples lives.


I could work myself to death in Detroit and Chicago, she said, and the problems are so big, nobody would even know the difference.


Joyces plan worked like she knew it would, and more young mothers started using the nursery, so they had to keep meeting on Wednesday to fold these new people into the schedule and to make sure everybody knew what was happening and what their particular job required. The old ladies found all of this less than fascinating, so pretty soon they just stopped coming. What was left was a loosely organized group of seventeen young women, meeting once a week and handling a successful Sunday morning nursery school. Joyce wrote a small grant application and they got some outside funding to offset their costs and buy some toys and supplies.


After a while, running the nursery program settled into a pleasant routine and they could finish all their business in half an hour, but they didnt want to be finished that quickly, so they started talking about other things, like men and sex and how they were supposed to raise their kids without any jobs. The meetings got longer and longer and louder and louder. Joyce did a lot of listening and the girls did a lot of talking. A lot of loud talking, which is what people tend to do when they finally find somebody who will listen.


One time they were making so much noise, the choir director stopped his rehearsal and sent one of the lesser sopranos down to remind them that there were other activities going on in the building. A couple of weeks after that, somebody brought in a magazine article and they started talking about man-sharing and things got pretty heated between two women who had been best friends but who had been unhappily sharing the same trifling brother for two years.


Each one was waiting for the other one to get tired of the hassle and bow out gracefully, but neither of them would break and now he was asking them to have three-way sex. They were tired of having their business whispered about in the street, but they knew everybody knew and the man-sharing discussion set them free. They confronted each other in the middle of the Sewing Circus, but after a few minutes of shouting, they realized they liked each other a lot more than either one of them liked him. They burst into tears and forgave each other everything. The resulting reconciliation got so rowdy that one of the altos told the first tenor that Joyce was running a three-ring circus over in the fellowship hall, and the name just stuck.


The only problem, Joyce said, is that we got a new pastor about six months ago. Reverend Smith was so old, he didnt care what we did as long as we didnt burn the place down, but he finally retired and now weve got Reverend Anderson and his wife, Miss Gerry, and I think shes going to be a royal pain. They came from a big church in Chicago where he had put together this giant youth program, but now theyre here and even though he hasnt said anything to me, she keeps telling me how much they really want to channel the church resources into the more traditional areas of Christian education and missionary outreach. When I ask her about the youth program they had in the city and whether or not it could work here, she starts talking in tongues.


Thats one of the reasons I want to go independent and open my own center. Joyce leaned toward me again. I know the Circus is helping these girls and Im not about to let Gerry Anderson mess it up by making them read Bible stories about obedience and chastity when they want to talk about domestic violence and birth control.


I looked at Joyce with her eyes shining and her voice full of the urgency and passion of the cause and I remembered how much I liked growing up with her and Mitch. In most houses, when the kids wake up late at night and the grown folks are still up talking in low tones, the discussion is about money or trouble. In our house, it was about the design and distribution of a handbill, the best place to hold a meeting or stage a rally. Id stand in the kitchen doorway and watch them until one or the other saw me and sent me back to bed. I remember feeling lucky because I lived in a house where people didnt just fuss about what was wrong with the world. They tried to fix it.


Joyce finished her tea and her story at the same time and Eddies truck pulled into the yard like hed been out back listening for his cue. He had his hair tucked under one of those multicolored knit hats that the Rastas wear and he was bringing bad news. Last night, while he was dropping me off here after we ate, somebody broke out two windows in the front of his house. He wasnt here but a few minutes, so either somebody just happened to see us leaving or they had been watching the house. They didnt take anything, but hed spent the morning cleaning up and replacing windows.


Who do you think did it? Joyce said. I was trying to imagine who would shatter the calm of such a perfectly peaceful place.


Dont know, said Eddie with a graceful shrug. But I will.


Something in the way he said it chilled me. He must have felt my reaction because he turned to me with a smile that successfully distracted me from anything but the whiteness of his teeth in the middle of that beard.


How you doing?


Im fine, I said, glad he couldnt read my mind.


Good. He nodded and turned back to Joyce.


So hows Eartha and the baby? Eddie lifted the hood of her car and peered inside.


Our news wasnt much better than his. There was still no word from the missing mama and the hospital hadnt called yet with any more of the babys test results. Joyce said she was giving them another hour and then she was just going to drive back over there and be a pest until they told her what was what.


We made a strange little threesome, standing there looking at each other, trying to figure out what else could go wrong with this day, then the phone rang and Joyce went to answer it. Eddie leaned back against the truck and smiled directly at me for the second time that morning.


I have a message for you, I said, suddenly remembering.


He looked at me, still smiling. A message? From who?


From that kid at the liquor store yesterday.


Frank? The bad man? Whered you see him?


Joyce took me by his house looking for Eartha. He said to tell you to stay black.


I didnt say the stuff about Kung Fu since I had been thinking that, too, and it made me feel guilty when Frank said it out loud. Eddie just shook his head.


Youngblood always looking for some contact, he said. Bumping through the world, looking for that contact.


Joyce came back out to say the hospital had finished with the babys tests and she seemed all right except for the cocaine, which she would have to deal with through withdrawal just like any other junkie. A hell of a way to spend your first couple of days in the real world. They had told Joyce a lot of crack babies scream when anybody touches them, but this one seems to be comforted by it. That was all it took. She came to the door with her keys in her hand and her purse already slung over her shoulder. Joyce was big on comfort.


Eddie wasnt finished with the repairs, so at his suggestion and his assurance that he didnt mind walking home, Joyce agreed to take the truck. I told her Id have something on the stove whenever she got back. She kissed me and half nodded like food was the last thing on her mind.


After Joyce pulled off, I sat down on the steps. I could hear at least four or five different birds, squawking or singing as the spirit moved them, and I closed my eyes to see if I could identify any of them like we used to do in school, but I couldnt. Living in the country, Id learned to recognize bird calls. In the city, I learned to recognize sirens.


One bird was singing louder than all the others, almost as if to insist that I remember his name. I concentrated, but nothing came to me.


Cardinal, Eddie said.


I opened my eyes and he pointed at the bright red bird swaying on a low-hanging branch above the porch.


Its a cardinal, he said again, as if I had spoken the question out loud.


He slammed the hood and wiped the oil off his hands on a rag, reached up and pulled off his cap. His hair fell to his shoulders in a cascade of softly coiled locks. It was so pretty, I smiled, and he saw me.


Did you grow your hair for religious reasons? I said as he stuffed the cap into his pocket.


He hadnt wanted a drink last night and he told me he was a vegetarian. I was curious.


He shook his head. It was Mitch. One night him and Joyce were watching a documentary about Bob Marley, and Joyce started talking about how much she liked his dreads and how she wondered what they felt like and how sexy they were. After a while, Mitch started worrying about what would happen if Joyce ever really met a man with dreadlocks and he told her since she liked them, he was going to grow her some. Then he said I had to do it, too, since he wasnt going to be the only dreadlock in Lake County, but he couldnt make it through the Buckwheat phase. Not enough patience.


I must have looked confused.


Thats when your hair is growing but hasnt really locked up yet, so its just standing all over your head looking like Buckwheat. He kept getting mad because people would ask him if hed forgotten to get a haircut or comb his hair or something. Joyce promised him she wasnt going to run off with a Rasta and told him to go on and cut it if he wanted to, which the brother did that very afternoon.


I think thats probably the reason dreads never caught on any more than they did. Sisters always like having enough hair to toss around, but were rarely prepared to endure the indignities of the in-between stages. Thats why extensions were born. Even my clients who decided to really lock up wanted some help getting started.


Most people twist their hair to avoid all that, I said.


He shrugged and raked his hand through his hair. Misses the point, he said. Learning to have the patience to let nature take its course is half the lesson.


Is that why you didnt cut yours?


I dont know. He smiled again. Yes, I do. I didnt do it because everybody thought I was going to.


Defiance, I said. One of my favorite reasons for doing anything.


That was the damn truth. The problem is, Eddies defiance got him a head full of beautiful dreadlocks. My rewards werent always quite so spectacular, but I bet his werent always that way either. There was something in his face that made me think hed seen enough and done enough that there was nothing I could say that would shock him. Which is not to say he couldnt be surprised. I didnt have enough information to speculate on that yet.
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ive been masturbating like a madwoman for two days. I feel like I havent been touched by anybody but me in a hundred years. I woke up last night with my hand between my legs in the middle of a seriously scandalous dream involving me and two guys I had sex with once during a particularly heated political campaign. Not at the same time, of course. I had one on the night of the primary victory and one on election day. But in the dream, the three of us were all there together, rolling around on the couch in the candidates inner sanctum.


Thats probably what woke me up. I hate politics. Plus, even in my wild days, I had pretty strict rules about some things. I was never interested in groups or animals, most especially snakes, which had their fifteen minutes of freakish fame during one memorable summer when somebody had a girlfriend in from New Orleans with navy blue fingernails and a seven-foot boa constrictor she liked to wear around her neck. Needless to say, whenever she appeared, Negroes lost their minds.


Its hard to think about that stuff now without beating myself up for being so stupid, but I think Id feel that way even if I hadnt gotten sick. I used to justify some of the things I did then by saying, well, at least Im having a lot of great sex, but you know what? I wasnt having a lot of great sex. Some of it was fun and exciting, but a lot of it was just sweaty and boring and seemed like the quickest way to finish the evening without hurting anybodys feelings.


Once I took the test and admitted the results, everything changed, of course. Folks who used to spend whole evenings trying to look down the front of my blouse would now break out in a cold sweat at the very thought of having sex with me. Some gay friends whove been positive for a couple of years tried to tell me that it gets better once you complete the transition from what they called your preplague lovers to your new postplague relationships, but I have my doubts. Most straight brothers are still in such denial that when you fess up, their first reaction is to run in the opposite direction as fast as they can. That pretty much leaves a bunch of people you wouldnt fuck on a bet or who are already sicker than you are.


After the first couple of months of my involuntary celibacy, I was so crazed that I went to one of those Sunday support group gatherings where a whole lot of HIV people who want to have sex get together and try to see if they can work something out. Everybody gets a glass of cheap wine or sweet tea and then you sit in a circle like group therapy and tell your name and indicate whether youre just HIV-positive or already diagnosed with full-blown AIDS. I hate that expression. Sounds like a typhoon moving through your body, but those distinctions are important. Some people wholl give you a shot if youre just positive wont have anything to do with you if youre already standing in the eye of the storm. Youre also allowed to say something about your sexual preferences if you want to be specific.


The first two people to speak were men with AIDS who liked integrated country-and-western gay bars where they could do the Texas two-step without being hassled because they were black. They had lucked out and found each other, but their immediate bonding only depressed the rest of us, who should have had a glass of wine to toast their good fortune and gone home to our memories and our vibrators. But we didnt. We went on around the circle: teachers, waiters, a musician, trying to sound casual and knowing none of us were attracted to any of the rest of us, except the first two guys, who had already made a date for Friday night, excused themselves, and left.


When it was finally over, I skipped the postconfessional cocktails, went home, ran a hot bath full of the bubbles I used to save for serious seductions, made myself a good, strong drink, and sat in that water until it got stone-cold, thinking about all the fucking I had done and all the fucking I wasnt going to do, and I realized that the only thing I was sorry about was that I never had a chance to make love.


Joyce told me that she had been in love with Mitch since she was sixteen years old so that in addition to being the only man she had ever had sex with, he was the only man shed ever even kissed. I envied her that. I still do. I remember looking at the words in Mamas suicide note in her neat little handwriting and thinking to myself, well, if thats the price, fuck true love. Its too scary and too complicated and way too much weight to carry as fast as I intend to be moving. Some people werent cut out for it, I told myself, and I was one of those people. The problem was, once I started running, I never slowed down long enough to be sure.
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its almost noon and the day is as pretty as any I can remember. I spent the morning like a cat, moving from one patch of sunshine to the other, turning my face to the softness of the breeze off the lake, stretching the last city kinks out of my shoulders. Ive been here a week and Joyce has been at the hospital more than shes been home. She invited me to come with her to see the baby, but hospitals are the best place to pick up something random and thats the last thing I need. I havent had any problems, knock on wood, but I dont take chances. Besides, the truth is, Ive been working so hard for so long, I was enjoying a chance to just do nothing.


Besides, this little interlude isnt going to last much longer. Joyce is trying to get Earthas baby released from the hospital. She had to get Mattie to sign a form as the babys aunt giving Joyce permission to check her out and bring her home until her mother resurfaces or some kind of permanent arrangement can be worked out. All Mattie wanted to know was whether or not what she was signing obligated her to the kid in any way, shape, or form. When Joyce swore to her that it didnt, literally swore, one hand raised and everything, right there on the front porch, Mattie signed it. Of course, she couldnt ask us in. Crack addicts never ask you in. Theyre afraid youll want to get high.


Joyce is ecstatic, although I will confess, I am still less than enthusiastic about spending the summer with a newborn crack baby. But what can I say? When she asked me what I thought, I knew it was a trick. Grown people never ask you what they should do until theyve already decided for themselves. They dont tell you that, of course, but they stand there and wait for you to either confirm their good judgment or reveal yourself as not as smart as they thought you were by advising them in the other direction.


So I avoided all that pressure by pausing as if to truly consider the question, then giving her a sisterly smile and telling her to go for it. She was so relieved, she hugged me and promised not to ask me to change any diapers. I probably should have asked her to put that in writing.


It turned out to be a pretty interesting morning, though. I had just finished making myself a serious screwdriver with some of Joyces organic orange juice when the same big brown Cadillac that had been the start of so much high drama at the liquor store a few days ago pulled up into the yard and stopped. A tall, slender young man who looked to be about sixteen years old swung the door open slowly, unfolded his lanky frame a section at a time, and looked around. In spite of, or in defiance of, the warm weather, he was wearing a hooded black sweatshirt, amazingly low-slung blue jeans, spotless white designer sports shoes, unlaced, a Chicago Bulls cap, and a bored expression. He looked as out of place in Joyces yard as a Siberian tiger.


He sauntered around the car and opened the door for the woman waiting patiently inside. The woman didnt move until he leaned down and extended his hand in a way that looked strange and old-fashioned, given the boys urban-warrior outfit. She grasped his hand firmly and raised herself regally out of the car like Coretta Scott King arriving for the martyrs annual birthday celebration. Although Ill never forget that car, I had never seen either one of its occupants before in my life.


The woman looked to be in her late fifties and was a lot more dressed up than people usually get around here in the middle of the week. She was wearing a pale blue polyester pantsuit and white sandals with stockings. Her hair, which was pressed and hot-curled within an inch of its life, was elaborately styled and piled like Mahalia Jacksons when she sang her solo at the end of Imitation of Life. Hardly anybody asks for that kind of hard press anymore. Sister seems to have missed the moment when we decided it was okay for the hair to move.


A thin white scarf was loosely tied under her chin to protect this well-sprayed helmet of hair from even the possibility of a breeze. She smoothed the pants suit over her well-girdled hips and turned to the boy, who was leaning against the car with his hands in his pockets, dragging the jeans down even further. I could see and hear them clearly through the screen door, but neither one had noticed me.


Ill just be a few minutes, the woman said, starting toward the back steps. Joyces car was sitting in the yard waiting for Eddie to finish repairing its fuel pump, so they must have assumed she was home.


How about I go and come back for you? the boy said without looking in her direction.


She stopped, turned toward him, held out her hand. He didnt move.


Tyrone Harris Anderson, what did you promise your grandfather?


The boy mumbled something.


I cant hear you, son, she said.


To cooperate, he said, louder, sounding like a stubborn first grader.


Thats right. So hand me the keys.


He slouched over and dropped them in her hand.


Thank you, she said. And dont sit there in that hot car either. Go walk down to the lake and enjoy the sunshine.


He looked at her like she had completely lost her mind.


Go on now! Her voice carried the sharp edge of someone who was used to having her way.


All right, all right, he said, pulling his cap down over his eyes and squeezing the bill until the break satisfied him. Dont take all day, he muttered, strolling down to the dock, my favorite peaceful place, although I would be willing to bet the tranquil beauty of the scene was lost on him. His misery was self-contained, able to bloom anywhere.


She didnt see me until she reached up to knock and there I was. She jumped back about a foot and gasped.


Im sorry, I said, opening the screen. I didnt mean to startle you. Im Joyces sister, Ava.


Oh, she said, smiling with everything but her eyes. I didnt even know Joyce had a sister.


Im visiting from Atlanta for the summer, I said.


How lovely. Family is so important, especially in these terrible times. She looked at me, still with that fishy, too bright smile, and then clapped her palm to her forehead the way people do on television when theyve forgotten something. Where are my manners?


She held out her hand with the complete confidence of an incumbent politician ahead in the polls. Im Gerry Anderson, she said. The pastors wife.


Of course she was. I smiled and shook her hand.


Didnt Joyce tell you I was coming by?


I shook my head. Of course she hadnt.


The Reverend Mrs. Anderson smiled brightly, but she was clearly annoyed. When I started to explain that Joyce had been spending a lot of time trying to get things straight with Earthas new baby, she nodded and clicked her tongue.


I forgot all about that poor little fatherless child, she said. Such a shame. Babies having babies without any thought to how theyre going to care for them. I keep telling Joyce these girls need some old-fashioned lessons in how to say no. All that other just confuses them. We need to teach them how to cross their legs and keep their dresses down. Its a shame is what it is.


I agreed it was definitely a shame, but I kept getting distracted by the elaborate construction of her hair. I was wondering how much of it she had grown and how much was cash and carry. I probably should have invited her in, but I was looking forward to a quiet afternoon alone. Entertaining the preachers wife was not on my agenda. She waited another beat to see if Id break down and offer her a glass of iced tea, but I just couldnt do it.


I looked over her shoulder down to the dock where the kid I assumed to be her grandson was smoking what looked like a big, fat joint and tapping the ashes into the water. He took a final, deep drag, then pinched the fire out and put the roach back in his pocket. Wasnt he afraid shed smell it on his clothes when he climbed back into the car beside her?


Well, let me leave something for her then, she said finally, handing me a large envelope. It was addressed to Joyce, in care of the church, and it was open. Gerry wagged her finger, frowning. You tell Joyce the Good Reverend is not happy about this. Your big sisters been a bad girl.


A bad girl? Joyce was forty-two years old. No wonder this woman got on her nerves. I wanted to say, Dont you know opening mail that isnt addressed to you is a federal offense? But I had a feeling that would make me a bad girl, too, and one per house is usually plenty.


I just smiled again. Ill be sure and give it to her.


She looked at me hard for a minute and I had the feeling that she knew exactly what I was thinking because when she smiled her good-bye, this time it never got beyond the corners of her mouth.


Tyrone! She called his name just as he came up behind her and reached for the door. The boy was high, but he was definitely on his J.O.B. Thats a good boy, she said. Tyrone, honey, this is Mrs. Mitchells sister, Mrs.... ? She looked at me.


Ava Johnson, I said.


He mumbled something that I guessed was supposed to be a greeting of some sort and took his grandmothers elbow, half helping, half pushing her into the car. She jerked her arm free and her look drew him up sharp before she pretended to soften it with that cold smile. Slow down, son. Grandmothers moving as fast as she can.


He slammed the door and she handed him the keys when he slid in beside her.


We look forward to having you in church on Sunday, The Reverend Mrs. said. Both you and your sister. The title of the Good Reverends sermon will be No Hiding Place Down Here. 


I felt like I should say amen or something, but Tyrones patience was at an end and he turned the car around quickly and was gone. It wasnt until later that I wondered what Frank had been doing driving the ministers car to the liquor store.
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i was sitting on the dock with a drink in my hand and my toes in the water, enjoying the last of the sun, when Joyce finally pulled in, blowing the horn and waving out the window like there was any possible way I might miss her entrance. I knew that meant the hospital had agreed to let her bring the baby home and I mentally said good-bye to the hope of any more peace and quiet around here.


Joyce had always loved kids and she took it hard when both of hers died the way they did, but the idea never appealed to me. Im too selfish to be somebodys mother. Joyce would say all that changes once you hold your own kid for the first time, but I figured, why risk it? There were plenty of people who wanted to have children and a lot who didnt but ended up having them anyway. I never felt like my small contribution to the overpopulation of the planet was critical to anybodys agenda, especially mine.


Joyce had stopped by the mall to pick up what she called a few little things for the baby, who would be arriving via social worker on Wednesday morning. She had a bunch of tiny nightgowns and sunsuits, six receiving blankets, an infant seat, and twelve boxes of disposable diapers. She also got a small crib (assembly required) and a musical mobile to hang over the babys head that had brightly colored stars and moons twirling slowly around to the theme from Doctor Zhivago.


We hauled everything into the kitchen, including the crib. I mixed another drink and lit the kettle for tea while Joyce gave me the details.


Whats her name? I said.


Joyce shook her head. She doesnt have one yet. Eartha didnt stay around long enough to name her, and you heard Mattie say she doesnt care.


What she said was she didnt give a fuck.


I stand corrected, Joyce said, and the way she said it made me feel like shit. I brought her a cup of tea and hugged her.


Im just being mean, I said. I missed you today, so I did the wife thing and attacked you as soon as you came home. Sorry!


Hold it, Joyce said. I was a wife and I never did that.


So I was just doing the asshole thing, is that what youre telling me?


She laughed and drank a long swallow of her tea. Ive been calling her Imani. It means faith in Swahili. What do you think?


I liked it. I was tired of calling her the baby. I was even starting to feel like it might be okay to have her here. It would mean a lot to Joyce, and this kid deserved a break if anybody ever did. Her mamas an HIV-positive crack addict, missing in action. Her aunt is a foul-mouthed fool and her uncle is a violent woman hater. Shes batting a thousand and shes not even two weeks old yet. Besides, I was only going to be here a couple of months before I headed out for the coast. This was Joyces real life. It was just a stopover on mine.


We had cooed and oohed over the impossibly tiny baby clothes, debated the relative merits of cloth diapers, and decided to put the crib in Joyces room before I remembered Gerrys visit. I handed Joyce the envelope.


She says youve been a bad girl. Thats a quote.


A bad girl? Joyce shook her head. As the young people would say, this woman is trippin. Was this open when she gave it to you?


Mail tampering is not my style, I said.


She withdrew the contents of the envelope, which included a cover letter on some official-looking letterhead, a handwritten note, and about twenty or thirty pamphlets. While Joyce scanned the letter, I picked one up and read the cover: Living with HIV: Power of Attitude.


What is all this? I said.


Im trying to do some AIDS education with the Sewing Circus and I sent in an announcement for the Sunday bulletin. I also sent away for some pamphlets from the state health departments HIV clinic, which they were more than happy to send me.


She indicated the pile of brightly colored brochures filled with undeniably alarming statistics and photographs of bravely smiling people who always had that startled look of disbelief lurking right behind their eyes.


The only problem is, the Good Reverend and Mrs. Anderson think the topic is inappropriate for she read aloud from the handwritten note discussion within the confines of a Christian church. So they declined to put the notice in the bulletin and canceled the meeting until they can clarify things with me concerning areas of great importance to us all. She signed it Yours in Christ, and was kind enough to return my pamphlets.


I shouldnt have been surprised, but I was. I spent a lot of years being ignorant about AIDS because it was new and the information was usually bad or nonexistent. In 1981 they were still calling it a gay cancer and I was still cutting a wide sexual path through a group of neer-do-wells whose specific sexual histories I hesitate to speculate about even now. But this plague is more than a decade old now. Claiming its too nasty to talk about in front of God is hardly the most effective defense.


People like Gerry Anderson dont even understand that theres a plague going on. Theyre watching these dumb kids fucking around like its 1965 and the worst that can happen is some kind of minor venereal infection that penicillin can knock out in a couple of days. By the time they figure its okay to hand out a public health pamphlet, itll be way too late. Its probably already too late.


I remember that guys wife who came up to the shop after he got my note about being HIV-positive. All she wanted me to do was take it back. Like calling its name conjures it up and makes it real. Like if I just wouldnt talk about it, things could get back to normal. I wish Id had time to tell her to forget all that what-you-dont-know-wont-hurt-you fantasy shit. Those wild people from ACT UP got it right: Silence = Death.


I thought truth was the light, Joyce said, stuffing the brochures back in the envelope.


Bad girl, I said.


Joyce tossed the letter down on the table. I refuse to think about this anymore tonight. Lets go swimming.


Now? I hadnt been in the lake at night since I was a kid, but the mysterious freedom of floating around in the dark was one of my favorite memories. All three of us used to go; me, Joyce, and Mama. Daddy didnt like to swim at night, so hed sit on the dock and name the constellations as the stars came out. You want to go swimming now?


This very minute, she said, pulling me along behind her, tossing me a suit and struggling into one of her others that she hadnt had on since she gained all that weight. When she finally got it on, a sizeable portion of her butt was still hanging out. She frowned at her reflection in the full-length mirror.


Ive got to get back in shape, she said.


Dont let me say amen, I said, smug and still size seven. I hadnt been off the circuit so long Id let things get out of hand yet.


Joyce turned toward me and raised an eyebrow. I thought you said you were going to stop drinking so much.


Whats that got to do with it? I sounded like a whiny child.


Nothing, Joyce said, except that neither one of us is taking such good care of herself, you know?


I tried to get my feelings hurt then, but I knew she was right. If I wanted to be as healthy as I could be, even now, especially now, I had to cut back on all the vodka I was drinking and figure out some kind of exercise I could do that wouldnt drive me crazy. Speaking of which, a little mental health effort probably wouldnt hurt either.


Well, youre the oldest, I said. Tell me what to do.


Will you do it?


Will you?


God, yes! I look terrible. Well start a program.


Okay.


Well eat more nutritious food.


Whos cooking?


I am.


Okay.


Well exercise regularly.


What kind of exercise?


I dont know, Joyce said. Anything but swimming until I get a new suit.


Dont worry about it, I said. Its already almost dark outside.


We picked our way down the gentle grassy slope that ran from Joyces back steps down a couple of hundred yards to the thin strip of sandy, weedy beach and stuck our toes in the lake. It was as warm as bathwater. We didnt see anybody out, but when I whispered to Joyce that we ought to go skinny-dipping, she swatted me on the behind like I was five years old again.


We walked out up to our chins, feeling the murky bottom of the lake oozing up between our toes, and then lay out on our backs side by side. The water was so still, all we had to do was flutter our hands and feet a little bit to stay close and afloat.


Its not just the physical stuff, Joyce said.


That just leaped out at me. The physical stuff is never just to me. Not anymore.


What isnt? I said.


Things we have to work on. Remember all those books we bought that day?


How could I forget them? When Joyce came to Atlanta right after I first diagnosed, we took a whole day and went to every spiritual bookstore in town. Joyce thought this might be a good time for us to start meditating, so we were ostensibly in search of books to guide us in that practice, but I was lying through my teeth. My quest was for the secret of what God really wants so I could do it, be forgiven, and get well. I wanted to live forever, of course, but at this point I was prepared to accept an ordinary African-American old age, full of high blood pressure and bad feet, but ultimately dying in my own bed in a nice clean nursing home with color TV.


Every place we went had books about dying and preparing for dying, but I avoided those like the plague, no pun intended. I was interested in L-I-V-I-N-G. The dying part would have to take care of itself.


So we bought:




2 books on Buddhism


1 book of daily prayers for positive people (the author meant positive in outlook, but I liked the unintentional double meaning)


1 book on yoga with photographs of blissed-out-looking people standing on one leg with their eyes closed


1 silver sea charm to ward off the evil eye


3 packs of Blue Pearl incense


1 brass incense holder


4 tapes promising to teach us how to meditate in a variety of ways, including one that guaranteed the same results as the traditional methods, but you only had to sit there for three minutes a day instead of an hour.




Joyce was going to wear the evil-eye charm, but she kept looking at the symbols and weird writing all over it and she got nervous that it could be a trick, that the thing might have the opposite power and conjure up the Devil instead of chasing him off. I told her we should have gotten wolfbane like they do in the vampire movies, but she didnt think that was funny.


Then I started trying to figure out who we could send the charm to. Somebody who deserved some bad luck for doing some evil shit they never had to pay for. But that made her even more nervous since if it was a Devil charm and we sent it to somebody and something bad happened, we would be sort of like agents of the Devil, right?


It was really pretty funny since we had bought all this stuff to help us calm down and we were working ourselves up into a frenzy just trying to figure out how to use it. Its like reading those magazine articles about reducing stress. I read those articles all the time and I look at the things they recommend and I usually am not doing one single thing on the list. I consider doing them all the time, but I rationalize not starting to work on them immediately by thinking how theyd be so easy to do if I ever really wanted to do them. This is bullshit, of course, since each one of them would require a major redirecting of energy and since Im already so guilt-ridden about not having done this stuff a long time ago, I could never just take one at a time. Id have to tackle the whole righteous group simultaneously, or not at all, which brings us back around to why all that stuff we bought that day is still almost untouched by human hands.


Do you still have them? Joyce said. I was sure I did. Somewhere.


Well, Ive still got mine, Joyce said. Maybe we can find something in there.


Something spiritual? I said, remembering the movie in which Tina Turner converted to Buddhist chanting after Ike beat her with a shoe in the back of that great big limo. I didnt know if I was ready for all that yet.


Joyce laughed and started treading water, something I have never been able to do for longer than ten seconds without sinking like a stone. Dont say it like that. I dont mean we have to start playing tambourines on the street. Maybe we could just try the meditation or something. Eddie swears by it.


Eddie meditates? I said, giving my treading water its best shot and failing miserably.


Twice a day, he told me, Joyce said, splashing for the dock, with me and my pathetic dog paddle bringing up the rear. We hoisted ourselves up onto the dock and immediately collapsed from the intensity of our feeble efforts.


We are in bad shape, Joyce said.


I was wondering if Eddie went all the way and sat cross-legged on a pillow and lit incense and shit. What else does Eddie do? I said.


Tai chi. Joyce closed her eyes. Its sort of like yoga, but it all flows together when you do it right. It looks like a dance. He tried to teach it to me once, but I was too embarrassed to do it all by myself, and Mitch wasnt interested. Eddie said that in China, big groups of old people do it outside at dawn in the public parks. Maybe thats what I needed. Some other old folks to be out there creaking around with me.


Dont look at me, I said. Im not that old, big sister. I aint creaking nowhere yet. And dont you forget it!


I never forget anything, Joyce said, suddenly serious. She opened her eyes and turned toward me, propped up on one elbow. When Mitch died, I thought I would never be able to swim in this lake again, she said. I thought it would make me too sad or too mad or something. But it never did. It always makes me think about him and remember what a good man he was. She smiled at me. I miss him every day, she said softly. Every single day.


I reached over and took her hand and squeezed it and we lay there like that for a while, just looking at the moon and listening to the crickets.


Im glad youre going to be here when Imani comes home, Joyce said.


Me, too, I said. And I was.
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eddie showed up this afternoon with a bag of the reddest tomatoes Id ever seen. He was dashing off to town for something or other, but promised to come back and have dinner with us. Joyce lined the tomatoes up on the windowsill where the sun made their red roundness look almost artificial, it was so perfect. I could practically feel the juice running down my chin.


These will be great in the salad tonight, she said.


I must have looked disappointed because she relented and handed me one.


Maybe you should make sure theyre not poison.


No chance, I said, passing it under the cold water and biting into it like an apple. Even without salt, this tomato was spectacular. Firm and sweet and juicy without a hint of green. It actually tasted like sunshine.


Jesus!


Joyce laughed. Is the man a tomato-growin somethin or what?


If he actually grew these, he is the tomato master, I said, popping the last bit of it into my mouth.


Its all organic, too, Joyce said. No chemicals, no pesticides, no poison.


I dont even see a garden, I said, eyeing another tomato greedily.


He plants a little ways off from the house to get the best sun, she explained.


What else does he grow?


Everything. Potatoes, collard greens, lettuce, turnips. He used to raise rabbits before he was a vegetarian.


To eat? I couldnt imagine Eddie slaughtering bunnies.


He meant to raise them to eat, but he couldnt bring himself to do it, Joyce said. Should we eat outside? The mosquitoes havent been too bad this summer.


Sure, I said, glad Eddie had a soft spot for small creatures in tight spots. I could definitely relate.


Joyce handed me a blue ceramic vase I recognized from a long time ago. My mother liked to fill it with wildflowers. Remember this?


Not without Queen Annes lace and some black-eyed Susans. I tucked it under my arm and headed outside, but those fresh tomatoes winked at me from the windowsill. How about a tomato for the road?


How far are you going? Joyce knew I could have stepped right out the front door and gathered more flowers than we needed. Sustenance was a poor excuse, so I switched gears quickly.


Ple-e-e-ase? I said, falling back effortlessly into the irritating whine all little sisters carry as a blood memory and a sacred trust. If you dont annoy your big sister for no good reason from time to time, she thinks you dont love her anymore, and I was crazy about Joyce. I shifted into overdrive. Puh-leeeez?


Take it, take it! She winced, tossing me the smallest of the remaining fruit. Joyce cant stand whining.


You brought that on yourself, I said, washing my prize and turning to see Joyce smiling tearily at me. Brattiness didnt used to make Joyce feel sentimental, but these days it doesnt take much.


Welcome home, little sister, she said softly. You look great.
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if everybody who claimed to be a vegetarian cooked like Joyce and Eddie, the world would be a much safer place for a whole lot of animals. By the time we got through with homemade pasta, homegrown vegetables, and Eddies angelic tomatoes, we decided to wait a few minutes before tackling the peach cobbler. No wonder Joyce had a hard time dieting. The girl could burn.


She and Eddie exchanged news while I sat there watching the stars come out. I was realizing how many more stars you see in the country than you ever see in the city when I heard Eddie say something about finishing a house in Grand Rapids.


Is that what you do? I said. Build houses?


Houses, fences, furniture, he said. Im a carpenter.


Just like Jesus. I was just being a smart aleck, but I realized that with his hair hanging down around his shoulders, the beard, the sandals, and his penchant for dashikis, he definitely had a biblical sort of look going.


Eddies the best around, Joyce said, refilling iced tea glasses all around.


Is that what you always did? I said, sipping the icy lemon-peppermint mixture.


Eddie smiled slowly. Not always.


I waited for him to continue, but he just looked at me. He had answered my question, but gone no further. Id have to frame my questions in a less open-ended way unless I wanted to end the evening without any more details then Id had when we started.


I saw something funny yesterday, Joyce said. This kid was visiting somebody in the hospital and he had on a T-shirt that said Jesus Was a Black Man. Period. I watched him walk down the hall and all these white folks were glaring at him like they were waiting for God to send a lightning bolt in defense of his whiteness. But when you think about where he was born, what are the chances hed be a blue-eyed blonde?


She was right about that. The sunburn alone would have killed him, I said.


Eddie laughed at that so loud it startled me and I knocked over my iced tea, but it didnt matter. We were outside and I didnt break anything. I mopped up a little while Joyce went in to get the cobbler and then me and Eddie just sat there looking at the sky, which was dark enough now to reveal the thousands of stars that only show themselves without the presence of neon.


Can you name them? he said.


Only the real obvious ones, I said.


Which ones are those?


I pointed. The Big Dipper, The Little Dipper, and sometimes Cassiopeias Chair, if I concentrate real hard. Can you?


I can do those three and Orions Belt.


My father knew them all, I said. I almost went blind as a kid trying to make out bows and arrows and goats with fishtails.


Your father was the one who showed me the ones I know.


Really? I always forget that you knew him.


Thats because you werent born yet, he said. I was probably about eight or nine and I was running away.


From home? I was trying to imagine him as a wayward eight-year-old.


From here, he said, laughing and shaking his head at the memory. Your father passed me on the road and figured it was a little late for me to be out by myself.


So he showed you how to find the Milky Way?


He asked me if I needed a ride somewhere, and when I didnt answer, he said he was going home and sit on his dock and read the sky and if I wanted to come, hed sure like some company.


Im surprised he didnt take you home to your mother.


He probably figured that was the last place I wanted to go. We turned in right here and strolled on down to the lake like this is what we always did on Saturday night. We sat down on the dock and took off our shoes and he started reading the sky to me, just like he said he was going to.


Eddie stopped and looked down the slope at the dock as if he could still see my father and his boy self down there talking softly so they wouldnt wake up my mother. In the morning I woke up in your front room on the couch. Your mom gave me some breakfast and told me shed talked to my mother, who was glad to hear I was okay, even if she was going to have to beat my butt when I got home.


Did she?


No. She said she was sorry things were such a mess and if I ever felt that way again, to let her know and wed figure out another way to come at it.


Did you?


I didnt have to. After that I figured she was doing the best she could and I ought to be helping her instead of driving her crazy.


Joyce came back out with the cobbler, some freshly whipped cream, and a pot of coffee. For a while nobody said anything and then the mosquitoes came out from wherever they had been hiding and chased us inside. Eddie helped us clean up and as we dried the last dish, Joyce invited him to come to church with us in the morning.


I dont think so, he said.


Just thought Id ask, Joyce said, laughing. I figured I could get extra points in heaven by bringing in two nonbelievers on the same first Sunday.


Are you a lapsed Baptist, too? I said.


Im not a Christian, he said, making me instantly curious.


What are you?


Now, thats another question altogether. He shrugged, a gesture I was beginning to recognize as one of his favorites. I dont really know yet. But Im working on it.


Okay with me, I thought, watching him walk off into the darkness, heading for home via the path at the edge of the lake. Ive always been a sucker for a work in progress.
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when we got to the church, Joyce took me downstairs to show me the nursery. The room was clean and bright, and even though it was only ten oclock, there were already two toddlers and an infant comfortably in residence. A young girl who looked about fourteen, but was probably a couple of years older from the way she was handling things when we walked in, was balancing the baby expertly on her right hip while bringing out a box of toys to entertain the other two children, who seemed to be twins.


Do you want puzzles? she asked, and they nodded slowly in unison without letting go of each others hands.


Let me do that. Joyce pulled out several colorful wooden puzzles with pieces big enough for little hands to grab on their own and made the introductions.


Aretha Simmons, meet my sister, Ava.


Aretha smiled, shifted the baby to her left hip, and extended her hand. Welcome, she said. Or I guess I should say welcome back.


Thanks, I said, as two more toddlers and their mothers arrived and Joyce went to greet them.


How old is your baby? Up close, Aretha didnt look quite so young, but she didnt look like she ought to be a mother yet either.


She laughed. This little pumpkin? she said, tickling the baby gently under its double chin, which resulted in a contented gurgle and a sleepy yawn. This is Doethas baby.


Which one is yours?


I dont have one.


Hey, Ree. A young woman with a sleeping bundle breezed by us and deposited her baby gently in one of several portable cribs.


Hey, Tomika, Aretha said. How long she been asleep?


About twenty minutes, Tomika replied. She ought to be good for another hour, but I brought a bottle just in case. She handed over a frilly pink diaper bag.


You better. Aretha slung it over her baby-free shoulder. Otherwise, get ready, cause you know Im bringin her right up to you!


You gonna be the one answerin to Old Lady Anderson if you let this chile mess up her solo!


Everybody know she aint my baby, Aretha said. How am I gonna be the one in trouble?


Cause everybody also know I aint got no sense, Tomika said with a grin. You got no excuse!


Aretha laughed, put the now-sleeping baby shed been carrying in the crib next to Tomikas daughter, and turned to collect another one, already awake and howling, from a harried-looking young woman who practically threw her child into Arethas arms and ducked upstairs to the relative peace of the sanctuary.


Joyce was busy getting the toddlers settled in with their choice of toys, picture books, puzzles, and doll babies almost as big as they were. It looked like an appropriate time for me to make my exit upstairs, too. I told Joyce Id meet her after the service, waved at Aretha, who waved back while reaching to wipe a nose that needed it, went upstairs, and took a seat in the back.


There were three or four older men in the front on the left-hand side who I took to be the Deacon Board and two solemn ushers in dark suits and white gloves when you first walked in, but the congregation was overwhelmingly female, from the young ones who had dropped off their babies downstairs to the ones who had been old for as long as I could remember them. There were flowers on the altar and, as always, a large painting of a sweetly blue-eyed Jesus kneeling in prayer. I remembered our conversation of the night before and I mentally substituted Eddies face, but that brought on such a rush of feelings that didnt have anything to do with church that I blushed in spite of myself.


It was already warm in the sanctuary, and the lazy ceiling fans were being actively outclassed by the hand-held variety provided by Browns Funeral Parlor up the road in Baldwin. I think theyre probably the people who put us on the list to receive the suicide booklets, but I couldnt swear to it.


It wasnt long before the choir took their places at the back of the church, the organist nodded her readiness up front, and we all stood for the processional. Mama and Daddy werent big on church, so we hardly ever went while I was growing up, but I always like the music and they were singing one of my favorites, Great Gettin Up Mornin. The choir started as one voice:





In that great gettin up mornin,


Fare you well, fare you well,


In that great gettin up mornin,


Fare you well, fare you well.


Let me tell you bout the comin of judgment,


Fare you well, fare you well,



Let me tell you bout the comin of judgment,


Fare you well, fare you well.





They were right behind me, clapping and singing, and they sounded so good they made me shiver even in all that heat. They surrounded my less-than-stellar soprano with such a symphony of passionate praise that I felt like I could really sing. We all did. The pews were full of smiling, swaying black women, eyes closed, heads thrown back, voices loud without apology, all of us convinced we were singing our sanctified asses off.


Then, all of a sudden, I heard a female voice lifting up and swooping over our best efforts like Diana Ross assuming leadership of the Supremes. This was a voice that celebrated the delicate, death-defying balance between the secular and the sensual that makes Sunday morning service the sweet, sweat-drenched experience that it is.





Gods gonna up and speak to Gabriel,


Fare you well, fare you well.


Gods gonna up and speak to Gabriel,


Fare you well, fare you well ...




The choir, rising to the challenge of this amazing voice, leaped even higher in pursuit of the same ecstasy, and those of us in the pews opened our eyes and glanced at each other to confirm the unexpected wonder of it.





Blow your trumpet, Gabriel,


Fare you well, fare you well.


Blow your trumpet, Gabriel,


Fare you well, fare you well.





The choir started walking now, swishing their robes as they walked down the center aisle and up to the choir loft. As they passed beside me, I waited to see which of these women who I passed at the grocery store or greeted at the gas station had been hiding a voice that made you want to believe whatever she believed just so you could sing that way. As I turned to look, Gerry Anderson caught my eye and returned my surprised, admiring smile without missing a beat, her voice running between us like a bright red ribbon.





In that great gettin up mornin,


Fare you well, fare you well.


In that great gettin up mornin,


Fare you well, fare you well.
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if the good Reverend Mrs. voice was a surprise, the Good Reverend himself was a revelation. Tall, white-haired, and sixtyish, the Rev looked like an aging Cab Calloway and preached like Jesse Jackson. He had a long, black robe with full sleeves that billowed out like wings when he raised his arms in praise or flung them wide in surrender. His voice was rich and more powerful than his slender frame would lead you to believe.


His sermon topic, as promised, was No Hiding Place Down Here. It was a fairly weird mixture of traditional references and contemporary anecdotes. The Apostles, for example, became the Jesus Posse, which I thought was going just a little too far, but at the heart of things, it was still a depressingly old-fashioned message about an all-seeing, always-judgmental God the Father, whos got a lake of fire waiting for your sinful ass if you dont shape up.


I hate that kind of preaching. It scares the shit out of people for an hour on Sunday and hopes the threat of hellfire will keep them under control until they get back for another dose the following week. Ive been reading one of Joyces Buddhist books and it was a revelation to me that an entire spiritual practice could be constructed without all that guilt and punishment and damnation.


The Rev, of course, was a Baptist, not a Buddhist, but our basic theological differences aside, I had to admit the threat of an angry God had never sounded so good.


The Good Reverend was charismatic and he knew how to work it. After painting a picture of all the terrible things in the world from which any sane person would want to hide, the Rev came slowly out from behind the pulpit and began to pass among his congregation.


But the Lord has already told us that there is no hiding place down here. Down here among the sinners and the unsaved. There is no hiding place down here!


Yes, Lord!


So what do you say when that alcohol says it can hide you?


No, said a church full of people who had been drinking all week.


And what do you say when that dope says it can hide you?


No, said a church full of people who couldnt wait to go home and get high.


And what do you say when that Devil sends that snake, that pet of Satan, just like he sent to Eve, and tries to tell you that sex can hide you?


No, said a church full of people who started having sex with as many people as they could as soon as they hit puberty.


But the Rev was on a roll, touching this ones shoulder as he passed, smiling Christian encouragement at that one as she gazed up at him, building and blending the message and the feeling and the promise with such conviction and style and passion that suddenly a woman threw up her hands and wailed. It was a long, high, desperate-for-relief sound, and every woman in the room recognized it.


That was all it took. By the time the Rev was through, two women had shouted, one had flung herself at his neck, and three more had swooned in their seats and been fanned back to consciousness by two large deaconesses in white dresses who were standing by for that express purpose. When the choir came in right on time as he opened the doors of the church to new members, his wifes voice again promised sweet rewards for those who, like her, found their way to the feet of Jesus. Eyes closed, the Rev sat in his thronelike chair behind the pulpit, seemingly exhausted by the demands of his message.


I was impressed with the quality of their act, but confused. They were good at this. As a team, probably one of the best Id ever seen. It was sort of like seeing Jessye Norman and Kathleen Battle singing Puccini in a community talent show. Youre glad to be there, but you cant help but wonder, What the hell are they doing in Idlewild?


After service, Joyce set up a meeting with the Good Reverend and his Mrs. for tomorrow afternoon, and we found out that another house got robbed last night. Hattie McNeil has got to be eighty and she lives alone. They took her TV, her radio, and all the money she had in her purse. She was in her room asleep and she never heard a thing. She came downstairs this morning and freaked out when she started thinking about all the things that could have happened if theyd come upstairs and found an old woman home alone. Joyce dropped me off and went to check on Hattie.


I guess the Rev had it right. No hiding place down here.
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i dreamed about walking in Eddies garden. Im wearing a long, white dress and Ive got on this big-ass straw hat and Im holding up my skirt so it wont get dirty. Eddies walking right in front of me telling me what he planted and when its coming up. Neither one of us has any shoes on and the dirt is soft and warm and moist without being squishy.


He stops to show me a new kind of tomato hes planted this year for the first time. I am surprised to see that it is perfectly golden and not red at all like the other tomatoes he grows. It is also small enough for him to hold four or five in his palm like candy. I take one and pop it into my mouth, savoring the warm sweetness, and I drop my skirt to reach for another and the wind catches it and lifts me up like wings and I hold his hand and his hair lifts him up like wings, too, and all I hear is the sound of the wind and the sound of our laughter and then he leans over and tells me the name of the golden tomatoes.


Yellow Plum, he says into my ear. Theyre Yellow Plum.


And then I woke up.



19



joyce figured shed need as much help as she could get trying to outmaneuver the Good Reverend and his Mrs., so she drafted me into going to the meeting with her. I groaned all the way there, of course. Thats a younger sisters job, no matter how old you get, but the truth of it is, Im really curious about the dynamic duo. Theres something just a little off center about them, but I havent figured out what yet.


Their grandson was at church yesterday, along with Earthas brother from hell, Frank, who seems to be his best friend. Joyce said the rumor is that Tyrones mother left him with his grandparents for the weekend and never came back, but thats just a rumor. She also told me that Frank was there only because it is part of the condition of his long probation. The judge who sentenced him must have seen too many Andy Hardy movies. Send the young man to the country! Get him some fresh air and sunshine! Make sure he goes to Sunday school! Hes still young enough to turn his life around! Of course, hes practically illiterate, couldnt get a job if there were any around to be gotten, and has no idea how the world works, but hey! Hell probably get a great tan out of it anyway!


When the announcement was made about the robbery, Tyrone and Frank looked at each other and snickered like the idea of a terrified old lady sleeping through what could have been something really dangerous was the funniest thing theyd heard in ages. After service, they circled the church yard like lions waiting for a distracted antelope to separate itself from the herd long enough to be vulnerable. A couple of girls giggled in their direction, but nobody made an approach.


I felt sorry for them. Id seen boys in my Atlanta neighborhood grow into swaggering young men who were suddenly scary until you looked into their still baby faces and realized who they used to be, but I also knew how dangerous they were. Id seen Frank hit that girl like he didnt care if he broke every bone in her face. Id seen Tyrone smoking dope right behind his grandmothers back. It was tempting but foolhardy to focus on their vulnerability instead of your own.


When we got there, the front door was unlocked and we could hear the sound of some pretty tortured hunt-and-peck typing coming from the church office. Gerry was sitting behind an Underwood upright frowning at the keyboard as if somebody had mysteriously rearranged it. When she looked up and saw us, she smiled and held up her hands in mock surrender to the ancient machine.


I told the Good Reverend if he doesnt hurry up and find us a new church secretary, he better!


Joyce and I were still standing in the door, and for a minute she just looked at us. The intensity of her smiles wish to be believed always gave her face a brittle appearance, and the complete coldness of her eyes didnt help matters.


Im here for the meeting, Joyce said. This is my sister, Ava.


We met the other day, Gerry said. Such an unusual name. Does it run in your family?


I wanted to say, Only if you believe my mothers tale that Ava Gardner was a mulatto second cousin of ours, once removed, who had managed to pass her way into the movies and was therefore worthy of having children named in her honor, but I just shook my head no.


Well, come in, come in, Gerry said. Our little group is going to be just the three of us, Im afraid.


She motioned us toward two wobbly straight-back chairs and settled herself behind the pastors desk as if she belonged there.


Isnt Reverend Anderson coming? Joyce said in a tone that carried just a whiff of warning. Joyce has calmed down a lot lately, but her reputation as a firebrand had probably preceded her. When she was in high school, she chained herself to the church front door to protest the war in Vietnam. Of course, that was long before the Andersons got here, but it was too good a story for somebody not to have shared it in the normal recitation of local whos who. Joyce even got her picture in the Lake County paper. Idlewild Teen Protest Reflects National Mood. I was so proud of her, I took it to school for show and tell.


Gerry smiled again. As he and I prayed together earlier in preparation for this very meeting, he received a sign from the Lord, praise him! He rose and went immediately to work on his message for next Sunday morning, understanding, as he must, that divine inspiration is not under any obligation to petty cares and earthly schedules. Hell try to stick his head in later.


Sure he will. Joyce had been right about the Rev. He was a preaching somethin, but when it came to doing the dirty work, Gerry was definitely the Head Negro in Charge. Excuse me. Negress.


All right. Joyce decided to be cool. Id like to know why the Sewing Circus meeting was canceled.


Postponed, Gerry said. The Good Reverend wanted me to make it clear that the meeting has only been postponed until we reach a meeting of the minds.


Joyce just looked at her.


And Im sure that such a meeting can be reached, arent you?


I hope so, Joyce said. I think we have to do more for our young people, not less.


The Good Reverend couldnt agree more. Gerry nodded enthusiastically as if now convinced that they were on the same wavelength. As you may know, at our last congregation, the Good Reverend created a youth program that became a model for churches all over the Midwest. We had over two hundred young men actively involved in a program of Christian education.


Where were the young women? Joyce said.


Gerry glanced sharply at Joyce and then modified her expression to convey her disappointment at the lack of understanding reflected in the question. The Good Reverend saw our young men as a top priority, both as part of his calling and personally. She lowered her eyes briefly and her voice softened a little. One of the reasons this congregation is such a blessing is that it allows us to remove our Tyrone from the evil influence of the city and bring him to a place where Gods majesty is evident all around us.


Too bad, I thought. They came all this way so Tyrone and Frank could find each other.


The Good Reverend is an expert on the kind of outreach work youre trying to do with the young women in this community


I thought he was an expert on programs for young men, Joyce said sweetly.


Gerry ignored her. And what the Good Reverend has found is that what these children need is a straightening of their overall Christian values. They are already overstimulated and confused by all the terrible sex material aimed at them.


She got that right.


The last thing they need is more information about those kinds of things.


What kinds of things?


The things those brochures were talking about.


And what things were those?


I dont think we have to play games here, do we, Sister Mitchell? I think we both know what Im talking about.


I felt like I was back in Atlanta listening to people talking in tongues, trying not to say HIV. Joyce took a deep breath and her voice was very calm.


They are ignorant, Sister Anderson. They need information about everything, but especially about AIDS. Their generation is dying faster than anybody else because they dont know how to protect themselves.


Abstinence. Gerrys voice carried the righteous conviction of people who still think the best way to combat any galloping social illdrug abuse, sexual irresponsibility, teenage pregnancyis to simply advise those undisciplined few who are tempted to just say no.


It doesnt work, Joyce said. Weve had four new babies born in the last six months to girls who are still not twenty years old.


Gerrys voice cut in like a hot knife through butter. Werent all of them active in the Sewing Circle? I wanted Joyce to reach across the desk and slap her, but she didnt. Joyce is nonviolent.


Yes.


So I guess your method isnt so surefire either, is it, Sister Mitchell?


They looked at each other across the desk and then Joyce said slowly, No, I guess it isnt surefire at all, Sister Anderson. Its probably many things, but surefire is definitely not among them.


Gerry looked pleased. Well, see there. We agree on a lot of things after all.


Joyce smiled suddenly and stood up, extending her hand. I appreciate your time. Im sorry Reverend Anderson couldnt join us, but Im looking forward to his message on Sunday, so I cant really be disappointed, can I?


Praise God! Gerry got to her feet and shook Joyces hand.


Maybe we can talk again after Ive had a chance to think about some of the excellent points you brought out this morning.


I thought Joyce was laying it on pretty thick, but Gerry was eating it up.


Of course we can, dear, she said, holding out her dry, smooth hand to me. And it was so good to have you in our little congregation on Sunday, too.


You have a wonderful voice, I said, following Joyces lead with some flattery of my own. I wasnt lying either. The woman could blow.


He blessed me with an instrument to glorify his name! she said as we headed for the door, then Joyce turned around with the phoniest innocent look on her face you could ever imagine.


Sister Anderson? When shall I bring you the bulletin announcement for next Wednesday? Its only our regular nursery school scheduling session. Not very exciting, but if it helps free up these young mothers so they can concentrate more fully on the word of God, its worth it, isnt it?


Gerry peered closely at Joyce, but Joyce was totally cool.


Of course, dear, Gerry said. Just be sure it gets here by Thursday noon. Im not as good at this typing business as I used to be.


When we got outside, I started fussing immediately, but Joyce stopped me.


Wait until we pull out, she said. Im sure shes still watching us.


Youre not going along with all that, are you? I said as we climbed into the car.


Of course not, but now that she thinks I am, Ive got some room to move around for a minute or two. She never comes to our meetings. Ill tell her were going to be discussing the nursery from now until Christmas if thats what makes her happy. The womans out of touch. Shes worrying about them storing up points in heaven when what they need is some survival lessons.


As Joyce pulled the car out of the empty parking lot, I looked in the side mirror and saw Gerry standing in the window, watching.
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i had finally convinced Joyce to let me pamper her a little bit with a hard wash, deep conditioner, and rebraiding. When I rubbed some warm oil on her scalp and snuck in a little neck massage, she sighed and closed her eyes like I had finally hit the exact spot that needed it.


You were right, she said. This feels great.

Im always right.


I wouldnt go that far, she smiled. I rubbed a little oil in the kitchen where the hair is always so soft it feels like a babys first growth. In beauty school, they told us to call the kitchen the nape, but any black beautician worth the name knows you cant use a term that has the word nap in it. Joyce sighed again. That feels wonderful.


Im good at this. I wasnt bragging. I always made good money, but I never really enjoyed it until I got into the psychology of the whole process. I knew sisters spent a lot of time and money and energy on our hair, but I figured it was all about looking good for whatever brother was on the home front or on the horizon. Then I started watching my clients and listening to them more closely. They all talk a mile a minute. Im not required to talk much. My function is more to ask the right questions, praise whatever course of action they have already followed, show indignation or approval at appropriate intervals, and make sure I dont cut it too short on the sides or leave them under the dryer any longer than absolutely necessary.


I was good at itthe cutting and the listeningand some of my clients came twice a week at thirty to fifty dollars a pop. Now, I like to look good, too, but I think it was only half about looking good and the other half about having somebody to actively listen, actively affirm, and actively touch without expecting sex or a home-cooked meal in exchange.


Most sisters lean into a good shampoo like its as welcome as good sex. One of my operators used to say thats why black beauticians wash your hair so damn hard. They know theyre doing double duty. I wont go that far, but I know Joyce had the most relaxed look on her face Id seen there in a while. I worked both hands near her temples and was rewarded by another voluptuous sigh.


Tell me about Aretha, I said. Her face had stayed in my mind ever since Sunday. There was something about her that made you notice, made you wonder, made you care. Even though she looked like most of the other girls around herecheap clothes, too much makeup, and the worst haircuts Ive seen in ages!her eyes were bright and curious and she seemed aware that there was a bigger world available to her if she wanted it. Watching her at the nursery, I found myself hoping she was going to be one of the ones who survived.


Shes got a chance, Joyce said. Her parents were movement people. Came up here hoping they could find a community of like-minded souls.


An all-black paradise, I said.


Well, maybe not a paradise, but at least someplace where black folks had figured out some things.


We figured out some things, all right, I said. How to get the hell on the bus to the city. Lean over.


Why? Joyce said.


Get some blood flowing to that head, I said. What do you think?


Who knows? said Joyce, leaning over and shaking her head of thick, newly washed hair into a fluffy black cloud around her face.


Were they at church Sunday? I said, trying to decide whether to make a continuous circle of braids or a pattern of angles. Joyce has really healthy hair, and once I get her to sit still, she doesnt mind letting me be creative.


They got killed in a car accident. A big semi crossed the line. Aretha had just turned twelve.


Jesus! Poor people, I thought. Whats that thing about if you want to make God laugh, start making plans? Thats sure the damn truth.


They were going to put her in foster care or send her back to Detroit to her grandmother, but then one of her mothers friends took her.


Nice woman?


Joyce shrugged. Shes all right. Shes usually drunk, but shes very quiet about it, so nobody bothers her. I do what I can, but Arethas independent and proud. She wont usually admit she needs any help from anybody. She just figures it out and takes care of things. Shes pretty much raising herself.


She seems to be doing a pretty good job of it, I said. Is that too tight? I patted the beginning of the braid lightly.


Joyce smiled. Its perfect. Whyd you ask about Aretha?


I dont know. She just looked so alive when we saw her on Sunday.


Shes about the only sixteen-year-old who comes to the Sewing Circus who doesnt already have a kid.


Good for her.


She wants to go to Interlochen.


Interlochen was a boarding school for smart, artistic kids a couple of hours up the road. Tuition was steep and scholarships were scarce, even for white kids.


Does she have a chance at it?


Shes talented, Joyce said. And shes determined. She applied for a special institute. A month in residence at the end of the summer. She ought to hear something in a couple of days.


You think shell get it?


Ive got my fingers crossed.


Thats not a very scientific approach, I said, parting Joyces hair gently into small sections. The secret of good-looking braids is absolutely straight parts between them.


And Ive helped her with the application and drove her down for the interview.


Okay, I said, tucking the end of one braid into the beginnings of the next one. Just wanted to be sure you werent falling down on the job.


Talking about Aretha made me see why Joyce is doing what she does. I liked the girls energy. I guess she reminded me of myself a little bit at her age: alive and well and on my way.
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eddie scared the shit out of me this morning. I was home by myself since Joyce went into town early to pick up a few last-minute things. Shes bringing Imani home tomorrow and shes been spinning around like a top for the last twenty-four hours. Im worn out just from watching her, so once I put the kettle on for tea (although I still prefer coffee even if it is bad for me!), I got out one of those meditation tapes Joyce had, and it sounded like something I might actually be able to do. In fact, it didnt sound like much more than sitting still for a little while and trying to calm down. The guy on the tape said to think of your mind as a monkey, swinging through the trees, chattering away a mile a minute, and the meditation was a way to catch hold of the monkey.


So there I was, sitting on the porch with my eyes closed, counting my breaths like the guy said to make sure I dont get distracted, and Im feeling pretty silly about doing this at all, but it feels good just to be sitting out here. I almost never just sit anywhere. Im always talking or working or reading or watching TV or on the phone or worrying.


So Im trying to sit there and tell myself that everything feels silly the first few times you do it and not to give up and go make a pot of coffee when I felt a presence. I didnt hear anything, but you know how you can feel somebody looking at you? At first I figured maybe it was just the meditation kicking in, but it didnt feel like a spiritual presence. It felt like a person presence, so I opened my eyes and Eddie was standing there in the yard, just looking at me. I had expected to see somebody, but I still jumped. I couldnt believe he had gotten that close up on me and I hadnt even heard him break a twig.


I didnt mean to startle you, he said.


You dont make much noise when you move around, do you? I said.


He smiled at me. I didnt see you until I was already in the yard. You werent making a whole bunch of noise yourself.


I have my moments, I said.


Joyce asked me to come over and put the crib together. I could see he had a small toolbox with him.


Shes gone to the grocery store, I said, but its sitting in a box in the middle of the living room floor if you want to get started.


Good, he said. I know she wants it ready for tomorrow.


Shes pretty excited, I said, glad to have an excuse for putting on that pot of coffee and joining Eddie in the living room where he was reading the instructions for the crib carefully and laying parts out methodically in a row so that once he got started he wouldnt have to be digging around in the bottom of the box like I always do, looking for the crucial four screws that I probably threw away an hour ago.


You learn to walk that quiet in the army, too? I said.


Habit, he said, putting a weird little bracket down next to a set of weird little clamps.


He opened his toolbox and started looking at the various sizes of screwdrivers, matching them up quickly with the pieces of the baby bed where they would be required. One thing about Wild Eddie, he wasnt much of a talker. He never seemed to be uncomfortable. He just didnt talk to fill in empty space like most people do. I wondered if that was habit too.


I sat there and drank my coffee and he put that whole crib together and never said a word. And it was okay. There was something really quiet about Eddie. I dont mean just not talking. Something about him was still. When he got through with the cribs assembly and attached the mobile, we stood back to admire his handiwork.


I figured out why I didnt recognize you at the airport, he said, like wed been engaged in a discussion about it.


Because I grew up, I said.


He gestured toward my almost-shaved head. No. I thought youd have more hair.


I was in the hair business, I said, but when it comes to my own, sometimes I go through periods where less is definitely more.


What business are you in now? he said.


I heard myself hesitate, but I played right past it. Im between engagements.


He looked at me. I like it. He took his time before he said it, too, like he was really trying to decide.


Thanks, I said, and picked up our cups to take back into the kitchen so he wouldnt catch me blushing.


I like it a lot. And he smiled the smile that had been at the heart of most of the Wild Eddie Jefferson stories Id ever heard involving women. I was beginning to understand why.
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it was another pretty day. Im making pasta for dinner tonight and I wanted to get some decent red wine to go with it, so I decided to drive to Big Rapids in search of Chianti. I borrowed Joyces car, treated myself to lunch at a pretty little restaurant with outdoor caf seating that looked like it had just dropped in from Paris for the afternoon, and found a liquor store with a huge, if dusty, selection of wine. I was poking around, to the complete disinterest of the bored owner, when the door opens and in walks Reverend Anderson. Well, he doesnt really just walk in. He kind of creeps in like he doesnt especially want anybody to see him in a liquor store in the middle of the afternoon. He didnt see me, so I just watched him.


Whatll it be? said the owner, folding his newspaper and looking put upon.


A fifth of Jack Daniels and a pint of peach brandy, the Rev said, pulling out his wallet.


The owner rang up the sale and grimaced at the brandy as he bagged it up. My wife likes this stuff, too, he said. I dont see how they drink it. Too sweet for me.


Thank you, said the Rev, folding the bills the man handed him and striding out quickly.


I took two bottles of passable Chianti to the cash register and looked out the window in time to see the Rev pulling away from the parking lot. His companion, a young man who looked about fifteen, sat as close to the door as he could without riding on the roof. He was probably on his way to a lecture from the Good Reverend about some sin or another, and he didnt seem to be looking forward to it one bit.


Well, I thought, thats an interesting idea. Combine some youth outreach work with a trip to the liquor store.


You ever drink that sweet brandy? said the owner, feeling more kindly now that I was actually buying something, I guess.


No, I said. Too sweet for me.


Exactly, he said, double-bagging my wine and smiling now like he was pleased to see I shared his opinion. Thats it exactly.


As I got back in the car and turned back toward Idlewild, I kept seeing that kids shoulders hunched up around his neck like he was trying to retract his head like a human turtle. Too bad, I thought. If hed been to church on Sunday, hed know: no hiding place down here.
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imani arrived this morning. She is the quietest baby Ive ever seen. Its almost like she knows her family history and is just glad somebody cared enough to take her home. She isnt about to make any waves. When the social worker handed her to Joyce, she was wide-awake and looking at everything with this real serious expression on her face. The social worker, who turned out to be a former co-worker of Joyces, said she didnt make a sound the whole drive down.

Be great for you if she stays that quiet, the woman said. Some of them scream bloody murder the whole time theyre awake.


Them. The way she said it made me feel sorry for Imani. She was already part of a group nobody wanted to deal with: crack babies.


We looked at Imani, who looked back without blinking as if to say: can you imagine me acting a fool like that? No way.


When the social worker left, Joyce sat down on the couch and held Imani on her knees so we could look into her face. She was a thin, cocoa brown baby with long, skinny legs and big, dark, old-lady eyes.


We have the same stylist, I said, running my hand lightly over her perfectly bald head. It was warm and smooth.


Isnt she beautiful? Joyce said, and leaned over to kiss the baby on both cheeks and smile into her face. Imani watched her intently without a trace of a smile back. She was also the most serious baby I had ever seen. The idea of chucking her under the chin or tickling her ribs was out of the question.


Ill bet she has plenty to say, Joyce said. Dont you? But you have to get someplace safe before you tell your secrets, isnt that right? I think thats right.


Imanis eyes never left Joyces face.


Do you want to hold her?


I hadnt really thought about it, but when Joyce asked the question, Imani turned toward me like she was waiting for the answer, too. What could I say? Joyce put her in my arms and went into the kitchen to see what the social worker had brought from the hospital.


Well, I said, wondering why there is such a strong urge to talk gibberish to babies. I resisted it. You made it, huh? Got born anyway.


She looked at me with her old-lady eyes like it had already been quite a trip. I was glad that she had landed here with us and hadnt had to go with her angry aunt Mattie and her crazy uncle Frank. You dont get to pick your family, but sometimes its good to have options.


I ran my hand over her little head again and she snuggled against me in a way that made me feel a surge of what I guess was maternal protectiveness. Imani had already kicked a drug habit cold turkey and outrun the HIV her mama was sending special delivery. She was stronger than she looked, and somehow that made me feel stronger, too.


You go, girl, I said. With your bad baby self.


All of a sudden I heard Joyce burst out laughing in the kitchen, but before she could explain, Eddie pulled up in the yard. Joyce stopped laughing long enough to introduce him to Imani. I handed her to him and he held her easily, like it was a perfectly natural thing to do. I liked that. It always pissed me off when men would go all thumbs if you asked them to hold a baby. Eddie even knew how to support the head. Imani gave him the same unblinking consideration she had bestowed on us while Joyce showed us what was so funny.


At the bottom of the bag the social worker had brought with bottles, diapers, bibs, and teething ring was a sort of harness thing that lets you pretend youre breast-feeding when youre really not. Supposedly some brother wanted to experience the joys of breast-feeding and invented this bib with tubes to simulate that. Eddie and I agreed this is not a brother that either one of us has any interest in getting to know. Bottle-feeding is one thing, but trying to fool the kid into thinking the milk is coming from inside you when its really cows milk seemed a little weird. Joyce said were just scared to open up to new experiences and that when Imani gets older, shes going to tell her how we acted.


We all laughed, but in the middle of it, I realized Im probably not going to be around for much of Imanis life. Two days ago I wasnt even sure I wanted to spend the summer with this kid, but now Im starting to really feel sorry for myself, picturing Eddie and Joyce witnessing her first steps without me. Going to her dance recitals and softball games. Taking snaps at her high school graduation. My brain went through a fast-forward of Kodak moments where I was conspicuously absent. I almost started crying at how much I was going to miss, then I thought fuck it. Im well right now and Im not going to make myself sick worrying about whats going to happen next.


So I took a deep breath like they keep saying on this meditation tape and tried to focus on being right in this room, right in this moment, and I actually felt better! It was amazing. I dragged that scared part of myself kicking and screaming into the present moment and it was so good to be there. I started grinning like an idiot.


I hope I can remember this feeling next time Im blubbering into my pillow because I cant count on the next thirty years. One day at a time. I ought to have that shit tattooed on my forehead. One damn day at a time.
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i knew there was going to be trouble when Joyce came home with four packages of juicy jumbo hot dogs and six boxes of latex condoms, but I dont think any of us had any idea how much trouble until Gerry walked into the fellowship hall and saw Aretha unrolling a very slippery lubricated condom over a jumbo juicy that, to facilitate matters, had been mounted straight up on a chopstick like the hard-on from hell.


The evening started off calmly enough, considering that most of these girls had not only never used a condom, they had never seen one, except in drugstore displays with smiling white couples on the front and the mysterious thing itself well concealed within. The words safe sex were not a part of their erotic vocabularies any more than birth control entered into their family planning options.

When Joyce introduced the Wednesday night session, which she had assured Gerry would focus on nothing more controversial than scheduling nursery workers for Sunday morning, by saying they were going to talk about AIDS, one of the older women in the group, which put her at about eighteen, snickered and rolled her eyes. I thought she was the one who had told Aretha at the nursery everybody knew she aint got no sense, but her hair and makeup were so different, it was hard to tell. Apparently the fairly ordinary upsweep shed favored for Sunday morning was of no interest during the week. She had added badly braided extensions, which were gathered on top of her head in a tall, gold-toned comb and still hung well below her shoulders. The braids were clearly new and still pulled so tight her eyes now had a distinctly unnatural slant that wasnt being helped much by the frosty blue eye shadow she was wearing. Add the deep plum lipstick, and homegirl had a look that was uniquely, and thankfully, all her
own.


Aint nobody in here fucking no faggots, she said. Excuse my French.


Joyce didnt even blink. She just asked them what they thought was the number one killer of young black folks all over America. They guessed homicide, drug overdose, cancer, and car accidents, in that order. When Joyce said AIDS, they thought she was kidding.


You just trying to scare us into reading this stuff, right? said a thin, muddy brown girl who I recognized from the nursery, too. She was sitting alone, jiggling a sickly-looking baby across her knees and waving one of the health department pamphlets. The baby didnt look much happier than he had on Sunday, but at least he wasnt crying.


You need to be scared, Joyce said calmly, if you want to stay alive.


That sort of got their attention and they started asking questions. Sitting in the back, holding the peacefully sleeping Imani, my only job for the evening once I reminded Joyce that I was not here to do missionary work, thank you, I was amazed and frightened by how little information they had. A lot of us can chalk our HIV up to innocence or ignorance or Ronald Reagans inability to say the word AIDS out loud, but this generation is supposed to know better. The information is everywhere, but it seems to wash right over them.


They wanted to know where it came from, how you could get it, could your kids get it, did you always die from it, and how could you tell who had it and who didnt.


You cant tell, Joyce said. Thats why we have to use condoms every single time.


My old man aint havin it, a woman with a long blond ponytail of somebody elses hair said, shaking her head. He said he cant feel nothin when he use em.


She hadnt even dyed the rest of her hair to match. The front was regular, dark brown, need-a-touch-up Negro womans hair. The back was literally a horse of a different color. I wondered who was doing their hair. Probably the same person giving them birth control advice.


My boyfriend say when we get it goin good, he dont wanna stop and put no rubber on, somebody else said.


Thats part of what we have to do, Joyce said. Thats when she reached into the shopping bag beside her and brought out the juicy jumbo. Were going to learn how to put it on for him.


Aretha had been sitting in the back, but when Joyce said that, she looked at me and grinned conspiratorially. Dont want to miss anything, she said, got up, and walked right up to the front. I laid Imani in her babyseat and moved up a little myself. As long as I was here, I didnt want to miss anything either. Joyce smiled and reached into the Baggie, took out the hot dog, held it up like she was demonstrating Tupperware, and then plunged it down on the chopstick so it seemed to stand at attention, awaiting her command. The women whooped with laughter.


That look a little like Junebug! one giggled.


In your dreams, Blond Ponytail teased her.


Joyce reached into the bag again and brought out a box of condoms.


Putting the condom on for your partner doesnt have to be a chore, Joyce said, and I mentally did the next sentence with her. It can be part of your lovemaking.


This spiel assumes, of course, that lovemaking is the activity in which the parties are engaged. Safe sex is based on two people agreeing to plan ahead and prepare for their physical exchanges in advance of the moment where everybody is firmly in the grip of their hormones and whatever drugs or alcohol they use to enhance the moment. Looking around at the young women now crowded around Joyces demonstration, I was willing to bet that making love is not any more a part of their sex lives than creative, mutually pleasurable foreplay.


First Joyce asked them to tear open a condom and look at it, touch it, roll it around in their fingers, smell it. This was all done with a maximum of giggling, signifying, and eye rolling, but I could see they were intrigued. Even the girl with the unhappy baby moved into the circle, too curious to hang back. By the time Joyce asked for a volunteer, six hands went up, but Aretha was standing right in front of the jumbo on a stick and she grabbed it.


The girl with the new extensions rolled her new eyes and snorted. You better ask for a Vienna sausage to practice on, little girl. You know you cant handle nothin like this.


Aretha was cool. She ripped open a packet containing a bright purple condom and smiled sweetly. You know, Tomika, since Im the only one in here who aint got no baby, or about to have one she paused significantly, positioned the condom carefully, and slowly rolled it down the quivering jumboI must be the only one who is handlin it the way its spose to be handled. She popped the condom securely in place and turned to Tomika. Your turn.


Several of the girls applauded, but Tomika tossed her hair until it swirled around her head like Medusa. I dont need no practice, she said.


Thats not what Roy say, the girl at her elbow said with a giggle, and moved quickly out of smacking range.


We all could use some practice, Joyce said, handing a packet to the thin girl with the fussy baby. You want to try, Patrice?


Patrice looked at Joyce for a second or two like she was deciding whether to go along with the program or scoop up her baby and try to make it home in time to see New York Undercover.


Go ahead, girl, said Tomika, glad to be off the spot. You got it.


Shit, said Patrice, taking the condom from Joyce defiantly and unrolling it, you aint said nothin but the word. She looked at Joyce, who nodded approvingly. Okay?


Okay.


Now can I ask you one thing?


Go ahead, Joyce said.


It aint nothin to it when its sittin still like that. But what you spose to do when its wigglin all over the place?


This broke up the group, but Joyce didnt bat an eye. Use two hands, she said, a technique that she proceeded to demonstrate to great and vocal delight, but which, from her reaction, the Reverend Mrs. didnt find at all amusing.


What do you think youre doing? Her voice, which was so beautifully spirit-filled on Sunday morning, sounded like the Devil speaking through that girl in The Exorcist. I turned toward the sound, fully expecting her head to be spinning around and pea soup to be spewing from her mouth. Clustered, guiltily now, around the table at the front of the room, we hadnt seen her come in. I wondered how long she had been standing there.


The power of her outrage brought an immediate silence. Even the children were suddenly quiet, waiting to see which one had provoked such a response from this woman who was now stalking toward the front of the room where the jumbo stood, safely hooded, in the center of a table scattered with condoms and replacement dogs in case this first one didnt hold up through the ministrations of all the sisters present.


The force of Gerrys outrage was so overpowering that the women fell back in her wake, groping behind them for their purses and their children, even while they hoped Joyce could save the situation.


Gerry stood across the table from Joyce now, pointing accusingly at the offending display. What in the name of all that is holy do you think you are doing with these girls?


Joyce didnt flinch. Im trying to save their lives.


By exposing them to this ... this filth? Gerry spit out the words.


By telling them the truth.


For a few seconds nobody moved and then Gerry stepped forward and swept her arm across the table, sending hot dogs, condoms, and pamphlets flying. It reminded me of that scene in The Ten Commandments where old Charlton Heston flings down the stone tablets to break up the decadent orgy in progress that greets his return from the wilderness, except I think Gerry was even madder than that. I could see her trembling even from the back of the room, struggling to regain control of her speech.


This meeting is over, she said finally, looking sternly from one frightened woman to another. All of you get your things and get out. Go home and pray to God that you have not marked your children for life by exposing them to such lewd and lascivious things.


They just looked at her, less in defiance than in confusion. What the hell did lewd and lascivious mean?


Go NOW! Gerrys voice was an angry bellow.


As the women headed for the door, Joyces voice rose sweetly above the confusion. You can pick up extra condoms from my sister at the door, she said, pointing at me. I remembered I had the other bag full of supplies in the back next to Imani, who was still sleeping, blissfully unaware. I scrambled to break them out and press them into the outstretched hands of the rapidly dispersing Sewing Circus members.


Tell your sister to hang in there, Tomika whispered as she accepted a strip of condoms from me. This was right on time no matter what Miz Anderson says.


Thanks, I said.


When the last woman had grabbed a handful of condoms and gone, Joyce smiled at Gerry like they were neighbors exchanging gossip over the back fence and began cleaning up the mess on the floor. I went to help.


Gerry was staring at Joyce like she was trying to determine our specific degree of insanity before making her next move. Joyce picked up the chopstick, pulled the hooded hotdog off, and dropped it into the trash bag.


I think it went well, she said to me as if we were alone in the room. I didnt know what to say, so I just nodded.


That was too much for Gerry, who turned on her heel and marched away. She turned at the door.


This is the very last time you will have a chance to desecrate the house of God with such evil, she hissed. I intend to see to it. Immediately! She swept out with her threat still echoing behind her.


I braced myself for a bolt of lightning to strike me and Joyce down like the sinners we surely were, but apparently the Reverend Mrs. wasnt as tight with God as she thought or he was busy elsewhere because nothing happened.


Joyce grinned at me. Did you see her face when she saw that hot dog with a condom on?


I grinned back. You have been a very bad girl. And we sat there in the middle of the remains of the evening and laughed until we cried. Imani looked at us like we were crazy, but what the hell? If you cant get hysterical in the face of the plague, when can you get hysterical?
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