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  THIS RAIN COMING


  I KNEW I was sleepin too long. And as I have come to know myself, I think I felt her leavin, the door closin behind the belly at the end of my rope. When I did finally shake myself awake, I was at Granma’am’s house. I got out of bed, tiptoed down the hall, and peered around the door frame into the quiet front room. Nobody there, or in the front yard. I walked back toward the kitchen, and, there at the line where the floor planks got wider, I had to stop and take a look: one boiled egg, bacon, and glass of brown juice, all sittin so orderly in one place on the table. I dragged a chair over to the open window and climbed up on it. I hung my neck through the window and looked out to the backyard. Granma’am was outside in the bleachin sun, bent over, pullin tomatoes off the vines.


  I stretched farther out the window to see where Mama stood. She would be standin more in the shade, havin conversation. Or maybe foldin clothes she was takin off the line. I reached farther out to see her feet underneath the long white sheets. No feet. Granma’am must have heard my elbow slip. She turned as if I called. “Well, good mornin, sleepyhead,” she said, and she was inside, the screen door slappin, before I got down off the chair.


  “Hi, Granma’am. Where’s Mama?” I answered.


  Granma’am had red and green and yellow-orange tomatoes stretched out in a dip in her upturned housedress. “Well, hi is you, Baby Sister? You ready for some breakfast?” She has turned her back to me before I can nod my head. One at the time, she lays the tomatoes on the wood board by the sink. Then she brushes off her dress front with her hand and goes over to the big black Vulcan stove that anchored the kitchen’s back wall. Her cotton stockings were thick, and she had them rolled down below her knees. There was a bulge on each right side, a knot she had twisted to hold her leggings up.


  “Sit down to the table, Baby Sister.” My place at the table was set directly across from the stove. In time, from that place, and that kitchen, I will know all the Vulcan’s dents and injuries. I will cause some more.


  Granma’am lifted warm bread across the table and onto the white plate with the yellow-green flowers round the edges. She pushed the plate closer to the egg. And then, in one of the wide chairs with beige and brown flecked vinyl seats and backs, the one to my right, Granma’am sat down. “Say your blessin, and have your breakfast, Baby Sister.” Her hand stretched out and pressed down my hair where sleep had rumpled the edges up. That was the end of the sentence.


  “Where’s Mama?” I was screaming; my voice was quavery, wild, quick. I jumped up. The chair legs scraped against the kitchen floor. I stood as tall as I could on the floor. I looked directly at a face and mouth that did not move, eyes that looked surprised but ready too, somehow. The whole situation answered, with a shudder and a sucking sound: she’s gone.


  I tore away from the table, my arms heavy like they was wet and wrung out. They swung very late behind my hurly-burly hurt. I upset the neat breakfast place with my wet rags for arms. Off the plate and the table went the swiped boiled egg, it landed in the chair, it rolled off onto the floor. The shell crumpled at the compact hit, and the egg rested there, displaced and on its side. The cracked pieces of shell hung together; it was that tough-but-thin inside skin. One boiled breakfast egg, preserved through the fall.


  I ran out to the front yard again, in just what I had slept in and in my bare feet. I wrapped my fingers around two of the boards on the gate. I looked in one direction down the what-they-called road. I didn’t recognize the place or its colors. It had no blocks or corners or streets, no other two-families with shutters. No traffic lights, no pavement. No Detroit. Disbelief is an emotion, you know. Like an ocean and its major pulse, it can overtake you. It can blind your eyes and block your ear canals. It can knock you to a depth.


  Both my hopefulness and my faith in my mother went flat. I felt so completely betrayed.


  After many choked breaths, I collapsed at the gate. Left by Mama second and by Daddy first, now I was sent away. My behind on the dirt was naked, and the soil wasn’t dry or rich. It wasn’t grainy or rocky under my skin. It wasn’t cold, but grass wasn’t growin. It was in between everything, that’s how ordinary it was. Ordinary, just ordinary dirt.


  When I finally started to see again I noticed that the dirt in the yard had been raked. Overtop of the lines of rake teeth were two crazy curvy paths. My dashing feetyesterday in shoes and today without. Down the middle of all that dashing hurly-girly were two other lines. The little small ovals of my mother’s high heels. I stayed there and looked hard a while, my mouth hanging open, my tongue drying off.


  I had this tantrum at Granma’am’s front gate, where I had run to to look for my mother. This was my down home coming-out scene, a slow motion moment when I got left where Mama grew up, in history. This was when the years started to yawn. I opened my mouth wide, and I roared. Anybody could hear knew I was there. I stomped, and I wailed. Some people walked by, nobody I knew, and since I wasn’t seeing so well at that moment, it all went by me, their slowing and staring and shared looks with my granma’am.


  She stood behind me, calm as her age, in the yard near the front of the house.


  I wanted to take to bed, in the spirit of my mama, but Granma’am’s ideas did not allow that. Granma’am didn’t rush me to be happy, but she didn’t permit no aimless layin round. She let me sleep until the sun was high up in the middle a mornin, as she was prone to say. I got up about eight, and then I helped her with things.


  First, we made dinner. We washed and seasoned meat, cut up onions, cooked vegetables. We set out ingredients for a cake or pie so they would warm while we cooked. We mixed dessert last, and put it in the oven or the icebox to set.


  We had breakfast sometime in the midst of all this. Granma’am would heat up milk for me, and pour a little taste a her coffee in it. Then after breakfast, while I did the dishes, Granma’am would start to fry or roast, whatever the day’s meat called for. Seemed like I washed dishes all morning. Time the first set a dishes was done, Granma’am would have flour or cornmeal all over some others, and she would need the table cleared in order to roll out her dough.


  I came to like bein in the kitchen with her. Anywhere else in the house, I was by myself. We talked as much as any two strangers, one who knows and knows she knows, and the other who is young.


  “Hi you feelin this mornin, Baby Sister?”


  “Fine, Granma’am.”


  “You ain’t got nothin else to say this mornin, Baby Sister?”


  “How you, Granma’am?”


  “I’m jes fine, thank you for astin.”


  “YOU EVER MADE a pumpkin bread?”


  “No, Granma’am.”


  “You ever ate pumpkin bread?”


  “No, Granma’am.”


  “You like pumpkin?”


  “No, Granma’am.”


  “You ever had it?”


  “No, Granma’am.”


  “Then you cain’t say you don’t like it, now can you?”


  “No, Granma’am.”


  “What else you got to say besides no, Baby Sister?”


  “Nothin, Granma’am.”


  “WE GONE COOK the pumpkin first. You know how to peel it?”


  “No, Granma’am.”


  “Here, lemme show you. Look in that second tray there and hand me one a those lil short knives.”


  “THIS HERE KNIFE is dull. Go out back and sharpen it on that rock by the door. You know how?”


  “No, Granma’am.”


  “Here, lemme show you.” Her hollow screen door slapped shut behind us. She stoops down to the rock, and I sit and watch. She shows me how to slice the knife, one side at the time, against the rough stone. It is a whitegray rock; it has edges and a few points. It is almost big as my head, and so I know this rock will not be moved. It will stay right where it is. I wonder how many years it’s been there.


  Granma’am watches me slice the knife once or twice, then she goes back in. “Fi’teen times both sides,” she says, “and den bring y’knife on in.”


  The little knife wasn’t much bigger than my hand. Had a dark brown wood handle. “A parin knife,” Granma’am said it’s called.


  “NOW, FIRST YOU cut de pumpkin in half downa middle.” Granma’am used a much bigger knife. The round little pumpkin divided in one swipe.


  “And then you scoop out de seeds and de stringy part. You watchin, Baby Sister?”


  “Yes, Granma’am.”


  “And then you take and cut the flesh in whatever kinda pieces you want, but small enough so it’ll boil in good time. Like this here.” She held up a neat, orange cube.


  My turn. I swiped at the pumpkin flesh, stabbed it, broke it apart, used her parin knife like a pick. Granma’am stood and watched me and told me to keep my fingers out from under that knife. Since she was gone look, and not correct me, I went right ahead and mauled her pumpkin.


  “I wanna know why my mama lef me here!” I crossed my arms hard cross my chest.


  “Lay dat knife down, Neesey, fore you cut y’self.”


  I had let the pumpkin go abruptly, so it teetered between us on its ridges and curves. I put the parin knife down beside it, which stopped the sway, and I crossed my arms again.


  “Baby Sister,” she started, “everybody cain’t know why bout everything alla time. Ain’t no reason why, lease none that matter a bit right now. Now lissen, y’mama lef you down here wid me. And that’s because you gone be fine, right down here wid me.” She took a breath and went right on. “I raised y’mama. All she know bout raisin is on account a what I taught her. So you gone get the same raisin whether you home here wid me or up in Detroit wid y’mama. You gone be all right, little pumpkin, don’t you worry y’self.”


  I didn’t say a thing at first, didn’t look at her, and didn’t uncross my arms. I tested the tear ducts, but thanks to all the sleep I’d had, and all the days that had passed, they were dry as the dirt in the yard.


  “I wanna go home,” I whined.


  MY MAMA AND me, we had been down home at Granma’am’s most a two weeks, which was a long time. Mama went out to see people and took me with her, and we had fun. But when her and Granma’am were in the house together, Lord have mercy, I was the meat on the plate. They looked at me and around me. Wanted to see how the light blue shift look on, wanted to see the mud cups I made, wanted me inside until the storm let up, wanted me outside to get some fresh air, wanted me to stay near the house now, wanted me to come back in now, wanted me to rest now, wanted me to listen now, wanted me too, wanted me.


  I liked their attention, mostly, although it would have been better each one by herself. There was too much “we” in them this time; it made me nervous. They kept me too close, and they asked too many questions. They looked at each other over my head. They didn’t answer me much. I could almost feel their plannin, but not a word to me.


  “YOU CAIN’T GO home,” Granma’am answered. And then after she picked up the parin knife and started again to cut the pumpkin, she went on, “And Neesey, I done told you, you home right here.”


  In the face of that pronouncement, I ran back to the bedroom where I had slept. It had been my mama’s room when she was young. I leaped across the bed and buried my head. I just wailed into the bedclothes since I was all cried out.


  Granma’am didn’t call or come after me. The time passing got to be way too long, so I got up and went back to the kitchen. Didn’t have one tear track to show, but I didn’t care. I wanted company.


  The pumpkin and the parin knife waited on the table. Same few pieces cut as when I had left. Granma’am stood workin at the sink, and she didn’t turn around when I came in. I stood in the doorway until she spoke to me.


  “Neesey, I know you upset. I know how lonesome you feelin, cause when I came here wid my husband James, I didn’t know nobody. Wasn’t a animal in this state would recognize me. But you let Granmama tell you somethin. The best way to make y’self feel better is to get y’hands to workin. When you put y’hands on somethin and make it somethin else, that will heal you lower places than you cry from. We be jes fine down here us two. Time might come when you like it.


  “Now I lef that pumpkin on the table for you. You go on and cut it up. And watch y’hands. That knife is jes the right size, so ain’t no need a you cuttin y’self.”


  I couldn’t make any other decision then. I was too far from any other body I knew. I had got tired of my new bedroom and the front-inside-the-fence, so I went dry-eyed to the table, and I did what she said.


  I HAVE TWO brothers: David and Luke edward. David is my oldest brother. By the time I get back to Detroit, he’s nineteen. He was fourteen when I left. Luke edward, my brother closest to me, is two years behind David.


  We used to all go down home together in the summers. But when Mama dropped me off, it was fall, not summer. And David and Luke edward stopped coming regular, that very year. So, I didn’t see my brothers much in the four or five years before I left Granma’am and went back to Detroit. But even I knew about those years, the teenage ones. Years like riots, when boys groan and strain and struggle and grind their teeth in the effort to pass to men.


  The young and hopeful in them both seemed to have given way, the way thriving succumbs to flames.


  I tried to do what Granma’am had said, get my hands to workin.


  BIG JIMMARGARETE’S new husbandwas a big house of a man. Since this was the first time I had seen him, I looked as close at him as I could. I only stopped cause Margarete said stop starin. His feet crossed five or six of the slats on Margarete’s front room floor. His hands seemed big as plates.


  He was brand new to me, and for a much longer time than I was new to him. He got to know me pretty quick, mostly through the food I cooked. Ain’t much food cain’t show you bout people. In three or four weeks time, I had made enough meals to index. So, me and Big Jim got to the place where he might say when he left the house, “Neesey, I put three dollars on the table for you to go down and get some neckbones and whatever you want to cook alongside.” He would close the door behind that remark, and that was how I would know what he wanted to have for dinner. I might ask Margarete what else I should fix, and in the beginning she would tell me. Later, after she finds out how good a cook I am, she just says, “Neesey, you the one like to cook, just get what you want. It’ll be good, Jim’ll be happy.” So that’s how I got to the place where when I left for school in the morning, I would take whatever money Big Jim left on the table, and then on the way home, I would stop at the butcher and get what I thought best. I made all the meals.


  ONCE THERE IS a Wednesday night when David will be somewhere celebrating. It is Serena’s sister’s birthday, and David is going with Serena to have cake and ice cream. Serena is David’s girlfriend, and Serena’s sister is in her twenties.


  Big Jim and Margarete are going to a card party with his friends. Big Jim says on his way out the door that they will all be out this evening and that maybe I want to get some potted meat for dinner.


  “Who gone be out?” I ask him. He stands at the front table collecting his keys and his pocket change.


  “Me and your mother, and David is going to Serena’s.”


  “Luke edward gone be home?” I want to know.


  “Your guess good as mine,” he says, and he goes on out the door.


  Why would he think Luke edward would want potted meat? And why would he think I want potted meat either? I know Big Jim does not plan for Luke edward’s feeding. Luke edward, though, is my brother, and Big Jim is just the boss.


  BIG JIM COMES to complain about how I cook meat. He says I cook like a old woman, somebody been cookin twenty years. That was the good part. He complains I make my meat too soft. I do put gravy on almost everything.


  Now, gravy is not easy to make. Plenty peoplegood cooks toocain’t make good gravy. Fact, when I first started to cook in Margarete’s kitchen, I had forgot how to make gravy. It was a sign a my homesickness for Granma’am and Patuskie, I decided. Nobody knew it but me. And Luke edward.


  “Luke edward, you like gravy?” I ask him this one day when he got up. He was sittin dressed up at the table with sleep still in his eyes, and I was standin at the sink lookin at cabbage leaves for worms.


  “Yeah,” he said, drinkin his coffee.


  “I don’t see how you drink that coffee, been sittin here three hours,” I said to him. And that was so. Either me or Big Jim or David made a big pot a coffee early, when we got up. Actually they got up before me, but not because I was sleep. I just didn’t much like to run into those twoDavid or Big Jimwhile they was so dedicated to gettin ready. They both had to go all the way cross town to work. To get there on time, so early in the day, they made some fast turns round the house. So I let them have all the mornin space. I usually just stayed on my cot where I was out the way and tried to think good things until they left. In the first months while I was tryina get my own routine, I prayed: Lord, let it be all right. Lord, don’t let me get mad. Lord, help me feel better. Granma’am, send for me.


  Luke edward don’t care about drinkin old coffee, which probly was not a good sign for his opinion bout my gravy. I ask him do he know how to make gravy, and he say no. I told him I forgot how, and he ask me if I forgot since last night.


  He talkin bout that juice I served over them meatballs. I said, “Luke edward, that juice I poured over them meatballs wasn’t no gravy.”


  “Tasted fine to me,” and he start to pick sleep out his eyes.


  BIG JIM SAY he like his meat crisp. He say, “People don’t always want gravy, Neesey. For example, like on steak. Now, you grill some onion on top a the steak,” he say, “now, that’s good.”


  Me and Granma’am don’t eat no steak nohow, I am thinkin. Margarete is lookin straight at me while her husband sayin all this. She sees I have raised my hand to my lip and started to pull on it; I’m feelin disapproved of. She tells me, “Don’t worry, Neesey, all the food is good.” Big Jim acts like he ain’t complainin and puts in, “Yeah, all the food is good.” They see me not especially likin it that they say they don’t like the food I cook. Seem to me wasn’t much cookin goin on before, since if Margarete cooked a meat, she figured she had done somethin. She figured she had done enough. She seemed to feel that each one could get their own bread and mayonnaise. Least I cooked a vegetable and some rice or somethin to go under my gravy I made. Granma’am said that I’m a good little cook, and that I should do my best in Margarete’s kitchen, that that would be the best help to Margarete, that that would let her get off her feet some.


  I have said what Big Jim thinks about the meat. And I have said Luke edward don’t half know juice from gravy. Well, Margarete has remarks too: she think I cook too many greens. She say it take some craziness to slave so hard over somethin that cook way down like that. You start out with a bushel, she say, and end up with a quart.


  I believe in greens. Every Sunday I clean and cook five pounds, for Sunday dinner and the week. It takes good eyes and some dedication to cook greens. Maybe that’s what Margarete tryina talk about, the dedication part. I felt like I was doin best for the family, cookin greens regular, especially for Margarete. If you gone have a baby, you need to eat greens.


  I thought maybe the taste bothered her, so I put in okra one time. Some people cook they greens that way. Margarete said she wasn’t complainin about eatin the greens, she just wasn’t gone cook none herself. She said she hate okra. So then I went back to plain greens.


  I did stop short a makin gravy every meal. Well, truth is, I stopped short a soakin the meat. I continued to make gravy every night I had meat to go with it, but I mostly kept the gravy in a pot on the side. While I was adjustin my habits to fit Margarete’s house, I had to wonder why it is that I prefer to have gravy, even if it just sits in a pot on the stove. Me and Granma’am ate plenty leftovers, soft and soaked in gravy. Granma’am had got to the place where her teeth wasn’t so strong or so many anymore, so maybe we specialized in soft food to go easy on what few teeth she had left. We ate all our food in gravy, or mashed in butter, or slow-cooked.


  THE GREENS AND gravy are only two problems I have with the meals. Breakfast is the third problem, especially after the baby. And then again after Luke edward has gone and David has moved. I don’t want to make breakfast for just Big Jim because that is Margarete’s job, I decided. Big Jim don’t want gravy, but he do want breakfast. Well, whether I make breakfast just depends. Every Saturday I cain’t bring myself to make breakfast, because if I make breakfast, other things happen. First off, I don’t get no schoolwork done until half the day is passed. And second, the scrapple or the bacon smell gets both the boys up, and that means that right away I need more breakfast than what’s already cooked. And sometimes Big Jim has the nerve to not want what I make: a few scrambled eggs, some toast from the loaf, some slab bacon. I think that’s a real good breakfast! But Big Jim has learned that I can make biscuits and that I know how to keep the lumps out a hominy grits. So he wants biscuits and grits, and for a while, while I was still confused about refusin to be cookin all this breakfast, he took to bringin the breakfast meat he wanted home with him from work on Friday nights. He would bring enough meat for both Saturday and Sunday, and I would make sure to add enoughfried potatoes, stewed apples, biscuits or breakfast cakeso that it fed everybody. But like I said, his Saturday and Sunday special breakfasts seem work for Margarete to do.


  Lucky for me I had stopped with so much on the breakfast on the weekends, anyway, once the baby was born, and before Luke edward left. So Big Jim cain’t say that I don’t make breakfast for him because I am mad about him runnin Luke edward away. I stopped makin breakfast because I need that time to take care a his and Margarete’s baby.


  If I did all the things they got accustomed to, and did all the things their baby needs too, then I would be mad all the time. And with me mad all the time, I would be teachin the baby all about bein mad, before she could even talk. That would not be good. So I give the baby a full breakfast, a bottle, and a washrag bath afterwards. And I let the grown folks in the house get breakfast for themselves.


  Saturdays, after breakfast time, about ten, Big Jim goes out to meet his buddies. I don’t know what they do, but he will stay out until the evenin, when Margarete comes home from the shop where she works.


  ME AND MAMA have always had a time with the men and the meals and what they want to eat and do. It used to be my job to get the boys in the house. At dinnertime, dark, when it was time to change activities. This started when they were little and so was I. Many a day I would stand ten minutes, and holler their names out the window. Not a bobbin brown head would come runnin. I would get on Mama’s nerves with all that, and then Mama would send me out to the schoolyard, where I would chase them down. I been walkin to the schoolyard by myself since I was four years old. I would call their names from our front door until I got right up to where all the boys would be, playin ball. David, Luke ed-ward. Da-vid, Luke ed-ward. DA-VID, LUKE ED-WARD.


  “Don’t you hear me callin you David? Luke edward, why ain’t you answerin me?” I would not start to ask questions until I was a foot, at most, away from either one. I might stomp my feet, for effect.


  They would keep playin, like I wasn’t talkin. I would tug on their coats and pretend like I could drag them home sometimes. If they were out runnin in their shirts and sweaters, I would go on my own and pick out their coats from the coat-and-jacket-mound piled high at the end a the field.


  “Come on, David, Mama wants y’all to come in now.”


  “’K, Neesey, get my coat.”


  “I already got y’all’s coats, David.” I might be cold, hands full a their things. But I had to stay till they came with me. Otherwise, I would be in trouble.


  I cannot understand how they don’t move when you callin them. Sometimes I wanted to let them starve. Or leave them out there till night fell, hard and black and brutal onto them. Course, when they was ready, they’d come runnin in, stickin their hands in anything that smelled like food.


  No washing, no consideration, no restraint.


  “Why don’t y’all answer when I’m callin you, David? I called y’all all the way here.” They were not really listenin to me, what I said. I don’t know what they were thinkin. Oh, one time David did manage to answer, Aw girl, you ain’t callin nobody, you just walkin round singin. David always was the one to honestly name a thing. When I examined the sound of my memory, I had to admit their names did make a sing-song for me. That was how I paced myself, going from home to where they were.


  Well, I still learned as a little girl to make a mess a their game. An important little sister skill: stand stubborn in the middle and refuse to let them play on. Then they would come.


  Unless I did all a that, they might just keep on playin, ignorin me. Be outside till Kingdom come, raisin a rowdy ruckus. Coats tossed to the ground, sweaters flyin open, things to do forgotten, wind yankin at their screams.


  SUNDAYS IS DAVID’S day to sleep late now that he works all the time. It’s the one day in the week that six o’clock can come and go without his havin to splash water on his face. So he stays in that bed like a slab; gets up hungry, round eleven or twelve. Sundays is the one day that Luke beats David to the morning.


  ONCE I START TO CLEANIN, IT’S HARD FOR ME TO STOP


  I HAD MY coffee alone at the table. Drank two cups. In the quiet of the morning after my return, I realize I let Harold Grayson go without saying goodbye. Without findin out when he will see Granma’am again. I decide to begin a letter that I can just sign my name to whenever he stops by on his way. I hope he remembers to stop by.


  I take up my cot and collect all the plates and glasses layin round the front room. I wash them up. The kitchen is clean, and I stand starin out the window to the back alley when the sandman loosed his hold on the folks who still slept. David and Big Jim both are gone, I find out. Only Margarete and Luke edward are in the house with me.


  They both come in the kitchen wantin coffee, Luke first. We both hear Margarete stirrin round.


  Luke edward comes in, “Hey, Dee-Neesey!” grinnin, glad to see me. “How you doin? Did you forget in your sleep where you were?”


  “Naw,” I answer him. I set a cup a coffee down in front of him. I have figured how to use Margarete’s electric percolator and I am proud. “I heard you in here eatin last night. What was you eatin?” I said. “What time did you come back in?”


  “Whatever I was eating, it’s gone now.”


  He says everything so flip.


  “This is good coffee, girl. I see you didn’t have no trouble finding things.”


  “Y’all disappeared. Where did you and David go?” I stick to my subject. I want to know what everybody does, so I can decide what I will do, now that I’m here.


  “We went to look at Harold Grayson’s fancy car. Boy, what that mortician money won’t buy.”


  “Dog, Luke edward,” I say. I feel like I should discourage him from bad-mouthin how money gets earned.


  “Ain’t sayin nothin ain’t true,” he answers.


  “Where David?” I ask, as Margarete comes to the kitchen where we are. Margarete and Big Jim’s bedroom is the closest to the kitchen and the biggest, off the back of the house. Look like it could of been the dining room or a second parlor room for the use of the whole family at one time.


  Margarete and Luke edward both say David is at work.


  “Yeah?” I say. “What time he go?”


  “He leaves about seven-thirty, with Jim,” Margarete answers. She helps herself to the coffee, while I sit at the table with Luke edward, wonderin what is his schedule.


  “Luke edward,” I return to our conversation, “was you and David just comin in when I heard you in here shakin salt in the tinfoil?”


  “Lord, Coyote Ears is back,” Luke edward says.


  Margarete laughs. “You in trouble now, Luke baby. Got somebody else watchin you come and go. Now tell your baby sister you stay out half the night, every night.” She sips after this.


  It’s easy for me to look at Margarete while she talks to Luke edward. She always looked at him intently, her eyes full of challenge and amusement. She’s been looking at him that way since we were kids, when Miss Lena used to chide Margarete and say he was gone be rotten and wrong. I can’t figure anymore about her eyes and how she looks at him these days, because she looks at him and not at me, so there is no face for me to read. She looks different, older, though. I notice that her veins in her hands have risen above her flesh; this from age, and work, I suppose.


  “What time David come home?” I ask, turnin my back to them to refill my cup. I don’t really want any more, I’m just nervous. I pour in the muddy coffee, I empty the can of milk.


  “David and Jim both come back around seven,” Margarete answers me as her chair scrapes back from the table. In my mind, I practice, “Luke edward, you workin?” When I turn around to say it out loud, I see that it’s Luke edward who left.


  I don’t have a choice but to sit down at the table with Margarete. I cain’t think of anything else to do in the short space between the stove and the table, where Margarete sits. It seems to me the humor has mostly evaporated from her eyes. I ask Margarete if she slept all right, and she answers me Yes. I ask her if there is any more canned milk in the house for coffee. She tells me we have to buy some. She goes on as if I have asked her all the questions about the house routine that I will ask in time. David has to be cross town to work at eight, so he’s up and gone shortly after seven. And Big Jim works in the plant from eight too, so he’s out right with or right before David. Luke ain’t workin, she tells me, and that’s all she says about him. She ask me if I’m lookin forward to school in Detroit.


  Before I can answer, Margarete changes the subject again, like she just thought of it, and thanks me for cleanin up the dishes. “Lord, chile,” she said, “don’t these men leave everything everywhere?”


  I smile because she noticed and she thanked me. Everybody’s glad I’m here, I decide.


  I HAVE TOLD Margarete I don’t want to go to school. She ask me what I mean I don’t want to go to school. “Yet,” I say. She don’t ask me much more, since I guess it’s only three days after I get there. She tells me she can’t let me sit around and do nothing.


  But I am not doing nothingI don’t say this part to herI am cleaning.


  She notices my progress. “Oh, Neesey, you wouldn’t believe what a time I have keepin this house clean.”


  I don’t answer, because anybody got eyes would believe.


  Margarete goes on. “I can get help with the heavy work. I can get David or Jim or Luke edward to get up on a ladder for me. But by the time I pick up all these cups and glasses and socks and things and wash them up, and dust and wipe all the furniture, and sweep the rugs and floors, too, I’m tired, and I still have to go to work. Lord have mercy, I’m so glad you here to help me.”


  I feel one a Margarete’s hugs on the way. It’s been a long time, but I still know how she is. Sure enough, she comes over in the midst of her chatter, and so while I’m trying to listen, and I am slow to look, the bauble of her voice comes close. I squeeze the broom handle, it is familiar and hard. She puts two of her hairdresser fingers under my chin. She has shaped her nails. She pulls my head up so she can look directly at me. She smiles. She says again: “You are such a help.”


  Her mouth is lined with worry. Her eyes seem open but maybe they are not kind. I will have to watch. I guess they do look wary, and may be bruised a little, too. Her skin is fadin some, caramel, and her hair is envy thick. She is thirty-six. I see Granma’am in her features. I hadn’t noticed that before. The first time I saw Granma’am in Margarete.


  I HAVEN’T SEEN Margarete in more than two years. The last time I saw Margarete was down home, and looking at her visit us down the country was much different than looking at her now, what with me being back to stay. She pulls me and the broom both toward her, and pats me on my back. She smells like bottles and jars: like hair grease, and bath salts, and other things I don’t recognize yet.


  Granma’am told me things would be strange for a while, but that they would calm down and I will feel at home again. “You and Mahr-greet will be a good team,” Granma’am said. “You just be a worker bee, like I taught you.”


  I PRETEND TO be a doctor to the flat. I try to keep everything clean and organized. I try to keep the meals to a schedule. Mostly we eat one at a time, whenever we come in the house. So I give myself the job of makin sure there’s food to eat, when the folks in the house are ready to eat it.


  Most of what I did for the first two weeks was clean and sleep.


  Didn’t have much else in mind to do.


  No matter where you are, or in whose house, if you stay there long enough, you can find dust in the corners, a need for hands to straighten the closets. And because Margarete had two boys and a husband, there was no need to look for places to clean and sweep. Just start anywhere.


  I HAVE WIPED all the way round the kitchen. I started when Big Jim finished at the table, while he counted his money and left a message for Margarete. It happens to be Saturday and Big Jim is out early, the first of the men to leave the house. When he passes through the front room, he ask me do I need anything else to finish what I’m doin.


  I lean back on my heels and shake the can of powder I have almost used up. “I need some more Bab-O,” I tell him.


  He says, “It’s three dollars in there on the table.” He says I should get some ground meat for dinner if I want, because he will take Margarete out this evenin.


  “Is David gone be in?” I ask him.


  “Yeah, David be back, far as I know.”


  “Is Luke edward gone be in?”


  “I don’t know,” he says.


  “OK,” I answer; David likes meat loaf.


  EVERY MORNING I wake up and the flat still snores. I try to decipher the who’s. Recognition comes slow. I still expect to open my eyes to down home. I realize through a thin veil of sleepy that I am not down home. These are new walls.


  I put my hand up to the cross Granma’am gave me and hold onto it while I try to point my mind forward. After a few minutes, tears well up in my eyes, and run down into my ears. I get up, and tiptoe round the flat.


  Big Jim and David got used to findin me awake, even though they tried to tiptoe round too. They would look at me with two faces: guilt and relief. “Did we wake you up, Neesey?” one of them would say.


  Now, how you be a big grown man, and know that there’s two of you up, rushin round, makin coffee, runnin water, pullin sandwiches wrapped in wax paper out the Frigidaire, snappin lunch pails shut on those big hinges they have, fillin thermoses, wearin work boots, countin change and rushin back to where you slept to get your watchnow, how you gone keep from wakin up the stranger in the house, she who sleeps on a cot in the front room?


  “Naw,” I answer, “I always wake up early.”


  “You makin sandwiches?” the other might say.


  “All right,” I might answer. Or on occasion, “I put y’all’s lunch in tinfoil last night. Look in the box on the second rack.”


  And then, after they were dressed and gone, there would be a little piece of house for me to move around in. Then I would go on in the kitchen, have myself a cup a coffee, wipe the counters to a shine, look out the alley window, decide what I would straighten up for the day. Granma’am’s rhythm was in me.


  Once, when Margarete and Big Jim are both out, I go in to sweep out their closet and get under their bed. Before, I had been too nervous to clean in there, but when I walk by their door sometimes, dust dances in their doorway, lit by the sun through their bedroom windows. They have the best room in the house; it gets the afternoon. I am being so thorough everywhere, but I decide not to spend too much time in there; I will not wander or try to get to know their things. I clean quickly, in stages, so that if they come in, I can move out.


  Their closet is divided: Margarete gets the left, Big Jim the right. Big Jim has belts and pants and a few shirts. Most everything is black or blue, except the greenish clothes he wears to work. His work clothes are folded, or rolled, into a stack near the front on the floor on his side. Four greenish trousers and three shirts. His dirty work uniforms must be somewhere else. When I was learnin how to use the wash machine, he told me he has two weeks’ worth of work clothes.


  In Margarete’s closet I find a pair of green shoes, with eye-bashin heels and roach-killin toes. The pointed green shoes kick me back to Virginia, to the staccato of Margarete’s fast walk down Granma’am’s hall, and through Granma’am’s front door. Well, all of it drums on my heart and my head. My bucket is stone cold when I put my hand back in it. I lean my head over the bucket, and breathe in ammonia to wake myself up. Granma’am told me never to breathe in ammonia, that the fumes would kill me. I decide not to mop the closet floor.


  I reorganize all the clothes, hang them up neat, and I am still home alone. I go back to the kitchen and grab a dustrag from under the sink; I also put clear hot water in the bucket. I go back to their room; I dust off and wipe down all the furniture tops, and the brackets that hold their mattresses. Swipe the night tables, and rub down the lamps, there are three in the room. I wish I could get to that light fixture in the ceiling, but I haven’t seen no ladder.


  There is a throw rug between the bed and Margarete’s vanity dresser. It is dark, maroon and blue. My sweepin might be loosenin up the pile from the rug. I wish for a line so I could beat it, but there is no outdoors line for the upstairs flat. I pull Margarete’s and Big Jim’s shoes out the closet, sweep the closet out and put the shoes backBig Jim’s on one side near the front, and Margarete’s along the walls everywhere else. I tried to do most of my cleanin and handlin of things while Luke edward and Margarete especially are out. I don’t want to get caught with my hands deep in other people’s things.


  Somehow I expect the closets to bring me up to date. To substitute for the things nobody said, and that I wouldn’t know unless they told me. Nobody has said much. I don’t know what I expected, to come back and find that they would sit me down: Neesey, this is all that’s happened since you lived with us last. That would have been nice; I could have asked questions. But of course no one does, and I don’t really expect it. Fact, more than makin clear what has happened with the family, the closets just tell me that I’m hungry for a place to put my things. That is so like me, to work feverishly in other people’s interest, and discover from the work a naked ache of my own.


  No one had offered me a closet yet. And there wasn’t much room in any of their closets, anyway, even after I had cleaned and straightened and replaced.


  I wet the broom tips, so it’s easier to sweep the dust from the rug. I drag the rug to the front room to do this wet sweep, and I’m careful not to spread the dirt. The wet broom and sweepin remind me of Lonts. Lonts was Lantene’s brother, and Lantene Ownes is my best friend from down home. Her brother Lonts died not long after I came down home. Lantene and I was just gettin to be real good pals. Poor Lantene, her heart near broke. One thing to have a brother, out somewhere near the edge. Another thing to have a brother killed dead by it.


  SOMETHING POSSESSES ME to change my mind, to go ahead and mop. I have finished everything, still nobody is home. There is still more time. Maybe I think I won’t get a chance to get back in there. I notice that there’s not enough fresh smell behind my hard work. That’s what it was. So I retie my hair, and go for the mop and bucket again. I roll the rug up to the side this time, and in a big hurry, one that makes me laugh, I mop their bedroom floor, take the carefully arranged shoes back out from the closet, mop the closet underneath all the pants and skirts and sweaters that hang at every length. The sense that I should not be in their room ticks in me like a clock motor, so I move around in there like a wound-up toy.


  I am near finished, and it is near five. The window I opened has made the room cool, but it has helped so much to air it out and dry the floor. I remove all my tools to the kitchen, and go back to observe my work. I feel accomplished, and the room smells like bleach and outside air.


  Margarete is ecstatic. I am not surprised. She has always been fond of bleachbleach for floors, bleach for clothes, bleach for hair (her own hair, not mine). She comes in, as usual, tired from standin at the straightenin chair. Usually, she plops down in the big chair in the front room, but this day she goes into her room, shrieks, and comes back to the kitchen to pull my plaits and give me sugar. I am makin potatoes to go under the meat loaf gravy, and I am surprised when she spends the whole evenin stretched across her bed, lazin through a magazine or somethin. When Big Jim comes home, she does not come out, and then the boys come home one at a time, and that’s how everybody eats, on entrance. Big Jim takes food in to Margarete and tells me I’m gone make somebody a good wife.


  When I finished the dishes, I did not sweep the floor. I went, instead, to sleep on my cot. Not sweepin the floor was hard for me on account of once I start to clean, it’s hard for me to stop. But I had done enough for one day.


  LUKE EDWARD DOESN’T see me when he comes in because I am under the table. But I hear him: he goes in to the icebox and pulls out the leftover fish I fried. He shakes salt into the pie pan I put the fish away in; I hear the salt tinkle. He stands beside the icebox lookin like a five-year-oldbig ears from behind, cheeks movin up and down. He hears my scrub brush rubbin. He turns around and looks and then bends over, and sees me under the table. “Neesey, what are you doing?” he says.


  I back out from under the table, mostly because I am not gone be able to hear Luke edward from underneath there. Also I like to stop and talk to Luke edward, so I come out and leave the pail underneath, that way it won’t get knocked over.


  Luke edward has a piece a cold fish in one hand, and I wonder why is he lookin so surprised.


  “What are you doing, Neesey?” If I was standin there with roll dough hangin out my ears and nose, Luke edward would not be lookin at me more strange.


  “Whassa matter wit you, Luke edward?” I am alarmed. If I let them, Margarete and Luke edward would have me thinkin I’m nuts. I brush past him to the stove where I check if any coffee is left. None but the bitters. I brush past Luke edward again, because he has not moved. I take the can a coffee out the box, and commence to makin another half-pot. “You want some coffee, Luke edward?”


  “What’s the matter with you, Neesey?” he says in answer, as if I haven’t asked him about the coffee in between. “What are you doing?” He insists that I answer him. He can only sound but so stern, because he has fish in his mouth and bones in his hands. Him bein there with the fish I cooked makes me feel one up somehow.


  “I’m helpin Margarete with the house,” I say. “I’m just washin down the wallboards before I scrub the floors.”


  “Mama ask you to do all that?”


  I turn to him. “Naw, Margarete did not ask me. But it needs doin, and I’m doin it. Do you want some coffee, Luke edward?”


  “Got any ice tea?” he says. He has returned his concentration to the fish. “What’s that you got on?” he goes on to ask me, his mouth full again.


  I look down at the old dress and apron I got on. “It’s a old housedress I found.”


  “Where?” he says, and then before I can answer, “Never mind. What about those shoes?”


  “They some old shoes a Margarete’s,” I say. “I only got one pair and I ain’t cleanin in them.”


  “Oh,” he says. “And what’s that you got on your head?”


  “Come on, Luke edward. It’s a rag I’m usin to tie up my hair. Don’t act like you don’t tie your own hair up at night.”


  “It ain’t night, Neesey. Besides, where’d you get that headrag?”


  “It’s a piece a old shirt that I found round here. I tore off the sleeve parts, and I’m usin the square part for a head rag.” I heard a proud sound about my industry in my voice.


  “Well, you look a sight. You got on more rag than you got hair, don’t you? I think you should quit scrubbing and put on some clothes. When are you going to school, anyway?” He is puttin the water glass to his lips when he ask me that. I sat it in front a him cause ain’t no ice tea. He look like Margarete the way she scoot her eyes and look out over the cup rim. At you, at me, decidin. Well, he don’t have to be so snappy.


  I don’t say too much else.


  Luke edward leaves the fish bones in the empty pie plate. You can still see the shape of the fish, but all the meat is gone.


  I CLEANED LUKE edward and David’s room too. I learned a few things in there. Luke edward buys new cosmetics when his old ones are only half used. On his side of the closet is a nice wood crate that still smells like timber. The crate is now full of half-empty colognes, beat-down hair brushes, and near-empty yellow tins of Murray’s Superior. All these I found misplaced in his room. I wiped each container clean of dust, and stacked them neatly in the crate.


  I also find a lamp he madeI remember whenfrom popsickle sticks. I loved the lamp when he made it, and now I idolize him lookin at it again, here on my knees at his closet door. The lamp was his one pursuit for a time. Aunt Lena, who had a stick lamp of her own, hand-counted the glued-together sticks on her lamp and told him how many he would need. Margarete bought him his ice cream, and he constantly cluttered the sink soakin off the orange stains. Even if me or David ate the ice cream, he handled all his sticks himself. Some he had to rub with bleach, and Margarete helped him with that.


  The popsickle-stick lamp was not an easy design. The shade of it has six sides, all arranged. He taunted me then, because he learned the word hexagon. He wouldn’t tell me what it meant. The stem of the lamp is narrower and the bottom widens out again. The making of the lamp was a complicated peace: art, geometry, electricity, engineering, curiosity, concentration, vocabulary, boyhood. It took Luke edward a long time to make that lamp, I remember. Now the cord is frayed, and a teeny-weeny section of wires shows through.


  Way back in his closet, David has a strongbox. I discover it behind Luke edward’s broken lamp. I find it at eleven o’clock, after I have made the beds and put dinner in to roast. I try to guess what’s in it until I finish David and Luke edward’s whole room. By three-thirty, when I’m done, and the whole house smells like pot roast, I have decided that David has not locked the strongbox; I haven’t found any keys. He could have the keys on him, but that’s not like David to think his strongbox would need to be locked. I guess: inside must be a picture of Serenashe’s his girlfriendand some money. Anybody know David know he keeps a stash, cash money for emergencies we hope don’t happen. He is responsible like that.


  Serena is a little bit taller than David and is heavyset for a woman. She is darker than David too: she crosses the shades of difference between thick maple and molasses, between plain hard work and hard work plus religion. Serena is religious and a blessing for David. She is all busyness. She has a job minding children and goes to church Sundays plus two times in the week.


  Most of the Sundays, David goes out to Serena’s where she stays with her mother and the rest of her family. Sometimes, though, Serena comes by after service to see about David. She stands at the door, dressed in her hat and gloves. I open it. She got one of them faces so honest it’s wide, and hands so used to caring that her fingers are spread; she is ever interested in the new piece of furniture, ever ready for holding some little one’s hand, ever willing to help an elder by the elbow.


  HIS STRONGBOX IS neatly packed with five-dollar bills. Nobody’s picture is in there, except Lincoln’s. The box is full. Now I have my first secret since I came back to Detroit. David still hoards money, still hides it.


  While I finish my work and the roast and rice bake cool, I think about a pie. There in my metal cooking bowl is an inch deep of flour, spread out in the bottom, half a cup. Into that loose white powder add one dollop of binding grease, take a fork and press and press. Add ice water, mix only enough to moisten. Form into a glutiny ball. Texture is correct when your fingerprints are visible. Leave sealed in wax paper until ready to fill. Roll out to one-fourth-inch thick and press again into pie pan. Bake until brown unless filling is hot in which case just pour in fillingthe heat of the mixture will harden the shell. Bake pie in high oven. Let set. Enjoy.


  IT IS THURSDAY, after I have been there a week. I have gotten all the surfaces clean, and so now I search for deeper occupations. By the time Margarete gets up, I have finished the front room wallboards. I have dumped the water into the commode, and I have come into the kitchen to see about ingredients for the stuffed peppers while I decide what I’ll do next. Margarete comes in to the room with me, and my pail is in the middle of the floor. I watch Margarete walk around it.


  “Mornin, Neesey, how you?” Margarete’s voice is husky from her sleep. She has slept without tyin her head.


  “Fine, how you?” I answer her back.


  “What are you up doin so early this mornin?”


  “Oh, I’m just washin up the wallboards.”


  She holds a cup to her mouth and is lookin over at me; I see her eyes smile, and her lips turn up a little. I decide she is pleased.


  “Big Jim say y’all goin somewhere this evenin, so I’ma make David and Luke edward stuffed peppers for dinner.”


  “You ain’t gone eat none?” she ask me.


  “Yeah, I’ma eat some,” I answer back, slowly.


  After a few minutes, she says, “Well, that’ll be fine.” Then she goes on, “Neesey, you don’t have to wash the wallboards, you know.”


  “Wait till you see in the front,” I say, excited, “all the brown dust is gone.”


  “Well, I do heavy cleanin round here in spring and again before Christmas. You can help me do it at Christmastime.” I guess I look disappointed cause she says, “You already doin it now so go ahead, but you have to go to school next week. Don’t think you gone stay round this house and wash wallboards all winter.”


  She is gone back to her room with her coffee, to get dressed. I go back out front to look at the wallboards dry. They are cleaner. They look much better. I need to push the furniture back against the wall.


  MARGARETE SAID THINGS would change for me once I got up nerve to go to school, but I had had enough change already. I did not want any more. What did I want? I had to think. Somethin I knew or recognized, I guess. Maybe that’s why the stuffed peppers, the pies. Or maybe I wanted somethin to know or recognize me. Luke edward and Margarete looked at me funny, even David and Big Jim sometimes too. And these were my people.


  Shucks, I was gone hafta go on out next week. I sighed and wiped the tiles.


  MARGARETE HAD NICE floors. Neat wood slats, placed carefully in a design where the start and finish of the boards were alternated, and every one was angled at a slant. Somebody had thought about those floors, laid down and hammered each slat that way. I loved them; I coaxed dust from every corner. I collected mounds of sweep dust and used a big piece of cardboard for a dustpan. I wanted all the floors to look the same: caressed and neat and pretty, so carefully hammered in.


  In the bathroom and kitchen, and on the back sleeping porch, linoleum was on the floors. I swept and mopped those too. First, with the canned Bab-O detergent Margarete kept underneath the kitchen sink. Then I went down to the store one dayPeckway’s it was calledbecause Big Jim had taken to leavin a dollar or two on the kitchen table for me to get whatever I planned to cook, he said. “Since you making the meals and all,” he said.


  I bought two half-gallon bottles of ammonia. I ran buckets a water to put it in and always the water was too hot for my hands. I don’t know how many times I scalded myself. I don’t know how many times I winced, yelped, jerked my hand back from the steam. I had had to boil water down home, so this boilin hot water comin out of a spigot took me some time to get used to again.


  I look around the bathroom while I wait for some a the heat to escape my second bucket. Steam rises from the pail. There is tile everywhere, back behind the big bathtub and halfway up all the walls. I plan to clean it all. I sit on the commode and wait, and I have pulled Margarete’s old housedress up under me so that it doesn’t droop down into the toilet water. Big Jim and David have both gone to work.


  FINALLY, ONLY THE routine dust came to settle on the flat. I had cleaned up everything that hinted of before I came. The clean was much appreciated: the windows caught this northern sun. No more dullness, no more dust. Big Jim could locate his socks, mated and folded in his top two bureau drawers. Luke edward did not buy new containers of the same pomade because he couldn’t find what had rolled far back under his bed, and no, he didn’t mind if I used his popsickle-stick lamp. I put it up on the right side of the couch where Big Jim had been sittin when I first come and where I sat in the clean house now.
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