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Asurge of energy flowed through the wire, a cocktail of adrenaline greedy for power. The Spark flexed, pushing at the cord that gripped its life force, holding it in, always holding it back, harnessing its urge to jump free, to feed, to grow . . .

“Girl! You be careful with that outlet. You got too many cords plugged in there.” 

“Nah. It’s okay . . . look at that, will ya?  The kids are gonna love those lights. Kinda skimpy though. We could use a few more strings.” 

“I dunno. Looks okay to me. What else we gonna put on it? ” 

“The kids can make stuff—paper chains, snowflakes. String popcorn. That’s what I used to do as a kid.” 

“Ha. You were never a kid. Bet you never made one of them paper snowflakes,neither.” 

“You don’t know what you talkin’about. Gimme a sheet of paper,I’ll show you. Scissors. We got scissors anywhere? ” 

Constrained, the Spark quit struggling and resigned itself to keeping the strings of Christmas lights lit on a meager diet of fifteen watts . . .Jolted awake, the Spark gulped air frantically. Zzzzzt. Zzzzzt.

“Ow!” 

“Mikey! You know you ain’t s’posed to touch no electric cord.” 

“I jus’wanted
 ta turn the tree on. But it bited me!” 

“Nuthin’ bit you, stupid.” 

“Did too. Like that.” 

“Ow! Let go! I’m gonna tell Mama, an’she whip your butt good.” 

“But you dint believe me. Had to show you.” 

“You didn’t have ta show me nuthin’. ’Sides, your fingernails all dirty! What if you broke my skin, huh?  You gonna give me rabies!” 

The Spark laid back down. Hunger nibbled at its belly, but there was nothing to feed on. Might as well sleep . . .

ON. OFF. On. Off. On. Off . . .

The Spark had nearly given up its quest for bigger and better things.

“When we gonna take down this tree?  It’s already past New Year’s. We always took our tree down New Year’s Day.” 

“What? Ain’t you never heard of the Twelve Days of Christmas? ” 

“That’s just a song. One of them counting songs, sing it over an’ over till ya wanna puke.” 

“Nah, nah, it’s for real. Christmas Day’s just the beginning. Some churches got stuff goin’ for weeks, before an’ after. Saint Lucy, or somebody, wears candles in her hair and gives out real homemade pastries. And Boxing Day—don’t know what that one is. Three Kings Day—that’sin January when we really s’posed to give gifts like the Wise Men brought to baby Jesus.” 

“How do you know all this stuff? ” 

“Oh, I get around. Girl, just pour some more water in that bucket.” 

“What for? Tree’s too dead. Ain’t drinkin’up anymore. Next year when I’m outta here, I’m gonna get me one of them artificial trees. I’m tired of sweeping up all these needles.” 

“Ha. We used ta leave ours up till all the needles fell off.” 

“What?  Your mama put up with that? ” 

“Nah. My grandma raised all six of us. And she didn’t see too good. Here . . . plug in the tree an’ dim the other lights. See?  Still looks like we just put it up.” 

The familiar jolt. The Spark licked hopefully . . . and was rewarded. A small frayed piece of the cord. Just a taste. Sizzled on its tongue and disappeared.

“You smell somethin’?  Somethin’ hot? ” 

“Ha. Hope so. Maybe the heat’s come back on.” 

The Spark laid low, nibbling its way along the frayed cord. The more it nibbled, the more its hunger grew. Urgent now, it smoldered and smoked, pushing its way into the dark. And then . . . tinder.

Fragrant. Green. Dry.

The Spark consumed the fallen pine needles, its hunger glowing into a small flame. But there was more. More! With utter abandon, the Spark became a blaze, leaping and crackling and climbing the brittle branches. Feeding and fueling, the Spark flashed into a full bonfire. Glorious light! Nothing could stop it now!

Feeling its power, the Spark—fat and full, dancing and darting—leaped from the charred tree to the overstuffed furniture, consuming the frayed fabric and matted stuffing, licking its way up the walls and across the ceiling, finally embracing the whole room in a fiery feast—

“Fire! Fire! Everybody out!” 

“Oh my God! Oh, please God!” 

“Keep low! Keep low!Don’t take anything—just go!Go!” 

“My baby! My baby! Where’s—?  I gotta go back! Let me go!” Screams. Cries. Coughing and gagging.

“Mama!Maaaamaaaaa!” 

“I got you! I got you! Run!” 
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Stepping over Willie Wonka’s inert body sprawled on the floor, I groped in the shadows behind the Christmas tree for the electric cord, felt for the outlet, and plugged it in. Instantly, a glittering fairyland replaced the early morning gloom. Framed neatly by the bay window in the front room of our first-floor apartment, the six-foot fir tree we’d found at Poor Bob’s Tree Lot winked and twinkled its multicolored minilights like little blessings. 

Shivering, I pulled Denny’s robe tighter around me and drank in the sight. If I had to choose between Christmas presents or a Christmas tree, I’d take the tree any day. Memories hung from every branch. Orange-juice-lid ornaments the kids made when they were in kindergarten bobbed nobly on the front branches. The ornaments we’d given both kids each year had multiplied until they actually filled up the tree. I smiled. That was a tradition I’d brought to our marriage from my family, who had carefully packed up my ornaments as a wedding present when I got married. As we would do when Josh and Amanda—

My smile faded. Ack! Didn’t want to go there. I dreaded the Christmas our tree would be denuded of our kids’ornaments.

I heard the coffee gurgling its last gasps as the pot filled. Scurrying back to the kitchen as fast as the stiffness in my left leg would let me, I poured my first mug of the day and then settled into the recliner facing the glittering tree for a few quiet moments before our Saturday began. It had been a nice Christmas—nothing spectacular, but nice. Leslie Stuart, our upstairs neighbor and one of my Yada Yada sisters, had invited her parents to visit her for a few days—a Christmas miracle big enough to warrant a few angels singing, “Glory!Hallelujah!” if you asked me. We’d met the senior Stuarts briefly when they’d arrived at our shared two-flat on Christmas Eve, but we’d officially invited the three of them for supper tonight.

Which meant I had to get everything ready this morning, since Ruth and Ben Garfield had also asked us and the other Yada Yadas to their house for baby Isaac’s brit mila this afternoon.

 “Brit mila? What’s that? ”  I’d blurted when Ruth called me the day before Christmas.

 “Brit mila—the ritual circumcision ceremony. A newborn Jewish male is joined to the Jewish people on the eighth day. Read your Bible, Jodi.” 

I had ignored the dig.  “Don’t they do that in the hospital nowadays?  With Josh—” 

 “Is your Josh Jewish?  Didn’t think so. So, are you coming? ” 

 “Wait a minute. The twins were born almost a month ago. What happened to the eighth day? ” 

A long pause. Not like Ruth, who usually filled up gaps in conversation like rainwater flowing into sidewalk cracks. I had immediately regretted my blunt question and started to apologize, but Ruth had just sighed.  “Pediatrician said we had to wait. Preemies, you know. But . . .”  Her voice had brightened.  “All is well. Havah and Isaac came home from the hospital on their due date—last Saturday. So this Saturday is the ‘official’ eighth day. The eighth day of Hanukkah too. See?  God is good.” 

 “All the time,”  I’d agreed.  “Sure,we’ll be there.” 

Should have checked with my family first.

 “Mo-om,” Amanda had wailed.  “That’s gross! If they gotta do that circumcision thing, at least do it in private. Not with everybody gawking at that poor naked baby. He’ll be so embarrassed when he’s thirteen and we all say,‘My, how you’ve grown! I was at your circumcision.’” 

I had ignored her. Sixteen-year-olds are embarrassed by everything. But even Denny had blanched.  “Uh, I dunno, Jodi. I’m kinda squeamish. What if I faint? ” 

Josh, however, was the only one with a real excuse.  “Sorry, Mom. We’re doing
 a Christmas party at Manna House for the kids.” 

Now it was Saturday. The Big Day for Ben and Ruth. I sipped the hot coffee, feeling its lingering warmth. The sky beyond the bay windows—more visible in winter through the bare tree branches lining our narrow street on Chicago’s north side—had begun to lighten.Well, God, I thought, this year is almost over, a new one about to begin. Didn’t I tell You I could use some “dull and boring” last year about this time?  What happened, huh? 

Huh. Fact was, it had been a tough year for the Yada Yada Prayer Group all the way around. Nonyameko’s husband, Mark, beaten up after that racist rally . . . Chanda finding out she had breast cancer . . .Florida’s boy arrested and locked up in the juvenile detention center . . . Avis’s daughter ending up at the Manna House shelter for abused and homeless women . . .Ruth—childless, on her third husband, and pushing fifty—discovering she was pregnant with twins . . . Josh, our firstborn, refusing to go to college and falling in love with an “older woman” . . .

Didn’t I walk with you every step of the way?  The Voice in my spirit spoke gently but firmly.Have I brought you this far to leave you now?  

“Yes, Lord, thank You,” I whispered. “ And . . . I guess it’s a good thing You don’t show us everything that’s going to happen ahead of time.” Because if this coming year was anything like the last year and a half since I’d met the rest of the Yada Yadas at that Chicago Women’s Conference, change was in the wind.

Just then, Willie Wonka wheezed noisily to his feet and pushed his wet nose into my lap, rear end wiggling impatiently. Translated: I gotta go out—now.

Yeah, well. Some things never change.

BY THE TIME THE THREE OF US Baxters squeezed into the Garfields’ compact living room that afternoon, there wasn’t much room to sit. Amanda—as I’d suspected—wouldn’t dream of being left behind, though her face fell when she realized Delores and Ricardo Enriques had left all the kids at home. Amanda never missed an opportunity to show up when Delores’s sixteen-year-old son Josémight be there.

I spied Ruth standing by the front window holding one of the twins; Delores, standing beside her, was patting the other twin over her shoulder. Had to be the boy. Even from across the room I could see the large red birthmark covering a third of the baby’s face. I winced, not yet used to such a conspicuous raspberry.

I quickly counted Yada Yada noses. Besides Ruth and Delores, I spied Hoshi Takahashi and Nonyameko Sisulu-Smith sitting on the couch—but not Nony’s husband, Mark, who was still recovering from his head injury. Yo-Yo Spencer, who’d been taken under the Garfields’ wing when she got out of prison after doing time for forgery, perched on the arm of the couch . . . was that it?  Only five of us?  Well, six, counting myself. Where was everybody? 

But I only had time to give the couch sitters a quick wave before a bearded man wearing a prayer shawl began to chant a prayer. Voices immediately hushed all around the cramped living room. This must be the mohel, who, according to Ruth, would perform the ceremony.  “An expert he is, trained to do the circumcision with minimal discomfort,” she’d told us on the phone. Then she’d muttered,  “He’d better be.” 

After the prayer, the mohel called out, “Kvatter!” 

Heads turned as Ruth nodded to Delores. “Delores Enriques is kvatterin, the child’s godmother,” she announced with that stubborn tilt of her chin, daring anyone to disagree. My mouth dropped in delight, and I saw our Yada Yada sisters exchange astonished smiles as Delores, blushing up to her hair roots, tenderly cradled the little boy and made her way toward the other end of the room where she handed the baby to her husband, Ricardo. 

“And Ricardo Enriques is kvatter, the child’s godfather,” Ruth announced.

Again, little gasps of surprise and pleasure circled the room. Well, well, I thought. No one deserves it more than Delores; she stuck with Ruth through this pregnancy like white on rice. But Ricardo. That was a surprise—though, sure, it made sense to have husband and wife be the godparents. They were hardly Jewish, though.

As Ricardo took the baby, the mohel  with the prayer shawl said, “Baruchhaba,” while Ruth and several others responded, “ May he who cometh be blessed.” And then the mohel offered another prayer, mentioning God’s covenant with Abraham, the sign of which was circumcision. “. . . and through Abraham’s seed, all nations will be blessed.” And we all said, “Amen.” 

The mohel took the baby from Ricardo Enriques and handed him to someone sitting in a straight-back chair. Craning my neck, I saw Ruth’s husband, Ben—a brand-new daddy at sixty-something—take his tiny son and place him on a large pillow on his lap. Ruth, coming up behind me, muttered in my ear, “Huh. Would Ben let anyone else hold his only son for his brit mila?  Lucy would let Charlie Brown kick the football first.” 

I had to stuff my fist against my mouth to keep from laughing. 

“—Oh Lord, King of the universe,” the mohel was praying once again, “ who has sanctified us with Thy commandments, and commanded us concerning the rite of circumcision.” And then there was murmuring and rustling. Backs closed in around Ben and the baby.

This is it! I thought, looking away. I steeled myself for—

A wail broke the hush in the room. Ruth was fanning herself big-time. I could hear Ben’s growly voice soothing and shushing his child as the mohel finished his administrations. As Isaac’s wail subsided, sighs of relief and whispers filled the room.

Then the mohel lifted his voice once more. “Creator of the universe, may it be Thy gracious will” —I leaned forward, trying to hear— “and give a pure and holy heart to Yitzak, to be called Isaac, the son of Ben and Ruth Garfield, who has just now been circumcised in honor of Thy great name. May his heart be wide open to comprehend Thy holy Law, that he may learn and teach, keep and fulfill Thy laws.” 

Ben’s “Amen!” boomed out over all the others. I caught Denny’s eye—and saw that he had his handkerchief out and was blowing his nose. At least he didn’t faint.

“One moment,please,” the mohel added, finishing the ritual and actually smiling. “ Today we have a double privilege, the honor of blessing and naming Isaac’s twin sister. Ruth, can you join us? ” 

Beaming now, Ruth elbowed her way to the mohel and surrendered the baby in her arms. The bearded man took her gently and then held her up for all to see. A pink headband circled the tiny head, the bow on top matching the just-woke-up rosy cheeks. An ahh seemed to squeeze from the room, like the sigh of an accordion. And then the mohel prayed, “ Lord of the universe, who created us both male and female, we ask your blessing on this little girl, to be called Havah, which means life. Help her to grow in joy and understanding of your gift of life to all people, even as she herself is a gift to her parents.” 

Again we all cried, “Amen!” accompanied by much applause and laughter.

And like all Jewish festivities Ruth had introduced us to, the brit mila was soon followed by food—lots and lots of food, spread out on the dining room table like its own deli. I sidled up alongside Yo-Yo, who was filling her plate. “ Hey, Yo-Yo,” I grinned. “Wasn’t that a neat ceremony? ” 

“Yeah. I guess.” Yo-Yo shrugged inside the bulky cotton sweater she was wearing over her overalls and moved to the other side of the table.

I frowned. What was that about?  But Yo-Yo ducked out and headed for a seat, just as Ruth appeared with little Havah in her arms. Clucking ladies—clones of Ruth, I thought—gathered around, oohing and ahhing over the pretty child, passing her from hand to hand. “ Two minutes older than Isaac, she is,” Ruth bragged. 

Ben, I noticed, anchored the straight-back chair in the other room with Isaac on the lap pillow, as if daring anyone to pluck away his son.

After urging platefuls of macaroons, rugelach, and
 mandelbread on everyone— “Jewish biscotti, only better,” Ruth said about the latter—Ruth followed several of us Yadas as we finally headed for the bedroom to retrieve our coats piled on the bed. “So,” she said, “ does this count as our Yada Yada meeting?  Everybody in town was here—or else up to their eyeballs in family shtick.” 

Yada Yada normally met on second and fourth Sundays, and this was the last weekend of the year. But she had a point. Stu’s parents were still here. Avis’s daughter and grand baby were “home” for the holidays. (Avis couldn’t bear the thought of Rochelle and little Conny spending Christmas at the women’s shelter, where they’d been since Rochelle left her abusive husband a month ago.) Becky Wallace probably had Little Andy for the holidays, and—

“What about Chanda’s birthday? ” Yo-Yo piped up. “She complained that we missed her birthday last year’cause it falls between Christmas and New Year’s.” 

“Do not worry about Chanda. She decided at the last minute to take the kids to Jamaica.” Nony’s cultured South African accent made it sound like the queen of England had gone abroad. “ Since her sister moved back to the island, Chanda has been—how do you say it? —sick for home.” 

“Oh, si, Jamaica!” Delores closed her eyes dreamily. “Sunshine. Tropical breezes. No ice storms . . . Can’t blame her. Every Chicago winter I get homesick for Mexico.” 

“Yeah, me too,” Yo-Yo muttered. “And I’ve never been out of Illinois.” We all laughed.

“So, we cancel? ” Ruth pushed, handing out the last of our coats.

“Uh,” I stalled. “If we don’t meet tomorrow, it’ll be another two weeks before we get together—practically a whole month since our last real meeting.” Didn’t we all need a lot of prayer going into the New Year? 

“Excuse me.” My husband poked his head (swathed in the overly long scarf my mother had knit him for Christmas) into our little huddle. “I hate to state the obvious, but why don’t you Yadas just meet the next week?  Try first and third Sundays for a while. Half of you were complaining about meeting second Sundays anyway.” 

Which was true. Now that Uptown Community Church and New Morning Christian had merged, half of us Yada Yadas were in the same church, and second Sundays already had a combined church potluck and business meeting until we ironed out all the bumps in the road.

But I whacked him with my glove anyway. “Isn’t it a burden to be right all the time, Denny Baxter? ” 
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The clock said 4:30 when we got home. Ack! Stu and her parents would show up for supper in less than two hours. Did I have time to finish supper and send an e-mail to Yada Yada suggesting the new time?  Not that most of us looked at our e-mail on a regular basis, especially around holidays. I’d probably have to call people so they wouldn’t show up at . . . whose turn was it, anyway? 

I looked at the Yada Yada list taped inside one of the kitchen cupboards. Yo-Yo’s turn to host next.

What was up with Yo-Yo, anyway?  I thought, opening the fridge and pulling out the lasagna spinach roll-ups I’d made earlier that day. I thought she’d be all over those babies, as close as she and her brothers were to Ben and Ruth. But she’d seemed . . . indifferent. Never once saw her hold one of the twins or even talk to Ben and Ruth, except when Ruth cornered us about our next meeting. Weird.

Oh well. Maybe she just felt out of place. There had been a lot of people today at the brit mila I didn’t know either.

While the oven was heating, I called up e-mail and typed a quickie to Yada Yada saying, “It has been suggested” —didn’t have to say who suggested— “we (a) cancel our fourth-Sunday meeting tomorrow, and (b) consider changing our meeting times to first and third Sundays to avoid schedule conflicts at Uptown–New Morning Church. That would mean we could meet NEXT week, the first weekend of the New Year.” 

I frowned at the message. If anybody didn’t like this, I was the one who was going to hear about it. How did I end up being the group secretary, anyway? 

I could just hear Stu answer that one:  “Because you do it, Jodi. If you don’t want the job, just say so!” 

But as a precaution, I signed it, “Ruth, Nony, Hoshi, Delores, Yo-Yo, and Jodi,” and thumped the Send key. I was pretty sure no one would complain about canceling tomorrow. And I’d let Avis, our unflappable group leader, handle the other one. After all, didn’t elementary school principals have to major in Scheduling Changes Diplomacy? 

By the time our front doorbell rang—Stu must be on her best behavior, I snickered to myself; she usually came sailing through our back door without knocking—I’d dragged Amanda off the phone long enough to set the table, Denny had buttered some garlic bread, and I’d tossed together a green salad. While Denny was greeting Stu and her parents in the front hall, I was still wondering whether to put out wineglasses. We usually splurged on wine with Italian food. But my parents would die if I served wine, with or without Italian food. Any kind of alcohol was verboten in the little Bible church I grew up in.

Better not risk it. Should’ve checked with Stu first.

I scurried into the living room to greet our guests. The resemblance between Stu and her father was striking. Tall. Angular face. Strong nose. “Hi,Jodi,” Stu said. “You met my folks the other day, right?  Lester and Luann Stuart . . . Jodi Baxter.” 

I smiled and stuck out my hand. “I’m so happy you guys could come for supper.” Ack! “You guys” ? Why did I say that?  But what am I supposed to call them?  Lester and Luann?  Or is that too familiar?  They’re Stu’sparents, for pity’s sake. Should I call them Mr. and Mrs. Stuart? 

Stu’s mother, a sixtyish woman with short blonde hair, smiled and shook my hand. “Mrs. Baxter. You are very kind to invite us. You and your husband have been so good to Leslie . . .” 

Okay. That answered that.

Mr. Stuart presented a slim bottle of red wine with a fancy label. “I hope you can use this. A small token of our appreciation.” 

I smiled, trying not to giggle. And that answered that. Oh, right. They were Lutherans. Real wine at Communion.

Stu and I left Denny to small-talk with the Stuarts while we set out the food and added wineglasses to the table. “How’s it going? ” I whispered, climbing on the kitchen stool to get a basket for the garlic bread.

She idly twisted a long strand of her straight blonde hair. “Pretty good, I guess . . . well, okay, kind of weird. I mean, until Thanksgiving we hadn’t even talked to each other for four years! But yesterday we went to the Museum of Science and Industry and had dinner at Bubba Gumps on Navy Pier. Not too bad if we keep busy.” 

“Bubba Gumps!I’m jealous.” We’d never been to the popular seafood restaurant named after the boat in the Forrest Gump movie. I struck a match, lit the green tapers nestled in some fake holly in the center of our red holiday tablecloth, and dimmed our modest chandelier. Even in the candlelight, Stu’s eyes carried a sadness that the holidays only intensified. “Can you . . . you know, talk about stuff? ” 

She snorted. “You mean about the abortion?  The grandchild they don’t have?  They know about it,sure—we got it all out on the table at Thanksgiving. We all cried buckets. But now it’s like a big elephant standing in my living room that we’re all pretending isn’t there. No one wants to bring it up.” 

I gave Stu a squeeze. “Give it time. I’m humbled by your courage, Stu. Took guts to break the ice after so many years.” 

The back door opened and slammed shut, letting in a surge of frigid air. “Yo!I’m home!” Josh announced, shrugging out of his winter jacket. “What’s
 for—oh. Hi,Stu.” Josh surveyed the candlelit table. “Whassup?  We got company? ” 

I held up a warning finger. “Read my lips,” I breathed. “Stu’s parents are here. Go meet them. You are not surprised. You are pleased to meet them. You speak English.” I raised my voice sweetly as he meekly headed for the living room. “ Call everyone to the table, will you, Josh?  Your sister too.” 

Stu snickered. “I’ll get another plate. You forgot to set a place for him.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Huh. Never know when Josh will show up for dinner. We still get mail for him, so I think he still lives here.” I was only half kidding.

But ten minutes later, as we passed around the lasagna roll-ups, I breathed a prayer of thanksgiving that Josh had showed up. He kept the conversation rolling with tales from the Christmas party at the Manna House women’s shelter. Mrs. Stuart seemed especially interested.

“—and you should have seen the crazy decorations the kids made for the Christmas tree. Somebody donated a tree after Christmas, but hey. We went all out anyway. Paper chains out of magazine pages, newspaper snowflakes—even raided the kitchen for measuring spoons and tea balls. We tried to string popcorn, but most of it got eaten. Maybe ten or twelve lonely kernels got on the tree itself.” 

We all laughed, but I felt a twinge. Sheesh. I could’ve sent tons of colored construction paper. Why didn’the ask? 

Stu’smother leaned forward, fork delicately held in her manicured hand. “And how did you happen to get involved in this charity,Josh? ” 

Josh had used the laughter to finish off a piece of garlic bread. He chewed thoughtfully. “Kind of a long story. But if you’re coming to church tomorrow,you’ll hear a little more. Edesa and I are recruiting volunteers.” 

“Edesa? ” Mrs. Stuart asked sweetly. Josh’sears turned red.

“She’s in our prayer group,” I put in. “Also volunteers at Manna House.” 

I eyed Stu across the table. Are you going to bring your parents to church?  Uptown Community had been “an interesting experience” when my parents had visited a year ago. But the Uptown–New Morning amalgamation?  We hadn’t yet ironed out all the booby traps inherent in merging two churches—one mostly white, one mostly black—in an unfinished new building smack-dab in the middle of a shopping mall. That might be a stretch for a couple in their sixties from a mainstream church in Indianapolis.

Stu must have read my mind. She slipped a grin and mouthed,  “Sure. Why not? ” 

“ON SECOND THOUGHT,” Stu murmured to me the next morning as we surveyed the rapidly filling storefront sanctuary at the Howard Street Shopping Center, “I forgot about these awful folding chairs. My dad will be squirming in no time.” 

New chairs were probably at the bottom of the list of things to be decided by our new congregation. “Maybe we could make a case that padded chairs are a necessary tool for shopping center evangelism,” I murmured.

Stu rolled her eyes. “Ha. Good luck.” She moved off to rejoin her parents. “Pastor Clark, Pastor Cobbs,” I heard her say, “these are my parents, Lester and—” 

“Hey, Jodi. How ya feel? ” Florida Hickman peeled off her winter jacket and knit hat, shaking out the coppery corkscrew curls that nearly matched her skin. “Man,it’shot up inhere.” 

I nodded. “Yep. Temps in the forties today. Not what you expect from a Chicago winter.” Florida looked good but didn’t sound like her usual high-octane self. “How was—” 

“I wannit ta snow.” Nine-year-old Carla Hickman, hair done in matching corkscrews, folded her arms in a pout. “Daddy said I could build a snowman when we got us a house.” 

“Of course you want it to snow,” I teased. “You’renine.” I’d made it through half a bumpy school year with Carla Hickman in my third-grade class at Bethune Elementary; maybe we’d make it through the rest of the year. I leaned down and whispered in her ear. “Tell you what. If it snows after school starts, we’ll build a snowman in the playground, how about that? ” 

She cocked her head at me. “Cross your heart and hope to die? ” 

Might as well live recklessly. “Promise.” I got a rare Carla-smile in return before she skipped off. I turned back to Florida. “So, how was Christmas in your new house? ” 

Florida sighed. “Decent, I guess. Carl got us a tree, tried to keep our spirits up on account of Carla and Cedric. An’ it was fun havin’Becky and Little Andy with us.” 

Ah, yes. Becky. Ex-con Becky Wallace had moved out of Stu’s apartment and into the Hickmans’ upstairs studio back in November when she got off house arrest. Trying to make a home of her own so she could get custody of Little Andy.

“But . . . ” Florida wagged her head. “My insides was all torn up,knowin’Chris is locked up at juvie.” Then she brightened. “But God is good, know what I’m sayin’?  Carlan’me got to go see him that evenin’, an’ we goin’again tonight. They don’t let kids in, though. Oh,hey!” She waved across the room. “There’s Nony an’Mark. Mark’s lookin’good, don’t ya think? ” Florida made a beeline for the Sisulu-Smith family.

The worship band and praise team were warming up, and Denny beckoned me to come sit down. But as I headed his way, I did a quick gander around the room to see if any other Yada Yada sisters were there . . . yep. Avis Johnson-Douglass and her husband, Peter, sat in the second row. Avis’s daughter Rochelle sat beside her—a beauty, just like Avis, with that trim figure, smooth nutmeg skin, and fall of long, raven-colored, wavy hair. Two-year-old Conny was crawling all over his stepgranddaddy’slap. Hm. The Christmas visit must be going well.

My attention was diverted by Becky Wallace grabbing for Little Andy, who was chasing the Sisulu-Smith boys across the six-inch-high platform and dodging musicians—and I had to snicker when I saw Hoshi Takahashi, the Northwestern University student who lived with the Sisulu-Smith household, snag Marcus and Michael and march them to their parents. Ha. Mild-mannered Hoshi obviously didn’t put up with any nonsense from her charges.

So that was Avis, Stu, me, Flo, Becky, Nony, Hoshi, and—wait a minute. Edesa Reyes just came in, getting a huge hug from our sixteen-year-old Amanda. I poked Denny. “Look. Edesa’s here,” I whispered. Even though seven of us from Yada Yada had ended up here after the Uptown–New Morning merge, Edesa was a member of Iglesia del Espirito Santo on the West Side, had been ever since she came to the States from Honduras on a student visa.

Denny nodded. “Yeah. Recruiting volunteers for Manna House,remember? ” 

Oh. Right. Josh had said . . . Ack! I twisted my head, trying to catch a glimpse of my son. Did Josh wear those tattered jeans again?  It was one thing to sit at the back with the sound equipment and look like something that’s been through a paper shredder, but to get upfront—

Pastor Clark, our pastor from Uptown, and Pastor Cobbs, New Morning’s pastor, both stepped onto the low platform to signal the beginning of the worship service. They made a funny pastoral team: salt and pepper, tall and short, widowed and married. And to be honest, Pastor Clark’s quiet demeanor was usually no match for Pastor Cobb’s vigorous style. But as Pastor Clark kept saying,  “God is doing a new thing.” 

“Good morning,church!” Pastor Cobbs boomed.

“Good morning!” bounced back from all over the spacious room.

“Our hearts should be bursting with joy this morning, for this week we celebrated the birth of the Christ child—” 

“Thank ya,Jesus!” “Praise God!” “Hallelujah!” 

The congregation was definitely awake. I fully expected the worship band and praise team to swing into a rousing gospel version of “Joy to the World!” —the usual carol to kick off the Sunday after Christmas.
 But Pastor Cobbs simply started to sing from somewhere deep, slowly, majestically . . .

O come, let us adore Him

O come, let us adore Him

O come, let us adore Hi-im . . .

Chri-ist the Lord.

All the instruments were still except the saxophone, rich and resonant. I forgot about Josh’s jeans. I forgot about Stu’s parents and whether they were squirming on our awful folding chairs. The words pulled at my heart . . .

O come, let us adore Him . . .

We sang no verses, just the chorus, again and again . . . until I longed to get down on my knees, like the shepherds of old, and just worship the Christ, Immanuel, come to live among us . . .

But I didn’t. Too chicken.
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The praise team finally wound up the time of worship with a get-down version of “Joy to the World,” causing Sunday morning shoppers to peer in the windows. A few even stepped inside the door to listen, though they skittered back outside when Pastor Clark—wearing a skinny red tie that ran up and down his white shirt like a fever thermometer—stood up to welcome visitors and give announcements. “Don’t forget our next business meeting and potluck on the second Sunday of the New Year—” 

“What?  No New Year ’s Eve service?  ” I whispered to Denny. He ignored me.

“—Also, volunteers from the Manna House women’s shelter here in Chicago would like to bring an announcement. Josh? Edesa? ” Pastor Clark waved them up.

I was relieved to see Josh was clad in a pair of jeans with no skin showing. Edesa, as usual, glowed like polished mahogany. She was the first Spanish-speaking black person I’d ever met. Even with all my textbook education about the ugly slave trade on both American continents, it had somehow eluded me that African descendants peppered South America too—until I met Edesa. Nationality: African Honduran.

But as the two of them stood up there in front of the whole church, my heart bounced back and forth between affection and anxiety. Josh, our eldest, was a recent high school graduate, with no plans—yet—to go to college; he wanted “life experience first.” Edesa, three years older, had recently changed her study track to public health at UIC—and had been one of my Yada Yada prayer sisters ever since God threw the twelve of us together at that Chicago Women’s Conference a year and a half ago.

Josh and Edesa. Everywhere I turned lately, they were doing some kind of youth group thing together. They’d helped chaperone a group of Uptown teens at the Cornerstone Music Festival last summer. Taken kids to Six Flags Great America. (Huh! In my book, nineteen-year- old Josh was still two hairs shy of being an adult.) Now they were volunteering at a homeless women’s shelter, of all things!

Josh, of course, admired Edesa. Who didn’t?  The Honduran student was a vibrant young woman—one of the sweetest I’d ever met. Thoughtful. Caring. Like a daughter to Delores Enriques and her brood. Still, I nearly swallowed my tongue when, in a rare moment of vulnerability, my son had told me,  “Mom. I . . . love . . . Edesa Reyes.”  And in an even rarer moment of motherly grace, I’d actually asked,  “Have you told her? ” 

No. She’d never encouraged him that way, he said. They were “ just friends.” 

Right.

“Buenos días,church!” Edesa’s bright yellow sweater and yellow cloth headband added sunshine to the rather gray day outside. “I bring you greetings from Iglesia del Espirito Santo, my home church on the West Side. I am delighted to be with you this morning—and I see many familiar faces here.” She winked at Little Andy, who hid his face and giggled.

Josh picked it up. “Edesa and I are volunteers at Manna House, a women’s shelter in Chicago, less than a year old.” He sketched the beginnings of the shelter, “home” to two dozen women with children, more or less, who were homeless or—in some cases—victims of domestic abuse who needed a place of safety.

“Right now,” Edesa said, “we have only one full-time paid staff member—our director. Our office manager is part-time. We desperately need more volunteers—especially on the weekends, to give the staff a break—including those who would be willing to spend one or two nights simply being un amigo to the women, doing activities with the niños, and simply being a ‘presence.’” She smiled at the gaggle of kids on the front row. “But maybe the best thing would be to hear from one of the current residents.” 

Who?  Rochelle?  Only a few people here knew Rochelle was a “current resident” at Manna House. Wouldn’tit be risky to go public?  She didn’t want Dexter to find her. Besides, I thought Rochelle was still so mad at Peter “You’re Not My Dad” Douglass for sending her to a shelter when she showed up at their apartment a third time, I couldn’t imagine she’d plug Manna House—not in front of her mom’s new husband!

But Rochelle didn’t move. Instead, Edesa took a letter from her pocket, unfolded it and began to read.  “To whom it may concern: To tell the truth, I never imagined that I would end up in a women’s shelter. But I never imagined I’d be afraid of my husband either, so here I am . ..” 

Did Rochelle write the letter?  Sounded like her story. She whispered something to Conny, as if not paying attention. Avis’s eyes were closed, her lips moving soundlessly. Praying, no doubt.

 “The shelter isn’t much,”  Edesa read on. “The space could use a lot of sprucing up.”  Josh rolled his eyes in agreement; the kids on the front row giggled.  “But I’m so grateful the staff and volunteers have been there for me and my baby. They’ve loved on us, accepted us, given us legal help, and been a safe haven when we needed it most. Of course, we don’t want to stay here forever! But for now, we are blessed. And if you can do anything to keep the shelter going, I know you will be blessed too.”  Edesa looked up. “Signed by one of our residents.” 

The congregation clapped spontaneously. When the noise died down, Josh said, “Uh, I think that speaks for itself. We’re hoping to get enough volunteers so your time would only be one weekend per month. So . . . if you have any questions, please talk to us after the service. We can give more details at that time.” 

Before Josh and Edesa went back to their seats, both Pastor Clark and Pastor Cobbs laid hands on them and prayed for this new shelter. I noticed Denny fishing in his pants pocket for a handkerchief and blowing his nose.

When the prayer was over, Josh and Edesa finally left the platform—and then suddenly Josh turned back. “As long as I have the floor—” 

My head jerked up. Uh-oh. What was my unpredictable son going to do now? 

“—we’ve had a tradition at Uptown Community on New Year’s Day—” 

Oh no. He’s not going to bring that up in the middle of a worship service!

“—a Polar Bear Swim down at Loyola Beach. I know we’re a ‘new’ church now, and all the old things are on the shelf till we get things decided, but, hey, just wanted to invite anyone, especially the teens and anyone young at heart—” 

Oh, brother. He’s actually inviting people to that crazy Polar Bear Swim right here in the middle of worship! And Stu’s parents are visiting too! I saw a few New Morning adults shaking their heads. Ack! What are people thinking!

“—noon sharp,’ cause I know everybody’s gonna stay up late the night before seeing the New Year in. So—” Whatever Josh said after that was drowned out by the whoops and enthusiastic catcalls of several teenagers, both black and white.

I was afraid to look at Pastor Cobbs’s face.
 I mean, there was nothing remotely spiritual about a Polar Bear Swim! And we were the newbies in this church—after all, we were meeting in New Morning’s new space,and—

Beside me, I felt Denny shaking. I looked at him, startled.

My husband had his head down, laughing silently.

“WHAT YOU SO UPTIGHT FOR,GIRL? ” Florida rolled her eyes at me after church as we walked away from the coffee table, Styrofoam cups of hot, black liquid in our hands. “Thought you was gonna turn into a frog, the way your eyes bugged out when Josh did that Polar Bear thang.” She grinned at me unsympathetically.

“I know, I know,” I moaned. “It’s just that . . .” 

Just what, Jodi Baxter?  said the Voice in my spirit. Worried about what people will think?  Hm, haven’t we been there before, you and Me? 

Well, yeah, but—

And what’s “unspiritual” about the Polar Bear Swim?  After all, Scripture says, “Do all things to the glory of God.” 

Well, yeah, but—

Stop worrying about what people will think, Jodi, and start looking for the possibilities. Like your son.

Like my son. I looked around until I saw Josh—in the middle of a knot of kids, laughing and talking. Huh. I doubted they were signing up to be volunteers at Manna House. But just then I saw Pastor Cobbs thread his way through the mob of youthful bodies and shake Josh’s hand. Josh’s face lit up. Even from where I was standing, I heard him say, “That’d be great! Wow.” 

Nanoseconds later, Amanda, butterscotch hair falling out of a butterfly clip perched on the back of her head, bounced over to me. “Hey,Mom. Guess what?  Pastor Cobb thinks the Polar Bear Swim thing is great. He encouraged all of us kids to invite other teenagers, then bring them back here to the church for hot chocolate and music and stuff. Cool,huh? ” She bounced off. Amanda rarely waited for an actual dialogue.

I closed my eyes and shook my head. Sheesh. When was I ever going to learn that God was a whole lot bigger than me and all my ought-tos and fear factors and what-ifs?  Was God giving me a word for the New Year? 

Look for the possibilities, Jodi . . .
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So once again I found myself standing on the beach on New Year’s Day along with Stu, filling cups of hot chocolate for the shivering teenagers who had just come up out of the water after their mad dash into—and out of—Lake Michigan. The lake, which hugged the long eastern shore of Chicago like a wet, soggy blanket, rolled in unhindered. No ice this year; it’d been too warm. Not that I felt warm, standing on a beach in forty-degree weather, hunched inside my winter jacket, wishing I’d worn a sweat-shirt underneath to cut the wind.

Clad in dry sweats over wet bathing suits, the teenagers piled into an assortment of minivans and cars and Uptown’s old fifteen-passenger van, driven by—bless him—a beaming Pastor Clark. I waved good-bye as the cars headed back to our shopping center church, glad that Pastor Cobb, Pastor Clark, and Rick Reilly—Uptown’s youth group leader before the merge—were going to take it from there.

“And that’s that,” Stu said, loading the two big Igloo coolers we’d lugged down to the beach. “Quite a few kids I’d never seen before. Our kids must have invited them . . .” She looked at me sideways. “Or was that the whole idea all along? ” 

“Maybe.” I climbed into the passenger seat of her silver Celica, blowing on my hands, and waited for her to get in. “All I know is Pastor Cobbs jumped on the idea and saw it as a youth outreach . . . Turn on the heat, will ya? ” 

“Who’s doing the food back at the church? ” Stu steered the car up Sheridan Road until we came to Lunt Avenue, our street.

I shrugged inside my jacket. “Dunno. Rose Cobbs got on it” —I still wasn’t used to calling her First Lady Cobbs, the term of respect New Morning members gave to their pastor’s wife— “and asked somebody to do it. Say, did you get any feedback from your folks about their visit to our nameless church?  Sheesh. Hope we do something about that soon. Can’t keep calling it ‘Uptown–New Morning’ forever.” 

“Ha.” Stu pulled into the alley behind our two-flat, hit the garage door opener, and drove in. “I think my folks were a little shell-shocked. You’ve gotta admit, we’re not exactly a liturgical church.” 

We headed for the house through our tiny backyard, and parted as Stu turned up the back steps to her apartment. “Hey,” she called back, “has anyone heard from Chanda?  Are she and the kids back from Jamaica yet? ” 

I blinked. “Ack! Chanda! . . . No, I haven’t heard if she’s back, but school starts on Monday, so she’s gotta get home this weekend. But it was her birthday yesterday—New Year’s Eve, remember?  She was complaining it never got celebrated because of all the holidays. We gotta do something for her at Yada Yada this weekend.” 

“Piece of cake—pun intended.” Stu laughed. “I’ll make a cake. I think we should give Becky’s lopsided creations a rest, don’t you think?  And you do your meaning-of-the-name thing, Jodi. Think you can dig up a meaning for Chanda? ” 

I made a face and unlocked our back door. Willie Wonka was whining on the other side. “Huh. It’snot exactly ‘Sue’ or ‘Mary,’ but I’ll give it a go. Oughta be interesting . . . okay, okay, Wonka. Come on out. Go pee. But hurry it up, will ya? ” 

As if the poor deaf dog could hear a thing I said.

“AH, THE MIRACLE OF THEINTERNET, ” I murmured, staring at the computer screen. I’d been trying for an hour to find the meaning of Chanda’s name—putting off the job of taking down the Christmas tree, the major chore on my to-do list the Saturday after New Year’s Day—but kept running into dead ends. It wasn’t listed in any of the usual “Baby Name” sites; searching Jamaican names turned up nothing; ditto African-American. Finally,I’d just Googled “Chanda . . . name . . .meaning” . . . and there it was.

“CHANDA. Hindi, meaning‘dignified.’” 

From the Hindi language?  Huh. Wonder where her Jamaican parents got that from?  I couldn’t help smiling. Dear, funny, fussy Chanda was a lot of things, but “dignified” didn’t come to mind. On the other hand, it was amazing the significance God seemed to squeeze from the meaning of our names—

“Mom? ” Josh’s voice behind me interrupted my thoughts. “You got a minute? ” 

“Sure.” I suppressed a smile. My nineteen-year-old actually wanted to talk to me?  I had sixty minutes!

Josh, dressed in a rumpled T-shirt and sweatpants that had seen better days, sprawled into a dining room chair. He ran a hand over his tousled hair. “Well, we didn’t get that many volunteers last Sunday at church . . . three, I think. A girl—well, young woman—named Karen somebody, and Mr. and Mrs. Meeks.” 

“Debra and Sherman Meeks?  I mean, aren’t they too old? Sherman’s got asthma; he has to use an inhaler.” 

“Mom.” Josh dialed up his patient voice. “Young,old—age doesn’t matter. Anybody can volunteer if they’ve got the right heart. Which is why I wanted to talk to you. Edesa’s going to ask again at your Yada Yada meeting tomorrow night, but I thought, if you volunteered, maybe some of the other Yadas would too. You gotta pass a background check, but no sweat.” He must have seen my eyes widen, because he threw up his hands. “Only one weekend a month, I promise! You can bring your own sheets and pillow if you like.” 

If I liked?  It hadn’t even occurred to me to volunteer. I was blithely assuming others would, single people probably, without family responsibilities,without—
Think of the possibilities, Jodi.

The phone was ringing. “Uh . . . let me think about it, Josh. Okay? ” 

“Sure!” Josh unwound his body and hopped off the chair like a human Slinky. “Thanks,Mom.” He grabbed the kitchen phone. “Baxters . . . Yeah,she’s here.” He handed me the receiver and headed for the refrigerator.

“Hello, this is—” 

“Sista Jodee, is dat you?  We back from Jamaica! Mi mama so happy to see det’ree kids—first time to see de girls! An’dey got to play wit all dey cousins,an’swim in de ocean, an’milk a goat. Yah, a goat for true . ..” 

Chanda giggled, giving me an opening. “So glad you had a good trip, Chanda. We’re all jealous, you know! But we missed you. Hey . . . are you coming to Yada Yada tomorrow?  It’s Yo-Yo’s turn to host.” If we were going to do this birthday thing, it’d be handy to know if she’d be there.

“Oh, yah mon. Such a good time we had. Got mi a nice tan too.” She giggled again.  “Irie, mon! Yah, mi bedere.” And the phone went dead.

I blinked, still holding the receiver. Why in the world did Chanda want a tan?  She was already brown! And was it my imagination, or had her Jamaican patois thickened up like chicken gravy?  

IT SNOWED SIX INCHES THAT NIGHT, burying the Christmas tree we’d dragged out to the curb the day before. Our first real snow of the winter. But salt trucks and snowplows had cleared most of the major streets by the time Stu and I headed for Yo-Yo’s apartment Sunday evening in her Celica. Stu cautiously navigated the slick side streets, while I balanced the cake carrier. We’d be lucky to get her three-layer red velvet cake there still layered.

“Sorry.” Stu grimaced. “If I’d known it was going to snow, I’d have made brownies or something.” 

But somehow the two of us and the cake made it in one piece, and so did most everyone else. Everyone except Ruth.

“Aw,” Chanda pouted, shrugging off her winter coat and boots and twirling to show off a bright turquoise-print Jamaican dress, which she filled out. “Mi wanted to see dem babies. What are dey—six weeks?  Dey must be so big now!” 

“Shoulda met at your house,then,” Yo-Yo muttered. “Mine’s probably not clean enough.” 

She was kidding, right?  I tried to read her face with no luck. But Adele Skuggs, who styled funky cuts on everybody else at Adele’s Hair and Nails, shook her short, no frills, black-and-silver afro. “Don’t think we’ll see Ruth for awhile—an’clean ain’t got nothin’to do with it, Yo-Yo Spencer. MaDear always said,‘ Got one, you on the run; got two, you make do; got three, there you be. ’An ’if you ask me, two at the same time probably feels like three.” 

“She should just leave’em with Ben,” Stu said. “He’s the daddy. He can take a turn.” 

Adele snorted. “Yeah, right.” 

We all laughed. Yeah, it was a bit of a stretch imagining white-haired Ben Garfield juggling both babies by himself all evening.

By that time, we’d all found something resembling a place to sit—on Yo-Yo’s salvaged-from-the-alley couch, a few mismatched table chairs, and the floor. But our first meeting of the New Year felt more like a party than a prayer meeting. Even Avis and Nony and Florida, all struggling with huge family challenges, just seemed glad to be there, their burdens a bit lighter in the company of sisters who knew and still cared. And, well, it was a party. We surprised Chanda with the red velvet cake, Adele had picked up a mixed bouquet of cut flowers, and I presented Chanda with the birthday card we’d all been secretly signing as people dribbled in. 

Chanda beamed—until we cut the cake. “Dat cake! Why she so red? ” Her eyes rounded, as if suspecting someone had bled into it. But Stu cut a huge bite from the slice on Chanda’s paper plate and teased her into opening her mouth. And then . . .  “Mmm.”  Chanda’s eyes rolled back in blissful delight at the velvety chocolate taste.

Four enormous bites later, she handed her plate to Stu for a second slice and opened the card. I’d used a sheet of pale gold vellum and a pretty script font, trying to find something that expressed “dignified.” But as she read silently, tiny frown lines pinched between her brows. She looked up. “Dis no joke?  Me name mean‘dignified’? ” 

I nodded. “I looked for a name spelled C-H-A-N-D-A. It’s Hindi.” 

“Hindi!What’s dat? ” 

“India’s official language—or one of them.” 

The frown deepened. “Oh.” A pause. “Guess dat explains it.” 

Now I was surprised. I’d expected her to protest that she wasn’t from India, that there had to be a mistake. But now we all looked at her, curious. “Explains what? ” I blurted.

Chanda shrugged. “De mon from India, dey like Jamaica. One mon come, soon all de brothers and cousins come too. Yah, mon. All de family. Own all de jewelry stores, all de shops for tourists in town. Some peoples tink dey take all de jobs. But me mama, she’ave a good friend . . .” Another shrug. “We kids called her Missus Siddhu. But mi tink Mama maybe name mi after she friend.” 

“Read the inside,” I urged. I’d found a perfect quotation about dignity in Bartlett’s Quotations and was feeling smug.

No race can prosper till it learns 
That there is as much dignity 
In tilling a field 
As in writing a poem.

—Booker T. Washington

I thought Chanda would be pleased, but her lip quivered. “You just making fun of mi. Mi know what you tink—Chanda some kind of fool, get rich quick, just a cleaning woman dressed in fancy clothes.” 

I started to protest, but Avis got up quickly, moved behind Chanda, resting both hands on her round shoulders, and began to pray. “Lord, Your Word says that You created us in Your image. That means Chanda has the stamp of God on her life, giving her a dignity that no one can take away from her. Help her to see her-self as You see her, Lord—beautiful, dignified, worthy, noble, Your highest creation!” 

Nony carried the prayer. “Yes, yes! And this is a special birth-day, Father, because the breast cancer was found early and You have given our dear sister another year of life!—to praise You, serve You, and be a blessing to all of us, her sisters and her friends. Help her to hold her head up high, with dignity, for she is Your daughter, Your child, Your precious creation.” 

This was followed by a chorus of “Amen!” “Hallelujah!” and “Thank ya, Jesus!” 

Chanda said nothing. But her eyes glistened as she fished in her bag for a tissue and blew her nose.

Resuming her seat, Avis said, “As long as we’re praying, do we have other prayer requests?  What about your boy, Florida?  Has he had a hearing yet? ” 

Florida’s forehead puckered. “Some good news. Peter Douglass—Carl works for Avis’s husband, ya know—found a good defense lawyer who’s gonna represent Chris pro bono. Says he believes Chris’s story, that he just caught a ride with those gang-bangers,didn’t know nothin’about the robbery that was gonna go down. Smucker’s the name. ” She rolled her eyes. “ At least Iain’t gonna forget his name.” 

The rest of us snickered. We weren’t going to forget it either.

“But what’s next? ” Yo-Yo asked. “Chris had a prelim yet? ” 

Florida shook her head. “That’s comin’up. But what worries me is, the perp that robbed that 7-Eleven was eighteen, is bein’charged as an adult. The state’s attorney is hot to charge all those boys as adults, rather than juveniles.” Tears collected, threatening to spill. “Chris only fourteen! If they find him guilty under that accountability lawan’he goes to prison . . . oh,Jesus!” She buried her face in her hands.

“Uh . ..” Becky Wallace, our other ex-con,
 cleared her throat. “I’m not so good at prayin’out loud, but I’d like to pray for Chris.” And she did, stumbling here and there, but asking God plain and simple to keep Florida’s boy in the juvie system.

I thought we were going to close our prayer time, but Edesa waved her hand. “Sisters, Manna House needs our prayers. Not only prayers, it needs warm bodies—several more volunteers willing to give a day or two every month.” She lowered her dark lashes a moment and leaned forward, clasping her hands. “I—I don’t want to put pressure on anyone, but I’d like to ask if any of you would be willing to volunteer.” 

Ack. There it was again. I could hear Josh’s voice in my ear.  “Mom, if you volunteered, maybe some of the other Yadas would too.” I looked around the room. I don’t need to go first—maybe several others will volunteer and that will be enough. My eyes alighted on Avis. Like Avis. Good grief, why not? She’s got a daughter at the shelter, for heaven’s sake!

As if my thoughts had appeared on my forehead in an LED readout, Avis spoke up. “I’ve given it a lot of thought, since my own daughter and grandson are at Manna House. But to tell you the truth, I think that’s why I shouldn’tvolunteer. It puts both Rochelle and me in an awkward position—and things are awkward enough. Maybe there is some other way I can help.” 

Becky Wallace waved her hand. “I’d like to volunteer. Could do it Saturday—Bagel Bakery’s closed for Shabbat. But not Sunday. That’s the day I get Little Andy.” 

“I dunno,Becky,” Yo-Yo said. “You’re still on parole. Might not go over so good with your PO. Better check it out.” 

The room was quiet. I knew Delores worked weekend shifts at the county hospital . . . Chanda had little kids at home . . .Nony’s husband still needed nursing care . . . Saturday was the busiest day at Adele’s Hair and Nails . . . even Stu had DCFS visits to make on the weekends . . .

That pretty much left me.

Think of the possibilities, Jodi.

The Voice within my spirit was surprisingly gentle. Beckoning. As if this wasn’t something I ought to do, but a privilege, an adventure. The next step in the God-journey I was on—though I had to admit it felt more like a roller coaster than a mere step.

But I raised my hand. “Um, Edesa? I’d like to volunteer . . . I think.” 
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Winter vacation slam-dunked to a finish by dropping temperatures to a mere five degrees Sunday night, and the ever-cheerful weather guy said Chicago could expect more snow and below-freezing temps all week. As I spooned hot oatmeal into bowls for the Baxter crew Monday morning, I batted my eyelashes at Denny. “Any chance I can get a ride to school on your way? ” If flirting didn’t work, I could always use the rod in my leg—left over from my car accident a year and a half ago—as an excuse.

“Me, too,Dad.” Amanda flopped into a dining room chair, dropping her book bag on the floor. “It’smurder out there. Wonka told me so,didn’t ya,baby? ” She scratched Willie Wonka’s rump before dumping a mountain of brown sugar on her oatmeal.

“Hey!” Denny said, grabbing the sugar bowl.

Good, I thought. About time Denny did some of the nagging. 

“.. . Leave some for me!” he finished, matching her brown-sugar mountain granule for granule. I rolled my eyes. They were both hopeless.

Gulping his oatmeal, Denny glanced at his watch. As the new athletic director at West Rogers High School, he didn’t like to be late. I knew dropping me off at Bethune Elementary a few blocks away was one thing; but Lane Tech College Prep was at least two or three miles out of his way—in rush-hour traffic on slick roads. But leave his little princess standing at a bus stop in weather like this?  Ha.  “Okay,” he said. “Everybody in the car in three minutes.” 

So I got to school forty-five minutes early. Not a bad thing. I had time to organize my lessons for the day, hunt up chalk and erasers, which had somehow disappeared over Christmas vacation, and best of all, walk up and down the rows of desks, praying for my third-grade students by name.

The laminated names taped to each desk were a little dog-eared but still readable. “Lord, bless Abrianna this semester. Help me encourage her when she wants to give up, when she thinks she can’t do it . . . and Caleb. Oh, Lord,he’s so bright! But he needs a little humility too. The other kids tend to avoid him because of his bragging. I think he’s lonely . . . Thank You for Mercedes, God. She is Your special creation, even though the kids tease her because of her weight. I’ve seen Big Mama, too, so it’s no surprise . . . and Carla, Lord. That little girl’s been through so much! Now her big brother’s been arrested. When she lashes out, help me to remember that she’s scared . ..” 

Because of the cold weather, the kids lined up in the gym instead of on the playground when the bell rang. Carla was first in line, the pink fur of her jacket hood framing her dark eyes and creamy brown face. “Miz Baxter? ” She tugged on my sweater. “Miz Baxter!” 

Two boys started pushing at the back of the line, and the kids were standing so close to each other I was afraid they’d all go down like dominoes. “Lamar! Demetrius! Stop that!—not now,Carla.” 

By the time I’d herded the kids into our room, marshaled coats, boots, and mittens into the general vicinity of the coat pegs, and collected the take-home folders,I’d totally forgotten Carla’s question. But she obviously hadn’t. She appeared beside my desk, jiggling impatiently, but I held up my hand, palm out, as the office intercom came on and a fifth grader led the whole school—remotely—in the Pledge of Allegiance.

“—withlibertyan’justiceforall,” Carla gushed. “Miz Baxter? ” 

“What, Carla? ” 

“You said if it snowed, we could build a snowman.” She pointed a finger at the bank of windows running along the classroom wall, a miniature prosecutor pointing out the culprit in the courtroom.

“Oh,Carla.” I had,hadn’t I. What was I thinking? ! I walked over to the windows, ignoring the noise level rising around me. The six inches of snow that fell on Sunday had been trampled Monday morning by the diehards who had started off “back to school” with a rousing snowball fight. “I don’t know, honey . . . the playground is pretty much a mess.” 

Carla’s eyes narrowed. “But you promised. Crossed your heart and hoped to die.” 

Right. I glanced at the thermometer outside the window. Nudging slowly upward, a whopping fifteen degrees now. Maybe we’d get more snow by the end of the day . . .

I leaned close to Carla’sear. “All right,” I whispered. “We can try. But don’t say anything to the other children, or the deal’s off.” Mention snowman making and I’d be nagged to death by short people all day.

At lunchtime, Carla blocked my way, arms folded, giving me The Look. I shook my head, stalling. What should I do?  Keep Carla after school?  Wait until the other kids had gone home? 

My slower readers were parked on the Story Rug after lunch, plowing in jerks and starts through Charlotte’s Web, when Carla yelled from her desk, “Look!” The telltale finger pointed toward the windows. A curtain of powdered-sugar snow sifted past the glass. “Now we can make a snowman!” she announced.

An immediate stampede to the windows ensued. “Yea!” 

I took a deep breath and glanced at the clock. Two-ten. If I took my class outside to build snowmen before the last bell, other classes would probably hear them and mutiny. Even if I wasn’t censured for ignoring the no-early-dismissal policy, the other teachers would be mad. But I couldn’t keep all the children after school. After-school childcare buses would be waiting; parents would show up, impatient
 to drag their progeny off to violin lessons or ice hockey.

But I was reluctant to extinguish the eager anticipation shining in the eyes of the kids. Here in the city, how many of them had ever built a snowman?  If we just plowed on with our reading lesson, this day would simply melt into the pool of all the other school days. But if we built a snowman,we’d create a childhood memory that might linger for years. A memory like . . .

I was in third grade, chewing on my pencil and trying to do my sheet of division problems, when my teacher tapped me on the shoulder. “Your father is here.” I looked up, startled. Was something wrong?  But he stood in the doorway, hat in hand, smiling. I grabbed my lunch box and followed him to the car; my two brothers were already slouched in the backseat. What was going on?  They shrugged. Daddy was mum. Didn’t say a thing. Just drove to the Veterans Memorial Auditorium in Des Moines, surrounded by enormous billboards shouting, “CIRCUS!” with pictures of gold-and-black tigers jumping through flaming hoops and clowns in whiteface and bushy red hair.

It was one of those magic memories of childhood. Funny thing is, I don’t remember much about the circus. What still makes me giggle is that Daddy took us out of school just to have fun . . .

“Everybody! Come to my desk. No talking.” Wide-eyed, the children crowded around my desk. I’d never called them to come around my desk, all at the same time. Something was up and they knew it. I lowered my voice and we made plans. Wait another twenty minutes. Then quietly get on our coats and boots. Silently tiptoe down the hall and out to the playground, like mice creeping past a big cat. By then, I figured, there would only be ten minutes before the bell rang. By the time the other students or teachers heard us,it’d hardly be worth complaining about.

BY THREE-TEN, three lopsided snowmen stood in the school playground. Two were sightless, since we only found two small rocks to use for eyes. One had a branch sticking out of its side for an “arm.” But all three wore brightly colored knit caps and scarves, donated by junior Good Samaritans who insisted the snowmen needed something.I’d have to rescue the hats and scarves before leaving the school grounds, but for now . . .

“They bee-yoo-tee-ful,” Carla breathed. She was the last kid to leave.

I grinned. “Yep. But off you go. Cedric picking you up? ” 

She shook her head. “Nah. I walk by myself. Mama be home soon.” Her eyes lit up. “Maybe now Daddy help Cedric an’me build another snowman at home! We got us a backyard now, you know.” She ran off, her backpack bumping on her rump like a loose saddle. 

I stopped in at the school office, took off my gloves, and knocked on Avis’sinner office door, which was slightly ajar. She was on the phone, dressed in black slacks, white silk blouse, and black-and-white costume jewelry, dark hair neatly wound into a French roll. She held up a finger to wait. I loitered by the bulletin board in the main office, reading the school lunch menu for January: chicken tenders with muffin, cheese or pepperoni pizza slice, peanut-butter sandwich with fruit cup, turkey hot dog on bun . . . until I heard her say, “All right . . . Thursday. Yes . . . me too. Bye.” 

I slipped into her office and closed the door, unzipping my down jacket. “I’m here to confess before you get a complaint.” 

She put down the phone and glanced in my direction.

“I took my class outside ten minutes before the last bell and we built snowmen. Guilty as charged.” I grinned, fishing a tissue from my jacket pocket and swiping my still-icy nose. “Call it outdoor education.” 

“Jodi Baxter,” she snapped. “What are you talking about? ” 

“Uh . . .snowmen.” Her tone of voice caught me completely off guard. I thought Avis would be my ally in this minor flouting of school dismissal policy. “Took my kids outside before dismissal and . . .” 

Her eyes wandered. I could tell I’d lost the connection. She was frowning at the phone. Sheesh, Jodi. I felt like slapping myself upside the head. I’d just blundered into her office,didn’t even ask if it was a good time—and now that I thought about it, her last few words on the phone had sounded personal.

“Sorry, Avis. Uh . . . are you okay?  Is something wrong? ” 

Avis sighed and sank down into her desk chair. “Yes. Maybe . . . I don’t know,Jodi.” She propped her elbows on the arms of the high-backed desk chair and pressed the tips of her fingers against her temples. “That was Rochelle . ..” 

I waited.

She finally looked up at me and shook her head. “Just when I think God’s answering our prayers, we get blindsided from a different direction.” 

This sounded like Are-you-sitting-down?  news. I pulled up a cushioned chair.

“Manna House routinely asks residents to get HIV testing. No big deal. We knew that.” Avis blew out another breath. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Rochelle’s came back positive.” 
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