
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			Copyright Kim McCoy Vann 2008

			Originally published by Florida Atlanta University

			Boca Raton, FL 2008

			ISBN: 978-1-54397-730-1

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			This book is dedicated to our father, Carl McCoy, who made each of us feel like the favorite child.

			Rest well, Daddy.
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			Foreward

			Kim McCoy was an artist who painted with words. This is my attempt to honor her wishes and share her amazing work with others. Kim wrote this collection of short stories for her thesis, while pursuing a Master’s of Fine Arts in Creative Writing at Florida Atlantic University and submitted it on June 11, 2008. I began preparing her work for publication ten years later, on June 21, 2018, six years after her death. As a family, we never gave up hope that she would survive non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma. When Kim took her last breath in 2012, a never-ending journey of grief began.

			As I read and reread the short stories in this book, I can hear my twin sister’s voice. I can feel Kim’s presence. In most of her stories, she wove magic with reality. Even in her final moments on this planet, she gifted me with moments that caused me to question what was truly possible. As we prayed in a circle around Kim’s hospital bed, her pastor made a statement about her being in God’s hands. I remember feeling two warm hands pressing onto my back as he spoke. The sensation was so strong that I opened my eyes and looked behind me and found no one standing there. That’s just one example.

			Kim’s writing is a combination of the real and the surreal. In her stories, we meet characters that defy imagination and characters that could be our very own neighbors, or even ourselves. Kim’s short stories reflect an extraordinary range of imagination and skill. My hope is that by sharing her work, we will all be inspired to imagine and observe the world more carefully.

			Courtney McCoy

			Atlanta, GA
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			Preface

			The Story of My Thesis

			When I told people that I was writing short stories for my thesis, a few responded, “Well, that’ll be easier than a novel.” Not for me. My thesis, “Her Own House,” a collection of eight short stories was the culmination of a sometimes painful experience. Writing is a demanding process where my brain is always aching for that perfect word or scene or whatever is necessary to take the piece to the next step. But when it finally comes together, I often feel like I have accomplished something that is worth sharing with others. Like the op-ed writer, I hope my work reveals something that makes people look at some issue in a new way. A common theme in this collection is nonconformity and self-acceptance, which leads to overcoming some internal or external challenge. My thesis is the result of my reactions to socio-political issues and personal experiences. The majority of the stories are not told in a realist way, and instead use magical and satirical elements. Exaggerating an issue makes people see the absurdities and complexities of it. In this essay, I will describe my creative influences and decisions I made when drafting and revising the stories.

			Historical Influences

			As I wrote “The Liberation of Mammy” and “The House at the End of the Weeping Willows,” I kept my Caribbean Historical Fiction class in mind. In that course, we always had to consider the following question: Why is this contemporary author writing about this particular moment in history? As I wrote these two stories part of my mission was to make them resonate with today.

			“The Liberation of Mammy” is about a slave who uses her secret pancake recipe to cause a distraction that allows her to escape from bondage. It is also intended to serve an allegory of how the Civil War began. Of course I had Aunt Jemima in mind when writing this. While her image has evolved over time from chubby and large-lipped to slender and modern, I cannot ignore her history when I see her on grocery store shelves (and eventually in my pantry). One of the most powerful depictions of Aunt Jemima can be found in Betye Saar’s mixed-media piece, “The Liberation of Aunt Jemima.” In this work, the larger mammy figure holds a rifle in one hand and a broom in the other; the smaller mammy figure holds a white baby, and there is a black power fist in the foreground. I had this image in my head as I wrote my story. I, too, wanted to show the evolution of the mammy/Aunt Jemima figure. I wanted to show what else mammy could do with that baby and that gun, and I wanted her to carry that pancake torch because that is the image that still exists today.

			In my story, there are many exaggerated descriptions and moments. Here is how it opens:

			There were pancakes everywhere. Approximately 2,233 golden brown discs of perfection piled high on white plates along long white counters. There were also blond-haired, blue-eyed white boys everywhere, at least 356. Little ones cooed from high chairs, bigger ones sat at long oak tables, and the tiniest 20 were strapped to mammy. A few dangled from her neck, forming a living necklace. Others were circled around her waist, overlapping each other, almost as if they were braided together. Several were attached to each ankle, and mammy managed to maneuver around as if it was nothing.

			I decided it was important to go over the top because the mammy figure herself is so over the top with all of her inflated features. Winkie by Clifford Chase, the craziest book I have ever read, inspired me to take risks and not be afraid to push the bounds and see what happens. One of the best parts of Winkie, the tale of a teddy bear accused of terrorism was the bear’s trial. Here’s a paragraph that describes the difficult situation Winkie’s lawyer, cleverly named Unwin, finds himself in at the beginning of the trial:

			Unwin continued searching through his piles of papers, folders, and computer disks. That morning the prosecution had suddenly honored his long-standing request for the release of evidence turning over approximately 10,000 typewritten pages and 213 compact discs. In the interest of speedy justice for a case of national significance, the defense’s plea for a continuance was denied, and the many stacks of testimony, lab reports and other documents now surrounded the lawyer and his client like a messy nest. (Chase 169)

			Chase’s details, such as the large numbers and the ridiculous claims were the types of details that I worked into my own story. While his details reflect the realities of the real-life Unabomber case, they come across as absurd in this work of fiction, which makes the scene funny. The entire premise is over the top, really. All of this evidence has been heaped against a teddy bear. Chase makes this work because he sets the tone from the very beginning. Here’s how the book opens:

			Please state your name.

			Clifford Chase.

			And what was your relationship to the defendant?

			He was my teddy bear.

			And how long have you known him?

			Since I was born really…

			Was there any indication, back then, that he was anything other than a normal toy?

			No. Though, of course, to me he always seemed alive. (Chase 3)

			From the beginning, it’s clear that this is not set in the real world; this is Chase’s world. As you go about the book, you believe in what is happening. The events seem true to the place that Chase has created. It was fun to read because I did not know what to expect next.

			My other historical piece, “The House at the End of the Weeping Willows” was inspired by a (supposedly) true story from my father’s childhood—you never know when he is telling a tall tale. As a child growing up in Augusta, Georgia in the early 1960s, he and his buddies walked past a fraternity house and became engrossed by the Greek letters. One boy in the group pointed at the unfamiliar writing and shouted, “KKK! Run for your life!” They all followed his orders. My original story was pretty much a retelling of what happened but the piece fell short because the characters came across more like caricatures. This story proved to be a nice lesson in how real life does not automatically translate to the best fiction stories.

			In the next draft, I decided to keep the essence of the story, but take it to another level. I dropped a character and added magical elements like the lawn jockeys that seem human, the singing weeping willows, and the climactic scene where characters speak in real quotes from figures, such as Martin Luther King, Jr. and Strom Thurmond. I bring it to the present by including remarks made by Sen. Biden in 2007 about presidential candidate Barack Obama. I was trying to prove the old adage that the more things change the more they stay the same. History is still very much a part of the present. We see this concept in historical fiction, such as Edwidge Danticat’s The Farming of Bones. Published in 1998, it tells the story of the 1937 Haitian Massacre. When asked in an interview how the events of 1937 figure into Haitian consciousness, Danticat said, “Every time there is an election in the Dominican Republic, a large number of Haitians are shipped back to Haiti from the Dominican Republic. When there is an incident like that, Haitians say, ‘Oh, it’s going to be like 1937.’ The 1937 massacre is very much part of the Haitian and Dominican consciousness, but in Haiti it’s not taught in school as history. In the Dominican Republic, children learn about the Haitian occupation of the Dominican Republic in the 1800s. Dominicans celebrate their freedom from Haiti. For them, there’s a menacing feeling about Haitians.” Work like hers shows the relevance of historical fiction—that these past stories are worth retelling because we continue to see their impact.

			Religious Influences

			In addition to history, another creative influence of mine has been religion. I was essentially part of two religions growing up. Like all the other generations of both sides of my family, I grew up Baptist. But I also attended Catholic school and was allowed to do many of the same rituals my Catholic peers did, such as going to confession and getting ashes on my forehead on Ash Wednesday. At an early age, I knew a lot about sin (there did not seem to be much room for error) and eternal damnation. Today, I have non-denominational leanings, and am not completely over my fear of the devil.

			In my writing, I try to work out some of the questions I have about what it means to be a Christian. “Her Own House,” inspired by the biblical burning bush story, is anchored around a burning house that serves as a beacon for outcasts. It was one of the most challenging pieces and saw the most evolution. It began as a short story, then transitioned to a novel, and became a short story again. This was the piece that really made me think about magical realism and the purpose of using magical elements. In earlier versions of the story, I knew I wanted to use this concept of a burning house/building but it took me long time to figure out why it was burning. It was one thing to have a cool concept, but it had to mean something. I turned to Gabriel García Márquez’s “A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings” for inspiration, and really looked at what the people’s reactions to the old man revealed about their world. Here’s what happens when the old man/angel meets the local priest:

			Alien to the impertinences of the world, he only lifted his antiquarian eyes and murmured something in his dialect when Father Gonzaga went into the chicken coop and said good morning to him in Latin. The parish priest had his first suspicion of an imposter when he saw that he did not understand the language of God or know how to greet His ministers. Then he noticed that seen close up he was much too human: he had an unbearable smell of the outdoors, the back side of his wings was strewn with parasites and his main feathers had been mistreated by terrestrial winds, and nothing about him measured up to the proud dignity of angels. <http://www.geocities.com/cyber_explorer99/garciamarquezoldman.html>

			The reaction of the priest is similar to the reaction of the mother in “Her Own House.” The mother disapproves of her daughter’s choice to live in a burning building and assumes it is hell because she does not understand it. This perspective of the mother created conflict and served to represent the larger question of whose definition of Christianity is correct. Who can judge what is right and what is wrong?

			My other religion-inspired story, “Intervention,” addresses similar ideas. In this story, a young woman’s family assumes she is an atheist because she has not followed the same set of moral codes that they have. It satirizes a drug intervention as well as fundamentalist Christianity. Using humor to explore a weighty topic can make it more accessible and can even allow a reader to see the complexities of the issue. For example, I like that Sherman Alexie is not afraid to play with the stereotypes of Native Americans to make a point. The narrator in “The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven” describes a former romantic relationship this way: “I walked through that relationship with an executioner’s hood, or more appropriately, with war paint and sharp arrows” (Alexie 5). He later describes himself this way: “I was one of those Indians who was supposed to make it, to rise above the rest of the reservation like a fucking eagle or something” (6). Inserting these stereotypes is a way of acknowledging that this character is considered different by the rest of society. And as a reader it makes you aware of your own misconceptions and limited views. Certain images associated with Native Americans may be true to their culture, but when those same images continue to be recycled it shows how little society actually knows about their culture. Ultimately, Alexie is poking fun at society’s ignorance. Not only does he make you laugh at the context, but also yourself.

			One thing that really stood out about “Intervention” on a personal level was that it was really fun to write. Often times, I hear authors talk about their prolificness--locking themselves into a room until several chapters of a book spring forth. I typically don’t operate like that, but this story was the exception. This is the one where the entire first draft just flowed out of me in one evening. I enjoyed balancing the humor with the weighty religious theme. This was another story where I could really make up my own rules and push the limits.

			While “Flying at 30” and “Freak” do not address religious issues, they do address themes similar to those found in “Intervention” and “Her Own House.” They also address non-conformity and self-acceptance. In “Flying” a young woman who has taken a slightly different path from her upbringing gains her family’s acceptance by using one of the skills that makes her different. In “Freak,” a woman who is different from others in appearance interacts with a couple that looks perfectly normal but are deeply flawed once you get past the exterior. My goal in these stories is to answer the question, Who is the true freak? Here again, I took my inspiration not from literature, but from visual art—the photography of Diane Arbus. An art website says, “Her unrelentingly direct photographs of people who live on the edge of societal acceptance, as well as those photographs depicting supposedly ‘normal’ people in a way that sharply outlines the cracks in their public masks, were controversial at the time of their creation and remain so today.” I love this idea of revealing flaws because it makes us equal. We are all freaks in some way.

			David Schickler does a great job creating characters and situations that are unusual but convincing in his collection of stories, Kissing in Manhattan. In “Jacob’s Bath,” a longtime, private ritual—Rachel bathing her husband nightly throughout their entire marriage—is made public by a friend who writes for the paper. Thanks to Schickler’s character development we see the differences between Rachel and her writer friend, Susan, and understand what they are both capable of. “Susan March made a terrible realization: she craved baseness. Some fiber of her soul longed to kill, as Mr. Bruce [‘a supposed hitman’] did, or to cleanse countries with napalm or to be taken viciously by a man on the steps of a church” (39). These types of details make Susan her own person and not any stereotypical reporter. Schickler’s word choices—“baseness,” “napalm,” and “viciously”—do a convincing job revealing the character’s self-realization. Susan basically wants to go wild. In the larger context of this quote, a reader can feel some sympathy for her. She has spent so much time writing about the seedier side of life that she has not experienced life at all—the good or the bad. Schickler succeeds in making a reader interested in a character that may not be so likeable. As I am writing, I try to make my characters fresh and multidimensional by delving into their own psychology and issues.

			Traditional Stories

			While most of my stories combine the fantastic with realism, I do include two conventional pieces in my thesis: “Notes on a Video Honey” and “Tide.” These two stories are most directly related to ones I ripped from the headlines. They are the stories of two young black women from poor backgrounds. I used fiction to give them another dimension—one that you might not see in news reports.

			“Notes on a Video Honey” is the story of a young girl who doesn’t completely understand or approve of her mother’s decision to degrade herself by being mere eye candy in rap videos. This story was influenced by three things. First, I have had a love-hate relationship with certain aspects of hip-hop music for a long time: loving the beat, hating the lyrics, and still singing along. Second, Spelman College’s Take Back the Music campaign in which the school is taking a stance against the degradation of black women in rap music. Finally, the increasing popularity of urban literature, which I admit I have not given a fair chance. These books have titles like A Hustler’s Wife and A Project Chick. One day in a bookstore, I read the first page of one (I can’t remember the name or the author) and could not continue because it was too stereotypical. It had something to do with a young black woman in a courtroom at her boyfriend’s trial, wondering if he was about to go to jail.

			All of these thoughts finally led to “Notes on a Video Honey,” which is told in first person from the daughter’s perspective. I chose this point of view largely because it is the one I can most relate to. An onlooker observing, trying to figure out for herself why another woman would put herself in such a situation, and ultimately promote a stereotype. By using this perspective, I felt as though I was using the same lens that Spelman College is using.

			I chose to tell this story in vignettes because I thought it would be an effective way to illustrate how specific events impact the narrator’s view of her mother. Ever since reading Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street and Ana Menéndez’s Loving Che, I had wanted to tell a story this way—to pack a lot of emotion and complexity into one vignette. One thing that impressed me about Cisneros’ work is the endings to her short pieces. They wrap everything up in a way that leaves you thinking and is sometimes unexpected. The vignette “Alicia Who Sees Mice” opens with a father telling his daughter not to be afraid of the mice she’s imagining and explaining his view of the woman’s place in society. It ends, “[Alicia] is afraid of nothing except four-legged fur. And fathers” (Cisneros 32). As a reader, you get the impression her father is contributing to her unhappiness, but the ending makes it seem as though he may be guilty of something more egregious than sexism. Both authors succeed in making their vignettes feel complete by using language that creates powerful images. Here’s the last line of a four-sentence vignette written by Menéndez: “The first kiss is more intimate than the naked bed; its small perimeter already contains the first submission and the final betrayal” (91). The way she strings words together make a powerful sentence that provide a lot of information. The detail helps us understand more about the relationship between the two characters involved in this kiss. Vignettes by these authors are so successful because they take a single moment and unravel it through careful attention to word choice and small details that reveal unique aspects of their characters. While I do not profess to be as poetic as these authors, I worked to make my vignettes surprising, honest and revealing by using situations that force the narrator to think about her world and her place in it.

			“Tide,” my other traditionalist piece, is the story of a young, single black woman working a dead-end job who is deciding whether to keep the baby she had just given birth to. She knows that she wants to make a better life for herself and her baby but she’s not sure how to do it. During the time I wrote this story I was influenced by two things: my pregnant sister who was the opposite of this young mother in that she had a loving husband and had been wanting a baby for a long time, and frequent news reports of young women giving birth by themselves and abandoning their babies in locations, like the side of a highway or a trashcan. I became curious about the person who had the potential to be another girl in a news report, but ultimately wanted more than that.

			I wanted to write a beating the odds story, but I tried to make it fresh through the character development. The main character, Jené, works at a newsstand in the airport, and has access to books and magazines that affect her views on life. They give her access to places and lifestyles that she has never experienced, helping her realize that there are other options. When she’s in labor, she starts imagining the life her doctor leads. She imagines that the doctor’s wife is a chef in a restaurant that serves fancy bottles of wine: “The kind that writers took the time to describe in terms like woodsy and piquant.” These internal insights relating to her literary influences did not exist in the original draft. I incorporated them into the revision to flesh out Jené’s character and to make her story more unique to her.

			Unlike “Notes on a Video Honey,” I decided to use third-person limited point of view in “Tide.” Jené interacts with and is more affected by more characters than the narrator of “Notes.” While I wanted to be able to stay in Jené’s head, I also wanted to be able to pull back when necessary. For example, when Jené is giving birth, I use that as an opportunity to show how Jené’s situation represents a larger phenomenon in society. I use the narrator to describe another young woman, unnamed in the story, who is giving birth by herself somewhere else in the city. “The baby was just coming out and she couldn’t stop it. She had just come home from school and her parents were at work. Girls like her never seemed to do a good job getting rid of their babies after they were born. They’d wrap them up in a bath towel and leave them behind a bush in their own backyard or in the dumpster in the apartment complex.” This section also serves to illustrate something about Jené; she could have been that girl, but she chose not to be.

			Conclusion

			As I have indicated, I write largely to reflect on my personal experiences and societal issues that impact me. As I worked on my thesis, I was making major transitions in my life—ending a marriage, finishing school, turning 30. And I saw major transitions and followed ongoing sagas happening in the world—a black man as a serious contender for presidential candidate, the steadfast efforts of the family values camp, and various portrayals of minorities in the media. These issues evolved into the common theme of nonconformity and self-acceptance apparent throughout the stories. I have enjoyed using magical and satirical elements to do so because you really have to stretch the mind when creating a world so different from our own. I have to develop my own rules in these worlds, which allow me to explore common themes in extraordinary ways. I enjoy the idea of making the ordinary not seem so ordinary, and I hope to continue to develop that in my writing. The thesis process has been challenging, but it has helped me produce a body of work that feels complete and worth sharing with others.

		

	

		
			Flying at 30

			According to my skydiving instructor, you’re not living until you’re on the edge of death. That’s all I need to hear to brave the leap out of the plane. Yes, it’s one of those clichéd things to do when you just feel like doing something big. And should I go spiraling to my death, vital organs oozing out of me on the hard ground, so be it. Today I turn 30. I’ve never been married, still haven’t enrolled in my company 401K, and continue to get lost even though I’ve got GPS in my car.

			So, it’s my turn to jump. I’m tandem with the instructor—the ugly one, not the cute one. I really don’t have to do anything except put my life into a stranger’s hands.

			He tells me that we’re going to jump on the count of three, and I’m not nervous. I’m ready. 1-2-3. And we’re free falling from 4,000 feet in the sky. I refuse to let the nerves kick in and just feel the cool air around me, keeping me afloat as if I’m on one of those blowup rafts. I’ve tried meditation before, and it didn’t work. Too many thoughts of the day kept entering my mind, but up here I’m in touch with my spiritual side. I’m lost in nothing. The air pressure squeezes out the negative vibes and I just relax. I feel a slight jerk when the parachute opens, and I open my eyes. An eagle is looking directly at me.

			“What are you doing up here?” he says.

			“Turning 30,” I say.

			“Wannabe,” he says and flies off.

			So when you make it as high as a bird, they talk to you. Who knew? I don’t like what he has to say, I’m up here because I need to mark a milestone, not because I want to be like anyone or anything else. I kick him out of my mind and continue to enjoy the ride. I’m safe up here. But it doesn’t take long until we’re on the ground. We stumble into the landing, but remain on our feet.

			The instructor, who’s 23 and has nothing to worry about, starts working to de-strap us. I expect him to ask what I thought of the jump. But he doesn’t.

			“So, now what?” he says.

			“Good question,” I say.
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			I go to my 30th birthday party, which I have to share with my sister, Zoe, because she’s my twin. The party’s at her house, of course, because her life is perfect. She lives with her handsome husband and little boy and little girl in their big house. They had a white fence once, but I knocked it down when I accidentally ran into it with my car.

			When I arrive at the party my niece and nephew greet me at the door like two cute annoying puppies. Chloe, whose name was selected specifically because it rhymes with Zoe, jumps up and down and reaches for a hug. Her older brother, Jaden, and I have a mutual agreement to stay away from each other. He’s typically too sticky for my taste and I’m too smelly for his. The poor boy couldn’t recognize high-quality perfume if he took a class on it.

			“What’d you get me for my birthday?” I say.

			“Nothing!” they yell and run off.

			“Figures, you cheapskates.”

			I walk through the foyer with its marble floors and antique furniture and make my way into the less ostentatious, but roomy family room that opens into a modern kitchen with stainless steel, commercial-grade appliances. There’s a large photograph of Zoe’s family above the mantle in the family room. If you look closer, you’ll see it’s actually made up of hundreds of tiny pictures of their lives together—trips they’ve taken, family and friends who’ve influenced them, holiday portraits. It took me two years of bi-monthly Sunday dinners to discover a single picture of myself in the bottom corner. Zoe swore there were more pictures of me in there, but was never able to point them out to me.

			My parents, aunt and uncle, and a few of my sister’s friends are here among the balloons and confetti and Happy Birthday banner. I didn’t invite my own friends. I’ll celebrate with them later so I can freely talk about how the birthday with the family went.

			Zoe looks perfect in her skinny jeans and silk halter-top.

			“It’s about time you got here.”

			I look at my watch. I had been told to arrive at 6:00. It’s 5:59.

			“How’s the librarian gig going?” says Joe, who’s parked in front of the plasma TV in the family room. Joe’s one of those people you’d call a good-looking older man. Tall, still chiseled, with close-cut gray hair that makes him look distinguished.

			“When are you going to step it up and apply for president of the university?” he says.

			“We don’t say librarian anymore. I’m a media specialist. And I don’t work at a university. I work at an elementary school.”

			“You know Zoe works at a university,” Joe said. “Youngest assistant dean in the history of the institution.”

			“Yes, Joe. I’m well aware, seeing as how she’s my sister and all.”

			“I’m just saying, if you dream big, you get big things,” Joe said as he raised his arms in the air and scanned the room. “I always told you girls to dream big. That’s what I did.”

			Thanks to Joe’s Burger Hut franchise, we grew up in a house even bigger than Zoe’s. But knowing Zoe, she wouldn’t be in her 5,000-square foot starter home for long.

			I look into the kitchen and see my Aunt Natalie roll her eyes as she and my mother toss ice cubes into glasses with palm trees painted on the side. She could never understand why I called my parents Joe and Flo. But it just fit from the beginning. I was never interested in calling them anything else.

			I walk into the kitchen and offer to help.

			“I thought you were bringing your husband,” Flo says. “Where is he?”

			I roll my eyes at my mother.

			“I’ve never been married and I haven’t been on a date in two years. You know that.”

			Again, I offer to help even though I don’t really want to. I’m just hoping that a menial task will lead to someone telling me that I’m not doing it properly, and therefore distract them from personal questions I don’t want to answer.

			“No, no. We don’t want you to mess it up,” Natalie said.

			Flo makes eye contact with Natalie and gives her a “Don’t go there” look.

			“How could I mess up ice cubes?”

			“That’s not what she meant,” Flo said. “We’re fine. It’s your birthday. You don’t have to do anything.”

			It’s 6:09 and I’m ready to go. I make a beeline to the family room.

			“She just hasn’t been the same since…” Natalie whispers to Flo.

			“Well, she’s always been fragile. Some children are just like that.”

			Flo seems to be trying to comfort herself with this statement.

			Everyone loves to whisper about since... Since refers to the day I came home from a summer at You Can Change! camp when I was 16. I was supposed to be on my way to Family Values Camp when my parents read my roommate match-up questionnaire, a form that was supposed to connect me with the perfect summer roommate based on my responses. One question was, Would you like to get married and start a family when you grow up? I circled “not sure” and Flo and Joe could not understand how I could not be sure about something that clearly deserved a perfect, unbroken sphere around the word “yes.”

			The next thing I knew I was off to You Can Change!, which in retrospect probably wouldn’t have been that different from Family Values Camp. The camp was intended to return teenagers assumed to be homosexual by their parents back to their natural heterosexual essence.

			Weird things happened at You Can Change!, which was out in some campgrounds I had never heard of. We were made to do things backwards, so that we could go back to the time before we made the decision to turn gay. We walked backwards out of our cabins to the public bathrooms every morning. We wore our clothes inside out. We prayed like Yoda: To be natural again God show me the way.

			When we weren’t walking backwards, we were talking in metaphors. During the daily nature lesson, the camp counselor in a baseball cap with the word “Change” embroidered across it would say something like, You’re as natural as a leaf or newborn baby, untainted, not processed and distorted like plastic formed into a cup. See where I’m going with this? We would all stare, and say nothing and he seemed to interpret this as if he had succeeded in reaching us.

			There were also the usual talks about abstinence and saving yourself for your impending marriage (because you would get married). It, too, was not only perfectly natural, but also pretty much required by God.

			It went on like this for about three weeks until our parents picked us up. I remember my parents’ ancient station wagon had barely come to a stop when Flo jumped out and grabbed me by the shoulders. Flo looked different from when I’d seen her last, clothes a little wrinkled, highlights growing out. Her mascara was running and I knew she’d been crying in the car, nervous about my condition. Joe, dressed in a business suit, still sat in the car, talking on his cell phone.

			“Would you like to get married and raise a family when you grow up?” Flo said.

			I knew that I was supposed to say yes. A simple one-syllable word that would only take a second of my time. But my mind was clouded by images of leaves and my equilibrium was off from all the days of walking backwards.

			“Uh, uh, uh…not sure.”

			Flo’s mouth opened as if she wanted to scream, but couldn’t. She reached for me, but then her arms dropped. Her eyes closed and her body began to sway a little. I grabbed her right arm, but couldn’t keep her from falling on the ground.

			“My god,” Joe said, and finally got out of the car.

			He kneeled down next to her, and Flo opened her eyes and sat up.

			“Did I just faint?”

			“Like a drunk on a Saturday night,” Joe said.

			Joe left me to tend to her while he tried to get the money back from my failed camping experience.

			Even Zoe didn’t look at me the same after that. Our parents were one thing. They were weird. But Zoe should have understood. When we went off to college, Zoe decided that it was best that we weren’t roommates so that we could “start being individuals.” We ran in different circles and I hardly ever saw her.

			[image: ]

			It’s now 6:12 and I need to leave the party for a breather. I go outside and the eagle from earlier is sitting on a beam on the deck.

			“What do you want?” I say.

			“You need me,” he says. “Let’s get out of here.”

			“I can’t. I’m at my 30th birthday party.”

			“Let’s go.”

			“Where?”

			“My place. You’ll like it.”

			Once again, I’m in the air. I dangle from his beak by the slimming black blouse I bought especially for the party. I worry it’ll get stretched out, but I start to feel light and weightless and cool. My mind is clear.

			We arrive at a nest of tightly woven pine straw and twigs, and somehow I fit. I don’t know if I’ve shrunk or if he and his home are just much larger than what you’d expect.

			“I’m going to teach you to fly,” he says.

			“What for? Walking and driving have been working perfectly well for me.”

			“Flying will make you better than everybody else.”

			“Who says I want to be better than everybody else?”

			“It’s obvious by the way you looked when you were skydiving. You were happy.”

			I don’t know how to respond. I’ve never considered myself as wanting to keep up with the Joneses. I’m usually the one Googling communes to live on so that I could be away from it all. Away from the marble and stainless steel.

			“Flying’s simple. Just flap your arms and take off.”

			“If you haven’t noticed, I don’t have feathers and a beak. I wasn’t made for this.”

			“A beak. What’s a beak got to do with it? You don’t know anything.”

			“My point exactly.”

			“Don’t worry. I’ll catch you if you fall.”

			I start flapping my long arms up and down, hoping nobody can see me. It seems ridiculous that I’m even entertaining this eagle. But then one foot lifts off the ground and the other until I’m about 3 inches above the surface of the nest.

			“I’m flying! I’m flying!”

			The eagle laughs.

			“More like hovering or levitating, but not a bad job.”

			My feet come back to the ground.

			“Now, try it again. This time lean your body forward.”

			I do as the eagle says and miraculously find myself hovering outside the nest. I start to lose my grip on the air, and the eagle grabs me by the blouse and places me in the nest. He encourages me to do it again and again, until I’m making circles around the nest. And eventually flying several yards from the nest and back. It’s natural, as if I have a little bird in me.

			“Now, go back home and show your family what you can do.”

			“No, this is ridiculous. They’d never understand why I’d want to fly like a bird.”

			“They’ll be impressed, I’m sure of it.”

			The eagle kicks me in the rear with his claw, and out the nest I go.

			As I fly over the trees and highway and houses and pools and yards and people, I can’t believe my good fortune to have an eagle teach me to fly. It’s so much more liberating than skydiving. I wonder how long it would take me to fly to the South Pacific or the North Pole. I consider the life of a bird, and flying south for the winter. I could do that. I could just work temp jobs for the rest of my life and fly and travel and never stay in one place.

			I’m back at my 30th birthday party, just as they’re preparing to cut the cake. No one saw me fly into the yard because they were all inside.

			I walk into the kitchen as Zoe lights the candles.

			“Were you in the bathroom this whole time? I thought you drowned,” she laughs and so does the rest of the crowd.

			“I’ve got something to show you,” I say.

			“Well if it doesn’t involve a fork in a piece of cake, I ain’t interested,” she laughs again and the others join in.

			I grab the lighter from her hand and put her slender body in a fireman’s carry across my shoulder. She doesn’t struggle to get away. She’s laughing, too amused or curious or nervous to do anything about it.

			“Stop acting silly. Put me down.”

			I hear whispers of since… from the crowd.

			“Where are you going with my wife?” my brother-in-law says.

			“Put Mommy down,” my niece and nephew yell.

			I go out the front door and in seconds we’re high above the trees, looking down at the family who’s pointing and gasping. I travel about two acres and drop Zoe into a clearing. Now she’s nervous.

			“What are you going to do? Leave me to starve out here? You’re evil. Pure evil.”

			“Oh, calm down. I’ll be back.”

			Next, I go back for Flo. I half expect the place to have cleared out or for my brother-in-law to be on the phone with the cops. When I walk into the room, no one says anything. My mother walks forward, head high as if she’s thinking thoughts of martyrdom and reaches out her hand. I grab it and we walk outside and into the fresh air. She doesn’t say anything, and closes her eyes. I’m pretty sure she’s praying. She smiles when she sees my sister’s still alive and I drop her on the ground.

			Finally, I go back for Joe.

			“Where we going? You haven’t gone nuts again, have you? I know someone over at the church who can help you.”

			“I don’t need your help. I’m going to help you.”

			He looks back at the crowd of people. My aunt shakes her head, my brother-in-law shrugs his shoulders. When we get outside, I lift my dad who’s by far the heaviest at 6 foot 3 and 200 pounds, plus he’s wiggling a lot as if he can’t get comfortable or is trying to free himself from my grip. I drop him off in the clearing with the others.

			“So, what are you going to do? Eat us,” Zoe says.

			They all laugh.

			“I’m going to teach you to fly.”

			Zoe starts laughing. She rolls on the ground for extra affect. Flo and Joe start laughing too.

			“Right,” Zoe says. “Now, please. Take us home.”

			“I tell you I can fly, and you write me off without even hearing me out.”

			“I don’t waste time reasoning with crazies,” Zoe says, as she backs a few steps from me.

			She’s not afraid of me. She’s just trying to prove a point.

			“This is too much,” Flo says.

			She shakes her head, as if she’s trying to figure out where she went wrong. Joe’s eyeing his surroundings, possibly planning an escape route. He grabs me by the elbow and for a minute I fear he’s going to try to put me in a chokehold and knock me out.

			“You’re a late bloomer,” he says. “You need to grow up before you start trying to teach anyone,” he says.

			I yank my elbow away from him. I wish I could spit at him, at all of them.

			Flo gives Joe the same “Don’t go there” look that she gave Natalie earlier. I grab Zoe by the hand and she pulls it away. I grab it again, tighter, and she can’t free herself.

			“You’re cutting off my circulation,” she says.

			“Shut up.”

			I’m sure she can’t remember the last time no one was willing to listen to her whine. I stand behind her and tell her to stretch her arms so they’re parallel to the ground. I grab her elbows and force her arms up and down.

			“Think light thoughts,” I say.

			“This will never work.”

			“It worked for me.”

			“Yeah, but you’re weird.”

			“You’re thinking about the wrong thing. Close your eyes and concentrate.”

			Her feet lift about an inch off the ground, and she opens her eyes, and comes back down.

			“I did it! Mom, Dad did you see that? I flew.”

			Flo rolls her eyes.

			“Zoe, dear, all you did was jump. That’s nothing.”

			Zoe continues to flap her arms and I suggest she lean forward as the eagle had instructed me. She continues to make it an inch off the ground.

			“Now, you two better try,” I say to Flo and Joe. “We’re not going back to the house until you at least try.”

			They start moving their arms and running around, like two rhythmless people on the dance floor. I can’t control my laughter and Flo smiles.

			“This is impossible,” Flo says.

			“This has to be some crazy joke,” Joe says.

			“Excuse me,” Zoe chimes in. “It’s no joke. I’m flying over here.”

			My parents keep trying and each is able to get both feet about a half-inch off the ground. I’m not as clunky and I’m not sure why. I fly into the air and circle above the clearing, looking down on them as they attempt to do what I do. I see if I can make my way back to the eagle’s nest and somehow I find it.

			“I’m a natural,” I say.

			“I knew you would be.”

			A light breeze, good flying weather comes through the nest.

			“You know I’m 40. That’s old for an eagle like myself.”

			“Forty doesn’t sound so bad, especially when you can fly.”

			“It’s not bad at all.”

			I look into the direction of the clearing and I see Zoe above the trees, looking a little shaky but holding her own. She waves at me and heads down for a landing.

		

	

		
			Intervention

			I had a feeling it was coming. They’re all here. Mom, Dad, Uncle, Aunt, Grandma, Sister, Best Friend Since Kindergarten, and someone I don’t know, I assume he’s Counselor. All seated on Mom and Dad’s L-shaped leather couch looking stern faced. It’s just the way I’d seen it on TV.

			I don’t know what I should do. I consider shouting, ‘No, No! I won’t go!’ and running out of the room and down the street. Or dropping to the floor and crying. Or demanding to know why Cousin, of all people, hadn’t bothered to come. But instead I let Sister lead me by the hand, and take me to an empty spot on the sofa next to hers.

			“Mary, your family loves you so much,” said Counselor who’s sitting in the La-Z-Boy across from me. “They have come here today to ask you to receive the Lord Jesus Christ into your life. Will you do it?”

			“No.”

			Mom drops her head into her palms, but looks up as if she expected it. Counselor nods her way. Mom takes a piece of notebook paper from her purse, unfolds it, and starts reciting from her scribbles.

			“Mary, you’re my oldest child and my life became so perfect and complete when you came along. Your father and I named you Mary after the mother of our Lord and Savior because we knew you’d be special. We knew you’d walk in her light. I remember when you were a Girl Scout and you’d go visit the old folks home. You had a way with

			them, you know. Once, I saw you brush some crumbs off some babbling, drooling old man’s lap. Even I, a grown woman, didn’t dare do that. Then when you were in high school everybody praised you because you got up extra early to walk those first graders in our neighborhood to school. And you later became your school’s first Super Valedictorian instead of regular valedictorian because your grades were so unbelievably high. And your father and I were so proud. But we weren’t surprised at all. That was simply you. But then you went to that Ivy league college, we thought it was the best thing for you. You got around those artsy fartsy folks, and said you believed in ‘Zen’ and you got a silly yin and yang tattoo in the small of your back where the bad girls get them. But we know you’re not a bad girl, we know our beautiful Mary is still in there. So, will you accept Jesus Christ into your life?”

			Mom leans back into the sofa, eyes hopeful. She must have forgotten that I’m a social worker. I still help people. I make sure kids have someone to take care of them and a roof over their heads and a school to go to. I don’t make much money, but I do it anyway. And so I was a Buddhist for a while. So what. I was also a Bahá’í, a Unitarian Universalist, a Jew, a Catholic, a Rasta and a Presbyterian. See I do believe. I believe in a right to believe.

			I fold my arms across my chest. “No.”

			I see Sister’s head drop in my peripheral vision. Mom starts to sniffle, but never cries. Dad pats her hand. He looks different than I remember, a bit worn, skin tinted gray. Death, which came too soon, must not be easy for him. Nobody seems surprised that he’s in the room. I’m certainly not.

			Counselor peers through his thick glasses and makes eye contact with Sister who picks up an envelope from the table, turns toward me, and begins reading. She has a habit of making notes on any piece of paper she finds lying around the house.

			“Mary, you’ve been my best friend ever since I was born. Remember how we used to get those lollipops from the bank, and once we sucked off a couple of layers we’d switch. And Mom would say we were so gross. Or remember that infomercial we made up for our very own make-believe shampoo that smelled like candy? We’d lie on the bed and let our ponytails dangle over the side, and sing Jelly Bean Maaaaagic, as our hair filled with imaginary suds. That was so much fun. But I also remembered when you started to change. I remember when Mom wanted you to sign that True Love Waits paper at church when you were 16 and I was 11. And you said no because you’d already had sex, so there was no point. And Mom said, it was okay, no one would have to know, you could start all over, sex was a special gift. And you said, No thanks. A gift is worth giving. You thought you were so funny. But I didn’t laugh. I wanted you to be an example for me. But you weren’t. But I know I can forgive you, Mary. Will you accept Jesus Christ into your life?”

			Funny Sister should mention sex. I fucked this guy from work last night on my living room floor. After three hours of mingling and eating cold shrimp at the company Christmas party, we needed something fun to do, so we went back to my place. It was consensual. We used a condom. No animals were harmed in the process. No one got shot or stabbed. Sister wouldn’t believe it, but I prayed that night. I asked God if he had been watching, but I didn’t get an answer. I’m supposed to be able to talk to Him about anything, right? I wanted Him to see. I want Him to know. Fornication is so Old Testament. Not worth sending anyone to hell over anymore. But then I got paranoid. I’m not supposed to talk to Him like that. Some type of 21st century stoning would be on its way. My unfortunate demise would be broadcast on YouTube and used to turn sinners into believers.

			The ceiling fan whirs overhead. Sister’s dark shoulder-length hair blows around her face. She takes a section of hair and chews on it.

			I look into her eyes, “No.” She looks away.

			Grandma doesn’t wait for Counselor to nod. She’s the smallest person in the room and seated on the other side of Sister. She adjusts her glasses, but doesn’t read from a sheet. She goes from memory.

			“I remember when you used to drive me to the grocery store on Saturday mornings and help me pick tomatoes from the garden. Then you killed all those people and ate them. And life was never the same. But God forgives. Will you accept the Lord Jesus Christ into your life?”

			“That wasn’t me, Grandma. That was Jeffrey Dahmer. Next.”

			She shrugs her shoulders and shakes her head, as if I’m the one who doesn’t know what’s going on.

			Uncle plucks an index card from his front pocket. He’s seated next to Aunt on the smaller half of the L.

			“Just this past summer, you spent a week at our house when some work was being done on your place. We played Gin Rummy and Spades and had ourselves a good, wholesome time. But when you went to bed, you changed. You screamed and kicked in your sleep like a banshee. Aunt and I checked on you. You were lying on your side, but your legs were moving like you were riding a bicycle. You were trying to get away from your demons, I know you were. And you can. There’s a way. Will you accept Jesus Christ into your life?”

			He makes a paper airplane of the index card before returning it to his pocket. For the first time I notice that his head is balding.

			Uncle is much smarter than I thought. How did he know I was dreaming about demons? There was some speculation that Dad might have ended up with the devil. He wasn’t even a bad guy, as far as I could see, but nobody tells me anything. I guess my subconscious was trying to figure out what Dad’s eternal life might be like.

			But I’ve been dreaming about the dark side since I first heard about the devil when I was five. The devil was everywhere, under your bed, in your cubbyhole at school, and in your friend’s pantry next to the peanut butter. He wanted to tempt you and mess you up so you’d spend eternity with him.

			When I was in high school, I prayed to the devil once. I told him I would do whatever he wanted as long as he didn’t make hell too bad for me. He came into my room once, and sat on the edge of my bed. He didn’t have red scaly skin or a pitchfork. He was just some guy in a business suit. He made a lot of promises, promises that seemed too good to be true. I didn’t know what to believe. I’ve seen him on the edge of my bed a couple of times since then, and shut my eyes and put the covers over my head like a little crybaby.

			I stretch my legs and then my arms.

			“Nice try, Uncle. But, no.”

			Uncle looks toward the ceiling, that’s what he does when he’s thinking about something. I assume he’s thinking about me. I wonder if he thinks I’m crazy.

			Best Friend Since Kindergarten, who just barely fits on the small part of the L with Uncle and Aunt, starts crying and blowing her nose. She looks almost as sad as she did a few years ago at her mother’s funeral. I held her hand in the limo that day. That was the first time I felt like an adult. It was the first time I felt like I needed to take care of someone.

			“Remember when we went hot air ballooning and you used too much hairspray and we both caught on fire. Remember in kindergarten when you crawled under the table and showed Tommy your vagina. Remember when we got into that big fight and didn’t speak to each other for three days and almost died. Remember when my cat coughed up a hairball and you said you could do it too, and you did. Remember when I kept pouring my Bacardi Limon into your cup and you got drunk and I didn’t. Remember when we bet on that cockfight in Mexico. Remember when we saw that UFO land and take away the president of the Spanish Club. Remember when you made the winning catch in the big softball game. Remember when remember when remember when remember when remember when...”

			I can’t remember all the things Best Friend Since Kindergarten is talking about and I’m not sure all of them are true. She’s no angel. She better watch it, or I’m going to be at her intervention. She forgot to mention we got baptized on the same day. We were both 11. How could she forget that in a time like this? I almost drowned. I swear I did. Best Friend said she almost drowned too. That was the point, she said. You think you’re going to die and then the Holy Spirit comes along and saves you. How do you think Jesus felt when He died on the cross for everybody, she said. Scared, but he got over it because he was doing the right thing. Made sense. Still makes sense.

			I stretch and look toward the ceiling. They lean forward in their seats.

			“Don’t be mad. But, no.”

			Counselor nods to Aunt who looks as stylish as usual in her oversized sunglasses and freshly flat-ironed hair.

			“Why do you call yourself an atheist? Such a dumb word for such a smart girl. What kind of fool doesn’t believe in a higher power?”

			Counselor clears his throat—really loud.

			“I mean do you think we just appeared on this Earth out of thin air? No, let me guess you think we came from monkeys.”

			Aunt scratches her underarms and, jumps onto Uncle’s lap, and pretends to pick lice from his hair.

			“You think human-freakin-beings are the be-all, end-all? Well, I certainly hope not. I certainly hope there’s something out there bigger, better, smarter, cuter, and more interesting than us. Actually, I don’t hope. I know. And you don’t want to end up like that father of yours.”

			Dad, who has been looking at Aunt, turns his eyes down toward his knees.

			“Ahem,” Counselor said. “Why don’t you tell her how much you love her?”

			“She’s a fool alright. But I think she’s smart enough to know that already. Will you do the right thing and accept Jesus Christ as your Savior?”

			Impressive. One of her better performances, for sure. I never said that I was an atheist. But Aunt might be onto something. If atheists don’t go to hell, sign me up. Or maybe they do go to hell because they have the gall to think they’re not going.

			“No.”

			Aunt finally jumps out of Uncle’s lap and heads into the kitchen. Probably for some Scotch.

			Looks like Dad will have the last word. He stands up. No one else has stood up to talk to me. It takes me by surprise.

			“How’s it going?” I say.

			“Not too bad,” he says.

			“Where did you end up?”

			“That’s a long story involving an even longer bus ride. Ba dump dump. Seriously, I’m just wandering, wandering, wandering. One day, I jogged up and down the Himalayas ten times. Another day, I walked 400 laps around the Mall of America. I stood on one leg on Stonehenge for a whole week. I don’t tire out these days. I don’t know what is. It sucks. I’m not going to lie.

			But I’ve met them both. God and the Devil. Neither one of them seem to want me. I didn’t do right by them, they say. But I went along, minding my own business, I said. Not impressed, they said. It’s the darndest thing. I didn’t know that could happen. I’m frustrated. I’m thinking about starting my own thing, a club or something for beings like me. Maybe I’ll start a religious movement and people will aspire to get to where I am. I don’t know. I haven’t worked the whole thing out.”

			Mom pats Dad’s hand this time. I wonder if it’s cold or if it feels like air. Poor Dad. Everybody’s looking at me. I sit there, waiting for him to ask the question that everybody else has asked. I count to 10 in my head. He doesn’t say anything else.

			“What did you do wrong, Dad? Not enough Hail Mary’s? Too much booze?”

			“Choices. It all comes down to choices.”

			Aunt nods her head. Counselor leans forward in his chair. Grandma nods off.

			“They think I’ve made the wrong choices. I don’t think I’m so bad,” I say.

			“So maybe you don’t have anything to worry about, then,” he says.

			I don’t know what to believe. Maybe their god will strike me down. Maybe mine won’t. Maybe we’ve got the same god. Maybe we don’t.

			Hey, heart, don’t stop ticking. Hey, brain, don’t clonk out. Hey, lungs, keep pumping. I can’t die now.

		

	

		
			The House at the End 
of the Weeping Willows

			It seemed too pretty to rain. But a light drizzle managed to speckle the boys’ faces despite the sunny sky. The old folks said the devil beat his wife on days like that.

			Johnny adjusted his father’s old necktie, which fell against the front of his overalls, and ran several yards ahead of Walter. He liked to look serious at all times. It’s not where you come from, it’s where you’re going, his father always said. He stopped when he came across a large crack in the sidewalk that would serve as a pitching mound. He aimed the ball toward Walter, who scrutinized it with the same intensity that he imagined Hank Aaron would give a curve ball.

			But this ball was wild. It traveled completely off course as if it had a plan for where it was going. The boys watched it veer south into the yard of a large plantation home before it dropped out of sight.

			They ran toward each other, meeting in front of the path that led to the front door.

			“Did you feel a wind?” Walter said.

			Johnny didn’t answer right away. He was still getting used to Walter’s new look. He had taken to wearing all black including a black beret and combat boots.

			“No. Did you?” Johnny said.

			“No. See, I told you,” Walter said. “You can’t throw worth nothing.”

			“Man, please.”

			“We need to find that ball or I’ll be in trouble.”

			Walter’s mother had just bought him that ball yesterday for the completion of another successful school year. His mother had run into Mrs. Adelaide Williams at the bus stop the previous day, and she had called Walter “the smartest boy” in her fifth-grade class. But Walter had no choice in the matter. If he earned an A, his father said nothing. If he earned an A-, he was drilled about why he hadn’t studied harder. He wanted that ball back because it reminded him of his successes, not his so-called failures.

			“I don’t know if we should go in that yard,” Johnny said. “We might get in trouble.”

			“Oh, so you scared? I got to do everything myself.”

			“I’m just saying. Maybe you ought to think something through for once.”

			Since Walter started dressing in black, he’d become more confident and feistier. On the last day of school, he broke up a fight between two older boys even though he was two heads shorter than one, and three heads shorter than the other.

			Johnny let Walter walk ahead while he analyzed the situation. Someone could come yelling at them to get off their property. They might even have a gun or a knife. Or they might not. They might welcome them inside to enjoy a bottle of Coca-Cola. Johnny decided he might as well follow Walter in. If they came face to face with some madman, Johnny figured he’d be better at doing the reasoning than Walter.

			A breeze circled the boys, gently nudging them toward the house. The boys walked down a straw-covered path lined with so many weeping willows that Walter, a whiz at math, lost count. The trees did such a good job blocking the sun that it started to look like evening instead of mid-day. As Johnny studied their shaggy branches, he thought he heard the faint hum of a sad song.

			He nearly fell backward when he neared the front porch and came eye to eye with the smallest man he’d ever seen. Much darker than Johnny, he wore a red jacket and red cap that matched the color of his bubble lips. White pants hugged his muscular frame. He didn’t say anything, and remained perfectly still as he grinned at the boys.

			Johnny realized that an army of little men in matching outfits stood in the lawn along the front porch. Some clutched lanterns, some just looked old and weathered. Johnny swore silently to the Lord, something he never did, that from the corner of his eye he had seen one move just slightly. He was half-expecting the rest of them to march forward, but convinced himself that wouldn’t be possible.

			Walter’s laugh tore into the silence.

			“Man, don’t pay them any attention,” he said. “You know they ain’t real.”

			“But I never seen so many jockeys in one place.”

			It didn’t make sense to Johnny. He never understood why white people wanted little frozen black figures in their yard. Johnny was sure someone crazy lived beyond those walls, and he said a quick prayer for the person. He had learned you were supposed to pray for your neighbors, not just yourself and he took it seriously.

			“You know white people. They don’t have anything else to do with their money.”

			Walter didn’t like how the place made him feel. It reminded him of the time he was alone in the house with his grandmother’s bell collection. One day when the entire family was over at Walter’s house, his grandmother had sent him to her home to retrieve a batch of cornbread she had left on the counter. Not long after Walter entered the house, all the bells started ringing loud enough to be heard throughout the neighborhood. Walter didn’t even make it into the kitchen. He ran out the house without the cornbread and was accused of eating it all when he returned to his home empty-handed. Since that day, he’s refused to go to his grandmother’s house alone.

			The boys were surprised they had never seen this house because it was so big. But it was too far from the street. Its white walls sprung from the green grass like a fancy tombstone. Johnny thought its large columns were surely whittled by someone big—maybe John Henry or God Himself. And the door, the mighty mouth, was wide enough to swallow Walter’s modest home and everyone in it.

			Johnny spotted the ball square on the front porch, and was pleased that he noticed it before Walter.

			“Got it!” he said, raising it above his head as if it were a trophy.

			“Well, alright,” Walter said scanning the little men. “No use sticking around here.”

			The boys turned and ran, each wondering who had been watching.

			That night on the news, white people dumped canisters of sugar on the heads of black people and even some white people who sat together at a counter at Woolworth’s. Johnny figured that that much sugar in your hair would make your head itch, and he was impressed that they didn’t move. Turning the other cheek just like Jesus.

			The boys were restless already. School had been out for the summer for just two days. And they couldn’t help but return to the big house even though it made them nervous. Walter thought going to the house was like riding the Ferris wheel at the fair on the one day Negroes were allowed to go. You had to take advantage of the ride when you could, no matter how scary it was. The house seemed to just appear one day, it could just as easily be gone the next. Walter mustered strength from deep within his body and threw the ball down the path.

			“We better go after that ball,” Johnny said.

			Johnny wasn’t sure if he wanted to know more about the house, or if the house wanted to know more about him. He sensed he was meant to be there to solve whatever mysteries lay inside it.

			“You know it,” Walter agreed.

			This time they rushed down the path, ignoring the weeping willows. The little men were waiting, as if they knew they would have visitors again.

			Walter pointed at one of them.

			“That ain’t what I think it is.”

			Johnny looked at a little man who had clutched a lantern yesterday. Today he held Walter’s baseball. Johnny gritted his teeth. He didn’t know what to make of this place. It needed a blessing like a newborn baby or an adult going through trials and tribulations. Walter was starting to believe that someone was playing tricks on them and he didn’t think it was funny.

			“Well, we’re here,” Johnny said. “Get your stupid ball.”

			Walter stared at the little man, and then circled around him to try and peep into a window. Heavy curtains blocked his view.

			“What are you doing? The police are going to come out here and spray us with a hose,” Johnny said.

			Secretly, Johnny wouldn’t have minded that. He hoped to one day be on the news, taking a stand. Making everyone listen.

			“No, they put dogs on you. Then they spray you with the hose. Everybody knows that.”

			Walter stepped off the porch and looked at the little man who held his baseball. Johnny started tapping his foot, torn between running and staying.

			“We have to be brave,” Walter said. “Some lawn jockeys ain’t nothing to be worried about. We shall overcome, man.”

			He adjusted his beret and looked around, chin high, as if he dared someone to approach him and his friend. Walter looked at the massive black door, painted to match the shutters on the house’s many windows. The black and white seemed ordinary enough. There was no reason to make a fuss.

			At the door’s crown was a stained glass window shaped like a shell. Walter wasn’t used to seeing stained glass anywhere except church. He scrutinized it almost as closely as Johnny did.

			“It says something,” he said.

			Johnny looked at the window, and turned his head right then left. He squinted his eyes, as he had seen the adults do when trying to make out something far away. Johnny pointed at each clear, black letter that popped against rich reds, blues and purples.

			“K…K…K,” he whispered.

			The boys looked at each other, tapping into the other’s soul. It wasn’t possible. They couldn’t have been standing on the porch of a Klan house. They were too young to hang from the weeping willows. Too innocent to be cursed and hated.

			They wanted to scream. They wanted to run. But they did neither. A snap, like a breaking twig, came from somewhere behind them. Johnny didn’t say anything, but later he swore one more time to Jesus that one of the little grinning men had inched a bit closer.

			The boys did what they never thought two boys should do. They clasped each other by the hand and ran from the yard, faster than they’d ever run before. And they heard it. The weeping willows singing a sad aria. Their ears popped and their hearts jumped. When they reached the sidewalk, they didn’t stop running. Johnny recited The Lord’s Prayer, and Walter was grateful for the distraction.

			That night on the news, a big crowd marched down the street holding hands. Then they were sprayed with water. Walter imagined being knocked over by the cold water, and feeling it clog up his nose, making him worry that he would drown. He blew the water out of his nose, stood up, and kept marching.

			Johnny spent the night with Walter. Sometimes he preferred Walter’s place to his own because Walter was one of the few people he knew with no siblings. Johnny, on the other hand, had four younger sisters that annoyed him more than anything in life.

			They lay on top of sheets on the back porch, their usual overnight routine, so they could have their privacy.

			“We have to go back,” Johnny said.

			Walter was surprised that this announcement was coming from scaredy cat Johnny. He would have preferred to be the one to say it.

			“We should try to negotiate with them,” Johnny said. “Or organize a peaceful protest.”

			“There’s no negotiating with the Klan. We have to use force,” Walter said.

			“You don’t know that. We’ve never tried talking with them.”

			Walter could see the TV glowing from inside the living room.

			“We need a plan of attack,” Walter said.

			“I say we just walk right in the yard like we been doing, grab your ball, and leave,” Johnny said.

			“But that’s not teaching the Klan a lesson. We have to make our mark,” Walter said.

			“What do you mean?” Johnny said.

			“We got to show them they don’t have any business doing what they’re doing.”

			Walter imagined himself and Johnny dressed in all black, right fists raised, left hands wrapped around rifles.

			“You must want to get us killed.”

			“I just want to show them who’s who around here.”

			The boys drifted to sleep where they were heroes of war. Fighting for their neighborhood.
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			The next morning they quickly ate the grits, eggs and bacon served by Walter’s mother. She didn’t ask them where they were going. “Try not to come home until the street lights go on” was all she said.

			It wasn’t long before they were standing on the familiar sidewalk leading to the now familiar straw-covered path.

			“So what now?” Johnny said.

			“We get that ball, and that’s it.”

			The two looked at each other, wondering if they should hold hands, but they decided against it.

			They walked fast, past the weeping willows that were loud and chaotic like an untuned piano. The boys started to think the trees were capable of anything. If they had started speaking or walking across the lawn, the boys wouldn’t have been surprised. Johnny tried to block out the noise by covering his ears with his hands and humming to himself. Walter’s heart thumped like it was trying to dart out of his chest, but his eyes moved from tree to tree so that he wouldn’t miss anything.

			The little men, all except for one, were in place. The one that had held Walter’s baseball peered out the front window still clutching the ball.

			“Our father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name…” Johnny said.

			“Time for revolution,” Walter said.

			Johnny thought about leaving but he knew it wouldn’t look right. It seemed like he and Walter had been through a lot together in the last two days. And there were the people on TV, the ones holding the signs as they marched down the streets. He knew they wouldn’t leave. Johnny stared at his friend, worried about their fate.

			“We haven’t even seen anyone here before,” Johnny whispered. “I guess it’ll be alright. Let’s just go in real quiet, take the ball, and go.”

			Walter took a deep breath and placed his hand on the knob and turned. When the door opened he got the feeling it’d be the last time he’d ever enter a house. Johnny looked behind him down the path of weeping willows. As much as he wanted to make a run for it, he followed his friend inside.

			The door opened into a formal sitting room with an ordinary green sofa, matching chair and dark coffee table. Heavy drapes hung from the windows. To the right, stood the little man with Walter’s ball. Now that they were in the house, Johnny wanted to be the first to grab it. He wanted the glory of saying he rescued a precious item from the clutches of the Klan. But Walter grabbed Johnny’s elbow and raised a finger to his lips.

			He heard voices in the room through the next door. Johnny yanked his elbow from Walter and turned toward the front door. Walter grabbed him and shook his head. Walter didn’t know what was driving him to stay. He looked at the little man who had been peering out the window when they arrived. He was now staring in the other direction, toward the voices. Walter started a slow march, careful not to make any noise. Johnny followed, reciting The Lord’s Prayer.

			Walter opened the next door as if he lived there and performed this action all the time. And there they were. Five white-robed men in white pointy hoods in a tidy kitchen. They all turned their heads when the door opened. They sat around a small, round table--a bottle of beer in front of each man.

			Walter and Johnny couldn’t move. They thought they’d been hypnotized by the Klansmen. The one with the reddest face reached into his robe, and pulled out a pistol that he laid on the table and stroked.

			“Look here,” he said. “More lawn jockeys.”

			“No, it’s the NAACP,” said the one with a slow eye.

			“No, no it’s two itty bitty niggas,” said the one lighting a cigarette.

			All five of them roared with laughter, making the beer bottles tremble. The boys remained still just like the people on TV at the lunch counters.

			“What do we do with them?”

			They leaned in close together and put their arms around each other, as if they were in a football huddle.

			“I say we fry ’em and eat ’em,” said the one with the slow eye, as he licked his lips.

			“No niggas is too salty.”

			“Noose ’em.”

			“Beat ’em.”

			“Shoot ’em.”

			They laughed again, pounding the table with their fists and slapping each other on the back. The boys were surprised that the Klan knew how to smile. They figured their lips would remain in stern straight lines.

			“Boys, we are so glad you stopped by,” said the one stroking the pistol. “How may we help you?”

			The Klan laughed again.

			“We are here because injustice is here,” Johnny said. “Just as the Apostle Paul left his village of Tarsus and carried the gospel of Jesus Christ to the far corners of the Greco Roman world, so are we compelled to carry the gospel of freedom beyond our own home.”1

			Walter looked at Johnny with awe.

			“Is that a fact?” said the one with the pistol.

			“Yes that’s a fact,” Walter said, staring directly into the Klan’s eyes.

			‘’Funny you should mention the Bible, seeing as how God was the original segregationist.”2

			“You’ve got your facts all wrong,” Walter said.

			‘’Boy, I know what I’m talking about. God made the white man white and the black man black, and he did not intend for them to mix,”3 the Klansman said as he slapped the table. “White, black. Up, down. Left, right. See, certain things just ain’t meant to mix.”

			Johnny stood on his toes, making himself look taller.

			“We have waited for more than 340 years for our constitutional and God given rights,” Johnny said. “We creep at a horse and buggy pace toward gaining a cup of coffee at a lunch counter.”4

			Walter nodded his head and patted his friend on the back. The Klansman with the cigarette stretched his arms in the air and yawned louder than necessary.

			“You can have your coffee—you just don’t need to drink it at my counter. All this outside agitation and law breaking is destroying the amicable relations between the white and Negro races that have been created through 90 years of patient effort by the good people of both races.”5

			“Here, here!” the other Klansman shouted.

			“Keep going, Johnny,” Walter said.

			“There’s two kinds of laws: just and unjust,” Johnny said, looking as though he belonged behind a pulpit. “A just law is a man made code that squares with the moral law or the law of God. An unjust law is a code that is out of harmony with the moral law.”6

			The Klan smiled. And Walter felt something in his hand. His baseball. The little man who had been clutching the ball now stood between him and Johnny. The boys didn’t know how long he’d been there, and the Klan didn’t seem to notice.

			“I got to hand it to you boys. You two are articulate and bright and clean and a nice-looking guys all around.”7

			The other Klansmen nodded their heads.

			Walter couldn’t take it anymore. He needed to get involved. He lifted his arm and pitched the ball directly between the eyes of the Klansman that had been doing all the talking. The Klansman took off his hood, revealing hair as red as his face, and trapped the ball inside of it. Walter stomped his foot, disgusted with himself. Johnny gritted his teeth.

			“What you doing, boy? Didn’t your mama ever tell you not to throw balls in the house? You’re going to break something.”

			The Klan laughed again, fueling Walter’s anger. He charged and grabbed the Klansman’s hood out of his hand. The others stood up and Johnny came closer behind Walter.

			“You’ve seen those weeping willows out there, boy. You know we fertilize them with little black niggas. If you don’t give me that hood, you’ll be next.”

			Walter reached into the hood and tossed the ball at Johnny. He ripped the hood in two as if it were a sheet of paper and not sturdy cotton. Johnny grabbed Walter’s elbow and the two ran out of the kitchen through the living room and onto the front porch. Feeling the breath of the Klan on them and waiting for a bullet to pierce their backs.

			They didn’t look back until they were off the porch and almost halfway down the path of weeping willows.

			Once on the lawn, they realized not one little man remained. Instead there were grown men—real black men—so many that the boys couldn’t even see the front of the house. They stood shoulder to shoulder wearing all black and wrapped themselves around the Klan house. A fortress that wouldn’t let anything enter or leave.

			The boys looked at each other and headed back toward the house. As they walked down the path of weeping willows they heard the humming, but this time it was different. It was free. Walter and Johnny took their places, shoulder to shoulder with the rest of the men.
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Tide

			Jené walked slowly down the concourse with her new baby pressed against her chest. A tanned blonde couple ran past her, pulling wheeled suitcases behind them. Jené imagined them returning from their honeymoon in Paris, rushing to make a connecting flight back to New York where they lived in a building with a doorman and spent $50 a week buying foaming cups of coffee with low fat soymilk. They’d probably made love on silk sheets at the L’ouest Hotel just steps away from the Champs-Elysées! That’s how the travel magazines described exciting places. They were always “steps away!” from other exciting places.

			As she passed an abandoned wheelchair, Jené considered rolling herself and her baby to The Newsstand. Her body still ached from childbirth. Wanting to look capable for her boss, she decided against it. Jené took a deep breath when she saw Joe ring up a magazine for a woman. When the customer left, Jené straightened her back and walked into the store.

			“Where the hell have you been?” Joe yelled. “When you guys don’t show up,

			I’m the one that has to fill in.”

			“I had my baby,” Jené said, lowering her eyes. “I’m ready to work.”

			The baby girl who still wore the tiny pink bow the nurse had tied to one of her black curls the day she was born let out a soft cry. Jené sighed, and stroked her baby’s back. She doubted she had enough formula and diapers to make it through the afternoon

			“That can’t be your kid,” Joe said. “You weren’t even pregnant.”

			Tall with a medium build, Jené had worn baggy sweatshirts to work for the past year and half because it was always so cold in the store. She had always been thin and having a baby didn’t seem to change that. She hadn’t changed her staple diet of peanut butter and powdered sugar sandwiches with a side of canned peaches for nutritional value.

			“I was pregnant,” Jené said. “I just didn’t talk about it.”

			Joe folded his arms and frowned. He looked like a schoolteacher ready to chastise his student for cheating.

			“You can’t bring that kid to work,” he said. “Figure out what to do with yourself. Come back tomorrow without that kid, and you’ll still have a job.”

			Jené stared at Joe who wore a typical gold band on his left finger. He was fat and Jené figured his wife was fat too. She imagined them rolling over each other at night, like two stress balls in the palm of a hand. There was no way these two fatties could ever contort themselves into Cosmo’s position of the week. They’d give out a few minutes later, and huff and puff until they fell asleep. Then their obese kids--there were probably three or four of them--would knock on the door begging for butter pecan or cookie dough ice cream.

			“How ’bout it?” Joe said. “You can’t tell me that’s not fair.”

			“I’ll be back tomorrow.”

			Jené had been living on her own and working at The Newsstand since she graduated from high school. She had floated through high school undetected, unremembered. She used to daydream about being kidnapped. If she’d gone missing on a school field trip or on her way to the bus stop, the police would have no way to track her because she didn’t have a wallet-sized year book photo that could be flashed across the TV news or allotted a space in a newspaper column. And if the kidnapper had given her a chance to call a loved one to hint of her whereabouts as part of the psychological game he was playing with police, she would pass on the opportunity. “No thank you, Mr. Kidnapper, I’m just fine where I am.” Her mother may not have taught her much, but she did know her manners.
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			Jené walked to a nearby gate where people were waiting to depart to Chicago. She looked at her baby’s face, and wondered how the tiny eyes, nose, and mouth could function so effectively. All sorts of tiny things function effectively though, ants, atoms, cells. Maybe it wasn’t all about science, maybe God had something to do with it after all. If those baby parts suddenly stopped working, if those eyes were blinded by sleep crumbs, if the nose clogged until she lost all air, if the mouth quit opening and closing for sustenance, Jené knew she’d be blamed. Monster, they’d call her. Unfit, unworthy to breed, to live. Since the baby was born, it was easy for Jené to go from awe to complete fear in a matter of seconds. But it was nice to experience awe, that was something new. Fear was nothing special.

			When Jené was in labor, the doctor repeated, “I know you’re worn-out. But you’ve got to push.” Only Jené’s body was tired. Her mind was busy, wandering out the window to the cityscape where she figured the doctor lived in a penthouse apartment with his longtime girlfriend, an actress. No, a gourmet chef in a restaurant with bottles of wine with names like Franciscan Oakville and Masi Amarone. The kind that writers took the time to describe in terms like woodsy and piquant. She wasn’t sure if anything she had ever eaten was piquant, but fresh grapefruit sprinkled with sugar would certainly come close. It was the only way she’d eat it when her mother handed her a grapefruit for breakfast as a child.

			Somewhere among the cityscape was a girl younger than Jené giving birth in a bathtub. The baby was just coming out and she couldn’t stop it. She had just come home from school and her parents were at work. Girls like her never seemed to do a good job getting rid of their babies after they were born. They’d wrap them up in a bath towel and leave them behind a bush in their own backyard or in the dumpster in the apartment complex. The next day their story would end up in the local section of the paper. Jené wasn’t sure why she’d come to the hospital. Done the right thing. And she was sure she could have hidden a baby better than the girls out there. So she tried not to think about it.

			She winced, and the doctor said, “You’re going to be all right. It won’t be much longer.”

			When the fair-skinned child, no longer than one of Jené’s sneakers was born, the nurse wiped her off and tried to hand her to Jené.

			“No, ma’am,” Jené said. “I don’t want her.”

			“You mean you don’t want to hold her,” the nurse said. “You’re just overwhelmed. I’ll bring her back once you’ve gotten some rest.”

			Jené fell asleep not long after the baby was born. She awoke to an empty room. Even though it was her first time in a hospital, she knew why a sofa was several feet from her bed. That was where her boyfriend or husband or mother or someone who cared could stay overnight. But she had broken up with Johnny when she was six months pregnant, and hadn’t heard from him since. He’d become hood rich from his kleptomania. His uncontrollable desire to steal and pawn had made him one of the wealthiest young men in the neighborhood. He had money in the bank and a stack of money in a cigar box in his sock drawer that he was only supposed to use for emergencies. But he didn’t always use it for emergencies, he used it to buy things that didn’t matter like value meals even though he was a vegetarian and specialty bookmarks with tassels and beads even though he never read. Jené wasn’t quite sure how she had gotten caught up with him, other than the fact that he had a lot of things to look at and play with, borrow, and her things were few in number.

			She had no desire to call her mother. She was probably lying beneath some man somewhere hoping to borrow money from her only daughter. But it wasn’t always like that. And it wasn’t her fault. She was like Johnny. She had a sickness. Her mother had a real job as a certified nursing assistant once in her life, but then her man left the year Jené turned 16. And then the people in the TV started talking to her. She was sure of it. After that, sometimes Jené would see her mother and sometimes she wouldn’t.

			Jené often wondered when it would be her turn, when her sickness would come. Her one extravagance was St. John’s Wort. She’d read a lot about its benefits. It was supposed to keep your mind right. Jené wanted something better for her life. But she didn’t know what exactly was better or how to get it, so she figured St. John’s Wort was a start. When the nurse returned, Jené was still staring at that empty sofa.

			“You ready to hold your baby?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Someone had done a good job cleaning the baby who was swaddled in a pink blanket and had a tiny pink bow in her hair. Holding her reminded Jené of using sheets straight from the drier. She would wrap herself in their soft warmth and inhale pleasant scents like ocean breeze and mountain air. Scents in faraway places.

			“Do you have a name for her yet?” the nurse asked.

			“Just thought of one,” Jené said. “Tide.”

			“Eighteen years and I’ve never heard that one.”

			Jené was pleased she thought of a name nobody else had.
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			A middle-aged woman with short brown hair took the empty seat next to Jené at the gate.

			“What a beautiful baby,” the woman said.

			“Thank you.”

			“That itty bitty baby’s going on an airplane ride?”

			“Uh, no…I, um, work here. I brought the baby to show my colleagues,” Jené rambled. “They were just so excited. They threw me a baby shower and everything a while back.”

			“Well, isn’t that special.”

			The baby started her soft wail again. Jené rolled her eyes and gently rocked.

			“You know that baby looks just like you.”

			Jené didn’t see how that was a good thing. She wore her short hair in a tiny ponytail every day. She was never fond of her dark skin, which seemed to be an easy target for tormentors in her grade school days. Black tire. Black shoe. Black night. They would call her anything they could think of. She was glad the baby had turned out fair-skinned like her father. She hoped that was the only trait of his that Tide would have.

			“So are you going to be here a while?” the woman asked.

			“I imagine so,” Jené said.

			“Would you mind watching my stuff while I run to the bathroom?”

			“Okay.”

			The woman left behind a floral tote bag and a small black suitcase. Jené was glad she was gone. She needed to get back to thinking. Calling her ex-boyfriend came to mind. He was the baby’s father after all. Jené could demand that he help pay for childcare, but she figured that was pointless. She wished she could just hop on one of these planes and fly away. People certainly got away with crazier things on a plane. Not a week ago, the paper had reported a man who had smuggled a hot plate on his flight and cooked himself a grilled cheese sandwich. The in-flight snacks just didn’t agree with him he told the paper.

			Five minutes had passed and the brown-haired woman had not returned. Jené wondered what was in her floral tote bag, which seemed to be the latest trend. It was nice and deep, like a diaper bag. Jené looked toward the bathroom and saw a line of women forming outside the door. She flung the floral tote over her shoulder and began walking down the concourse. Despite her soreness, she moved quickly as if she was hurrying to catch a flight. She wiped her sweaty palms on Tide’s blanket as she exited the airport and waited at the bus stop. She sat in the middle of the bus and thought of the lady with the floral bag.

			Was she a mother? A frequent flyer? Did she really think Tide was pretty? Jené didn’t know what possessed her to take the bag. She had never stolen before. It could certainly hold diapers, but she could have purchased a cheap diaper bag in fairly good condition from Goodwill. Jené thought that maybe she should have put Tide in that tote and left her in the airport. Maybe that lady would have taken her to some perfect life in Chicago. She seemed nice enough and looked like a schoolteacher or soccer mom in her high-waist jeans and bright sweater.

			Jené nearly fell onto her purple futon when she got home. Her legs were tired of walking and her mind was tired of thinking. She tossed the floral tote onto the floor. Tide started crying again, and Jené banged her fist against the coffee table.

			She changed her baby’s soiled diaper, gave her a bottle, and laid her on the twin-size bed in the apartment’s only bedroom. She arranged pillows around Tide in case she rolled during the night. She hadn’t decided whether to buy a crib.

			Now she could finally rest. As she settled on the futon, she looked over at the floral tote, and reached down for it. Sighing, she unzipped the bag. She pulled out a hairbrush with tangles of brown hair, a pack of gum, and a sequin change purse. Feeling somewhat relieved that she hadn’t picked up a bag full of the woman’s life savings, she kept digging. It was like one of those grab bags she used to buy for a dollar at the toy store. You didn’t know what you were getting until after you bought it. A black leather Bible rested in the bottom of bag. Jené picked it up and flipped through its gold-edged pages.

			She stopped flipping when she saw a faded, wallet size photograph of a baby. The pale baby wore a yellow dress with white lace trim. Her eyes were closed and thin wisps of brown hair lay on her head. She looked smaller than Tide. She was too thin. Jené was not sure if she was looking at a live baby or peering into its casket. She turned the picture over and saw “Kai” and “1975” in neat handwriting.

			It was more than thirty years old. She put it back inside the Bible, but quickly pulled it out again. Somehow Tide had come out healthy. Jené hadn’t changed her poor eating habits and had barely gone to the doctor during her pregnancy. But somehow Tide had made it.

			She heard her daughter cry and she wanted to cry, too. She sighed and walked slowly into the bedroom. As she picked up her daughter, she thought of going to the airport one more time and dropping the bag with all its contents into the Lost & Found. Or maybe she would look for the woman. Maybe her flight was delayed. Maybe she couldn’t get on the plane without that photograph. Jené pressed her daughter to her chest and kissed her for the first time.

		

	

		
			The Liberation of Mammy

			There were pancakes everywhere. Approximately 2,233 golden brown discs of perfection piled high on white plates along long white counters. There were also blond-haired, blue-eyed white boys everywhere, at least 356. Little ones cooed from high chairs, bigger ones sat at long oak tables, and the tiniest 20 were strapped to mammy. A few dangled from her neck, forming a living necklace. Others were circled around her waist, overlapping each other, almost as if they were braided together. Several were attached to each ankle, and mammy managed to maneuver around as if it was nothing.

			Indeed, there was just one mammy for it all--one big fat black frustrated mammy. Except no one knew she was frustrated because of her big-lipped, red-lipped smile. mammy had stood in front of the mirror many times, trying to scrub away the red from her lips. She thought erasing the red would make them look smaller, less mammy-like. And that maybe she’d shrink away so small that she would be forgotten and some other poor old mammy would be left in charge of all these children. But she never managed to erase the red; it wasn’t makeup as some suspected. She was born with those lips and that big butt. “You better treat your mama right,” mammy’s mother used to say when mammy was a little girl. “I was in labor for 36.2 hours trying to squeeze your big butt out of me.” mammy’s mother took one look at her and knew her daughter had been born to be a mammy. She made her a little blue kerchief for her bald infant head, and mammy wore a blue one every day since. mammy’s mother wanted her to have blue because it represented the best there was, and she knew her daughter would one day be the best mammy around.

			mammy’s job was to feed the little white boys from plantations all around, so that they would grow up to be big and strong and mean and rich and dumb like their fathers, so they could run their father’s father’s plantations someday. mammy used to take care of a family with only 8 children, but mistresses from all around heard about how good she was at making pancakes, and how big and strong and smart the pancakes made the boys. One little boy who had been born scrawny and was almost left to die, was given bits of mashed up pancakes every day for years until he was strong enough to eat an entire pancake on his own. He grew up to be one of the finest governors and richest plantation owners South Carolina ever saw. Before you knew it, mammy had her own house on Master Beauregard’s property in Charleston. Master Beauregard was an important man. Everyone showed respect around him because he was high up in the Army—a general who took no nonsense.

			From the outside, mammy’s place resembled a smaller version of the big house with its stately pillars and wraparound porch. The other slaves who were confined to tiny cabins and not usually allowed to enter mammy’s house liked to stop and inhale the cozy, sweet scent that always floated from mammy’s place. They thought mammy was quite lucky, some were even jealous. “Nothing too good for that fat mammy,” they would think as they walked by. Of course, that was just the outside. The inside was just two vast white rooms: a kitchen with a wood stove large enough to cook two boys who misbehaved, as mammy liked to say, and a dining room with 10 oak tables that could each seat 30 people. mammy slept on a straw matt underneath one of these tables. She had to be sure to sweep up every night so she wouldn’t have to fight over her bed with the ants.

			mammy used her own recipe to make the pancakes even though she wasn’t allowed to eat them. It was a wonder mammy managed to be so fat. Not only did she not eat pancakes, she hardly ate anything at all, just the occasional palmful of cornmeal mush along with the rest of the slaves. Eating her own pancakes earned her 25 lashings. Naturally, she had been lashed many times even though she’d never even put so much as a pinky in the batter. “Now there,” Master Beauregard would say after he finished beating her. “That’s just in case you might think you might want to try a crumb of one of your own pancakes someday.” mammy had become so used to the lashings that they didn’t hurt any more. She barely even welted up. But she was smart for a big black fat mammy. She cried and cried so that Master Beauregard’s chest would puff out like a horny rooster’s, indicating that he had indeed made his point and they could both go on about their business. Then he would laugh and laugh, a crazy white man plantation owner laugh. His mouth looked much bigger and redder than mammy’s when he laughed.

			One day Master Beauregard came into mammy’s big house with the craziest news ever, even though he called it good news. He stood at the head of one of the long oak tables, looking aggravated at the sight of the boys. The smallest boys, with bibs around their necks, were banging their fat fists against the tables, ready to eat. The oldest boys had removed their shoes and socks and were doing cartwheels and flips down the long oak tables. mammy was glad she didn’t have to eat off that table. And although she often daydreamed of the chandeliers she had seen in the big house, she knew it wouldn’t make sense to have one hanging from her ceiling because the boys surely would have messed it up. If they weren’t white, somebody walking by surely would have called them savages.

			“mammy, shut them boys up,” Master Beauregard said. “I got good news for you.”

			mammy, big red smile plastered across her black face, squinted her eyes at the boys. You might think it was hard for mammy to look mean since she was always smiling, but the boys were afraid of her squint. They got quiet in a second.

			“mammy, you’re doing so good with these here boys that me and the other plantation owners thought we’d give you a reward. The biggest honor you could ever imagine.”

			mammy started to feel wobbly and almost dropped the cast iron skillet she always had in her hand. One of the babies strapped to her was teething and started nibbling an apron string. The others who clung to her slept quietly. There had been rumblings of freedom and war and slaves who could read and all sorts of things mammy wasn’t supposed to know about, but did in fact know about because her pancakes put her around whites more than other slaves. She would hear snippets here and there from the mistresses when she was handing off their children to them. They didn’t think mammy was smart enough to pick up on what they were saying, but mammy was smart enough to know they were talking about big things. She felt her big smile grow bigger. She didn’t even know that was possible. She wondered what freedom would mean for her.

			“mammy, me and the men have business to discuss. So tonight you’ll cook your pancakes for us. All 1,000 of us. Times are getting crazy, mammy, so we figure even us grown men folk can use your pancakes.”

			“Yes, massuh.”

			“Now if anything goes wrong tonight, mammy, I’ll kill you dead and not think twice about it. Shoot you right in between them bug eyes with my rifle. Or right through that big mouth. You know I will, won’t I mammy?”

			“Yes, massuh,” was all mammy could muster. She wasn’t allowed to say anything else to Master Beauregard anyway. When he left, mammy leaned against the wall, forgetting about the babies strapped to her and slid down to the floor. She landed with a bounce onto her fat behind. The babies were getting squished between her body and the wall and started crying. mammy jumped up, feeling bad she had forgotten about her charges for once. Her smile still looked big, but she hung her head low. The other boys started crying again, filling mammy’s head with a throbbing pain.

			mammy didn’t see how it was going to be possible to do all that cooking in so little time without some help. She went outside and looked all around the plantation to see if she could find anyone to help her. She spotted matilda, a tiny 9-year-old slave girl with blue eyes, feeding chickens with her sister, kizzy. mammy knew matilda was a hard worker, so she told kizzy she was going to have to tend the chickens by herself that day because matilda had important work to do. kizzy, looking tired and much older than 4, shrugged her shoulders and continued to toss out feed. matilda shrugged her shoulders too, threw down her last handful of feed, and followed mammy inside.

			“Chile, we have to feed 1,000 white men today. If we don’t do it right, we’ll both be killed dead.”

			“Dead. Live. One thousand, two thousand. Don’t make no difference to me,” matilda said.

			mammy didn’t know what to make of the girl. She had seen her working like all the other children except she was faster. But she sounded half crazy. Maybe she was half dead. mammy looked into those blue eyes and tried to see what she could see. But she quickly turned away, she didn’t have time for figuring out. They had 5,000 pancakes to make.

			The two got a system going. First, they took the boys outside. mammy removed the littlest boys from her body and placed them in basinets under an oak tree for a nap. She let the others crawl around on blankets on the ground. matilda led the bigger boys out of the house in groups of 26. She’d march a group out into the big green yard, instruct them to play nice with each other, and go back into the house for another group.

			Once that was done, mammy and matilda went back inside and got to work. mammy stirred the ingredients into a bowl about the same height as matilda. mammy made her batter much lumpier than usual this time.

			“mammy, what’s wrong with that batter?” matilda said. “It got rocks in it?”

			“No, chile. Rocks are too hard to swallow. These are good lumps. This is my best batter yet. Made with extra care.”

			mammy wanted the boys to act right when the men arrived, and she knew her pancakes would fill their minds, not just their stomachs. She wanted the men to see what a good mammy she was, and how easy it was for her to make children mind her. She wanted them to see they could grow up to be good men because of her. The kind of men that didn’t give lashings for no reason.

			matilda spooned and fried dollop after dollop of batter into a cast iron skillet. She and mammy almost looked mad. matilda’s eyes grew bluer like the sapphire Mrs. Beauregard wore on her right hand, and mammy’s smile grew wider and stretched across her entire face. A bead of sweat formed beneath matilda’s nose and mammy’s flabby black biceps formed a muscle. All the while mammy looked through a window and kept an eye on the boys outside. They chased after each other, climbed trees, dug holes and hollered for no reason like boys do. mammy’s bug eyes were busy going back and forth between the boys and her stirring.

			“Jeremiah, set Johnny down. Thomas quit eatin’ that grass. William, you hit Abe again, and I’m gone hit you,” mammy said.

			And sometimes, she’d have to run outside to feed and burp one of the babies. She’d carry the child-size mixing bowl with her. Spoon in one hand, baby in the other. Just came naturally to mammy.

			As matilda started stacking pancakes in piles around the kitchen, the boys began to trickle in from outside, ready to eat as usual. mammy wasn’t glad to see them back in the house, but she was pleased to see the bigger boys taking care of the little boys as she taught them. The oldest put the smallest ones in high chairs, and even held on to the littlest ones as they took their seats at the table.

			“What you boys doing in here? I ain’t called you in.”

			“Give us some pancakes, big mammy,” yelled Abe, Master Beauregard’s son. “We smelt ’em. It’s time for us to eat.”

			“No, it ain’t.”

			“Yes, it is.”

			The smallest boys started screaming from their high chairs. The biggest ones aimed their forks toward the pancakes and squinted through the prongs as if peering into the scope of a rifle. Abe even tried to cock the fork, and seemed surprised that a bullet didn’t go flying out. mammy looked worried. The boys seemed hungrier, thirstier, madder than usual.

			“You boys set down. I’ll fix you something to eat after while.”

			The boys took their seats and sat in complete silence. matilda turned around to look, her blue eyes looking scared. She had never heard the place so quiet and neither had mammy.

			“matilda, don’t you worry none. Keep going,” mammy said.

			In about an hour’s time pancakes were stacked from the floor to the ceiling. The stark white walls were now hidden behind columns of golden brown discs. The warm, comforting smell made mammy and matilda almost lose their balance. It was intoxicating. The boys were fidgeting and starting to drool. They could barely breathe because pancakes were blocking all flow of air into the house. mammy looked around, smiling as usual, proud of their work.

			“matilda, we done too good,” mammy said. “We done made too many. we cain’t even get outta this house.”

			mammy moved like a spinning top to get a glimpse of all the pancakes that surrounded them.

			“Let’s feed the boys,” mammy said. “All they do is eat anyway.”

			“They can’t eat all this food without popping right out their clothes, mammy.”

			mammy took another look around the room, and then at the boys. It was their snack time, last thing they’d eat before going home for the day. But snack was never pancakes. It was usually a biscuit and maybe some fruit.

			“What’ll happen to ’em, mammy?” matilda asked. “If they eat too much.”

			“I don’t know.”

			That’s what mammy said. But mammy did know, and she and matilda fed the boys anyway. The older the boy, the more pancakes he got. Abe, the biggest, oldest and greediest got 20 pancakes. Until then, the most he had ever eaten was six. The youngest boy who could feed himself, 18-month-old Johnny Wright, got 5 pancakes. Until then, the most he had ever eaten was half a pancake.

			“These greedy white boys ain’t right in the head,” matilda observed. “I bet they gone throw up all over your kitchen, mammy.”

			“No, no they ain’t,” mammy said smiling as usual. “They be alright. Matter of fact, we need to eat some too.”

			“mammy, we can’t do that. We ain’t allowed to eat your food!”

			“Yes, chile, but we been working all day. We used just about every scrap I had for them pancakes.”

			mammy handed matilda a pancake, and she ate it quickly. mammy reached for two of her own pancakes, tasting them for the first time. She was surprised at how good they were. Buttery, smooth, a little bit sweet. She didn’t feel any different once she had finished them both. But she wasn’t exactly sure how she should feel. mammy also slipped some pancakes into two satchels and tucked them into the pantry for safekeeping.

			mammy noticed that the boys didn’t look right. Not wrong exactly, just not right. Abe looked much taller. His pants had become too short for him. Roland, who was known for his sleepy eyes, looked wide awake. Timothy, still a lap baby, had just one tooth that morning and now had a full set that he was grinding together. Fat boys had dropped a little weight. Skinny boys had put on muscle. Shy boys that used to hide in the corner were standing with their chests puffed out. They were ready for something, mammy was sure.

			“matilda, I’m gone start washin’ these dishes,” mammy said. “Take one of them extra pancakes and put it in each boys’ front pocket.”

			matilda wasn’t sure what mammy was up to, but she started to like mammy more and more.

			“Alright, mammy, I’ll do it.”

			mammy looked out the window. Field hands and house slaves alike were setting up long tables outside for the masters to eat at. mammy had never seen anything like it before. They must have built those tables and chairs today, just for the occasion. She started to feel nervous, she wanted everything to go right.

			matilda went around stuffing pancakes into the boys’ shirts and shooing their hands away when they tried to retrieve and eat them.

			“Don’t you eat that, you bad boy, or else you’ll be in big trouble,” matilda kept saying.

			The boys did as they were told, and matilda was surprised. In fact, some of the boys got up and started helping mammy with the dishes. She washed a plate, handed it off to a boy who’d rinse, and he’d hand it off to one who’d pat it dry. Some of the others found brooms and started sweeping, and the rest watched over the smallest boys.

			“These boys have gone crazy for real,” matilda said, shaking her head.

			“They’re just doing right by their mammy,” mammy said with her big smile.

			“’Bout time,” matilda said.

			mammy looked out the window again. Horses and buggies carrying white men were making their way onto the plantation.

			mammy had never seen so many white men in one place. And they wore the finest gray suits and hats she’d ever seen. They looked like a storm cloud that had fallen from the sky and was maneuvering its way across the ground. Usually the slaves outnumbered the white folks, but this time the situation was reversed. mammy thought just about anything could happen now. 	Once the men were seated, mammy and matilda waited on their signal to serve the pancakes. First, Master Beauregard had to talk about the purpose of the meeting. He yelled some things about states’ rights and overthrowing the feds and secession. The men stood to their feet, and applauded. mammy was sure all their ruckus could be heard clear to Georgia.

			matilda yawned and mammy who stood smiling in the window didn’t realize that Abe had slipped out of the room until she saw him standing behind his father pulling on his coattails.

			“Daddy, Daddy,” he said.

			“Boy, what you doing out here?” Master Beauregard said. “Can’t you see this is grown men’s business? Go on back to your mammy ’fore I kill you and her both.”

			At that, mammy ducked out of the window, but kept her ears open.

			Abe stood still, and his father noticed that he had gotten taller since he’d seen him that morning. But he figured that couldn’t be the case, and assumed the gin had gotten to him.

			“Alright I’ve had enough of this,” Master Beauregard said. He grabbed Abe by the arm, and Abe clamped his free hand around his father’s elbow.

			“What the hell?”

			Master Beauregard didn’t realize his child’s own strength.

			“I can’t move! I can’t move!” he shouted. A group of five men seated at the table closest to Beauregard approached them. They each grabbed a different part of the boy’s body. One man per leg, one man per arm, and another at the waist. And they pulled. And they pulled. After several minutes they popped the boy from his father who turned a bright shade of red. Master Beauregard reached for his rifle and took his place among his men.

			matilda came outside, not knowing if she ought to believe what she was seeing. The boys followed, filing from mammy’s house into the yard, the biggest ones holding onto the littlest ones. And it seemed like they kept coming and coming, some mammy and matilda didn’t even recognize. The boys, who seemed older with their new teeth and freshly shed baby fat, started shouting incoherent words at the men--their fathers and uncles and grandfathers. They walked forward, a little faster with each step, as if they might just run the men over. The masters didn’t like this at all. They raised and cocked their rifles. A few cowards sneaked off to their horses and carriages.

			mammy’s smile started to grow bigger. Something in her was changing. The smile was real this time. From somewhere, a loud bang, as if a mighty bull had fallen from the sky and crashed into the ground. A gun had been fired. The bullet raced through the air and found a landing pad on the tongue of 20-month-old Peter McNab. He had jumped out of his brother’s arms and opened his mouth wide to catch the treat. He swallowed it whole, and opened his mouth again, starving for another. A trickle of blood oozed from the corners of his lips. He tried for another and it missed his mouth and ricocheted off his chest thanks to the pancake hidden in his breast pocket.

			Bullets zipped along invisible highways in the air, and the boys jumped to reach them. They poked out their chests, and laughed as they watched the bullets bounce off of them. Until then, they never suspected pancakes were good for more than eating.

			mammy stood in the middle of it all, smiling, bullets bouncing off her big butt and big red lips. The babies that usually clung to her were trying to catch bullets instead. matilda stood nearby, bullets swirling around her but never hitting her. She was trying to keep everything straight, so she would be able to tell her sister exactly what happened.

			As bullets continued to fly, the boys’ started to grow tired. The pancakes that had been safely tucked away were starting to give. They were becoming flimsy and pliable and making it harder for the boys to fight the bullets. mammy knew she had to make her move before it was too late. As the final bullets flew, she whispered into matilda’s ear, “I’m going to follow a star.” matilda’s blue eyes looked dazed. mammy wasn’t sure if she had shocked matilda or if matilda was too captivated by the bullets to hear her. mammy slipped back inside the house, grabbed a satchel of pancakes from the pantry, and walked out the back door into the woods.

			The battle of the boys and bullets went on until 34 hours had passed. All the boys were laid out on the ground, still alive, but exhausted when it was over.

			Master Beauregard put down his rifle. Abe had fallen asleep.

			“Abe, boy, wake up,” he said.

			He shook and shook his boy who slowly opened his eyes.

			“Boy, you crazy and don’t know nothing. But I’m proud of you. You’re a man alright.”

			Abe nodded his head, and stood up, shaking some shrapnel from his trousers. Something seemed different to Abe. He always thought he wanted to be like his father when he grew up, but now he wasn’t so sure if that was a good idea.

			He walked away from his father and into mammy’s house. matilda was munching on some pancakes mammy had left behind for her in the pantry.

			“Where’s mammy?”

			“She gone.”

			“Where she go?”

			“To make pancakes far from here.”

			“Makes sense. She makes the best.”

			Mammy made her way through the woods, smiling and taking a bite of pancake every now and then. She didn’t even stop to rest. Nobody chased after her with a dog and a rope. She was safe. Just walking, walking, walking in a straight line northward.

			What she left behind turned out to be just the first battle. There would be four years of it. Mammy’s house made it through, and still smells of pancakes.

		

	

		
			Diary of a Video Honey’s Daughter

			1. 

			I don’t know what to get her for Mother’s Day. So I think and think and think and decide to give her some advice. Even though I know Mother’s Day is one of those holidays where you’re supposed to get something you want, not something you need.

			I use a template on the computer to make a card and I write:

			Thank you for taking care of me all these years. You’re a good mother—and smart, too. That’s why I want you to know something very important. Your body is a temple. Stop abusing it. You’re beautiful. You could do better. I love you.

			I give her the card, and wait for the tears to roll. She reads it and throws it on the coffee table.

			“Everything I do is for you,” she says.

			I don’t know if I believe her. But I stand there, hoping for a thank you. She goes in her room and closes the door.

			2. 

			I didn’t know her breasts were that big—not that there’s anything wrong with big breasts. I just don’t advocate exposing them like that. They don’t look anything like mine. Mine are more like two peach pits buried beneath the skin.

			Her Sears bras are good quality, much better than those cheap paper things clinging to her nipples now. They remind me of those little umbrellas that sit on the lids of those frozen, fruity drinks.

			I wish she’d stop turning this way and that way, and squeezing her breasts together in front of the mirror.

			She looks gross. She embarrasses me even when we’re the only ones around.

			She says she’s going to be in another rap video and that I should be proud, but I can’t when those are her work clothes. Lisa says her mom dresses office casual for work. I like the way that sounds. I picture an enchanting sea of button downs and khakis.

			3. 

			She makes me come with her on another video shoot. It’s almost like she’s trying to prove something to me. This time I see him up close. I hate to say it, but he’s hot. The number 69 is on his baseball cap. They all look the same. Wife beater, muscles, tattoos, bling. I guess nobody really wants to be different. The Goth kids at school all look the same even though they say they don’t want to be like anyone else.

			The door to his dressing room is open and she steps in. I’m in the break room across the hall and I see they’re talking but I can’t figure out what they’re saying. He runs his fingers through her fake hair and I cringe. The door closes, and I worry. I’ve only taken one bite of a chocolate doughnut and I throw it away and stare at the door. Another video girl comes by and offers to take me to lunch. She knows. I’m sure of it. I shake my head and keep staring.

			Ten minutes later Mom comes out of the room. She looks the same except her bright red lipstick has disappeared. He’s close behind her. He pats her butt, and then looks up and winks at me. I turn away. She brushes past me and checks out her snack options on the table.

			“Don’t look at me like that,” she says.

			“What were you two talking about?”

			“Business.”

			“I thought business talk happened in offices.”

			“You’ll thank me when you’re wearing designer clothes to school.”

			But I’m not into labels. That’s not my style. My eyes start to water.

			“It’s not worth crying over,” she says not looking at me.

			I breathe hard, holding back the tears.

			4.

			She comes into my room and sits down on the bed next to me. She looks around at the posters on my wall…Hillary Clinton, Oprah Winfrey, Maya Angelou. I expect her to laugh, but she doesn’t.

			“Nice,” she says.

			She unfolds a crumpled piece of paper.

			“I read it,” she said. “The birthday card. Thanks for calling me smart.”

			I nod my head. “No problem.”

			I jump on my bed when she leaves the room. Up and down on the creaky mattress like a little kid. Yes, I shout. A breakthrough.

			5.

			She looks at her butt in the mirror in her bedroom.

			“I think I need ass implants. That’s what matters most these days, the ass.”

			“You’re big enough.”

			“It’s never enough.”

			“Why don’t you go to college? Then you don’t have to worry about it.”

			“Worry about what?”

			“How you look.”

			“It’s always about how you look.”

			I could see that, but I didn’t want to believe it. I’ve only seen one ugly female newscaster in my life. Her hair was stringy, her crow’s feet needed Botox, and her skin looked dry and sun damaged. I couldn’t believe they put her on the news. I changed the channel. It wasn’t fair, but I did it.

			6.

			So I decide to try something. Wearing a white bra and my best jeans, I go stand on the sidewalk in front of our apartment building, which is sandwiched between two strip malls. It’s a Sunday morning, so the street isn’t as busy as usual. A car goes by and the driver ignores me. Another one goes by and the driver, a man, does a double take, and keeps going.

			Another car goes by, and there’s a honk. It sets off a chain reaction. There’s car after car and honk after honk. Boys had never paid me much attention. Now men, real men, eligible to drive are noticing me. I consider running into the house, but decide to strike a pose instead. I bend my right knee and stretch my left leg behind me as if I’m doing a lunge, and I stick my arms straight out, parallel to the ground. Warrior pose. A yoga move I’d seen on TV. There is some power in this, but it doesn’t lead anywhere. No one is stopping. No one offers me a job or offers to take me out or asks for advice. They just look and keep going. It’s like I’m an object at the museum, except I don’t know if I belong in the Met or Ripley’s.

			Then a car screeches to a halt. It’s a woman wearing a big straw hat. She leans out the window.

			“My god! Are you okay?”

			“Yes, I’m fine.”

			“Does your mother know you’re out here like this?”

			“No. But she wouldn’t mind.”

			“Get back inside the house before you’re raped!”

			I just stand there.

			“If you don’t get back inside the house, I’m going to call the police and have them take your mother away.”

			I turn around and go inside. I wonder where this lady is coming from and where she’s going. I wonder if she’s got connections in the police department, or a daughter who shares secrets with her. I’m not sure if this lady is real. She seems like the kind of moms you see on TV, all worried and concerned.

			I decide not to tell Mom about this. But I wonder what she would have said if she knew a woman stopped for me and the men passed me by.

			7.

			Today she’s supposed to get her big break. That’s what that rapper guy promised her. I’m not excited that she’s going to be the lead girl. The one that he lusts after. Not just some extra.

			“This is it,” she said this morning. “It’s all about to start now.”

			“What?”

			“Fame and fortune.”

			When we arrive at the shoot, they tell her there’s been a change. They’ve found a replacement. The lead will be a girl from Venezuela, that’s what the 18- to 35-year-old male is into these days. They like their women muy caliente, not ghetto fabulous like her. Keep quiet and take your spot in the back, the way back, they tell her. Her bright expression from this morning falls and she doesn’t look me in the eye all day.

			The video is for a single called “Candy in the Club.” The Venezuelan, wearing a bathing suit made of Sweet Tarts, is portraying the best, raunchiest stripper in the club. She slides down a pole upside down, and the rapper tosses fifties and hundreds onto the stage, a sick twist on love at first sight.

			Other girls strut down the stage wearing candy canes, Snickers bars, and the like. Except her, she doesn’t get to wear candy. She’s somewhere in the background wearing a basic black bikini and I can’t see her most times.

			The video ends with the Venezuelan sitting in the rapper’s lap as he starts gnawing away at the Sweet Tart bikini top. She looks away, hurt. I put Sweet Tarts on my list of candies to avoid. I’m glad it worked out this way. Now she’ll learn her lesson. Now she’ll stop embarrassing us.

			8.

			Today she does nothing but complain. She’s going to get an agent and stop trying to do this by herself. She’s ready to move up in the world. She searches the Internet all day, looking for someone who can help.

			I’m less hopeful. Less hopeful that I’ll be able to make her see things my way. I go stand outside, waiting for that woman to drive by. This time, I’m fully clothed. I hope that she’ll stop.

			Somehow I’ll make Mom get in the car. We’ll drive away to a place where videos don’t exist. A place where you strike the warrior pose for yourself, not for a man.

		

	

		
			Freak

			Bella Alta wasn’t sure about her job anymore. She wasn’t sure if it was really what she wanted from life.

			Her office, as the carnies jokingly called it, was along the midway. The three, eight-foot high sheets of plywood with plastic bars across the front reminded Bella Alta of an upright coffin without the lid. It had enough space for a folding chair, but Bella Alta stood for several hours most nights so that people could witness her magnitude. The tops of grown men’s heads barely reached her elbow. Women could fit both feet into one of her shoes. Children developed crooks in their necks as they gazed up at her.

			When Bella reached seven-feet, ten-inches at the age of eighteen, the Guinness Book of World Records declared her the tallest woman in the world. Being a freak finally made her proud. She read about other record holders who joined circuses and fairs and made motivational speeches. Life finally had meaning.

			Bella Alta was a stage name that her manager, Joe, thought of. But most people called her Bella. She liked that her stage name was a mix of tall and beautiful. She had been called tall plenty of times, but no one had ever called her beautiful until she met Joe at the grocery store the year before. The grocery store was where Joe liked to scan for hidden talent. Bella was thumping a watermelon when he commented on the rare beauty of her large hands. He spoke to her about travel to exotic locales and making a respectable amount of money by just sitting and having people admire her like she was a work of art. Bella had just graduated from high school, and was easily swayed. Her parents didn’t protest because they didn’t know what else a girl like her was supposed to do.

			But after six months, Bella wasn’t sure that she was happy. She thought there had to be more to life than sitting around while people gawked at her. She usually did her best to make a show, to pretend like she was a model in Paris, not a freak in the backwoods. But it didn’t always work. One time an old man who said he used to be a photographer started snapping pictures of her. And Bella struck poses like the women on magazine covers. She thought she looked pretty when she pouted her lips or leaned forward to show off just a little bit of cleavage. The old man’s son told him there was no film in his camera. And the crowd started laughing. Then the old man started laughing. And Bella wasn’t sure who the fool was—herself or the old man.

			No one could see Bella until they handed Joe a dollar. And Bella could not see anyone until they rounded the corner. She kept bottles of water and pain pills on hand because the sweet fragrance of funnel cake interlaced with the heavy scent of farm animals sometimes gave her headaches. Despite her low tolerance for odor, she loved to hear the piercing screams of children who braved the makeshift rides.

			Fairgoers often did not know what to make of Bella as she looked down upon them. Bella usually wore dresses to make her manly body appear more feminine, but for the most part she felt like a man in drag. Most of her dresses were handmade and Bella always felt out of style. She usually wore a little bit of eye makeup and lipgloss, and kept her black hair in a long braid down her back. She liked to smile and wave and blow kisses, figuring that the gentle-giant persona made her more approachable.

			She made eye contact with a handsome man in a business suit, and wondered what he was thinking. Rob tried not to look interested as he traced Bella Alta’s boyish curves with his eyes. He wanted to know more about her breasts. He couldn’t figure out if they were small in general, or just small looking because of her otherwise gigantic proportions. He thought that the only way to know would be to see her naked, but that made him feel guilty. He looked at his wife who seemed lost in her thoughts. She had one hand beneath her chin and her eyes were focused on the fine details of Bella’s face, her nostrils, the almost invisible hair above her upper lip and the tiny moles on her cheeks. Rob was glad. That way she wouldn’t be trying to figure out what was going on in his mind. Rob considered leaving and heading off to another attraction. That’s one thing they talked about at his support group—removing yourself from a potentially negative situation. Removing yourself may seem difficult at the brief moment when the decision must be made, but later it would be worth it. But there was no reason to leave, he decided. There were too many people around for him to fulfill his desires with Bella.

			Bella felt self conscious around men like Rob. He looked like a true family man in his button-down shirt. He must have just left work, and decided to meet his wife at the fair for something different to do. Bella thought about the only boyfriend she had ever had, Ben. She had met him online after some of the other carnies convinced her that was the best way to meet people nowadays. But it became clear early on that Ben had some fetish for freaks. Bella found a scrapbook of photos with him and all sorts of women—one with a hooked arm, and conjoined twins with floor-length hair. But the most hurtful was AnaLise—the French woman who held the title of the smallest woman in the world for a five-year period. Bella felt used and left Ben’s apartment that night without saying goodbye. He tried to call and explain, but she wasn’t interested in anything he had to say.

			Her thoughts were interrupted when she heard Joe talking in her ear. He had purchased earpieces and a camera, so he could communicate with Bella as he watched the crowd’s reaction to her. Bella didn’t like this. She didn’t want Joe’s kind of help.

			“Yawn really loud,” Joe said. “And show some teeth.”

			Bella shook her head.

			“Do it,” he said. “You’re boring people to tears, and I can’t have that.”

			Bella hated that she just gave in to Joe, but she did so time after time. She wanted to remind Joe that she wasn’t an animal. She was a piece of art to be appreciated. Instead, she stretched her long arms above her head, and let out a deep howling sound.

			Rob who’d been busy trying to avert his attention to an ant crawling on his shoe looked up and noticed Bella Alta’s straight white teeth. They stood out perfectly against her brown skin. He imagined what it would be like to lick them. He imagined running his tongue along them until it bled.

			He forgot about his wife for a few minutes and finally looked in her direction. Sue had been studying one of Bella’s large hands and trying not to look at her husband. She gasped and jumped back when Bella yawned. She thought the big woman was getting ready to jump out of her cage, but realized by her outstretched arms that perhaps she was just tired. Sue would never make such a loud noise, not even in her home. But she figured it must be freeing. Sue had preferred being in the background most of her life. That’s why she didn’t start wearing makeup until she was 33. It’s why she became an acting teacher instead of an actor. It’s why she wore her long hair in a bun instead of down around her shoulders.

			Sue stepped a few feet away from Bella, and Bella felt ashamed. She hated Joe for making her do things like that. But he thought that her sweet act was stupid and not model-like as Bella had always claimed.

			Her yawn drew the attention of a couple with two children. The teenage boy started to laugh and his little sister began to cry. Her mother said, “Don’t you worry. They’ve got the big, bad girl in a cage, so that she can’t hurt you.”

			Bella wanted to cry when she heard that. She would never hurt anyone. If anything, she was the one used to being hurt. As a child, her parents teased her because of her height. She later realized that was their way of keeping her in her place so that she wouldn’t revolt and use her mass against them.

			Sue thought that the mother’s comments were rude and decided to do something that was totally out of character.

			“Bella Alta, I’ve never met anyone like you,” Sue said, stepping closer to Bella. “I’d like to invite you over to our house for dinner. That okay with you, Rob?”

			Sue had never bothered to invite another woman to their house unless she was related. She was ready to know how Rob would behave. If he had gotten his desire for other women out of his system. She wanted to see how he’d react to another woman in the comfort of his home. Would he drop his guard and start flirting without even realizing it? Leave the house with Bella? Nothing seemed to hard for her to believe. She wasn’t completely comfortable with the idea of using Bella for her experiment, but was drawn to Bella because she seemed safe. Surely, Rob wouldn’t cheat with someone like her.

			The girl’s mother shook her head and walked off with her crying daughter.

			Rob nodded his head, and wondered what his wife was doing. If she were suddenly open to new things that he hadn’t figured she’d ever be open to.

			Bella didn’t say anything at first. Her eyes widened. She had never visited the homes of any of her gawkers, and wondered what they would discuss and what kinds of foods they liked to eat. She figured the visit could be a good learning experience and accepted.

			The next night Bella followed Sue’s directions to her family’s home. Their polished look matched the route that Bella traveled. She drove from the bad part of town with the worst schools and cars parked in the grass to the part of town where neighborhoods were gated and schools were private. The homes looked like something from a 50s sitcom. Bricks, well-manicured lawns, and wooden fences that cried, Welcome to perfection.

			She reached Rob and Sue’s home and was impressed by its heavy columns and pink rose bushes. She was glad that she had worn her best dress—a flowy aqua-colored summer dress that she had planned to wear to the beach if she ever visited one. She decorated her hair with a plastic hibiscus. Sue answered the door, wearing a white apron so clean that it must have been for decoration not for actual cooking.

			“Welcome, Bella Alta,” Sue said.

			Bella was prepared to say, “What a lovely home you have.” But the home had nothing in it.

			“What a lovely new home,” Bella said.

			“It’s not new,” said Rob who emerged from the kitchen. “We’ve lived here 10 years. Let me take you on the grand tour.”

			Bella wasn’t sure what the purpose of the tour was. Everything looked the same—empty. There was no furniture in the living room or dining room or guest bedroom. There were no photographs, artwork, or knickknacks of any kind anywhere. The master bedroom was the most complete with a mattress resting on the floor. A white sheet and two pillows were on top. The closet had no door or curtains, and Bella was relieved to see clothes hanging and shoes on shelves. She waited for an explanation or an apology for the emptiness, but never received one. For a moment, she appreciated the camper that had become her permanent residence since joining the fair. Her long legs hung off the bed and the stiff sofa wasn’t deep enough to make her comfortable but at least it looked cozy. At least people wanted to be there. The woman who was part snake and the funnel-cake maker often came over for dinner and complimented her famous spaghetti and meatballs.

			Rob didn’t tell Bella that Sue had gotten rid of most of their things because it reminded her of all his affairs. He used to collect little reminders of all the women he had been with. Just small tokens, like a refrigerator magnet or a railroad tie or a potted plant. Only once had he taken something that he considered unusual. He took a woman’s tonsils that were floating in a jar. She had saved them since childhood, and Rob was fascinated that something that had once been inside her could be preserved outside her perfectly well. He took them and put them on a bookshelf in his home. Once things started adding up, Sue couldn’t take it. She had a meltdown and threw things away in their trashcan and even the neighbors’ trashcans. Other things she burned in the front yard or hauled off to charity. It didn’t matter that most of the things, like their couch and dresser and dining room table had nothing to do with the women Rob had been with. Rob wasn’t sure why Sue stuck around. And he wasn’t sure why he stuck around either.

			Sue called them in for dinner. Bella was surprised to see a single chair in the kitchen.

			“We borrowed that chair just for you,” Sue said as she removed her clean apron. “Rob and I will eat on the floor.”

			Sue said this as if it were a perfectly normal way to go about eating a meal. She had been trying to convince herself for years that her life was perfectly normal. When people saw her and Rob out together, she knew they never suspected otherwise. Sometimes when they went to visit friends, she’d sit in Rob’s lap and rub her fingers through their hair as if they were so happy. Rob, who at least felt guilty about his actions, played along.

			“No, no that’s not necessary. I’ll join you on the floor. I don’t mind at all.”

			“No, you’re the guest,” Rob said. “Be our queen for the day.”

			Bella blushed, and Sue wondered what he meant by that.

			Sue and Rob held their meal of lobster, polenta, and a fresh spinach salad with bacon in plates on their laps. Wine glasses were placed on the floor. Bella had never eaten a meal so fancy and had never figured her first fine dining experience would occur like this.

			“So Bella, what’s life really like in the fair?” Sue said.

			“The traveling is nice and I get to meet a lot of people. But they’re not always nice like you.”

			That was the type of thing she figured Joe would like her to say. He wouldn’t want her to say that he hated her manager and sometimes wished she had never joined the fair.

			“Oh, I can imagine,” Sue said. “People can be cruel.”

			Sue looked over at Rob who looked down at his plate.

			“What are your plans for when your fair days are over?”

			“I’m trying to figure that out. Maybe I’ll go on the speaking circuit or write a book. Who knows.”

			“Well, Rob, why are you so quiet? Don’t you have any questions for Bella?”

			“Um, um, I don’t know. Let me think.”

			“I don’t know what his problem is tonight,” Sue said. “Bella, that’s a beautiful flower you’ve got in your hair. What is that? A hibiscus? You look perfectly Hawaiian.”

			“Thank you,” Bella said. “It’s not even real. It’s just a barrette.”

			“May I see it?” Sue said, and pulled it out of Bella’s dark hair before she could answer.

			Bella didn’t like Sue’s forwardness. It reminded her of those overzealous fairgoers who tried to touch her or say inappropriate things to her.

			“You don’t mind if I keep this, do you?” Sue said.

			Bella did mind, but she didn’t like confrontation, and figured her dollar store hair décor wouldn’t be worth arguing over.

			“Yes, I’d love for you to have it.”

			Rob’s face turned red. He knew that Sue wouldn’t appreciate Bella’s flower the way he would. She would probably throw it in the fireplace as soon as Bella left.

			“Honey,” Rob said. “Don’t be silly. You can’t take Bella’s hair clip. I’m sure we can find one like it at the mall.”

			“No, it’s okay. I want her to have it.”

			“See, hon,” Sue said. “Bella and I are friends. I’m going to keep this forever.”

			Sue was proud of herself for getting to Bella before he did. She wanted him to know that she had some power too.

			“Well, Bella, it’s getting late,” Sue said. “I’d understand perfectly well if you had to go.”

			Bella felt hurt. She knew it was her cue to leave and they hadn’t even eaten dessert yet. A chocolate cake with fondant icing and decorative swirls that looked like it belonged at a wedding had been taunting her from the counter ever since they had come into the kitchen.

			Rob felt embarrassed again. Sue had never been this cold. This must be it, he thought. She’s finally going to leave him and wanted to prove how fed up she was. He was surprised that he felt a little nervous.

			Bella got up to leave, but something didn’t feel right. The whole evening felt wrong and she wanted to try again.

			“Why don’t you all come back to the fair tomorrow? I’d like to offer you a special treat.”

			Before Sue could say no, Rob answered.

			“That sounds great. We’d be glad to stop by.”

			“Yes, Bella. We look forward to it,” Sue said.

			Sue hated that she and Rob always spoke in terms of ‘we.’ It sounded fake. ‘We’ was a long time ago.
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			The next day Rob went to the mall and had a woman in a department store spray him with cologne. There was no use buying the bottle because he knew Sue would throw it away. On the drive to the fair, Sue kept coughing and saying, “What’s that smell? Do you smell that? It’s awful.” Rob hated Sue’s games. “I don’t smell anything,” he said.

			They arrived at Bella’s spot in the fair and found her standing with her hand on her hip. Rob and Sue both noticed that her space seemed larger today. It even had a little table and two chairs.

			“Good to see you,” Bella said. “Please join me.”

			She pointed at the table and chairs.

			“In there?” Sue said.

			“In here.”

			Bella opened the door with the plastic bars across it, and Rob and Sue stepped inside. Sue felt as if she were in one of those dioramas that she used to make in elementary school. Rob had fantasized about something like this. He had always wanted to make love in a public setting.

			Sue thought this must be some kind of joke. She looked over at Rob waiting for him to burst out laughing, but he didn’t. Instead, he went and sat in a chair as if it were a perfectly normal thing to do. Not wanting to be outdone by Rob, she sat in a chair, too.

			“Just thought you might like to see what it’s like,” Bella said. “You can leave whenever you want.”

			Bella felt cramped, but liked the idea of giving others a taste of her life. She knew some people could never understand why she’d put herself on display. She wanted them to see the courage it took.

			“Oh, good, then I’ll leave now,” Sue said, trying to make a joke.

			“But honey we just got here,” Rob said.

			Bella heard Joe in her earpiece, and rolled her eyes.

			“Pretend you’re mad at that those people for being in there,” Joe said. “Shake the cage.”

			“No,” Bella said.

			“Do it, or you won’t have a job tomorrow.”

			Bella stood up and put her hands on the cage. She jumped up and down and started grunting. People passing by started pointing. An old couple who had seen Bella many times before came closer to the cage to get a look at Rob and Sue.

			“Look at those people at the table,” an old man said.

			Bella started grunting louder.

			“What’s wrong with them?” the old man’s wife said.

			Sue thought they couldn’t be talking about her and Rob, not with Bella going crazy. Rob liked the attention and wondered whether he should join Bella’s outburst or just continue to sit quietly.

			The old couple continued to look into the cage.

			“Well, I don’t know. That woman’s outfit looks like she didn’t take the time to iron this morning,” the woman said of Sue.

			Sue touched her blouse, and couldn’t believe she was being criticized for a wrinkle that she blamed on the seatbelt from the ride over. Rob knew that Sue was sensitive and felt sorry for her for a moment. He looked at her and mouthed, “Don’t worry about it.”

			“And look at the man. Just sitting there with a goofy grin. Maybe he doesn’t have all his wits about him,” the old man said.

			Rob decided to play along and popped a button off his shirt.

			“Destroying such a nice shirt. Shameful,” the old woman said.

			Joe’s voice came through the earpiece again.

			“Ok, ok, stop grunting. It’s not working,” he said to Bella. “Try interacting with those people you brought in.”

			Bella didn’t like that idea, but she knew there was no use arguing with Joe. She started running her fingers through Rob’s hair as if she were styling it.

			“Oh, I think she’s their caretaker,” the old woman said.

			Rob enjoyed the feel of Bella’s large hands in his hair. And Bella liked that the old woman had called her a caretaker. It made it sound as if she were needed and important. Sue tried not to look annoyed, and sat with her hands neatly folded. But her mind started to wander. She wanted to know what exactly this old couple was seeing. Maybe they could tell she wasn’t happy with her husband. Maybe they knew she lived in a house with no furniture. Sue jumped up and started shaking the cage. Bella stopped fingering Rob’s hair and Rob jumped out of his seat.

			“Well, I’ll be,” the old man said. “I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

			“Think it’s real? She might be putting on a show,” his wife said.

			“No, no. I think its real.”

			Bella didn’t like the attention that Sue was attracting. Rob began to feel guilty watching his wife go crazy before his eyes. All of her craziness was because of him, and it made him uncomfortable. Rob stood up and pried Sue’s hands off the bars. She just stood there, breathing heavily. Pieces of hair had come undone from her bun and her face was shiny from perspiration. Rob took a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed Sue’s forehead. She was surprised by the gesture, and just wanted to go home, to her home filled with nothing.

			Joe came around the corner.

			“I’m sorry, but you two are going to have to leave,” he said to Sue and Rob. “You’re distracting people from Bella.”

			“But, but,” Bella said.

			After Sue and Joe left, Bella thought about the word “caretaker” again. She realized what Joe had been trying to do with the stupid earpiece. The crowd needed something different. So when a woman approached, Bella didn’t communicate through body language, this time she said hello. The woman responded pleasantly and the two made small talk. Others gathered around and started asking questions. She liked that people were interested in what she had to say, and not just what she looked like. Joe didn’t come back on the earpiece all night.

			Sue didn’t say anything on the ride on home. She was disappointed in herself that she had lost it, and mad that the old couple seemed to see beyond her façade.

			Rob patted her on the knee.

			“I’m sorry,” he said.

			That was the third time that evening that Rob had touched her. And Sue didn’t mind. She needed the comfort.

			Later that night, Sue and Rob lay on their mattress in the master bedroom. Rob got up and turned on the light. From his sock, he pulled the button that he had plucked from his shirt earlier that day. He handed it to his wife. He hadn’t bothered to give Sue anything in a long time.

			“I might throw it away,” she said.

			“I hope you keep it.”

			Rob patted his wife on the arm--the fourth time that night he touched her--turned out the light, and went back to bed.

		

	

		
			Her Own House

			Prisa had almost forgotten how to walk. In a hurry since the age of four, she sprinted everywhere, as if something large was chasing her. If someone called her name, she refused to stop or even glance over her shoulder and wave. Keeping her eyes forward, she would occasionally raise her wrist to eyelevel, so she could look at her stopwatch, which she used to tell time. She reset it every morning tracking the minutes, seconds, hours that passed.

			She was always rushing because she always had something to get away from. Bad things had happened to her as a child. Things she didn’t like to think about. When Prisa turned 18, her father died, and he was the worst father of all. Not everyone knew he was bad, so lots of people came to the house to console Prisa and her mother. That made it easier for her to slip out unnoticed.

			Prisa filled a duffle bag with toiletries, underwear, dried foods, matches and a blanket, and ran seven miles through the woods to an abandoned house she had discovered with a friend when she was little girl. She feared the little clapboard house that had turned gray from age and weather would fall apart but she was willing to give it a try. The roof still had most of its shingles, and all the windows were cracked, but in place. Prisa walked inside and discovered only one room. It seemed much smaller than she had remembered as a child. Against one wall was a wood-burning stove and small table and chair. An almost new looking white candle in a brass candleholder made the centerpiece of the table. Prisa wondered if someone else had already claimed this home as their own. She looked at the corners and ceilings decorated with cobwebs and the wood floor that hadn’t seen polish in decades.

			She didn’t know what to do. She jogged in place as she took in her surroundings. She decided to light the candle to make the place feel homier.

			“I’m going to keep you lit,” Prisa said aloud. “You’ll be my eternal flame.”

			Prisa felt embarrassed for talking to the candle, and placed it on the windowsill. She looked around the room, not knowing how to make it home. She spread out her blanket on the dusty floor and cried herself to sleep.

			When Prisa woke up, she was surprised that she felt rested, and much more comfortable than when she had first gone to sleep. Once she opened her eyes, she almost screamed. Someone had been in her little home and she didn’t even know it.

			She was now sitting on top of a mattress with soft white sheets and pillows. The dust and cobwebs were gone, revealing a fresh white coat of paint. Prisa got up and ran toward the little stove that had been joined by a sink and a refrigerator that was fully stocked. She saw a door near the kitchen and opened it to discover a toilet and shower.

			Prisa wondered how much time had passed. Hours, days, years. She waved her hands in the air and bounced on her toes to relieve some tension. She wasn’t sure if she was in the same house or if she had been kidnapped and carted off to some unknown land. Or maybe she was having a lucid dream. Or maybe her entire life had been a dream and now she was waking up to her reality. As much as she hated to go home, she thought that might be the only way to learn the truth. If her mother and the house she believed she had grown up in were still there, then she would forget about this little abandoned cabin in the woods that had the power to transform itself.

			She grabbed her duffle bag and stepped onto the front porch. But the sight of the outside made her want to go back in. Heat grabbed her body and smoke clogged her nose. Orange flames enveloped the house and seemed to be reaching for something. Prisa jogged in place, trying to still her mind and wondered why the house refused to burn. By the looks of the flames, the house and everything in it, including her, should have burned hours ago. Prisa ran from the home and into the woods where she paced back and forth as she watched the flames continue to engulf the house. After several hours, Prisa had fallen asleep again. She awoke and the house was still there, wrapped in flames.

			Taking a deep breath, she walked toward it. Prisa made it onto the porch and went back inside the house. Everything looked the same as before, and she felt strangely comfortable inside. She took some water and fruit out of the refrigerator and went back into the woods. And this is how she lived for the next several days, sleeping in the woods and only going into the house for food. She had forgotten all about her initial idea to go back home.

			On the seventh day, Prisa decided to move back into the house. She knew it was a risk. It could suddenly decide to burn to the ground if it wanted to. But the flames seemed to be reaching for her, asking her to come back in. When she re-entered after all those days, the home didn’t feel like a place to be afraid. She sat in the little chair. Motionless for once.
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			The next morning when Prisa was eating breakfast she heard what she thought was a doorbell. She thought it must have been her imagination after all this alone time. But she heard the little ding two more times and decided to go to the door.

			On the other side was her mother, wiping her forehead with a cloth and studying the flames. Prisa thought she should be afraid, but she wasn’t.

			“So you’re here,” said her mother, Olga. “I can’t believe you’re here—living like this.”

			“How did you know I was here?”

			“You used to come here as a child. A mother knows where her children are at all times.”

			Olga fanned herself and then crossed her arms, as if trying to protect herself from the flames.

			“Except, it wasn’t like this,” she said pointing to the fire. “I didn’t even know if I should come near. But I had to find you.”

			Prisa thought it was odd that her mother seemed so concerned about her whereabouts. She didn’t seem so concerned about her when she was growing up. She had left her places, dropped her off and forgotten about her. Returning days later, and sometimes not at all.

			“You had to find me for appearances. Your only worry is looking like the right kind of mother.”

			Olga gasped. Prisa had been taught to keep her words few when speaking to her parents.

			“This place has gotten to you,” Olga said. “Why would you choose to live like this? To live in hell?”

			Olga pushed Prisa out of the way and stepped inside.

			“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for thou art with me. Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me.”

			Olga had a way of reciting religious scripture to make herself sound more devout than she really was. She shook her head and mumbled, “Living in hell. My own daughter.”

			“I used to live in hell, but I don’t anymore,” Prisa said.

			“What is that supposed to mean?”

			“I think it’s time for you to go.”

			Olga went out the door, without saying anything else to Prisa. Prisa was surprised, but she knew she’d be back.
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			Later that day, Prisa decided to try and learn more about her new place. She inhaled and stuck her right arm in the fire, just as someone might run a finger across a candle flame. She was pleased that not even a hair on her arm was singed. But it did feel stronger, in fact her whole body did.

			She turned her head to the side and stuck both arms into the flames and plucked five pieces of plywood and two nails from her new home. She took the materials into the yard where she started arranging them. She had an urge to build. She placed the plywood one on top of the other, and then side-by-side, trying for the best fit. She stood them up, laid them down, and used her hands as a hammer to beat the nails into the wood. After an hour, she had a second home that looked just like her own.

			Prisa had never done so much manual labor and was hungrier than she’d ever been when she finished. When she walked inside her house, a large hot meal was waiting on her. A roast chicken, three bowls of potatoes, two bowls of peas, a chocolate cake and a cold pitcher of water were laid out on her little table. Prisa never liked to cook and felt fortunate that something wanted to provide for her.

			Not long after she finished every piece of food on the table, she heard a scratching sound on her front porch. She opened the door and saw a short man in dirty jeans and no shirt rubbing his hands together by the fire. His stomach pooched from starvation. Prisa looked down at the top of the man’s baldhead.

			He jumped when he saw Prisa.

			“I didn’t think anyone lived here,” he said.

			“I do,” Prisa said.

			“You live inside? Inside of this place?”

			“Yes, how did you find me?”

			“I don’t know. I was walking. Just walking and something pulled me this way.”

			Prisa knew that feeling. Being pulled toward the fire.

			“I’m Solomon,” he said. “And I’m looking for a place to stay.”

			“I’m not surprised. I have a place for you.”

			Solomon followed Prisa to the newly built house. He looked weak, as he slowly followed on his bowlegs. She told him to go in and stay as long as he needed.

			“I’ve already been here longer than I ever thought I would stay,” Prisa said.

			That made Solomon feel good, as if he’d found a safe place. Solomon opened the door to the simple surroundings, a mattress on the floor, a small table for one, and a wood stove. Near the mattress was a chest. Solomon opened it and found shirts, pants, socks and shoes. He brought them to his nose and sniffed. They smelled clean, and he smiled.
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			Olga came over the next day and was not pleased to discover Prisa and Solomon eating lunch together in Prisa’s house.

			“So who is this?” Olga said. “You’ve already found yourself a live-in boyfriend.”

			“He’s not my boyfriend.”

			“I’m Solomon.”

			“What’s your story? What do you want with my daughter?”

			“I was homeless and she was kind of enough to give me a home.”

			“Oh, god. No, no,” Olga shouted.

			Prisa thought her mother was too much sometimes, and didn’t understand why she would put her down for trying to help another human being.

			“I had chosen to be homeless for a while. But I got sick on the streets.”

			“You chose to be homeless. You hear that Prisa. That’s what the crazies do. And you’ve let this nutcase into your home. I’m going to pray for you, Prisa.”

			“Don’t talk about my guest like that mother,” Prisa said.

			“She’s probably right,” Solomon said. “I had been through some things, and couldn’t take it anymore. I quit my job, left my family, and headed to the streets just like that.”

			“Do you hear this Prisa? Are you listening?” Olga said. “You’re eating with a common vagabond.”

			Prisa wanted to kick her mother out of the house, but wasn’t in the mood to stand up to her. She felt the only reason her mother was here was because she needed a project now that her father was dead. Prisa’s father was a taker. He knew how to get money from banks and governments and people. Even if he had to destroy them. And on a few occasions when he got bored with that he took Prisa’s dignity. She didn’t look at her father or any man the same after that. Olga always covered for him. That’s why so many people thought he was a good person, because of Olga’s brilliant lies. Prisa didn’t realize Olga was acting out of fear and Olga never found a way to tell her.

			“I’ll admit something else,” Solomon said. “When I came yesterday I had rickets. And I swear today it’s gone. Gone. Just like that.”

			Prisa noticed that his body looked healthier, the bowlegs had straightened and the pooch had shrunk.

			“I’m so glad to hear that,” Prisa said. “Every day I wonder what else this place can do.”

			“So, you’ve got a healing house,” Olga said. “Are you listening to yourself?”

			Olga went out to her car, and returned to the porch with a jug of water in each hand. Prisa stepped onto the porch.

			“Mother, what are you going to do with those?” Prisa said. “You shouldn’t even waste your time.”

			Prisa really didn’t know what the water would do to her home. It hadn’t rained since she lived there, and she had never tried to put it out. There was no reason to. Solomon came outside and looked at Olga then Prisa, as if he were asking Prisa whether he should step in somehow. But Prisa shook her head.

			Olga popped the cap off of one of the jugs and attempted to douse the flames. Nothing happened. She picked up the other jug and tried again. Still, nothing happened.

			“Hell, hell, hell,” Olga said, shaking her head. “When I come back, I’m bringing the fire department.”

			Prisa rolled her eyes. “Firefighters like fire. I’d be happy to have them,” she said.

			Then she watched her mother drive off, much faster than she should.

			Prisa asked Solomon to tend the lush garden between their homes. She felt compelled to build another house. Prisa repeated the process that resulted in Solomon’s home. She took five slats of wood and two nails from her own home and began hammering away with her hands. She worked in a trance-like state not sure where the urge to build came from.

			Once it was done, she invited Solomon to check it out with her.

			“This is amazing,” Solomon said as he entered the house.

			“Yes, it is,” Prisa was surprised to hear herself say.

			This latest addition was now the largest house on the property. It had two bedrooms and two bathrooms with real beds, not just mattresses on the floor. And there was plenty of pantry and cabinet space in the kitchen.

			“Here they come,” Solomon said.

			“Who?”

			Solomon nodded toward the window, and pointed at a pregnant woman and two small children. The woman had on a business suit, and the children had on school uniforms.

			“We heard about this place,” the woman told Prisa. “We heard our lives would be better here. I’m Latrice.”

			“I’m Prisa. Follow me. Let me show you your new home.”

			When they entered the house the children raced ahead and found their bedroom. They started laughing and screaming and their mother entered their room.

			“Look, mama! Toys,” the little girl said.

			Latrice looked around the rest of her place, admiring the dining room table for four and the four-poster bed in her bedroom. It had been a long time since her family had had a place to live. They had been running from her husband since she had the affair. He let her take one of their cars and said they could have a head start. With the kids in the backseat, Latrice drove 120 miles to a motel in a small town she had never heard of. The next day he showed up and gave her a black eye in front of the kids who locked themselves in the bathroom. Then he gave her gas money and told her to keep going. And it kept happening like this. They’d stop and stay somewhere, no longer than 48 hours, and he’d show up excited he’d found his prey.

			“How did you hear about this place?” Prisa asked.

			“Word is spreading that there’s help in the woods. And not only that, the people who need it can feel it.”

			“What does it feel like?”

			“Warm, like something warm is gently pushing you.”

			Latrice looked down at the floor and then back at Prisa.

			“Can I touch it?”

			“Yes, it won’t hurt you.”

			“Kids, stay here. I’ll be right back,” Latrice yelled.

			They went to Prisa’s porch and Latrice ran her hands and arms through the fire and then wiped them across her face. She sat on Prisa’s front step, pulled off her skirt and panties, and spread her legs far apart. She grunted softly a few times, and a crying baby emerged from between her legs. She formed her index finger and middle finger into a V shape, and reached down and snipped the umbilical cord.

			Prisa had stopped questioning the power of the fire a long time ago. But she had never expected to see anything like this. She wasn’t quite sure what to say or do. The woman dressed herself and wrapped her baby in her suit jacket.

			“Thank you, Prisa.”

			“You’re welcome.”
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			Solomon and Prisa watered the garden, admiring the healthy fruits and vegetables. Solomon picked an orange that fit nicely in the palm of his hand and cut it in half with his knife. Each fleshy half grew into the size of half a basketball. Prisa laughed and took a half from Solomon, and began nibbling.

			“I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to this,” he said.

			“Before long you won’t know any different.”

			The loud whir of sirens interrupted their break. A sound Prisa hadn’t heard in a long time. A fire engine pulled into the yard with Olga’s car close behind.

			Prisa dropped her half of the orange and ran toward a firefighter who was beginning to unravel a hose from the truck.

			“Wait,” Prisa shouted. “Wait.”

			“Ma’am stand back. That home’s fully engulfed and is sure to affect these other homes.”

			“But, it’s all right. It’s okay.”

			“Stand back.”

			The firefighters started spraying the house. But the flames continued to glow as if they hadn’t been doused. Not blinking out for even a second. A second fire engine and more firefighters came onto the property. They unraveled more hoses and aimed at the house.

			Latrice and her children, joined by Solomon, stood on Latrice’s porch looking nervous.

			Olga came up behind Prisa, startling her. She put her hand on her daughter’s shoulder.

			“It’s over,” she said.

			Prisa brushed her mother’s hand away and watched as the flames grew bigger. They reached for the firefighters, and Prisa wondered if they were going to grab them and take them away. She didn’t think they would destroy human life, but she never claimed to know or understand everything there was to know about the fire.

			The firefighters put down their hoses, and started whispering to each other.

			“Let me explain,” Prisa said. “Follow me.”

			She took them inside her house, and didn’t know what to say except for the truth. She explained lighting the candle on her first day, the subsequent flames, sleeping in the woods, and eventually moving into the house. The firefighters touched walls and doorknobs, and even the sparse furniture, as they moved through the house and commented that they’d never seen anything like it. So Prisa wasn’t surprised when they asked if they could stay, and she found herself building another house the same way she had built the others. This one would have three bedrooms and two bathrooms.

			Olga couldn’t believe what had happened with the firefighters. As Prisa constructed their home, Olga approached her.

			“So, what are you doing? Are you running a cult now?”

			“No, I’m not. Maybe you should give it a chance. Stay for a night.”

			“I could never stay in a place like this. You won’t last here forever. You’ll come to your senses some day.”

			“I’ll be back Prisa and next time you’re coming with me.”

			Prisa rolled her eyes and went back to her work.
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			The firefighters made dinner for everyone on the compound. They built a large picnic table so that everyone could sit and get to know each other.

			As they ate, a young man carrying something wrapped in a blanket walked fast toward the table.

			“She needs help,” he said. “I found her in a car on the side of the road.”

			“Follow me,” Prisa said.

			She directed him to put the woman on her bed. The firefighters followed, wanting to help in a situation like this, but having a feeling their help wouldn’t be needed. Prisa went to her porch and put her arms and hands in the fire. When she returned inside, the man had removed the blanket from the woman. Prisa gasped. Her mother, bloody and unconscious, lay on her bed.

			“Can we do anything?” one of the firefighters said.

			“No, no. It’s okay.”

			Prisa stroked her mother’s forehead and temples and laid her hand on heart. Moments later, Olga opened her eyes.

			“Prisa, is that you? I had a dream I was dead.”

			Prisa touched her mother’s hand, and turned to the young man who had found Olga.

			“What happened? Where did you find her?”

			“I was on my way here, looking for this place, when I saw her in a car that had over turned.”

			Mike had left his drug rehab center in the middle night. At 18, it was the third time he’d been there and figured there no was no way he could live without drugs. He had never been married but said it was the same as a husband trying to leave his wife. A wife that had been good to him, making him forget things not worth remembering. He followed what he thought was the scent of heroin and ended up here.

			“Looks like she hit a tree,” Mike said.

			“I don’t remember that at all,” Olga said.

			Prisa watched as the bruising and swelling in her mother’s face started to disappear.

			“Just stay here and rest. Looks like I’ve got another house to build.”

			“Can we help?” one of the men asked.

			“No, I think it’s all up to me. I don’t mind.”

			When Prisa walked outside about 100 people of all ages and races were in the yard, looking patient. Some leaned against trees, others sat on blankets on the ground, and a few sat in wheelchairs. Solomon and Latrice were running around, offering handfuls of fruit and vegetables to the people.

			“Welcome,” Prisa said. “You have a home here.”

			Prisa didn’t know how she was going to build houses for so many people, but she didn’t feel worried. The firefighters and the young men came into the yard and started asking people what kind of help they needed. Olga came onto the porch, looking neat and clean and younger.

			“I’ll help too,” she said and went out into the yard.

			Prisa put her arms into the fire and pulled out slats and nails to start the construction. It didn’t take long, but there were so many houses to build, and Prisa wanted everyone who had come to experience what the fire had to offer.

			Prisa decided to try something different. She walked into the flames, placing her entire body into the fire. Prisa let the flames envelope her. She felt a sense of peace she had never felt before. Olga, who had been keeping an eye on Prisa from the yard, ran toward her daughter.

			“Prisa, no!”

			Prisa couldn’t hear her mother and she didn’t notice that all of the people in the compound had gathered around her. She forgot where she was as the flames swallowed her, but never burned her. She was fading into her home, becoming part of it. Her right leg erased by the fire, then her left.

			The people didn’t know what to do. But they weren’t frightened. They felt at ease. Latrice grabbed her daughter’s hand, her daughter reached for the hand of the man next to her, and he reached for a hand that belonged to an old woman in a wheelchair. After a few minutes the entire compound was woven together.

			Only Olga’s heart was beating fast. She watched as Prisa’s right arm, then left arm, then trunk disappeared. She cried as Prisa’s face, eyes closed and mouth content, vanished. She would miss her daughter. She wished their relationship had been different. She knew Prisa wasn’t sad wherever she was. She knew she’d always be happy.
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			They held a vigil for Prisa. People who never had the chance to meet her said kind things about her. They spoke of her generosity and the place she built. A place of healing. When it was done, Prisa’s home was no longer there. In its place was a building with many floors and many homes. The outside was wrapped in orange flames.

			Led by Olga, they all walked inside.
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