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For John Edgar Wideman




There is the sorrow of blackmen
Lost in cities. But who can conceive
Of cities lost in a blackman?


RAYMOND PATTERSON


Love me
love me love me
say you do.


NINA SIMONE




Inbound


EAST LIBERTY DOESN’T need the Martin Robinson Express Busway. It’s for the commuters who come in every day from Penn Hills and sit in front, hiding behind their Post-Gazettes, their briefcases balanced across their knees. When you get on, their eyes brush up against you, then dart off like scared little fish. They might notice your suit is just as fine as theirs—probably even more styling—but then they look away, and you aren’t there anymore. No one saying a mumbling word. Seats all taken like they got on in twos, driver switched them in like a herd of turkeys can’t think a lick for themselves. Goddamn. 1998, and you’re back in the back of the bus, seats underneath you hot from the big diesel, lump of nasty duct tape grabbing at your slacks.


What East Liberty wanted was a new community center with a clinic. The old one’s small and falling apart and just lost its funding. What we need is a good clean place to take the babies, some after-school programs for the young people. But that got voted down in city council. The ballots fell by color lines, paper said—not a surprise, especially the way they said it. A Black thing, all your fault, like you were asking for something no one else has. It was predictable, that’s the sad thing; even the good Jewish liberals in Squirrel Hill are pinching their pennies these days. Taxes this and welfare that, like they gonna starve or something. Let’s not even talk about them simple crackers out past that.


There still had to be some way to get some money into the community. That must have been what Martin Robinson was thinking. You voted for him—have your whole life—so who are you supposed to blame? And the money would come in. Half the contracts were supposed to go to local businesses, and Martin made sure that happened. That’s the good news.


The bad news is that the Martin Robinson Express Busway basically stops all traffic—white and black and otherwise—from coming through the business district. The way the city council and their planners drew up the project, the busway effectively cuts East Liberty off from the rest of Pittsburgh. State money but they made a deal, took his own bill out of Martin’s hands. Two busy bridges had to go (crowds gathered to count down the perfect explosions), and South Highland had to be rerouted around the business district (meaning the dead Sears there, you understand). So if you ever wanted whitefolks to leave you alone, you ought to be happy now.


Probably would be if it wasn’t for the money. And the services too, you know. It’ll take that much longer for an ambulance to get over here, and you think that’s a mistake? Fire engine, police when you need them, gas and electric in winter.


And then they name the thing after him. Good man, Martin Robinson, not one of those sorry-ass Al Sharpton, greasy-hair-wearing, no ’count jackleg preachers with five Cadillacs and ten rings on his fingers and twenty lawyers playing games. Martin’s got thirty years in the state house, might be the best man to come out of East Liberty, definitely the one who’s done the most for the people. Come up on Spofford, regular people, raised right. You ask Miss Fisk, she’ll tell you. Old Mayor Barr who called out the Guard on us in ’67, he got a tunnel named after him, and Dick Caligiuri, the poor man who died of that terrible disease, he got the county courthouse. Martin Robinson deserves the new stadium, or maybe that community center we need, something positive, not some raggedy-ass busway. It’s plain disrespectful.


Thing has been bad luck from the jump. Martin passed this bill so they had to build walkways over top it so the kids can still get to the park. City council said they had to be covered so no one could throw nothing at the buses—concrete blocks or whatever. While they were building them, at night the kids would climb up there and spraypaint their names. It was a game with them. I’m not saying it’s right, but kids will do that kind of mess, that’s just the way they are. What happens is one night these two youngbloods get up there in the dark and everything half built and something goes wrong, way wrong, and it ends up they fall off, right smack down in the middle of the busway, and one of them dies. Miss Fisk’s grandson, it was, so it hit everybody the way something like that does. Seventeen years old. Other child ends up in a wheelchair, for life they say. Another young black prince. Just a little blip in the paper, not even on TV.


And that’s nobody’s fault, I’m not saying that, but damn, it seems like that kind of thing happens around here all the time. Here’s two kids who just needed a place to do their thing, and we don’t get that, so there they go doing something foolish and it all turns out wrong.


I don’t know, I just don’t see the dedication of this busway as something to celebrate. I understand everyone wants to represent, you know, and show love for Martin. I got more love for Martin than anybody, but all this drama, I don’t know. The thing’s a month away. It’s like those people get all excited about Christmas when it’s not even Halloween.


I understand. It’s a big day for East Liberty, all the TV stations will be here. Put a good face on. I’ll be there, you know I will, cuz, but I’m just being straight with you, it’s not all gravy, this thing. Everything comes with a price, and too many times that price is us. I’m getting real tired of paying it, know what I’m saying?




Good Kirk, Evil Kirk


GETS DARK, CREST unplugs his chair and heads outside. Been charging all day, both him and Brother Sony. Got to, you know? It’s Wednesday, and everyone comes around for Voyager. Captain Janeway and shit. Got that voice like she always got a cold.


“Mr. Tupac,” Bean used to say, “beam us out this motherfucker.” Someone chasing them, Bean used to crack Crest up so bad it’d be killing him to run. Lungs busting like they’re doing nitrous, dizzy whip-cream hits. Bunch of one-fifty-nine Krylons dinging in his pack, some Poindexter pocket-protector brother in a lumberyard apron chasing them cause they tagged the back of the fence by the busway. CREST in six-foot wildstyle, BEAN and his crazy Egyptian shit waking up the Bradys rolling in from Penn Hills. Look up from the Post-Gazette and get it right in their sleepy white eye before they can make downtown and pretend East Liberty doesn’t exist. Woo-hah, I got you all in check. Yeah.


And speaking of sleeping, there’s Pops crashed on the couch in front of some white-chick comedy on NBC—Suzie in the City or some shit, where they’re all rich and skinny, which Pops definitely isn’t—all the time smelling like a whole truckload of Ritz Bits and Chips Ahoy, like a time card and hard work over Nabisco, barn door open, hands in his pants like he’s trying to hold down his pitiful old Jurassic Park jimmy in his sleep. Sure ain’t my fucking problem, Crest thinks, and sees Vanessa getting dressed and leaving that last time, hauling on her bra, giving up on him, then can’t stop Moms from breaking in, throwing the spoon from her ice cream at Pops the other night.


“Why are you here?” she’s screaming. “Why don’t you just go then?”


And Pops saying nothing, taking his paper out on the stoop, sitting there monking, smoking his stogie and going through the batting averages till she went to bed. Now she’s out, working at Mellon Bank downtown in the checkroom, counting other people’s money. The place is quiet but it’s a quiet he doesn’t like. It’ll all change when she gets home at eleven. Pops will hang in for a while, then say he’s taking a walk like he’s afraid of her. Crest doesn’t want to think what that means about him and Vanessa. The doctor says there’s nothing physically wrong, that everything should work like before. Yeah, well you fucking try it then. He goes out in the hall and rolls sideways up to the elevator so he can reach the button. A lot of being in the chair is just waiting around.


The dude that chased them that time, skinny yellow buckethead dude, freckles all over his nose. Was it just bombing or were they on a mission, some interplanetary shit, putting up one of their boys? NOT FORGOTTEN. They did a big one with everyone from East Liberty: Baconman, T-Pop, Marcus. It’s hard to tell now, Crest so mellow doing his two painkillers three times a day all week long, world without end amen. That’s how the summer got past him so fast—laid back coasting with U’s big fan going over him, Brother Sony bringing all of Hollywood, even free pay-perview. September now, everyone back in school, the block quiet all day, fall coming on. Not many more nights like this, and he’ll miss it.


That was some running. Old Poindexter boy musta run track at Peabody. Crest kept looking back thinking they were free but that orange apron just kept on coming. Cooking past the old Original Hot Dog with its dead windows soaped, number on it no one ever gonna call, all those famous pictures inside gone—dead John F. Kennedy, dead Martin Luther King eating black-and-white all-beef weenies, shaking hands with some Greek dude in a pussy hat like Smooth used to wear when he worked there. Booking past the post office with its barbwire and its rows of old Jeeps, good target practice on a Friday night behind a 40 of Eight-Ball, lobbing up chunks of old Simonton Street, falling out when metal went cronk or—Kordell looking deep!—glass smashed. Hit the fence where Fats broke out the wire cutters and it rings the way a chain net drains a swish, past the busted-up garages no one’s stupid enough to use, and finally Mr. Stockboy from over Homewood can’t keep up, doesn’t know the back alleys, the yards and their dogs, sounding like they’re hungry for some nice juicy booty. Back on the block Bean’s capping on him. “Crest, you slower than dirt and uglier than Patrick Ewing.” Crest just trying to get his breath, throat like a washboard. Never could run for shit—or bunt; no infield hits—thrown out at home so many times he can’t remember. One hop and the catcher stick that mitt up your nose so you smell it all the way home. But Bean, now my boy could scoot.


Yeah, Bean.


Not forgotten. That’s right, Crest thinks, ever get a chance I’ma do one for you.


Yeah, boy, right on the bridge. Right there, big as old BooBoo’s up on the water tower—stupid big, somewhere everyone gonna peep it.


But just as he’s dreaming this the elevator comes and goddamn if it’s not one inch too high—fucking Mr. Linney, I’ll kick his dumb ugly ass he don’t fix this—and he has to try three times before he rolls over the bump, arms burning like when he’s lifting in rehab, veins sticking out like highways. Makes him sweat, and he wanted to look good tonight. Voyager, everybody be there, maybe even Vanessa come back to say she’s sorry, she’s wrong. He’d like to see Rashaan. Why lie—he’d like to see Vanessa give him another try, let him forget about the chair a little bit, just for one minute. Be a man. When she put that bra on, there was nowhere to look but the floor, and he felt beaten, couldn’t hardly breathe. He seriously thought right then about giving it up, going permanently on the injured reserve, just locking the bathroom door and scarfing down the whole bottle. He’s still not sure.


But there’s nothing wrong, the doctor says. In your head, that’s where it’s at.


Punches a button. Panel’s all scratched up, spots of gum on the floor. Bean liked grape, used to blow bubbles so the whole bus smelled.


BEAN. Where would he throw it up? Kenny already did a piece on the bridge for both of them, like Crest is dead. Weak shit too, an easy hit, belt-high. He ought to get up there and cross that five-and-ten-cent clown out, slash that shit bigtime. I’m alive, that’s what it’d say.


“Shit,” Crest says, alone and going down, the cables singing like knives. “Fucking fly first.”


He looks up at the light, round as an angel’s halo, the halide sun above an operating table. Nothing wrong.


Yeah, Bean, beam me out this motherfucker.


Elevator hits bottom and the door rolls open, but there’s no one to hold it. Never long enough, and he’s got to fight it, rubber part banging against his wheel grip, door jumping back and then bumping him again, stupid fucking thing.


“Hold up,” U says, “I got you,” and stops it with one hand holding his Bible, all dog-eared and full of Post-it notes. He’s got his hearing suit on cause he’s just coming back from his meeting. Shoes with tassels like little leather flowers, handkerchief in his pocket making three sails, clipper ship. Since he’s been out he wants everyone to call him Eugene, like he’s different now. And he is, Crest thinks. He once saw U thump on Nene with an aluminum bat. Put a dent in it so it hit funny, and Nene was one of his boys, his partner even. It made Crest proud, U being crazy like that; all the way growing up, it kept him protected. When it was just letters, Crest could make fun of the Jesus stuff. Now that U’s out, Crest doesn’t know how to talk to him. It’s like they say, God will mess a brother up.


“U,” Crest says, and thanks him with a nod.


“S’all right. Voyager tonight, right?” U says it like he’s proud he remembered.


“You coming down?”


“Gotta hit it.” He pats his Bible and gets in. “I’ll come down round ten and check you out.”


“Yeah, all right,” Crest says, busting, cause he never does.


And it’s like being transported, U pushes a button and he’s gone, the motor going in the basement, all that grease covered with dust fuzz. Mr. Linney probably got his door locked, playing his 78s, pretending Mrs. Linney isn’t dead. A couple years ago, he and Bean saw Mr. Linney dancing with himself, shuffling around, one hand in the air, singing Darling this, Baby that. Everyone’s so fucked up around here.


“You oughta know,” Crest says.


Outside a few earlybirds are parked on the stoop, couple of shorties riding their bikes under the streetlight. Across Spofford, two dudes are leaning against the fence, just hanging, splitting a Kool like a J the way he and Bean used to do. Used to, like U knocking Pops through the screen door that time, calling him a Tom. Crest shakes it off; all this memory shit isn’t good for him. It’s been six months, only two since he’s been home. U’s been out three, even got a job over Baierl Chevrolet, detailing. Puts on his jumpsuit every morning like he’s in the Marines, makes a peanut butter sandwich for lunch, stocks up on the free Wheat Thins Pops brings home Friday night. He’s clean, he goes to his meetings. Done is done, Moms always says. Pick it up, clean it up, don’t do it again.


A lighter sparks across Spofford and he can see it’s just Little Nene and Cardell, probably waiting on him, blunting up before they blast off into space. Warp factor five, Mr. Sulu.


Yeah, it’s a good crowd. He can see a clump of girls in front of Miss Fisk’s, huddled so no one can scope them. Not Vanessa, none of them that tall yet. He gets up some speed and hits the door. At least Mr. Linney got the ramp right. Ones down Liberty Center so steep they shoot you out in the middle of traffic, bus run your ass down.


Everyone’s waiting for him; even the girls turn.


“Showtime!” one of the shorties calls, doing a goofy Dick Vitale. They stick their bikes against the fence.


“Crest,” they say, “c’mon, man, get that thing on!”


Little Nene and Cardell come wandering across the street like they don’t care if they’re late. Little knuckleheads fronting hard, want to build up some respect. Two years behind him at Peabody. Got to be sixteen now, both of them shaving every day. Crest used to kick their nappy asses once a week, not bad, just slap-boxing, give them a taste of what’s waiting. Since the bridge, they still mess with him, but careful like. He used to groove on playing Little Nene, pop him hard and watch his eyes go psycho. Cardell’s always been stronger, but he ain’t half as crazy as Little Nene; Little Nene, he’ll take his licks and give some back, but he’ll never thump like his brother Nene. That’s all used to, like eveything else. Now they think they’re being respectful and take it easy on him. “Bring it on, suckas,” Crest says, but it’s just sissy taps, then they dance out of range and profile some styling footwork, show him their new moves. Not little dudes no more. Men.


What is he now?


Nothing.


Fucked up, that’s what.


Crowd’s waiting, and Crest backs into the corner so the door can’t hit him. Hooks up Brother Sony to the juice and reaches under the ivy, spiderwebs grabbing at his hand—and there’s the cable, spliced right off the box. He tips the set and plugs the jack in, clicks the knob where he wants it. Brother Sony has a plastic kickstand, and he flips it out and rests the set on top of the wall so everyone on the steps has a good seat. One last look at everyone looking up at him, and—ignition.


It’s a golf course, late in the day, that Hennessy kind of light over a putting green. A bunch of old white people are shoving their clubs in the trunk of a huge Buick, all happy like they won something. “Aw, man,” Cardell says, disgusted, “I don’t want to have to see these old ghosts. I get enough of this shit in real life, you know what I’m saying?” Everyone agrees, an mmm-hmmm like church. There’s a clubhouse behind the old folks, ivy-covered, and Crest thinks of when he used to do dishes at the University Club, the thick plates that held the heat from the machine so you had to wear cotton gloves to put them away. Used to cash his check Fridays and take Vanessa out to Isaly’s, chip-chop ham and whitehouse ice cream. It looks like fall there, a few leaves on the green. It’s a bank commercial, how rich you’ll get if you give them your money. When Moms comes home from work she’s got a dozen gumbands around her wrist, the rubber dirty with black streaks.


“Pump it up,” Little Nene calls from the back, but Crest waits. Someone has a box of Better Cheddars—another father working day shift at Nabisco—and they break it out, pass it around, people filling their laps. The commercials are louder, and when Voyager comes on he adjusts it. They go right into the show, no credits, no nothing, and there’s B’Elanna Torres with her old rhinoceros-looking head, and googly old white boy Tom Paris, phasers out, in some cave made of fake rocks; it’s your basic away-team thing. Better believe someone’s going to get fucked up.


This spirit thing appears, green and see-through, kind of a ghost, but the music lets you know it isn’t. It circles around them like it’s interested. The two of them don’t move; it’s like a Star Trek rule: Just stand there.


“Run!” Janelle French calls.


“Where they gonna run?” Cardell says.


“I don’t know,” Janelle says, “just run!”


“I’m not picking up any readings,” B’Elanna says, and then—whoosh—the thing shoots into Tom Paris. His face changes like he ate something he’s not too sure of, like he’s going to throw up. The music gets loud, then goes soft, then ends. All of a sudden Tom’s better.


“Tom!” B’Elanna calls, and runs over to him. She goes to touch him but doesn’t. Everyone knows they’re gonna make it one of these shows, girl just doesn’t know what she wants. Crest always thinks it’s like him and Vanessa, you know, just meant to be, no sense denying it. But V needs a man. She never says, but Crest understands. The doctor says it makes no sense, he should retain full feeling—that’s the way he says it too, all official, like Crest can’t do this. Fuck, he wanted to say, and make it plain: it doesn’t fucking work. He doesn’t fucking work. Vanessa tried twice. She cried the first time; the second time she just let go and looked at him all cold, like it was his fault.


“Are you okay?” B’Elanna asks.


“I think so,” Tom Paris says, rubbing his head and looking googly as ever, like he doesn’t even know the thing’s in him. B’Elanna calls Captain Janeway to beam them up, and as they’re being transported, you can see the green shape inside Tom’s body.


“Aw, man!” Little Nene says. “Cuz is in for some serious shit.”


“Thing went right down his mouth,” Cardell says, and the two of them act it out, clowning, the girls laughing at them.


Crest has already seen this episode, it’s a repeat. The new season doesn’t start till next week, but no one complains, it’s still fun. This might be the last nice night, and school’s kicking in, homework, part-time jobs. Pretty soon he’ll be back in his room, just him and Brother Sony. But not yet, not yet.


The green thing is the last of its species and won’t leave Tom. The Prime Directive kicks in and The Doctor has to figure something out. Crest sits there watching, laughing when everyone else does, going quiet when The Doctor opens Tom’s lips wide with this steel thing and shines a light. And then, of course, a commercial.


All day he’s been waiting to be with someone, just lying in bed while the buses and rush hour went by, watching talk shows, then getting up and eating lunch with the noon news. Drive-by on The Hill, Pirates still three-and-a-half behind the Astros. All afternoon he let the set charge, listening as the school buses dropped the little kids off, and then the music of cartoons from the other apartments. Moms came home long enough to make supper, then left before Pops and U drove up, both of them too tired to give a shit. They ate at the table but it was just chowing down, pass this, pass that. No one asks, “What did you do today?”


I laid up in my crib and boomed the new Wu Tang, same jam over and over.


I drank all the red Kool-Aid and then emptied out my bag cause it was getting full.


I watched TV.


No one wants to hear that shit. Fuck, Crest thinks, I don’t want to hear that shit.


“Going to your meeting?” Pops asked like every night, and like every night, U said, “If that’s all right.”


“It’s fine with me.”


“Me too,” Crest said.


“You oughta come. You’d be surprised, some of the people you meet.”


“z’at right?”


“’member Pooh Bear? He comes.”


“That roly-poly bitch? I thought he got shot.”


“He did. Now he’s a deacon over St. James in Highland Park.”


“Get on.”


“Remember Guy Collins?”


“Now I know you frontin’. Guy Collins’s name is Malik. I know cause his cousin Anthony told me.”


“That’s when he was inside. When he came out he changed back. He’s married to that gal Florence now, they come twice a week. I’m telling you, you’d be surprised; it’s not like Sister Payne’s old-biddy prayer circle. It might be just what you need.” He was really selling it, his eyes shining, his ham just lying there in its juice. “We got a ramp and everything.”


“That’s all right,” Crest said.


“Door’s always open.” He said it like Reverend Skinner, like he owned the whole place, and all Crest could think of was the day U brought home Brother Sony, still in the box. He and Fats and Big Nene had busted into a truck over behind Sears. Used to be like that all the time—full of surprises.


After U went to put on his suit, Pops leaned across and said not to take it personal. “He’s just a little excited right now. Remember, he was away a long time.”


“I know,” Crest said, thinking: What about me, how long was I gone?


Now The Doctor leans over Tom Paris’s mouth again, this time with a steel test-tube thing, and one of the girls squeals, “Don’t be doing that, fool!”


There’s a blast of green light—“Here we go,” Cardell says—and when the picture comes back, The Doctor’s still looking, Tom’s still got his mouth open.


The Doctor straightens up, stiff like always. “I think we’ve succeeded.” He holds up the test tube, all smug. Inside it, a green light shines.


They’re going to try to clone it, see if they can get it to reproduce so it won’t go extinct.


“Now that’s just a plain mistake,” Janelle French says, shaking her head.


But then, in his quarters, Tom Paris gets this headache. It’s killing him. He goes to the mirror, holding his head with both hands, and his eyes are completely green.


“Aw yeah,” Little Nene says. “That’s what happens you fuck with that green shit.”


“Show you right,” Crest says, punching the mute button.


A car cruises by, slides right through the stop sign, and they all watch it hard, thinking it might be B-Mo’s crew from Brushton looking for some payback on Nene and his fellas, but it’s just some old nutty-professor-looking white dude in a raggedy Oldsmobile, his windows rolled up. Must be lost—or on the pipe, looking to cop some rock. As he passes, Cardell walks out into Spofford to let him know he’s being scoped, then comes back.


“Any those Cheddars left?”


In the middle of the next scene, Little Nene’s beeper goes off, and he and Cardell gotta jet. “Later, C.” Crest watches them down the block, thinking how tight he and Bean were. Boy always had his back, didn’t matter if it was Morningside or North Braddock, Oakland or the North Side, and just like he didn’t want to happen, he sees Bean on the bridge, going over, and he reaches for him and catches his sleeve and then both of them go, the hard white bed of the busway flying up at them like a blank page, a wall of snow. It was only twenty feet, that’s the part he’ll never understand.


No one knows Tom Paris is the alien. He spreads the DNA like a vampire, biting people in the corridors. When his eyes turn green, the test tube glows. Half the ship is walking around like zombies, and now Crest can’t remember how it ends—something with the Holodeck, or maybe a special drug The Doctor cooks up. It doesn’t matter; Bean is here again, and the minutes Crest spent waking up in the hospital, the light above the table, the operating room cold and smelling like ammonia. When the doctor bent down he could see a drop of blood caught in her blond eyebrow. Well hello Miss Ann. There was a saw making the same screaming it did in shop. Wait, he wanted to say, hold up, but her face came down, the drop of blood like a bug, a roach hidden in spaghetti. He tried to talk but the air was sweet, even sugary, a licorice musk of rubber, and then there was nothing but space, floating, no stars, just a dark, bottomless night. Welcome to the Delta Quadrant.


“Mute it,” someone says, and Crest does. He’s already taken his pills; maybe that’s it. This doesn’t happen every night, just some. He always looks for reasons but never finds any, like he’s being controlled by some alien force, like googly old Tom Paris. Fuck.


It’s just Bean.


The commercials go on too long, so they know it’s the end. When it comes back on, Crest remembers. It’s not The Doctor, it’s B’Elanna who saves everyone. She kisses Tom and his true personality comes back and kicks the alien’s ass right out of his mouth. The Doctor makes up some fancy explanation that the other ones need Tom to keep living, so they all get better, all at once. The green ghosts join up in a blob and go out into space. The special effects are weak, and everyone laughs. Crest is wondering about Vanessa, if a kiss from her would make everything all right. Before, he would have said more than a kiss, but now he thinks: yes. He should call her tomorrow.


Some of the girls stick around for a preview of next week, the new season, then everyone leaves during the credits. It’s a school night, but still he’s disappointed. Janelle French waves. “Keep ya head up, baby.”


The ten o’clock news comes on, the drive-by the top story. He knows the place, Aliquippa Terrace. There was a dance there years ago, in the spring. It’s another Bean and me story, a fight over a stolen coat, and Crest doesn’t even get into it, just squashes that mad stuff, shoves it back where it belongs. What the fuck. Even if he had someone to talk to he wouldn’t say anything. What’s there to say? In the paper they said he was the fourth teenager to die in East Liberty that week, like it was some drug shit. It made it sound like it was Bean’s fault. And then nothing, just a little thing in the obituaries. Crest didn’t even get to go to the funeral. Still hasn’t been to see the stone Miss Fisk bought him. Hasn’t even talked with Miss Fisk, said he’s sorry. Soon. Got to, you know?


The door swings open, almost hitting him.


“Ay,” U says, in some old street clothes, corduroy slippers.


“S’up.”


“Where’s all your little girlfriends?”


“Show’s over,” Crest says. “Pops go to bed yet?”


“He’s out on the couch.”


They sit there, Crest in his chair, U on the wall, watching the news. Pirates won; Kevin Young plants one in the stands.


“Go ’head, K.Y.,” U says, and Crest smiles with him. He’s so clean it’s hard to believe. Quit everything, not even beer anymore. Back in the day they’d sit here and pound down Iron Citys. Had a fly rap with the ladies, decked-out Impala he used to cruise Highland in, stylin threads. That’s all gone, and what’s in its place is something Crest doesn’t understand. And Crest in his chair; it’s the same, he thinks. They’ve changed. Where they’ve been no one can go. It’s like they’ve come back from different planets and they’ve got nothing to say to each other, or maybe they’re speaking a completely different language. Maybe they’re both fucked up. Maybe Bean got off easy. (No, that’s cold.)


“U, man.”


“Hunh?”


“What’s up with Moms and Pops?”


“They’re just fighting.”


“Naw, man, it’s different this time.”


“You think so? Well, I’m praying for them anyway. I pray for you too, Chris. Every day.”


“Thanks,” Crest says, because there’s nothing else to say.


“I pray for Bean too, you know? For all of us.”


“A’ight, man,” Crest says, and they shake, and it’s almost like it used to be. But it’s not. It’s fine for U to pretend none of this shit happened, but Crest can’t do that. Wouldn’t want to neither.


The weather chick is on, and he looks at U—at this new Eugene—and thinks of Tom Paris, how no one could tell the alien was inside him. And he thinks it’s like the real Star Trek, when there are two Captain Kirks, and one of them’s good and one of them’s evil. They look exactly the same, they talk exactly the same, they’re even wearing the same clothes, just one of them’s evil. You know they’ve got to fight it out, the two of them, and Spock has always got to choose which one is which. And every time—Crest is amazed by this—every single time he made the right choice. But what if, Crest thinks, what if one time Spock made the wrong choice? What if one time by mistake he picked the evil one? How would anyone ever know?




A Real, Live Person


WHEN SISTER MARITA PAYNE hurt after listening to someone’s troubles, it was a good sign. If, alone in her apartment, she broke into tears while feeding Nickels, or if on the bus to work she had to crush her hankie to her face, she knew she’d done some good.


They came to her about their husbands, their children, their money troubles. They came about their infidelities, their terrors, their failures, and in the basement of the East Liberty A.M.E. Zion, in the empty Sunday school room after choir practice, Sister Marita held their hands and listened, nodding in sympathy, trying not to interrupt.


“I’m not sure about Harold anymore,” her cousin Jackie said, and though Sister Marita had never married, she knew precisely what Jackie was going through. How many countless husbands had strayed before him? And Harold, who’d always been quiet, a gentle man; she felt bad for him. She wouldn’t have expected it from him, he seemed so steady, such a good provider. But their younger boy, Chris, had had that accident, and now he was in a wheelchair. A young man, it was a shame. And Eugene just out of jail. Sister Marita knew what a burden that could be on a father. How much hope folks had in their children.


“It must be hard,” she said, “with Chris like that. And Eugene just back.”


“Maybe that’s part of it,” Jackie admitted, “I don’t know. He’s changed. He doesn’t talk. I haven’t seen him all day and then when I get home he completely ignores me. He never used to be that way.”


“It’s all right, baby,” Sister Marita said, and handed her a Kleenex. “Men get like that. And Harold’s always been a quiet one, you know that.”


“I just can’t help thinking something’s wrong.”


“Then talk to him.”


“I knew you’d say that.”


“Well it just makes sense, doesn’t it? See what’s on the man’s mind. If he won’t tell you, then you know you’re in trouble.”


“You’re right.”


“I’m always right,” Sister Marita joked, trying to get a smile from her. She got half of one, and a sad one at that. “Aw, come on, Jacks.” She stood up and took her in a hug, rolling side to side, holding on. “You’ll be all right. He got you this far, didn’t He?” She pointed a finger up to the ceiling tiles. “Didn’t He now?”


“Yes,” Jackie agreed.


“All right then.” And there was that smile that said everything would be fine. She could always get it from Jackie, from way back. She’d scrape her knee skating and her cousin Marita would be there to pick her up, brush the grit from her skin like her grandmother did and blow on the open cut. Nothing had changed.


But then, as she rode home on the 76 Hamilton, the tightness that struck Sister Marita’s heart when her love went out to whoever needed it never came. Nothing but a tingling in her fingers she’d noticed lately, especially at choir, after clapping all practice, or sometimes walking Nickels, the leash squeezing off her circulation. It was like her fingers fell asleep, the way her legs did when she read something on the pot. She kneaded her hands in her lap, looking out the rain-spotted window at the stores pouring by, the shiny streets, the cars flipping their wipers. Real Pittsburgh weather, everything gray. She wondered how Jackie was, how her talk with Harold would come out, and if she’d really helped her. Maybe not.


At home, Nickels warned her not to open the door, barking long after he heard the key in the lock. He was slowly going blind, his dark eyes milky under the surface.


“It’s me, dummy,” she said, and bent down so he could lick her hand, his Scotty’s beard tickling her. “All right, let’s get you outside so you can do your business.”


She put the mail on the counter, then opened the door and followed him out to the curb, holding the umbrella above him while he piddled. Across Spofford a shopping cart lay on its side in the high weeds. Nickels sniffed at the base of a sycamore; the street was covered with smashed seed balls.


“You got anything more, you better get it done now,” she said.


He looked up at her.


“That all you got for me? That it?”


It was.


“Okay, but I better not find any surprises when I get home tomorrow.”


At the door, she stopped and set the umbrella upside down on the porch to dry, setting him into a frenzy, his little tail motoring. Mr. Andre wasn’t home yet, a dry-cleaning flyer sticking out of his box. It was the third night this week; maybe he was working a double shift. Sometimes they asked him to do that. Which was good, Sister Marita thought. He worked at Kaufman’s downtown, selling suits, and he dressed well. Smart, a sharp talker. One of these days one of James French’s girls would snap him up.


Nickels pointed at the door.


“Who wants a treat? Who wants a treaty-treat?”


She pushed the door open just a crack and he shouldered through and bolted for the kitchen, sliding on the linoleum.


“Okay, okay.”


There were three kinds of treats, and she gave him the biggest, listened to him crunch it as she went through the mail. The chicken on the stovetop had thawed, and Nickels followed her around the kitchen as she made dinner. Carl’s conch shell sat on the sill above the sink, the inside pink and shiny.


“And what did you do today?” she asked Nickels. “Lie around the house all day?”


He cocked his head as if he didn’t understand.


“Lying on my couch, I bet.”


She looked at the phone and thought of calling Jackie, but it was too soon, and if Harold was home he’d be suspicious. Who would it be, she thought. Someone from work. Not church, certainly.


So quiet you never knew what he was thinking. Some women liked that type.


“Harold, Harold, Harold,” she said, shaking her head above the chicken, and she thought she hurt a little bit for them. So many years together and now this. And the children still at home.


When the chicken was ready, she filled Nickels’s bowl with kibble, then washed her hands good. He waited for her to get to the table and say her blessing.


Lord Jesus, we ask in your name, please keep us ever mindful of your love and of the hearts of others. Amen.


“All right,” she said, and he tucked in.


While she was eating, her hand began to tingle. She put down her fork and flexed her fingers like a pianist, rubbed them together. Pins and needles. The sensation wasn’t quite painful, and in a minute it was gone.


“Peculiar,” she said, holding her hands in front of her. She thought it must be the new keyboards at work. For months they’d heard rumors that they were changing over to the new ITT system, and finally they came to work one night to find new headsets, new keyboards, even new monitors, all in the same blinding off-white, beads of Styrofoam still clinging to the seams. Maybe the new keypads were springier, harder on her fingers. She hoped that was it.


She did the dishes, glancing at the conch Carl had given her so long ago. Another quiet man. Well, that was done with and no use crying over it. She watched the news. More fighting in Rwanda; God it was heartbreaking, all those babies. She couldn’t stand to look. She brushed her teeth and got ready for work, put out a bowl of water and spread an island of newspapers by the back door for Nickels. Lately he’d been having trouble holding his water. It was age, plain and simple. For all her teasing, she didn’t hold it against him.


“All right,” she told him, and he stopped wagging his tail. He understood she was leaving, and she knelt down and petted him. “You be good now,” she said, and locked the door behind her.


It was dark out, and raining the same, a drab, steady noise pimpling her umbrella. The bus was empty when she got on, a driver she’d never seen before. When the busway opened, the commute to East Hills would take ten minutes, but they still hadn’t finished the ramps, so now the bus nudged through Homewood and Brushton and out Franks-town Road, stopping every few blocks to let people on, most of whom she recognized from work. When she’d started taking the 82, it was full every night, all the cleaning people for East Hills Village, the security guards; now the mall was shut down, sitting like a giant haunted house in the middle of the parking lots, and everyone on the bus worked for Bell Telephone. It made the ride like a church picnic, a lot of hollering and carrying on, but Sister Marita missed the old days too, the excitement of so many people headed in one direction. So what if it was work? They were glad to have it, and they were all together. That was how she met Carl, one night on the 82.


He was the night manager of the Thrift Drug in Brushton, and he was going home. He took the seat beside her, and all the women envied her, she could feel it. He didn’t have to wear a uniform like the pharmacist; he had a jacket and tie. When she talked to him, he let her go on and on, looking right into her eyes, nodding, getting every word. A wise man, his father told him, says little and listens much, and Carl had taken that advice to heart. Every night she kept an empty seat for him, and every night he walked past everyone else and sat beside her, his valise balanced on his knees. It took him a week to get up the courage to ask her out, and then he barely said a word over dinner. He’d been to Morehead, graduated fifth in his class. He’d spent three years in Ghana working for a relief organization, finally coming down with malaria. The government had to ship him home on an army transport, strapped to a cot, moaning incoherently. He’d been in Pittsburgh six months, and this was the only job he could find. His father was disappointed in him.


“No,” Sister Marita said. How could that be?


“He’s a judge,” Carl said. “He wants me to go to law school.”


That was all she could get out of him about his family. When she took him to meet her family, her grandmother asked where he was from, and he paused as if it were a difficult question, then said, “Richmond. Also Baltimore.”


At dinner, he ate everything on his plate and two slices of her potato pie, but never commented on it, just folded his napkin and smiled, satisfied. In the sitting room, she could see her grandparents were hoping for him to make some great declaration, but all Carl could talk about was his job, his responsibilities. They felt sorry for her, she thought, but only because they loved her. She was thirty-seven and had never been pretty, never would be. She knew they worried; she couldn’t ask them to stop.


“He’s a strange one,” her grandmother said when he was gone, “isn’t he?”


“But nice,” her grandfather said. “Very well mannered. You can see he’s from the right kind of people.”


She never got to meet them. A few months into their courtship, Thrift Drug shut down the Brushton store and transferred him to Waxahachie, Texas. He wasn’t a letter writer, and on the phone his listening lost its intensity, became just silence, inattention, and after a while she dreaded his calls, the groping for something to talk about other than their mutual absence.


They decided to take a vacation together—a last chance, a last time or good-bye. A last fling, she didn’t kid herself. Florida in February. Her grandmother didn’t tell her it was a sin, going down there unmarried. It was a time in her life when she thought hard about happiness and what it meant to her, what she would do to get it. Carl made love to her when they came in from the beach, the sand itchy between them. They ate dinner late, walking far out along the pier, taking a table by the rail, the water sweeping in beneath them, slapping the pilings. He found the conch on a long walk far into a bird preserve, brought it to her dripping and brilliant from the shallows. She looked both ways up and down the white line of beach and couldn’t see anybody, then pulled the straps of her top off her shoulders and together they gently folded to the sand, knees and feet mixed up. After, they tried to blow the conch like a horn, but neither of them could get even the smallest fart out of it.


He never said he loved her. He never said it was forever. At least in his silence he was honest, and she was smart enough not to test him. He called her a few times after that, but each time Waxahachie seemed farther and farther away. He wouldn’t say they were over, he was that close-mouthed, that kind of man, and so she had to.


“I guess we are then,” he said.


“Like you didn’t know.”


“Well,” he said, and then didn’t finish.


“Well good-bye,” she said, and that was it.


Nine years ago, and since then she hadn’t been with another man, as if she were waiting for him to return from somewhere. She knew what people said, knew the children who called her the widow Payne really thought it was true. In a way it was; sometimes she felt as if a death had been involved—besides her parents’, that ancient history of smashed glass and bad luck she refused to look at too closely, not wanting to blame her loneliness on them, no matter how obvious it seemed to everyone else. Sister Marita did not want to be a child again. She was a woman, and had been for more than thirty years. And a strong one, she thought. It took strength to live with disappointment.
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