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New Comers

September 7, 1980
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THE LIGHT OF THE SUN began to fade, and the sounds of the city relaxed once again. Just then a Yellow Cab pulled up in front of our house, and a woman got out carrying a baby, followed by two small children. The woman looked like she hadn’t eaten in weeks, yet her baby was chubby. The other two children were dressed in rags. I smiled, and thought to myself, they looked about my age. I wondered if they were visiting someone close by, or could I have two new friends to play with. I was on the front porch getting some air with Mama B. 

“A hunk of hair and a bag of bones, but that baby sure look fed to me,” Mama B. says, reaching for her drink.

Mama B. was drinking her special tea, so I couldn’t have none. It was tea for sure, but it had something called gin in it. Mama B. told me gin wasn’t for children, ‘cause gin makes the Devil come out in a person, but I ain’t seen that happen yet.

“I don’t know Mama B., she looks nice to me,” I said, as I swung on the front banister of our porch with the wind blowing through my braids. 

The Yellow Cab driver got out and walked to the trunk of the car. He reached into the trunk and pulled out her bags. Her bags looked like pillowcases filled with clothes. He also took out two large boxes and one small one.

“That will be $4.65 little lady,” the cab driver said, with a smile on his face. The skinny woman paid the Yellow Cab driver with some wadded-up cash she dug up from deep in her purse, mostly coins. 

“No tip?” the cab driver said rather loudly, shaking his head as he walked back over to the front of the car and slid into the driver seat and raced off. 

“I have children to feed you asshole!” The skinny woman yells, as she lifted the chubby baby under her arm, grabbed the pillowcases in the other hand, and started across the street. The two mangy children picked up the boxes and followed.  

“Those boxes look like egg crates,” Mama B. says, reaching for her drink again. “And those pillowcases, well I ain’t got words for those. Looks like she’s crossing the street. Wonder who she knows over there?”

“Maybe, it’s that scary old man’s daughter?” I asked, as I sat down on the first step, and placed my head in my hands. 

“No... far as I know he ain’t got no kin,” Mama B. mutters.

Mama B. gets up out of her porch swing, and walks over to the stairs for a better look. She steps down a stair, and sits right next to me with the Devil’s tea in her hand. 

“Maybe she’s a renter, you know he’s been trying to rent out that bottom flat for years now?” Mama B. faces me, while speaking curiously. 

Mama B.’s tone makes me swallow, and I look over to see the woman ringing the bell of the scary old man’s house. The two small children place the egg crates on the front steps, and sit down beside them facing me. The house is two stories with one front door. It’s grey with white trim and the paint is peeling and cracking in different places. It is quite a distressed property. I wave to them, and watch them look at each other as if they didn’t notice me. 

“Look at that, they gonna act as if they didn’t even see you wave,” Mama B. says, as she sips her Devil’s tea. 

The door opens, and the woman holding the chubby baby enters the house. I can see her walking into the bottom apartment followed by the scary man. It is clear to me now that they are going to be neighbors, but they didn’t even bother to wave back to me. Shame too ‘cause the girl looks about my age. The boy is about a year younger. They look so lost, as if they never been in a city before. Neither one of them has shoes on they feet, and they hair looks like it ain’t been brushed in years. Dirty faces, dirty knees, dirty necks, Mama B. would have a field day washing them out in the tub. I bet for sure they would both have rings around they necks. Mama B. says dirty people have dirt rings around they necks, ‘cause they don’t wash so well. Taters in they ears and fungus on they toes, that’s just icky. I would bet they would leave dirt rings around the tub for sure. I once got super dirty playing at the park and when Mama B. washed me out, I left a large brown ring of dirt all around the top of the tub. I’ll bet they would make one for sure.  

“Mama B., you think they from far away, ‘cause they look like they ain’t been bathed in years.”

There is a pause, as Mama B.’s brow rises, I know she is in deep thought.

“I bet they’s trailer trash from somewhere down south... from the looks a things they ain’t got no daddy, and no belongings... I’ll bet they mama has family somewhere near here... Yes ma’am, I’ll bet she left her husband, and plans to start over right here. That’s why they didn’t wave back, ‘cause they’s trailer trash, you better stay away from them Tasha,” Mama B. says, as she swats a fly that has made itself at home on the edge of her Devil’s tea glass.

Mama B. once lived in a small house in southern Mississippi, so she knows a thing or two about southern trailer trash white folks. Looking away from Mama B., I can see the woman is in the apartment with the scary man. The two children play around on the front porch, running after one another as if they are daring each other to do something. I wonder if it’s to wave back at me? The wind begins to blow, and I can hear the sound of bells in the distance. 

“Mama B., I think I hear the Juppa Man coming. Do you hear the bells? If he comes down our street, can I get some?” 

Mama B. says, “I’ll think about it,” and takes another sip of her tea.

I look across the street and can see the woman walking about in the apartment through the front windows. She is a short, thin, white woman with stringy mousey brown hair. Her lips are small and her nose is turned up. Even though she is thin, her body is pear shaped. I can see the two children hanging over the banister of the porch. The boy is drooling spit down from his mouth over the front porch banister. I wonder if he is trying to hit an ant. I once tried that, but never got one. The girl has darker brown hair Fher mother, and she too is thin, but apple shaped. The boy has blond hair just like the chubby baby; they must look like they father. The boy could only be described as a string bean. The thin woman comes to the door, and calls to her two children.

“Beth, Brian, come on in now, and bring those boxes too!” The two children run from the banister, where they were daring one another to spit. Beth grabs the two big boxes, and drops them into Brian’s arms, which were extended out to help his sister. She giggles, and grabs the last remaining small box. Beth makes it into the apartment first. Brian follows slowly, and can barely see over the larger boxes that seem to overwhelm him. As he shuffles along to the door, he taps the step with his foot to find his placement, but bumps the side of the door frame as he makes his way in.  

Mama B. looks at me, smiles, and says, “Well you know four things Tasha. You know they names is Beth and Brian, they new in town, ‘cause they sure ain’t from around here, they’s rude ‘cause they didn’t wave back, and that Beth is definitely going to be trouble. I know what will make all this better, I’ll go make us some popcorn.” Mama B. gets up carrying her Devil’s tea, which is just about empty for the fourth time this evening, and staggers into the house to get started on the popcorn. I can see the Devil’s tea is starting to work its evil ways on Mama B., so I jump back into the porch swing where I can see clear down the hallway to watch her.  

It just figures Mama B. would go make us popcorn, ‘cause I could swear I heard the Juppa Man coming, and Mama B. hates to pay for goodies. Mama B. means well, she really wants me to feel better, ‘cause those new kids didn’t wave back, but at the same time she wants to save money. I turn my head when I hear the popping of the corn, and yell through the frunchroom window, “Remember to put some Lawry’s Season Salts on it!” Mama B. knows how I like my popcorn, but just the same she’s drinking the Devil’s tea, and sometimes she forgets when she drinks. I cozy up in the porch swing, and wait patiently for Mama B. to bring the popcorn. The sun is almost down now, and the streetlights have kicked on. I can see lightening bugs in the field on the corner of Central Park and Wabansia. Mama B. comes out carrying the popcorn, and her freshly filled glass of Devil’s tea and sits next to me on the swing, and says, “Here’s your popcorn Tasha.”

I grab a large hand full of popcorn, and begin popping one kernel at a time into my mouth. The popcorn is just the way I like it. The Lawry’s gives it just the right twang. The bells of the Juppa Man come around the corner, and I pretend not to notice. As the Juppa Man walks by I can see that Beth and Brian are looking out their frunchroom window. They must be wondering where the sounds of the bells were coming from. 

“Looks like Beth and Brian have discovered the Juppa Man. I don’t think they mama has money for them to get Juppa either,” Mama B. says, as she shovels a large handful of popcorn into her mouth, and backs it up with a swig of Devil’s tea. 

Mama B. is mumbling due to the popcorn in her mouth, but that don’t bother me none. The Juppa Man has just about past Wabansia, and is out of sight. The lights at the car wash on the corner of Central Park and North Avenue have just gone on, and I can see Crazy George has gotten off of work, and is headed home. He is headed toward Wabansia, and I think he lives past the train track tunnel, but I’m not sure, because I’m not allowed past Bloomingdale Avenue, which is just before the tracks. 

Crazy George works at the car wash, and gives the children in the neighborhood quarters all the time. He’ll often be seen pulling quarters out of any child’s ear. He’s a super skinny Mexican with long wavy black hair, kind, yet tired eyes, and medium toned skin. Mama B. says, his skin is light ’cause he’s mixed. Once I asked what he was mixed with, and Mama B. said, “His mama got some milk in her taco mix.” I once asked her if I drink lots of milk will my children come out mixed too, and she laughed and walked away, but I still wonder just the same. 

As I see him passing by, he is breathing into his paper bag. Crazy George breathes into bags all the time. Mama B. says, Crazy George breathes into bags to get high. He must not be doing it right though ‘cause he’s still on the ground. Mama B. said he all the time huffing glue. I tried it once, but only passed out. Mama B. called it hyper vent teal eating, but I ain’t understood what she meant by that.  

“Look Mama B., Crazy George just got off work. Can I go see if he’s got any quarters? That way maybe I can get me a Juppa treat?”

Mama B. grabs another handful of popcorn, and mumbles, “Why it won’t do any good. The Juppa Man is around the corner by now, and besides you know I don’t want you around that good for nothing. All the time high, sniffing glue, getting messed up. That child has the Devil in him.”

I didn’t see how Crazy George could have the Devil in him, ‘cause he doesn’t drink gin. Mama B. said, he was getting high from smelling the glue, but I couldn’t see how that would do anything to you. I remembered eating paste in kindergarten, and that didn’t make me float or fly. Another time, in first grade, I covered my whole hand in Elmer’s Glue, pealed it off like skin, and that didn’t make me fly either. Besides Juppa treats are really good, and they are shaped like a snow cone, and covered in all kinds of flavor. Mama B. says they ain’t nothing more than a snow cone, but I say they are Juppa treats. When a Juppa man comes down the street, pushing his little white cart, bells ring from the handle bar, and children come running. The man selling the icy treats yells out, “Juppa... Juppa... Juppa!” That’s why we call him the Juppa Man. I asked Crazy George what Juppa meant, and he said, “Bravo Bravo Bravo, or Yippee Yippee Yippee, there is no real English translation my little Chiquita.” Crazy George always called me his little Chiquita, which means banana, I think. 

I quickly think of something to say to persuade Mama B. into letting me get some money from Crazy George, for I could get a Juppa treat.

I smile at Mama B., and say, “I bet he isn’t that bad Mama B., ‘cause he goes to church too, and that takes the Devil out of you, doesn’t it?”

Mama B. smiles, looks me right in the face, takes a large swig of the Devil’s tea, and says, “Child...at least he knows God can show him the way, and sometimes people like him see the path, but don’t bother to follow it.”

By now Crazy George was long gone, so there was no point in asking anymore. Just then a mosquito landed on Mama B.’s hand and I hear Mama B. squeak out, “Ouch!” as she slaps her hand. 

“Mama B., do you think we could bake up some brownies, so we could take them over to Beth and Brian’s to meet them?” I asked, as I continued to drop popcorn into my mouth.

“I suppose, besides they didn’t come with much, so I can’t figure there would be any food in that apartment. I’m not sure how I feel about them not acknowledging you Tasha, but it is the Christian thing to do. I’ll make some brownies tonight, and we can bring some bananas, and milk for the baby. Although I’m sure she will be going out for some food soon. I know what she’ll need. I have an extra grocery cart,” Mama B. says, as she shovels the last of the popcorn into her mouth, and takes another sip of her Devil’s tea. After a long pause...

Mama B. finishes off the rest of her Devil’s tea, and gets up off the swing. 

“You comin’ Tasha, we got work to do.”

“Can I lick the spoon?” I ask, already in motion following Mama B. into the house, and the screen door slamming behind me. I run through the frunchroom past the dining table to the right, and into a small hall with two bedrooms and a bathroom directly across from one another. When entering the kitchen, I ask, “What time does Good Times come on?” I see Mama B. is pouring herself another glass of Devil’s tea, while she is looking through the cabinets for a mixing bowl. Mama B. is flailing around the kitchen like a fish out of water, and I just know I will have to take all this work over soon, so I will get to lick the spoon, and the bowl. I smile big just thinking about it. 

“Bout eight I figure,” Mama B. says with a slur in her voice. As she takes down a box of cocoa she continues to slur, “I wonder if they like um thick and dry, or thin and gooey.” 

“Thin and gooey, thin and gooey, Mama B. you know that’s the way I like um. Please, please, can we make um thin and gooey, with just a touch of powdered sugar on them,” I said, as I plopped myself into a yellow vinyl kitchen chair with chrome sides. 

“I guess, but only if I can add walnuts?”

“If you have to,” I say with a look of disappointment on my face. As if she wasn’t going to put them yucky walnuts in anyway. Mama B. has one way of makin’ things, her way. I tune our kitchen TV to CBS and Good Times has already started. 

“Dy-no-mite!” I hear J.J. say, as I lower the volume so we can focus on the brownies. Mama B. is starting to stumble around in the kitchen more, while she is looking for ingredients for the brownies. She has the bowl, cocoa, flour, and sugar. I can see she is going to need some help, so I jump back out of my chair, and start getting ingredients too. I get the baking powder, shortening, eggs, corn syrup, vanilla, and molasses. I almost get Mama B’s secret ingredient, but stop myself just before grabbing it. Mama B. is starting to breathe heavy from moving around in the kitchen too much, or drinking way too much of the Devil’s tea. She is a large woman, a pear shape, with braided black hair pulled up top; she is wearing a pink day dress that looks like corduroy. Her stockings are rolled half way down like they usually are and she has her pink fluffy house slippers on, which barely ever leave the floor since she shuffles about wherever she goes. She stumbles to the lazy Susan, and grabs the walnuts, and her secret ingredient, cinnamon. She puts it in everything. Before she put the ingredients into the bowl, she turns the oven to 350 degrees, and butters up a pan. Secretly she adds the cinnamon, while peaking at me to see if I am watching. She quickly hides the cinnamon, as if I didn’t see her. Then she puts all her ingredients into the bowl, and grabs her wooden spoon. I know that spoon. It’s the same spoon Mama B. uses on me when I am bad, but that has not been since I spilled ketchup on the frunchroom rug last spring and tried to hide it.

“Mama B., did my mama used to make brownies with you?” I ask, as I watch her stir up the brownie batter, which is weighing heavily on her arm by now. 

“Your mama... sad to say, but I used this spoon on your mom, more than I used it on you,” Mama B. says, as she stares into nothingness. Mama B. grabs her tea finishes off the last of it, and says, “God knows I sure do miss her. Sometimes I wish we could start over.”

The brownie batter is now mixed, and Mama B. is putting it into the pan. As Mama B. places it into the oven, she says with a slur, and real drawn out, “forty... minutes... and will have the... gooiest brownies you ever... gon’ see.” She then stumbles back to the table, and places the bowl on the table with the spoon in it. Mama B. places her head into her crossed arms that rest on the table. I can hear J.J. asking Thelma for some help on the show and Mama B. is focusing on Good Times now. 

“Thank you, Mama B.,” I say. I realize we have missed most of the show tonight. Mama B. has drifted off to sleep in her chair next to me, and the brownies will be finished in twenty minutes. I grab the spoon, and go to work. I have a lot of licking to do. I finish off the spoon, and grab the bowl, fingers work best here, and I wasn’t going to miss one drop. When I finish, I hop out of my chair, put the bowl and spoon in the kitchen sink, and fill it with water. I walk to the front door, and look out at the house across the street. It’s really late now, and I can’t see any lights on in the grey house across the street, so the new people are either asleep, or have gone out. I wonder if they will be my friends, and try to take my mind off them looking at me and then looking at each other, and then looking away. Deep inside I know they must be good people. I close and lock the front door. Then I return to the kitchen. The brownies are finished, so I open the oven, and take them out with some oven mitts that are way too big for me. I place them on the top of the stove and cover them with a white hand towel. I turn the oven off, and look at Mama B. asleep in her chair. I wash out the bowl, and clean up the mess in the kitchen. I shake Mama B. just enough to get her to walk into her bedroom. She mumbles, gets up with her eyes just barely open and begins to slowly shuffle toward her bedroom door. She sits on the bed and looks at me with tired eyes. Suddenly, her hand goes up to my cheek where she holds it for a few second staring deep into my eyes.

“You look just like your mother,” Mama B. says, running her thumb on my neck and ear. “She gone and left me too soon. Promise me you ain’t gon’ do me that way Tasha,” Mama B. says, as she falls back into bed and starts to curl her head into her pillow. She is looking comfortable now. I grab the blanket off the chair to the side of her bed and walk it over to her. I cover her to keep her warm and walk over to the light switch. As I turn out the lights I say, “Don’t you worry none Mama B. we got each other and that’s the way it gonna be. I cross the hall and tuck myself into bed. 

As I lie in bed, I wonder if momma ever took care of Mama B. Momma’s been gone now for what seems like forever, but it has only been six months since she passed away. I never could figure out why folk’s calls it passed away, ‘cause I didn’t see anything pass out and up from my momma. I watched too, looked for hours I did, but there was nothing, no little light come out from momma, no smoke, no air...nothing. Sometimes I wonder if all the things grown-ups tell me are the truth or not. 

Mama B. said, “It was the Devil that got her.” 

I didn’t see no Devil in the room, or I would have fought him for her. 

Mama B. said, “Was the coke, Lord knows once you have too much, it stops your heart.” 

For a while, I stopped drinking Coke. 

Then Mama B. said, “child it wasn’t Coke like soda, that got your momma, it was the drugs. Anyone who dares to tame they demons with drugs will surely fight with the Devil one day, and lose” 

Momma must have had some bad demons, ‘cause they took her for a fight with the Devil really quick. I lie awake for some time thinking about my momma, and the way we used to be, but I can’t think of any really good times. She never made me popcorn with Lawry’s, she never gave me quarters from behind my ear like Crazy George does, she never made gooey brownies with me for new neighbors like Mama B. Come to think about it, momma never really spent any time with me. She was always running out with different men, and none of them were very nice at all. One time she came into the house with two men, and they was both pawing her, but she seemed to like it. Mama B. came in and sent me off to bed, and then there was all kinds of yelling going on. I tried to hear, but the bedroom door was closed. I heard one of the men call Mama B., “A Real Bitch!” and then the door slammed. The day after momma didn’t get up until nearly two in the afternoon.

Mama B. said, “Your momma’s fighting with the demons, go pray for her Tasha.”

So I did, that whole morning, I prayed and prayed, but momma still gone now anyway. At church I talked to the preacher, and he said, “Tasha your mom needs to find God.” Momma’s gone now, so I wonder if she found God or not. All the wrong momma done in life may keep her from meeting God, and that rests heavy on my heart, ‘cause even though I didn’t have good times with my momma, I still loved her just the same. I told Mama B. one time that I wasn’t sure I liked my momma, but I still think I love her, and she said, “Just ‘cause you don’t like a person doesn’t mean you can’t love them.” I’m still not sure I understand that. 

It’s dark in my room. All the lights are off, but the light from the street lamps shines ever so softly into my bedroom through the cracks in the blinds. I can see a roach crawling up the wall by the closet door, and I pull the blanket up a little higher, and pretend not to notice him. I squeeze my teddy bear tighter ‘cause all this thinking of demons, and dead mommas has started to frighten me. At times like this I know just what to do. One day in Sunday school Pastor Dan told me to pray if I couldn’t sleep. He said, “angels watch over you while you sleep, and if that doesn’t work, just picture yourself being held in the hands of Jesus like a little baby, and that will put you to sleep.” I squeeze Teddy, and pretend God is holding us in his arms. Just then I started to drift off to sleep. 

Brian

Skinned Knee

September 7, 1980

––––––––
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“BETH!” “BRIAN!” 

Mom’s callin’ me, so I jump up off the bed, Beth pushes me back down, and jets for the door. As she runs out of the bedroom, she turns out the light. She is laughing as she runs by. This home is new to me, and an unfamiliar place is always frightening. I looked for the light shining up from under the door. I walk over to it slowly, and chills go up my spine. As I opened the door, a sense of relief rushes over me. I feel as if I have escaped the darkness, for it is the one thing I am truly afraid of. I start out running down the hall. When mom yells get a move on, if you don’t move fast it’s a beating for sure. If there is one thing mom doesn’t have its patience, and she had a plaque to prove it. The plaque hangs in our kitchen, and reads, “Patience my ass, I’m going out to kill something." I often wonder what kind of mom has that on her wall. Running down the hall, I slip on the rag rug that is laid out. Mom says, “Only poor people have rag rugs, poor people and trailer trash like us.” When the rug came out from under me, something sliced my foot open, and it felt sharp. I fell to the ground, and grabbed my foot to see what it was, but all I see is blood. I breathe slowly, and try really hard to swallow my tears, but I begin to cry anyway. 

“What’s all that crying about? Didn’t I ask you to come over here young man? I haven’t got all evening, you know the store is going to close, and we will have nothing to eat our first night in this damn grey house,” mom says, as she leans over me on the floor in the hall way. Her arms are crossed, and she has a disappointed look on her face. I curl up in a ball, and put my head into my knees.

The light is on in the living room, so I can see Beth snickering on the sofa, while she holds Martin’s hand to keep him from waddling over. The pain is settling in now for sure, and any minute I expect mom to swat me, or grab me by the ear and yank me up off the floor. Mom gets really angry sometimes, and we never know if she is going to approach us with meanness, or kindness, ‘cause they both look the same on her face. We can only tell which mom is going to come out by the sound of her voice. 

“You go and get yourself hurt on purpose, so we can’t get nothin’ to eat?” Mom says looking down on me. I hear her tone, and just know it’s the angry one, so I begin to cry louder. Just then her tone changes, “My poor little man, what did you do?” Mom says, as she crouches down to see, and grabs my foot. I am instantly feeling better, because mom’s kindness came out. Praise God, I think.  

You never can tell if she was going to be hot, or cold. Our mom is broken in two, one mean and one nice. Beth said, she had a broken personality and she thought there were three people in there. She once told me that our grandfather said she had a multiple personality disorder, but I don’t really understand what that means. Still, you didn’t know which one you were going to get. I knew this was the good mom, ‘cause she called me her little man on the way to see my foot. Little man was what she called me when I was about to be loved up by her. Right away I stopped crying, swallowed my tears, and held my foot up to my good mom. She used her nails to pull the sliver out. She rose my foot up, pinched the sliver, and pulled quickly, so I wouldn’t feel it, not one bit, then she took her palm, and wiped the blood away. She had my shoes on before I knew it, and we were off the floor. Mom was very fast. Putting my shoes on by myself took some time, so when mom tied my shoes it was like a blessing, ‘cause I hadn’t quite gotten the hang of tyin’ shoes yet. 

“Now stop that crying, or I’ll give you something to cry about!” Mom said, as she stood up over me.

“Little man, you better pray that store on the corner isn’t closed yet, ‘cause I don’t aim to have your brother starve tomorrow.” “Beth you and Martin better be ready to go in that frunchroom,” Mom said, as she grabs my hand and pulls me toward the living room. In the living room Beth has Martin on her lap and Beth is bouncing Martin up and down as Martin giggles. “Give me your brother,” mom says, as she opened the door to our new apartment. 

As we walked to the store, my sister Beth, and I follow mom all the way down the block. Martin is hanging over mom’s shoulder making smiley faces at Beth, and I am pretending not to notice. As we walk, I wonder to myself how big this place named Chicago is. It has sidewalks just for people and streetlights and buses and taxi cabs and even stores on each corner. There are trees on the curbside within grassy patches and cars parked all along the road. How amazing it is that they can squeeze them all in. I look across the street as we walk, is that little black girl still on her front porch I wander, but she is nowhere to be seen and all the lights are out in the house, so they must be sleeping.

“Punch Bug Orange!” Beth yells and slugs me in the shoulder and runs up to mom’s side. I don’t chase after her because I never win, so there is really no point. I look up and down the block for any other punch buggies just to make sure I am not going to be slugged again. I stumble on a crack in the side walk and start singing, ‘don’t step on a crack or you’ll fall and break your back,’ when before you know it, we are at the corner store and it is still open and thank goodness for that, because I sure didn’t want to get a beating this evening. 

Mr. White

The Neighborhood Store

September 7, 1980

––––––––
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SPLASH, SPLASH, CLANK, clank, swish, swish, and swash. The mop is getting heavy, so I put it in the bucket, and look up to see if any customers are coming. The coast is clear, so I keep mopping. I have to have the mopping done before I close the store, and it will be closing in twenty minutes. I can’t believe it is almost ten o’clock already. I am just about finished and have made it through all five of the aisles, when I heard the front door jingle. There are three little bells tied to the top of the door to warn me if a customer enters, and I am in the back, or working on something. I look up to see a woman enter with a chubby baby in her arms, and I can hear two other small voices asking for candy, and gum. 

“Just a minute!” I yell out to the customer as I place the wet mop back into the bucket, and push it into the back storeroom. 

While I push the bucket into the storeroom, I think about the fact that I have never seen this woman in my store, and I am certain of that, for I know everyone in our community. They all come in from time to time, and I know them all by name. They are all so different, these customers of mine. Some come in for milk or eggs, others for bread, or the forgotten items from their last visit to our local Jewels. All the neighborhood children come in before and after school to buy penny candy or gum. From time to time, bad apples come in and cause a ruckus, and those children are asked to leave. Fathers come in for cigarettes, chewing tobacco, cigars, or beer. For the most part I like my customers, they are all regular Americans of mixed descent, much like myself, for they too have come here from someplace else, whether it be foreign or domestic. As I walk up to the front of the store, I can see the woman, and her three children are by the coolers, which run along the side of the store, and the boy stares at me like he has never seen a black man before. His eyes are steely grey, and his hair is white blond. I feel his questioning eyes follow my every step, yet I pretend not to notice. The woman is so skinny; she looks like she has just wandered out of Auschwitz. The woman’s hair is dark brown, and the jeans and tee shirt she is wearing are clean, but worn. She looks as if she could be Polish, yet I am not sure. Her daughter is obnoxiously jumping up and down begging for candy, and her chubby baby just clings to her side, like a monkey going for a ride on its momma’s back. I can hear them talking. 

“Beth, grab me one of those half gallons of whole milk,” the skinny lady says, as she hikes the baby up higher on her hip.

“Brian stop gawking, that ain’t polite. Go git me a big bag of those Pretzels, and you and your sister pick out a box of cereal,” the skinny lady says, as she walks over to the cash register.

“Can I git a pack of Winston Ultra-Light 100’s please?” She asks, as she starts to fish change out of her purse. 

I hand her the cigarettes, and ring up all the items as the children walk them back over to the counter. The children are still begging for candy, and gum. As I bag up the groceries, I ask the lady where she is from, “Where are you from young lady? I don’t remember seeing you in this neighborhood before.”

“Here,” she said, as she raised her eyebrows inquisitively. “I just moved back from Misery, Oh... I mean Missouri, and I am starting over,” The skinny lady said, as she looks down and keeps fishing money out of her purse.

“That will be $4.75,” I say, as I help her separate the change into piles of different denominations. When we’re done, we have one pile of quarters ten high, a pile of dimes fifteen high, a pile of nickels thirteen high, and a pile of pennies seven high, which left her three cents short. 

Smiling at the skinny lady I said, “Its ok I’ll get the last three cents. My name’s White. I like to know all the people who live in our neighborhood, so I can be helpful watching out for everyone. You can never be too careful in this city,” I say as I push the piles of coins into my hands and drop them into the open cash register drawer. 

“That’s nice, anyway my children will come in from time to time to buy cigarettes for me, I expect that won’t be a problem, right?” The skinny lady says, as she hikes the baby up on her hip. 

“What’s your name?” I ask.

“My name? What do you want my name for?” The skinny lady said curiously pulling that chubby baby up a bit higher on her hip. She goes on to say, “Look let’s not pretend we are going to be friends here. I’m just going to be staying for a little while, and I don’t need any new friends right now.” 

“Look,” I say, as I push her the bag of groceries. 

“I will need your name if I am going to be selling cigarettes to your children. I just want to be sure I am giving them to the right children. Surely you can understand that.”

“My name is Brenda... Brenda... La... or... Brenda... Brenda Best, look, just call me Brenda. Don’t you worry, I will send them with a note and that way you will know whose children they are,” she says, as she grabs the bag with her other free hand and pushes it into Beth’s arms. 

“Here take this bag Beth,” she says, as she smiles back at me. 

“It’s not polite to stare young man,” I say, as I look over at Brian who is so consumed that I am black he hasn’t even blinked an eye. 

“My children will not be a problem,” she says. 

“I’m sorry. You look very nice,” Brian says, as he smiles really big and turns to the front counter, and he extends his hand for a shake. 

“Nice to meet you Brian,” I say, as we shake hands over the counter. 

“This is my big sister Beth,” he adds as he points to Beth holding the grocery bag. 

“Hi,” Beth says. 

“And who is this little cutie,” I ask, as I tickle a bit of chub hanging from under the shirt of the, well almost toddler’s belly, and in my opinion should be walking on his own by now. 

“That’s Martin Luther,” Brian says. 

“Martin Luther. Cute. I like it,” I say. “Well. It does suit him.” 

“I am glad to have met you Mr. White and I appreciate you letting me know you will keep an eye on the children when they come into the store,” Brenda says, as she starts for the door, she reaches to grab the handle, and her children follow. Martin Luther waving his little hand over his mother’s shoulder, Beth with the bag, and Brian with a sly look on his face. 
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