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In memory of Jamal


For Rhonda
For Justice and Jaden


 


Every decision you’ve made has brought you to this moment.


—Lillie Dora Jackson (Mom)


All stories are true.


—John Edgar Wideman




PROLOGUE


We know what really happens this visit is this.


—Champ


IT’S YEARS BEYOND the worst of it, and it’s your time, Mom, a time of head starts and new starts and starting and going and not stopping—of re-dos and fixes, of gazing at full moons and quarter-moons and seeing what before were phantasms forreals. If this streak keeps up (it will; why not?), you’ve got the rest of your life, hell yeah it’s a life, minus fatmouthing noaccounts. You hope—no, we hope (you and your eldest) that this year, next year, and the years after are an age of heartbeats, steady breath, and a healing for your harms. Smart money says you and I are in for seasons and seasons of pewter sunups and cold-ass sunsets and rain. In this state, who can get away from the rain? Shit, you used to think maybe it was the rain. This will be a time of cruising rainy days by your old bus stops, unsoaked, semi-warm, and daydreaming. To be true, Mom, we’ll likely see days upon days of yearning. But hey, this might also be the time, after a long-long trial of bootsie-ass suitors, of your white gown and bouquet; it might be, but Mom, let’s keep it funky, if ain’t been in forty-plus years, there’s a helluva chance it won’t. You know I would take care of it all if I could but at present—enough said, so meantime, you’re on your own for new gear: for age-sanctioned tops and blouses; jeans and dresses; khakis and slacks, work suits; until they cut me loose, it’s on you to foot new heels and flats and sandals—yep, sandals, but closed sandals, please, for those sacrilegious toes! Plus, Mom, set aside enough to keep spruced, to make this year, next year, and all the ones to come, months of pedicures and manicures, of consistent appointments for weaves, of waxes and peels and scrubs and tweezing, but no foundation. It ain’t never, no matter what fly-by-night wannabe beauty expert claims it, the year for caked-on makeup. It’s also never, and I mean never-ever times count as high as you like, a moment for punkish men, no Old Joes, none of those grown-ass juveniles I wished far-far away from us when I was young; on the other hand, it’s the time for your young bastards—KJ, Canaan, and, despite my predicament, me too. Some say this is the time of love. The suckers always do. You give it and you get it, that’s what the suckers say. The born-agains preach we might be upon the Second Coming. We might be, but since we ain’t been for eons, best not hold our breath. What else? What else? This has been seasons of long letters, of kites that arrive with their seals broken, handwritten kites with words scratched out or underlined, kites approved and delivered, just a few kites declined.


This has been weeks and weeks of steady visits, of seizing every chance to taunt the superintendent’s bunk rules, a miraculous year of Grace and Champ, of mother and son reaching out.


My ex answers your call like shit is sweet, says, Good to hear from you, so fake you want to reach through the receiver. Next thing, she drops the phone minus nary a pardon and leaves you on an indefinite hold soundtracked by the blare of some rap video cranked beyond good sense. Meanwhile, you carry the noisy cordless into another room, crack the blinds, and watch a pair of baseheads, both thin as antennas, push a half-wrecked sedan down the street. The baseheads, they’ve got the sedan’s doors flung open, and seethe at each other across a scrappy ragtop roof. Farther, they jog their hooptie to a slow cruise, jump in on the run, and sputter off. It’s still plenty of lightweight action on the set. The old lady dressed in a who-gives-a-what-about-the-heat getup (down coat, snow boots, thick wool scarf ) tugging a shopping cart full of thrashed cans. Down a ways, boys riding wheelies for distance on dirt bikes with mismatched rims.


Finally, our Princess, my baby girl, your grandbaby, picks up. She announces she’s doing well, offers up a story about school, and follows her report with a plea for ice cream—beseeching to which you concede. You assure our Princess you’ll be there soon, that she should get ready, and hang up hoping her mother, my spiteful ex, will for once keep her word.


Next thing, you search your bedroom closet for an outfit, pick Capri pants and a halter top, and iron them both on a burnt towel laid across your bed. You get the clothes nice and pressed, then model the getup in the same mirror where you keep posted a picture of your boys, my brothers, of which the baby is now a teenage bastard. You try on the clothes, only to decide the granny-still-got-it fit ain’t comfortable, not respectable for a day with our Princess, not even close, so you option look after look before settling on a cotton shirt and khakis, which is the best move, since the more skin you show, the more these recalcitrant good-for-nothings make you a show.


Dressed, you collect from under your mattress the fist-sized stash you’ve been saving for months and peel off a stack of bills. You dump the cash in your bag, grab your keys, and hike outside to where your raggedy Honda is parked too far from the curb for you to have owned a license for as long as you have. There’s a trick to starting the Honda, which you’ve learned after getting stranded beaucoup times: pumping the gas a few times but not so many it floods the engine.


Outside my ex’s crib, the Honda coughs and wheezes and goes mute as you pull the key. You hop out and shuffle into a yard strewn with a pink and purple Big Wheel, hula hoops, and a candy-cane jump rope, stroll up a set of unbanistered steps, and rap a door knocker the size of a prison guard’s key ring. You’d have to be blind to miss how they’ve let the place go, to miss the paint peeling eczema-like from the walls, windows dirtied to damn near dark as limo tint. How you doing? my ex says, with that supercilious smile that used to be a wellspring. She steps aside to let you in and vanishes, leaving you inside a living room packed with shit I bought: leather couches, big-screen, black lacquer coffee and end tables. It don’t take long to spot her punk-ass new boyfriend standing shirtless over the stove, a clown with one of those inverted builds: legs like arms and arms like legs, not to mention the sucker’s tatted as if he’s gangster, when it’s a good bet he’s weak as one-ply. But hey, who isn’t, or hasn’t been, at least, some kind of soft, so maybe I should cut him some slack.


Negatory!


Our Princess is all done up in a long dress, frilly socks, and matching pigtail ribbons, and flares her dress jumping the last few steps to a spot near you. You kiss her forehead and fix (relieved you and me both she didn’t inherit your sacrilegious toes) her wrong-footed sandals. She asks again for ice cream and you say sure, swelled up with the fact that, unlike the past, our Princess and all else can double-trust—no, overtrust—your word. Holding her at arm’s length, you ask who bought her gold bracelet and matching gold chain. She says his name, and when you repeat it, the punk dips out of sight as if your voice reminds him of his sensitive side, of all the ways he can’t measure.


Ain’t shit sensitive no more about my scandalous-ass ex. She don’t bother to see you off (should’ve seen it coming, what she’d become, but I was sprung); what she does is yell what time she’ll be back and instructs her tissue-tough boyfriend to escort you and our Princess to the door, a feckless half-ass gesture since you’re halfway to the car by the time the sucker peeks his tattooed neck outside, and by the time he reels in his paranormal-shaped dome you’re working the famous trick to starting the Honda.


You drive with the windows down, hot air whistling, and gospel tunes playing on the tweaked six-by-nines you bought off a neighbor for a jug over what they were worth. You’ve lost some savvy these years, which is a fair trade, you might say. At a red light, two boys strut by, speed-licking ice cream melting fast in the heat. Logo’d headbands noose the boys’ throats; their slouchy striped tube socks are hiked to the calf of their thin bowed legs, and they’ve got the swarthy skin of youngins who’ve balled outside all summer. In the crosswalk, the shorter one drops his cone and morphs into a cherub statue till a pileup of cars honk him manic and out of the street. The mother in you eases away checking your rearview, shaking your head.


* * *


Boom! The Honda backfires in the parking lot of the ice-cream parlor and freezes everyone in earshot, embarrasses you into scanning for witnesses before escorting our Princess past a waist-high pile of bikes to the counter, where workers are crumpling under the weekend’s midafternoon crush. The only grown-up in the whole joint is an old man searching for a table with a wrist-thick newspaper tucked to his side.


Our Princess, just tall enough to see into the display, tugs at your Capris with premature strength and whispers her order. Sure, baby, you say. Whatever you want.


Double-scooped sundaes in hand, you find a seat near the old man, stuff napkins in the neck of our Princess’s dress, and she half eats/half wipes her face with strawberry-topped vanilla ice cream while you wade through kiddie talk to the nexus of what’s what, a part of which is whether or not my ex’s punk-ass boyfriend has shacked up full-time. Our Princess spoons a mouthful and confirms the punk goes to sleep every night with her mom.


Hell, yeah, it’s a mistake, but who ain’t done it? Ask a question that—when posed to a child who hasn’t yet learned the value of a white lie—leaves you wide the fuck open. Do you like him? you say, and brace. Our Princess licks sprinkles off her fist (the full extent of her musing) and confirms she likes the punk a lot. Well, don’t forget your daddy loves you, loves you more than anything, you say, with a voice more limp than you’d like.


After ice cream, the Honda backfires again at the mall, boom, and coughs an ozone that panics a couple strolling the lot arm in arm. Soon as you and the Princess make it inside, in so many words, she lets you know that, yeah, you might got plans, but she’s got plans too, and her plans include a visit to the toy store and a new summer outfit. Okay, Princess, you say, anything you want, as long as there’s time left after we’ve bought your daddy’s gift.


Our Princess names the wrong name.


No—your real daddy! you say.


The stores on the first level are picked over to the utmost, to the point where what’s left is not worth mentioning. Worry builds while you browse, a feeling spiked by checking your watch and seeing, beyond the ticking hands, a shotgunned trip that ends with what might be your first time late for last-visit. Our Princess can sense it too. She hurries up the escalator and waits at the top. The two of you flit hand in hand to the next stop, a shoe store where the salesman, one of those cooler-than-thou types, is leaned over a counter. It don’t take much to see he’s one of those junior clowns who fronts like he’s clocking big dough, when it’s a good bet his hourly ain’t but a buck, if that, over minimum wage; he’s a young poser, but to be true, Mom, aren’t we all, or at least I am a bit of one most days. (How else to make it?) Young Cooler-Than-Thou offers help and you ask for whatever won’t cost you an arm and a leg. He suggests a style, shows you a pair of low-tops in my size, gives you the rundown of color. He segues into the shoe’s genesis: a script that’s dismissible, but you let him finish anyhow, figuring he’s no less than somebody’s baby boy trying to flaunt what he knows while he hides how much he don’t.


New kicks in hand, you tug our Princess to the gift shop, chiding her the whole way to hurry. Just inside she dashes for a stuffed animal display, grabs a big brown teddy off the floor, and strokes it against her cheek. Next scene she’s struggling behind you with a bear twice her size. The new duo stake out a space in the aisle while you browse cards, feeling your heart catch speed. You make a choice right before your hope for making one fades, and, with our Princess trailing, shuffle up to the register, where a cashier with white hair and capricious hands calls her a pretty young lady and smiles gamma-esque.


Today my real daddy birthday.


That’s wonderful, the woman says, and how old are you?


Without a word our Princess uses two hands to make three fingers.


Wow! Such a big girl, the woman says, then to you: You have a beautiful daughter.


Agreed, her mistake ain’t surprising. In the past, just a glimpse of you could stop a strong heart: a man’s, a woman’s, no matter, but at present, that effect’s been oh so vitiated; though who knows, maybe your powers are on the comeback. The lady says good-bye, and our Princess waves like a beauty queen.


In the visitors’ lot cardiac miles later, our Princess unbuckles herself, twists around for a better view of the building. She mentions how big her daddy’s house is, a comment you don’t hear for being distracted, for searching your bag too long for the card and a pen, for waiting for what might feel like all a nigger’s good time spent in the hole for words, a single word, to show its face.




My eldest,


Happy birthday! Happy birthday! Happy birthday!


Let me tell you, I had a lot of trouble finding a card that said the right things. Till it dawned on me, there aren’t any right things to say. Only to do. So from now on, no more sorry or I promise or I swear. But what I will say is keep watching . . .


Mad crazy Love,


Mom





You fix your hair and glance at our Princess, whose face is pinched at the blank space where her visor mirror should be, a frown that strikes a gong in your chest, not to mention, if the car’s clock is right, you’re late for last-visit. But check it, you ain’t the only one running on the late show, so is the big-boned Indian chick one of these smooth-talking rogues brags he hooked playing Collect Call Lotto. The Indian chick shows up every week wearing filthy jeans and laceless Keds with a sumo baby wedged on her hip, looking just the right type of desperate to accept a hella-pricey call from an unknown prisoner and open her heart to unorthodox love. Soon as you step foot inside, our Princess asks about the bars and you explain, the best way you can, if there is such a way, that the bars make sure nobody leaves without permission.


Daddy on time out?


We could say that, you say.


The buzzer sounds and you and the Princess stomp, huff, hike to the end of a line. Up ahead there’s a cluster of anxious convicts waiting by the visiting room entry, all of them penitentiary-fresh in clothes stiff with smuggled starch and their cleanest canteen-bought tennies. We have to ask that man to get him, you say, and point towards reception. And when it’s our turn, you let him see our gift.


Dude working reception is a redneck, probably from one of those towns farther south where they chop logs, breed behemoths, and keep tacit population caps on anyone resembling us. The cracker has a buzz cut, square chin, hard green eyes, and lips lean as a basehead’s word. Lucky for us, our Princess is oblivious as she rushes up and holds the gift high.


This for my real daddy.


The redneck ignores our Princess, scans your license against the list, announces with a smirk that he can’t find your name.


Please, you say. Sir, can you please double-check.


Look, miss, there’s nothing wrong with my eyes, he says.


But it must be some mix-up, you say.


He darts his green stones over the list and drags a thick stump thumb down the columns. He seems sad to find your name, but perks up at the sight of our Princess holding the gift. Contraband, he says, snatching the box out of her hands and tossing it aside, and though you shouldn’t give him the joy, stand and stand your face collapsed and shoulders heaving till he shouts, next, next, looking into a part of you that ain’t for him to see.


One of our few black COs is working the visiting room. Dude was cool months back, but got passed over for a promotion and, ever since, has made it extra tough on everybody that ain’t white. Dude’s extra-heavy-handed search is misdemeanor assault everywhere in the first world. To top it off, he stalks you all the way to your seat, the last of seats near light. With care you help our Princess climb onto the seat.


HOLD THE FUCK UP! That ain’t what happens. Enough with this fantasyland shit. Our Princess with you on today’s visit, who the fuck am I fooling?


We know what really happens is this: We urge at each other through the window and who I don’t see—our Princess—gives me the feeling of a weight-lifting wonder knocking me breathless. You sit down and stand up, sit down and stand up, sit down and stand up, your smile disassembling. I called her all last night, called her all this morning, and nothing, you say. She never once picked up.


Am I surprised? Try not. This place ain’t built for dreams. Out back sits a rusted pig-iron weight pile and a dim-lit rec room stuffed with slanted pool tables and mended chairs. The radios, the TV’s: Everything electronic here is from another era. It’s no wonder the PA translates speech to garble. This building is as old as everything—B.C. See wire punching holes in weak Sheetrock, hear water gagging through old pipes, and, my word, the air most days is thick enough to choke you dead. Late nights, guards with keys to unlock every bolt ever produced patrol our dorms, funky boxes crammed with the noise of grown men snoring and the slosh of no few of us undersexed heedless convicts touching ourselves.


Mom, here’s the truth of the truth of the truth: There ain’t an expectation these walls can’t change, not a one, though truthbetold a nigger should be steeled against this grief, should, since I’m seasons and seasons into my set, have spent days and days and days gazing through cyclone fence, spent months of wake-ups and lights-out and chow time and count time and (a time or two) hole-time. Everywhere inside this place is flaking fish-colored paint, which is proof the white boys in charge would give not a shit if we died from breathing lead. And believe me, sometimes it’s as if I could die here, fall comatose on a mattress so thin, it takes prayer for a wink of sleep. Weeks and weeks go by with no more than the Wednesday transport to get me through, the tiny comfort of seeing dudes more inconsolable than me slug off a bus dressed in a dingy one-piece and the orange plastic slippers that chafe your feet to bleeding.


It’s no wonder why years later this year could mean more yearning—at least for me.


But hey, Mom, there’s a chance you’ll find love—the suckers might be right. And hey, let’s take heart, you’re sober, off-paper, working—swelled with what gets you, me, a human through.


Look around. See the room bathed in borrowed light, couples whispering across tables, intractable-ass kids darting between the seats, hear the vending machines ejecting snacks and coins, the kitchen crew knocking pots behind the rolltop gate, an officer or two snickering under his breath.


This is what we have, Mom, what we made, and we must make do.


So we reach out, the two of us, you and your eldest young bastard, and hold one another for a time that flouts the limit of allowed contact.
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Had them planned, changed them, and
changed the changed ones.


—Grace





THE DAYS. OUR DAYS.


DePaul Center rehab days: Breakfast at 6A, group counseling at 8A, one-on-ones at 10A. We take lunch at noon, and we can eat or not with what seems most mornings as no matter to them. Afterwards it’s another required group: either NA or AA, though neither of which are any anonymous. At 2P or 3P depending, it’s our last afternoon group, then lo and behold a bit of free time after that—what amounts to a few of us in the TV room and/or our room and/or wandering halls and/or sitting outside enjoying a smoke. Two or three hours to do as we please, save their long list of rules, before we’re back once again on their clock. Dinnertime’s at 5P, and a girl—when am I not one?—should get something in her stomach if she hopes to survive. The after-dinner meeting is optional, though if we’re lucky or blessed or whathaveyou, it’s forsaken for a visit, which, by the way, they arrange by letters: A–J on Mondays and Wednesdays and K–Z on Tuesdays and Thursdays.


But this or that week, Sunday to Sunday, sunup to all hours, what you’ll find here are experts—or else a bunch of them that make the claim. As in my sweet neighbor, who just reached the halfway, who can name almost any sixties slow tune. As in the former debutante always stitching or crocheting. As in the handsome guy from the top floor who swears he can name most any car trouble just by listening. It seems forever I’ve been an expert at reading people, and, like everyone else here, the here being a place we call by another name, I’ve also been an expert at other things, the worst of which is lying—to others, to myself.


In this city, it rains, rains so much you best get to liking the rain, so much I’ve come to love fixing my face to the sound of the rain, love to draw my brows and paint my lips and glue my lashes and, day by day, dot a mole on my cheek—my beauty mark. Most of these females act like just cause we’re here, how we look don’t count, but I got news for them, program or no, inpatient or out, looking good is a full-time occupation. And it ain’t no days off!


No time off if you’re smart from reading people either, which is a skill, a talent white folks have stamped with fancy names: rapid cognition or off stage thought or automatic processing, though I call it what my grandmother—God bless her soul—Mama Liza did, which is your first mind, and like Mama Liza would say, we all got a first mind; it’s just some of us are too fool to follow ours.


I flow past chattering TVs and trilling alarm clocks, past rooms swelled with whispers or troubled breath, flow past posters of quotes, past a boldface placard of the center’s rules, skip right on down to Girlfriend’s room. Girlfriend’s got her door swung wide while she fusses over a closet of what must be hand-me-downs from a shaky stool. Really and truly, she’s always straightening this or that or sweeping or running a rag along dusty sills or hand-mopping her floors or tucking her bunk with corners made for hospitals, or an army base.


By the way, your first mind comes to you in seconds—or less. If you’re listening, it tells you how much you’ll like a person, if you can trust them, it tells you where to rank them; with your first mind you figure how old, how smart, whether they keep a bank balance or specialize in bounced checks.


Girlfriend, who holds her weight—who don’t?—in the wrong places, quakes off the stool. Hurray, she says. Hurray. This time next week. This time next week and you’re on your way.


What she means is I’ve almost reached the end of this stint, which, so help me, is my everlasting last.


She scans a letter from the pile that sits beside a framed five-by-seven of her boys, letters sliced along the edges and crayoned, which, if my mind serves me right, was what got me and her to speaking. Before that you couldn’t get her to open her mouth, couldn’t nobody ply a single word from her till the day we happened upon each other in the hall, she hurrying with her mail and me lugging an armload of books to my room. That day we exchanged hellos and, for reasons neither of us could name, we chatted through both morning groups, through free time, blathered right through lunch. Next thing we knew we were taking all of our meals together, sitting through Sunday services, and swapping stories well past the time everyone else was asleep. Come to find out we were both raised Baptist, lost our mothers as young girls, and have the habit, excuse me, had the habit, of choosing work-allergic roguish men.


Try to split us apart now and you can’t, but who knows beyond my stay what will become of our bond?


Who knows but how could we, how could any one of us, when this life is not that life? When we’ve spent this long dissembling. How could we, though those that know us best or maybe don’t know the risk coax our truest truths into view: that we have problems accepting love, that we don’t know how to let go, that we’re not so good in judging who or what should be kept, that on our worst days, it’s tough to find reasons?


We stroll to the kitchen, my heels clicking and her flats whisking along. If you’ve seen one cafeteria, you’ve pretty much seen them all: a windowless room with soft white walls and gray tile and workers—stone-faced new residents themselves—who at mealtimes serve just enough to keep us alive and no more, which must be why a good few residents look the victim of third world hunger. We are victims of the morning’s longest line, heirs of cooled oats, shriveled links, and shallow juice in cups the size they use for urinalysis.


We find seats and right off she asks me if I heard about the girl who got out last week and relapsed so fast she was back by morning group the next day—sad, sad, yes, but not outside our fates. We come and go. We come and go: the timid ones, the stubborn ones, the worried. Girlfriend sips at what’s left in her cup, which, as I said, wasn’t much to start.


Your boys. You must be about to bust, she says.


Explode. Yes, I say.


Now’s the time for those plans, she says.


That’s the thing, I say. I’ve had them, changed them, and changed the ones I changed.


We watch the latecomers drag in—their eyes full of blood and hair tight-napped at the neck or spun around their head—and catch the last scrapes from the pots and pans. She and I don’t say much else. We are not the last to leave but close, and she walks me to my room. There’s a note under my door that says for me to report to the nurse.


Should’ve known they’d hit you with that last UA, she says. I’ll leave you to it.


What they won’t say here is how we can never know, when we get this close to leaving, if someone would rather see us stay. What they won’t say is what they’ll do to keep you if they choose: botch exit papers, switch UA results, quiz you to tears on a false report from the staff. They keep secret the ploys they use to stretch your days into months, tricks that will send us to places we escaped to serve suspended time, to serve new time, reason why when you reach the end it’s nerves, nerves, nerves.


The UA line stretches far down the hall and I shuffle to the end of it behind a girl from my floor with gobs of white glue caked between the tracks of her weave. You can hear someone curse inside the restroom—what might be a scheme gone bad which wouldn’t surprise me. I once saw a so-called slickster’s balloon of prepackaged urine fall from his armpit, burst, and soak a fussy nurse’s brand new white shoes. Down the line the counselor gapes at us from her office—the wall of champions looming behind her—while the nurse moseys out bearing gifts: twist-cap prelabeled sample cups, and here and there packets of pills.


Which of us experts believes themself a bootleg chemist? Who’s ready to bet against the odds, will hedge against the time it takes to pee clean; against whether they test our urine, or our hair, or our blood.


The counselor slinks out, a wrist noisy from a sleeve of gold bracelets rubbed half-silver. She works her way along the wall frisking us each with just her gaze, waiting for an eye to rove, for a nerve to spark in someone’s balled fist or leg. She reaches me and takes my hand in her hand till my heart slows. Come see me, she says. You be sure to come see me soon.


My turn comes and I hover over the toilet and catch a weak stream in the cup and twist the cap tight. I stand in the dank for a time, braced against the sink, listening to the voices float in through the door. When I come out, I see a new resident, too young for this life, carrying her intake issue—blankets, sheets, a flat pillow—with arms so thin you could rub them for fire. Below bangs hacked to a slant across her face she gives me meek eye-to-eye and slugs up a flight of stairs. She could be me years back my first time in a place like this, though let’s hope she arrives at the truth sooner than I:


It’s no use trying to fool ourselves.


Sometimes fooling ourselves is the only strength that counts.




But time has taught me my options (who knows about the next man’s?), my options, are full of fast-twitch muscles.


—Champ





HERE COMES A WOMAN, no coat, with her wet hair matted. Closer, she looks about Mom’s age and, like Mom, makes you wonder if she’s lived a hard-knock life or not. My mother will be out soon, and I can predict the promises she’ll make, a script after years I can recite verbatim, speeches she may believe, but maybe doesn’t. But that matters not. Whatever plans Mom has this time, grand or small, starry-eyed or dull, my plans will be under her plans holding them up.


OneverythingIlove. We. Won’t. Lose.


The woman from a few seconds ago, she’s hocus pocus in my rearview—poof. Vanishes, and when I swivel to see where to, there’s an unmarked patrol car idling at the crosswalk. Your boy keeps cool at first (clean records create reckless confidence), but when they start towards me, I push the sack in my boxer briefs, hop out my ride, and shuffle towards the nearest house, a place that favors our old house on Sixth—home. Two sets of stairs to reach the front door, and I climb each one slow. As if I’m cursed with early arthritis, a janky hip, a trick knee. Truth be told, I’m giving the kind officers time to get busy with another call, to find more pressing work elsewhere, anywhere but here, but wouldn’t you know it, there must be nothing pumping in Northeast, nada, and since it ain’t, I’m the object of the officers’ affection, their one and only true love, and right about now they’re sending their amore through a searchlight, stabbing it all inside my ride, which, Ibullshityounot, bucks my eyes the size of silver dollars, and buries my breath down deep where it’s hard to find.


And peoples, trust me, you’d be breathless too, or worse, if you knew what I know about the Feds’ famous math: 100 to 1—a.k.a. the Bias Effect, à la Len Bias, the former college star who overdosed himself into old glory’s cocaine demigod.


What I see: a porch junked with trash bags big as boulders, old bike parts, rusted tools, busted cardboard boxes, a mound of soggy clothes. What I feel: my heart stall, a vein in my neck grab. When my heart gets to pumping again, I pound at the door. No—my bad. There I go being a hype man for myself. On the forreals, it’s a feathery-ass knock, but I’m ready to strike a convo with whoever answers.


Hello, sir, I don’t mean—


Excuse me, miss, I know it’s late, but—


Hey, lil man, let me holler at—


But see here’s the problem: Through the thin curtain covering the window the whole house is black. Ain’t enough light in there to make a shadow. In a nimbus I harvest my cell and make a Broadway show of dialing my homeboy Half Man. No lie, it sounds as if someone installed an amp in my earpiece. Wouldn’t be surprised if the whole block heard it ringing over and over, heard me calling my homeboy to no avail, which shouldn’t be no big old surprise since dude could make a career of being absentee: Gayle “Half Man” Kent: the CEO of Mr.-Never-There-When-Need-Be, Inc.


A car splashes past, bass turning its trunk into a booty music live show. Soon after I lay a second round of heavy-ass knocks on the door, pounding that sets (sans self-hype this time) my knuckles afire and ratchets my pulse to the sound of a siren. And peoples, let’s call that siren freedom’s theme song cause that’s what it is, trust and believe, cause the ones who disbelieve are either doing time or indicted.


Police pan the light across the yard, the house, then relentless again on me, and meanwhile, I’m glancing this way and that, and feeling the sack crawl down my crotch towards the loose elastic of my boxer briefs. Any second they’ll order me off the porch with my hands held high. Another second and they’ll trap my wrists too tight behind my back. And right between these fates sits the crossroads.


Run or stay?


Toss or keep?


Felony or misdemeanor?


Life has options! This is what they preached to us in my old youth program, what I tell my bellicose brothers whenever they’ll listen, which ain’t if ever often enough.


Options. Options. Calling Kim, my sweet thing, is on the list. My girl don’t sleep sound at all, so she says, unless we’re lying side by side which means she’s likely up, but since she’s also a first-rate worrier, it probably ain’t worth the trouble. The trouble of lying. Of inventing an excuse for why I’m breaking my embargo on hitting licks this late, a rule I let her impose in the first place. Not to be no sucker, never that, but Kim is special, so special. Yeah, most, if they could, would choose the chick of their dreams, but if you ask me, fantasy girls are never seen in full. My girl’s the girl you’d pick if you were wide awake with time to think, and though, between you and me, I may here and there indulge in a shot of ancillary pussy, I ain’t in earnest down with risking our good thing.


Life has options, my old program preached, but on the other hand, here’s the incontrovertible truth about those options: Act too slow and they put on track shoes and sprint right the fuck off.


The patrol car shifts into park. The doors swing open. A pair of officers hop out and plod my way. I swing around just in time to see them (those flashlight-bearers of love) stop at the base of the first set of steps. Them looking up at me and me squinting into the inscrutable. You live here? the one without the flashlight asks. He’s heads taller than his partner (picture a giant on his tiptoes in heaven), with a voice that sounds beefed up on performance drugs. No sir, I say, hoping the sir sounds sincere, honorific. I’m looking for my friend. Haven’t seen him in a while.


The officers turn towards each other, black silhouettes set in effulgence. And on my life, it should be a crime how long they stay silent.


They busted this place the other day, one says.


Busted! You sure? I say, and start towards them.


So let’s get this straight. You haven’t been here in all this time and you stop by at almost midnight to say hello? the taller one says.


The three of us stand on the sidewalk, face-to-face; face-to-chest. They’re older and maybe slower, but they’ve got those radios no mere man can outrun, and even if by chance I could, I’d still have the problem of this slithering sack in my crotch. Check it, if it’s true that life has options, it’s also true those choices are full of fast-twitch muscles.


How about you show us some ID, says the shorter officer, though calling him short is gratuitous to the utmost. Homeboy’s all of five feet nothing—no lie, we’re talking centimeters off a certified dwarf. With hands no good for shooting pool or poker, I give the dwarf my license and watch him (in a hundred frames per second slowmo) march to his car and sit with the door swung open, one foot inside, one foot hovering. He runs my license on speaker, and just like that, my legs are no better than a beat-up ride with bald tires and alignment shot to shit.


The taller officer asks my name once more, and before I can answer, his partner shouts it out.


Wait, aren’t you the one that used to play ball? he says, and shakes a finger. Aren’t you the kid that wore those colored socks in the tournament that year? The homunculus appears, looking smug and slapping my license, neither of which are good signs.


Here comes the chorus of freedom’s theme song. Here it comes and here’s why. One of my homeboys (dude probably never so much as jaywalked) spent almost a week in the county thanks to a handful of faulty warrants in his name by way of false reports to officers by his full-time, lifetime, thug-life cousins. Now, I should be straight, but that’s the thing about this business: You think you know, but you can never know for sure whether you’re in the system.


The legal-sized dwarf returns my license and turns his eyes into hot flares. Tonight’s your night, he says.


This boy here could shoot that ball, the taller officer says. I seen him score thirty-something points one game, must’ve been five or six three-pointers. He turns to me. Youngster, you supposed to be in college somewhere scorching the nets.


Oh, you were at that game? I say, and offer my best impersonated smile. It was seven threes that game, sir, I say, still hoping the sir sounds sincere and honorific. I tell him how I’m in college, about how close I am to earning my degree.


You balling? he says.


No, sir, I say. Just the books for me.


He fixes his face into a frown you could almost call authentic. You got the right idea, he says. For sure. You could be out here running amuck like the rest of them. You keep on.


When they pull off, the part of my brain that makes good decisions says, Leave now! Leave now! Leave now!


But what do I do?


What they should tell you in those youth programs is that reckless confidence breeds bad decisions, that avoiding a felony can swell almost anyone with a superfool’s sense of safety.


Back in my ride with window cracked, it’s Northeast in concert: tires whirring over slick streets, water rushing down a sewer, a dog barking in somebody’s backyard. It’s Northeast on stage: a stray cat rummaging through a curbside recycling bin, a small black thing darting into the lot across the street. This is the same lot where years ago, I’m talking back when we were living in the house on Sixth (our home then and now though we don’t own it), me and my homeboy Half Man and a couple of my patnas from King Elementary would play stickball or football or kickball against dudes from another neighborhood. On days when everyone showed we had enough for six-on-six, but attrition is a motherfucker. It’d be slim pickings for our reunion squad: Half Man, my boy with the lazy eye, and maybe my wannabe pimp patna, but only if we could coax him away from the beefy white broad he brags to anyone who’ll listen is paying what she weighs.


Bam! From nowhere a basehead appears at my window. Say, boss, I’m doing bad out here, he says. Let me get a little bump to set me straight.


Dude’s a veteran smoker. Used to see him my second go-round at curb-serving. Good sense says I shouldn’t speak one word, but I speak two: Beat it.


Aw, boss, don’t do me like that, he says. I’m not askin for no handout. He waves his arms, fans a noxious funk of mildew, smoke, and highgrade piss and backs into a snatch of light. In that snatch you can see he has a nappy beard that runs all the way down his throat and yellow eyes, my alcoholic uncle Pat’s yellow eyes. Right after we’d left for the first time the house on Sixth, back when my moms kept the family level, balanced like the weight you use to zero a digi scale, my always-soused uncle Pat would pop up unannounced plying at her with sob-ass drag: Grace, I just need a place to lay my head a few nights, he’d say, and parlay that few nights into a week, into a month, into a year of living rent-free, drinking the last of the 2%, and spending whole days beached in front of our TV.


I ask dude if he’s police cause back in my crucible days an old head told me asking the question would protect me against police entrapment. Dude scratches his head and bores into me with spangled I-get-zooted marbles. C’mon, boss. I’m fucked up out here, he says, as if the shit isn’t explicit. I raise the window and shoot him a glare that’s the same as thorough ass-whooping.


This veteran basehead, nappy beard, my drunk uncle Pat’s yellow eyes, he drags to the other side of the street. He stops, plucks a small bit off the ground, and, with the rain slapping his skull something vicious, holds it to the sky and cocks his head. He leaves his arm up until it tremors. Then he drops his arm and shakes his head and tosses his find aside. He turns his back to me, slugs off, and in the distance, a shadow swallows him whole.




It won’t be an issue at all.


—Grace





THE COUNSELOR—she wears her hair short as a man’s and handmade clothes—glances from a desk messy with papers and pens and a multicolored coffee mug. Hey there, she says. Just finishing. When I sit, my feet won’t keep still, so I fold my hands in my lap and dig my heels in the floor and don’t let the clock tick off but a few seconds before I get around to what’s most important: Where? She picks up my file and runs her finger along the top sheet, her bookish frames free-falling down the slope of her nose. She tells me my housing assignment, the Piedmonts, and you couldn’t pick a place with more addicts and dealers, a place with more to tempt. Oh my, I say. Is there any place else?


I’m afraid not, she says, and tweaks her frames. She goes on about denied grants and budget cuts and program closures—excuses she must think consoling, but aren’t in the least—and takes out a triplicate-copy contract and asks me to read it.


She tells me that my caseworker will have the details, but that the gist is I give them nine months to a year clean as an outpatient, and they set me free and clear, clean slate. She flashes teeth coffee-stained to light ocher. Here’s my best advice, she says. Affirm, affirm, affirm, and do it every day. Find a new group of friends if the old ones are users. Choose new places to hang out if the old places are triggers. You should also do yourself a huge huge favor and take up a hobby, she says. Reading, drawing, cooking, sewing. She leans over her desk and points at the sheet and explains the penalties for breaking rules. She claims she’s confident I won’t. She waits for a response that isn’t forthcoming. Let me be the first to congratulate you, she says. Don’t mistake today for anything but progress. For the next nine months you’re pretty much free to do as you please save breach the contract or break a law. Just nine more months and we cut you loose.


They tell us in times like these to affirm.




I am a child of God.


I place my life in the care of God.


I believe in a power greater than me.


Before I say I can’t, I will say I try.





Grace, Grace, she says. Are you here? Do you anticipate trouble?


No, I say. No issues, I say. None.


She tears apart the copies and hands me the bottom sheet and bullies me into a hug. Nerves are natural, she says, and steps back. But you have the tools to make it. You have the tools and you have us. So if ever you need, you stop by, she says. It’s open-door and I mean it. She hands me a voucher for food and toiletries. We are a resource, she says. We are your partner. She takes out a camera and poses me against the wall and snaps a portrait. She tells me when I finish outpatient, she’ll post it on her wall of champions.


In my room, I fold and smooth shirts, pants, blouses, my one skirt, audit socks for matches, check stockings for runs, couple bras to panties, and pack it all in my nylon suitcase and duffel. I swipe ledges for dust, sweep and resweep the floor, inspect the desk drawer; I count empty hangers left in the closet, take apart my bunk, and turn my sheets and blanket into squares. I lie across my bunk and, for the umpteenth time, read old letters, greeting cards, my old intake papers, the last few months of progress memos.


I throw on my jacket and slide a picture into my front pocket, the only one I can find of all my boys, together. It was taken at Canaan’s first birthday, ten years ago now, the year KJ started first grade, Champ finished junior high, the year Big Ken and I split for the last time. This was also the year my word, in ways that measured most, began weighing less than it should, a time before my case and the sentence that sent me down state and my boys, my precious loves, for a time with their father.


I loll in the hallways, peek into my friend’s rooms, coax them into long-winded good-byes.


You wait so long to leave and when it’s your turn you wait as long as you can to leave.




I am not alone.


I am capable of change.


I am the change I want to see.





At last, I end up under a covered bus stop with my duffel slung and my suitcase squatting by my side and my cherished birthday picture tucked in the pocket over my heart. There’s only one other person down here with me, a rugged-faced man wearing a stained work shirt and thick-soled boots. The man pats his pockets with an unlit filterless cigarette teethed between his lips. He asks for a light and I offer my Bic and he cups his hands against a gusty wind. He gets it lit and takes a drag that must be Zen, and though it wasn’t on my mind, I tamp out my slim menthol and light up myself. The bus arrives before long and I crush my cig under my foot and lug my duffel and suitcase on board and haul them to the back, where a boy—he got to be somewhere between the ages of my youngest two—with spiked green hair is slumped in a seat with a battered skateboard laid across his lap. It’s fall, but the boy’s wearing a T-shirt that, without even looking, you can see right through it, cutoff shorts, and dingy tenny shoes with no laces. He thumps his board and jerks his neck to what must be a song in his head, oblivious until we reach Northeast, where he signals his stop, leaps into the street, and skates off against traffic.


Stops later, a bad wind blows a familiar face on board—Michael. Well, well, well, I’ll be gotdamned, he says, swaggering my way. Ms. Corporate America in the flesh. Fuck a month, ain’t seen you in a year of Sundays.


Hello, Michael, I say. Please call me Grace. Those jobs were years ago.


Once in corporate America, always a corporate American, Michael says. You know how it is, most times it ain’t where you at, but where you been and with who. Michael smiles, unveiling missing teeth and a wrong-colored tongue. He rubs an unshaven cheek and stabs his cake cutter deeper into his kinky afro. The man smells as if he should bathe in hot bleach.


Say, where you been hiding? he says.


Hiding, I say. Haven’t been hiding nowhere. More like laying low.


Sheeit, ain’t nothing wrong with that, he says. Come to think of it, somebody tell me, I forget who, that you was in diversion. Judge sent my black ass there when I caught my first possession. But after living a coupla months with all them rules and regulations, I told em, fuck it, send me to the penitentiary. He picks something out of his teeth and flicks it on to the floor. He plops in the seat next to mine.


Now, they cuisine, he says. From what I recall, they cuisine wasn’t all that bad. Indeed it lacked a certain je ne sais quoi, but every blue moon you’d close your eyes and that shit was damn near fine dining. Michael chuckles and scratches his head and checks the bed of black gunk under his jagged nails. You finish all them phases, or they still got you leashed on that paper? he says.


I give him my back and watch the blocks scroll—the apartments, the duplexes, the record store, Check Mart, a black-suited Muslim hocking papers outside the beauty supply.


Oh, oh, I got it, Michael says. Cool, didn’t mean no harm. You know me. Might get it fucked up every now and then, but a brother mostly means well.


There’s a spotted run of days between this man and me. So many times of us stumbling into a plasma center at the end of a week run, and blowing, with no qualms whatsoever, the few dollars they paid, plus whatever change we had in our pockets, of us striking out with smirks, buying from the nearest dealer, and racing to get loaded: in an alley or abandoned building or, in a bind sometimes, the unisex bathroom of a resturant in Old Town.


Michael looks at me and I look at him and we trade blame, pit against each other our past, strength, will, pride, faith.


By the way you looking, I say, about now, an in-patient program would do you good.


Cool, cool, I see you up there on your stallion, Michael says. But check it: make sure you hold them reins real, real tight.


He don’t hazard my way again. He opens his window, and fake busies himself with emptying his pockets of junk. He gets off on Skidmore and waves good-bye at half-mast.
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Name:

De Paul Drug Treatment Genter

DIVERSION CONTRACT

Case No:

Ihere by agree to enter the diversion program. By doing so T understand I must adhere to
its obligations and responsibilitics as mandated by the judge, program manager, field
supervisor, and other approved treatment providers.

o

R

Ers

CLIENT RESPONSIBILITIES

1 must tell the truth

Imust attend all court sessions as ordered

1 must follow the treatment plan mandated by program personnel

I must not violate the law. (If I engage in any criminal act, [ may be prosecuted for
the charges pending against me)

I must obtain gainful employment within 9o days of release into phase two

I must tell my field supervisor within 48 hours of a change of address or telephone
number or change of employment

T must get permission from my field supervisor before I leave the state of Oregon

I must submit urine samples upon request

Imust complete at least 40 hours of community service or pay $500

. The program is at least 12 months and T will pay a monthly fee of $50.00. T must

have a zero balance in order to move on to complete the program.
Ifrestitution is owed, | must pay the amount in full as ordered by the court.

. Imust follow the directives given to me and remain drug free. If] fail to do so, the

judge may impose one or more of the following therapeutic or punitive responses:

Additional community service B. A period of incarceration in Mult, County jail
Extra individual counseling sessions D. Bxtra AA / NA meetings -
48 hour intensive relapse intervention program. F. Program lermination

CLIENT RIGHTS AND BENEFITS:

During the time that I am in enrolled in the program the prosecution of the
criminal charge(s) against me will be stayed.

If successfully complete the program, the criminal charges against me will be
dismissed and I can never be convicted for those charges:

Ican quit the program at any time, but if I so choose, I will be prosecuted on my
pending charges

If 1 quit the program or I am terminated, anything I have said concerning my drug
use while in the program cannot be used against me in court

If1 am terminated from the program my conduct while in the program may be
considered by the judge at sentencing

Client signature g Date

o
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