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Ben, make sure you play “Take My Hand, Precious Lord” in the meeting tonight. Play it real pretty.


—­Martin Luther King Jr.’s
reported last words, April 4, 1968





PART I






ONE



Memphis
2016


A year never passes without me thinking of them. India. Erica. Their names are stitched inside every white coat I have ever worn. I tell this story to stitch their names inside your clothes, too. A reminder to never forget. Medicine has taught me, really taught me, to accept the things I cannot change. A difficult-­to-­swallow serenity prayer. I’m not trying to change the past. I’m telling it in order to lay these ghosts to rest.


You paint feverishly, like Mama. Yet you got the steadfastness of Daddy. Your talents surely defy the notion of a gene pool. I watch you now, home from college, that time after graduation when y’all young people either find your way or slide down the slope of uncertainty. You’re sitting on the porch nuzzling the dog, a gray mutt of a pit bull who was once sent to die after snapping at a man’s face. In the six years we’ve had him, he has been more skittish than fierce, as if aware that one wrong look will spell his doom. What I now know is that kind of certainty, dire as it may be, is a gift.


The dog groans as you seek the right place to scratch. I wish someone would scratch me like that. Such exhaustion in my bones. I will be ­sixty-­seven this year, but it is time. I’m ready to work in my yard, feel the damp earth between my fingers, sit with my memories like one of those ­long-­tailed magpies whose wings don’t flap like they used to. These days, I wake up and want to roll right over and go back to sleep for another hour. Yes, it is time.


Two weeks ago, I heard the news that India is very sick. I’m not sure what ails her, but I take this as a sign that it’s time to head south. I know what it looks like. No, I am not going to save her. No, I don’t harbor some fanciful notion that she’ll be the first and last patient of my career. I have prayed about that. Please, Lord, reveal my heart to me.


I call your name, and you look back through the screen into the kitchen. You’re used to my hovering, though each year you need me less and less, and I mourn the slipping. Soon it will be just me and the dog, an old lady muttering in that rambling, crazy way owners talk to their pets when no one is around.


But before we both head into that next chapter, we need to talk. You and I always have been open with each other. As soon as you were old enough to wonder, I told you everything I knew about your birth parents. I told how you came into my life, about the gift of our family.


I told you the story of your parentage, but what I didn’t reveal was the story of your lineage. How you came to be. How you came out of a long line of history that defies biology. What I am trying to say is that your story is tied up with those sisters. The story of my welcoming you into my life, of my decision not to marry or bear children, is complicated. I have tried not to burden you, but I’m beginning to believe that not telling you the whole truth, letting you walk this earth without truly understanding this history, has done you a disservice.


I reach into the pocket of my dress and pull out the paper. Without opening it, I know what it says because I have memorized the address, mapped out the directions on my cell phone, and I know the route I will take. The car is gassed up, the snacks tucked into a backpack. The last of my carefully packed wardrobe capsules are squared off in a suitcase that sits behind the door. The only thing I have not done is tell you where I am going or why. You know a little about the sisters, about the case that engulfed the country, but you don’t know the whole story. And it is time for me to tell you.


“Anne?” I call your name again. This time, I wave you inside.





TWO



Montgomery
1973


There were eight of us. When I think back to the time I spent at the clinic, I cannot help but stumble over that number. What might have been. What could have passed. None of us will ever know. I suppose I will still be asking the same question when I’m standing over my own grave. But back then, all we knew was that we had a job to do. Ease the burdens of poverty. Stamp it with both feet. Push in the pain before it exploded. What we didn’t know was that there would be skin left on the playground after it was all over and done with.


In March 1973, nine months after graduation, I landed my first job at the Montgomery Family Planning Clinic. On the day I started, two other newly hired nurses, Val and Alicia, began with me, the three of us like soldiers showing up for duty. Hair straightened. Uniforms starched. Shoes polished. Caps squared. Child, you couldn’t tell us nothing.


Our supervisor was a tall woman by the name of Linda Seager. I swear that woman had three eyes. Nothing escaped her notice. Despite her stone face, a part of me couldn’t help but admire her. After all, she was a white woman working in a clinic serving poor Black women. Trying to do the right thing. And doing that kind of work required a certain level of commitment.


“Congratulations. You are now official employees of the Montgomery Family Planning Clinic.”


And with that, the training was over. One week. A ­fifty-­page orientation manual, half of which concerned cleaning the rooms and the toilet, and keeping the supply closet organized. We had spent three days just going over that part. Long enough to question if we’d been hired as maids or nurses. On day four, we finally covered charting patients and protocol. When the more experienced nurses noticed our downcast expressions in the break room, they promised to help us in our first few weeks. We were in this together.


As we dispersed, Mrs. Seager pointed a finger at me. “Civil.”


“Yes, Mrs. Seager?”


She pointed to my fingernails with a frown, then retreated to her office. I held up a hand. They did need a clipping. I hid my hands in my pockets.


The three of us new hires squeezed into the break room and removed our purses from the shelf. One of the nurses nudged me gently with an elbow. She’d introduced herself earlier in the week as Alicia Downs. She was about my age, born and raised in a small town up near Huntsville. I’d known girls like her at Tuskegee, ­pie-­faced country girls whose ­wide-­eyed innocence contrasted my more citified self.


“I don’t think it’s real,” she said.


“What?”


She pointed to her own head. “That red helmet she call hair. It ain’t moved an inch in five days.”


“Look like a spaceship,” I whispered. Alicia covered her mouth with a hand, and I caught a glimpse of something. She’d been putting on an act all week in front of Mrs. Seager. Alicia might have been country, but she was far from timid.


“I bet if you poked a finger in it, you’d draw back a nub,” she said.


The other nurse glanced at us, and I rearranged my face. Val Brinson was older than me and Alicia by at least a decade.


“You crazy, Alicia Downs,” I told her as we walked outside. “She might have heard you.”


“You look at your file yet?”


I took a yellow envelope from my bag. I had been assigned one ­off-­site case: two young girls. Nothing in the case jumped out at me other than wondering what on earth an ­eleven-­year-­old would need with birth control. According to the file, she and her sister had received their first shot three months ago and were due for the next one.


“You got anybody interesting?” she asked.


I wanted to tell her that was a dumb question. This wasn’t a talent search. Alicia had been trained as a nurse at Good Samaritan in Selma. She was pretty in a plain way, and there was a ready smile beneath her features. At one point, Mrs. Seager had asked, What do you find so funny, Miss Downs? and Alicia had answered, Nothing, ma’am. I just felt a sneeze coming on. Then her face had gone dull and blank. Mrs. Seager glared at her for a moment before continuing with her instructions on how to properly clean a bathroom toilet in a medical facility.


“Not really.” I didn’t know how much I was allowed to reveal about my cases. Mrs. Seager hadn’t said much of anything about privacy. “Two ­school-­age girls on birth control shots.”


“Well, I’ve got a woman with six kids.”


“Six?”


“You heard right.”


“Well, you better make it over there quick before it’s seven.”


“You got that right. Well, I’ll be seeing you.” Alicia waved to me and I waved back.


I’ll be honest and tell you there was a time I was uppity. I’m not going to lie about that. My daddy raised me with a certain kind of pride. We lived on Centennial Hill, down the road from Alabama State, and all my life I’d been surrounded by educated people. Our arrogance was a shield against the kind of disdain that did not have the capacity to even conceive of Black intellect. We discussed Fanon and Baldwin at dinner, debated Du Bois and Washington, spoke admiringly of Angela Davis. When somebody Black like Sammy Davis Jr. came on TV, it was cause for a family gathering.


But from the very first day I met Alicia, she ignored my airs and opened up to me. As I watched her walk away, I knew we would be fast friends.


I’d parked a block and a half away on Holcombe Street to hide my car. Daddy had given me a ­brand-­new Dodge Colt as a graduation gift, and I was shy about anyone at the clinic seeing it. Most of the nurses took the bus. Mrs. Seager had assigned me two sisters way out in the sticks because she knew I had a reliable set of wheels.


“Civil?”


Oh Lord, what did she want now? I turned to face Mrs. Seager.


“Might I have a word?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


She went back inside the building and let the screen door slam shut behind her. A gust of warm air swirled around me. I could swear that woman surged fire when she spoke. There had been scary professors at Tuskegee, so she wasn’t the first dragon I’d met. Professor Boyd had told us if we were so much as two minutes late, he would mark down our grades. Professor McKinney divided the class between women and men and dared us to even think about glancing over to the other side. That kind of meanness I could handle. The thing that bothered me about Mrs. Seager was that I always had the sense I could mess up without knowing how.


Inside the building, the reception desk was empty. I positioned my cap and smoothed the front of my dress before knocking on her door. She had taken the trouble to not only go back into her office but to close the door behind her.


“Come in,” she called.


The clinic had formerly been a ­three-­bedroom house. She’d converted the smallest bedroom into her office. The other two were examination rooms. The old kitchen was now a break room for staff, the living and dining spaces served as a reception and waiting area. From the back of the building we could hear the roar of the new highway behind us.


Bookshelves lined one side of Mrs. Seager’s office, file cabinets the other. On the wall behind her desk hung at least a dozen community awards. Salvation Army “Others” Award. Junior League Lifetime Member. The surfaces were ­clutter-­free. On top of the desk sat a cup of pencils, the sharpened points turned up. She cradled a file in her hands.


“Sit down.”


“Yes, Mrs. Seager.” I took a seat. The window was open and a sparrow was chirping insistently.


“I understand your father is a doctor in town.”


I could now see that she was holding my employment file. When I tried to speak, I coughed instead.


“Are you sick?”


“No, ma’am.”


“Because in our profession we have to maintain our own health in order to help other people. You must rest and eat properly at all times.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Very well. So your father is a doctor.” She said this as a matter of fact.


I knew what she was about to say. The same thing my professors at Tuskegee had lectured when they discovered my father and grandfather were doctors. Your marks are impressive. Of course, as a woman, you have other issues to consider. Starting a family, for instance. You have wisely chosen the nursing profession, Miss Townsend. I never knew what to say when they sounded off like that. The beginnings of a compliment always ended up stinging like an insult. Usually, I mumbled something incoherent and wondered if I was just being too sensitive.


“Yes, ma’am.”


“We have been sanctioned by the federal government to execute our duties. We must take our mission very seriously. A wheel cannot work without its spokes. We are the spokes of that wheel.”


Alicia was right. The woman’s hair didn’t budge.


“What I’m saying to you, Civil, is that you are a smart girl. It’s why I hired you. I have high expectations of you because I think you’ll make a fine nurse someday. I don’t want you to go getting ideas.”


She had just paid me a compliment, but it sounded strange in my ears. “Ideas about what, ma’am?”


She frowned and, for a moment, I worried that my tone had slipped into insolence. “About your place in all this. You have to work together with your fellow nurses. Our mission is to help poor people who cannot help themselves.”


“Yes, ma’am.” I sat quietly, digesting her words. My daddy had made sure that I was educated not only in my books but also, as he had once described it, in the code that dictated our lives in Alabama. Knowing when to keep your mouth shut. Picking your battles. Letting them think what they wanted because you weren’t going to change their minds about certain things. It was a tough lesson, but I’d heeded it well enough to get some of the things I wanted out of life. Like this job, for instance. The woman is just trying to pay you a compliment, Civil. Show her you can gracefully accept it.


“Yes, ma’am. I won’t disappoint you, Mrs. Seager.”


She nodded. “And Civil? Don’t forget to clip those fingernails.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


I’d been called into the fold of the health profession as early as junior high school. Although my daddy wanted me to go to medical school, I’d always known nurses occupied an important space when it came to patients. Medicine was a land of hierarchy, and nurses were closer to the ground. I was going to help uplift the race, and this clinic job would be the perfect platform for it. Mrs. Seager could have been doing something else, but she had chosen to help young colored women. Her approval meant something to me. Our work would make a difference.


This was the way I figured it. There were all different kinds of ministers. Ministers of congregations. Ministers of music. To minister was to serve. This work was a ministry serving young Black women.


The wind tugged at my nurse’s cap. I walked quickly, and as soon as I was in the car, I unpinned the cap and took it off. I’m telling you, in those early days I was pretty sure I’d work at that clinic for as long as they’d have me. I had a new friend. A new job. A Tuskegee degree. I was sure enough ready.


As soon as I got home I asked my mama if we could trade cars. I didn’t want to call any more attention to myself than I already had, and her Pinto was much older than my Colt. I was determined that Mrs. Seager would not be disappointed in me. I was going to have that dragon eating candy out of my hand before it was over and done with.





THREE



I got to admit something to you before I go any further. Something I ain’t shared before, and I pray you’ll understand.


I had an abortion in the spring of 1972.


I was ­twenty-­three years old, a nursing student two months before graduation, ready to start my life. At the time, I planned to work in a hospital, perhaps on the surgical floor. The moment I noticed the telltale signs, I told myself it couldn’t be true. I was supposed to be more than a wife and mother. Even though the baby’s father was Tyrell Ralsey, my best friend since childhood, I was not ready and neither was he. After the procedure, he drove to Tuskegee to see about me. We said little over bowls of cabbage soup. Then he drove home and we did not speak about it for months.


I wanted things to be different for my patients. Through the miracles of birth control, they would plan their pregnancies. I intended to decrease the uncertainty, the unwelcome surprises. If Ty and I had taken the necessary precautions, we wouldn’t have found ourselves in that situation. Most of our patients at the clinic had already learned that lesson the hard way. They’d already had babies or miscarriages. And yes, in some cases, abortions. They usually showed up at the door without an appointment, looking resigned to the fact that they were going to have to share their private business in order to get the help they needed.


Then there was the outreach side. We visited some patients at home because it had been determined that if we did not go out into the community, there would be women we’d never reach. The new nurses were each assigned one ­off-­site case in the beginning. Our load would increase once we’d worked there six months. My home case was out in the country and scared me. I had no idea how I was supposed to talk about sex and birth control in somebody’s front room. On top of that, my two patients were minors. Would the mama and daddy watch while I stuck them with the needle? Just the thought of making a home visit scared the living daylights out of me.


You see, I’d believed in the mission of family planning clinics long before I applied to work in one. I knew that the rate of pregnancy in young unwed mothers in Montgomery was terrible. Earlier that year, the US Supreme Court had ruled that abortion was legal in certain circumstances, but Alabama had not yet caught up with the law. And even if safe hospital abortions had been made available, the procedure was expensive and out of reach for most poor folks. The best solution had always been a prophylactic one. Although I refused to believe there was such a thing as an unwanted child, there was such a thing as an unwanted ­pregnancy—­and I could speak to that firsthand.


On Monday morning I set out for the clinic in my mama’s car though I could have walked. It was only two miles from my house, but Daddy insisted that I drive. He said he didn’t want anybody harassing me in my uniform. That may have been true, but I also think he wanted me to drive because he prided himself on it. Having a car was further evidence of our status. I rolled down the window and let the wind blow across my face.


I arrived at the clinic early that morning, but I wasn’t the only one. Eager Seager was already walking around checking lightbulbs. The bulb in the waiting room lamp popped as she turned it on. She seemed satisfied at this discovery and marched off in search of a fresh one in the supply closet.


The receptionist left the appointment book open on the desk so we could see the schedule as we walked by. Usually, there weren’t many names in the book. As I said, most women just walked in. After the patient signed in, the receptionist would put their file in the plastic slot holder outside the examining room door. We worked in rotations. Whoever was next would take the file and step into the room. During training, I’d raised my hand and asked a question. Wouldn’t the patients feel more comfortable if they saw the same nurse each time they came in? Mrs. Seager had just scrunched her face at me.


I didn’t see any complicated cases that first ­day—­mostly women coming in for birth control. One woman complained of pain when she urinated. I prayed she didn’t have a venereal disease. She wore a satin blouse and skirt, like a secretary might wear. A good job uniform in a city where many Black women wore aprons. The test came back positive for a urinary tract infection.


The clinic didn’t serve male patients at all, and during orientation Mrs. Seager emphasized that wasn’t our mission. But doesn’t family planning include men? After getting my second shutdown, I kept my mouth closed for the rest of the training.


BY AFTERNOON IT was time for me to go see my ­off-­site patient, but I was dreading it so I stopped by Daddy’s office first. In the old days, the office had been just a few blocks over from the clinic. Holt Street had been home to a lot of Black businesses, but the interstate project cut right through the old neighborhood and he’d moved over to Mobile Road. Daddy still mumbled about the project and how it had destroyed the Holt Street businesses. As Montgomery grew and expanded its boundaries, Black folks got shoved this way and that, he complained. He wasn’t incorrect, but without political representation there was little we could do in those years.


When I entered, Glenda was sitting at the front desk, eating. She was a ­light-­skinned woman with a smile that took up her whole face. In all the years I’d known her, Glenda had never called in sick. Same bouffant hairstyle, same baggy dresses. Daddy called her ­good-­ole-­Glenda. She did it ­all—­nurse, receptionist, office manager. Her loyalty to the practice always made me feel guilty for not going to work there as Daddy’s only child.


“Late lunch?”


“Folks been in and out that door all day. I don’t think your daddy has had a chance to put anything in his stomach. When he comes out that room, can you stick this sandwich in his hand?”


I took the ­foil-­wrapped sandwich, and Glenda buzzed me through the door. At the end of the hall, the doorway to Daddy’s office was cracked open. Books covered every surface. Even though Daddy loved the sciences, he was a born literary man. He especially loved poetry and had a whole shelf of collections. He was from the generation that memorized poems, and he would recite lines as a bedtime ritual when I was a little girl. We loved to talk politics in Alabama, and if you asked Daddy about the state of the country, he might reply with, “If this is peace, this dead and leaden thing / Then better far the hateful fret, the sting.” Half the time, I didn’t know what he was talking about, but I always loved the song of verse on his tongue.


“You come back and see me if it doesn’t clear up,” I could hear him saying. When he was finishing up with a patient, he always sounded the same. He’d raise his voice and add a tone of finality to it. I had probably sounded like that with my first patients that morning. I was my daddy’s daughter, after all.


I settled on the couch. All the pictures on the wall were of me at various stages of my life. The wall of an only child. One of them, a picture I’d forgotten, caught my eye. I was lying on my back on the dining room table. Mama had laid me there on top of a lace tablecloth, and a photographer friend of hers had snapped the ­black-­and-­white shot. The man had captured the sun streaming through the window, a streak of it right across my face. I knew every detail of that photo. I had stared at it for long stretches as a child, wondered at the love my mother must have had for me in those first days of motherhood. My hair was hidden beneath a cap and my eyes were closed.


The examination room door clicked. I took the picture off the wall just as I heard Daddy telling Glenda to write up a prescription for 250 milligrams of something or other. His leather soles rasped against the linoleum. I pushed the picture under the sofa. A lonely nail stuck out of the bleached square on the wall where it had hung moments before.


He opened the door. “Civil, what are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be at work?”


I opened the foil until the sandwich peeked through and passed it to him. He sat beside me on the small couch and put one foot up on the coffee table. The salty scent of bologna tickled my nose.


“I’m about to go visit my first home case.”


“Where do they live?”


“Out on Old Selma Road.”


“How far out? You got gas in the tank? Be careful.”


“Careful of what, Daddy? Rattlesnakes?” I knew what he meant, but voicing it was unseemly, somehow. Daddy treated patients from every station of life, even tending to those who could not pay. But he had no desire to go out into the neighborhoods, no desire to get his fingernails dirty and experience their discomfort. That’s what I wanted to do, and it’s why I didn’t want to work in his office.


“When you get there, just blow your horn and wait for them to come out. Don’t go up in the house.”


“But, Daddy, how am I supposed to work if I don’t go inside?”


“Just take care of your business directly.”


“My patients are ­eleven-­ and ­thirteen-­year-­old sisters.”


“On birth control?”


“I thought the same thing.”


“They got children?”


“None that I know of.”


“Dr. Townsend?” Glenda knocked on the door, then briefly poked her head in without waiting for him to answer. “Your next patient is here.”


I always got the feeling that if Daddy spit in the air and told her it was raining, Glenda would believe him. Growing up, I’d understood doctor worship at an early age.


He closed his eyes, as if a few seconds like that would be the equivalent of a nap. With his eyes still closed, he said, “Eleven years old and having sex?”


“I’m helping them, Daddy. Not nosing in their business. The federal government is trusting us to keep these girls from ruining their lives.” I avoided his eyes. I didn’t want him to know I’d almost ruined mine. Neither of my parents had any idea that Ty and I had ever even dated, let alone terminated a pregnancy.


“You don’t know nothing about them people, Civil.”


“Them people have names.”


“Just make sure you not over there after the sun sets.”


“You think I’m going to get myself killed or something? They’re people just like us, Daddy.”


His eyes popped open and he seemed a bit more alert than before.


“You should get more sleep,” I told him.


“I wouldn’t be so tired all the time if you went to medical school and came to work with me.”


“Daddy, sexual health is health care, too. Besides, I wouldn’t want to take attention away from your disciple.” I poked a thumb toward the door.


“Civil, be nice.”


“She spends more time with you than Mama does.”


He crumpled the foil and tossed it in the trash can. “I’m proud of you, Civil. You did fine in school. Don’t let that ­self-­righteous attitude overcome you and you’ll be alright.”


When he opened the door, I watched his shoulders relax and straighten. It was as if another person took over his body when he went in to see patients. He was himself, but he was also someone else. Daddy was short, not a hair over five foot six, with a wide girth that gave him substance.


He closed the door behind him, and I let loose a breath. He had not noticed the missing picture, though even I could not explain why I’d hidden it. Daddy might have been the family’s rock, but I was all pillow, a coward to this hurt that I could not bear to talk about with anyone. The photograph of me as a baby had left me feeling unsettled, a scraping rawness in my stomach. Would my baby have looked like me? I reached under the sofa for the picture and put it in my purse.





FOUR



Alabama. Heart of America’s Bible Belt. Home at one time to nearly half a million enslaved humans. I am a born and raised Alabaman, but up until the time I met the Williams family, much of my life in Montgomery had been circumscribed by my little community on Centennial Hill. Mama was a Link. Daddy belonged to the Boulé. When I was four years old, Dexter Avenue Baptist Church hired a ­twenty-­five-­year-­old pastor named Martin Luther King Jr. Not long after, he was elected to head the bus boycott, eventually leading the voting rights march right up to the steps of the state capitol in Montgomery. When Daddy took me to see Dr. King, he pointed at the gathered crowd and said, You see these people? You got to make your place among them.


I know you want to argue that there isn’t one Black community, that we aren’t a monolith. But back then, when we talked about the community, it was something real, something defined by shared experience. Course that doesn’t mean we didn’t have our fissures. A big one was between the educated and uneducated, the poor and the not-­so-­poor. Fact is, the only time I remember us going out to the country was when we were passing through on the way to someplace else, maybe a church picnic or something like that. We definitely had never been in folks’ houses out there. That was something else entirely. Now when I say the country, I’m talking the country country. No running water. Outhouses. Unpaved roads. The places off Old Selma Road weren’t that physically distant from my house, but they may as well have been on another planet.


When I drove up, at first I assumed that the Williams sisters lived in the neat, brick rambler with the two pickup trucks parked out front. A thick cloud of dust swirled around my mama’s little car, and when it cleared, I spied two little white boys standing on the house porch. I rolled my window all the way down, hoping they’d see my uniform.


“I’m looking for the Williams family?” I was positive I had read the number on the mailbox correctly.


One of them pointed behind the house, and I understood. I wound the car around the pickups, following the scant outline of tire tracks. The Pinto pushed through the ruts, bouncing so hard I was afraid I’d hit my head on the roof. I prayed I wouldn’t get stuck. The last thing I wanted was to have to walk back down to that house and ask those boys to go get their daddy. Fortunately, it hadn’t rained in a while and the ground was dry.


The trees cleared and the land swelled up into a hill. At the top sat a cabin. The car sputtered, but I tapped the gas pedal and somehow made it to the top. Everything leveled out, and the tire tracks disappeared into brush. Off to my left, I could see a wide field of green stalks. I didn’t know a thing about farming, but anybody with eyes could tell that was wheat growing out there. Cows grazed in a lot beside the barn. A lone chicken peeked at me as it stepped through ­knee-­high grass. Up close, the structure was more of a wooden shanty than a cabin. And it looked tired, as though a wind had blown it askew and it hadn’t had the energy to right itself. A skinny black dog scratched its back in the dirt. In the rear view mirror, I could see my lips were dry. I licked them and my cracked bottom lip scratched my tongue.


I got out of the car and stepped into a huddle of gnats. The air smelled of burning wood. Something told me these girls couldn’t be in school. If they were, they didn’t go every day. They should have been expecting me, but they didn’t have a phone and I wasn’t confident they even knew about our appointment. They had initially been assigned another nurse who had quit the clinic the month before. I was there to pick up where she left off.


A girl wearing grubby pants and an orange T-­shirt shaded her eyes with a hand. The backlight of the sun darkened her face.


“How you doing? I’m Civil Townsend from the Family Planning Clinic.” It didn’t make sense for us to be out here in our uniforms, but Mrs. Seager insisted. It was March chilly and I had left my sweater in the car. The wind reached my neck.


I stepped up closer. Someone had tried to braid the girl’s hair, but the roots were so matted with dirt that only the ends of the hair could be plaited. I clutched the file under my arm and tried to remember what I’d read. “Are you India?”


The dog rubbed against my leg, and I fought an urge to push the animal off. It sidled away. I looked down, and sure enough, it had left a brown mark on my white pantyhose.


“She don’t talk.”


I jumped. I hadn’t seen the other girl standing inside the screen door. I remembered the contents of the file. The younger sister was mute. I had skimmed that detail, but it came back to me now.


“Oh, okay. I’m Civil Townsend. I’m the nurse sent to give y’all shots today.”


“What happened to the other one?”


“I-­I don’t know,” I stuttered. The nurse’s ­leave-­taking baffled me, too. Maybe the demands of the job had been too much. Maybe she’d found something that paid more. Being out here on this farm wasn’t anybody’s idea of a good time. Even so, there weren’t government jobs just laying around, waiting to be picked up.


“Is your daddy home?”


“No, ma’am.”


I blinked as I pieced together their story in my head. Mace Williams, father, ­thirty-­three. Milked cows, tilled the land, did whatever the white man told him to do in exchange for this shanty and a pittance of money. Constance Williams, mother, deceased. Patricia Williams, grandmother, ­sixty-­two. In the distance, the inky outline of grazing cows flickered in the light.


“Your grandmama here?”


“Grandma, the nurse here!”


I tried to smile, but I wasn’t sure if my expression passed for polite. I didn’t know whether I should ask to come inside or if I should wait for the grandmother to come out.


The older sister settled it. I remembered now that her name was Erica. “You can come in if you want.”


She opened the door for me. The screen pulled away from the edge of the wooden frame, not much protection against the flies. It creaked on its hinges. I’m not sure if I said this before, but walking into that house changed my life. And yes, it changed theirs, too. I walked right up in there with my file and bag of medicine, ready to save somebody. Little old me. Five foot five inches of know-­it-­all.


The first thing that hit me was the odor. Urine. Body funk. Dog. All mixed with the stench of something salty stewing in a pot. A ­one-­room house encased in rotted boards. A single window with a piece of sheet hanging over it. It was dark except for the sun streaming through the screen door and peeking through the holes in the walls. As my eyes adjusted, I saw that there were clothes piled on the bed, as if somebody had stopped by and dumped them. Pots, pans, and shoes lay strewn about on the dirt floor. Flies buzzed and circled the air. Four people lived in one room, and there wasn’t enough space. A lot of people in Alabama didn’t have running water, but this went beyond that. I had to fight back vomit.


In the middle of it all, their grandmother sat stirring a big pot of steaming something or other. I stepped closer to a hole in the ground in the middle of the room. A wire grating covered the hole and the pot sat on top. The heat rising from it warmed the cool air. Up close, she looked older than her ­sixty-­two years, but she was still a ­good-­looking woman with a bronze complexion and high cheekbones. Her eyes were hazel, but they had lost their glow; the surrounding whites were dark and ­yellow-­tinged.


“You want something to eat? You don’t look none too hungry to me.”


In Alabama, comments about my size weren’t usually meant to insult. Weight was a sign of prosperity. But it made me ­self-­conscious around people I didn’t know well.


She wiped her hands on her dress. Her armpits were stained. She opened her mouth and revealed the dark of missing teeth.


I stuck out my hand. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Williams. My name is Civil Townsend. I’m the new nurse assigned to India and Erica. I’m here to give their shots.”


“I suppose that mean you don’t want none of this here stew.”


“I’d love to stop by and try some another day, ma’am. It’s just that I got to get back to the clinic within a certain time. I tried to come after the girls got out of school.” I was talking quickly. This was exactly the kind of thing I’d worried about. Refusing food or drink in somebody’s home could be taken as an insult.


She didn’t say anything, just stared curiously at me.


“They make me sign a logbook,” I added.


“A log what?”


“A logbook.”


She squinted her eyes, then broke into a laugh. “You stay around here?”


“Yes, ma’am. Well, no, ma’am. I live in town.”


“And what you say your name was?”


“Civil.”


“Sybil.”


“Civil.”


“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Miss Civil.” She pointed a crooked finger. “Y’all clear a space for the woman to sit now.”


“Thank you. I appreciate that.”


The two sisters sat down on top of the clothes. I perched on the bed beside them on top of a pair of men’s shorts. My throat clenched. A deep odor that went beyond a few missed baths filled my nostrils. These girls smelled like they hadn’t cleaned up in weeks. Surely there was a pump outside?


I breathed through my mouth and tried to make small talk to get them comfortable. “Did y’all go to school today?”


“No, ma’am,” responded the older sister. A broad forehead covered in acne narrowed into steep cheekbones that ended in the point of a chin. When she talked, she did not show teeth, and the words came out ­tight-­lipped and mumbled. There was something defeated about her, and it made me want to draw her out.


“Why not?”


“We don’t go.”


“Your daddy don’t make you?”


“No, ma’am.”


Parents in Alabama who did not send their children to school could get in trouble with the law. To the best of my knowledge, the days of children dropping out of school to work on the farm had ended.


It was difficult to work without a table, but I went ahead and uncapped the first needle. The older sister slid down her sleeve and exposed a meaty bicep. “You might feel a pinch,” I said, but the girl just looked at me. The needle slid easily into her flesh. Erica held her younger sister by the waist after they switched places. India’s skin was the same soft shade of deep brown, but her face was rounder, the lines softer. The sides of her hair were pulled too tightly into rubber bands, the edges of her hairline ridged by tiny white bumps. She did not flinch when I inserted the needle.


After we finished, they wandered outside and I accepted a cup of the grandmother’s stew. I tried not to focus on the grimness of the place. The stew was good; there was no denying it.


“It’s delicious, Mrs. Williams.”


“I grew those carrots myself.” Satisfied that she had fed me, the ­hazel-­eyed woman stepped outside the house, and I was left alone. Shame washed over me, but I did not know if it was mine or theirs.


The girls came back inside as I was opening the bag at my feet. “Y’all need some more of these?”


“What’s that?”


“Sanitary napkins.”


“What’s that?”


“These are the things you put in your panties during your cycle. Kotex. Wasn’t your nurse dropping these off every month?”


“Oh yeah. I had some of them. But after while they stopped working.”


“What do you mean stopped working?”


“Blood went through it.”


“Well, did you change it?”


Erica didn’t answer.


“Erica, you got to change the pad every few hours. You can’t just leave it all day long. If you heavy, you change it more often. You understand what I’m saying?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Your other nurse didn’t tell you that?”


She did not respond.


“Don’t worry about it. Take these and I’ll bring you some more, okay?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


I wanted to ask her how they washed up, if there was a pump or a creek on the property. But I held my tongue. There would be time enough to figure all these things out. I gathered my things. When I was almost at my car, I turned to see Erica had followed me outside.


“Miss Townsend?”


“Call me Civil.”


“I don’t think I got enough of them napkins.”


“Don’t worry. I’ll bring y’all some more my next visit.”


“But ­see … truth ­is … I bleed all the time.”


“What do you mean all the time?”


“I mean. Near about every day.”


“You bleed every day? Are you bleeding now?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


No wonder she smelled like that. I told her I’d be back soon with extra supplies for her and her sister.


“My sister don’t bleed yet.”


“What do you mean she don’t bleed yet? You mean to say India hasn’t started her cycle ever?”


She shook her head. Before she walked into the house, she turned back and watched me. I sat in the car with my hands wrapped around the steering wheel. I was shaking so bad I had to hold that wheel tight. They had that young girl on the shot and she wasn’t even bleeding. Even worse, I had just stuck a needle in her. I focused my eyes on the smooth backs of my hands, trying to take it all in. In the funk the girls had left in my nose, I could barely breathe.
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I have driven this Volvo since I bought it new fifteen years ago. I live just a few miles from the hospital so it only has a little over fifty thousand miles on it. You suggested I rent a car with all the latest technology for this trip. I refused. Wait until you get in those little country towns with weak radio stations, you said. I prefer the silence, I replied. How will you charge your phone? In the cigarette lighter, the way I always have. Did you change the oil? Girl, be quiet.


The route from Memphis to Montgomery could take me through Olive Branch and get me there in as little as five hours, but I got things to do before I reach my hometown. Business to take care of. Visits. I have called and texted to let folks know. I don’t like surprises, never have. So I am careful not to do it to others.


I gas up the car and wipe my hands with sanitizer. As I settle behind the wheel, my phone rings. It’s Dr. James, my relief at the hospital. He has a question about a patient. I gently inform him that I completed all my charting before I left. I offer to log in to the portal when I reach my hotel, but he is chastened enough. Enjoy your trip, he says. Where are you vacationing, anyway? I pause. Home, I say. Montgomery. As I utter the word, it weighs on me that I have not been back in a decade. Since Daddy passed and Mama moved to Memphis, there is little reason to visit. And to call it vacationing is a stretch. The road in front of me does not promise a respite.


I pull back onto the highway and push the Volvo a little faster. I think of my old Dodge Colt, the gift from Daddy, how much I loved that car and mourned when I sold it. I considered buying you a car for graduation, then stopped myself. I have tried not to overcompensate for adopting you as a single mother. Such folly. It is a burden to stubbornly remain single even when you know it is the right decision for you. I hope I have rightly modeled these modern choices. Mama says, You’re warping that girl with your guilt, Civil. When she says this, I’m silent. There are a lot of things a mother can say to hurt her child, even long after the child is an adult.


Three more hours to Jackson. And to Alicia. Despite our sporadic communication over the years, she may be the one person who understands the path I have chosen. When it becomes clear that a woman of a certain age has not married or had children, folks like to think there’s something wrong with her. As if we can’t find love or tragically let the childbearing clock run out. I always expected this perception from strangers. The myth of old maids is a powerful one. But when you began to ask, Anne, it unsettled me.


I want you to know something. Of course I had opportunities at love. They didn’t work out, but I have not been entirely loveless. And yes, I took prophylactic precautions with a dedication that was more powerful than any maternal urge. These were my decisions. There is no greater right for a woman than having a choice, Anne. And I exercised that right. Fully and consciously.


I’m glad I’ll see Alicia first. Her evenness should calm my mind. I wonder how she’ll look. It’s my fault we haven’t kept in better touch. When we have talked, she has always been the one to reach out. It’s true I haven’t joined social media like some of my generation. Maybe that would have made a difference. The last time I saw Alicia, I was about to graduate medical school and was home visiting my parents. She stopped over at the house and I asked for an update on the Williamses. They have been the glue between us over the years, me asking for news and Alicia providing it. Who would have thought she would be the one to keep in touch with all of us? I guess she was always good at being the go-­between. I plan to thank her. I’m even hoping she might come with me. Alicia, the only one who really knows what happened back then, might be able to make sense of it all.


The car hums along steadily as I roll past an ­eighteen-­wheeler and watch the numbers slowly tick up on my odometer. The faster I drive, the longer the miles.
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And then she said, We have to maintain our health if we want to help other people. You got to rest and eat properly at all times.”


Both of us burst out laughing. Alicia snorted when she laughed. For a moment, I thought she was going to spit out her coffee.


“Girl, Mrs. Seager is so strict,” she said. Alicia spooned a chunk of pancake in her mouth. She had ordered a double stack. “But she seem like her heart in the right place. I saw my first patient yesterday and the lady ain’t never even seen a blood pressure cuff. Can you believe that?”


I shook my head and sipped my coffee. “So tell me something, Alicia. How’d you end up in this job?”


We were sitting near the window at the Regent Cafe. Regent had been on Jackson Street for as long as I could remember, but Alicia had never been there. When we sat down, I told her how it had been the place where King and his minister friends had gathered to discuss strategy. I recognized half the people in there, mostly friends of my parents.


Alicia put down her fork. “I was raised in the church.”


“Okay, everybody in Alabama was raised in somebody’s church. What does that have to do with nursing?”


I had invited Alicia to breakfast because I wanted to talk to her about the Williams girls, but once we were seated in a booth across from each other, our conversation veered left and then right. It was so easy to talk with her.


“No, I mean in the church. In it, like several days a week in it. The church was practically family. But when I was sixteen I found out Mama was messing around with him.”


I set down my coffee cup. “With who?”


“The pastor.”


“How did you find out?”


“I walked in on them.”


“Girl, no you didn’t.”


She shook her head, as if the memory were still fresh. “I threatened to tell my daddy, but Mama begged me not to. She said Daddy might murder the man. And the only reason I didn’t tell was because I believed her. I didn’t want my daddy going to jail. But it was an awful secret.”


“I bet it was.”


“Y’all want something else?” Irene, our waitress, had gone to high school with me. Back then, you couldn’t spit in that part of Montgomery and not hit somebody you knew. I caught her watching Alicia. The neighborhood was small enough for new faces to be a curiosity.


“We’re fine. Thanks, Irene.”


“I’ll take some more syrup,” Alicia said through a mouthful of pancake.


After Irene walked away, we continued. “So then what happened?”


“After that, I decided to put that church and town behind me. I came here to strike out on my own because I can’t stand carrying that secret.”


“Alicia, you know that’s not your burden to bear.”


“Turns out the old liar’s sermons are hard to shake. I want to do right by people. I’m still a believer, but it’s up to me and my choices to prove that God is real.” She lifted her chin. Alicia’s eyebrows were penciled in, and they rose in a ­half-­moon shape around her eyes. She looked away from me, and I studied her round face, the cut of shadow across her cheek. She had not told her father, and now she carried the wound that would have been his.


“So you decided to become a nurse to turn the world ­right-­side-­up again,” I said. She wiped at a tear on her cheek and I put my hand over hers. “It’s okay. I get it. But why the Montgomery Family Planning Clinic?”


“Oh, now that’s an easier question.” She smiled broadly and her face cleared. “I took this job because the last time I checked, the man wasn’t standing on the corner handing out jobs to the first person who walked by!”


If Alicia didn’t want to return home, that meant she was out here doing this all by herself. Things were different for me. If things didn’t work out, I could always go work for my daddy, though having that fallback cushion didn’t comfort me. I had never considered working for him to be a real job.


I took another sip of coffee. “Alicia, I want to ask your opinion.”


“Okay, shoot.”


“I got this family, these patients. Remember the file we talked about? The home visit? I went out to visit them this week, and one of the girls ain’t even on her cycle yet.”


“What you mean?”


“Alicia, I gave that girl the shot and she ain’t even bleeding.”


“Then why on earth did you give her the shot?”


“I didn’t know she wasn’t bleeding until afterward. That’s what I’m trying to tell you.” I lowered my voice. “It’s not in the chart.”


“You got to tell Mrs. Seager. Some nurse has messed up.”


It was as if the previous nurse had assumed it. Poor, inexcusable health care from somebody who didn’t know her ass from her elbow.


“The girl is only eleven years old,” I said. “Even if Mrs. Seager doesn’t know about the mistake, don’t you think it’s messed up that an ­eleven-­year-­old is on birth control in the first place?”


“I don’t know, Civil. Some of these young girls are fast. They are starting earlier and earlier these days. ­Especially …”


“Especially what? Poor girls?”


“That’s not what I’m saying.”


“What are you saying, then?”


Behind her, I saw the door swing open. Ty must have seen us through the window because he made a beeline for our table.


“What’s up, y’all?” He swung his big body into the booth and next to mine.


“What are you doing here?” My tone was unintentionally sharp.


“You going to introduce me to your friend?”


“No, I hadn’t planned on it.”


“How you doing? I’m Ty.”


“Alicia.”


The way she smiled at him, I could tell she thought he was cute. I turned away. I had not seen him since I moved back months ago, and here we were both acting like nothing had happened between us. I’d known Ty since kindergarten. His parents were my parents’ good friends. When we graduated high school, Ty stayed home and enrolled in Alabama State up the road. He’d run track, sprints, and hurdles for the college, but when he came to visit me at Tuskegee I had still been surprised at how much he’d developed. A boy in a man’s body, I told myself. Until he kissed me and I understood that he was a man in a man’s body. One visit turned into three turned into more. Before I knew it, we were going steady.


“What y’all doing in this new job? Do you really need a clinic to give out rubbers?”


My face grew hot. He had some nerve talking like that. Alicia began to spout statistics about teenage pregnancy. “Sixty-­five percent of unmarried mothers in Alabama are Black. We’ve got to get that number down. So we give them this shot,” she said, “called ­Depo-­Provera. They don’t have to worry about remembering to take a pill.”


“Well, ain’t that something.”


How easily the word rubbers skipped off his tongue when he had not used one. The truth of the matter was that I had allowed it. My trust of our long friendship had blinded me. He was not some stranger. He was Ty, my best friend. My first boyfriend. It had not occurred to me that giving in to my feelings would change my life.


“What you doing here anyway?” I asked.


He pointed to my plate. “I came to get me some breakfast.” He grabbed a piece of my sausage before I could stop him, and started talking with his mouth full. “Them girls shouldn’t be messing with boys, anyway. Y’all ever heard of a chastity belt?”


Alicia laughed loudly, but I didn’t even crack a smile. The day I called him and told him about the pregnancy, he had calmly offered to marry me; I thought he was joking. When I realized he wasn’t, I said, Are you crazy? and hung up the phone. Now I could feel him watching me behind his smile. He raised his hand for Irene and asked her to bring our check.


“That’s awful nice of you to pay for our breakfast,” said Alicia.


“I’m not a knucklehead like she thinks,” he said.


“Shut up, Ty.” I rolled my eyes.


Alicia looked between us. “Oh, I see. You two like each other.”


He shook his head. “Civil need an attitude adjustment.”
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