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Part One




Chapter One


I watched the three nurses drawing straws.


The tallest one drew the short straw, which I thought was funny. She was a redhead, wearing a lipstick so purple you knew she didn’t have a good friend to tell her it wasn’t right for her.


I was at the hospital that weekend looking after one of my best girlfriends. Bonnie was stuck at the Med Center in Little Rock, recovering from cancer surgery. She was thirty-one and I was twenty-six —both too young for this stuff. She’d gotten tongue cancer and never smoked a day in her life. For years, Bonnie had worked at the newspaper, typesetting at night, but quit when she got sick.


They had her on a feeding tube in the hospital, and she couldn’t talk, but she was good with a pen, and I was good at translating her scrawl to make sure she got what she needed. Bonnie spent a lot of time sleeping, so I spent a lot of time pacing the halls. I have never been able to sit still.


“Let’s do four out of six,” said Red.


“You said best two out of three,” said the short one. She looked up at an older brunette who seemed to be in charge.


“Well, I am not going in there,” said Red.


All three of them kept glancing down a long hall. At the end was a door covered in a blood-red tarp with a sign I couldn’t quite read. As the nurses argued, I got curious. So I just casually started pacing down the hall, kind of walking on tiptoe so my heels wouldn’t click on the floor. As I got closer to that red door, I saw there were about six Styrofoam food trays on the floor of the hall, left with no care, like they were feeding a dog. And right outside, a cart full of head-to-toe isolation suits and masks. I could read the sign now: BIOHAZARD.


There was the slightest sound coming from the room, and I leaned in closer to hear.


“Help.”


It was so plaintive and small that I pulled the tarp aside to peek in. And there he was, this young man, stretched out on the bed and down to all of about eighty-five pounds. You couldn’t tell him from the sheets. I stood right in the doorway. “What do you need, honey?” I asked.


“I want my mama,” he said. I had a little three-year-old, Allison. She spent the weekends at her daddy’s house. I knew from wanting your mama, and I knew his mother would want to help her sweet child.


“Okay,” I said, stepping farther into the room. “I’m gonna call her. What’s your name, honey?”


“Jimmy.”


“Okay, Jimmy,” I said. “I promise you I’ll call her.”


Well, I marched out to the nurses’ station, this time letting my heels click on that damn floor so they would know I was coming. I had just become a blonde—thanks to bleach and my hairdresser cousin Raymond—and I found that I could get people’s attention quicker than when I was a brunette.


“You didn’t go in that room, did you?” said the older one.


“Well, yeah, I did,” I said. “Listen, that young man, Jimmy, is asking for his mama.”


“Are you crazy?” said the short one. “He’s got that gay disease. They all die.”


I’ll admit, I got scared. This was in the early spring of 1986, and there was plenty of fear to go around about how you really caught AIDS. When I visited my cousin Raymond in Hawaii, I had asked him about it because I was scared for him and his friends. We were all alone in his salon, so he could speak freely. “It’s only hitting the leather guys in San Francisco,” he told me. “God knows what they’re doing to get it.” I didn’t know what the heck a leather guy was, but he wasn’t dressed in leather, so at least it wouldn’t happen to him.


AIDS was spreading, and people were swearing you could get it from gays sitting on toilet seats and using swimming pools, from doorknobs and licked stamps on envelopes in the mail. I lived in Hot Springs, the Sin City of Arkansas, a resort town an hour down the road from Little Rock. It had about a quarter of the population of Little Rock but untold numbers of visitors who came for a good time. Brothels, bathhouses, you name it. So if gays touching doorknobs was gonna kill you, we’d all be dead already.


“I’ll call his mama if I need to,” I said. “Would you please give me the number?”


“She ain’t coming,” said the old one in charge. “He’s been here six weeks. Nobody is coming.”


“Just give me her number,” I said. “If she knew her son was this bad …”


“Suit yourself,” she said, as the others smirked. She made a huge production of finding a next-of-kin form and scrawled the number down. Instead of handing it to me, she kinda tossed it, like now she was scared of me.


“Thank you,” I said, all Southern charm and malice. I went to reach for their phone, and she pulled it away quick.


“Unh unh,” she said. “There’s a pay phone right over there.”


I turned on my heel like I wouldn’t want to use theirs anyway and went over to the pay phone. I picked up the phone, all bravado, but then I lost my nerve, thinking about telling the poor woman her son was dying. I turned back, and I could see those nurses eyeing me. I put the coin in and dialed.


“Hello,” this sweet voice answered.


“Good afternoon, my name is Ruth Coker Burks, and I am trying to reach the mother of Jimmy—”


Click. She hung up. Now, I had a mean mom. And I’d had a meaner ex-husband. I’d stopped letting things slide. I put in another coin, cursing her as I dialed again.


“You hang up on me again, and I swear to Almighty God I will ask your Jimmy where he’s from and put his obituary in your town paper with his cause of death.” I knew I had her complete attention.


“My son is already dead,” she said, not a touch of sweetness to her now. “My son died when he went gay.”


“No, he is alive, just barely, and he is here begging for you.”


“I don’t know what sinner you’ve got in that hospital, but that thing is not my son.”


“Well, listen to me,” I said, turning to see those damn nurses hanging on every word I was saying. “If you change your mind, he is at the Med Center, fourth floor. And you better come soon.”


“I will do no such thing,” she said. “I won’t claim that body either, so don’t even think about calling me again. Burn it.”


She hung up again. Now I had to figure out how to tell Jimmy his mama wasn’t coming. I walked right by the nurses’ station and refused to look at them for fear of giving them the satisfaction of being right. I click-clacked my heels past them and turned down the hall to his room, walking in before I changed my mind or they stopped me.


I went in, farther this time, walking almost to his bed but still keeping my distance. The room was dim, lit mostly by sunlight from outside. Jimmy looked even frailer up close, and so skinny. With such effort, he turned his head toward me.


“Oh, Mama, I knew you’d come,” he said, in that small, reaching voice. I was so confused I just stood there, my feet glued to the floor. Then he started to cry. He was so dehydrated he could muster only one little tear, but his body was heaving in sobs, and it was so sad that I began to cry for him. Tears rolling right down my face as I just stood there, dumb. But then he tried to reach his hand out to me. I couldn’t not take his hand in mine.


“Mama,” he said again.


“Yes,” I said, squeezing his hand gently. “I’m here.” I don’t know if his vision was going or if he was just so close to dying his mind was seeing what he wanted most in life and death. This was probably the first time someone had touched him in six weeks without two pairs of gloves on. His face was grimy from sweat and drool. You could see the tear marks from the last time he was able to really cry.


“Let me clean you, honey,” I said, in my softest voice. I filled a small basin with warm water, and the smallest amount of soap. I washed his face the way I did my Allison’s when she was just a baby, smoothing a cloth slowly and softly over his skin.


“Mama, I’m sorry,” he said. “I missed you so much.”


“Hush,” I said. “Do you remember what I used to call you when you were just a little thing?”


He paused a long time. “Your angel.”


“That’s right,” I said, brushing back the hair they’d let get greasy and making it as nice as I could. “My angel. Don’t you worry about nothing.”


I pulled a chair over, and I sat with him, holding his hand for about an hour, until he fell asleep. I started to get nervous about abandoning Bonnie, so I gingerly got up and tiptoed out the door. The brighter light of the hallway shocked me into a realization of what I was doing. I’d gone down some kind of rabbit hole, but this was real life. I went right to a bathroom, turning the handle with my elbow and backing in like I’d seen surgeons do on doctor shows.


I grabbed a paper towel without touching anything and used it to turn the hot water on. There I was, scrubbing my hands and arms till they were red raw with about as much soap as they had, then rubbing soap on my face, paying special attention to my mouth and nostrils. I was so scared I’d breathed in something. I swished soapy water in my mouth to be sure, spitting it out, then looking up at my face in the mirror. I stared at that scared blond girl, dressed so nice so people would listen to her if Bonnie needed anything. I took a huge breath. Then another. Big heaving breaths to flush out the air in my body. “Okay,” I said aloud. “Okay.”


Bonnie made smiley eyes at me when I walked in, then furrowed her brow at my face.


“There’s this young man who’s real sick,” I said. “Well, he’s close to my age, but he doesn’t have anyone coming, and I swear to God he thinks I’m his mama. Bonnie, I think he’s gonna die really quick.”


Bonnie took a pen to her pad. HE NEEDS YOU, she wrote. I’M FINE.


“You don’t mind?” I think maybe I wanted her to need me so that I could stay in good conscience.


She shook her head, pointing again to her pad. HE NEEDS YOU.


So I went back to that hallway with the red door. Before I went back in, I stood there and had a little conversation with God. I knew that was Him working through Bonnie telling me I had to go back to Jimmy. “Lord, I’ll take care of this young man if this is what You want,” I said. “But don’t let me get it, okay? I’ve got a daughter I have to raise.” I looked up, waiting for a sign. That’s the thing about God: He keeps you guessing.


When I went in, I took Jimmy’s hand again. He seemed even weaker. I sat there with him all night. Thirteen hours in total. At one point, he got a really frightened look.


“What’s gonna happen?”


“Oh angel, I’m not letting go of this hand here until Jesus takes the other one. I’m gonna stay right here until He says He is ready for you.”


His face softened. People just want to be sure of things sometimes. I spent the next hours holding his hand, singing songs to him, as his breathing grew slower and slower. I had an ache in my belly from not eating, but I didn’t want to leave him, for fear he would die alone. The nurses didn’t visit one single time. No doctor, nothing.


It was just before midnight when Jimmy took his last breath. There was no big moment. He was just here on this earth and then he wasn’t. The room seemed empty. I sat with him for a while after he died. And I cried.


I went out to the nurses’ station and told them Jimmy was dead. It was a new shift of nurses, but they brought the same indifference to him. They seemed relieved, to be honest. Now they just needed to get rid of his body.


“What funeral home?” one asked. Like, let’s move this along and get that thing out of here.


“Well, darned if I know,” I said. “What do you usually do?”


“There is nothing usual about this,” she said. “We need to think of our patients.”


“That young man was your patient too,” I said, but I was too tired to have a fight. “I’ll call someone in the morning.”


I checked in on Bonnie before I left. She was asleep, so I left a note on her pad. “The young man passed,” I wrote. “See you tomorrow.”


As I made the hour’s drive home to Hot Springs, I thought about how cruel people can be. I imagined me in some hospital, lying there unloved and then unclaimed. When I got home, FooFoo greeted me at the door, slinking through my legs looking for dinner. My little house seemed empty with Allison at her daddy’s, and before I went to bed I instinctively checked her room. The moonlight was flowing in, and I went in and sat on her bed. And I cried. I cried more than I did in Jimmy’s room. I just couldn’t imagine not caring what happened to my child. Allison got away from me once at the Arkansas fairgrounds, and the only one more scared than me was her. It was three minutes, and I couldn’t breathe right until I found her and held her. It doesn’t matter if your child’s two or twenty-two. That’s your baby. I couldn’t imagine anyone deserting a child for any reason.


The next morning, I got out the Yellow Pages, and I proceeded to call just about every funeral home in the state of Arkansas. I started close to the hospital, but I had to expand my reach. Every call, as soon as they asked the cause of death, they refused to take him. This was the bubonic plague and leprosy all in one. Finally, I called a black mortuary over in Pine Bluff.


“We’ll do it,” the man said after a very long pause. “But we’ll only cremate him. No viewing. And nothing in the paper.”


I didn’t have the money to spend on a cremation, so when I got to the hospital I told those nurses they needed to figure out a way for the hospital to pay for it, if they wanted him out so bad. This was the first set of nurses again, and when I walked up they all backed away. All of a sudden, they had a fund they used to pay for indigent cremation. There was just one catch: I needed to call his mother one more time to secure permission to cremate. So it was back to the pay phone.


“Jimmy passed, and I have one question,” I said, not giving her a chance to hang up. I actually had a lot of questions, but right then I needed the answer to just one. “Are you okay with him being cremated?”


“Do whatever you want,” she said.


“What about his ashes?” I said.


“They’re yours now,” she said. I heard the receiver click.


The funeral directors said they would only come after hours. I arranged to be there for Jimmy. They came late, wearing these horrible moon suits like they were from outer space. They shoved him in a bag and carried him off without one shred of dignity. I followed them as they hurried out the back door, keeping even this mercy a secret.


Bonnie stayed in the Med Center about a week longer, so when I visited, I saw that Jimmy’s room was closed up for many days, biohazard tape all around the door so no air or germs could escape and catch someone by surprise. No one wanted to even go in there. In the meantime, Bonnie continued to get better and then went home. In Hot Springs, I had plenty to keep my mind off Jimmy. For one, the big drama was that Bonnie’s fiancé, Les, who I think visited her once in the hospital, could not deal with the facts that she’d just had her tongue ripped out and she was bald from chemo and had radiation marks on her face. So he packed up and left her. And there was always sweet Allison to tend to and bills that needed worrying over. This was normal life.


Then Jimmy’s ashes came in the mail. They’d just thrown them in a cardboard box. And I realized his mother was right. They were all mine now. And there was only one place I knew of to put them: Files Cemetery.


When I was ten, my grandmother died in an automobile accident and was buried, like all of our kin since the late 1880s, in Files Cemetery, a quarter-acre lot on top of a hill in Hot Springs. My mother had a big family fight with her brother, my uncle Fred, pretty soon after. At the wake, to be exact. Uncle Fred was standing at my grandmother’s casket on the raised platform at Gross Funeral Home. He’d done something with family land. “Oh Mama, oh Mama, forgive me,” he said, so loud we could all hear him. He was sobbing and rocking the casket. “The greed got in me, and I wanted that property. The devil got in me—”


Here came my mother, running down the aisle. “It’s too late now, you sonuvabitch!” she screamed as she jumped on his back. She pounded on him, and they came rolling down the wheelchair ramp.


As vengeance against him for whatever he had done, my mother then, very casually, oh so quietly, used what little money we had, to purchase every single available plot in Files Cemetery. Two hundred and sixty-two spaces, to be exact. She put a C marker for Coker on each plot, so everyone would know they were hers. When she was done, she spoke to Uncle Fred one final time. “You will never rest with your kin,” she told him. “You will be alone for eternity.”


My uncle had to buy spaces at Memorial Gardens, among what he considered the common folk in town. He died when I was sixteen, and I drove my aunts to the cemetery because I was the only one who was still talking to all of them. Mama said she wasn’t going, but someone hid behind the pillars at the entrance and shot off Roman candles over the hearse as it entered. High in the sky so they would fall over all of us. She wasn’t missing that moment.


So, it would be kind to call my mother eccentric. I’m told she was nice once, before she was sent to the Booneville Tuberculosis Sanatorium when I was six months old. She was a nurse, and she didn’t have tuberculosis, but she did have some rare lung disease. They didn’t believe she didn’t have TB and picked her up in handcuffs to take her up the dirt roads to Booneville. The sanatorium was built so people with TB would never have to leave. It was a village, with its own chapel, grocery, and fire department—and endless rules about contact with the outside world. They put her up on top of that mountain, sleeping on a screened-in porch, and whatever happened to her up there made her lose her mind. They finally let her come home when I was four, just in time for my father to get sick with lung trouble of his own. He died in front of me on Thanksgiving Day when I was five.


In my teens, my mother and I would walk by the graves after church on Sunday. I would stop at my daddy’s grave, still missing him so much. He was nearly sixty when I was born, and I nursed the memories I had of him to keep them fresh in my mind. The times he took me to his parents’ homestead in Florida, where we would float in a tiny boat down the Peace River. He taught me not to be afraid of the alligators we passed or the snakes that hung from the trees. Or at home in Hot Springs, a singular moment I held onto, of me crawling to the TV, racing to the jingle of a Maxwell House coffee percolator commercial, and him putting his finger right in the top back of my diaper to hold me in place. His laugh as he picked me up to tickle me and love on me. That feeling of being lifted and held.


My mother was not the sentimental type, and each time we visited his grave, she would take a deep breath and make a sweeping motion with her arms. “Someday all this will be yours,” she would say with this sarcastic laugh. Even as a kid, I would think, Couldn’t I just inherit a ring? I was an only child. What was I going to do with a cemetery?


Now, I had Jimmy’s ashes, and I felt like his soul couldn’t really rest until he was safely returned to the earth. I knew I would have to do it at night. If word got out that I had buried an AIDS patient, much less taken care of one in a room for hours, there was not a judge in the state of Arkansas—or in America, for that matter—who would not have taken my daughter away from me and given full custody to her father. This was a state with a sodomy law that made consensual sex between two men punishable with up to a year in prison.


I couldn’t afford anything nice to put Jimmy’s remains in for burial, so I went to a friend, Kimbo Dryden, who worked at Dryden Pottery over in Whittington Park. He was a hippie, with long brown hair that made him look like the picture of Jesus that everybody’s grandma has up in her house. But with a patch of snow-white eyelashes that I couldn’t help but stare at. I asked Kimbo if he had anything he could spare. I didn’t tell him what I needed it for. He had a chipped cookie jar he was willing to part with. I got home and poured Jimmy’s ashes in it. Now I had to do it.


I waited for a full moon. Files Cemetery sits up on a hill covered with pines and oaks, plus one magnolia tree. It’s right next to Files Road, so I had to be quick. The ground was covered all year in a carpet of brown pine needles that crunched with every step you took. The sound competed with the caws of mockingbirds, our state bird. The males will sing all night for love, sounding like a mess of porch swings in need of oil, creaking over and over again. I was strangely calm. I know there are people who are afraid of cemeteries, but I have always found them comforting. Especially Files. Maybe because I missed my daddy so much. He was a kind man. I knew that he would like what I did for Jimmy, so I decided to put the hole in the very center of Daddy’s grave. This way I would remember where Jimmy was if Hot Springs found out and I had to get him.


I placed Jimmy by my daddy’s marker to sort of introduce them. I ran my fingers along the raised letters reading “James Isham Coker” and “World War I & World War II.” Born in 1900, he’d just made it into the Navy for the first one and then went back for the second one. When the legion of young veterans returned from World War II to kick out the Mob and run Hot Springs the right way, he was one of the older guys they treated as a respected elder. They were all good men.


“My daddy’s going to look after you, Jimmy,” I said. It’s hard work digging in a cemetery, because they’re always full of rocks. Cemetery land is never worth a damn. If you could grow something on it, it would never have been set aside for the dead.


I managed to pull out a neat circle of red Arkansas dirt. “I’m sorry we only had a short time together. But you’re safe now, okay?”


I placed him in the grave, and I said a prayer for him. I rearranged the pine needles to hide what I’d done, and I looked around as a wind moved through the trees in the cemetery. Once he was safely buried, the magnitude of what I had done hit me. It felt like I was harboring a fugitive. A fear took hold of me that this secret would be my undoing. I thought: What have you gotten yourself into? 




Chapter Two


It was spring, so the dogwoods were in bloom. White flowers filled the hills, which were dotted with lavender and pink dots of redbuds. That’s when the white bass start running. They’re mating, and everyone else in Hot Springs is too. If you find a creek where they’re at, you can literally dip-net them. The fish, I mean, but that was also my friend Sandy’s approach to men. In 1986, she was on a mission from God to get a husband. She was so fun, and she was the one who taught me how to be blond.


“I saw Richard last night,” Sandy told me, adjusting her bikini straps for the sixteenth time to avoid tan lines and ensure a little attention. We were lying out on lounge chairs by the pool, sunning ourselves at work and not knowing how lucky we had it. We sold time-shares on the weekend at the Lake View Resort on Lake Hamilton. We did a two-hour tour of the condos at nine in the morning and then another at two. The middle of the day was ours to do with as we pleased at the resort, and we were encouraged by our bosses to sunbathe and get beautiful. Two blonds in bikinis, coming attractions for what you’d see here every day if you rented for a week.


“How’s Richard doing?” I asked. He was a merchant marine bringing supplies from one ship to another in the Gulf, so he would be gone for weeks at a time. He’d arrive at Sandy’s door, a man just out of prison.


“Good as always,” Sandy said, sighing out the always and throwing her hands back.


“I like Richard,” I said, which was true. It was hard to find a man worth a damn, and he was nice. Good-looking and funny, like Sandy.


“Ruthie, when are we gonna get you a man?”


“Aren’t you the one who says I can’t see any man you dated?” I asked. “You’re not leaving me many to pick from.”


“I can’t help it if I’m popular.”


“You can’t help it, is right.”


She would think I was stealing her man, and with the type of men Sandy dated, that would be petty theft. Not worth losing a friend like Sandy over. She was the only one I’d found as outdoorsy as me, and we could go on twenty-mile hikes in the hills and not run out of people to talk about.


“You gotta go where the men are,” said Sandy.


“The only men interested in me have wedding rings,” I said. If Sandy’s was the I-saw-him-first rule, mine was no married men. “I didn’t even like my husband, why on earth would I want someone else’s?”


“How is that bastard?” she asked. We never said his name. It was a sort of superstition, and you’re still not gonna hear it from me. It’s like inviting the devil. “He’s late on Allison’s money again,” I said. He was supposed to pay a hundred dollars a month, but the only thing reliable about him was that he wasn’t going to come through. I married him when I was a month shy of twenty, because he was the first person that asked. He was thirty-five then. My mother had done a good job of convincing me I was born ugly and would die ugly, so I thought I wouldn’t get another chance at saying yes to any man. My mother’s plan for me was to marry the retread-tire man’s son, because he would always have a job. On top of being just evil, Allison’s daddy couldn’t keep a job, so maybe I should have listened to her.


“Well, we need real men,” she said. “Get Allison a better daddy than the one she got.”


I shrugged. And there he was, right in my head. Jimmy. I pulled my hair back, trying to distract myself. I’d done this all week, ever since I buried him on Daddy’s grave. I was so close to him in that hospital for all those hours. My hand still felt like his skin was on it. The look on the nurses’ faces …


“Sandy, tell me again you’d take Allison if something happens to me.”


“I do so swear,” she said. “I’d raise Allison as my own … maid.” She laughed, and I gave her a chuckle even though I didn’t want to.


“I just don’t want her daddy’s family involved if … You know. Not that they would want her.” One time, when Allison was a year old, we were out eating with her daddy’s parents. They were taking a break from watching Pat Robertson on the TV. Their friend stopped by the table and oohed at Allison. “Oh, where’d she get that pretty red hair?” she asked. My mother-in-law didn’t wait a beat: “That’s what we wanna know.”


Sandy sat up and lowered her sunglasses, but I wouldn’t look back at her for fear she’d see I was really scared. “Nothing’s gonna happen to you, Ruthie.”


A husband and wife walked by us, so Sandy and I got quiet. He was doing that thing men do when they’re trying to face front and not get in trouble with the wife, but they’re straining their eyes to see you. The wife grabbed that hand of his real quick, so I made sure to say, “Hi there,” just to her. People came here to look at the time-shares for the free lunch and use of the pool, and my job was to sell them something they didn’t need. A week cost sixteen thousand dollars in the summer red week, but I was good at selling. Hot Springs actually had five seasons when you counted the racing season, and those were red weeks too. You could get a blue winter week for five thousand dollars, but I would always work to upgrade the renter and then get the sale from that too. Blue weeks were all Sandy really sold, but it was only because she thought she couldn’t sell higher. “Sandy, you think that’s a lot of money,” I’d tell her every time she lowballed herself. “You need to quit thinking like that. They don’t think it’s a lot of money.”


Larry swung by behind the couple and winked at us. “Ladies,” he said. Larry Nelson was our boss, and he was a good one. One of the few I’d ever had who let me work and left me alone. I’d get a job, and they’d expect sex on top of my other work, so I’d have to quit. From the start with Larry, I had that “I’m not sleeping with you” air about me, so he didn’t bother asking. I knew Larry’s wife, and I also knew she thought I was sleeping with him, but I never was.


“Well, we should get moving,” I said. There was an empty condo where we could shower and change back into our “let me sell you a time-share” clothes.


“Let’s go make some more money,” said Sandy. “Put on our lucky selling dresses.”


Larry had us all up in this great big room we called the office. There were about sixty of us working selling time-shares, each at a little table, side by side. You could hear everybody’s conversation; it was kind of like a circus. You took whomever came to your table, but if the people looked like they were going to be a waste of time, there were ways some sales people had to deflect them, like looking busy or suddenly having to run to the bathroom.


One time there was this little old man who came in wearing a stained T-shirt and overalls that were frayed at the bottom where he’d cut them. You could practically hear people saying, “I don’t want him. All yours.” Well, I didn’t care what you looked like. He had come over from the Delta, and as he walked toward me I saw he had on these steel-toe boots that he had cut the toes out of.


He caught me looking. “Diabetes,” he said.


“Well, it is a pleasure to meet you,” I said. “I’m Ruth.”


The guy didn’t look like he had a penny to his name, but I gave him the same tour I gave everyone else. At the end, he reached into his overalls and pulled a snuff bag from behind the bib. And from that he pulled out sixteen thousand dollars in cash and put it on the table.


“I think I want one of these,” he said. Everybody was just gobsmacked. So I had a reputation.


This couple I had that afternoon was more the usual type. They were in their thirties, he in a dark blue polo and she in a summer dress that looked new. They had a little money, I could tell, but these ones had their arms crossed tight, so I knew I had to warm them up. The tighter the buyers’ arms were crossed, the tougher they were to crack. You knew they’d made a pact that morning that they weren’t turning loose any money and they weren’t listening to you. So you would sit with your arms crossed exactly the way they had theirs crossed. And you would just eventually, throughout the conversation, uncross your arms. A little bit at a time. And they would uncross their arms, a little bit at a time. Then, sometimes, they would pull them back up, and you had to start all over again. You had to keep breaking that pact, and it was always about the money.


I put my right hand over my left and leaned in. “Look,” I said, lowering my voice as if I was leveling with them, even though I was about to tell one heck of a little white lie. “I bet you did the same thing my husband and I did when we first came here. ‘Honey, we’re not buying a thing today. We’re not making a decision today, I don’t care how great it is or how much we like it. We’re not buying today.’”


They looked at each other and laughed, their bodies relaxing. It was always the same.


“I get it,” I said. “Now that we’ve got that straight, let’s do the tour.”


As we walked over to the model condo, I talked up Hot Springs. I know a lot of people who love Hot Springs as much as I do but nobody who loves her more. My grandmother’s grandfather, Grandpa Gardiner, came here from England in 1836 and opened the first general store and saloon. Well, one of the first. Everybody says theirs was the first. He owned the land from Central Avenue to Mount Riante, and he was always having somebody at his homestead digging a grave. “He lost another slave,” the locals would say. “That boy from England, he doesn’t know how to keep a slave. He buys ’em, and then they die on him.”


They didn’t know his slaves weren’t dead. He was secretly putting them on the wagon train to the Indian Territory and freeing them. He hated slavery, didn’t understand it at all. He would get the slaves when they came up the river, and he would buy them through his store, and then he’d help them escape.


“This used to be known as the Valley of the Vapors,” I told the couple as we walked up a hill. “The warring Indian chiefs, way back about five hundred years or more, they would come into the valley where the hot springs were. It was the healing valley, so they couldn’t bring their weapons in.”


I paused for effect. “They would divert the water. I think there are forty-seven springs coming down from Hot Springs mountain, about a million gallons a day. It’s hot, 147 degrees Fahrenheit, and they would divert the creek so that the hot water would come down and mix with the cool water. That way the chiefs just had their own little bath. They would soak out the problems and talk out what they needed and wanted. Instead of fighting about it. It was a sacred valley. It still is to me.”


That was for her. I saw her put her arm in his as I continued. “You probably know Hot Springs was the original home of spring training for baseball. Babe Ruth loved it, but did you know Al Capone loved Hot Springs too?”


“No shi—” he said, and the wife pulled his arm but good. “Really?”


“Oh sure. He used to stay at the Arlington Hotel, and he even had his worst enemy living here at the same time: Bugsy Siegel. Hot Springs was neutral territory.” Here came the trump card. “And Owney Madden, of course.”


“Who?”


“Owney Madden? They called him ‘The Killer.’ The Mob sent him down to Hot Springs to cool off after he killed someone he shouldn’t have. That was the thirties, and by then Hot Springs was the place to be in the South for organized crime. Wide open.”


My grandfather was Owney Madden’s doorman. I remember when Papa had his leg amputated and was recovering out at our house, and Owney used to visit him. This big black Cadillac would pull up, and a man would be standing by the car at all times. Owney always gave me graham crackers. I thought he brought them because he liked me, but when I got older I realized it was because I would just sit and be quiet because I had a mouth full of crackers.


We entered the condo, which was nice and big. Two-bedroom, two-bath—Larry really did do a good job. “Now, see how it feels to live here,” I said. “It’s not a museum.”


She walked out on the balcony to look at the lake, closing the glass door behind her to keep in the air-conditioning. He sat on the couch and turned on the TV to find a ball game. This is how a lot of people want to live. Alone together.


“It’s the life,” he said to me, but more to himself. She turned back to look at him through the glass, and I busied myself straightening a pillow. I caught her nodding.


“Sold,” he said.


I had the windows open the whole drive home in my little gray Toyota Celica. I’d never bought a new car, but I kept this one shiny enough that it passed. This was the first time I had four take-offs that were the same brand of tire, so I knew I had made it. I pulled into the driveway of my house, a buff-brick ranch, a thousand and change square feet.


I was doing all right on my own. Sandy was right though: I did want a husband. Just because you don’t really need something doesn’t mean you wouldn’t like to have it.


I could hear the phone ringing as I got out of the car.


“Is this Ruth?” It was a stern voice.


“Yes?” I said.


“This is Sister Angela Mayer.”


“Oh,” I said, starting to straighten the kitchen counter as if this stranger could see me. “Hello, Sister.”


“I’m an administrator at St. Joseph’s Regional,” she said. “I was given your name.”


St. Joe’s was the Catholic hospital in Hot Springs. “Yes?” I said, drawing it out.


“We have a patient that we need removed,” she said. “We cannot care for him here.”


“Do I know him?” I said.


“I don’t know who you know,” she said. “This hospital is not equipped to handle people with AIDS. It is not safe. And we don’t want the reputation.”


“Well, I don’t see what I …”


“You’ll come tonight?”


“Uh, let me …”


She hung up. I realized I hadn’t asked his name.


I sat in the kitchen. The room was already darkening from the sun setting. I’d rushed in to answer the phone and hadn’t turned on the light. Allison would be away until her daddy brought her back in time for me to take her to Sunday services.


I cradled my head in my hands for a minute. And then I picked up my keys.


“Well, shoot,” I said to no one.




Chapter Three


Sister Angela Mayer met me by the giant cross in the lobby of St. Joe’s. She wasn’t in a habit, but she had the look of a nun to her, so I went up to her right away.


“Are you Ruth?”


“Yes,” I said, extending my hand. She didn’t even look at it. Pretended it wasn’t happening. The Sisters of Mercy had founded this hospital a hundred years before. I wondered if she’d been around then.


“Come with me,” she said, already moving to the elevator. She didn’t say a word until the elevator doors closed and we were alone. “As I said on the phone, this hospital is not equipped to handle this case. We need to transport the patient elsewhere.”


“Where?”


She looked at me, and her true voice glinted through her administrator voice. “I don’t care what you do with him.”


The doors opened. I wanted to press the L button. To get out. She must have known, because she moved her arm as if to touch my back to usher me out, but stopped just short of actually touching me.


The nurses were waiting but made no move to greet me, just stared at me.


“Can I see him?” I asked.


Sister Angela led me down a hall, and a nurse handed me a pile of protective clothing. It felt like I was getting ready to go into space. The sister stared at me, nodding, as I put on the booties, the gown, balloon-cloth pants, a hat, and a mask. Just like with Jimmy, the hallway had trays of food lined up on the floor.


Before I put on the mask, I turned to the sister. “What’s his name?”


She looked at me. “It’s on the chart,” she said. “He was dumped at the ER doors.”


She said it like it was an excuse. I don’t think she even wanted to touch the chart, which said he was Ronald Watkins. I didn’t know any Watkins people, and I knew a lot of people.


I walked in alone, and he was so far gone, I could tell death was a matter of hours. I could just tell, and if anyone had actually gone in his room they would know too. He was a skeleton. I walked out quickly to tell Sister Angela there wouldn’t even be time to move him, but she was gone.


So I went back in.


“Ronald, I’m here for you.” I sat down.


I held his hand, and it just felt wrong to do it with a glove. I took it off. I left the stupid space suit on, but I took off the mask and the silly cap. My hair wasn’t going to get AIDS.


I sat and talked softly to him. I was talking to a body, he was that close to death, but it felt wrong to just sit in silence. Like Jimmy, Ronald simply stopped breathing, but this time I was less scared. I watched the artery in his neck pulse a few more times, slower and slower, until it too stopped. Seeing how long his soul would stay.


More calls started coming.


I guess the nurses and doctors all went to the same places to drink and unwind, because I later found out they got to talking.


“Oh my God, we had this insane woman come in, and she went right in the AIDS patient’s room.”


“Wait, you had someone come in to take care of him for you? What’s her name? What’s her phone number?”


They all wanted to get rid of them. I had two calls that first month, which I thought was crazy. Then three the second. Little Rock had the Med Center, a Baptist hospital, a Catholic hospital, and Doctors Hospital. Hot Springs had AMI Medical Center and St. Joe’s. Those were the big hospitals. Then there are all these little towns around Hot Springs that had little clinic hospitals. If it was bad—and with AIDS, by the time the patient got help, it always was—those little clinics sent patients to a hospital in Hot Springs.


As the months wore on, they had more and more of these gay guys coming into the hospital emaciated, alone or left at the ER. They were all my age or younger, twenty-three or twenty-four. They’d been afraid to get help, or maybe just didn’t know what was happening. It was a six-week thing from the first sign of symptoms. The diarrhea, a fever that wouldn’t go away, night sweats, and what I saw most then, pneumonia. They wasted away, their bowels evacuating so much they were down to sixty or seventy pounds. By the time I was brought in, they were at death’s door.


My work schedule selling time-shares was flexible, so I could work around that in emergencies. I imagined the commissions I was missing out on but put it out of my mind. Allison had turned four in May, and I had her in a KinderCare preschool day care five days a week. She spent weekends with her father, which helped. But when she wasn’t with him or at school, she was right there alongside me at the hospitals. She often ate her meals there and already had her preferences. Allison thought the food at St. Joe’s was the best, especially the pancakes. But the people at AMI were nicer.


Every single nurse and doctor thought they were the first person to tell me it was wrong to have a little kid there, but I didn’t know what I was supposed to do. I asked a nurse, who wouldn’t even go in the room, “If we go home, will you take better care of this man?” She nodded her head at me but walked away. Helping these men changed how I interacted with my daughter—I was constantly checking her for fever.


When I had to go to a hospital at night, I would wait until she was asleep and then put her on a pallet in the back seat and drive her to Bonnie’s. Bonnie was the only person who knew what I was doing. I’d bring in Allison, still sleeping like a little sack of potatoes, and lay her on Bonnie’s couch with her blankie until morning.


The hospitals were already mad they had to let them die there, so they needed the bodies out immediately. They’d heard I’d done it once, so they decided that was my job. I’d ask if there was insurance or next of kin, and they’d laugh. I learned that I had to have the person declared indigent by the county judge. Indigent burial or cremations are paid for by the county, as the funeral home has a responsibility to society to bury the person for only the actual cost. Hot Springs had long been a place where people had come to be healed by the waters, and so many indigent people had come here and died—whether of TB or whatever—that the county had set up a fund to pay for these burials long ago.


I started spending a lot of time at the courthouse, clicking my heels on the black-and-white tiles the size of nickels. I’d climb the stairs to the county judge’s office, wearing something flowy in case I needed to distract someone. The goal was to get in and get out. Judges would all be excited when they saw me show up in a dress, and then their faces would fall when I explained what I needed. They weren’t going to be making any time with me.


“They’re indigent, and there’s nothing we can do, and we’ve got to get them buried,” I’d say. The judge is supposed to make sure there’s been a diligent search for a family member with the means to pay or a church that would be willing to help with the costs. All I had to say was that this person had died of AIDS—there was no wasting time thinking that there might be someone to help.


I’d get the judges to sign off, then head back downstairs, slower now. An unfinished portrait of George Washington hung over a water fountain at the end of the hall, and we’d eye each other as I walked toward him and then turned right to leave.


Nobody once asked what I was going to do with the ashes.


Allison trailed behind me in Files Cemetery, still dressed for church. Her little white shoes crunched hard on the brown pine needles.


“We’re just tending to the graves, sweetie,” I said. Allison brought her little kids’ sand shovel, and if we weren’t dressed so nicely it might have looked like we were heading to the beach.


I was holding a tote that had two cookie jars in it. There had been two deaths that week. I’d been back to my friend Kimbo at Dryden Pottery a few times, but I never bought more than I needed. Superstition, I guess. I lied and told him I’d taken to giving the cookie jars as birthday gifts.


What’s funny is that everyone’s ashes are a different color. You might think the ash is powder, but it’s tougher stuff. You see the fragments of bone, proof that this was a real person.


Today would be my grandmother’s turn to take in two souls. “You’ll like her,” I said, taking the jars out of the bag and setting them on the ground next to her grave site. “She’ll take good care of you.”


I always brought a little plant with us in case somebody came along and wondered what we were up to. Even though nothing grew here, no matter how hard I tried to pretty it up with rosebushes.


“Ruth?” I said under my breath. “She’s just planting flowers. Why in the world would you think she’s burying AIDS patients? That would be crazy.”


Allison knelt beside me, and I smoothed her reddish curls. “You are just the most beautiful angel,” I said. “Now, help Mama dig a little.”


I dug the two holes as deep as I could, piling the red dirt in a neat mound. Allison lost interest and started trying to do somersaults.


“Not in the cemetery, honey,” I said, placing the jars of ashes gently into the ground. “And not in that dress. Keep that dress nice.”


I smoothed the tote on the ground, and she knelt on it. I took her little hands and clasped them in front of her face so she knew that this was a prayer.


“Close your eyes and think about love,” I said. “And we’ll send it right here so the grass and flowers grow, okay?”


“Okay.”


“God, I don’t know these men but You do,” I said. “Whatever their religion, we ask that You take them into Your care. Bless anyone who cared for them on this earth, and to anyone who has been kind to them who is now in Heaven, please greet them with love and mercy.”


I opened my eyes and saw Allison’s big green eyes looking at me. “Well, I think these plants are safe and sound and ready to grow,” I said.


She looked down at the grave. “Good job, plants!” she said. “I love you.” And she was off, skipping through the gravestones.


By the end of summer, I’d buried eight men from all the hospitals. It seemed like so many then. I had no idea.


They were always right at death’s door, so there really wasn’t a lot I could do. Except offer comfort. I had to make that clear as soon as I walked in, because I knew they could still hear me. Yes, I was another stranger coming in, but I wasn’t going to be mean to them like everybody else had been. I just couldn’t imagine being that sick and vulnerable and having people be nasty to you. I would sit with them, hold their hands, tell them they were okay now. Some would die quickly, but some would die over hours. I would tell stories to comfort them and me.


Sitting with them, I saw a river. I felt like I was taking these young men in my arms and carrying them across the river to the other side. And there were all the friends and family, people who wouldn’t judge them, waiting to take them. I took them over that river and handed them safely to those who would love them.


And then I turned around and I was back on land, standing alone at the water’s edge. I would get up, close their eyes and close their mouths, brush their hair, and straighten them up in the bed. Give them dignity.


A young man at St. Joe’s changed everything. Howard.


He had pneumonia and what looked like bad thrush in his mouth when I got to him. I knew his doctor could see it, even if he was just standing in the doorway. The doctor was all done up in his space suit standing there, and he scolded me for not wearing a mask. He was a cancer doctor. They were sticking the patients with cancer doctors, because they still thought it was gay cancer. The doctors sure resented it, and they always let me know it, like it was my fault. Here, they’d just gotten into this moneymaking field, and now AIDS was gonna ruin their practice, and no straight people were gonna come anymore. I heard all that.


I went down to the cafeteria and got some buttermilk. Yuck, but I knew it would kill the thrush. I got this from my grandmother on my father’s side. She and my grandfather helped settle the Florida Keys. They ran a fish camp down there, but she was the go-to person for medical stuff and could cure anything. She could diagnose things. I don’t know if it was magic or voodoo or what she had. Maybe just plain common sense. But whatever it was, I’ve got it too—a lot of it.


My daddy would take me down there in the winters before he died. He taught me all that stuff, like how to make a poultice and put it on to draw out the infection. “Well, go pick this from that tree and pick that from this plant.” There weren’t doctors around them, and our family didn’t have money to go to doctors anyway. So this is what you did.


I visited Howard three days straight, missing out on work while Allison was at her preschool. The buttermilk worked on him, and I tried to spoon-feed him yogurt, but he couldn’t eat. He was in and out of it, but we could have snatches of conversation here and there. He had made it all the way to New York, right out of high school.


“If you have fifty cents and you’re gay, you get on a bus out of Arkansas,” he said. “Pick a coast and head for it.” He got work assisting a bookkeeper. “It was off-the-books,” he whispered, “which I always found funny.”


“My rule is that I will take any job as long as it’s legal and vertical,” I said.


“Smart rule.”


“I’m no dummy,” I said. “I may be blond, but my roots are dark.”


He started to laugh, and I felt so guilty because it started a coughing fit.


“Did you have someone in New York?”


“Ken,” he said. “The most handsome man. That is what it would be like to be with him—you would walk around and see people react like, ‘That is the most handsome man.’ He got sick. I kept missing work, so my boss fired me. I think he knew. They hate us. Everybody hates us.”


“I know, honey,” I said. “I’m so sorry.”


“He died at St. Vincent’s. July 11. There were crosses on the wall, just like here.”


We both looked at Jesus, as if he might join the conversation.


“Is it better there in New York?”


“Not really,” he said. “Nobody knows what to do.”


“Are people doing anything?” I asked. They had to be doing something about this in New York.


“No.”


“Why did you come back here?” I asked.


“I started to get sick, and I thought my parents—” He stopped and swallowed. “I didn’t have anyone. I had friends, but they started to disappear when Ken got sick. People are afraid to breathe the same air as me, so … We had a dog. A King Charles spaniel—our baby, Clementine. Clem. I snuck him in a bag the whole way down here. Mama said Clem could stay. She said, ‘I pity this poor dog.’ Dad stayed in his shed. Wouldn’t come out.” He took a long pause, then gave up on whatever he was going to say.


“Well, you were right to come here after all. There is nothing more beautiful than Hot Springs in the fall, right?”


“I loved the lakes in fall,” he said dreamily. “They cool off, and the people are all gone.”


“You can go out lake fishing and never see another person,” I said.


“My daddy would take me and my brother out on the weekends,” he said. “I just wanted to see the leaves change again.”


I started to cry too and looked around. There wasn’t even a box of tissues in here. He started to fade again. “Well, if we are going to act like this, we need tissues,” I said. “I will be right back, I swear.”


He looked scared. “I promise,” I said. I got up to go outside, and after I closed the door, I stepped on one of the trays of food they left by the door. I looked down at this pitiful baloney sandwich lying in spilled apple juice. Some dam in me broke.


I marched halfway to the nurses’ station. Two nurses stood there staring, and here came another one.


“These trays on the floor?” I said, trying so hard to remain as ladylike as I possibly could, when I just wanted to scream. “He’s not a dog. He’s not gonna come out and eat off that tray. Stop it. I don’t wanna see that again.”


“He doesn’t eat,” said one.


“How can he? If you don’t want to go in there, put a tray table outside that door and you put that there food on that table. Would you eat something off the floor? I wouldn’t, and I am not gonna have you disrespect a human being like that. It’s not right.”


Sister Angela emerged, like some sort of devil. “You need to calm down,” she said.


“I am calm,” I said. Then I lowered my voice. “Look, here’s the deal,” I said, looking back at the nurses. “You might not like him. You may not want to go in there. But one of you, I know, will.”


I turned to the sister. “One of you has God’s love in your heart.” Back to the nurses. “Why don’t you trade off if you don’t want to go in there, but don’t be a jerk about it. One of you has the strength. Find it. Do what you do and help him.”


“The patient …” Sister began to say.


“Howard. He went to New York. He had a whole life …” Sister Angela stared at me so I met her eye. “I could just go home,” I said. “I could go home and not come back. This is the deal.”


She curled her lip ever so slightly so I could see her disdain for me. She shot a look at the nurses and walked away.


“Now, may I please have a box of tissues?” I asked.


As they stared at me, I started to take off my space suit, removing the balloon-cloth pants and the huge top. A nurse handed me a box of tissues.


“Thank you,” I said, throwing back my hair. I clicked my heels hard on the floor on the way back to his room, stopping to throw the space suit in the garbage.


I never wore one at any hospital again.


Howard became less lucid with each day until he died a few days later. It was like he was drowning in bed, he had so much fluid in his lungs. He never saw the leaves change again. His mother told me she didn’t want him, so I asked to speak to Howard’s father.


“He can’t come to the phone,” she said. I heard a dog bark, and she hissed, “Lucky, heel.” I wondered if she had even changed his dog’s name.


I buried him near Jimmy in Files. I told no one but Bonnie about the hospital visits. She was my sounding board, and we talked just about every night. Bonnie was adapting to her new life with a feeding tube and had managed to regain something like a voice. To be honest, she sounded a lot like Daffy Duck. And the thing is that Bonnie was so smart that she always used the big words. Maybe from all her years doing the typesetting at the newspaper. When I took her to her doctor, and he asked how she was, she might joke, “Resplendent.” That would take about five minutes of decoding.


Her oncologist was Bruce Leipzig, a rabbi from New York. So, you know, he stuck out in Arkansas. He taught me how to care for Bonnie, help her with her medicines and her feeding tube. This wasn’t new to me. I didn’t have any medical training, but I had cared for my father when I was a little girl. His lungs would fill with fluid, and my mother would hear him gurgling in the night. She’d wake me up to suction him. She had married him for his military pension, and he had married her because she was a nurse, so it was a trade-off they both were aware of. She was sick, very sick, and sometimes she couldn’t get out of bed, so I was her caretaker too. Daddy had a hole from a tracheotomy, and he would help me put the tube down his trachea and into his lungs. We would do one lung and then the other, usually filling half a jar with fluid. Which was about all I could carry at that age anyway. Then I would have to take the jar and empty it. I would gag, but you do what you have to do.


Bonnie was hardheaded too, and she wanted to live. When Dr. Leipzig told her she had only a three percent chance of living through the chemotherapy, she said, “I’m gonna die anyway, try it on me.” He shrugged and smiled. “We’ll try it then.”


On one of the visits, I told him I’d heard about AIDS “on TV” and I wondered what he thought.


“You know, we doctors thought for a while that we had all the answers,” he said. “Cut out the tumor, use this antibiotic.”


“Done,” I said.


“Right,” he said. “I can tell Bonnie, ‘Hey, let’s try this.’ I can tell another patient, ‘This will prolong your life.’ These people, what can you do? There’s no answer. I can’t imagine looking at a patient and saying, ‘I have absolutely nothing to give you.’ I mean, can you imagine?”


“No,” I said, lying. Bonnie looked at me, knowing exactly what I was up to. “What do they think is causing it?”


“I guess they’re saying it’s a virus, and when you get it at first you have the worst flu of your life, and then it passes. But it starts to destroy their immune system. They’re sitting ducks for anything that comes along. You have these young guys getting old man diseases.”


“Like a monster movie,” I said.


“I mean, as a doctor, it’s fascinating,” he said. “But it’s people. I guess the only thing you can do is prevent it. There’s talk about quarantining them, but how do you go about doing that?”


One day I was at St. Joe’s looking for a doctor.


“Oh, I think he’s looking up something in the library,” said a nurse.


“The library?” I said. “You all have a library here?”


“Yeah, it’s by the doctors’ lounge,” she said. “The medical library. They sometimes hide in there doing ‘research.’”


I just smiled, but as soon as the coast was clear around evening time, I marched myself back there. The lights were off, and I turned them on to see shelf after shelf of not just books but also the New England Journal of Medicine, the Journal of the American Medical Association, the Lancet … I let out a breath, and then I started, taking the most recent copies of each and turning pages until I found any mention of AIDS. The articles confirmed what I knew: HIV was a virus spread through sexual contact, blood transfusions, sharing needles, or mother to child. It was not like the cold or the flu, and they had ruled out what they called insect vectors, which I realized meant mosquitoes. There were long articles about statistics and projections about AIDS, and letters about the ethics of mass testing and the importance of prevention in the absence of a vaccine or therapy. Even the words “epidemic” and “vaccine” gave me hope someone was trying to create a cure.


Then I discovered the larger library at the Med Center in Little Rock. Every week I had to take Bonnie to a social worker there who did touch therapy. She was an older woman named Tweed—“like the fabric,” she’d say. She clearly cared about people, and we got to talking about what I was doing, and I told her I was on the lookout for any kind of information I could use. Tweed got me into the Med Center library, which was even better than the one at St. Joe’s because this was a teaching hospital. It was larger and more formal, and there was always a librarian stationed at the front.


“I’m going in to do research, and she’s helping me,” Tweed told the librarian.


“Okay,” was the answer. “How’s your day going?”


“Oh, it’s good, thank you,” I said. And I was in. We went back several times, doing this routine where Tweed would leave to check on a patient and then simply not come back. After a few visits, I was able to go in without her, smiling at the librarian and maybe paying a compliment as an entrance fee.
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