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chapter one
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JEANNINE


Nannie Lou said it was normal to cry at weddings. In 1987, when Pic married Frank, the tears fell for months and flowed into years.


When the judge said Pic could have us back, and Angel and I would move with her and Frank and leave Nannie Lou’s, Pic cried.


So did Angel, but as usual, she steadied herself quickly. She cornered Frank one afternoon just before the wedding and said, “Why do you want us to live with you? We like it here.”


Frank was shocked, then furious, stammering under the icy gaze of a thirteen-year-old. “I don’t care where you live,” he said. “It’s what your mother wants.”


“Yeah, today,” Angel said. “Get one thing straight. You might be marrying my mother, but you’ll never be my father. Never.”


“Who’d want to be your fucking father?” he whispered. “Trust me, if there was any way to leave you here, I fucking would.”


That was about as good as it got between Frank and Angel. What followed were years of distrust, simmering hatred, and tears.


Early in the hot August mornings, Nannie Lou cried at the kitchen table as she talked to Pop.


“I’m attached to them now. Besides, I don’t trust her with them, especially with this new baby coming. I don’t know if she can take care of them and a baby. Ain’t that a terrible thing to say about your own daughter?” she whimpered.


“Lou, we always knew this day might come,” Pop said. “It’s what we said we wanted. She’s cured. She can take care of her own kids. That’s the right way.”


During the last days of the summer, I sat on the rug in the hallway outside my room while Uncle Jimmy and Angel talked and Angel cried and cried.


“I’ll see you all the time,” Uncle Jimmy said.


Angel had been sobbing so hard she had to take deep breaths in between words.


“You won’t come over, not with Pic there,” she said, and started crying again.


“I’ll see you at swimming,” he said. “I’ll come and watch you practice. I’ll come to your meets. You can come here. We can go places. Come here, Angel, come here. Please, stop crying.”


And then, on another day, “You’ll go to college and forget all about me,” Angel wailed. “You’ll probably marry stupid Franny instead of me.”


“Forget Franny. You know I never see her anymore. Anyway, what are you talking about, marry! I’m seventeen and you’re thirteen, for Christ’s sake. And uncles can’t marry nieces. I think it’s against the law.”


Anger and frustration seeped into Angel’s voice. “That’s so stupid. Who would make up a law like that!”


“But Angel, you know this is crazy anyway. My mother would kill me if she knew about us. If Pop didn’t kill me first.”


Angel sniffed. “Just at first.”


Uncle Jimmy sighed. “No, they’d never accept it.”


Angel’s voice grew calmer. “Yes they would, Jim. People can get used to anything, until it seems normal.”


I expected Pic’s wedding to be like the weddings I saw on television. But it wasn’t. Pic got married by a judge in a hotel restaurant. She was wearing a short, hot pink dress and Frank didn’t even have on a tie. We all sat in folding chairs—Nannie Lou and Pop, Aunt Christine and Uncle Tony, Uncle Jimmy, Albert, Angel, and me. A few ladies from Pic’s rehab program were there, and so was Frank’s mother. She cried.


Before school started, we were going to move into the new house Pic and Frank had rented in some neighborhood called Kensington. Angel and I were going to new schools again, and Angel was going to be repeating seventh grade.


The day before the move, Angel told me to start packing. Nannie Lou had bought us huge black duffel bags and Pop gave us boxes. I had a lot more stuff than when I arrived. Even with my clothes folded neatly I had to squeeze to get them all into the duffel bag.


I looked at all the things on our dresser and on our bookshelf and wondered what I could take. I decided to go through all the books I had read and put aside the ones I wanted so I could ask Nannie Lou about them. I wound up my snow globe and, listening to the skating song, I started to pick out my books.


Pop stood at the door, looking in. He came and sat on the bed.


“Ah, Sprite,” he said.


He was wearing his Saturday clothes: old jeans and the T-shirt he wore to do chores. He bent his head into his hand so all I could see was his thinning gray hair.


I felt dizzy, and the edges of the room seemed to get dark.


I thought about all the pictures in the house that I’d been dusting all these months.


I thought about the cool basement and the smell of the laundry and the damp steam from the ironing.


I thought about waking up early in the morning in the new house, no Pop there.


My eyes filled up and spilled over.





chapter two
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ALEX


It was right after Christmas vacation of our senior year that we couldn’t find Angel. We just didn’t realize it for a few days.


Late on New Year’s Day it began snowing and snowed over a foot, so our vacation lasted an extra day—happiness! On Tuesday the streets were so bad, you’d think our coach, CJ, would have closed the pool, but no, even though there was no school and the streets were still a mess. So we went back to practice with less than forty-eight hours of rest after swimming 100,000 yards in eight days and staying up late at a New Year’s party. I was amazed that most people from the team made it—everybody, actually, except Angel and one lazy guy.


Until practice on Tuesday, I hadn’t talked to anyone from the team since the party on Sunday night. I called Angel’s house when I woke up on Monday but there was no answer. I was so tired that I wanted to sleep all day, but my mother made me get up and go to my grandmother’s house before the snowstorm got bad to eat this lentil soup that’s supposed to give you good luck for the coming year.


I ate a lot of soup because I wanted a lot of luck. I was swimming flat. I was a second away from Junior National cuts in three or four events, but I hadn’t made any drops in over a year. And this was it for those of us in the class of ’93 who hadn’t already signed with a school—it was recruiting time, and how we seniors swam in the next few months was going to have a lot to do with where we went to college.


So I ate those lentils.


Hell week was intense. I guess because we had done so well the summer before, we all had the sense that we had a big chance to prove something at the championships in April. We knew we had to get our yardage in over Christmas. So we trained three hours in the morning and three hours in the afternoon.


We weren’t just building our endurance, we were building our teamwork. We helped each other out when it got really hard and it hurt. We made each other stay focused.


In between the morning and afternoon sessions we ate a meal that the parents provided, usually a lot of pasta and meat. Then we curled up in sleeping bags on the gym floor and slept. CJ made sure the boys were way down at one end and the girls way up on the other end.


I always slept in between Angel and Melanie, my two best friends. Angel fell asleep within thirty seconds of lying down. She usually slept on her side, face toward me, one arm up over her head in an arc, her sleeping bag only pulled up to her waist. The windows in the building were high above, where the walls met the ceiling, and covered with rusted grating to protect against stray basketballs from the inside and stray projectiles from the outside. The grey winter light turned the scar on Angel’s cheek into strings of pearls.


Mel slept snuggled deep in her sleeping bag, so only the bun on the back of her head showed. Swimming all the time, we had learned to give up fussing with our hair. Angel kept hers short and spiky. Mel’s hair was thick and kinky, so she just greased it and pulled it into a knot. It suited her, though. She had beautiful, high cheekbones, and the way she pulled her sleek hair away from her face made her look elegant.


My hair, meanwhile, was a swarm of light brown ringlets. When I started swimming, I struggled to get it all in a cap, so Mel decided one day that I should cut the back like a boy and keep the rest of it long. I thought it would be weird but I let her do it anyway, and it worked out pretty well: without the heavy mass in the back I could get the rest into my cap, and it actually looked good, too— people commented on it a lot.


Unlike Mel and Angel, it usually took me a while to get to sleep, and then I woke up tired before we even got back into the water. I guess it doesn’t sound like any way to spend Christmas vacation, but it was one of the best weeks of my life.


Even in the past three years of college swimming, I’ve never felt like that.


Anyway, even though Angel and I would usually talk every day, on New Year’s Day I didn’t talk to her. When we got home from my grandmother’s, I went straight to bed.


ON Tuesday when I got to the pool, Angel wasn’t there. CJ came up and asked me where she was. He was pissed.


“Snow wouldn’t stop her from seeing one of those knucklehead boyfriends she’s got! Just because she made it every day last week, she thinks she can blow today off,” he muttered, kicking the bleachers. “She must think she’s some stud.” And so on, banging the deck with the golf club he always carried around.


Angel’s training habits were an ongoing sore point. It was actually a small miracle that Angel had made every practice during vacation, so I thought CJ should be pretty happy, but I wasn’t about to say so.


I called Angel’s house when I got home. Her mother wasn’t too friendly, like always. She’s not here. Click.


Like everyone else, Angel called her mother “Pic.” When I first met Angel, when we were about twelve, I thought it must be some abbreviation of “ice pick”—like, “This woman has a personality like an ice pick.” But no, it was a childhood nickname taken from her maiden name, Piccola. At first, I thought she was Angel’s older sister from hell instead of her mother; no wonder, since she was only twenty-eight! My mother was forty-one!


After a while, I got used to her.


SCHOOL was open on Wednesday, but Angel wasn’t there. No surprise. Angel cut school a lot, and after the party and all that swimming, and then the snow, I didn’t really expect her to be there. On New Year’s Eve, she’d danced for three hours straight after we’d swum to exhaustion all week, and then left the party for her own private party with Jamal.


On Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Fridays, the days we had morning practice, I drove to practice at 4:30 a.m. and my mother took the bus to school, but on Mondays and Wednesdays, we drove to school together. Actually, it sucked, because even on those days I couldn’t sleep late because my mother always had something to do in her classroom.


That particular Wednesday, it was barely light when we left the house, and it was freezing. It had been a very cold winter so far. There had been freezing rain on Thanksgiving. Then it had snowed a lot just a few days before Christmas, and the snow hadn’t melted much because it was so cold. And then we’d had the big storm on New Year’s Day.


I huddled up under the blanket my mom always kept in the car and watched the icy patterns on the window melt away.


We got to school an hour before homeroom. My mother went to her classroom and I went to the nurse’s office and slept on the examining table until the bell for homeroom, when the nurse woke me up. Her name was Mrs. Spencer, which is what I had to call her inside school; outside, I called her Miss Lorraine. She and my mother were friends, so she didn’t care if she came in and found me asleep there. She understood about the swimming. Besides, even then I knew I wanted to be a nurse, and I talked to her about it all the time, so she liked me.


I’d meant to go to Angel’s homeroom before the bell, but I overslept. Our homerooms were far apart, since they did it alphabetically (her last name was Ferente, and mine was Williamson).


Alexandra Williamson. Not one announcer at one meet ever managed to say it right, because my name was so long that it didn’t fit on to the entry forms and they ended up calling me Williams. Then CJ started called me Williams, after Esther Williams, some famous swimmer who was in the movies or something.


“Yo! Williams!” he’d say every day when I walked on deck.


And that’s not even the whole thing. My mother gave me her maiden name for my middle name, making me Alexandra Wyremski Williamson.


At short recess, instead of getting a bagel like I usually did, I went looking for Angel, but I couldn’t find her. I went to my mom’s classroom and checked the absence list, and she was on it.


“What’s the matter?” my mother asked me.


I told her, no Angel. A day out of school, okay, that happened with Angel. No practice the day before. Okay, that happened with Angel. But no phone call for three days, not since the New Year’s Eve party? That was strange.


My mother called the office and had them track down Jamal, Angel’s boyfriend. Well, Angel’s sometimes boyfriend. They had been going out the previous summer, but then she’d started hanging out with her neighbor, this guy Ramon, but then during hell week she and Jamal had started it up again.


Jamal came slinking into my mother’s room. He always wore such big clothes you couldn’t tell what his body was like, but when you happened to put your hand on his arm, it felt like you were touching a cinder block. He was our fastest sprinter; in fact, he was one of the fastest 50 freestylers in high school in the country. He had signed early with Georgia.


He knew right away what we wanted. He was confused, too. “I been calling her,” he said. “Her mother keeps answering.”


That meant Jamal kept hanging up. Angel’s mother did not like Angel’s boyfriends.


My mother decided we would get Miss Lorraine to call. We went to her office and she put on the speakerphone.


“Mrs. Ferente . . .”


First mistake. Angel’s mother wasn’t ever married to Angel’s father, and now she was married to someone else, and her name was Mrs. O’Neill, but Miss Lorraine didn’t know that. Angel’s mother didn’t correct her, anyway.


“We’re concerned because Angel isn’t in school today.”


“So she’s out a day,” Angel’s mother said. “Don’t other kids miss school?”


Miss Lorraine was gesturing wildly at my mother, trying to figure out what to say.


“She’s missed a lot of time . . .” my mother mouthed to Miss Lorraine, who repeated it to Angel’s mother.


“Angel’s almost nineteen and she likes to think she can do whatever she wants.” And she hung up.


Angel wasn’t almost nineteen. She wasn’t going to be nineteen until July, July 22 to be exact, the feast day of Mary Magdalene. Mary Angela Ferente. She was old to be a senior because she’d gotten held back in seventh grade.


“Okay,” my mother said, sighing. “Well, at least she’s not cutting. Her mother knows she’s not here.”


“She’ll probably be at practice,” I said.


“I’ll come to the pool this afternoon,” my mother said. “I want to speak with her. All she needs is to flunk something now.”


MY mother did come to the pool. She was the secretary of the swim team parent committee, so she was at the pool a lot. She did all the computer work for our meet entries. She was the only parent on the team besides Melanie’s mother who knew how to use a computer.


Our pool was part of a decrepit recreation center that CJ had bought from the city. There were crumbling recreation centers all over Philly, and after a while the city government realized they’d do better selling the worst ones to non-profit organizations than trying to repair them all. So when the building went up for sale, CJ managed to convince some guys from his church to help him get a loan to buy it. His dream was to introduce inner-city kids to sports they didn’t get to compete in—mainly swimming, golf, and tennis—and get them to college that way. It was called the Philadelphia Center for SportsStars, but sometimes, when we were fooling around, we called it the Nest, because one time when CJ was giving us one of his puzzling lectures, he used an analogy about how he was the parent bird and we were the baby birds and he was teaching us how to fly.


Angel didn’t come to practice. CJ was steaming until my mother told him she was worried, and then he got worried. It wasn’t hot on the pool deck but the sweat was rolling down his neck into his T-shirt. He was pacing up and down, swinging his golf club and watching us work out, and my mother was pacing up and down beside him. When I turned to breathe, I could see them.


I was thinking about Angel and wondering if maybe she would have run away for some reason. Well, she had a lot of reasons, because her mom had kind of gone off the deep end lately and she and her mom didn’t get along well anyway, and her stepfather was basically a criminal, and her dad ignored her. And she was always juggling around a few boyfriends and some of them were pretty wacko. But where would she go that I wouldn’t know about? And besides, she was being recruited by all kinds of schools. She was so fast they didn’t care about her bad grades. She only had to stick it out until August, and then we’d be going to college.


One time in our freshman year she decided she couldn’t live in her house anymore and she went to her dad’s over in New Jersey and begged him to let her stay there. It was a few days before anybody knew where she was. Then it was a few more days before it didn’t work out and she came home. I thought about that, and then I started thinking about the time she disappeared for three or four days and it turned out she went to New York with Ramon. CJ almost killed her because we were a few weeks out from our first meet of the season. Then she dropped out of sight for three days in the fall when she had an abortion, but I knew where she was that time because she was at my house.


I was so lost in thought I forgot where I was in the set and had to stop and ask CJ. He didn’t even yell at me.


ON Thursday, the same thing happened. Angel was not in school, not at practice. I kept calling her house and getting no answer. They didn’t have an answering machine. I wanted to call her father’s house, but I didn’t have the number. I tried to get his number from information but I must have had the wrong town because they didn’t have a listing. I had been there once, but I couldn’t quite remember where it was.


After practice on Thursday, my mother and CJ decided to talk to Aisha Greene’s dad. He was a cop. He said he could drop by Angel’s house.


Mr. Greene called my mother after he went there. He said Angel’s mother told him she hadn’t seen Angel since New Year’s Eve. When he asked her why she hadn’t called the police, she said she’d told Angel to stay home and babysit the younger kids and Angel had refused. So she’d told Angel that if she went out, not to come back, and she figured that’s what Angel was doing. She said again, Angel’s almost nineteen and God knows she’s always had a mind of her own. But then she said she was getting worried and was getting ready to call the police when Mr. Greene showed up.


LATER that night, some detectives came to our house. They had already been to see Angel’s mom. They wanted to know about the swim team party.


On New Year’s Eve, we had a swim team party at Melanie Johnson’s house. She’s been one of my best friends my whole life. Her mother taught with my mother and I went to school with her from kindergarten on and my older sister, Vanessa, was in her older sister’s class. Her family got us into swimming. Mrs. Johnson was president of the team.


Anyway, the Johnsons had the nicest house of everyone on the team, so we had the party there and everyone in the National Team training group was invited, even the youngest kids in our group, who were about fourteen. There was lots of food and they rented videos and we hung out in the recreation room, playing pool and dancing and watching movies. Of course, Melanie’s parents were there, and some other parents, too, including my mother, who naturally had nothing to do on New Year’s Eve except be around me. CJ and his wife came, and Andrew. Of course, there was no drinking, but we didn’t really care. We were beat up from training so hard all week; I mean, we had a three-hour practice that very morning.


Angel and Jamal were all over each other all night. They left the party around twelve thirty or one, right before my mother and I went home, with another kid, Bryce, who had a car.


“And what about the younger sister?” one of the detectives asked.


“Angel has three sisters,” I said.


“The fourteen-year-old.”


“Jeannine.”


“The mother says she doesn’t talk.”


I looked at my mom. “Well, she does talk,” I said. “I’ve heard her talk plenty of times. She’s real shy, though. She doesn’t talk around strangers much. Or to adults. I mean, she can seem weird if you don’t know her. Sometimes she might not talk to anyone but Angel for a while, like a couple of days or maybe a week.”


“Well, she wouldn’t talk to us,” one of them said.


“Did you speak to Angel’s stepfather?” my mother asked.


“He wasn’t home.”


I frowned at my mother. If Frank had anything to do with where Angel was, it would be something like he sold her to one of his sleazy friends.


“Does she have a good relationship with her stepfather?”


“Well, not really,” I said.


The detective turned to my mother. “Do you know if there’s ever been any incidents of abuse?”


My mother looked to me. I thought of the times Angel had turned up at practice with a bruise on her face or her arm.


“I think he does occasionally hit her,” I said. “They argue sometimes.”


The detective nodded sternly and made notes.


“Have you checked with her real father?” my mother asked. “My daughter was thinking that Angel might be there.”


“We have people over in Jersey checking on that now. What do you know about her boyfriend?”


“Which one?” my mother asked.


“There’s more than one?”


“Alex,” my mother prompted.


“Well, lately she was seeing this guy Ramon who lives across the street from her. I can’t remember his last name. And there’s Jamal Joyner from our team, who she was at the party with.”


“And how well do you know Jamal?”


I shrugged. “Real well. I’ve known him for years. He goes to our school, too.”


“Any trouble between them?”


“Well, yeah. They argue and break up and get back together. I don’t think he would ever really hurt her, though.”


“Did he ever hurt her before?”


“Well, once that I know about, but it was kind of an accident,” I said.


My mother gasped audibly and I felt bad. I didn’t want to tell them anything that might get Jamal in trouble. He really cared about Angel, despite that one incident that I had seen. And then they were having an argument and she was pulling away from him. It was an accident.
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JAMAL told us the next day in school that the police came to his house late in the evening to question him. He told the police that Bryce dropped him and Angel at his house. They were there until three and then he walked Angel to the bus.


“The bus?” my mother said.


“I don’t have a car.” Jamal shrugged. “I wanted her to stay over, but she said she had to go home.” He was slouching around, looking dazed.


“Mom, she takes the subway and the bus all the time,” I said.


“Alex, it was three o’clock in the morning. Where was your mother, Jamal?”


“Out. It was New Year’s Eve.”


“So you and Angel were there alone?”


Jamal nodded. He was eighteen and six-foot-two, but right then he looked about twelve. My mother could have that effect on people.


“Have you talked this over with your mother?” my mom asked him.


“Kind of. She was there when the police came.”


“Maybe you shouldn’t talk to the police again without a lawyer,” my mother said.


I looked at my mother like she was out of her mind. A lawyer? This was Jamal. And Angel. She was known to do any number of unusual things, and she had been taking care of herself for most of her life. I knew she was fine, off somewhere doing one of her Angel type things. Making Jamal upset. Punishing him for something he didn’t even realize he did wrong. With Ramon, because she didn’t want Jamal to think she was his, or with someone else she just met, not even thinking about Jamal. It was odd that she hadn’t called me, but when she went to New York with Ramon, she hadn’t called either. She just showed up at practice, let CJ yell at her for a while, and got in the pool like nothing had happened.


She had probably called Jeannine, though, and Jeannine hadn’t talked to the detectives because she didn’t want to tell them where Angel was. I decided I would call her after school and find out.


Then I started thinking about the letters and wondered if I should tell my mother about them.


The letters began arriving after a picture of Angel and three of our teammates appeared the summer before on the front page of the sports section in the Philadelphia Inquirer. The picture was black-and-white and grainy. The four of them—Angel, Aisha, Melanie, and Kim—were soaking wet and arm in arm, standing on the deck of the outside pool up in Lancaster. Angel was second from the left. Of course, they had on their team suits and caps, but still, Angel stood out. First of all, the other girls were smiling and making the “V” sign, but Angel’s mouth was wide open, because when the picture was snapped she’d been screaming, “Fucking A—We’re number one!” And secondly, she stood out because she was the only white girl in the picture.


The four of them had just set a record at the Middle Atlantic Championships—an unbelievable thing, really, for four girls from SportsStars. The other teams were shocked. It was funny how years before, when the team was relatively new and we weren’t that good, everyone was friendly to us, at least outwardly, and parents made this big deal of how great it was that “inner-city” kids were getting to compete in swimming, but that went away when we started winning. It was bad enough that our boys were almost all black and had been winning quite a few races for the last couple years. I think people figured, well, black guys are athletic, just look at basketball. But these girls? From that ghetto pool where instead of lifting weights they lift coffee cans filled with sand?


I enjoyed the reaction of those teams so much, I didn’t care that I wasn’t on the relay.


The letters began arriving about a week after the picture was in the paper. Maybe it took the sender that long to find Angel’s home address. I was at her house the day the first one was delivered. It was friendly enough: it praised her success in the 100 butterfly and in the relay, and talked about how great she looked in the picture. She was a “tiger,” the writer said.


“Shit, fan mail.” Angel grinned. And she taped it to her mirror.


MORNING practice comes really early when it’s dark and cold on winter mornings, but it’s not so bad in the summer. That summer between our junior and senior year, when the girls set the record and qualified for Junior Nationals, was the first summer I could drive. Since my mother’s a teacher, I got to use the car a lot in the summer. She would wake me up and then come back in five minutes and wake me up again—Alex, sweetie, come on, get up. I slept in my sweats, so all I had to do was brush my teeth and put on my sneakers. My swim bag was always packed the night before. As I was walking out the door, my mother handed me two English muffins—one for me and one for Angel—and a water bottle filled with Gatorade, and I was good to go.


All that summer, I picked Melanie and Angel up for morning practice. Even though we were going to be seniors, Melanie was still sixteen and hadn’t passed her driver’s test yet. She lived around the corner, but it was out of my way to pick Angel up. I lived on one side of the pool and she lived on the other. For her to get there was a bus ride, the elevated train, and another bus ride, though, and the El didn’t even start running until five.


Besides her stepfather’s giant motorcycle, Angel’s family owned a huge rusted something—one of those big Chevrolets or Buicks that car companies don’t even make anymore. Usually no one drove it except her stepfather, and most of the time he didn’t drive it either, because it didn’t work. And Angel didn’t have a license, although she claimed to know how to drive. So there was no way for her to get to practice on time unless I picked her up.


I’d pick Melanie up, and then we’d go get Angel. She would open the back door, throw her swim bag in the corner of the backseat, then throw herself in and, using the swim bag for a pillow, crash until we parked in front of the pool. She always ate her English muffin in the locker room, yelling at the roaches and mice to keep the fuck away from her food.


Melanie and Angel and I went to Robert Kennedy, one of the magnet schools for academically talented kids. There were not too many people like Angel at Kennedy, except for a few other kids from the swim team and the basketball team. Most of the kids at Kennedy were kids whose parents just didn’t have quite enough money to send them to private school, but would have liked to. And most of the kids at Kennedy were good students, which Angel was not. Melanie and I did well—especially Melanie, she was about fifteenth in the class—but Angel was always almost flunking out.


The only reason she got into Kennedy was because of my mother, who had been teaching there forever and was friends with the principal. If she hadn’t gone to Kennedy, Angel would have gone to her neighborhood high school— not a very good school, in fact kind of a scary school, and it didn’t have a swim team. Not that our high school swim team was all that great—we were good because of CJ, and the Kennedy swim team benefited from having a bunch of us at school there. The high school coach didn’t even make us practice with his team; we just showed up at meets and cleaned up. My mom helped get Angel into Kennedy because she thought it was better for Angel to get bad grades at Kennedy than bad grades at Kensington. Sometimes Angel tried, but she couldn’t keep her mind on her school-work for very long.


But she was a great athlete, and a natural one. She didn’t have to try very hard to do well, although, as CJ incessantly reminded her, everybody has a wall, and you have to actually work to make it over the wall. She was strong, even though she never lifted and rarely did the push-ups and other stuff CJ made us do. Why she chose swimming, I don’t even know; it’s so much more work than other sports, and it’s just never-ending. You only get three or four weeks off all year. Not that Angel was always that consistent at training. She could be pretty lazy and she and CJ got in some big fights about it. But Angel could pull it out like no one I’ve ever seen. You’d think she couldn’t possibly be ready to race because she’d been screwing around so much, and then she’d get up on the block and get this look on her face. At that moment, she’d be focused like a laser. “The Gunslinger,” CJ called her one time after she won a race.


Actually, Angel probably chose swimming for reasons that had nothing to do with swimming. First, it got her out of her neighborhood and away from her family all the time, because we practiced all the time. Second, it was something her mother didn’t know how to do and didn’t want Angel to do.


Angel said Pic had played softball very well before she got pregnant with Angel. She was a catcher and, the year before she got pregnant, the best hitter in the state. Her team went on the following year to regional and state championships, but of course by that time Angel was born and Pic’s softball days were over. Even though Pic’s body seemed sort of ruined and she smoked nonstop, you could see that she might once have been athletic.


Anyway, Angel sometimes did things just to separate herself from her mother, and choosing swimming, a sport Pic couldn’t relate to, might have been one of those things. Or maybe it was just choosing sports altogether that got to Pic—Angel being successful at something that Pic herself had been forced to give up.


In the end, though, maybe it was just chance. One summer, Angel and Jeannine were living with their grandmother and their uncle was a lifeguard at the neighborhood recreation center pool. Angel went to day camp there, and her uncle Jimmy got her swimming. When they had the city-wide rec center swim meet, CJ saw Angel’s talent and came after her. CJ’s hard to resist when he tells you how special you are (which is usually followed by, “So why the hell aren’t you working harder?”—but Angel couldn’t have known that back then.)


Just like Angel, probably a lot of us chose swimming for reasons that didn’t have a whole lot to do with swimming. I started because my sister Vanessa swam, and she started because her best friend, Melanie’s older sister, swam. It was right around the time my father left for good, and I think the routine—the intense, demanding, treadmill of a routine—helped my mom get through it. She made friends, Vanessa made friends, I made friends.


And then there was CJ: crazy intense, too demanding, but always there. He was Dad to everyone on the team with no dad. And there were a lot of us.


Although SportsStars didn’t quite work out the way CJ had first imagined it—there was baseball instead of tennis, and most of the kids who played golf weren’t good enough for scholarships, and there were a whole lot of bad students in all three sports who needed lots of tutoring before they could even qualify for an athletic scholarship—after ten years, he was beginning to see some success. People from his church, which was also the Johnsons’ church, were helping a lot with tutoring and homework and connecting to schools. Kids were starting to get into college.


CJ tried to do his best by us. He demanded to see everyone’s report card and got with our parents if there was anything lower than a B. Anyone can get a B in anything, he said. It’s just about doing the work. He tried to get us all to go to church. He lectured us on no sex and safe sex. He ranted about alcohol and drugs and threatened to smack us into next week if he ever caught us doing either. He tried to tell the boys how to treat women, especially their mothers, sisters, and fellow swimmers, and he tried to instill a little modesty in the girls. He quoted to us constantly from Martin Luther King, and sometimes from Malcolm X. He used stories from the Bible to try to teach us things.


Needless to say, Angel drove him absolutely crazy. All her report cards had Cs and Ds. She wore provocative clothes, slept around, and didn’t care who knew it. She told CJ that she couldn’t “do the Jesus thing” because God must be a jerk for letting so many bad things happen to so many good people.


But CJ stuck with her. He believed in her talent and was attracted to her spirit. When she came to the pool banged up, which happened from time to time, he tried to talk to her and tell her she didn’t have to let her stepfather (or her boyfriends) hit her, that he could help her do something about it. When she was stressed out by her responsibilities at home, missing practices and meets, he offered to call her mother.


Angel always said no.


CJ’s relationship to Pic started off rocky and stayed that way. CJ believed in parents being involved and expected them to bring their kids to practice, come to the swim meets, and work in the parent group, and he told them so straight up. Angel started swimming for Sports-Stars when she was living with her grandmother, and Pic felt no obligation to him, the team, or the activity, and she told him so the first time he called her to ask why she hadn’t come to a championship meet.


Her unwillingness to support Angel moved CJ to support her that much more.


[image: Images]


CJ had a nickname for everyone. I was Williams and Melanie was Ice, because, as CJ said, she was always “cool, calm, and collected.” Michael Traylor was Wrench because when he turned sixteen his father bought him this junker and he was constantly fixing it. Rosalie Cruz was Salsa, because she was always bringing CJ spicy food that her mom made.


Jamal’s nickname was Spark—or, when CJ was teasing him, Sparky. How he got that name is a story in itself. Jamal was always a bit temperamental, something unacceptable to CJ but forgiven because Jamal had put SportsStars on the swimming map. Sometimes he was sulky and withdrawn, sometimes angry and volatile, sometimes cocky and funny. It drove CJ nuts, especially since Jamal was so talented, the most outstanding swimmer CJ ever had on his team. He wanted Jamal to be engaged, responsive to coaching. CJ never gave up trying to get inside Jamal’s head—he was constantly working on him.


One summer, a college swimmer who was doing an internship in Philly trained with us at the Nest. His college coach advised him to bypass some of the white suburban teams and come with us instead. We were a lot closer to his internship, and the coach also knew CJ and thought he was good and would be good for his athlete.


The guy’s name was Colin. CJ gave him a lot of attention. For one thing, CJ didn’t get a chance to coach college swimmers very often and this guy was really fast and had a great work ethic, too. So CJ moved someone out of Lane 1 and put Colin in there with Jamal and two other guys.


The college coach had given CJ a bunch of distance workouts for Colin, since he swam the 500 free and the 400 IM. CJ often used those workouts for all of us, which made the sprinters, like Angel and Jamal, very unhappy campers. Colin could kick everyone’s butt on those workouts. At practice, CJ usually had two or three stopwatches going at once, tracking what different people were doing on certain sets. While Colin was with us, CJ always had one watch on him. When someone finished a set well, CJ would take his golf club and swing it wide, grinning like he’d made a hole in one. Colin accounted for a lot of those swings that summer.


After a few weeks, it was obvious that Jamal didn’t appreciate all the attention Colin was getting and didn’t like having someone on the team who could challenge him for the top spot. This was what CJ wanted—he was trying to get Jamal to appreciate being coached, as well as prepare him for college, where he wouldn’t be the top swimmer the day he got there. But it all backfired. One day near the end of a killer set, Colin accidentally jammed his elbow into Jamal’s face as they were passing each other in the lane. Jamal stopped dead, grabbed Colin’s shoulder, and, when Colin was upright, punched him straight in the jaw. Hard.


I thought CJ was going to kill Jamal. Here was a white college swimmer training with us on the recommendation of his coach, and what happens—he gets whammed by some black punk. That’s the story that would go around swimming circles, and CJ knew it. He yelled at Jamal to get out of the water, but at first Jamal wouldn’t come near the side of the pool.


“Son,” CJ threatened, “if I have to come in there and get you, somebody better call 911.”


When Jamal finally got near the wall, CJ grabbed him by his ear and twisted it so hard Jamal started screaming. CJ was old, at least fifty, but he was strong as a bull. He took Jamal into the locker room and shut the door, but we could still hear him hollering and slamming things around.


“We’re having a testosterone moment,” Melanie said, pulling herself out of the water and wrapping herself in a towel.


In the end, it all worked out okay. Forced by CJ, Jamal apologized to Colin, who proved he was a macho college man by taking the high road and acting like it was no big deal.


Meanwhile, CJ said to Jamal, “Boy, I guess I found the spark,” and that was how Jamal got his nickname.


Angel was almost the only one without a nickname, because, CJ liked to joke, “We’re waiting for her to live up to her real name.”


Angel and Melanie were on the relay team that set the record. I was never good enough to be on their relay; I was always the fifth fastest freestyler, and I couldn’t swim near Angel or Aisha’s butterfly. So I was always on the B relay, unless one of the A relay girls was sick or hurt. It pissed me off for a long time because I worked as hard as Melanie and harder than Angel, but eventually I made my peace with it. You have to, or you can’t keep going.
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