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Then they returned to Jerusalem from the mount called Olivet, which is near Jerusalem, a Sabbath day’s journey away. And when they had entered, they went up to the upper room where they were staying: Peter, James, John, and Andrew; Phillip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew; James the son of Alphaeus and Simon the Zealot; and Judas the son of James. These all continued with one accord in prayer and supplication, with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus.

—From the Book of Acts


One

“Mount Olive emergency room. May I help you?”

“Mrs. Terrence Washington, please.”

It took her by surprise. No one called her “Mrs. Terrence Washington.” And no one ever called Turtle “Terrence.”

A mother carrying a tiny young boy rushed up to Rowtina’s desk, gasping. “My son—he fell. He was standing on a chair watching me cook. I looked away and before I knew it, he was lying in the middle of the kitchen floor screaming.”

Rowtina told her caller to hold on. She paged for immediate transport and an intern. Minutes later, as the child was being whisked away on a gurney, Rowtina picked up the phone again. “May I help you?”

“Mrs. Washington?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“This is United Parcel Service. I’m sorry to be making this call, ma’am.”

But what the man said to her next—about what had happened to Turtle—didn’t make sense. He kept saying how sorry he was.

“You’ve made a mistake,” Rowtina told him, but her breath was short and she had trouble getting it out.

“I’m the dispatcher, ma’am. On your husband’s shift. This number is the one he put down in case something should happen to him. It says Rowtina Washington is the person to be called in the event—” The man stopped, then started again. He felt awful about the others, too, he told her. The cashier and the two little boys. The whole thing was a damn shame. “This is the part of my job I wouldn’t wish on anybody,” he said. “Jesus.”

All the colors in the room blurred together. Rowtina held on to the front desk, leaned into it so that the edge cut across her pelvis. She felt like she was melting. “Where is Turtle—where is my husband now?” she asked the dispatcher.

“They took him to St. Theresa’s on 173rd Street. To the emergency room.” Rowtina knew all about emergency rooms. Sometimes people stayed there for hours—bleeding, having heart attacks, waiting to be paid some attention.

If the dispatcher said something after that, Rowtina didn’t remember hearing it. She didn’t remember yelling to Dina Tamaris, her shift partner, that she had to leave immediately, there wasn’t time to explain. She didn’t remember anything except the dispatcher saying how sorry he was with that catch in his voice. Rowtina could still hear him as she ran out into the March night wind. She heard him on the subway up to 168th Street as loud as if he were sitting next to her and behind her and in front of her. “Damn shame. I’m so sorry.”

Rowtina knew where St. Theresa’s was. She’d passed by it, but neither she nor Turtle had ever had to go there for any reason. She’d made a mental note of where the emergency room entrance was. She always noticed where they were when she passed hospitals now, just as she wondered how other emergency rooms compared to the one she worked in. Tonight she’d find out about St. Theresa’s.

It was full, the same as the one downtown at Mount Olive. All kinds of people having a Friday evening medical emergency. Rowtina went directly to the desk and said as calmly as she could, “I got a call that my husband was here. Terrence Washington. I believe he was admitted about an hour ago.”

The woman who was doing Rowtina’s job in St. Theresa’s emergency room asked her to “hold on a minute.” She went into a small glass booth where she said something to her own shift partner that Rowtina could’ve bet had nothing to do with Turtle or any other patient. When she came out again, the woman asked Rowtina, “What was the name you said?”

“Terrence Washington,” she told the woman for the second time.

The woman scratched her head with a red pencil. She picked up a clipboard from her desk. Rowtina looked past her, farther down the hall. There were several gurneys lining the walls. “Let me just go in,” she wanted to tell the woman. “I’ll find him.”

The woman called back to her shift partner in the booth. “Hattie, page Dr. Griffin, would ya?” To Rowtina she said, “You need to speak to the head doctor on duty. He’ll be out in a minute. You should have a seat.”

Rowtina backed away toward the double row of folding chairs. She couldn’t have sat even if one of them had been empty. She knew too much about hospital procedure to not understand what was happening. You don’t call the doctor out to the waiting area. Not unless …

She could hear the dispatcher’s voice again. “I can’t tell ya how sorry I am.”

Dr. Griffin went into the glass booth with Hattie, then out to the woman at the front desk. The woman pointed with her red pencil at Rowtina. The doctor walked toward her in slow motion.

“Mrs. Washington? Could you come this way, please?”

They went into the hallway. Maybe it’s not so bad. Turtle is here and the doctor just wants to tell me what’s happened before I see him.

They passed the emergency room and the doctor asked her to join him in a tiny cell of an office. He gestured toward a dingy yellow plastic chair. Rowtina sat. He stood over her.

“We think your husband may have had a rather severe stroke while he was driving. He lost control of his truck and there was further damage because of injuries sustained to several vital organs.” Dr. Griffin sighed and shrugged. “The fact of the matter is there wasn’t anything we could do for him here. It was too late. He was already gone.”

Gone? Rowtina asked the doctor, “Where is my husband now?”

“We’re holding the body in the morgue for identification. I’m very sorry, Mrs. Washington. Can I get you anything?”

Rowtina shook her head no. It was the second stranger tonight who’d told her how sorry he was. She hoped she wouldn’t have to hear it again.

Dr. Griffin opened the office door. “Down that way is the East elevator. Get off on 1C. Make a left and go as far as you can. When you get there, give them your husband’s name.”

Rowtina stood and looked blankly at him. “Thank you,” she said. Then she asked herself, Why? What am I thanking him for? For telling me, “We couldn’t do anything for him”?“He was already gone”? She started toward the East elevator.

The morgue attendant also had a clipboard with Turtle’s name on a list. “Did you come alone?” she asked Rowtina.

“Yes,” Rowtina answered. I’m the one they called. I’m his wife. Who would I have brought with me?

“Sometimes, it’s easier if you have someone else with you. A friend, a relative.”

Rowtina thought of her mother. Sylvia Mention was the last person in the world Rowtina would have asked to come with her. Not for this.

“May I see my husband, please?”

“I have to tell you, Mrs. Washington, he was hurt pretty badly. You should prepare yourself.”

“Yes,” Rowtina said, but she didn’t understand how exactly she was supposed to do that. Prepare herself.

The attendant led her into a room that was blindingly bright and cold. She’d been squinting out at the world ever since she’d gotten the call, but she was wild-eyed now, searching around her for Turtle. There were four gleaming silver tables in the center of the room. On them were sheets covering what Rowtina knew were bodies. She recognized Turtle’s immediately. All the other shapes seemed too small, but the largest, farthest away from her, was him. She was sure of it.

The attendant motioned with one hand for Rowtina to wait. She went over to one of the tables and lifted the sheet. “It’s not Turtle,” Rowtina wanted to tell her. “That’s not the one. Turtle’s over there.” The attendant frowned, looked at her clipboard, and put the sheet down. She walked to another table, the table Rowtina knew was the right one. The room seemed to be getting brighter. Rowtina blinked to adjust, watching the attendant lift the sheet again. She looked at Rowtina, then let the sheet fall and stepped forward. Taking Rowtina’s arm, she said quietly, “Come, Mrs. Washington.” She guided Rowtina to the correct table. When they got there, she asked her, “Are you alright?” Rowtina tried to nod yes, although she wasn’t sure her head was moving at all.

The attendant pulled back the sheet, uncovering Turtle. The sheet was so white, and Turtle looked darker than Rowtina had ever seen him. Purplish. Part of his skull was chiseled open. A section of his wide neck, his cheek, and most of his mouth was cut away. His lips. What happened to his beautiful lips? Rowtina’s hands flew up as if for some specific purpose only they knew, but they stopped in midair just above his face. Rowtina felt the attendant ready to step between her and Turtle. She let her hands fall to her sides again. Stop. She’ll make you leave him here alone again. Rowtina looked at Turtle’s closed eyes. She wanted to open them, for him to be able to see her again. And I want his mouth back. The way his top lip curls up like he’s smiling all the time.

“That is your husband, isn’t it, Mrs. Washington? Terrence G. Washington?” The attendant was eager to check something off on her pad.

“Yes,” Rowtina answered. She watched the attendant make her notation.

“Can we step outside, or would you like another few minutes?”

Rowtina wanted the attendant to leave so that she could ask Turtle, “What do you want me to do? Is there anything you want to tell me?” But the attendant wasn’t going anywhere, so Rowtina stood for a moment and asked him silently. When the attendant came near her again, Rowtina told Turtle, She’s not going to let us have any time together. I have to go now.

In the office across the hall, the attendant asked her, “Could you jot down the name and address of the funeral home where you want the body delivered? That’s if you know already. If you still need a little time, you could call us in the morning.”

Rowtina hadn’t come prepared with any names of funeral homes. She hadn’t come prepared at all. Her legs had turned gummy and damp. She thought she might have wet herself.

“I’ll have to call you tomorrow. I don’t know any funeral homes.” She started toward the door when the attendant called her back.

“Mrs. Washington, this is for you to take with you.” She made it sound like a door prize or a plate of food she was offering because she’d cooked too much and it wouldn’t keep. She handed Rowtina a shopping bag with the hospital’s name on it. Rowtina opened it. She smelled what was there before she saw it—Turtle’s bloody uniform stuffed inside, along with his shoes, socks, and underwear. Rowtina stared at the uniform on top. She put her arms around it and hugged it. What are we going to do, Turtle? What do you want me to do?

She went back down the corridor to the East elevator. When she stepped in, someone asked her what floor she wanted, but she didn’t say anything. She was still hugging the plastic bag, listening for Turtle’s answer. By the time she got home, the smell of his uniform was inside her mouth, the back of her throat. But she held the bag close to her anyway and breathed him in.

Outside their apartment building, she stood looking up at their window on the second floor. I’ve got to think of something to do as soon as I get inside. I’ve got to make a plan so I don’t go right back to the hospital and ask can I stay with him, can I be with him in that room.

She knew she should call her mother immediately because there’d be hell to pay if she didn’t. Inside, she sat on their bed and dialed. When her mother answered, Rowtina told her as simply as possible, “Turtle had a stroke, Mama, while he was driving his truck. He lost control and crashed into a supermarket window. Some people in the store were hurt too.” Rowtina couldn’t make herself say they’d died, and certainly not because of Turtle. “I just came back from St. Theresa’s,” she said. “From the morgue.”

Sylvia Mention was uncharacteristically silent for a moment before responding. “Well, I hope for his sake he died instantly. With something like that, no matter who the person is, I’m sure it’s better they be put out of their misery as soon as possible.”

Rowtina closed her eyes. “I’ve got to go now, Mama.”

“I know you don’t want to think of it that way, but what if he’d lived and been unable to do anything for himself or anybody else? Imagine what your life would have been like then.”

“I’m sure it would have been horrible. I really do have to lie down now, Mama. I don’t feel very well.”

“But when is the funeral, Rowtina?”

“I’ve got to call the church. I’ll let you know when it’s settled.”

“Did he leave enough to have himself taken care of? Funerals can leave you without a single dollar for the living, you know.”

“Yes, Mama, it’s all taken care of. I’ll be fine. But I’ve got to hang up now. I told you, I don’t feel well.”

“You let me know, then,” Sylvia Mention answered.

Rowtina heard a click and a dial tone. She hung up the phone and fell back across the bed, still wearing her coat. Quickly she sat up again, took the phone from its cradle, and put it under her pillow. I can’t let you call me back, Mama. There’s no way in the world I can let you call me back.

She spent the night sitting up with the bag containing Turtle’s uniform at the foot of the bed. When she glanced at the fluorescent green hands of the clock, they let her know how close to morning it was. At six she got up, achy from sitting so long in the same position. She took the hospital shopping bag off the bed and put it in the corner of the bedroom. Then she called Mount Olive and told Greta Durant, the morning supervisor, that she wouldn’t be in for her shift later that afternoon.

“It’s the flu,” she lied. She didn’t say anything about Turtle. Maybe she’d call back when Dina had come on duty and tell her the truth. Dina would certainly start spreading the story. By the time Rowtina went back to work, she wouldn’t have to tell anyone anything.

At nine, Rowtina called the Church of Deliverance. It was the church where she and Turtle got married after Sylvia Mention asked their family minister at Jordan Tabernacle to dissuade her daughter from marrying a UPS man. The Church of Deliverance was smaller and neither as grand nor as ceremonious as Jordan Tabernacle, but for Rowtina, it had been a safe haven, a fortress. In Rowtina’s mind, the Church of Deliverance and Reverend Alphonse Otillie, its founding and presiding minister, had ordained her first and only act of defiance against her mother. She’d been a faithful and generous member ever since.

The first year they were married, Rowtina teased Turtle, “You don’t have any excuse. Jesus is only blocks away and He’s waiting for your behind.” But Turtle had told her from the beginning, “I’m not one too much for church.” And the one thing he consistently refused her was his presence beside her on Sunday morning, with the exception of one or two Christmas Eve services. Even then he’d asked her, “Why you going to that raggedy little church with no heat and busted-up cushions? You better go on and be religious with some high style like your ma. At least you could pray on Christmas Eve without gettin’ your butt frostbit.”

At the door to his office, Reverend Otillie took Rowtina’s hand in both of his. He asked her to take a seat on his dilapidated office couch. Sitting next to her with a look of gentle concern in his eyes, he cocked his head attentively. Rowtina shifted her weight, trying to avoid the couch’s bulging springs under her. She held Turtle’s suit in a clothing bag on her lap, hoping it wouldn’t wrinkle during their conversation. She was going to take it to whatever funeral home Reverend Otillie recommended.

“You told my secretary your husband had a stroke,” Reverend Otillie began. “And yet, was he a fairly young man?”

“Yes. Yes, he was.”

Reverend Otillie shook his head, tapped his foot on the worn Oriental carpet. “You’re a mighty young woman to be widowed, God bless you.”

Rowtina was grateful for this opportunity to tell Reverend Otillie the details. She explained how Turtle’s stroke was the reason he’d lost control of his truck—and how she had no way of knowing if her husband was in any pain or if he even knew what was happening to him. Repeating what the dispatcher had said, Rowtina described the truck going up onto the sidewalk and through the Safeway supermarket window. She told her minister she was praying for the families of the three other innocent people who’d been killed—she hoped God would provide some kind of comfort for the husband of the cashier who’d been struck and for the parents of the two little boys who’d been waiting for her to give them their change.

When Rowtina finished, she was surprised to see Reverend Otillie smiling at her. “You know, Rowtina, about halfway through your story, I realized you attend services here, don’t you?”

Rowtina sat up on the edge of the couch. “I’ve been coming here every Sunday I wasn’t working, for eight years. From the time you married Turtle and me.” She thought of all the envelopes of money she’d passed his way on Sunday mornings. Many of the Sundays, she’d been the only one in the pew, one out of twelve or thirteen people in the whole church.

Reverend Otillie jumped from the couch as if he’d been stabbed by one of the protruding couch springs and scurried behind his desk. “Our church is enjoying a spirit of divine renewal—every now and then I lose track of somebody. It’s only natural. I know you won’t hold it against me.” He hurried on, “We have a lot going on here this week, but Wednesday seems to be free except for Seniors’ Bingo in the social hall. I can schedule an evening service, if you like.”

Rowtina stood. Now she was anxious to settle the arrangements and get out of the old man’s musty office.

He grinned at her. “You give me your husband’s date of birth, surviving family members, years on the job and I’ll put something together. Not to worry, Rowtina.”

She frowned at him. He was someone who definitely should be calling her “Mrs. Terrence Washington.”

“Is there a soloist who could sing ‘Blessed Assurance’?” she asked him.

“Sarah Jenkins will sing your husband three quarters of the way to heaven, but it’ll add on another hundred dollars to your funeral fee. Sarah Jenkins sang in a show on Broadway starring Miss Ruby Dee. Course there are others I can ask who wouldn’t cost as much, it all depends on the quality you’re looking for.”

Rowtina was more than ready to leave. “Call Sarah Jenkins, please. Do I pay her directly or write the check out to the church?”

“Everything’s made payable to the church.” Reverend Otillie didn’t seem too eager to prolong the meeting either. He was already moving toward the door.

“I didn’t give the hospital the name of a funeral home,” Rowtina told him. “Who do you usually use?”

Reverend Otillie doubled back to his cluttered desk, reached for a card from a sizable stack, and presented it to Rowtina. “Bailey’s. Right here on 156th Street. They do very nice work.”

Rowtina brought Turtle’s suit to Bailey’s Funeral Home. Marion Bailey had a wide, dentured grin and was eager to please. He was equally eager to make sure she signed each of his contract’s seven pages.

When he took Turtle’s suit from her, he asked about the large pin attached to the lapel.

“It’s his UPS Wings of Service medal,” Rowtina explained. “I thought he would want to have it on.”

She remembered when Turtle had first brought the medal home, along with a certificate, and handed them to her. “Look what they give me,” he’d said casually, and had gone into the bedroom to change his clothes.

“It’s an award, Turtle! You didn’t tell me you were going to get an award!” The Wings of Service certificate said, “Ten Years Without Incident.”

Rowtina ran into the bedroom and asked Turtle, “What does ‘without incident’ mean, honey?”

He’d laughed. “It means I don’t drive around with a gut full of gin like some of ’em do and run my truck into the river.”

Rowtina didn’t share any of this with Bailey. But she did tell him, “It’s an important award. He definitely should be wearing it.”

For the next four days, Rowtina sat in her apartment, unable to concentrate on anything but what she thought of as Turtle’s “accident.” She pieced together all of the moments from the time she’d closed the door behind him that morning to the call at the hospital from the dispatcher. She remembered hand-washing two pairs of socks and three pairs of underpants for him after he left because she knew she wouldn’t have time to get to the Laundromat before the weekend. She’d brought one of the pairs of underpants and socks to Bailey, the mortician. She didn’t know if he’d use them, but she hoped he would. She wanted Turtle to be properly dressed for all of this.

At night, Rowtina couldn’t bring herself to lie flat-out in their bed. She sat instead in her place as she had the first night, with her head back against the wall. Sometimes she drifted off for a few minutes, but never too long. She may as well have gone to work, she thought, and been busy, but people would think it was disrespectful and wonder if she’d really cared about him.

There was no way to avoid her mother’s calls. All she could do was try to keep the conversations as brief as possible. She assured Sylvia Mention she didn’t need anything to eat or drink, to be shopped for or visited. When her mother called on Tuesday morning to ask if she had a dress for the funeral, she made the mistake of telling her, “Turtle always told me if something happened to him not to wear black, so I think I’ll wear a dress he really liked to see me in.”

Sylvia Mention snorted. “Don’t let your grief make you embarrass yourself.”

Rowtina promised, “I won’t, Mama,” but now she worried that the dark green dress Turtle had said made her look like a sexy willow tree would do exactly what her mother warned her against.

Later that morning, she kept her appointment to go back to Bailey’s Funeral Home to approve what Marion Bailey had done to Turtle.

Bailey, with the same horsy grin, led Rowtina to a closed door with the number 3 in gold metal nailed onto the outside. “Now I want you to keep in mind if you will,” he told her, “that we had our work cut out for us. I believe we did the very best we could. I hope you’ll be pleased.”

She had barely stepped inside the room when she realized what Bailey had been trying to explain. Without actually going anywhere near the casket, she could see that the “very best” Marion Bailey could do wasn’t good enough. The copper color in Turtle’s cheeks and forehead had apparently been erased permanently. He wasn’t even purple anymore. Just gray, ashen. The widow’s peak of tight black curls that made him look like a mischievous eleven year old had been erased by the accident. Anyone who wanted to see it again would have to summon it from memory. Rowtina didn’t want to get any closer to see what Marion Bailey had substituted for the parts of Turtle’s face that had been torn away. She turned and left the room.

“As I tried to tell you—” the mortician began.

“I know,” Rowtina stopped him.

“Well, then, what is your decision about the viewing?” He was indignant, offended. He managed to close his thin lips in a stretched-out grimace over his ill-fitting false teeth.

“There won’t be one,” Rowtina told him.

That night, she sat on the bed and stared at the bag she’d brought from the hospital with Turtle’s clothes in it. She thought about what she’d seen from a distance at the funeral home. You were handsome, Turtle. I know how handsome you were.

She closed her eyes, remembering how she’d chased Turtle’s truck through a snowstorm the day she’d met him—waving the “Final Attempt to Deliver” slip he’d left on the front door. It was Sylvia Mention who thought she heard the buzzer, then glanced out the window to see him driving away. “See if you can catch that man, Rowtina,” her mother told her.

By the time he stopped for a red light, Rowtina was so out of breath, she couldn’t do anything but hold up the slip of paper. He looked down at her from his seat on the truck and laughed. “This is the first time I had a woman chase down my truck before. And a fine somethin’ of a woman at that. Shoooooeeee!”

Rowtina thought it was just the kind of line a man who looked like him would use, with his big chest and hazel eyes. When he said his name was Turtle, though, she shocked herself by telling him, “Now you’re lying. That’s nobody’s real name.”

“It’s mine,” he insisted, laughing. Turned out Rowtina was right—he was lying, although that’s not what he called it.

It was almost another month before she knew the truth. “How can I introduce my mother to somebody named Turtle?” she teased him, not realizing she had a choice. Turtle pulled out his driver’s license and showed it to her. “I’m Turtle to you,” he said. “And your mother, too, if you think me and her’ll hit it off. If not, you can introduce me as Terrence G. Washington.”

Rowtina tried to be angry at the deception, but Turtle shrugged and said, “If I’d told you my name was Terrence G. Washington, you woulda thought I made it up just to impress ya.” As it turned out, Sylvia Mention hardly referred to Turtle by any name at all for as long as she knew him. It was only after they were married that she stopped calling him “the UPS man.”
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At the funeral, Sylvia Mention sat in the first row, next to her daughter. Rowtina could feel her mother’s disapproval at her wearing the green dress Turtle liked her in so much. Sylvia Mention had glared so sourly at it when she walked up to Rowtina at the church, Rowtina had almost decided to keep her coat on for the service, but it would have been too hot. Besides, she reminded herself, I wore this for Turtle, not for Mama.

Rowtina suspected Sylvia Mention might have changed her mind about sitting in the front row altogether had she realized she’d be sitting next to Turtle’s three brothers, Hubie, B. J., and Rap. Minutes after she’d first met them at Rowtina’s wedding reception, she’d called them “the Flintstone boys.” They were big and loud, but also friendly and courteous, Rowtina thought. She understood there wasn’t anything they could have done to gain her mother’s approval other than to disappear altogether, making sure to take their brother with them.

Sylvia inched away from her son-in-law’s brothers in the first row as much as she could, pinning her daughter into the corner of the pew. She spread her coat around her as if it were a barrier that could keep them from getting any closer. Rowtina turned quickly to glance around the church. She hadn’t really expected anyone except Turtle’s brothers and her mother. Turtle’s dispatcher had called to find out the address of the church, and Rowtina knew Turtle had several buddies from the job, but she didn’t know if any of them would actually attend his service. There was a small knot of them, though, enough to fill one of the small pews. Rowtina nodded shyly in their direction. I’ve got to remind myself to send them a thank-you card.

There also appeared to be two women behind the row of men, but Rowtina couldn’t see who they were. Probably the couple of women drivers Turtle had mentioned. He’d told her how the men gave them such a rough time.

Rowtina knew it was odd not to have friends of her own there. She’d received a card from Dina and several other members of the emergency room staff, but she certainly didn’t expect to see them at the church. How many times had Turtle cautioned her, “You got to find something else to fill up your life besides church and Old Slow Turtle. Get yourself on a bowling league or learn how to play cards.” But Rowtina had felt so lucky to have Turtle. If there’d been a baby, it might have been different. But from the time they knew there wasn’t going to be any baby—there couldn’t be—she only felt closer to Turtle. Sitting across the dinner table from him or even waiting for him to get there was a hundred times better than any bowling league. When he wasn’t home, she simply read the romance novels she bought with her discount at the hospital gift shop.

Rowtina closed her eyes. Sarah Jenkins began the “Blessed Assurance” she’d paid an extra hundred dollars for in a wobbly, swooping soprano. It must’ve been a long time since Sarah Jenkins had been on Broadway.

Rowtina remembered how astonished she’d been to hear Turtle singing it one night from the bathtub, about a month after they were married. “I thought you weren’t a religious man,” she’d laughed. “I’m not a churchgoing man,” he’d answered. “That don’t make me a heathen. I can sing a hymn if I want to, can’t I?” Blessed Assurance was exactly what she was looking for now. She’d hoped it would come from old Reverend Otillie, but that clearly was a mistake on her part.

When the song was over, Reverend Otillie began to deliver Turtle’s eulogy. He sounded like a weatherman his first time on air, jabbering about seasonal temperatures with no significant changes for the next three days.

Somewhere inside Rowtina an alarm went off. She felt she had to ask Turtle if she’d done what it was he wanted her to with all of this. She called out to him, “Did I, Turtle?” She closed her eyes to concentrate, because old man Otillie was going on with some real nonsense about parting with loved ones. Rowtina had no intention of parting with anyone. She called again louder, “Did I do what you wanted me to, Turtle?!” When Otillie started shouting that Terrence Washington’s family and friends should be happy he’d found a better place to live than this old troubled earth, Rowtina blurted so that she didn’t have to hear him at all, “I really am sorry, Turtle. But I couldn’t think of anything else to do!”

When she opened her eyes, B. J. had his arm around her, rocking her from side to side, telling her, “Turtle hears you, alright. He’s not wantin’ any apologies from you.” Sylvia Mention was looking at her as if she didn’t recognize her, as if Rowtina were a total stranger, the uncouth girlfriend of one of these overgrown idiots she had to share a pew with—but not her daughter.

Someone else put her hands on Rowtina’s neck from behind. Warm, firm. Right at the base of her skull, as though keeping it in place. Rowtina turned to see a woman’s face lowering to meet hers. It was a nurse from Mount Olive, the one Rowtina had heard Izzie the custodian speak so rudely about one night when she was leaving.

The nurse whispered into her ear. “I’m Nelda Battey from Six North at Mount Olive. Here’s a little support for ya.”

Nelda leaned over and took Rowtina’s hands. She clasped them around a linen napkin, which contained something hard and smooth, but she couldn’t tell what. Sylvia Mention looked from Rowtina’s lap, where this sleight of hand was going on, up to Nelda Battey, as though she were about to ask Nelda what exactly she thought she was doing. But the nurse had already gone back to her seat.

Reverend Otillie invited the congregation to stand and sing the hymn “Farther Along.” Sylvia pounced on Rowtina. “Who the hell was that?”

“She’s a nurse at Mount Olive.”

Rowtina looked back again and saw that Nelda Battey was one of the two women she’d seen in the row behind Turtle’s UPS buddies. Standing next to her, singing, was another woman she recognized from the hospital, an aide about her mother’s age. The older woman continued to sing as she smiled at Rowtina and nodded. I don’t know either one of them. What are they doing here?

Sylvia Mention nudged her daughter. “What did she give you?”

“I don’t know, I …” Rowtina unwrapped the linen napkin to find a shiny, gold flask with the initials N.A.B. engraved on it.

“Good Lord!” Sylvia Mention muttered.

B. J. Washington, sitting next to Sylvia, called out, “Whatcha got there, Rowtina?” and the other two brothers leaned over to see for themselves.

Rowtina tried to hide the flask, but Sylvia Mention pushed so hard against her, trying to get away from B. J., that it slipped out of Rowtina’s hand to the floor. Rowtina leaned over to retrieve it. Her mother hissed, “Don’t touch it.” Rowtina froze, mid-lean.
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