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    His Eye Is on the Sparrow






    An engagement in black and white




    




    On Good Friday, 1962, Ty and I travel from Iowa to Saginaw, Michigan, to visit his family. On the way, we hit a rib joint on 63rd and Cottage Grove, in Chicago. It’s seven o’clock at night, but up and down the street people bustle to buy groceries, clothes, toiletries. Women enter beauty parlors, men get their hair processed. “Is this safe? You and me in Chicago?” I ask because I’m white and he is black.




    He laughs. “You kiddin? Chicago? Never. This is the only place where a woman tried to beat me up.” Ty is in his senior year, a tackle and co-captain of the University of Iowa’s football team, which is number one in the nation. Ty is six-foot-two and two hundred and seventy pounds of muscle and was recently named All-American.




    “Huh?”




    “A huge, bald-headed woman asked me for money. When I wouldn’t give it to her, she chased me down the street threatening to beat me up.” He laughs again. “Can you imagine? Me running from a woman waving her purse and screaming for money?”




    He looks for a parking space. “Hey, if she didn’t get me, no one can.” We park Ty’s car, a ’48 Ford he bought for fifty dollars, under the El.




    “The ribs here are almost as good as Ma’s and the sauce is so hot it’ll clean your sinuses.” The rib joint is a smoldering grill with mustard-based sauces, a red vinyl bench for waiting customers, no tables. We get two rib sandwiches extra spicy—half slabs of ribs on bread and a side of slaw—and leave. We walk under the clashing, jangling El darkening the street back to our car and get in. The sandwiches, slaw, and Dr. Pepper are on our newspaper-covered laps. The deep ochre sauce covers my chin and fingers. The white fluffy bread—which I usually hate—is now flavored with ribs and sauce.




    We drive through Gary, Indiana, then start the zigzag up the Michigan palm to reach Ty’s family. There’s no easy way to traverse Michigan. The roads run north-south or east-west and we need a diagonal heading from the south west part of the state to the northeast. That road doesn’t exist So we crisscross the distance on two-lane blacktops through empty towns that slow our progress.




    There’s something comforting about moving in the night on a road with your lover while headlights form light streams to the horizon. There’s something comforting about the tree shadows with new leaves shushing in the breeze. Something comforting about being in the darkness talking as we still do, insatiable to know everything about one another, as though what we want is to crawl into each other’s lives and have each other from the beginning.




    Ty tempts me with tales of a nightclub in his hometown with live music and a shake dancer. I’ve never seen a shake dancer. He tells me how he and his two brothers shared a bed, one or the other of them wetting it, but no one confessing. They waged a war with cherries against a group of boys who lived down the block. Ty brought home stray dogs. One of them, Buttons, will greet us. Still I don’t know what to expect. Ty sees his family as poor: pennies are counted, coupons cut, green stamps carefully saved. Will there be sheets on the beds? Grass in the yard? Enough food?




    “So what do your parents think about meeting me?” I ask.




    “They don’t know.”




    “You didn’t tell them I was coming?”




    “I told Ma I was bringing her a surprise. But I haven’t told her about you.”




    “They’re not going to feel...” I search for the word. “Annoyed? Strange?” My mother would want notice if I brought a girlfriend home, let alone a man. My father would ask a million questions, arch his eyebrow over his pipe, and scrutinize him. Hell, he’d do that with a girlfriend. I light a cigarette and the flame from my Zippo makes a beacon of light. I wouldn’t consider bringing home a man in the middle of the night without months of preparation.




    “They always say, I’m the one has to live with the person I marry.”




    I inhale.




    Ty glances over at me. “Don’t be nervous. They love me, they’ll accept you.” He turns toward the road.




    I guess in his family absolute acceptance is what love is. In my family, the examined life, supported by parental closeness and resources is the proof of love.




    “I’ll probably have to go to church on Sunday for Easter, though. No way to get out of that.”




    “Me, too.”




    “Didn’t know you’d want to.”




    “It’s an important part of your life growing up, isn’t it?”




    I suck on the cigarette while Ty watches the road. After a while he says, “I’m not sure where we are. I have to stop to get a map or something.”




    The towns have disappeared. We’re lost in the dark. A Texaco sign shines off in the distance, but when we get there, the station is closed. It must be eleven o’clock. Everyone is home getting ready for the Easter weekend.




    The road is an anonymous two-lane without even a highway marker. Finally, in a crossroad in the middle of nowhere, we come to a closed gas station and a mom-and-pop store. There’s only one light bulb on the porch, but the store is bright inside.




    Ty parks. When he turns off his lights, we’re hidden in the pitch. He says, “I’ll be right back,” as he walks toward the store. I sit in the dark, a mere outline in the night.




    From out of the shadows, a group of five men emerges. As they approach the light, I see jeans, greased ducktail haircuts, cigarette packs rolled in T-shirt sleeves. When they see Ty, one shouts, “Hey, boy. Where you goin?”




    Ty ignores the question and strolls toward the brightly lit store.




    The hair on the back of my neck rises.




    “Where you think you’re goin?”




    “Into this store.” The light on the porch reveals the bulge of tension in Ty’s shoulder and his clenched fist.




    “You can’t go in there. They won’t serve you in there.”




    He turns and says, “We’ll see.” He separates each word from the other, his voice exceedingly soft.




    I recognize his wariness and readiness.




    His back is against the store window. He narrows his eyes, choosing which man he’ll seize first.




    They stare at him.




    Then one pivots and walks away, into a grassy field.




    Ty walks up three stairs to the porch, opens the door, and enters. The door slams.




    One of the men lights a cigarette, and the flame from the match illuminates sharp cheekbones, and the straight line of his mouth. Behind them is the forest. There is nothing but fields and forest surrounding this store at a crossroads.




    The cigarette, the dim store bulb are the only lights in the dark.




    Then, one turns to the car. “Hey. A nigger girl,” he says.




    My stomach sinks.




    They stride toward the car. “Hey. Looky. A nigger girl.”




    My heart pounds. Oh, God.




    “Let’s have some fun.” The man with the cigarette walks closer to me.




    They’ll tease me. Torment me. Rape me. Should I scream for Ty? Get out and run? No. They’ll grab me.




    I roll up the side window. My heart pounds.




    Another man comes closer.




    I push down the button on the door.




    They’re out of the shadows and ten feet from the car.




    I duck under the wheel, roll up the driver’s window. Push down the door lock.




    I’ve locked myself in. They won’t be able to reach me. They can’t grab me.




    My heart beats in my ears. My throat is so thick I can’t swallow. Can they smash the window? Pull me through the cut glass?




    They’re motionless as though considering action. I smell their tension, boredom, need to bond in excitement. Sweat pours down me.




    If I move into the light, will they realize I’m white? Will they be more vicious, raping and killing me for sure? Or will they see me as one of them?




    I’m wet. My hands clenched. Afraid to move. My heart echoes around the car.




    They stand in a cluster, lighting cigarettes, shifting their bodies from one foot to another, smoothing slick hair, hitching pants higher, trying to decide what to do with me.




    Why is Ty taking so long?




    Seconds tick with my heart.




    “Nah, let’s go,” one says and walks away. The others follow, ambling into the shadows. They shift through the grassy field, band together on the corner, slide into the trees following a path invisible to me. I peek over the window watching them disappear.




    Ty exits the store.




    As soon as I see him, I unlock his door and sit as close to the driver’s side as possible.
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