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Jewell Thompson nosed her sedan into the narrow Philadelphia street. She had directions on the seat next to her, and also the letter. In her mind, a voice from the past, her grandmother’s, shouted: “We home!” which was ridiculous, since she’d never been on this street, or even in this section of the city, before.


Outside her noisy mind, rows of identical two-story brick houses squatted beside Cobbs Creek Park, muffled by heavy fog and a cold, early-spring, early-Sunday-morning quiet. She had to drive cautiously. No more than four or five inches separated her driver’s side from the curb or her passenger’s side from the parked cars, whose owners had carefully folded in their side-view mirrors. She slowed nearly to a stop when she saw house numbers that matched the return address on the letter. They were gold and white, painted onto a glossy black brick face. Prim white sills and lintels, like shirt cuffs, shone through the drizzle, and white lines traced the mortar.


When she’d left her house, Jewell had told her husband that she might, depending on the way things looked, knock on the door. Now, presented with the reality of this shiny black cookie jar of a building on the misty working-class West Philadelphia street, she doubted she’d have the courage.


In front of the house grew a large sycamore that had buckled the sidewalk. At the level of the second floor, mottled limbs reached out over the street and twinkled with tiny white Christmas lights. An extension cord connected them to the second-floor window. She couldn’t quite see, but it looked as if they’d drilled a hole in the storm-window trim for the cord, so as not to have to leave the window open. Jewell smiled to herself. Clever. She imagined that the lights made the little street feel inviting at night. A parking space under the tree beckoned, but it seemed too close and obvious, so she let her car roll forward one car length to the stop sign. Some bright, false part of herself congratulated her on the trip: There, done. Now I can go home.


Instead, she sat motionless at the stop sign. She did not even notice the large red pickup truck behind her, until the driver touched his horn. In her rearview mirror, she could see a man of about thirty, who seemed to fill the cab. He indicated the parking space under the tree, which he could not maneuver into with her car in the way. The truck would have to swing out very wide. Jewell crossed the intersection, put her foot onto the brake, and checked her rearview mirror again. The big, ocher-colored man was unfolding himself from the cab of the truck and stepping into the street. She shifted in her seat to see him better. He looked familiar.


The letter to her was folded in its envelope on the front seat. She’d read its block capital letters so often in the past week, she almost knew it by heart.


Dear Ms. Jewell Thompson,


I am looking for my mother, formerly Jewell Needham, the daughter of Bobo Needham, originally from the town of Gunnerson in Beaufort County, SC. Please let me know if you are that lady.


We lived in New York, in Harlem, I think, until I was about 7. Then I was sent to my grandfather Bobo Needham and his stepmother Selma Needham in SC, who also raised him.


Now I am 30 years old. I am doing well, I am a contractor now, and just received my first contract with the city of Philadelphia. I said that I wished I could tell you, and my girlfriend suggested that I write this, and she would try to find an address for me to send it to. I live with my girlfriend and her son. He is about the age I was when I was separated from my mother. That’s another reason I’m writing. Watching him grow has made me think about you.


I hope that you will agree to meet. If you are not the right person, please let me know. This could just be one meeting, if you like, it doesn’t have to be more.


Here’s my information for home or work. Email is best or cell.


Sincerely,
Alonzo Rayne


That was Lonnie in the truck behind Jewell. She knew it.


———


Jewell remembered her son’s deep-set, coffee black-brown eyes, like her grandfather’s. A big gap between his front teeth came from her grandfather, too. When Jewell had allowed herself to think of Lonnie as a man, she’d fitted his seven-year-old face into the image in her head of her grandfather King’s old sepia-toned photo. Nana Selma had had a mantel built, sans fireplace, just to make a proper display, like an altar, for that photograph. It had been taken by a black photographer in Columbia, whom Selma referred to as famous. Later, when Jewell learned about African ancestor worship, she thought of that photo. Surely, the hulking farmer in his white shirt and stiff collar had seemed to live with them. Selma spoke to him as she walked by. She asked questions of him in passing, and seemed to receive answers.


King had been a big, pale man burned bronze by the sun. His head and neck and shoulders filled the frame; the wide mouth and jaw were set, as if against the coming misfortune. His deep-set eyes looked straight and unsmilingly from under dark, arched brows into the small room that his father had built and he had improved. Jewell had been afraid of those eyes and their judgment. Now she was similarly afraid of her son’s.


His letter had been perfectly cordial, but, surely, he had to remember what she had done, just as she remembered and could never forget, starting with the train.


Jewell had put him onto that southbound train and convinced herself that he’d be riding into a new, wholesome boyhood. “He’s much better off.” Recalling how far she’d sunk back then, she’d repeated it to herself through the years: “much better off.” And, until this moment, she’d mostly been able to keep herself from thinking about how very deeply he might hate her.


She stopped the car and watched him in the mirror. It looked as if he were even taller than her father, big and hulking like him, with a walk that rolled his shoulders side to side. On his head he wore a skullcap stretched over thick dreadlocks that reminded her of how unruly his hair had been when he was a boy. He unloaded from the back of the truck two boxes, walked them to the black-and-white house, and rang the bell. A young woman peeked her head out into the drizzle; slim, brown, animated, she waved her hands even as he shook his head no. She had big hair, too, twists or some similar style that poked out in all directions. She stepped onto the stoop and clearly strained to pick up one box and take it inside. They were open boxes filled with objects Jewell could not identify, except to see that the heavy contents seemed to slide when the young woman tried to pick up the top one.


He called to her. Jewell saw his raised hand make a dismissing movement, which the young woman ignored. Instead, she called into the house. A boy of about seven erupted from the doorway, danced a little moonwalk on the top step, then held the door for her, hands and legs moving in place. With that, she bent deep and hoisted and then carried first one box, then the other. Once the woman finished, the boy banged the door closed and ran shouting into the quiet street. Lonnie—Jewell called him that in her mind—pointed to the truck bed and spoke to the boy. It looked as if he was directing him to carry something else into the house. The boy climbed up onto the bumper and reached in at the same time that Lonnie pulled out another box. Instead of grabbing his own parcel, however, the child vaulted onto Lonnie’s back, laughing. Lonnie bent forward slightly to accommodate him, said something to him sideways, then stopped in the middle of the street to regard Jewell’s car and the woman inside it, watching him. He squinted pointedly through the dim drizzled light at the rearview mirror and opened his big hands in an impatient gesture that communicated: “What are you looking at?” to Jewell.


Flushed and embarrassed, Jewell took off too fast down the one-way street.


The next intersecting street went the wrong way to aim her back toward the expressway. One block more took her to a street that was stoppered with a police barrier around construction. Although she was turned around now and confused, Jewell decided, superstitiously, that her way home was blocked because she was supposed to drive back to Lonnie’s house and introduce herself.


Besides, she wanted to see him close up. She wanted to feel again the totally undeserved surge of pride that had filled her as she’d watched him, with his rolling gait and strength, and his relationships, whatever they were, with the young woman with hair as big and wild as his own and the boy who whooped with glee and jumped onto his back. She wondered if he still had his great-grandfather’s gap-toothed smile. How could such a person have burst, full-grown, into her life?


———


It was a strange feeling. The driver of the champagne-colored Lexus on the next block was studying him, and so intently that when Alonzo Freeman Rayne looked up and squinted into her rearview mirror, it was as if the driver didn’t register the challenge, but only continued to observe. Rayne stared at her hard. At first he thought she was a case of early-morning road rage, pissed off because he’d urged her forward to let him into the parking space in front of the house. But she had not seemed offended: no visible huffing and puffing, no flip of the finger. From what he could see at this distance, she appeared simply to have been watching, head to the side—was he imagining her smiling?—as if he were a movie.


It crossed Rayne’s mind that the woman in the car might be his mother responding to the letter he’d sent just three weeks before. His mother had smiled that day on the train when she left, a memory that clicked into his brain like the sound of an accident: not the image of her so much as the fact of the smile. Now it came back to him. And had Khalil not hopped onto his back, Rayne would have walked toward her, to get a better view or, if he didn’t like what he saw, to move her along.


From a distance the driver looked white. Did his mother, really? For years he’d assumed that he’d know her when he saw her, but now he knew that he couldn’t. He could only conjure bits of feelings about her or moments: he remembered the train, holding on to the fine material of her skirt, and then letting go. He remembered that she smiled at him with such love that in the years after, he could never believe the things his grandfather said about her. And he remembered the loss of her that seared him to his bowels; just the smallest incitement could ignite the rage that had made him want to burn things, burn houses, burn his own house, with himself in it even, in hopes that she’d come, see, smell, hear his cries, and finally, finally, love him.


In his adolescence Rayne had taken up boxing. His grandfather Bobo suggested it, having correctly gauged the depth of the boy’s sullenness. And, indeed, Rayne came to life in the Philadelphia gym of a man named Magic, who encouraged him and other young men to feed their hungers with closed fists. Rayne’s big, long arms knocked boys down. He would let a boy come at him with a hard chin, lean out and away from his fists, and then he’d come in close and hard with a few uppercuts that the opponent couldn’t have expected; then he’d rear back, feint a little, all this fast, so fast that his mind knew it in the body only, and couldn’t say it; then rock back on the heels and check for the other guy’s fear, see it, hold it in mind, then plant his feet, find the open millisecond, and throw in the hardest punch his opponent had ever taken—each time it was to be a better punch than ever before, the punch he trained for with the heaviest heavy bag Magic had, going at it again and again, past exhaustion, running harder and longer than the other boys, bringing all of it into his shoulder and arm—and slamming it into a young man’s chin. One time he actually sheared off a tiny bit of bone; he knocked one boy’s tooth out, and drove another’s back into his gum, laying open part of his face, shocking him, insulting him, rearranging.


———


One of Lillie’s Zen stories told about a man holding on to a branch with a tiger above him and a deep gully below. Rayne usually forgot the whole story, but that image described how he’d felt through much of his adolescence. The sense he had on the train that his mother loved him so perfectly, exclusively, in a way no one else could ever know, had not been confirmed. After all, she did not come get him that September when school began. She did not come back for him at all. But he held on anyway, because there was a tiger above and a gully beneath. Boxing helped him hold on, at least until Bobo went to prison.


Then, the discipline of boxing held him over into adulthood. It sopped up some of the anger that used to slosh into his sunny days and threatened to drown him in plain sight of the whole wide world. By the time Lonnie reached manhood, his own rage was not inevitably the final word, though great quantities of it had been compacted and stored in basement catacombs, not dead but buried alive, like the Irishmen he’d heard about who’d contracted cholera in nineteenth-century Philadelphia. They’d gone into comas, and been buried, only to wake up underground.


Sometimes he felt it stir with Lillie. It was not her fault, but since he’d moved into her house, she could get in there where the monster lived.


“There’s a guy came to the hospital to see his little boy,” she told him, “and instead of asking the kid how he feels, he just roars at ’im. Roar!”


“That’s what you should do for Khalil. He’d love it.”


“Nah, that’s what I’ma do to you when you get like that, because can’t nobody talk to you.”


Roar! It was their shorthand. He’d want to rip the head off something alive, but would go outdoors instead and trot along Cobbs Creek. You could do a lot of miles on Cobbs Creek. He’d wear himself out and come home spent, no need to roar.


Lillie had suggested, the year before, that he write his mother. At first it seemed to come out of nowhere, and it annoyed him. She told him that if he wrote the letter, she’d help him find an address. He’d told her that he was not trying to dredge anything up.


When you’re ready, she’d said.


He hadn’t liked the word ready.


———


The image of his mother in Rayne’s mind was of a flawless twenty-year-old beauty with dark, shiny hair, shining eyes, perfectly bowed red lips, and an expression of perfect contentment. It was from a photo she’d had taken and sent to Selma when they lived in New York. The caption, written in black ink, said: “To Nana Selma, from your rascal in New York—who won’t give up!”


Rayne had no personal memory strong enough to trump that stunning picture, which remained as sharp and glossy in his mind as it had in the bottom drawer where his grandfather Bobo kept it out of sight. When he’d first found it at age twelve, Rayne had just about lost the ability to see her face clearly in his mind. The image underneath Bobo’s old socks, which Rayne had gone to pilfer, appeared so beautiful that he burst into tears, right there in his grandfather’s dusty old bedroom in Selma’s otherwise fastidious little farmhouse. Rayne vowed that that would be the last time he cried for her.


Now the image stayed submerged, mostly, down at the bottom of his brain stem, quite perfect, engaged in a vague personal tragedy almost separate from himself. His memories of his mother had been surfacing since the letter, which he wrote the night after Khalil, squatting over a pile of junk just like this one, had ventured to call him Dad.


———


On this raw Sunday morning as he prepared to drive to Gunnerson, South Carolina, the creamy Lexus purred away and did not come back. Rayne decided that the Sunday-morning white lady was probably a real estate agent hoping that the latest foreclosure might be worth more than three dollars and eighty-five cents. Halfway through her two-year nursing program, Lillie had dropped behind in her monthly payments, with only a few years to go to finish off her mother’s mortgage. It was why he’d moved in with her. Who knew that six months into it Khalil, who’d been so cool for a year, would squat among the found objects—or Found Lost, as Lillie had scrawled on the back brick wall—and address him, secretly, with penetrating intimacy, as Dad with love that made him want to run?


But after the car drove away and did not circle back, Rayne dismissed the moment, finished unpacking the truck, and went inside quickly to lay out the stuff, say good-bye, and get on the road to his Nana Selma’s. He could almost hear her calling “Yoo-hoo!” as he did.


Yoo-hoo. You comin home? Or what?





CHAPTER 2
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It was already past seven. Lillie was filling the cooler with lunch, dinner, and snacks. She was very careful and very intentional about food. As a nursing student and the daughter of a diabetic Filipina mother and an alcoholic black father, she said, she had no choice. She said it regularly as a matter of faith, and Rayne never failed to laugh and counter: “Oh, you had some choices, there, baby. You had choices.” To tease her, Rayne said that he was hoping to grab fast food on the drive.


She’d already put a twelve-pack of water bottles and his construction thermos filled with fresh coffee next to his duffel bag by the vestibule. She’d peeled his favorite navel oranges, torn them into sections, and put them into a plastic container for him to eat right away. The house smelled of coffee and oranges, which made him want to sit down in the kitchen and read the paper as he had when they’d first fallen in love and she’d spent the night at his apartment. No morning now was that relaxed. Every day was a push as Lillie powered through a two-year postgrad nursing program at Jefferson University, “while she had the help,” she’d once said before apologizing, but that’s how it was: he’d cosigned the educational loan, and he was paying the mortgage on the little house her parents had left her. At first Rayne and Lillie said that living together would be “like family,” which each of them missed: hers having died young, his, in prison, down South, gone. But, in fact, the easygoing lovers made for watchful, even tense, cohabitants. Everything was hard: nursing school was hard; starting the construction business was hard; sharing the space and their lives tentatively, and figuring out how to handle the boy together; all of it kept them on edge. And Rayne’s sense that she was pushing him to be other than he was. Only Lillie’s son, Khalil, made the decision to commit, full stop.


Lillie bent over the cooler as Rayne walked the boxes through the house to the backyard, making sure not to let them weep dust along the way. The thin floorboards vibrated. The countertop was crowded with food, and it irritated him that she worked so hard. He really would have been just as happy with fast food.


“Everything all right?” she asked, head down.


“Yeah. I told you that I had to go make sure they’d locked up the little job downtown properly, didn’t I?”


Lillie flashed him a tight grin and shrug; he’d left at 5:00 a.m., after she’d obliged him with perfunctory early-morning sex. He’d said something, sure, but she couldn’t remember what.


He told her how he’d driven to his shop in North Philly to collect the boxes quickly at 5:20 a.m. and to switch trucks. Then, when he drove by the downtown construction job whose building permit was still pending, he saw that the demo crew he’d hired had “lost” the padlock on the construction door and tied it with an old rope. He’d thought about simply nailing the place shut, but the neighbors there were suspicious. Instead, he drove back to the shop in North Philly for a new padlock, left the new key on his desk with a note, and drove back downtown to secure the building before leaving town for five days. “So now it’s seven, and I should be, like, halfway through Maryland.”


———


“Khalil would’ve been happy with one box,” Lillie said as Rayne stomped through with the last of the heavy parcels. Everything in them was made of metal and brick, concrete and wood. There were faucets with glass handles cut in the shapes of long crystals, claw feet without their table legs, a large, rusty knocker forged in the shape of a wolf’s head. “Spring vacation is just for the week.”


“You know what I really want?” Rayne stopped and shifted the box under his arm. Lillie’s glasses were on, and her thick, wild hair was pulled back and tied in a scarf as always when she cooked. The warm kitchen smelled of corn bread. This was as close to home as he could imagine creating; but he did not trust contentment. Neither, Lillie admitted, did she.


“What do you really want?” she asked. She came toward him, pulled the step stool from the corner with her foot, stepped up, and kissed him deeply. A desire flared up and caught them off guard, careful as Lillie usually was when Khalil was nearby.


Rayne held her to him with his free arm. She smelled like oranges and early morning. “I must have been too fast this morning.”


“I was sleepy.”


“Now you’re awake.”


“It’s seven o’clock.”


“Just a quickie.”


Lillie surprised him by looking slyly from him to the kitchen door to the yard and back again. “Give him that box.” Then she scampered upstairs.


When Rayne stepped into the backyard, a chilly mist carried the familiar smell of horses. From the box he was carrying, he handed Khalil what he thought was the best find of the lot: a stone-carved gargoyle about a foot and a half high. Khalil made a first inspection, running his palm over the spikes and curves and poking his finger down its throat. Rayne explained that a downspout would run into a pipe in the throat to conduct rainwater, and they could make a small funnel from the house downspout through this gargoyle when they mounted it.


“If your mom says yes. I’ll have to angle it so that it hits the drain there by the corner of the house.”


“Whoa,” Khalil said. He cradled the heavy demon to his wiry body and sank down onto his haunches to inspect it, ignoring the sound that still startled Rayne each time he heard it here in West Philadelphia: the whinny of a horse and the pawing of her hooves on the packed yard.


Across the alley from Lillie, a bizarre, quasi-legal stable, maintained by a leathery urban cowboy in his sixties, took up two house plots on the next street. It featured a dirt yard, alternately dusty, muddy, or frozen throughout the seasons, where one beautiful old chestnut mare sometimes came out for air, or to be saddled, or groomed. The horseman wore a hard brown saddlebag frown and a dusty cocoa-brown cowboy hat and chaps. He ching-chinged through Rite Aid and Pathmark in pointed boots with spurs. He and a dozen and a half comrades called themselves Buffalo Soldiers. They rode singly or in a movie-soundtrack cantering group over the tough green-and-brown bank of Cobbs Creek. On Saturdays they gave rides and dispensed history lessons and tough love to neighborhood boys.


At first Rayne had leaned a ladder against the wall so that Khalil could climb up and look into the tiny corral. Soon enough, the boy began to play on the ladder, straddling one of the middle rungs and the top of the fence, or grabbing a handhold on the sill of the bay window. They began to plan the Climbing Wall to replace the ladder, with a perch past the second story that would command a view of the barn and the alley. The found objects from Rayne’s demo sites would serve as handholds and foot supports. Lillie had not okayed the idea yet, so Rayne had held off building, just as he’d held off stripping the black paint off the front. Until she came around, he told Khalil, they could sort and design the wall, and then redesign and draw plans.


When Rayne brought in his boxes of found objects, he and the boy knelt together in the intimate space under the bay-window overhang, discussing their attributes and possible placements. It was there that Khalil had first called Rayne Dad, so quietly and tentatively that Rayne could not be sure he’d heard properly. And it was in that same space now, crowded with new boxes for Khalil’s inspection, where Khalil asked, as lightly and naturally as if Rayne were going to the supermarket: “Can I go?”


Rayne’s hand was on the storm door knob, and his mind had already traveled upstairs to where he hoped Lillie was still waiting. Had he heard him?


“To South Carolina?”


Khalil nodded. “Yeah. It’s Easter break. I’m off’a school anyway. Ooh—and we could go fishing in that mermaid place, where you said the sea backs up into the river.”


Khalil looked up at Rayne, wanting to ask again but afraid to knock over the delicate balance of Rayne’s quite real consideration. Khalil gripped the gargoyle’s head and dragged his hand over the ears and across the rough neck, as if he were petting a new family dragon.


“Can I?” Khalil asked again, almost a whisper that traveled nearly six feet up to Rayne’s ears only.


They’d talked about it that year: the fact that Khalil was just about old enough to join Rayne on a trip south; how good it would be for him to have the experience of earlier generations, to spend time in a rural setting, to know from their own experience that black people hadn’t always lived stacked in matchboxes, and that they owned land and barns and silos, that they had rights to water from creeks and streams. Besides, speaking of that land, Rayne planned to talk to Nana Selma about selling it so that he could set her up, down there or closer to him in Philadelphia, in a nice retirement facility. It was not a conversation he looked forward to having with her. Khalil would be the perfect buffer.


“If it’s okay with your mother, it’s okay with me.”


Khalil jumped right up from where he’d been squatting.


“Shh-shh-shh. Yo, Lil. Half a yes can still mean no. Lemme ask her. You stay here. I’ma go ask her. Do not come in till I call you. Hear me?”


“You don’t want me to go pack?”


“C’mon, man, don’t wreck it. What I tell you? Lemme go talk to your mom, okay? So we get everything straight about when I’m gone. Okay?”


Khalil did not look up, but shook his head happily. He put down the gargoyle, selected a screwdriver from the small, ancient toolbox Rayne had given him, and tried to release a purple glass doorknob from its rusted housing.


“Here,” Rayne said, reaching into the corner of the toolbox for a can of WD-40. “Soak it up real good for five minutes and then go back to it. Use that rag over there to hold the knob so you don’t drop it when it’s greasy.


“Don’t come up till somebody tells you, hear?”


———


Upstairs, Rayne stopped in the bathroom to wash his hands. He scrubbed them under the hot water, not only to clean but also to warm them. When he stepped into the bedroom, Lillie closed and locked the door behind him. She had taken off her clothes and glasses and scarf. He breathed in sudden delight. She used to call it the sneak attack, one of his favorite surprises in his apartment after he gave her the key. She’d be waiting for him, nude, sometimes sitting in the living room, wrapped in a blanket. “Do me!”


Now she said, “What took you so long? Look, I turned on the computer. I was about to check e-mail,” she said, loosening his belt and pants.


“E-mail get you hot?”


“Depends. You send me anything good?”


“Khalil was talking to me. He had something to ask me.”


“Shhh. Stop talkin. Pick me up. Come on. Just like that.”


———


They enjoyed each other fast and hard and simply. They laughed and groaned together happily, easy, like before. Rayne called it country sex, suitable for barns and lean-tos, best suited for early morning or late evening, unwashed. When they finished, he sat down with her straddling him on their one bedroom chair.


“Khalil asked me to take ’im. I said yes—if you agreed.”


“What do you mean, take ’im?”


“Take him with me today for the week.”


“Down South?”


“Yeah, down South. What do you say: five days to study alone?”


“Five days? You sure? It’s a lot, baby. The K-boy’s a handful when you take him on twenty-four seven. Or even twenty-four five.”


“You think I’ll leave ’im at the rest area?”


“Hadn’t thought of that. Scary.”


“I won’t. This’ll be good for us. So, he’s seven. That’s how old I was when I went down there to live.”


“Oh, so you’re gonna take ’im and leave ’im there. Compulsive repetition. You are not convincing me that this is a good idea.”


“Nah, baby, Nana Selma ain’t in the kid business no more. I guess I want him to see the old place.”


“Okay. I can’t believe I’m giving you push-back, bad as I need study time. He asked you? He must’ve been thinkin about it all the time since we talked about it. He hasn’t mentioned it to me.”


“He’s strategic.”


“Yep.”


“And when I come back, can I get some?” He made a nest in the top of her hair, laid his head in it and surprised himself by dozing. He was back on the farm. As soon as his neck threatened to relax, he woke.


“What are you thinking?” he asked.


“Nothing.”


“Yes, you are, you were thinking so loud it woke me up.”


“Khalil loves you. If anything happens between us, it’ll break his heart. That’s what I was thinking. And then I was thinking how I shouldn’t say that, because it might sound desperate.”


“We said we’d get you through school, baby. Let’s do one thing at a time.”


“That’s what we’re doin,” she said. “Khalil’s busy with his own agenda.”


“I get it, baby,” Rayne said. “Who you think gets it more than I do? Now, lemme get goin and try to talk this old lady outta that damn trailer in the swamp.”


“She could come here, you know. I’m fine with it. I’ve told you that.”


He wrapped his fleece sweater around her naked back, feeling the fineness of her skin against his rough hands. Selma had lived on that same land since she was a girl. “Might take dynamite to blast her off the place.”


“Well, maybe you’ve gotta just tell ’er no.”


“Yeah. That’s what I tell her. She says I was born to inherit that land, and I tell her I was born so that somebody could say no to her besides King.”


“Did he ever say no to her?”


“He never had to. She worshipped him. She was a girl, really, when they married. Like seventeen or eighteen.”


“Maybe she’s got another twenty years in ’er. You said she was tough… Oh, God, I hear Khalil calling,” Lillie said. She pulled on her clothes so fast that Rayne felt the breeze of her movement. She motioned for him to pull up his pants. Rayne reached for a handful of her hair before she pulled it through an elastic and retied her scarf. She swatted his hand, then turned with the bright look of a new idea: “Bring back some farm implements or handles or something from down there for the Climbing Wall,” Lillie said.


“Whoa. That’s perfect. Why didn’t I think of that?”


———


When they opened their door, Khalil was standing at the top of the stairs with his backpack.


“Man, didn’t I tell you stay downstairs?” Rayne said.


“I was just gettin my stuff. So I’d be ready.”


Lillie looked from one to the other, afraid to trust the love her boy had for this man. “I gotta pack his stuff, and that’s putting you even later,” Lillie said.


“No, see,” Khalil said, pointing to the backpack, “I packed!”


“C’mon, baby,” Rayne said. “Just some jeans and a couple T-shirts and some drawers.”


“I packed. All that stuff I packed already.”


“Toothbrush?”


Khalil jumped sideways into the bathroom and grabbed it along with his brush. He shoved them into the bag.


“And his asthma medicine,” Lillie said. She’d crossed to the top of the steps, scooped up the backpack, and was looking through the clothes stuffed in.


“I don’t really need the medicine anymore.”


“You wanna go?” Lillie asked her son pointedly. Then to Rayne she added: “I know you think I fuss too much. But this is the time of year he gets it. Weather changes, and boom.”


“No, you’re right. We don’t want ’im fallin out down there. It’s the country, Little Man. Your medicine might not have been invented down there yet.” He spoke to Khalil, but motioned his chin in the direction of the boy’s room, where Lillie was opening and slamming drawers.


Khalil made a face meant to show how ridiculous that sounded, but he also appeared just a tiny bit nonplussed.


“No socks, Khalil,” Lillie shouted so that he could hear her. “No underwear.”


Rayne raised his eyebrows. Khalil made an embarrassed face and batted Rayne’s big hand between his smaller ones, hitting it back and forth to contain his excitement.


———


“I’ma go pack up the truck,” Rayne called to Lillie.


“Oh, geez, I gotta put in more food.” She came from the room with the backpack and an ancient half-sized duffel bag with Oscar the Grouch on one side. “Here.”


Khalil groaned. He’d tried to avoid that bag.


“Nah, baby, we got food for the century. ’Sides, he only half eats anyway.”


“You gotta make ’im eat.”


“Not a problem, baby. Boy, Nana Selma will make ’im eat.”


As if on cue, Rayne’s cell phone rang. Nana Selma shouted into the phone from South Carolina: “Hey! You comin or what?”


Rayne grinned into the phone. “You cookin?”


“Your Chinee girl with all that crazy nappy hair, whatsername: I called the house earlier; she say you at the job. So I wanna know how you at the job and coming to South Carolina by supper?”


“Lillie. Her name’s Lillie. I may not make it by suppertime,” he said, using the old country meal designation.


“You certainly will not make it by suppertime. I be lucky you get here by bedtime.”


“I had to check my locks, Nana. My foreman moved down South, and the other guys just don’t pay attention.”


“You sound like your great-grandfather. All right, Big Man, you handle your business. I’ma see can I put some clean sheets for you. You gonna be sleepin in your old room in the house or you wanna bunk in the trailer here with me?”


“How cold is it?”


“It’s cold enough. But JJ fixed that little whatchacallit, stove; he fixed it and he said he lef’ some firewood behin’ the house. I ain’t been out to see.”


“The stove? What was wrong with the stove? Those things are cast iron. JJ doesn’t know about those old stoves.” She did not quite sound herself. Rayne wondered whether she was slurring her words.


“Box stove. That’s it. No, he just cleared out the flue after some critter got in and made a nest. It was a mess. So where you want?”


“I’ll stay in the house. But don’t make up the bed. I’ll do that when I come.” He decided not to tell her that Khalil was coming, so she wouldn’t begin to fuss about that, too.


“You come before sundown, I’m warning you, all you gonna see is weeds—they done took me over. First shoots of green: nothing but weeds. You just have to find me in the underbrush somewhere, peepin out, like that little old ant in the funnies. ’Member him?”


It was a joke that she still liked, a pantomime that she’d do in person sometimes: the tiny, antennaed black insect who popped up in the corner of old animated shorts, bug-eyed and with big white grinning lips, a wise guy inserted to give the smart-aleck, darky-style last word.


Who dat?


Who day say who dat?


Who dat say who dat when I say who dat?


Selma seemed even more amused when Rayne became old enough to take offense. This time on the phone, however, he laughed right along with her, glad to hear her tease after what seemed like slightly halting words: herself, but older.


“All right, all right, Nana. You still ain’t told me whether you were cooking.”


“I have told you before: I don’t hardly cook no more for myself. Look, I don’t know. Big as you is, it’s hard to keep enough in the house.”


“Grits, barbecue, sweet potatoes, greens: Nana, you know the drill.”


“You better bring me sompin.”


“Macaroni and cheese, rice and gravy. Anything. Nana, you’re killin me.”


She laughed easily. He could hear her tip her head back from the phone. “Honey, your Nana is just plain old. You don’t seem to realize. Come on down. See how I feel today. You gonna be so late, maybe I’ll just start getting things ready for tomorrow. I’ll have a bite of sompin here tonight. Just get on the road!”





CHAPTER 3
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Jewell tried to recall the pattern of one-way streets, but a tiny park and then a new-looking inner-city shopping mall had been built where she thought she should go. By the time she returned to where she figured her son’s block should be, she’d driven instead to Market Street under the elevated train and into a construction zone.


The El roared. Jewell felt as if the roadbed underneath her were shaking. On either side of her were stacks of big-construction material: steel beams, concrete pillars on their sides, wide wooden planks. Dirt hills rose up under the elevated train tracks. Puddles gave a false surface to potholes. Beams, sewer pipes six feet across, and reclaimed timber blocked her way, forcing her to drive in a sloppy zigzag. After several blocks she noticed that not one other car was moving on Market Street. Somehow, she’d gone very wrong. Now and then a person walked across the street, looking everywhere so as not to step in mud or uneven concrete and asphalt surfaces. But each tiny street leading to and from Market was blocked. How had she gotten so lost in the city she thought she knew? This was a black alternate universe: and now a universe under construction.


She put the car into reverse to turn around. Red-brown construction clay was piled up behind her like an impromptu Indian burial mound. Next to it were a few municipal trucks and an earthmover. She had never liked backing up in this car, whose trunk was less easy to estimate than her old hatchback. She did not want to hit the dusty municipal vehicles parked haphazardly around the mound, so she swung her gaze from one side of the car to the other to avoid them.


Clearly she’d driven from some street into this muddy no-outlet mess, she was thinking, and there must be at least one street, if only that one, that could lead out. She was deciding to go the wrong way on that street if necessary, just to get out of there, when, at once, she saw a man who’d materialized between her car and the mound, and felt and heard him banging on her trunk and shouting at her to stop backing up. Jewell jammed her brakes so hard that she felt the ABS system buck over the slippery mud. But she managed not to hit him, a small, earth-colored gnome wearing a gray raincoat. She knew when he rounded the back corner of her car, bawling the whole way, that she had just missed hitting him, and that she easily could have done so had he not punched the car.


“Jesus!” he called out in a scratchy tenor voice that grated. “Jesus!” he cried again, now that she saw him. “What’re you doin? Where you going? Ain’t even no cars driving. How’d you get in here, lady? Jesus have mercy.”


She expected him to move from behind the car, but he didn’t. Looked as if he couldn’t. The El roared over, rattling them both. He was yelling again, but she couldn’t hear him, and the entire place, though deserted, seemed so busy and noisy, filled with so much grime and dirt, she almost couldn’t stand it. As soon as the El passed, she felt, they’d be able to break out of their poses. She could get out of the car, he’d step out, and they’d both see that he was all right and that she was very, very sorry. She began to breathe.


Then, out of nowhere, at least half a dozen people emerged. From where? she wondered. As the El rumbled away, she could hear them clucking and grumbling, chuff chuff chuff, righteous group indignation. An officious man about her age, with large, suspicious eyes, caught her gaze, making sure to purse his lips pointedly and stare her down to show her his disapproval before he walked behind the car with exaggerated care. He was taking in her creamy car and creamy skin. Men had desired her since she was twelve and hated her for it. She could feel it.


He shouted: “Is that thing in neutral? Is it in park? Can you put on the emergency brake?” He escorted the still paralyzed older man to the side of the car. Jewell had lowered the front window, intending to ask the man’s forgiveness. Now, with the little group of people turning into a tiny ad hoc crowd, she stepped out into the cold damp. The air tasted like suspended particles of dust. A few people popped out of a storefront and picked their way across Market Street with quick-moving excitement. At least two were drunk, with one woman calling out from across the street that she’d seen it all, that the crazy white woman in the Lexus was dangerous, that the man had been knocked over, that Jewell had been driving like a maniac, a bat outta hell, on the damn sidewalk and everything.


Jewell looked at the little brown-and-gray man, now held under the arm by his officious advocate. She wished that she were alone with the man so that she could apologize and ask him how he was without a hostile chorus. She wanted to tell him that she was sorry to have scared him, that she hoped she hadn’t hurt him, that there was no way she could have seen him, with the mound, as big as a trailer, really, hiding him completely. She imagined herself saying that she’d made some great connections by accident, including her husband. The little man looked like the type who would laugh with her, friendly-like, once he’d gotten over his fear.


Instead, the small crowd ringed the front of her car and stood between them. The loud, drunk woman escalated her alarm. “That crazy white bitch is comin out the car. Watch ’er hands. What she grab her purse for?”


“She’s scared when she get out the car somebody gonna take it.”


“Maybe she’s tryin to pay ’im off.”


“He could sue anyway.”


“Pay me off: hey, for a thousand dollars, I ain’t seen nothin!”


“Could be a gun.”


“Tha’s more likely.”


“Crazy white bitches carry them cute little guns. Little motherfuckin pearl-handle guns.”


Jewell was shocked at the sudden vitriol—and something familiar.


She did indeed come from a family of gun-toters, and she felt it now, their presence, or at least their influence. She’d been afraid as they’d started toward her. Now the woman’s talk enraged her.


“What if I do?”


“White bitch crazy.”


“Whatever I got is legal for me to carry.” Jewell found herself holding the clutch purse, which she’d grabbed out of habit, above her head and shouting: “You back up. You back up and let me talk to the man. And I am not… white. Stop saying that.”


“Oh, oh, well, she crazy and the bitch almost kilt the man, but she ain’t white,” the woman began to yell. “So now we safe.”


“I feel safer already,” said one man, beginning to snort.


In her head, Jewell could hear her lawyer husband, Jack, cautioning her to say nothing that people could use against her later. He would say that she’d already said too much.


The little gnome, who Jewell saw was holding a zip-covered Bible, let out a high-pitched rolling peal of laughter. The openness of the laugh communicated a mischievous goodwill that suddenly reminded her of video she’d seen of Desmond Tutu. Over the objections of his self-appointed bodyguard, the man reached out cold, gnarled hands and held her gloved fingers tightly. He looked up at her with his round face smiling.


“But, sir,” Jewell said, “I am very, very sorry.”


He reached up to kiss her. She bent down toward him. His face and nose were cold on her cheek. She breathed in his strong Bay Rum aftershave, a smell she remembered from her own father.


“Well,” he said in a Caribbean lilt, “I am not dead, as we see, so all’s well that ends well.” Then he laughed again at his own wit.


Jewell thought of a way to get out of this situation. “If you’re going to church,” she said as the next El approached, “I can drive you there.”


“What?”


People shouted the offer to him and to one another over the noise. The discarded bodyguard was shaking his head no, and making a lowing sound to signify that they were wrong to let this thing pass. “I wouldn’t, sir. If I were you, I wouldn’t. You haven’t seen any documentation, any paperwork. You should probably get some information…” He reached into his breast pocket, feeling for a pen that Jewell suspected he knew damn well was not there.


The little crowd divided:


“She may not be white, but half-black don’t mean she can drive.”


“She ain’t half, maybe a quarter.”


“You can’t tell.”


“I can. My granmuvver were whiter than her with blue eyes.”


“Black and blue, maybe!”


“I swear he should not get into that car with that bitch and the gun.”


“What she gonna do? Shoot ’im now that we all seen ’er?”


“Oh, come on, the man grown.”


“He better hold tight to that Bible.”


“See, that’s what you don’t know: a prayin man don’t have to fear.”


“Not like niggers who get up on Sunday and have a drink!”


As they talked, the man thanked his advocate, shook hands with him, and allowed him to walk him, held by the elbow, to the passenger side of the car. Once inside, the man said, smiling, both at Jewell and at his audience through the windshield, “All right. Let’s get out of here while we can. Turn around like you were doing and you have to go about five blocks to get out. I know where.”


He told her to call him Jubilee. Together, with his strong aftershave circulating through the heating system and filling the car, the two navigated their way out of the construction area and back onto the streets. Once Jewell was headed toward his church, Jubilee sat back to enjoy the car’s many features.
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