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Trapped in the hurricane of a changing cultural landscape, the young women of 

Kakawangwa, Florida must choose to clutch tradition or side with the times. Pearl and 

Jasmine are two sisters who come of age after being raised by a single mother in a 

religious household. Whitney, born a hermaphrodite, must determine her gender and 

sexuality, despite being married to her husband, Joe. Celeste, a college dropout, returns 

home to Kakawangwa in disgrace. Blackie, who lives life without inhibition, must cope 

with the consequences of the choices she makes. Filled with language that is pithy, 

abrupt, direct, and melodious, The History of Kakawangwa is a narrative that reveals 

these women as they reconcile the world to themselves. 
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THE HISTORY OF KAKAWANGWA, FLORIDA 

United States of America 

North America 

W 87 037´ 

Geography 

Kakawangwa is located 30°10′28″N 85°39′52″W (30.174451, -85.664480) in 

Florida’s panhandle, twenty-three miles north of the Gulf Coast. It takes thirty minutes 

to drive the length of the town. 

Population 

There are about twelve thousand people: maybe thirty percent of them black, 

less than one percent Seminole (they live separated from most everyone), twenty 

percent tourist on account, per the brochure, that the “Choctawhatchee River offers the 

most breath-taking views of Florida’s natural landscape,” ten percent Mexican (if they 

are Mexican or not no one has bothered to ask), twenty percent white, and whatever’s 

left is mixed somehow or other.  

Timeline 

1865. Back before anyone thought to write any of this down, Kakawangwa was 

once a place for seven Seminole families from Geneva, Alabama looking for a spot 

down in Florida near the Choctawhatchee River which had water clean enough to drink. 

Their point was to get away from the flood of 1865, plant and kill and build homes for 

themselves and their children, whom they would teach to plant and kill and build homes 
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for their offspring. Somebody in the camp saw some spotted bass in the river and that 

location became where the Seminoles built their first camp. 

 

1878. A man named Sammy boy got a high yellow girl pregnant, which was not 

a sin in itself, even though she looked silky and pearly enough to be white. They lived 

on a row of shacks slaves used to inhabit before Mr. Timothy died, who left all he 

had—plantation and all—to Milly Mae, that old woman who kept his children (and did 

not judge him) until they were old enough to leave and not write back to know he had 

died. SammyBoy’s sin was that he refused to let his woman out one of those little 

houses at all for an entire year. And people knew she was in there because when she 

laughed, she did so loudly. It sounded more like a hiccup than anything.  

 

1879. Some of the worker men, the sheriff, and the man whom collected taxes 

once a year, grew to miss that high yellow gal standing out front, looking downright 

golden in the sun. For some time, they couldn’t miss her, as SammyBoy’s house was on 

the last lot before the empty land that separated this plantation from everyone else. 

After a while, they looked for her. So fine, she was, even in an oversized, flimsy flower 

dress banded at the middle by a part of a belt SammyBoy wore that snapped while he 

worked. She waved to everyone from that porch. Her hellos were so milky. While it was 

bad enough SammyBoy got to have her, it was even worse that no one else got to step 

past that high yellow gal while she stood on the dirt out front, everything firm and erect 

on her, save for those flimsy dresses, underneath which there appeared to be nothing.  
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October 1879. The sheriff asked about that gal in there and why she’s never let 

out. SammyBoy said, “Because no otha’ man is worth lookin’ at to her.” That day, 

SammyBoy and that high yellow gal, thought it might be better if they left to Alabama, 

where she had some people. On the way, they ran into Kakawangwa, where the baby 

was born under a pink Florida maple tree, and the Seminoles helped her bath that fat 

baby in some water. For a thank you, SammyBoy caught some rabbits, skinned them, 

they all ate, and Sammy and his gal ended up staying a spell with the Seminoles. That 

spell was the beginning of it all. 

 

1880-1900. A long time after that, many slaves on their way to Alabama from 

Tallahassee found where the Seminoles lived to be comfortable and the whole place 

grew and grew and grew. 

  

1902. When the world was industrializing, a white man named Theodore Long 

came to Kakawangwa with his wife and five boys. He saw that coloreds and the 

Seminoles had built up four rows of homes and even a place to store what they had 

killed, salted, and hung. He had a way of knowing what things needed to be done. Chief 

among them was making sure the coloreds had a part of the town for themselves that 

they would live and pay taxes with what they grew and killed for the storehouses. He 

told the people to make a school. He told everyone about Jesus Christ.  

 

1903. Theodore Long started the First Baptist Church. Long’s brother, Johnny, 

from California made a deal with him: if he could build a railroad through Kakawangwa 
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to Tallahassee, he’d allow Johnny a long stay and a couple of the colored boys to take 

back with him westward. Johnny agreed. That is how Kakawangwa got its first railroad. 

 

1904. Theodore Long told everyone what a mayor was and he elected himself. 

 

Spring 1904. Kakawangwa’s name changed. One woman who left 

Kakawangwa for a visit to her sister’s, when asked by someone who didn’t know where 

she was from, the woman responded with Kakaw. People round about started calling the 

place Kakaw, until everybody did. 

 

1905. Kakawangwa nearly fell during the first and second world war. Some of 

the men went off to Panama City. Some others went to Pensacola. Only forty of the 

hundreds of men actually came back. Freaky how it happened that way.  

 

1908. Among those who went to fight in WWI were Mayor Long and his eldest 

boy, Jesse.  

 

1910. Michael Sanderson took over as mayor served for thirty years, but he left 

for World War II and never came back. His son, Marshall Sanderson, took over when 

he went to war.  

 

1912. Marshall Sanderson was the mayor until he died suddenly while playing a 

guitar hymn on his porch. Matthew Sanderson, Marshall’s brother, took over when 
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Marshall died. He asked that everyone not refer to him as the mayor. Nor did he want 

his name to be written in the history of Kakawangwa, as he believed all mayors were 

cursed to a sudden and spontaneous death. 

 

1915. Matthew Sanderson died while reaching for an apple on a tree. 

 

July 1915. Mindy Sanderson, Matthew Sanderson’s wife, asked Matthew’s 

name be included in the town history in honor of her late husband. 

 

1915. The Hunt family moved to Kakawangwa from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  

 

1937. A colored man looked at one of the Hunt women. He was strung up.  

 

1938. That colored girl—Emily Dimple—was raped and murdered. 

 

1915-1960. Kakaw has had four mayors, all from the same family, the Hunts: 

Ulysses Hunt, Grant Hunt, Henry Hunt, Roosevelt Hunt. The way they tell it, all the 

Hunt boys bloodline were of the sperm of a United States president back before Kakaw 

existed, meaning all the Hunt boys could have become United States presidents. None 

of them ever left Kakaw, though. Not even for the weekend. The Hunts lived on a huge
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 compound with lots of green land and a three-mile lake.1  

1920-1945. During this time, Kakaw not only had a mayor, a sheriff, enough 

people to staff the fire department, but two hospitals: one on the north side —for the 

whites, the tourists, and anyone else who can afford it—and one on the south side. 

Many of the decisions about how tax dollars should be spent, how water will be cleaned 

and used, if the power system needed to be upgraded, how much the mayor’s salary 

should be, and the like was determined by the board of commissioners. 

 

1941. The negros built for themselves a church on their side of town. They 

called it “The Big Church.”  

 

1946. Some Negros staged a sit-in. 

 

1951-1958. Downtown was built. The stores, despite the legend they were not 

made with real cement, have outlasted every hurricane that has come through the area. 

Mr. Fred’s music store sells a good organ, although you might have to get it tuned up 

once you buy it. There’s a bakery, a shop for little girls’ clothing, a place where you can 

buy tools and nails, a post office, a shop where wedding and party invitations are made 

and shipped by the dozen, a shop for gentlemen wears, Willow’s Hair Salon that does 

every head of hair well except black hair, a place to purchase bikes and helmets, and a 

                                                
1 In 2002, someone had seen the pool cleaning people drive in there, so you can assume they 

have a pool, too. Probably boats for the lake. We know they’ve got horses. Maids. Too much money to 
count. Now, with all that, why would anyone want to leave Kakaw? Especially if where you went, no one 
knew you were, or of whose sperm where your entire family has lived, and how much money you had? 
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burger joint—Jack’s Shack—that has been on vacation since Jack left for Europe one 

summer.2 

 

1954. Playwright Tennessee Williams stayed the night in Kakawangwa on his 

way back to New Orleans. 

 

1956. Melvin Leroy’s home was burned down with his three boys tied down 

inside for having sex with Roosevelt Hunt’s daughter, Theresa, and her two friends in 

the woods. 

 

1963. Towns like Kakawangwa, and the neighboring Panama City, were said to 

have “chopped their way out of the wilderness” and were heralded as industrialized 

places to live. 

 

1972. The schools were de-segregated. 

 

1975-1977. The Drought of Kakawangwa, affectionately called, “The Beast of 

Two Hot Years.” 

 

1980. Sally Davis had her thirteenth child. 

 

                                                
2 He left in 1986. He’s kept the payments up, so nobody has gone in to clean the place out and 

re-sell it. Around 1997, the mayor got permission from the board of directors to screw wood boards over 
the windows. 
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1989. Kendrick Fuller came home to die after getting AIDS in the booty. 

 

1991. Eric Canny’s stint in the NBA begins and ends in the 1991-1992 season. 

He played for twelve minutes total. 

 

1998. The Internet comes to Kakawangwa. 

 

2000. Pastor Harrison moves from Virginia Beach, Virginia to serve as Pastor of 

“The Big Church.” 

 

2001. “The Big Church” becomes televised on channel seven on Sunday at 

5:30AM. 

 

2002. The First Baptist Church of Kakawangwa purchases new land to build a 

1.1 million dollar church. 

 

2003. “The Big Church” gets re-modeled. 

 

2006. In the gospel singing competition, “The Big Church” wins in a landslide 

against The First Baptist Church. 
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2008. Kakawangwa registered the most number of tourists in town history, with 

the institution of three carnival rides near the beach: “The Cupcake,” “The Nightmare 

Killer,” and “The Throw-You-Up-In-The-Air-And-Catch-You.” 

 

2010. “The Big Church” falls far below regular attendance, only twenty percent, 

since it was founded. The blacks have not gone to First Baptist, neither. Who knows 

where they went?
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MIDNIGHT 

They are quiet like cockroaches in Kakawangwa. Leaves prefer floating and 

save the drag for the daytime. The light post on Plummer road does not buzz. Horns do 

not exist. They are supposed to sink a ship to help make a coral reef tomorrow and try 

and save the fish choking on chemicals from the plant. The waves pet the side of that 

thing. But no one can hear anything about it. A waitress warming thick vegetable oil 

dropped a spoonful of corned beef hash and talking to a bus driver who stepped into the 

all-nighter for coffee and to listen and not listen at that waitress, who talks that 

forgettable talk so much so that she might as well not say anything at all. The CVS sign 

goes off. Cars in motion hint at the possibility of sound, but as they move so far away 

into oblivion, they don’t exist either. A black boy who just turned twenty leaves an 

imprint of his hand over the white skin around Sandra’s mouth as her teenage daughter 

with the rotten front tooth sleeps on a palate she made in the living room. Bowlegged 

Jack, who lives alone on a lot in the woods, slams his truck door right as he goes into 

his double-wide from his shift at the plant. The sound of it was not louder than the 

silence. 

This night, not unlike some others, Eleanor opens her eyes halfway and puts her 

left hand under her breast that is flat and warm. “Umm-hmm,” she says and sits up at 

the edge of her bed, placing her feet flat on the carpet. That spot on her head is itching 

again—the one where she got burned the last time she let that girl perm her hair and 

now it is buried under circles of hair rollers, making it difficult to wiggle her finger 
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through to reach. Nights like this Eleanor did not turn on the lights. Nights like this, the 

dark is the same as the day.  

 

Bishop was crazy. Everybody at school thought so. Not too many people messed 

with Bishop because he knew everyone’s secrets. There was no way the Bishop could 

be in all places at all times, but somehow, just by looking at someone, he knew about 

things, you know? He was able to understand things better than anyone else. That day 

on the school bus Heather started crying, it was only Bishop who knew that it’s because 

she hated being called ugly. It was not her fault that half her face caught on fire when 

she was four. She was four. She could not tell that fire was hot. She just wanted to touch 

it because it looked pretty in the fireplace winter after winter. Heather had a habit of 

crying, sometimes uncontrollably in the hallway at school or even in the girls’ 

bathroom. Bishop was able to tell everybody exactly how Heather felt, although 

Heather had never said a word to him or anyone else about the huge stain on her face. 

Heather, for the most part, acted like she was the same as anybody else. Bishop knew 

Heather’s story. He knew everyone’s story. 

The teacher, Mr. Walker, did not feel right unless there was a faint taste of wine 

and mint in his mouth. Mr. Walker was not a drunk. Bishop knew that. The deal was 

that Mr. Walker felt his sharpest, his best, when he was loose. During his free periods, 

where Mr. Walker was supposed to be writing lesson plans, but he usually took that 

time to have a cup or two of wine he kept in his drawer under a stack of papers. In front 

of the entire class, Mr. Walker told Bishop the answer to number three was not only 
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wrong and had nothing to do with the story of Zeus. Bishop responded by telling 

everyone, right then and there, that Mr. Walker likes to drink wine at school.  

Once, he was asked by this girl how he got his superpowers and Bishop told her 

she would die in her sleep the minute she turned forty-eight. That girl transferred 

schools and everyone forgot what her name was.  

Come to think of it, the only time Bishop did not know someone else’s secret 

was with a girl named Milly. Milly’s father was a pastor and they believed that God 

could actually speak through your mouth in a totally different language even if it’s from 

a different century or a remote country or a language that has not been spoken by 

anyone ever before. Weird. Milly and Bishop had to share a book, so they pushed their 

desks together. Milly had not been working for ten minutes before she raised her hand 

and asked to trade partners. According to her, Bishop’s armpits smelled like a bag of 

chopped onions.  

They all knew what was coming. Bishop was going to tell Milly’s secret. Even 

Mr. Walker, who would have normally gotten into this sort of thing, simply looked up 

from his desk. Bishop tried to see her. He tried to look inside to see what Milly’s secret 

had been. All he could see was red. Milly was covered in red. “You’ve got blood all 

over you,” Bishop said.  

 “Wow,” Milly said. “How long did it take you to make that one up?” Bishop 

said he was not making anything up. Milly really was drenched in blood. Some of the 

kids tried to convince Milly that meant she was dying. Milly insisted Bishop could not 

see into her because she had prayed to God that Bishop would never be able to do to her 

what he did to ole-what’s-her-face. 
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God? 

 

 

In the book of Isaiah, Lucifer, the accuser of the brethren, thought to himself 

that he could be God. Lucifer convinced himself and one third of the angels that he 

should replace the God, the creator of the universe. There was a war in heaven. But, 

Lucifer did not win and was cast out of heaven, him and the angels that rebelled, down 

to the earth like lightening. Changed his name to Satan, for Lucifer is the son of the 

morning, and Satan, well. He’s the adversary. To Bishop, this was the most interesting 

part of the bible, not that he should love his neighbor or anything like that. Bishop had 

always been curious to know why God had made Lucifer in the first place. Surely he 

must have known that Lucifer would become evil someday. He knew the thoughts of 

everyone in heaven, so why did God allow Lucifer to get the other angels to give up 

their right to be in heaven and to be happy?  

Bishop asked his mother this question, sometime around when he turned sixteen. 

All she had to say was to quit worrying about such matters. She had plans for him to 

become something important in his life. That’s why she named him Bishop. Bishops are 

important wherever they go. And important men did not waste time wondering how the 

devil got kicked out of heaven. Where is your homework, she asked. How did you do 

on that test last week? Didn’t you have a pop quiz in there somewhere? If so, where’s 

the paper with the grade on it? Did you feed the cats? All thirteen cats needed to be fed 

and watered every day, no matter what. Bishop moved his hand gently to the side of his 

mother’s face and explained to her that he would be the only child she’d ever have. 
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Bishop asked his father about how the devil got kicked out of heaven while he 

was in his boxers on the couch his mother had covered with plastic. His father was 

chewing ice cubes. “Haven’t you got homework you need to do for school?” his father 

asked without so much as looking in Bishop’s direction. The basketball game was on. 

On the walk home from school the next day, Bishop was told to stop by Miss 

Narissa’s house to pick up some magazines for his mother. Miss Narissa was about in 

her late thirties, maybe early forties, just like his mother. Bishop knocked on the door 

and from inside Miss Narissa told him to come in. Miss Narissa’s house had a long 

hallway that came out of the living room. As Bishop went in, he thought that Miss 

Narissa was in one of the back rooms. “Hang on, Bishop,” she said. “I’m coming.” 

She emerged from the back topless wearing only her pants from a suit. Miss 

Narissa worked at an office somewhere. “Here it is. Tell your Mama I said thank you, 

here?”  Bishop was trying to find things to look away at—he didn’t know—a window 

or a hole in his shoe he could not find. “Oh, don’t tell me you never seen titties before. 

They just titties,” she said and handed over the magazines. 

“Thank you Miss Narissa,” Bishop said. 

“Oh, brother. You really ain’t seen none before have you? Here. Take a look. 

This’ll help you,” Miss Narissa said and stood in front of Bishop with her hands on her 

waist around where her belt was. Her breasts were the size of lemons. Round. Dark 

brown nipples that looked up at him. 

“See, Bishop?” Miss Narissa asked. “Was it really that bad?” 

Bishop, with the palm of his hand cupped the bottom of Miss Narissa’s left 

breast. 
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“Hey, no touching,” Miss Narissa said.  

Bishop gave her a firm look. “You don’t mean that.”  

“Why would I say it, then?” Miss Narissa asked. 

“Just something to say.” 

“How about you go home? And the next time you stop by, I’ll have on a shirt.” 

Bishop ran home and dropped the magazines on the counter. He went in his room and 

closed the door behind him. He heard his mother yell at him for running in the house 

and making so much noise. She yelled that he should get started on his homework. He 

yelled back that he would. 

 

The next time Bishop came over was three days later. He was walking home 

after school eating a box of raisins he had saved from lunchtime, when Miss Narissa, 

who hardly ever sets foot in her front lawn, had planted a chair out there by the 

mailbox, where only a metal fence separated her from the sidewalk. Bishop got close by 

her and fully intended to keep going about his way when Miss Narissa said, “Come 

here, boy. I gotta talk to you.” They went inside her house and Miss Narissa told Bishop 

to sit down. 

“What do you know about me?” Miss Narissa asked. 

“What you mean?” 

“You think I like little boys touching on me?” 

“No ma’am.” 

“You told your Mama?” 

“No, ma’am.” 
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“Good, because I do not like little teenage boys touching on me. You got it?” 

Bishop leaned his head back and tapped the last few raisins out the side of the 

box into his mouth. He smashed the box in his hands and stuffed it in his pocket. Miss 

Narissa told him to leave. Bishop crossed his legs. He asked her about King Sporty, her 

last boyfriend. Narissa denied ever knowing King Sporty. Bishop walked up to Narissa 

and whispered, “If you treat other men the way you treat me, no one will ever ask you 

what you want them to ask you.” 

“What is that?” 

“If you will marry them.” 

“That is not true about me.” 

 

 

Bishop had not known what to do with a woman, but he figured it out. First with 

Miss Narissa, then with Miss Peggy, and Miss Delilah, all of whom where over thirty 

and lived alone. On his eighteenth birthday, Miss Narissa asked Bishop if he would 

move with her to Ocala, Florida. Bishop agreed. Bishop’s mother and father went to the 

state to complain that Bishop was raped. Without evidence, though, no charges were 

formally filed on any of the women with which Bishop had built friendships. Bishop’s 

mother would not allow him to take anything from her house when he moved out. Not 

even his own clothes. She insisted that she bought them, so his clothes belonged to her. 

She was only allowing him to borrow them day by day. Bishop put his hand on his 

mother’s cheek and explained to her that she was done having children. Bishop’s 

mother hissed at him. She told him he did not know everything in life and should stop it 
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before someone beats him up real good. Bishop smiled tenderly. “You’ll never see me 

again,” he said, put his hands in his pockets and whistled on his way down the street to 

Miss Narissa’s. 

Bishop became quite comfortable there with Narissa. He read the bible all day 

and wrote in his notebook all he could about Satan and why God would not allow Satan 

to be happy. Satan deserved to be happy, just like everybody else, Bishop thought. 

Narissa, after the first three years of him living there, turned her guest bedroom into a 

place Bishop could be alone and study. He thanked Narissa by telling her that her great-

great grandmother was a slave that worked in the house and not in the fields. So, the 

only work she had to do was raise the children. Narissa burst into tears when she heard 

this, for she had always suspected that she was not an ordinary nigger like everyone 

else. Sometimes, Bishop did not leave that room for days. 

Miss Peggy and Miss Delilah got jealous and asked if they could drive down 

from Marianna a night out the week and spend time with Bishop, just to talk. They also 

asked if Bishop would come up once a month to spent the night with each of them. 

Narissa wanted to tell those women she would kill them if they ever stepped foot in 

Ocala again asking for her Bishop. But Bishop, told Narissa to be careful about sending 

other women away from his presence. They were important to his work. 

“And what work is that?” Narissa asked, standing with her hand on her hip. 

“That everyone, regardless of anything else, should be happy.” 

“Could you do that thing I like, Bishop?” Narissa asked. Bishop rubbed the right 

side of Narissa’s back, where the chronic pain irritated her.  

“I’m going to go in my room, now. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
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“Wait—could you spend tonight with me?” 

“No,” Bishop said. 

 

 

The devil got kicked out of heaven because God gives everyone—angel or 

otherwise—the ability to choose him or not choose him. That’s real noble, Bishop 

thought. But, if he were God, he could not give anyone the ability to choose anything; 

for, if God considered the nature his creation, one choice is never enough. Bishop had 

come to learn, if you give people choices, they take a mile. Like Narissa, for instance. 

He gave her the choice to see him whenever she wanted. No one had privileges like 

hers. Peggy, Delilah, and all the other women who stopped by once a week to listen to 

Bishop talk would do just about anything to have Bishop live in their home with them. 

They would not ask him for petty things like sex. What is sex anyway? You wait and 

wait and wait until you climax and when you do, when that big release comes, it felt to 

Bishop like part of his spirit was leaving his body. His spirit, that precious thing within 

him, Bishop thought should not be given away as payment for study time and food. But 

should be gifted to another vessel that would return his spirit by sharing her own spirit.  

Without telling Narissa, Bishop accepted money from all the women who came 

to see him and got a lease to a house thirty minutes outside of town. Narissa tried to 

show up for one of the night meetings, but Delilah informed her that Bishop thought she 

would be happier if Narissa never came into contact with him again. Narissa sucked her 

teeth and tried to walk toward the house. Delilah pushed Narissa back, striking her 

collar bone. Narissa charged ahead again, but because she had on sandals, she lost her 
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footing and fell to the ground. “Get out of here before we beat you up real good,” 

Delilah said. 

Bishop watched the whole thing take place sitting on the front steps of his new 

house. 

 

The window. Over there is Eleanor’s prayer recliner. Sometimes she falls asleep 

on it, talking until she loses consciousness. It is upholstered in corduroy fabric in the 

color of the evergreens. A royal blue crochet blanket lay in the seat. Eleanor’s bible is 

open somewhere in the Book of Jeremiah. Instead of glasses for reading, Eleanor’s 

bible was under a magnifying glass. “Here am I,” Eleanor says. “Your servant cometh.” 

Eleanor walks over and sits. Her eyes are halfway inside her unconscious and part of the 

way in the room where she is.  

The side of her room began to open up. It was like someone turned a lamp on 

outside. It began with a light flickering on far off. Eleanor did not understand how she 

was able to see this, for her eyes were still closed and she was not looking directly out 

of the window to notice such a tiny light so distant from where she was. Eleanor opened 

her eyes and when she did, she could no longer see the light. She closed her eyes again. 

She was not dreaming. Eleanor was sure of that. She was mildly disoriented, maybe. 

Able to tell whether or not she was sleep, Eleanor was certain. She remained there. 

Comfortable there. Almost like she was in a pocket. Not hot nor cold. Not anxious nor 

sleepy. Completely comfortable and satisfied with her eyes closed, staring at the 

flickering light becoming larger. She concentrated on seeing this light approaching 

her—well, not necessarily her—but certainly Kakawangwa. 



	   20 

“I need to understand,” Eleanor said. 

The light was shaped like a naked man. 
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WHISPERS FROM SISTER SO-AND-SO 

Psst! Never enter the sanctuary without a peppermint. Smile at the deacons and 

let them watch your booty as you walk away. Turn like this to your right, nice and slow. 

Look over your shoulder and give them a little wink. They like that flirty-charisma crap. 

If any of them grab your hand to say hello, smile real sweet.  

 Mmmmmmmmhmmmm! 

The women are not allowed to sit in the front row. Only the brotherhood can. 

That’s the way we like it and we always did it this way. Besides, everybody knows 

Pastor likes breasts and legs and thighs and high heels, so it’s best you sit over here on 

the second pew. Even though you sit back here, still never leave home without a 

handkerchief to place over your lap if your skirt rises above your knees.  

Church service goes like this, in this order, every Sunday, no matter what: 

Deacon Sam reads a full chapter from the bible and we all stand to hear it. Deacon 

Sam’s brother, Deacon Sal will then pray and hum, squeezing out a… “Shank ya 

Jesus…humm…Lawd ham’murcy” before each breath. Deacon Earl will sing a song 

from the hymnbook. The Negroes United for Praising Christ Hymnal is here. We are 

only allowed to choose songs from this book.  

The choir will give us an A and B selection. When they sing, they like to rock 

left and right; they never rock all together, though. If you stare too hard, you might get 

seasick. Pastor will give announcements and collect the tithes and offerings. He’ll signal 

the musician and the choir will give us another A and B selection.
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We will sing the doxology song, read the responsive reading, and pastor will get 

up to preach. He usually starts with another song and we all pretend he can sing. It gets 

real quiet after this and we all look at him as if we are listening. We do what he tell us. 

If he says, “Turn to your neighbor and give him a high-five,” we do. If he says, “Go and 

hug three people and say ‘Keep it real, homie,’ we do. If the Pastor says ‘Slap 

somebody upside the head and say ‘God’s got it under control,’ we do. But it’s best not 

to slap them thuggish women upside the head. They ain’t been in church that long and 

it’s because of mess like that, Nu-Nu got put back in jail. When the pastor’s done 

preaching, he’ll open the doors of the church and the choir will sing the invitation song 

softly. The deacons stand behind Pastor to receive whoever may come to the altar.  

Our church is the biggest African American church in our area. We have five 

hundred members. Our steeple can be seen from far off. We have new carpet. There is a 

forty-foot cross that hangs in our building. Not that we like to brag or anything, but we 

are the “uppity Negro” church. Our foyer has a marble floor. We have more functioning 

brass-plated door handles than any church in our county—even the white churches. We 

also have the most functioning grandfather clocks (two). We have the most community 

outreach projects, sponsoring all teen dances at Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. community 

center, fully supplied with a DJ and decorations from Party City. We own five 

surrounding businesses: Leroy’s Meat Chop Shop, Good in the Hood Grocery Store, 

China Nails, Thick Girlz Fashions, and Dash Beauty Supply Store. Yep. We have the 

titles to all those.  

Mmmmmmmmhmmmm! 
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If you need it, the ladies’ room is right outside this door, across from the men’s 

room. Just above that is where they count the tithes and offerings. We got a whole 

bunch of classrooms at this church for Sunday school, a bridal suite, and some offices 

for the church staff and ministers. Here are the extra bibles. When you come in, grab a 

church fan. If you can’t find a church fan, use a church program if you get hot.  

Park your car on the west side of the building and come in through the side door. 

That’ll get you to this seat the quickest. The ushers always try to put people here every 

Sunday, especially Sister Viola. She has a bad attitude and be gettin’ everybody mad. 

Pastor always takes her side because she might leave the church if he doesn’t. If she 

doesn’t show up, there won’t be anyone to tell the ushers where to stand or how to 

walk. We certainly won’t be able to compete in the State Ushers Guild Competition, 

which we won for the last three years.  

The church is divided in half: those who sit on the balcony and those who sit on 

the main floor. The balcony is for those like that touched boy with the fake nails who 

sings real good, but won’t sing tenor in the choir. We don’t really talk about his long 

hair. We don’t judge his tongue ring. His eyebrows are waxed thin and we never 

comment. When he brought that boy to church one Sunday, we believed that he was his 

best friend.  

The main floor is for more normal people, although there was that one incident 

with Brother Joe. He and his wife, Whitney, usually sit on the main floor, and one day 

they had an argument in the parking lot— they were outside the church on their way to 

meet the Pastor for marriage counseling. Whitney, who got used to mumbling things 

under her breath, said something all wrong and caused Joe to turn around. He didn’t grit 
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his teeth that time. He didn’t ignore her, couldn’t really. This was different from 

interrupting his video game or not mentioning his promotion at the post office to head 

mailman. Way different from all the nights she fake screamed and beat the walls when 

they had sex. This was special. 

Like a nappy hair strand of lightning that sprouts from the earth up 

unexpectedly, so did Whitney meet Joe’s strike and made a backwards tumble onto the 

concrete, booty first, wind second. From inside the church staff could hear Joe, letting 

out sissy-yells about nothing and everything and Whitney’s head was whirling, while he 

reminded her of her mess-ups: like how she cheated on him with Farrah back in 2005 

(even though he asked to watch), that she never get her hair done no more, how she had 

gained forty pounds since they first met, that her mother never liked him and it’s her 

fault, and that she smacks and farts and snores and make dumb jokes. And then he said 

she cried ugly. She pushed herself off the ground as Joe walked into their truck and 

closed the door. She was left there, touching with her fingertips the throbbing circle he 

left on her jaw, wondering what would be if she hadn’t messed anything up.  

Normally, Pastor should avoid getting into this kind of thing because he is not 

allowed to stop any physical fights. He did, despite the rule, order the church secretary 

to call the police. After she read her daily devotional, faxed off something, and finished 

her solitaire game on the church computer, she did. 

What is this you wearing? Don’t you know it’s first Sunday? We’re supposed to 

have on all white and the mass choir sings this Sunday. This service the youth dancers 

are allowed to dance. It won’t be a good dance, though. They’re our babies so we let 

them get up there and do whatever they come up with. We’d like them to do better, but 
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we can’t stand other people telling our kids what to do. Remember to clap when they 

finish. 

 Humph. Here go Sister Celeste with her triflin’ self. She’s not married but she 

has been around—a lot—and all her men done sucked her up and spit her out: Brian and 

Pastor Philip in Alabama, Gary in North Carolina, Jimmy in Kentucky, and her first 

husband, Allen, whom she married at sixteen behind Poppie’s Antique & Pet Store only 

weeks before his baby stopped moving inside her.  

 There were others she had, too, though she never married them. Men of God. 

Church to church, they were the same kinds of brothas in three-piece Sunday-go-to-

meetin’ suits with bright cotton vests; ministers, most of them was, who prayed for her 

because she never could do it as good as them. There was Chaplain Talhover, who 

prayed for her car to get out of Red’s Tow Yard, where “towing is a pleasure” —then 

later asked her if she liked it slow, or fast, or with the rattle of a vibrator. There was also 

Minister Chancellor, who prayed that she’d find a home, rest, because he could feel in 

her kiss that she was heavy laden. And then there was that one time with Pastor 

Harrison, who laid his hands on her heart when it was sore about her last man and the 

power of God, which gave her goose bumps and a sublime, drunken high, healed her. In 

the name of Jesus, it was so. 

Anyways, she won’t admit it to anyone but she likes Pastor Harrison. She smiles 

too much when he talks to her. And those ain’t Christian hugs he be givin’ her neither. 

Christian hugs have space in between. There is no space between them when they hug.  
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There’s Doeboy. No one knows why we call him Doeboy. We just do. If you 

ride around town some, you’ll see Doeboy on the streets with his niggas. They sell 

bootlegs of DVDs and CDs: ten dollars for the DVDs, five for the CDs. They can get 

you anything you want. Anything. No lie. Just last week they had brand new Ipods for 

seventy-five dollars. They have X-BOX 360s, fake Prada bags, church hats, Versace 

shirts, FIJI water for a quarter. He also cleans carpets and is a waiter over at the Shrimp 

Castle. Everything. Pastor don’t really like what Doeboy does, but he is a faithful tither, 

so Pastor is not allowed to get too mad about it. 

Doeboy and most of the young people like to sit on the balcony of the church. 

Avoid the teenage girls, they lie and been twistin’ ever since they grew that little patch 

of hair, like Brother Kyle’s daughter. She ain’t never had sex and she’s mad about it. 

That girl be wearing pumps and tight jeans up in here, crossing her legs and everything. 

That time she wore that zha-zha little bitty skirt, somebody said, that her cousin said, 

that Sister Mae said, that someone in the church nursery said, that she tried to do it with 

one of them Johnson boys, but it wouldn’t fit.  

Little Kara, Sister Viola’s daughter, got pregnant in the church nursery closet by 

one of them Richardson boys. They crept away during the youth dancer’s practice, 

determined to do what they crept away to talk about late at night on the phone. They 

walked in the dark and closed the closet door real slow. On a stack of diapers, they had 

sex: which proved to be uncomfortable, because it turns out you can’t get your groove 

on and fight to keep your balance at the same time.  

Even so, little Kara conceived that night. Pastor Harrison agreed to dedicate the 

baby to the Lord but at seven months, Kara had a miscarriage—that’s her version of the 
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story. Since little Kara went on to “college” Sister Viola likes to get up in front of the 

church and tell pointless testimonies about how good her daughter is doing and 

everything. She knows we don’t believe her. That’s why she keeps going back up there.  

She tell us that she visits Kara every thirty days or so, like a heavy period to 

cramp up the flow of her life and sit on her couch, plucking and lifting and peeking 

under her throw pillows for the dirt she missed when she last vacuumed. “Baby girl?” 

she’d always ask her, daring not to look in her direction because she’d know Kara was 

telling a lie, “Why ain’t you called me in a week?” Viola thinks this joke is funny, as if 

everybody with kids over eighteen can relate. No one can. We only laugh a little to 

soothe her, because it makes us cringe to watch her cry out in front of us and have to be 

helped back to her seat. Truth is, no one knows where Kara is or what she’s doing. We 

just know she left at eighteen, which was seven years ago. Pastor lets Sister Viola go on 

her because he is not allowed to interrupt testimonies, no matter how stupid they may 

be. 

Say “God bless you” to the church mothers, even if they can’t hear you. Some of 

them are hard of hearing (we have the most hard of hearing Negroes at this church, than 

any other in the county). Some of them just don’t like you. Don’t take offense at that, 

though. Should you bring a home-cooked pie to the church picnic or offer to pick up 

their medication, you’ll score points. There is Mother Eleanor. She hears things. She 

says they are from God and comes sometimes during service; she may get up and shout 

out what the Voice tells her to. We all know her condition. We choose to remain silent 

or say “Amen.” Don’t you ever look her in the eye, lest her eyebrows rise on her 

crinkled forehead and the Voice tell you something. 
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Over there is the prayer room. Don’t go in there. 

Always compliment Blackie on her suits, even if you saw them at the weave 

shop (next to the doo-rags and Sexual Healing Fo’ Real Massage Oil). Everybody 

knows how tacky she is with them sequins and beads on her lapel—every Sunday—like 

it’s cute. You can count on her to wear one of them suits with white stockings and the 

same white shoes with the skuff marks on the back. One time we was gonna pitch in to 

buy her a real suit, but nobody wanted to make her feel bad. And we’d probably have to 

keep buying suits for her and you know what the Lord said about doing stuff like that: 

give a man a fish and they’ll judge you from here to Noah’s Ark or whatever. You 

know the rest. 

Oh, Lord! Whatever you do, do not compliment Jasmine on anything she wears. 

Not that we’ve seen her in a while, but she has this black dress that’s tight all over with 

the boobs out. She wore it July 2007 because the drummer from the live jazz club 

started playing for our church and he liked to see her dress up for him. If it wasn’t about 

sex or music, he wasn’t much the talking-type, but he did smile at her from on stage, 

striking the high-hat real hard when she walked in. His gawk followed her to her seat 

and for once, he didn’t pull his shirt from clinging to the fat folds on his sides. He only 

noticed her. Though that dress wouldn’t convince him to let her call during his practice 

hours, he did say he wanted to show her a porno on thickblackbooties.com and then 

impersonate it.  

 At the 94th church anniversary on banquet night (which we had at the Big 

Dave’s, a place that no Negro church in our county can afford to dine), marked the last 

time she wore that dress. Jasmine can’t say she wore it for one man or all the men in the 
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entire restaurant. She can’t say she minded if she attracted some sixty- five year-old 

man, or some guy there with his wife, who’d get up for the bathroom, catch a glimpse 

of her booty, and decide to detour. She can’t say that she cared if the other women 

looked at her all mean-faced, thinking… stank Jezebel… or that all the little boys 

alleged they got with a girl fine as her the first day of 4th grade behind the school 

portables or whatever.  

She did care, however, that no one paid that much attention to her, nor did 

anyone say anything about her dress.  

Okay. You’re new so you’ll have to join a ministry or an auxiliary. What’s the 

difference? Who knows? Just join one. Most women join the F.L.O.W.E.R.S ministry 

(For Loving Ourselves When Everybody Really Sucks), which is real good because we 

can get together and read Christian books, eat lemon bread, and talk about people. Or 

maybe you’d like the H.O.L.L.A. ministry (Happy Our Lives Lack Abstinence), which 

is for the church ladies who like to keep their men happy between the sheets. We have 

the best ministries at this church, which is why the local paper featured us as the most 

generous in all of the county. 

If you ever bring a man up in here, and he is not your husband, say he is. That 

will keep the vultures from flying in circles around your man. We have the most 

beautiful Negro women in this county at this church. Your man is just a man, girl. He’s 

gonna be tempted. Is the man who came with you last month your husband? He is? 

Well, Sister Valentine who sits on the other side of the church said she saw your man at 

the mall with this other lady. Don’t quote her on that. It’s just what she said, because of 

what she saw, but you ain’t heard nothing, got it? 



	   30 

Make sure you always have a manicure before coming here. Get that on 

Saturday.  

Taste the Kool-Aid especially if don’t know the flavor. Buy a sanctified church 

T-shirt with a funeral home on it. Get you some pants suits—and a new weave, but only 

the hallelujah weave, not those ones that run down your back. Who cares if it don’t look 

real? We all look busted and we shouldn’t conform to the world anyways. 

Here’s how to shout. Wave your hands like this and remember to do it when we 

do it. Let’s practice it. There you go, Sister! 

Last thing, while Pastor is up there, think good thoughts: like how you’d much 

rather ignore the sermon, sharing your trite morning breath in bed with a man-stranger, 

and your subscription to a lesbian porn site (we’ll give you a list of our favorites). Or 

maybe think about hearing Jill Scott skat or like the smell of your twat before the pink 

rubbed away. 

Oh, Lord! Here comes Pastor. If he gives you a pat on the butt, just lean back 

slowly and smile real sweet. 

	   Mmmmmmmhmmmm! 
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LEARNING GROWN FOLKS’ BUSINESS 

Once during parent-teacher night, Jasmine and Clayton Williams got caught 

kissing under the school oak tree by parents driving by who didn’t know how to mind 

their own business: a white man in penny loafers and his dumb wife. Jasmine only got 

to see that man’s feet. Too dark to see anything else. He walked towards her just as 

Clayton was asking if he could see what it looked like. His feet, better yet, his pennies 

reflected light down the long hallway to her mother. Eleanor asked what Jasmine was 

doing under the tree with a boy and all she could say was, “I don’t know. It felt good.”  

Just that Jasmine formed her lips to say a boy made her feel good caused 

Eleanor to get all red in the face and she slapped Jasmine’s mouth in front of everyone, 

including the white man, who acted like a long, stern talk would have been enough. Not 

even the slap was enough. Making Pearl, her sister, tag along if Jasmine went 

someplace or forcing Jasmine to the altar when the pastor asked, “Would anyone like to 

give their life to Christ?”  even proved not to be enough. Jasmine still kissed boys—

Clayton, Sid, or Isaiah—under the oak tree after school. She still snuck a mini- skirt in 

her backpack that was too small six months ago and should have been in the trash back 

then. She still sat with her legs open.  

 

Serious winds and thunderstorms would be in the forecast for the next few 

weeks, according the Kakawangwa newspaper. Clouds cast over the town were a good 

thing, something Eleanor walked around the house praying for every morning until she
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had to go to work. The foot dragging started about five in the morning and Jasmine 

could hear it all because Eleanor refused to allow the girls to sleep with the room doors 

closed. Sometime after six, Eleanor turned on some of that music she liked, dirge-like, 

spiritual music, where the singing people could be mistaken for howling animals. 

Jasmine was sure the whole thing was stupid. Kakaw hadn’t seen rain for ten months. 

Some people tried calling it the drought of 1994, but that would mean they weren’t 

claiming the victory and the devil had won. There was even talks that if Kakaw did not 

get any rain, people would have to move to Tallahassee or Pensacola where they could 

last a little longer and that made Jasmine wink at the sun whenever she had to hang wet 

clothes on the line to dry; for they would have no choice but to move somewhere else. 

Anywhere else. The closest family they had lived in Apopka, Florida (maybe six hours 

driving?) and although Eleanor made it clear to her girls some family trees are nut trees, 

they still hadn’t seen them since Jasmine was old enough to identify what sweat smelled 

like between hugs at a family reunion.   

 Jasmine would say, “That’s fine, Mama, moving to someplace outside of 

Kakaw” and “Maybe it’s for the best.” She could not tell if Eleanor had listened to what 

she was saying at all. Comments like Jasmine’s usually followed in an order to stop 

something, get something, or do something because she was turning into one of those 

lazy women who talk all day. Seems like if Jasmine dropped a hint here or there, 

Eleanor would barely change her facial expression, almost as if a shadow of something 

went by, Eleanor recognized at a glance what it was, and kept on wiping down the 

windows or merging into the left lane on Martin Luther King Boulevard. 

As Jasmine and her sister, Pearl, was listening to Eleanor about how to properly 
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dismantle and clean the inside of a box fan on the front lawn, an old Chevy pulled 

halfway into the driveway. It was Sister Fanny. “What you doing today?” Sister Fanny 

asked. 

“Hey, child. Nothing. Trying to learn something into these girls. You on the way 

somewhere?” 

“Just left the post office.” 

“I been meaning to get there myself.” 

“You know they say rain coming?” 

“Who said?” 

“They said it on the radio.” 

“Well, well.” 

“You know my brother in Youngstown who plant corn.” 

“Herbert?” 

“Yeah, girl. He’s coming down for the weekend.” 

“Tell him I said hello,” Eleanor said. 

They both laughed. 

“Alright, girl. I got to get on home and get my house together,” Sister Fanny 

said and backed out. Her car in motion sounded like a metal parts tossed around in the 

washing machine spin cycle. 

“Alright, child,” Eleanor said and smiled with the corners of her mouth curled 

inside. 

“Mama, ain’t you happy? They say the rain is coming,” Pearl said. 

“I heard somewhere a month ago that rain was supposed to come, still didn’t 
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happen,” Jasmine said. 

“Nobody ever said that,” Pearl said. 

“Sure. I’m happy.” 

“Even if they do say the rain is coming, it doesn’t mean it’s coming,” Jasmine 

said. 

“But you ain’t jumping up and down or nothing like that, Mama,” Pearl said. 

“People only jump around like that when they get surprised. I already knew 

what was going to happen,” Eleanor said.  

 

 The last thing Eleanor made Jasmine do was put the family scrapbook on the 

kitchen table. Jasmine, according to Eleanor, slammed the book down because she did 

not place it lightly on the table and go into the other room, but with both hands, dropped 

the thing so much so that the table, which had been steady once there was a folded piece 

of cardboard wedged under one of the legs, tilted to the left again. Mr. Darnell, the new 

head musician at the big church, said he would stop by and surely he would be 

uncomfortable on a table that leans. Jasmine told Eleanor she was sorry. But sorry 

didn’t mean anything to Eleanor, who gets into these fits where every corner of the 

house needed to be free from dust, dirt, and all loose strands of hair. Like anyone 

notices that stuff. Like anyone is allowed in their house at all. The last person to come 

over was Sister Fanny with her brother, Herbert, a few years back. All three of them sat 

in the living room, and had tea on china Eleanor had found at the Salvation Army 

blowout sale. And they sat there, the living room dressed in crochet, all except for the 

curtains (which Jasmine had to take down, wash, hang dry, and iron before placing 



	   35 

them back up) and wall décor that pictured various scenes: two white girls in fluffy 

dresses and mittens by a lake, a gentleman wearing a top hat on the way someplace, a 

thick-haired poodle wearing a bonnet and a pearl necklace. Eleanor had permed her hair 

the night before and put some rollers in it. By the time Mr. Herbert made it over, 

though, her hair had wrinkled back up into how it always looks: big, spongy, and 

rebellious. Eleanor settled for a scarf to wrap around her edges. Jasmine got a good look 

at Mr. Herbert when she went in the living room to bring some more tea for them. He 

took up half the couch. The shirt he wore buttoned all the way, but he did not look like 

the kind of man who owned too many things that buttoned. His hair was cut short. Neat. 

Whoever cut his hair etched a part on the side. Jasmine asked if he needed more sugar. 

Mr. Herbert looked up and said, y-y-yes p-p-lease.  

That might have been the first thing he said all afternoon. Mr. Herbert cleared 

his throat. Sister Fanny and Eleanor, who had already been sitting silently, stopped 

pretending Mr. Herbert’s being there was not awkward and that he was not sweating a 

stain on the backside of his shirt. They both stared at him, concentrating, hoping he 

would say something to them, now. Maybe about how his crops have been doing? 

Something about the ride from Youngstown? Surely, he has something to say about 

how the whole house smells like bleach and air freshener. Mr. Herbert handed Jasmine 

a napkin with which he had wiped his face. Thank-k y-you, he said.  

As it was then, so it was at Mr. Darnell’s turn to come over. Jasmine woke up 

that morning to a host of chores that needed to be done—and done right—on her 

dresser. Eleanor took to writing things like this down to Jasmine instead of overt 

instruction because she was sixteen now, and smelling herself. While the girls were 
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cleaning and such, Eleanor had spent much of the day in the bathroom. She put her hair 

in rollers again. Shaved her legs. Put on lipstick. Jasmine said that she’d look better in a 

dress. Eleanor wore jeans. 

Mr. Darnell got there about four. Eleanor thanked Mr. Darnell for grabbing the 

newspaper on his way in and told Pearl to get out of the living room so that Mr. Darnell 

would have some place to sit. “The sky is stubborn,” Mr. Darnell said. The big rain 

everyone was hoping for had not come yet, only some drizzles here and there that lasted 

no more than a few minutes at a time.  

“The rain doesn’t have a choice,” Eleanor said. 

“Lovely home,” Mr. Darnell said, who looked younger than Eleanor, maybe 

thirty something, was a bit taller than Jasmine, brown-skinned. Grayish lips. Maybe he 

was a smoker back when he was a sinner?  

“These are my girls. That’s Pearl. My oldest one is Jasmine.” 

“Beautiful children you have,” Mr. Darnell said. “Look like grown women.” 

“They act grown. Pearl is twelve and Jasmine is sixteen.” 

“Very pretty.” 

“Say thank you,” Eleanor said. 

“Thank you, Mr. Darnell,” Pearl said. 

“Thank you, Mr. Darnell,” Jasmine said. Eleanor told the girls they could have 

some ginger snaps and to eat them in the room while she talked to Mr. Darnell. Be 

careful about crumps on the floor, Eleanor also said softly, and if Jasmine could, she 

would have sucked her teeth, because nothing her mother said that day was soft. But 

then again, Eleanor had been speaking previously as a woman to her daughters. Now, 
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she was speaking as a woman to her daughters in front of a man.  

Jasmine and Pearl sat at the threshold of their door, one on the left, one on the 

right. They were listening. Mr. Darnell said when he first came to church he had seen 

Jasmine—and Eleanor. Not necessarily in that order, he meant—not that the order is 

important— but, you know what he means? They were there together and he just so 

happen to see Jasmine first. He thought Jasmine did not put in his mind that she was 

sixteen. Eleanor asked Mr. Darnell about his move down from Chicago and if he liked 

Kakawangwa much. Mr. Darnell said it was fine. He had people in Dothan. Eleanor said 

she only went to Dothan if she needed to buy something fancy. That was not often. 

Maybe for the church anniversary. If somebody she knew was getting married or 

something. They talked about the woman who he was still married to, although he did 

not want to be. It was tough trying to track that woman down to sign the papers. Pearl 

sneezed and Jasmine punched her in the arm. Pearl made a noise. “Shut-up,” Jasmine 

whispered. “I’m trying to listen.” 

“What’s going on back there?” Eleanor yelled from the living room. 

“Nothing!” Both the girls said. 

Mr. Darnell said he was not yet completely comfortable in Kakawangwa. He 

liked it. Was just not completely comfortable. Everyone at church had been a real help. 

The women in particular. Eleanor wanted to know what women. Mr. Darnell was not 

specific. Eleanor said she had never been to Chicago. Mr. Darnell said it was not 

special. Just old. Michael Jordan makes the basketball team good. Eleanor said she’d 

always dreamt of going to big places, but never had anyone to take her. Mr. Darnell 

suggested she take her girls and see it on their own. Eleanor asked if Mr. Darnell 
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wanted to eat something. She had cooked. Mr. Darnell was hungry. He said the collard 

greens reminded him of the woman he was married to, although he did not want to be. It 

was tough, because he still could not track her down. 

 

Mr. Darnell pulled Jasmine into himself, hugging her about the good news. 

“Eleanor,” he said, “Jasmine is gonna be the Virgin Mary at the Christmas play.” 

Eleanor was happy to hear that, inviting Mr. Darnell in for some coffee with her around 

their kitchen table. They said it was good for her, a sixteen year old who was smelling 

herself, to be involved with church, praising the Lord and whatnot. Mr. Darnell and 

Eleanor agreed that she could sing well and he, being the minister of music at their 

church, never knew she had it like that, all closed off in the soprano section. Jasmine 

did not even want to audition, but Mr. Darnell had seen her in the hallway with that 

girl—who was it— Blackie? He made her audition. Pearl, who told Jasmine she really 

wanted to be the Virgin Mary, was casted as a Shepard’s wife whose line is, “Let them 

stay out back where the animals are.” 

They went on to talk about other things next, church things, as Mr. Darnell 

rubbed the handle of his coffee mug with his thumb. He looked up at Jasmine every 

now and then, paying special attention to her under the rim of his baseball cap, all while 

Eleanor was ranting about one thing or the other, not watching anything at all. Eleanor 

was not the kind of woman who gave men eye contact, anyways. Mr. Darnell stole 

looks like these with Jasmine at times when Eleanor was sweeping the porch, or  

washing collard greens—which she made incessantly since she learned Mr. Darnell 

liked them—or was folding or something. Always in motion. Although Jasmine would 
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have normally gone in her room or off to watch T.V., she stood in the kitchen just to 

watch Mr. Darnell’s eyes. They would rise up halfway, then fall away. Jasmine smiled, 

as she had grown accustomed to do around Mr. Darnell, with her hand covering her 

mouth.  

Eleanor wanted them to practice right away so Jasmine wouldn’t go out there 

looking like nobody’s child. She said to Mr. Darnell before taking his mug, “Come over 

any day after six,” she turned to the kitchen sink to wash some dishes, “I should be 

home from work by then.”  

He stood up and sank his hands in his pockets to find his car keys. “See ya later, 

Eleanor,” Mr. Darnell said. When he passed by Jasmine and moved towards the front 

door, he glanced at her for the last time that day and said, “Congratulations.” Jasmine 

asked if she could walk outside with Mr. Darnell to see what tapes he had in his car. 

Eleanor told her to sit her happy hips down somewhere. 

 

 

Jasmine stood up, Mr. Darnell put his hand on her stomach and gave a little 

push. Careful and gentle. His hand was small for a man, but warm, strong, and rested 

just inches below the cup of her bra. Some boys had touched Jasmine before, but they 

all squeezed her too hard, most likely because they wanted to make sure they’d 

remember everything when they told their friends or needed a reference point when 

they got to touch a girl again.  

“Breathe in and out,” he said. Jasmine took a slow breath, catching the scent of 

his cologne along the way. He sure did smell good. “Do you feel that?” he asked. Of 
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course she did. Jasmine closed her eyes to save that moment because Mr. Darnell was 

alone with her, asking if she could feel something: no longer was he behind the organ at 

church or anywhere around Eleanor; he was with her and touching her, where her 

thoughts were not displayed before God or interpreted by her mother. 

Jasmine nodded. “I feel it.” 

“Good. If you are ever going to get this note for your song, you have to breathe 

from your diaphragm,” Mr. Darnell said. Jasmine opened her eyes and remembered she 

was not in a den of love, but in Mr. Darnell’s living room with Pearl, who was acting 

like a pain. It was pain she was used to not only with Pearl but Eleanor as well with all 

the interruptions, the jokes, the walk-ins, and all that let-me-sit-and-watch-you-two-

practice crap. Shoot, their first practice was supposed to be on a Monday, but Eleanor 

made “a little something-something” for dinner —cornbread, baked chicken, mashed 

potatoes, and lemon cake—because it ain’t right for a man like Mr. Darnell to go home 

to frozen hot pockets. One Tuesday, they all watched a movie together instead of 

practicing. Mr. Darnell was sandwiched in between Eleanor and Jasmine. Jasmine 

closed her eyes to play-sleep, trying to fall on Mr. Darnell somehow; only, she really 

did fall asleep and Pearl called her a lawnmower the next morning because she snored. 

Then one Friday, they crowded around the Monopoly board for family game night. 

Jasmine had to leave the game early after she asked Mr. Darnell where his ex-wife 

lived. “Stay in a child’s place,” Eleanor said as Jasmine turned for her room, “and quit 

tryna be grown.” 

They must have practiced twice for the Christmas play out of all the times Mr. 

Darnell showed up at the doorstep with some reason to be there: the sink needed fixin’, 
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he wanted to suck the greasy meat out of crab legs with Eleanor and Sister Fanny, and 

he even came once to pick up old clothes Jasmine’s dad left behind that weekend he 

moved to Georgia with the woman he married. “You and him was about the same size,” 

Jasmine said to Mr. Darnell, “but you’d probably look better in these than he did.” It’s 

only because of all the times they didn’t do anything, Jasmine thought, her mother 

allowed them to go over Mr. Darnell’s house the Saturday before the Christmas play to 

try to catch up. 

 

 

“It’s getting ugly outside, so let’s finish this right quick,” Mr. Darnell said. A 

fresh wind rushed the scent of rain through the living room window. 

“I’m real tired and my mom’s gonna be here soon, anyway,” Jasmine said. 

“How you gonna be ready for your performance if you don’t practice?” 

“Yeah, fart-face. How will you be ready?” Pearl asked in the voice of her Barbie 

doll, waving that little thing around as if it could talk.  

“Shut-up Pearl and mind your business. Don’t worry, Mr. Darnell. I’ma do what 

you told me.” Jasmine said.  

“Have a seat,” Mr. Darnell said. Jasmine sat on the couch, and pulled up her 

skirt a little, showing the bulk of her thigh. To her left was Pearl, watching cartoons; to 

her right was a picture of Mr. Darnell and his ex-wife on their wedding day. He looked 

good in his tuxedo and his wife was real pretty, leaning back as Mr. Darnell cradled her 

in the minutes before the sun hid under the blanket of the ocean scope.  

“Mr. Darnell, why don’t I ever really see your ex-wife?” Jasmine asked. 
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“Why do you want to see her? She owe you some money?” Mr. Darnell asked, 

unplugging his keyboard. 

“Were you still married when you got here?” 

“It’s gonna rain bad. I hope your mama is okay on her way over here.” Mr. 

Darnell reached for the phone to call Eleanor at the hair salon. After two tries, he got 

through and said that Eleanor would not be able to come by when she thought. She was 

a walk-in, stuck in Velita Wallace’s chair and could not leave until her press n’ curl was 

done. When Mr. Darnell put the phone on the hook, a WDGN station tornado warning 

moved across the television screen, along with a voice that urged no one go outside 

until the threat passed. 

 

 

The rain was falling heavily. Inside the house looked like nighttime, even 

though it was the middle of the day. Mr. Darnell sat on the couch while Jasmine and 

Pearl danced to music videos on BET. “You need to stop being so nasty,” Pearl said to 

Jasmine, who was pretending to be one of the women in the music video, pushing her 

hips forwards and backwards, arching her back and whatnot. She would look just like 

those video women, but Jasmine only wore jeans, a T-shirt, socks, and shoes around her 

mother.  

“I’m just dancing, Pearl! Mr. Darnell likes the way I dance. Don’t you, Mr. 

Darnell?” Jasmine said.  

Mr. Darnell smiled. “You are too young to be dancing like that.”  

“I’ll be grown in four years,” Jasmine said, and then sat on the couch. “I’m 
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going to sleep.” She laid her head on the couch armrest. The fabric on Mr. Darnell’s 

couch was itchy. His house felt as if he lived there with his wife and children. A place 

where much thought was given to what things belong inside. Everything matched. Most 

things were pink and brown. A plastic storage tub by the front door was filled with tiny 

action figures and fake guns and toy trains. The rug in Mr. Darnell’s bathroom was 

white. He had a small vase for hydrangeas on the counter, which was next to a lotion 

dispenser. Mr. Darnell had been boiling potpourri. It smelled like a raspberry potpourri 

blend. On Mr. Darnell’s bookshelf was also a row of children’s books. Pearl has asked 

earlier in the day if she could have one of them to read. Mr. Darnell told her not to 

touch them. They belonged to his boys. They don’t like it when people touch their stuff. 

Especially girls. In the corner, away from all reasonable foot traffic, was an antique 

curio cabinet of miniature African dolls Mr. Darnell’s wife had collected. The glass on 

that curio cabinet gave anyone looking inside a reflection the way Eleanor said that 

clean glass should. 

Jasmine did not know what to make of all of this because her uncle in Apopka, 

from what she could remember, had an apartment that smelled like men’s feet. He had 

furniture in his living room, but most of what he had was given to him and he was fine 

with that. His bookshelf had math books and physics books from when he was in 

college that he never threw away. Got a chemical engineering degree on the wall, but he 

hated engineering so much so that once he got the degree, he saw no other place for it 

except his hallway, where it stands in competition with a photo of her uncle in a pie-

eating contest. There was no fluffy rug in his bathroom, either. There was barely any 

toilet paper. 
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When Jasmine woke up, the rain was still coming down and power had gone off. 

Pearl lay face down on Mr. Darnell’s couch, sleeping. Mr. Darnell was next to the 

window, playing his portable keyboard while wearing his earphones. Jasmine walked 

up to him and pulled them out. 

“What are you playing?”  

“Hey, watch out. I’m practicing music for the Christmas play,” he said, 

fumbling to grab the earphones so they wouldn’t drop on the floor. 

“Oh, Lord. You know, my daddy used to play the keyboard, too. They called 

him Big Ray.” 

“Crap. I forgot where I was on this song.” 

“My daddy looked something like you. But now he has a girlfriend in Georgia, 

though. I never met her.” 

“Oh that’s right,” Mr. Darnell said, writing something down on his notepad. “I 

was thinking about taking this song to E-flat instead of A-natural.” 

“I don’t think anyone is going to notice or care,” Jasmine said.  

“You don’t seem too excited about the play.” 

“Would you be excited to play a virgin?” 

“Huh? Okay. You must have something you want to talk about. What is it? 

Boys?”  

“Mr. Darnell, how long does it take for someone to have sex?” 

He laughed. “Not long.” 

“When do you know if you should do it?” 

“It’s for married people, Jasmine,” Mr. Darnell said as seriously as he could. 
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“My mother’s never been married.” 

Pearl turned over to her left side and scratched her neck. 

“You should not be worrying about that stuff,” Mr. Darnell whispered. 

“I think I could be ready.” 

“You’re not ready.” 

“I am.” 

“I don’t think you know the difference,” Mr. Darnell said. 

“Suppose I do.” 

“How could you possibly know? You’re still a kid, babygirl.” 

“I know a lot.” 

“Like?” Mr. Darnell asked. 

“Like how to kiss,” Jasmine said and kissed Mr. Darnell on the cheek. “See?” 

she asked. 

Mr. Darnell smiled. “Everyone knows how to do that.” 

“I know how to do more than that,” Jasmine said. 

“I was right about you.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Nothing and everything.” 

“I know how to touch, too, Mr. Darnell.” 

“You’re too young to know anything about touching.” 

“No, really, Mr. Darnell. I promise you I can.” 

“Show me,” Mr. Darnell said. Jasmine reached down to where his zipper was to 

see if she could find anything. All the boys she had kissed asked her to do this. “That’s 
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nice,” Mr. Darnell said. Whatever Jasmine was doing caused Mr. Darnell to tilt his head 

backward and stare at the ceiling. Jasmine stopped Mr. Darnell looked at her. This time, 

there was no smile shared between them. There was just his eyes, half-opened, piercing 

straight into hers. Clayton Williams gave Jasmine that same look. There was Mr. 

Darnell’s breath. It was a soft pant. There was his neck. He had a tattoo on it written in 

Chinese and Jasmine wanted to rub it because she had never felt a real one, only the 

ones she licked off in the backyard with Pearl. Would his lick off? 

How Jasmine knew to sit on Mr. Darnell’s lap was uncertain, even to her. She 

reached down and grabbed Mr. Darnell’s left hand. He let her. With her mouth she 

moved down to the bottom of his ring finger and slid off his wedding band with her 

teeth. She saw someone do that on a movie once. Mr. Darnell received her hips onto 

himself. Then they shared a long tongue kiss that stopped all words. Not sure if time 

moved. Not sure if either of them cared. Filling the air was the sound of touching of 

mouths, lips crashing and breaking apart in loud smacks that competed with the 

violence of the rain. 

 

 

 

Jasmine figured she and Mr. Darnell probably had sex even before he asked her 

to be his Virgin Mary, though she could never put her finger on the exact happenings of 

their relationship. All the time he was over her house fixin’ up stuff, acting all sideways. 

She’d check around for her mother before she could smile back, squeezing in her 

insides so it wouldn’t leave a stain in her underwear, a clue, for her mother in the 
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weekly laundry wash. But that’s what he liked the most, he said, rubbing the hair on 

Jasmine’s head after he pulled the condom off. Pinkness. He said his wife had three 

boys and all her pink flushed out with the birth fluid and now she’s a dull gray. Too 

mad at the world sometimes to even sex her husband like she once did. Exciting, it was 

to him that Jasmine didn’t use a panty liner and that her undies were comfortable yellow 

cotton from K-Mart and not no stiff lace from Fredericks. “So many other things,” Mr. 

Darnell said, “made her worse.” And pink, not even a trace of it, was left for him once 

night fell. Let Mr. Darnell tell it, his wife made it so bad for him and so bad for herself 

that she packed up everything one day while he was out and left. Blamed it all on him. 

Now, he couldn’t track her down. He had the papers. He just couldn’t find her. Couldn’t 

start his life over. 

After a while Mr. Darnell turned to his side, his voice rising and falling. Jasmine 

turned her head to the opposite direction and rested in his ex-wife’s pillow, the place 

that was still decorated with her slob marks. Jasmine wondered what his wife felt when 

he reached for her there and if she truly liked it. Jasmine didn’t. His ex-wife probably 

didn’t either because she knew making love with Mr. Darnell would just leave soreness. 

She knew that making love with him didn’t make anything, really, but a bunch of noise, 

grunting, and sweat drops from his chin. 

She knew she was never his in the first place, only a stunt double, a fill-in for 

whomever he thought about when he closed his eyes before his climax. Mr. Darnell 

didn’t bother to look at Jasmine’s face at all after he got going. These habits, Jasmine 

figured his wife recorded of him, though he probably never even looked down for more 

than a second to save hers. When his wife learned all this, she probably knew she 
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wouldn’t have to keep him. She probably knew some other woman would notice the 

same about him. That a sixteen-year-old would come to know these secrets, and even 

wonder about the lady who once lay where she did, was nothing his ex-wife could have 

probably anticipated. Just a little bit before, Jasmine told Mr. Darnell how she wanted to 

kiss him forever, take on his last name, fall asleep with him every night and do it again 

when they woke up every morning. She said she wanted him. She said how they should 

run on the beach with no clothes on, how she would cook him grilled cheese, and fold 

his clothes when they came out the dryer. He liked to be talked to like that. She said she 

wanted a picture of him in every room of their home, a dog, and a tattoo that had his 

name, “Mr. Darnell” written across the small of her back. But with the taste of Mr. 

Darnell still in her mouth, Jasmine just wanted a bath.  

Mr. Darnell folded the covers off him and got out the bed, “Get up and put on 

your clothes,” he said to Jasmine, as if he was establishing what she should do in the 

future when he, or any other man, finished with her.  

“Did you like it?” she asked. 

“It hurt. Just cause you ain’t no virgin no more don’t mean you can start having 

sex with boys. That’s my stuff,” Mr. Darnell said. When they came out of the room, 

Pearl was sitting on the couch with her legs crossed. Her face was blank. Absolutely 

devoid of any expression whatsoever. 

 

 

 

The power came back on when the storm ended. Jasmine went to the bathroom 
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to look in the mirror. She didn’t look any different. Her breasts were the same size and 

her ears, legs, cheekbones, and fingers didn’t change either. Her skin was the same. 

No…wait—she was growing a pimple. The doorbell rang and Jasmine heard the door 

open.”Pearl, you still alive.” Eleanor laughed. “I thought that storm was gonna take us 

over but the Lord has been good to us. Where’s Jasmine?”  

“I’m right here mama,” Jasmine said, coming out of the bathroom and then 

down the hall. Eleanor was standing at the door with a shower cap on and holding a 

bean pie. 

“Darnell, I wanna thank you for looking after my kids. They was selling bean 

pies in the salon so...here,” Eleanor said, handing Mr. Darnell the pie that was wrapped 

in a plastic AutoZone bag.  

“Thanks. If Jasmine practices her songs with the tape, she’ll be alright. You 

cooking tomorrow?” he asked. Jasmine noticed Mr. Darnell put back on his wedding 

ring. 

“Naw. The kids going over they grandma’s house after church,” Eleanor said, 

and then hesitated. “But if you wanna go get something to eat with me, that’s cool.” 

“You don’t have to cook just for me,” Mr. Darnell said. 

“I don’t mind.” 

“I’ll be okay.” 

“Really, it’s no problem.” 

“Mama, he said he don’t wanna come by. He’s not coming over,” Jasmine said, 

stepping in between them. 

“I hope you don’t think just because you been hanging around with Mr. Darnell 
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that you grown.” 

“Mama, I was just saying— “  

“Stay out of grown folks’ business, little girl. Matter-fact, take Pearl and go sit 

in the car,” Eleanor said.  

Jasmine grabbed Pearl’s hand and walked outside the door. The streets were 

very wet outside and trash from Mr. Darnell’s garbage can had blown into his yard: 

empty water bottles, paper plates, a phone number written in marker on the back of a 

McDonald’s bag with the name, “Sophia Jones,” a condom box, a swimsuit page from 

Sports Illustrated, and a few receipts. Under Jasmine’s breath she mumbled how she 

needed to be respected and how she wasn’t scared of her mother or any other woman. 

She had had a man and got to pull out of him what she wasn’t supposed to know: how 

to have him whimper just because she wanted him to; and it didn’t matter that the sex 

didn’t feel good enough to tell anyone it happened (Blackie told Jasmine the first time 

wouldn’t feel good no ways). It’ll be better next time or the time after that, Jasmine 

thought. 

Faintly, she could hear Eleanor say to Mr. Darnell how she didn’t know what 

had gotten into Jasmine. She was acting all stank again, in one of her moods and 

smelling herself. Mr. Darnell agreed with Eleanor about Jasmine—but not to that dinner 

date—and said things will get better once she got a little older. 
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WHITNEY 

Big Red’s Rib Shack had a buffet on Franklin Street, which is where Whitney, 

after wiping her hands clean with a wet-one, took a stack of papers out of her purse and 

showed them to Turner. “I went,” she said. “This what they told me.” 

Turner position the papers with his pinky finger from one hand—the only one 

that was not greasy—and with the other hand, he peeled the last shreds of a spare rib off 

with his teeth. “What that mean?” he asked, as the papers were full of charts, numbers, 

and jargon that Turner did not stop chewing to read. 

“They found the problem. The doctor said I’m a XY female.” 

Turner sucked up some soda from his straw. “What that mean?” 

“That mean I got a chromosome—I mean—a male chromosome that most 

women ain’t got.” 

“What you saying?” he asked, picking up another rib, a smaller one, dropping it 

on the wooden table because the sauce of it was too slippery, and taking it up again, 

inserting the entire thing in his mouth, the tail-end of the bone sticking out between his 

glossy, black lips. 

“Nothing,” Whitney said, as she watched Turner finish licking the bone and 

stacking it on a pile of others in a small red crate the restaurant gave out. “It don’t mean 

nothing.”
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The next day, Whitney read: “Do what makes you happy.” In Bishop Watson’s 

monthly periodical Use on Broken Skin. She lifted her coffee mug with a curled middle 

finger that jittered a little. The phone rang. The answering machine took it. An 

automated voice spoke out loud, “This message is for Mr. Joe Washington. Your car 

payment is now sixty days overdue. To make a payment, please call 1-888-988…”  

Whitney turned that thing off and said, “He ain’t here.”  

Joe was at work. He had been gone since 7:38AM so he would not be back 

because he left his lunch bag, needed to use the bathroom, forgot his cell phone, left his 

wallet on the arm of the couch—none of that, now that it was 8:17AM. Because Joe 

wanted Whitney to stop working, she could sit at the breakfast table reading Bishop 

Watson in her pajamas, could use Joe’s computer. Whitney was not one to be on the 

computer too much, not because she didn’t know how or that she hadn’t figured out the 

Joe’s password was FREAKNIK1998. She didn’t go on the computer often, because the 

last time she did, Joe thought Whitney was trying to get with other niggas on 

Blackplanet.com and he poured an ice-laden glass of orange juice over the hard drive. 

When Joe got a new computer, the two sat down and agreed that the computer was to be 

used for business purposes or school. Neither of them had a business. Neither of them 

was in school. But Joe used the computer to make spreadsheets of their family expenses 

and play World of Warcraft and that was okay. 

 Truth be told, the thought of sneaking on the computer was quite delicious for 

Whitney; enough to bite a half-moon out of the sunflower seed/banana muffin she had 

for breakfast and be satisfied with that. After putting her muffin in the trash, rinsing out 

the coffee put, and turning off the air-conditioning, she went on the computer to make 
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her rounds on Bossip.com, MediaTakeout.com, TMZ, Hip-Hop Wired, and 

Blackplanet.com. But since last Tuesday, every morning after Joe went to work, 

Whitney started spending time on Craigslist.  

It took Whitney one day to get wide open. Whitney found a post by some chick 

in tight white jeans and a white collar shirt tied upward so that you could see not only 

did she have a big butt, there was a sun drawn around her belly button for a tattoo. 

Whitney had only clicked on it because there was an icon next to the post that indicated 

there was a picture inside and Whitney had to know what woman who classified her 

post as, “THICK AND SEXY LOOKING FOR SOME FUN, NO MEN, NO 

COUPLES, NO THREESOMES, SERIOUS PPL,” looked like. The message in the post 

was simple enough. The girl left an e-mail address. She wanted to text first and see 

where things go and Whitney would be fine with that. 

The second day, a Saturday, she spent an hour or so reading the Personals 

section before logging off to wash clothes, scrub the black accumulating on the shower 

tile, and return a watch she got from Sears. Joe asked her to stop by the store right quick 

to get some Dr. Pepper while she was out. Whitney said she did not know when she’d 

be back. The saleswoman at Sears asked if there was anything wrong with the watch, 

she replied, “Looks too feminine for me,” she said, ignoring the look on the woman’s 

face who sold it to her that read: “But aren’t you a woman?” Whitney was a woman.  

Technically. The doctor at the free clinic told her she was an XY female—

meaning she will never get pregnant, her cheek bones are sharper than most women, her 

jaw line is stronger than most women’s, her hands are slightly bigger that most women, 

her hips look more a square than an apple, she got bigger feet than most women, and 
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she has 5% more muscle than the average woman— that’s all. But none of that 

mattered. Should it? Why did this lady care? It’s not like it was any of her business in 

the first place  In fact, Whitney was not just at the Sears counter to return that pink and 

silver watch she picked up, but to buy a thick-banded watch from the men’s section. 

“Just make the transaction,” Whitney said to the sales woman, whose face now read: 

“Calm down, Lady.” 

 

  

 Whitney grew accustomed to explaining to people who she was. It’s something 

she did all her life. In the backyard, at her ninth birthday party, some of the kids were in 

the blow-up pool Whitney’s dad got from K-Mart. Because the adults were drinking and 

laughing, they did not see that in the pool, Whitney, her friend Jasmine, Pearl, and some 

boy named Joe were showing their private parts under the water. For the girls, Joe’s was 

new to them. I was weird, brown and floating when he pulled his shorts down. Jasmine 

and Pearl had the same thing: a line straight down the middle and that was it. Whitney’s 

though, had a little more than a line. Something else was poking through, when she 

tucked the crotch of her turquoise bathing suit to the side. Pearl wanted to know what 

was wrong with Whitney’s privates. Why was on there something else? And Whitney 

looked at Pearl a bit strange. For she had believed all girls looked like her when they 

pulled their panties down. She was girl. Whitney wore panties with Barbie’s face on it. 

Her mother got upset if she did not wipe correctly, just like other girls. Whitney 

urinated sitting down most of the time, but if she really had to go, like really had to go, 

she would forgo the sitting process and just aim. All girls do that though. 
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 Whitney, suspecting that Pearl was impatient about getting her question 

answered started crying. Pearl’s mother, Eleanor, came over with a hot dog in hand, to 

see why her daughter had been crying and to tell her to shut up while grown folks were 

enjoying one another. Pearl said Whitney had something stuck in her privates and she 

did not want to be touched. Eleanor got Whitney’s mother and all the kids were taken 

out of the pool, dried, and put in the Florida room, so the grown folks could drink some 

more and give their requests to the DJ. 

 Whitney’s extra part did not scare Jasmine, however. Anytime Jasmine was 

allowed to sleep over Whitney’s she asked to see it again. It would have to be done at 

Whitney’s because Jasmine’s mother did not allow her girls to sleep with the doors 

closed. Whitney’s mom and dad had music turned up high after Whitney went in the 

room for bed, so it was necessary that the door be closed. At first Whitney was slow to 

show her anything, stuffing the comforter in the middle of her legs and pretending that 

she was sleepy. But then, after a while, maybe when they were twelve, Whitney showed 

Jasmine her stuff again and Jasmine examined it as if it were a fish in a bowl. “It just 

looks so different,” she would say, smiling and wide-eyed.  

 Sometime later, the girls were fifteen. One night, as Whitney’s parents were 

singing horribly to some R&B music of the 1970’s, Jasmine kicked Whitney under the 

covers. Whitney did not know what Jasmine wanted, for she had already seen what 

her’s looked like and it had been a while since they stayed up talking at night or peeking 

out the door to see what her parents were up to. Neither of those activities interested 

Whitney at that moment, anyways. 

 “What is it?” Whitney asked. 
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 “You sleep?” Jasmine asked so close to Whitney’s face she could smell the 

toothpaste residue on her breath. 

 “Not yet.” 

 “You ever kissed anyone before?” Jasmine asked. 

 “No. I mean—my mom and dad. I kissed my cousin once, but that was only 

because it was Easter,” Whitney said. 

 “You mean to tell me you ain’t never kissed you no boy?” 

 “Of course I did,” Whitney started. “I just wanted to see what you would say.”  

“I kissed some boys before and I liked it a lot.” 

“Yeah, girl. All the boys I kissed loved it. They try to call me and everything, 

but my daddy tell them not to call anymore.”  

That was a lie. Whitney never kissed a boy. Even if one had asked her, she was 

not sure what she’d say. Or even if she’d want to do it at all. 

 “How do you kiss?” Jasmine asked. 

 “I don’t know. Like how they do on BET.” 

 “Let’s practice kissing,” Jasmine said. 

 “I already know how to kiss.” 

 “I know. I know. I know. I want to practice though. Like, there is this boy I like 

and he asked me for a kiss and I want to know if I’ll be good at it when we kiss Monday 

after school.” 

 “You’ll be fine.” 

 “No, really. You’re my friend, right? Just tell me if I’m doing it right.” 

 “I don’t like kissing girls,” Whitney said. 
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 “I know. I know. But I’m not a girl. I’m your friend. I just want to know if I’m 

doing it right. My breath don’t stink, does it?” 

 “No.” 

 “Yours don’t either. Hold still and let me kiss you. Don’t move, okay?” Jasmine 

pressed her face on Whitney’s, a little hard at first, then Whitney whispered for her to 

back off a little, and Jasmine did. Whitney could feel her cold, pointy nose sliding on 

her cheekbones. Then, Jasmine started breathing out her nose; and with each exhale 

Jasmine blew warm air on Whitney and with each inhale, she sucked it all back. 

Jasmine’s tongue was slippery and thin and short, compared to Whitney’s tongue that 

had width and power, less finesse. Jasmine moaned a little. Is this chick for real? 

Whitney thought. There was nothing to moan about. No violins. No butterflies, nor a 

heavenly chorus to serenade that moment. Jasmine moaned again. She pulled Whitney 

closer to her body and moved her face so that she was not breathing on Whitney’s 

cheek. Jasmine touched her face, which Whitney hated at the time because it garnered 

such an atmosphere for zits. Jasmine then held the back of Whitney’s neck to keep her 

face close. Whitney got the idea that Jasmine was relishing that kiss. But how could 

she? Didn’t she only like kissing boys? Even though Whitney had never kissed a boy, 

she was sure she would enjoy it more than kissing Jasmine, despite Jasmine being really 

really pretty. And despite her lips tasting like a strange pleasure, Whitney was certain 

that she’d like it more from a guy.  

 The tongue, curiously, is a unique part of the body. It is not feminine, nor 

masculine. It acts as an independent agent. Someone could be doing one thing with their 

body, and another with their tongue in perfect harmony. Talking and riding a bike. 
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Licking the corners of an ice cream sandwich, all while the body is swatting away some 

mosquitos. As Whitney was thinking of all the reasons she’d like to kiss a guy more, 

Jasmine was on her tongue, moving it about. To Whitney’s tongue, it was just in 

Jasmine’s mouth inhabiting space, albeit playful. To Whitney’s body, there was 

something changing. Whitney thought there were no butterflies—and there were not 

any—it was something else. Something more. Whitney spent the next few seconds 

trying to describe what was happening to her body. Trying to describe what was 

happening to her room. 

 Rain.  

Everything was still set, everything in its place. Rain, though, emerged in a 

gentle spring where the roof and wall connected and created staggered rivers streaming 

downward in Whitney’s room. Water covered her posters of N’Sync. The picture of her 

parents tilted to the left and hung gingerly on the nail it was placed. All other things 

were touched by this rain. It had gotten onto the carpet and was inching closer to the 

legs of her bed, where Whitney lay with Jasmine. And Jasmine had not noticed that 

Whitney’s clock had fallen off the wall and splashed onto the ground. The blue ribbon 

from Whitney’s track meet was also on the floor, swimming. Whitney, who was now 

looking forward to inhaling Jasmine’s breath, did not stop to explain any of what was 

happening around them and in her. She had much rather reach for Jasmine’s right 

breast. 

*** 
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Whitney adjusted herself in the booth, putting her elbows on the table. “Can I 

start you off with something to drink?” the waiter asked. 

 “No,” Whitney said. “I’m gonna wait until my friend gets here.” 

 The waiter walked away. Whitney, whose hands were sweating, rubbed together 

and folded them next to where the Splenda, salt, pepper was. Across the room, there 

was a couple seated on bar stools watching a football game. The woman was clearly a 

fan of whatever team was playing and wore the team’s jersey to prove it. The woman, 

each time her team did something worth praising, jumped up and shouted obscenities, 

and grabbed her crotch and made jokes with the guys around her, who laughed because 

she was funny, and they bought her a few beers to keep her going. The man she came 

with didn’t mind it at all, as he seemed to like it that his woman was in the middle of 

everything. Whitney had caught this scene right when the game was finishing, and 

when the game did finish, and the woman’s team had lost, the man who came with the 

woman hugged her, his hand on the nape of her butt, and reassured her that her team 

will get it next time. She looked at him softly, as he helped the woman pick up her purse 

and leave. 

 As Whitney saw this woman maneuver in and out of femininity, another woman, 

a young one with a tight Juicy Couture shirt on, came up to Whitney and said, “Are you 

Walt? Walt from Craigslist?” 

 “Yes. Are you Lola from Blackplanet?” Whitney asked. 

 “Yes. You’re much cuter than the picture suggests,” Blackie said and sat down. 

 

*** 
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 That week at school, Whitney was in science class, playing tick-tack-toe with 

herself. Jasmine was also in that class. There was assigned seating, which means 

Whitney had to sit in row five, seat six. That’s way in the back. Jasmine, however, got 

to sit in row two, seat two. That’s in the front. Celeste sits in the front next to Jasmine 

and they cracked jokes and they were pretty and all the boys wanted to sit next to them. 

Some boys even inched their desks closer to Jasmine and Celeste between classes 

before the teacher noticed the desks had been moved. Jasmine rarely said anything to 

Whitney if Celeste was around and no one expected her to. Whitney was weird to most 

kids. Her face looked funny. Some kids saw Jasmine with Whitney after school 

sometimes and would talk to Jasmine as if she weren’t with anyone at all. They did not 

know how much Whitney loved Jasmine. That she loved Jasmine all her life. That 

Jasmine, even though she did not act like it in front of most people, was her best friend. 

 Whitney knew things were this way. After that night in her room, she tried to 

talk to Jasmine more—in the hallway, in gym class, at lunch. She didn’t know. Whitney 

figured the more she talked to Jasmine the better she would be able to gauge how she 

had been feeling since that night. While Jasmine would never turn Whitney away, it was 

not often she would ask Whitney to be with her while everyone else was around, 

regardless of what happened the weekend before. So, with the taste of the other day in 

Whitney’s mouth, she spent a large chunk of science class staring at Jasmine. 

 “IS IT WORTH IT? LET ME WORK IT! PUT THIS THANG DOWN, FLIP IT 

AND REVERSE IT!”  

Celeste was singing again. It was annoying how she did that. 

 “Girl, you can’t sing,” Jasmine said. 
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 “I got this, girl. Most of the people on the radio can’t sing, so boo!” Celeste said. 

 “Jasmine, can you sing?” Fred Wilkins asked. 

 “No and I don’t try to,” Jasmine said. 

 “You do everything else good,” Marcus Graham said. 

 “What that mean?” Jasmine asked. 

 “I’m saying, Isaiah told me about how good you do things” Marcus Graham 

said. 

 “Isaiah is liar. He’s just mad I won’t call him back.” 

 “Tell Isaiah to grow some,” Celeste said. 

 “Yeah. Tell him to put an H on his chest and handle it!” Jasmine said and she 

laughed loudly with Celeste, although everyone was supposed to be taking notes out of 

chapter thirteen. 

 “HEY, HEY, HEY,” the teacher said, but no one listened to him anyways. 

 “I was just telling you what my boy said. But I should have known nothing 

happened with y’all. I told Isaiah he need to get with somebody he can handle. You 

know. Somebody ugly like Whitney,” Marcus Graham said. 

 Everyone laughed and turned back to look at how Whitney would react to that.  

 “She’s not ugly,” Jasmine said.  

 Science class ended and most kids had run out. Whitney had math class last, a 

class where she was required to think, and somebody pulled her arm. 

 “Yo. Let me walk with you to math class.” It was Joe. This boy that sat behind 

Whitney in the science class that just let out. He always seemed to be hanging around. 
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As kids, his mom always put them together, but Whitney attitude toward Joe was that 

she could live without him. 

 “You don’t have to,” Whitney said. 

 “I want to,” Joes said. “You all right?” 

 “I’m fine.” 

 “I wouldn’t have called you ugly in front of the class like that,” Joe said. 

 “It doesn’t really bother me,” Whitney said. 

 “I don’t believe you.” 

 

*** 

 

 There are two things about Kakawangwa that are good for things like this. One, 

you are guaranteed to know just about everyone. It’s not like Kakawangwa is even as 

big as Panama City or Pensacola. So, if you meet someone in a different form, you 

don’t get as mad, because you’ve known them just about all  your life or can find 

someone who has known them just about all their life. The second, and this is more 

helpful than the first, that you don’t sweat the small stuff. The appetizer had not come 

out sooner than Blackie knowing that Walt was actually Whitney. Blackie had gone to 

school with Pearl, who was Jasmine’s sister. Jasmine was good friends with Whitney—

albeit privately—but there aren’t many secrets you can keep successfully in Kakaw. 

Whitney admitted it. She ordered another round to make nice with Blackie. Blackie just 

about gulped the last bit of her watermelon martini and then asked Whitney what she 

wanted to do for the rest of the night.  
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Whitney said that she wanted to have fun. 
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FROM BEYOND THE STARS 

Eons and eons of stars ago, Celeste could see the imprint of five dots touching 

the side of her belly and a half-circle in the midst of it all, pressing out from within. She 

saw this as she lay in bed, while the late-late show carved flashes of silver television 

images in the dark. This was visible to her on the bus-stop the day her car wouldn’t 

start. As she waved down the number nine, that thing was a bump in Celeste’s side. In 

the morning, over coffee there it was to watch her. Over almost any toilet, it would 

reach to touch her throat and inside the swirling water she could make out its 

fingerprints. In the shower with Craig, he said he had to get up out of there, away from 

her and that thing. He wrapped a towel over where his penis wrinkled short and dripped, 

prior to leaving Celeste in the bathroom— either too stunned or too uninterested to run 

after him again— the reflection of her wet face and wet body and that thing erased from 

the mirror by the fog. 

It was that night, when she saw that Craig had driven off without regard to his 

watch on the nightstand, or his left sock, and with her only clean towel, Celeste put on 

her favorite cotton dress. The one with the flowers on it. The one she wore the last time 

she went to church and was introduced to Minister Bradley, whom she came to know as 

Craig. The dress clung to her body in the middle of her back, behind her thighs, and on 

her nipples because those parts are always the last to dry. She picked up the keys to her 

car and walked barefoot, passing Miss Tate in the hallway, who asked Celeste if she 

was okay, sliding keys into a noisy, raggedy apartment to look after her daughter’s kids. 
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Big Red on the stairway above her had just slapped his wife again, who was 

Hispanic, and called him all types of nigger in and out of English because of it. Mr. 

Luther was drunk on the sidewalk, half-alive, telling the shrubs, the flaked paint on the 

side the building, and then the grass about how Jesus was coming back for a church 

without spot or wrinkle. 

Jesus, Celeste thought as she opened her back seat door. Under the driver’s seat 

was a crowbar that she kept to run off the riff-raff in case they got too close or got on 

her nerves. That Jesus. Celeste lay down, her breasts flopping erect in opposite 

directions. Up was Jesus. Celeste reached for the crowbar and slid it into where the 

problem was. It was up her skirt. Inside of her skin. A whoosh of fluid made a drying 

waterfall down the corner of her seat. When the throbbing and the red got to be too 

much, Celeste looked for Jesus. Up was Jesus. She knew this. This is how she learned 

it. Up. Before she closed her eyes, perhaps to communicate between worlds, it was then 

Celeste could see Jesus. He was crying from beyond the stars. 

  

Somebody friendly, probably walking through the parking lot with a bag of 

chips or their dog, looked down by accident to Celeste’s body and her crowbar 

appendage in her back seat and found for Celeste a hospital bed. The doctor called 

Grandma Baby, who drove to them, living an hour and a half away, smelling like she 

just sucked away her monthly cigarette and it was only the third of May. Celeste did not 

hear when Grandma Baby came into the room, only fragments to what she said: 

“What you tryna do to yourself, girl?” 

“I swear—” 
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“I know you hear me….don’t sit up there and act like you don’t hear me… move 

your nose if you hear me—” 

“I plead the Blood, the Blood, the Blood—”  

“Why you ain’t finish the job? You shoulda did it! You grown—” 

“Is this what you got in mind for your life, girl?” 

“I’m gonna get the devil out of you if I gotta cast him out myself—” 

 

When the anesthesia wore off, Celeste found that the thing was gone. She almost 

died trying to kill it and now her belly was leveled. She was not pleased, though. 

Rather, she felt saddened by the thought that she may have wanted the thing back. She 

liked the idea that Craig’s DNA was meshing with hers in a constant slow dance fixed 

in her womb.  

The white doctors said she would be fine and probably needed to be put on 

meds. Grandma Baby collected the rest of Celeste from the hospital and her apartment, 

stuffing what she could of Celeste’s clothes and essentials in her car. This meant all 

Celeste’s furniture and memories of Craig that either hung within the walls or lay flat 

would become dust deposits or rot until the landlord came to clean it away. On the door, 

Celeste suggested Grandma Baby at least leave a note. The note said: FOR ANYBODY 

WHO WANTS IT. 

Grandma Baby drove Celeste to Kakawangwa, where she settled with Celeste 

she would live and be cared for until she could get things together and be her own 

woman. Being her own woman meant, for Celeste, that she would not live in the house 

with Grandma Baby, who farted and read her funnies and watched her stories and 
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clipped the weeds out the garden and could only tolerate soy milk and preferred Celeste 

and her dog TeeTee to be home and in bed at a decent hour. Celeste asked Grandma 

Baby if she could live in the efficiency outback. Grandma Baby agreed, only if Celeste 

got a job and paid the light bill. And walk TeeTee.  

Grandma Baby asked Celeste if she wanted to talk to somebody, maybe the 

Pastor, about how she was feeling inside and what would cause her to try to end it all 

for herself. The hospital sent someone already, some lady, to talk with Celeste. She was 

a very thin, short white woman with hair so blond it might as well be white. Her voice 

was of a higher pitch, suitable for teaching five-year-olds how to read and color in a 

Thanksgiving turkey. This woman, however, preferred to talk to people she thought was 

crazy. The woman wanted to know about Celeste’s mother. She inquired about her 

father, her childhood, medications she might have been taking, if college was too much 

pressure for her. To all that, Celeste told her to screw herself.  

 

Celeste couldn’t say that she was sitting in the main office at St. Paul Baptist 

with clasped hands and her pseudo-Christian swagger because she cared about their 

church, or their God, or the church women and their hats. Celeste was there because she 

heard St. Paul needed another secretary from the conversation of two of Grandma 

Baby’s lady friends in the frozen food section of Piggly Wiggly’s after Celeste got fired 

(from her fourth job in two months) her stint at Johnny Rockets for lack of enthusiasm 

and for giving a little brunette boy the middle finger. Unfortunately, that job required, 

Celeste supposed, for her to tell Sister Viola that she loved the Lord and grew up in the 

Baptist church her whole life, the fake one down in rural Jacksonville, Florida where 
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Senior Pastor/Teacher/ Evangelist Timothy Daniels still lined the devotional hymns. It 

also required for her to sit in front of Sister Viola and her wide lens bifocals, as she 

stuttered over words like “co-facilitated” and “institution” on Celeste’s resume, before 

she finally said, “You musta went to college.” Celeste agreed and pointed out that her 

educational background was at the top of the page, but she couldn’t finish due to a 

sudden medical issue. 

“Um-hum,” Sister Viola said, placing Celeste’s resume on the top of her desk. “I 

hope you know we don’t have it in our budget to pay very much.” 

“Yes ma’am,” Celeste said. 

“You won’t get your own office, of course,” Sister Viola said. 

“Of course,” Celeste replied. 

“And,” Sister Viola took a sip of her tea, “I know you young women like to 

dress, well, like young women.” 

“Um-hum.” 

“We ain’t had a young woman working around here in a while, because I 

agree— and the Pastor’s wife agrees— that young women oughta be more professional 

working around the office where mens, like the Brethrens… the Deacons… and the 

Ministers… and well… the Pastor…,” Sister Viola said, taking another sip, “I just hope 

you know what I mean.” 

“Yes ma’am,” Celeste said.  

They wrapped up the interview once Sister Viola told Celeste when to come in, 

when to go home, where to park, that she would not be receiving a computer to use for 

work, that the ladies bathroom has soap and lotion from Bath and Body Works so she 
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needed to be modest. She told her that her lunch food may not be kept in the small 

refrigerator in the main office--that was for her and Pastor only-- but taken to the 

kitchen refrigerator and warmed up on the stove because the church did not want to 

spend money on a microwave. At last Sister Viola told Celeste to tell Grandma Baby 

the blackberry pie she made for her hit the spot and then some. 

Grandma Baby got giggles when Celeste told her about the blackberry pie and 

her new job that night, where she found Grandma Baby in the house kitchen smoking 

her now weekly cigarette. Grandma Baby said, “That’s alright, honey. You done good 

going down there. Alls you gotta keep up with now is making sure you don’t mess 

around and mess up.” Celeste agreed she would not mess up because messing up got her 

there and messing up could only keep her there. 

 

All that came to Celeste was a hush that causes the chest to sink in a little, a 

sudden stillness, the Sunday Pastor Harrison introduced himself to her from the pulpit, 

right in the middle of his sermon, right in the middle of reading from the Book of John, 

right in front of everyone, with his stare. He stayed there a while: first on her face, and 

then on other parts of what she had on, primarily the places where her dress bulged 

round and curvy. Of course she had seen Pastor Harrison before, every morning just 

about. He would come in, nod hello and God Bless You to her and Sister Viola, closing 

his office door behind him for a few hours and then leave to tend to the ministry 

elsewhere. The times he was in his office with the door closed, Sister Viola explained 

that was his private study time with the Lord, and we were to make as little noise as 

possible. All this occurred regularly and Celeste was used to it. Celeste did not know if 
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he ever learned her name; if he needed anything, he called Sister Viola to get it for him. 

She knew he had seen her behind the back desk filing papers and whatnot. One call, 

Celeste answered the phone and had to transfer the line to his office, where he replied, 

“Thanks.” 

 But this stare, a sweaty mess before everyone in his tailored olive green suit, 

was not due to some queer strangeness she had or that she was the only woman there 

who did not have to insist her youth with a girdle or red lipstick. This stare reminded 

her of boys she and her friend Jasmine would let see what “it” looked like behind the 

school portables the last day of fourth grade. Did boys ever grow out of that look? This 

stare was like when Jimmy and Tyrone looked at her, who found out her White mama 

was a crackhead somewhere in California and that her grandmother went to church all 

the time, the evening they fractured Celeste’s bedroom window, ripped in half her 

cotton panties, and made her out a screaming whore. Pastor Greg winked. Who knows? 

Celeste thought. He could’ve been looking behind her. Maybe not looking at all but in 

the middle of a thought and she just happened to be in the direction of his face.  

After church service, Celeste was standing in the back hallway, leaning against 

the wall, waiting to use the only ladies room there was, when Pastor Harrison turned the 

corner, unfamiliar to her at first because he was in jeans and a t-shirt.  

“Praise the Lord, Sister,” he said, his face wiped dry with a grin on it. He 

winked again, this time to her face. 

“Praise the Lord to you too, Pastor,” she replied, and he kept walking until he 

got to his office. His wife, an uninteresting, dark-skinned woman wearing a wide-

rimmed red hat, was waiting inside. 
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Maybe. 

 

By nature Celeste had a love jones for the bald-headed brothas. Not just heads 

shaved bare each morning with electric clippers and the residue of a hairline trying to 

grow back. She liked shiny heads. Glossy domes. Heads like Pastor Harrison’s. If he 

checked the mailbox outside his office door, Celeste took a few moments away from 

making church service programs to contemplate the genius of his head: light brown like 

the rest of him, blemish-free scalp sitting on top of his perfect, long ex-football player 

neck. An Adam’s apple. White man’s lips, but she didn’t care. A chest, two nice pecks. 

Toned. Fingers, lengthy ones. Nails he bit short. Perfect. Stallion Legs under suit slacks. 

Probably wore boxers so his penis head could peek out the open part if he walked 

around half-naked.  

His voice was sexy. His commands for computer paper or a phone number or a 

dinner reservation for him and his painfully plain-looking wife was sexy. His cologne 

was sexy and he had the whole office smelling like it. The smell was not tart, nor did it 

resemble the scent of fresh leaves and grass like Craig’s. His cologne was sweet. A 

mannish sweetness. 

Because Sister Viola had weak-bladder problems, she got accustomed to 

complaining about how her stomach hurt and whatnot. So, Pastor Harrison had to learn 

Celeste’s name, which made Sister Viola suck her teeth and leave the solitaire game 

alone while Pastor Harrison was in the office. On the Thursday Sister Viola was late to 

work, Pastor Harrison asked Celeste to run up to Starbucks for his morning coffee. 
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When she got back, he asked if her green eyes were real or from the beauty supply 

store. She said they were her’s.  

“Your hair must be real too, huh, Sister?” he asked.  

“Please, just call me Celeste. No Sister needed.” 

“Call me Greg, then. No Pastor needed.” 

Celeste noticed Pastor Harrison took to looking at her more following her 

admission that she was half-white. He started calling her “Bella” in a short song he 

made that didn’t rhyme. Whenever he did, Sister Viola would change the subject to 

something about her impossible bladder pain or talk about how Grandma Baby is such a 

good grandmother for convincing her to give Celeste a job. Still, if Celeste was at the 

copy machine, going to the bathroom, or in any vicinity of Pastor Harrison’s doorway, 

she came to expect his stare, the same one that first clutched her from the pulpit, almost 

daily. 

 

 Pastor Harrison called Celeste into his office. “Did Sister Viola leave yet?” he 

asked. 

 “Yeah. Her granddaughter got locked out the house,” Celeste replied. 

 “When you gonna leave?” 

 “I gotta lock up.” 

 “Tell you what. Let’s both lock up.” 

 “It’s cool, Pastor—” 

 “Greg.” 

 “Greg. It’s cool. I got it.” 
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 “I don’t want no young lady like yourself locking up no dark church and 

walking in some dark parking lot to her car on my conscience.” 

 “Alright.” 

 “Hand me my briefcase.” Celeste reached by the door where his briefcase was. 

Pastor Harrison stood up and put on his suit jacket. “Turn off my lights.” Celeste did. 

When Pastor Harrison emerged out of the black office doorway, he told her to get her 

purse and turn off the lights to the main office. She did. They turned the corner and 

started down the hallway. 

 “Where you from, Bella?” Pastor Harrison asked. 

 “All over.” 

 “What that mean?” 

 “Born in Cali, lived with my daddy in Baltimore, moved here. Went to school in 

Tallahassee. Back to here.” He reached for the hallway light and turned it off. 

 “You finished school?” 

 “No.” 

 “How your eyes get green?” he asked. 

 “Born that way. How your head get bald? Born that way?” They both laughed. 

Celeste curled her arm into the nursery to turn the lights off. 

 “You been in the kitchen?” he asked. 

 “Yeah, but those lights are off.” 

 Light shone from the sanctuary. “Let’s get those and that’s it,” Pastor Harrison 

said, walking between the pews to the side where a few of the light switches here. The 

ones for the choir stand were next to the pulpit. Celeste went for those. 
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 Pastor Harrison chuckled to himself. It ricocheted off the pews and the stained 

glass and the hollow ceiling and arrived at Celeste’s ears. “What you laughing 

at?”Celeste asked. 

 “You.” 

 “What about me?” 

 “I can smell your perfume all the way back here. How much of that you put 

on?” 

 “At least I don’t bathe in my perfume like you do in your cologne.” 

 “I never smell myself,” Pastor Harrison said, putting all the pews in the dark. He 

walked towards Celeste. 

 “I smell you all the time.” 

 “Yeah?” 

 “The whole office smells like you,” Celeste said. By now Pastor Harrison was 

on the pulpit a few feet away from Celeste. 

 “How long is it gonna take you to turn these lights off?” he asked. 

 “The whole church is gonna be in the dark when I do.” 

 “You scared?” 

 “No. I’m ready for whatever.” Celeste looked Pastor Harrison straight in the 

face. 

“If you got something to say, say it right now. You should say it now.” 

When Celeste did not say anything, Pastor Harrison walked over to the light 

switch adjacent to the thermostat which had a note attached in Sister Viola’s 

handwriting: Do Not Touch Me. 
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 Blackness was everywhere. Pastor Harrison had been standing a little bit away, 

but now his penis was a warm, stern lump on her lower back. His breath was on her 

neck. His hand raked upwards through the back of her fine hair. Then there was his kiss. 

This was the first time he touched her. It felt good to be touched like that—hair pulled 

before the kiss—a sting before softness. It felt so good, Celeste wondered if she had 

ever been touched before at all. Craig’s touch, compared to Pastor Harrison’s, was a 

mediocre. How could an average touch (an average nigga, really) make Celeste stop 

taking her birth control pills? This touch, much greater in power had the intensity to 

convince Celeste to do even more. Perhaps, make Pastor Harrison her stale-mouth, 

stanky-tongue love. 

 They decided to leave his car at church, with Pastor Harrison’s office light on. 

Nobody would knock on the door to ask what he’s doing, he said. Not even his wife. 

Celeste found herself driving to Grandma Baby’s on the back roads with Pastor 

Harrison’s hand in her panties and the radio all the way up. “You like that Bella?” he 

yelled again and again. “You half-white. You like that?” Celeste responded several 

times, but the music Pastor Harrison had up masked her voice. 

When they got to her efficiency, Pastor Harrison said, “I’m gonna drug you, 

Bella. Make you need me. You’ll always need this.” 

Pastor Harrison was not a drug to Celeste. Drugs are done in secret. Nothing she 

felt was a secret. Anyone who truly knew her, or anyone who was keen at reading 

thoughts, knew that she did Greg in public. Often. She did him every time she saw him, 

which means she did him in front of his wife, washing dishes, while sleeping, in front of 

Grandma Baby, in front of his kids, outside, inside, at a red stoplight, and in front of 
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everyone at the church picnic, particularly when he bit into a grapefruit slice that made 

juice run off the side of his mouth, which he had to lick dry. 

At his climax, Pastor Harrison let out a yelp. A sissy yelp. It was a sound that 

belonged to him. A sound Celeste could tell he decided to give to Celeste and not his 

wife because he ducked to let it out. Like he was embarrassed or something. Celeste 

said, “That sounded so sexy.” From that, she know Pastor Harrison’s wife could not 

receive this sound because his sound might make him crazy to her or strange. For, his 

sound might come back to his wife while he was preaching or teaching at bible study 

and cause her to remember that he was human with tastes and feelings and turn-ons and 

preferences on how he was to be sexed. Or when he was to be sexed. What she should 

wear during sex and how he liked for her fingernails to make lots of arcs on his back, 

which he’d have to sooth with cocoa butter after lovemaking. That thought was beyond 

her. Within her understanding, Pastor Harrison was the sound lions make when a water 

buffalo makes a sharp turn right disappearing behind the thicket of trees, a defeated, 

simmering growl. Celeste knew Pastor Harrison was no lion. If his wife paid any 

attention to him, she’d know that, too.  

 

Celeste woke up to the sound of Pastor Harrison’s pee hitting toilet water in her 

bathroom (the door of which he decided to leave wide open) and to the left of where the 

headboard had just slapped against the white wall for thirty minutes, creating long, 

black, even lines. She could not see him because they both agreed not to use any 

electricity that could possibly draw Grandma Baby’s attention, but she did see that 

Pastor Harrison was naked on his walk over back to the bed, where Celeste lay in a soft 
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pant. He was even an Adonis in the dark. So what his butt did not make perfect 

depressions on each side? The moon and stars caught enough grayish light and enough 

black shadows on the coils of his shoulders to make them appear God-like. Yeah, like a 

God.  
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WHITNEY AND JOE 

Her 

Whitney is on a chair that has wheels. With the point of her heel, Whitney 

presses into the ground to keep from sliding. Somebody just sent in a fax and now the 

machine, which has faded buttons and a marker stain on its left side, wheezes out 

freshly printed paper. The air conditioner is broken, so the paralegal hands Whitney a 

fan, and walks back to her desk in the front. Mr. Donald, Whitney’s lawyer, wipes his 

face with a paper towel. He is writing something down, something long, something that 

causes him to breathe hard getting all the words right.  

“Anything else, Whitney?” Mr. Donald asks, screwing the top back on his pen. 

“No,” Whitney says. “That’s it.”  

“With no kids and no property in both your names, this sort of thing is easy as 

pie,” Mr. Donald says. 

 

Him 

 Joe flung his bulky duffel bag on the bed. In two piles on the floor, one for 

colors and one for whites, Joe began to un-load the bag until it was a deflated and 

wrinkled, like a prune. Down the hallway, Joe could hear Whitney on her cell phone. 

Something about ordering beige couch pillows, but getting taupe couch pillows in the 

mail. The difference is slight, but enormous, Whitney says. She was coming toward the 

room. Toward him. Joe, who was un-buttoning his collared shirt turned to the wall. That 
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way, Whitney could only see his back. She did not deserve to see the changes Joe’s face 

made when he saw her. As far as Joe could tell, Whitney has stared enough at him, in 

anger or whatever, to note any differences of even the most subtle proportion. If she had 

seen Joe’s face, it would tell Whitney with the upward curve of his mouth that stolen 

waters are not sweeter after all. And that he was sorry. 

 

Her 

 Whitney is looking for mold removal spray on aisle thirteen, like the store clerk 

explained. She moves up close to read the labels without touching anything. In case she 

does indeed touch something, she has a wet one in her purse that promises 99.9% of all 

bacteria will be dealt with upon contact. Whitney reaches inside her pocket and pulls 

out her cell phone. Without even opening the phone flap and without warning, a man, 

and his woman walks down the same aisle as Whitney, only they are kissing. Kissing 

and walking, that is. Pecking each other at least fifteen times before they notice 

Whitney sees them and is unable to process her next move on the sheer surprise that two 

grown-behind people would be so into each other that they would move like mating 

love bugs down the aisle of a very public, very videotaped store kissing and carrying 

on. The woman, who looks about Whitney’s age, though she is thinner, places the tips 

of her fingers over the mouth of her lover and smiles, avoiding eye contact with 

Whitney altogether, pulling him into another aisle, aisle fourteen, where Whitney could 

hear them smacking kisses all the more. 
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Him 

 

Saturday morning, after sleeping in, Joe found Whitney sitting on the couch, 

wearing a sports bra and some work out pants, tying two bunny ears into a bow atop her 

sneakers. She was breathing a little harder those days, especially there, as she was 

trying to get her shoes on. Even in short walks out the parking lot, Whitney needed a 

second between words just to get them all out. When Joe mentioned that dropping 

perhaps fifteen to twenty pounds may be good for her, Whitney would say some BS 

about him not loving her. Sometimes, she’d say she hated the way she looked. There, 

seeing that Whitney was on the way to doing something requiring extra bra support, Joe 

walked past her, wordless. 

Joe opened the refrigerator. Whitney had all kinds of junk in there: smoothie 

mixes, bottles of water, chopped vegetables, lettuce. “What’s for breakfast?” Joe asked, 

closing the refrigerator door. He counted seconds—one Mississippi, two Mississippi, 

three— until Whitney came into the kitchen, which was next to the laundry room, to 

grab a cotton T-shirt to wear out of the dryer.  

“I don’t know. Whatever’s in there,” Whitney said, putting her hair in a 

ponytail. 

“I don’t eat this crap.”  

“So.” 

He said, “You’d be amazed at how much weight you’d lose if you would just 

stop eating altogether.” 
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Whitney pulled a rubber band off her wrist and snatched her hair into a ponytail, 

walking out of the kitchen, and then the house. Out the window, Joe watched her drive 

off, leaving him with the silence that was between the walls.  

 

Him 

 Joe found the keys to the shed out back. The keys were in his gray pants pocket. 

Those pants smelled like mothballs. In this part of the closet, where the gray pants were, 

there is very little light. Joe had to contort his hand to get the keys into the pocket, and 

did just as much getting them out. Joe went into the shed. On a box marked in 

Whitney’s handwriting, “Valentine’s Day from My Boo 2007,” Joe sat down and called 

Cassandra.  

 

 

Her 

At lunchtime, Whitney calls Joe and says, “What are we doing?” 

“What—you’re breaking up—hold on. There, that’s better. Hello?” Joe said. 

“What are we doing, Joe?” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“Do you love me?” 

“Are you calling to ask me that?” 

“Do you love me?” Whitney asks. 

“Of course,” Joe says. 

“Are you happy?” Whitney asks. 
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“Look—I’m at work I gotta go,” Joe says. 

“Don’t ignore me, Joe.” 

“You need me to bring something home for dinner?” Joe asks. 

“No.” 

“I’ll see you at the house, then.”  

Him 

 Joe picked up Cassandra’s purse. It was a leopard print rectangle swinging on a 

brass chain. Over a black corset, Cassandra pulled down a dress and whipped her head 

to the side to get her bangs out of her face. 

 “I’m gonna miss you,” Cassandra said, taking the purse away from Joe. 

 “You need cab fare?” Joe asked? 

 “Mama’s got her own.” 

 “What are you gonna do today?” 

 “Work. School,” Cassandra said, walking to the mirror to put on her lipstick. 

“You want something. Wanna get together?” 

 “Maybe later this week,” Joe said. 

 “What you gonna tell your wife?” 

 “She’s beyond asking at this point. But if she does ask, I’ll tell her about you.” 

 “That’s nice, Sugar.” 

 “I swear I will.” 

 “Of course you will. I gotta get this road on the show.” 

 “Don’t you mean—” Joe started. 

 “Whatever.” Cassandra kissed Joe on the cheek and left the hotel. 
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Him 

 

 Joe handed the girl at the counter a twenty. He put the change in the TIPS jar 

because jingling coins and loose dollars turned him off. Folded over Joe’s arm was his 

black overcoat, on which some kid spilled his milk the last time Joe stopped in for a 

mid-winter iced coffee. The overcoat was new, then. Thick cotton, black. Black buttons 

with a silk inner lining. He picked up his mocha latte, carefully, nearly bumping into 

some older woman in big golden jewelry who could not tell the girl at the counter if she 

liked coffee that was sugary or not, on the way to where they kept the straws. “What? 

No whipped cream?” a woman asked behind him.  

 “Not today,” Joe said, dropping a thin black straw in the floating ice. 

 “You don’t remember me?” the woman asked. 

 The woman’s face did not ring a bell. 

 “I’m Cassandra. I work at the diner where you eat breakfast every morning.” 

 “Oh,” Joe said, putting on his overcoat. 

 “Well, you didn’t come in today.” 

 “Had a meeting,” Joe said. 

 “Right. You always look like you’re going someplace. Doing something 

important.” 

 “Have a good one,” Joe said, nodding at the woman. He turned sideways to 

move past some people and went out the front door. The cold, windy air rushed on Joe’s 

face, as he walked toward the subway, wondering how he could have not remembered 

that woman in the coffee shop. 
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Her 

 

 Whitney is on her side of the bed in red lace. She hates the color red but the 

pushy sales girl told her that red makes her skin pop. She looks over her shoulder to see 

Joe, who is rolling circles of deodorant under his arms. Joe is shirtless. He yawns. 

Earlier that morning, Whitney changed her hair color to honey brown. The hair dresser 

put curls in it this time. She got a body scrub at the spa. It made Whitney smell like 

mangoes. Some Spanish lady rubbed every muscle on Whitney down for two and a half 

hours. At lunch, Whitney ate a salad and fruit so that she could fit and breathe into the 

red lace thingy. Before Whitney had come into the room to sit on her side of the bed, 

she brushed her face with bronzer. In the dim night light, bronzer made Whitney 

golden. “Joe,” Whitney says. “My leg hurts, could you massage my leg?”  

 Joe puts the cap back on the deodorant stick, opened the nightstand drawer and 

tossed it inside. “I’m tired,” Joe said. “Gotta get up in the morning.” 

 “What about my leg?” Whitney asked. 

 “I don’t know what you want me to do about that, baby. I’m sleepy,” Joe said, 

tapping Whitney lightly on her butt.  

Joe fell asleep within ten minutes.  

 

Her 

Whitney is dancing. Not alone, but she is in motion, somewhat disjointed in a 

group of girls she met at the mall in the juniors section. There are three of them: 

Brunette, Blondie, and Ugly. Whitney is there because they asked her to come. And 
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because she drives a Range Rover, which looks much better coming out of valet than 

any of their cars. Whitney agreed to come after the girls told her she still looks their age 

and could totally hook up if she wanted to. These girls look good in make-up. They 

wear tight clothes because they look good in tight clothes. They do each other’s hair. 

They offered to spruce up Whitney’s hair before they left Whitney’s house, but Whitney 

had spent two hours styling her hair from Seventeen magazine before the girls came to 

pick her up. The girls got drunk that night. All except Whitney. Whitney hates alcohol. 

One girl, the one with the tongue ring, Brunette, is making out with a guy at the bar who 

paid for her drink. This other girl—Blondie—just got back from the bathroom, lifted 

her skirt, squatted and pissed next to the hand dryer, which she thought was a toilet. The 

ugly girl, who is the most willing to be noticed, is flashing her breasts for some guy’s 

camera phone. 

Whitney once danced with Joe in a club like this one. They met there. Been 

together ever since.  

A disco ball rotates in mid-air.  

  

Him 

 

Joe locked himself inside his office. The cleaning lady left, indicated by the 

closing of the elevator, the cell phone conversation, and the absence of the vacuum 

sound. No life sounds whatsoever. Joe pulled the top half of his laptop open and, with a 

clicker he got as a job perk, he was able to turn the lights off and one without getting up 

from his desk. In the fourth drawer, is where Joe kept his aspirin. He swallowed one 



	   86 

with hot green tea. He got a Facebook message. Francesca responded to his message on 

Facebook and accepted his friend request. This chick must have been in her early 

twenties. Maybe twenty-three.  

She was a senior at the college by her parents’ house. She spoke English and 

Spanish. She had 1231 Facebook friends. Every Spring Break, her parents send her to 

Mexico with her friends who are also, maybe, twenty-three. The all like the beach it 

seems. They tan often it seems. They drink shots. Francesca has on a bikini top in the 

Mexican club. Who wears a bikini top in Mexican the club? Francesca does because 

Francesca doesn’t care.  

Francesca has no idea what she wants to do with her life or why she’s in college. 

It doesn’t bother Francesca to throw her clothes all over the floor or leave her dorm with 

hair that has been washed and not blow-dryed. She is not immune to the stings of what 

it feels to be knocked upside the head by her man. Francesca looks like the type to wear 

thongs. She does not know what a money market account is or how to maintain one. It 

would blow her mind to learn about hedge funds or IRAs or 401k accounts. Francesca 

just does not care about that stuff. She’d rather be on Panama City Beach fist-pumping 

and what not. She knows how to take her man’s credit card and be happy. She’s not 

intense about having to work. She likes to shop. She likes to keep herself up. She does 

not like to tell a man when he needs to make love harder. Anyway you give it to her is 

fine. She doesn’t mess with crystals or voodoo ladies or weirdo psychics. Her parents 

told her about God as a little girl and she’s pretty much ignored him ever since, just like 

every other normal, breathing, happy woman on Facebook. If Francesca gets pregnant 

from a man like Joe, she would raise it—or at least give it to her mother to raise—and 
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not find some way out. She tells her man he’s the best. And the greatest. Because 

Francesca does not care. More than anything, Francesca could do all these things 

because she is all woman. W-O-M-A-N. Looked like a woman. Smelled like a woman. 

Feet like a woman’s. And Joe did not have to feel, if he was hitting it from the back, 

that he was gay. 

Joe replied: 

Thx for the add. Would love to meet you for drinks. You down? 

 

Her 

  Whitney is under a waterfall with Joe. Literally. It’s a pleasant surprise that she 

and not one of her girly sisters or best friend would be mashed up against some man 

with water sliding off smooth rocks, splashing her in the face. Whitney thinks, this is 

the perfect picture for Facebook. She digs her water boots into the soft sand. She studies 

the opaque water and the greenery that shades it as if she were trying to save that 

moment. Joe is kneeling neck down into the stream to get used to the coolness of it. He 

comes out of the water wearing blue swimming trunks Whitney brought him from the 

mall. Her swimsuit, a white two-piece is underneath a big, white BAHAMAS T-shirt 

she bought from an old man next to a conch shack earlier in the day. 

 “Take my picture in the water,” Whitney says. 

 “Do you have to snap a picture at everything?” 

 “Don’t start this acting like a butthole crap,” Whitney says. 

 “We’re at this beautiful place—”  

 “Just take the picture.” 
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 “Fine,” Joe says. 

Him 

 Joe sat in the lobby, one leg crossed over the other, looking at a magazine that 

highlighted modern French cottage design for the everyday home. Since there was 

nothing to prohibit him, Joe could watch Whitney in her orange suit, leaning over a 

paper she was signing. When Whitney first started working in the place, her boss had 

the wall torn down what separated the used-to-be lobby into an open concept 

designer/client space hybrid. She was a believer in the harmony of things. The harmony 

of spaces. Joe put down the magazine and tapped the face of his watch. Whitney 

mouthed twenty minutes ago that she’d be ready in five.  

 “Babe,” Joe started, “Is this how you treat your husband?” 

 “Five minutes.” 

 “I been waiting for like thirty already.” The white secretary, Pebble, shushed 

him. 

 “I know. I five minutes, tops,” Whitney whispered. 

 “I ain’t got all day.” 

 “Five minutes.” 

Whitney once told Joe that walls and desks between herself and her clients 

meant that, secretly, she did not trust them. Her boss said this and she believed this. 

Who ever heard of a real estate office called, “Meeting Place?” Whitney’s job was clad 

with long drapes, girly candles, yoga music, and tables because everyone is invited to 

sit at a table. Tall, white orchids in a long metal vase were placed in the corners of each 

room for balance. The fluorescent lights were ripped from the ceiling. Whitney 
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preferred natural sunlight in the daytime. Because the windows were on the west side of 

the building, the light coming in from the setting sun made the glare off Whitney look 

like she had a booty.  
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PEARL 

 

 As Pearl walked to the dry-erase board to demonstrate advanced 

multiplication from last night’s homework, she could hear her classmates talk about the 

hair weave she put on inside the girls’ bathroom before school. “Look at that ratty 

thing” they whispered loud enough for her realize they were indeed whispering. Pearl 

had on a matted-down synthetic ponytail that had red highlights with curls and split 

ends. 

  She pressed her notebook close to her stomach. “Oh! Everyone seems so excited 

about math,” Miss Reeds said, she was middle-aged, unmarried, from Alabama. Her 

classroom smelled like applesauce and markers and all over she had pictures of students 

who were elected safety patrol officers, as she placed the glossy orange sash over their 

heads. Blackie Latham won the year before. In her picture she was an angelic statue 

waiting to be crowned (or sashed); now behind her, Pearl could hear Blackie say things 

like, “I’d never leave my house looking all wrong like ‘Tattle-Tale Pearl’ over there.” 

 Pearl got to the board and started solving the problem; Miss Reeds wrote it up 

high, so Pearl had to stand on her tippy-toes and tilt her head back. Who knew if she 

was doing the problem right and who cared? Many of the students stared at the back of 

Pearl’s head, probably wondering how she came into class that day with hair, and didn’t 

have any the day before. Or even since they had known her. 

 With every stroke Pearl made on the board, her ponytail, heavy and poorly 
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secured, leaned to the right. The bobby pins that held it in place began to show. It 

started at the base and Pearl could feel the weight of her weave getting lighter.  

 “Hey, y’all! Her weave bout to fall out her head!” Blackie said as she was sitting 

next to their classmates, Pam, NaeNae, and TeeTee. 

 “Quiet down, Blackie,” Miss Reeds said. 

 Pearl wrote faster. But faster writing led to dramatic strokes, harder contact, and 

made that ponytail lean more and more. One bobby pin fell— Pearl kept going—then 

another after that. Blackie, TeeTee, NaeNae, and Pam laughed. So did some other 

people.  

 Pearl turned to face Miss Reeds. “Can I go to the bathroom?” she asked. 

 “Shouldn’t you be trying to make a good impression? You’ve said you wanted 

to be a safety patrol officer...” 

 “Yeah, but if I don’t stop now, I’ll be embarrassed and have to go in front of 

everyone. You don’t want me to be embarrassed in front of the whole class, do you?” 

 “Okay. But before you go, let me help you. Your hair is coming out,” Miss 

Reeds said and grabbed Pearl’s tilted ponytail. The whole class was laughing, now. 

Blackie laughed the loudest. 

 “No! Just let me—” Pearl tried to say. Miss Reeds grabbed onto the ponytail just 

as Pearl tried to pull away. It was left in Miss Reeds’ hand. Exposed was Pearl’s real 

hair: which was barely held in a small green rubber band and only two and one half 

inches in length. The class became rowdy and Jeremy Harold had the nerve to fall out 

of his seat (on purpose) and point while on bended knee.  

 “What a bald-headed heffa!” Blackie screamed. 
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 Pearl ran out of the classroom then past all the lockers, student-club posters, 

classrooms, and humming water fountains. She knew where to make her turn—into the 

girls’ bathroom that everyone called the “stank box” because someone always went 

number two in there. In the second stall from the left, she knelt into the toilet. Pearl saw 

her face in the water and hated it because it was round and flat with big lips and bushy 

eyebrows. That ponytail should have been a step up. It wasn’t like the ponytail she tried 

to use was off Barbie’s head. Not at all. Everyone knows doll’s hair is only cute for pre-

schoolers, when it’s okay to sit in front of a fan and pretend the blond hair waving is 

attached to the person holding it in place.  

 With her middle finger, Pearl forced her breakfast into the water. Pearl 

fumbled around to find the lever and then watched the enchilada her mother 

microwaved for breakfast swirl into the unknown. She didn’t know if what she was 

doing was wrong or right but it felt good to be empty. It felt good to know Miss Reeds 

probably would be looking for her somewhere, wondering what she had done. It worked 

only for a while; the vice principal found her in the stall two class periods later with 

Miss Reeds and the guidance counselor who said, “You are beautiful, no matter what 

they say, Pearl.”  

 Feeling bad was always less delicious when happy people, like that guidance 

counselor, tried to cheer Pearl up. So Pearl decided to come out the stall, not because of 

what anyone said, but because they had caught her and the joy of falling through the 

cracks wore off. Miss Reeds handed Pearl back her ponytail. As a please-forgive-me 

gesture, Miss Reeds told Pearl she had been nominated for safety patrol officer for the 

7th grade. It was up to her class—NaeNae, Pam, TeeTee and all— to be elected. 
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Pearl should’ve known Blackie would dog her out in class. Blackie was real 

good for doggin’ people out. Like that closet incident: when Blackie had locked herself 

into the janitor’s closet with a boy from the eighth grade. Pearl was the one who told the 

vice principal, “It ain’t even right,” she said “Ain’t even right.” 

 As her counter-attack (or what Pearl thought it to be), Blackie would blow-dry 

her hair for school and fling it at Pearl’s direction in homeroom. Both Pearl’s parents 

were pure-black; and even though her sister Jasmine gave her a perm every six weeks, 

the kinks would be endless in her lifetime. And those nappy kinks never really grew out 

long since she was a child. No explanation. Just bald-headed. Her mother, Eleanor, once 

told her some people are meant to have short hair and others are meant to have long 

hair, but everyone is a child of God… blah, blah, blah. 

 

 

 When Pearl got home from school, her mother was in the living room with 

Jasmine, filling out the  surveys that she claimed would send her a paycheck. “Hey 

baby,” she said. “Some people called from your school and told me you wouldn’t come 

out the bathroom.” 

 “So,” Pearl said and sat on the couch next to her.  

 “Mama you need to transfer Pearl out of that place. Them kids are too mean and 

Pearl is too sensitive. She needs to be where someone can watch her,” Jasmine said.  

 “Where is the ponytail you got in trouble for? Didn’t I tell you that you couldn’t 

have a weave?” Eleanor said. Pearl pulled the ponytail out of her backpack. 

 “That’s my old ponytail!” Jasmine said. “I thought I threw that mangy thing 
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away.” But Pearl’s ponytail was cute when she put it on! Sure it was a little old and 

tangled, but Jasmine had worn it plenty of times and people said she was “wearing that 

thang.” Pearl was a witness to Jasmine’s hot combings, perms, deep-conditioning 

treatments, bond glue, braids, sew-ins, and flatirons; so how is it she could not have put 

in a good ponytail? 

 “I thought you was the safety patrol officer. So how is it that you are getting in 

trouble?” Eleanor said, adjusting the pink and yellow house Moo-moo dress she loved 

to wear around the house, grocery store, post office, and bank. 

 “I said that I was trying to become one. And Jasmine, you need to be quiet 

because ain’t nobody even talking to you,” Pearl said.  

 “Hush it Pearl. Now, y’all clean up. Stan will be here soon.” 

 Pearl was tired of him coming over. He didn’t live there but he was always 

around, always eating the biggest, juiciest piece of meat if her mother cooked, always 

farting, and always spending the night. And who liked a man who had golden teeth and 

wore “silk” shirts all the time? 

 “Mom, can I ask you something?”  

 “No. You can do what I said.” 

 “Mom, I know I’m only in the fifth grade, but I want a long weave. My 

classmates ain’t gonna let me be in the safety patrol if I ain’t got no hair. Jasmine can 

do it for me.”  

 Eleanor sucked her teeth. “You are too young. If they don’t like you for who 

you are, then maybe this whole safety patrol thing just ain’t for you,” she said. 

 “You don’t understand. I need to have long hair! I need it! Nobody is gonna like 
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me all bald-headed,” Pearl said. A knock came on the window. 

 “That’s Stan. I’m not gonna tell you this a third time. You are too young and 

you will not be walking around looking like a hoochie-child.” 

 To Pearl, Eleanor did not look much better. Eleanor let Stan inside. Stan called 

Eleanor his “little mama” and Eleanor gave a big, Kool-Aid smile when he did. He tried 

to give Jasmine a pat on the arm—she told him not to touch her—but gave Pearl a pat 

instead, then took Eleanor into the backroom.  

*** 

 

I got two days to get this thing together. Bishop gave me two days. Two days. I 

need to go to Wal-mart for: the celery, the sage, the chestnuts, the bell peppers, the 

onions, the eggs, the butter, the poultry seasoning, the all-purpose flour, the peaches, the 

collard greens, the dry mustard, the bananas, the dry raisons, the pineapple, the 

potatoes, the anchovies, the paprika, the parsley, the grits, the parmesan cheese, the 

cucumbers, the hot chili peppers, the red onions the tomatoes, the country ham, the 

crumbled bacon, the milk, the yellow cornmeal, the vanilla, the evaporated milk, the 

brown sugar, the black walnuts, the applesauce, the bittersweet chocolate bits, the 

blackberries, the Hawaiian sweet bread, the pears, the grape jelly, the baking powder, 

the cinnamon, the chitterlings, the pigs feet, the basil, the oregano, the Andouille 

sausage, the garlic, the lemons, the lemon juice, the black beans, the barbeque sauce, the 

catsup, the rice, the red cabbage, the plain cabbage, the scallions, the chili powder, the 

thyme, the shrimp, the heavy whipping cream, the sharp cheddar cheese, the oregano, 

the black pepper, the salmon, the catfish, the ham hocks, the pork chops, the corn oil, 
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the canola oil, the molasses, the orange juice, the pickle relish,  the mayonnaise, the 

white pepper, the yeast cake, the shortening, the whole kettle corn, the corn on the cob, 

the baking soda, the kidney beans, the snap peas, the onion powder, the garlic powder, 

the bay leaves, the broccoli, the lamp chops, the noodles, the shaved carrots, the navy 

beans, the canned tuna fish, the olives, the seasoning salt, the marshmallow cream, the 

all spice, the pecans, the confectioner sugar, the Worchester sauce, and the salt-fish. I 

can go to Mr. Jim in Wewahitchka for the rabbit meat and deer sausage. Miss Kate in 

Youngstown got the best sweet tea for two bucks a gallon. 

And. I need chicken to fry.  

*** 

 Jasmine was three years older than Pearl, and her daddy, Mr. Ray, gave extra 

money for child support so Jasmine wouldn’t be compliment-starved. Pearl’s father had 

been in prison since she was born and couldn’t send her anything but drawings he made 

with colored pencils. Jasmine’s daddy took her to buy back-to-school clothes from 

Sears, gave her money when he came over, and he called her “Bumble Bee.” Mr. Ray 

spoke to Pearl sometimes, but it didn’t really feel right because he only had room in his 

heart and wallet to spoil one daughter and tell her how wonderful she was. He also liked 

to tell Jasmine she was pretty. Jasmine believed him and so did everyone else who had 

ever laid eyes on her, ever in the world, ever. Best of all, Mr. Ray’s family had plenty of 

women with thick, lengthy hair and that gene was passed onto Jasmine.  

 The next few weeks in school, Pearl tried to think of ways to become to have a 

chance of being elected. Maybe they’d like her personality. But in the fifth grade, no 

one wanted to have a random conversation with a girl they laughed at for being bald-
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headed. They wanted treats. Pearl brought Jolly Ranchers; Blackie brought cupcakes 

from Publix for every fifth grader (and those who posed as fifth graders) after school 

one day. They all had her picture on the top: Blackie smiling with her hair floating in 

the sunlight. Pam, NaeNae, and TeeTee, like the sheep they were, made up a cheer 

while Blackie’s beautiful, part-Indian, ex-model mama helped to give out the cupcakes. 

Her hair floated in the sun, too. 

 Winning the safety patrol officer title was not all based on who had the most 

friends. People wanted to see if the winner could do the job (right?). Between classes, 

Pearl stood at the top of the hallways and screamed, “Slow down!” to everyone 

walking, but many of the kids moved faster. After P.E., Pearl also stood next to the 

water fountain and counted to three seconds to make sure everyone got to sip (she 

counted slowly to be nice). None of the boys listened and most girls told her to “sit yo’ 

bald-headed tail down somewhere.” When school was over, she told the teachers who 

had kissed in the janitor’s closet during their lunch break. They promised to see about 

what Pearl said, but never did. 

 The night before the elections, Pearl watched Jasmine put on her makeup in the 

bathroom mirror. Jasmine was in junior high school, and like a dummy, she enjoyed 

cutting her hair— which could easily touch her shoulder blades but she preferred it to 

scratch behind her ears. People still said Jasmine looked good. If Pearl had the same 

type of hair as Jasmine, she’d let it grow until her skinny legs could walk on it. Jasmine 

just looked so pretty, so graceful, and so clean. Pearl hated people who were pretty, 

graceful, and clean. 

 “Jasmine?” Pearl asked. “What does it take for someone to be pretty?”  
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 “Only ugly people ask questions like that,” Jasmine said, applying her right 

eyelashes and then blinking several times. 

 “Jasmine, stop messing with me. I wanna know.” 

 Jasmine chuckled. “You’re already pretty, Pearl.” 

 “For real? Even though I ain’t got no hair?” 

  “Hair don’t make you pretty. Look at Halle Berry. She been bald-headed for 

years and everybody say she pretty.” 

 “But she is pretty.” 

 “Do I need to put it on the 6 o’clock news for you to believe you’re pretty? 

You’re pretty because I ain’t got no ugly family members. Now get out so I can finish 

getting ready for my date,” Jasmine said, motioning for Pearl to leave. 

 “Hold on a minute. Could you tell me how to be pretty for safety patrol officer 

assembly?” 

 “Sure I will. Now get out!” Jasmine said. Pearl walked out and then closed the 

door behind her. When she got in her room, she reached under her bed and pulled out a 

shoebox. Inside was a picture of her and her parents during a visit at the prison, a few 

bobby pins, and an orange sash she found in the garbage can the last day of school last 

year. She tried it on in her mirror, shook her head as if she had long hair and waved to 

herself with her hand-cupped.  

 

*** 

Bishop’s first campaign meeting for city commissioner. I’m making the pork 

chop casserole, the greens, the ham, the rabbit stew, the salt fish stew, the sloppy 
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salmon, the candied yams, the cornbread stuffing, the boiled shrimp stew, the parmesan 

grits, the blackberry cobbler, the fruit cobbler, the sweet potato pie, the applesauce rum 

cake, the corn pudding, and the red beans and rice. I got Whitney to make the potato 

salad, the deviled eggs, the cucumber salad, the chocolate fudge, and the rum cake. 

Blackie is grilling the lamb chops, boiling the ham, making the macaroni and cheese, 

the jambalaya, and the three bean and broccoli salad. Right before the campaign 

meeting starts, I’ll fry the chicken. 

The town hall needs decorating. I’ll take these pictures of Bishop to Walgreens 

because I got a coupon which says I can get two banners made for fifty dollars with the 

purchase of ten toe nail clippers that they have on sale. I’ll bring some silk flowers to 

set on the tables. Johnson’s funeral home is allowing us to use their fold out chairs so I 

need Jeff to go pick those up for me. I’ll remember to give him ten dollars and some 

Black and Milds for the trip. The programs have been made. I need somebody to fold 

them in half and smash them down so that the tops of them don’t fan up.  

I made the greens, the sloppy salmon, the candied yams, the cornbread stuffing, 

the parmesan grits, the blackberry cobbler, the fruit cobbler, the sweet potato pie, the 

applesauce rum cake, the corn pudding, and the red beans and rice yesterday. They are 

in the freezer at my house. Whitney came by this morning to drop off what she made, 

which is the peach cobbler and the corn. 

Micheala, you can bring your food tomorrow at the town hall. Yeah, girl. Just 

set it on the table and that will be fine. Thanks for helping. You know Bishop loves it 

when his women help out. I gotta go, girl. I got some greens on the fire. Remember. 

7:30. Talk at you later. Be happy. Bye. 
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What time is it? Man. It’s 6:58. This meeting is supposed to start at 7:30. Where 

is all the food? Is it out? Put those plastic spoons out. Yeah, the knives and forks too. 

Tell them kids to sit they behinds down before I sit them down. No, Jeff. You can’t 

have a plate before you go. Everybody is gonna eat at the same time. This ain’t Burger 

King and you can’t have it your way. You brought the chairs in? Take this ten and be 

happy. I got some Black and Milds for you in my glove compartment. Here. Take my 

keys. Tell little Debbie to pass out them programs. Make sure those desserts are warm. 

Cover that with aluminum foil. 

Hey! They won’t let us put tape on the walls! Hang those banners up with silly 

putty. Here. I got some silly putty right, here. Man. I got make this chicken. Heat up 

that grease. Put it on High. Is this chicken still frozen? Man. Maybe I can still fry them. 

Hand me that plastic bag. Put flour, seasoning salt, black pepper, onion power, garlic 

powder, and parsley in the flour. Put the chicken inside. Shake the bag. I said, shake the 

bag. Shake the bag like this. See? Now, do it. Throw the chicken in the deep fryer. Let it 

sit there.  

Man. Is it 7:29? We’re supposed to eat around 7:45. This chicken looks done. 

It’s crispy on the outside. I don’t know. Bishop gave me, I thought, enough time to get 

everything together. I can’t serve the rest of the food without the chicken. Bishop said, 

“Make sure you fry some chicken, too,” and that is not a problem ordinarily, but people 

are coming in, and Bishop is greeting them. These people are sitting down and making 

comments about the decorations I set out and how fancy everything is. The banners 

make Bishop look real official. It’s 7:37. I need to put this food out. Come here. Help 
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me with this. Take these long pans out and set them on that long table out there. Yeah. 

The meats should be first, the side dishes should be second, the desserts should be last. 

Little girl, what you doing in this kitchen? Now, I told you once to sit down and 

if I gotta tell you again it’s gonna be me and you. Go find your Mama. 

Yeah. Just set the food like that. Oh. Bishop wants a plate? What does he want 

on it? Salt-fish, three bean and broccoli salad, sloppy salmon, corn, rabbit stew, deer 

sausage, and what’s that? He want some chicken? What part? The leg. Okay. Put a leg 

of chicken on his plate. Let me take it to him. No, Michaela. You serve the food. I will 

take him the plate. 

Hi, Sister Fanny. Yes, I’ve been getting my proper rest. No, I don’t know 

anything about my mother leaving the big church. She’s still saved. She loves the Lord, 

Sister Fanny. Can we talk about it later? I need to get this plate over to Bishop. Hi, over 

there. Nice to see you two again. Hey! Watch where you are going. Where is your 

Mama? 

Here, Bishop. Thanks, Bishop. It wasn’t easy but I tried to pull it off for you. 

I’m gonna go help serve, now. Yes, Bishop. Be happy. 

Okay. I gotta clean up this kitchen before it gets too messy in here. Squeeze 

some dishwashing liquid into that sink. Turn on that hot water. You need more plastic 

plates out there? Look under the cabinet. Behind the trash bags. No, we don’t have any 

Kool-Aid. There’s sweet tea. I went to Youngstown for that tea.  

What’s wrong, Michaela? Huh? Why can’t Bishop eat the chicken?  

What’s wrong with it: the outside skin is a dusty golden brown, the top layer of chicken 

flesh is a moist, taut white meat. I bit inside it until my teeth clanked the bone. As I took 
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another look at the bite, I saw a thin, hairline stream of chicken’s blood. 

*** 

 It was a wet Friday and the auditorium was humid and muggy. The whole 

elementary school was inside, dirty sneaker next to dirty sneaker. Pearl sat on stage with 

Blackie, who wore a gold and white suit with her hair curled in bouncy locks down her 

back. She also had on a “Vote for Latham” pin that she gave out. Jasmine did Pearl’s 

hair with a curling iron to resemble Halle Berry’s do. On the side of her head, Jasmine 

put in the lace beret she wore the night she lost her virginity. “It’s lucky,” Jasmine 

assured her. Some teachers had even told Pearl she pretty. 

Inside the podium, Pearl could see a roll of shiny orange fabric next to some 

scissors: after the elections are decided, the fabric is wrapped around the winners’ 

shoulders, tied at their waists, and then cut into sashes. It was a school tradition. The 

glory moment. Pearl closed her eyes and moved her lips, asking God if He would allow 

her to win. She hoped God was greater than Blackie and her posse. 

 Miss Reeds walked up to the podium and quieted the students. “Today, we will 

elect safety patrol officers. We will hear the speeches and your applause will determine 

the winner,” Miss Reeds said, turning towards us. “Good luck, candidates. May the best 

student win! Fifth grade will be up first, followed by fourth and then third. Blackie 

Latham, you’re first. After that, Pearl Hank will come.” Pearl felt nauseous.  

 Blackie walked up to the podium with her little heels tapping the stage. “You all 

should choose me because I’m nice. I won’t get you all in trouble, but I will keep you 

safe. Other people would make everybody miserable. I want you all to be happy, like 

me. Vote Latham and it’ll be raining cupcakes year-round!” Everyone clapped, TeeTee, 
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NaeNae, and Pam cheered the most.  

 Pearl got up and moved toward the podium. As she walked, Blackie whispered 

“bald-headed heffa!” and then sat down.  

 “I want everyone to know,” Pearl started. Pam, NaeNae, and TeeTee sat on the 

first row, laughing and saying stuff to one another, mouths to ears. 

 “Um…I may not be your best friend, but I’m the best candidate. In my book, no 

one is above the law and everybody will be punished if they do something wrong. I’m 

fair.” There was a slight buzz of conversation in the auditorium, as most of the other 

students talked to each other. Pearl stopped and watched everyone: some kids put their 

heads down, the kindergarteners were fidgeting, and Pam said something that caused 

and some people around them to make noise. 

 Pearl, without saying anything else, sat down. 

 Miss Reeds came to the podium. “You all should be ashamed of yourselves. 

Pearl was trying to give a speech and you were so rude.” She turned toward Pearl. “I’m 

so sorry, Pearl. You wanna finish?” 

 “It’s okay.” 

  “Would you two come up for judging?” 

 Pearl and Blackie got up for judging and walked next to the podium, where Miss 

Reeds was taking out the scissors and orange fabric. They stood side by side in front of 

all the students.  

 “Okay, all fifth graders please stand.” Miss Reeds said. “Who would like for 

Pearl Hank to be your new safety patrol officer?” Pearl got moderate applause, nothing 

striking. 
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 “Who would like for Blackie Latham to—” Miss Reeds was cut off by the 

cheers, which were loud and overwhelming. NaeNae, Pam, and TeeTee stood on their 

chairs and hollered. Even some of the other grades stood up to clap.  

 “Our safety patrol officer for the fifth grade will be, Blackie Latham!” Miss 

Reeds said. Blackie jumped up and down, while the music teacher played the school 

song on the stage piano. 

Miss Reeds turned to Pearl and said, “Maybe you’ll be in charge of something 

else next time,” and picked up the orange fabric to measure it around Blackie (who was 

dancing).  

Pearl didn’t sit down.  

No. After Miss Reeds was done, Blackie turned the audience for her final bow. 

Blackie didn’t deserve to win. It just wasn’t even right. Not at all. Blackie was dark-

skinned skin and had pretty teeth and long hair. So what, Blackie had a long scar on her 

chest just under her neck? Even that scar was placed perfectly, often overshadowed by a 

necklace or something. She had a happy Indian mama who knew how to dress good. 

Her family had money. She was so pretty and graceful and clean. And she had friends. 

Good ones. Pearl’s friends had defects: chubby, or had gapped teeth, or was bow-legged 

or something.  

The boys liked Blackie. The teachers liked Blackie. Everyone liked Blackie. 

Blackie was like Jasmine. Blackie, Blackie, Blackie, with the long, silky hair. Blackie, 

Blackie Blackie, whose hair could curl into full locks like perfect spiral staircases her 

back. And now, she is the safety patrol officer for the second flippin’ year in a row. 

Pearl snatched the scissors off the podium and charged at Blackie’s hair. 
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It took Eleanor three hours to get to the main office to pick Pearl up; and when 

she got there, she had Stan—and his odor— with her. Pearl’s shirt was stained with 

Blackie’s hair that looked like fine lines and smelled like raspberries. The principal had 

already explained to Eleanor that Pearl jumped on Blackie during her final bow at the 

assembly and attempted to cut off all her hair. Pearl didn’t get the whole head, but she 

did get a large chunk out the back and some on the sides. Pearl could have killed 

Blackie with those scissors and she was expelled. 

On the way home, Eleanor drove a new way, a longer way, so she could have 

more time to fuss at Pearl, before taking Stan to work. Eleanor tried to make Pearl feel 

bad about giving Blackie a haircut, but Pearl could only smile at the new road, passing 

the signs she had never seen before.  

 

*** 

 

 Twenty-seven women stood, looking over each other’s shoulder in a living room 

that was really meant to only hold about ten or eleven. Everyone was instructed to wear 

all white. There was to be no make-up for this meeting. No signs of earthly goods like 

jewelry or perfume. Heads were to be covered by something white—a scarf, a hat, a 

beanie. Everything was still. No music. No movement. Only the echoes of breathing 

women occupied the sound space. Except for the hue of warm orange from the candles 

Bishop lit all over the place, the house was almost completely dark. All the windows 

were shut closed. The air conditioner was turned off. White bed sheets shielded the 
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windows. In the midst of all these women, Pearl stood hands clasped, waiting for 

Bishop to speak. 

Clad in a white, long-sleeved linen suit, Bishop was the only one sitting, and 

was next to a cage he had covered with a thin, white bed sheet. His linen suit looked 

fine-pressed, just like it did when Pearl picked it up from the dry-cleaners for him 

earlier that day. He wanted to spend the day deep in prayer and asked Pearl if she would 

pick up his dry- cleaning, go downtown to mail off his rent check, buy some plant food 

for the flowers, and complain to the water company that his bill last month was $3.73 

higher than usual, though he had taken less showers and only used the water to wet his 

plants because he does use his water to cook and there must be some mistake. Pearl 

took all that in with a, “Yes, Bishop,” and went out to perform these tasks and was back 

in time to warm his lunchtime soup, which he refused because he was fasting for the 

day also. “Yes, Bishop,” she said again and started the white sheets Bishop requested be 

tacked on his windows for the following night’s meeting.  

Before Bishop said anything, a woman shouted “I feel him. I feel him all over 

me!” 

 “I know,” Bishop said, softly. “I feel him too.” Murmurs from the women 

standing in the room agreed with the shouting woman and Bishop with echoes of what 

can be interpreted as, “Amen,” and “Hi-yah.” 

 “Now that we have come together, I would like to explain to you the reason he 

wants us here,” Bishop said. 
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 The woman who shouted earlier leaned her head downward, her eyes rolling 

front and back said, “Oh, I can feel him!” Then she leaned her head back, her long 

ponytail touched Pearl, who brushed it off her shoulder. 

 “Excuse you,” she whispered, but the woman did not notice she had touched 

Pearl at all. 

 “I know,” Bishop said. “He woke me up one night. He has a new assignment for 

us all.” 

 “Oh, I feel him! I swear I do!” the woman said, this time bumping into Pearl, 

who gave her a little push back. 

 “I can’t hear Bishop over you,” Pearl whispered, and was immediately shushed. 

 “Tell him. Tell him how you feel,” Bishop said.  

 “I feel him! I feel him!” The woman said. The women in the living room started 

clapping for her. Pearl didn’t. 

 “Come up here,” Bishop said and motioned for the woman to make her way to 

the front. All the women clapped for the her as she went forward. Pearl sucked her 

teeth. 

 She was jittery and anxious, as Bishop had rarely ever called anyone close to 

him right before he told us what he heard from The High One.  

 “You’re the one I was looking for,” he said. “It is you who is supposed to fulfill 

this great task.” 

 “Oh, I feel him.” 

 “Everyone, The High One has told me about your faithlessness. He wants to test 

your allegiance to him.” 
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 “I feel him!” 

 Bishop put his hand on the cage next to his seat, pinched the white sheet and 

lifted it. Inside the cage were two rattlesnakes, which slowly started to make noise. All 

the women reacted to the snakes: some jumped back, some screamed, some cursed, a 

few left. Both of the snakes where coiled in separate corners and one of them seemed to 

be shedding and had leaves of snakeskin peeling off. 

 “In the bible, Paul was bitten by a rattlesnake and was un-harmed by the poison. 

Who has the faith to pick up this rattlesnake? Who can be un-harmed by this snake 

poison? I think it is you,” Bishop said to the woman. “I believe you have the faith to 

overcome snake poison.” 

 The woman said, “You do?” 

 “Would you like to try?” 

 “No…um. I’m afraid,” the woman said. 

 “You don’t believe?” 

 “I’m afraid, Bishop.” 

 “Oh ye of little faith. Who wants to touch these rattlesnakes? Show your faith.” 

 Pearl raised her hand and walked forward, turning sideways to move past the 

women. 

 “I’ll try,” she said. 

 “You won’t,” Bishop said. “None of you will. All of you who’d try would be 

killed. The High One told me to get these snakes because none of you have faith. Pray. 

Fast. Then, I will let you try.” 
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 Bishop put the white sheet back over the cage. The woman who had come 

forward just a few minutes before Pearl, had gone back into the midst of the other 

women shaking, her breath almost a pant.  

 “Very good, daughter,” Bishop said to Pearl. And she smiled. 
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AT THEIR MOTHER’S FUNERAL 

 

 

 

 Most people in this town show up to funerals. They don’t need to know the dead 

person to be there. They are just there to fill the pews at the big church (where most 

funerals are held) and gaze at the procession of people walking to the altar, viewing the 

body—or not—remain standing until when they are told to sit, think of their family 

members who are not dead yet, think about how death is like, what happens when death 

comes and goes, and if death leaves an after taste for the dead. These “most people” will 

eat at your post-funeral/post-happy/post-death/post-living banquet where they may or 

may not bring a dish they made of their mother’s favorite recipe in the recipe box she 

left after she died. They will pat you on the back and drive away, and if they see you at 

the post office, or the bank, or where everyone has to pay their light bill, they will ask 

you about how you are making it, now that someone you desperately love with a fierce 

kind of devotion can no longer talk to you; and you will say, without blinking, or rolling 

your eyes that you are okay, been okay, and will be okay, once they get out your face 

and let you pay your light bill without them breathing down your neck about it. They 

will nod at you, command that God blesses you, and they will walk out into the parking 

lot, into the high temperature of the hot, hot Florida sun, while you remain in line, in the 

air conditioner, with the cashier dinging her bell, telling you to come forward because 
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it’s your turn to pay and not only will someone you love, with a fierce kind of love be 

decomposing in a box under the earth, you won’t have lights, either. 

 Most people in this town think after the death comes the nothing, or the Heaven, 

but certainly, almost positively, if you repeated the prayer that Jesus died for your sins, 

even if you were drunk when you repeated the prayer, or in the middle of smoking 

something illegal, or as a compulsory reaction to an orgasm, that you will definitely, 

under no circumstances whatsoever, go to the Hell. They tell their kids this if they wake 

up in the middle of the night because the Devil is at the foot of their bed masquerading 

as an angel of light, that “ little [insert child name here] you will not go to Hell with the 

Devil, no matter how hard you try because you repeated the prayer with me that day 

you turned thirteen? Remember? I made you go to the front and you bowed your head 

and I saw it. You saw it. So don’t think about Hell any longer because that place is for 

people who are not like us.” This generally makes the children of the most people fall 

back into a slumber where they would dream about the sky’s limit now that Hell no 

longer exists for them. 

 Most people in this town deal with deaths and funeral the way most people in 

this town deal with Hell—that it is real for someone, but not real for them. They think 

that the person it is real for, whoever it may be, is an extremely unlucky person, but 

that’s the nature of life and that’s okay. What most people will not tell you is that they 

don’t believe this at all—their notion about the business of dying. They do know. I 

know all too well that dying, and hopefully the nothing, and hopefully not the Hell, is 

upon them, scratching their backs whenever they feel a pain. They know that dying 

laughs at them all the more with each hair that pricks off their head and onto a brush 
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that’s full of hairs. The dying is barely missing them, they know, when that stupid idiot 

in that motorcycle zig-zags between three cars, moving at least 65mph going down the 

sharp curl of an exit ramp, nearly hits you, but doesn’t. The dying happens on the 

morning weight scale. Yes, you gained another pound. Yes, you ran for forty five 

minutes, on the treadmill. Yes, you still gained another pound. Even the young most 

people know the dying is after them as well. As they are forced for fill the pews of the 

big church and watch funeral procession after funeral procession until it’s their turn to 

pay, before their lights are out. The dying is only waiting to be released, and when it 

does, most people will have a banquet in your honor, and most people will cry—

whether they be tears of joy or not—because the dying has caught you and not most 

people and they are being offered a slice of chocolate cake. 

 

Blackie 

I am going to tell you how my mother died when I was nine. It started with my 

hates: 

 

  I hate that people are being arranged in the pews, silent, staring at me, waiting 

for me to cross the threshold of the double doors into where they will examine me and 

my sisters and brothers until the benediction. Sister Fanny is nodding at me to start 

down the middle of the pews. My kitten heels sink into the impenetrable, rigid, royal 

blue carpet. With all that padding, the wood creaks even so beneath my feet. The whole 

place smells like mint. The wooden walls give a smell, too. The whole place makes me 

feel an itchy kind of hot. “There, there, now” Sister Fanny says, “Don’t be afraid. Look 
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at your Mama and tell her you love ‘er.” My Mama must have gained fifteen pounds 

since dying. Her face looks fat. They put too much powder on her. And my Mama 

would have never worn red lipstick with red lip liner outside of Halloween. “Tell ‘er, 

Baby,” Sister Fanny says again. “Let her know you love ‘er.” My daddy is trying not to 

cry. He does anyway. 

“I love you, Mama,” I say, as Sister Fanny steers me by my shoulders to the 

front pew that was padded with what looks like the same royal blue something they 

stapled to the floor. “That’s good, Baby.” I am handed a fan. I am handed a program. I 

am handed a hymn that I did not choose. I am handed a rose to place of the top of my 

mother’s closed, black casket. I am handed hug after hug after hug. I am handed a plate 

of food. Then, some chocolate cake.  

I am offered other people’s memories about my mother. They kiss me on my 

face. They press me into the powdery middle of their breasts. Sit at this table, they say, 

and draw. Draw your mother’s face and color it in, while we listen to your father tell us 

about his wife.  

I pick up the crayon and chew and swallow after I draw my mother’s laughing 

face. 

 

  

Whitney 

 

 Whitney, who called Pearl the night before and given her instructions on what to 

wear and how to act, sat on the edge of Bishop’s porch, rubbing the grass with her bare 
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feet. Some of the ladies were already there, sitting on top of outstretched white sheets  

singing the songs Bishop had taught them, telling jokes and whatnot. Whitney got up to 

see if any cars coming down the road looked different enough to suspect that it would 

be Pearl, but nothing yet.  

 “You gave her the right time?” Bishop asked. 

 “Seven o’clock.” 

 “When she does get here, give her something to drink. Make her feel at home.”  

 “Okay.” 

 “Hey,” Bishop said. 

 “Yes?” 

 “Don’t be nervous,” Bishop said and went back into the house. 

 “I’m trying not to be,” Whitney said, getting up to look again, and when she did 

not see Pearl—again—she sat back down and began to hum the song the other ladies 

were singing not too far from her. The song said something about believing in yourself 

and that the ultimate power of you lives in you or something or the other. Whitney, 

upon learning this song, decided to hum it often, as it restored in her mind her first night 

in the assembly. 

  All the lights were off in Bishop’s house. Whitney was only one of seven 

women then, who had participated in the assembly after meeting Bishop at the big 

church. He asked everyone to join hands. Bishop asked them to hum, each of them. 

Hum the song he taught them, he said. How he could maneuver in the dark, and how 

Bishop knew where to go was beyond Whitney. All she knew what the chill of his 

massive hand on her cheeks that, if she were lighter skinned, would have been red 
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because that moment, in which Whitney first made constant with Bishop, called for 

warm, red cheeks. Bishop’s hands did not allow for Whitney’s head to turn to the right 

or the left to try to make out if any of the other women were watching this man, who 

was finer than her husband and bigger than her husband, place his hands on her face as 

if he loved it. As if he loved her. He tilted her head to the side some and went in for a 

whisper, “The High One says you’re beautiful. But you have to see it,” Bishop said and 

that’s when Whitney fell in love.  

 Whitney did not love him the way she loved her husband. She did not want him 

sexually nor did she even think of him as a sexual being. Whitney only knew that she 

loved him. And that love, the sheer flirtation of it, released Whitney into Bishop’s 

hands. 

  

 

Celeste 

 Grandma Baby, once she finished scraping the dead skin off the bottom of her 

foot with a firm brush in the bathtub, asked Celeste to go in her room, look in her top 

drawer, and pull out her extra-thick Christmas socks with the bells on it—not that it was 

Christmas time—because those socks keep her feet moist after she scrubbed them raw 

and coated them with heavy smears of petroleum jelly. “Yes ma’am,” Celeste said and 

went into Grandma Baby’s room. Everything was neat in there, as she required it, but 

she left an old oval hat box on her bed, where she kept old perfumes she wore 

throughout the years. Grandma Baby was not the type to look at pictures as they 

reminded her of the past. She preferred to spray her perfumes, now and then, to get the 
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fragrance of what her world was like at the time her world was younger. Truth is, 

Grandma Baby hated the past. Celeste used to ask Grandma Baby growing up why she 

preferred to line her walls with devotional sound bites like “God is always in control” 

instead of images of her two boys and their father and her in the days they were happy. 

It would have done Celeste some good to see her father still in a moment’s time, instead 

of the scene that played in her mind every once in a blue: her father murmuring with 

Grandma Baby in the hallway in the middle of the night—something about not being 

able to deal with her white mother—before looking in at Celeste pretending to be asleep 

and heading out the front door, the lights from his car being swallowed slowly into the 

density of midnight. All of what happened before Celeste and since Celeste had lived 

with Grandma Baby as a child and as an adult, was in these sorts of boxes—hat boxes 

and shoe boxes—tucked away from the traffic of ordinary life and daily consciousness. 

Celeste stopped to notice the box that it was just sitting there without regard to 

Grandma Baby’s rules about being a lady and keepin’ things neat, that it was on 

Grandma Baby’s bed of all places and took the socks out the top drawer like she was 

asked. 

 Celeste returned to the bathroom. “Grandma, you got something on your bed.” 

 “What?” Grandma Baby asked. 

 “Your old hat box,” Celeste said. 

 “Huh?” 

 “The one with your perfumes in it.” 

 “So, what? Go outside and get the mail out the box. The keys are on top of the 

T.V.” 
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 “I already got the mail.” 

 “Where is it? I was waiting on a letter.” 

“The mail is on your dresser.” 

“Good.” 

“Grandma?” 

 “Stop worrying me, girl” Grandma Baby said, walking past Celeste to go into 

her bedroom, where she closed the door. 

Whitney 

Pearl almost appeared out of nowhere—at least to Whitney, that’s how it went—

walking up the driveway in a white dress that had little flowers where the arm was. 

Pearl saw the women on the front lawn singing and held that image for a moment, then 

looking away to find another face not attached to that scene. Pearl’s face had little dots 

of sweat growing on it and the fading sunlight hit it just enough to make those little dots 

run like crooked lines across the contours of her forehead, cheeks, mustache area, and 

chin. Whitney liked how Pearl, whose hair was a soft mass of curls held together off her 

long neck by a little bobby pin, had excellent posture like somebody from a story book 

somewhere. Pearl was tall, not too thin, not too fat, and from the way she was walking 

about, had a propensity to look at things with her mouth turned down at the corners. 

“You Pearl?” Whitney asked. 

“You Whitney?” Pearl asked. 

“Yeah.” 

“Sure is hot today.” 

“Yeah,” Whitney said. “You want something to drink?” 
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“No, I’m fine,” Pearl said, sitting next to Whitney on the porch, their thighs 

touching at their closeness. Pearl took off her sandals, flipped them upside down, and 

started patting out the dirt on them. 

“It’s a long walk back here from the road, there,” Pearl said. 

“I’m glad you found us,” Whitney said. 

“I got sweat all on my arms, all down my back,” Pearl said, and she swiped her 

arms, measuring their wetness. Pearl pulled a handkerchief out of her knapsack. “I seen 

you before.” 

“Me?” Whitney asked. 

“You used to go to the big church.” 

“Yeah. I did. I was good friends with your sister back in the day, too.” 

“I remember. When does this meeting start?” Pearl asked. 

“When the sun goes down. How is Jasmine doing, by the way? I haven’t spoken 

to her in years.” 

“I haven’t spoken to her either, but I guess she’s okay. When does the sun go 

down?” Pearl asked. 

“I don’t know, an hour,” Whitney said. 

“Is he here?”  

 “I think he’s in his prayer room right now. That’s where he goes before the 

meeting starts,” Whitney said.  

“You changed since the big church,” Pearl said. 

“Have I?” 

“You look different. Better.” 
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“How you figure?” Whitney asked. 

“I used to look at you, watch you. And girl, you look different, better,” Pearl 

said sliding her feet back into her sandals. 

 

Celeste 

Grandma Baby, once she emerged from the room smelling like amber and rose 

petal, smashed ground beef into boiling beans to make chili. Celeste watched her, 

pretending to be on her laptop, e-mailing friends and Grandma Baby said, “that’s nice, 

baby” without realizing that Celeste was not sending emails nor reading emails but was 

reading her. 

“You ran in the room, something serious, Grandma,” Celeste said. 

“You want cornbread with your chili?” Grandma Baby asked. 

“No.” 

“Good. Cause it’s gonna take me too long to make cornbread.” 

“What came in the mail?” 

“What you mean?” 

“Some mail came in. What was it?” Celeste asked. 

“It was my business, that’s what it was,” Grandma Baby said, scooping some 

chili into Celeste’s bowl. 

“Come on, now, Grandma. You’re gonna have to do better than that,” Celeste 

said, pulling Grandma Baby back and motioning for her to have a seat. She inhaled 

slowly and focused on Celeste who was looking intently at Grandma Baby’s face, trying 

to discern what words she would use and how they would come out. 
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“You already know what it is, child.” 

“Was that from my daddy?” 

Grandma Baby paused for a moment. “Umm-hmm.” 

“What did they say?” Celeste asked, still leaning forward.  

Grandma Baby did not respond. “Who was that woman? Why did they call?” 

Celeste asked, again. 

“She’s dead,” Grandma Baby said. “They were looking for someone to notify 

and—” 

“Why did they call my daddy?” Celeste asked. 

“They found her last week.” 

“Who is that woman?” 

“We wasn’t sure it was her.” 

“Who? Who is her?” Celeste asked, grabbing Grandma Baby’s arm. 

“They cremated her, Celeste,” Grandma Baby said. “They cremated your 

mother. That’s what the papers were all about,” Grandma Baby said. 

 

Whitney 

 In his prayer room, The High One told Bishop he should not have the meeting 

that night, but should spend time with the assembly, drinking punch and talking and 

sitting; that meant that Whitney, who had been outside with Pearl before the sun had 

gone down, would have more time to talk. Bishop had come out sometime after the 

announcement was made and found the two ladies in mid-conversation. 

 “Be happy, ladies,” Bishop said. 
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 “Be happy, Bishop,” Whitney said. 

 “What does that mean?” Pearl asked. 

 “It means what it says. To be happy,” Bishop said, taking a sip of his fruit 

punch. “I take it that you’re Pearl?” he asked. 

 “Yes, Bishop. Nice to see you again,” Pearl said. 

 “Likewise,” Bishop said. “I love your name.” 

 “Thanks.” 

 “Whitney, tell me what you learned about Pearl today,” Bishop said, his 

attention focused on Pearl, who mentioned to Whitney that she was not used to 

anyone—especially a man—zeroing in on her, and Whitney could see that made her a 

bit embarrassed because the heat of the day had made look uncomfortable and not 

wanting for notice. 

 “She’s from here,” Whitney said. “She and her mother used to go to the big 

church.” 

 “Is that right?” Bishop asked. 

 “Yes, Bishop,” Pearl said. 

“Come with me, daughter,” Bishop said, putting his arm around Pearl’s 

shoulder’s and walking into the house. Whitney, who was still on the porch watched 

them walk away and noted, if she wanted to, because of the dimensions of the porch, 

she could see up Pearl’s dress. 
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Pearl 

When Pearl got home from work, she found her mother, Eleanor, in the kitchen, 

pulling all the meat out of the freezer and stacking the packets on the counter. “What’s 

going on, Mama?” Pearl asked, tossing her keys on the counter and pinning her hair up 

with a bobby pin. 

 “I’m getting ridda this meat,” Eleanor said. 

 “It spoiled? Deader than before?” 

 “No. I’m going on that Daniel Fast.” 

 “Oh,” Pearl said. 

 “21 days. You forgot?” 

 “Kinda. You puttin’ that meat in the deep freezer?” 

 “Yeah. You want to take communion with me in the morning to start the fast?” 

 “No,” Pearl said. “I’m tired and I’m going to sleep.” 

 “You gonna take communion by yourself, then.” 

 “Mama, please.” 

 “We planned this months ago,” Eleanor said. 

 “I didn’t say I forgot I just, kinda, didn’t think about it.” 

 “What you mean you ‘kinda didn’t think about it?’” 

 “Does The High One love me for me or it is because I fast?” Pearl asked. 

 “What?” 

 “The High One, Mama.” 

 “I see what this is all about,” Eleanor said. 

 “You been going down there to that man’s house?” 
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 Pearl did not respond. 

 “Does he have your mind, too?” 

 Pearl did not respond. 

 “I declare. One man comes into town an you girls act foolish.” 

 “He’s a very nice man, Mama. All I did was talk to him.” 

 “I see,” Eleanor said. “You don’t have to say another word about it.” 

 “Really, it was not that serious, Mama.” 

But as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.” 

 “What does that mean?” 

 “It means that you should not trust that man. And if you do, it means you need 

to find somewhere else to live,” Eleanor said. 

 

Blackie 

Now that my mother is dead, I will say what happens: 

Darkness happens. Darkness beyond the curve of the eyes and in the shadows 

between the walls. Darkness on the pictures of your mother in the basement of your 

house that they take down so that you can move on and have a happy life. Darkness cast 

on a plastic Winn-Dixie bag tied in a knot under your bed with your period underwear 

because no one told you how to act like a girl who is not bleeding, and not cramping, 

and not uncomfortable, and not willing to smile back at you in the flippin’ lunch line. 

Darkness under the programs they place on your mother’s seat at your high school 

graduation. Darkness, mushed to your dorm room wall as some boy you met at the 
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student union kisses you neck, because you didn’t know how to tell the boy you ain’t no 

hoe, but you’d much rather he take you to Olive Garden and pay for it.  

 One day, as I was helping my daddy sort out the laundry, he looked at me and 

said, “Yo’ mama used to be a real nag, sometimes.” Now, I was used to my father 

saying that I looked like my mother or that I acted like my mother, but did he say she 

was a nag. 

 “You’re a nag, too,” he went on, peeling his briefs off the inverted legs of his 

jeans. My daddy did not share a look or a smile with me. After he said I am the nag my 

mother was, he reached to the top of the shelf to pull down laundry detergent down. 

 “What?” I asked. 

 “See?” he asked. “Nag.” 

 My daddy walked off. Of all the ways he could paint my mother, my daddy 

chose to show my mother to be a nag. She wasn’t they woman who bore his four 

children. She did not save the money at the grocery store with hours of coupon cutting. 

She did not stick spider webs on his foot the time he stepped on the pointy side of a nail 

to help it heal because they did have money for the emergency room. She was a nag. I 

knew at that moment that I will never know my mother. How she is in my mind, if she 

had done some or all of those things for daddy, is not important. I was the daughter of a 

nag and the recipient of the nag heritage award. 

So, in a nutshell, this is what I do as an adult woman, after my mother has been 

dead for eleven years: If you’re talking about the next few minutes, I’m probably gonna 

have some shots. If you are talking about the next few days, I’m probably gonna have 

some surgery. I got a coupon off Groupon that promises me smart lipo, botox, and 
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stretch mark removal for $299 so I bought it. If you’re talking about the next few years, 

I’m probably gonna put all my mother’s clothes in a trunk somewhere and let it sit and 

sit and sit and sit and sit. 
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CELESTE 

 

 Bishop swore to Celeste he could feel her heart pulsating as he placed his hand 

on her chest to pray. He told Celeste that inside her chest, “I feel that your spirit is 

trying to reach me,” and kept his hand there, on the vertical bone, in the center of the 

vibration, where her spirit dwelled. Celeste had wondered how long Bishop went 

without touching a woman, the way his hand remained there, hesitant, as if it was not 

used to a woman’s flesh. “I want to feel your spirit in a real way,” he said to Celeste. “I 

need to.” 

That Saturday, Bishop came over to touch Celeste, though this time, he would 

be reaching for what he said was inside Celeste, not just her chest bone. Celeste was not 

surprised that Bishop didn’t bring flowers for this sort of thing, this spiritual thing, as 

flowers would mean he wanted something like love, and that was not what Bishop was 

after— evident as he paid no mind to the cotton summer dress she wore that hung to 

one side showing a flirtatious shoulder. Bishop also was noticeably un-fazed by the 

signs of the time: the street lights blinking on, the moon, and the stillness of motionless 

cars, feet, and sounds outside Celeste’s house. A love thing, at least to Celeste, meant 

attention to the playfulness of lovers’ language, subtle grazes of the arm while reaching 

for the salt, where one should sit, how one should sit, and if there was enough 

awkwardness present between verbal exchanges to entertain the possibility that it may 

be a love thing in the first place.
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No. Bishop was not reserved, yet he chose not to speak much. He asked Celeste 

about her day. He thanked her for dinner, before, during, and after he ate the baked 

sweet potatoes and boiled peanuts he asked her to make. He suggested that Celeste 

should wear her real hair—that’s a weave isn’t it?—because it made these sorts of 

encounters more like the earth. Underneath her hair weave Celeste had chopped off all 

her real hair and then bought some twenty-inch hair from Brazil to sew onto what hair 

she had left. And it appeared that Bishop wanted to she looked like completely un-

covered. Bishop questioned if she had read in the paper that he was running for city 

commissioner. Celeste tried to say, “Yes, I saw that”—and was apprehended by 

Bishop’s sudden interest in her bottom half, taking his fingertips to the hem of her dress 

and lifting it to wear her legs were exposed. And when he had reached for Celeste 

inside her skirt, presumably to commence the spirit touching ritual, he pulled back his 

hand and Celeste saw it smeared with wet crimson. 

 

Yeah, about that. Celeste was not that girl, not the type to mess anything up, 

which is what kept her from admitting that she loved this man, Pastor Harrison, who 

was very married. To many, sex is just the clashing of bodies and perhaps not much 

more. But to Celeste, sex was her chance to see men as they really are. In that moment, 

no one is thinking about what they look like or any of that crap. It was when no man 

had the ability to cover anything up. That got her off more than foreplay. What Celeste 

could do with that knowledge, to know who a man truly is, she had not quite figured it 

out yet. Celeste did know, however, she would be able to use that knowledge for 

something or other. And Pastor Harrison, how he yelped time after time, let Celeste 



	   128 

inside and those moments where he looked down at her, his eye brows squished inward, 

mouth open, as if he were solving a puzzle or something.  

He she had? 

Had she he? 

 

 

Celeste ran in the bathroom and closed the door right behind her. She took in a 

long breath and lightly tapped the back of her head on the wall, “Oh, God,” she said to 

herself, barely audible so that Bishop could not hear her on the other side.  

 “You alright?” Bishop asked from in the hallway. 

 “Yeah,” Celeste replied. 

 “You sure?”  

 “I’m sorry.” 

 “It’s okay.” 

 “You hate me.” 

 “You didn’t know, right?” Bishop said. 

 “I wouldn’t have let you touch me down there if I knew.” 

 “It’s okay.” 

 “This night was supposed to be special.” 

 “I know.” 

 “Our first…” 

 “It’s okay.” 

 “Are you okay?” Celeste asked. 
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 “I’m cool.” 

 “I’m just gonna shower,” Celeste said and turned on the water. She took off her 

clothes and stepped inside where the water had a sickly stream from her rusty shower 

head. Celeste had to stand under right under where the water was and began to scrub her 

skin furiously around her neck, her arms, stomach and everywhere else. She had a bar 

of soap made of natural oils and oatmeal, which made the smell in the bathroom forget 

why Celeste had been in there and why she needed a bath. She dipped her head under 

the falling water—the hair Celeste spent two hours pressing straight with a flat iron and 

setting with lotion and curling with rollers and bobby pins where kinked up again into 

nigger spirals. Celeste hated her spirals because that’s the only way anyone could tell 

she was indeed a nigger. The only connection Celeste had to niggers was through her 

father’s blood. Her mother’s blood was not so.  

 Celeste’s mother was her father’s white fetish one night after they smoked a 

couple dime bags of weed. Celeste’s mother said, “I like niggers,” and it was then 

Celeste’s father became curious about that bargain-basement, overweight, whore of 

woman who liked to smoke weed with black men. All his friends had seen her— every 

inch of her naked white skin all over her naked white body— and had taken turns on her 

several times over and over and she would have been used up or discarded had she not 

stolen something from all the black men who had her by calling them niggers each time 

they were through. When the men would glare or curse at Celeste’s mother, perhaps 

anticipating an apology of some sort, it was then she would say, “Yeah. Nigger,” and 

smile with the pink lips on her sheeny white face. Calling a black man a nigger had 

usually merited Celeste’s mother a fight, either physically or verbally, but Celeste’s 
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father liked that word, that dirty word, crawling out of her mouth. And in just an hour of 

Celeste’s mother saying she liked niggers, her father was looking at every part of her 

naked white body and got lost in her naked white skin, and became was the only black 

man who made a like-white nigger baby with nigger spirals for hair from the naked 

white body of Celeste’s mother. 

 Celeste turned off the water. She rung out her underwear and laid them flat on 

the corner of her tub. The door cracked open. “It’s me,” Bishop said. 

 “How’d you get in here? Get out!” 

 “You didn’t lock the door.” 

 “So!” 

 “Celeste…” 

 “What?” 

 “Celeste…” 

 “For real. Go.” 

 “Why you run from me?” Bishop asked. 

 “Could you just leave?” 

 “You don’t trust me?” 

 “It’s ain’t that—I just—” Celeste started, but sentence she tried to put together 

was more garbled than anything. 

 “If you can’t share your body with me, how can you share your spirit with me?” 

 “What you want, Bishop?” 

 “Come here,” Bishop said, opening up the folded white towel and motioning for 

Celeste to step out the shower.  
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 “This towel’s white.” 

 “Come here. Trust me,” Bishop said. Celeste drew back the shower curtain and 

allowed Bishop to see her. He did not stare. He did not lust. Bishop was not affected by 

the sight of Celeste in the front of him, her flesh a damp thing that was outlined by the 

cloud of humidity rushing out from beyond her. Bishop wrapped the towel around 

Celeste and lifted her. 

 “What are you doing?” she asked. 

  “I’m supposed to take care of you,” Bishop said. 

 Bishop carried Celeste to her bedroom once again. He found her Nike 

sweatpants in the drawer and gave her a big T-shirt to put on. He turned off the lights, 

pulled back Celeste’s comforter and helped her into bed. He climbed in after her. Even 

though Celeste’s hair was not all the way dry and her dirty clothes were still on the 

bathroom floor and the dishwasher had not been turned on yet, Celeste decided, with 

Bishop whispering something about being her protector and that she was okay with him, 

she simply rested. 

 

*** 

 Celeste’s key did not work and she had been holding her pee since the night 

before. Woke up too late to do much outside of change into some work clothes and 

drink some Listerine. She tried to force in all three of the keys on her Juicy Couture 

cupcake keychain twice. None of them worked. Sister Viola’s car was in the front of the 

church. Pastor Harrison had not arrived yet. Celeste banged on the door. No answer. 

She banged again, and pressed her face against the stained glass door with both hands 
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cupped around her eyes to see if she could figure out what was going on. Sister Viola 

walked out of the office and down the hallway toward Celeste, quickly, as if Celeste 

were interrupting something important. As if solitaire was ever that serious. 

 “What you want, little girl?” Sister Viola asked opening the door just enough to 

show her face. 

 “Something is wrong with this door,” Celeste said, crossing her ankles and 

squeezing in her thighs in hopes to reduce the sensation to urinate. 

 “Oh yeah?” Sister Viola asked. 

 “It’s acting funny on my key.” 

 “Little girl, if I was you, I would run as far as I can away from this place. All the 

trouble you caused, I oughta call the police.” 

 “What’s going on? Can I come in? I really gotta pee,” Celeste said, bending over 

a little. 

 “That is not my problem. Did you not know that he was married? And a Pastor, 

no less? I don’t have the words, child. Nobody wants to see your little fast tail around 

here, so you might as well go on back to ya’ Granny’s.” 

 “I don’t understand.” 

 “I have work to do, little girl. Here’s some advice: There ain’t no future in a 

married man. Never has been. Never will be. You young women kill me. Got the whole 

world given to you and you want somebody else’s husband. Now Pastor Harrison has to 

deal with his wife and the church—” 

 “Wait—who knows about this?” Celeste asked. 

 “Oh, I told everybody.” 
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Celeste would have said something to that. Really, that woman needed an ear-

full according to Celeste’s standards. But on the brink of using the bathroom on herself, 

which Celeste was sure Sister Viola would have watched while dialing the police, 

Celeste ran to her car and drove a mile or so back home. Grandma Baby put a note on 

Celeste’s door out back. It said something about being ashamed. Something about 

Celeste doing some of the same things her mother did. Grandma Baby said that she 

wanted Celeste to find some other place to live. Figures. On the toilet, Celeste tried to 

think about what her next move would be. How did she get where she was? Pastor 

Harrison sent her a text message, “I need to c u. Meet me at the spot right now,” he 

wrote. Celeste flushed the toilet, changed out of her work clothes, and headed for the 

spot where they liked to meet—under the big pier at the beach. 

 

*** 

 When Celeste got up the next day, Bishop was tying his shoes. He smiled gently 

at her and walked over to the window to draw open the blinds. 

 “You gone?” Celeste asked. 

 “I enjoyed you last night. We should try this again, soon.” 

 “I’m like so embarrassed,” Celeste said, rolling onto her side. 

 “Don’t be. It’s natural,” Bishop said, petting Celeste on the head. He leaned in 

for a small hug and walked out the room. His car barely made a sound driving off, 

almost like he was never there. Celeste lay, thinking. Wondering. She probably ran 

Bishop off. Zero percent chance that he’d be back. He was not that fine anyways. Why 

hasn’t he cut his hair after all these years? Nothing was special about him and all that 
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let-me-feel-your-spirit-crap was really stupid. Come to think of it, he might not have 

shown who he really was when he climaxed, so Celeste figured she would not have 

gotten off anyways. 

 Still, something about the whole ordeal made her neck itch. Why wasn’t Pastor 

Harrison like that? Celeste gave it to him for a few weeks and he already told that he 

loved her. Sent her some e-mails about wanting to be happy with her. That he deserved 

happiness. As if inside Celeste’s vagina was where this mystical happiness existed. Just 

weak. Pathetic how Pastor Harrison called Celeste at night, whispering, asking if she 

was awake and if she was horny. Neither was true, but Celeste would humor him by 

breathing hard for him until he yelped and whispered that he would go back in bed with 

his wife. Some nights Celeste did not have to breathe hard. She was actually asleep and 

would wake up the next day with a dead phone on her ear. 

 It’s just that Pastor Harrison got needy real quick. He talked about God a lot, 

too. The goodness of God. How sincere he was when he got saved alone in his room 

one night. That God delivered him from demons and all that mess. Celeste would 

respond by saying, “Oh wow, babe. That’s real interesting.” She really wanted to ask 

him where God had been when she grew up without her mother. And why did those 

boys come through her window that night? If God is so good, why weren’t her parents 

married? Why did she have to be raised by Grandma Baby and listen to all her BS? Is 

there any reason whatsoever that the only thing she was sure about her mother was that 

she was white and that she was a whore? Celeste would never tell Pastor Harrison any 

of that. He might try to pray for her if she did. 
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 That Bishop, though, man. He was a weird one. If for no other purpose, Celeste 

hoped Bishop would be back just so she could give it to him the right way. 

 

*** 

 

 Pastor Harrison was sitting under the pier when Celeste walked up, barefoot 

with her shoes in hand. “I’m the hoe. You are not supposed to meet up with the hoe 

after you get caught.” 

 “I’m leaving,” Pastor Harrison said, standing up. “My brother lives in 

Mississippi and I’m going to stay there for a while.” 

 “You gonna leave?” Celeste asked. 

 “I’m not happy. I can’t say that this is what I’m supposed to be doing with my 

life.” 

 “Dude, I can’t even get into that—”Celeste said and started to walk off. 

“I want you to come with me,” Pastor Harrison said. 

 “I can’t go.”  

 “I don’t want to lose you.” 

 “I mean---babe—we were just kickin’ it, I thought?” 

 “You coming or what? I’m driving out this afternoon.” 

 “Dude, you got kids, man. You got a wife,” Celeste said, scratching her leg 

because she felt like something was crawling on it. Must have been a bug or something. 
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 “But I’m not happy and that ain’t never stopped you before. Like you was riding 

on my stuff like ‘Yeah Daddy, I like it!’ thinking about my wife and kids. Really, 

though? All this happened because of you,” Pastor Harrison said. 

  Celeste wanted to listen to all of that—really she did—but when Pastor 

Harrison got all emotional, he had a vein pop up on his forehead that made him look 

like the Incredible Hulk. 

“But I ain’t even mad at that because I love you. Bella, you make me so happy. 

This is crazy, babe. You got a nigga smiling. I’m ready to be happy.” 

Oh, brother. Now, the vein looks like it has a pulse. 

 “Hey, maybe God wants us to be together. Maybe this is what God had in mind 

all along. Doesn’t everything happen for a reason?” Pastor Harrison asked. 

 “Yo, I gotta go. I hope you like it in Mississippi,” Celeste said. 

 

*** 

 For the second time in just a matter of days, Celeste’s key did not work. 

Grandma Baby had stuffed all Celeste’s belongings in ten large, black trash bags and 

put them on the front step. Celeste had gone off to see about a job somewhere down at 

the Kakawangwa Post because they were looking for a cleaning lady. After that, she 

went to the mall to get some Starbucks and to try on new clothes. That was a bad idea 

because, by the time she got back home, there was her things and Grandma Baby had 

left. Celeste thought about waiting for her on the porch. Maybe even breaking in the 

house. Celeste got in her car and started driving. She did not have a place to go. She 

knew some people from the Big Church, but after all that happened with Pastor 
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Harrison, Celeste was not sure she could expect anyone to be sympathetic. The only real 

female friend Celeste had in Kakawangwa was Jasmine from when they were kids. 

Jasmine was living in New York when Celeste moved back home. 

 She did, however, remember the last time she felt safe. The last time she felt like 

she had a friend. 

Bishop lived down south.  
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JASMINE 

 

Not that it’s anyone’s business, but yes—yes!—if you go on 

thickblackbooties.com, and type in “Sasha Amber from Philly” in the search pane, you 

will find pictures and videos of me, although I’m from Kakawangwa, Florida and my 

government name is Jasmine. That’s Ka-ka-wan-gwa, we call it “Kakaw,” and it’s a 

noun. Some Puerto Rican chick named Esmeralda tried to call it “ca-ca” and I had to 

punch her in the face for it. That’s where I’m from. But about what I do— I mean— 

why should I be pressed to cover something up, like other women don’t watch porn, or 

that most men don’t buy it, or that there are at least one hundred women on the site who 

don’t get as much viewers as I do because they don’t know that getting a man hard is all 

about making him feel like anything he wants is possible; or that talking to a man with 

his woman is all about making her think she is frumpy and ugly; that she should try 

with all her energy to be sexy like me, if she wants to keep the man next to her, who 

pays money to look at my naked body and has sex with hers for free? My live web 

shows make seven dollars a minute and people don’t pay that much for cable. I offer a 

service, no different from what you might get at a museum or an art show: you pay to 

save the memory until you can look again.  
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We stopped pretending to be friends when we both admitted that we wanted to 

have sex with one another. Not just sex—but passionate, angry, powerful sex, so much 

so that even sweet kisses on the forehead, cheeks, and neck would feel like shotgun 

rounds breaking into the center of us. And, not just for a night or even a length of time 

that could be measured. We wanted whatever was happening to consume us and who 

knows how long that would take? There, in that minute we stood in the parking lot after 

work, with the thickness of possibility moving between our bodies and rotund 

mosquitoes flying in and out of the rusty orange haze from the street lights, Q said I had 

a booty that would not quit. I was flattered, so I invited him in my car. Because we met 

at work, someplace productive, I could tell Q and I would want more from each other—

more than what we required from anyone else. Our conversation up until that point had 

always been something intellectual, like—I don’t know—if black men in Hollywood 

should be forced into dresses to be funny. Stuff like that. 

He was not into the play-play like other guys I knew. In my car, he told me 

where he wanted me to sit and what he wanted me to do him. How he wanted to feel. 

We decided to go to his place. I would have invited him to mine, except that I live with 

my mother and she still thought I was a virgin at twenty-five. As he undressed me in his 

room, going through my head was all the things that made Q different. Just speaking 

from what I knew about the guys around here, I used to be fine with Applebee’s and 

going to see the Escambia County boys play because last year they almost made it to 

state and my boyfriend’s little brother was on the football team. I could work with a 

man, taking me to Pensacola Beach and going under the pier, where the darkness is cast 

until morning so that we wouldn’t have to pay for a motel. That used to be cool. I 
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messed with guys whose mothers had prayed against their sons bringing home someone 

like me. Most mothers, I supposed, could smell the reputation on me: that I would give 

it up on the first date if you drove me, fed me, danced with me, and told me I was 

beautiful. HBO movie night was fine. I wasn’t a fan of bowling, per se; however, I’ve 

been known to sit on a lap or two at Lucky Stripes while eating processed chili cheese 

over crispy, fried potato waffles.  

I mean, Q just, he just got it. Niggas just don’t get it these days, but I don’t 

worry about Q having that problem. He got that living in a place like Kakawangwa 

where people can identify your family and how much money you had based on your last 

name, was unhealthy altogether. I could not go anywhere—not even to Walmart—

without someone saying to me, “Tell your mother we missed her at church last week” or 

that my sister, Pearl, has a beautiful voice, if only she were not so awkward, they could 

find her a husband because she has the makings of a fine wife. And everyone was 

always tired. Dragging into and out of places. Slow-walkin’ Kakawangwa foot 

draggers. Lazy tongues that don’t pronounce the v in “have.” Never in a hustle. Never 

had no place to go. If you do not show up to where these people are, they will say to 

you, “We ain’t seen you out for a while. You must have been getting your proper rest.” 

No, lady. I ain’t resting. I’m with your son, you know, the one who you bought the car 

for even though he does not work anyplace and that you still have to put lube on a 

thermometer to slide it inside his anus when he gets a sniffle? Yeah. That’s the one. He 

did not gamble away the grocery money you gave him nor that gas money that’s not in 

his car. He just bought me dinner. Shrimps. And, as we speak, he is begging to see the 

color of my panties. 



	   141 

Q was under me, explaining in his bedroom voice he’d fantasized about having 

me like this since I asked him if the elevator was broken or just slow. Tell me 

something sexy, I said. Q said it was important for me to know that if I were to have 

any part of him that means I’d have to have all of him, no take-backs. What he wanted 

to give me, and I knew this from the strength of his grip, was permanent and not to be 

shared at all anymore. Something like that should have weirded me out, but all I could 

think to say was, “Boy, you so crazy.” 

“You gonna delete those niggas out your phone?” he asked and I whispered 

something like a yes. Then, Q stuck his palm in the middle of my throat and squeezed 

the sides of my neck. He said it turned him on.  

“Tell me you love me,” Q said. 

“I love—” 

“I love you, Jasmine. Say it back.” 

“I love you. Of course, I love you,” I said. 

When it was over, and I was trying to find my bra, Q turned the ceiling fan on 

above us and gave me some of his blanket. 

“You all right?” he asked. 

“Yep,” I started, fixing my straps and lying back down. “This keeps ‘em perky.” 

“You liked it?” 

“It was cool.” 

“You look like you’d be pretty in your sleep.” 

“Oh, yeah?” I asked, pushing my hair out my face and placing my hand behind 

my head.  
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“The woman I marry will look good in her sleep.” 

“Is that right?” I asked, adjusting my pillow. 

Q must have said something else after that point. I don’t know. It was something 

about how good he felt at the moment. He didn’t have to be to work until 4PM the next 

day. He was sorry that his room was not clean. Q said that he needed me—not in a 

weird way—but in the way that men need women. He never trusted anyone in his life, 

he said. Something about getting beat down by his mother’s boyfriend when he was a 

boy and his Mama doing nothing about it. Once, that man Q’s mother down while she 

was in the shower. It does something to a man when his naked mother asks him to pass 

her a towel and help her off the floor of the bathtub. 

“Umm-hmm,” I said, tucking some of the covers under my arm. “Is that right?” 

Being real, Q was no punk—I mean—he assured me that held his own, but that 

man, Bobby-Earl, was bigger than him and if he saw that nigga on the street today, 

things would be different. 

“Well, you don’t say,” I said. My eyelids were half-open. 

Whether I was dreaming or awake for this part, I couldn’t remember, but I could 

have sworn Q said that he meant what he said that he loved me—better than he loved 

his own Mama—and that he’ll see my pretty face when I wake up. 

  

 

My mother hated whores. She made that clear to me from when I was in the fifth 

grade and I first got my period. Somewhere in the middle of demonstrating where a 

maxi pad was supposed to be placed on the inside of my flowery underwear, underwear 
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strictly designated for that time of the month, my mother told me that whores hardly 

ever get married, have children, and usually end up with no health insurance. They like 

to sleep with a bunch of men because they don’t care about their lives and had no 

respect for themselves. When I was sixteen, and I got caught on the phone at 3AM with 

Jimmy Taylor from my homeroom, she explained that acting whorish on the phone with 

boys who may have diseases—even in high school—was against what she had in mind 

for my life. The night my mother taught me how to put together a scrap book, legs 

crossed and with perfect posture, she told me how my father loved whores while he was 

alive. And, that’s why she never married him. 

“Eleanor,” my dad would say to my mother, “Let me put my name on it.” 

He was just so ungrateful. My mother said that she was a virgin when she met 

my father. Yet, he had a box full of whores in the basement in the form of pictures, 

tapes, the whole nine. He thought she didn’t know. Got so mad at him once that she 

opened the flap to each of his video cassettes and cut the tape to get his attention; and 

when it did not, my mother suspected he must have gotten his fix from a whore in 

person. She started accusing him. My mother knew the kinds of women daddy liked 

were ones with big tops and big bottoms. My mother’s top was little and her bottom 

was wide and flat, like Africa. If there was a woman at the cash register, smiling a 

second too long, my mother grew suspicious of that. She called my daddy a dog. Put 

dog food in front of him one day for dinner and told him to eat up. Before long, she 

closed her legs to him, she said while smearing sticky glue on the back of a holiday 

card, and he became impatient, moved out, and married a whore he worked with.  
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My mother was cleaning out the cat litter box when I told her I was moving to 

the Bronx with Q, who had a cousin up there with an empty apartment he needed to 

sublet.  

“But, you’re not married,” she said. 

“Doesn’t matter.” 

“What’s in New York?” she asked. 

“I don’t know. I just wanna move.” 

“Where’s Q gonna sleep?” 

“With me.” 

“Have you been kissing on that boy?” 

“More than that, Mama.” 

“You love him?” 

“I guess,” I said. 

“You don’t.” 

“He took my virginity,” I said. “I’m going to marry him soon as we get up 

there.” 

 

 

 

Q wanted us to stay home this winter. Last spring, we made love in the 

restrooms of Chinese restaurants and in empty subway cars. On the J train, Q bit me on 

my collarbone and the mark had to be covered with makeup for a week. In the summer 

we sat in Grand central station and passed out pamphlets about Yahweh. Q told people 
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he was a prime minister of the great truth of the great Yahweh and he got a kick out of 

the people that believed he had the answers to anything. Falls, Q liked us to walk down 

Canal Street and watch the bootleggers snatch black sheets off fake Chanel bags when 

the cops weren’t around or have some wine at Paddy’s bar down the street from where 

we lived. For his birthday, I borrowed money from my mother to buy Q a camera we 

saw in a store. He took pictures of me and masturbated to them the nights I did not want 

to have sex. We wrote poems on the backs of things—receipts, cereal boxes, gas bill 

envelopes—but never on regular paper, because Q believed that life was completely 

random and that we should live as such. We used our headboard to hang up clothes. We 

ate when we wanted to, but never during breakfast, lunch, or dinner. We walked to a lot 

of places. Q smashed in the screen of our television with a baseball bat in the alley 

behind our building. But winters, especially this kind, where the stinging wind could 

strike the side of our faces and up our noses at any time, Q turned on our space heater 

and said that we should stay in.  

Q liked me home if he was at work. It did not bother me or anything do things 

that way. Shoot, my mother had always preferred for a man to be the one making all the 

money. The lady’s role, according to her, was to enjoy the fruits of her man: the live 

where he could afford for you to live, and eat, and shop, and go out. Just be happy with 

what your man has, my mother would say. Thus, to make myself happy, I got to know 

the ends and outs of everything about our apartment: 

Our apartment was essentially a square with brick walls. What was designated a 

kitchen included a few cabinets and a refrigerator that was waist high. Every apartment 

on our floor was like this. The architect of this place, I suppose, got off at the notion 
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that each square apartment in the rectangular building would be completely devoid of 

personality; that way, as quickly as someone began to hallucinate that they could force 

this space into the spirit of their family with small plants and rugs and little birds and 

pictures, they would decide Brooklyn had an opening somewhere, something friendlier, 

and would put the paperwork in to move out, and the owner, who saw the same vision 

as the architect, would get nine hundred a month out of the deal and someone else’s 

first, last, and security deposit. Stingy prick probably would have not included a door 

for the bathroom, but someone had explained to him that people, if they absolutely had 

to live in squares, needed to close themselves up in the bathroom every now and then.  

We have one window in our main living space and one in the bathroom. Rumor 

has it, there used to be two windows in the main space, but someone jumped out of that 

window in 1987 and someone else got pushed out the very same window in 1995, so the 

management decided to take it out altogether.  

Mr. Johnson, the man who takes our rent said, laughing, “Those rumors will run 

off the ghosts if you let them,” taking the check with Q’s name on it.  

“Don’t scare my wife,” Q said. 

“She’s a big girl. She’s all right,” Mr. Johnson said. 

“I’m not his wife,” I said. 

The window we did have gave us great view of the side of the brick building 

next to us and, if we looked hard enough to the side, we could see the colors change on 

a street light and people walking. Our apartment was darker than others. Excepting the 

urgency coming from the 7AM alarm, it would be difficult to get out of bed and get the 

day started. In Kakawangwa, my mother opened the windows and pulled the sheets off 
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my body to get me going. The temperateness of sunlight and the movement of bodies, 

flushing toilets, my sister’s stupid singing, and the smell of brown sugared oatmeal was 

too loud for me to ignore. I slept more, here. Not that I’m complaining. I love New 

York. Worlds better than ol’ Kakaw. It’s just that Q would get up before I did and head 

out for work, and I would stretch my leg to his side a bit, where it was warm before the 

cold air swallowed up his silhouette, which made it hard to get out of bed some days. 

That’s all. 

 

 

One night while Q was on the floor, wrapped in my mother’s old crochet blanket 

editing my photos on his laptop, he said, “We should probably get married at some 

point.” I was in the kitchen area, mixing the orange powder into pasta shells from a box 

of mac and cheese. I did not say anything back to Q. Normally— “I’m for real,” he said, 

changing the color from a natural hew to sepia— I don’t. I turned my head without 

looking so that Q could see I was smiling at him. 

“So, when?” he asked. 

I poured the hot mac and cheese into a bowl and stuck a fork amidst the noodles. 

I walked over and said, “Soon.” 

“You found a job?” Q asked. 

“Not yet.” 

“Lazy.” 

“Whatever, dude.” 

“You still keep up with your Mama?” 
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“Every now and then.” 

“What if we moved back to Kakawangwa—just for a while?” Q asked. 

I always thought I would return to Kakawangwa someday. Perhaps with an 

accent and some cash to throw around. That way, people would not be able to say, 

there’s that sometime-y, fast-tail daughter of Eleanor’s with the bad attitude. But that, 

there’s Eleanor’s daughter from New York. And look! She has a pocket fill of cash to 

throw around. I had no idea what to say next to Q, for I did not really have anything 

going on in New York, except that I was in New York. Sleeping all day in New York 

was better than doing the same in Kakaw. Everybody back home believed I was living. 

Actually doing something with my life. I could tell them that I got to watch plays on 

Broadway. They would listen closely as I describe Ground Zero and how it feels weird 

to know the very spot on which you were standing on, somebody probably died 

desperately trying to run away. I’d talk about the buildings that pinched squares into the 

sky. The hot dogs. Everyone back home would be so interested to hear about all of my 

adventures. At that time, it would not matter that I had never seen the inside of a theater 

doing a Broadway production, that I didn’t even know I was near Ground Zero until 

someone pointed it out, that the tall buildings made me dizzy, and the last time I ate a 

hot dog was when there was no food in my apartment and I looked around for enough 

quarters to buy one. 

They would believe me. Not who Sister Fanny said I was that day she tapped my 

butt. “Tell your mother we missed her at church the last few weeks. She has not been 

answering the phone lately. Hope she’s getting her proper rest,” Sister Fanny said. She 

made me do the Sunday school scripture reading standing in front of everybody. I could 
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not read “whosoever” right despite trying three times, and I was walking back to my 

seat trying not to burp or trip or fart, when Sister Fanny said she didn’t like these stupid 

teenage girls to some woman who was sitting next to her. “This one just like the rest of 

‘em— been twistin’ ever since they smell they twat,” she said. 

“That’s Eleanor’s girl, right?” 

“Child, these little hoes don’t belong to nobody. The way she go, she probably 

gonna end up laying under some man before too long. “ 

“You a mess, child,” the woman said. 

“I talks to Eleanor. She tells me about that one. I know how she do. Remember 

that young man that come through here? That musician? That little girl was trying to 

push up on him,” Sister Fanny said. 

“What you say?” 

“I talks to Eleanor. She tells me.” 

A day that I didn’t wake up until two in the afternoon, I had a dream about Sister 

Fanny: she lay face up the in middle of a long dining room table with only her bra and 

panties on. This woman must have been three hundred pounds. The bra she had on 

made her breasts pointy and did not lift them up. The underwear she wore was of a thin, 

faux-silk material and was a little bit peed in. Walking to Sister Fanny, she said hello to 

me in several different languages and told me I was not nearly as fat as she thought I 

would become as an adult. Next to her was a bottle of squeezable ketchup she did not 

give attention. I got tired of walking down the side of the table, so I climbed on the top 

of it and when I got to Sister Fanny, she rubbed the back of my knee and asked me for a 

tongue kiss. I took the ketchup, snapped open the top and squeezed on her face as much 
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ketchup as the tube would allow, which seemed infinite, because the strength of the 

ketchup did not falter when it got to her nose and eye brows and forehead and it was 

running all down her neck and over her ears. Sister Fanny would only wipe the ketchup 

that ran into her eyes and she kept begging begging begging that I would aim for her 

mouth. 

 

For work, Q put numbers into a calculator in the back of Spanky’s Meat Store. 

These days, he stood by the back door, clad in a leather jacket and thick mittens, 

balancing a cigarette between his black lips and slapping his hands together to keep 

himself moving. I used to bring Q his lunch back there. On the heel of his boot, would 

Q press the lit part of his cigarette and put the rest of it in his pocket, if there was any 

left, for later when the shipment came in. Q is responsible for making sure Ernesto 

included one hundred pounds of ground beef, pork tenderloin, and chicken breasts. 

Another fifty pounds for everything from lamp chops to pepperoni. Ernesto put the meat 

in the big freezer, where Q asked the boys to weigh the meat and price it for the 

customers. Hank and Jerry did the weighing and the cutting in starched, white aprons 

that were streaked with red by the end of the day from bloody handprints and odd 

shapes from carrying meat too closely to their bodies. On the calculator, Q figured in 

the cost of the meats and wrote it, exactly $4157.32 weekly, in the books, giving 

Ernesto a check to take back to where the meat came from and thirty dollars in cash for 

some weed, which we smoked before we sexed and slumbered at night. 

In the daytime, those days, I did hair. Miss Geraldine in A3 came to me for a 

wash and set in hair rollers. Ariel needed her curly, Jewish hair blown silky twice a 
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week. I braided down the stubborn, virgin hair of little black girls, whose mothers never 

learned how to braid or whose nails were too long to bother. The young women with the 

short hair wanted hair weaved down their backs. They came to me because a perm-

straight weave—even in Queens—was thirty-five dollars an ounce and my cousin in 

Jacksonville could get me a perm-straight weave for fifteen dollars an ounce, which 

meant I could charge twenty-five dollars an ounce, meaning an extra eighty dollars in 

my pocket (I learned to do hair all kinds of hair quick because, growing up I was the 

girl with wrinkly hair. Wrinkly hair—hair that would not respond to any type of home 

relaxer kit or flat iron or braids—was far worse because nobody knew what you were. 

My mother’s hair was wrinkly as was her mother’s, so complaining about the texture of 

my hair to her was as pointless as she complaining to her mother).  

Angela came every two days. She was a manager at some clothing store that 

sold skimpy outfits to teenage girls. Angela was forty-seven. She did not have a 

husband. She did not have children. Depending on how far you were standing away 

from Angela, if she did not have on a young woman’s hair weave, and if she dressed her 

age, then Angela looked forty-seven. But from down the street, where most men saw 

her, wearing merchandise from her store, and a fresh hair do, she was twenty-five. 

Angela rarely spoke about her life. It was always about some white man on his cell 

phone who beat her out for the last seat on the train. Or that somebody’s been in her 

mail because she fixed it, and now the lock on the mailbox looks funny again. And that, 

if you need some stamps—you know, SNAP—she knows a guy. 

Angela did say once before that she had always planned on having a husband 

and some children and maybe a house in Queens somewhere by her grandmother. It’s 
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just that (as we all know) niggas act got no act-right, meaning that none of them would 

marry her. When children did come along in 1991, 1992, 1996, 1999, and 2004, nothing 

was at one hundred: either her man was married to the other woman, she did not have a 

big enough closet space, daycare was up to seventy-five dollars a week, and probably 

more than anything, who would want to have sex with her if she had a baby? He would 

certainly have to wait until she could swaddle the baby and place him in the living room 

or worse, when the baby is older and can walk, he might jump up in the middle of it all, 

thinking something was hurting Angela, and walk into the room where she is with a 

man. And, what would the child do there? Does he cry? Does he watch? Does he 

remember? The whole ordeal aggravated Angela’s nerves until she determined, once 

everything was in place, she’d have children after all. 

Angela invited me over her apartment for a party on Halloween. Q had to work. 

I was not a big drinker, but I knocked a few back that night. I was in the corner with 

Angela and her friends for a good part of the time, not sure why, though. Leo, Angela’s 

boyfriend who was my age, asked me to dance. Some slow song was playing. Leo 

touched my butt. “You live around here?” Leo asked. 

“Down the hall,” I said. 

“You look like you drunk.” 

“I’m buzzed.” 

Leo helped me back to my apartment when the party ended and Q, who was 

drinking out of a wine bottle straight-up, had made it home earlier than I thought he 

would.  

“Where you been?” Q asked. 
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“I was just bringing her home,” Leo said and walked fast back to the party. 

“I went to the store,” I said. Q went to the front door, looked down the hallway 

at both sides then shut the door.  

“You been to the store all day?” Q asked, grabbing the back of my head, like he 

always did when he got mad about something or the other. 

“I got lost.” 

“Lost?” 

Q raked his hand up the back of my head, his fingertips grazing my scalp, and 

grabbed a handful of my hair. He asked and bit the back of my neck slowly, not enough 

to leave a mark that would not go away with a cold spoon, but hard enough for me to 

feel the ridges of his teeth. I put my hands on the brick wall, feeling for something to 

pull myself away. Q squeezed again.  

What sounds came out is what came out. Q turned my body around so that he 

could see me and he let go of my hair. Q, with one hand, snapped off the button to my 

jeans and rolled them outward so that the tag and the rim of my hot pink underwear 

showed. The touch of the winter was on his hands meeting my bare skin when he 

grabbed me, in anger and in lust. I was watching something I had always I tried not to 

see. I did not want to see the closing of my left eye, because my left cheek was pressing 

upward against the window, the back of my head, against Q’s palm. I did not want to 

see all the people below us on the street walking somewhere: teenage lovers, a boy and 

a girl, timidly holding hands, three women, friends dressed for the night out. And, if any 

of them should look up, and squint, they could see me, jean-less and panty-less and the 

whole thing would have hurt—I’m sure of it—but it did not.  
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Q got quiet and walked over to the bed. He sat down. His penis was soft and I 

could tell he wished that it had not grown limp. I should have run or something. I know 

I should have. I could not, though. If I were paying attention to the sounds of the room, 

I might have noticed him crying, maybe. He lay back on the bed and zipped up his 

pants.  

“My bad,” he said.  

I kissed his temple and held him. 

 

 

 

Q and I made videos and took pictures, on and off. Some guys who worked at 

Spanky’s, found some of my pictures in Q’s locker and paid him to give them up. I had 

a good look, Q said, for this kind of thing. Q’s direction was that I should never look in 

the camera—that he only wanted to see me putting on my jeans and flipping my hair 

after applying spray. “Put on your lotion slowly,” Q said. “Hug your shoulders and look 

away.” These days, Q turned the space heater toward the wall, pressed out our bed 

sheet, dropped down a pillow and told me to position myself on the cushion, suck in my 

tummy, stick out my ribs and hold the spot until he got enough pictures for this website. 

“Look naughty,” he said. He’d hardly ever be in them—God, no—but certainly, he 

made sure I was wanted by someone. 

 “My neck hurts,” I said, perhaps the one of the first few times we did something 

like this, rolling onto my stomach and bowing my head to relax. “And, I’m cold.” 

 “It’s only been five minutes,” Q said. 
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 “Can we stop for the night? I’m tired.” 

 Q explained to me that closed legs don’t get fed and that, if we wanted to make 

some quick cash, we could do it like this. 

 

 

“They cutting back hours at Spanky’s” 

“What that got to do with you? They need you.” 

“Anybody can write a check to Ernesto.” 

“So, what you saying?” 

“I’m saying you need to stop sleeping all day.” 

 

 

Once Spanky’s fired Q for selling weed and our videos to some of the 

customers, we put some online. It’s not a lot of work. All I have to do is dress up for 

them, smile for them, and moan for them, scream for them (sometimes), and look like 

I’m happy the whole time I’m doing it. I can do that in high heels, barefoot, balancing 

on a tightrope, anything you need baby. When the screen flashes, and I know I have a 

buyer, I become Sasha Amber. Q picked out that name. Sasha loves sex. She has no 

family. She would never be able to tell you where Kakawangwa is, even in the daytime 

with a flashlight. She has no friends and if she does have friends, they will join her if 

that is what the audience wants. Sasha had never cried before. Pearl never called her a 

pig and she spent the next three days sneaking peanut butter and jelly sandwiches in her 
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room, two at a time. Sasha’s mother does not exist, so telling her mother that she 

wished she was never born, never happened.  

Sasha never wondered what death was like for her daddy and if he would be 

okay with how things turned out in her life. She did not have to finish filming, then 

open the window so the cold air could make her sleep well into the morning and most of 

the afternoon until it was time to shower, put on make-up,  and do it all over again. Nor 

did Sasha, when she was Jasmine back in Kakawangwa, hope for any other life except 

to stand in front of the camera, in the spot Q made for her, wearing a see-through bra 

and a silver belly chain hanging sloppily on her waist, and then come on demand. 

 

 

 

On the Internet 

 

 

Blackie’s BlackPlanet.com Page 
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Lo la Lo v e s Yo u 

 

Music 

Artists: 

Janet 

Jackson, 

Ciara,  

Drake, 

Rihanna, 

And I 

hate 

Beyonce 

b/c she’s 

a fake 

b@*%&! 

Hobbies: 

Swimming 

and Eating 

And  

Going out 

With my 

Girls! 

Ladies stay 

doing 

It for 

themselves! 

#nothankyou 
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Personal Message: 

 

Kiss me and 

I’ll kiss you 

back…. Muah 

 

Age: 26 

Sex: Yes, 

please. 

City: 

Kakawangwa 

Member 

Since: 

7/20/2009 

Groups: 

• Ride or Die 

Chicks 

• ILOVEHOTD

OGS! 

• Is she for real? 

• All Hail Hip-

Hop 

• Black Women 

DO Work Out 

 
______________________________________________________________________ 
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Blackie 

Craigslist Personals: Women for Men 

 

 

Date: 2010-01-23, 8:03AM, EDT 

Reply to: 6fshu-8547392012@pers.craigslist.org  

 

 

Subject: Need a White Big Daddy for a Little Black Princessss! 

 

 

Single black female seeks white male between the age of 18-55 for LTR, 420, at least 

5ft 9” and is in good physical and mental state of mind. No crazy men. No losers. 

 

Must have professional job and can buy me a Louis Vuitton bag. Take me to Atlanta. 

 

Someone who is goal and family oriented, who have a great sense of humor and love 

kids. I don’t have kids. But he must love kids. 

 

Must be disease free, drug free, & non-smoker.........I’m NOT looking for a one night 

stand so please don’t e-mail me if that’s what you’re looking for. I need commitment. I 

need substance. I need someone to fly me to L.A., Miami, New York, Sweden, nigga. 

 



	   160 

please send me a pic and something about yourself and I’ll send u back a pic 

please put “LTR” in message heading for me to know you’re real 

 

I’m a PRINCESS!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 

 

thanks  

______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Pearl 

Craigslist Discussion Forum: Religion 

 

 

Date: 2010-10-01, 11:48AM, EDT 

Reply to: 4dwys-1968463154@pers.craigslist.org 

 

 

 

SUBJECT: WE ARE NOT SCARY PEOPLE 

 

 

 The High One has a destiny for all of us. Do you want to know what your 

destiny is? I can tell you that it is not what you think it is. I bet you think your destiny is 

decided by sins you committed in your past. But no. The High One has shown us that 

you should not be afraid of what most people would consider bad…blah, blah, blah. 
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Enough of that. Start your own path to happiness. Jesus wants us to be happy. He was a 

happy man and to love him is to be happy. Do what makes you happy. Find your way to 

happiness, whatever that path is. The path we take is to ourselves. Find the road to 

yourself. The High One’s Messenger is here to teach us. Come to 3303 West Blinker 

Way. Nightly we hold meetings. If you are coming from the north or east or just about 

any direction, take highway fifteen, turn on 3rd street and keep straight until you get to 

Blinker Way. We are on the right. Turn your lights off before you pull in. Don’t honk. 

Wear all white.  

______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Celeste 

Craigslist Community Forum: Volunteers 

 

 

Date: 2010-1-01, 7:48PM, EDT 

Reply to: 4qeion-4164651354@pers.craigslist.org  

 

Subject: Wanna Make 20,000 and help a couple at the same time? 

 

  An independent family institute on the beach is looking for young, attractive, 

intelligent, women with no diseases and no family history of any diseases whatsoever. 

This is your chance to help a couple get the one thing they want in this tragic world, 

which is a family. You don’t have to do anything crazy. No one is asking for your left 

arm or something. We just want your eggs. Eggs from your ovaries. Everybody knows 
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you are born with at least 1000 eggs. You won’t have 1000 babies. We’ll lay you down 

real nice, spread your legs, stuff the heels of your feet in the stirrups, and admire your 

pink pedicure polish as the hospital cold air kiss your toes. We will go inside your skin. 

We will find your eggs. We will take them. We will freeze them for a couple who wants 

a family and needs your eggs. You will take it. We will pay you and you will go home 

minus thirty or forty eggs. 

______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Pearl 

Craigslist Community Forum: Events 

 

Date: 2010-03-06, 4:36AM, EDT 

Reply to: 7nlonk-1968463154@pers.craigslist.org  

 

Subject: BISHOP WATSON FOR CITY COMMISSIONER! 

 

 Bishop Waston was born for this moment. He is a leader, a visionary, and a 

thinker. He will be our next city commissioner. We will be holding a rally in the Target 

parking lot off 15th avenue. Come support. We will be giving out free food, prizes, and 

so much more. See what the talk is all about. We’ll love to meet you. Be happy 

______________________________________________________________________ 
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Blackie’s Blackplanet.com Page 

Es s e nc e 4 U - B o o  

 

Music 

Artists: My 

girl 

Ashanti, 

My boo Lil 

Wayne, 

Beyonce 

Hobbies:  

Goin’ out 

to dinner 

and taking 

pictures on 

my i-

Phone4 

and my cat. 

Personal Message: 

INTERNATIONAL LADY. 

COLLEGE GRAD. GOOD 

CREDIT. NO KIDS. HOLLA 

AT ME IF YOU CAN SAY 

THE SAME, BUT NOT THAT 

LADY PART. YOU HAVE TO 

BE A MAN, MAN. 

Age: 28 

Sex: F 

City: Boston 

Member Since: 

7/20/2009 

Groups: 

• Keep it classy 

• Bored_n_hor

ny 

• MamaDontT

akeNoMess 
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______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Blackie 

Personals: Women for Men 

 

Date: 2010-01-29, 3:59PM, EDT 

Reply to: 8vjghd-656189354@pers.craigslist.org  

 

Subject: Looking for somebody real. Straight-forward. And real. 

 

I’m a white girl. I have blond hair. My natural hair color is blond. I got blue 

eyes. I weigh 110 pounds. I work out five days a week to keep the fat off. My fat to 

muscle percentage is 13 percent. I’m trying to get that down. I drink smoothies. Lots of 

them. I like blueberries in my smoothie. If you buy me a blueberry smoothie, or a wild 

berry smoothie with pomegranates, I’m likely to think you got it goin’ on. I’m five feet 

seven inches. I don’t wear high heels. I like flats. If you like a woman with high heels, 

keep looking. One of my legs is longer than the other, so I look weird in heels. They 

called me hip-hop in high school.  

I like flowers at work. I work at The Call Center. Send me some. 

My birthday is coming up. I need someone to take me out. You must own a suit. 

Preferably in brown. I like men who dress in brown. You can’t have a wandering eye. I 

don’t like men with wandering eyes. Don’t ask for none at the end of the date and 

maybe you’ll get some. 
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I’m trying to find a nice guy who’ll treat me good and who is serious about a 

relationship. Nice guys plan dates. Real ones. Ones that involve going somewhere and 

doing something. Ones that require the man to drive. I hate driving my car on a date. 

Nice guys pay for dates. Don’t ask me for money because all I got is money for an 

escape cab ride home if you can’t pay. Nice guys kiss my dog on the mouth. Nice guys 

tell me I’m beautiful. I like being called beautiful. 

I like real guys. Keep it real. Keep it fun. Keep it poppin’.  

______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Celeste 

Community Forum: Volunteers 

 

Date: 2010-10-01, 11:48AM, EDT 

Reply to: 4dwys-1968463154@pers.craigslist.org  

 

Subject: Feeling Tired/Sleepy/Sluggish? 

 

WE KNOW WHAT’S WRONG WITH YOU!!!  

An independent research institute near the beach has a new FDA approved product that 

helps with keeping your mood up and making you energized! The bad news: you’re 

probably depressed. The good news is our pill can help you!!! Get your life back! Find 

your happiness again! 

NO cost to you! This trial run is totally FREE!  

EMAIL US TODAY AND LAUGH AGAIN! 
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______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Blackie 

Personals: Casual Encounters 

 

Date: 2010-02-08, 1:18AM, EDT 

Reply to: 6srxg-516546185@pers.craigslist.org  

 

 

Subject: Looking for a SEXXXY HOT LATINO WOMAN FOR A SEXXXY HOT 

LATINO MAN!!!! 

 

 

Hazme el amor. Metémela. Me estás poniendo muy caliente.  

Hoy, Papi. 

Ha sido el ajor sexo de mi vida. 

______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Whitney 

Rants and Raves 

 

Date: 2010-04-07, 7:10AM, EDT 

Reply to: 2fujh-461589465@pers.craigslist.org 
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Subject: WHO I AM 

 

If you are a woman, you are probably reading this thinking, why is this woman 

on here talking about being a woman. Well, if you are a woman, I have to say that being 

a woman is a special honor. You get to comb your hair and put on nice dresses with 

your breasts hanging over like an awning over your flat stomach. You get to be with 

men—lots of them if you want to—and the men never mention that you have a five 

o’clock shadow at noon time and that your hands freak them out, or that you smell 

weird despite putting on spray after spray after spray after spray after spray after spray 

of Victoria’s secret’s Very Sexy For Her. No. At night, you get to sleep like the dead 

because you are a woman and nobody is changing that for you EVER!  

I AM A WOMAN. Sometimes, I put on dresses. Sure. I wear make-up. I piss 

with the toilet seat down (sitting). I like going to the movies and acting all coy with my 

husband. Did I say husband? I have a husband and he has seen every part of this 

woman. Trust.  

But, if I am not wearing make-up, and if the sun is going down, and if the hair I 

spend three hundred dollars on to look like a woman is wrapped in a rubber band in a 

ball on the top of my head, you may think I was not a woman at all. You may not know 

what to think about me. If your kid asked, you might tell him to go in the car or in the 

house and forget about the thing he saw on the street. You will tell your senile, old bat 

of a mother not to stare at me in the grocery line because this is how people roll in the 

double O, and sex changes are completely normal in modern society. 

What if I didn’t have a sex change?  
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What if I was literally born both ways? 

Will you still let me use the women’s bathroom? Will you take your clothes off 

in from of me in the women’s locker room at the gym? Can I swim in the same pool as 

your children? Can I go on the women’s side of the fitting room while trying on 

clothes? Will you allow me to buy the clothes I wanna buy? AND, if I mark that I am a 

woman on your stupid little questionnaire, why you gotta look at me all sideways? 

I’m out. 

Be happy. 

______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Blackie 

Personals: Women for Men 

 

 

Date: 2010-05-16, 9:03PM, EDT 

Reply to: 7gybj-4695165654@pers.craigslist.org 

 

 

Subject: GROWN BEHIND WOMAN 

 

 I have three kids so I don’t need a man with baggage. I’m on my grown woman. 

That means I don’t play no games. I don’t drive niggas anywhere. We’re gonna need 

you to have your own car. Come correct, brotha. Where’s your job? You working? Who 

you live with? You got a house? You thirty-seven years old and you still renting? 
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 Um, I’ma need you to get it together, booski. I ask a lot. But I give a lot. I keep 

my house clean. My bra and my panties always match. I got a 401k, a retirement IRA, a 

Roth IRA, and some stocks. I don’t need no broke niggas. Come correct. Hit me up. Put 

“I’MA HOLD YOU DOWN” in the subject line so I know you’re for real. 

I see you baby. 

______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Blackie’s Tweets 

CuteFaceSlimWaist @Blackie.johnson 

@prettybrowneyes STFU u don’t know nothing about my boo! He made 1 mistake and          

19s 

he paid the price #teambreezy #dontjudge 

 

CuteFaceSlimWaist @Blackie.johnson      

      2h 

Evvrybody got something to say about how I do me. #mindyourbusinesslady 

 

CuteFaceSlimWaist @Blackie.johnson      

       3h 

All I need is a chance, baby #USweetSexyThangU 

 

CuteFaceSlimWaist @Blackie.johnson 

HOW YOU GONNA EAT MY CHICKEN AND YOU KNOW I AINT  

     1d 
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GOT NO CAR! #Niggas #serious #ThatIshCray 

 

CuteFaceSlimWaist @Blackie.johnson 

Got that fresh perm, y’all! #longhairdontcare #igotindianinmyfamily  

   1d 

 

CuteFaceSlimWaist @Blackie.johnson 

Is God real? #thingsiwannaknow #upearlyinthemorning    

  2d 

______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Blackie’s BlackPlanet.com Page 
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iGo tT ha tOo o We e e  

 

Music Artists: 

Chris Brown 

(#TeamBreezy!), 

LMFAO, 

Christina 

Aguilera, 

Kreyshawn, 

BEYONCE!!!! 

Hobbies:  

If 

shopping 

with my 

man 

counts, 

then yeah, 

that’s 

what I like 

to do.  
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Personal Message: 

 

I do what I want, when I 

want. I’m a grown woman, so 

if you cum at me you betta 

step at me correct. I’m 

evrrywhere and NEwhere I 

wanna BE. 

Age: 30 

Sex: F 

City: Los Angeles 

Member Since: 7/22/2010 

Groups: 

 

Carpet 

Munchers 
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BISHOP’S CAMPAIGN 

 

Somebody was knocking on the door again. Celeste was in the kitchen making 

my tea in her night clothes and the sun was not out yet. I got up, naked, and peeked out 

the blinds to see who was on the porch. 

 “Bishop,” Celeste said coming in with my tea. “There’s somebody out there.” 

 It was Pearl. She was on the porch with a huge box. 

 “I’m going to tell her to go away,” Celeste said. 

 “No baby,” I told her. “I’ll handle this. Go lay back down and get some rest.” I 

kissed Celeste on her face and headed for the door. I grabbed a towel on the way and 

wrapped it around my lower parts. I opened the door to Pearl, who stood on my porch 

with a scarf on her head and with chapped lips. It smelled like she needed a bath. 

 “Bishop. I got all these flyers printed. I came over to iron your suit for your 

appearance at the mall today.” Celeste said, trying to nudge her way inside. 

 “What time is it?” I asked. 

 “I don’t know maybe 4AM.” 

 “Exactly. I’m in bed right now,” I said attempting to close the door. 

 “Bishop, this is important. We have to get a good start on today. You want to 

win don’t you?” Pearl asked. 

 “Come back in a few hours,” I said, closing the door this time and walking back 

in the room, where Celeste had started to fall back asleep.
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 “Who was that, baby?” she asked me.  

 “That was nothing, babe. Go back to sleep.” 

 “Why did you send her away?” 

 “I just wanted to concentrate on you.” 

 “You’ve been sending them all away,” Celeste said. 

 “That should tell you something,” I said, and wrapped my arms around Celeste. 

She smelled so good. She smelled like my mother. Natural, like cocoa butter. Celeste 

needed me and that made me feel like, for once, I should give something back. 

 

*** 

Whitney 

Bishop, pray for me. I keep having dreams about my best friend from high 

school. She had a boyfriend. His name was Q. He was the type to have extra pizza 

money and be real quiet when everyone else was talking. He was on the football team. 

A good hitter. His tights climbed up his thighs between downs. In the locker room, he 

only traded greetings, butt smacks, and rarely a word outside of that. He let my best 

friend in, though. He told her that he was forced to give head to his dad’s best friend 

when he invited Q on the family fishing trip to vacation in Naples two summers in a 

row. The man grabbed Q’s nuts and lifted to his pubic hair line, squeezed and dared him 

to tell anyone. He didn’t tell anyone for a long time. Then, one night, he told my best 

friend. He told her about how his mother left him and his father for some other man in 

Pensacola. His mother’s boyfriend started living with another woman and his mom now 

works at the local dry cleaners. Q told her he doesn’t like it too much to be with other 
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people and he hated people who liked being with other people so she should stop acting 

that way. He didn’t like me. He told her that “Whitney don’t look like a girl and she 

don’t look like no nigga, so she might try to get with you.” He said he didn’t like when 

other boys came up to her in the hallways and gave her hugs. He hated when she wore 

those jeans with the writing on the seat that said, “BOOTY.” He told her she was the 

only girl he ever loved. He told her his life was piss without her. He told her to cover 

her bruise with a long-sleeve shirt. He told her to answer her cell phone. He told her to 

call him right back. He told her to meet him in Central Park one night. Then, as he slid 

the nose of a gun in her mouth like a black penis, he told her to close her eyes and that it 

would not hurt. 

 

Blackie 

 

Truth is, Princess wasn’t all that.  

She wasn’t. Blackie knew that the first time she saw Isaiah with Princess at the 

park dressed in some hideous cream-colored turtleneck. She was sitting on his lap, 

feeding him pinches of bread from inside her napkin. She saw Princess for the second 

time at church when Pastor Harrison—while he known as the Pastor— announced they 

were engaged and would be sending out save-the-dates and invitations to their dumb 

wedding. As everyone was gathering in the parking lot to wish them congratulations, 

Blackie went up to Isaiah and told him if he ever needed anything—anyone to talk to or 

a shoulder to cry on—she would be available to him and that her number hadn’t 
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changed. Isaiah thanked her and suddenly got pulled into another conversation about the 

Lakers game.  

A couple of months later, as Blackie was helping throw away plastic plates and 

cups from Princess’s bridal shower at the church, Princess walked up to her nervously 

and told her the shoes she had on looked cute. They stood there quiet for a little bit, 

before Princess finally got out that she wanted to be friends with Blackie even though 

she and Isaiah had a little something-something going on once before. “You know, what 

I’m saying, girl? Ain’t no use of us not being sweet to each other because of some 

man,” Princess said. Blackie agreed and she got a wedding invitation in the mail. On the 

front were their names—Isaiah and Princess—on two pure white turtledoves sharing a 

stare on a tree branch. 

That invitation, and all its disgusting happiness, Blackie decided should go on 

her mantle, next to a picture Isaiah took of her while she was sleeping, back when he 

was known as Isaiah the Janitor. Back when he didn’t make so much money. Back 

when someone like Princess would have handed Isaiah the lent out of her pocket and 

that’s it. Back when Blackie heard he was good with cars and asked him to take a look 

at her Corolla. The “alterneighbor” needed fixin.’  He came over a week later looking 

good: nice haircut and pressed linen suit. He smelled good too; Isaiah was in the room 

for at least twenty seconds and Blackie didn’t smell any pine sol. She never imagined 

under his jumpsuit were shoulders like his, under his hat would be that face, or under 

the plastic gloves would be those hands.  

He fixed her car. Blackie invited Isaiah to stay for dinner. They ate and then 

kissed for an hour. He stayed the night and pulled out her hair weave in the process. The 
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next morning, she gave Isaiah the okay to come over whenever he wanted, spare keys 

and all. He came over every night. He moved in because his sister was getting a smaller 

place and ran out of space for him and her three kids. The kids looked like him. 

Everyone stopped going to church. Isaiah stopped working there. Soon, Blackie was 

washing stains out of boxers, watching Monday night football, and wanting more and 

more of Isaiah. Isaiah got a job fixing cars in a garage on 10th avenue and started 

bringing home good money every week. Blackie put on lingerie every night. She wore 

out her slow jams CD. She swore as a teenager, only when she had found her husband 

she would wear perfume daily. With Isaiah, she wore perfume every day.  

But now, in a dress a size too small, high heels a squeeze too tight, and make-up 

spread on her face like fine paste, Blackie was stuck at a table with people she didn’t 

know—church people who had probably known Princess all her life and looked at 

Blackie long enough to know she was probably there by default, not desire. And if that 

little snot-nosed boy who sat next to Blackie had flicked one more pea on her, she was 

gonna dump the rest of his plate on his head and pour gravy in his bite-sized tuxedo 

pockets. He made some weird sound as each missile—his pea—shot out from his gun—

his fork. “Pish! Pish…Pish…” he said, letting off another round, some flying into the 

centerpiece, others bouncing off the golden table easel, which had a picture of Princess 

laughing on a swing somewhere heavenly.  

“No, no, honey” the boy’s mother said, who, by the way, was on her third glass 

of champagne. She picked up the fork with the tips of her fingers and placed it on the 

boys’ plate. Before she turned her head, that little nugget was back at it, aiming at an 

opening in one of the calla lilies. He shot and missed, the pea disappearing into that 



	   178 

towering forest of a centerpiece. Boy, was that thing obnoxious: four feet tall, with 

white calla lilies, pink roses, and purple—purple!—hydrangeas, on top of some sticks 

that were woven together somehow and glued to the table.  

Matter-fact, the entire ballroom looked like some fairyland jungle out of some 

children’s book they’d sell at the bookstore for a quarter because no one was stupid 

enough to pay full price—well, except for maybe Princess’s mother. There were huge 

leafy plants next to the buffet table. There were man-made flower bushes with real 

proteas imported from Mali (the uppity wedding planner pronounced it Maahliee). 

There was a gigantic floral display behind the head table, which was a good backdrop 

for pictures whenever Princess decided to lean in to kiss Isaiah. When the sun went 

down, the wedding planner turned on some Christmas lights and it glowed. Blackie 

assumed the jungle could not be complete for Princess, except to attach some great 

white wings—wings!— to her wedding gown. Those wings, about three feet in width 

were covered in long, fluffy feathers, which made it impossible for anyone to walk her 

down the aisle, which probably didn’t matter anyways because the word on the street 

was her daddy was a drunkard who couldn’t walk in a straight line to pass a sobriety 

test. 

“She’s so pretty,” the boy’s mother said. “Darn pretty.” 

“Heifer,” Blackie whispered as the MC went up to the podium and asked if 

anyone would like to give a toast. The best man went first and read the speech he had 

just written on a napkin. Then Princess’s mother went forward in a fragmented, crying 

mess, talking about how Isaiah was getting a good woman and Princess was raised to be 
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a good wife. “Yes,” Blackie said in a muffled voice, almost indistinguishable, raising 

her glass at Princess’s mother, “She had a fine example in both her parents.”   

Once the Pastor, Isaiah’s mom, and Isaiah’s childhood friend Boobie, gave their 

toasts, Blackie wobbled to the podium and picked up the microphone. She stood in front 

of the wedding crowd, barely able to remain still, “I gotta say something,” she started 

and arranged her hair behind her ears because with bangs and all the blush she had on, 

her cheeks were super itchy and she never could talk right without being all the way 

right. “I was just sitting in my seat thinking to myself,” Blackie continued— this time 

pulling up her rigid dress, not-to-mention the seconds of the cordon bleu she ate made 

things tighter—”I was just thinking about how I met Isaiah. We used to call him ‘Isaiah 

the Janitor’ back then, you see,” Blackie said— and Sister Fanny, with her trifiln’ self, 

moved her chair to Blackie’s direction and placed her dessert fork on the little plate and 

wiped her mouth, carefully examining Blackie. “Isaiah, you were so funny back then,” 

Blackie said and started laughing—no one laughed with her and it was awkward for 

everyone to see her giggle real hard with only a view scattered chuckles in return— 

“I…I…j-just remember”— and now Blackie was doubled over, slapping her thigh and 

the pink lipstick she wore smeared on her teeth like skid marks. “I remember when you 

used to say not to give my heart to no lying man,”— Sister Fanny went up to Blackie 

very nicely and whispered something in her ear, probably about sitting down and not 

making herself look like a bigger fool. 

Blackie went on, “I ain’t sittin’ nowhere until when I’m good and finished,” 

Blackie said before she started laughing again so hard she had to screech, “I just w-
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wanted to s-say that Isaiah, I have never given myself to no lying man cause I never 

gave myself to you,” and gave Sister Fanny the microphone. 

“Somebody cut this child a slice of cake,” Sister Fanny said and helped Blackie 

to her seat. Immediately the DJ turned on some music, and though Blackie could feel 

the disapproving stares from people who did not know why she could not accept Isaiah 

had moved on.  

“Mama, she don’t look too good,” the little boy said. 

“Neither do you, ya’ little troll,” Blackie answered. 

“Shh, baby. Leave her alone,” the mom said quietly and turned around. She tried 

not to make eye contact with Blackie; and once Blackie saw how that lady acted, not 

even wanting to look her in the face, something raised in her. That something was quiet 

and bitter all at once. That something was a well-known pressure—a catalyst—that 

Blackie picked up along the way to being someone who interrupts weddings with loud 

and silly accusations. And if anyone was keen at reading the faces of women like 

Blackie, they would have known that moment to be a re-play of the turned their faces 

Blackie knew in her lifetime —in which everyone turned around and simply pretended 

she was not there.  

 

Pearl 

I hadn’t spoken to Kara since she got pregnant by that Richardson boy, she 

called me and said, “Girl, let’s eat popcorn and chocolate.” She told me her mama was 

trippin’, making her pay rent and the light bill and she needed to get away for a while. I 
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invited her to stay with me that weekend. I told her to bring over whatever she thought 

would get the party started. 

That Friday after dinner, we changed into our pajamas and moved into the living 

room. Then the doorbell rang. Kara went to the front door, teasing her hair with her 

fingers, pushing up her boobs, and quickly running over her front row of teeth with the 

tip of her tongue. “You’ll never guess who’s here, girl,” she started, opening my door to 

a man on my porch with his overnight bag in tote.  

At about ten, Kara cuddled on my couch with her man—Yuck Mouth, a thirty-

year-old, still-living-with-his-mama type— under the quilt I had sown and they 

whispered things in the small space between their faces. The quilt had long folds of 

their limbs tying, connecting in twisted locks, while his hand moved back and forth over 

whatever was under there. 

“Isn’t this fun?” Kara said, looking at me as she reached for her glass of sweet 

tea that was on my mahogany coffee table—without a coaster —and lifted it to show a 

grayish ring to where the glass once was. I continued to read the September 2005 

Essence issue (I had all the issues since 2004 out, but Vickie didn’t feel much like 

reading) and relaxed my body as if to say, “Go on. I don’t mind. Really, I don’t.” She 

slid her lips over the rim of the glass and winked at her man. He smiled back and then 

got up for a shower.  

“You got some soap?” Yuck Mouth asked me. I told him to use whatever was 

already in there. 

By now, my popcorn was cold and stale and all the chocolate was still in their 

bite-size wrappers, unreleased by an un-ripped zip-lock bag. Kara moved the quilt off 



	   182 

her and began picking at her toes, one knee stuffed under her chin, her heels on my 

newly upholstered couch cushion. 

“Girl, Yuck Mouth is something else, ain’t he?” she said. 

“ Yeah. Your man is a bit extra.” I said, tossing the magazine on the floor next 

to the others. 

“Child, I don’t know what I would do if I ain’t have no man.” 

“I guess not.” 

An hour later, I closed my room door behind me for the evening, hearing Kara’s 

laugh through the vent. It was an obnoxious guffaw. I dipped my hand into the bowl of 

buttery popcorn and stuffed about fifteen of those things in my mouth. I heard her laugh 

again as I reached for our middle school picture, where I had once written her name and 

mine on the back. I ripped it and threw it in the wastepaper basket on top of the glittery 

nail polish, the toe separators, and free perfume samples I got for us from the mall. 

I got an alert from my computer that said I had a new e-mail. It was from 

Bishop. It read: 

 

I cannot have nightly meetings any longer. I love our flock. I do. Tell 

them to pray to the High One for a favorable outcome. I will be with them soon. 

I need to manifest my energy toward this goal. Everyone should do that. Please 

let the flock know of my love. I want them to know of my love. 

 

Pearl wrote back: 
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IS SOMETHING WRONG? NOW, YOU’RE CANCELLING NIGHT MEETINGS? LIKE, 

WHAT’S GOING ON? I THOUGHT YOU WANTED TO BE CITY COMMISSIONER. YOU SAID 

YOU WANTED TO PLANT ROOTS. NOW, I FEEL LIKE YOU ARE RUNNING FROM US. WHAT 

DID WE EVER DO BUT SUPPORT YOU? I KNOW THE HIGH ONE IS NOT PLEASED WITH 

ALL OF THIS. I’M COMING BY TOMORROW.  

 

After I put on my silk night gown and moved my pillows to sleep, I tilted my 

head towards the vent. Kara’s laugh mellowed into indistinguishable mutters. Even 

though I was in the room alone, I liked the flow of the mutter and decided to have some 

of my own, as my limbs folded underneath my quilt, moving my hand back and forth on 

whatever was under there.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


