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Unlocking The
Mystery











           

 


           
Welcome, you have stumbled upon the key that unlocks the door to a
smothering passageway lurking right beneath your front yard. 
Right now, in a duct, directly beyond your doorstep, phantoms are
running, tramping and falling through large cracks in the surface.
This is the spot where night prowlers roam!


           
Serving as backdrop to the gang of prowlers are infested rooming
houses and moldy storefronts.  The screen doors, ravished
homes, and charred buildings serve as excellent milieus for the
prowlers to gather.  Millions of miles above the tallest,
dilapidated building is the staggering images of cloudy pockets of
chaos.


           
There is this place, far beneath the Heavens, where flamboyant
women, parading in spiked heels-stroll across endless concrete
slabs.  Perhaps, the most enigmatic view in this obscurity
hiding within the earth’s realm is the countless packs of young
silver-tongue entrepreneurs.  Day and night, they swarm on
street corners peddling pharmaceutical hybrids.


           
On any given day, you can spot them hard at work. Strollers beware.
They’re smart, cunning, and dangerously alluring. “Hey you,” he
smiles. “Come here.  Got a slice of
cake-want some?  Maybe you’d like
something wet with that.  May I
suggest our newest bottle of liquid X or
possibly a little Meth might be more to
your liking.  Hell, if I put some
work into it, you might just have
yourself quite a cocktail.  Oh-by
the way, the name’s Catchim-the medicine man.”


           
Catchim is the leader of an elite group of marketing whiz kids.
These ambitious enthusiasts engage in a game of mystery, wit,
intrigue, and deadly risks.  Welcome to the district where
dreams run amuck.

Somewhere between Heaven and Hell, a woman wears rags and holds
bizarre conversations with imaginary people.  Deep within her
cavity are memories of a little girl that shares her name. 
They are separated by fifty costly years.  Her face is
blemished with impressions that bare an uncanny resemblance to worn
tire tracks.  Aged burns rest at the base of her fingers,
making it impossible to determine where the fingertips end and the
nails begin. Her dilapidated wig hides stringy coils of matted
entanglements once called hair.

Everyday, she flags you down for pennies on a dollar.  Rest
assured the woman is there but not alone.  Someone is watching
her every move.  The invisible people are calling her name.
She is Sage Harrison, the bag lady.  Look closer and you’ll
see her marching across that corner of the earth just south of
everywhere.


           
Rub Sage and unlock the cynicism in our humor.  Unleash the
sarcastic and unyielding taunting of a life few will ever
understand. “You’re not fooling me.” She lowers the ripped
poster-board sign to her side.  “Don’t you think I know when
someone is making fun of me?” she sneeringly asks.


           
“Well, go right ahead.  Laugh your heart out!”  Sage tips
her upper torso forward and imitates a laugh. “Ha! Ha! It’s
funny-right?” In as quick a move, she raises her body. 
“That’s right, keep it up, and who knows; this just might be you
one day.”


           
She moves closer to the edge of the cracked curve and tilts her
head just inside the street.  The block is like a ghost town.
The harsh winter winds have forced many people inside their beaten
homes. Any prospects she has of making a few bucks are slim at
best.

Her repeated sighs of frustration are undetectable against the
whipping winds. Begging poor people for money is without any
competition the worst.  “How can they act so self-righteous
when their own pitiful lives is only a banana peel slip from being
homeless. They sho’ got their nerves.  Huh? Po’ people. 
Can’t stand po’ ass people, no-way.” She despises all of
them.  “I’m taking my business uptown. Yeah -uptown-where the
looks are the same but the returns are better.”  

It’s taken fifty years to sink to this level of cynicism. Cynic
or not, making money means dealing with the gawks and stares. 
Besides, if life proves anything, it is that nothing comes
free.  The voices interrupt her tirade.

“Why do you keep askin’ me all these silly questions?  Who
do you think gonna’ hire me?  Look. This is what I do… Shit.
Won’t surprise me none if one day I just fall down and die on this
damn corner.  I’ve lived long enough to know one thing.” She
pauses as if about to utter words of great wisdom.  “Listen….
the problem with folks is that they think somebody cares about
their problems.” She curves her cracked lips into a grotesque
smile. “I know better.”

Cynicism is the plague clinging to her.  It festers inside
like worms that feed at the very soul of an animal.  Sage
trusts no one, not even herself.  Her emotionless eyes take in
all that surrounds her. She scratches the thick-chaffed flab of
skin that is her thighs.  Dirt overlapping upon itself spread
throughout every inch of her body. 

She is the bag lady that nonchalantly walks up to unfamiliar
faces and stretches out her corroded hand. “Can you spare some
change?  Ma’am can you help me get something to eat.” 
Sage is focus, precise and at times tedious about her
occupation.  Interruptions without green backs are not
welcomed. Cold hard cash is the name of the game.

Her neck snaps.  The ringing in her ears won’t stop. 
Why do they always return?  With only a few hours of daylight
left, her mind is being pulled in many directions.  She tries
in vain to ignore the raspy voices.  “Get back on your
hustle.”  Today the voices are making that impossible. 
“What do you want, anyway?  Why you always bothering me? Can’t
you see I’m busy?” A gust of wind stiffens the fur on her coat.

“It sho’ is cold.  Look here-I’m tired, my feet hurt, and
you bothering me ain’t doin’ me a bit of good,” turning her body
against the strong wind.  It is after four o’clock and the sky
is beginning to change shades.  Instinctively, she raises her
hand to block the sun’s glare.  It is a wasted effort. 
The sun has not shown its’ face in days.   “Don’t look
like I’m going to make any money today. Might as well pack up and
head on home.” Just as the thought leaves her mind the familiar
sound of motivation rears its’ ugly head. 


           
Across the street at Maps’ Convenient Store, a few loud mouth boys
crash through the door caring a forty-ounce wrapped in a small
crinkled brown paper bag.  They walk to the empty grassy lot
next to the store where they huddle together against an old
abandoned car and share what will be one of many tall bottles.

As the evening progresses, the three will multiple into twenty
or more restless prowlers.  Two younger boys are playing on
Maps’ steps.  Before long, they will join their older cohorts
on the grassy lot.  Cades Circle has a long history of
predictabilities.

Without fail, two children are making a baby in Cades
Circle.  A young boy has just quit school and a little girl is
learning the art of tricking.  The Cades Street Crack Exchange
has just rose ten points.  Somewhere in Cades Circle, a mother
is praying while another is shedding death-denying tears.  A
young man is having his first hands behind his back experience with
a shiny new pair of handcuffs.  In Sage’s mind, the fate of
those little boys on the steps of Maps’ is as predictable as
everything else that happens in Cades Circle.

She glances at the tall clock above Maps’ store.  In
another hour, Maps will close his doors and the desperate sounds of
mothers calling their young sons and daughters to come inside will
be heard on every block.  Then a different kind of store-this
one without walls-will open for business.  Regardless of the
weather, the prowlers are always open for business. 

Sage is whisked away from the light flurry of activity that
escalates next to Maps’.  Her mind is in another place. 
“Leave me the hell alone!” She waves her cardboard sign through the
air. “Gone now! Leave me alone.”  The scene amuses the two
kids sitting on Maps’ steps.  They’re laughing at the funny
woman across the street. They’ve come to expect her daily
performances.

“Dayran, look at what she’s doing now.”  Their small
fingers wiggle as they point and fall onto their backs in
hysterical laughter.  With great expectation, they watch as
she walks in circles, periodically stopping to shout
profanities.

Sometimes, she sleeps on the ground.  Once they watched the
crazy stinky bag lady eat from the dumpster behind Maps’ store. In
their world of so many uncertainties, Sage has become-in a twisted
way-someone they trust.  


           
Today, she’s in rare form for her young audience. Someone or
something has her complete and undivided attention.  “Why are
you looking at me like that? Haven’t your mother ever told you not
to stare?”  She sneers.  “I know what you’re
saying.  Why am I begging these folks for money? You want to
know why I do it. That’s it-huh-that is what you want to know,
ain’t it?”

Without missing a beat, she lifts her sign; making sure to keep
it in plain view of the occasional driver.  “Well, curiosity
killed the cat or didn’t you know that?  People have been
trying to figure me out for years.  Always telling themselves
that old Sage is crazy… Well-let me tell you one thing.” She lifts
her chin, “screw them-and screw you too.  I ain’t crazy. No
sir-ain’t crazy at all…” The inanimate conversation grows steadily
intense.  She isn’t in the habit of explaining herself to
anyone-visible or not.

“Anyways, who cares what you think?  I’m a busy
woman?  Now, go away!  Can’t-make no money, standing
round here talkin’ to you.”  Sage hides her face behind the
collar of her coat; trying in vain to find shelter from the strong
winds and loud voices.  On the adjacent corner, Jefferson is
placing his life in a shopping cart. 


           
“You calling it a day?” Sage asks.


           
“Yeah Sage, too cold out here for me.  Ain’t going to make no
money…um…looks like everybody done gone inside, anyway.  I
might as well head out.”


           
She nods, “Yeah, I can understand that. Getting tired of all these
cold days,” pulling up the flaps on her coat.


           
“Well, I’m gonna’ try to catch the shelter before they  close
the doors.”  Jefferson pushes his clutter filled cart in the
direction of the nearest shelter.  “You ought to pack your
stuff and go with me,” looking over his shoulders.

“Thanks, but I’m gonna’ stay here for a little while. Ain’t up
to listening to those folks at the shelter today.  Just need
to make a few bucks and head home.  I’ll be alright.”


           
“Sho’ is cold-Sage.  Ain’t no time to be sleepin’ on these
street.  Shit…might freeze to death-cold as it is.” He pauses
and then zips his withered jacket.  “Yup, here tell it might
even snow tonight.”


           
“Is that right? Ah…sho’ nough,” looking up, “Snow-huh?”


           
“Yup-that’s what they say.”


           
“I won’t stay out here too long.  I’ll be alright.”


           
“You sure- too cold to be trying to sleep outside-Sage.”


           
“I’ll be alright.”


           
Jefferson clutches the small torn travel bag hanging from his
shoulders.  “Well, suit yourself.  I’m gonna’ find a warm
bed.  Might see you tomorrow-if it’s not too cold.”


           
Sage waves, “Alright then.  You be careful.”  The wind
nearly knocks her down.  If Jefferson’s right and the
temperature continue to drop; she’ll have to find somewhere warm to
sleep. 

“What do I have to do to get you to go away?  I told you.
I’m busy,” pressing her hands over her ears.  “Okay!
Okay!  Shut Up! If I answer your questions-will you leave me
alone?”  She places her hands inside the worn pockets of her
coat.


           
“What kind of person am I? Is that what you want to know?” 
She looks down at her stained coat.  “Hell. I don’t
know.  Don’t you think I’ve asked myself that same question?”
She laughs. “What do I look like to you?  I am whatever you
want me to be.” She glances at the trash covering the ground. 
“People call me all sorts of thangs.  But, then what do they
know? Besides, a funky pair of lips will say just about anything.”
She grins. “I am what I am.  Now exactly what that means; I
ain’t  too sure,”  scratching through her wig.

Four feet away a small crate sits on a pile of trash.  She
uses her feet to brush aside some old bottles before taking a
seat.  “Just look around.  A blind person can see through
this shit.  Most of us around this here Cades Circle live in
one kind of horrible ass nightmare or another. Shoot-look at
me.  I ain’t nothing pretty that’s for sho’. One thing though
I ain’t never wanted for nothing.”

She pauses, allowing the riddle in her statement to settle.
“That’s right-you heard me.  I ain’t never wanted for a damn
thing.”  Smugly lifting her chin, “You want to know why?” She
asks, trying to conceal the riddle’s punch line. “Well, the reason
I ain’t never wanted for anything is because I ain’t never wanted
to have a damn thang.” She breaks out in a frantic, throat curdling
laugh.  “You can’t understand that-huh?” She asks
rhetorically.  All at once she grips her forehead as if her
thoughts are physically painful.  “See child, for some folks,
working with one day is hard enough without going round wanted
more.”


           
The children’s laughter mingles with the squall of  winter’s
breathing voice.  She hears neither the jeering nor the cold
winds.   “Who and what am I?  Look at me.  Now,
don’t you think that I am the coldest, darkest shade of horror you
ever seen?”  Reaching down she grabs a cloudy bottle of water,
takes a long swig, and places it on the ground.  The brown
smudge prints on the bottle are impossible to ignore.


           
“I wasn’t born this way.” She laughs, “Oh no-a lot had to happen to
create a fine specimen such as myself.”  Opening her arms and
sticking out her flat chest. “And, most of it all began in this
very neighborhood.”  She points to an abandoned house on the
other side of Maps’ store.  “It all started right there in
that house.  I’d rather live out here a hundred years than to
go inside that house for one day.”  She presses her lips
together. The irony of it all; working on the same street in front
of the same house that opened the door to all her pain. 

Meanwhile, the small group of young renegades next to Maps’
store has grown to over twenty.  The street lights are
flickering.  In another hour the phantoms will grow to nearly
fifty. 

Sage reaches in her pocket and brings out a few

crumpled dollars and some coins. “Five dollars.” She said,
entertaining the notion of going across the street and hitting up
the grassy lot of drug dealers for a couple of bucks.  As
quick as the thought enters her mind, it is gone.

The cold air drains her energy.  Sage isn’t prepared to
deal with their jokes and humiliation.  From less than a few
hundred yards she watches the band of young men.  They parade
their flagrant defiance. The renegade way in which they stand and
the brutal lyrics that dangle on their moist tongues are the signs
and symbols they proudly bare.

            “I
bet you could’ve played professional ball.  College scout
didn’t get there in time, huh?” Dope man got you first and,
you-well you could’ve been a professor. Yup…” She shakes her head,
“Just too damn smart, ain’t cha’?” A morbid smile seals her dry
cracked lips.


           
“Well, I was smart too and look at me now,” putting her hands on
her hips.  “Old Sage knows all too well.” She takes a step
towards the small crowd. “Thought you’d outsmart the streets and
use that brain on some street trivia games.” She curses and rambles
until finally she nabs the attention of the young captive
audience.


           
“Man, you see that
shit.”       


           
“What?”


           
“That.” One of the young phantoms point in her direction.


           
“Everyday-out here begging. Her crazy ass-always talking to
herself,” tilting his head in Sage’s direction. “Look at her. 
Man-that just don’t make no sense.  Ain’t no way I’d be out
here, cold as hell and begging nobody for money.  Shit, she
has to be crazy.”


           
Sage flattens the wrinkles in her clothes.  Her appearance
epitomizes every possible thing that can go wrong in a life. 
There is no way to hide her chipped nails or the hard crust
covering her elbows, feet, and other extremities.

“You ought to get your old ass off that corner and find a tub
somewhere.”

“Hell yeah.” Someone hollers from the crowd.  “Get your
raggedy ass in a tub.”


           
It has been so long since Sage even saw a bath tub.  The once
a month showers at the shelters is about as close as she gets to a
bath. 


           
“When was the last time you had a bath?”


           
“Man, that woman don’t know nothing about taking no bath.”


           
She doesn’t respond.  Instead, she stands erect, staring
directly into their faces.  No amount of taunting will hide
the sad truth.  “Go right ahead-make fun-with your smart
ass.  Laugh-do your damn high fives.  It’s okay…it’s
okay.”  Sage understands them. “Don’t think I was always like
this? Oh no, I was just like you.  But, look at me now,”
accepting the idea that she symbolizes a fate worse than
death.  Sage frightens and at the same time motivates these
aspiring street bred entrepreneurs.  Catchim maneuvers his way
to the front of the crowd.


           
“Hey Sage, do you want me to take you out of your misery?”


           
“Do you want me to take you out of yours?” She responds in thought.
Catchim is as frighten of her as she is of him.  Strangely
enough they want the same thing, to be taken away from the same
misery.   The only difference between Sage and Catchim is
that she decided a long time ago to accept her fate, while he has
not.

Catchim and others like him torment her because she is the
darker side of them.  Slinging dope is a possible means to a
better end.  Whether it’s Cadillac doors, prison walls or
sudden death; anything is better than standing on that
corner-begging.  Cades Circle has its’ social order and
panhandling has landed itself smack beneath this very large stock
pile.


           
“Isn’t it something how the past has a way of turning itself
around? I lived with my so-call mama in that rooming house.”
Squinting her eyes, she says, “I can still see him standing at the
bottom of those steps.  Lord only knows what he must’ve
thought the first time he saw my mama, Ms. Melinda Harrison.”


           
Gradually her expression changes. “Morris Slitherton, was some
piece of work.” Again, she reaches for her water.  “What?” she
asks. “You haven’t heard of Morris Slitherton.  You’re ain’t
from around here are you child?” She places the bottle on the
ground. “Hell, everybody’s heard about that fool.  He used to
call himself a lady’s man.  A nothing ass fool.  That’s
Morris Slitherton.  A damn leach. All the time-hustling young
girls inside that old musty house.”

Morris Slitherton was a fat suspended in time slob.  Right
up to his death, this vile man possessed no redeeming traits.
Constantly, flapping his mouth, telling anyone that would listen
how he was legend in his times. A gangster to be feared. But,
behind all that talk was a slithering
menace.     

Morris Slitherton-the outdated coward, afraid of his own
shadow.  Men didn’t fear him. They laughed at the old
fool.  Women teased him.  Little kids giggled behind his
back.  Even the churchgoers of Cades Circle found themselves
releasing a chuckle or two.

He was suspended, stagnated, stalled, held, and forbidden from
ever catching up with the times. He combed his hair forward to
cover a three-inch receding hairline.  His skin reeked of
sweat mixed with cheap cologne. His shirts were too tight. His
pants were too short.  However, in his mind, he was a man to
be reckoned, a true gangster for the history books.


           
The memory of living with this disgusting caricature nauseated
Sage.  She pauses, glancing at the big clock above the store.
Time is moving quickly.  Soon, she’ll have to call it a
day.  “Where was I?  My mind sho’ ain’t what it used to
be. Oh yeah, I was saying something about that damn fool.” 
She rubs her hand across the dents in her forehead, “I
remember-must’ve been about eight years old when we first met that
big fat rat.  He was standing right over there. At the top of
those steps.” She waves her finger at the condemned rooming house
across the street. 


           
“Damn!” His mouth flies open. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen
her. “That’s right, strut your fine self right over here.” 
She is the smoothest, dark, shapely, fresh morsel of chocolate he’d
seen in a long while.  Melinda S. Harrison is about to hook a
big fat rat. “Look at that girl there.  I wouldn’t mind taking
a bite of that.”  He doesn’t even notice the little girl
clinging tightly to her wide shapely hips.


           
Her sexy prance ends at the bottom of his steps. He smiles,
sadistically groping her body with his eyes.  “Hey Gurl,” a
pinch of ghetto savvy in his voice. “Who is that you got with
cha’?” He asks, while licking his thick tongue across his lips.


           
Melinda flirted with all kinds, but with Morris Slitherton, she’d
outdone herself.  He squats onto his stubby knees and reaches
around Melinda, making sure to brush his  clammy palm against
her hip.  “Here’s a quarter.  Go get you some candy,”
smiling to show his oversized plate of newly installed clacking
dentures.


           
Melinda smiles, “yes, this here is Sage.”  She pulls the child
forward.  “Sage, say hi to the nice man.”  The look on
Melinda’s face tells Sage something she already knows. “You better
not laugh.”


           
“She sho’ is pretty; like her mama.”


           
Stupid fool.  Playing this chump was going to be easier than
Melinda thought.  “This is a nice place you got here.”

He’s silent, only half listens. The film was rolling on a
disgustingly graphic fantasy.  For Melinda his silence is a
good sign.

“A friend said that you rent rooms,” placing her hands on her
hips and pushing her firm breast forward; further luring the much
older man.  “I don’t have a lot of money. We just need a place
to stay for a few days.”  Her body language speaks
volumes.  “I just moved around here.  I am supposed to
start working soon.”


           
“Is that right?”  He smiles at the awful but sexy liar. 
He’d been watching her for about six months.  Finding a job
was the farthest thing from her mind.  The only work for a
woman like Melinda takes place lying down.   

He didn’t doubt for one moment that she was good.  This
girl was no amateur. He prides himself on knowing these things.
Melinda was definitely a professional.  She’d get her room.
But nothing comes free.  She’d get her room, but he’d get her,
every chance he got. “Don’t you worry about a thang’.  I’m
sure we can work something out,” caressing her shoulders
slowly.


           
“For the next two years my mama lived rent free courtesy of Mr.
Morris Slitherton.  Almost every night he’d  creep in our
room.  I can still feel Melinda’s hand as she shoved me on the
floor, just to make room for him.  Morris was right about one
thing, though.” Sage smiles, “My mama was definitely a
pro. 

Who else could be with somethin’ like that? Yes sir, she would
put on some show for him.  Believe it or not, I never missed
one of her performances. Can you believe that man would look over
her shoulders and stare right into my face? Yup, as sure as my name
is Sage.  He’d lay there on top of her and look straight at
me.  The sick bastard wanted me to see them.  He was
twisted that way.”  Her eyes seem to instinctively lower in
shame.


           
“Some nights after Slit left and Melinda was asleep, I’d lay on the
floor for hours; staring at the ceiling  I asked myself a
thousand times how she could fall the sleep after letting that man
touch her.”

Sage grabs her bottle of water and snaps the cap shut. 
“Now old Sage has done some things in her day.  But, I ain’t
never gonna’ figure out how she could lay with that pig.”

She places the water bottle on the ground.  “And, our
room-now-that was really something.  “I had to sleep on the
floor while Melinda slept on the mattress. An old raggedy couch and
one lamp leaned against the window.  Roaches, rats, spiders,
you name it-we had them.”  She stands, grabbing her smudged
bottle, and walks to the edge of the street.  “Yes, indeed, it
all began right here, inside Cades Circle, behind Slit’s hall.”








Chapter 2
New Chapter



           
She stands just outside the door, beneath the neon sign. The once
sleek, sexy Melinda has finally been swallowed by the big white
horse.  She wipes the sleeve of her oversized sweater across
her runny nose. The fat woman is harmonizing the final verses of
the death song.  “You’re finished Melinda.”  Wrapping her
arms around her flaccid chest she squeezes.  Summer evenings
are no match for Heroin’s chill.  There is only one way to
stop the headaches, chills, and more agonizing cravings.


           
Dabbing her fingers on the tip of her tongue, she uses the saliva
to brush down her frenzied wig.  A sick voice whispers,
“You’re looking good girl.”  It is the lie that she needs to
hear. She flings the door open and stumbles into the bar.  Her
appearance is definitely a showstopper.  The place is
silent.  Everyone in a fifty feet radius stares as she
crisscrosses through the smoky joint.

It has been a year since Morris kicked her out.  To feed
her drug habit Melinda had practically robbed him blind. Soon after
the loss of her best trick, Melinda found herself back on the
streets hustling, having sex with anything breathing.  The
time has passed when Melinda could play any man she wanted.

  There is only one man that even notices her and he’s busy
working behind the bar.  Like many before, he is about to make
her (well) run just a little drier. “Don’t worry girl, he still
wants you.”  Melinda coaches herself while approaching the
bar. 

A lot has changed in the passed six years.  The boyishly
shy grin that she stirred in Joseph Mitchell has been replaced with
a look of pity.   The imposter sitting on the stool at
the center of the bar kidnapped the only woman he ever
wanted.  The only woman he ever loved.  The tides have
definitely turned for the worst.  He tries in vain to picture
the once effortlessly provocative woman that parlayed into his
life. There was a time when he would have done just about anything
for her.

 That was before the turning of tricks, dope, and her
never-ending lies. Besides, Melinda made it perfectly clear that
she was too smart, too slick to ever be interested in the average
looking Joseph Mitchell.  He was a square, one of those hard
working fools that she had no room for in her life.


           
Pathetically, she leans against the chipped countertop and produces
what is suppose to be a seductive smile.  “Sho’ is crowded in
here tonight.”

He cringes.  Without turning around, he pops the cap from
the neck of the bottle.  “What do you want?” he snaps.


           
“Why you gotta’ sound like that? I just came by to see ya-that’s
all.” Melinda tries to control the wavering in her voice.


           
“What do you want, Melinda?” It’s no use beating around the bush.
He knows exactly why she’s come.  His heart tugs at the
realization that the sweet delicacy he calls Melinda is gone,
forever.   


           
“Your credit ain’t good here! You always coming around here-begging
for money.”  He places a shot glass on the ledge above the
cash register.  “Get money from some of those tricks you’re
always running around with! Cause I ain’t got nothing for
you.”  He picks up a dishrag and begins to wipe the
counter.  “Girl…Just go home.”

Melinda is desperate.  Her stomach is burning. Sweat balls
are beginning to form on the top of nostrils.  She’s cold and
shivering.  Going home isn’t an option.  The drugs are in
control and they are saying, “try again.”  She crosses her
skeletal legs.  It is a meager attempt to be
seductive.   “Come on now…”

“Just shut up Melinda,” rubbing his large hands across his
forehead.  “What happened to paying me-huh-Melinda?  You
ain’t got it-right?  What about the other money?  It was
suppose to be a loan too,” shaking his head in frustration. 
“Girl there ain’t no such thing as loaning you no damn money.”


           
She exposes the small opening between her thighs,  “Don’t do
me like this.  Joe, I need you.”  He ignores the sexual
invitation.  “I don’t need you Melinda.  You ain’t right
girl…you just ain’t right!” He speaks with a hint of unmistakable
disappointment.

I need it.”  That’s about the only thing she says that
isn’t a lie.  She can’t turn back.  The drugs have taken
over.  She needs them-no truer words has she spoken. 

He knows better than most the risks she’s willing to  take
for that next high.  He also knows the consequences she’ll
inevitably have to face. Nothing and no one can help Melinda. 
The days of being her steppingstone are over.  “Don’t listen
to her,” repeatedly telling himself. 

From this moment, Melinda will have to get her drugs without his
help.  She’s on her own.   If she insists upon
listening to the final verse of the death song, she’ll have to
listen without Joseph Mitchell. “You’re feigning-Melinda.  I
can’t help you no mo’-go home-girl!”


           
He reaches inside a small stainless steel refrigerator behind the
bar and grabs two dark brown bottles. Using a can opener, he
loosens the cap from each bottle.  He slides one beer to the
frustrated looking man sitting at the far end of the bar.


           
“This is all you’re getting free tonight,” placing the other bottle
in front of her. “Drink that-then leave,” softening the tone in his
voice.  Joseph leans against the wall and gazes at the needle
marks covering the top of her hands.


           
The scratching and sniffling are awful reminders of how far she’s
fallen.  He flinches at the sight of her swollen hands wrapped
around the neck of the bottle.  As difficult as it is to
accept, Melinda is gone, used up-finished.


           
“Where is that daughter of yours?” He asks.


           
“What you go askin’ bout her for?”


           
“You ought to be at home with your kid, girl.”


           
“Yeah, Yeah!”


           
“You should take yo’ ass home, Melinda.”


           
“Why you got it so cold in here?” She grumbles.


           
“It’s not cold in here.  You need to leave that stuff
alone.  That’s what you need to do.”


           
“Whatever Joe.” She isn’t in the mood to listen to his
preaching.  Always trying to say what’s good for her. 
What makes him think he knows what’s best for her? He didn’t.
Nobody did. She’d spent her entire life watching after
herself.  If she had a dollar for each time a person talked to
her about drugs; she have enough to get high for the rest of her
life. 

Melinda stopped listening to people a long time ago. She knew
better than anyone what was good for her.  People like
Joseph-conscience seekers-could never understand someone like her,
anyway. Melinda is a predator.  People like Joseph are
bait.  If only he could play his part without talking or
giving her those damn sympathetic looks.


           
“One day that shit’s gonna kill you.”


           
“Damn-man-there you go with all that preaching and S…” She stops in
mid-sentence. An unfamiliar face drifts into the small
bar. 


           
“Hmmmm! Whose that Joe?”


           
“What you talking about?”


           
“Over there-by the door,” Melinda swivels around until she’s facing
him.


           
“How am I supposed to know?  Girl, leave my customers
alone.”


           
“Yeah-okay-whatever you say.”  Her attention is obviously on
the fresh bait that has just walked inside.  “That’s a fine
looking man.”


           
“Yeah, well to you anything looks fine. Always working huh,
Melinda? One day you’re gonna’ run into the wrong person. All I
have to say is,” while grabbing the back of his neck and shaking
his head, “you be careful.  Might mess around and get yourself
hurt someday.”


           
His words fly by without as much as touching her.  She rises
from her chair, grabs the beer, and proceeds to stumble toward
him.


           
“Are you looking for somebody?”


           
“I don’t know-you tell me-am I?


           
“Maybe.”


           
“Is that right?”


           
“Yeah that’s right! My name is Melinda, but my friends call me
Lind. Do you want to be my friend?”


           
It never fells. Like clock work they’d come from behind their
rocks.  “Come play with me.” The streets are packed with them,
singing their mating songs. There is nothing like women on a
mission, searching for that next unsuspecting pigeon. 

He welcomes the Melinda Harrison(s) of the world.  They
have proven to be good for business.  His motto is simple; set
up shop, identify the prey, feed the prey and finally make your
prey the example for all would be predators. 

“Well?” She asks.

“What?”

“Do ya’?”

“Do I what?”

Without any reservations, she moves closer looking straight into
the face of the six foot three inch, two hundred twenty pound,
cinnamon chocolate, muscular, smooth toned man.  “Want to be
my friend?” she moves closer.  “I can be a real good
friend.”

“Well-let that be the reason,” he winks.  “You just may
have something.” He grabs her hand, “Well, little mama, I guess my
search is over.”  Oh, how he loves this sport.  “Let the
games begin.”  He flashes a sexy smile and extends his
hand.  “Nice to meet you Melinda.  I’m Peace,” turning
her arm around, exposing her tracks, “Peace Martin.”

 

Six Months Later

Patty Cake, Patty Cake,
Baker’s Man

Melinda placed her child in
the frying pan





           
Sage clamps the pliers around the handle of the faucet and tugs
until the steady drip stops.  “I hate this sink- darn thing
don’t never work.”  She’s been cleaning behind Melinda all
morning. She growls at the sink filled with cold water.

Cleaning after her mother is bad enough without Melinda’s
constant insults.  Maybe today she’ll curse herself to
sleep.  “Get me some damn water.”  Melinda blurts from
the living room.  “There goes that idea.”  Again, she
grabs the pliers, clamping tightly around the faucet. 
Balancing her small body against the countertop she turns until the
water flows freely.


           
“Girl, will you hurry the hell up?” Yells Melinda.


           
“I’m going as fast as I can,” Sage mumbles.  “Can’t hardly get
this damn sink to work no-way.”


           
“I hear you girl…don’t go tryin’ to be smart.”


           
Slowly, Sage creeps towards the sofa with the half-filled jelly jar
of hydrant water.  “Took you long enough…damn.” She entertains
the notion of throwing the jar of water in Melinda’s face. 
Maybe in all the confusion, she’ll find the courage to run out the
door.


           
“You make me sick.  All day-get me this-get me that.  One
day-I’m gonna’ get out of here.”  Good thing for Sage that
Melinda is in the dope using business instead of the
mind-reading business.


           
Melinda sprawls back on the couch with her legs spread far
apart.  “Man, I need to get out of here.  Do you know how
sick I am-of looking at your face…do you?”


           
Her mother’s words send a tingling sensation throughout her
flesh.  Sage uses her free hand to rub the itch that travels
down her shoulder.  As sad as it is, the sound of her mother’s
annoying voice makes her flesh crawl.   “I don’t know why
I had your ass-anyway!”  No matter how many times Melinda says
it-the affect is always the same.  It breaks the child’s
heart.


           
Her only defense against her mother’s wrath is to hide how deeply
the words hurt.  Slowly their eyes travel to the small syringe
near Melinda’s foot.  It’s empty but that doesn’t stop
Melinda.  “Lord-help me.” She taps on the small syringe.
“There got to be something left in this thing.”

Vigorously, she taps the syringe while tugging on the large
brown belt strap wrapped around her arm.  The frightening
expression on Sage’s face doesn’t stop Melinda from pushing the
blood stained needle into her arm. “Damn,” smashing the vial onto
the small coffee table.


           
Sage takes a deep breath before stepping back.  She’s seen it
so many times.  Melinda’s world has hit rock bottom and
someone must take the blame.  “Come here! Where is it? 
What did you do with my stuff?”  Melinda grabs the child’s
arm.  “You used it-didn’t you?”  She asks, while jerking
the child’s small limb until it throbs from the numbness. “No mama!
Stop!  Please!” Sage holds the jar of water tightly while
using the weight of her young body to pull herself free.


           
“I am so sick of you” She glares at the frighten little girl. “Damn
right.  That’s what I said.  You are the very reason I
ain’t got shit.  I ought to…” Melinda raises her hand as if to
hit the child.  Sage flinches, more frighten of the pretending
than the actual slap.


           
A tear trickles and rest in the dark circles under her weary
eyes.  “Why did you have me?  Why didn’t you just give me
away?”  She is tired of the pain.  But, what can she
do?  No one is listening.  Why cry when her tears only
fall on deaf ears. 

The only thing that matters to Melinda is getting high.  No
amount of young tears will change that. She is a fiend; out of
control.  The only thing she can see is that great big needle
pasted to her eye lids.


           
“Why in the hell are you still here?  Get back in that
kitchen-and-I mean you betta’ not leave anything on my plates.”
snatching the glass. “Give me my damn water.”


           
They are the only two in the room and still Sage is embarrassed.
She can’t take much more of these violent tirades and temper
tantrums.  The verbal attacks follow her into the
kitchen.  She glances over her shoulders, praying the cursing
will stop.  However, Melinda is on a roll. “Look at cha’…dumb
ass…” Melinda laughs.  “That’s right…keep ya’ ass in the
kitchen…wash them dishes.” 


           
Sage faces the sink full of filmy water. Compared to Melinda, a
stack of nasty dishes wasn’t any big deal.  At least that way
she doesn’t have to look at the decomposing heroin addict on the
couch.  Besides, the rusted window above the sink gives her an
unexpected kind of refuge.  That half cracked window stands
for a freedom that only comes in dreams.


           
Sage Harrison the great jazz singer is scheduled to perform at the
courtyard right outside her window.  “You better get this
place clean.  Do you hear me, Sage?”  She stammers. 
“This place is a mess.  Damn kid-never want to clean up
nothing.” Dream interrupted. 


           
She jumps. There is a knock at the door.  Slowly, Sage glances
into the living room.  Melinda is not there, but there is a
half-lit cigarette near the couch.  Her eyes cross over to the
bathroom.  She can hear Melinda moving around. 


           
Two thoughts cross her adolescent mind.  “God, let it be one
of those women dope fiend buddies of hers.” They were easier to
deal with than her tricks.  “Please let them have somethin’
before she loses her mind.”

Her only other thought is why Melinda never answers the door.
Sage doesn’t have visitors.  How could she ever bring kids to
their apartment to play?  Melinda with all her dope using and
cursing would scare any normal child away.   The second
wave of knocks is fierce like police poundings.

Sage drops the rag into the sink, splashing water into her
face.


           
“Girl-answer the damn door!”


           
“Get it yourself,” Sage whispers while knelling to pick up the
cigarette butt. She sighs, flicks the cigarette into the ashtray on
the end table, and begrudgingly, walks toward the door. 
Slowly, turning the knob, Sage opens the door. 

“Hello.” It has to be the most sadistic voice she’s ever heard.
“Is your mother here?” He asks.


           
He is tall like a dark shadow.  One word, “trouble,” comes to
mind.  Sage stares at the enormous intimidating man. 
Melinda’s annoying voice breaks the silence.


           
“Peace? Is that you-baby?” As usual she’s performing.  In fact
Peace Martin is the one person Melinda doesn’t want to see. Shoving
Sage against the couch she throws her arms around his broad
shoulders.


           
“Melinda, I waited for you at the bar.  You never showed up.
What happened?”  He asks.  His eyes lock with Sage as he
forcibly, pushes Melinda’s scared arms from around his neck.


           
“Baby what cha’ doing here?  Don’t stand there. Come inside.
Oooooo baby I sure been missing you.”


           
Sage is petrified.  She can’t take her eyes off his large
hands.  Why is Melinda acting so casual?  Can’t she see
that he’s trouble?  “Sage, this here is-hmmmm…my baby,” biting
the bottom of her lip, “Peace.”


           
A millions flies could have swarmed inside Sage’s mouth as wide as
it’s open.  What gutter had Melinda been waddling inside to
have stumbled upon this vulture?

“Close your damn mouth…go in the kitchen-get Mr. Martin one of
those chairs,” adding a slick undertone to her voice. “My baby
wants to sit down.” Sage backs away, never taking her eyes off of
him.  A little voice inside of her warns, “Don’t turn your
back Sage.”

But, the Melinda show continues, “You don’t want to sit on that
nasty couch…Sage is so lazy-done left these clothes all over the
place.”  The chair squeaks as she moves it across the floor,
adding to the creepy eeriness that already consumes the room. 
“Thanks baby!” His eyes focus on her lips.  What’s your
name?”


           
She steps back, “Sage.” 


           
He steps closer, “Well you’re certainly a pretty little girl,”
twirling his large fingers around her fallen curls.  “Why
don’t you do me a little favor?  Go in the other room while I
talk to your mother.  Can you do that for me, Sage?”


           
She is terrified of him.  Mr. Peace Martin is dangerous and
the only person in the room that doesn’t seem to know that is
Melinda.  “What in the world have you gotten us into this
time?”  Like a lost puppy, she tucks her tail and disappears
behind the bed room door.


           
 “Where have you been, Melinda?”  Just like that, his
sexy smile vanishes.   

Seductively, she sashays toward him.  The drugs must have
really fried her brain.  How could she ever think he’d make a
piece of crap like that his woman?  Melinda will do anything
for that little stick in the arm.  Who knows what diseases are
growing inside this has been tramp. 

Besides, he isn’t there to play games.  It’s time to carry
out the last part of his plan. “Make your prey the example for all
would be predators.”  He clutches the back of the chair.


           
“Sit down Melinda.”


           
“Let me…huh…” She spots a glass floating in the sink.  “I’ll
get you something to drink.  You thirsty ain’t you, baby?”
   


           
“Sit down Melinda.”


           
The last thing she’s going to do is sit in that chair.  She’s
been lying and stealing too long to let anyone back her into a
corner.   Peace is standing between the chair and front
door.  “Yes,” she tells herself. “You got to get him away from
that door.  I might need to run-or something.”  A near
impossible task, since he has not moved one foot since getting
inside the apartment.

To make matters worse the kid is in the bedroom. 
“Well-Melinda-it’s time to do your thang girl.” She mouths. 
“Baby, let me get you somethin’ to drink,” moving toward the
sink.  “Are you hungry?” She rustles through a stack of dirty
plates.   “I told that girl to wash these dishes,” her
hands are visibly shaking under the cold water.  “So…” She
glances over her shoulders, “I’ve been planning on coming down
to  Joe’s, but it’s been so much going on around here.”

“Is that right?”

Why isn’t he mentioning the money she owes him?  Maybe
that’s not the reason he’s there.  It had been a while since
he’d asked her to turns some tricks. The word on the streets is
that he’s been working another girl.  Maybe that wasn’t
working out.  Maybe he had some drugs he needed too stash at
her place. Peace’s unexpected visit could be for any number of
reasons, but, assuming wasn’t worth the risk.  Assuming just
might get her hurt or worse-dead.

Melinda exhales, “So…umm…you ain’t said why you’re here. 
Don’t get me wrong.  I’m glad to see ya’-just kind of
wondering what’s got you on this side of town.” She waits for him
to respond, but, instead of saying anything he just looks around
the filthy, trashed room.

“You know-things ain’t been too good round here for me.” She
rattles dishes, pots, and anything else that limit making eye
contact. “You ain’t gonna believe what happened,” using her slip to
rub her wet palms. A light flashes inside of her.  There is no
room for errors.  This must be the performance of her
lifetime. “That night-when I was supposed to meet you at Joe’s.”
She shakes her head, “You’re not gonna believe this, but…”

“Come here Melinda.  Sit down.  I just want to talk to
you.”

“Huh?” She bites down on her lower lip.

“Come here,” placing his hands on the back of the chair.

Hesitatingly, she walks towards him.  Mentally scrambling;
which of her many over repeated lies are the most believable? 
“Girl, you’ve done this shit a thousand times. Why you go
worrin’-he ain’t no different from no other man.”  She
pauses.

“When I saw you at the door, I thought maybe you were here
because of that little money thang. But, I know you ain’t worrying
about a few bucks.  Besides, I had your money.  I was
holding onto it for you.”

“You were?” He chuckles.

“Yeah baby. I had all of your money.”

“Had?”

“Yeah, umm…somethin’ happened.  I was gonna’ tell ya’ about
it.”

“Is that right?”

“You gots to believe me,” squarely looking him in the face.
“These dudes broke in here.  They forced me to show them where
I hid the money,” throwing her hands in the air; pretending to be
totally disgusted by the imaginary act.  “Baby, they took it
all. Can you believe that-every-damn-penny?” She is a class
act.  “I should have known better than to put it under my
mattress.”

           
He presses his lips in a downward frown, “That’s a damn shame. They
broke in here and stole all my money, huh?”

“As God is my witness.  Me and the kid is here alone. No
man to watch over us at all,” giving the performance worthy of any
veteran addict.  “Shit, my little girl could’ve been
hurt.”


           
She’s putting so much into the lie that even she starts to believe
it.  A false sense of security navigates her moves from this
point.  She stands two feet from him with her hands
comfortably resting on her hips.  “Soon as I get straight-I’m
going to get us out of here.  I’m gonna get me a job and get
me my baby outta’ here.”  First she’s disgusted then
bewildered, and frustrated. Now, she moves on to the role as
concerned mother at the end of her ropes.


           
He doesn’t take his eyes off of her.  She’s traveled too far
into her web of lies to see the unaffected expression on his
face.  The Melinda Harrison Show has gone on long
enough.  Time for a reality check.

“Try again, Melinda.  Why you trying to play me?”  He
shoves her down into the chair.


           
She attempts to rise, but he pushes his strong hands on her
shoulders, forcing her back into the chair. “Why you been
hiding-Melinda?” He lowers his face to within one inch of her
nose.


           
“Why would I try to hide from you, baby?”  She asks. 
“Come on now. I ain’t no fool.  You know I wouldn’t run out on
you.  Just give me a little time. You’ll get your money.”


           
“Is that right?” He asks.  “I’ll get my money-right
Melinda?”  Peace reaches in his pocket and brings out a pair
of dark leather gloves.  “I thought we were friends. 
What kind of friend are you Lind?”  Sarcastically he reminds
her of their first encounter.  “I can call you Lind, right.
That’s what you said your friends call you.  We are friends,
right?”


           
She can feel things are about to turn bad.  She has to keep
talking.  Maybe she’ll stumble upon some way out of
this.  “You know I’m good for it.  Just give me a few
days.  I’ve been workin’ on some things. You know me.” She
smiles, “I can get the money.” She pauses, “I can get the
money.”

           
“That’s alright Melinda.  You don’t have to worry about
it.  We friends-right?” She watches as he pulls the glove
snuggly around his fingers.

He moves closer, “We friends-right?”  His expression tells
her that not responding is not a wise choice.

“That is what you said. Friends right?”


           
“Yeah, baby-we friends.  That’s what I said.”


           
“Then we can settle this whole thing.  I mean what’s a little
money between friends.”

Melinda smiles. The dope has destroyed her senses.  She
misses the hint of sarcasm in his voice.  “Girl, stop
overreacting. The only reason he took out those gloves is because
he’s getting ready to go.” Her mind is playing a dirty trick. 
“Everything is going to be just fine.”  She is doing the worse
thing any person can do.  She is lying to herself.


           
“What cha’ want me to do?” She asks, looking relieved.  “Um…
You look so good.”  She imagines that he’s weakening. 
Slowly, she caresses his inner thigh.  “Let me make it
okay.”  Before she can say another word he grabs a fist full
of her hair, forcing her neck to jerk. He swings, landing a
crashing blow to her temple, sending her smashing headfirst into
the floor.  Blood drools from her lips.  Peace has made
the earth move.


           
Suddenly, everything is in slow motion.  His voice drags like
a worn cassette tape. “Get up Melinda.  We’re not through
talking.” Maybe if she stays face down on the floor he’ll think
she’s unconscious and leave.


           
“I said get up!” Like everything else in the room, she moves in
slow motion.  Her body is in no shape to handle what he is
about to do.  Slowly, she gets to her knees, using her weak
arms to balance her body.  Blood has splattered onto the side
of her face and it’s dripping onto the floor.  She can’t
run.  She can’t hide.  She knows better than to try to
fight.  The only thing left is to keep talking.  “Come
on-don’t do this to me!”


           
The bedroom door flies open and hits hard against the wall. 
“Don’t hit my mama no damn more! We can get your money!”  Sage
jumps onto his back, latching her arms firmly around his neck! “Get
off of her!”  The impact from him smashing her against the
wall nearly knocks her unconscious.


           
“No Sage! Stop! Get in the room!”  Melinda tries to crawl to
Sage.


           
“That’s right, little girl listen to your mama-get ya’ ass in the
room.”


           
He reaches down, pulling Melinda by a patch of hair.  “Your
mama and I are still talking.”


           
“Mama!”


           
“Please Sage-get out!”  Melinda’s eyes are wide, filled with
terror. It is the first time Sage has ever seen fear in her mother.
“Get in the room-Close the door, Sage!”


           
Desperately, the child searches for something that he might take in
exchange for the money.  What can she offer him?  All
they have is a few pieces of broken down furniture, some old
clothes, and a radio that never works. Even Sage knows that
offering him any of those things is useless.


           
She feels helpless and frightened.  The scared little girl
runs into the room and squats next to the door.  Blow by blow
her young body shares each painful strike with her mother. 
“Don’t kill her.  Please don’t let him hurt my mama.” That is
her desperate plea for mercy.


           
Behind closed doors, she tastes Melinda’s blood.  His hands
never touch Sage and still her teeth rattling.  Is he slowly
killing them simultaneously? “What are we going to do mama?” She
curls her body into a ball.  Melinda and Sage plead repeatedly
but he doesn’t let up.  Sage can feel his fist slicing through
her mother’s skin. “Stop It! Stop It!”


           
Nevertheless, in her mind he continues to pounce on her. 
Every kick and hit stings like fire burning her flesh.  Sage
is weak, afraid, left with only the inadequate weapons belonging to
a child.  Cupping her hands across her ears isn’t enough to
block the sounds of death.


           
“Get up Melinda, his fingertip traces the line of blood trickling
from her temple. “You want some Peace? Do you? Well-that’s what I’m
going to give you.” Roughly, he grabs her chin and pulls her
closer.  “Now doesn’t that make you happy?  She feels
only the breeze from the next blow.  Her two front teeth
rattle before they hit the floor.


           
“I’m begging-Just give me a few days!”


           
“You’ve had a few days.”


           
His feet lands in the pit of her stomach.  She can’t
breath.  Little by little, he’s beating her to death. 
Once more he reaches into his pocket.  This time bringing out
a small straight razor.  Melinda tries to run, but, he
snatches the shoulder straps of her gown.  He jerks her
around. “Let this be the reason that you’re paid in full.” 
The razor glides through the air.


           
With as much strength as she can muster, Melinda latches onto his
arm just seconds before the blade reaches her lying throat. “I Can
Pay You! Right Now! I Can Pay You!”  Her heart is pounding so
loud that Sage can hear each beat.  Death has come knocking at
Melinda’s front door and like a fool she invited it inside.


           
Sage removes her hands from her ears. “Yes, that’s it mama. Give
him something so he can leave us alone.”


           
“How you gonna pay me?”


           
“I got something…” She spits blood drops onto the floor, “something
better than money.”


           
“He laughs, “yeah right-now tell me-what could a junkie ho’ have
that I want?”
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The words roll off of her tongue, “My kid.”


           
“What?”  It is the last thing he expected her to say.


           
“What?” Fear replaces shock.  Slowly, she rises-higher and
higher until she is standing.  Sage presses her ears against
the bedroom door.  In all the confusion she must’ve somehow
misunderstood.


           
What kind of person makes that kind of deal?  It has to be a
trick.  “You’re tricking him-right mama?  You’re
just-playing-right?  You really wouldn’t give me to that
man.  I know you wouldn’t.  What would you do without
me?  Who will take care of you? God, it’s got to be a
trick.”  As if her next breath depended on it, Sage
listens.


           
“Sage can stay with you-not long-just till I can pay you.”


           
“No!” Frantically, she runs to a narrow opening between the wall
and the bed.  She crawls beneath the bed and weaves each of
her fingers tightly between the bedrail, vowing to hold on for dear
life.  “No, mama, don’t do this to me?”


           
Melinda is too sick and desperate to hear her child’s innocent
pleas.


           
“It’s just for a while-till I pay you back.”


           
He glares at Melinda.  How he hated cowards-female or
male.  She’s willing to give up her child in order to save her
life.  That makes Melinda Harrison the lowest form of a
coward.  In his mind, Melinda is more disgusting than any
cockroach or maggot.  She is a blood sucking leach.  “You
want to give me your kid?”  His fist crashes into her ribs
causing her drop to her knees.


           
“Just hear me out-okay?”  She raises her hand to keep him from
coming closer.  “I ain’t trying to sell my own child.” 
She pauses, gasping for air. Something is cracked inside of her
body. “You broke my ribs.”


           
“It ain’t your ribs-you should be worrying about.”


           
 “Just listen, okay?”


           
His hands, wrapped around her neck, are suddenly suspended in
motion. The only thing more frightening than the look on his face
is the deadly silence.  Has she opened a whole new can of
worms?  It would take nothing to kill her and still get the
kid.  “She’s my daughter! That’s worth more than
fifty-dollars.”


           
Melinda is putting her child on the auctioning block. 
Everything is up for sale, from the child’s sparkling teeth to her
virgin young breast.


           
“This is a damn shame! Damn girl! You really ain’t shit.”


           
“No mama. Don’t do this not to me.  Please mama.”  From
beneath the bed, Sage pleads for dear life.

“You done lost your damn mind.”

“You think I want to do this?  I ain’t got no choice. 
What else can I do?  I’m trying to work this thing out, that’s
all.”

“Man, I ought to…” He squints ever so tightly.  The urge to
choke the life out of her roars inside of him.

“Yeah, I can do more without the kid.  You know that.”

“I bet you can…um…”

“It won’t take me no time to get your money.  That’s
good-huh-baby.”  She uses the back of her hand to wipe some of
the blood from her face. “I was thinking…maybe you’ll give me a
little something to help me get straight till I come for the
kid.”  Being on the brink of death doesn’t stop Melinda from
slipping in a little hustle.  “Sage is a-kind
of-well-collateral, till you get your money.  That ought to
settle things between us, right?

“This is a damn shame!” He clenches his fist.


           
Behind the bedroom door, Sage continues to talk to herself. 
Why is Melinda doing this to her?  She is being force fed the
harshest flavors of reality. “All we have to do is run away. 
We need to get out of here.  “Mama, pleaseeeeee!”  She
slides her body further beneath the bed.  Sage searches for
answers that are not there.

Can she sneak in the kitchen without him noticing?  Is she
brave enough to get a knife?  Is she deadly enough to do to
him what he plans to do to them?  Has Melinda taught her
enough about violence to kill?  A frightened little girl hides
beneath the bed in the farthest corner of the room contemplating
murder.  “Help me mama!”


           
Some dealings are so uncouth that they must be spoken in
whispers.  Melinda is embarking on one such deal.  She
wipes her mouth and leans closer to him.  “You act like I want
to do this.  I’ve told you. I’m coming back.”  They are
at an impasse.  She holds her breath.  The silence is
eerie.  It is a bad sign. “Peace, I’m coming back for
her.”

“What makes you think I’ll give her back to you.”  Sage is
a pretty girl.  He notices that the minute he walked through
the door.  Regardless of his feelings about her mother’s
sleazy proposition, business is business.  “She might just be
worth a little something,” he tells himself.

He pictures the young child in the other room.  A lot of
girls, some of them not much older than Sage are on the
tracks.  Most of them runaways.  This situation is
different.  Unfortunately, her flesh in blood mother is
pushing her into the lion’s den.

He senses Melinda’s confidence.  It is disgusting.  If
the kid went down it’s only fair that Melinda goes first. “Hell,
nobody’s going to miss you, anyway,” he thought.


           
“Look Peace, this is a temporary thing.  Besides, I’m coming
for her as soon as I get a few things straight.  The girl
needs to learn how to make it out here.”  They both know what
that means.


           
“Hell, she can do whatever you want. It’s okay. Sage is a good kid.
Having her around is better than money.”  She swerves to keep
from falling.  “Just take her!  I’ll feel better if she’s
with you.  Damn. It ain’t like I don’t care the kid.”


           
He shoves her face and laughs, “Yeah-I can see just how much you
care about her.”  He pushes Melinda against the arm of the
banged sofa.  “Don’t try to feed me that shit.  Melinda,
you are a real piece of work.”  Again, he shoves his finger
into her forehead, nudging her harder against the arm of the
sofa.  “You don’t care about nobody but your own sorry
ass.”


           
Like a rubber ball, she springs forward.  “Shit, man I ain’t
got time for this,” trying to sound brave.  How can he talk
about her?  They’re from the same flock.  They’re
predators, feeding off of flesh is what predators do.  He
wasn’t the only one that knows the game. 

She rubs her hands against the swelling lumps near her
temple.  Melinda doesn’t need to look in the mirror to know
that she’s finished.  The only question left unanswered
is-will he let her walk away. It’s time to lay it all on the
line.  For one excruciating breath, Melinda is not
afraid.  She’s had enough of dangling at his mercy. 

She calls his bluff. “Just do what you gotta do,” taking two
steps back. “All I got is the kid.” Melinda leans against the
stained wall next to the bedroom door.  “Take it or leave it.
One thing for sho’ you ain’t getting no money this way.”


           
Peace leans forward, staring straight into her bloodshot eyes. As
quickly as Melinda’s fear disappears, it returns.  Slowly he
pulls away, simultaneously raising his head.  “Don’t play me,
Melinda.  You ought to know better than anybody that shit
ain’t healthy.”

There is a cold silence.  Melinda holds her breath. 
This could go either way.  Slowly, carefully, she lowers her
eyes.  It’s there, in his left pocket-the razor.  Would
he use it to kill her or would he let her go?  Only Peace
knows the answer.  “What cha’ say Peace.  Just take
her.  Killing me ain’t gonna’ get you-your money.”

He releases a heavy sigh, “Alright, I’ll take her.”

Melinda releases a blood curdling breath of relief.

“Shit, she’s better off without you any damn way. But, you ain’t
getting a damn penny.”


           
“She’s my…”


           
Before she finishes her sentence he reaches in his pocket removing
only the razor. “Yeah-well you can take this,” he shoves the blade
against her throat. “Hell, I’m not into kids anyway.  You
ain’t getting a damn thang.  Now, Melinda,” he speaks slowly,
“you take it or leave it!”

She steps away from the shiny object.  “Okay! Okay!”

Melinda stumbles to the sink and splashes water on her face. The
bloody water mixture trickles from her face into the sink. 
Without looking at him she says, “Peace will you wait
outside?  I need to tell her that she’s going with you. 
She’ll be fine. Just don’t want to scare her. You can understand
that.”


           
“Yeah, I understand, you ain’t shit-Melinda.”


           
The glare from the skies hides Sage’s tears.  The memory has
taken her back to a time when she was just eleven years old. 
A young girl reaches for her mother.  “Mama, look at your
face.  What did he do to you?” Sage eases to the sink and
grabs a sour-rag.

“Don’t worry mama, I know you were tricking him.  It’s
going to be okay. I understand.  You had to say that.” She
tries to give the rag to Melinda. “Here mama. Wipe your face. It’s
okay. He’s gone now.  I can take care of you. Let’s get out of
here before he comes back,” pulling at her mother’s sweater. 
“Come on mama.  We have to hurry.  He might come
back.”

Melinda doesn’t move.  It’s as if she’s waiting for
him.  “Can you walk mama?  Come on!”  Melinda jerks
away. 

“Mama, we have to go-right now.”

“Sage, you’ve got to go stay with Mr. Martin for a while.” It’s
the fear talking.  She doesn’t really mean it.  That’s
what Sage is telling herself.  Melinda is
confused-delirious.  “Mama, it’s me, Sage.  You can stop
now.  He’s gone.”


           
Slowly, Melinda raises her head. The bloody condition of her face
causes Sage to gasp. Melinda’s eyes are blood red cold. 
Deliberately she speaks, leaving no room for doubt. The
dysfunctional partnership is over. “Get your stuff, Sage. He’s
waiting for you.”

A slice from Peace’s stainless-steel blade couldn’t have cut any
deeper.  “No mama!”


           
“Don’t you-go-looking at me like that!”


           
“Mama!”


           
“Do you think I’d let you go if I thought it wasn’t safe?” 
All anybody has to do is look at Melinda’s bloody  face to
know the answer to that question.  Peace Martin has come with
one thought in mind and that is to kill Melinda Harrison. 
Sage shivers at the thought of what he could do to her. “Don’t make
me leave with him.  I’ll be good. I promise-I’ll be
good.”  Sage begins to pull at her hair. 


           
“Stop that!” Melinda shouts.  “Shit-girl, Just help me
out.  I ain’t never asked you for nothing.” Melinda bangs on
the kitchen sink,  “He wants his money.  What do you want
me to do?”


           
“But,” Sage is interrupted.


           
“But-nothing.” Melinda, the panther has suddenly reappeared. 
“Get your shit, Sage!”      
Melinda’s bloody hands grip the sink.  “Besides, I’m bout
tired of lugging you around.”


           
The walls are closing.  Sage is trapped like a caged
animal.  Desperation escalates to all out hysteria.  Like
the lion in the wilderness forced to live in the confines of a
zoo.  She’s clawing, clutching Melinda’s gown.

“I don’t want to go. Please mama!  Please!  I’m
scared.”


           
“You’re scared!” A leaper cannot change its’
stripe.    “I see.” Melinda nods while snarling her
contorted face, “You’ll feel better if he sliced my ass up.”


           
“No mama!”  Her mouth drops. How can she say that? Sage has
spent her entire young life taking care of her mother.

“Look at me!  You think he’s playing.  Does it look
like he’s playing?  She snatches  Sage’s arm leaving
spots of blood on her skin.  “Look at me! This man is tryin’
to kill me.” Releasing her grip, “The way you acting-shit-you’d
think he beat the hell out of you.” Melinda refuses to make eye
contact. “What else can I do? Damn, I’m coming back.” 

It is a lie and both of them know it.  This con isn’t being
run on a man.  She’s moved on to a different playing
field.  This time the con is being run on her flesh and blood
daughter.


           
“Listen, I don’t have time for this.  You’re going! Get your
stuff.” Melinda opens the front door with eyes void of any parental
emotion.  No choked back tears, no crackling good-byes, it’s a
matter of business, nothing more-nothing less.  “Anyway, um….I
gotta go-you take care,” and the door slams shut.


           
“Hey Melinda.” She didn’t see it coming, “I’ve changed my
mind.”  The blade sparkled as it rips into her throat. “No
deal!”
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A Bear’s Cave










Weightless raindrops hit the freezing ground.  Street signs
wave at young children with dewed eyes who wait groggily at their
bus stops.  The clock strikes seven-thirty this brisk morning,
but the night skies have not said their bye-byes. 

Bear stares into the street from beneath the bridge he calls
home and watches the blank faces as they try to outrun winters’
fiery.  It is only one of many obsessions, he possess. 
Lips do tell tall tales.  Expressions are deceiving. 
Mannerisms are confusion. 

To Brandon Bear Haynes there is only way to peek at the truth
about people.  Reality lies beyond the facades.  In the
morning when they catch their buses or drive their raggedy car;
that is when the truth beneath the masquerade rises.  In the
evening, when work is done, no one is looking and the masks are
removed; Bear watches. 


           
He glances over his shoulders at the long line of makeshift beds,
carts and homes made from cardboard boxes.  His living
conditions spark neither relief nor regret.  Bear is a special
type prevalent among the homeless population that thrives on the
ignorance of acceptance. 

The bridge where he lives sits in front of a row of shot-gun
houses. Each of these houses is exact replica of the inhabitants in
which it occupies.  People struggling to stand on what shallow
and fragile foundations they have scrounged.  For six years
he’s watched them stare, gawk and even worst pity him.

“How can you people look down on me when you’re as po’ as I
am.  Po’ is just po’. There is no richer among the po’
Shit…  We all the same.” 

Bear knows the truth behind their front doors.  The Roberts
worked thirty years only to retire with a glorified welfare pension
plan called social security. Next to the Roberts are dope fiend Kim
and her five bad kids.  Kim makes her living on state aid and
hustling old men like Maps, the food mart owner. 


           
One after another, each house represents a different chapter of the
same story.  For one reason or another, they all capture his
attention.  However, none intrigues Bear more than the small
frame house belonging to Mike Jamerson.  Big Mike received his
title playing high school football.  His success on the high
school football field earned him a four-year full  scholarship
to college. 


           
Upon graduating,  Big Mike surprised the neighborhood by
returning to coach at Sprint High School.  Mike’s one of the
few young men to leave Cades Circle without being carried off in
handcuffed or dead. 


           
The Roberts, single mothers and their kids, Maps, whores, drug
users, dealers, and everyone else in Cades Circle looks up to the
statuesque local hero with the exception of one person. Bear detest
everything that Mike Jamerson represents.

Every morning, he reads a page from Mike’s old framed
house.  Appropriately, ‘One man’s garbage is another’s pillar
of gold.’ Subconsciously, Bear envies Mike’s modest
lifestyle.  He envies the selflessness that comes natural to
Big Mike.


           
“Here he comes, that fake ass fool.  He ain’t shit.” 
Bear raises his chin and straightens his shoulders. They’d met like
this every morning for the past three years. Mike appears from
behind his front door.  Their eyes lock. Then without fail, it
happens. “Hey man, how’s it going?” Mike reaches into his pocket
and hands Bear two folded dollar bills. “You know-I can help you
with a job.” He checks his watch.  “Just let me know.”


           
Mike’s compassion triggers a near homicidal anger in Bear. In his
mind, the emphatic gesture is part of a big act.  Bear’s
hatred convinces him that the neighborhood role-model is mocking
him.  As much he hates it, Bear mumbles the only reply he can.
“Thanks man.”

Mike smiles, “No problem.”  He straightens his tie,
clutches his briefcase of freshly graded homework assignments, and
proceeds in a manly trot towards his bus stop.  
   


           
“Hey Bear, what’s up?  He doesn’t have to look over his
shoulder to know that voice.  Sip as he is rightfully called,
drank some form of alcohol literally around the clock. 


           
“Hey Sip.”


           
“Did that fool give you some money?”

“Yeah.” Bear is unable to take his eyes off of Mike.  Every
morning he watches them greet Mike at the bus stop. They all treat
as though he’s some kind of neighborhood legend.  The women
flirt with him. Kids run to him.  Men respect him.  Mike
might be able to fool everyone else with those sparkling teeth and
big smile, but not Bear. 


           
“Man, whatcha’ looking at?”


           
“Nothing, just looking.”


           
“Sho’ is cold out here.”


           
“Bear nods, yup-sho’ is…”


           
“Shit man, I’m bout to go to Maps.  Get me a cold one. 
You want to go.”


           
“Nay, I’ll catch up with you later.”


           
“Alright then.  I have betta’ thangs’ to do than watching
these broke ass folks.”


           
Bear can’t hear Sip’s statement.  His imagination is running
rampant.  Brandon Bear Haynes stands at the top of his own
steps; wearing a shining pair of steeled-toe-boots. There are no
planks above his head.  People don’t sneer at him.  In
the fraction of the speed of light, Mr. Haynes walks down his
squeaky steps.  He is the master carpenter and little league
coach that everyone respects.  There is no Big Mike. 
Instead, there is a Mighty Bear.


           
However, reality moves faster than his imagination.  His dark
penetrating eyes catches an unwanted glimpse of the concrete
barriers that crisscross above his head.  As much as he tries
to avoid it, fate rears its’ sometimes ugly face.  His home is
beneath this concrete roof.  The solid  layers are the
only thing that protects him and his band of weary neighbors.


           
A thirst grows within him-overpowering all else.  “I should
have gone with Sip.  Damn, I could use one right now.” 
His desire for a drink so deep as to mimic intimacy.  Images
of liquid fire penetrating his lips softly caress his throat. 
It drenches what lives freely within his tormented soul. 
“Damn, I need a drink.”


           
In a circular motion his fingers trace the imaginary tip  of
the glass rod, while his hands slowly stroke the bottle’s
0shaft.  It is a picturesque image of a man and his
lover.  The bottle is the reliable companion that purifies the
musty stench of his reality.


           
He reaches into his torn front pocket and rumbles through a
collection of dirt.  “I sho’ hope I make some money
today.  Damn folks always acting like they can’t spare no
change.” The novelty of panhandling is no more.  Times are
hard.  People can’t afford to buy into even the cheapest,
pettiest of cons.


           
The thought of a cold beer is just the incentive he needs. “Where’s
my sign.”  In a few minutes he’ll grab his sign and head up
town and pace in front of store windows with posted signs that
read, “Accepting Applications.” He’ll do this with his cardboard
flag raised to anyone with a little bit of spare change.  “I
have cancer-can’t work, kids hungry-need help, have job-need steel
toe boots, why lie-I need a beer, will work for food,” all slogans
of the trade.  All designed with one purpose in mind.

He imagines the sensation of that next liquid orgasm. 
Nevertheless, today he might have to do without.  Bear rubs
his perfectly gorgeous eyes.  They are like well-focused
lenses enabling him to involuntarily snap pictures of the ugliness
surrounding him.


           
“Look at these people with their bullshit homes.  Hell, I can
go where I want-when I want.  Screw some raggedy ass
furniture.  Who needs that anyway? I can grab these few
things, and,” pointing to a small box. “I’m out.”  He rubs his
large palms over his thick patch of wavy hair.  Bear learned a
long time ago how to make it through a day.  He’d developed
the uncanny ability to rationalize just about anything. 
“Hell, they don’t live any better than we do. At least this place
is rent-free.  You can’t beat that.” He smiles.


           
Bear decides it’s time to move around.  Quickly, he makes a
mental note of the day’s activities.  First, he’ll stroll to
the local fast food restaurant, go into their public restroom, and
remove some dirt from his decaying body.  Afterward, it’s on
to meet his best friend, Sage. They’ll hang out for awhile before
heading to their respective corners.  

  He reaches into his coat pocket.  “What’s
this?”  Between the tiny flecks of grime is a small packet of
paradise.  Only one person  would  have slipped that
tiny bit of rock paradise in his pocket.  “Sage, you are
always right on time.” He clutches the tiny package and smiles,
“Alright, this is what I am talking about.”  He’s been
dabbling with drugs for several years. The mysterious formula
inside the saran package helps take the sting out of life. 
Some day’s death screams his name, “Bear, you ain’t nothing and
ain’t going to be nothing?  What have you ever
accomplished?  Why are you still here?  Just die!”


           
He never once responds.  Instead, the little piece of magic
answers for him.  The drugs create a tunnel of escape. 
It paves a route to run from death’s cries.  A couple of hits
and he’s powerful, invincible.  “Everything is everything and
nothing is nothing.  Puff, puff and up he goes.” The
invincible-a super hero-coasting above all things.  The Mighty
Rock had spoken.  He is one of the lucky ones.  Free from
reality, free from the shackles of ambition, free from the
disappointing blunt of accepting his fate.  “I can see through
the smoke.”  He’s entered another dimension. Suddenly it’s a
warm day.  He is floating above the clouds of chaos.

“Watch where you’re walking!” A woman grabs her young
child.  “Stay away from that drunk.  Damn shame can’t
even walk to the store no more.”  Her words are only colorful
specks thrown in the path of his cracked out journey.

Finally, he makes it to his secret place.  His high slowly
surrenders allowing reality to return.  He glances in the
window of the restaurant.  Lines of people repeatedly look at
their watches and the clock on  the wall.  He wonders why
such hurried people stand in long lines.  Others sit at small
tables, eating fast, as though their whole lives depend on
rushing.

Yes, he is the lucky one.  Time is just another backdrop,
simply something that constantly occurs.  He places no
importance on time.  It neither clicks too fast or slow. 
“Enough of this, I wonder what Sage is doing right now,”  He
smiles.  “I bet she’s got some beer.  Hell yeah-she
always has something to drink.”
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Breezy
Footprints










The breeze brushes sharply against her brittle skin.  The
pain in her chest gradually shifts to a numb mutter.  “Isn’t
this something?”  She muses, “Melinda is this what it comes
down to? Will it end at the very spot where it all began? 
Will my birth, death, and everything in between take place in this
same space?”


           
Steve, the paramedic, shouts from the center of the crowd. 
“Does anyone know this woman?”  His voice echoes signs of
impatience.  Today, he vows to forget his promise. This one he
will take personally.  He hated days like this, cold, rainy
and the stench of death in the air. “Hang on.  It’s going be
alright.” He questions the validity of his well intended words. “We
are going to get you to the hospital.” He whispers in her ears.


           
“Sage!”  A voice trembles.  “Round here we call her
Sage.”  He stands less than a foot away.  This wasn’t
supposed to be happening.  He and Sage should be nestled
together sharing a cold beer and laughing.  “What are you
doing on that ground?  Get up Sage. Get up!”


           
“There’s my Bear.  I knew you were coming. I guess we
won’t be having that drink this morning.   Awe Bear-don’t
look so scared. It’s not as bad as it looks. Trust me, I’m
alright.”


           
“What happened?”  Bear directs his question to the paramedic
Steve.


           
“She’s had a heart attack?  We have to get her to the
hospital.” Steve responds.


           
“Get up Sage. Get up.” He’d felt pain before, but, nothing like
this.

“Sure wish I’d seen this one coming. I would have warned
you.  But, I am as shocked as you, my Bear.  It’s gonna’
be okay though. Trust me.  It’s gonna’ be okay.”

 

He  knells down besides her and brushes a finger across her
skin.  It’s cold to the touch.  The paramedics are doing
what they can.  He knows that.  But, Sage is cold. 
“Your blanket.” He looks up at the paramedics.  “She’s cold,”
looking back at Sage. “I’ll get your blanket.  It’s okay Sage.
I’ll get the one you let me use when we first met.”


           
“Baby, I don’t think no blanket is going to help old Sage right
now.  Look at you rushing off. You’re always trying to take
care of me.”


           
He swings around and heads toward her section of the congested
neighborhood. “Just hold on Sage.  I’m hurrying.  That
ground is too cold for you not to have your blanket.”


           
“Strange, I don’t feel cold.”


           
In one quick move he snatches an old crocheted blanket from her
soil mattress. “Got it.” He makes an about face, trampling through
the crowd of homeless onlookers.  “Take it.” Nearly out of
breath, he shoves the blanket towards the paramedics. “Please. Just
cover her body.”


           
Slowly he moves closer to her face. “Sage, do you hear me? Just
don’t die-not like this-not out here.  It’s not time
Sage.”


           
“You’re wrong.  It is just the right time.  Don’t be
scared.  I’m all right, there’s no reason for you to look so
afraid.  Sure wish you could hear me. Baby, this ain’t no way
to live.  I am ready to die. It’s okay.  Really, it’s
okay.”


           
“Sage, you’re going to be just fine.  Do you hear me? 
You’re going to be just fine.”


           
“That’s right my Bear. I am going to be just fine.”


           
Sage fooled him into believing she’d always be there and now he was
holding tightly to that ridiculous notion.  He couldn’t stop
shaking.  The thought of being alone again is
terrifying.  Sage is all he has in this world.   The
paramedic interrupts his thoughts.


           
“We need to get her to the hospital,” Steve urgently states. 
“There’s not much we can do for her out here.”  He turns to
his partner, “Are you ready to lift her?”  He waits for the
signal.  “Okay, one, two, three and lift.”  Her body
flops as it hits the hard flat gurney.


           
“Can I,” Bear chokes, “ride to the hospital with her?”  He is
barely able to continue. “I’m the only family she has.”

“No Bear.  Stay here.  You don’t need to see
this.  I’m gonna’ be okay.”

Steve feels a warm breeze.  He questions whether the 
unexpected shift in temperature is the result of a climate change
or is the warm breeze coming from the unnamed homeless man.


           
The small crowd of faceless onlookers part; making a path to the
ambulance. Bear stares into each of their faces as he trails behind
her gurney.  They are society’s outcast, the rejected, living
among the slums of Cades Circle.  He and Sage are part of an
elitist group of irregulars.  Each of them sharing the same
address: 0000 Cades Street Bridge.


           
For Brandon B. Haynes, Cades Circle was supposed to be one pit stop
in a series of many. He was sixteen years old, homeless and a
hopeless alcoholic when he first set foot in Cades Circle. 
Prior to that he spent most of his life with his mother-Dorothy
Haynes-a short scrawny shape of a woman.


           
“Come on boy, they’re gonna’ lock us out.”


           
“Mama, I’m hungry.”


           
“You better hurry up-then.  I ain’t got no money.  If
we’re late your little behind is gonna’ starve.”


           
  He hated living in shelters.  They were dark,
impersonal, and quite institutional.  Everyone sat at long
tables eating from segregated plates; old beans in the short
section and one cold burnt orange hot dog or sandwich thrown in the
larger section. No one made eye contact.  Bear had seen few
things in life more hopeless than a child whose front doors are
metal detectors.


           
For many years he tried to forget the days of being dragged from
shelter to shelter.  Watching Sage’s body on that gurney
brought back memories of his mother. Without much warning,
Dorothy’s face replaces Sage. 

The scenario plays out much differently in his mind. She’s
wearing the same cut-off black jeans, rundown tennis shoes, and
sweatshirt.  Dorothy Haynes is one breath from dead. 
Bear and Sage watch as innocent bystanders.  He does not grab
a blanket to cover her nor does he ask God to spare her life? He
mourned the passing of his mother six years ago.  At
twenty-two he refused to mourn her again. 


           
Thoughts of the first day they met erase all images of his
mother.  It had been raining for days. The homeless sixteen
years old ran under an old bridge to get out the rain.  By his
appearance you could tell he hadn’t eaten for days.  If that
wasn’t enough, he was filthy from head to toe. Brandon B. Haynes, a
skinny child ran under a bridge to get out of the rain and stumbled
upon the only family he’d ever have.

 “Sho’ is comin’ down.” The first thing he notices is the
raspy sound of her voice.  She points toward the street. “The
rain; it sho’ is comin down.”

He cannot make out her face.  The only thing visible is the
silhouette of her matted fur coat as it sparkles against the
makeshift fire. “You hungry. Sho’ you hungry.  Look like you
ain’t ate in days.”  Her hand reaches out from behind the
fire.  “Come here.  Let Sage get a look at cha.”

Slowly, he turns towards the raspy-voiced women without a face.
The light from the fire glistens against her wrinkled hand. 
“Come here child.  You betta’ get out of that rain before you
catch the death of pneumonia.” She leans into the light. 
“That’s it.  Don’t be scared.  Sage can’t hurt
you.”  Slowly she removes an old blanket from around her
shoulders.  “Wrap yourself in this.  It ain’t much, but,
it’s warm.”  Sage shares her blanket and a sandwich with the
frail child.  They’d been protecting each other ever
since.

“Oh-shit!” Suddenly, he remembers that she has a daughter. 
Why hadn’t he asked Sage more about her?  Where did she
live?  Where does she work?  What’s her name?  Right
about now, he’d give anything to know the slightest bit of
information about her.  “Her name?”  The same question
ran through his mind, repeatedly. Sage had always called her, “the
kid.”

Cadies Street is crammed with horror stories about people that
find themselves under the legendary bridge.  However, for Bear
only one story matters. “Your kid-how do I find her? Don’t die-not
right now. Tell me her name.”  He pleads, begging her to
respond.  “Tell me the rest of the story
Sage?”  

Slowly, the paramedics lift and roll her fragile body into the
ambulance.  “She don’t have no family around here,” blurting
out facts.  Bear didn’t want Sage to die like so many of their
homeless neighbors.  He couldn’t stand the thought of her in
an empty room without anyone kneeling, praying for her soul.

Steve hears the young man’s cries.  He looks at the ragged
Bear and feels a small lump lodging in his throat.  “Come
on-hurry.  We have to leave right now!” Bear takes hold of the
paramedic’s hand and leaps into the small van.  He  sits
next to his friend and wonders if she knows he’s there. 
Leaning forward, he presses his cold chapped lips against the
wrinkled forehead of his nearly dead companion, friend, and
mother.

“I’m here Sage.  You don’t have to worry.”

“I am not worried child.”

“I am not gonna’ leave you alone.”  He takes her hand, “I
love you, Sage.” He cries, “I love you.”

“I know you do.  I love you, too.”
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“Come in.  Have a seat? Please excuse me
if I don’t

get up. I wasn’t expecting you to be here.  By the look on
your face, I must be a sight to see.  Why don’t you move a
little closer and tell Sage why you look so sad?  Surely,
you’re not wearing that long face because of me.  Now, come on
cheer up; smile.


           
“At least we’re in here where it is warm and not standing on that
corner.  You have to be glad about that.  Besides, I’m
feeling pretty damn special this morning. Yup.” She looks around.
“This is just bout the most attention I’ve gotten in a long
time.


           
“Now you’re probably askin’ yourself if I’m going to make it.” The
tone and manner in which she speaks is about the only thing angelic
about her. There is nothing angelic or wise about her
appearance.  The person dying in that emergency room is the
shriveled aftermath of all life’s pitfalls.

“Well, my friend, I guess it’s safe to assume that my time here
is about up.  I’ve thought about this a lot; the end, you
know.  For some reason, thought it would’ve been
different.  Never imagined being hooked up to so many
gadgets.


           
“It seems to me that it would be a lot easier to just scoop my body
off the street.  Kind of like they do with one of those stray
cats or dogs.  Hell, for that matter it would have been just
fine if I’d gone in my sleep.  Sho’ would be a lot cheaper and
easier that way. Why these people go tryin’ to save the dead,
anyway?  Looking at their faces, you can tell they know that I
am not going to make it.”


           
“Come on Sage hang in there with us.” The doctors words vibrate
throughout the small emergency room. Hanging in there is the last
thing Sage wants to do.  She’s on her way to  some place
quiet-peaceful.  “Hang in there.  I don’t so.”  The
operating room isn’t peaceful.  Nervous energy is seeping from
every crevice.  An anxious chill blankets everything even the
monitors and funny computer gadgets.


           
Sage has spent the majority of her life in one long stage of
desperation and noisy nervousness. From Melinda to prison walls,
dark streets and strange men with stranger fantasies; “Nay
doc.  I think I’ll sit this one out.  Hanging in there is
something I ain’t willing to do.”

The effort to save her life is escalating.  She can feel
them moving around her.  “Ain’t it a shame they’re working so
hard and for what?  It’s kind of sad don’t cha’ think?  I
wonder why the angel won’t just tell them, he knows-you know.


           
“I’m sorry. Where are my manners?”  In her mind, she faces the
stranger.  “As long as you been hanging around seem like I’d
know your name?  Angel this is…” The angel doesn’t look
up.  He is busy praying. “Looks like-we will have to put the
introduction off for a spell.  He’s a little tied up right
now.  Isn’t he the funniest looking thing?  You should’ve
seen my face the first time I saw him.


           
“There he was-funny looking as hell.  Walked right up to my
bed-while I was sleeping. Never seen nothing like it in my
life.  A man walkin’ around with feathers glued to his
shoulders.  Now there you go, thinking I’m crazy.  Well
just look for yourself.  That’s it look closer.  Yes sir,
those are definitely some kind of wings.


           
“Anyway, last night he stood over my bed. If that wasn’t enough he
leaned over my bed and started saying, “You are going home!”
Sho’-nough- that’s what he said.  Then he started talking
crazy.  He kept saying, “There is a room being prepared for
you.”  No matter how much I tried to ignore him.  He just
wouldn’t shut up.  “Now, you have nothing to worry
about.  Just relax and soon this will all be over.”


           
She looks around the room at the intense faces and marvels at how
quickly they move.  She wonders how long this fiasco will
last.  Time had all of sudden stop. She spent her life
pleading with time to slow down.  Now with death so close, all
she wants is to speed up time.


           
“You have to excuse me. My mind wanders off from time to time.
Anyway, where did I stop?  Oh yeah, the angel acted like I had
some kind of home to go to.  Strange since the only home I’ve
ever had was these streets. Well, I don’t have to tell you child; I
was a little confused.  But, that didn’t stop him.  No
sir, he just kept on talking.”


           
“Listen Sage! I’m here to prepare you for the angel of death. 
We have a lot to do before she arrives.”


           
“The angel of death, now that’s a scary thought.  I don’t want
to admit this, but I was scared to death. It all seemed like a
dream until this morning when I stumbled out of my bed.  Now,
I’m here with all these people fussing about.  Yup friend
today is the day.  Isn’t it something how the unknown can be
so paralyzing?  I am not afraid of dying but picturing my own
is a bit much.” She tries to laugh.


           
“At least I have you to keep me company.  Just look at their
faces, hiding what they already know.  Sure, wish they could
hear me.  I would tell them to call it a night.  Why
don’t they hang up their white coats and we all could just head
home.”


           
Thoughts of another time and place enter her mind.  It’s
thirty-five years earlier and like now, Sage wanted to call it a
night.  The biggest difference between now and then is that
everyone needs to put away their scrubs and stethoscopes. 
Thirty-five years ago, they needed to hang up their guns and stay
home.


           
“Look Sage, all we have to do is hit this damn store and we can
call it a night.”  The half lit sign rocked above the motel’s
entrance.


           
“The night clerk just walked through the door.”


           
“That’s good baby.  It won’t be long now.”


           
“Whatever! Man I’m sick.  We’ve got a few dollars.  I
don’t understand why we can’t just get some stuff.”


           
“Shut up and let me know when they start their shift change.”


           
They’d been waiting for the eleven o’clock shift change.  The
plan is to sneak out, hit the store across the street, and get back
to their room before without anyone noticing.  It’s a simple
plan; in and out of “Eazee’s Liquor Store,” before they knows what
hit them.

From the motel window, Sage watches the store attendant count
the cash drawer.


           
“He’s counting the money.”


           
“Okay, it’s time.  Let’s do this.”


           
Casually they walk inside the store.  No one looks up to see
their faces.  Part one of the plan is completed.  Once in
the store, Sage walks toward the frozen cabinets near the back
wall.  From there, she watches the front door for any
unexpected move.  Big Red would handle the cashier and getting
the money. 


           
Sage has to get outside without making eye contact.  Big Red
and his gun will control everything else.  He’ll get the money
and ease out behind her.  Once outside, they’ll disappear into
the alley, walk around the building and cross the street about a
block down. They’ll ease back into their room without anyone
knowing they ever left.  What could possibly go wrong?


           
“Sage, can you see outside?”  He calls over his shoulders.


           
“Yes.”


           
“Is it clear?”


           
“Yes.” She shouts nervously.


           
“Good, I got the money!”  He talks without taking his eyes off
the cashier. Let’s get out of here!”

           
As planned, Sage goes out first.  She runs right out the front
door and into their waiting arms.


           
“You have the right to remain silent!  Anything you say can
and may be used against you!”  The police officer laughs, “I
guess you and your boyfriend can call it a night.”


           
Thirty-two months she spent in prison.  It was her first
felony but definitely not her last.  “You have the right to
remain silent.”  She’d heard it so many times.  The
clanking of jail cells, guards, fights, and rapes, all of it
driving her further and further toward insanity.  The more
images appear, the more desperate she becomes.  Sage is ready
to simply call it a night.


           
“Somehow I have to get a message to them.  They need to know
that there won’t be any hard feeling if they stop right now. 
The nicest thing they can do for me is to pack away all these fancy
gadgets and end my madness.”  She yearns for the kind of sleep
so tranquil that it erases all the craziness. 

“Happy Birthday to me.  Happy Birthday to me.” She squats
between the bathroom sink and tub.  “How old old am I? How
old, old am I?”

Peace put her up at a cheap motel on the west side of
town.  He didn’t want to risk working her on the streets. A
statutory rape case was the last thing he wanted. 

“Damn girl. You could pass for fourteen
easily.    Look at cha’, still looking like a kid,”
running his tongue down the side of her face.  He grabs her
breast, “You’re not a kid-are you Sage?”  He reaches in his
pocket and removes a small package of white powder. 

“I got you a little somethin’ for your birthday,” dangling it in
front of her. “Do you want it Sage?  Sure you do.  Just
like your mama wanted it.” She lowers her eyes; holding the palm of
her hand upward pleading with him to release the small package.

She refrain from making eye contact; afraid he’d spot a hint of
hatred in her eyes.  “I hate you Peace. I hate you for not
slashing Melinda’s throat when you had a chance.  I was the
innocence one.  You took that, didn’t you?  She owed you
not me.” She stares at the little shot of freedom in her hand
before walking into the bathroom. 

“I should have taken that knife and killed both of you.  I
should have killed Melinda, first.  Peace had taken her beyond
childhood, beyond adulthood, beyond anything human.  Never
looking back, she closes the door.  “How old old am I? Sixteen
years old old.  I am sixteen years old.”


           
“Hey girl-you get yourself cleaned-up.  Someone wants to meet
you.”  There is knock at the door. “There he is now. 
Come out of that bathroom.  It’s time for you to do a little
work.”  He reaches for the door.  “Police, open the door.
Now!”


           
She’s tired of living with the images of police dragging her into
custody.  It’s time for the madness to stop.  Somehow,
the visitor has to be convinced to help her.


           
“I need your help.  It’s a lot to ask but I sure would
appreciate it if you could do a couple of things for me. 
First, will you tell these people that this life wasn’t nothing
like I expected.  Tell them that I know their trying real hard
but it’s not necessary.  Don’t keep me alive any longer than
necessary.


           
“Also, there’s a young man in the waiting room.  His name is
Brandon but we call him Bear. Tell him not to worry and that
everything is gonna’ be okay.  Why don’t cha’ tell him that if
I could do anything right now, it would be to tell him to do
better.  You know, ignorance ain’t bliss. I’d sho’ preciate’
it if you could do that for old Sage.


           
“This in-between-death thing definitely ain’t my cup of tea. 
It’s about time for me to be moving on to somethin’
different.  Where I go sure as hell can’t be any worst than
this place.  Surely, you can understand.  This world and
me never agreed on nothing.  Yup. It’s time for me to
go.  I look forward to the trip even if it’s just down the
street to some small hole in the ground. Shit. Anywhere is fine
with me as long as this world is wiped from my mind forever.”

She stares at the florescent lights above her head and longs for
darkness. It just doesn’t make any sense. No insurance company is
paying for these services. She can’t understand why they’re so
determined to save her life?

“There’s got to be someone in a big place like this that
deserves to be saved more than me. Someone with a reason to live is
in here waiting. Why can’t they just roll my body in a corner room?
Dying might be the only honorable thing I’ll ever do. I don’t want
to be hooked to no tubes or oxygen masks. Tell them to put away
their toys. Why waste time when I’m willing to go?”

Steadily, she grows restless. “I want them to stop! These damn
people with their desperate eyes poking and probing my old body.
They keep pumping air into my dead lungs and for what reason?” She
uses every instinct in her to fight their efforts to save her
life.

 “What good would come of sending me back out there? Who
will that help? Surely not me, I’m too old to change. If by some
chance, God changes his mind and I get up from this bed, where will
I go? Could I come to your house, eat at your table and sleep with
your family? We both know the answer. You’d be a fool to even think
about letting me into your world.

“So then, where will I go? It’s very simple. A couple of bus
rides away is a little corner and in it is a dirty mattress, and
it’s calling my name. I don’t want to sleep there anymore.  I
don’t want to go outside.

“Look at my face and matted hair. This living thing has been too
damn hard. My nails are cracked because I’ve had to claw my way
through. My skin is so wrinkled. Inside I am cold, so very
cold.”

A tear runs down and rest in the creases of her war beaten
pores.  Defeat rest beneath the hard crust of the feet that
walked a million miles and landed nowhere.  She is ready to
surrender. “I am too damn old and tired to keep up with the
beast.  I can’t fight anymore.”  So caught up in her own
pity, Sage nearly forgets her visitor.

“Oh my, why am I burdening you with this kind of talk?  You
ain’t here to listen to me complain.  Don’t want to run you
off. Besides, I’m kind enjoying the company.  Besides my
angel, you are the only one that can talk to me.

“So, what’s that you ask?  What is that about the angel of
death?  Would you mind speaking a little louder?  I can
barely hear you.  They say that’s the last thing to go-I mean
my hearing.  It shouldn’t be long now.

“Oh, you want to know if the angel of death ever showed
up.  Well, he said that she should be on her way.  Lord
knows I sure wish she’d hurry.  He said something about
relaxing and being patient. Curiosity won’t let this nosy old woman
do that.

“I wonder what she looks like.  Will she look like him with
those wings glued to her shoulders.  You know, I was once told
that angels float in and carry us to Heaven.  Wonder what
happens when we go to Hell?  Do you think that maybe the
ground opens?  Maybe Hell is at the bottom of a cliff.” She
laughs at her sick sense of humor.  “Maybe there’s an angel
that stands over a big hole and tosses over dead-beat souls.”

She interrupted, “Excuse me for a minute; I think he’s trying to
get my attention.”

“Sage there is not much time left.  You have to close some
of your loose ends.  He is ready to listen you.”

“What I’m gonna’ say to Him?  It might be better if I just
skip that part. ”

“It’s not difficult, Sage.  Just ask Him to forgive
you.  This is the time to repent.” 

“Child I don’t know nothing about no repenting.”

The angel smiles. “Sage just ask Him for  forgiveness?”

“Well, I don’t know about that askin’ for forgiveness
thang’.  But, I’ll do the best I can.” She braces herself for
the conversation of a lifetime.

“I guess it’s good I haven’t left.  He’s reminding me to
pray before the end. 

“I don’t mean to be rude, but, I better close up some of these
loose ends.  Ain’t never been much for praying and all. 
Sho’ hope God appreciates the straightforward approach.” She takes
a breath.

“Now-you sit back, relax, this may take awhile.” She prepares
herself. “This is the big one-the final argument before the highest
Judge renders His decision.  “Oh yeah, just in case I didn’t
mention it, all outside prayers are welcome.”
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What in this lifetime has prepared her for this meeting with
God?  How honest is she willing to be and at what price? 
God, a name she knows so little about.  She’d never held a
conversation with Him nor had she ever asked for His
forgiveness.


           
Her experiences with the Almighty God are bleak at best. 
Finally, she decides none of that matters.  “It is as they
say-all water under some dark bridge.” Thered is a dark humor in
her choice of words.  “Well, Sage, batters’ up. Time to step
up to the plate.”

 


           










I suppose it won’t be long before we get to meet face to
face.  Seems like anything I say to you-now-could be said
then.  The angel You sent told me that You like it this
way.  He said something about asking for forgiveness and
repenting for all my sins.


           
If You are anything like they say, talking about my life seems kind
of silly.  Besides, from what I’ve heard, You know just about
everything there is to know.  Who am I to waste Your time;
opening my old cluttered closet-anyway?


           
One thing for sho’. I’m too old for anything drawn out.  So if
You don’t mind too much, let’s just keep this thang’ simple. 
Now. What exactly do You want me to say? I’ve made my share of
mistakes.  Don’t see how bringing that stuff up right now
gonna’ help me-none.  So please if it’s not too much of a
problem, just tell me what to do and I’ll be on my way. 
She pauses, preparing for the difficult trip down memory
lane. 


           
My arms are somethin’ else.  Ain’t this a mess? I guess you
know that the whelps and swelling are old needle marks. Over the
years I’ve shot a bunch of dope in these old arms.  Do You
really care what led to me using?  Are You really expecting me
to ask Your forgiveness for taking the only escape I had?

See that’s hard for me to understand. Without that shot I would
have killed myself a long time ago.  From what I heard, You
don’t take kindly to people killing themselves.  I did what I
had to do to get through the day.  Besides, the drugs are only
one part of the story.

My list goes on and on.  I wasn’t no kind of mother.
She pictures the only images she has of the seven years old
daughter she’d not seen in sixteen years.   That is
a fact. Why did You give me that kid, anyway?  What did You
think I would do?  Wasn’t I the mother You expected me to be?
You tell me-did Melinda beg for forgiveness when she left me with
Peace?  Did she ask for forgiveness?  Did she? 
She pauses. Here’s the deal.

These cards of mine were stacked right from the beginning. 
I simply followed suit.  That’s what people do, play the cards
they get.   Maybe there was a trump card in my
hand.  Hell I don’t. What good are maybe(s) now?

Is a child’s hunger reason enough to steal?  Is being raped
at eleven years old a reason to hate?  As lame as it sounds,
my mistakes come with reasons. 


           
This whole askin’ for forgiveness thing is too hard to
understand.  My entire life has been nothing but one wrong
turn after another.  Now You expect me to get on my knees and
beg for some kind of forgiveness.  I’m sorry, but, I just
don’t know how to do that.  In fact, I don’t think I
can.  Even if I could I wouldn’t.

Strange as it sounds, the answer is just not that clear to
me.  I ain’t never expected any help from anyone.  But,
today I sure could use some. The only the thing I could get out of
Your angel, She pauses, was this thing about praying
before-well-you know-before its’ too late. Whatever too late
means.   As far as I am concern, it was too late the
minute Melinda had me.   

If it’s true that You really like honesty, then You’re going to
love this.  Here it is.  I have no earthly idea what the
hell I’m doing?  Lords knows I want to get out of here. 
But, I just can’t make myself say, “Forgive me Lord for I have
sinned.”  Instead, my broken-down heart says, “Lord teach me
how to forgive You.”  Pleading and begging ain’t in the cards
for Old Sage. I want to smash my hand through the walls of Heaven,
screaming.  “Was my life some sort of sick morbid ass
joke?”


           
Sage stops, realizing her audience.  Lord, please
excuse the cursing.  She glances back over her
shoulders. Old habits are hard to break.  With all due
respect, tell me-how do You decide which of us are not good
enough?  How do you know who to keep and who to throw
away?


           
I suppose it won’t be long before the second act begins.  What
do You have in store for Old Sage? Is it goin’ to be as bad as the
first act?  Will I have the chance to play a better character
or will I be sentenced to this same crap? You need to know that I
can’t and won’t ask for forgiveness.  Not if Your mind is
already made up. 

I must sound like a crazy old fool.  She
chuckles.  Guess those young kids were right at Maps’
store.  I am the crazy bag lady.  Crazy or not, holding
onto this last little bit of self-respect is just about all I
have.  A little dignity might be all I have in Hell. 
Anyway, why should I care what happens after my death. I never
cared before.

A smart person would probably fall to their knees and beg for
dear life. As You know it is not life that I want.  I want to
die.  Why should I care what happens once I’m gone.  See
God the truth is that my soul is simply too tarnished to beg. 
My faith is crushed and my ignorance far too deep. 

Just so there won’t be no misunderstanding. I am asking for
mercy.  Just not the kind You’re use to hearing.  No sir,
there’s no room for that everlasting life kind of  mercy for
Sage.  I want everlasting death.  I am ready to kick
these grungy feet of mine up. Yes sir, it’s time for the long
sleep.  Whew! That’s somethin’ ain’t  it? 
Yup.  Sage is ready to go to bed.


           
This time tomorrow I will never have to look at that nasty mattress
again.  I will be resting in the cushiony comfort of a brand
new coffin made especially for me.  That might not sound like
much, but, it means everything to me.  No more 

I suppose it won’t be long
before we get to meet face to face.  Seems like
anything I say to you-now-could be said then. 
The angel You sent told me that You like it this
way.  He said something about asking for
forgiveness and repenting for all my sins.


           
If You are anything like they say, talking about my life seems kind
of silly.  Besides, from what I’ve heard, You
know just about everything there is to know.  Who
am I to waste Your time; opening my old cluttered
closet-anyway?


           
One thing for sho’. I’m too old for anything drawn
out.  So if You don’t mind too much, let’s just
keep this thang’ simple.  Now. What exactly do
You want me to say? I’ve made my share of
mistakes.  Don’t see how bringing that stuff up
right now gonna’ help me-none.  So please if it’s
not too much of a problem, just tell me what to do and I’ll be on
my way.  She pauses, preparing for the
difficult trip down memory lane. 


           
My arms are somethin’ else.  Ain’t this a mess? I
guess you know that the whelps and swelling are old needle marks.
Over the years I’ve shot a bunch of dope in these old
arms.  Do You really care what led to me
using?  Are You really expecting me to ask Your
forgiveness for taking the only escape I had?

See that’s hard for me to
understand. Without that shot I would have killed myself a long
time ago.  From what I heard, You don’t take
kindly to people killing themselves.  I did what
I had to do to get through the day.  Besides, the
drugs are only one part of the story.

My list goes on and
on.  I wasn’t no kind of mother. She pictures
the only images she has of the seven years old daughter she’d not
seen in sixteen years.   That is a
fact. Why did You give me that kid, anyway?  What
did You think I would do?  Wasn’t I the mother
You expected me to be? You tell me-did Melinda beg for forgiveness
when she left me with Peace?  Did she ask for
forgiveness?  Did she?  She
pauses. Here’s the deal.

These cards of mine were stacked
right from the beginning.  I simply followed
suit.  That’s what people do, play the cards they
get.   Maybe there was a trump card in my
hand.  Hell I don’t. What good are maybe(s)
now?

Is a child’s hunger reason
enough to steal?  Is being raped at eleven years
old a reason to hate?  As lame as it sounds, my
mistakes come with reasons. 


           
This whole askin’ for forgiveness thing is too hard to
understand.  My entire life has been nothing but
one wrong turn after another.  Now You expect me
to get on my knees and beg for some kind of
forgiveness.  I’m sorry, but, I just don’t know
how to do that.  In fact, I don’t think I
can.  Even if I could I wouldn’t.

Strange as it sounds, the answer
is just not that clear to me.  I ain’t never
expected any help from anyone.  But, today I sure
could use some. The only the thing I could get out of Your angel,
She pauses, was this thing about praying before-well-you
know-before its’ too late. Whatever too late
means.   As far as I am concern, it was too
late the minute Melinda had
me.   

If it’s true that You really
like honesty, then You’re going to love this. 
Here it is.  I have no earthly idea what the hell
I’m doing?  Lords knows I want to get out of
here.  But, I just can’t make myself say,
“Forgive me Lord for I have sinned.”  Instead, my
broken-down heart says, “Lord teach me how to forgive
You.”  Pleading and begging ain’t in the cards
for Old Sage. I want to smash my hand through the walls of Heaven,
screaming.  “Was my life some sort of sick morbid
ass joke?”


           
Sage stops, realizing her audience. 
Lord, please excuse the cursing.  She glances
back over her shoulders. Old habits are hard to
break.  With all due respect, tell me-how do You
decide which of us are not good enough?  How do
you know who to keep and who to throw away?


           
I suppose it won’t be long before the second act
begins.  What do You have in store for Old Sage?
Is it goin’ to be as bad as the first act?  Will
I have the chance to play a better character or will I be sentenced
to this same crap? You need to know that I can’t and won’t ask for
forgiveness.  Not if Your mind is already made
up. 

I must sound like a crazy old
fool.  She chuckles. 
Guess those young kids were right at Maps’
store.  I am the crazy bag
lady.  Crazy or not, holding onto this last
little bit of self-respect is just about all I
have.  A little dignity might be all I have in
Hell.  Anyway, why should I care what happens
after my death. I never cared before.

A smart person would probably
fall to their knees and beg for dear life. As You know it is not
life that I want.  I want to
die.  Why should I care what happens once I’m
gone.  See God the truth is that my soul is
simply too tarnished to beg.  My faith is crushed
and my ignorance far too deep. 

Just so there won’t be no
misunderstanding. I am asking for mercy.  Just
not the kind You’re use to hearing.  No sir,
there’s no room for that everlasting life kind
of  mercy for Sage.  I want
everlasting death.  I am ready to kick these
grungy feet of mine up. Yes sir, it’s time for the long
sleep.  Whew! That’s somethin’
ain’t  it? 
Yup.  Sage is ready to go to bed.


           
This time tomorrow I will never have to look at that nasty mattress
again.  I will be resting in the cushiony comfort
of a brand new coffin made especially for me. 
That might not sound like much, but, it means everything to
me.  No more








cold nights. No more aching bones hiding behind goodwill
coats.  Food won’t be a problem, because, there ain’t no
hunger in death.  Probably the best part of this whole dying
thing is saying good-bye to all the pointing and laughing.  My
business will be shut down, forever.  That should make You
happy? Starting tomorrow, my victims will be safe.


           
Tell  me one thing. Do You ever erase a life?  Is that
possible?  Can it be done?  If I could ask for anything
before I die it wouldn’t be forgiveness.  What I want is to be
left alone.  Is that possible?  Can I be left the hell
alone?  Just let me die. Is there any truth to this mercy
thing?  I need Your help. How can I convince You to have mercy
on me?  God I am pleading with You to…. She pauses. What
is her best course of action? Can she convince God that Hell is
here on Earth? Will her defense be good enough to warrant
everlasting sleep?


              

cold nights. No more aching
bones hiding behind goodwill coats.  Food won’t
be a problem, because, there ain’t no hunger in
death.  Probably the best part of this whole
dying thing is saying good-bye to all the pointing and
laughing.  My business will be shut down,
forever.  That should make You happy? Starting
tomorrow, my victims will be safe.


           
Tell  me one thing. Do You ever erase a
life?  Is that possible?  Can
it be done?  If I could ask for anything before I
die it wouldn’t be forgiveness.  What I want is
to be left alone.  Is that
possible?  Can I be left the hell
alone?  Just let me die. Is there any truth to
this mercy thing?  I need Your help. How can I
convince You to have mercy on me?  God I am
pleading with You to…. She pauses. What is her best course of
action? Can she convince God that Hell is here on Earth?
Will her defense be good enough to warrant everlasting
sleep?
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This whole thing started at Your doorstep.  Can you

see me, God?  I am the little girl standing across the
street watching little kids hop from the backseats of cars. 
It never fell, they’d hold their parent’s hand, and up those stairs
and through Your church doors they’d go. 


           
I can still see their faces-just like it was yesterday.  I
wanted to be one of those bad kids, holding onto my mother. 
She smiles internally as though she’d been told a private
joke.  Her ignorance so magnified as not to realize that God
knows her thoughts.

Usually one of Melinda’s regulars slept over on Saturday
night.  It wasn’t good for business to have her kid hanging
around when he left the next morning. Sage knew the routine. 
She’d get up early and ease out the front door without waking up
Melinda and whomever. 


           
Most days she’d walk around the block and hide behind the same tall
tree across the street and watch as church services began. 
She was always so nervous.  Every bone in her young body
rattled.  What if they saw her?  What would they
think?  Most of the time she’d pretend that she was one of
those snotty nosed kids and the hand she held was not
Melinda.  Her mother was a nice woman that wanted and loved
her.


           
Some days I would actually do it.  Pretty as you please, I’d
walk right up those steps and to the front door.  There I
was-standing before Your house with my dirty clothes and barely
combed hair.  Hindsight being twenty-twenty, I supposed I must
have looked pretty bad.


           
I learned how to run on one of those Sunday mornings. I didn’t
realize church was about to let out.  Usually, I could time it
pretty well, but not on this Sunday. Before, I knew anything they
were coming through the door. There I was with my dusty self. 
You would have thought they’d seen a ghost.  I’ve seen some
smirks in my time but never like on that day.


           
They were so smug, looking at me as though my presence somehow
offended You.  I felt like a nasty contagious disease or
something.  Can you see that picture in Your famous book? A
little dusty girl ran that morning.  A long-distance race had
taken off at Your doorstep.  I supposed we’re at the finish
line.


           
Must’ve been some twenty-years before I’d set foot in another
church.  Do you see me-sitting in the back pew? Look like a
clown-huh?  I should be ashamed but, I was so damn high. 
I’d shot about forty-maybe-fifty dollars in dope that day. In fact
I was so high that I almost didn’t notice the two women sitting in
the aisle next to me.

But, the pastor-now he was sho’ something. Oh-how he
roared.  “Children of the church, God brought us here today.
Uhraaaaaaaaaaaaa, and ask that we repent.  Yes Lord. 
Sinning is not the solution but repenting is a solution within
itself.” He jumped off the pulpit as only Black Pastors
can. “Oh-my children, God ask that we leave the judging to
him. Yes Lord and welcome the blind with open arms. Can this
congregation say Amen?”


           
“Amen-Pastor!”


           
“Preach!”


           
“Hallelujah”

“Praise God!”


           
They almost had me.  I’ll never forget how they shouted about
God’s graces, “Preach Now! Speak Pastor!”  I can’t honestly
say what it was but somethin’ moved inside of me that day. 
Somethin’ in that church grab hold of my high and Lord
hum-mercy.  That’s about the time when it happened.


           
“Girl, I know she ain’t comin’ in here, lookin’ like that?”


           
“Child-she needs to be on some corner stead’ of comin’ in here
disrespecting the Lord’s House like she is.”

“She must be on that dope-they be using.”

“Sho’nough-hmm-hmm-that’s a darn shame.”

Shaking their heads and snickering, “ All I got to say is…”
pursing her lips, “that child needs Jesus in her life.”


           
Isn’t that something?  To think.  I thought I’d come to
the right place to find Jesus.  All morning I watched those
two snooty women in their Sunday hats praising the Lord and cutting
their eyes at me.

She stops to swallow and reflect.  The smile in her
eyes directly contradicts what she’s feeling.  Overcome by
painful images, Sage decides that if God were interested in these
thoughts, He would have to use His great powers. To continue meant
more humiliation.


           
She isn’t willing to talk about the young woman wearing the blouse
that tied above her scarred, overlapping belly or the bright shiny
red satin skirt that hugged her prematurely fallen behind. She
turns in shame at the images of the bright yellow shoes, big
earrings and old wig that made her look twice her age.


           
Somewhere I heard that the House of the Lord welcomes people like
me. She felt sorry for the young woman sitting in the back
pew.  Faint memories of the Pastor’s call to the alter for
those in need of special prayer.  She wonders what would have
happened had she not looked around.  Maybe she would have
gotten out of her seat.  How could she risk it when even the
preacher wore an expression of disbelief?


           
Nothing he said was going to get her to walk down that aisle. 
She would not give them the satisfaction.  The show was
over.


           
I can still hear the clicking from my high-heel shoes as I ran
through those doors.  The flag had been waved.  The race
was back on and I was more determined than ever to get as far away
from You as I could.  The first place I ran was to a house a
lot different from Yours.

This house welcomed people like me.  In fact anyone that
came to the house of smoke belonged.  No one cared about what
you were wearing. We all wanted one thing and that was to get high.
The only laughter ever heard was the same screeching holler. 
I went to worship with my own.  Waking up my diseased soul was
the one fix I could never  handle. 

Besides, Your children wouldn’t have let me in their precious
circle, anyway.  To think about it-that wasn’t such a bad
decision on their part.  You know as well I do, what would
have happened if they’d opened themselves to likes of me. 
Christians or not I would have ripped them
off.   


           
Then again, I wasn’t really looking for  them-was I? 
With only a few breaths left, I will say that I am as loss today as
I have always been.  Frustrated she pauses. 


           
Guess I done sealed my fate-huh?  It’s okay-at least where I’m
going won’t require much in the way of changes.  Old Sage is
many thangs’, Lord. But a total fool I am not.  Does this
repenting thing really work?  Heck I don’t know.  Only a
fool would ignore the fact that it might.  Although, Your
intentions for me are a mystery.  I must at least give it the
benefit of a doubt.  So here it goes.


           
God, I have no other choice but to end this prayer in much the same
way as I came into this world, in defeat. I ask for Your
forgiveness and repent for my sins.  Save me-if it is Your
will.  Take my soul and do whatever the heck You want with
it.  Amen.
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A steady stream of sweat trickles down the center and under the
flaps of her breast.  The contractions only intensify the need
to savor each break.  “How are you doing, Ms. Harris? 
Are you ready to have this baby?”  Dr. Williams smiles at the
familiar nod that replaces speech during this stage of
delivery.  “Well, hang with me and you’ll be holding your
daughter in no time.”


           
“Keep it together.  I can handle this!”  Marisa endured
nine grueling months of body disfigurement, throbbing back pains,
and agonizing pressure around her ribcage.  She’d spent every
waking hour preparing for this moment, imagining it a million
times.

Until this very moment it was all one big fantasy.  Reality
has come into this room and latched onto her body and was now
kicking her bare ass. This is the real deal.  No more brief
encounters with slight discomforts, cutesy pricks, and
thumps.  Oh no-this is the big bonanza.  Four wide steel
walls stand firmly around the corners of her body and they are
slowly coming together.  Life is literally being squeezed out
of her.  Through the sweat, shocked nervous system, and
useless breaths, euphoria erupts.

“Breathe Ms. Harris-it’s almost over.”  She resumes the
position; taking a large gulp of air, closing her lips tightly,
clinching her teeth and the bedrails. She pushes. “That’s good Ms
Harris. Keep pushing. That’s it.” Slowly, the pounding contraction
eases. “It’s almost over. Just relax Ms. Harris.”

The breaks between contractions become shorter and shorter. She
feels the pressure increasing, intensifying, and rippling down her
spine.  Marisa braces herself, anticipating Dr. Williams’
command. “Ms. Harris.”

Her upper torso slightly rises.  “Okay, I’m ready.” 
She clamps down on her uterus and pushes with enormous force.

”Push Ms Harris, Push!”

“That’s it. You’re doing real good.” The doctor signals the
nurse to lower her body.  She’s been in labor for many
exhausting hours.  Marisa’s too tired to open her eyes, to
think or even imagine.  She pretends each rest break is a long
nap.

“Open your eyes!  Look! I’m over here.”  She
recognizes the timid voice; frantically wiping the sweat from her
eyelids.  A little girl stands at the foot of her bed. 
Her small hands are stretched and a stream of permanent tear stains
crisscross her innocent face.  “Help me.” The child
whimpers.

 “What are you doing here?”

“Help me.”

“Go away.”

 The position of bed allowed Marisa to face door. 
There was no way the little girl could’ve gotten past her. 
How did she get inside the crowded labor room? God knows she didn’t
fly in there. Marisa stares at the child with an all to familiar
face.  The frail youngster stands only a few feet away as she
peers over the doctor’s shoulders. 

“Stay away from me!  Stay away from my baby! How did you
get in here?”  

“Help me. Help me.” Her helpless young voice is scary and
chilling.

“Why are you here?  I got rid of you. I know that I got rid
of you. How did you get in here?”  The nightmare has
return.  Sweat runs profusely down her face, burning the
corners of her eyes.  The sting from the sweat blurs her
vision.  Her hands tremble. “I can’t help you.” A tear lodges
in the corner of her eyes. “I’m sorry. I can’t help you.”

“Help me!”

“Stop saying that!” People don’t return from the dead? 
Marisa has spent years murdering this memory.  “Get out!” Her
blood pressure rises.  Her heart rate increases.  This is
not good for the baby.  Her maternal instincts speak
loudly.  The child moves closer to her abdomen.  “Get
away!” Instinctively, Marisa is in attack mode.  “Leave her
alone.  Don’t touch my baby. Get out!” It was all in her
mind. 

The atmosphere in the room  changes for the worse. 
The nurse is checking her blood pressure.  Her speech is
strained as she talks back and forth to the doctor.  In her
guts she knew that something was wrong.  Is it the
baby?   

The urgency in the doctor’s voice jolts her.  “Once more
Ms. Harris.  Now-Push!”  Dr. Williams
commands.  

“That’s real good.  You are doing just fine.” 


           
Her body stiffens until the pulsating gradually fades. 


           
“That’s good Ms. Harris.  Everything is going to be
alright.  Your blood pressure is a little high. We’re going to
keep monitoring it.” He smiles, “Just try to relax.”  The
nurse gently lowers her body. 


           
“I have to stay calm.  I have to stay calm.” She forces her
eyes shut.  Darkness is the safest route. “She can’t get to me
if I don’t look at her.”

Consciously, she knows the reappearance of the little girl is an
ugly mirage, a figment of her tormented imagination.  Her mind
searches for sanity.  This kind of thing probably happens all
the time.  Any fool knows a doctor wouldn’t  allow a
child inside an operating room.  Energized with a sense of
calm she slowly opens her eyelids.

“Remember me?”

Marisa releases a fearful gasp.

“Did you think you could get rid of me? How you goin’ to get rid
of me, huh?”

The voice is horrifically real. This is more than strange
figment of her imagination. She is too weak to fight.  In her
mind she begs for help.  But, no one
listens.   


           
‘What the hell is wrong with these people.  Make them go
away.  The want to hurt my baby.  Do you hear me! 
Get them out of here.” Silently she screams, pleading desperately
for protection from the demons that have come to take her
baby. 

She attempts to make eye contact with the doctor who is busy
focusing on the crowning just inches below her waist.  “The
nurse can see them,” she mouths.  “What is wrong with you
lady?  Say something.  Tell them to get out! Are you
blind?  Say something!”


           
Marisa rubs her eyes while trying in vain to connect the
dots.  Why are these images from the past haunting her? 
Why now?  She spent years forgetting everything.  Her
sanity is slipping away.   Her grip with reality tumbles.
This thing that is happening to her is scary. With fear and
murdering hatred she glares at both of them. 

“Why now?”

“Why not-now?” The raspy voice responds.

Marisa cringes at the sound.  It had not changed one iota
in sixteen years.

“Get out!”

“You think I would miss my little girl having a baby?”

“I AM NOT YOUR LITTLE GIRL!” Marisa stares at the timid frail
child standing next to the woman.  “That’s your kid.  Not
me.”

“Is that right?” She smirks.  The woman grabs the child by
the cuff of her neck.

“Look at her,” shoving the child to within inches of Marisa’s
face.

“You can’t run from yourself!”

Marisa lips quiver as she mumbles words of denial. “No!”

“You can’t run!  Don’t you know that? You were weak then
and you’re still weak.” She releases the small child; who crashes
into floor. “See the  problem with you is that you think you
can run.  How you gonna’ hide, huh?”

The hideous image moves closes. “You can tell mama. What’s the
matter, huh?  I bet you think this kid inside of you is really
something, huh?” She pauses before releasing a single gurgling
laugh. “Well, you’re wrong.”

“I hate you!”

“Then you hate yourself,”  taking her callous hand, and
rubbing the sweat from Marisa’s face.  “You don’t get it, do
you?  I am you.” She snatches the frighten child. “This is
you. Remember that. You ain’t never gonna’ get rid of us.”

The touch from her cold hands brings back horrible images. 
They move inside her mind like a slide show of quick snap
shots.  Snap.  The police officers are back. 
Snap.  A frighten child hides in a corner.  Snap! 
She sees groping men with indecent intentions.  Snap. 
The blue suits are pulling at her clothes.  There are no
faces; only large hands that grab a screaming child.  Snap.
Snap. Snap. 


           
“Don’t touch me,” she exclaims with vengeance.  “No you don’t
get it.” Marisa’s words are slowly spoken.  “I am a better
woman than you.” Suddenly she’s energized with a surge of
unyielding willpower.  To protect her child, she will murder
their memory for the second time. “You can’t have her.  Do you
hear me! You cannot have her.  I will kill you all over again
before I let you have her.”


           
“We’ll see.” The ghostly image smiles while moving her hand in a
circular motion over Melinda’s abdomen. ‘We’ll see,” blowing a kiss
to the unborn child.  “That’s granny’s baby.” Marisa shivers
at the high pitched laughter as the images vanishes into
space. 


           
“Noooooooooooo!”

“Are you alright Ms. Harris?” The nurse is startled by Marisa’s
unexpected outburst. “Are you okay, Ms. Harris?” Suddenly the room
is quiet. You could hear a pin drop.  It’s written all over
her pale face. Something  frightened her.  Slowly, she
raises her head to get a clear view.  The images are
gone. 

“Are you alright, Ms. Harris?”

Hesitantly, Marisa nods. She is drained and on the brink of
insanity.  Time to end this phase of the baby having
experience.  “Besides,” she concludes, “psychotic episodes are
not scripted in this fantasy.” Pushhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh Ms. Harris.
Pushhhhhhhh!
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Well that should do it.  I guess the only thing to do now
is, wait.”  Her senses are vanishing into the great
abyss.  No longer is she sniffing the suffocating lingering
aroma of death in the air.  Two nurses are talking about the
pretty young expectant mother in the adjacent labor and delivery
room. They are shadowy silhouettes with hollow voices.

No one has left and still the room feels empty.  The race
to save her life is approaching its’ final leg.   Her
senses are correct about one thing.  The small emergency room
is about to be just a little less crowded. Someone is leaving the
premises and that someone is the old bag-lady herself.

Sage is slowly levitating to new heights.  It is a calming
experience, a once in a lifetime event.  “This is some kind of
strange.  I can’t feel a damn thing. Can you see me?”  In
her mind she tries to touch her face.  Where is my skin? Am I
disappearing?”

Her mind tries to keep up with the swift transition from mortal
to immortality.  “So this is how it feels to die.  I have
to admit this is nice.”  Sage contemplates the impact of 
packaging and selling this feeling on the streets.  She laughs
at the idea of how many junkies would kill themselves just for the
high. “Yes sir, it’s a good thing you can’t get this on the
streets.”

As quickly as the forbidden thoughts enter her mind a gentle
hand interrupts them.  Her body jolts. Her spirit is preparing
to exit the body. The smile that was once dark and gothic is
gone.  It’s replaced with a spiritual, diviner glow. 
“This is so strange-so strange.” Her heart rate is gradually
thumping out of existence. 


           
“Thanks for keeping me company.  Although for the life of me I
can’t figure out why you followed me around for so long. 
Can’t see why no one would want to waste their time listening to a
half out of her mind old woman, anyway.  But, I guess you had
your reasons.    In the end…” She pauses, “Your
reasons-my reasons really don’t matter much.  Life is as
is…just that simple.

This process is too drawn out; too convoluted.  What do you
do when you want the thoughts to stop?  When all you want is
quiet.  Sage spent most of her life surrounded by chaos and
noise.  It’s funny the noise didn’t seem so loud at the
time.  Maybe that’s because she was part of that
noise.   She remembers telling Bear how they were special
because they could survive with the beasts.

“Look around Bear.  Over there you have Joyce and Pops.
Damn fools. Everyday the same thing, they get drunk and then they
fight. And over there, we have Sip.  Did you know he has been
out here since he was ten-years old?  We can’t forget
Jefferson.  He’s not a bad fellow, you know.  He was once
in the military.  Had a bright future, at least that’s what he
says. 

Shit Bear. People lie so much.  Hell, you never know what
to believe.”  Her expression says there is more depth to her
than she is willing to acknowledge. “You can take this to the bank,
my sweet Bear. Not everybody can live like this.  The weak
ones would never make it.” She laughs,  “Enough of this talk.
Pour a little of that in my glass.”

She’s seen the worst sides of life.  Her mother walked out
leaving her victim to the vices of a very sick man.  Prison
cells were some of the best homes.  Drugs were like food, a
must.  She’d prostituted herself to men and women. 
Burglarizing, vandalizing, cunning became second nature.  When
she couldn’t rape herself anymore, because there was nothing left
to take. When her bones cracked, her body slouched, her mind
twisted in knots, and her steps crippled, she stopped alongside a
bridge. 

The Cades Street Bridge where from the un-comforts of your own
bed you can listen to the melody of hopelessness.  The foul,
musty smell of people that hadn’t bathed in years is your
neighbors.  Burnt wood packed in a trashcan serve as a stove
and furnace.  Cades Street Bridge where no home has a
door.  A place where keeping one eye open takes on a whole new
meaning.  It is a place where you rest within a foot of your
next door neighbor. Being so close makes it impossible to ignore
that everyone sleeps in the same fetal position.

Sage pulls herself from the past and into the present. 
“My…my…my… Look at us. Being so quiet and all.  What would you
like to talk about? Did I tell you that I got a kid?  Don’t
know why, but, lately I can’t stop thinking about her.  She
ought to be about grown-now.  Can’t begin to say where she is
though.  People came to my house years ago and took her away
from me.  She must’ve been about seven or so.  I haven’t
seen the child since that day.” 

She does not feel the pressure, but, someone is pushing on her
chest.  She assumes they are trying to revive her.  The
idea makes her laugh.  “As you can see I am going down for the
count,”  imagining a smile that is not actually there.

“Don’t forget the young man in the waiting room.  Tell him
to get out while there’s still time.  Let him know that he
meant more to me than my own child.  Just tell him…” She
pauses.  Her voice cracks. “Tell him that if I regret anything
it is leaving him behind. I love him as much as I can
anyone.” 

The frighten look on Bear’s face the day they met is the last
memory to enter her mind.  She is silent, chuckling at the
young boy that would one day prove that indeed she possessed a
heart.  She sees his skinny body shivering and afraid as he
walks cautiously toward her.

“Come boy, it’s alright.”  Slowly, Sage removes the blanket
from around her shoulders.  “Wrap yourself in this.” 
Something about him reminded her of herself.  Was it that
he-like her-was left alone in a world too big for either of them to
handle?  Was it how he stood at the opening of the bridge
watching for something, anything?  It did so remind her of a
young girl standing at a sink in front of a rust stained window,
waiting for something, anything.

“They call me Sage.” She smiles widely exposing a row of
stained, chipped, and missing teeth. “What’s cha’ name kid?” 
She can hear the shaky young voice as if it were yesterday. 
She looks at the stranger and says the last sentence that she will
ever speak in this world.   Remember his name…” and with
her last breath she says, “Bear.” One deep gasp for air followed by
quiet.
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“Hello Sage. I apologize if I kept you waiting.” The angel’s
palms are soft against her shoulders.  These hands that will
remove her soul, her spirit.


           
“I have been waiting for you.”


           
“I know who you are.”


           
“That’s good, Sage.  Do you know why I am here?”


           
“Yeah, that other angel called you the angel of death or somethin’
like that.”

Sage looks over her shoulders.  A nurse wearing a
remorseful expression is disconnecting her body from all the
computer gadgets.

“Listen, I don’t want you to think I’m afraid, but,  it
would be nice to know what He plans to do with me?” Sage’s inquest
goes unanswered.


           
“I’ve been told that you have prayed.”


           
“If that is what you want to call it,” she chuckles.


           
“You relax and leave everything to us.”


           
“How far away is this place they call Hell.”  Sage prepares
for a long spiraling journey.  “You don’t have to be gentle
with me.  In the back of my mind  I’ve always known where
I would end up.”


           
“Sage?”


           
“Now, now, don’t go patronizing me.  We all know where I’m
headed.  Just tell God there are no hard feelings.  Now
if you would be so kind as to show me where to stand.”

“Sage.”

I ain’t much for a lot of hoopla. Just direct me to the spot for
people that are going to Hell.  Then I can be on my way.”


           
“We will take good care of you in this realm, Sage.  But what
happens after you leave here is up to Him.  You must see Him
to get your answers.”

“Is that necessary?  I already said everything I need to
say.  Besides, there is only one place for people like
me.  So, if you don’t mind I’d like to just get on with
it.” 


           
“Yes it’s necessary.  He has the power, Sage.  Our job is
to take care of you until His decision is carried out.”

“When will I know His decision?  How will I know His
decision?”

“You’ll know.  Trust us.  You will know.  Now
close your eyes, Sage. Everything will be just fine.”


           
Thoughts of the life she leaves behind occupy her time.  “So
amazing-this feeling.  Boy, I sho’ would love to talk to Bear
right about now, tell him about this strange feeling.  I
wonder if they’ve told him about me.  Po’ child, I sho’ hope
the stranger gives him my message.”  She tells herself that
Bear can handle her death. 

“How long will it be before I actually meet Him?  Wonder
what He’ll say about my prayer.  One thing’s for sho’,
shouldn’t be too much longer before I find out.”  Her body
begins to levitate. This is sort of nice.” Sage feels an unusual
painless separation from her body.  A heavy layer of dead skin
is stripped away. “So that’s my body.  It looks pretty damn
bad, don’t cha’ think?”  The guardian angel nods in response
to her question.


           
“I’ve seen worst, Sage.”


           
“Is that a fact?  All I can say is that I am glad it’s over.
It’s been a long sixty years.” She stares at the face that
frightened those young boys in front of Maps.


           
“Get me out of here!” She’s had enough of Sage.  “Take me
somewhere-anywhere.  Take me to God or simply take me to Hell,
but, get me out of here.”


           
Higher and higher her soul rises, taking her to a greater
plane.  It is an out of body experience beyond all
imagination.  Sage has finally started her journey to the
silent resting place.  Good ridden to all of it.  No more
cold pavements.  No more sleeping outside or eating garbage
can meals.  No more drinking liquid oxygen.  No need to
breath.  Sage is on her way.


           
“That’s it Sage. Lay back and rest in our arms.”  She gives
herself to the angels as they guide her into distance lands. 
She’s heading home or is she?  “Wait! What are you
doing?  Where are you putting me?  Oh Hell No!  This
isn’t supposed to happen! NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”
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Five hours and no one had told him anything. Bear glances at the
clock on the wall facing him.  On a better day, he and Sage
would have shared a morning drink by now.  Sage usually headed
for her corner by ten. He wouldn’t see her anymore until around
this time.  They’d meet at one of the local charities for a
free meal.

Maybe if he’d taken Sip up on that offer to have drink this
wouldn’t be so hard.   Bear frowns at the small white
plastic cup of coffee.   “Sage, I bet you could use a
beer right now.”  He imagines her on an operating table
clinging to life with a cold one in her hand.  “You’d drink
it-wouldn’t you?  I sho’ would give you one if I could.” He
smiles, feeling a twinge of guilt for finding humor at such a
devastating moment in his life.

He looks around the crowded waiting room until he locks eyes
with a young mother. She’s busy cursing at her two antsy children
for knocking over a stack of hospital brochures for the third
time.   They are making so much noise that he barely
hears the doctor, “Is there anyone in here from the Harrison
family?”

“Please let her be alright?”  Slowly, he places the
half-filled plastic cup on the table next to his chair. 
Instead of answering-he raises his hand.  The doctor walks
toward him showing no signs of emotion on his face.  This
could go either way. 

“Hello. I’m doctor Seals.  Are you with the Harrison
family?”

“Yes.”

“Is anyone else with you, sir?”

“No.” Bear lifts himself from the waiting room chair.  He
can feel other eyes staring at them.   

“Well, Mr.-”

 “Haynes” Bear interrupts, “Is she going to be
alright?”

“I’m sorry, we did all we could.” A big gasp covers the
room.  Someone has just received the news of a death in the
family.  There is no greater way to silence a noisy waiting
room.  Bear eases down into his chair and tries to prepare for
the dreaded next of kin question.

“Mr. Haynes, are you alright?”

“Yes.” He is lying.  Nothing is right.  The world
isn’t right. Sage is gone.

“I know this is hard, but…” Here it comes, he’d have to say in
front of all these people that she was alone.   

“Who will be handling the funeral arrangements? We need to know
where to send the body”  Doctor Seals looks at the obviously
homeless man. “He knows the answer, but, the question is
standard.  He had to ask.

“I don’t have the money to bury Sage.”

“Does she have any other next to kin?”

Bear pauses. This time when the people in the waiting room
listens it isn’t because he’s homeless.  It is out of sheer
curiosity.  It is an unusual occurrence for the city to
actually bury someone.  Most people have some family-no matter
how distant-that will at least bury them.

“Sir, does she have any next to kin?”

He forces the words from his lips, “Sage doesn’t have no
family.  Well, she has a daughter.  But, nobody knows
where she lives.”  His lips quiver, “She doesn’t have no
family-just me.”

“Is there anyone…anyone at all that will make the funeral
arrangements?” The doctor stumbles through the question.  The
homeless man’s appearance had answered the question long before it
was ever asked.

Bear shamefully looks around the room.  Everyone is
silent.  Even the two antsy kids quietly wait in anticipation
of his response.  Slowly he lowers his head in shame. “No
sir.” His voice cracks, “I…” He has suffered enough
humiliation.  Dr. Seals interrupts.

“I understand.” The doctor looks at his watch.  There isn’t
much time before he’ll be called off to another unscheduled
surgery.

“Would you like the city to bury Ms. Harrison?”

“Yes.”  The response had to be short and
sweet.  

“I must inform you that the city will not provide funeral
arrangements.” 

“That’s a damn shame.  Sorry ass city can’t even help the
woman with a decent burial.” The woman sitting across from him is
ease dropping and whispering responses to the person sitting next
to her. “That don’t make no sense-at all.”

Bear listens to the doctor who continues to talk in spite of the
remarks. “You are welcome to go to the chapel and say a prayer. We
will take care of the body and her burial,” extending his hand,
“Again sir, we did all we could.”

After five years Bear found himself alone, again.  What
will he do now that Sage is gone? “I was on my way, Sage.  I
didn’t mean to take so long.  I just didn’t know.  Now
you’re gone and I didn’t do nothing to help you.  I’m sorry,
Sage.  I’m sorry.”  The guilt is like a great big tank
weighing on him. “I should have hurried.”  A tear falls onto
his lips.   “It isn’t supposed to be this way. 
We’re supposed to be having a drink.  Is it too late? Can you
have one last drink for old times sake?”

He had been in a daze from the time he left the hospital until
arriving at Maps’.  Walking more on instincts, he drags
himself toward the back of the store. “Is Sage going to be alright?
I heard about what happened to her.  Bear, is she
alright?”


           
Bear’s eerie silence speaks volumes. Maps watches as Bear opens the
double doors to a single line of forty-ounce beers.  His
vacuum packed pain and remorse chills the air.

Slowly, he drags himself to the counter, never looking up to see
the sad expression on Maps’ face. Bear tosses what few coins he has
onto the counter. 

“Are you going to be alright, son?”

Try as he might, he can not bring himself to say the words Sage
and dead in the same sentence.  “She is… She’s…”


           
“That’s alright son.  I know it’s hard.  You and old Sage
were pretty close.”  Maps twists the paper sack around the
neck of the bottle. “No charge today, Bear.  This one is
free.” He smiles.  “It’s the least I can do.”


           
“Thanks.” Bear manages to slightly smile.


           
“I’ll pray for her.”


           
“Thanks Maps.” At least one other person would pray for her
soul.


           
“You know I thought a lot of Sage.  She wasn’t a bad girl-not
bad at all.  Poor Sage-she’s in a better place, you know.”


           
“Yeah, I guess,” he mumbles as he shoves the loose change into his
pocket, grabs the brown rippled bag and leaves the store. 
What will he do?  Where will he go?  Sage is gone but
everything else remains the same. Clutching his sack Bear heads for
the planks that he and Sage calls home. 

“How’s Sage?”

“Did she make it?”

“What about Sage?  Bear is she going to be alright?”

He walks pass them without saying a word. Sage is calling him to
the spot where they first met.  She’ll meet him there for one
last beer.  They’ll reminisce about the times two very good
friends would sit around drowning themselves in the bottom of a
beer bottle. 

“Sage, will I die like that?  Like you did-on the ground,
under some old broken-down bridge?”  He tries to picture life
without her?  “I don’t want to go like this, Sage.” He
cries.

She taught him so much over the years.  Wrapping cardboard
in a blanket keeps the cold ground from freezing your body. Her
many antidotes made him smile. “Now Bear-if they think you’re crazy
they’ll put you in the hospital for two or three days.  If
they think you’re stupid, they put you in jail for thirty
days.  Remember Bear never act stupid.” He laughs, “I’ll miss
you Sage.”

He wipes the tears from his face, “Your blanket…” He carried it
all the way from the hospital.  Holding it somehow softened
the blow.  “You’re still trying to protect me from the cold,”
wrapping it around his shoulder and nestling his face in the warmth
of her musty scent.   


           
 Many nights he slept unable to dream, but, this night would
be different.  Brandon Bear Haynes will take the plunge and
dream of warmer days.  Tonight, a crazy old panhandler, and
her young addict friend will share a drink, a saran packet,
tethered old blanket and if they’re lucky, just a little taste of
freedom.
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He’d been awake half the night flipping through

memories, searching for the strength to say good-bye.  He
pulls the stale blanket completely over his head to hide the first
signs of daylight.  Everything had happened so fast. 
Twenty-four hours isn’t enough time to get it together.  Her
death was too swift.  Sage was not a young woman, but in his
mind she’d live forever. 

Twenty-two years spent mastering the art of
rationalizations.  No amount of irrational theories will fix
this. She’s dead. Painstakingly, he struggles to come to terms with
the loss. But, denial is on a rampage.

Suddenly, the clumsy thief trips over her box of
belongings.   “What the hell!” Bear leaps himself from
beneath the covers. “Sip?” His mouth drops.  Of all the people
that could have taken Sage’s things, why him?  When he was
hungry or feigning for a drink, she gave him money.  It’s not
clear whether it’s shock or angry but something inside Bear is
coming undone.  He dives into the would-be thief as if there
is no tomorrow. “Leave her shit alone!”    

“Sage said I could have this blanket.”

“Sip, get your drunk ass out of here. Give me that blanket!”
Bear shoves him onto the ground.

“Man-move-you ain’t the only one that was cool with her,” while
clutching the blanket. Sip wasn’t going to get his hands on her
things, especially the blanket. Bear completely snaps.  His
first punch is the most damaging, landing at the base of Sip’s
lower jar bone.  Sip never sees the flurry of punches that
follow.  With each pounding connection, Bear releases a part
of what he’s tried for so many to rationalize. 

 Sage, Dorothy, the county shelters, the bridge with its
concrete floors;  all the years of disappointment explode in a
gust of rage.  He pounds on Sip until his knuckles bleed
profusely. 

With deadly vengeance, he grabs Sip by his throat; squeezing
until the homeless man is nearly unconscious.  The ground
rocks.  Thunder roars. Is it Sage’s cry from above the
clouds?  He releases his grip causing the young drunk to fall
to the ground. Panting and wheezing, he watches as a beaten man
trips over himself trying to get away.

It’s taken strangling someone for Bear to find the strength he
needs to take the next step. He has to hurry. No way is Sage going
into the ground without him being there, praying for her.


           
He feels a sharp sting.  The gash on his hand is bleeding onto
his already soiled clothes. “Damn.  I better get myself washed
up.  I can’t talk to nobody- looking like this.”  Habits
are sometimes hard to break.  He walks the same route to his
favorite fast food restaurant; instinctively, stopping at the
window to watch the patrons.  “No time to watch you folks
today.”  A very busy man has plans of his own-his agenda.


           
He is one of them today, one of the hurried people. “I’m on my way
Sage.”  He snaps a paper towel from the canister and places it
under the soap container.  Three squirts and one quick swipe
across the face. “Aweeee!”  One paper towel for his armpits
and a couple of gargles of water, brush one freshly wet paper towel
across the front of his blood stained shirt.   Now he is
ready.  “I’m hurrying. Hold on just a little longer,
Sage.”  

It takes two hours and three bus rides before he finally reaches
the hospital.  The hospital lobby is in full swing of its’
usual chaotic state.  Bear weaves between the crowd of
screaming children and exasperated people waiting to be seen or
acknowledged at best.

County West Hospital is over one-hundred years old and like many
that come for treatment, it is a weary dilapidated fixture. 
The dungeon as it is more commonly known is anything but
sanitary.  The urine colored stained walls and cracked tile
floors only add to it dreary ambience.  The thought that Sage
died inside these walls only deepens his remorse.

“May I help you?” 

“Yes Ma’am, you are suppose to be burying my friend,
today.” 

“What is your friend’s name?”  The volunteer worker’s
expression says, “You stink,” only confirms that his bathing
techniques has a lot to be desired.

He ignores her condescending tone.  “Sage Harrison.”

“Are you her next to kin?”

“You can say that.”

“No sir, I can’t. Are you her next to kin?”

“Yes!”

Why is that so important?  Whom would a person need to be
to stand in front of a nameless grave?  Bear and the volunteer
worker share an instant and mutual disgust for what one another
represents.  He wanted so badly to wrap his hands around her
throat.

“Sir?” Her annoying voice interrupts his much enjoyed deadly
fantasy. 

“When did she die?”

Again, she strikes a nerve. “Yesterday,” he pauses, “she passed
away yesterday.”

“Who was her doctor?”

“I don’t remember his name.”

“Sir, his name!”

 “Damn lady, I don’t remember his name.  Can’t you
just look on your records or something?”

“You don’t have to curse me, sir.”

“Yeah, just tell me where you folks gonna’ bury her and I will
get out of here.  I don’t want to be here anyway.”

“What is your name?”

“Brandon Haynes.”

“You can have a seat way over there.  A caseworker will be
with you.” He ignores her insinuation that he sits in a far
corner.  Instead, Bear chooses the seat in the front row
facing her desk.

He’s loving it; she can’t keep her eyes off of him.  He
knows what she wants.  However, he isn’t about to give her the
pleasure of moving.  This time the tables are turned.  He
sits comfortably knowing that his presence annoys her. He annoys
her for Sage as well as all the residence of 0000 Cadies
Street.  More importantly, he sits within a couple of feet of
this woman because annoying her pleases him.  It is the next
best thing to caring out his fantasy of strangling her pompous
neck. 

He can tell by the expression on her face when the volunteer
worker pointed at him, that she’s an employee.  Her frown says
it all. “Why do I have to interrupt my day talking to these
people?”  He’s seen it a million times at state funded
agencies.  She’s working only for the paycheck.

The routine never changes.  She raises her nose so that it
sits firmly in the air, straightens her posture and with the
ultimate superiority-walks her one-hundred twenty pounds self,
right up to his seat.

“Mr. Haynes.”  The hospital social worker rolls her eyes
from the top of his head to the bottom of his ripped shoes. 
“How may I help you?

“Well-uh-my friend, Sage passed away yesterday.”  How could
such a small woman make him feel so uncomfortable?  He
fidgets. “I want to know where you’re taking her body.”

“Why is that?”

“Because,” anger replaces shame. “I want to be there when she’s
buried-that’s why.” Inconspicuously, she takes a step back. 
He notices and takes one step forward.

“Here is the address where she’ll be taken.”  She hands him
a sheet of paper, making sure not to touch any part of his
body.  She will be buried tomorrow at ten o’clock.  As
you know, there will be no funeral arrangements.”

“Yes ma’am.”

“May I help you with anything else?

Making sure that his fingertips brush against her delicate skin;
he takes the small sheet. “Absolutely not ma’am.”
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“Shhhhhhhhhh… Don’t cry.  She waited nine months to become
a mother.  We’re going home today.  “Marisa looks around
the semi-private room.  “Let’s see little one.  Do I have
everything?  She lifts the diaper bag from the foot of bed and
places it next to the small stack of luggage beside the door. 
“I sure hope that Amelia hurries.  We’ve got to get
home-huh-little August?”  She no sooner finishes her thought
when Amelia-the nurse-peeks into the room.  “Hey you two,” she
smiles, “ready to go home?”


           
Marisa blushes. The motherly nurse has in less than two days
managed to become a life long friend. It isn’t hard to respect the
stern but gentle nurse. In the evenings after her shift ends,
Amelia stops by her room to say goodnight.

“Sweet dreams Ms. Marisa and little August.  I will see
both of you tomorrow.”  She’d say a few words and before long
Amelia would find herself cradling the newborn.

“Keep socks on this baby.  You don’t want her to get
colic.”

Marisa nods.  She enjoys the parental attention that the
nurse so eagerly provided.   Once the baby was asleep
they’d spend another hour just talking.  Amelia is as good a
listener as Marisa is a talker.  

“August is never going to have to wonder whether I love
her.  She’s going to know that I do.  She’s going to have
a fair chance to do whatever she wants.  No feeling like she
doesn’t belong for my child.  Don’t you think that a child
should feel like they belong?”  Marisa speaks with a silent
air of sadness.

“Yes, I do.”

“I think that should start at home-don’t you?”

“Yes, girl.” Amelia smiles.

“Yeah-that’s right it should start at home.  I know I’m
right about that.” Marisa caresses the baby’s soft arms.

“You don’t have nothing to worry about August.  You’ll have
everything I never had.” She looks at Amelia, “Wonder if August
knows how much she means to me?  Do you think she knows?

“Yes, girl… You sure ask a lot of questions,” she
smiles. 

Marisa can’t put her finger on it, but, something about Amelia
makes her feel comfortable.  She’s grateful to the nurse that
has devoted her entire shift to taking care of them.  She
deserves to know how much Marisa appreciates her company. 
It’s settled, she’ll tell her-before they leave-how much it has
meant having her as a nurse. 

“Are you ready Ms. Marisa?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Did you call someone to take you home?”  Amelia regrets
the question no sooner than it left her lips. 

“A cab is coming”

“Oh.”

She can’t hide her embarrassment.  Pregnancy can have an
unusual affect on people.  August’s father dropped out of
sight the minute he found out that she was pregnant.  Marisa
took his quick exit as she’d taken many things in her life-with a
grain of salt.  “It’s better that he left, anyway. He didn’t
belong with us.  Besides, we’re better off without him. 
We can take care of ourselves-huh-August?” She asked the question
as though she expects the baby to respond.

“The taxi should be here in a few minutes.”

“Well, here’s a cart let’s get this stuff on it.”

“Okay. ”  She smiles.

“And, how is little August this morning?”

“She is doing just fine-just ready to go home.” saying it with
the kind of pride only a mother can express.

“Well let’s get you on your way.  Can’t have that cab
waiting, now can we, little one?  You are such a pretty
baby.”  She winks at the whimpering baby. “Are you
ready-child?”

“Yes Ma’am.”

Marisa glances at her watch.  The thirty-minute wait didn’t
seem to bother Amelia, who is sitting on a bench enjoying a
cigarette. Marisa on the other hand isn’t so calm.  She’s been
fidgeting in her wheelchair since the moment they left the hospital
doors.

“Where is that cab?  What did they say when you called last
time?”

“The same thing that they said-when I called the other two
times, Marisa.”

“Oh!”

“Shame you and this baby got to ride a cab?” The whole idea of
catching a cab home seemed to bother her more than Marisa.
“Somebody could’ve come to see about you and this baby. It ain’t
right… It just ain’t right.”  Marisa did not have the energy
or inclination to care one way or another.  She just wanted to
get back on familiar grounds. 

Amelia is right about one right thing, though.  She and
August are alone.  No one is going to see about them. 
They will have to do that themselves.  She’ll dote over
August.  Marisa is all the family August will ever need. 
August is all that she will ever need.  They have each other
and that will be more than enough.

“Is that your cab?”

“Where?”

Right there.  Do you have everything?

Marisa cradles the wailing child.  “Yes, I have
everything,” rubbing her hand across the baby’s curly locks. 
Finally she thinks. “I have all that I will ever want or need.”

“Take care of yourself.”  The two women embrace. “Call me.
I want to know how you and the baby are doing.”

“I will-I promise.”

“You better,” giving Marisa one of her signature stern
expressions.

“Amelia?”

“Yes child.”

“Thank you so much for caring.”

“Girl, you better get your butt in that cab.  Just remember
to call me.” She blushes.

Marisa waves as the cab drove away. In two days she’d made a
friend for life.

“Where can I take you?”  The cab driver speaks in a hard to
distinguish accent.

“We’re going to 2585 Romania Street,” she replies.  August
had been screaming at the top of her little lungs since they’d left
the hospital. Marisa enjoys one of the few advantages of having a
crying child.  The cab driver is taking the shortest, fastest
route to her address.  “Thanks August.  You’re already
saving me money.”

“I know where place that is.  Near Cadus Street,
right?”  His determination to speak English causes her to
chuckle.  “Yeah that is where place that is-near Cadus
Street.”  The cab driver sneers at her attempt to mimic
him.

The ride home is uncharacteristically quiet.  The cabbie is
silent, August cried herself to sleep. The raised windows block the
noisy hustle and bustle of people rushing. The solitude provides an
opportunity to collect her thoughts.  Marisa’s mind
travels  back to a labor and delivery room.  How did they
get inside the labor room  without being noticed?

“Well August you are definitely my last child.  Mama, can’t
afford to loose her mind every time she has a baby.” She
laughs.


           
The cab stops at the steps in front of her building.

“That will be $15.75.”  The cab driver’s English suddenly
improves.


           
“Thank you.  I just have to get my stuff and I will pay
you.”


           
“Pay me first.  You people always trying to run without
paying.”


           
“Well, I see you can say that without any problem.  Here’s
your money.”


           
She grabs the diaper bag, the cloth napkin, her suitcase, and the
baby carrier.  Lugging all that stuff around is going to take
some getting use to.  Strategically, she places each bag on a
shoulder, the carrier in the center of her right palm and pays the
cabbie with the one free hand.


           
“Whew, this is not as easy as it looks,” she mumbles.


           
“Welcome home August!”  Marisa wobbles up the stairway to her
front door.  The short trip seems much longer than she
remembers.  “Have they added some steps since I’ve been
gone?”  She jokes.


           
“I’ll sit you down right here,” gently releasing the baby’s
carrier, “Mama needs to get her keys.”  She fumbles around in
her purse.  “Here they are,” using her wrist to pop the small
key chain.  One quick insert and the door opens.


           
“I am so tired.  Shhhhhhhhhh,” August murmurs.

“This is your home.” Marisa reaches into the hallway and pulls
the suitcase and diaper bag inside the door.  “Over there is
our room,” reaching inside the carrier, she lifts the baby gently
and walks toward the bedroom door.  She uses her body to widen
the opening in the door. “Do you like it?  A lot of work went
into this room, August.”  Slowly, she walks to a bright yellow
section of the room and lays the child in the crib.


           
“Are you going to be a little noise maker?  Marisa smiles, “I
better get some sleep.  I have a feeling you’re going to keep
me on my toes.”


           
She takes a couple of steps backwards; never taking her eyes off
the slightly whimpering infant.  “I’ll be in the living room
if you need me,” Marisa chuckles, “You know how to get my
attention,” slowly closing the bedroom door.  “On second
thought, why don’t we just leave this door open?”


           
The baby having business was turning out to be no small
chore.  She rubs the small lump of waddling flesh at the
center of her mid-frame.  “This definitely isn’t all it’s
cracked up to be.” She lowers her face into the palms of her hands
and rolls them across her tired eyes.  No sooner than she sat
on the sofa, she heard it.  Her services were being called in
the next room.  “Oh well, duty calls.”
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“What have You done to me?”  It was cruel, inconceivable,
unimaginable, and simply unthinkable.  “Is that what He had in
mind.  Somebody, tell Him that this is bullshit!  What
kind of Hell is this?”  Something had gone horribly wrong.


           
“Hey lady, don’t do that.  Why are you smiling at me? 
Stop calling me your baby.”  Sage’s words are heard as
cries-baby cries. “Shit, can somebody speak to me please?  Can
this woman can hear me?”  No matter what she says it comes out
as cries. “What is this?  I can’t talk!”

Her mind is running a hundred miles per hour.  This is all
wrong.  It wasn’t supposed to be happening like this. 
She was supposed to be dead not dropped inside somebody’s
body.  This is not dead.  She’s a living, breathing human
being. Something is definitely wrong with this picture.  “What
have they done to me? I can still hear and see!” She screams, “I am
not dead!  You’ve made a mistake…come back…I am not dead?”


           
Thoughts of escaping flood her mind. “I have to get out of here.”
Life is the worst possible ending.  It’s the worst
paradox.  “They said I would be fine.  I was suppose to
meet Him face to face!”  More cries, “This is not face to
face.  I Want To Meet Him Now!”


           
“Shhhhhhhhhh!”

“Don’t shhhhhhhhhh me!  You must be crazy if you think I am
staying in this body.” Her emotion switch between anger and
confusion. “My name is Sage.  Who the Hell is August?” On the
outside, her infant body squirms and wiggles.  Internally,
Sage’s hands are trying in vain to push her way through the baby’s
flesh.  “Okay, I got to think.  I can’t do this,
again.  I just can’t.”

A soft hand rubs against her skin. “Don’t touch me! I am not
your baby.”  Her small body rocks slowly back and forth. “It’s
a big trick.  Put me down!”


           
“You’re never going to have to wonder if I love you, August,“

“Stop talking and listen to me.”


           
“I love you, August, never forget that.” Marisa kisses the gentle
skin of the child’s forehead.


           
“I’m Sage.  You don’t even know me.  You can’t love
me.”  She’s Sage, the bag lady.  “Trust me, you don’t
want me.  I am trying to help both of us and you’re not
listening,” She panics.


           
Damn-it woman, listen to me!  Go to Cades Street. You’ll see.
I lived under the Cades Street bridge.  My name is Sage
Harrison. You don’t want to be stuck with some reincarnated old
woman.  That’s what I am-oh yeah-that’s exactly what I
am.” 


           
Slowly, Marisa walks to a bright yellow section of the room and
lays the child in the crib.  Small rails are attached to each
side of the crib much like bars on a cell-block.


           
“No, please not that.”  Sage hears the sounds of locking cells
doors. “Clank, clank,” The clanking rings loudly in her ears. 
“No please, not these bars.  Don’t leave me here.  Not
again. She screamed at the top of her lungs.  “Let me
out!” 


           
Every word that comes out of her mouth is heard as infant cries and
coos.  Nevertheless, she screams, kicks, and bangs at the
walls inside her flesh.  She wanted out-even if it meant
fighting her way out.  There was no way she was staying in a
child’s body.  She was not about to live this life
again. 


           
“What’s that?  Who’s there?” Someone is watching her. 
Someone else had found their way inside August’s body?  “What
are you doing here? I left you in that operating room.”  She
is silent, “Oh my God, I am pissing on myself.  Do you see
what He did to me?  Is this my sentence?  What am I
supposed to do now? Why is He doing this to me?”


           
There had to be a reason for her quick return.  Could it have
been something she said in that prayer? “I’m sorry God.  I
repent for my sins.  I was wrong.  I will do whatever you
want me to do.  Just let me go.  You were supposed to let
me die. Do You hear me?  I have to get out of here!”


           
A woman’s soul is desperate to rectify herself with God.  “I
am sorry if my prayer sounded ungrateful.  I just didn’t
know.  Honesty-You said to be honest.  I was trying to be
as honest as I could.  Now, look what its’ got me.  
Give me another chance.  They say that You give second
chances.  Oh God, will someone tell Him that I didn’t know
what I was saying.”


           
She points a finger at Melinda.  “It’s her fault-my so-call
mother. Listen to Me!  If You think that I am going to do
better this time, you’re wrong.  I won’t!  It’s a waste
of time.  Just wash Your hands of me!”


           
Her young nails clawing; abusing the innocent flesh of a
newborn.  It is her eternal torment-a prison sentence worse
than death.  “Don’t  think just because You put me in
this body that things are going to be different.  I am and
will always be Melinda’s child. I am still Sage.  Do You hear
me!  I am still her child.”


           
“Come on Sage.  I have things to do?”


           
“Yes ma’am.”


           
“I get so sick of you dragging in behind me.”


           
“Yes ma’am.”


           
“Stop saying that before I beat your ass.”


           
“Yes ma’am.”


           
Melinda’s hand meets the child’s mouth.  “I told
you-girl.  You are so hard headed.”  Melinda was
edgy.  Sage knew better than to test her when she was
edgy.  She touches her sore lip; deciding that silence is the
best way to get around Melinda’s wrath.


           
“Look Sage, I am going over here-try to talk him into letting us
stay at his house.  You better be quiet.  Morris ain’t
going to let me stay with some bad ass kid running her mouth. 
Do you understand me?  You just let me talk.”


           
Fear of being slapped again, prevents Sage from uttering a
word.  Silently she nods.  Melinda jerks her hand so hard
that she nearly dislocates it from her small shoulders. 
“Good! Now come on and be quiet.”


           
The closer they got to Slitherton’s house, the more Melinda’s walk
changes.  Her natural twist becomes a sway of defiance. Her
hips snaps with each side to side motion, making them impossible to
ignore. Her steps marked by long strides one after another extends
inches in front of her sleek frame.


           
She is preparing for work. Melinda had a way with men.  On the
outside she was tall, dark, and as sexy as they get.  On the
inside Melinda was a wreck.  At times Sage wondered if she was
even human.  Melinda was a panther; determined and deadly.


           
“Sage-all men want is one thing!  You better learn how to make
it work in your favor.  You better give them that little
thang’ of yours and get you a little something in the process. You
hear me girl?”


           
Sage is not a woman that frightened easily.  But, this thing;
returning to this world is terrifying.  She couldn’t last
another sixty-years.  It has been less than 24 hours since her
so-call death.  Not nearly enough time for the bitter taste of
her previous life to leave.  “There is no way I can stay in
this body.  I want out.  Do you hear me! Let me out!”
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A Tangle Web










“Hurry up August! I have to get to work!”


           
“I’m coming!”


           
“How long am I going to have to put up with this shit?  I
ain’t no damn child, but, can I tell her that?  Hell no. 
She’d think I’ve lost my mind. ‘Hey Marisa-guess what?  I am
not your daughter.   I died ten-years ago and came back
in this body.’ Yeah-she’d put me away for sure.”


           
“August, I have to get to work on time.  Don’t make me come in
there.  Come out of that bathroom.  We have to leave now.
Do you hear me? I have to be on time.”  Marisa knocks on the
bathroom door. “August!”

“Alright,” the door opens, “I’m ready.”


           
“Ain’t this some shit.  A woman my age getting her ass
whooped for not getting to school on time. I Should’ve killed
myself years ago. Damn shame I’m a coward.”


           
”August!”


           
“Okay, I’m ready!” 


           
“Well-let’s go.  I can’t be late for work anymore.  If we
don’t start leaving earlier, I’m going to loose my job.”


           
“So what- like I give a damn about your job.  Hell, I am
not even supposed to be here.  I got problems of my own. 
You think losing your job is bad. Try dying and having to come back
to this shit.”


           
“By the way, I don’t want to get anymore of those calls from your
teacher.” 


           
“I’m too old to be in school anyway.  Do you think I
really care what some teacher has to say?


           
The harder Sage tries to block her out- the more Marisa
rambles.  “I just don’t understand you sometimes.”


           
“That makes two of us.  Cause I sure don’t understand all
of this-no time.”


           
“You’re a bright girl.” Here it comes, “The You are a Good Girl,”
speech.  She rolls her eyes as Marisa closes the door and
grabs her hand. “It’s like you don’t even care.”


           
“I am a grown woman.  I don’t care about no school. 
Ain’t like it’s gonna’ help my old ass-anyway.”

  
         Sage wants to
laugh.  Marisa has that frantic ‘I’m in a hurry look on her
face.  Eleanor Price Elementary Academy is only a five minute
drive from their apartment.  To Sage it is a journey of
endless babbling.  “I want you to come straight home when you
leave school.”

“Why can’t you say something different-huh, Marisa? 
Sometimes-girl- you say things just to hear yourself
speak.”

“Your dinner is in the microwave.  I might have to work
late.”


           
“Alright.”


           
Marisa cut her eyes at August.  She is such an unemotional
child.  Every morning she tries to break the ice between
them.  All she gets for her efforts are countless one word
responses.  “It would be nice if every-once-in-a-while- you’d
say something besides alright.”


           
“Yeah-alright.”  Sage mimics Marisa by rolling her
eyes. 


           
Marisa takes the key out of the ignition.  Time is
ticking.  She’ll have to accept another defeated morning.

“Come on girl.”


           
“Alright.”


           
Why did Marisa insist upon walking her across the school grounds?
Why was holding her hand, kissing, and hugging her so
necessary.  She loathes Marisa!  No one knows better than
her who Marisa is hugging.  The worst part of it all is being
so close to the very thing she’d wanted.


           
“Listen baby, mama’s sorry she has to work late.  But, the
rent is due on the first of the month.”


           
“Yeah, yeah!”

            “I
can’t be late anymore.  This piece of job is all that we
have.  I can’t afford to lose it.  You do understand
right?”


           
“Whatever!”


           
“I want you to be good in school today.”


           
“Just finish your damn speech Marisa and let me go.”


           
“Do you have your homework?”


           
“Yeah.”


           
“Why does she have to ask so many damn questions?  I am
not stupid.”


           
“I love you-August!”


           
“I don’t even know what love is. Why do you have to say
that?  This woman is wearing me out. I don’t know how much
more of this I can take.  One day she is going to go too
far.”


           
“Sage rushes toward the front doors of the school.  After one
of these morning episodes with Marisa, school doesn’t seem so bad.
Hey August!”


           
“Shit!”


           
“Yeah!”


           
“Give me a hug.”


           
“Damn, I knew it.”


           
“Alright,”  They share a one sided embrace;  one side, a
mother’s love and one side a daughter’s disgust.  Marisa
watches as she disappears in a thick crowd of half sleepy school
kids.  This is not the first morning she stood watching,
hoping August would once say, “I love you, mama.”


           
She thrives on the idea that somehow they’ve bonded. August is so
elusive?  Is it possible that her own child hates her?
Of  course, August is stubborn as hell.  But, Marisa
knows it much deeper than stubbornness.  August is a hostile
child and Marisa is her bright red target. “What did I do to make
you hate me so much?” 

 








“Hurry up August! I have to get to work!”


           
“I’m coming!”


           
“How long am I going to have to put up with this shit?  I
ain’t no damn child, but, can I tell her that?  Hell no. 
She’d think I’ve lost my mind. ‘Hey Marisa-guess what?  I am
not your daughter.   I died ten-years ago and came back
in this body.’ Yeah-she’d put me away for sure.”


           
“August, I have to get to work on time.  Don’t make me come in
there.  Come out of that bathroom.  We have to leave now.
Do you hear me? I have to be on time.”  Marisa knocks on the
bathroom door. “August!”

“Alright,” the door opens, “I’m ready.”


           
“Ain’t this some shit.  A woman my age getting her ass
whooped for not getting to school on time. I Should’ve killed
myself years ago. Damn shame I’m a coward.”


           
”August!”


           
“Okay, I’m ready!” 


           
“Well-let’s go.  I can’t be late for work anymore.  If we
don’t start leaving earlier, I’m going to loose my job.”


           
“So what- like I give a damn about your job.  Hell, I am
not even supposed to be here.  I got problems of my own. 
You think losing your job is bad. Try dying and having to come back
to this shit.”


           
“By the way, I don’t want to get anymore of those calls from your
teacher.” 


           
“I’m too old to be in school anyway.  Do you think I
really care what some teacher has to say?


           
The harder Sage tries to block her out- the more Marisa
rambles.  “I just don’t understand you sometimes.”


           
“That makes two of us.  Cause I sure don’t understand all
of this-no time.”


           
“You’re a bright girl.” Here it comes, “The You are a Good Girl,”
speech.  She rolls her eyes as Marisa closes the door and
grabs her hand. “It’s like you don’t even care.”


           
“I am a grown woman.  I don’t care about no school. 
Ain’t like it’s gonna’ help my old ass-anyway.”

  
         Sage wants to
laugh.  Marisa has that frantic ‘I’m in a hurry look on her
face.  Eleanor Price Elementary Academy is only a five minute
drive from their apartment.  To Sage it is a journey of
endless babbling.  “I want you to come straight home when you
leave school.”

“Why can’t you say something different-huh, Marisa? 
Sometimes-girl- you say things just to hear yourself
speak.”

“Your dinner is in the microwave.  I might have to work
late.”


           
“Alright.”


           
Marisa cut her eyes at August.  She is such an unemotional
child.  Every morning she tries to break the ice between
them.  All she gets for her efforts are countless one word
responses.  “It would be nice if every-once-in-a-while- you’d
say something besides alright.”


           
“Yeah-alright.”  Sage mimics Marisa by rolling her
eyes. 


           
Marisa takes the key out of the ignition.  Time is
ticking.  She’ll have to accept another defeated morning.

“Come on girl.”


           
“Alright.”


           
Why did Marisa insist upon walking her across the school grounds?
Why was holding her hand, kissing, and hugging her so
necessary.  She loathes Marisa!  No one knows better than
her who Marisa is hugging.  The worst part of it all is being
so close to the very thing she’d wanted.


           
“Listen baby, mama’s sorry she has to work late.  But, the
rent is due on the first of the month.”


           
“Yeah, yeah!”

            “I
can’t be late anymore.  This piece of job is all that we
have.  I can’t afford to lose it.  You do understand
right?”


           
“Whatever!”


           
“I want you to be good in school today.”


           
“Just finish your damn speech Marisa and let me go.”


           
“Do you have your homework?”


           
“Yeah.”


           
“Why does she have to ask so many damn questions?  I am
not stupid.”


           
“I love you-August!”


           
“I don’t even know what love is. Why do you have to say
that?  This woman is wearing me out. I don’t know how much
more of this I can take.  One day she is going to go too
far.”


           
“Sage rushes toward the front doors of the school.  After one
of these morning episodes with Marisa, school doesn’t seem so bad.
Hey August!”


           
“Shit!”


           
“Yeah!”


           
“Give me a hug.”


           
“Damn, I knew it.”


           
“Alright,”  They share a one sided embrace;  one side, a
mother’s love and one side a daughter’s disgust.  Marisa
watches as she disappears in a thick crowd of half sleepy school
kids.  This is not the first morning she stood watching,
hoping August would once say, “I love you, mama.”


           
She thrives on the idea that somehow they’ve bonded. August is so
elusive?  Is it possible that her own child hates her?
Of  course, August is stubborn as hell.  But, Marisa
knows it much deeper than stubbornness.  August is a hostile
child and Marisa is her bright red target. “What did I do to make
you hate me so much?”
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Pink Slips










The last bell rings interrupting her thoughts.  “Damn, I
better get to work!”  The street is silent. Most of the
parents have dropped off their kids and are well on their way to
work.  Her beat-up cutlass and a small collection of shining
new vans, remnants of a select group of knit sweater wearing,
always-smiling school moms is about that’s all left in front of the
school.


           
A succession of light beeps sound off as the small crowd
disperses.  Utility vehicles, car alarms and sweaters; somehow
they all match.  Marisa smiles at Rusty Red and wonders when
was the last time she’d even thought about locking her car
doors.


           
The idea of someone stealing Rusty Red is ridiculous.  “Who’d
want this piece of shit? If they stole it, they would hunt me down
just to give it back,” she laughs.  “Still it gets me to
work.”


           
She has been a data entry clerk with AST Medical Billing Corp for
six years.  Medical Billing an impersonal job with lots of
repetitive work.  Everyday she sits in her small cubicle
typing invoices.  It’s enough to drive a sane person
crazy.  “I need another job,” she thought. “But, this will
have to do for now.”


           
She checks her watch.  “Making good time; I’ll be on time
today!”  Then it happens the jerks, spits, slow acceleration
and then, “Damn this car!  You can’t do this too me.”  In
one rapid succession after another she turns the key.  “Please
start car. I can’t afford this shit.  This is not the time to
stop on me.  Start damn it!” Rusty Red ignores her pleas,
choosing instead to let out a sad rendition of rambling roars. Not
one of them strong enough to ignite the slightest crank.

She slams her head against the steering wheel.  “This can’t
be happening!  Okay, calm down.  It’s going to
start.  Please car. Work with me.”  Slowly meticulously
she turns the key. “Damn!”  Again, slowly meticulously she
turns the key.  “I know.  Yeah, maybe the battery doesn’t
have a good connection.” She shifts to her shade tree mechanic
mode.  She leaps out the car, reaches inside the hood, and
releases the latch.

The intense expression on her face mistakenly gives  the
illusion that she’s knows what she’s doing.  Firmly, she wraps
her hands around the corroded battery cables, frantically shaking
each one.  Another glance over of the motor and just like that
her automotive career is over.  She slams the hood and jumps
behind the steering wheel.  Slowly, meticulously she turns the
key “Shit!”  Again, she turns the key.  “Whew!” 
Finally a response, “Oh God, pleaseeee.  Don’t fail me now,”
pressing slowly on the accelerator. 

Old Rusty Red let loose one powerful rumble, “Vavooommm!”

“Thank you. Thank you.  Whew, God thanks.  I am so
late.”

Her conversation with the inanimate object doesn’t end until she
reaches the doors of AST Medical Billing.  “Don’t stop, please
don’t stop.  That’s it-don’t die down.  I just need to
get to work.”

The emotional ride ends at the slender confines of one parking
space.  “I made it.  Okay, Marisa-take a deep
breath.  Don’t let her piss you off.  You need this
job.”

“Ms. Harris you’re late.” She smirks. “You’re late again.”

“I’m sorry Ms. Stockton.  I had to take my daughter to
school.  We were running late.  It won’t happen
again.”

“You’re not our only employee with a child.  Everyone else
seems to get here on time!”  The condescending sound in her
supervisor’s voice is so aggravating.  How is she supposed to
respond?  “I’m not every employee at AST.  Not every
employee at AST works as hard as I do.  What about
that?”  What is she suppose to say to this woman?  How
could she respond without blowing up?

“I have to take my daughter to school, Ms. Stockton.”

“I understand that Marisa.  You’ve told me all of this
before.”

“This morning I would have been on time, but after I dropped her
off my car stopped.”

She feels the shame of not having a brand new car.  The
less fortunate are always identified by what they drive. 
“Then maybe it would be a good idea if you get a new car.”

“I’ve told you… Ms. Stockton,” giving her supervisor a look that
can only be describes as the black women’s ‘go to hell’ stare. “I
can’t afford a new car.”

This conversation is degrading and going on much longer than
usual.  “I am willing to stay late to make up my time.”

“Listen Marisa, this company is not interested in employees that
work to make up time.  It is interested in having employees
that are on time.”

“I understand that, I haven’t taken a full day off in over two
years Ms. Stockton.  I am here everyday and I never leave
early.”

“Tardiness is part of your attendance.  We depend on you to
be on time.  I could hire someone that would be here on time
and not have to be concerned about allowing them to make up
time.”

“Yes-you could-but…”

“I know it’s hard raising a child alone.  My mother raised
my sister and I by herself.  She worked thirty years before
retiring. She found a way to get to work on time.”

“How the hell do you know?” Marisa takes a deep breath. 
She’s not Stockton’s mother and resents the implication that they
somehow share similar paths.

“Just dock me or place me on probation.”  She feel the heat
rising.  She tells herself, “Be calm.”  She didn’t want
to react too soon.  Cursing this woman wasn’t going to help
the situation.  She needed this job.

“If I let you come in late everyday, then all the employees will
start coming in late.  Can’t you understand that?”

“I can’t say what every employee will do.”  Marisa’s
response and demeanor says to Stockton, “That’s enough now. 
You can humiliate me only so far.”

“Marisa, go to your station. You can make the time up during
lunch. We will talk about this later.”

“I will try to make different arrangement and get here on
time.”

“We can talk about this later. For now, go to your
workstation.  There are a lot of invoices on your desk and I
want them completed before you leave today.”

Marisa fumes with anger as the woman smugly turns and walks
away.  She resents how the confrontation leaves her feeling
like a child.  She is in trouble and now awaits her
punishment.  Why is always this way? 

She pays bills just like Stockton.  Everyday, she comes to
work in the billing department, just like Stockton.  Yet, like
a child in trouble, Marisa tucks her tail and, embarks on the long
journey pass her peers to her workstation.

“Marisa, are you alright?”

“Yes, I’m fine.”  Samantha is the nosiest person in the
whole department.

“Girl, what did she say to you?  Stockton looked mad. Are
you in trouble?”

“I am a grown woman. I can’t be in trouble.”

“Was she talking to you about being late all the time?” 
Marisa isn’t up to being questioned by Ms.- I don’t have any
business so I’ll tend to yours.

“I am not late all the time, Samantha.”

“I know girl. Just kidding with cha’.  So tell me what was
she saying?”  It is a mystery how Samantha ever got anything
done.  She spent the first half of the day snooping.  She
spent the second half  of the day spreading whatever
information she gathered around the department.

Only a fool would tell her their business.  Marisa could
tape the whole conversation between her and Stockton on the front
of her blouse and it wouldn’t get out faster than the Samantha
tele-mouth express.

“She wasn’t talking about anything. She just wanted to tell me
something about a stack of invoices.”

“Oh that’s it,” sounding disappointed, “Girl, I thought it was
something.”

“Naw, nothing important.”

“Well, are you having lunch with us today?”

“I can’t.  Stockton has me working on a special
project.”

“And,” she leans forward, “What is the special project,” the
always searching Samantha asks.

“Nothing-child-I got to get to work.  I will talk to you
later.”  The day seems to creep along.  The fact that
she’s experiencing some paranoia isn’t helping.  People are
secretly planning around her.  Stockton’s up to something.

On the way to the rest room, Marisa notices her going into the
personnel office.  It adds to her paranoia.  She hasn’t
picked up the large collection of completed billing invoices
forming on Marisa’s desk.  The deliberate efforts to avoid eye
contact.  Marisa’s sure of it; something’s definitely
happening.

“Fifteen minutes to go and this day will be over.  I’m sure
glad it’s almost time to go home.”

“Marisa.” She grabs the stack of entered data at the edge of
Marisa’s desk.

“Yes.”

“Can I speak to you in my office for a moment.”

Here it comes, the unveiling of the punishment phase.  Why
did it always come at the end of the day? 

“Have a seat, Ms. Harris.”

“So now I’m Ms. Harris.” Whenever they call you by your last
name; something bad is sure to follow. By the look on Stockton’s
face, she has only a few seconds to prepare herself for the
impending consequences.  Stockton is about to burst.  The
only time her supervisor wears that superior, gloating face is when
she’s about to fire someone. 

“Ms. Harris, you are a very good employee.”

“Thank you.”

“As you know, AST holds its’ employees to high standards. 
Every employee is expected to work a full eight hours.  I will
come straight to the point-if you don’t mind.”  She shuffles
through some papers on her desk until she comes upon a memo typed
on AST letterhead paper.  Marisa tries to get a glimpse of the
letter before Stockton turns the sheet face down on her desk.

“You have been late on several occasions.”

“Yes.”

“I have tried to work with you on this issue.  But, it
doesn’t seem to be getting any better. This was not an easy
decision.” She pauses, “We’re going to have to let you go.”

“Hold it together-girl.”  In the back of her mind, all day,
she knew it was coming.  Maybe, it was the secretive hurrying
and the hush hush sounds of impending doom? Maybe it was the
gloating, “You’re going to get yours, Ms. Arrogant  ass,” look
in Stockton’s eyes. Maybe it was the sad expression on the young
secretary’ face that said, “I’m just doing my job.”  Whatever
signs, One thing was for sure Marisa wasn’t just being
paranoid. 

An indifferent expression covers her face as she stares at
Stockton.  Slapping her would be so easy. Instead, Marisa
wraps her fingers tightly around the arms of her chair and
squeezes. 

“We will give you a good reference as long as I am not asked
about your punctuality.  I’m sorry it didn’t work out for you
at AST.”

“You can kiss my black ass.”  Scratch that thought. “I
understand.  Is that it?”

“Yes.  I have to watch you get your things.  If I can
be of any assistance to you let me know.”

“As if I would really do that. You must think I am a real
fool.”   Marisa knows the rules.  Stockton’s
insincere offer means absolutely nothing.

Being fired from AST leaves her feeling like a complete
idiot.  If only her things were organized.  She could
grab them and make a quick exit.  However, that is not an
option.  Just getting up from the chair and walking out of
Stockton’s office is difficult enough.

This woman is about to stand guard over her while she pack six
years in a small brown cardboard box.  She’ll guard her like a
thief in the night-like a vagrant being marched off the
property.  At least the trip to her cubicle isn’t marred by
the stares of her peers.  She’ll taste this bit of shame
alone
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Home Sweet Home










She pitches her book-bag against the corner.  “I ain’t
never gonna’ get use to carrying all these books.  Why do they
have to make them so heavy anyway?” She scratches her head. 
“Hell-what am I talking about? I ain’t never carried any books
before now.”  She leans against the kitchen table.  “One
thing is for sure.  I am much too old for this.”

Sage peers down the hallway leading to the front door. 
“This is sho’ nough twisted.  Take my old dilapidated brain
and put it in this child’s body.  You could have at least
erased my memory or something.” shaking her head, “Oh-no-I guess
that would’ve been too much like right.  Now, how am I
supposed to function as a child?”

She grabs her book bag from the corner and flings it onto the
kitchen table. “I am not a child.  Squinting her eyes to hold
back the images of kids playing. “Every damn day I have to play
this game; pretending like I’m ten years old.  I am around
kids all the time and none of them can tell me how to be one. 
How can I fit in for eight more years?  That is if I make it
that far.  Probably set school back a hundred years.”


           
She walks over to the note taped to the refrigerator
door.    

Baby, don’t forget your dinner is in the oven.  Take
off your school clothes and put on the clothes I laid out for
you.  Don’t turn on the television before you finish your
homework.  I’ll be home as soon as possible.

Love Mama

p.s. Lock the front door.

 


           
“I bet You’re getting a real kick out of this.  Who wouldn’t?
A sour ass woman trapped in a child’s body?  It’s too sick to
be funny.”  She grabs the plate from the oven, her math book
and sits at the kitchen table. “Well, I better get started. 
Lord knows I can’t take another night of Marisa trying to help
me.  It’s bad enough having to do homework without her baby
talking me through every subject.


           
She heard the doorknob jiggle.  If Marisa had been a few
minutes later, she would have had enough time to finish her
homework and go to bed.


           
“August?”


           
“Damn, she’s home.”


           
“August, are you in there?  Baby, I’m home.”


           
“She asks the dumbest questions.  Where else would I
be?”


           
“Yes, I am in here.”


           
“How was your day? Have you eaten?”


           
August frowns, “Don’t you see my plate?  Damn. You are one
silly girl.”


           
“August, I have to talk to you.”


           
“What’s wrong with her? Looks like she been crying?”


           
“Alright,” August breathes, “What do you want to talk about?”


           
“What now? This wouldn’t be so hard if she didn’t want to talk
all the time.  I ain’t up to listening to you tonight. 
Just go to bed Marisa.  I don’t feel like any child’s
play.      “Baby, I loss my job
today.”


           
“Yeah, okay.”


           
“Here it comes the Melinda part of this whole thing.  She
loss her job.  Damn.  I knew it.  It’s only a matter
of time.  Now, here it comes; the real reason I’m here. Might
as well, kill myself while I still have a chance.  I would
to-that is if I were sure I wasn’t coming back.”


           
“Now-don’t you worry.  I am gonna get out and find another
job.  I’m going to start lookin’ first thing in the
morning.”


           
“I bet you are gonna’ look for a job.  All I have to say
is don’t think you’re gonna’ sit around here all day, beating the
hell out of me.  Cause I am too old and too damn
tired.”


           
“Now, don’t you go worry about me, okay?”


           
“You’ve got to be kidding; worry about you.  Hell.  I
am worried about me.  Who got time to worry about
you?”


           
“Don’t you worry, baby.  I promise I am going to find a better
job.  We have a little money saved.  That will take care
of next month’s rent.  Everything should be okay.  All we
have to do is cut back a little.  I’ll have a job in no time,
you’ll see.” She smiles.


           
Marisa is not as confident as she sounds.  Times are
hard.  Finding a job is going to be hard.  Finding a good
job will be almost impossible.  August is looking straight at
her. Marisa loves her more than life.  She’ll do something-if
not for any other reason than she can’t let August down. “You’ll
see-I’ll have a job in no time.”


           
“Alright.”


           
“Sure you will.”


           
“August?”


           
“Yeah!”


           
“What now?  Damn girl talk too much.  What else is
there to say?  You loss your job. I’ve been through harder
times.”


           
“Why do you always say-alright?”


           
“Child-what else do you want me to say?  I don’t have time
to be talking to you.  Besides, if I say anymore than
‘Alright’ anything might happen.  Trust me on this Marisa-go
with alright.”


           
“Sometimes I wish that you’d talk to me.”  Marisa flips
through one of the books stacked on the table.  If you’d
like-sometimes-I could help you with your homework.” She glances
over some of August’s partially completed assignments.  “Are
you having any problems in school?   Do you need help
with anything?” Marisa grabs the math book, “I was pretty good in
math.” She smiles.


           
“Why do you try so hard?  I ain’t denying that you’re
nice. Shit, a blind person can see that you’re nice.  Why
don’t cha’ find yourself a nice husband. Forget about me. 
Have yourself some more kids.  Just walk away? I won’t blame
you.   Let me live in my own private Hell. Listen kid.
It’s not personal.  I just don’t want to be here! 
Damn.  Why can’t I just tell you the truth?”


           
“Wouldn’t it be nice if we spent more time together?”


           
“No it would not.   Look at me.  Can’t you see
that I am not your daughter?   I don’t even know how to
be your daughter.  What do you want me to
say-Marisa?”  Frustrated, she places her head in the palm
of her hands.


           
“You always trying to find things we can do together.  The
only thing I am always thinking about is the last time Bear and I
shared a beer.”


           
The stress is crashing down.  Her head is throbbing. “I am
a grown woman.  I wasn’t a kid when I was supposed to be
one.  Now all of sudden, I am suppose to just start playing
hop-scotch and calling you mama.  I can’t do it
Marisa.”


           
“Do you know that I love you?  I am going to get a job,
August.”  Marisa pleads for her child’s affection.  She’s
in pain and begging for some kind of validation.  Today, she
heard Stockton loud and clear, “Job Not Well Done!”


           
“I know that you love August.”


           
“August?”


           
“Yes.”

“You’re my rock.  Have I ever told you that?  From the
moment you were born; you became my rock.”  She says it with
such tenderness.  “I’m always going to be here for you. 
That was my promise when you were born and it is my promise
now.  We’re going through some tough times, but, we’ll be
okay.  Baby, we are going to be okay.  You have my
word.”


           
“Stop looking at me like that!  Stop trying to care so
damn much.  I ain’t worth it.  Why does it matter so much
if August loves you?  Melinda never cared what I
thought.  This would be so much easier if I didn’t remember
Melinda or anything about my past life.  But-I do,
Marisa.  I do! How am I supposed to forget?  I don’t know
how to love you.  God knows I wish I did.”


           
“I’m tired baby.  It’s been  a long day and I have to
wake up early.  That is,” she smiles, “if I am going to get a
jump on finding a job.” She grazes her fingers gently across
August’s forehead and seals her touch with a kiss.  “Good
night little one.”


           
“Good night”


           
“August?”


           
“Yes.”


           
“Don’t give up on me, okay?  I really need you to believe in
me this time.”  It’s hard to ignore Marisa’s innocent
request.  For one short instant, Sage and Marisa are
suspended.  The light shining down accentuates Marisa’s
face.  They shared the same space.  For all practical
reasons, this woman is her mother and still she’d never actually
looked at her.  How could  she have overlooked the
innocent beauty that is Marisa’s face?


           
“Is something wrong, August?”


           
“Nope-just thinking-that’s all.”


           
“You’re pretty.  I mean you’re really pretty.”

It makes no sense.  A woman that attractive, alone all the
time. “Where are the men, Marisa?  Why are you
alone?”


           
“Well, if you want to talk about anything…I’m here.”


           
“Thanks!”


           
Sage watches Marisa walk toward the bedroom door.  There’s
something familiar about her.  Her tall sleek legs, the way
her hips sway defiantly.  This isn’t the first time she’s seen
that walk.  Marisa reminds her of someone, but, whom?


           
“What is it about you?” Hate turns to curiosity.
“Ten-years and not one word about your past.  Where is
your family?  The only person that ever comes over is
Amelia.  Why is that, Marisa? What kind of childhood did you
have?  I bet you were a cute kid.”  Curiosity runs
deeper and deeper. “Is there something between us, Marisa? Why
did He put me in your child’s body?”


           
 Her mind switches from Marisa to the daughter she’d almost
forgotten.  “I had a daughter once, you know.  The
both of you should be about the same age. Her name is Lela. 
Been so long nearly thirty years since I’ve seen that child.”
She pauses.  “I wonder if she turned out anything like
you.  I doubt it-after all-she is my daughter.  You know
what they say, the branch never falls too far from the
tree.”


           
Sage stares at the roof.  “For ten years I have been
combing over this shit.  Trying my best to make some
connection, find something that ties us together.  It’s not
hard to figure out why I am being tortured.  This is my Hell,
but, why you?  That’s what I can’t figure out.  Is He
trying to tell us something?”


           
“The first inklings of doubt surface.  Had she been wrong all
these years?  Was this a sentence to Hell or a fresh
start?  Is it possible that her current life the result of a
successfully ran defense?  Is this the second chance that
comes only in her dreams.  Has Sage been spared?


           
Marisa knows nothing about the real August, if there is such.
“Do you love me?  Am I hating the only person besides Bear
that ever loved me?  Tell me Marisa, am I wrong?”
 The hatred vanishes.  It is all so crystal clear. 
They have suffered long enough.


           
“Good night-huh-mama.”

She stops suddenly in her tracks, quickly turning around. 
Is her mind playing tricks?  Did she hear August, say,
“Mama?”


           
The smile on August’s face is confirmation enough.  “Good
night baby.” She smiles softly.  “I’ve been
thinking-maybe-uh-we’ll go to church on Sunday.”  She rubs her
hands over her tired eyes. “Hmmmmmm- been years since I thought
about going to church.  Just might do us some good.” She opens
the door to the bedroom, “I’m tired little one.  Now-don’t you
be up too late-you hear me!
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“I think it’s time we have another talk.  If You don’t mind
today I’d like to cut to the chase and get right down to business.”
She waves her arms through the air. “Can You please tell
me why I am still here?  Did or didn’t I die in that hospital?
I stood beside two angels and stared down at my dead body. 
So, why on earth am I still standing here?


           
“I remember that day.  Those doctors and nurses were something
else.  The way they fussed about-trying to restart my heart. I
fought them every step of the way.   If I’d known this
was going to happened; I might have fought harder to live. 
‘Total amnesia,’ Isn’t that what I asked you for. As plain as the
look on my face.  I wanted to be free.  Not once did I
beg for my life.


           
“Do You have any idea how hard it is to live like this?  I am
paralyzed.  Do You hear me! I am paralyzed.” She leans back in
her chair while slowly clinching and releasing her fist. “Is this
or isn’t it Hell? For ten years I have been afraid to kill
myself.  Afraid that I just might come back.  All I want
to know is-is this Hell.”


           
She searches for a place to continue.  “Anyway, I just wanted
to ask a few questions.  Thought You might be feeling a little
generous and-well-might be in the mood to clear up a few
things.   Folks are always saying that God does things
for a reason and that every reason is not for us to
understand.”  She reflects on the validity of her
statement.


           
“On the flip side of that same coin-they say-come to God for my
answers.  ‘Seek and you shall find.’  I am tossing this
coin in the air.  Who’s to know, an answer or two just may
fall to the ground.  It is at least worth a try.”  She
wipes her face with the back of her soft hands and raises her chin
as if preparing for a devastating blow.


           
“Once and for all-why am I here?  What do You want from
me?  Better yet, why are You doing this to Marisa?  I
cannot for the life of me figure out what she could have done to
deserve sharing my torment.  You’ve seen how I treat her.
Doesn’t she deserve better?”


           
She stands and walks to the kitchen sink.  There is a window
quite similar to the one she remembers as a child.  She looks
over her shoulders.  Melinda is not there.  “This doesn’t
make any sense.  Is there something that connects this girl to
me?  Wouldn’t it have been easier to just let me die? 
She’s killing me with all this love stuff.  You know that I am
not use to it.  What am I suppose to do when she insist on
loving me?”

The veins from her hands protrude from gripping the sink counter
so tightly.  Confusion is written all over her face.  “I
don’t want to hurt this kid.  She is a good person.  I
don’t have to tell you how hard it is to break bad habits. 
Marisa deserves better than me. 

You know all about me.  All the scraping and scratching I
had to do just to live.  Shoot-I still crave drugs. I see
liquor bottles in my dreams.” Her voice cracks, “I keep asking
myself if I’d be any different if You ‘d taken me as a child? 
Would I be any better this second time  around?  Lord, I
was an old, old woman.  Too much time had passed for me to
change.


           
“How can an old bum make anyone proud?  People spat on
me-looked down on me.  I am about as confused and unsure as
they get.  One thing  I do know; Marisa doesn’t deserve
me.  Tell me how to erase the first sixty years of my
life?  There were no Marisa(s) in my neighborhood.” She points
outside the window.  “I reckon-You know that.”


           
In the darkness outside her window, she sees an old woman sleeping
on the ground. “I hate falling asleep.  The only dreams that
visit me are of the maggots that slid from beneath that old filthy,
pissy mattress.”  She rubs away the images of maggots crawling
up her arms. “I am pleading with You.” Finally she breaks, “Why
have I come back to a world that I want no part of?”


           
Sage lowers her head. “God, I am finally coming to grips with this
concept.  I am here for a reason.  Just tell me what You
want me to do. I’ll do anything as long as You free her.  Show
me what I am too blind to see.”  She wipes her face, “If
nothing else teach me how to be August.  No sense in both of
us suffering.  At least Marisa can have something out of this
deal.”
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“Take a look at me now.” Sage enjoys the quiet ambiance
of the restaurant.  Who’d believe it?  Sage Harrison
sitting at a quaint little table having dinner with her mother.
“Yeah, look at me-sitting right pretty in this here
restaurant.”


           
“Have you ladies decided on what you’d like to order?”

 “Yes sir, I would like to have the Seafood Primavera.”
August is the first to speak. 
        


           
“Yes ma’am. Would you like a salad with that?”


           
“Yes,” she blushes, “I’d like to have a Caesar’s Salad.”


           
What would you like to drink?”


           
Marisa interrupts, “We’d like two virgin Strawberry Daiquiris,
please.”  Marisa admires her daughter’s natural
eloquence.  “I am so proud of you, August.”


           
“Thanks mama,” flashing a grand smile.  She enjoys the warmth
of her mother’s admiration.


           
In plain view of their window booth a small framed woman stands on
the corner.  She is wearing tainted rags and talking to
imaginary people.  Her face is plastered with deep impressions
that bare a strong resemblance to that of worn tires.  Aged
burns rest at the base of her fingers, making it impossible to
determine where the fingertips end and the nails begin.  Her
dilapidated wig hides stringy coils of matted entanglements once
called hair.

“I stood on that very corner; begging for nickels and
dimes.” The woman is her, fifteen years earlier. The Bag Lady.
They all  have the same hopeless first and middle name. 
They all play the same waiting game.  Just doing enough to get
by till that day when some angel comes calling their
name.   “Boy, what a difference one death can
make.”


           
“The musical was so nice and you sang so pretty.  Me and
Amelia were smiling from ear to ear.”


           
“Did you’ll really like it?”


           
“Liked it,” with a shocked expression, “baby, I loved it.”


           
Sage blushes, “I wanted you to like it?”


           
“You did?” Marisa asked.


           
“Well,” shrugging her small shoulders, “Yeah, I guess so.”


           
“August?”


           
“Yeah?”


           
The waiter appears and places two virgin drinks on the table. 
“Your dinners will be right out.”  He quickly moves to the
next table; allowing them to continue their conversation.


           
“Some times it seems like you’ve been here before.  There is
something ancient about you.  Even down to the songs you
sing.  You fascinate me.”  August is young, however, her
spirit has somehow aged well beyond her years. It was fitting that
her vintage soul would find harmony somewhere between the majestic
ruins of Harlem and the soulful pavements of Detroit.


           
“Do you think that it’s weird-how I like older music?”


           
“No-just unusual.”


           
“That’s right Marisa.  It’s not weird at all my
dear.  Not if you knew me-I mean before now.  I used to
sing all the time.  Oh I wish I could talk to you about those
days. I have stories to tell.  I can remember singing
‘Masquerade. I loved that song.”  Sage has a faraway
smile on her face.  “You know-Nancy Wilson sang it best.
Shoot-what am I saying? You don’t know nothing about-no-Nancy
Wilson.”  She can hear Nancy’s harmonic voice ringing in
her ears. “In those days I could sing for hours.  That is
if Melinda wasn’t around.  She hated to hear me
sing.”


           
“Damn it-girl.  Stop making all that noise!”


           
“Yes Ma’am.”


           
“Besides-who told you-you could sing?  You better get
somewhere and stop making all that noise.”


           
That was then, but, this is a new day. “What do you have to say
now Melinda?  Look at me. Today I sang my heart out and you
can’t do a damn thing about it.” The waiter returns with two
salads.  Sage lifts her head; gloating, “Oh yeah-things have
definitely changed.  They sit quietly sipping their
drinks.

Marisa quietly rehearses her speech. She’d been thinking about
this day for a long time.  Is August old enough to know the
truth about her? How much of the truth could either of them
handle?  She took a deep breath.  There’s only way to
know the answer.  “Marisa-girl-it’s time to unveil.”

“August?”

“Yes?”

Marisa positions her elbows on the tabletop. “I have never
talked about my childhood.  I mean-where I came from.” 
Her statement instantly captures Sage’s attention.

“What did you say?” Sage braces for the moment of
truth.  She is about to hear a tale she’d only speculated.

“Well, I brought you to this restaurant for a reason.  I
grew up not too far from here.  In fact my mother and I lived
near this very restaurant.  We sort of moved around a lot,
but, mostly we stayed around here.” She pauses.

“I really don’t know anything about my father.  He
disappeared before I was born.  Sometimes people do strange
things for stranger reasons.  There are people that feed off
of others without a conscious.”  It is a statement more
painful than she reveals.  “Remember that August.”

Sage wanted Marisa to be anything but meticulous.  She’s
waited too long to sit through Marisa picking and choosing words.
“Tell me about your mother.  What happened to her?” 

Marisa was surprised by August’s sudden interest in her
life.  She deserves to know the truth, but, Marisa has to be
careful.  August needs to be shielded and so does she.

For weeks she’d thought about every conceivable scenario. The
time for dry runs ended the minute she lifted her mask.  It’s
curtain call-no more time for thinking.  The door has been
opened and August had walked inside.

“How can I describe my mother to you? First of all,” she
chuckles, “my mother and I were nothing alike.”  Marisa
pauses-choosing her words carefully.  “As a child, I remember
many men visiting her.”

She shakes her head, “For the life of me-I can’t figure out
why.  She wasn’t an attractive woman.” She pauses. 
“Although, like you-she could really sing.  It’s just about
the only good thing I remember about her.” She rubs her chin as
though she’s in deep thought.

           
“What are you struggling with Marisa?  Just say
it!”

As hard as she tries to avoid it, the journey of painful
memories begins.  “It took me years to figure out why those
men came to our apartment.”  Marisa sighs, “I suppose to them
she might have looked like something.” She finishes her statement
with a slight sad chuckle.  “I guess you can tell that I was
not very close to her.”  Sage detects a hint of sadness in her
voice.

“Why?  Did something happen?  Why doesn’t she call or
visit us?”

A thousand times she memorized her parts.  Over and over,
rehearsing and replaying it in her head. The question now is, has
she prepared enough?  Can she handle August’s questions? 
How can she respond without damaging the child, without
contaminating August with her hatred?  More and more she
realizes how important it is to be careful. She has no other
choice, but to take her time and do this the right way.


           
“August-my mother isn’t the kind of person that visits,” shaking
her head, “No-no-that’s only half true.  To be completely
honest, I haven’t seen her in years.  Shoot, baby, I don’t
even know where she lives.”


           
“You don’t know where your own mama lives?”  Sage is struck by
her shocked response. “What am I saying?  I couldn’t have
found Melinda if my life depended upon it.”


           
“No I don’t.  She could be anywhere.”


           
Whether it is eagerness or anticipation Sage dangles on Marisa’s
every word.  A light flashes in her head.  Her intuition
says it is about to be a bumpy ride. Uncertainty causes her stomach
to rumble. Marisa-are we tied together.  Who are
you?”


           
“I have always loved you.  More than life-heck-more than
anything in my life-I wanted you.  A warm smile appears on her
face.  “It’s the truth.”

She pauses, reflecting upon her lonely childhood.  “I don’t
want to be like her.  She was mean.” Marisa pauses.  The
pain is coming back.  She exhales, releasing a heavy sigh. “I
don’t think she was really close to anyone.  She liked it that
way-you know,”  taking a sip from her drink.  “Do you
like your Daiquiri?”

 Sage nods and takes a sip of the smooth thick reddish
concoction.  “It’s good.”

“That’s nice. I’m glad you like it.”  She smiles aimlessly
at a group of hungry patrons standing at the door.  The
lunchtime crowd caused the waiter to pick up his pace.  He
places their plates on the table. 

“Is there anything else,  ma’am?”


           
“No-this is fine.”


           
“Okay-well let me know if you need anything.”


           
“Thank you.”


           
“Marisa grabs her napkin, “hmmmmm, this looks good,” placing her
napkin on her lap.


           
Sage is not interested in the crowded restaurant or the food. 
Frustration is starting to show on her face.  Marisa is
wasting time. Remaining calm is getting increasingly
difficult.   Sage looks at the woman outside the window.
The bag lady is crouched over, counting some dollar bills.  It
doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what she’ll do with
her money.  The old Sage is creeping through.  She feels
an overwhelming desire to have some of whatever the bag lady is
about to buy with that money.

If Marisa didn’t get on with the story-she might just do
it.  “Hey Mr. Waiter, don’t let the young face fool ya’-go
over there and get me a bottle of the strongest liquor you can
find.”  She pictures the expression on the waiter’s face if
she made such a request.

“What were you saying, mama?”


           
“Oh-that’s right.  I was talking about my childhood.”


           
“Yeah-that’s it.”


           
“August, the reason I love you so much is because I know what it
feels like not to be loved-or feel loved.  Thank God, you
won’t ever have to go through that,” her eyes water, “It is a
horrible feeling.” She takes a deep breath.”


           
“My mother, “she chokes back tears. “My mother…” Marisa reaches for
a fork in the road. Where does she turn?  She searches for a
reaction in August that will help her find the words to finish the
sentence. 


           
“Why are you stopping?  Talk damn you! Say
something!”


           
“Is she still alive?”


           
“Baby, I don’t know, maybe-maybe not.”


           
“Do you want to know?”


           
“It doesn’t really matter.”


           
“What’s her name?”


           
As hard as Marisa tried, she had not forgotten the name that
wrecked her childhood.  She really believed she could talk
about her childhood without saying her name -without making her
real.


           
“Her name,” faintly she chuckles, “I haven’t said her name in
years.”  Again she laughs to yourself, “Can you believe
that-August?  I have done every thing in my power to forget
her.  The only thing I have held onto was the idea that I
could be better than her.  That has motivated me-my entire
life.”  More pleading than asking, “Do you think I am a good
mother?”


           
“You are a very good mother,”  Sage leans toward the middle of
the table, her eyes piercing, searching for the one thing that
Marisa’s afraid to say.  “What are you afraid of
Marisa?  What is it about your mother-that stops you from even
saying her name? Is it that bad?” She leans further toward the
middle of the table.  “Just say it, Marisa.”


           
Releasing her demon is a bigger task than Marisa anticipated. 
Her energy is fading.  Suddenly she can’t breathe.  She
must get up-go somewhere-anywhere.  One thing’s for sure she
has to calm down and soon.

“August, I have to go to the restroom. When I come back we can
continue our little talk.”  Marisa’s stalling. Sage is biting
at the bits.  She knows in her guts that Marisa holds the key
to a finale she will not soon forget. 


           
She watches intently Marisa’s slender body trembling as she rises
from her seat.  “Listen. I have to tell this story my
way.  You are not in control.  Take a long look at
August.  Make no mistake, the face you see is my
daughter.  This time I’m the one in charge.”

Slowly, she continues to rise, staring straight into August’s
eyes.  She’ll go to the restroom, catch her breath and come
back to finish what she began.  With the fresh signs of a
renewed confidence Marisa winks.  “This won’t take
long.”  Sage notices the trembling in Marisa’s hands has
stopped.  Marisa turns and walks away from an eager eyed
Sage.


           
“Damn it-the answer is right at the tip of her tongue. 
Why do you have to be so dramatic-huh?  Just spit it
out.  Be patient-she’s gonna’ bring it all
together.”   Sage takes the napkin from her lap and
tosses it onto the table. “It’s something that ties us
together-isn’t it?  I just know it- she’s so familiar. 
Where have I seen you?”


           
She steadily immerses herself in the mystery that is Marisa. 
She studies her strut as Marisa makes her way through the crowded
restaurant toward a small opening leading to the restrooms. 
“The way you walk-it is something so familiar about you. 
I’ve seen that walk before, but, where?  The long
strides.  The way your hips sway back and forth. I’ve seen
that before.”  Sage’s eyes grow with new and frightening
revelations.  “Damn.  It can’t be!  Not
you!”


           
Five minutes feels like an hour as she sits in silence, anxious for
Marisa to reappear.  She wants confirmation.  Once and
for all she’ll know the truth.  The buck stops here.  No
more wondering.  No more mysteries. 

Suddenly, Marisa appears from behind a small rectangular slit in
the wall.  “Who are you, Marisa?”  With each
stride comes a higher level of confirmation. “It just can’t be
possible. Who are you?” Is it possible that she was not the
only person to return?  Had Melinda found her way back into
this world?


           
“Sorry about that,” crossing her slender legs as she takes a
seat.  “Hope, I didn’t take too long,” Marisa smiles. 
“Now where did we leave off?”


           
Sage cuts straight to the chase.  “Your mother?  What is
her name?”  Her eyes are burning.  She’s had enough of
this mystery script.  Marisa better start talking or she will
be the one getting the big surprise.  Enough is enough- today
somebody is going to get some answers.  If it isn’t Sage then
it will be Marisa.


           
“Calm down August.” Marisa is determined to control the pace of the
conversation.  She breathes, “The last time I saw her-I was a
little girl.  That was the day they came to take me away.”


           
“Took you away-what does that mean? Who? Where?”


           
“Oh my God! Who took you away?  I was the one being taken
away.  No scratch that-You gave me away-ain’t that right? This
is crazy-just plain crazy.” 


           
“They tried to help her-but no…” She slurs her words, “she didn’t
need help. Because of her I must’ve lived in every foster home in
this city.”


           
“What are you talking about?  Why are you telling me about
living in some foster home?  I know who you are.  Just
say it!  Just say it and I’ll tell you what I think of your
foster homes.  You owe me.  Don’t think I am going to
feel sorry for you.  If He sent me here so that you can say
you’re sorry or explain why you did what you did-then it’s not
going to work.  He would have been better off just sending me
to Hell.” 


           
“I swore that you would never be moved around like garbage. 
That’s what it felt like, trash being thrown from one dumpster to
another.  That is no way for a child to live.”


           
“Why are you dragging this out? Don’t do this to me.”


           
“I never told you, but, when I was old enough I changed my
name.  I didn’t want anything to remind me of her not even my
name.”


           
“What! Who in the hell are you?” Sage is suddenly
afraid.  “I stop answering to my birth name years before
Marisa Harris ever became legal.”


           
“What is your name?”  Is Marisa unknowingly about to
confirm her darkest fear?  Is she about to say what Sage
already knows in the back of her mind?  This is it. The moment
of truth.  Will today be the day she’ll learn the meaning of
Hell?  The answers are only two names away.

Baby-my birth name is Lela Harrison,”  choking back tears
as she unlocks the cell-unleashing her demons. “My mother’s name is
Sage Harrison.”
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Chapter 18

The Abyss










The flag has once again been waved.  Like a great driver,
she articulates each narrow corner.  They are on a winding,
bumpy road leading back to that spot.  Lela presses hard onto
the accelerator.


           
Her tongue is swift. “She didn’t deserve to be my mother.”  A
dazed Sage sat, listening to her name.  ”Sage wasn’t
capable of loving me or anyone else for that matter.  It took
a long time, but, I’ve learned to accept that now.”


           
“Lela! Oh my God! It’s you.”


           
This child of hers sculpts a painful tale as vividly as any
artist’s strokes.  Her attacks are quick and fierce. 
Suddenly, the masterful painter’s subject is closer than even she
knows.  Lela shades each empty hole, painting memory upon cold
memory.


           
“I was just a child.  Sage didn’t even lift a finger to stop
them.  Just sat on that couch… She didn’t look at me. She
didn’t open her mouth.  Over twenty years and  I can
still see her face sitting there while I cried, calling for
her!” 


           
What could she say Lela was right?  The Sage she’d known
didn’t care.  She was too sick-too twisted to ever know how to
care about anyone.  “I waited for her for so long.  She
didn’t try to find me.  She didn’t call or visit me once.”
Lela shakes her head in sheer disappointment.  “I was only
seven years old and still that day is as real to me as if it were
yesterday.”


           
“Ms. Harrison, it has been reported that you are leaving Lela in
this apartment alone.”


           
“And?” Sage rolls her eyes upward.


           
“It’s not safe to leave her in this apartment alone.  We have
talked about that before.”


           
“And?”


           
“She’s your daughter Sage.”


           
“What’s that suppose to mean?” She grabs a cigarette from the half
empty pack on the end table. 


           
“It means she shouldn’t be left here alone.”   Shelby,
the Child Protective Service caseworker, had been down this road
with Sage before.  Nothing worked, not the parenting classes,
counseling or the repeated home visits.  “Reports are that she
is asking your neighbors for food.”


           
“That’s what they say.  These nosy ass people always got
somethin’ to say.  Why she gonna’ go to broke ass folks for
food.  Shit, we got food.”  Sage rolls her eyes at Lela,
letting her know that she would pay later. “I ain’t got no money to
be paying nobody to watch this girl.  You think that little
check I get is somethin’.  Well it ain’t shit.”

She leans over and presses the end of her lit cigarette on the
edge of the end table and tosses the butt into the accumulation of
ashes forming next to the ashtray.  “If you’re so concerned
about her being hungry, then this what you can do for me.  Why
don’t you walk over to that office of yours and get me another
check.” She laughs, “Can you do that?” She curves her lips into a
smug grin. “Yeah, that what I said.  Get me another one of
those checks.”

           
This is the very reason she didn’t like home visits.  It was
all bullshit, just something the government setup to make
caseworkers like Shelby feel good about themselves.  Sage’s
role in the big setup was to wait for the caseworker’s unexpected
knock with a fake smile and ready excuses.  But, today she
isn’t up for role playing.  


           
“Sage it isn’t safe; leaving her here alone.  Don’t you know
that?”  Shelby makes a face as if she tastes something
nasty.  “We’ve offered to help you?”


           
“Yeah. Whatever. Can you get me a check?”


           
“We’ve attempted to find you a better place.  We can’t do
anything without your cooperation.  Don’t you want better for
your child?”


           
Sage turns her back on Shelby and proceeds toward the sofa. 
“I am too busy for this shit.” She flops down on the sofa.


           
“You’re busy!”  This has gone on long enough.  Sage isn’t
going to change.  Shelby turns to Lela, who has moved to a far
corner of the room.  The sight of the young child crouched
against a wall is sad beyond words.  “You’re busy!” She shakes
her head, “Sage, it does not appear that you want to do better. You
are leaving me with few choices. Don’t you realize that you could
lose your child? Is that what you want Sage?”

Enough was enough. “What? Lady let me tell you something” She
jumps from the sofa. “The only thing you people can do for me is to
stop coming over here with this mess. That’s right . Stop knocking
on my door whenever you feel like it.” With each step toward Shelby
she unleashes fury.  “Every time I look up somebody got
something to say about what I am doing to my kid. I bet you don’t
even have no kids.  How would you know what it’s
like?” 

Shelby is so pre-occupied with the frighten look on Lela’s face
that she doesn’t notice Sage has raised her voice.  “I ain’t
asked for this kid.  Shit. I didn’t want no kids.  But,
she’s here and she is my daughter-not yours.  So you and my
so-called neighbors can go straight to hell for all I care.”


           
Sage holds back from saying what she really want, which is for
Shelby to take Lela away.  “I don’t need this.  You
people been bothering me ever since I had this girl.” She stops in
front of Shelby and with venom stares directly into her face. 
She wanted to pop her, but the thought of going to jail keeps her
from doing that.


           
“I’m doing the best I can.  But-that ain’t good enough is it,
Ms. Shelby?”  The caseworker snarls at the hint of sarcasm in
Sage’s voice.


           
“She is your child, Sage.”      


           
“Yeah-well-like I said, what does that mean?” She laughs, I’ll tell
you what.   Kiss my…”  She taps on her large butt,
“ass. ” 


           
“Ms. Harrison, I have no other choice but to recommend that Lela is
taken from this home.  I will be requesting that she be placed
in foster care until you can prove that you can provide a better
home for her.  I am sorry that it has come to this.”  It
is a lie; she wanted to remove the child from her mother’s insane
world.  Foster care-no-matter-how bad-couldn’t be worse than
living with someone like Sage.


           
“You’re going to do what?” Sage flings toward the door.  “Do
it. I don’t give a damn.”


           
“Sage, I am trying to work with you.”


           
“Get out of my house.  Get out!” She swings the door open,
“Get out-before I kick you out.”

Sage lowers her face.  She cannot watch her child fight the
demon that left her scarred.  The pain is real and shows in
Marisa’s every word and  painful expression.  Her next
sentence speaks volumes about a woman that in all her efforts has
not come to terms with one haunting truth. 

Lela’s voice raises just above a whimpering whisper, “My
mother,” She pauses.  “She gave me to them-just like that,”
lifting her eyes slightly higher, “She was happy to be rid of me.”
She takes a deep breath, “The reason she didn’t lift a finger to
help me is because she was happy.  I was in her way.” Her
childlike voice cracks between each word. “I was in the way.”

           
Sage fades in and out of consciousness, awakened only by the
constant ringing of hearing her name.  She had searched long
and hard for the truth. “Who are you Marisa?”  Now, she had
the answer.  Emotions erupt, creating an explosion greater
than anything she’d ever imagined. “I can’t do this!  Do
you hear me?  I can’t!”  Sage breathes
heavily.  “Stop please!”


           
Unaffected, Lela continues to paint ghastly pictures. “The police
came to our apartment with some court papers.  I can still
hear them saying, “Ms. Harrison, we are here to remove Lela
Harrison, your daughter from this home.” 


           
“I was so high when they came that day.  I don’t even
remember. Somebody, please help me.”


           
“I lived in the first of many group homes.  Sage kept me out
of school so much.  Not long after they removed me,  I
walked passed two teachers whispering in their classroom.  I
heard one of them say that I had some kind of learning disability.”
Lela is on a roll. “Baby, I didn’t know anything that a child my
age should have known.  They thought something was wrong with
me.”


           
Sage then Lela, both looking away as if they were separately
trapped in the same humiliating moment.  “Are you
alright-August?”  The expression on August’s face scares
her.  Maybe she had gone too far.  Lela questions whether
she made the right decision.  The last thing she wanted to do
was to push her demon off on August. 


           
Sage wanted her to stop.  But, she knows that her daughter has
every right to tell her story.  However, making it through the
painful reenactment without breaking down is a whole different
matter.  She nods for Lela to continue. 


           
“Are you sure” She rubs the top of Sage’s hand. “I can stop.”


           
“No.  Please tell me the rest.”  Sage forces herself to
look composed and yet anxious to hear her mother’s tale.


           
“Well-okay!  But only if you’re sure.” Lela takes a deep
breath. “They put me in a classroom for kids with special
needs.  Some of the kids had physical disabilities other
couldn’t read or write.  I was one of them-seven years old and
didn’t even know how to spell my own name.  I couldn’t count
or say my ABC’s without being helped.”


           
“Lela if you’d stayed with me, you would have ended up like me.
You are better than me. This world didn’t destroy you.  God,
what I would give to have your strength.  Oh Lela, I am so
sorry.”  She wants to explain, but, there is no
excuse.  Internally, she is apologizing profusely and looking
for some sign to let Lela know that she’s sorry.” But, Sage isn’t
in control this time. 


           
“Even at seven, I knew the only thing wrong with me was…” Her voice
cracks, “Sage.”


           
Hearing her say this is like taking a fork from the table and
stabbing her deep in her chest.  “At least, you didn’t
have to grow up living out here on these streets. I know you don’t
understand.  I don’t have any excuse.  These streets had
sucked the life out of me and I had nothing.  And, if you’d
stayed with me, these same streets would have sucked the life right
out of you.  Those people freed you from every horrible thing
I was capable doing to both of us.  Baby, look at me-please
believe me.  I would do anything to have been different. 
You deserved so much more.  I am sooooo sorry!”

 Internally, Sage speaks in a tone so desperate
for forgiveness that she fears her thoughts might be heard. 
She has to keep it together.  As painful as it is she must
endure this time.  Suddenly, she locks eyes with the female
panhandlers on the corner.  “The best thing that happened
to you-was taking you from me.” Sage closes her eyes,
“That woman on the corner could have been you.”


           
“It took me a long time to accept that nothing was wrong with
me.”


           
“That’s right Lela, absolutely nothing is wrong with
you.”


           
“My problem was being born to a woman without a conscious.” 
She squints her eyes, “August, always listen to your
conscious.  Don’t ever ignore that part of you.” Slowly she
leans back in her chair, “I swore to myself that you’d never have
to go through what I did.  The most important thing is that
you have a chance at life and that my choices are not heavy weights
on your shoulders.”


           
The urge to run stirs inside Sage. It is greater than any urge to
use drugs or drink.  She spent her entire life blaming Melinda
for everything that happened to her.  Every horrible deed,
every bad choice started with her mother.  Now as innocence as
her motives are, Lela has turned the mirror around and it is facing
Sage.


           
This child that she abandoned has returned to take residence in a
conscious that she never knew existed.  The flag has once
again been waved and Sage is on the run.  This time Lela is
right on her heals and she isn’t getting away.


           
She feels trapped, locked into that small booth.  If only Lela
knew the pain that she’s inflicting on her mother.  However,
she doesn’t know and that makes her words extremely volatile. Her
motives however innocent have placed Sage on trial.  It is
poetic justice.  But, it isn’t enough.  Unknowingly, Lela
is moving in for the kill.


           
“I was molested August.”  She’s baring all for the one person
she loves and the one person she fears.  They relive the
disgust, felt by a young girl molested repeatedly in foster
homes.


           
“I told myself that I would never tell you about it.  Right
now it seems important.  The first time it happened I was just
a little younger than you.” Lela looks away, speaking more to
herself than August.


           
“I can still feel his hands crawling all over my body.”  She
wraps her hands around her shoulders and mumbles something about
fingers crawling inside her skin.  “If someone ever,” she
pauses, “touches you in a way that feels uncomfortable; I want to
know.”  Lela caresses August’s hand from across the
table.  “Will you do that for me?”  Will you promise to
tell me?  I give you my word. I will do my best to always
protect you.”


           
“Yes.” Sage lowers her head in agonizing shame.


           
“No one ever tried to protect me.  It’s important to me that
you feel safe.”


           
“I don’t deserve to be protected.”


           
“There are two things you must remember for the rest of your
life.  I love you August.  I will do everything in my
powers to always protect you.”


           
“Can’t you see that I couldn’t protect you?”  She
looks through the roof of the restaurant and into Heaven. 
“Why are You putting me through this?  I cannot help
her.  The clocks will not rewind.  What can I do about it
now?”  From the corner of her eyes, she watches the
silhouette of Lela’s beautiful face. 


           
“I know it’s too late, but, if it means anything at all; I love you
now.” Sage’s love is invisible.


           
Lela has a mission and it is to leave no stone unturned.  With
such detail she describes the confused mind of a frighten seven
year old as police removed her from her home.  Digging deeper
and deeper, only to stumble upon her own abyss. Her tale is so
graphic that the sounds of their younger voices are real. 
Together they hear the eerie screams of a child being taken from
her home while her mother sat on the couch smoking a cigarette and
watching television.


           
Sage sat in the small booth near the window, too stunned to utter
one word.  She related to the tormented little girl. 
They were abandoned, alone and left to their own vices.  The
only difference between them is that Lela never surrendered. 
Her white flag was never waved and in the end she defeated her
demon.


           
“Are you ready for your check ma’am?”  The waiter startles
them.


           
“Oh yes, thank you.”  Marisa answers.  August is pale as
if she’s seen a ghost. They’d been on a perilous journey into a
past they wished had never occurred.


           
“Are you alright?  Did I upset you?” Lela asks.  She taps
the child’s hand softly.  “Baby-please-forgive me.  I
went too far-I do get dramatic sometimes.  It really wasn’t as
bad as it sounds.”


           
Sage knows she’s lying. “I’m fine.”  She manages to speak.


           
“Good,” Lela returns her smile.  “I  love you
August.”

“I love you too.”

Lela glances out the window.  The sun is shining
brightly.  She decides that it’s time to loosen up-enjoy the
day with her special daughter. “Enough of that serious stuff. 
Let’s get out of here.  I feel like having some fun.” For Sage
the request is easier said than done.


           
“Thank you ma’am and come again.”


           
Marisa and August, Sage and Lela; the past, present and future walk
side by side out of the restaurant and into the unknown.


           
“Ma’am could you spare some change?  I just want to get
something to eat.”


           
“Bear? Is that you?
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The Plan










The plan is simple.  In a few hours Lela will walk into the
bathroom and find her bloody body on the tiled floor.  She’ll
take a razor similar to the one Peace planned and should have used
on Melinda.  This time Sage will finish the job.  This
time she’ll behave like a true mother and destroy the demon that
has tormented her child.


           
A single slash across the throat-just like that-It’s over.  It
is the perfect plan, the perfect execution and poetically
heroic.  Her violent death and a scribbled apology is all she
has left to give.  She prays it’s enough.


           
The blade of the razor sparkles as it lays pressed against her
skin.  Not a glimmer of fear is in the eyes that deadlock with
the image she sees in the mirror.  This must be a brave
death.  No more hiding in dark places or lonely corners.


           
She’s cool, calm, and most of all-collected.  The only sign of
anxiety is the sweat dripping from the palm that clutches the note
that hangs loosely beside her waist.  “I love you Lela.” She
swallows deeply before slightly lifting her neck.  The bag
lady has come to the end of the race.  “Good bye Sage, it’s
over.”


           
Out of nowhere comes a loud explosion followed by a blinding
light.  “Whose in here!” The note falls to the floor. 
Out of the darkness faces appear.  This time she will not let
anything stop her. 


           
Sage points the razor toward the light. “Get out!  Do you hear
me! Get the hell out and leave me alone.” She tightens her grip on
the blade.  “Let me do what I should’ve done years ago.” 
The silhouettes move closer-violating her space.  “Why won’t
you leave me alone?  Get back!” She points the blade in the
direction of the spiritual intruder. “Go back, ”  she let’s
out an agonizing, cry, “Tell Him that the race is over.”


           
She flips the light switch, but, it doesn’t work.  There is no
darkness.  Instead, there is light and it is connected to
everything-yet-nothing.


           
“No more-do you hear me? No more of your tricks.  No more
questions!  No more following me or late night visits.  I
can’t take this anymore!”  She’s hysterical, “I am what I
am!  Nothing can change that!”


           
Sage drops the razor and falls to her knees.  “I am
begging.  Just leave.”  Crying violently, the nervous
break has begun.  “Can’t you see why I have to do this? 
I have to do it for her.”


           
From her knees, she looks up into the angel face.  “Where is
the damn justice in all of this for Lela? The girl changed her name
just to get rid of me. How can You expect her to live with me after
the way I treated her?  Is it right that she tries so hard to
give me a home?” Her hands are shaking. She can’t get it out of her
mind. Lela painted a picture too ugly for her to accept. “Oh
God-how could I just sit there and watch them drag her away? What
kind of person could do that?  I didn’t lift a finger to give
her the one thing she’s given me.”


           
With the energy of a breadcrumb, she mumbles the words of a loving
mother.  “Please move out of my way.  Let me protect my
child. I have to do this.  Don’t you understand? I am the only
one that can protect her from Sage.”

She reaches for the razor, but, it is glued to the floor. 
Someone is holding it down. “Let it go!  Can’t You see that I
can’t change anything?  What do You want from me?”


           
From the corner of her eyes she sees Lela’s face etched onto the
bathroom door.  Beside it is the face of Bear.  They are
in front of  Saul’s restaurant.


           
“Ma’am could you spare some change?  I just want to get
something to eat.”


           
“Bear? Is that you?” Sage slowly raises her head.


           
“Please, I’m hungry.  Could you spare a quarter,
dime-anything?”


           
“What has happened to you?  Didn’t you get my
message?  You are not supposed to be here.” His
appearance is the answer to a mother’s worst fears. “Oh
Bear-look at what these streets have done to you. Why do you look
so old?  What has happened to you?”  Bear cannot
hear her.  He does not look, answer or even speak to her.


           
“Please mama, can we spare a little change?”


           
“He doesn’t want any food.  Don’t let these people fool
you.” 


           
“Lela, I am one of these people.  I know exactly what he
wants.”


           
“Please!”


           
“He needs it Lela.  Just do this for me.  Oh God-just
do it for me.”


           
Lela takes a dollar from her purse.  “Okay, this time, but,
only this time.  If I can work then so can he.”


           
“Two dollars!”  Sage grips Lela’s hand.  “Just two
dollars.”


           
“August, are you losing your mind? Baby, I don’t have money to just
give away.”


           
“Please?” Sage begs as though her life depends upon it. 


           
“Alright August.  I am doing this for you-not him.”  Lela
takes another dollar from her purse and shoves two crisp bills into
his calloused hands.


           
“Thanks ma’am.”


           
“Yeah-well,” she frowns, “Don’t thank me.  Thank my
daughter.” 


           
She’d imagined him so many times.  Not once did he look like
an old man.  What happened to his face? “You don’t have to
thank me.  Oh Bear, I’ve missed you?” She invents a
gratitude in his eyes that is not there.  “I’m here now.
We’ll get you out-I promise.” Sage’s pain compounds
itself.  “I love you Bear.”

The frantic knocks, and rattling of the doorknob go
unheard.  Only Lela’s hysterical voice is potent enough to get
her attention.


           
“Are you alright, August?”


           
“I’m fine.” Sage grips the corner edge of the sink.


           
“I was just checking.  You’ve been in there so long.  Are
you sure everything is alright?”


           
“Yes.”


           
She searches for strength and calm.  Decisively, she knows
what she has to do.  Can she pull it off?  Can she add
another dimension to this game of masquerade?


           
“I’ll be out in a minute.”


           
“Okay.  If you need me I will be in my room.”


           
“Alright.”


           
“Suddenly, the bathroom is empty.  Had Lela’s knock scared the
voices away?  She reaches in the corner beneath the cabinet,
grabs the blade, and carefully closes the handle.  Killing
herself will have to wait to a later time.


           
Seventy-five years she’s been on this earth and only now has she
found a reason to live.  Actually, she found two and one of
them requires her immediate attention.  


           
Helping Bear means that she must do the one thing she dreads. She
must return to the place where it all started.   Sage is
about to go back in time to a convoluted bridge on the south side
of everywhere.  There she will begin a race against time to
save a very dear friend.  “Just hold on Bear.  I am
on my way.”
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Step One

The Re-Introduction
Phase










Not much has changed in fifteen years; Cades

Circle is still Cades Circle.  The same portrait of horror
hovers over the chaotic clouds.   Finding Bear wasn’t too
difficult.  She’d been following him for days.  Luckily
his routine had not changed much over the years.  In fact the
only thing that has deviated is that he no longer frequents public
restrooms for his daily wash ups.

Sage studies her former panhandling protégé from across the
street. Bear brings back memories of a profession much better
forgotten.

“I can pump that gas for you.  Ma’am do you need your
windows cleaned.”

 “Nope. I sure don’t.”


           
“Can you spare a quarter? Could you help me?”


           
“Get a job!”


           
One after another, he stops them. Each time telling a different
story. Each time he leaves empty handed.


           
Why is it so heartbreaking?  This isn’t the first time she’s
seen Bear panhandling.  They spent many days doing this very
thing.  The sight of him begging embarrasses her. 

She always felt comfortable on that corner.  She was part
of the clique -the homeless in crowd. That has changed. Sage’s
Cades Street membership expired fifteen years ago.  Today, she
is looking through the eyes of August and what she sees makes her
feel awkward and uneasy.


           
“We have a lot of work do.”  Gaining his trust will be hard
enough.  She has to believe without a shadow of a doubt that
he can and will find life outside Cades Circle.  No one knows
more than she, just how steep a climb this will be.


           
“It’s so hard to look at you like this.  Why don’t someone
just give you something?”  She turns away, irrationally
thinking that he might recognize her hiding behind August’s face.
Each turn seems to hold a greater challenge.


           
A few yards away, a group of boys stand in the empty lot that
previously belonged to Maps Corner Store. Even Slitherton’s old
house has been torn down.  As luck has it, she’s been watching
Bear from the spot where she’d panhandled for many years.


           
“Fifteen years,” she thought.  They are still standing in the
same spot.  “I bet you could’ve played professional
ball.  College scout didn’t get there in time, huh?  Dope
man got to you first-and-you; well you could’ve been a
professor.  You  were just too damn smart.” A sad smile
is pasted across her soft lips.


           
“Well, I was smart too and look at what happened to me.”  She
shakes her head.  “Old Sage knows all too well.  Thought
you’d outsmart the streets.  Maybe use that brain on some
street game trivia-huh?  Is history about to repeat
itself?  Sage once again nabs herself a captive
audience?  He’s looking at her from the center of the small
crowd.


           
She prepares for the reliable round of taunting.  The clock
ticks and ticks, but, this time nothing happens.  Sage, the
panhandler has been replaced with August, the attractive
teenager.  This time around she receives a much different kind
of attention.


           
The young fellow smiles, blows a kiss, and winks. She looks over
her shoulders, searching for the object of his flirtatious
attention.  No one is there.  Was he actually flirting
with her?  Never has she been so frightened as at this very
moment.  The shoe has moved to the other foot.  A decade
and a half earlier the fathers and brothers of those same boys were
afraid of her.  This time Sage is the one, running scared.


           
“Excuse me ma’am.” The young man isn’t the only one that notices
her.  “Can you spare some change?” 


           
“Bear,” she mouths.  Slowly, unsnapping her purse and she
takes out five folded one dollar bills.  She stretches her
hand as she turns around.


           
“Jackpot.” He mouths. “Sho’ appreciate it.”   He snatches
the money, but not before catching a glimpse of her face. 
Suddenly he stops, turning around, moving closer as if he
recognizes her. “Don’t I know you?”


           
“You so silly child.  Do you know me?” She smiles. “If
anyone knows me, it’s you.” She stares straight into his
eyes.  “Why didn’t you leave?  I told you to leave
this place.”


           
As strong as the urge to reveal her identity, she can’t.  How
can she take that kind of chance?  Sage is determined not to
let anyone stand in the way of helping Bear.  Not even
herself. Bear is leaving Cades Circle and everything and everyone
that comes with it-including Sage Harrison.


           
“I can’t tell you who I am.  God knows, I wish I
could.”


           
It’s warm outside and still Bear can not stop shaking. He is sick.
His entire appearance screams, “Dead man walking.”  She
wonders what would have happened if she’d found him earlier. 
Would her task be any easier?  He looks so much different than
she remembers.  Is his aged exterior the only dramatic change
in him?  Is there remnants of her beloved Bear hiding
somewhere inside that aged face?  

She takes one deep breath. The first obstacle is to somehow
bring him face to face with his worst enemy.  It is the only
way.  The only chance in hell Bear has of getting out of Cades
Circle is by destroying the evil that hides within him.


           
She breaks the silence.  “Well,” cautiously, “we sort of met
in front of Saul’s.  My mother gave you a few dollars.”


           
“Oh yeah,” he nods, “you’re that little girl.”  He moves
closer, searching for more than some chance encounter. He stares at
the folded dollars in his hand.  “What is your name?” 
Not wanting to frighten the child, he softens his voice.  His
efforts are obvious which causes Sage to smile.

“My name is August,”  She speaks without fear, capturing
him by surprise.  She’s comfortable, relaxed even.  In
fact she’s a little too comfortable.


           
Bear runs his fingers across his thick bushy hair.  He has not
held a comb in years.  His knotted hair has come together to
form one long and nasty dreadlock.


           
His skin-torched by the sun; has burnt to an ugly crisp.  The
filthy clothes and the foul urine odor coming from his crouch alone
should scare her away.  His worn clothes have become a part of
his skin. Everything about him tells the same story.

His hands, wrists, arms, and feet are covered with burns and
scars.  His whole body is a myriad of different wounds and
none of it seems to phase her.  She just looks at him with a
kind of blanket compassion. Suddenly, he feels compels to do the
one thing he’s never done before.


           
“Your mother is right-you know.  I’m not going to get food
with this money.”  He shoves the folded bills toward her
hand.


           
“I know,” she nods.  “I want you to have it. I am sure you
will get whatever you need with it.”  Never has he felt so
much guilt by taking money.  What is it about this girl that
says,” I can see inside of you.” Slowly, he shoves the money into
his pant’s pocket.


           
“You better get off these streets before you get yourself in
trouble.”


           
“You might want to do the same thing.” She winks.


           
Bear cannot resist her charm.  Once again he asks, “We haven’t
met nowhere else? You sure about that?”


           
She smiles warmly and nods.  “I’m sure.”


           
“Alright then,” returning her smile.  “Anyway, you ought not
talk to stranger.”

“I know.” Her smile expands wider.

“Well,” he pauses. “You better get yourself out of here-little
girl.”

“I will.”  She watches him stumble across the street and
into the liquor store.  “I’ll be back Bear.  You can
count on that.”

He’s right about one thing.  She needed to get home before
Lela starts to worry. She takes a quick peek at the sun which is
now transforming itself into the brightest shade of orange. “Well-I
better head home.  See ya’ soon Bear.”


           
“Not so fast Sage.”

 

Across the street, in a
smothering passageway

Someone is about to fall
through a large  crack in the surface

 


           
“Remember Bear, when in trouble act crazy.”  He has never
forgotten her words.  He pretends to be delirious, making one
irrational sentence after another.


           
“You ain’t crazy.  What you thank this is-huh?  Fool-this
here is a business, not no damn charity.  Where’s my damn
money?” The alley has one way in and out.  He’s trapped, but
not afraid.  The only thing on his mind is the bottle of cheap
wine that Douse inadvertently slapped from his hand, causing it
shatter.


           
He worked all day for that wine.  As pitiful as it is,

only one person stands between him and getting on his

knees and licking every drop of it off the ground and that
is

Catchim’s younger brother.


           
Dalson or Douse as he is commonly known is quite a piece of
work.  His reputation is built on the dead footsteps of his
older brother, Catchim.  Douse is brilliantly psychotic. He
possesses a viciousness beyond anything explainable.


           
It’s rumored that the young Catchim replica once kidnapped and took
a couple to a vacant lot.  It seems the young couple bought
several fifties on credit.  When the couple said that they
couldn’t pay for his merchandise, he began taking turns putting
them on fire.


           
For hours he stood over them, cursing and kicking at their burning
flesh.  After a while, he’d take a bucket of water and douse
their burning bodies.  After a series of questions, he’d start
the whole thing over.  This sick process continued until they
burned to death-one painful burning piece of flesh at a time. 
From then on, he was known as Douse; a name he proudly wore.


           
“Man-what,” he grabs his neck and shoves his face toward the
ground.  You want that wine?  Fool, where is my damn
money?”  Bear is so riddle with drugs.  The only thing
left of his body is the thin layer of skin covering his bone
tissue. 


           
“Say good-bye motherfucka.  Say good-bye.”  Douse shoves
Bear toward the back of the alley.  He pulls out a knife and
points it at his chest, “I going to cut your damn heart out.” He
slams Bear against the brick, “Now say good-bye.”
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Step Two










“I’ll see you soon Bear.” Not so fast Sage.  A sudden and
unexpected breeze slaps her in the face.  “What is
that?”  For a brief moment the skies are completely
dark.  In as quick as she can blink, the bright orange sun
reappears.  “That’s strange.”


           
Her instincts speaks, “Turn around, Sage.” She listens to the voice
in her head.  “Turn around and look at the liquor store.” She
follows the orders of her gut instincts.  First, she
recognizes the boy that flirted with her earlier.  His arm is
wrap around someone. Within a few seconds the boy and someone she
can not make out, dashes into the alley.  That’s when she
caught a glimpse of the side of his face.


           
“Oh my God! Bear!” Sage runs in their direction.  It takes
only a minute to get within ear shot of them.  She leans
against the brick wall and peeks into the alley.  What
business did Bear have with this kid?  Protecting him is how
they met and as history repeats itself.  Sage is once again
about to be his protector.  She notices a clear liquid
trickling into the street.


           
“You don’t have my fifty dollars!”


           
His body crumbles under the pressure of the vicious beating. 
He vomits, splattering a thick filmy substance onto  the
ground.  “I said…” Douse takes the knife and stabs him in the
abdomen. Bear falls face down onto the bloody vomit
mixture.   “Say good-bye motherfucka!”


           
“Stop!”  She jumps into the opening of the alley.  The
demanding tone in her voice captures Douse’s attention.  Only
a couple of feet separate her from them. 


           
“What?  You want some of this?”  He points the bloody
blade in her direction.


           
Sage doesn’t move, instead she tries to look unafraid by standing
taller.  “How much does he owe you?”


           
Bear waves her off. “Get out of here!”


           
She focuses on the knife pointing directly at her chest. Bear’s
blood is dripping from the tip of the blade.  His
safety   out weighs anything Douse might do to her.

“You better listen to him.  That is if you don’t want to be
next.”


           
She must think like Sage.  How would Sage get them out of
this?  Bear isn’t going to bleed to death near some dumpster
in an alley.  Slowly she opens her purse. “I have…”


           
“Girl-you must want to die.  Put the purse down.”

           
Slowly, deliberately she moves closer, “Just tell me how much he
owes you.  I have some money in my purse.  Let me get it…
Okay?” She brings out a stack of crumpled bills. 
“Listen.  This is about thirty-five dollars.” She takes
another step.  “It’s all I have-take it.”  She extends
her hand.


           
“Naw, this fool tried to play me.”


           
“No!” She lowers her voice. “I mean-he made a mistake that’s
all,”  breathing heavily.


           
“What?”  How the hell do you know?  Is this some kind of
game ya’ll trying to play?”


           
“I am not playing no game.  He’s my uncle.”  She leans
closer, “Please-take it. Count it if you want.  Here’s
thirty-five dollars.  I’ll get the rest of your money-I
promise.” She shoves the money at him.


           
“What you think this is?  I want all of mine.  You got
that little girl.  Do you have fifty dollars?”

“You’ll get the rest of your money.” All she has to do is make
one wrong move, say one wrong thing, and Bear’s  dead. 
She can see it in his face. Douse enjoys killing. He loves the
sport of death.  He doesn’t care about the money. 
Something inside of him is rotten.  Sage’s only option is to
keep distracting him.  She takes a deep breath. “Just let him
go.”


           
“I don’t think so,” looking down at Bear, “Say good-bye to your
niece!”


           
“No!” She grabs Douse’s arm in mid-air.  “You can’t do
this.”


           
He pushes her onto the ground.  “Oh I can’t-huh?  Watch
me.”


           
“He has AIDS!” She screams from the top of her lungs. 


           
“What is that?”  Such a bold move shocks Douse.


           
Her speech is pressured. “Look at him. Can’t you see he’s
sick?”


           
“AIDS-yeah right.”      


           
Everything about her facial expression says that she is deadly
serious.  “Look. I am telling you the truth.”  She
notices blood dripping from Douse’s hand.  “Look at him. He’s
bleeding and vomiting all over the place.”  With her eyes she
forces him to look at his bloody wrist. “For all we know it could
be blood in his vomit.”  Douse rubs the mix of blood and vomit
from his hand onto his pants leg.


           
“It’s your call.  He doesn’t have the fifty dollars.  You
can take this thirty-five and I will give you the rest later. 
But, if you want to take the chance, then go right ahead.” She
leans in a bit further.  “Look any fool can tell he’s sick.
Just take the money and go.”


           
Douse’s looks at the pitiful drunk from the corner of his
eyes.  Bear is sick-there’s no denying that.  Maybe he
has AIDS and maybe he doesn’t. One thing for sure, fifty dollars
isn’t worth finding out.  Carefully, he snatches the money
from her hand.


           
“Man. You are one lucky motherfucka.” He pitches Bear toward
her.  “Get his ass out of here before I change my mine.”


           
She catches him as they fall to the ground.  She covers Bear
with her body until Douse is out of sight.  Without looking
down, she feels the blood from his wound running through her
fingers.


           
“Don’t you die on me?  Do you hear me?”  The
grateful look in his eyes speaks volumes. “You don’t have to
thank me.  Just live long enough for me to help you.”


           
“Can you walk?”  He clasps her hand and answers with  one
nod. “Good.” She smiles.  “Let’s get out of here?”

 He remembers his new guardian angel’s name. 
“Okay-August.”
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Two Weeks Later










 


           
Not one day goes by that she doesn’t visit him in the
hospital.  Bear suffered major injuries from the beating and
stab wound.  The recovery would have taken a lot longer had it
not been for the gifts, food, and games that August brought. 
More than anything, her strength kept him alive.


           
On the weekends, she spent most of her day with him.  They’d
laugh and talk for hours.  Bear kept track of the time and
against her wishes would force her to go home before night. 
Sunday morning after church, she’d return energized and ready to do
it all over again.


           
The hospital proved to be a good escape for Bear.  He gained
weight and his skin was returning to its natural color.  More
and more he began to look as Sage remembered.  Sometimes she
would sit quietly at his bedside, remembering their former lives
and how their path was forever woven.

He slept a lot during his first few days in the hospital. Bear
was catching up on a lifetime of rest.   For hours she’d
watch him as he napped wondering how many times had he actually
slept in a bed.  Seeing him peaceful and at ease in that warm
hospital room gave her the confidence she needed to carry out her
half put-together plan.


           
“Bear?”


           
“Yes?”


           
“They are releasing you today. What are you going to do?  I
mean…where are you going?”


           
He knows exactly what she wants him to say?  The eager look in
her eyes makes him sad.  He was ashamed at how much in the
past two week he’d fed off of her innocence. Couldn’t he at least
make up something to tell her? Didn’t he owe her that much? 
However, his heart won’t allow him to lie.  Besides the truth
is as plain as the nose on his face.  He’s homeless. 


           
“August, I live under the Cades Street Bridge.  I don’t really
have no where else to go.”


           
He is speaking to August, but Sage must answer with all the love
she feels for him. 

“You have to do something different or else you’re going to die.
Can’t you understand that  Bear? You have to try.  As
hard as it is, you have to try.  Don’t be afraid.  I’ll
help you.”


           
“No one can help me.  I am sick, August.”


           
“I helped you?  That day in the alley.  Didn’t I help
you?”  He admires her wisdom.


           
“Yes, you did.”


           
“Yes, I did.”  They laugh at her arrogance.


           
“Why?”

“Why-what Bear?”

“Why did you help me?  Do I know you, August?’  He
knows it’s a ridiculous question but still he cannot help asking
it.

“I just like you that’s all.  You are my friend.” 
Lying to him is the hardest part of the plan to execute.


           
He smiles; touched by the innocence in her fifteen years old
voice.

“I was thinking.  Maybe you can check into a rehab. 
If you’re  afraid, don’t be.  I’ll come visit you
everyday.  I promise I will!”  He believes her.


           
Can he do it- check himself into a rehab?  He’d been secretly
thinking about a pipe and drink every since checking in the
hospital.  Every night after visiting hours he contemplated
leaving, but he was still there.  Fourteen days and not one
drink or drugs.  For the first time in twenty years, he’s
clean and sober.


           
“You can do it, Bear! I’ll help you.  I promise.”


           
“Alright, little one, I’ll try to do it for you.”


           
She points her finger at his heart.  “No Bear, do it for
you.”  She blushes.


           
“Mr. Haynes it’s time to check out!”
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Treading Uphill










Sage sits in the center seat on the fourth row from the front
aisle.  A man with an unlit cigarette dangling from his lips
sits beside her.  The scent of alcohol intermingling with his
sweat provides her with a sort of poignant amusement. She listens
as he talks insistently about his sobriety to anyone that comes in
his path. “Keep working it.  It works if you work it.” He
slurs.  “I’ve been clean for ninety days,” as he nearly falls
out of his chair for the third time.


           
In another lifetime that would have been Sage.  She wonders if
she’s looking at him the same way the two women  looked at her
in that church.  Did they see straight through her façade?


           
The smoky room is beginning to fill.  Bear, has been gone for
about ten minutes.  He’s standing at the coffee machine;
talking to a man that he befriended at the rehab.  She glances
over her shoulders.  He and the man are laughing and sipping
black coffee from plastic cups.


           
Bear looks good.  Ninety days and counting since he had his
last drink or drugs.  In three months he’d gained a much
needed twenty pounds.  They lived under that bridge for better
than five years. Not once had she thought of him as handsome.


           
His face had been hidden behind a large collection of dirt. 
Bear didn’t run under the Cades Street Bridge.  He was tossed
there; like a fish out of water.  It was all beginning to make
sense. She’d come back to help him find his way back into the
stream.


           
“You are going to be just fine,” she smiles.


           
Suddenly, as if he hears her thoughts-he looks up from the
conversation and mouths, “Are you okay?”


           
She nods and smiles; he smiles and then resumes his
conversation.  They are as close and protective of one another
as they’d always been. 

To keep people from inquiring too much.  They devised a
story about her being his sister’s child.  As far as anyone
knew she was his oldest and favorite niece.  They concocted a
family history which included her as his only family contact. 
The natural chemistry between them made the lie believable.


           
“Looks-like the meeting is about to begin.” Bear’s voice interrupts
her thoughts.


           
August smiles and turns around in her seat, facing the podium.
“Looks like it,” she nods.


           
The man at the podium is welcoming the members and their guest to
the open meeting.  Afterward a few select people review the
twelve step guidelines.  The meeting is open.


           
Sage quietly listens to one horror story after another.  It is
amazing how so many of them resemble her own story.  She
fights the urge to stand up.


           
“Hello, my name is Sage and I am an addict.”  But, she can not
do that.  Sage is dead.  She will have to be content just
listening to her story as it is told through the lips of
strangers.


           
“Hello, my name is Brandon and I am an alcoholic and drug
addict.”


           
She abruptly shifts in the chair, looking eagerly at his lips.


           
“I have been clean for ninety days.”   Bear squirms, not
accustom to being the center of attention.  “I just want to
say, that I never thought I would be here.  Three months ago,”
he stops and rubs his hands across his clean clothes.  
He clears his throat. “A young girl’s strength…” His voice cracks.
“She took my hand and led me…” touching her shoulders. “Thank you
for taking my hand.”


           
He pictures the day they walked up to the glass double doors of the
“You Can Do This Rehabilitation Center.” 


           
“Look up, Bear?  It’s just like the sign says, you can do
this.”  She grabs his hand.  “Just tell yourself that and
you will.”  How can so much wisdom be hidden beneath such
innocence?  Slowly, he raises his face.  “Now stick your
chest out!” She smiles. “Let’s do this.” She wraps her slim fingers
around the handle of the door. With all her might she swings the
door open. “You first,” she smiles.


           
In mid-drift of a beautiful memory, he shifts gears to the day he
met a young angel on a street corner.  Sage blushes.  Her
lips don’t move-and still he can hear her say, “It’s okay. Tell
your story.”

The room is silent.  He has struck a cord and it is seen in
every face.  Bear clutches the seam of his shirt and raises it
above his waist.  He places his hand over his scarred
abdomen.

“Sometimes, I have to pinch myself. Do you ever feel like
that-like pinching yourself? I’m dead right?  No way am I
standing here-clean-no drugs.  This is a dream right? 
That’s what I say, and then I pinch myself.” He looks at August and
grins.  “I’m here!”  He says it with exciting
revelation.  “I’m here!”

Slowly he releases the grip on his shirt. “Support is really
something, ain’t it?”

“I love you Bear,” fighting the urge to jump up and hug him.
“I just couldn’t stand by and watch you turn out like me.  I
am so proud.  If only I could tell you what it means to see
you like this-all clean.  This is the picture in my
dreams.”

“I am finally catching on this thing they call
twelve-step.  It’s based on so much support. “ Bashfully, he
smiles, “Look at me now,” sticking his chest out. “I am on the
fourth step,” saying it with enormous pride and gratitude. “Yeah!”
He nods, “ I am on my fourth step and counting.”

Warmly, compassionately he looks over his shoulders at her
face.  “Even though I don’t know why; thank you for loving
me.  Thank you little girl with the big heart.” Tears are not
enough to show how much his words touch her heart.

“I remember saying, ‘I will do this for you.’ Do you remember
what you said?”  She nods without responding. “You said that I
should do it for myself.”  He pauses, “You were right.”

Bear turns his attention to the silent people in the room. 
“I will be discharged soon.  There is a lot on my
agenda.  Shit. I have an agenda.  Now ain’t that
something?” A light chuckle filled the packed room. Again, he
pauses, redirecting his attention to the weary faces of new
members.

“I just wanted to say to anyone that’s just starting out, hang
on in there.  You can do this.  Believe me you can do
this.  I walked in here about as weak as they get.  In
fact two weeks before I walked through these doors.  I hadn’t
bath in years.  My clothes were so dirty that they stuck to my
body.  Death was written all of me.  I am not sure today
if I was even breathing when I walked in here.”  He pauses to
look around the quiet smoky room.

“Oh yes, I am definitely an addict.  But, today, right now
at this very moment, I am clean,” flashing his beautiful smile
brightens the entire room.  I pray for sobriety for me
and  you. Find a support network that will you help you get
through these,” he sighs, “difficult days.”

I am blessed to have the strength and the love of my
niece.  She held me till I was strong enough to sort of stand
by myself.  There are people her in this room that will
listen; that have been through the same things. Our stories are not
new!” He smiles, “This is the one time when taking advantage isn’t
a bad thing.  Use it all-every single step.  Talk to
someone when you’re weak or loss.  Be desperate about
controlling your addiction.  Be as desperate as you was about
getting that last hit or drink.”  He ends -just like
that.  Slowly he takes his seat beside August.

She squeezes his hand and they stare straight ahead.  First
they were friends, then mother and son and finally a surrogate
uncle and his niece.  There will be no turning back-no
relapses.  Bear is on his way out of the dungeons of Cades
Circle for good.

She hears the whispers in her ear.  “Good job Sage. 
Now, what are you going to do about Lela?”
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Chapter 23

Busted










Lela hides on the second to the last row.  This is where
she’s been going. Lela doesn’t think for one moment that August is
using drugs.  She’s too smart to ever fool around with
drugs.  There has to be some other reason why she’s at this
meeting.

Who is the man sitting beside her?  Why is he talking to
her child?  He’s a grown man and August is only fifteen years
old.  Fear rumbles inside in her gut.  She studies them
from a distance; evaluating their body language, reading far more
into the movements than is actually there.


           
Against her better judgment, she waits until the meeting is over
before making a move. Slowly, her eyes follow them as they make
their way outside.  It’s show time.  Quickly, grabbing
her purse, she dashes through a small crowd and onto the steps.


           
“What the hell are you doing with my daughter?  August what
are you doing?”


           
Sage had seen every face in the entire room.  How could 
she have missed Lela?  It was as if she popped out of
nowhere.  One minute they’re outside laughing with one
another.  The next minute they’re staring into the last face
either of them wanted to see. They are busted. Desperately, Sage
looks at Bear and he at her. 


           
“I said…What the hell are you doing with my daughter?”  She
glares at him; instantly hating every perversion she thinks he
represents.  “I said…what the hell are you doing with my
child,” pausing only long enough to catch her breath. “What kind of
sick shit is this? Running around, telling people that she’s your
niece.  She ain’t ya’ damn niece.” Angrily, she grabs August’s
arm. “I ought to have your ass put in jail.”


           
“No Lela, it’s not what you think?”


           
“August, what do you think you’re doing?  This nut is old
enough to be your father.  What kind of sick mess is going
on?”


           
“I have to think of something, fast.  Think Sage
think.”


           
Bear is stunned, unable to produce one rational reason why he’s
with this woman’s child.  She has every right to be
angry.  He would react the same way if in her shoes.  How
could he tell her that nothing was happening, when they obviously
looked so guilty?


           
“Don’t worry Bear.  I won’t let her call the
police.”  Sage prays harder than she has ever
before.  The last thing she needs is to have Lela force her
hand.  She’s stuck between a hard place and an even harder
place.  What can she do? Tell them the truth and risk
destroying both of them.


           
“Wait Mama.  Let me explain.”


           
“Let you explain?  Explain what August?  How are you
going to explain this?”

           
“That’s a good question.”  Sage takes a deep
breath.


           
“Mama, this is my friend, Mr. Haynes,” making sure not to be too
informal with her explanation.


           
“Your friend?  When the hell did you starting being friends
with grown men.  This ain’t your friend.” Lela places her
hands on her hips, “Girl, you done lost your damn mind.” She throws
her hands frantically into the air.  “How in the hell is this
your friend?”  Lela glares at August. “He’s your friend?”


           
“Yes ma’am,” she looks away.  “He was the only one that tried
to help me.  Some boys were trying to force me into an alley.
They were pulling me, mama. I couldn’t get away.  I was
screaming for someone to help.  The only person that stopped
was Mr. Haynes.”  She attempts to have a look of gratitude in
her eyes.


           
“He tried to fight them but they cut him.” She turned toward Bear.
“Show her Mr. Haynes.”  Slowly, he raises his shirt. 
“See where they stabbed him.”


           
The mere fact that Lela is no longer screaming and shouting tells
Sage that it’s alright to continue.  “I couldn’t leave him
like that,” motioning toward where he’d been cut.


           
“I called for help and waited with him until the ambulance got
there.”  She pauses, waiting for some reaction.


           
Hang on in there Bear.  I’m working out something. 
Just what the hell that is we will soon find out.  Don’t give
up on me quite yet.


           
“I had to know if he was alright.  After all, he was stabbed
trying to protect me.”  She stops, allowing her statement of
responsibility to marinate.  “I went to the hospital with
him.  I just wanted to make sure that everything was okay.

Mr. Haynes was really, really sick mama.” She moves in for the
kill. “He was all alone.  He didn’t have anyone.”  August
shook her head while displaying a genuine expression of sadness. “I
just couldn’t leave him like that.”


           
Sage decides that it is better to keep it short and sweet.  In
this case, less might just be best.  “To make a long story
short.  Mr. Haynes checked into this rehab and has been
getting his life straight.  He has a job and a new
apartment.”  She relies on Marisa’s teachings to add substance
to her story.


           
“You taught me to care about people.  I am only trying to do
what I thought you’d do if someone risked their life for
you.”  Finally she begs. 

“Please don’t have Mr. Haynes put in jail.  He did not do
anything wrong.  He just invited me here to say thank you for
my support.”  She closes her outrageous tale with simply, “He
is my friend.  He would never hurt me.  I promise nothing
ever happened.”


           
This is either the sweetest act of courage and compassion or August
is the biggest liar she’s ever seen.  Lela’s unsure what to
do.  On one hand, she has to be at least grateful that this
man may have risked his life to save her daughter.  But on the
other hand,  if it was that innocent why didn’t August tell
her about it.


           
There’s one more thing.  His face is familiar.  She moves
closer to him.  With a curious look on her face, she says,
“I’ve seen you before.”  Bear and August hold their breath;
bracing for her next statement.  “Oh,” she slaps her
forehead.  “You are the man in front of the restaurant aren’t
you?” 


           
The silence that follows is unsettling.  Each of them in their
own way assessing the next series of actions.  Suddenly, Lela
hears the urgency in August’s voice the day that she refused to
give him money.  Now, months later she’s protecting this
homeless person again.   Why?

Whatever the reason, she must admit he looks a lot better since
their last encounter. As much as she tries to ignore it, he’s quite
handsome in a boyish kind of way.  His appearance, although,
pleasing has nothing to do with the issue at hand.  Only one
thing matters.  What is she going to do about Ms. August and
her recently acquired uncle?


           
“Well,” she looks at him squarely in the face.  “Mr. Knight In
Shining Armor.”


           
“Haynes.”  His deep set eyes return her stare.  “My name
is Brandon Haynes.”


           
“Yeah, well whatever.  I guess I should thank you for helping
my daughter.”


           
Lela takes a step closer-invading his space and ensuring that she’s
heard loud and clear.  She can’t afford to have any confusion
about what she’s about to say.


           
“I am not exactly sure what is going on between the two of
you.  Maybe you did save her.  Hell, I don’t know what
happened.”  She shakes her head.  “But, from what I can
see she’s paid you in full.”  She speaks slowly and
deliberately, letting each word roll from her tongue.

“It is not right for a grown man to spend so much time with a
fifteen year old girl.  So, in the future I would appreciate
it if you stay away from my daughter.”


           
“What?  What are you doing Lela?  We cannot leave him
like this?  I have to say something.”


           
“Mama, but…”


           
“But, nothing August.  I don’t want to hear anything. 
Just say good-bye and let’s get out of here.”


           
Bear opens his arms and waits for Lela’s permission.  Slowly,
he steps forward and embraces the young girl. His heart snaps,
“Your mother is right, you know.”


           
“No, she’s not right.  She’s wrong.”  Hysterically she
cries.


           
“Listen to me, August.”  He takes his finger and places it
under her chin; lifting her tear stained face.


           
“I will do it for you.”  He closes his eyes. “Do you remember
what you told me?”


           
“Yes”


           
“You said that I should do it for myself,” nodding in agreement
with the wise words of a child.  “That’s what I am going to
do.  Don’t worry about me little girl.  I am going to do
it for myself.”  He smiles, “But, if it hadn’t been for you I
might never have had a chance to do it at all.”


           
I am not going to leave you.  You can’t fool me.  She
doesn’t know that you are afraid, but, I do.  There is no way
you’re going back to that damn bridge.  I won’t let
you. 


           
Gently, he grabs her hand and places it where it belongs-with her
mother.  “Thank you sweet August.  Thank you for
everything. I will never forget what you’ve done for me.”  He
walks away, forcing himself not to look over his shoulders. 
It’s the best way. August deserves to live her life without
carrying his baggage.  He has relied on her strength long
enough.  For Brandon Bear Haynes it is time to stand on his
own two feet.  For August Harris, it is time to be a child
again. This time he will walk away, not for himself but for
her.


           
“No Bear.  Come back. Come back Bear.  Please come
back.”
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It took nearly two weeks to find his address.  If it hadn’t
been for the return letter August left in her top dresser drawer,
she might never have tracked him.  The post mark on the letter
is dated the day after she busted them at the Narcotic Anonymous
Meeting. 

Marisa couldn’t remember the last time she’d gotten that
angry.  Never had she come so close to actually hitting August
as she did that night.  The defiance in August’s voice still
rings in her ears.

“Listen to me, Lela.”

“What did you call me? When did I tell you it was okay to call
me Lela?” More afraid than angry, Lela unleashes on August. 
“First thing, I am mama to you!  I cannot believe you have
been running around with that man!”

Sage opens her mouth, but, Lela quickly stops her in her
tracks. 

“Shut Up!  Contrary to what you think I am not one of those
mothers you see on television.  Girl, I will whoop your
ass!  Do you hear me?” She lowers herself to within inches of
August’s  face. “Do you hear me?”  She pauses, refusing
to go any further until her question is answered.

Defeated, Sage lowers her head and mumbles. “Yes ma’am.”

“That man could have done anything to you.” Through all the
screaming, one thing is abundantly clear.  Lela is
afraid.  Sage can see it and Lela feels it.  “What would
happen to me if I lose you.  Did you think about me?  Did
you?  No you didn’t.”  She stops to catch
breath. 

“I told you about what happened to me when I was your age? 
Don’t you know that you could have gotten hurt?  If you ever…
I mean ever… do something like this again…”   

“Calm down Lela.  It’s okay.  I’m here.  Look
at me. I’m okay.  I’m not hurt.  Don’t cry. Oh God,
please don’t cry.”

“I’m sorry mama.”

Slowly, Lela raises her body and looks into her child’s face.
“You are too young to understand what it’s like to be a mother and
worry about your child.”

 “Trust me, I didn’t understand any more when I got
older.  Lela, I wish I did understand, but, you’re right-I
don’t.”

“Mama, Mr. Haynes never did anything to hurt me.  We became
friends because he saved me from those boys.  That’s it. 
I just wanted to pay him back.  He’s all alone, just like
us.  If you give him a chance you will see that.  He
saved me mama, so you wouldn’t have to be without me.” 

She’s been fighting with August’s words for two weeks. Finding
the returned letter, although welcomed, had not come as a
surprise.  In fact Marisa expected her to try and contact
him.  To not make the attempt would have been out of character
for August.  She’s too head-strong to ever give up so
easily.  This time Marisa welcomes her defiance.

She’d not been able to get that night out of her mind.  The
change in Brandon was remarkable.  Something special happened
between August and that man.  Although, she couldn’t put her
fingers on exactly what, something happened that night that also
changed her.  She glances at the folded paper with his address
scribbled on it.

“3835 Belzoni Drive,” rolling her eyes, “Well, this is it. 
What if he moved?  After all, the letter is marked return to
sender.”  Slowly she walks toward his apartment.  What if
he hasn’t moved?  Instead, what if he slams the door in her
face?  It would make sense.  She was the one ranting and
raving about him staying away from them.  How much nerves did
she have to prance up to his doorstep?  What reason could she
give for this visit? He had respected her decision and stayed away
from August.  “This is stupid.  I told the man to stay
away from us and now here I am.”

She leans towards the door; releasing two soft knocks.  “If
he still lives here, just thank him for helping August and
leave.  How hard can that be?” 

Slowly, the door opens, “Ms. Harris?”

“Mr. Haynes.”

“If you’re here because you think that I’ve been around…”

She interrupts.  “Oh no. I’m not here looking for
August.  I know that you have not seen her.” She awkwardly
stands outside of his door.

“Well,” he says with a look of total confusion.  “Is
everything alright?” He opens the door wider, “Is she
alright?  She’s not hurt?”

Marisa smiles.  “She’s fine.  I just wanted to stop by
because-well-I wanted to-huh…” 

He steps aside, “Would you like to come in?”

“Yes. Thank you.” Her stomach ties in a million knots as she
slides pass him and into his front room.

“Would you like to have a seat?”  He motions her to sit on
his small sofa.

“I’ll stand, if you don’t mind.”

“Can I get you something to drink?”

“No thank you.  I am not going to be here too long.”

“Oh I see.”

They stand, facing each other in a bashful silence.  Bear
is not surprised but admires Marisa innocence and natural
beauty.

Marisa is the first to break the silence.  “I think August
misses you.  I found this letter she wrote to you.  It
was returned.”

“Yes-I-huh- sent it back. You asked me not to have any contact
with her.  I thought you’d want me to return it.”

           
“Thank you.”  Marisa studies the small but neat
apartment.  “She doesn’t know I have it. I found it hidden in
her drawer.” Marisa turns away not wanting him to recognize the
hint of feeling betrayed in her eyes.  “August usually doesn’t
hide things from me.”

“I understand.  So how is she?” August had become a
daughter to him.  It felt good hearing that she misses
him.  It’s not easy but he tries to disguise his happiness or
any emotions that might be misinterpreted by her mother. 

He’s curious about what prompted Marisa’s visit. Never did he
expect to find her standing on the other side of his front door.
Especially, since he’d complied to the letter with hear
request.  Although it’s difficult, he has to be patient and
follow her lead. “So, how is she?”

“She’s doing good.” Marisa’s admires his cozy furnished living
room.  She can only speculate on how difficult his journey
through drugs to his current lifestyle.  If she were a bit
more comfortable maybe she would tell him how much she admires him.
He has come a long way from that day in front of Saul’s restaurant.
She wonders how much August had to do with Bear’s determination to
turn his life around.  One thing for sure, there’s no denying
his obvious appreciation toward August.

“How about school?  Is she making good grades?”

His parental inquisition is somewhat amusing.  “Her grades
are good.  August is a very smart girl-you know.”  She
smiles. “She is doing very well in school.”

“That’s good,” Bear relaxes.  Cautiously he moves ahead,
“She planned on helping me with my classes.”

“She did?” Marisa is not sure how to handle the idea of her
daughter making plans with this man.

 “Yes, I was kind of depending on her, you know.  It’s
hard going back to school after so long. My mind isn’t what it used
to be.”  He rubs his hands across his bald-head.  Bear
finds the courage to take the first step in doing away with
formalities.  “May I call you Marisa?”

She blushes, “Yes.”

“Marisa, why are you here?”

The come-to-the-point nature of his question catches her
off-guard.  She ignores his question. “So, you’re in
school?”

”Yes, I’m taking a couple of night courses at the junior
college.”  He moves toward the kitchen.  “Also, been
taking a computer course at the library uptown.”  He reaches
inside the cabinet and removes two glasses. “I’ve got a
job—working  at the AC lumber yard,” as he leans into the
refrigerator and pours himself a glass of orange juice.


           
“Sure you don’t want something to drink?”


           
“I’m sure.  Looks like you’re keeping yourself busy.”


           
“I have to do something.” He takes a seat next to her on the
sofa.  “It’s the only way I am going to stay clean.  If I
don’t stay focused, I might not get another chance.”


           
Marisa’s body tenses.  Her attraction to him is
embarrassing.  She mumbles something about giving August a
progress report on his success. “Thanks again for helping
her.”  She stands. “You take care of yourself,” as she walks
toward the door.  “I guess if you need some help from time to
time on your schoolwork,” she pauses, “I can let August help you,”
while looking over her shoulders. “With me around, of course,”
flashing the compassionate side of her smile.


           
“Marisa?”


           
“Yes?”


           
“You never answered my question.’

“What question?” She reaches for the door, too nervous to turn
around.

“Why did you come here?”


           
His strong presence is pleasantly obscene and impossible to
overlook.  Slowly, she turns around. “I wanted to…”  She
pauses to choose her words carefully.  “That night when I
found you and August together …”


           
“Yes?”


           
“I just reacted.  She is all that I have in this world.” She
speaks off in the distance.  I love her so much.  Seeing
her with you scared me.  So many bad things happen to little
girls. I just can’t be too careful.”


           
“I understand.  It is a shame that we took you through
that.”  He gestures for her to take a seat.  Slowly and
simultaneously they lower themselves onto the sofa. Each in their
own way trying to ignore the natural chemistry they share.


           
Gently, he reaches for her hand, “I am really sorry. I never
intended to scare you.  It was selfish.  If we could do
it over, I would have talked to you.  It’s just that….well….I
was in that hospital.  Your little girl was the only person
that came to see me.  I guess I looked forward to those
visits.  But, that’s no excuse.  I am a man and she is a
child.  You are right, there are all kinds of sick perverts in
this world.  I should have been more considerate.” He focuses
on her soft hands.

“If you would have called police that night, you would have been
well within your rights.”  He laughs, “But, I am sure glad you
didn’t.” She smiles, letting him know that she understands.

“I want you to know that I would never ever hurt or take
advantage of her. She is like the daughter I never had or even knew
I wanted. I would never look at her any other way.  It’s
important for you to know that.”  Sincerity is written all
over his face.


           
“Only one other person, besides August has ever cared about
me.”  The sadness in his face tugs at her heart.  “August
believed in me.  That young girl saved my life. I am not some
sick person trying to take advantage of that.  Its’ just
that-well-I’m grateful.  She is like my own child.  I
would never hurt her and would hurt anyone that ever tried.”


           
Right then, Marisa realizes that he could never harm August. 
They adopted one another as father and child. Suddenly, she isn’t
afraid anymore.  It is just as August said, innocent. “I was
wondering if you’d like to come to our house for dinner?” She
blushes.  “August would be so happy to see you.”

His smile lightened the room.  “That would be nice.”

“Yes it would,”  realizing that she’s speaking more for
herself than August.  “I mean for August that would be
nice.”

He blushes. “Yes, for August.”
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She silently rocks back and forth, studying them as they laugh
for hours.  Never has August been so excited.  If she
didn’t know any better she would have thought they were actually
family. They had grown to depend upon each other.

She glances at the dusk sky.  “You guys can sit on these
steps if you want.  But, a sink full of dirty dishes are
calling my name.” Marisa jokes.

“I didn’t realize it was so late.” He sounds almost
apologetic   “I’ll help you with the dishes and then I
better get home,”

“Oh no!” Marisa rises from her chair.  “You’re welcome to
stay.  Besides, I am sure you-two have a lot more catching up
to do.  This won’t take long.” 

“Are you sure it’s okay!”

She winks at a smiling August, “I’m sure.”

They watch Lela disappear behind the screen door.  So,
there they were-alone.  Just like old times.  No promises
that it will last, but, for one day they have been given a special
gift.  Lela, Bear, and Sage are together.

“August?”

“Yes?”

“Did I ever tell you that you remind me of a friend?”

“Yes Bear-a bunch of times.” She laughs.

His next statement is interrupted by the appearance of a young
girl riding free hand on her bike, down the center of the
street.  They stare into the street long after the child
disappears.  From the corner of his eyes he can see the
contour of her face.  She is everything he could ever imagine
wanting in a daughter.

“Sage would like her,” silently he thinks.  August is smart
and wise far beyond her years.  Most of all, he likes that she
is a thinker. 

“Sage!” He blurts.

“What?”  The sound of her name is completely
unexpected.

“Don’t do that Bear.” 

“My friend-her name-the one you remind me of…Her name is
Sage.”

“Whew… how am I supposed to respond to this?”

“You would have liked Sage.”

“I am not too sure about that Bear. I did not like Sage when
I was Sage.”

“The worse day of my life was when she died.” He pictures Sage’s
face. “Sometimes, I can still hear her voice.  I imagine that
she’s in Heaven looking down on me.  I sure hope she’s
proud.”

“I am proud of you.  Look at you.  Going to school,
working, no drugs…I never doubted you could do it.”

“I will always remember her.  She was the closer thing I
ever had to a mother.  Always remember how blessed you are to
have Marisa.  She really loves you.  My mother wasn’t
like her.  If it hadn’t been for Sage….”  He swivels
around on the step; facing August. 

“If it hadn’t been for me-what? How did I help you? 
Slipping drugs into your pockets. Telling you to act crazy, just to
get by.  Oh no Bear, I  might have loved you, but I
didn’t help you.”  Sage stares into the hopefulness that
is locked insides his eyes. “I  wish I could tell you how
much better off you are without me or Dorothy.  I wasn’t any
better-Bear-really I wasn’t.”

“I was just a little older than you when I first met Sage.”

“I remember.”

It was cold and raining.  She had this old blanket that she
wrapped around me.” He smiles warmly.  “I still have that old
blanket.” He pauses, reflecting on the day they met.

“Now why you go holding onto that old smelly thing? 
You should have thrown that thing in the trash.” 


           
“I’ve kept that blanket over sixteen years. Sometimes, when I felt
weak, I’d wrap it around myself and think about you and Sage.” He
looks away. “Strange-huh?  I know-but that blanket helped me
make it through so many tough days.”  He chuckles, “To some
people it might look like an old raggedy blanket.  But to
me-well-having that blanket and knowing that you were somewhere
cheering for me was all the strength I needed.

“You’re not alone.  I have always been here for
you.”


           
He laughs as though he’s told a private joke. “That Sage, she had
the answer to everything.”

“No I didn’t.  I just fooled you into thinking I
did.” 

“Other than you, she was the only person that ever loved
me.”

Sage touches his hand.  ”I wish I could’ve done
more.  There was so much more I could have done. I just didn’t
know how.  I wish I was the woman you’re painting of me. 
The truth is that in that life I was a very sick and demented
woman.”

“Sometimes I wish she was here. Things would be
different.”  Sternly, he stares at August, “Always watch out
for your mother, August.” 

“I will.”

“Good.” He smiles. “You are a lucky girl.  You have so much
love around you.  I guess that’s why you’re so special.” He
winks, “You have heart kid.”

She blushes, “Whatever.”

“Hmmm. Isn’t that something?  I have heart.” she
smiles. “At least now I do.”

Bear breaks the silence, “Anyway, what about helping me with my
classes? Are you going to help me or what?”

“I said I would”

“So , when do we start?”

“If you had your books we could start now.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.”  He leaps from the steps and
dashes into the house.

“Look at me now, Melinda. Sage is about to help do some
good.  Things do change and every once in a while, they change
for the better.  From peddling on a street corner to being a
tutor.  I’m stronger now Melinda. Yes I am. For the first time
I can do the one thing I thought I would never have the strength to
do.  Melinda, I  forgive you.”

 Sage finally knows happiness.  Behind the
screen door are two of the most important people in her life and
they are building a life for themselves.  Sage is for the
first time-relaxed.

The screen door slams.  She smiles and shakes her head.
Bear’s nervous smile covers one side of his face to the
other.  The sense of accomplishment is written all over
him.  If Sage once exemplified the meaning of horror, then
Bear most assuredly exemplifies the power of hope.  He’s going
forward.  She knows it and more importantly Bear knows it.

Watching him fidget with excitement makes her laugh. 

“So why are you standing there? Let’s get started.”  She
giggles.

“Remember little girl, I’m still the oldest.”

“That’s what you think.”  Sage burst into
laughter.

For two hours, they’ll sit on the porch in front of an old
framed house studying. Bear with his steel-toed boots and Sage with
her head buried in books.

Bear’s mind travels to a small house that stood across the
street from a few planks called Cades Street Bridge.  Years
ago, he imagined a Mighty Bear.   

“Hey, August?”

“Yeah?”

“What do you think about me becoming a little league coach?”

She smiles, “I think that’s a good idea. Why do you ask?”

“Just wondering… I’ve been thinking about doing something like
that.”

August, imagining Coach Haynes, “Yeah, I like that,” she
smiles.  “Are you paying attention, Bear?”

He laughs, “Yes ma’am.”
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“Hurry up August!”

“I’m coming!”

“Damn Lela-always rushing me.  Not everyday an eighteen
year old girl gets to watch her grown children get
married.”  She laughs at the irony in her statement.

“August, I can’t be late to my own wedding.”

“Alright, I’m coming!”

What am I going to do with them?  Bear’s been pacing
around all morning. Lela’s a nervous wreck.  Looks like I’m
the only sane one around here. I ain’t going to let ya’ll drive me
crazy.”


           
Sage is not about to be hurried.  She’s waited nearly two
lifetimes for this day.  On the corner of the sink are a pair
of small earrings that Bear bought for her birthday.  He made
her promise to wear them on his and Lela’s wedding day.  One
by one she inserts each stud into her small earlobe.


           
Things have definitely come full circle.  Her children are
getting married and who’d guess that it would be to each
other.  Sage has finally untangled the method to His
madness.  She asked Him so many times. “Why have You brought
me back to this world?”  Now she knows the answer. 
“Because, you have work to do.” 


           
She smiles, “You’re absolutely right, I do.”


           
“Sage.” She barely hears the faint whisper of her
name. 


           
“What was that?”


           
“Sage.”  No one ever calls her by that name.


           
“Sage.”  She did not have to turn around to know that
they have returned.


           
A gentle hand touches her shoulders, “It’s time to go,
Sage.”


           
“No,” shaking her head.

“Sage.”

“No.”

“It’s time. He’s waiting for you.”

“No!”

“You must leave now, Sage.”

“I am not finished yet.” What a strange twist of
fate.  Before, she wanted nothing more than to leave this
world.


           
“I don’t want to go.”


           
“We know.”


           
“I won’t go!”  She tries to calm herself. “I
haven’t  talked to Lela.  I got to make things
right.  You can’t do this-not now.  They’re getting
married today.  What will happen if I’m not there?  That
will destroy them. Do you know what your doing?  I can’t
leave!  Do you hear me? I am not going!”


           
“That is not your choice to make.” The angel’s soothing voice
doesn’t calm her. “August will be at the wedding.  Your
soul-Sage- it’s time for your soul to leave.”


           
From behind the angels walks the silhouette of a young girl. Sage
recognizes her face.


           
“We’ve done a wonderful job-huh grandma?”  The spirit
of August steps forward.


           
“August?” Overcome with emotion, she can only speak her
name.

 
          “Yes
grandma, it’s me.  I’ve been here all along-watching and
learning from you.”  August’s  face is warm and
gentle.  “Don’t worry, I will take care of them. I will do
that for you.  Trust me, grandma.  I won’t let you
down.” August looks through the door at her mother. “It is
my turn now.  I have to lead my own life.  Can you
understand that? Do you understand that grandma?  You will
always be with us. But, it’s time for you to rest now. 
Remember, you wanted to go to sleep.” She reaches for Sage’s
hand. “It’s time for your mind to rest.  I love you,
grandma and I always will. But, it is my turn, now.” 

The true spirit of August looks over her shoulders at her two
companions. “The angels told me that you have earned the right
to rest.”


           
The guardian angel moves closer. “We will wait while you speak
to Lela.”


           
Sage pleads. “It’s not enough time. I need just a little more
time.  A little time that’s all I’m asking.”


           
“Sage, it is not time that you need.  Speak to her with your
heart, ” replies God’s angel.


           
“I can’t.”


           
“Yes. You can.”


           
He opens his hands to reveal an old crumpled note.  “Do
you remember this, Sage?”


           
 It had been nearly three years since she’d written that
letter.


           
“Yes.” 


           
“Go. Talk to your daughter. Say your good-byes Sage.  He
will handle the rest.  Trust that He will handle it for
you.  He’s always been there. You know that.  In your
heart, you know that.”  The angel points to the bathroom
door.


           
“August!”


           
Slowly she turns the doorknob.


           
“Well it is about time.  Girl-I swear-you’ll be late to your
own funeral. Let’s go.  Bear is outside waiting for us.”


           
She stands at the door in amazement at how pretty Lela has
become.  She’ll miss her beyond all she could ever
imagine.  Leaving now is an impossible task.  Sage
glances over her shoulders.  They are there, in the shadows,
waiting.


           
“Mama, I have to tell you something.”


           
“August, we don’t have time right now.  Can this wait?”


           
Sage uses her eyes to appeal for more time.  Her request is
denied.  The time to rectify is now.


           
“No it can’t.”


           
“Alright,” taking Lela by the hand, together they walk to the sofa
and sit beside one another.  It has been a long journey for
all of them.  The time has come for Sage to leave behind all
that she ever feared and all that she ever loved.  She is at
the final leg of this gallant race.


           
“Do you remember that day in the restaurant?  I mean-that day
you told me about your mother.”


           
“Yes,” looking concern.


           
“Our lives changed that day.”


           
“Yes, baby it did.”


           
“If only you knew how much my life changed that day. You opened the
door to a whole new world for
me.”           


           
“That was the first time we met Bear,” Sage smiles.  “Bear has
come so far.”


           
Lela clutches August’s hand.  “We’ve come along way since
then.”


           
“I’ve thought about your mother a lot.”


           
“You have?”


           
“Sometimes when I would visit Bear, I’d look for her.”


           
Lela is shocked by August’s sudden confession.


           
“I’ve wanted to talk to her.  Maybe find out something that
would help you feel better.  I wanted to get some answers for
you; explain why she treated you the way she did.”  I just
felt like there had to be some reason. I thought maybe if I could
get an answer then the hurting would stop.”


           
“I’m fine August.  Really I am. Can’t live our lives in the
past, you know.  Things are different for you and I. 
That’s all that really matters, don’t you think?”


           
“It took me a long time but I found someone that knew her.  I
visited her several times.  She told me that she and Sage had
been friends for years.  In fact, she was with her when she
died.”


           
“She’s dead?”  Lela is surprised by the grieving sound in her
voice.


           
“Yes.”   She glances at Lela.


           
Not knowing how to respond, Lela simply nods her head and mumbles
something Sage cannot make out.


           
“She gave me this note.” Sage opens her hand revealing a crumpled
envelope. “It seems that Sage always felt like you’d pop up
someday; looking for her.  She asked her to hold it; just in
case she ever ran into you.”


           
Sage places the letter in the palm of her daughter’s hand. 
“You can do whatever you want with it.  I just want you to
know that she thought of you before she died.”  Sage rises
from the sofa and begins to walk away.  She must say it just
one more time.  She turns and runs into Lela’s arms. “I love
you.”


           
“I love you my sweet Lela.”


           
As Sage walks away, she feels a disconnection of her spirit from
August.  She takes her place beside her guardian angel and the
angel of death.  Together they wrap themselves around Lela, as
she opens the folded envelope.  The note is address to
Le.  Sage was the only person that ever called her that.


           

 

Dear Le,

If you read pass these first words, I am grateful. After all
I we both know that I do not deserve your time.  So many years
have passed and the chance of ever talking to you is by far
gone.  All that I can do is write this letter and hope that
one day you stumble upon the long overdue apology that is
rightfully yours.  You deserve to know that you were a good
kid and deserved to have a better mother than me. If only I could
make it up to you.

Le, I was not a good parent.  I know that.  Any
attempt to explain myself will probably only make you feel
worse.  That is not what I want to do. Besides my reasons are
only dressed up excuses.

The important thing is that you have the power to be better
than I was.  Do that Le.  Be a better person. Nothing can
change what I did. I can never pay what I owe you.  I hope
that it helps to know that I suffered for the things I did and that
in the end I thought of the little girl that loved playing
mama.

I have only two regrets in my life.  My biggest regret
is that I didn’t at least try to be there for you.  After you
were taken I met a young homeless kid name Brandon, but, I called
him Bear.  I could have encouraged him to get off of the
streets but like you, I let him down.

 You have the right to know that I felt bad about all
the hurt I caused you.  I am sorry Lela…I am so very
sorry.  I don’t deserve it, but, please forgive me.

With all the love I wish I’d given you,

Your mama, Sage.

 

They cradle her as she cries, releasing decades of pain,
disappointment, and uncertainties.  Finally, Lela and Sage are
free. 

“Mama?”

“Yes?” Lela folds the note and places it in her purse. 
What were the odds that Brandon is the Bear that Sage refers to in
her note?  What are the odds?  Quickly she wipes her
face. 

           
“Mama, we have to go.  Bear is waiting.”

Lela smiles, “You’re right baby.  We have a wedding to go
to.”

“Yeah,” August glances over her shoulders and winks.

Before leaving Sage has one last favor to ask.  The look on
her face says it all.

“I now pronounce you husband and wife.”


           
Lela, you look so beautiful.  Bear you better take good
care of them.“  Sage proudly smiles, “Just look at my
grandchild. Now isn’t she the prettiest thing you’ve ever
seen.

“Yes Sage.”

“That’s right… smart too…taught the child everything she
knows.” Sage giggles and opens her arms. “This is
my…” taking a deep breath. “This is my…”  She
lifts her chin, “family.” She sprinkles them with kisses
from an angel. “Be good to each other. I’ll be watching
you.” She smiles, “Love ya.”

 

The End
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