But dying can mean salvation, too. That's how | héairdm the folks at Granny
Allen’s church; of course, none of them talking aboetehd really know it one way or
the other. Their speculation just makes damn good sensig through my head with
the granddaughter's spinning words.

“Ten years you known me.” | only recognize that I'efligg watching Ta’s face
cringe at every third syllable. “Shoulda come to figuae't the type to be about no
half-ass bullshit. | look like a blue collar factorgga? Ain’'t bout to be one to pay your
rent.”

“My rent?” She laughs this spiteful laugh. “Didn’t figureu as the type to stand
on a corner dealing dime bags neither. Takes a speaia genius, | guess ...”"

“Shhh!” | point to the apartment’s thin plaster. “Wdsstanding on no corner.
Are you sick?”

“Are you?” Ta laughs from the vulva, amused this tif\&hat the hell were you
doing?”

| sit in the reclining chair. “Not a damn thing mahan what we talked bout me
doing already. Talked in circles, here, there, théwthit here again. Round and round.
But if it’s all right over here, girl, it can’t sudderihe all criminal when the conversation
comes back around. Makes you out to be a phony hypattite circle. You're talking
like | was out there slinging crack.”

“First of all, the shit was never okay with me. Oansult me. You said you
were doing it for a minute to take care of what wasditg overdue, nothing more.”

“Ain’t been no longer than that. Nothing but a minpéssed here—"
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The roll of her eyes hypnotizes. “I'm talking,” shenmes my ears, and the walls,
and my trance too. “Second of all, you might as wedirbdealing crack. Ain’'t gonna
have mercy on you no ways.”

“Who? You?”

“Them—they ain’t got mercy for you. Them peoples doattecnothing bout the
substance, long as they found it sitting snug against gsur a

| smile, mean for it to show full of wickedness. ‘il been moving rocks
instead of a little smoke, | wouldn’t look so uselesthose eyes, | bet. You woulda
liked that cash, no? If | gotta go down, might as welinggself good and filthy dirty on
the way, phat paid, do it right. That’'s how y'all thimkeo on Oglesby. Fuckin niggas.”

“What the hell are you rambling?” Ta sits on the Iseat to my right, blue suit
cringing around her waist and skirt riding to her knees “Sputalking garbage to me.
I’m done with you.”

| laugh, nowhere near spiteful as her, not in my edfer good?”

“That what you want?” Dawn cries in the kitchen hiffiair. “Keep talking. It's
hard out here on your own, goddamnit.”

Threat, plea or warning, | don’t know. These are nig'wieelings, not mine.
Years joined at a tin band covered in twinkling paint sime could mean all three at the
same time. “Yeah,” | blink long, “You would’ve had mermy me if I'd gotten real dirty
paid.”

She jogs off to the kitchen to tend to Dawn’s afternbaonger, true mama that

she is. | recline my chair and turn off this five lotk news and its long forgotten blare.
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While | was in Carbondale, Ta finished schooling ac@io State’s commuter
campus on 95th and King Drive. No shame in that placea@b State is not much
different than Southern lllinois from what I've seeBut | went away from the corners to
get a degree, and that means a lot of something spetite who never left. I've
thrown her for some kind of a loop here. So | calditiie Ta for the rage spewing from
those thick lips. In the Four Corners, commuter schookys are supposed to go wrong
before us campus town clowns. Maybe they end up witle ilkegitimate babies running
around a one-bedroom apartment, or sucking on a pipe ovke &ast End, or stripping
and hooking for some down low pimp. Those that do makarvive on noble, low-end
scraps, head held barely above the water’s surfadeto@oud, bare air.

My wife came up over on Oglesby, the Seventies blot3gtesby where weeds
grow from cracks in the concrete, and they've got asymardboard box-tops covering
window holes as they've got glass. A Chicago StateyisrOglesby Avenue, where tire
rubber rips and screeches and sirens whirr and waihagddp-cracksounds one after
the other come summertime, until you pray to Lord Jdsaisitts just the noise of cheap
firecrackers some knucklehead set off in celebratioknedrica’s independence, though
the Fourth is still almost a month away.

Never told Ta about how | sat in a white Uptown rooitin\iends just to the left
of my testifying mother and her blue book. If I hadleast the woman might understand
where | went wrong, and she could figure some kind of seusef this. Maybe. But
her Granny Allen was a good Baptist—the rock of old Oglésle—whose deadly vice
was Hostess snacks, and | was their good negro and Tsoviias and thick and sweet to

the eye. Never told the child a damn thing that would¥gle her think twice about
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letting me lose myself in chestnut eyes or betweea higs as she swallowed with thighs
wet and warm. Maybe Mama was only on Step Five, lieidgin’t raise no fools.

Been different since | came to understand our togetheasea trade-off. Took
five, six years, but it's just like everything elsdobk at her and I love her, and she loves
me back, and we loved each other for years and itdgeeld and she keeps looking so
good and sounding sweet and pure. No matter—can’t keep lowrigest soul in this
place, then get love in return, without the question gbaek rearing. That's the only
way you know it’s real in the Four Corners:

“l love you, so let’s buy rings,”

“I love you, baby, so let’s sign these papers,”

“I love you, let’s get jobs and cars and, one day, a house in the South Burbs.”

“l love you always, love. Let’s drop a seedling, so it's not jost gnd me loving,
and let’s buy our offspring new clothes and cornered playpens of mesh barsabdyet
her factory milk and diplomas and degrees so she knows to grow into a catinct i
world, not an apple, and let’s give her the office you once used to makegadr us,
let’s turn that space into a baby room as you won’t be needing it now. f@is thade
already.”

Loving ain’t real around here until you go to the loaarkrand accept his points
to barter yourself some trinkets to make the loveeshiunny, | didn't figure this out
until after I'd used up all of my credit with Primo theaBk from 5£' Street; this band on

the ring finger is all faded and dull now, while I'm sfithying on his points .
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Let my mother tell it, this is what she stayed druni laigh on an assembly line
for anyway, to numb the pain of eyes crying bloodydgast to clean her seed of four
corner muck. | was supposed to come back to this plaeeatiffand better than this, me
and Cousin Remi both, degreed to the hilt. Educated aedngffsalvation to the
hustling dark masses in civilized, golden chalices. Nadxamoke. And then to get
caught on these corners, getting down, dirty, and moleehi@n paid, just the same as
all the rest of the limping souls? Embarrassing myheroand shaming souls full of
hope, no different than a couple of 79th Street thugs—"hoallike Granny Allen
called them. After that old Oglesby Avenue woman veerat convinced her girl child
that | was a good negro, and the Downstate folk exiledi Rest so one of us could
finish up right. All this trouble borne, just for me.

My own bones should be full of as much shame as Tadvlama’s are of purple
rage. But to be honest, | ain’t hurting at all insidie skin. Reclined in my good
nineteen-inch babble box chair, these bones ashatned or angry or even aching from
a night spent propped against a cracked cell wall. Mama amdi stay mad all they
want then, and swim in shame on my behalf if it makes feel righteous about how |
drown—all I know is what'’s reflected on a televisionesm, these tales babbled about

how | ain’'t the one who had it all wrong for so long.



Free Burning 5

(o]

We lived in a first floor crib off 71st and Merrill fa bit, just outside the Corners.
Auntie De would come by to watch over me while Mama warking at the plant,
leaving Remi with his uncles to learn their East Eustle.

Auntie De’s time was always free come June time, lseeguse Blackbird
couldn’t keep a job once summer heat hit good. She’dithitrae until her attention
wandered from the TV screen, or until the phone rang evie of those guitar-
strumming, jive-humming cats calling after her love.c®that wanderlust hit, De’d take
her a walk to the corner store—a full hour’s walk, thotlghAsian’s rotten joint wasn’t
but four blocks from our place.

“Just goin to smoke on me some squares, and get a frdsh gfaed say, though
our living room’s walls and couch pillows and Montgomergrds drapes already stunk
with the burning funk of Camels and Cools, left by unérlem the plant floor and the
lounges’ mack-daddy booths. Mama’d never uttered a crosstwdhose fools as they
lit fire to our air.

“Why you gotta go, Auntie?”

“Just bout to take me a walk real quick. Catch someSiges, don’t wanna
smoke up you all's place. You know how your Mama be. Dioa'telling her I left you
when she come home neither. Promise to be good labdng you something back.
You want something brung back, don’'t you?”

“No—you got two more cigarettes in your box. | see umanid don't care about

you smoking up in here. Why you gotta go, Auntie? How cboaa’t walk with you?”
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“Just getting me some air, Tommie,” she’'d say with shide juking and hiding
across ruby lips, and freckles lighting at the tip ofriese. “Sure you don’t want nothing
brung, my love?”

“Just come back home, Auntie love.” Then De’d leavenfr hour walk, that not
quite empty box of Newports pressed against her poke)ipgien

Once “Tennessee Tuxedo” ended on Channel 60, I'd know thinutes had
already passed; and because | didn’'t care for punk-ass “Ungdeitierwards, I'd prop
myself at the front window and count each minute sl@ime passing in pasty clouds
floating high, until the silver and red IC train shotdyythe 71st Street tracks in my left
eye, headed from Indiana to Downtown through Stonyddlaen back again to the
Sticks. Every summer day, minutes raced with the Founé&Zdools to catch up to that
sleek caboose headed northwest. Folks running past,\®rtfast enough, for the
midday train always left a few fools puffing dust on tfacks. IC rode on without
explaining why | couldn’t walk with Auntie De either.

| pressed my head against hot glass this one June datheaclCounted ten
trains passing, and Underdog and Woody Woodpecker and Popeye afaengers, all
of them had finished screaming about saving my world tfeerilJHF dial (destroying or
saving—maybe both at once, destroying mine and saviirgotlig) and the sun tilted
just a little bit from the lake so Merrill Avenue’sdwnstone buildings cast enough shade
to cool the forehead. Auntie De still wasn’'t nowhrde seen, and Mama wouldn’t be
home from South Chicago Heights for another two hours.

My eyes strained from sun beating against the dome neyhif window glass,

and thoughts spun dizzy up inside my skull. Mama always teltbrwear a hat in the
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summer months especially, to protect my head fromdilzay heat stroke pain brought
by high hanging sun; then again, that dizziness could'®a beung by the bloody breath
churning between chest and thighs, panting to see AubBt&&snipples poke from the

thin T-shirts and Woolworths bras she wore come Jume- Sharp and high on her body
those triangles, and so unlike her big sister’'s moundsdesuidull from pressing against
assembly line levers.

Maybe my sweet Auntie had just caught the Jeffrey lirgetb pick up her social
security check at the fed office (all Remi’'s old mafi De with, let Mama tell it.

“May be all,” Auntie’d screech back, “but it's a hellb# more than you . . . ”). De had
such trifing ways, like they used to say between ourkdo Mama claimed the reason
I’d turned out such a bright baby boy and Cousin Remi agonsich an alley thug was
that my old girl was kind enough to prop her nipples betweglips to suck milk
dripping from mounds that were once sharp, too. While Aubénise was always too
happy and selfish to stop running and wining and smokingaréth shooters and gray-
haired slicksters to think of cleaning herself up for twgip his good nurturing. That’s
what Mama’d tell me whenever I'd start talking that utgftd nonsense of mine.

So | knew at twelve years old that it was mostly mygothat | brought the sag
to Doreen’s chest; as much as slaving to build thoserEss Remi, he got the Mama
who wandered about cracked streets but kept her nipples pamdgobinted and let him
hustle the Four Corners with the real players becalised her to do her thing. Me, |
got the lady all dull and scarred from struggling in thel§iednd returning everyday to
this cracked smoke and wine and muthafuckin living over. h&hés nurturing Mama

who left me pinned to the window glass watching tramgfalks running in vain and
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waiting for some sign to point out love’s return, butling only shade trailing behind a
faded sun.

Sounds shook the window, any sounds, didn’'t have to b@dipatrackfrom the
blocks behind, could’ve been tires tearing concreteeml against steel or ambulances
racing to Jackson Park Hospital—or the echo betweedliragfaartoon and an Apple
Jacks commercial, maybe. Sounds shook, and I'd knowdghaking as the noises of
love’s end. Mama and De were all gone from this plakeew—dead and gone to me
somehow. My head pressed harder against that window,veaslalone, sweat dripping
the forehead, skin tingling the crotch, feet tapping haotiyall alone in body. But if
there wasn't love for me to wait out in that windgust speeding trains, shifting sun, and
hopeless souls, all headed far away, would | at least fie®l so alone again?

Another train passed north, and it wasn't three olcjast yet, so the floor
supervisor had yet to find Mama overdosed in front otHtalytic converter belt, and
Auntie De had wandered her pointy nipples too near tietteecks somewhere out there.
Such a death only came for Auntie, of course, becadsedsted seed the night before
dreaming of her pointy points, spiling creamy incesba#ir my He-Man/She-Ra pajama
bottoms and navy blue sheets to stain. Death’'d sea@tahntie love as she walked to the
Asians’ store after I'd violated her—and she had to payry sin. She was the grown
soul, after all, the one who should’ve known bettentwaaring see-through shirts with
menthol boxes pressed against tits full of un-sipped nmiglirig in between a boy’s legs
till a bloody boner popped out of my drawers to matchpleefection, almost match

sweet perfection.
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| lit a match from the booklet Auntie’d left on theosdail table. Lit it to see, or
to pay honor to my fallen nurturing life-giver and myeaftoon protector. Lit that match
to shine them a clear path to escape death and cotédbdne Corners. Or maybe |
raised the flame looking for an answer to my questiMiby you gotta go? How come |
can’'t walk with you?”

So much time gone by now, how do | know what dreamsyatojured in the
shade passing on Merrill Avenue? | do remember watc¢hatgflame stroll down to my
fingertip, where, just before heat blackened yellow m, fire laughed at me—
wicked, knowing and low—and jumped off its match stem, fressdfiall on our living
room wall.

Soon as mocking heat touched plaster surface, a millle faughing, dancing
flames shook flickering asses against white plasterfl@doom went up. | ran to the
kitchen, fire chasing at my tail, coughing and still hirdmy lost love and eyes wide as
sun-shaming heat grew and spread to full life in the ajpattm took a safe watching
place in the kitchen, far enough away that black smo#te’hawallowed air just yet.
Stood on top of my favorite eating chair to see thaibgrthrough that doorway; |
watched our lamp shade melting and plaster peeling downtfr@eiling, saw how
those white walls turned gray and then black as skytheenighttime lake, just before
paint crinkled and smoke swirled without choking my coruast yet. Close enough to
let me see the bristles of Mama'’s shag rug float frimerfloor, before flames paused their
mocking to gulp away the debris. Hard-nut wilted only i&sjimped up to the living
room window so the IC tracks and Merrill Avenue andrtéighborhood folks chasing

after trains were gone from eye.
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| stood on tiptoes, gagging and slobbering by then, dedlkdo the side table
where I'd propped myself melted and its glass top crashiee.diein’t dare touch our
color TV screen though. Smoke swirled all about itsMorcabinet and flames marched
up to chomp away the rest of the living room carpet) gtepped right before the last of
the afternoon cartoons, “The Amazing Spiderman.” Flgnmock laughter quieted long
enough to let the intro play:

Spiderman, Spiderman . . . does whatever a spider can . . . spins a.vealy.
size . . . catches thieves. . . . just like fliesLaokout . . . Here comes the Spiderman

| never thought of dying on top of my favorite eatingichalot even as the lead
smoke got to choking me. Death may be a muthafucka mta hood, but he don’t
come for twelve-year old knuckleheads, not when thelreaming, and definitely not
when they sing the Spiderman song.

Auntie De and her new sugar daddy busted in just as thg fwom couch
disappeared and I'd hopped up to the counter-top as the cHaoraid turned hot to the
soles. Sugar daddy ran through that smoke with his head-dalvnsaw coming at me
was a black bald-spot rimmed in gray and his forearntdgfigethe face from smoke.
Snatched me off the counter and wrapped my ass in thetdaench coat, he did. Why
was sugar daddy wearing a trench in hot June daytime? Gawgss a true player,
pimping South Shore’s Four Corners, ready to do anything-elndie, run or burn—to
get between the thick legs of my auntie love. That'g.wh

Thank God for nigganess that burning day. Sugar daddy grabbeg freen that
counter and ran down the three-flat entry steps, ofueéalom on Merrill Avenue.

By the time Mama showed up from the plant, the fire depent trucks clogged

our block between the tracks and*73treet; more swirling, mocking lights to dim the
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damning sun almost completely gone for the day. Our pgyptaetiord leaned against
the busted light post in his front yard, smacking tobagzonst his right side teeth, one
eyeball watching me hide snug under Auntie De’s armsewind other peeled on my
mother crying to the cops at curbside.

The top of my nappy afro nudged against perky heaven, rigte tiext to sugar
daddy in his smoky trench coat. Nigga hadn’t shed a lidneft yet, not running into
those flames, not running out, and not even standirfggifate day funk of our burnt
blocks. He was still doing whatever a sugar daddy had toadke my love into his
own—where’s the sweat to that for a sugar daddy pimpadngleather coat?

Mama stood with us finally, took me by the hand and puliedrom her
trifing—as they called such women in the Corners—sigtist so slightly, but not strong
enough. Leave it to me, nothing would ever take me frecorsd heaven, not even
knowing that my true, true love had resurrected off theofg floor and come back home
to me. | wouldn'’t let go De until tears streaked frormidgs eyes, and thgu-ugsound
whimpered from rust-chapped lips. Then the city firemrashed out the living room
window, that hole where I'd propped and pressed my foreleait—their black hero

bats shattering glass to let smoke free to swallovstindeft over our home.

The 3:54 IC train did run Auntie De over not six montlerla Auntie and sugar
daddy’'d gone and gotten lit at the Soft Steppin, then toséllaalong the tracks. Drunk

fools stumbling along so bubbly, half a block from tlegtrodd-numbered IC stops; and
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that silver and red steel train came speeding alongutheast bound way, as they do
midday, ripping through the streets fast enough to sideswip&eAinto the wig shop just
past Clyde Avenue.

Mama blamed my sugar daddy hero, rambled on about howlap’dumntie
upside the skull whenever she’d get to spitting her fodt balk. Maybe De’d started
flapping her sassy-ass mouth out on 71st after sugar daddy’d covered for allrier dr
at the Steppin, and he’d got his full of that nonserid®at was how Mama’s teary
speculation went: sugar daddy, fed up and floating high offfitb@tbase while
swimming low off sauce wine all at once, pushed my lotethe IC, timing its approach
just right.

| didn't buy it first off, not at all, not the hero wil saved me from flames just
because he wanted to impress Auntie De. Why would hénbr?t Steal those sweet,
pointy nipples full of fresh love from me, sure, but jussteave her mangled and chopped
in window glass? Never. Mama rolled eyes full ofysadater and crust at my foolish-
ass argumentdaha, she laughed in her breath-choking wafou never underestimate
the doings of a sugar daddy niggdne saidespecially when he’s already gotten all he
truly wanted. They’re beastshe told meall of them.

And after he didn’t show for Auntie’s homegoing, what dousay? That's what
Mama and them called De’s services, just like folks weoallGranny Allen’s burial
years later—high-low holy rollers dropped Ta’s grandmotimeler dirt and had the nerve
to name it a “homegoing” party. Bunch of fools fullpzfin pretending it ain’t right to

cry at the sight of an old woman’s cancerous bonéngirdown deep in the ground.
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Homegoingat least seemed a proper name for Auntie's serigege never
seemed like she belonged to this place no ways. Maybeewdr the IC train took her off
to really was something more like home for Auntieilll &uldn’t blame sugar daddy,
not my hero—sugar daddy knew to save me from the flantepw@sh De into that train.
It's a rare thing, for a soul to understand the diffeedmetween one who belongs in these
four corners and one looking to go on to their rightfuhbo

Most dark daddies spend their time either saving or Killingn@y come across,
either/or without pausing to ask the question who belorggev—how could he join her
homegoing party after making that mighty call? Sugar daddytsbe Soft Steppin bar
instead, filling himself with wine and waiting for sothimg like that moment of clarity to
grace him. And it was true clarity that pushed love ataain speeding south and east.
Sugar daddies ain’t all beasts, Mama’s wrong about frhey're drunk and high off that
base, true, but when they run into flames to savdianboy, some dark daddies are
heroes and saviors all at once. Even if they didgasfed-up of all that sassy backtalk

from love’s fine, twisted bones.
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