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THE FIRST TIME GAYLE slammed the bathroom door, her mother let it go. The second time, Mama’s ears perked up, listening for familiar sounds. The third time Gayle ran into the bathroom, Mama was up the stairs and on Gayle’s heels, witnessing what she already knew. Gayle, stooped over the toilet bowl, face flushed, body heaving, was pregnant. Again.

Mama snatched a paper cup from the dispenser and almost crushed it. She filled the cup with tap water, thrust it at Gayle’s mouth, and ordered her to gargle and spit. For once, Gayle did as she was told, then wiped her lips, thinking, No use breaking into a story. Mama already knew.

Ow!

Gayle rubbed her hot cheek, keeping the hurt to herself. If anything, she felt a chuckle bubbling underneath the sting of Mama’s slap. Sensing that Mama was hardly in the mood for fun and games, Gayle wisely kept it to herself as well.

Mama splashed a handful of cold water on Gayle’s face and dabbed it with a towel. “You far ’long?” she asked, then sought her own answer by patting Gayle’s belly. Gayle shrugged. “You clean? Did you bathe?” Before Gayle could respond, Mama added, “Then dress the baby, ’cause we going.”

“Where we going?” Gayle asked, excited that Mama was taking action. Mama was something else when she was wound up for war. Oooh, bet we going to Troy’s house, Gayle thought. Have it out with Troy Mama.

“Where we going?” Gayle asked again.

Mama repeated, “We going,” with an eerie determination that made Gayle anticipate fireworks at Troy’s house.

Gayle stood in the hallway, listening to her mother’s telephone conversation. Judging by Mama’s humble demeanor, Gayle ruled out Troy’s mama as the other party. She heard “. . . No, it’s not Junie. It’s Gayle . . .” follow by three “Yes, Miz Feldmans” in Mama’s best “work voice.” Then she heard the receiver slam. Now Mama was angry because she had to sound like a child begging permission to take care of business.

Gayle fled into her bedroom to avoid hearing what she had cost Mama. She sat on her bed, where her son lay on his back kicking his fat, buttermilk-colored legs wildly, celebrating her return. She fought the urge to smile at him, not wanting him to get the idea that this was playtime. José was being obstinate this morning. Curling his toes so she couldn’t slip the soft shoes on. “Hold still,” she told him. He kicked his feet. “Why you gotta act so stupid?” she scolded and smacked his toes a little so he’d know: STOP PLAYING AROUND. It worked. His wet little mouth made a perfect O, and he let out suspenseful breaths. “For seven months you ain’t too stupid.”

Gayle tied her own sneakers then put her son on her too narrow hip. Down the stairs she trooped, hoping the thunder would end Junie’s sleep.

Mama was at the door. “I gave you your one mistake,” she said. “Thought you’d learn something.”

Junior rolled over on the sofa and blinked until his eyes stayed open. “She belly out again? It was Troy, wasn’t it?”

Mama turned her attention to the sofa. “Junie, go to work and stop minding everybody’s business.”

Junie swore he’d hurt Troy first chance he got.

For being eighteen and out of school, Junie still had a lot of kid in him. He was always into some low-level trouble. Nothing that would get him put away, but always busy trying. Mouthing off, getting into fights, selling things that obviously weren’t his—prompting strangers to come knocking on the door at two and three o’clock in the morning hunting him down, while he lay on the sofa faking a coma and leaving Mama to deal with them.

Junie rolled back into a fetal position and closed his eyes. Junie was Mama’s favorite ’cause he had his daddy’s face on him. As far as Gayle was concerned, Daddy could stay dead if that’s what he looked like. Junie made her sick. Mama let Junie lay up in the house doing nothing while Gayle did all the housework. Gayle sneered at him, thinking, Junie gon’ be a punk boy all his life. Her consolation was that she would be a woman for the rest of hers.

Gayle strapped the baby into the stroller and lifted the stroller down the porch stairs. Before leaving, Mama issued another warning for Junie to unpeel himself from the sofa, though Mama and Gayle knew it was fruitless.

Mama was walking awfully fast. They seemed to be going the wrong way. Weren’t they going to Troy Mama house so they could start some fireworks?

“We not going to Troy’s?”

“For what? Troy already stuck in his two cents. That’s what you carrying. Troy’s two cents.”

“Where we going?”

“Women’s Clinic.”

“For what?” Gayle asked.

“Don’t be cute. Cute got you where you at.”

“S’pose I want to keep it. It’s mines.”

“As long as you fourteen and in my house, you mines,” Mama said. “Only one woman in my house. I say what goes on in my four walls—and I’m not having it. What you think I’m running? Does my door say South Jamaica Welfare Hotel? No. Do you see Hoe House on my mailbox? No. It say 150-11 South Road. Have the nerve to say ‘Whitaker’ on the welcome mat.”

Gayle giggled, then laughed out loud. “See, Mama. You be pissing me off and making me laugh at the same time.”

Mama kept up her pace. “Laugh now,” she said. “The joke won’t be on me and it damn sure won’t be on you. Not while I’m living.”

When they got to the Women’s Clinic on Sutphin Boulevard, the lady said Gayle didn’t have to have no abortion against her will. Mama couldn’t force her on the table. She used words like choice, consent, coercion, and some other big c words. She was white, but young like a college girl. No makeup. No hairstyle. Looked like she been studying all night long. Had her schoolbook open at the desk with yellow highlighter streaks all through it.

Mama could care less for the college girl look. Mama smacked her in the face with some southside talk. Stomped her into the ground with one of those vicious “Mama glares,” all ’cause she a little white girl using big c words to make Mama look like a caged gorilla. Boy, Mama could show out!

When Ruby Whitaker spit out the last of her wrath, that white girl didn’t utter another c word. Didn’t look up. Just signed Gayle in, told mother and daughter to have a seat in the room till Gayle’s name was called, and went back to marking up her schoolbook in yellow highlighter.

They made the mistake—judging by Mama’s expression—of sitting next to a young woman who told Gayle right away, “I’m having an abortion and a tubal ligation.” She was much older than Gayle. Early twenties, at least.

Gayle wrinkled her nose, not liking the sound of it. “What’s that?” she asked.

“When they tie your tubes so you don’t have no more babies. Only takes a minute. See, this ’bout my sev—no eighth—pregnancy. I got four kids at home. Had some abortions, lost some. How ’bout you?”

Gayle didn’t know if she meant pregnancy or abortion. “I just got this here baby,” she said, pointing to José, who had discovered the jingle bells fastened to his shoelaces and was kicking his legs excitedly. “And this one.” She meant the one in her belly. Mama grunted.

Gayle eyed some Hispanics across the room. She assumed they were a pregnant girl, her mama, and her boyfriend. They were praying and crying—the boy and the mama doing most of it while the girl consoled them.

Everyone else was just waiting, biting lips, turning paler, staring at posters but not reading them. At fourteen, Gayle was hardly the youngest in the room. She saw all kinds of black girls, white girls, Hispanic girls, and Asian girls. There was an East Indian–looking girl with perfect brown skin and a ponytail long enough to sit on. Gayle imagined herself with that long ponytail, then snapped out of it. The thought of being dragged around the schoolyard by the hair was not pleasant, as Gayle was always starting something with the biggest gal she could find.

A woman wearing a blue-and-white RESPECT LIFE button pinned to her sweater and a gold crucifix around her neck came in and identified herself as a counselor. She said that life was a gift and that there were other options besides abortion, such as adoption. She described the loving environment each child would have, and the nice TV family that would adopt the child and raise it to one day be president. She said that anyone who decided to have her baby would be entitled to prenatal care, the opportunity to finish school, and job training.

Without parting her lips, Mama telegraphed, “Get that thought out your head ’fore I smack it out.”

Gayle glanced up at her mother and snickered, figuring since Mama had ruined her chances of hooking Troy, she would get back at her mother by saying to the Tube-Tying Woman, “That ’doption sounds good,” all the while knowing it was hype. Ain’t nobody breaking they necks to adopt black babies.

Out of a dozen, two girls couldn’t discern the “hype.” They leaped to their feet, choosing adoption, and followed the RESPECT LIFE lady into another room.

A nurse came in to explain the procedure. Gayle grew impatient with the nurse’s concern that they understand everything. Gayle didn’t want to understand. She just wanted to get it over with.

Finally, those who wanted to go ahead followed the nurse into another room. The one girl who kept holding things up by asking questions wanted to call her mother. Gayle and the Tube-Tying Woman shared furtive glances, knowing the girl on the phone wasn’t going ahead.

They were now on their own. No mamas. No boyfriends. No sisters. No girlfriends. Just pregnant girls. Some pregnant women. Bare legs and paper gowns. One after another, submitting to exams. Gayle passed. Six weeks pregnant. Another girl was told to come back in two weeks. It was too early to do anything. She was crying about how hard it was to get there. That she had come a long, long way. Couldn’t they just do it? They said no. Then she started rolling around on the cold floor in that paper gown like a little kid having a sugar fit. Even when they took her out, Gayle could still hear her tinny teenage voice screaming, “Pleeese! Pleeese!”

The Tube-Tying Woman, who struck Gayle as being goosey, suddenly adjusted her tone. “Someone should watch that girl. No telling what she might do.” The Tube-Tying Woman said she had seen this all the time. “Girls wind up trying to do it theyselves. Mess theyselves up for life or bleed to death.”

It was time. Big-armed nurses in aqua uniforms came in every ten minutes to load up the gurneys and push them left or right. The Tube-Tying Woman was the first to go.

There was a woman doctor and a man doctor. Gayle didn’t want no woman doctor getting into her eggs and fish cakes. She thought, Womens shouldn’t be touching womens down there. How do you know they not jealous ’cause you young and can have babies while they gotta work and be doctors ’cause they can’t get a man?

Good. Man doctor.

He looked at her chart to see what kind of anesthesia she wanted. He looked twice, then asked if she was sure the local. Mama had already told Gayle she had to be awake. They didn’t have extra money for sleep.

Gayle figured since she had already toughed it out with birthing José she could deal with local anesthesia. It wasn’t as if she could die from the pain. And the doctor was so nice. West Indian guy. He talked to her with her knees up and her feet in the cold stirrups like it was nothing. Gayle said she was ready once they gave her the needle. She wanted to see it happening, but the doctor said she had to be still. She felt some pumping and some pinching. Whoooooooo. That local wasn’t kicking in like she thought it would. She made a fist, then cursed Mama for not having enough money for sleep. The doctor told her she was brave. “Oh, Doc, it ain’t nothing to cry about,” she said. When it was over she asked if she could see what he put in the metal pan. He said it wasn’t nothing to see.

Gayle remembered the gurney rolling again but couldn’t remember being helped into her clothes or into her chair. She searched the narrow room, noting familiar faces—minus the two who had chosen adoption, the one who had asked for her mama, and the one the clinic had turned away. They had all made it. The Tube-Tying Woman wanted to leave and pick up her children from day care. The East Indian girl combed her long ponytail with her fingers and stared at her feet. The Hispanic girl comforted an Asian girl, who was also staring at her feet. When the girls’ eyes left their feet or the tiles or the posters, they found each other and conveyed their relief and concern.

A nurse wheeling a tray of orange juice stopped to pour Gayle a cup. Gayle took it, feeling the nurse resisting the urge to shake her head um, um, um.

A counselor came in and stood at the front. To keep from catching the reflective glare of her too shiny, too round glasses Gayle focused on her huge blue-and-white button that said RESPECT YOURSELF! Gayle craved a cigarette, a stick of gum. She needed something to bite on while the counselor went on and on about self-esteem, self-control, birth control, keeping clean, cotton panties, and no nookie for six weeks. Restless, the Tube-Tying Woman took advantage of every joke-cracking opportunity.

The counselor suggested with true sincerity, “Have someone else do the housework.”

“You lending out your maid?”

“Have someone else watch the children.”

“A maid and a nanny,” cried the Tube-Tying Woman. “Say, lady, that’s some life you living!”

Then the counselor insisted, “Absolutely no strenuous exercise during the next six weeks. No jogging.”

The Tube-Tying Woman did not need to say a word. Everyone hollered with laughter, including the counselor.

When she emerged through the side door, Gayle found her mother waiting anxiously with the stroller. She peered down into the stroller and smiled at her son, noting that single-mindedness must run in the family. José had finally kicked off his shoe and was worn out by his efforts.

“You all right?” Mama asked.

Gayle tilted her head, lifted her eyebrows, and released a sigh. “Guesso.”

Mama said the cab would be there any minute, but that was all she said. They looked off in opposite directions as they waited. Mama wouldn’t give Gayle room to vent her feelings about her ordeal and Gayle wasn’t about to volunteer the details of her pains.
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GAYLE CALLED TROY MAMA house every half hour and let the phone ring fifteen times before she hung up. On her fourth try, Troy Mama answered the phone and said her son wasn’t home so stop calling and worrying her to death. Gayle said it was important. Could she please tell Troy—then Troy Mama cut her off quick. “Look here, miss. I know which one you are. You’re that pale, skinny child always in my living room starting up business every time I turn around. If Troy wants to find you, let him find you. If he ain’t scout you out, take the hint.”

Thwarted, Gayle mashed down the receiver, cutting short the other woman’s “problem with you gals today” litany. She placed the phone on the nightstand and smoothed out the wrinkles on Mama’s bedspread before returning to her room.

The locked-in mustiness of her own bedroom was strong, particularly after having left Mama’s clean, lilac-scented room. It wasn’t just the smell of her sloth sealed in by July heat, but all that it signified. Being trapped. Missing out. While all that good old dirt was kicking up out there, she had been inside for the past two days changing diapers and listening to José scream and carry on because Mama had ordered her to stay in her room. If it were left up to Mama, Gayle wouldn’t set foot on concrete heaven until she was too old to care. All that talk about “resting and healing” was Mama’s cover-up for “Stay yo’ shiny yella heinie behind bars.”

Enough was enough, Gayle decided. She had healed all she was gonna heal outside of a little spotting and some cramping. She bathed José, then dressed and fed him, strapped him into his stroller, got dressed, laced her sneakers, and left without washing her face.

Times like these called for getting with the homegirls and trashing both Mama and Troy Mama for hours on end. With spirits rising, they’d move on to Gayle’s adventures at the Women’s Clinic. How they’d marvel at Gayle’s ability to laugh about her experience. In minutes she would have them dying over hilarious accounts of the girl at the desk, the counselors, the doctors, and the women waiting—especially the Tube-Tying Woman.

The southside homegirls. Tight since day care, holding on through junior high. Winning double Dutch jump-offs. Ditching Bible studies, study hall, and ballet classes. Protecting one another’s secrets and lies, yet always quick to “read” one another when necessary. Lynda, Terri, and Gayle. Sometimes Joycie. Like sisters on the homefront, looking out for one another. All Gayle needed was to get with the girls, get with the girls . . .

She rang Lynda’s doorbell only to discover she had missed her by five minutes. Lynda Mama kept Lynda busy with a baby-sitting job across town followed by track and field with the Police Athletic League. During the school year, Gayle and Terri would go to Lynda’s track meets to cheer her on. Fine guys with muscles and colored trunks would be there flexing and strutting and calling out to Lynda, “Yo, baby, yo, lightning” ’cause Lynda was fast. The homegirls would hook up Lynda’s braids with red and yellow beads so she’d look wicked rounding those turns in the relays.

Lynda was not the only fast one. Gayle was fast too. She could have been in track and field. In fact, she tried out for the hundred-meter hurdles when José was a tadpole in her stomach upsetting her Rice Krispies in the morning. Like she told the track coach, who thought she had talent, “Kinda hard making that hurdle when you have a baby in your belly.”

Gayle didn’t bother with Joycie’s doorbell since Joycie wouldn’t be home the whole summer. Joycie Mama, Miss Minnie Collins, let Joycie go to Africa with her dance troupe to study real deal bush dancing. It was written up in the Amsterdam News, the City Sun, and all those black papers.

Gayle could have been a dancer too. Not like Joycie. No one could touch Joycie. It wouldn’t surprise Gayle if Joycie came back with stories of them Africans trying to make her their queen.

Terri’s corner house was her last hope before turning around and going home. Terri’s house was the only one on the block guarded by an iron fence. Gayle unlatched the gate and pushed the stroller in and up the walkway. Terri didn’t have a lot of talent for dancing onstage or clearing high hurdles, but Terri was reliable. Gayle could always depend on Terri to watch José while she went over to Troy’s.

Gayle pushed the doorbell. No one answered. She rang the bell again. Again. Again. Maybe Terri was asleep. Terri often didn’t get up until noon, so Gayle searched for a stone small enough to throw up to her window.

“All right, all right. Who that ringing my bell?” It was Terri Granny.

“It’s me, Gayle. Terri up?”

“Up? Up? She up and outta here to school.” Terri Granny stuck her head out, then back in. She looked like a hen.

“School?”

“Summer school or get left back,” quipped Terri Granny. “Seems like you could use some more schooling.”

“Puh-leez. September be here soon enough.”

“Look like you needs something. Got too much time on your hands and nothing going on upstairs and that says one thing. Trouble.”

“I ain’t in no trouble. That be Junie causing a ruckus.”

“I heard about you. Up to your navel in quicksand,” Terri Granny said.

Why everybody gotta be in my A to Z? “I asked for Terri, not a lecture, Granny. Just tell her to call me. It’s important.”

Terry Granny muttered something about a private secretary then closed the door in Gayle’s face.

“Well, excuse me!” Gayle fumed. “Talk about rude.”

She pushed the stroller down the walkway and stood outside the iron gate. Not a one of them home, she thought. Not a one.

This felt worse than being left hanging by Troy or José’s father. Part of the fun of not knowing when she’d next see them was in adding yet another episode to the soap opera when either one of them did materialize. But being without the girls, her sisters, was being cut off from life itself. Without her girls to hang with or provide amusement she was genuinely lost. Her imagination didn’t tell her to board a bus or subway train to see what was out there beyond her block, the Forty Projects, and Jamaica Avenue. She couldn’t go but so far, anyway. The little traveling she did made her cramp up and she felt herself spotting blood. “Now why didn’t I strap on some Kotex?” she asked. José couldn’t tell her. He could only drool.

She wheeled the stroller to the park and sat down, hoping someone she knew would wander through. Luckily she had had the sense to pack a jar of baby food and a bottle of juice since José was starting up his “feed me” nonsense again.

Full and content, José dozed off for his noontime nap. It would have been nice if he had stayed awake long enough to play. As it was, Gayle sat without a book or magazine to read, a Walkman to listen to, or a soul to hear her tale. She came desperately close to flagging down a friend of an acquaintance but decided the girl was too far away.

With her foot hooked underneath the stroller basket, she rolled the stroller back and forth and stared beyond the greenish brown pond and the soccer field, over to the other side of Baisley Park. José’s father and his family lived across the park. She, Terri, and Lynda used to venture over to the other side of the park and sit there waiting for José’s wife, Gloria, to come out. Lynda and Terri were supposed to hold Gloria down while Gayle stomped on her. The one time Gloria did come out, Gayle saw that she wasn’t the old, old woman who José said had tricked him into marriage. Gloria was about José’s age, nineteen or twenty.

Soon the yellow jackets and pond mosquitoes drawn in by the fruity smell of José’s lunch forced Gayle out of the park. She wheeled her stroller home. At least there she could catch the soaps on TV until Terri and Lynda came home.

Shoot. Mama home. Must not have gone to work. Junie still on the couch as usual. Figures.

Gayle lifted her son out of the stroller and snuck upstairs to her room. Her mattress had been stripped and the blinds and windows were raised as high as they could go. When she stuck her hand in her top dresser drawer


















OEBPS/images/9780062823939_Cover.jpg
New York Times bestselling author

RITA WILLIAMS-GARCIA

uke SISTERY
on the HOMEgRO






OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
wte HOMEFRONT

RITA WILLIAMS-GARCIA

HARPER iS5\
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





