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I never met my aunt Geraldine. 

On very rare occasions,

I might have heard relatives mention her while I was growing up,

But I never even saw her, let alone get to know her.

You see, Geraldine died way back in the 30’s, 

Of diphtheria.

All we have of her is an old photo, 

Where she is on top of a mountain with Grandmother

And one of my uncles (still in diapers).

In the photo Geraldine looks to be four or so. 

You can’t see her face though, 

Because Geraldine is looking away from the camera.

The only photo we have of her, 

And perhaps the only photo of her in existence, 

And she’s turned away from the camera.

But she is not forgotten.
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You were my best friend way back in elementary school.

I was (and am) probably neuro-divergent,

But I was never bullied over it, 

Because you spoke up for me,

And though I didn’t realize it at the time, 

That probably made school and life more bearable and pleasant.

Later, in junior high and high school, I was still socially awkward, 

But never to the point where I didn’t have friends.

You helped me get through that without either of us knowing it.

So it hurt many years later, when I heard you had taken your own life.
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Bob

I never knew any Maoists before I moved to North Carolina. (Back in Birmingham I only knew a couple Trotskyites.) I’m sure there must have been plenty of Maoists and other leftists in Birmingham, but in Chapel Hill they all seemed closer to campus.

One of them was Bob. (Commie Bob some called him, affectionately.) Bob was a nice guy. When you think of activists of any stripe you think of people who are stern and serious, but that wasn’t Bob. He could be serious, but I don’t think Bob knew how to be stern.

When I knew Bob, he was working as a nurse at UNC. You could occasionally see him riding around town on his red (Don’t know if that was a statement) motorcycle. For years after he died I would think of him every time a motorcycle (especially a red one) went by.

At some point in the 80’s, Bob managed to pool his resources and get enough financial support to start a non-profit book store. The shop became a resource center and a meeting place for many on the Left in the Chapel Hill/Carrboro community.

Bob stayed involved in all that until 1991, when someone shot and killed him as he was closing up shop for the night. It might have been an ordinary robbery. It might have been someone angry over Bob’s vocal opposition to the Gulf War. It might have been both. No one knows, though we were all suspicious.

No one was ever arrested for Bob’s murder. But no one ever got over it either. He was a good person.

Yonni

Like Bob, Yonni was also a nurse at UNC. And a Maoist. At least his group said so. I always thought they were Trotskyites.

There is an old Tom Stoppard joke that goes something like “I am a socialist. I love humanity and hate people.”

That wasn’t Yonni. (Or Bob either) I’m sure that, as a communist, he must have argued with somebody, but I never saw it happen personally.

What I did see was Yonni helping out where he could, working as a nurse, giving rides to out-of-town demonstrations, expressing concern if someone looked down and depressed. 

Not to mention speaking out about racial discrimination and helping to organize workers at the hospital.

And he did all that while fighting off cancer, which finally took him in 2009.

He is missed.

Carolyn 

Carolyn loved to argue, all the time, with anybody. For Carolyn, everything was all or nothing. You either agreed with her correct party-line (Maoist) interpretation of events or you were wrong.

She could be rude, and very rude if she didn’t know you. Her organization followed the teachings and strategies of a certain man living on the French Riviera who sounded a lot like Donald Duck. (I never told her that.) When we eventually moved into wider circles and other crowds, she was not a person I missed.

But one night, decades later, I became a little curious about what she might have been up to. I googled, and found her obit.

The obituary didn’t mention her politics, so I don’t know how much of her life was spent propagandizing and proselytizing.

What I do know, according to the obit, is that Carolyn spent part of her life helping families in Appalachia obtain health care. Then after her years in Chapel Hill, she moved back north and began teaching children with developmental disabilities. 

Not wasting her time, effort and money on expensive stunts like joy-rides into space, but providing help to people who really needed it. And that redeems everything else.
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Tanya was a wild and crazy woman, and proud of it. She was the sort who loved to get drunk and stoned, but quit cold turkey when she found out she was pregnant. She would attend AA meetings while drinking root beer from a bottle, just to make the other folks wonder.

For a while we (me, Tanya, her sister Michelle, and a few others) were neighbors in a boarding house atop a Greek restaurant. Often several of us would hang out on the balcony, just talking and watching the traffic go by. One night, fairly late, Tanya, Michelle and I were out on the balcony when a young woman came walking by, sort of moping.

Tanya called out “Are you blue?”

The woman (Elizabeth) came up and joined us on the balcony and we all talked for a while. Then Elizabeth walked on home. We kept in touch, off and on, for a while before moving on with our separate lives.

I met my wife Katherine, and we settled down and began having kids. We were on our way home from the hospital with our second child when we stopped at Burger King. (Katherine was hungry.) I went inside to get food, and I ran into Elizabeth.

We talked for a moment (Usual sort of stuff: “Good to see you,” “How are things?” “We got a baby in the car...”). Then Elizabeth told me the other news: Tanya was dead. She had died of a brain tumor not long
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