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In Remembrance



Diane Bartholomew, one of the York writing group’s original members, led by the example of her dedication to her own work and that of her peers. She died of cancer in 2002, a few months after her release from prison.

Corrections Officer Jack Mineo balanced professionalism with compassion, never forgetting that the women he supervised were human beings first, inmates second. Officer Mineo died of cancer in 2004 at the age of forty-four.

Barbara Mahon, a member of the writing group for a brief time, succumbed to the feelings of hopelessness and despair against which many inmates battle. She ended her life in 2005.

The State Farm for Women at Niantic, Connecticut, was the precursor of Janet York Correctional Institution. The Angel Memorial remembers and names 116 deceased infants born to State Farm inmates between 1919 and 1967 and buried at the nearby Union Cemetery. Their small, long-forgotten grave markers were unearthed by volunteers and York staff and inmates between 2004 and 2006. A granite monument at the site reads: “Brief sparks of life, on earth for too short a time, now cradled in the arms of God forever.”


We hope that I’ll Fly Away honors the memories of all the above.

Some of the advance received from this book has been donated by the contributors to Connecticut’s Office of the Victim Advocate and to the Barbara Fund, a college-in-prison program which seeks to counteract the hopelessness of life in prison with the rehabilitative power of higher education. Established by John and Bette Mahon in memory of their daughter, Barbara, the Barbara Fund is administered through A Sacred Place, PO Box 422, East Lyme, CT 06333. College-level courses are provided through Three Rivers Community College of Norwich, Connecticut.
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Revisions and Corrections

BY WALLY LAMB


Oh how glad and happy when we meet I’ll fly away

No more cold iron shackles on my feet I’ll fly away…

—ALBERT E. BRUMLEY





I knew from the time I was eight that I wanted to be a teacher but not that I wanted to be a writer. In third grade, my lowest marks were in reading (“Walter needs to check out more library books”) and writing (“Walter needs to practice his penmanship and be less sloppy”). If you had suggested to my teacher, prim Miss Comstock, that I’d grow up to be a novelist, she might have slapped her knees and guffawed.

My eighth-grade English teacher, Mrs. Cramer, took us outside to write about nature (which I liked) and made us memorize her favorite poems (which I didn’t). Longfellow’s “Evangeline,” Joyce Kilmer’s “Trees,” Vachel Lindsay’s “The Potatoes’ Dance”: none of these works spoke to me, and anyway, what kind of men had first names like Vachel and Joyce? At a schoolwide assembly, our class was made to mount the gymnasium stage and recite, in unison, “The Potatoes’ Dance.” I’d been tapped for a solo quatrain that required me to step to the front and speak the following lines, which, at age fifty-six, I still remember, possibly because of post-traumatic stress syndrome:



There was just one sweet potato

He was golden brown and slim


The lady loved his dancing

She danced all night with him



As I spoke, I could see the science teachers snickering at the rear of the gym. I forgave them immediately. I thought literature was kind of stupid, too.

Later that school year, President Kennedy got killed. Then Beatlemania happened. Then it was eighth-grade graduation. I was only half paying attention when Miss Higgins, the scary teacher at the microphone, called my name. I got off my folding chair and took the perp walk to the front of the auditorium. Miss Higgins handed me an envelope. On the outside, it said “Julia Pease Award for Writing.” Inside was a crisp ten-dollar bill. A writing award? For me? As I returned to my seat, Mrs. Cramer’s wink implied that there had not been a mistake. But later that day at Ocean Beach Park, I spent all my prize money on ski ball and mini golf, just in case.

In high school, I read and wrote because I had to, not because I wanted to. In English, a book report was coming due. I was a pokey reader who favored short books for these assignments, but I’d already reported on Orwell’s Animal Farm and Steinbeck’s The Red Pony. From my sister’s nightstand, I grabbed the paperback she’d been yapping about, To Kill a Mockingbird. The cover had a Technicolor picture of Gregory Peck and some little girl in overalls. I opened the book and read the first sentence: “When he was nearly thirteen years old, my brother Jem got his arm badly broken at the elbow.” Three days later, I finished Harper Lee’s tale of innocence lost, conscience tested, and hypocrisy skewered. A novel had never kidnapped me before. Until Mockingbird, I’d had no idea that literature could exert so strong a power.

I taught high school English from 1972 to 1997, and most of my students read To Kill a Mockingbird with me. I still have my coverless teaching copy of the novel, its pages lousy with underlinings and margin notes and held together with a rubber band. Nine years into my teaching life, I, too, became a fiction writer. I hadn’t planned it. It was Memorial Day 1981. My wife, Christine, and I had just pulled an all-nighter in the delivery room and the outcome was our first child, Jared. After the new mom went to sleep and the squawking newborn went off to the nursery, I hurried home to call the relatives and grab a shower. Fatigue, exhilaration, and shower water: those were the ingredients that led me to hear my first fictional voice, a wiseass adolescent crabbing about his summer job as an ice-cream truck driver. Unsure of what was rattling around in my head—I certainly didn’t imagine it was fiction—I padded naked and dripping down the hallway and scrawled onto a piece of paper what the voice had said.

Two years and umpteen drafts later, Jared was being potty-trained and my first short story was being published in Northeast Magazine. “Mister Softee” is a fiction about a smug teenager who has his conscience pricked and his hypocrisy skewered. The day it came out, I drove to the store, bought several copies of Northeast, and returned to my car. Staring at my printed work on the page, I began to cry like a newborn. For me, fatherhood and fiction writing are as intertwined as tree roots.

Quickly enough, I hit the wall of all I didn’t know about how to write fiction. I enrolled in a master of fine arts program at Vermont College, where my teacher, Gladys Swan, asked me what I hoped to accomplish by writing stories. Because I’d never asked myself that question, I had to wing it. “Well, To Kill a Mockingbird never misses with my high school students,” I said. “I guess I’d like to write stories that kids would read because they wanted to, not because they had to.”

Gladys frowned. “Don’t write stories for teenagers or any other group,” she advised. “Write them for yourself and let the audience that needs them find them.” Nine years after that conversation, I finished my first novel, She’s Come Undone, a first-person narrative in which a young girl’s innocence is stolen by a rapist. Along the way to writing Undone, I’d begun to teach writing differently. I sat and talked with kids now while they were drafting their work, instead of writing copious comments about what they might have done after they’d already finished the job. I championed the necessity of revision and taught my students how to give feedback to one another. “But two of my girlfriends read it, and they thought it was perfect just the way it is,” a big-haired sophomore named Paige told me. Her jaw was set. Her body was clenched with attitude.

“Your girlfriends are loyal to you,” I said. “I’m loyal to your work.”

A silent staring contest followed, as if Paige and I were two gunslingers facing off at the O.K. Corral. Then she blinked, stood, and walked away. The next day she produced a second draft that hit the moon.

I taught high school kids for twenty-five years, then university students. These days I teach writing to inmates at the Janet York Correctional Institution, Connecticut’s maximum-security women’s prison. It’s one thing to read the statistics about the injustice of the American justice system; it’s another to walk the grounds of an American prison. The first thing I noticed was the predominance of black, brown, and cinnamon-colored skin. I’m pretty sure the inmates took note of my skin color, too, and my gender. Their body language—suspicious gazes, arms locked defensively against their chests—spoke loudly. What’s this guy doing here? What’s his game? What does he want from us?

What I wanted from them was whatever they needed to write. Two pages minimum. No bullshitting themselves, or one another, or me. Okay? They nodded in agreement, but just barely.

At the time I began volunteering at York, the governor of Connecticut was John G. Rowland. He’d been elected three years earlier, partly on the campaign promise that convicted felons in his state would know they were serving time in prison, not vacationing at Club Med. Governor Rowland had appointed John J. Armstrong as his Corrections commissioner, and Armstrong carried out his boss’s vision with a vengeance. Inmates were now “corrected” with changes in policy that degraded and dehumanized them. Several suicide attempts had triggered an epidemic of hopelessness at the prison.

It was suicide that brought me to York CI. Two of the inmates had ended their lives; others had tried. The teachers at the prison school were desperate to equip their students with ways of coping with the despair that had infected the institution. They thought writing might help.

The statistics are alarming: 70 percent of incarcerated women have been the victims of incest and sexual violence. Over time that percentage was borne out in my students’ personal essays. Some had landed in prison for single acts of violence committed after years—lifetimes, in many cases—of horrific and predatory abuse. Others were incarcerated for having numbed the pain and become addicted in the process. Some of the writers lost their nerve and left the program rather than reflect honestly about their lives, but the majority hunkered down, struggled their truths onto the page, and read them aloud, often in tears. Doing so was hard, but it made them feel better—less weighted down by the gravity of their histories. Within the confines of the prison, their writing began to give them wings with which to hover above the confounding maze of their lives, and from that perspective they began to see the patterns and dead ends of their pasts, and a way out. That’s the funny thing about a labyrinth: what’s baffling and illogical on the ground makes perfect sense when you rise above it, the better to understand your history and renovate yourself.

The women’s first drafts were almost as bad as my first drafts. Their second drafts were serviceable. I assigned them books on craft and readings from literary magazines. They began giving each other feedback—reluctantly at first, then willingly, then generously. Over time, their writing evolved into prose of publishable quality. Publisher Judith Regan agreed. Couldn’t Keep It to Myself was scheduled for release in January of 2003. But the week before the book’s publication, Connecticut’s attorney general Richard Blumenthal, at the behest of the Department of Correction, sued the inmate writers—not for the modest earnings they would receive after they left prison, but for the entire cost of their imprisonment. They charged them $117 per day, as if they were staying at the Sheraton instead of the slammer. One writer, sentenced to forty-five years after a trial that was rife with racism, had $3 in her commissary account with which to buy overpriced toilet paper and shampoo from the prison commissary. She now owed the state of Connecticut $917,000. The lawsuit demoralized and frightened the writers, but it didn’t surprise them. Several likened the state’s treatment to the treatment they’d received at the hands of abusive men. Connecticut was just the latest in a long line of batterers.

I had neither the time nor the stomach to take on the state of Connecticut in a fight I was pretty sure the women and I couldn’t win. But if I had taught the inmates a thing or two about writing, their writing had taught me some things about how and why women land in prison and what happens once they get there. Couldn’t Keep It to Myself had the power to open minds and challenge stereotypes. The lawsuit had the power to silence writers who had just discovered their voices—women who were in no position to fight back against bureaucratic bullying. So, like it or not, I took up the fight—not alone, but with the help of lawyers, legislators, teachers, and some fair-minded journalists who love the First Amendment and hate the abuse of power.

I got slimed during that fight. Having attempted to communicate with the Department of Correction about the women’s book for two years, I now read in the Hartford Courant that the department had learned of the project only when book contracts were confiscated in the inmates’ mail. And because the DOC didn’t like “surprises,” my status as a volunteer was being investigated. Until this Kafkaesque turn of events, I’d assumed I was the fiction writer.

After the lawsuit had languished for a year, I nominated one of the incarcerated writers, Barbara Parsons, for the PEN/Newman’s Own First Amendment Award, a prize that recognizes writers whose freedom of speech is under attack. When Parsons won the award and a $25,000 prize that went with it, things got really ugly. The DOC suspended the writing program, told me to stay away from the prison, and reassigned the teacher with whom I’d run the workshop for six years. A memo was circulated to the school staff: no teacher was to allow workshop members to use class time to write. Worst of all, the women’s computer disks were confiscated and their work was erased from the hard drives of the school’s computers. Five years’ worth of hard-won insights in some cases—eliminated just like that.

The DOC’s chief spokesman denied that these things were happening, but CBS’s Sixty Minutes had evidence to the contrary. And when they aimed their cameras at Attorney General Blumenthal, he suddenly, if belatedly, understood the rehabilitative value of the women’s writing and announced the reinstatement of the program and the settlement of the lawsuit.

In the months that followed, ironies abounded. The settlement terms required the inmate writers to donate a portion of their earnings to the very writing program corrections officials had sought to eliminate. With his department facing a wrongful death suit from the family of a mentally ill inmate who had died while being restrained by guards, as well as lawsuits that alleged he had tolerated the sexual harassment of female employees under his command, Armstrong retired as commissioner and headed for Iraq, where he took a position as the deputy director of operations for the Iraqi prison system.

Armstrong’s successor, Commissioner Theresa Lantz, directed computer techs to resurrect from those hard drives the inmates’ erased work; about 90 percent of it was eventually restored. In 2005, Barbara Parsons was released from prison and Governor Rowland became an inmate. He served a ten-month sentence for felonious “conspiracy to steal honest service”* at a federal prison in Pennsylvania that seems far more like a Club Med resort than the high-tech (and leaky-roofed) gulags built in Connecticut at his behest.

The writing of Couldn’t Keep It to Myself was wrenching for the women who bared their souls and its publication was hard-won, but the unpredicted ripple effect caused by its existence has proven worth the pain. Without ever having met my teacher Gladys Swan, the inmates had followed her advice by writing what they needed to write and letting the audience that needed to find it, find it. The book has gone into foreign translation, and here in the United States has become required reading for middle school and high school students, sociology and psychology majors, and law enforcement officers. Just last week I received word from the Netherlands that a Rotterdam-based theater group, De Theaterstraat, has made a play based on the women’s words. Just last night I attended Time In, the Judy Dworin Performance Ensemble’s heart-wrenching, spirit-lifting interpretation of the inmates’ writing in dance, song, and spoken word. Also seated in the audience was eighty-year-old Janet York, the former warden and namesake of the prison. York’s progressive policies, her emphasis on inmate education, and the institution’s low recidivism rates while she was warden earned the institution the nickname “the prison that cures with kindness.” At the end of the performance, Janet York approached me, took my hands in hers, and squeezed. I’ve never received a more eloquent thank-you.

And there’s more. When SeniorNet, an online website service for people over fifty, featured Couldn’t Keep It to Myself in its monthly book discussion, the women’s essays triggered an initiative. To date, SeniorNet members, under the leadership of Ginny Anderson, have collected and shipped thousands of books to American prison libraries. And back home, the book begat a change in the law. At the urging of Attorney General Blumenthal and several key legislators, the state of Connecticut no longer is permitted to sue its inmates for the cost of their incarceration in response to the rehabilitative work they do. For me, there was a final, personal sweetness: after the dust had settled, I received an unexpected package in the mail from Couldn’t Keep It to Myself’s publisher, Judith Regan. When I opened it, out slipped a thirty-fifth anniversary edition copy of To Kill a Mockingbird. It was signed by Harper Lee.

A fiction writer weaves a fabric of lies in hopes of revealing deeper human truths. I aim for truth in my novels, and in my teaching and parenting. Jared, that infant who helped birth my writing life, is now twenty-five. A Teach for America–trained educator, he’s had his heart captured by the inner-city schoolchildren of storm-tossed New Orleans.* Jared infuses his kids with learning and hope, and his dad tries to do the same for his students. The blessings we receive in return far outweigh what we give.

My former students—the Couldn’t Keep It to Myself contributors who have served their time and been freed—are thriving. One, a recovering alcoholic who entered prison after a DUI fatality, now speaks to high school groups alongside members of Mothers Against Drunk Driving. She is in the tenth year of her sobriety. Another has become an advocate for the homeless at Fellowship Place, a New Haven–based organization that services the mentally ill. A third is a hotel chef. A fourth is a property manager for Goodwill of Austin, Texas. Barbara Parsons works at a plant nursery and cares for the elderly. In her spare time, she writes to change things for the better. Shy by nature, Parsons has become an articulate public speaker and an advocate for the victims of domestic violence and the rights of incarcerated women.

Meanwhile, back at York Prison, the writing program has expanded and is going strong. “I know sometimes it’s hard to understand those of us in the corrections field,” Commissioner Lantz once told me. “Admittedly, we’re a different breed.” Fair enough. I try to walk around for a while in the spit-shined shoes of those uniformed officers in charge of safety and security so that I might feel what life feels like from a perspective not my own. Sometimes it helps me understand their actions. Sometimes it doesn’t. On my visits to York Prison, I teach, watch, and listen. I speak up when I need to. And to the credit of the current warden, his superiors, and his staff, institutional silence has been replaced with honest dialogue. There are signs, small ones at this point, that the DOC pendulum has begun to swing away from the counterproductive “punishment” model and move instead toward a model that supports rehabilitation, reintegration, and alternatives to incarceration for juvenile offenders, the mentally ill, and others inappropriately imprisoned. I believe it is incumbent on all of us—legislators and justices, policymakers and private citizens—to encourage this more enlightened course.

So call me both the accidental novelist and the accidental activist. I have come to believe firmly that the more transparent the prison walls, the better and more humane the prison—and the world at large. My students believe that, too. They choose as subject matter their past lives, their past mistakes, and their day-to-day existence as prisoners. They have been writing up a storm and I’ll Fly Away is the result. They are grateful to you for reading their work. I am, too.











I.
 
When I Was a Child…


There is always one moment in childhood when the door opens and lets the future in.

—DEEPAK CHOPRA



A memory is what is left when something happens and does not completely unhappen.

—EDWARD DE BONO



And even if you were in some prison, the walls of which let none of the sounds of the world come to your senses—would you not then still have your childhood…that treasure-house of memories?

—RAINER MARIA RILKE






 

 

Florida Memories

BY BONNIE JEAN FORESHAW

It’s Thursday morning at 6:00 A.M., and we two have just arrived at the open-air flea market, the largest in south Florida. I’m an apprentice shopper and my teacher is my Aunt Mandy. Later this morning, the market will be hot and crowded—alive with music, laughter, gossip, and bartering about the price of everything from necklaces to nectarines. But at the moment, it’s cool and quiet. Our focus is fish.

“Pay close attention to the eyes of the fish,” Aunt Mandy instructs as we walk from stall to stall. “If the eyes are clear, not cloudy, and the color of the skin’s not fading, then the fish is fresh.” Auntie’s dressed for shopping in a pink sleeveless blouse, burgundy pedal pushers, Italian sandals, and a white sun visor. I’m wearing shorts, a T-shirt, and rubber flip-flops. I am tall for my age, and starting to get the kind of shape men take a second look at. My glasses take up half my face. “But you have to shop with your finger and your nose, too, not just your eyes,” Auntie instructs. “Poke the fish gently near its fin. If it leaves a dent, then you don’t want it. If it doesn’t, it’s probably part of the morning’s catch. And listen to me, Jeannie. Fresh fish never smells foul.”

We stop at one of the stalls where the fish are lined up, one against the other, on a bed of ice. The fish man approaches us. He’s handsome—black hair, hazel eyes, tank top and cut-off jeans. “May I help you, ma’am?” I watch him take in Aunt Mandy’s curves, her green eyes and honey-colored complexion. I might as well be invisible.

“Well, maybe you can,” Auntie says. “Oh, by the way, I’m Mandy and this is my niece, Jeannie. Now what’s your name?”

“I’m Ricardo,” the fish man says. He’s sucking in his stomach, and his feet are moving up and down like he’s trying to stretch his height. “It’s nice to meet you, Mandy.”

“Nice to meet you, too. Now tell me, Ricardo, how much you want for these five yellowtails?”

“Well, let’s see. They’re seventy-five cents apiece, so that’s a total of…” He stops to watch Auntie pass her fingers through her shoulder-length hair. It’s salt-and-pepper-colored, but Mandy’s still got it. “Uh, three seventy-five.”

“Oh,” Auntie says, half-shocked and half-disappointed. “That fellow three stalls down says he’s selling his yellowtails for fifty cents each. So unless we can work out a deal…”

The smile drops off of Mr. Ricardo’s face, but Auntie’s smile returns. Her gold tooth is glimmering. She shifts her weight, puts her hand on her hip.

“Mandy, it’s a deal,” Ricardo says. “Five yellowtails for two-fifty. That’s a dollar twenty-five cut I’m giving you.”

“Which I appreciate,” Auntie says. “And look at it this way: you’ve just gained yourself a faithful customer. Now, tell me. How much you selling those red snappers for? If I can get them for the same price as the yellowtails, I’ll buy some of them, too. And conch.”

I stand there looking from one to the other. Auntie touches the small gold cross at her throat. She fingers her earring. I can tell Mr. Ricardo is only pretending to do the math in his head. “Okay,” he finally says. “Sold.”


Auntie pays for the fish and conch, thanks him, and we walk away. A few stalls down from Mr. Ricardo’s, she turns to me. “Okay, now,” she says. “Show me a fresh fish.”

I go up and down the row, looking each fish in the eye, then pick one up by its tail. I turn it, look at its other eye, study its coloration. When I press my finger against its head, near the fin, there’s no indentation. “This one.”

Her look is serious. “You think this fish is fresh?”

I hesitate. “Yes.”

Aunt Mandy flashes me her gold-toothed smile. “Well, Jeannie, now you know how to pick fresh fish.”

I’m excited to have passed the test, but I’ve been wondering something. “Auntie?” I say. “I don’t remember going to any other fish stalls before we went to Mr. Ricardo’s.”

She laughs. “You and I knew that, but Ricardo didn’t. It’s one of the tricks of the trade when you shop at the flea market. But bear in mind, Ricardo would rather make a sale than not sell. If he has fish left at the end of the day, that’s a loss and a waste for him. So we were doing him a favor. Now, come on. Let’s cross the street and I’ll teach you how to pick out vegetables and fruit.”

We meander among the tomatoes and squashes, the potatoes and mangoes and plums. Shopping for fresh produce is a matter of looking and smelling, but mostly of feeling, Auntie says. “Fruits and vegetables can get damaged by cold weather, the way they’re packed, or how far they’ve traveled to get to the market. If the skin is firm, that means it’s fresh. If it’s loose, then it isn’t. And always check for bruises.”

Although I’m listening to my aunt, it’s the peaches in the stall to my right that have my attention. They’re big and beautiful, golden yellow with blushes of pink, and their aroma makes my mouth juice up. I’m thinking about how I might get myself one of those peaches.

“Pick us out some bananas,” Auntie says. It’s test number two.


My eyes pass over several bunches before I pick one up. I check each banana, one by one, then walk over to Auntie, who is examining pears. “These are nice, firm, and yellow,” I say, handing her the bunch I’ve chosen. “Tight skin, no bruises.”

She twists the bunch back and forth, then nods her approval. “Good job,” she says. Smiling all over myself, I decide to seize the moment. “Auntie, may I get a few peaches?”

“Sure,” she says. “Get about six.”

I examine the peaches as carefully as I did the bananas, and Aunt Mandy is satisfied with the ones I’ve chosen. “You’ve done an excellent job,” she says.

We pay up and gather our bags. “I am sooo hungry, Auntie,” I say. “May I have a peach?”

“Uh-huh. I’ll have one, too,” she says.

I hold mine before me and, salivating, take my first bite. Ahhh. My taste buds jump alive; the juice runs down my chin. I eat hungrily, devouring my peach in record time. “Mmm, this peach is good,” Auntie says. I look at her, enviously. Half of hers is left, but I’ve eaten mine down to the seed. I suck on it for a while before I pull it from my mouth and toss it away.

Time passes, the sun beats down, and the aisles clog with customers. There’s music now. On someone’s radio, Bob Marley’s singing, Buffalo Soldier, dreadlock Rasta, stolen from Africa… I can feel the bass vibrate. Although I’m young, I already understand that reggae is the music of history and truth, and that it invites your body to dance and sway to the message. Around the corner, there’s Latin music, with its horns and powerful drumbeats. No need to understand Spanish; it’s the rhythm that matters. One couple’s dancing the salsa, another the cha-cha-cha. Fingers snapping, they move forward, backward, the woman’s hips swaying. At the end of the stalls, someone’s blasting R & B—Aretha! R-E-S-P-E-C-T, Find out what it means to me. Everyone knows the words to this one. People are doing their own little jiggy dances, singing along with attitude. Auntie’s all into it. “Yeah, that’s what I’m talking about!” she laughs. “My girl Aretha can sing it for me any time!”

By noon, the flea market’s alive and up-tempo—part shopping, part festival. People are smiling, laughing, price-arguing, swaying to the beat. Even the old folks and the little kids are moving to the music. But the noonday heat has no mercy. “Now you know why we come so early,” Aunt Mandy says. “We’ve bought everything we need, and at good prices. Time to go.”

And so we do. Walking home, I feel happy and successful. I’ve learned how to shop. I’ve eaten the tastiest peach of my whole life. And I can almost taste those pan-fried yellowtails, those conch fritters, deep-fried and golden brown.

 

“Hey, what happened to you last week? I didn’t see you.”

“Oh, I was on vacation. Took the family to Virginia Beach.”

At the south Florida flea market, the relationships formed between buyers and sellers were lasting ones. Over the years, our family and Ricardo’s—his brother Carlos, Carlos’s wife Maria, their children Miguel, Ramon, and Sonia, their cousins Ruben and Pedro—came to know each other well. They gave us good deals on the fish they sold, and we, as my aunt had promised, became their loyal customers and friends. I moved away from south Florida in my twenties, but whenever I returned home, I made it a point to go to the flea market to shop for bargains, visit my friends, and savor the sweet sights, smells, sounds, and tastes of life.

And although I listened to these words many, many years ago, I can still hear my Aunt Mandy speak them: “Always remember that the vendors want to sell perishable food rather than carry it home, Jeannie, so you can get a reasonable price if you work at it.” I have practiced Auntie’s advice all my life, and have taught my children as she taught me.

Here’s a recipe for how to live a good life.


When you shop, use your eyes, your nose, your fingers, and your brain. Look both the dead and the living in the eye. Don’t just listen to the music—feel it—and when you sing along with Aretha, do it with attitude. Dance if you want to, or if you have to. Smile when you’re bartering. Laugh any time. Dress up, not down. Buy fresh. Don’t pay too much.



 

 

Kidnapped!

BY ROBIN LEDBETTER

You’re suspended!”

“Suspended? She started it!” I was outraged.

“I don’t care, Robin,” the vice principal said. “You’re always being sent to this office. For God’s sake, you just got back from suspension two weeks ago.”

I was still feeling the effects of the fight I’d just had: the sound of blood thundering in my ears, the bitter taste in my mouth. But I was coming down from my adrenaline high and the reality of my situation was hitting me. I looked the vice principal in the eye. “You can’t suspend me, Mr. G. All I did was defend myself.”

“Not only can I suspend you, Robin, but I can move to have you expelled if you and Tasha get into one more fight.” When he reached for his Rolodex, I sprang from my chair and grabbed him by the lapels of his jacket.

“Don’t call her!” I begged. “Don’t do this to me!”

He swatted my hands away. “What the…Have you lost your mind, child?”

Fighting tears, I sank back into my seat. I hated Mr. G: his push-broom mustache, his stupid baseball trophies, the framed photos of his children on his desk. His cozy, carpeted office with its potted plants was out of place in our rundown school. I looked at a picture of him shaking hands with some guy. He thinks he’s such a big shot, I thought; well, maybe he is, but he’s not to me.

“Robin?…Robin!” Mr. G was snapping his fingers in front of my face.

“What?”

“Don’t ‘what’ me, young lady. You’ll stay after school for detention tonight, and beginning tomorrow, you’re suspended for two weeks. Here’s your letter home.” He scrawled a few sentences on a suspension slip and handed it to me. “I’ll call your grandmother later…. I hate to call her again. Lord, I feel so sorry for that lady.”

“Sorry for her?” I mumbled. “You should feel sorry for me.”

I walked out of the office and into the girls’ bathroom with its stale urine smell, its gray stalls that had no doors or toilet paper, no mirror above the one small sink. I leaned against the wall and started to cry. Damn that “Skanky Tasha” (as we called her). Thought she was better than everyone, but she was fresh—had been sleeping around since before her first period. When we’d fought in first grade, she had won. But I’d won all three of the next ones. I chuckled to myself thinking about our fight that day. Boy, had I ever put a hurting on her. Plus, I’d stripped her shirt off of her and all the fourth, fifth, and sixth graders had seen her topless—every kid in the cafeteria laughing as the teacher tried to shield her C-cup breasts. People thought they could bully me then, and I’d spent most of the school year fighting for the respect that the kids wearing Nikes and new clothes got automatically. Well, I’d beaten Tasha again and people were going to be talking about it for a while. A surge of pride welled up in me. I wiped my nose and my eyes on my shirt and left the bathroom.

As I walked down the hallway toward my class, I caught my reflection in the window. I smoothed my ponytails. The sun shining through the window caught my glasses and created a glare. I took them off and wiped my eyes again. I smiled to inspect my braces. I hated them. They’d brought me many fights. I put my glasses back on and went to class.

“You didn’t get sent home?” Miss Sanders, my red-headed, freckle-faced fourth-grade teacher asked, sounding half-angry and half-disappointed. “What do you have?”

“Two weeks’ suspension starting tomorrow. Detention tonight.”

“Well, you’ll spend the remainder of the day in the corner.”

“But—”

“No ‘buts,’ Robin. Get! Right now!” When she turned her back, I gave her the finger. She was always hard on me, yelling in my face with her stale coffee breath and pieces of rice cake flying out of her mouth.

I went to the corner and sat. When classes changed, the kids coming in all gave me “props” about what I’d done to Tasha until I got yelled at by Miss Sanders. Finally, I took out my book, Indian in the Cupboard, and started reading. I couldn’t really focus, though. It was getting closer to three o’clock and I was scared about what was going to happen then. During my last suspension, my aunt had beaten me every day I had to stay home. Strip and bend over the toilet. CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!

I shuddered. I got a beating most days anyway, but when I was good, I’d at least have the hope that I’d be spared. I knew I had a bad one coming, and that’s when I made up my mind: I wasn’t going home.

After detention, I left the school and sat on the broken-down fence in front of a house I passed every day. What could I do? What could I do? Not go home—that was for sure. I thought back to the first time I’d run away from my grandmother’s house. I’d just started living there and it was my first day of school. I was six years old. I’d walked to Kenny Park straight after school, and then at around midnight, I’d sat on the curb in front of the Thomas Cadillac car dealership, waiting for someone to notice me. Eventually, a woman had, and brought me home. My grams and aunt were so glad to see me. I lied and told them I’d gotten lost on the way home. Well, I couldn’t say I got lost again. I’d have to make up something else. I’d figure that out later. For now, I’d just head over to the park.

There were lots of kids there. I joined some girls jumping rope and played on the swings and the slide. I was there for hours. The other kids slowly dwindled off, until only me, a little girl, and her mother remained. The sky was orange and the wind was picking up. “Come on, baby,” the woman said to her daughter. To me she said, “Little girl, you should go home now. You shouldn’t be in this park at night.”

“Okay,” I said. She smiled and grabbed her daughter by the hand and I watched the two of them leave. I sat alone on the swings for a while. It was cold, dusk settling into nighttime, and I got up and started walking. I had heard lots of stories about dead bodies in Kenny Park, so I hurried past the trees that bordered it. As I was speeding through a wooded area, I tripped on a long stick reaching out of the ground. I picked it up and swung it a few times. This would be good in case someone came after me, I thought. But as I emerged from the trees, it wasn’t a rapist or a crazy person I spotted; it was a cop car. As it slowed, I saw the officer in the passenger seat staring at me. My heart stopped. I figured my grams had called the cops by now, and I was scared they’d pick me up and drive me home. Please, God, let them keep going, I said in my head. A few seconds later, the officer said something I couldn’t hear to the one behind the wheel and they sped away. I watched the cruiser reach the end of the block and turn onto the intersecting street. Close call, I thought, letting out a breath of relief, which was accompanied by a growl from my stomach. I’m hungry, I thought. Dummy-me had fought during lunch. I had no money to buy food now. Oh, well, I’d survive.

It had grown dark by this time. I started walking but had no destination beyond going in the opposite direction of my house. On Blue Hills Avenue, there were people out on porches and cars whizzing by. Loud music came from both the cars and the apartment buildings I passed. The farther I walked, the quieter it got, and after a while there was just me and my thoughts. I thought about everything except the situation I was currently in. I thought of my mom, my dad, and my sister. I thought about what TV show was on and what dinner I might be eating if I wasn’t out here walking. My stomach growled again as I passed the “Welcome to Bloomfield” sign. “God, I could go for some KFC right now,” I said out loud. “I’m starving!”

A few steps later, I cried out in pain. Something had slipped under my foot and I’d twisted my ankle. I hit the ground hard. Whatever I’d fallen on was hard but had some give. It felt damp, too. I pulled the object from under my butt: a rotten little crab apple. I looked around—the ground was covered with them. Then I looked up at the branches hovering over me and saw that there were some apples still hanging on up there. Making sure not to step too heavily on my ankle, I struggled to my feet. I used my stick—the one that would help me fight off attackers—as a cane. I picked one of the tiny apples from a low branch. I’d heard these apples were poisonous. Maybe this is what they used in Snow White, I thought. Maybe I should eat it and lie down like her. A great tragedy…. Only, with my luck, nobody would see it as that. The paper would end up printing something like, “Runaway Kills Hunger and Self.” I dropped the apple and limped on.

It was pitch dark in the boondocks. The streetlights must have been a mile apart. I was starting to get scared and tired, and my ankle was hurting like crazy. Weren’t serial killers usually the ones with money and nice houses? Weren’t rich people the ones who committed the sickest crimes? How many Jeffrey Dahmers lived out here, I wondered. I could be kidnapped and sent to China to be a sex slave or a worker at a Nike factory. (I’d just seen a show on 48 Hours about sweatshops.) I’d twisted my ankle, but I could still fight off an attacker if I tried. Any sicko wanted to start something, he’d have a fight on his hand—just ask Skanky Tasha. But as I continued walking, different scenarios of my horrible fate at the hands of maniacs played in my head.

I walked past a church, then stopped and walked back to the front steps. “Church of the Divine Redeemer,” the sign said—a big name for a brick building as small as a house. “Well, Jesus,” I said aloud, “I’m putting myself in your hands. If a killer attacks me here, then I guess I’ll be going to heaven.” I threw down my stick, curled up on the steps, and started to drift into sleep. A few minutes later, a white lady appeared out of nowhere.

“Did you miss the van?” she said.

I raised my head from the concrete steps. “Huh?”

“Oh, you’re not a member of the church? Where did you come from?”

I blurted it out without thinking. “He kidnapped me!”

“Oh, my God! Come in, come in.” She wrapped her arm around me and led me to the side entrance of the building. “Sit down, sweetheart,” she said. “I’ll call the police. I’ll call your home, too. They must be worried sick. What’s your phone number?”

I couldn’t think of anything else to do, so I gave it to her.

The Bloomfield police came and picked me up. During the ride back to Hartford, they took my statement: “I was leaving school late and he tricked me to come up to the window. Then he opened the door and snatched me.”

“Did he touch you?” the officer asked.

“No!” I said, more loudly than I’d intended.

“Okay. Now tell me what else happened.”

“He drove me around telling me how he was gonna kill me, and when he stopped at the stop sign, I jumped out. He didn’t chase me.”

At the town line, I was transferred from a Bloomfield cop car to a Hartford cop car. When I arrived home, my grandmother threw the door open and snatched me in her arms. I started crying. The house was swarming with police.

“Hi, Pumpkin,” my aunt said. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” I bawled.

“Robin, come with me, please,” an officer said, taking my hand. “I have to take your statement again.” He led me into the kitchen. After I’d retold my story, he said, “Robin, you know that I know you were suspended today, right?”

“Yeah? Well, so what. I could’ve been killed tonight. I could be halfway to China by now.” He gave me a puzzled look.

“Robin,” he said. “If you’re honest, you’ll be fine. But if you’re lying, you could get yourself in a whole lot of trouble.”

“I’m not lying!” I yelled. “I hate you! Grandma!”

When my grandmother rushed into the kitchen, I told her I was tired and hungry. “Can I go to my room now?”

“Are you finished with her?” Grams asked the officer.

“Yeah, I guess so. We’ll put out an APB based on the description she gave us. If we get anything, we’ll be in touch. Good-bye, Robin.”

I glared at him without returning his good-bye. The nerve of that man, calling me a liar! Everything I said could have happened for all he knew. Once the house cleared out, I took a bath, ate my dinner, and went to bed.

My “kidnapping” was never mentioned again. In fact, I was treated very well during my suspension: snacks, TV, no beatings. It kind of made me wish I could get kidnapped all over again.



 

 

Shhh, Don’t Tell

BY DEBORAH RANGER

My life was falling apart, my arrest was imminent, and I’d been on the road for days, driving everywhere but nowhere. As midnight approached, I headed north on I-95 through Florida with the radio on for company, the volume turned up high. The passing highway lights kept time to Dolly Parton’s twangy, upbeat vocal. No matter where in America you drove, no matter what your life had become, you could always depend on those love’em and leave ’em country songs rising up from the dashboard.

I’d grown up listening to Waylon Jennings, Patsy Cline, and Hank Williams; their music was embedded in my bones. My father, his brothers, and their parents had formed a band to pay homage to the country and western greats, and one of my earliest memories is of the time my brother Wayne and I, accompanied by our family band, made our debut singing “Rocky Top” on amateur night at the Grand Ole Opry. I was four years old at the time, still innocent of the ugliness in the world.

Dolly faded away and the car filled with the deep, ominous voice of Johnny Cash. I keep a close watch on this heart of mine…I reached over to change the station, as I did whenever I heard that voice, but when my fingers touched the knob, I pulled back as if it was white-hot. I keep my eyes wide open all the time…A bright flash crossed my field of vision. I took several deep breaths, hoping to stop the rising nausea. “For Christ
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