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“He made known to us   the mystery of His will. . . .”
—EPHESIANS 1:9
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Say a Little Prayer
I start out every morning in prayer, setting my life out in a  motion that moves toward the Lord. Then I get quiet and  simply listen. Sometimes I don’t hear Him, though, because  Justine, my next-door neighbor, is already knocking at the  door. Knocking hard. Justine is something else.
“Hold on, baby,” I say. “Getting there fast as I can.”
“You look tired, Albertina,” says Justine. “Didn’t sleep well?”
“Haven’t had my morning coffee.”
“I’ll make us a pot. It’ll be ready by the time Maggie goes  on.”
Maggie, of course, is Maggie Clay. Every day of the week  Justine comes over to watch Maggie’s World. Couldn’t stop her  if I wanted to. Truth be told, I like watching the show with  Justine. Justine puts on more of a show than Maggie.
“When you watch Maggie,” says Justine, who has marched  into my kitchen and is busy making coffee, “you learn everything you need to know about how a Black woman can get  rich in white America.”
“I don’t see it that way, sweetheart. I was reading in the  book of Joshua the other day—”
“Here we go again with the Bible—”
“I don’t know any other book so packed full of wisdom.”
“Alright,” Justine says with resignation. “Go on. Tell me  about Joshua.”
“It’s a passage—Joshua 1:8—that’s basically saying that  God is the source of wealth and success. There’s no true prosperity without Him.”
“Well, it looks to me like Maggie is sure enough prosperous. Whether God is behind it or whether it’s her own genius  brain, I just don’t know. All I know is that Maggie’s the richest  Black woman in the history of blackness.”
“It isn’t about Blackness or whiteness, baby. It’s from one  blood that God created all nations, all men, all women.”
“You get that little nugget from the Bible as well?”
“Acts 17:26. Someday you really oughta take a look at that  book.”
“Why do that, Albertina, when I have you around quoting  all the good parts to me?”
“You’ll see yourself in so many of the stories.”
“Right now I just want to see what color her hair’s gonna  be today. First of the month comes around and Maggie has a  new shade. It’s April first and I’m guessing red highlights.  Heavy red highlights.”
“April first will fool you, Justine.”
“Maggie don’t fool me none. She’s going for red, I know  she is. She has to. She’s tried everything. What’s left?”
“Before you start tearing up Maggie, I think we better  pray.”
“You usually get your praying out of the way before I get  here.”
“I’m having a slow morning, baby. Just give me your hand.”
Justine raises her eyebrow skeptically, as if to say, Here she   goes again, but gives me her hand. We’re standing by the stove  where the fragrance of fresh coffee floats in the air.
“Father God,” I say, “we thank You for this day. We thank  You for the breath we breathe. You are the breath we breathe.  You are the breath of life. We thank You for our friendship  and our families and the food we eat. You say in Isaiah 53:4  and 5 that You bore our grief and by your scourging we are  healed, right here, right now. So we thank You. We thank You  for Your suffering, we thank You for our salvation, we thank  You for life eternal. We magnify You, we glorify You, we praise  You. We thank You for the gift of Your life because You are our  life. And we say all this in the precious name of Jesus.  Amen.”
“Amen,” Justine repeats. “That was sweet. Does that get  me off the hook for what I did last night?”
“I’m not sure I want to know what you did last night, baby.”
“Herman.”
“Again?”
“Again.”
“Lord, have mercy,” I say.
“He’s back,” says Justine.
“For now.”
“Now is all I know.”
“You know more than you like to let on. Sugar, you know  all about Herman,” I tell her.
“You say accept folk the way they are. You say, we can’t change people, only God can.”
“That’s what I believe,” I say.
“Well, I believe it too. Herman is Herman.”
“And self-respect is self-respect.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“The coffee’s ready. Want some toast?”
“I’ll make it for you, Albertina.”
“You act like I can’t make toast.”
“You’re seventy. I’m fifty. I’ll make the toast.”
“Think I can butter it myself?” I ask.
We sit at the kitchen table. Outside my window the sun is  peeking through the clouds and warming the ferns sitting on  the ledge behind the sink. I’m not good with plants—not the  way my mother was, bless her heart—but the ferns are growing in spite of me. Looks like another nice day in South Central Los Angeles.
“The thing about Herman,” says Justine, “is that he’s sweet.  Deep-down sweet. And, unlike many men, he’s not prejudiced  against large women.”
“You don’t have to explain, Justine.”
“I feel like I have to. I feel like you’re judging me.”
“The Lord said in John 12:47 that He did not come to condemn the world but to save it. I’m no judge, sugar.”
“But you’re a minister, Albertina.”
“A minister without a sanctuary and without judgments.”
“Judging is what ministers do for a living.”
“Fortunately I don’t make my living from ministering.”
“You got your song royalties. Thank God for your song royalties. Don’t you miss singing?”
“I still sing on Sunday mornings.”
“I know, but you’re singing with nine or ten people sitting  in your living room.”
“Home-church singing is some good singing, baby.”
“But how ’bout those days when you were singing in front of thirty thousand people in football stadiums?”
“Those folks were listening to James Brown or Elton John,  not me. I was just singing background.”
“But how ’bout those days when you were singing on your  own?”
“Chitlin circuit singing. Singing the blues.”
“Didn’t you love it?”
“I loved it, sure I loved it. But I found I loved something  more.”
“You aren’t going to make me pray again, are you?”
I laugh. Justine is buttering my toast and spreading on  blackberry jelly. “Justine,” I say, “you don’t have to do that,  honey.”
“It pleases me to please you. Don’t you say we’re here to  serve each other?”
“In serving each other we’re serving Him.”
“We’re not talking about Herman, are we?” Justine asks.
“No, we are not talking about Herman.”
“I want to talk about Herman. I think it’s different this  time.”
“Based on what?”
“He’s doing stuff to me he’s never done before. Can I tell  you about it?”
“That’s hardly necessary, baby.”
“Well, you can imagine.”
“I could, but I don’t want to. . . .”
“And that tells me he’s changing. He’s willing to take the  time to please me. Isn’t that a good sign?”
“I’m not sure how good I am at reading signs,” I say.
“You read everything right. You solve everyone’s problems.  That’s your gift.”
“That’s not me. That’s God.”
“Well, God willing, Herman’s picking me up again after  work tonight and we’re going clubbing.”
“You mean to say that after dealing with all those Target  customers till ten at night you can still go clubbing?”
“Herman recharges my batteries.”
“Alright, Miss Energizer Bunny, Maggie’s about to come  on. Let’s move to the living room.”
I sit in the big blue easy chair that’s older than me. It needs  reupholstering, but I can’t stand the idea of being without it,  even for a day. It belonged to my daddy’s daddy, a man I never  knew.
Maggie’s theme song is playing, her announcer is calling  her name, and there she is, making her way down the central  aisle through her adoring audience.
“Told you!” Justine is screaming. Justine has jumped off  my couch and is pointing at the screen with her four-inch-long star-encrusted glitter-gold fingernails. “Her hair ain’t red,  it’s orange! It’s hideous! My God, what is that woman thinking?”
Justine loves to diss Maggie’s hairdos, but this time she’s  right. A former woman’s basketball star for UCLA in the late  seventies and a high-fashion model in the early eighties, Maggie is six foot three and a stunning beauty. Wire thin with high  cheekbones, flashing green eyes, and a honey cream complexion, she is famous for her bold style and dramatic flair, but this  is off the charts. This is plainly wrong. At fifty, Maggie usually  looks thirty-five. Today she looks fifty-five.
“Girlfriend looks like Clarabelle the Clown with Shirley Temple curls,” says Justine. “What is that child thinking?  She’s gone off the deep end. She’s done lost her mind.”
“Today’s show,” Maggie starts to say, her eyes darting away  from the camera, “will be focused on many things, but right  now I can’t think of any of them.”
There’s a deadly silence. The camera turns from Maggie   and pans the audience. The audience looks as confused as  Maggie. The camera swings back to Maggie.
“I’m kidding, of course,” she says. “Today’s show will focus  on . . .” Another awkward pause. “Let me ask my producer.  Cindy, what are we focusing on today?”
“Hey, Albertina,” says Justine as the camera pans to a  thirty-year-old woman standing in the wings, “isn’t that Cindy, your niece?”
“Sure is, honey.”
“I thought they never show the producer on camera.”
“Well, they’re showing her today,” I say as I watch the camera catch a glimpse of Cindy, who looks absolutely adorable in  a simple pair of jeans and a Maggie’s World sweatshirt. She’s  standing in the wings and mouthing the words “mental health.”
“Mental health,” repeats Maggie. “Nothing is more important than mental health. And today we have a number of experts and a number of people who have recovered. Or maybe  they haven’t recovered. Who knows if anyone ever really recovers?”
“What in God’s name is wrong with this woman?” asks Justine, now planted a few inches in front of my television set  with both hands on her hips.
“Please move, Justine,” I say. “Can’t see through you.”
“Maggie’s out of it,” says Justine. “Maggie’s falling apart.”
Just as Justine says the words, the screen goes blank. Maggie’s World always broadcasts live from Dallas—a point of  pride with Maggie who built her reputation on bucking the  tradition of pretaped shows—so all this is happening in real  time: 9:05 a.m. on the West Coast, 11:05 a.m. in Texas, 12:05  p.m. back East.
“Due to technical difficulties,” an announcer says, “ Maggie’s World will not be aired today.”
The theme song to I Love Lucy starts up.
“Call Dallas,” urges Justine. “Call your niece. See what’s happening.”
“Cindy’s in the middle of it right now. I don’t want to  bother her.”
“This is amazing. The great Maggie Clay is sure enough  breaking down on national TV.”
“Don’t go jumping to conclusions, Justine. She might just  be dizzy with the flu.”
“Pah-leeeze, Albertina. Did you see her eyes? She’s lost it.  I’m telling you, she’s gone. This story’s gonna be all over Access  Hollywood, Entertainment Tonight and Extra. Those blood-hungry tabloids will eat her alive.”
“Calm down, baby. You sound almost happy about it.”
“Well, she’s supposed to be the happiest human in the  world. Besides, she’s had every happiness guru from Bombay  to Brooklyn preaching on her show. She has written best sellers telling us how to be happy. The woman’s gotten rich on  happy. So how can she not be happy? Ain’t it funny how things  turn around?”
“If she’s hurting she needs our prayers.”
“You really think Maggie wants our prayers? Us little people?”
“I don’t know what she wants, Justine, but I can’t be happy  that she’s hurting.”
“Sorry, Albertina, but I ain’t no perfect saint.”
“None of us are, baby.”
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A Little Dream
The telephone wakes me out of a dream.
I usually don’t nap, but after lunch today my heart felt  heavy and my head cloudy with worrisome thoughts. I fixed  myself a little tuna sandwich, made myself a cup of green tea,  took my Bible over to the couch and started to read the Word  when my eyes closed and I drifted back to Dallas. In my  dream I’m in the Dallas of my childhood. The Dallas of the  forties. The Dallas of prejudice and pain. The Dallas of my innocence, when my loving parents are still alive. It’s my favorite  time of day, almost dinnertime in the little bungalow where we  live just off Lemon Avenue. Mama is cooking. I’m peeling potatoes. Daddy’s smoking his pipe. My brothers, Calvin and  Fred, are playing in the yard. Suddenly it’s dark and raining  with thunder and lightning and just as suddenly it’s clear but  here comes the roar of wind and I look outside and see a funnel cloud rushing toward us. Our house is shaking and Mama   is screaming and through our window I see the tornado is only  a block away. I run out to grab my brothers but the terrible  wind has sucked up their bodies and is about to smash our  house and me, Mama, and Daddy when a ringing telephone  startles me awake.
“Tina, it’s Calvin.”
My brother is calling. I’m amazed at the coincidence.
“I was just dreaming of us all,” I say, “you and Fred and  Mama and Daddy.”
“I needed to call you,” Calvin replies, ignoring what I just  said, “because I figure that you’re the only one who can make  sense out of this.”
“Out of what?” I ask him.
“What happened today.”
“What did happen, baby?”
“Did you watch Maggie’s World?”
“I saw that the show was cut off.”
“Maggie’s cut herself off from everyone. Even Cindy. Now Cindy doesn’t know what to do. No one does.”
“I don’t understand.”
“It’s like Maggie’s fallen into some kind of trance. Cindy  says they’re calling it clinical depression. But Maggie won’t do  nothing about it. No doctor, no hospital. She just gets worse.  Cindy’s afraid of losing her job. And, well, to tell you the truth,  Albertina, Cindy’s been supporting me. Without Cindy, I’d  lose everything. The business. The house. Everything.”
My heart starts beating fast. From the second I heard my  brother’s voice, I knew he needed something for himself. Poor  Calvin doesn’t operate any other way. I feel a lifetime of pain  welling up inside me. I can’t help but remember how he  wormed money out of our brother, out of me, even out of our  mother and father when they were at the assisted-living home.   I remember a dozen scenarios from the past when Calvin lied  and cheated his way from one hustle to another. I thought  the stroke he suffered a few years back might bring him to the  Lord. But once he regained his strength he was back on the  streets with another get-rich-quick scheme. I want to ask him,  What happened to your latest brainstorm to franchise fast-food  chicken-and-waffle shacks? but don’t have the heart to do so.
“Not sure what I can do about any of this, honey,” I tell my  brother.
“Cindy feels like you can talk to Maggie Clay. Cindy says  you’re the kind of woman Maggie Clay would respect.”
“Maggie Clay has no idea who I am.”
“Cindy’s told her. Cindy brags on you, Sis. You know that  you’re her hero.”
“I’m not so sure about that. Anyway, it’s been a while since  I’ve heard from Cindy.”
“She’s been crazy busy,” says Calvin. “Doing this show.  Making her career. She’s a brilliant young woman, Albertina.  She takes after you.”
Calvin’s flattery rubs me the wrong way. The more he  wants, the more he flatters. But I hold my tongue.
“So you’ll be here by the end of the week?” he asks.
“Calvin, I can’t just pick up like that and jump on a plane.”
“Why not?”
“Well, I have a life here.”
“You’re needed here.”
All my life my brothers have tried making decisions for me,  starting when I was a girl. Nothing has changed.
“Make your reservation,” Calvin insists. “I’ll pick you up at  the airport.”
“It’s not that easy, baby.”
“You’re making it hard, Tina, not me.”
I stop and take a couple of deep breaths. The last thing in  the world I need to do is argue with my brother. He’s my  blood. He’s under stress. Doesn’t matter whether he lacks  consideration for me or not, I don’t need to hurt him. I think  of Ephesians 4:26 where it talks about being angry without  sinning and warns us to lose the anger before the sun sets.  Holding on to anger, the Good Book says, gives the devil a  foothold.
“Look, Calvin,” I say calmly and pleasantly, “if Cindy needs  me, just tell her to call.”
“She needs you in Dallas.”
“Then please tell her to call.”
“So you’re coming.”
“I’m praying.”
Or at least I should be praying. My mind should be on the  Lord. Fact is, my mind should be on Bible class tonight. The  women are coming over at seven and two of them are bringing their teenage daughters. Nothing makes me happier than  seeing young people seeking God. We’re deep into Galatians.  I’m studying the passages in Galatians 5 where Paul discusses  the fruit of the spirit. But my eye drifts down to Galatians 6  where I read, “Bear one another’s burdens, and thereby fulfill  the law of Christ.” I don’t want to think how that applies to me  and my family in Dallas. I don’t want to think about Dallas at  all. Dallas represents a past that I overcame and nightmares  that I do not wish to relive. This July it’ll be fifteen years since  Mama died. Daddy died barely a month later. After both funerals, I told myself I would not be going back to Dallas. I’ve  kept that promise. I will not be going back to Dallas.
“Father God,” I say, “how can I bear the burden of a  woman I don’t even know? Maggie Clay is a stranger to me. I  don’t know her, I can’t help her. I’d be lost in her world of media moguls and multimillionaires. You know that, Lord. You  know that I’m not an interfering woman. I don’t go where I’m  not wanted, and I don’t believe I’m wanted in Dallas. Not  really. It’s not my domain. It’s not my business. So keep me  from being a busybody. Keep me home, Father God, where I  belong. Dallas will just make me crazy like it always does. I  don’t need to be crazy. I need to be in . . .” Here I hesitate before I say the words, “Your will. I need to be in Your will.”
What is His will?
I hear myself telling friends like Justine how we need to  recognize our willfulness. Rather than be willful, we should  want to be willing. Willing to listen to God’s will. Willing to do  His will. Then I get asked the $64,000 question. “Well, how  do I know His will?”
“Life will reveal His will,” I say. “Just open your heart and  open your ears.”
My ears need to hear His voice reassuring me, telling me  that there’s nothing for me to do in Dallas. But instead of His  voice, I hear the telephone ringing off the hook.
“Aunt Tina, it’s Cindy.”
“Hi, sugar,” I say. “Been thinking of you today.”
“Daddy said he called you. I wish he hadn’t. I didn’t want  to bother you.”
“You’re not bothering me, baby. It’s good hearing your  voice.”
“I know how you feel about Dallas, which is why I asked  Daddy not to call. You don’t need to come here. I’m not sure  it would serve any purpose.”
I’m relieved. “I’d have to agree,” I say. “I don’t even know  this woman.”
“What woman?”
“Maggie Clay.”
“Actually it’s not about Maggie.”
“It’s not?”
“Then I misunderstood your father.”
“My father doesn’t know what’s going on. He thinks it’s  about Maggie. But it’s not.”
“Then who is it about, baby?”
“Me.”
“What about you, sugar?”
“I’m sick, Aunt Tina. I’m very sick.”
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Author of My Life
Understanding the ways of God is impossible. I gave  up long ago. It’s enough to know that God is good. It isn’t  that He offers love; He  is love. To focus on Him is to focus on  love. I try to focus on love and don’t always succeed. When I  fail I try to accept that failure. Sometimes, though, I don’t always succeed in that acceptance. So I feel bad about myself  and wind up with a case of the blues. I used to sing the blues.  I made good money singing the blues. Made even better  money writing a song that became a hit. I called it “Sanctified  Blues.” God used that song to change my life. I didn’t understand it at the time. I was convinced He was giving me something I always thought I wanted—big-time success, big-time  fame. I was gonna be as famous as Aretha Franklin. More famous than Ray Charles. I was gonna be it. But the Lord had  other plans for me. It took a while for me to stop fighting Him  so that His plans could unfold. It took a while to surrender.   When I did surrender, I saw how He wanted to use me, live  inside me and express Himself through me. I saw that He, not  me, is the author of my life.
There are times like today, however, when I forget that  fact. I slip back into my old thinking that says, I’m the author.  I’m running my own show. I’m writing my own story. In the story  I’m writing I don’t have to go back to Dallas ever again. In that  story I’ve already paid my Dallas dues. I’ve had enough of that  city. I’ve endured it and I’ve surpassed it. I’ve moved on. In my  story I get to stay in Los Angeles as long as I want. I might go  to Chicago to visit my daughter, Laura. Or I might go to New  York to visit my son, Andre. If my heart gets heavy, I can drive  up to Oakland and sit by the grave of my baby boy, Darryl. I  have family in Detroit and Atlanta and Charleston, South Carolina. I’ll gladly travel to any of those places, but Dallas is off  the map for me. Dallas is too deep, too hurtful, the drama still  too fresh. I need to avoid Dallas at all costs. Me and Dallas are  through.
Just when I’ve convinced myself that I’m in charge of my  story here comes God with His story. Here comes God saying,  “I’m the author of your book. I’m the light that directs your path.  I’m the energy that gives you life.” God doesn’t say that with human words—I don’t have visions and I don’t hear voices—but  He says it through people. He says it through my beautiful  niece Cindy who tells me that there is cancer in her ovaries  and that she is frightened and feeling alone. God is saying to  me, “Go where you must go. Do what you must do.” And if I  hesitate, if I fill my head with doubts, if I resist, I have only to  look to the example of Jesus whose obedience was perfect. “I  do nothing on my own,” said Jesus, “but speak just what the  Father has told me.”
The Father has taught me to put away my blues, to stop   feeling sorry for myself, to stop trying to control everyone and  everything and respond, like Jesus responded, to perform the  simple task in front of me. That task might not be easy. It  might—and surely it will—upset my schedule and upset my  life. I don’t have to like it. I just have to do it.
I’m walking through the American Airlines terminal at Los Angeles International Airport thinking about how I don’t want to  think about where I’m going. At least I’ve had a chance to go  to my hairdresser, Hazel, who gave me blond highlights. I’ve  always been partial to blond highlights. My hair is looking  okay, but my attitude about getting on the plane for Dallas  could be better. I try the self-service boarding pass machine  but the thing is broken. The line leading up to the counter  is longer than a football field. When I finally get the pass,  the line for security is even longer. Heading for the gate, I  happen to glimpse the magazine store. Maggie Clay’s picture  is splashed across every single tabloid. The headlines are  screaming, “Maggie’s Major-League Meltdown!” “Queen of  Daytime TV Dethroned!” “The Big Breakdown: Is Maggie Out  of Her Mind?” I break my rule of ignoring those publications  and buy two of them. My curiosity is greater than my guilt.  Seated in the middle section in the back of the plane, I  munch on a small bag of peanuts and try reading the articles.  It’s not easy. The feeling is nasty. The editors have picked the  worst pictures of Maggie imaginable—when she was twenty  pounds underweight, when her eye shadow was running and  the wind messing with her hair. The writers use harsh words  to describe her—“spoiled,” “insensitive,” “demanding.” Because she has kept her private life private, there are few details to report except for the excess of her lifestyle. There are   pictures of her penthouses and mansions and private jet.  There are rumors that she has a boyfriend who’s younger than  she is, or a girlfriend who’s older, or a secret husband who  stays hidden at her two hundred-acre ranch near Austin. I  think of Proverbs 26 that says, “Without wood a fire goes out;  without gossip a quarrel dies down.” I think of all the quarrels  in this nasty old world that would die down if only the gossip  would stop. In disgust, I put down the tabloids. Who knows  what is or isn’t true? All I know is that the woman has a devoted audience—me included—because Maggie is a brilliant  conversationalist and her shows are intriguing. I remind myself that my trip is not about Maggie Clay; it’s not about me  and my feelings about Dallas; it’s about my niece Cindy.
As the plane starts to descend and I look out the window,  I find myself, in spite of myself, staring out at my past. I can’t  help but remember when my hopes for life were so high. Dallas is where I grew to womanhood with so many expectations.  Dallas is where I learned to love the music of my people—the  blues and jazz and gospel music that excited my heart and  thrilled my soul; Dallas is where I sang in public for the first  time, where I declared my love for the Lord in the church of  my parents. Dallas is where I met Dexter Banks, the man  who . . .
Dallas is where I get off the plane and turn off memory  lane.
My brother Calvin is dressed with his usual flair—snappy cap, cashmere blazer, mirror shine on his alligator shoes. His  limp is more pronounced and his speech slightly slurred by his  stroke. For a man of seventy-five, though, he looks pretty  good. When we get to his Cadillac he turns to me and says,  “Damn, Tina, I sure have missed you.”
“Same here,” I say.
“You have to admit it’s good to be home.”
“It’s good to be with family” is the closest I can come to  agreeing.
“You need to see Maggie Clay right away. Can’t happen too  soon. Cindy will arrange it.”
Since Cindy told me that she has kept her condition a secret, even from her father, I say nothing. Cindy didn’t think he  could handle the news. I offered to stay with her, but she  thought it better that I stay with her dad. I didn’t argue.  “Whatever makes you comfortable, baby,” is all I said.
Cindy’s mother died at age thirty-one of uterine cancer.  Cindy was only eight. At the time I was on the road singing  rhythm and blues. Calvin went through four more wives before he gave up on marriage. I worried that my niece, an only  child, would suffer from so many disruptions, but she turned  out to be one of those miracle children. She made the best of  any situation, even when her father served a year in prison for  forgery. I remember Cindy writing me that she was living in  the home of a schoolmate whose parents had accepted her as  their own. She was in high school by then, a straight A student  and editor of the paper. The next year she received a full  scholarship to Yale and four years later graduated with honors.  I went to her graduation in New Haven, Connecticut—Calvin  couldn’t make it—and cried with pride. Two years later she  got her master’s in journalism from Columbia University in  New York City. One job led to another, and she wound up  working for Maggie Clay who had established her media empire in Dallas. Cindy was back home. Now I’m back home.
Calvin pulls into his driveway. He lives in an apartment in  the same Love Field Airport neighborhood where we grew up.  Memories are crowding my mind.
“Got some fried chicken I can heat up,” he says.
“That’s fine, baby.”
Before we eat, I say I’d like to pray.
“Go ahead,” he says.
“Father God, I thank you for getting me here safely, for allowing me to be here with my brother, for blessing my brother,  for watching over us, for feeding us with Your mercy and  grace. You know my heart, Father, You know my mind. You  know what I’m thinking and You know what I’m feeling. As I  settle back into a place that I haven’t seen in so long, I want  to feel You more and more. I want to let You live through me.  In Jesus’ name, Amen.”
“Amen.”
During dinner Calvin tells me about his latest project. It  isn’t a chicken-and-waffles franchise; it’s a magic formula for  shampooing rugs. “Guaranteed to make a mint,” says Calvin,  “and put us all on easy street.” I nod and wish him success. I  don’t want the details but Calvin needs to list them. Calvin  needs to convince himself that this scheme can’t miss. So he  rattles on about his wealthy partners and his surefire profits.  I’m saved by a phone call from Cindy.
“Is he talking shampoo formulas?” she asks.
“Yes indeed.”
“Is he wearing you out?”
“No, he’s just being Calvin.”
“Can I see you tomorrow?”
“That’s why I’m here, sugar.”
“I have a doctor’s appointment.”
“We’ll go together.”
“I’d like that, Aunt Tina. I’d like that a lot.”
Calvin doesn’t ask me any questions about my life or my  church or, for that matter, anything. Instead he goes to the  store to buy lottery tickets. I’m feeling a little restless.
“How long has it been since you’ve been home?” he asks  when he returns.
“Fifteen years.”
“The city has changed. Gotten bigger. Richer. Want to take  a little ride?”
“Might be nice, baby.”
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Golden Angels
Mid-April is a good time in Dallas. The heat hasn’t hit  and the evening is cool. Calvin takes Lemon Avenue  toward downtown where the skyscrapers glitter like giant  jewels. I’m starting to relax. Dallas has a sparkle it didn’t  have when I was growing up. There are new buildings and  fancy shops, people living in town houses and lofts, outdoor  cafés and cute little bistros. When we reach downtown there  are even people on the street, something unusual for Dallas.  It’s almost eight o’clock, and on Main Street well-heeled  tourists are filing in and out of Neiman-Marcus. My heart  sinks.
Calvin is driving past the Deep Ellum neighborhood,  now populated by music bars and art galleries. He’s headed  to the warehouse where he wants to show me his rug shampoo inventory. He’s explaining how much he’s going to sell  this year, but my mind is back at Neiman-Marcus. I’m reliving some fifty-five years ago when the store stood as an island of exciting elegance in the middle of an unexciting city.  I was a teenage girl excited by the glamour I saw in fashion  magazines. I loved silk blouses and velvet skirts and long  dresses like the ones worn by Lena Horne in the movies. I  wanted to be Lena Horne. I wanted to be around beautiful  people and beautiful things. Mama sewed me beautiful  things, and I appreciated her talent, but she didn’t have silk  or velvet to work with. She worked at the Adams hat factory  during the days when men were still wearing hats. Her job  was sewing brims. Daddy’s job was fixing cars. He had a  friend we called Mr. S who operated the elevator at Neiman-Marcus. Mr. S wore a uniform. I’ll never forget his immaculate white gloves. Mr. S told us we were always welcome at  Neiman-Marcus. He said anyone could walk through the  front door to see the brilliant diamond necklaces and fabulous floor-length mink coats. “It’s the most famous store in  the world,” he said. “People from France, from England,  people from all over the world come to Dallas just to shop at  Neiman-Marcus.”
I wanted to shop at Neiman-Marcus. I wanted to see the  diamonds and furs and latest Parisian styles. One Saturday afternoon, after completing my chores, I put on a clean white  blouse, a nice blue skirt, and a hand-me-down raincoat and  caught the bus that stopped right in front of the store. I was  fifteen years old. Part of me felt like I was about to trespass,  but I fought that feeling. I took a couple of deep breaths and  walked right in. It was early December. The main floor was set  up like a winter wonderland, red carpets, streams of silver tinsel, a dazzlingly decorated Christmas tree. It looked like  heaven. To me it was heaven. The scent of perfume in the air  sent me reeling. I was dizzy with the wonder of it all. A woman   in a green velvet gown was playing carols on a pipe organ.  Golden angels, big as life, danced on strings hung from the  ceiling. My eyes darted from the jewelry counter to the cosmetic display. The saleswomen looked like actresses. The customers looked like royalty. I looked for Mr. S, but he was  nowhere to be seen. Rather than ride the elevator, I took the  escalator to the second floor where I wandered through a forest of fur coats. They smelled divine. I was caressing the back  of a silver fox stole when, out of the blue, a hand reached out  and grabbed me.
“What are you doing in this store?” asked a white man in a  dark suit.
“Let go of me,” I said. “You’re hurting me.”
His hand squeezed my arm even harder.
“What’d you put in your raincoat?”
“There’s nothing in my raincoat.”
“I’m taking you to the office.”
“For what?”
“You’re coming with me.”
“Let go.”
He wouldn’t. He dragged me and the stole out of the fur  department so viciously that customers stopped to stare. He  kept squeezing my arm until the pain was unbearable. I  screamed for him to stop. People were looking, people were  pointing. I was crying. I was horribly humiliated. I had never  been in trouble before at school—not once. It seemed forever  before he pushed me into an office and slammed the door  shut.
“What’d you steal?” he asked.
“Nothing.”
“Why else would a nigger girl come in a store like this?”
“Is there a law against coming in a store?”
Rather than answer me, he started putting his hands all  over me, all over my breasts and legs and private parts.
“Stop it!” I screamed.
“I’m searching you.”
“Stop it!” I screamed even louder so my voice could be  heard beyond the closed door.
He slapped me.
I slapped him back.
That’s when he slugged me with his fist. I fell to the floor,  my jaw aching. Another man walked in wanting to know what  had happened.
“I caught her trying to walk out with this stole,” said my assailant.
I tried to protest but my mouth wouldn’t move. It took two  months for my jaw to heal. It took seven months for the case  to come to court. My folks spent their meager savings to pay  a lawyer who believed me when I said I hadn’t even put on the  coat, much less tried to walk out with it. The lawyer argued  that because I never left the second floor I could hardly be accused of stealing. The judge agreed. But what about my broken jaw? I had been assaulted. I had been seriously injured.  Who would pay for the doctors?
“She’s lucky she’s not going to jail,” I heard Mr. S tell  Daddy one day. “I’ve seen many a colored put in jail for less.”
Less than I did? All I had done was touch a stole.
My folks believed me. They were infuriated but didn’t  know what to do. They were adamant in defending me, but I  wanted to attack back. I wanted to sue. They knew we could  never win. In the fifties, what were the chances of a Black  family winning? It would just cost them money they didn’t  have—that is, if they could even find a lawyer who would accept the case. Sometimes I went from anger to guilt. I berated   myself for even walking in the store. My judgment had been  poor. But my parents assured me that I’d done nothing wrong.
“It’s this city,” said Mama.
“It’s this country,” Daddy added.
In the many months it took to heal, I hurt in many ways.  The swelling and bruising were extreme. The wire contraption  holding my jaw together was ugly. My schoolmates made fun  of me. I felt their animosity. Some presumed I was guilty. They  wanted to find something wrong with me because I was a  good student and good students excite jealousy. A few called  me names to my face. Others talked behind my back. My  mother said all this would only make me depend more on the  Lord for my strength. She said someday I’d understand how  He is sovereign over all things. But I didn’t understand. All I  felt was rage. I wanted to hurt the man who had
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