 


       


                                 Chapter 1


       


       


       


                        Central Los Angeles - 1984


       


       


       


          The wall was pink.  Marva knew this with certainty because


       


      whenever she lifted either of the two religious objects from


       


      the wall, its silhouette remained in the original color.  Fly


       


      specks, dust, smoke, and grease had conspired over the years to


       


      turn the remainder of the wall into an ugly, dark, uneven rose. 


       


      The two icons had shielded a portion of it from the grime and


       


      pollution of the urban atmosphere.  Marva truly believed they


       


      had likewise shielded her for sixteen years against the rampant


       


      drugs, crime, and violence of the inner city hell in which she


       


      lived.


       


          On the upper left hung a large, bare wooden cross.  It was


       


      originally rough and unfinished, but years of constant handling


       


      had smoothed it until it fairly glistened.  Marva's father had


       


      given it to her for her second birthday shortly before dying


       


      from something which her mother termed "consumption."  As she


       


      pressed it to her breast, she searched her memory for a picture


       


      of her father.  But the only image that came to mind was from a


       


      faded black and white photograph her mother had once shown her. 


       


      He was tall, black, and muscular.  Marva thought that he was


       


      the second most handsome and kindly man who had ever walked the


       


      earth.


       


          A lithographed likeness of the first and best man was


       


      centered on the wall in a gilded frame.  Marva wasn't sure


       


      where it had come from.  No matter where she stood in the small


       


      bedroom, her glance was returned by Jesus.  Even now, as she


       


      lay on the brass bed directly beneath the portrait, His eyes


       


      lovingly met hers.  It made her feel all warm and secure to


       


      know that Jesus was always watching her, even when she slept.


       


      Her relationship with Jesus was of a personal, one-on-one


       


      nature.  He talked to her from within her mind and never let


       


      her stray from the path of righteousness.  Jesus loved all


       


      children.  And Marva knew in her heart of hearts that Jesus


       


      especially adored her.


       


          The small room was divided in half by a green blanket


       


      draped over a clothesline that ran between opposing walls.  The


       


      other half of the bedroom had belonged to her older brother,


       


      Marcellus, before he had perished in a drive-by shooting


       


      several years back.  The blanket was an imperfect partition. 


       


      Any tall person could see over it and any small child could


       


      easily peer beneath it.  When her mother entertained "gentlemen


       


      friends" at night in the combination living room-kitchen-den


       


      area of their one bedroom apartment, Marva sat quietly on her


       


      bed to avoid notice.  The blanket gave no protection from the


       


      odor of alcohol or the stench of drugs.  She would often hold


       


      the cross tightly to her breast in the darkness and pray that


       


      everything happening in the other room would soon go away.


       


          The brass bed was the only thing left to remind her of her


       


      brother.  When they had shared the bedroom, it had been his and


       


      she had slept on a mattress on the floor.  It wasn't really


       


      brass.  In the eighth grade she had done a science project on


       


      ferrous metals and had found that a refrigerator magnet stuck


       


      to the bed.  Besides, real brass didn't rust.


       


          Marva believed her mother had been glad when Marcellus


       


      died.  He was big and tough and belonged to a gang.  Sometimes


       


      he called his mother a whore and threatened to kill her when he


       


      came home and found her loaded.  Once he had pistol whipped a


       


      gentleman friend and had slapped her repeatedly until she fell


       


      to the floor.  He even stole money from her purse and flushed


       


      her drugs down the toilet.  Terrorizing his mother would have


       


      been a non-stop ritual, except that Marcellus had preferred to


       


      spend as little time as possible at home.  He usually ignored


       


      Marva except to advise her to escape from their mother as soon


       


      as possible.


       


          The day after the shooting, several gangsters from the


       


      Rolling '60's Crips had dropped by the apartment.  They had


       


      pressed a wad of money into Marva's mother's hand and told her


       


      it was to cover the funeral expenses plus a little extra for


       


      "party money."  She had wept, repeating over and over again


       


      how lucky Marcellus had been to have such good friends.


       


          The blanket and the clothesline had remained in place


       


      following Marcellus' death.  Marva's mother told her that the


       


      apartment was too cramped and she needed the extra space for


       


      storage.  All of Marcellus' personal belongings had been thrown


       


      in the trash.  In their place were now a broken television set,


       


      odds and ends of furniture, and an enormous steamer trunk


       


      filled with every losing lottery ticket her mother had ever


       


      purchased.


       


          With Marcellus gone Marva's mother no longer had any


       


      controls on her life.  She made no attempt to hide her drug


       


      habit and her gentlemen friends visited with increasing


       


      frequency.  Often the partying continued throughout the night.


       


          It wasn't easy to get to sleep amid the racket.  After she


       


      said her prayers, Marva would curl up in a fetal position upon


       


      the bed and commence a ritual that had begun many years before. 


       


      She would say "good night" to all the inanimate objects in the


       


      bedroom until she fell asleep:


       


          "Good night Jesus.  Good night, Holy Cross.  Good night,


       


      floor.  Good night ceiling.  Good night light bulb.  Good night


       


      dresser.  Good night, blue dress.  Good night, black dress. 


       


      Good night shoes.  Good night, scarf.  Good night, mattress. 


       


      Good night, pink wall.  Good night, brass bed.  Good night


       


      pillow.  Good night blanket.  Good night, Bible.  Good night,


       


      white socks."


       


          As the inventory progressed, it became slower.  Soon  Marva


       


      began her nightly journey through a wonderful world of


       


      enchanted dreams that erased the day's pain.  She walked with


       


      Jesus, talked with her father, and flew with angels.  Always,


       


      when she woke in the morning, she was smiling and looking


       


      forward to another day.


       


       


       


                                 Chapter 2


       


       


       


          It was the finest of Sunday mornings.  The sun basked the


       


      city in its warm glow - warm enough to be felt on exposed skin,


       


      but not hot enough to release the odor of the offal scattered


       


      about the streets.  Nothing broke the blue skyline above the


       


      rooftops except for an occasional billboard touting the manly


       


      virtues of imbibing a particular brand of alcoholic beverage.


       


          "Ron Cortez - Que Bueno Es," exclaimed a bikini-clad,


       


      perspiring model as she offered a muscle bound hunk an iced


       


      glass of a rum concoction in the Caribbean paradise pictured on


       


      the billboard atop an apartment building.  Latino immigrants


       


      had been moving into the traditionally black neighborhood for


       


      the past decade.  Although they were still a small part of the


       


      community, their influence was becoming noticeable.  The white


       


      models in the billboard advertisements were airbrushed brown


       


      almost as often as they were airbrushed black.  However, the


       


      blonde hair and the Nordic features of the billboard dwellers


       


      lent both them and the products they were hawking an alien


       


      tinge.  The billboard dwellers were painted bigger than life -


       


      hedonistic, two-dimensional gods in the fantasy Mount Olympus


       


      that existed above the mean city streets.  A substantial number


       


      of the mortal men below believed that by purchasing the


       


      billboard dwellers' products, they, too, could become part of a


       


      better world.  But the streets, even on this, the finest of


       


      Sunday mornings, bore testimony to the degradation of alcohol,


       


      as sunken-eyed derelicts sat on the neighborhood stoops with


       


      their brown paper bags between their feet.


       


          Marva nearly stumbled into one such derelict as she exited


       


      her apartment building.  The pile of dirty clothing before her


       


      stirred and looked up, showing that it still retained some


       


      vestige of the humanity God had bestowed upon it.


       


          "Yo, mama," he said, "that white lacy number is absolutely


       


      divine.  You has won your heart's desire with such finery," and


       


      he held the paper bag out towards Marva as if to invite her to


       


      share his elixir.  She quickly stepped past him and was rid of


       


      everything about him but his voice as she reached the street. 


       


      "You is brutal, mama.  Is you in such a hurry that you can't


       


      stop a minute to socialize with your main man?"


       


          Marva wished she had waited for one of the older church


       


      ladies to pass by before she ventured out on the street.  The


       


      vermin seemed to melt into the asphalt whenever they spotted


       


      one of the venerable matrons walking towards them.  Sharp


       


      tongued and armed with weighty purses, they were capable of


       


      tearing a man to shreds who did not show them proper respect. 


       


      Viewing their world with black and white severity, they trod on


       


      the unrighteous and unjust as they strode towards church on


       


      Sunday morning.  But Marva was no longer a little girl and she


       


      knew it was time to learn to protect herself from the harsh


       


      environment.  Transfixing her features into chiseled stone and


       


      glaring straight ahead as fiercely as she could manage, she set


       


      off at a fast pace down the sidewalk towards the storefront


       


      church.


       


          Many of the buildings she passed were abandoned.  Not being


       


      able to generate the revenue for their absentee owners that it


       


      took to maintain them, they had, consequently, decayed beyond


       


      the point where they could attract tenants.  They had become


       


      shooting galleries for addicts and breeding grounds for rats. 


       


      Here and there, like skipped teeth, were garbage strewn empty


       


      lots where the city had demolished boarded-up buildings.  The


       


      entire landscape resembled a war zone.  And there was never an


       


      armistice or cease-fire.  These streets had already claimed a


       


      dozen additional victims since Marcellus met his tragic fate. 


       


      Sociologists viewed it as a continuing struggle for upward


       


      mobility by the disadvantaged.  Politicians dubbed it an urban


       


      battleground instituted by drugs and crime.  But Marva knew it


       


      for what it was - the ultimate war between Good and Evil.


       


          As she walked, she passed neither trees nor birds.  All


       


      living things except man and vermin had vanished from the inner


       


      city long ago.  Human beings were now the endangered species. 


       


      With every building boarded-up or demolished, their habitat


       


      shrank.  New immigrants were continually searching for cheap


       


      housing.  Many of the older residents on fixed incomes sublet


       


      space in their cramped apartments to help pay their rent.  The


       


      population density was soaring.  In summer the entire inner


       


      city became a non-air conditioned pressure cooker waiting to


       


      explode.  Periodic riots vented steam and accomplished little


       


      else.  Hopelessness pervaded the community.  Few believed that


       


      conditions would ever get better.  The occasional politician or


       


      religious leader who attempted to make improvements was almost


       


      always overwhelmed by the enormity of the task.


       


       


       


          Formerly Stroud's Discount Furniture, the Missionary


       


      Baptist Church was indistinguishable from the buildings it


       


      adjoined.  Built of unreinforced brick and mortar, it had the


       


      same crumbling appearance as the majority of older downtown


       


      buildings.  What made it a community landmark, however, was not


       


      its looks.  The indefatigable spirit of the church, personified


       


      by the Reverend Solomon Harms, acted as a magnet that attracted


       


      the faithful from the surrounding community on Sunday mornings. 


       


      Competition was fierce for the hard-backed folding seats and it


       


      was not unusual to have a large number of people standing in


       


      the rear of the church as the Reverend Harms beseeched Almighty


       


      God to show them His mercy by restoring peace to the community.


       


          People came early, congregating under an awning outside the


       


      entrance.  Gossip flowed freely as church matrons deplored the


       


      decadent state of the neighborhood.  Marva ran the gauntlet of


       


      ladies, speaking politely to those who spoke to her, and took


       


      her usual seat in the sixth row.  Before long, Carlos Ortiz, a


       


      clerk whom she knew from the market where her mother spent


       


      their food stamps, sat down next to her.


       


          Carlos was light skinned with dark wavy hair.  His family


       


      had fled for their lives from Central America, crossing the


       


      border illegally from Mexico some six years before.  They lived


       


      in constant fear of being discovered and deported.  Carlos


       


      worked hard at the market and gave much of his earnings to an


       


      immigration lawyer who claimed that legal residency was only a


       


      few payments away.  Carlos had been attracted to Marva because


       


      she was totally unlike the other women he had met in America. 


       


      She was quiet and introspective and carried with her an aura


       


      that demanded respect.  He was careful not to touch her and


       


      limited his conversation to religious matters.


       


          Marva was well aware of Carlos' attraction to her.  When he


       


      had first sat next to her four weeks before, she had almost


       


      stood up and moved to another chair.  There was something about


       


      him, however, that told her he was sincere.  He did not attempt


       


      to force his attentions on her and he talked of religion rather


       


      than himself.  Marva had begun to look forward to the precious


       


      minutes of conversation they shared before the sermon began.


       


          Of course, Marva suspected that she and Carlos had become a


       


      source of gossip for the church matrons.  But she knew that it


       


      was only talk.  The previous Sunday, following services, one of


       


      them had actually pressed her arm and whispered, "He's such a


       


      nice boy."


       


          The Reverend Harms had no doubts as to the forces which


       


      composed the universe.  Everything was either positive or


       


      negative - Good or Evil.  There were two classes of people -


       


      the sinners and the redeemed.  The latter would enjoy


       


      everlasting joy in Heaven and the former would roast in Hell


       


      for eternity.  Either an individual gave himself to God or he


       


      was consumed by Evil.  One could read it in the Bible and one


       


      could see it in the streets.  Alcohol, drugs, easy money, and a


       


      hundred other temptations of the flesh were waiting to destroy


       


      and devour anyone who failed to put his faith in God.  It was


       


      Reverend Harm's job - his mission - to share this certain


       


      knowledge with anyone who would listen.


       


          Nobody described in greater detail or with more relish the


       


      punishments of Hell.  Fire and brimstone flowed from Reverend


       


      Harms' sermons like lava from a volcano.  Demons ripped apart


       


      lost souls while the tormented screamed in anguish.  As his


       


      voice rose, one could almost smell the sulfur and feel the heat


       


      from the flames.  This was the fate that awaited the majority


       


      of mankind.  Only by reaching out to God, through His Son,


       


      Jesus, could anyone achieve redemption.  Jesus would come again


       


      and gather up the pimps, whores, drug addicts, alcoholics,


       


      money-gouging slumlords, bigots, corrupt politicians, rapists,


       


      and sodomizers and cast the lot of them into the fiery furnace.


       


          Today's sermon was entitled "Original Sin."  Adam had


       


      sinned and all men had inherited his sin.  By succumbing to


       


      temptation in the Garden of Eden, Adam had sealed Man's fate. 


       


      God now viewed mankind as tarnished and unclean and would only


       


      accept those individuals into Heaven whom His Son, Jesus


       


      Christ, had found sincerely repentant.  The great of this world


       


      would tremble before the Gates of Heaven and those judged unfit


       


      would be denied admittance.  Heaven was likened to an exclusive


       


      country club where Christian acts, rather than money, purchased


       


      membership.  Those who gave willingly of themselves for their


       


      brethren, those who were persecuted in life for preaching the


       


      Word of God, and those who were born again in the Spirit of


       


      Jesus, would be forgiven all sin and admitted into the presence


       


      of the Lord.  Only they would taste the cool, sweet waters of


       


      redemption and know everlasting Peace.  And those who failed


       


      the extensive screening process had nobody but themselves to


       


      blame.  The Word of God surrounds Man; he need but open his


       


      ears and heart to reach Glory.


       


          Following the sermon, several ushers passed a collection


       


      plate among the congregation.  Marva always dreaded this


       


      moment.  She spent most of the money she made from babysitting


       


      on school supplies.  Her offering usually consisted of one or


       


      two quarters which she would cup in her hand in the hope that


       


      nobody would notice the paucity of her contribution.  Everyone


       


      was watching her, she felt, and she longed to become invisible


       


      whenever the collection plate approached.  Her discomfort was


       


      compounded when she noticed that Carlos had placed folding


       


      money in the plate.  Had she looked closer, she might have


       


      spotted two slugs and a bus token at the bottom.


       


          What the congregation failed to contribute to God in money,


       


      it more than made up for in song.  The small choir was the envy


       


      of many larger churches in more affluent sections of the city. 


       


      Over the years, it had gained a reputation that reached far


       


      beyond the brick and mortar walls of the storefront church. 


       


      Marva, too, had a fine lilting soprano voice and planned to


       


      join the choir someday.  As the congregation sang "The Old


       


      Wooden Cross" and "Rock of Ages," the strains carried for


       


      blocks.  Pedestrians on the sidewalk outside the church would


       


      stop to listen.  All the misery and frustration that came from


       


      life in the inner city was vented in those hymns.  Not since


       


      the psalms of the Israelites in bondage had there been such a


       


      harmonious appeal to God.  The hymns of the Missionary Baptist


       


      Church were a cry from God's long suffering children to fulfill


       


      the promises that He had made to mankind.  They were truly


       


      urban Christian soldiers and the tensions of the battlefield in


       


      which they lived burst forth in their songs.


       


          When the services ended and everyone stood to leave, Marva


       


      remained seated and turned towards Carlos.


       


          "Do you ever study the Bible?," she asked.


       


          "It's very hard to study with all my brothers and sisters


       


      running around - I try sometimes."


       


          "I often study the Bible on the roof where I live.  It's


       


      quiet there and I feel like I am closer to heaven when I am


       


      outside.  I close my eyes and I can feel His presence."


       


          "You are blessed," commented Carlos, "I wish I had such a


       


      special place."


       


          "I would like to share it with you, if you could find the


       


      time to come to my home."


       


          With a slight blush Carlos said, "I would be honored."


       


       


       


       


                                 Chapter 3


       


       


          Tremblors was what the evening news called them.  Small


       


      earthquakes that did little or no damage were shaking Southern


       


      California with increased frequency.  In the previous week


       


      there had been eight tremblors with a magnitude greater than


       


      3.0 on the Richter scale.


       


          The television reporters claimed that the tremblors were


       


      beneficial, serving to relieve stress along the numerous fault


       


      lines that criss-crossed Southern California and decreasing the


       


      likelihood of a destructive quake.


       


          If anyone had surveyed them, most of Los Angeles' residents


       


      would have disagreed with the conclusions of the experts on the


       


      news.  The majority perceived the series of small earthquakes


       


      as a warning.  Panic was beginning to grip them.  People who


       


      had the resources were moving from the earthquake zone to safer


       


      cities in the Southwest.  But the inhabitants of the inner city


       


      could only roll with the tremblors and wonder how much more


       


      punishment their unreinforced brick and mortar buildings could


       


      absorb before they crumbled and buried their occupants beneath


       


      mounds of rubble.


       


          The Reverend Harms was quick to seize upon the earthquakes


       


      as divine punishment for the sins of man.  He visualized the


       


      ground opening and the wicked being swallowed by the earth.


       


          But Marva did not find the tremblors to be threatening.  As


       


      she was climbing the last of the steps to the roof, a jolt had


       


      thrust her into the sturdy arms of Carlos and he had carried


       


      her out onto the flat roof.  The shaking had stopped but her


       


      body still trembled.  Carlos thought that she was afraid and


       


      sought to reassure her that it was over and she was safe.  He


       


      was not aware that her tremors were caused by his own proximity


       


      and that she was struggling to regain control of her emotions. 


       


      At that moment he could have taken advantage of her and she


       


      would not have resisted.  But Carlos was not that type of man. 


       


      Concern for her safety, rather than animal lust, motivated his


       


      actions.


       


          When Marva's heart finally slowed, she started to go back


       


      down the stairs to get the Bible she had forgotten to bring


       


      with her.  Carlos stopped her.  He did not want her to traverse


       


      the stairs alone in case of another earthquake.  "Besides," he


       


      said looking across the rooftops, "we need nothing more than


       


      our senses to share the wonders of God's creation."  And as he


       


      spoke, two white doves flew down and landed on the parapet. 


       


      Marva was indeed overcome by the wonders of God's creation in a


       


      way she had never experienced before.  Silently, she thanked


       


      God for bringing her Carlos.


       


          Carlos and Marva remained on the roof for hours.  The


       


      sunset was spectacular.  Each particle of pollution in the


       


      urban sky bent the angled light from the waning sun like a


       


      miniature prism to produce colors that were unequaled even in


       


      the tropics.


       


          The doves flew away and Carlos knew it was time to say


       


      goodbye.  He started to bend down to kiss Marva's willing lips,


       


      but instead mumbled a few parting words and then bolted down


       


      the stairs.


       


       


       


          Marva's mother was waiting for her when she entered their


       


      apartment.  "Everybody says you been making a fool of yourself


       


      with some wetback on the roof," her mother accused.


       


          "He's not a wetback."


       


          "They're all wetbacks.  Why can't you find yourself a man


       


      of your own color.  If your brother were still alive, he'd have


       


      skinned that wetback for sure."


       


          "That's why he died - anger and hatred killed him."


       


          "You have some respect for your poor, departed brother. 


       


      Remember, your father died from a bullet, too.  And he was


       


      every bit as high and mighty of a self-righteous religious fool


       


      as you."


       


          "You said Daddy died of 'consumption'."


       


          "That's right," Marva's mother snickered, "he tried to


       


      consume a bullet, but it consumed him first.  During the riots,


       


      he went around preachin' peace and stickin' his nose where it


       


      didn't belong.  And, when he got shot, God deserted him.  He


       


      bled to death in my arms."  She began to sob and pointed a


       


      scrawny, gnarled finger at her daughter.  "At least he was a


       


      black man," she cried, "how dare you disgrace his memory with


       


      some goddamn filthy greaser?"


       


          Marva stopped arguing.  It never did any good and only


       


      served to upset her mother.  She reached out to hug, but her


       


      mother abruptly pulled away.


       


          Grabbing her sequined purse and throwing a thin jacket


       


      around her shoulders, Marva's mother turned towards the door. 


       


      As she exited, she took one last parting shot at Marva:


       


          "I'm goin' out.  And when I come back, I'm bringin' me a


       


      real man - a black man - not some foreign trash.  He'll have a


       


      black face, and black hands, and a black pecker.  He won't be


       


      the color of some turd that you flush down the toilet!"


       


          The door slammed in Marva's face, almost catching her


       


      outstretched fingers.  Running to the bedroom, Marva quickly


       


      slipped under the green blanket, flung herself onto the bed,


       


      and cried for hours until finally, exhausted and soaked by


       


      warm, salty tears, sleep mercifully claimed her.


       


       


       


                                 Chapter 4





    [Chapter 4 introduces several characters whose importance becomes clear in later chapters.]


       


              


       


                                  Chapter 5


       


       


       


          The Reverend Solomon Harms was a mortal man, made of flesh and


       


      blood.  He experienced the same urges and temptations as other


       


      men.  Many was the time when he had succumbed to sin, but he was


       


      always sorry afterwards and prayed to God for forgiveness.  And


       


      God had forgiven him - not seven times, but more than seven times


       


      seven.


       


          And so it was on this dismal night that Solomon Harms had felt


       


      the Forces of Evil transform him into Mr. Hyde and had gone out


       


      into the streets to seek relief from his torment.  Sitting in a


       


      corner of a sleazy, darkened bar, he found his Jezebel.


       


          After a few drinks, she suggested he accompany her to her


       


      apartment.  Soon, they were in the backseat of a taxi, indulging


       


      their passions.


       


          Somehow, however, in the light of her apartment, the magical


       


      feeling had vanished.  He could now see the wrinkles beneath the


       


      makeup and the purple stains of varicose veins.  Downing drink


       


      after drink in the futile hope that the distilled potion would


       


      transform the scrawny hag in his arms into a vision of loveliness,


       


      he at last achieved numbness.  In a blissful state of Nirvana with


       


      the walls circling around him, he began to slip from the sofa onto


       


      the floor.


       


          But as he went down, his blurred vision focused on a beam of


       


      light that beckoned from beneath a green blanket in an adjoining


       


      room.  Here was the vision of loveliness he craved, the Madonna of


       


      his dreams.  On hands and knees he wobbled towards the goddess,


       


      and then reached up to possess her.


       


          Marva awoke screaming.  She stood up on her bed and stomped on


       


      the clutching hands.  Grabbing the wooden cross, she brought it


       


      down like a pickax against the head of the inebriated cleric. 


       


      Blood gushed from the wound and his body slumped to the floor.


       


      Marva's mother, shocked sober from her stupor, ran into the


       


      bedroom and cradled the bloody head in her arms.


       


          "You keep your f.....g hands off my man," she screamed at


       


      Marva.


       


          "He attacked me."


       


          "A man don't go after a woman unless she beckons him.  Next


       


      time, you stick to your Mexican trash or I'll throw you out on


       


      your black ass."


       


          After stopping the bleeding with a towel, Marva's mother


       


      splashed cold water on the Reverend's face until he regained


       


      consciousness.  He kept blubbering something about forgiveness as


       


      she struggled to get him down the stairs and put him in the back


       


      of a taxi.


       


       


       


          Marva's mother bounded back up the stairs, taking two steps at


       


      a time.  Bursting into the apartment, she hit the blanket divider


       


      full force, pulling the clothesline from the wall.  Pouncing on


       


      Marva's sobbing, prone body, she proceeded to pommel Marva,


       


      pulling Marva's hair and gouging Marva with her long fingernails.


       


          Marva offered no resistance.  She continued to sob and


       


      attempted to bury her head in her pillow.  Finally, Marva's mother


       


      quit beating her and stood up, yelling, "You worthless bitch, how


       


      could you?"


       


          Marva continued to sob.


       


          Marva's mother reached down, grabbed her daughter by the hair


       


      and turned her over on the bed, screaming, "Listen to me when I


       


      talk to you!"


       


          Marva curled into a fetal position and whispered, "No."


       


          "No what, you ungrateful little slut - no you're not sorry or


       


      no you're not listening?"


       


          "Mama, he's a bad man."


       


          "You listen to me.  He's a good man, an educated man, a man of


       


      God.  He's a real gentleman.  He treated me like a lady.  How dare


       


      you seduce my man?"


       


          "Mama, he's not a man of God."


       


          "Oh, no?," Marva's mother sneered, pulling a $100 bill from


       


      her bra.  "And I suppose this wasn't heaven sent.  Look at it


       


      child.  Do you know how much money this is?"


       


          "Four hundred quarters," Marva sobbed, recalling her ordeal


       


      with the collection plate.  She flipped over and again buried her


       


      face in the pillow.


       


          Marva lay, sobbing, amidst the blood-soaked sheets for what


       


      seemed to be an eternity before she drifted into sleep.  In her


       


      dreams she saw herself rising above a tumultuous battlefield


       


      towards the peaceful meadow where she normally met either Jesus or


       


      her father.  This time, a stranger in a flowing robe awaited her. 


       


      He seemed kindly and with his smile the pain drifted away.


       


          "Fear not," he said.  "I am God's messenger, Moroni, and I


       


      bring you good news.  God has found you to be the most worthy of


       


      women.  You shall suffer no longer.  Rejoice!  God has chosen you


       


      to bear His Son.  You will be the mother of the Savior."


       


          A warm glow overcame Marva as her soul reentered her body.


       


      She awoke completely refreshed with a new purpose in life.  God


       


      had favored her.  She had fallen asleep as a girl and awoken as a


       


      woman.  Something wonderful was now growing inside her.  She was


       


      truly blessed!


       


       


       


                                    * * *


       


       


       


          Marva sat with her hands folded in her lap, staring at the


       


      textured patterns on the opposite wall.  It was freshly painted.


       


      Everything in the lobby was new.  The carpet, the chairs, and the


       


      other furnishings were luxurious and bespoke an opulence seldom


       


      seen in a commercial office.


       


          Marva had come to Planned Parenthood, Incorporated, to make


       


      certain that her baby would be born healthy.  A lady for whom she


       


      sometimes babysat had told her that Planned Parenthood offered


       


      free prenatal services for low income women.


       


          After registering at the receptionist's window and filling out


       


      several forms and a long questionnaire, a nurse had taken samples


       


      of her blood and urine.  She was then directed to take a seat in


       


      the lobby until the tests were processed and she could discuss the


       


      results with a counselor.


       


          All the other girls in the lobby were younger than Marva.  She


       


      thought that one of them could not have been more than eleven


       


      years old.  Several had their mothers with them, but most had come


       


      alone.  One was accompanied by her boyfriend.


       


          While Marva's attention was fully engrossed in deciphering the


       


      textured pattern of the opposite wall, she was startled to hear


       


      her name called.  Turning to her left, she saw an open door in


       


      which stood a tall, blonde, tanned, and immaculately dressed young


       


      white woman who was the epitome of the billboard people she had


       


      seen in liquor advertisements.  Marva stood and walked into the


       


      office where the billboard lady asked her to take a seat.


       


          "Hi, I'm Tina Miller and I will be your counselor," the


       


      billboard lady said.  "Anything you tell me will be completely


       


      confidential.  We will be discussing the results of your tests and


       


      I will help you to reach solutions to any problems that they might


       


      present.  Any decisions made will be entirely your own.  I am here


       


      to assist you and answer any questions that you may have.  Did


       


      anyone accompany you here today?"


       


          "No, Ma'am."


       


          "Please, call me Ms. Miller.  You will have to trust me if I


       


      am going to be of any assistance to you.  I hope that we will


       


      become friends.  Feel free to ask me anything."


       


          "Am I pregnant?"


       


          "Your test results were positive.  I need to clarify some of


       


      the information you provided on your questionnaire.  It says here


       


      that the father of your child is God.  Of course, God is the


       


      spiritual father of all children.  What we need to know is the


       


      name of the physical father."


       


          "My child was fathered by God," Marva stated confidently.


       


          Ms. Miller started to say something and then closed her mouth.


       


       She looked closely at Marva and announced, "I'm going to show you


       


      a film that will help you understand your situation and answer my


       


      questions."


       


          Ms. Miller pulled a screen down from the wall and dimmed the


       


      lights.  After fumbling with a projector for several minutes, it


       


      made a whirring sound and Ms. Miller focused the image of two


       


      animated characters, one male and one female, on the screen.  The


       


      film was explicit and the overtly anatomically correct cartoon


       


      figures engaged in sex while the narrator defined such complex


       


      terms as penis and vagina.  Several charts detailing how the sperm


       


      swam up the fallopian tubes to fertilize the egg were also


       


      explained by the narrator.  As the narrator began to warm to his


       


      subject and relate how the fetus developed in the womb, Ms. Miller


       


      switched off the projector and turned the lights back on.


       


          "Now, Marva," Ms. Miller said gently, "I need to know the names


       


      of the men with whom you have had sex in the past several months."


       


          "I've taken Biology in school and I'm not stupid," Marva


       


      stated.  "If I had made love with a man, I would have told you


       


      about it.  The baby that I carry within me is the Child of God."


       


          Ms. Miller fumbled for a while with the pens on her desk.


       


      Marva was staring at her and Ms. Miller found it impossible to


       


      meet Marva's eyes.  The silence lengthened until Ms. Miller


       


      finally stuttered, "Do you have a boyfriend?"


       


          "I have the most wonderful boyfriend in the entire world,"


       


      Marva replied with enthusiasm.


       


          "And what is his name?," Ms. Miller ventured.


       


          "Carlos Ortiz."


       


          Ms. Miller erased "God" from the answer on Marva's


       


      questionnaire and substituted "Carlos Ortiz" as the child's


       


      father.  As she put her pen down, the floor began to roll beneath


       


      her.  "Earthquake!," she screamed and ran out of the office.


       


      Marva sat calmly in her chair until the shaking subsided.  After


       


      several minutes, Ms. Miller returned red-faced and somewhat


       


      disheveled.  "I'm so sorry," she apologized, "these earthquakes


       


      are frightening.  I have had premonitions of the earth opening and


       


      swallowing me."


       


          "Perhaps it shall," Marva said coldly.  And then, noticing how


       


      Ms. Miller was trembling, Marva took her hand and reassured, "We


       


      are all afraid at times.  But we can find strength and courage in


       


      God."


       


          Composing herself, Ms. Miller pulled away from Marva's grasp.


       


      "We need to be discussing your problems, not mine," she said. 


       


      "I'm sorry I lost control.  It won't happen again."


       


          Ms. Miller paced the room.  She felt her strength returning


       


      and picked up the questionnaire.  "Have you given any thought as


       


      to whether or not you want to keep the child?," she resumed.


       


          "I will be a good mother," Marva stated flatly.


       


          "And how do you propose to support the child?"


       


          "God will provide."


       


          "That's hardly an answer and it certainly doesn't provide a


       


      solution."


       


          "I place my faith in God," Marva repeated.


       


          "Will God pay your doctor's bills, will God put food on your


       


      table, and will God pay child support?," Ms. Miller quipped.


       


          "I have faith."


       


          "Let me give you the benefit of my experience," offered Ms.


       


      Miller in a confidential tone.  "Single mothers like yourself drop


       


      out of school and go on welfare.  They curse their lives and often


       


      abuse their babies.  But it doesn't have to be that way.  Planned


       


      Parenthood can help you solve your problem.  We can arrange for


       


      you to have an abortion.  You can stay in school and live a normal


       


      life.  Nobody needs to know."


       


          "I would know," Marva replied.  "I would have the blood of


       


      God's child on my hands."


       


          "It won't cost you anything and it will rescue your life.


       


      Please take some time to think about it."


       


          "No!," Marva screamed and the earth jolted violently.  Ms.


       


      Miller once again ran from the room, but Marva remained seated.


       


      She watched intensely as several cracks appeared in the walls and


       


      began to lengthen.  After several minutes, the shaking stopped. 


       


      Marva stood, walked out the front entrance, and caught the bus


       


      home.  She had no intentions of ever returning to the clinic.


       


          "God will provide," she kept repeating to herself on the bus


       


      ride home.  "God will provide."


       


       


       


          It was quite dark by the time Marva reached her apartment


       


      building.  She shuddered in apprehension of what her mother would


       


      say about her being out so late.  It was an unsolvable dilemma -


       


      she thought she could neither lie to her mother nor tell her the


       


      truth without adverse consequences.


       


          As Marva climbed the unlit stairs, she noticed a crowd at the


       


      top of the landing.  Neighbors were milling around the hallway.


       


      Everyone seemed in a festive mood.  Marva pushed her way to the


       


      open doorway of the apartment.


       


          Catching sight of her daughter, her mother ran to Marva and


       


      flung her arms around her.  Yelling, "I won, I won!," she spun


       


      round and round with her daughter until Marva's feet came off the


       


      ground.  Never had Marva seen her mother this happy.  After a few


       


      seconds of shocked jubilation, Marva managed to ask her mother


       


      what she had won.


       


          "I won it all, child!," Marva's mother exclaimed.  "All six


       


      numbers on the lottery - the big jackpot.  I'm a goddamned


       


      millionaire.  No more ghetto crap, no more nigger nonsense, no


       


      more having to kiss the white man's ass.  I'm emancipated,


       


      darling, and nobody on earth is ever going to make me eat shit


       


      again."


       


          Once more Marva's mother began to jump and dance around the


       


      small living room.  "Lucky sixes," she cried.  "Who would have


       


      thought that six sixes would be the winning numbers?  I done


       


      played every number combination there is, but I never played my


       


      lucky sixes until now."


       


          Gradually, Marva pieced together the entire story.  Several


       


      days before, Marva's mother had been watching the evening news and


       


      noticed the number 666666 on a locomotive that had jumped the


       


      tracks, resulting in a disastrous chemical spill.  The following


       


      day, she had gone to the market and bet the numbers on a lottery


       


      ticket.  Less than an hour before Marva returned home, Marva's


       


      mother had learned that she had won $22.3 million, payable in


       


      annual installments over a twenty year period.  At first she had


       


      refused to believe it.  In ten years of constant play, she had


       


      never won more than a $100 prize.  How often she had dreamed of


       


      winning the lottery.  And now, suddenly, she had found the


       


      solution to all of life's problems.  Marva's mother was heady with


       


      the sudden rush of freedom that winning had bestowed upon her.


       


      She again grabbed Marva, hugged her, and pranced around the floor


       


      screaming, "I won, I won!"


       


       


       


                                  


