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make novel long, tedious

Onoe Better

By Rosalyn McMillan

(Warner, $22, 360 pp.}
Middle-aged

widow  Spice
Witherspoon
owns a

gourmet's
delight cailed
Southern Spice.
It's a glorious,
four-atar restau-
rant in down-
town Rochester,
Mich., a five-
story, reconvert-
ed Victorian manaion whero the
clite meet to cat “country cure
ham from Virginia, (and) bacon
with the rind on,” not to mention
Seruga caviar or “cgg-white
shrimp omelets with'a tropical
citrus butter sauce.”

Spice lives above the stere in 8
sumptuocus, two-story duplex
affnir, appointed with Ming
vases, ivory linen and Faborge
silvor to-dic-for. Through hard
work, sho's not only made herself
rich but highly respected in her
community. To say that this {s
important to her is putting it
mildly.

She's about as beautiful as her
two beautiful daughters, Mink
and Sterling. Granddaughter
Azure is as cute as a button.
Business is booming. Though
there's no real romance in her
life, that seems to be fine for the
moment, as far as Spice is con-
cerned.

So what's her problem?

1t's a long story. Maybe it's too
long. Though Detroit author
McMitlan would secm to have a
real fair for stirring up readers’
tastebuds, and though she
appears to want to say semeo-
thing important here about truth

VICTORIA
DIAZ

and love, her charactors never
take on much more dimension
than paper dolls. Conscquently,
many readers may find that thia
book loses its punch carly in the

game.

Essentinlly, Spice’s problems
conter around on a dark past
and her two adult daughtera.

Sterling is a 26-year-old, hero-
in-addicted no'er-do-well. Always
obsessed with her personsl
appearance and supported by
her indulgent mother, she's alao
obsessed with fellow ne'er-do-
well and drug dealer Bennie.

Oldor sister Mink, on the other
hand, is an over-achiover. Not
only one of the first black
fomales to pilot a commercial
airliner, she's recently been pro-
moted to captain, With loving
husband Dwight and cute
daughter Azure, she resides in
one of the splendid old mansions
of tho Boston-Edison District.
She also drives a sparkling new
Jag and owns her own 310 twin-
enginc Cessna, made possible by
her $270,000 annual salary.
(Hard-working Dwight holds
down two jobs: firefighting and
landscaping.) Still, Mink needs
more. As she struggles to get it,
however, she begins to lose what
she alrcady hns.LA hfe!‘lnﬂ'nir

gots tho feeling this should be
filed under Famous Last Worda.

Also, in the meantime, Spice's
talented chof and longtime
friond, Carmen, haa developed
gome life-threntening drinking
problems, due to hor own dark
past, which is inextricably linked
with Spice's.

In nddition to its cardboard
characters, McMillan's novel is
hampered by a an teient
flowery “voico” that interjects a
kind of ill-fitting, intrusive com-
meontary from timo to time.
(“Death ‘is the foreshadowing of
life; we die that we may die no
more.” or “Memaries are like
books that remain a long time
shut and need to be opened from
time to time to exhumo tho dust
that's collected.”) Also, a conclu-
sion that's very hard to swallow
— especially in its melodramatic
timing — does little to enhance
this book.

McMillan's imagination scems
tiveliest when it comes to pnint-
ing word-pictures of things
instead of people. Living spaces,
restaurants, clothing, food, the
background tapestry of Detroit
in general — oll of these add
more apark and sparkle here
than do leading players, The
author paints a surprisingly

withah co-
pilot crash lands. And her trou-
bles have only just begun,

In the meantime, Otis Wither-
spoon, brother of Spice's
deceased husband, and Golden
Westbrook, belaved pastor at
Detroit’s Divinity Baptist
Church, vie for the lovely, but
highly independent Spice’s
attention. “I enjoy my freedom ...
1 don't need a husband any-
more,” she declares at some
point - and somehow a reader

{though not always
flattering) portrait of the thriv-
ing metropolis of Navi, by the
way, with its linen shops and
bookstores side by side with
truck stops, automate laundrics
and the ubiguitous Red Roof Inn

Victoria Diaz is a Livonia free
lance writer who specializes in
book and theater reviews. You
can reack her by voice mail at
953-2045, then press 1854. N

Author takes a hard look at life

What Looks Like Crazy on an Ordl-
nary Day

By Pear! Cleage

Avon Books, 1997, $20

What docs o
woman do when
she discovers
she's HIV posi-
tive? Declare
her innocence on
the TV talk-
show circuit?
Write a book
about her unde-
aerved misfor-
tune? Not Avn
Johnson, protag-
onist of Pearl Cleage's first
novel, “What Looks Like Crazy
on an Ordinary Day.” Preferring
honesty to pretense, she holds
herself accountable and alerts
her former lovers to the problem.
Once owner of a fashionable
beauty shop and good-time com-
panion to the rich and powerful,
Ava pulls in her wings and
heads toward home. She plans
to cocoon with big sister Joyce
and then move on to San Fran-
cisco, the AIDS tolerant capital
of the United States.

Home is Idlewild, Mich., o
small town that was once & sum-
mer haven for middle-class black
families. At one time, they
*“exuded the confidence of people
who knew the house note will be
mailed on time and the car pay-
ments are alwaya up-to-date.”
But now Idtewild, like many of
ite rural counterparts, hoa
caught the urban discase: drugs,
broken homes, child abuse, and
crime.

ESTHER
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For every action there's o reac-
tion, and in this town it gocs by
the name of Joyce. th? Ava

: 1

to the cadence and diction of
inner-city lingo, vivlent youths
consumed by self-hatred and
women abandoned ar depend

arrives, she finds her
siater raising consciousness and
compassion with survival lessons
for the unwed mothers of her
newly formed “Sewing Circua.”
Tenching birth control, nutrition,
and sclf-defense, her ultimate
gonl is to help mend the tarn fab-
ric of black socicty. Ava, mean-
while, is occupied elaewhere -
helping Joyce raise Imani, an
abandoned crack baby and revel-
ing in the warm embraces of a
new love, a man whose curious
blend of strect smarts and Bud-
dhist quietude spenks to her
needs.

Complications arise, pre-
dictably, from the town’s teen
predators, but also from an
unlikely source. Why, Ava won-
ders, do the reverend and his
strait-laced wife want to brenk
up the Sewing Circus? The
secret that lies behind their hos-
tility toward Joyce's cfforts
apices o novel already bristling
with outroge and suspense.

As author of two nenfiction
books, columnist for the “Atlanta
Tribune,” and playwright whose
productions have appeared in
the Alabamn Shakespeare Festi-
val and the Kennedy Center,
Peoarl Cleage is a courageous
voice in women's literature, Her
rollicking and sometimes humor-
ous tone belies the deadly seri-
ousncss of her subject matter:
nihilism in the black community,
In “What Looks Like Crazy,”
Cleage describes, with chilling
realism and an ear finely tuned

BOOK HAPPENINGS

on abusive men.

~I thought there was a limit we
would reach,” writes Cleage in
the personn of her protagonist.
“A cutofl. A damn bottom line.
We used to brag about it, There
were certain crimes we consid-
ered oursclves incapable of com-
mitting. When we read in tho
paper that sameonc had stabbed
their mother to denth or raped a
2-year-old, we would shake our
heads and cluck our tongues and
turn the poge because we knew
it wasn't one of us.

“Not anymore. We do it all,
moatly to cach other, and when
we got caught and the six-o'clock
news shows usa in our bright
orange prison coveralls with our
hands cuffed behind us and lint
in our hair, we don't look sorry.
We don't even look scarcd, What
we look is bored.”

Avoiding the simplistic just-
say-no solutions and self-righ-
teous claims of victimization,
Clenge's novel - beneath a solid
surface of entertainment valuo ~
ia o call for reaponsibility, com-
passion, and desperately needed
mutual support.

Pear] Cleage appeared for a
signing of “What Looks Like
Crazy” at Borders Book Store.

Esther Littmann ia a resident
of Bloomfield Township. She in
a private tutor with Una
Dworkin and Associates. You
can leave her a mexsage from a
touch-tone phone at (313) 953.
2047, mailbox number 1893,

Book Happenings features vatl-
ous happenings at suburban
bookstores, Send news leads to
Hugh Gallagher, Observer &
Eccentric Newspapers inc.,
36251 Schoolcraft, Livonia, Mi

48150, or fax them to
(313)591.7279.
BARNES & NOBLE {NORTHVILLE)

Mystory book club discusses Julle
Kaewort's "Unbound,” 7:30 p.m.
Tuesday, Jan, 27 ot the book
stora, Six Mile and Haggorty
Road, Northville,

BARNES & NOSLE {BLOOMFIELD
L18) :

Mystery book fovers, 7:30 p.m.
Wednesday, Jan. 28; Flction Book
Club discusses “Smilla's Sense of
Snow,” 7:30 p.m. Thursday, Jan.
30; Linda Cos discusses “A New
Yeoor, A New Boglnning,* 4 p.m.
Saturday Jon. 31 at the store

¥

<

6575 Tolegraph, Bloomfield Hills.
BORDERS (ROCHESTER HILLS)
Super bowl Spa; 1-4 p.m.,
Sunday, Jan, 25; Davld Kraus
gives travel tips, 7:30 pam,
Tuesday, Jan. 27; singer/song-
wiiter Dan Hazlett 8 p.m, Friday,
100, 30; Leodor Dog presents pro-
gram on how they train dogs, 11
a.m. Saturdoy, Jan. 31 ot the
store 1122 Rochestor Road,
Rochgster Hills (248)852-0558.

BORDERS (FARMINGTON HILLS)
Nancy 0'Hara signs her book
~Just Listen: A Gu!da to Finding
Your True Volce,” 7 p.m, ot tho

* store 30995 Orchord Lake Road,
(248}737-0110.

BORDERS (BIRMINGHAM)
Robert Burns Birthday celebration
1 p.m. Sunday, Jon, 25; Mask
Puppet Theater, 3 p.m. Sunday,
Jan, 25; Jamie Harrlson gigns her

s

book *An Unfortunote Prairie
Occurence,” 7:30 p.m. Tuesday,
Jan. 27; Emmy-winning documen-
tary maker Gory Glazer discusses
downtown's resurgence 7:30 p.m.
Wednesday, Jan, 28; Jeffrey
Caponigro discusses “Tho Crisis
Counselor,” 7 p.m. Thursday, Jan.
28; Dennls Cyporan Trio, 7:30
p.m. Friday, Han, 30; meet
Angalina Ballerina, 11 p.m, and 2
p.m. Saturday, Jen. 31 at the
store 34300 Woodward,
Birmingham, M1 48009,
(248)203-0005.

TRUTH BOOKSTORE
Dr. Jawanza Kunjufu wiil discuss
his book *Black College Student
Survival Guide,” a book on how
block students con succeed In
oattaining a college dogres, 4 p.m.
Saturday, Jan. 31, at the book-
store, Northland Mall, Southfield
(248)557-4824
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