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For my chosen sister,


Kamilah ­Aisha Moon (1973–­2021)


For my husband,


Salman









No matter


how it may appear,


I’m not rootless.


—kamilah ­aisha moon,


“disbelief”


I don’t want to make somebody else.


I want to make myself.


—sula peace, 


in toni morrison’s Sula


I deserve more.


—tina turner
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I.


I have to adore the


mirror of the earth.


You have taught her well


how to be beautiful.


—henry dumas, 


“love song”
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The hands do not belong to me.

Lying on the hotel bed in the sun-­drenched light of a late-­September morning, I hold them up for study, turning them in slow circles. Brown and slender, long arms stretch above their parallel shadows on the white sheet. Tapered fingers, imprinted in darkening script, bend and extend, as if casting a spell. From the fingertips to the forearms, each arm is sheathed in rich henna. The wrists, palms, and knuckles are embroidered with a hand-­drawn world of diamonds and delicate curlicues. On my left palm, a man’s name has been inscribed so subtly, I have to look closely to see it at all.

Along the routes of these two palms exist hundreds of lifelines that were, at some point, mine. The hands I examine are suddenly unfamiliar, separate from the knowledge and memories that have lived in me for over forty years.

What have these hands done? What have they made? What have they ruined? Who loves them?

The hotel room, a corner suite with two tall shimmering windows, comes into view. It’s the kind of light that makes me feel that something is going to happen.

My hands resemble my mother’s, but I never saw my mother with hennaed hands or feet. The familiar image of our hands and feet cannot merge as easily as they often do in me. A woman sees both more and less of her mother as time passes, as she begins to comprehend her own body, her own story.

My mother has been dead nearly ten years, but the memory of her fills my days and mirrors. When I want to speak to her, I only need to face a mirror. I still hear her distinct voice and can remember the shape of her lips when she formed them to pronounce the name she gave me at birth.

For the past two years, my hands have been living a story which my mother can neither judge nor advise. She favored heart-­sense, an austere blend of common sense and courage, above all things.

My mother worked hard, too hard, using her hands each day to cut, slice, chop, fold, and knead the world into a reality that did not demand her defeat. Idle hands disgusted her. Filthy hands belonged to Satan. My mother spoke about the right hand of God the Father, where Jesus sat. She never mentioned the left.

Since her death, I’ve often looked at my own hands, searching for their inheritance. My hands work hard too, but not in the ways that would have gained my mother’s approval.

I have no children. I do not do my own laundry. I do not braid or cornrow my own hair. I do not open the hoods of cars or change tires like women who know such things. I rarely set the table properly. I let my nails grow too long. Though I keep trying with piano, I play no instruments with natural ease. I do not fish (allergies and the horror of hooks). I do not hunt. I do not use a knife to carve wood or to chop onions.

I have no green thumb though the natural world fills me with special pleasure. In that kindred wilderness, I touch leaves, bark, stones, snails, skulls, insects, flowers, bones, and rushing cold water.

I write. I hold a camera. I draw and paint. I’ve turned the pages of thousands of books. I’ve pulled a suitcase across hundreds of cities. I’ve shaken hands with countless strangers, hoping their hands are clean enough. I’ve made spectacular ice cream cones and sundaes for my nephew and niece, saddened that my mother will never meet them. I’ve petted no less than one thousand and one dogs’ ears.

Today, my inked hands would’ve made my mother roll her eyes. I imagine her pencil-­thin brows lifting incredulously at the sight of the fragrant ink looping my wrists with dark color. Her voice quips: Are you doing this again? She is asking about love.

Despite and beyond death, some mothers and daughters go back and forth this way. The elder tosses out a question that is less question than judgment. It may be posed as a question only to indicate that the daughter should have anti­cipated the mother’s response. In this instance, the daughter—­me—­sometimes still needs her mother’s posthumous opinion even as she—­I—­protests that she is old enough to write and to live her own stories.

Are you doing this again?

Yes! I am in love—­again!

The hotel suite thrums with my pasts.

I am an artist. I am a child. I am a daughter. I am the eldest of four children. I am a big sister. I am a teacher and a student. A beginning—­I am a shiny, cellular fleck spun in 1978, December, half past midnight.



I am a tree and the ocean. I am a mountain, a glacier. I am a sage and a fool.

The first time I married was next to the Caribbean Sea. It was a safe love. Comfortable, age-­appropriate, a formal settling-­in after many years of living together, I had been inside of a love that did not require me to live beyond the shallows. My depths I kept concealed and reserved for myself. I hid in the safety of codependency, even as I lived inside a lucid inner life.

The models of marriage around me mostly reflected the things that made me fearful—­losing or sacrificing myself and my dreams for someone else. I never had any intention of allowing anyone to ever really know me. Perhaps I knew the theoretical definition of marriage, and then there were the married couples I’d observed in real life, but the reality of marriage never touched me. I didn’t even really know him, which seemed fair, since I couldn’t let him know me. Being wed to each other was something we were just supposed to do, because of time passing. There was real love between us, but neither of us could ever admit, until it was finished, that we were incompatible and immature.

I hadn’t comprehended that my own lack of self-­love was the primary culprit in the marriage’s end.

But today I’m marrying again. I’m a forty-­two-­year-­old bride. By noon, I’ll be a wife again. How many miles exist between those two words, bride and wife? Or groom and husband? An event happens. A wedding. Two beings, ordinary as hands on the face of a clock, orbit love, and love orbits them. Wherever they converge, those mismatched arrows clinging to each other, is both predictable and unpredictable. Often those hands share time without ever touching. In the ways that love changes time itself, those hands change from minute to hour to year.

Pushing away the duvet, I perch on the edge of the bed. My fingers grip the luxury sheet. I encounter every texture as a sharp sensation that brings tears to my eyes. I remember the black silk negligee dress I wore to the darkened, candle-­lit restaurant where Salman first told me he loved me. We were sitting in a crescent-­shaped booth with deep red upholstery beneath a mural of mostly dead writers, painted as caricatures. A nude, swooning Anaïs Nin reclined just above us. I remember the air rushing across the blades of my exposed shoulders as the words were whispered against my collarbone. And how I slid the silk away from my skin later that night, wanting to be exposed and immersed in the name of a love that was as marvelous as the love of words and life itself we both shared.

I want to grasp the life that has led me to this, the morning of my second wedding. There won’t be another one. I want to think about who I have been, to the best of my knowledge. I’ll never have this morning’s happiness in the exact same way again.

Two days ago, a laughing Indian woman used a tightly packed tube of henna, rolling it precisely between her fingertips, to etch an imagined cosmology onto my body. When she finished, she gave me careful instructions about applying her lemon-­sugar poultice to make sure the henna soaked into the deepest layer of my skin. This mixture, she assured me, would help extend the length of time my skin would hold the design.



When the woman discovered who my fiancé was, through an unrelenting series of not-­so-­innocent questions about the Indian wedding she realized we weren’t having, she immediately texted her parents in New Jersey to disclose that I was going to be the fifth wife of Sir Salman Rushdie.

“Is he here at home with you now?”

“Yes, probably watching Law & Order in the other room.”

“Could I please have a photo with him? For my parents, of course, to see that I am telling the truth. They say it is not possible.”

I called for Salman to come to the kitchen where I sat, holding my hands and arms out like a scarecrow. My feet were raised and hung over a small stool. Introducing the henna artist to him, I asked whether he was willing to take a photo. After inspecting the henna and inquiring where the young woman’s family originated in India, he said, “Of course.”

Hours later, I’d walked around in my robe, watching bits of dried henna flake from my hands and feet. It stained my towels and anything I used to prevent the design from smearing. Avoiding the oatmeal-­colored furniture of the house we were staying in, I called out to Salman for help. He’d been surprised when I announced I was getting traditional wedding henna for our ceremony, but his eyes sparkled as he gazed at my feet and palms.

“God, I love you,” he said as he helped me wrap my feet in cling wrap. “It’s very good, the real kind.”

Picking and sloughing the dried henna paste from my skin made me feel like a curious child investigating her scabs. Excited to see what the henna artist had made and how it would become a part of me, I admired how dark it was in the beginning, and then as it faded, its dissolve continued to intrigue me. Whenever I had henna done on my body, I knew that the henna artist worked improvisationally. Her imagination could go anywhere. Even as I pointed at designs in a booklet, I always knew my henna would become something personal.

As I gazed down at my palm, where Salman’s name had been subtly buried inside of inked leaves and vines, I couldn’t help but smile and wonder when it had occurred to her to trace his name on my palm. For over four hours, it had thrilled me to follow her hand, as she twisted the tube with her stained fingers, controlling the amount of henna that came through the small opening at the tip. Her pace was slow, deliberate, and unpredictable. I could never ask what was coming next because I knew she didn’t know.

What she had created was now a part of our wedding story. I had tried to be patient as the time went on and we fell into spells of mutual silence. Her hands moved intimately along my feet, my arms, and palms. Sometimes I closed my eyes or played music for us. But I also kept asking questions, aware that sometimes I was a nuisance. I wanted to know her story and who she was.

This is how I am curious about what I do not know.

I listen for what I hear. I listen for what is unsaid. I press each experience into my skin until it is mine. Whether this is in conversation with others or alone, I am always listening. Inside of silence, I can expand like a flame. At some point I may realize that wanting to know is not always the point. But desire and curiosity are conjoined.



The months and years ahead of me will not care about what I want.

But I do not know this yet.

+++

etched with leaves, flowers, and roses, my feet sink into the plush carpet of the hotel suite. The scent of henna wafts from the sheets pulled neatly over the bed. My toenails shine with red lacquer. Later, enclosed in silk heels, my feet will leap high, sending me over the nuptial broom laid on the ground as an official declaration that my ancestors have blessed this marriage.

The heavy, faintly striped folds of the drapes shine with a luster that feels borrowed from the past. While the Hotel Du Pont in Wilmington, Delaware, was recently renovated to balance modernity and antiquity, the name Du Pont has been part of my life since my childhood, when my father began to practice law for the company.

As an adult, I came to know the lore of the Du Pont family. The city of Wilmington itself was settled by Swedish colonizers on land that once belonged to the Lenape tribe. But after a French Huguenot built a gunpowder mill on the Brandywine River in 1802, the DuPont company evolved into a major military supplier and came to control most of Delaware’s richest resources.

Growing up in the eighties, all I knew was that my father possessed a “good job.” He was a Black man wearing a proper suit and shiny wingtips to work. He was a corporate attorney. This “good job” was responsible for the food on our table, Catholic school education for myself and my three siblings, and the roof over our heads.

My father used to work in this very building. Downstairs is a modest ballroom with a colossal crystal chandelier. Surrounded by leafy plants, ferns, and flowers, I’ll soon stand beneath it to exchange vows with a wondrous man, a man I’ve called my “boyfriend” for the past four years. My “boyfriend” is three decades older than me. My “boyfriend” is older than my father. My “boyfriend” is one of the greatest writers of the twentieth century. Salman’s past was something he’d assured me was behind him. But that wasn’t true. I’d observed how much his past appeared when we went out together. People brought it up. My fiancé often called it “the bad old days.”

On February 14, 1989, the Ayatollah Khomeini issued a fatwa—­a death sentence—­against Salman for his novel The Satanic Verses. The bounty offered for this killing forced Salman to live under police protection for nearly a decade. The effects of this threat still follow him, and his twenty-­plus published books, everywhere. When I met him, Salman assured me that his life no longer contained that kind of danger, though these ghosts still lingered.

While I’d read many of his novels, I’d never attended any of his literary events or readings. I’d never been at a party and heard his laugh. I’d never seen people stand in lines that trailed down sidewalks for book signings. I didn’t personally know anyone who could do more than say his name, and always his full name, and then maybe launch into some sort of crazy, probably-­not-­absolutely-­accurate anecdote from a friend of a friend.



Salman Rushdie had nothing to do with my life. Sometimes his name appeared on Jeopardy! or on episodes of Law & Order. I was more thrilled to see cameos of Fran Lebowitz in a judge’s robe, only wishing that she’d been permitted to wear her famous navy blazer while she spoke severely. Whenever she slammed the gavel down after one of her zingers, I’d holler.

Born in Washington, D.C., I was raised in Wilmington, Delaware, a state most people only talk about because they’ve taken I-­95 to get to somewhere else. Delaware was a punchline in Wayne’s World. Mentioning to anyone that I was raised in Delaware often meant I would have to explain what life was like there, aware that most people would try not to look too bored by whatever I could say.

There was no Page Six in Delaware. I didn’t know about Salman’s famous friends. I knew even less about his previous wives. Except for what I’d read in his books, I didn’t know about his incredible sense of humor until one day, not long after meeting him, I realized I didn’t want to imagine a life without it.

When Salman proposed, he insisted that he didn’t want me to disappear inside of his extraordinary life. We were in strong agreement about defining ourselves independently. Elsewhere, he may be Sir Salman Rushdie. To me, he is always Salman.

While our marriage will be a joyous part of our history, it won’t be the whole of my life.

Being the daughter of a mother who stressed independence above everything, I was raised not to lose myself in the stories of others, especially men. My mother rarely spoke of romantic love with any hope or respect. She told me that the love between parents and children, siblings, and friends was the only kind I could trust. But I’ve learned that this is not necessarily true.

Since my mother’s death, I have frequently disobeyed her rules in order to live my own story. At age forty-­two, I possess a history of my own, and while my mother is part of it, I’m in the process of dismantling those parts that have kept me obedient and safe.

But I am marrying a man that some people have deemed dangerous. Will I be wed to Salman’s history, too? How does history end or begin within a life?
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From the hotel window, I can see the broad stone steps that lead up to the huge carved doors of the Wil­mington Public Library, one of Delaware’s greatest treasures. Established in 1788, this library has been a secret world for me since I was eight or nine.

I recall a slight, brown girl in a Catholic school uniform, with a starched white or baby blue Peter Pan collar and scuffed Eastland penny loafers. Her hair is cornrowed tightly against her scalp. Her eyes are dark, almond-­sized windows. Her backpack, filled with notebooks, drawings, pens, and pencils, nearly pulls her down onto her back like a helpless beetle. Her knees are scabbed.

The only place she has ever felt safe has been inside this library.

The girl already knows she is an artist, a storyteller. It is not a choice but an inalienable trait, such as having a neck attached to a head. At the beginning, when this calling chose her, the act of writing was pleasurable, involuntary, and exciting. For this girl, writing was a way to tell the world a few things. Writing became her lungs, her quiet and vivid voice.

However, rejection arrived quickly whenever she announced to anyone, especially her parents, that she was a writer. Her parents declared that her reading and writing should be considered hobbies, useful only in the service of her good grades. Writing was only necessary along the journey to a “good job.”

Calling herself a storyteller was too close to the identical language she had been taught by her mother to use for people who told lies. Forbidden to name anyone a “liar,” she was instructed to say that a dishonest person “told stories.”

It proved impossible to appease both my parents, who dreamt of me becoming a lawyer or a doctor, and my inner child, who only wanted to create stories and art. Rejecting this child’s needs often left me lonely and self-­destructive. I could barely trust the sunshine, the roof over my head, or the laughter that spilled from my lips. But when I dared to tell anyone, especially myself, who I was, I found myself silenced time and time again.

To survive as the woman I am now, I have hurt this child.

For years, I ignored her voice until she no longer trusted me.

Despite that, when I needed her help to create my poetry, my stories, my photographs, my paintings, I felt her presence. During long walks in nature with my dog, whom she’d named Hero, I listened to the ghosts of her joy, aware that I had shamed us by not trusting her. I’d looked outward for the approval of others rather than turning inward. I was a people pleaser, performative and pliable. She loved dancing, but after my mother’s death, I stopped dancing. She loved singing, but my mother, when she was alive, told us we had no voice or style for it. Colors delighted this child, but I filled my wardrobe with mostly black clothing. My mother once told me red looked horrible on me because I was a yellow girl.

For hours, I sat in my bedroom typing on my father’s sky blue Smith Corona electric typewriter. I often held the machine on my lap to feel its warmth and vibration as I hammered away on the keys. I would stay up late, writing stories and poetry. If my mother, who struggled her entire life with insomnia, suddenly appeared at my bedroom door and inquired whether I needed to make so much noise on a school night, I lied to her face. I was typing something for a school paper. I was typing up notes for my history class. I knew not to say that I was in love with words and art. If the typing was for school, I would be permitted to continue. Sometimes I stayed up writing and typing until the sun rose.

My inner child craved friendships, but I was taught not to prioritize them very much. Only family could ever be trusted.

But then this child introduced me to one of the greatest loves of my life, my chosen sister, Kamilah ­Aisha Moon—­Aisha. Meeting ­Aisha allowed me to be both child and woman in her presence. We recognized each other immediately in a way I had never experienced because I’d assumed that friendships were like weather fronts, arriving and departing in semi-­predictable forecasts. But ­Aisha was nothing like anyone I had ever met.

And it is this child who will now help me to write the story of our friendship. I have this child to thank for many things.

Still, I’ve done little when this young girl has asked for my protection or prudence. I’ve punished us both when she’s tried to explain her needs. I’ve silenced her questions using the response I often received from my parents and community—­because I said so. I didn’t feel that she and I deserved joy. I was critical of her drawings and her incompetence when it came to algebra. Her body was something I could not stop attacking with the bad words adults used against me.

I live with the consequences that most adults live with, when we chase our former child selves into forests or closets where they remain, abandoned and suffocating. Their loneliness, fear, and rage can still find us in our grown-­up bodies. They endure the pain we have not healed or heeded, leaving our bodies ill and unhappy.

In recent years, this young girl has crept closer to me than she’s ever dared. I’ve been trying to show her that I’m finally prepared to listen and to provide a thriving, safe home for us.

Letting go of self-­destructive habits, leaving the toxic wisdom from some traditions I had stockpiled in my heart, and asking her directly—­what would give us joy?—­was the beginning. Choosing Salman was part of the beginning too, which arrived after my mother’s death, when I realized I would have to mother myself. To mother myself meant I had to choose to love myself more than anything else. I would make my life strong enough to hold this girl in my arms and walk through the world with our hands entwined. I could only hold her hand if I was willing to open my hand and heart to her.

I opened my hand and heart to ­Aisha, startled when she reciprocated.

I opened my hand and heart to Salman, claiming the love that he expressed not long after we met.



In the light of this happy morning, I glide my embroidered hands along my breasts and thighs, cradle my neck, and cup my face. My body shivers against the ventilated air hissing from the wall vents. Softly, I speak to the young girl and selves that have gathered, invisibly, around me. I remember lines from a Lucille Clifton poem: my one hand holding tight / my other hand; come celebrate / with me . . . 

When I whisper that I’m happy today, when I murmur that nothing can hurt us, I foolishly believe myself. Pressing my delicate palms together, the child looks away from our hands and up into my eyes but does not speak.
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Last night, my sister Melissa knocked on the door of the hotel suite. She is my youngest sibling and only sister. She said she wouldn’t stay up too late with me so that I could try and get some rest. I knew this meant it would be hours before she left the room. Even if I was half asleep, she’d keep talking until she felt she had nothing further to say. The subject at hand was what it meant to officially welcome Salman to our family. Whenever Melissa was frustrated with me for correcting her pronunciation of his name—­Saul mahn—­she abbreviated it to his initials.

“Remember when Dad first met S.R.?”

“Here we go.”

Giggling, she gently took my hand as we spread ourselves out across the king-­sized bed. I stretched across the bottom of the bed while she rested her legs against the headboard. Her long faux locs spread like black roots around her dark brown face. When Melissa smiles, her cheeks become apples. My mother called her the Baby. My family nickname was Face. We thought of ourselves together as Baby Face. We read each other’s minds, looking out for each other. Sometimes my mother used to complain, You two hussies are as thick as thieves. When I moved to New York in 2003, it didn’t take long for me to tempt Melissa into joining me. She and her husband, her childhood sweetheart, now owned a home together. I could reach her in less than an hour.

“Remember when S.R. met Dad that day?” Melissa said again, chuckling. “It was unbelievable.”

+++

i was sweating in the kitchen, cooking my famous crabcakes, on the day my father met my future husband. Above the old-­school music playlist I had going, I could hear the tread of my father’s tires as he parked. He was a little late because he’d gotten lost on his way to our remote location.

During the summer of 2020, I’d decided that my relationship with Salman finally merited a meeting with my father. My friendship with my father had guided me to this decision, as had the harsh realities of Covid.

Our family had suffered the deaths of two uncles and an aunt during the pandemic. ­Aisha would also lose her mother that July, the same month when my mother had died six years before.

Worried that the world was truly collapsing before our eyes, I wanted my father to know why I was happy and no longer alone.

Still, I asked Salman more than once if he was prepared to meet my father. I am a Black woman, and it is not a small thing to even think about bringing someone home to meet the Father. I have rarely done so. When my mother was alive, I almost never brought anyone home, aware that my parents could be both polite and terrifying at once.

My father was a pleasant, mild-­tempered man. But he also stood his ground about many things, and his no-­nonsense air could be intimidating. Generally, my father would do just about anything to help another human being. But Salman was worried about my father’s reaction to the news that his eldest daughter was involved with a seventy-­something-­year-­old. This seemed more important than all the other things, even a fatwa and four previous wives.

When my father asked me about Salman, I didn’t say much except that I was happy and that I laughed a lot with this man. My dad has always prized humor, particularly in romantic relationships. Even when they fought, my parents would sometimes burst into laughter together mid-­sentence.

For several weeks, Salman and I had rented an isolated house in the Delaware countryside with enough space to socially distance. There was enough room in the house for my siblings, who all lived within driving distance, to have safe visits together. There was a good-­sized pond on the property, framed by massive weeping willows. A huge grizzled heron perched in the branches of those old trees, and in the evenings, deer appeared to eat green stalks and ripe fallen fruit. Mosquitoes chased me around incessantly but left Salman alone. “Old blood,” he said, shrugging about himself, when I complained bitterly.

There was a bench on one side of the pond where, each day, I’d sit and talk with ­Aisha on the phone. Her mother, who called me her “other daughter,” was in hospice at the time.

To make ­Aisha laugh, I re-­created scenes from movies like Coming to America and Boomerang and Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner about what it would be like when Salman finally met my father. My impression of Sidney Poitier, who was my mother’s favorite actor, was good enough to make ­Aisha cough as she laughed. I was only slightly worried and mostly amused. I kept repeating worst-­case scenario before everything I said to her. The day was approaching. Calamine kept me from itching and scratching myself into a frenzy. There wasn’t space to overthink it the way I might have if there hadn’t been an entire global pandemic happening.

Besides, I was more focused on listening to ­Aisha, and to my cousin Michelle, whose father Ronald would die from Covid on July 15, 2020, one day before ­Aisha’s mother died from cancer.

As I answered calls from ­Aisha and Michelle, I stared at the pond, trying to interpret an incomprehensible world.

One day, after a particularly difficult time visiting her mother in hospice, ­Aisha phoned me. She wept and spoke about how the world would never make sense again without her mother. When she asked how she could prepare herself to live without her mother, I knew what she meant and could offer no answer.

­Aisha asked me, “Sis, what’s the best-­case scenario? For Mama? For me? For you? For Salman?”

The day of the best-­case scenario arrived.

My father came inside the house, overjoyed to see all four of his children, even behind our masks. Except for waving at his neighbors or chatting from porch to porch, he’d spent the first frightening months of the pandemic alone. We were overcome to be together. Barking and sliding all over the floor, Hero wagged his tail in delight.



My father touched Salman’s elbow with his own, then he looked at Salman and me. I’d told my father more than once that Salman was Indian. During one of our earlier phone calls, I’d tried to explain it to him, Dad, he’s a light-­skinned Indian. He’s older than you. It doesn’t matter to me. I hadn’t said much more because I wanted my father to form his own opinions. The only thing he needed to know was that I was incredibly happy. This man is going to be in my life for the foreseeable future. Perhaps indefinitely.

My father followed Salman out to the screened porch where it would be easier for them to speak through their masks at an appropriate distance. I brought out a large pitcher of iced lemonade topped with fresh mint. Above them, two ceiling fans pushed a breeze. Red, white, and pink potted flowers, stirring softly in the wind, spilled down from a row of ceiling hooks.

They began talking as if they’d been talking on porches for years.

When my mother was alive, I’d known my father to be quiet and measured with his words. Not anymore. My father was now a Talker. Salman, too, was a Talker. So they Talked.

My siblings and their spouses laughed as they set the long indoor table. Hero, panting, trotted out to the porch and sank into a groggy, doggy sleep beneath the table.

After an hour and a half, I tried to interrupt my father and Salman, nervous that maybe it was going too well. They spoke about politics. They spoke about sports. They spoke about their parents. They spoke about youth. My father wanted to know the details about how we’d met and cackled when Salman described meeting me one evening in May, three years earlier, at a rooftop event where he collided with a thick glass door.

Inside of the house, Melissa shook her head and shrugged her shoulders. “Told you it wasn’t going to be a problem, boo.”

After dessert, my father prepared to head home, which was a thirty-­minute drive in the dark.

“Now, Salman,” my father began, as he gathered his things, mispronouncing his name so that it sounded like salmon. “I heard you mention that you’re a writer like my daughter. It’s good that you both do the same thing. It’s good to have things in common.”

Covering her mouth, Melissa raised her brows. Our eyes met. We braced ourselves.

“Yes,” said Salman, politely. “I write books.”

“Where would I find some of these books you say you’ve written?” my father asked, as he took the carefully wrapped-­up meal I’d packed for him. “Would they know your name at Barnes & Noble?”
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Lying on the bed in the hotel suite the night before my wedding, Melissa and I laughed hard together.

“Sweet Dad,” she said, twisting around and dropping her legs from the wall. “Imagine if he’d really known about S.R. that day.”

“Remember when he got on Google?”

“Oh Lord.”

I imitated my father on the phone, months later. I hope you don’t mind, my father had said, but his name’s come up a few times on Jeopardy! More than once, actually. Has he ever watched it? How do you say his name again? Because I got on Google to check this guy out, and—­he’s got a lot going on. He’s a Famous Guy. And all this stuff about a fat-­two, fat-­who? I think I remember this story all over the news from a long time ago, but I’m not sure. You didn’t mention any of this stuff. But can you ask him about Jeopardy!? I think he’d enjoy it.

“This ‘Famous Guy’ is going to be his son-­in-­law,” Melissa said.

The ambient light from the street outside the hotel filled the room, suffusing my sister’s face in oranges and blues. Her eyes were shiny. I held up an orange hand, traced in shadows from the henna. Fractals of my hand floated above me. Melissa touched my engagement ring, a large flower made of jewels.

“It’s getting late,” she said. “You ready for tomorrow? I’ll be here around seven to drive us to the salon.”

“Why did I plan the wedding for so early? I’ll need coffee.”

“I like that it’s a day wedding.”

“Do you think it will rain again, Melis?” I asked. “There was such a bad storm yesterday. It might come back.”

“Boo, that storm’s long gone. It ain’t showing up tomorrow. Don’t worry about the weather. Don’t worry about anything. Just be happy.”

“I’m doing this. Again.”

“This is real,” she said.

“Hell, you really see me.”

“He does too,” she said. “Don’t forget.”

“Life doesn’t forget, or does it?”

“Everything is going to be okay, baby sis,” said my baby sister. “Damn, our family is some first-­class worriers, for real.”

“Actually, I’m calm,” I said. “I’m sure about this. I just wish Mom was here.”

“Me too,” she said after a moment. “But what would she say? What would she really say?”

“I’m not sure. She could surprise me sometimes.”

“But it wouldn’t matter what she’d say, because you gotta be you, understand?”

I stood up. “Do you want any water? Or bubbly? I’m going to get some water.” My eyes tingled. We did not fill the silence with our voices, but we were speaking to each other anyway, the way we always had as sisters when we were young.



When I returned with the water, Melissa was looking at her phone. I searched for my own, which I finally located, inside a fold of the duvet. It was five minutes after eleven. I wanted to send a good-­night wish to Salman.

There was a message from ­Aisha’s sister, who apologized for the late hour. She hadn’t heard whether ­Aisha had arrived safely. Had ­Aisha communicated with me?

I read the text aloud to Melissa, who sat up slowly and replied, “What’s going on?”

“There’s some confusion about ­Aisha,” I said. “Where she is. I think her sister is trying to locate her. ­Aisha isn’t answering.”

“Call her,” said Melissa. “If she doesn’t answer, I’ll call her, too. When was she supposed to get here?”

“I’m not sure,” I said quietly, looking down at my phone. I tapped my stained fingers across its illuminated screen. “She was actually supposed to come by the house last night for the mehndi, but when she didn’t, I thought that maybe I’d misunderstood her travel plans.”

“Was she flying to Philly?”

“Yes, I thought so.”

“Where is she staying? Here?”

“No, there weren’t rooms left by the time she booked,” I said, distractedly. “I think she mentioned she was staying at the hotel around the corner.”

“Did she answer? Is her phone on?”

I looked at Melissa’s face, dimly lit by the glow of her own screen.

“It’s going straight to voicemail. Her battery must be dead. It always needs to be charged. Even when that girl gets a new phone, there’s a battery problem. We’re always laughing about that. I just don’t want her family worried. I mean, where is she? I’m worried. The wedding is at noon.”

“Hey, it’s okay,” said Melissa, looking at me. “We’ll find her. She wouldn’t miss your wedding. Let’s figure this out.”

My sister put her phone on speaker. She called the Philadelphia International Airport. We spoke with a friendly woman who told us she would announce ­Aisha’s full name, Kamilah ­Aisha Moon, on the intercom. If her phone was charging, she would at least hear her name being called.

“I’ve found the name of the hotel,” I said, as my sister thanked the woman and ended the call. I dialed the number. A man with a nasal voice answered after the second ring. I explained the situation, trying to keep my voice calm.

“We’re not allowed to share that information,” he said firmly in a scolding tone.

“We’re her family,” I spoke over him. He didn’t know that there was no way I was hanging up until he answered me. If I had to put my clothes on and walk around to the lobby of his hotel, I was prepared to do so. “I’m only asking whether she’s checked in.”

“Miss, I am not authorized—­”

“Please,” I said. “We’re just trying to make sure she’s okay. That’s it.”

The line went silent.

“While there is a reservation listed here, no one by that name has checked in this evening.”

“Thank you,” I said, hanging up.

“I need some numbers,” said my sister. Shakily, I gave her the contact information for ­Aisha’s sister along with the other numbers of friends who might be able to help us find ­Aisha. My phone lit up with a message from another loved chosen sister, asking about ­Aisha’s whereabouts.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Where is she? The wedding’s tomorrow. She and Lucia are reading a poem. Something’s not right.”

“Hey,” Melissa said sharply. “Don’t go there, boo. You know ­Aisha isn’t great about her phone. If she’s stuck somewhere, she just might not be able to pick up. Or she could’ve lost her phone en route. No need for worry, okay? Let’s call the airport again. Then we’ll call her sister again. Maybe we can have someone check to make sure she’s not still in Atlanta.”

+++

Melissa didn’t leave the hotel suite until sometime after one o’clock in the morning. We were both bleary, bewildered. We refused to admit that we’d exhausted our attempts to find ­Aisha.

Urging me to sleep, Melissa said she’d figure things out. By tomorrow morning, she promised me, we’d have answers. I’d be hugging ­Aisha by the time the sun came up. “Your responsibility is to get some rest if you can. Don’t let anything make you nervous.”

“­Aisha wouldn’t miss this moment.”

“Maybe she’ll be arriving very late,” said Melissa. “Maybe she’s been rerouted somewhere across the country. You know these airport situations ain’t shit. For all we know, she could be in New Orleans. And if she is delayed, I hope she’s holding a margarita or something. I have all the numbers, okay? You don’t need to text anybody now. You just focus on getting married to S.R.”

I managed a shallow smile as she hugged me again. The lock of the door clicked firmly. Returning to bed, still warm from her presence, I sat at the edge, closest to the window.

Out loud, I spoke to ­Aisha as if we were on the phone. Over the course of our seventeen-­year friendship, we’d accrued thousands of hours of talking. Closing my eyes, I asked her to please be safe wherever she was and that I’d appreciate it if she would show up so that we could all stop worrying. I told her that if she missed the wedding, it wasn’t a big deal either. Well, it’d be a big deal but not the biggest.

I placed my hand against my chest then stood and undressed in the soft light of the hotel room, placing my T-­shirt and jeans in a neat pile. As I brushed my teeth, I stared at the unfamiliar, ceremonial hands gripping the toothbrush.

I wished more than anything that ­Aisha would call, laughing her honey-­slow laugh and saying she was fine.

Two weeks earlier, she had flown from Atlanta, where she now lived and taught at Agnes Scott College, to New York. She’d joined an intimate gathering for my bridal shower, hosted by my sister and two chosen brothers, Marlon James and Nick Boggs, that took place on Marlon’s rooftop in Williamsburg. Wearing feather boas and floral crowns, we danced, ate plates of Marlon’s perfect jerk chicken, gave tearful and hysterical speeches about love and friendships, and laughed harder than we’d laughed since the first days of Covid had gripped and changed our lives.

I had hugged ­Aisha for the first time since the pandemic began in 2020, forcing us all to shelter in place. When her mother died in 2020, I’d been devastated that, due to Covid restrictions, I couldn’t travel to Nashville to grieve with ­Aisha and her family.

The evening before the bridal shower, ­Aisha came over to my home. The presence of her grief was immense. Her deep brown eyes were soft but slightly withdrawn, as if she was listening to some music inside of herself. When I hugged her, my fingertips felt the bones of her shoulders and arms, but the brief weekend hadn’t allowed us any time for a heart-­to-­heart. Besides, we would see each other two weeks later at the wedding. At some point, I knew we would sit together and go over everything in detail.

The inner chatter of my mind became both still and electric, as if a storm was approaching. I waited until the spell of dizziness went away. Staring at my face in the mirror on the wall, I wiped away a teardrop of toothpaste at the corner of my lower lip. My eyes were glassy. A nerve near my left eye twitched visibly. The anxiety had nothing to do with my decision to marry. This was about something else, but I couldn’t see its form yet. I could only feel the thunder, the invisible force of hooves pounding across my rib cage.
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