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Breaking as blessing. Why do we forget this has always been the way?


—KAMILAH AISHA MOON, “Eulogy”
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I




Saturday



THE TRUTH WAS, Malaya Clondon had been thinking of French fries since last night. She craved them as she ate Chinese food in secret with her father while her mother worked late at the university. The thought of French fries stayed with the eight-year-old through the canned laughter and blond-headed family tableaus of the Friday night sitcom lineup each week, and helped her push herself from bed the next morning. She thought of the shiny fried strips, nestled together, boasting countless shades of yellow and gold, from the time she cleared the front steps of the family’s brownstone at 8 a.m. each Saturday until she felt, at last, the film of hot grease on her face after African dance class, so much later in the day.


On the walk to the Meeting on Frederick Douglass Boulevard, other foods did drift to mind. Malaya and her mother, Nyela, passed at least eight bodegas, plus the McDonald’s, the Kentucky Fried, and the Woolworth’s on Broadway, where the smell of hot popcorn seeped out in slow waves from beneath the glass doors. On 145th Street there was Copeland’s Restaurant and Reliable Cafeteria, where they made crispy smothered chicken with gravy as thick as pudding and potato salad that was perfectly sweet and salty at once. But by the time the Clondon women pushed through the heavy green doors of AME Mount Canaan Church and went down to the basement community center—by the time Malaya took her turn on the scale and watched red numbers blink and multiply beneath her, feeling Nyela’s eyes fixed on the number panel from behind—Malaya thought only of the potato-and-ketchup crunch-crusted mush she would have later. She did not think of the hour of dance she would have to get through beforehand, or what lie she would tell as to how her allowance had been spent.


“Well, don’t everybody speak up at once now!” Ms. Adelaide, the Meeting leader, laughed over the collar of her lavender suit.


Malaya sat in a sea of fat women on folding chairs and watched Ms. Adelaide walk to the front. Ms. Adelaide caressed the plastic easel, flipping back a page marked EMOTIONAL TRIGGERS PIE CHART and exposing a sheet as clean and white as the face of a new tub of Cool Whip. She stood there, her hip sloped prettily out before her, arms loose and easy along her waist.


“Come on, ladies. Don’t be shy.” Ms. Adelaide shifted into another breathtakingly casual pose, resting her weight on one tall plum-colored high heel and letting a hand float up to stroke the paper. “I want you to think about your favorite food. You know we all have that one food that always gets us in trouble. I want you to think about it. Call it out!”


Malaya listened, catching a few coughs, small squeakings of the metal seats. The rustling of a paper bag somewhere in the back of the room brought salt water to Malaya’s mouth as she thought of removing the fries from their paper bag. She imagined the strips bending over one another in their red-and-white-striped dish, salt crystals hitting them from all sides and sparkling like glitter.


“Alright, now. I know it can be embarrassing.”


Ms. Adelaide leaned back, posed, then moved slowly toward Malaya and Nyela, who sat a seat away from each other—to leave room for both their hips, Nyela always said. Malaya thought nothing of Ms. Adelaide’s first steps, except how nice it was the way the tapping of the woman’s heels seemed to punctuate the soft rub of her shimmery pantyhose: gzhhh-TPP, gzhhh-TPP. But within seconds Malaya could smell Ms. Adelaide’s perfume in her face and found herself staring directly at the silver buckle on her purple suede belt.


Fear frothed up in Malaya’s chest as the synthetic cherry stink of Ms. Adelaide’s uncapped marker prickled the insides of her nostrils. She would lie, she decided. She would disclose a passion for yogurt, welcome and unusual in a girl of eight. Her face puffed with earnestness, she would tell the woman that she was “Centered, Committed, and in Control”; that she’d take fat-free frozen yogurt over cookie dough ice cream any day. She would make her mother proud and force this lean purple creature to go back and check her scale—those red numbers could not be right. This girl could not weigh one hundred and sixty-eight pounds, committed as she was. It was Malaya’s specialty, this kind of invention. It was how she helped other children pronounce her name: Ma-LIE-ya. Like I don’t tell the truth. She parted her lips, prepared to declare her fidelity to the Program.


Ms. Adelaide’s mouth was plump and her red lipstick looked like jelly sliding over her lip line into her deep brown skin. She tugged at the empty chair between Malaya and Nyela, gently easing it from between them.


“I’m sorry, baby,” she cooed. “Did you want to say something?”


Malaya’s mouth went dry and mealy. She paused, wondering if her lies were worth telling now that it was clear she wasn’t being asked to give up anything more than an empty chair. She shook her head no.


Nyela looked at her over the empty space where the chair had been, then turned to give Ms. Adelaide a stiff half-smile. Malaya knew this smile. It was the Professor Clondon smile, the small talk of her mother’s facial lexicon, used to assert her presence and to make vague reference to Malaya, as if to say, sighingly, “Yes, that’s my daughter.” Nyela Clondon did have real smiles, of course. Malaya had seen them on weekend afternoons when she, her mother, and her father, Percy, adventured through the city together, before the family moved to Harlem. But these public smiles were a matter of etiquette for Nyela, like knowing what shoes to wear with a winter-white suit with black buttons, or how to deadhead flowers without compromising the symmetry of a bouquet. Ms. Adelaide smiled back.


“Well, everyone is so shy this morning!” She pushed the chair to the center of the room and glided into it like a goose into a familiar pond.


“So I’ll tell you-all first. Mine was corn with butter. Anytime there was corn around, I knew I would not be able to control myself. I used to be a corn junkie!” A few ladies along the wall chuckled. “And I don’t mean just a little pat,” she continued. “I’m talking about butter, okay?”


At this, Ms. Adelaide changed shape before Malaya’s eyes. She uncrossed her legs, hunched over, filled her cheeks with air, and made smacking noises as she ran her fingers back and forth in front of her mouth, mimicking a wet and unsightly battle with an ear of corn on the cob. The room roared. Fat ladies shifted massive thighs in their chairs. Thick ladies clapped their hands and crashed against each other like waves.


“And let me tell you something,” Ms. Adelaide said, leaning forward and pointing a finger at the group in a gesture of sistagirl confidence. “I know I’m not the only one.”


The whole room laughed again, and one woman leaned her head back and opened her mouth so wide Malaya thought she might freeze in that pose, turn to stone, and begin to spout water like a fish in a fountain. Then Ms. Adelaide returned to herself, just like that—left leg draped over right, shoulders straight, manicured hands with their red-tipped nails resting coolly on her lap.


“Well,” another woman said from the fourth or fifth row, “I do have a weakness for pasta.”


“I heard that!” someone shouted. “What kind?”


And they were off, talking about food. Malaya tried not to listen, except when Nyela murmured in testimony when the women mentioned foods she herself liked, like oxtails and pistachio ice cream. As food names began to appear on the easel, Malaya imagined each item rising from a plate before the woman who’d claimed it as her “trigger.” Squares of lasagna and tall Styrofoam-cupped milkshakes with cartoon eyes and gloved hands cuffed these women to their chairs in Malaya’s imagination, dancing and singing devilishly as they leapt down their throats. The women, helpless victims, dragged themselves sadly to these meetings each week as their only hope.


Quietly, in her mind, Malaya considered what this “trigger” might be for her. But each food she thought of suddenly lost its appeal among these women who seemed to feel guilty for putting too much gravy on their grits. She thought of the dulce de coco candies she ate on the school bus with Shaniece Guzmán, the little butter-colored girl from Amsterdam Avenue, whom she played with, and the chocolate chip cookies—as big as her face—that she bought every day at school with money stolen from her mother’s coat pocket. These foods seemed unspeakable among the Meeting women. Even imagining them stung her with guilt. Malaya planned to eat her fries and enjoy them as soon as she could leave the women’s sight. She would not ruin that moment by thinking of it now.


Instead, she let her mind float to thoughts of Daundré Harris, the fourth-grader who was the only good reason she could think of for coming here every Saturday, or for trying to stay on-program at all. Each week as she waited for the numbers on the scale to stop climbing beneath her, she thought of Daundré and how much closer she might be to becoming Amandra Wilson, his pretty, thin girlfriend, who had a face the color of sawdust and long hair that curled like lo mein. Malaya had lost two pounds a year ago, when the family first moved to Harlem. She was in the second grade then, and had beamed all week, convinced that it was the beginning of a new life for her. She told Shaniece and marked it in her Hello Kitty diary, along with the news that Daundré had noticed her weight loss and asked her to be his girl, which was a lie. She had even given her grandmother, Ma-Mère, the good news in a letter she wrote and mailed to Philadelphia all by herself. She gained three pounds the following week, but the letter had already arrived.


“My daughter and I like pie.” Nyela’s hand fell into her lap once the sentence was out. Malaya felt a force field of eyes on her.


“I don’t keep anything like that in the house, of course,” Nyela continued. “And when we go out I try not to order dessert. But sometimes, on the weekends, I’ll order an apple pie . . .” Malaya anticipated the fancy syllables she knew would come next. “À la mode.”


“I try not to eat all the filling,” her mother went on, shifting her weight and pulling her African mudcloth jacket around her shoulders. “My favorite part is the crust. My daughter likes the filling, so if I do have a craving, rather than deprive myself, you know, I always suggest we share.” The room emitted a wave of supportive mm-hmm’s. “But you know children. They want their own. I don’t usually let her order anything, but once we’ve eaten that pie we’re out of control. We’re Off-Program for the rest of the weekend, sometimes the whole week.”


Ms. Adelaide added pie to the list, which had grown to cover the entire page, leaving only a tiny diagonal of space between SALMON CAKES and PLÁTANO CHIPS for the three letters of the Clondon women’s apparent trigger. Malaya wished to liquefy and slide from her seat, find herself gone from the basement into that word pie, curled into the lower nook of the E as though it were a shaded ground below an apple tree. She wished for spots of sun to heat her sandaled feet as the leaves of her E tree rustled, and for the cool of an afternoon to raise goose bumps along her legs. In truth, Malaya was not so compelled by pie. She would eat the filling because it was there, and because it was the only chance she’d have all week to indulge herself in plain view, right next to her mother. And besides, Malaya knew, Nyela would feel better if she herself ate only the crust.


What her mother did not know, what could not be written on Ms. Adelaide’s board for lack of space and limitations of language, was that Malaya would have preferred an endless plate of potatoes over pie without question. Mashed, salted, swaddled in gravy or butter or both, and served in a bottomless mixing bowl—that was how Malaya wanted to eat. She rarely had the chance: even when her mother and father weren’t there to watch her, Giselle, the babysitter, usually was. But Malaya found her ways, sneaking single-serving bags of breakfast cereal from the kitchen in the sleeve of her nightgown and volunteering to dispose of her friends’ leftovers at lunch.


And by now, Malaya had noticed in herself a tendency to choose quantity over quality—pools and pools of potatoes over a shared slice of fancy pie. She had not yet learned words like abundance, or profusion, or glut. The only word she could find to describe her true trigger was MORE. Of all the women in the room—thirty at least—only two seemed to share her passion: the loud woman who had broken the silence what now seemed like ages ago, and a smaller woman in the corner, who raised a hand only inches above her shoulder and said, almost in a whisper, “I have trouble with plain white rice.”


AFTER THE MEETING, Nyela decided they would take the long route to the Harlem Arts Academy, walking along Seventh Avenue to 145th and then up to Sugar Hill. It had begun to rain, and wet air stuck to Malaya’s face as she held her mother’s hand at the stoplight on St. Nicholas. Women moved across the wide spans of pavement, before the limestone stoops and busy storefronts, gliding in a flurry of hair and shoes and eye shadow and wonderful outfits blaring more shapes and colors than Malaya could count.


“Malaya”—Nyela squeezed her hand in the drizzle and pointed her chin toward three women crossing the street in trench coats and umbrellas—“you see those women? Big as houses, over there? I hope you don’t ever get that big.”


Malaya looked again, confused. Each woman could have looked like a house—she supposed it was true. The largest one sort of sprawled like a mansion, and the shortest was tight and round like a shack. Still, Malaya was more interested in their elaborate angled hairdos, which fanned and swirled about their heads.


“I won’t,” she said.


It was sweetly obvious. Malaya would not become a house. She could not imagine how those women got that way, and it had not occurred to her, before that moment, that this might be a way to become at all. It seemed to her that either a woman was born a house or she wasn’t. Malaya wasn’t.


“I hope you don’t,” Nyela continued. “People like that are very unhealthy. They lead very unhappy lives, and usually they die.”


It angered Malaya that her mother could doubt her on so sure an issue as this. Nyela had always seemed to regard her own weight as an irascible young sibling, something to be managed to the point of exasperation in private, and then, in public, defiantly ignored. But lately Nyela had begun to monitor Malaya’s eating with a hawkish fastidiousness, and to harp on it in conversations like this. Malaya nodded again, emphatically this time. She imagined her ears stuffed with cotton balls, blocking out her mother’s voice, leaving space in her mind only for sweet things and French fries.


WHEN THEY REACHED the Harlem Arts Academy, Nyela stooped to give Malaya her allowance and a kiss, instructing her to hold on to the money in case of an emergency. “I know. I will,” Malaya said. She tucked the money into the pocket of her backpack, with the change from last night’s Chinese food, which Percy had let her keep. She took a breath and readied herself for class.


Entering the dance hallway, Malaya stepped over the narrow, bread-stick legs of ballet and jazz girls whose straw-colored tights stopped abruptly at their ankles, exposing different shades of bony brown feet as they stretched. Silently, she pushed further, weaving through a group of girls in her African dance class whose black leotards spanned their flat torsos like gift wrap over book covers, and whose red, yellow, and green kente-printed lapa skirts hung merrily around their waists like Christmas garlands.


No one spoke to Malaya as she undressed at the back of the flock. Facing the wall, she pushed herself into her leotard and tights, then pulled her lapa from her bag and wrapped the fabric around her middle, tugging the ends hard in a tight half-hitch so that the skirt held her belly in and made a waist for her hips.


She pulled out the bra she had stolen from her mother’s bureau earlier that week, which still smelled like her father’s cigarette smoke. This was the subject of one of her parents’ many fights, which they recently seemed to call up at will as though from a Rolodex. Percy had been born with a lung condition that made smoking especially dangerous for him, but he refused to quit. Nyela said this was evidence of his carelessness and indulgence, but Malaya liked the smell. It reminded her of the time before the brownstone, when the family lived on the Lower East Side in three small rooms and seeing her parents touch was common as weather. She tucked the bra under her chin and stretched the elastic around her back as she’d seen her mother do. By the time she had finished dressing, the hallway was empty and the drums had begun to play.


Dance Studio One was a huge room with a wall full of mirrors and floors so smooth that if you ran on the panels in pantyhose and stopped short, you could slide and slide for what felt like miles. Some girls did come to class in pantyhose, and on the first day Malaya had been one of them. Having found nothing in Malaya’s size at the fancy Capezio dance store on 110th Street, Nyela dragged her to Woolworth’s after the Meeting and bought a black bathing suit in a women’s size 14-Plus and a pair of Queen Size pantyhose in black.


“Can’t y’all read!” Mrs. Breeves, the trunk-legged dance teacher, had yelled, holding a copy of the class description in the air. “‘Footless Dancin’ Tights’! I don’t want to see none of y’all in here in stockin’s! This is about respect!”


Malaya went home crying that afternoon, and by Thursday of the following week Nyela had brought home two pairs of Extra Large footless tights from who-knew-where. This was a mother’s magic. Nyela often said no to what Malaya wanted, but when something was truly needed, she could make it appear out of thin air. Now, toward the end of the season, the only girls in pantyhose were the ones whose families, Nyela had said, couldn’t afford dance tights.


Malaya stood in the back of the room and watched in the mirror as the other girls warmed up, bending and stretching just enough to avoid drawing Mrs. Breeves’s attention as they chatted in their rows. Almost all of them were long and thin. Unlike Malaya, whose body was the shape of a potato, the other girls her age had bodies that made her think of what an ostrich might look like before it grew its big behind. But the older girls had the kinds of bodies Malaya dreamed about—hips that curved and sloped with dazzling symmetry, legs that shone like strokes of wet ink in the iridescent black tights. Though she was much wider than the oldest of those girls, the bra and tightly tied lapa gave Malaya a taste of that body, a hint of what it might feel like to be only a little loose at the top, cinched in the middle, and round and full at the bottom. She parted her legs slightly, raised her left arm over her head, bent her torso to the side, and explored this curve in the mirror.


Soon, Mrs. Breeves instructed everyone to gather in the corner of the room while she demonstrated the day’s dance. The girls clung there in clusters and watched the drummers play, pointing at the ones they thought were cute and laughing at the ones with messed-up teeth. Some watched Mrs. Breeves and tried to mimic her as she went over the first step of the day, a simple side-to-side march to grab hold of the rhythm. Malaya stood in the back and listened to the chorus of drums, playing games with the sounds in her head. She studied the steady bum-bumbap! of the lowest drum, pulling it apart from the shhka-shh-shh of the gourd rattles and the brrrap-dap-dap of the djembe until she could hear each sound separately.


The dance was always easy enough at first, and it was normally not until the third full trip across the room that Mrs. Breeves threw in some twist, so Malaya had learned to start paying attention after the second step of the day. She watched brown feet tap and fly, trusting that her own body would do the same when her turn came. She was standing in the middle of the floor with Mrs. Breeves crouched down like a gargoyle in her face when she realized that, today, the twist had come too soon.


“You! What’s wrong with your arms?” Mrs. Breeves shouted, spreading her own arms out across the room. The two girls in front of Malaya were reaching into the air and pulling their elbows down in syncopation with their feet in the step. Malaya glanced at her partner, whose arms hit her sides just as Mrs. Breeves’s voice faded into the sweat-thick air. Malaya had forgotten to raise her arms.


“I said, why you not moving? What’s wrong with your arms?”


No response came to Malaya’s mind, other than Nothing, what’s wrong with your face? which, of course, she couldn’t say. Her throat filled tight with breath and her eyes stung.


“The step is ba-ba-da-DA!” Mrs. Breeves pounded the floor with her heels and toes, reaching up at the ceiling with her arms and neck, grabbing what could have been a coconut from the air and tucking it down toward her stomach in time with the beat.


“You got to be in your body, girl! Move your arms! Your feet!”


But Malaya had been moving. She had not gotten the arms right—that was true. And her footwork may not have been as quick as everyone else’s, but still, she had moved.


“You want to be in my class, you got to learn to be in that body of yours!” The woman’s hand shot out and pinched Malaya’s belly hard on the side where the lapa was knotted. Then Mrs. Breeves looked past Malaya at the rest of the class. “You have to disciplint yo mind, ladies!”


Malaya imagined “disciplint” as a vise on her head, a metal sheet clamped and soldered over her mouth and eyes like in the cartoons. The word made her think of pain worse than too-tight pantyhose and Ms. Adelaide’s marker, worse than the sound of her parents arguing downstairs first thing on a Saturday morning.


She and her partner repeated the step, the other girl moving with a fresh vigor, Malaya floating through the movements without the vaguest commitment to the dance or the drums. Even the hope of salt-showered fries slunk silently from her mind. She spent the rest of the class daydreaming about sleep, wishing for a life into which she could wake up happily, a life of which Daundré Harris could be a real part, or in which one could actually crawl quiet and alone into the bottom nook of a letter E, curl up, read a book, eat an apple.


MALAYA STILL FELT the dance teacher’s pinch in her side late that night. She sat alone in her room with the light off and Friday’s leftovers in her lap, spooning hard heaps of rice and cold, congealed gravy into her mouth.


There had been other kinds of Saturdays once, before the move to Harlem. Malaya could remember those mornings still, if she squinted hard. Leaving her mother in the small yellow kitchen to work on her dissertation, she and her father would climb from the high-rise tenement apartment down into the funk and dampness of the subway and ride the few short stops to Columbus Circle. He would buy her something—an Italian ice in the summer or a pretzel if it was cool. Then he would let her lead them in any direction she wanted to go. In the afternoon, her mother would join them, and the three would wander around Central Park for hours, watching mimes whose faces and bodies were part man and part woman, so that they looked like a new kind of person entirely. Sometimes they would sit with Dr. Testudine, a ruddy-faced man who raced baby turtles by the pond, taking bets on which would win. Nyela’s favorite was a little runt named Arnold, whose shell was marked with a bright smear of green. Nyela would clap and cheer for Arnold during the races, spilling into laughter on Percy’s shoulders when Arnold lost, which he always did. Malaya liked remembering those times, but the idea of climbing and racing did not appeal to her as much now, though she couldn’t explain why.


There was a feeling Malaya Clondon imagined, one that grew in her on nights like this and stayed with her long after. It was the heart-pounding feeling of sliding loose from good dreams, glad to be in reality. She imagined waking one day, not sad and slow and praying to crawl back up into sleep, but quickly, with a lightness, a spring. She had tasted this feeling in the predawn hours before trips to the park with her father, or during the first short breaths of a holiday. On those mornings, she would leap out of her dreams like a splash of water from a boiling pot, ready for what the day might bring her.


But most mornings, she lay stiffly in bed, wishing for the sun to fold up into the clouds so she could be swallowed back into her dreams. To be nice, she thought, she might consider visiting this real life she’d left, so long as she wouldn’t have to stay. She might float out of her dream and back over these steps for a while, hover above the Meetings, watch calmly as the dance teacher pinched her flesh. In a show of grace and generosity, she might even reach down from her elsewhere and touch this body, listening from an easy distance to her mother’s voice on the stairs as it crackled its first chords of the day:


“Malaya, get in the shower! You have to wake up!”



Hooky Day



THE NEXT MORNING, Malaya awoke to the sound of her father’s favorite Stevie Wonder record, Songs in the Key of Life, playing from the family room. She climbed out of bed, planning to stop by the kitchen to sneak a few mouthfuls of leftovers on her way down. The brownstone had three narrow stories, plus a garden floor used for storage and a small backyard whose brick-colored concrete slabs had cracked outward in all directions like the hands of a compass. On the first floor was the foyer, where the family hung their coats and laid their bags and briefcases each day, plus the parlor, which was full of brightly colored African masks and Ma-Mère’s old piano, sent from Philadelphia to celebrate the family’s move uptown. Percy and Nyela’s room was on the second floor across from the family room, and Malaya’s was on the third. This was one small gift that came with the move up to Harlem. The kitchen was a skylit room right next to Malaya’s, and her parents were a whole floor away.


When she opened the door, she was surprised to find Percy in the kitchen, his back to her. He stood at the stove in his plush burgundy bathrobe and his favorite gray track pants, his Afro shiny under the skylight.


“Morning, My Laya,” he said, turning to face her.


He was tall and lean, the color of church pews. His smooth features were impressively symmetrical, and they gave his face a placid look that whipped quickly to life when he was excited or upset. Now his eyes flickered as he looked at her, smiling, a can of low-fat cooking spray in his hand.


“What do you think about pancakes?” he said. “Your mother had to go to campus to pick up some books. I thought we’d surprise her.”


He gestured to the table, where there was an impressive array of ingredients: sugar, pancake mix, heavy cream, a bunch of bananas, and a large bag of chocolate chips, slumped tantalizingly against a mixing bowl.


“Okay,” she said, trying not to seem too excited. She went to her room for her colored pencils and sketch pad, then settled in at the table to draw as Percy shuffled around the kitchen. He poured and measured, spilling pancake mix and bopping to the beat of “Sir Duke.” The song named several jazz musicians she’d heard her father talk about, and she filled the page with images of what she thought they might look like, though mostly they ended up looking like Percy. When everything but the chocolate was in the bowl, he pulled a spoon from the cabinet and stirred, the mix and the milk swirling into a thick cream. He extended the spoon toward her, then swooped it up and held it below her mouth like a microphone.


“I bet you’ve never had Percy Clondon Jr.’s world-famous chocolate chip and banana pancakes, have you?” he said in a fake, nasal voice, like an announcer on a TV game show.


Malaya giggled and shook her head no. “I don’t think so.”


He took the spoon back and continued without missing a beat.


“Sweet, fluffy pancakes like you’ve never known. A time-honored family recipe perfected in the finest kitchens of Harlem.” He made a sweeping gesture for emphasis as he spoke and batter began to drip down his wrist, onto his robe and the table. She laughed again.


“Okay,” he said, stirring, “they might not be world-famous, but they are good. I used to make these for your Uncle Book when we were kids. It was a real treat for us. We didn’t get chocolate often. Stuff like chocolate was an occasion.” He grabbed a handful of brown morsels from the bag and released a cascade of chips into the batter.


Percy had grown up in Harlem, moving between its various tenements and projects from the time he was born until he met Nyela in college. Once in a while, he talked about the government bread, canned meat, and big blocks of cheese he ate with his brother, Malaya’s Uncle Book, and their mother. He didn’t tell these stories often, but when he did, they always ended on a note of defiant, if somber, celebration.


“The powdered milk and stale bread and all that. That’ll get you through. But you want to really live, you need the good stuff, right?” He popped a handful of chocolate chips into his mouth and sprinkled a few into her palm. “Who says today’s not an occasion?”


The chocolate sweet and soft on her tongue, Malaya mouthed the word: occasion. It sounded fancy. This was one of Percy’s talents: without much effort, it seemed, he could make something fantastically special out of an ordinary day.


He turned to the stove and began ladling batter into a frying pan, then laid a few strips of bacon in another. When some of the pancakes began to burn, Malaya watched as he cut the darkened edges from the stack and kept ladling. The stink of burning lingered, even after he threw the charred scraps in the trash. But it didn’t matter. The bacon smelled good and a few chocolate chips still winked from the leftover batter. He must have seen her looking, because he smiled and nudged the bowl toward her with his elbow, averting his eyes dramatically, as if to say “You didn’t get this from me.”


While Percy finished cooking, Malaya happily licked the bowl. After a while, the record stopped and the only sounds were a beat-box-heavy rap song playing from the block outside and the sizzle of bacon on the stove. Soon, the front door slammed open downstairs, its old wood smacking through the tight doorframe.


“You home?” Nyela called. Malaya ran a final finger along the mixing bowl before putting it in the sink, licking her hands clean of the chocolatey batter. Percy covered the food with foil and turned off the stove as Nyela’s bangles chimed up the stairs.


“Smells good in here.” Nyela appeared in the doorway, her briefcase strapped across her chest and a bulky tote bag in either hand.


“We thought we’d make you breakfast,” Percy said. He sat the dish of pancakes on the table and unveiled it, looking at Malaya. “A Sunday surprise, right, My Laya?!” She loved his nickname for her; it made her feel grown-up and capable, but still somehow small enough to fit in his hand.


He passed Malaya three plates from the cabinet and she began to set the table, folding the napkins as neatly as she could in triangle shapes to make the meal fancier.


“This is a surprise,” Nyela said. She was smiling, but she seemed uneasy. She stood quietly in the doorway as Malaya fiddled with the napkins. Finally, she sat the tote bags on the floor.


“Malaya, do you have enough points left?” she asked. She looked at the bags of sugar and chocolate, still sitting on the table. “Pancakes are a lot of bread points. Let alone the sugar. Is this the first thing you’ve eaten today?”


Malaya’s face went hot. She had crept into the kitchen last night as she always did, spooning heaps of cold leftovers in the narrow light of the refrigerator and pushing the empty cartons deep down in the trash to hide the evidence. She had felt full and warm right afterward, but now regret sank in her belly.


Malaya looked up at her mother, unsure how to answer, but Percy spoke first.


“It’s eleven a.m., Ny,” he said. “This is breakfast.”


“Okay,” she said, “but I’m asking Malaya. You didn’t have anything between when we went to bed last night and now?”


She shook her head no.


“Are you telling the truth?”


Malaya’s eyes began to sting. “Yes,” she said. “I promise.”


Nyela looked at her again, then sighed. “You can’t lie to the scale, Malaya. You know that, right?”


“That’s enough, Ny,” Percy said in a loud voice that startled Malaya. “She said she didn’t eat, she didn’t eat. Can’t we just have breakfast? Shit.”


“You don’t need to curse at me,” Nyela said. “You don’t have to talk to me that way. I’m trying to help her. Somebody has to.”


Malaya shifted her weight on the stiff kitchen chair, wishing she could vanish as their voices smacked back and forth across the room.


“You know what? I try to do something nice for you, and instead I get this shit. Next time I won’t bother.”


“Still with the cursing, Pra? I asked you not to—”


“No. You’re not gonna make this about me. I had a week of hell at work, but it’s the weekend and I’m here, trying to do something nice for my wife and my kid. Some men wouldn’t bother.” His voice was louder now. “I’m here, and this is what I get. So yeah, I’m fucking angry.”


“So I should be grateful?” Nyela said. Her voice was swirling, rhythmic, like an alarm. “Is that it? Grateful that I have a man who’s here, a woman like me?” She opened her arms and looked down quickly at her middle, the briefcase still strapped across her chest. “Like I don’t go through hell at work, too. I should just be grateful that you’re here, never mind how you talk to me? Never mind what you feed our daughter?”


“I’m done.” He picked up the napkin from his place setting and grabbed a handful of bacon strips with his fingers. “Enjoy breakfast,” he said, biting into the meat as he strode out of the room.


Soon the music was back, louder, the Commodores blaring up through the halls from the family room. Nyela pulled her briefcase off and sighed as she sat down at the table. After a few seconds, she reached down into one of the tote bags and retrieved a stack of books and folders, piling them on the kitchen table. Then she sighed again. Malaya watched her stare at the table, there and not there, her body deflated as though she herself were an empty bag.


After a few seconds, Nyela got up, pulled two light strawberry yogurt cups from the refrigerator, and reached for spoons. Malaya watched as she cut a banana into neat pale yellow disks and passed half of them to Malaya on a saucer.


“Here you go,” she said. “It’s better with bananas. I know you like them.”


Malaya pushed the slices into the yogurt one by one until each was submerged in the pale pink cream. She watched as her mother cleared the pancakes from the table, the chocolate chips still blinking from the stack as she slid them into the trash.


__________


THAT TUESDAY, Malaya shuffled down to the brownstone foyer, ready to swipe a few dollars from Nyela’s coat pocket and prepare for their walk to the bus stop as usual. But when she reached the bottom of the staircase, Percy was there waiting for her. Her father rarely took her to the bus stop, unless Nyela had to be on campus early for some presentation or talk. His presence this morning could mean only one thing, Malaya thought excitedly: Hooky Day. One day each winter, Percy took off work and Malaya took off school and they took the subway together to eat honey roasted nuts and explore the Christmas windows on Fifth Avenue. After a few hours, Nyela would meet them, and together the three would catch the matinee of the Rockettes Christmas Spectacular at Radio City. This word, spectacular, was the essence of Hooky Day, and the thrill of cold city air, the salty steam from the pretzel carts, and the dazzle of candy-colored window displays defined the word in her mind.


“Morning, My Laya,” Percy said. He wore his long, tailored wool coat, its shiny black buttons already fastened almost to the lapel. He seemed distracted as he wrapped a flat gray scarf around his neck and handed her a jacket. “Come on, we have to go.”


Malaya fastened the snaps on the puffy pink jacket, luxuriating in a fantasy of hot cocoa filled with a constellation of tiny marshmallows and everything else Hooky Day would bring. Percy took her hand and led her down the brownstone steps toward Amsterdam Avenue. His long limbs made it difficult for Malaya to keep up when they walked together. Still, she was proud to walk with him, her handsome father. She wriggled her mittened hand in his so he would notice she was lagging behind.


“I’m sorry, My Laya,” he said. His voice warmed a little, and he slowed down for her. As they neared St. Nicholas Avenue, he made a game of keeping in perfect step with her, left leg then right, as though they were characters from The Wiz, easing on down the yellow brick road.


When they reached the fading burgundy awning of St. Nick’s Pub and the subway entrance beside it, Malaya veered toward the stairs, ready to hop the D train and head to Radio City, but Percy kept walking. It had snowed the night before, and the pavement on St. Nicholas was slippery. He looked at his watch and sailed forward. Now, as she scuttled behind him on the slick ground, he only seemed to speed up.


“I’m sorry we have to rush, but we’re late.”


“We’re walking?” Her breath was short, but she tried to hide it. She wasn’t sure how many blocks it was to Rockefeller Center. She imagined the city’s icy streets stretching out before her, ready to swallow her up.


“Of course, My Laya.” He looked down at her. “Dr. Perior’s office is right on Edgecombe. You know that.”


If Malaya had to name one place on earth that was the full and singular opposite of Radio City—the opposite of spectacular—it was Dr. Perior’s office. Where Radio City gleamed with color and magic that transported you to galaxies of delight, Dr. Perior’s office was a small, shadowy box of dull grays and browns. The examining table was covered with a rough strip of what felt like construction paper that was never wide enough to protect Malaya’s thighs from the cold plastic cushion, and the scratchy paper gowns were always too small for her, so that to keep them closed in the back she had to suck her stomach in and try not to breathe. Worst of all was the scale, a wobbly, pointy metal contraption that looked to her like a monster from a fairy tale, with a tall neck, thick black eyebrows of numbers and lines, and a heavy hunk of a nose that always pointed too far to the right.


Malaya wondered if Percy was playing a joke. At Galton Elementary Academy for the Gifted, where Malaya went to school, every Wednesday was Opposite Day, which meant at lunch and recess, the children agreed to say the opposite of what they actually meant, and everything anyone said could possibly mean its inverse. On Opposite Days, Rachel Green-stein, her best friend in the white world of Galton, would come up to her after class and say, “Malaya, I would hate to have a sleepover with you this weekend, and I would really, really hate to play GirlTalk phone with you, so don’t ask your mother, okay?” and Malaya would say, “Ew! No way. That would really suck!” and the two would laugh and go home to arrange the playdate with their parents. Turning toward Edgecombe with her father now, Malaya wondered if somehow he was in on the joke of Opposite Day, if by “Dr. Perior’s office” he really meant “the Radio City Rockettes Christmas Spectacular,” and if by “walk” he meant “take a taxi.” But he wasn’t laughing, and it was Tuesday. Percy pressed the buzzer and pushed open the heavy doors of the office building, ushering her in before him.


The doctor’s office smelled like sickness and cleaning liquid, a combination that made Malaya’s stomach flop. Percy hated this smell too. Malaya understood that her father’s aversion to doctors’ offices had to do with his lung condition. The condition was called pulmonary sarcoidosis, which, as far as Malaya could understand, meant that his lungs worked slower and with more difficulty than other people’s lungs, contracting and expanding in slow motion as though he had an accordion in his chest. He had developed the condition in utero, the result of a fire in the building where his parents lived at the start of the 1950s, just above the Top Flight Ladder Company, which had made ladders, stepstools, and safety equipment for homes and businesses as far as Westchester since the 1920s. After months of withheld wages, the story went, the company’s black workers had protested, first with their voices, then with flames. His mother went into labor early, her lungs full of smoke. Percy was born the next day, smaller and yellower than any baby the family had ever seen. He stayed at Harlem Hospital for weeks, and returned many times during childhood. He always said the smell of doctors’ offices was “repulsive,” and ever since then, the smell and the word and even the idea of doctors’ offices made Malaya feel she might vomit, but the fact that her father shared the feeling lessened its weight.


Malaya stood on the T-shaped scale, blinking up at Dr. Perior, whose palm rested on her shoulder. He pushed the large hunk of metal along the scale’s balance until it slid into a notch. He nudged the smaller piece of metal along its track tentatively at first. Then he ran it quickly to the end of the balance. Another notch for the big hunk of metal, another run of the small one. As the process went on, the scale began to feel unsteady under her body. She reached out an arm from under her paper gown and grabbed the pole in front of her for balance.


“Don’t touch, Malaya,” the doctor said, moving his hand to her back. His palm was rough and heavy, like his voice.


“Malaya, please don’t touch that, baby,” Percy added from the corner of the room. His voice was softer than the doctor’s. Malaya lowered her hand and looked higher up on the pole at the frowning metal face of the scale, her beaded braids stuck in the neck of the tight paper gown as it clung to her skin.


“Okay,” Dr. Perior said. His eyes were still fixed on the scale. Malaya looked at Percy, who smiled back at her.


“Can she get dressed now?” he asked.


“I want to listen to her heartbeat again,” Dr. Perior said. He had the look of an old basset hound, his long face shrouded in plush folds. He gestured toward the examining table, and once she’d managed to climb up, he pressed a cold stethoscope into her chest.


“Inhale.”


Malaya closed her eyes and sucked in her stomach, straining to keep her gown closed. She tried to send her mind away from the office, from the scale, from the scratchy paper and the cold metal and the rough, heavy hands pressing into her skin. She reached down to pinch the gown away from her belly, then looked back up at the doctor to check whether he’d noticed her panic, which he never did.


“Exhale.”


She let her body deflate a little.


“Okay, Malaya,” the doctor said. “Me and your dad are going to talk right out here for a minute. Do you need Angela to help you get dressed?”


“No, thank you.”


She looked at the chair where her sweatpants and sneakers were draped, waiting for the men to leave.


When they had disappeared, she pushed herself off the table, put on her clothes, and leaned against the wall to listen. Every time adults talked about her weight, it ended in a fight. Two years ago, when Malaya was six, she and Nyela went to a birthday party for LaSondra, an older cousin on her father’s side. The party was enjoyable enough, with pizza and nachos and the kind of music that played from the cars outside her window, rap songs with elaborate story lines, lyrics like riddles, and beats that sparked her heart alive. The party was at a roller skating rink, and after the cake, which was butterscotch, the DJ played one of Malaya’s favorite songs, about a boy alone in his room imagining the love of his life. The song was sad, but it also made her laugh, because at one point the rapper looked for a girlfriend under his bedroom carpet and sang, “Damn sure ain’t in my closet, or under my rug. This love search is really making me bug!” This image made her giggle from her belly every time she thought of it. How silly it seemed to look for a person under a rug. How silly the man, or how tiny the girl. It made her laugh either way.


When this song came on at the party, Malaya strapped up her laces, ready to hit the rink, but LaSondra stopped her. “Uh, Malaya, ain’t you hear?” she demanded, looking at Malaya as if she were a large insect that had invaded her party. “This is a couples’ skate. Obviously you ain’t got no boyfriend, big as you are.” This made Malaya cry, and she had not yet learned to hide these kinds of tears from her mother. Nyela was sitting with a group of aunts, and when she told them what happened, her Aunt Ro raised her eyebrows and said, “You see you need to do something about that girl’s weight. We been tried to tell you that,” to which Ro’s twin, Aunt Augustine, added, “And they say whoopin’s is child abuse. This here is child abuse. It really ain’t right,” and slurped the last of her soda. When they got back from the party, Nyela told Percy what had happened, and later that night Malaya could hear them arguing about it for hours from her bedroom.


Now, through the doctor’s office door, Malaya could hear only crumbs of the conversation: Dr. Perior’s deep voice saying “Yes,” and “It’s important,” and “I’ve told your wife,” followed by silence from Percy. Then, finally, clear as glass, the strange phrase: “Malaya is morbidly obese.”


Malaya moved back to the examination table and made a game of tracing imaginary doors and windows along the side of the table with her finger. She pictured herself shrinking with a pop! to microscopic size, then crawling through one of the windows and hiding there in the sky until the appointment was over. She thought of her father’s favorite song, a smooth, soaring melody he’d been singing in the shower that morning. The song was “Can’t Hide Love,” by his favorite group, Earth, Wind & Fire, which sounded to Malaya like the name of a fantastic superhero team, a soul music version of the Super Friends or the ThunderCats. She couldn’t understand most of the lyrics, but her favorite part was when one of the men sang in a voice like steam, “Hoo . . . I know the truth, now so do you.” Malaya hummed the song to herself in the office, tracing patterns on the paper and waiting.


Eventually Percy emerged. She studied his face, but all she could tell was that he looked drained. He wrapped her fuzzy pink scarf around her neck a few times as they left, promising the doctor she would return in two months.


In the elevator, he smiled at her, his eyes tired. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”


“I guess not.” She fastened the snaps on her coat and dug around in her pockets for her teddy bear earmuffs. “Can we take a cab?”


“No, My Laya,” he said. “I think we should walk.”


“Why?” She stretched the earmuffs out in front of her.


“Walking is good for us,” he said. “I know it’s cold, but it’s important. Anyway, if we take a cab, we might speed past the perfect Christmas tree. We have to walk around and look for the right one.”


“Okay.” She sighed and snapped the earmuffs over her ears, then tugged the ends of her coat together. He bent to help her, pulling the coat tight around her middle, forcing the zipper into place.


As they walked home, he told Malaya stories about growing up in Harlem. He loved to tell these stories. When he did, his face brightened, and his knobby cheekbones shone like the crests of an apple. He pointed out the places where he had lived, played, and worked when he was young, many of which, he noted delightedly, were still around. He even pointed out the places where he and Book, whose real name was Sammy, got into various kinds of trouble, like the corner of 134th and Lenox where Book got hit by a drunk driver one summer, and the playground on Seventh Avenue where he got into a fight defending Book against a boy who said he’d stolen his watch, which he later learned was true.


“That’s how your uncle got his name,” Percy said, adjusting his scarf against the cold as they waited to cross on the corner. “He loved to make things up. Our dad used to say as soon as Sammy learned to talk, he learned to lie. But our mother, your grandmother, just called them ‘tall tales.’ Like in a storybook. And of course your uncle liked that. It made him feel important.”


As they turned onto the avenue, he pointed downtown toward the St. Nicholas projects. “That’s where we all lived growing up. One of the places, anyway. Me, your Uncle Book, and your grandmother. That’s where we stayed after our dad left. Before this was Adam Clayton Powell Jr. Boulevard. When it was plain old Seventh Avenue.” He said it matter-of-factly, but his voice was heavy.


“How old were you?” she asked.


He looked uptown, toward the hill. “About your age. Maybe a little older. Nine or so. But I was supposed to be the man of the house, after he left. And I really thought I was.” He gave a sad chuckle. Malaya had never met her paternal grandmother—she died a few weeks before Malaya was born. But she always imagined Emanuella Clondon as a tall, brown, billowing woman with a smiling face as round as a penny. Not like Ma-Mère, who had the stiff, broad build of a skyscraper and who only seemed to smile under extreme circumstances such as a baptism or a wedding. Percy’s mother had been a bookbinder, but she’d never learned to read. Malaya wasn’t exactly sure what a bookbinder was, but she liked the way the word sounded, and it seemed a perfect job for the beaming, bosomy grandmother of her dreams. She wondered what it meant to take care of a woman like that, how that task could be left to somebody her own age, and how it would feel.


When they passed the empty lot between the chicken spot and the check-cashing place on 139th, Percy jutted his chin and said, “That used to be Book’s favorite candy store. You know how your Uncle Book likes to talk? Well, he did back then, too. Wild tales about fighting fires and beating up robbers. He would talk to anyone who would listen. Made the stories up off the top of his head and told them like they were the God’s truth. We all got tired of it, but the store owner, Mr. Phillips, he liked Book’s stories. He called him an ‘entertainer.’ He would give him Turkish Taffy and Dum Dums, just ’cause he liked to hear him talk.” Malaya looked at the lot, past the layers of trash and glass, trying to imagine what had once been there. She pictured a store full of sweets, Uncle Book hamming it up for free candy, her father strong and patient, keeping watch. It was stunning to think that what she saw now could once have been something else entirely—that the empty lot before her could once have been a candy store, or that her father was once a boy. The stories made her feel time was so real she could hold it in her hand, as if anything could become anything at all.


As they walked up the avenue, Percy told her about the United House of Worship, the church on 135th where his father had been a pastor. Malaya had been to the House of Worship several times on Easter, and as Percy talked she remembered sitting in the rows of folding chairs that filled the wide white room, the smells of yams and collard greens simmering from the church’s storefront kitchen while the organ and tambourines blared insistent rhythms that burrowed so deeply and soared so high she felt they might lift the whole building into flight. She imagined little-boy versions of Percy and Book busting free from the church after these services, crawling through these same blocks and stores and neighborhood playgrounds with a gaggle of little boys like them. Percy told her about games like It and Desperado, in which they pinned pillowcases to their shoulders and skydived off the neighbors’ brownstone banisters while shouting superhero creeds. He talked about games with no names, like racing through the hallways of the Harlem River projects or the Polo Grounds to see who could collect the widest variety of colored glass bottle shards, or running wildly after the girls at St. Catherine’s Catholic School, then kissing them in an alleyway or throwing a piece of trash from the ground, turning, laughing, running back to the group.


Malaya had not lived Harlem this way. When the family moved into the brownstone in 1988, children on the block still ran the streets, and at first Malaya was allowed to play outside, too. But this changed one day during their first summer in the neighborhood. She brought home a handful of the red, yellow, and blue plastic tube caps that studded the pavement. The colors had fascinated her, so she made a game of collecting them with some girls from the block. She showed them to Percy, hoping to impress him with her haul. Instead, he swiped the plastic quickly from her hand. “These aren’t toys, Malaya,” he said. His voice was sharp, unsteady. “These are crack vial caps. They’re dangerous. You don’t touch them. Okay? And you don’t talk to kids who do.” He made her wash her hands with hot water and hydrogen peroxide. After that, she wasn’t allowed to play outside again.


Malaya was only mildly disappointed by the decision. There were other people she could play with. She enjoyed playdates with Rachel Greenstein, who would sometimes come home with her and Giselle after school to make magazine-clipping collages and invent dramatic skits to show their parents. But one day while they were choreographing a dance to the latest Paula Abdul song, there was shooting on the block. Malaya turned off the lights and closed the curtains, as Percy always did when this happened. Then, when the commotion outside quieted, she turned the stereo back on and they finished what Malaya thought was a pretty good dance, complete with dips and a pas de bourrée. They performed it when Rachel’s father came to pick her up. Malaya felt it had gone well, but after that, Rachel’s parents wouldn’t let her come up to Harlem.


Shaniece Guzmán, on the other hand, loved coming over to the brownstone. The kids at Galton regarded Shaniece as strange because she was quiet and brought bodega foods to school for lunch. But Malaya liked her voice, which was soft and gravelly at once, as though she were perpetually waking up. She was one of a handful of black girls at Galton, and Malaya had always been curious about her. She hadn’t known her well before the move, but now that she lived nearby, it was easy for her to come over after school. She lived in one of the big tenement buildings on Amsterdam. Malaya had never been inside Shaniece’s house, which Nyela said was probably because the apartment was small, or messy, or both. Whenever she came over, she seemed content simply to sit with Malaya, gazing up the brownstone walls at Nyela’s books and paintings while Malaya drew. There was no running, no labored dance routines with Shaniece. Instead, they would talk about school or television or boys. Sometimes, they played touching games in the family room while Giselle made dinner upstairs, calling down to them occasionally, “You girls not makin’ nuh mess in your mama’s nice house, right?” After the crack vials and the gunshots, Percy and Nyela determined that Shaniece would have to be neighborhood gaggle enough for Malaya, and Malaya did not complain.


As she and Percy neared the hill on 145th, Malaya saw a group of girls jumping double Dutch on the sidewalk. Their breath made curls on the air as they chanted:


“I like coffee, I like tea! I like your boyfriend and he likes me!”


Malaya watched them command the rope, their wrists and shoulders whirling with rhythm as they cheered for the girl jumping in elaborate patterns at the center of the crowd.


This was one thing she did long for: the chance to jump double Dutch with the older Harlem girls. She had only gotten to jump in one time, the summer after the move. Two girls she didn’t know called her over one day, saying “Hey, big girl!” They invited her to jump in in exchange for a box of prized banana Now and Later candies from Mr. Gonzales’s bodega on the corner. It was a generosity, and Malaya was grateful. The girls stood on the sidewalk with a white clothesline wrapped around their waists, their hips and arms bouncing to the beat as they chanted a song about boyfriend love Malaya pretended to understand. A line of other girls stood nearby, and as the rope twirled they took turns leaping in, hopping over and under the whirling whip. When Malaya’s turn came, she did not leap in. Instead, she asked if she could start in the rope. She walked to the center of the clothesline as it lay limp against the pavement. They counted a chant and the rope came alive, and only for an instant Malaya sprang up, her braids floating on the air. Soon the whip hit hard against her ankles and clattered to the pavement. She tried a few more times before giving up, her feet hopelessly tangled in rope.


“Daddy, can we get Chinese food?” she asked as they crossed St. Nicholas. There was a dirty hunk of ice near her foot, and she kicked it as they walked, nudging it this way and that with her pink boot as they trudged up the hill.


“My Laya, I don’t think that’s a good idea. Maybe Mommy will cook tonight.”


But when they passed the Twin Donut on Amsterdam, he surprised her by popping in and buying her two old-fashioned doughnut holes as a treat.


The chunk of ice was still there when they came out of the store, and so Malaya kept kicking it up the avenue, munching happily on the soft, sugary dough. And when, closer to home, she lost control of the ice and it flew over to Percy’s side of the pavement, he kicked it back to her and sang:


“I know the truth, now so do you / You can’t hide love . . .”


THE NEXT MORNING, Malaya awoke to Percy’s voice loud in the hall.


“What the hell does that mean?”


She pulled the covers up to her nose and tried not to listen.


“I don’t know, Pra,” Nyela wailed softly, like a siren far away. “Pra” was the name he’d gone by in college, when he was a poet and Nyela a girl in love with him. Nyela had two names as well: Nathallie, the name Ma-Mère had given her; and Nyela, the one she took in college, in an effort to connect herself and the family she dreamed of to their African roots. Nyela never referred to him as Percy except in the third person, when giving his name to school administrators or bill collectors on the phone. When Nyela talked to him, he was always Pra. Her voice seemed to soften with breath when she said it, even when she was angry. This made Malaya think of who they must have been all those years ago, though sometimes it was hard to imagine.


“She’s sneaking food, Pra. I don’t know what’s going on at that school. And it’s clear you don’t know either.”


Fast footsteps creaked along the hardwood floor.


“Don’t you think you’re blowing this out of proportion? Let’s be honest.”


Nyela’s voice grew jagged. “Don’t patronize me! ‘Out of proportion’? Are you kidding? She has to be held responsible for this. We can’t fix this problem if we don’t know what’s going on!”


Malaya pushed herself out of bed and walked to the doorway as quietly as she could, then quickly to the kitchen. She opened the refrigerator door only a few inches and wedged her body into the cool, bright crack to muffle its murmur while she peered into the thicket of yogurt cups and leftover containers.


“Nyela, I know my daughter! I know the only help she needs is us letting her be a fucking child! Nothing is wrong with her. She’s a kid. A kid who likes dessert. What the fuck is wrong with that?”


Malaya shook the peanut butter loose from its shelf and picked up a spoon. She tiptoed to the top of the staircase in quick, wide steps she hoped her parents wouldn’t hear. There, she twisted the lid off the jar and stuck the spoon deep into the soft brown paste, the rich smell floating sweet and smoky toward her face. She sat at the top step and hunched down, sliding her slippered feet to the wall so they were out of view.


“If you didn’t make such a big deal of it, she probably wouldn’t even eat as much.” Percy’s shadow stretched down the hall below her. “You see how she lights up when she’s painting or drawing or whatever. She’s happy. She’s young, Ny, and she could lose that spark real quick. I’m not going to let that happen.”


“You’re not going to let that happen? You?”


Malaya dug into the jar and brought a heap of peanut butter to her lips, scraping the cold metal of the spoon with her teeth and tongue, sweetness clinging to the roof of her mouth.


“What are you going to do? And when?” Nyela leaned on the words as though she wanted to fight them. “You’re not even here. She does need help. She’s struggling. You just don’t know. I’m the one who’s with her, Pra. The one who’s trying. Where the hell are you?”


“Oh fucking come on!” Malaya heard Percy move in heavy steps toward the bedroom. “You’re not talking about Malaya now. You’re talking about us. I’m not doing this with you. Malaya does not have a hard time following directions! She has a hard time following a diet, your diet, made for insecure grown-ass women! She’s a fucking child!”


A pause.


“‘Insecure,’” Nyela said. Her voice was clear. “She’s a child with a problem. The girl is out of control. Have you even noticed? You went to the doctor yourself for god’s sake. Can you at least listen to him? What did he tell you?”


“Fine,” he said. A beat. “But how much fucking control do you want her to have? She just learned to count a couple fucking years ago, and now she’s supposed to be calculating calories? She can’t do it, Ny! Shit, you can’t even do it, and you’re pushing forty!”


A breath chilled the air, and the walls said nothing. Malaya gripped the spoon, listening for her father again, waiting for him to say something that would make it better, but it was quiet and his shadow was still.


“Look, I know you don’t want her to struggle,” he said finally, softer now. He walked toward the bedroom, out of Malaya’s view. She tried to imagine him sitting down beside her mother and putting his arms around her as he spoke, but she knew he was probably on the opposite side of the room. “I don’t want her to struggle either. Later in life, but also right now. She’s a kid. I want her to be a kid.”


“Sometimes children have to work. You want to give her what you didn’t have. I get it. But I want the same thing. This is her life we’re talking about. And I know that for her to be happy, she’s gonna have to lose weight. She’s gonna have to work. Work doesn’t kill children. Fuck. This—what’s happening now, what she’s doing—this will kill her.”


The squeal of the mattress, Nyela shifting her weight.


“What did the doctor say?” Nyela’s voice was quiet now. Malaya heaped more peanut butter onto the spoon.


“What did he say?”


“You know what he said.” Percy’s voice neared and his shadow appeared under the hallway light. “He said what the school says. What these people always say. That she’s morbidly obese. In danger. Okay? And yeah, I know what that means. I get it. But Nyela, do you really think you’re helping?”


“What?”


“What you’re doing, I mean—the meetings and the points, all of it.”


“So it’s my fault.”


“No.” The walls breathed and the shadows were gone.


“That’s what you’re saying. That this is something I’ve done. Even though I spend every minute of my life trying to undo it. Even though I’m scared to death.”


Malaya closed her eyes and dug into the jar again. She scrunched her face and spooned more peanut butter into her mouth, then more and more, until the paste felt thick and solid in her throat. She imagined herself shrinking, folding and hardening inch by inch until she could become the spoon and plunge deep into the soft, sweet brown. She saw herself stuck there, tight, small, surrounded, eventually falling still.


“No. I’m just saying.”


Another wide breath.


“What about the fact that it’s not working? What about the fact that things are only getting worse? What do we do with that?”



La Isla Bonita



AS THE STREETLIGHTS WENT OFF and the day opened to the first sirens of the morning, Malaya lay awake in bed, humming her favorite songs. It was Christmas Eve, and Percy and Nyela had both taken off from work to clean the house and prepare for Ma-Mère and Uncle Book’s arrival. Eventually, they would wake up, Percy would put on an old soul record, and Nyela would vanish downstairs to go through dusty boxes of flatware and rinse out the crystal punch bowl. Then Malaya would be safe to leave her room undetected, to find food and a place to draw undisturbed. But for now, it was quiet, save for the not-yet-memory of her parents’ voices floating soundlessly in her ears: Getting worse. This will kill her. Morbidly obese.


There was a clear division in Malaya’s mind between the family’s life in the small, sun-steeped apartment on the Lower East Side and this new life in the big Harlem brownstone, which was drafty and held tight to the previous owners’ dust. She imagined a thick black line between then and now. The old apartment was on the twentieth floor of a sprawling public housing development made up of several buildings joined by a wide playground that was always full of children. When they’d lived there, Malaya took the bus up to Galton every day, but in the afternoons she would play under the eye of Grandma Titi, a woman with a slow, jingly laugh and skin like crepe paper, who taught her words in Spanish and watched her until her parents came home from work. Malaya luxuriated in those endless afternoons, riding her bike on the playground, then eating instant oatmeal with extra brown sugar and napping on the plastic-covered sofa while Grandma Titi watched her telenovelas and smoked Marlboro Rojos at the kitchen table.


When they lived downtown, life seemed a breathless rush of sights and activities—flying kites and picnicking on Brighton Beach in the summers, weekend adventures in Central Park. Malaya’s weight was mentioned only rarely then, usually by Ma-Mère, who, when she visited, could only scowl and make an inscrutable comment like “Least I know you-all ain’t struggling too hard, big as this girl is,” since she lived too far away to act on the issue.


Little was said to Malaya about the reason for the move. Nyela had gotten a new job as assistant professor of psychology at Drummond, the rich university on the Upper West Side, and Percy was quickly scaling the ranks at the glossy consulting firm where he worked as a programmer in Midtown. The move was a milestone for the young couple: Nyela had been born in Philadelphia to divorced parents, and though Ma-Mère prided herself on her upwardly mobile vision and taste, Nyela described her family of origin as “house poor,” by which she meant that they were always a paycheck away from missing the mortgage and losing their home. Nyela’s father had been an alcoholic who gave most of his boot factory earnings to the local bartenders and numbers runners. Percy’s parents were divorced as well, and they had no house. He always said being born in the projects was a curse he’d had to recode into a gift: it introduced him to hunger, but it also taught him to hate hunger with all he had. He said this bitterly, as though tasting years of memories, pungent in his mouth.


Both Percy and Nyela were the first in their families to attend college. They had met as students at NYU, which may as well have been as far from Harlem as it was from Philadelphia. Quickly, they put themselves to conjuring a new dream of home. This seemed to have worked, and for most of Malaya’s eight years of life, things had been happy enough. Nyela was successful, and Percy was what everyone called a Good Black Man, present, supportive, and, as all the women Malaya knew seemed to agree, fine.


Before the move, when Nyela was still in coursework as a graduate student, she would pick Malaya up from Grandma Titi’s and the two spent their evenings together reading stories out loud and talking about their respective days at school while Nyela cooked in the narrow apartment kitchen until Percy got off work. But now their time was spent reciting bread point values and going over the dangers of fat.


Sometimes Malaya thought back on the sun-dappled apartment days and wondered if that could really have been the same family—the same parents, the same her. Other times, she wondered if those memories could be real, and, if they were, what else in life could change without explanation.


LYING IN BED, Malaya looked at the cracked beige plaster on the ceiling. Her bedroom was big, with three tall windows and a sealed fireplace over which arched a wooden mantel, adorned with tiny wood-molded bunches of leaves and grapes. The brownstone’s previous owners had covered the moldings with a chalky white paint that made it hard to see the details of the designs, partly because the paint was constantly covered in a layer of dust. The same dust covered the row of stiff, fancy dolls Ma-Mère had brought her from trips to places like Barbados and Oaxaca which sat atop the mantel, their thick fluffs of hair and delicately stitched dresses too pretty to touch. The dust swirled through the air of the wide room and clung to the glow-in-the-dark love sign Malaya had brought home from Philadelphia last summer and pasted to her vanity mirror with Krazy Glue, even though Nyela had told her not to.


Malaya’s room downtown had been much smaller, but it was large in her memory. It was painted a bright yellow and had a single window that seemed perpetually lit white with sun. When she thought about that room, she played over and over in her mind a song that was on the radio at that time, about a place called “La Isla Bonita.” In it, a chirpy white woman told about this place, a glittery dream of sun and breeze, and though the woman said she’d never been there before, her yearning to go seemed to stretch and pierce through the notes so that Malaya felt she could actually see the island’s clouds in front of her, feel its mist on her skin. The song was full of Spanish words, some of which Malaya recognized from her days with Grandma Titi, like bonita and te amo. Then there were other words, like siesta, that she didn’t understand but wanted urgently to learn. The song ended in a delicious trail of la la la’s that you had to listen very closely to hear. Each time Malaya replayed the ending in her memory, she was overcome with a longing to go with the white girl.


MALAYA HUMMED the song as her parents’ voices sprang up downstairs. When it became clear that they were arguing again, she sang the la la la’s louder. She pulled her sketch pad and pencil set from her vanity drawer and started drawing, imagining the gifts she might find under the tree tomorrow marked with “Happy Kwanzaa!” or “From Santa!” She had stopped believing in Santa in the second grade, after Rachel Green-stein told her he was made up by Christian parents to make their children behave, but she liked the idea of a big magic man flying through the sky with presents, so she said nothing.


This year, she had written to Santa, and left the letter on her parents’ bed with a halo of stars and exclamation points around the item she wanted more than anything in the world: an electronic label maker called the Brother P-touch 3. The children at Galton had taken up label makers as their latest fad, after cinnamon-flavored dental floss, oily blue-green stickers that looked like they had oceans inside them, and erasers that smelled like cotton candy. This label-making trend had turned the third-grade classroom into a vista of colors and words: thin green strips announced students’ names from their desks, phrases like @^KEEP OUT!^@ and *!DON’T!*!TOUCH!* glared in red from lunch boxes and notebook covers. One student, a box-shaped boy named Ben Heath, had printed all the words to the first part of Lewis Carroll’s “Jabberwocky” in rainbow lettering, sticking the verses inexplicably on the bars of the class gerbil’s cage. Malaya couldn’t wait to spread her own blue and purple lettering across the classroom walls.


The daydream stopped short when Nyela called her from the stairs.


“Malaya? Come down. We have to talk to you.”


Nyela was sitting on the bed in her shiny green nightgown, a half-folded piece of paper in her lap. Percy stood with his back to the door, leaning over the windowsill.


“Sit down, My Laya,” he said, turning toward her.


“Do you remember what Dr. Perior said when you went to see him yesterday?” Nyela glanced down at the paper.


Malaya scanned her memory, her chest tight. She thought of the scale, the feeling of the cold stethoscope and the tight, scratchy gown. She thought the words: morbidly obese. She had heard them before, and she knew they mattered deeply. But she did not know what they meant, and suddenly this filled her with shame.


“Do you remember how much you weighed when he put you on the scale?”


“No,” she said.


It was true. Even though she weighed in every week at the Meeting, it was as though a great gray fog came and wiped the number out of her head as soon as she left the room. She always remembered how much she had gained—or, especially, how much she lost—but she could never make the number on the scale itself stick. Her stomach tightened. She felt like she was on the examination table again, trying not to breathe.


“One hundred and seventy-two pounds,” Nyela said, tapping her knee with the corner of the folded paper with each syllable. She looked nervous, too. “That’s more than a lot of grown women, Malaya. Four pounds more than at the Meeting last week.”


Malaya studied the curve of her mother’s knee under the slinky gown. She tried to play the island song in her mind, but she couldn’t catch the melody.


“My Laya,” Percy said, “what we’re trying to say is we’re worried about you.”


“Your teachers are worried, too.” Nyela tapped the paper again, then unfolded it. “The school sent a letter about your fitness test scores. They’re calling us in for meetings.”


Nyela looked at her, waiting for something. Malaya knew this was serious. She had heard stories of black children being taken from their parents in the name of child welfare. This had happened to Aunt Augustine before Cousin LaSondra was born, and the few times Percy and Nyela mentioned it, both their faces cracked with pain. And though Nyela was always adamant that protecting children was important, it was clear that the white people’s modes of protection were not to be trusted in this regard. Nothing good ever came of being called in for meetings with white authorities, and the idea of putting her parents through such a humiliation filled her again with shame. Her face got hot and tears began to trail down into her mouth.


“You’re a smart girl, Malaya,” Percy said. He moved toward her as though he was going to put a hand on her shoulder, but he didn’t. “And you’re beautiful. You know that, right?”


Malaya didn’t know how to respond. It felt like something that was true to him, but was a complete fabulation to the outside world. In this way, beauty was twofold. There was the side of beauty Malaya knew deeply, the twin arcs of a passing cloud or the perfect yellow cast of a streetlight glowing in the rain. This was also the beauty of blackness, the unspeakable ember of timeless knowing that sat at the heart of Harlem’s kente-colored life, powering its rhythms and tuning its flourishes to brilliance. But then there was the other beauty—the one that, in the outside world, was reserved for skinny white and light-skinned women, a beauty as distant as a meteor for Malaya. When Percy called her beautiful, it was this beauty she suspected he was talking about, and it confounded her. Any response would either be a delusion or, worse, a betrayal. She sniffled and nodded, not because she agreed, but because she wanted the conversation to end.


They asked a barrage of questions about Malaya’s eating: Was she sneaking food? Was Giselle feeding her junk when they stayed late at work? Where was she getting the food? How was she hiding it? Why was she eating so much?


To each question, Malaya lied: no, no, no, no . . . I’m not. I don’t know.


She looked at her parents sitting there on the bed, Nyela’s face stiff and heavy, Percy’s crumpled. She did her best to keep her breath from going off beat.


“You can be the smartest, most beautiful woman in the world,” Nyela said, “but if you can’t control your weight, you won’t be happy.” She looked at Malaya, first her belly, then her face.


“Do you think you understand what we’re saying, Malaya?” she asked.


Malaya nodded.


“Is there anything you want to say, My Laya?” Percy asked.


She shook her head no.


“I know you want to go back to your room,” Nyela said. “We just want you to know that we love you. Are you going to work harder on this?”


She nodded again.


“Okay,” Nyela said. “We have no choice but to believe you.”


But it didn’t seem true. Nyela placed the letter on top of the stack of papers on her nightstand, where she kept all the things she didn’t want to forget.


CHRISTMAS MORNING CAME with all its familiar smells: the turkey, string beans, and collard greens simmering in the kitchen, the rich, woody prickle of the tree downstairs, which made the house feel like an enchanted forest. But it was the smell of Ma-Mère’s coffee that truly meant Christmas had begun. Each year, Ma-Mère brought bags of roasted coffee beans from the trips she’d taken, rich blends from places like Guatemala and St. Kitts packed tight in plastic bundles and wrapped in fancy gold ribbons. Coffee always smelled stranger when Ma-Mère brewed it—stronger than when Nyela did, at least. This made sense to Malaya. Ma-Mère was like a more saturated version of her mother.


Malaya brushed her teeth and placed her slumber bonnet neatly under her pillow, shaking her braids loose and finger-combing them so they hung neatly at her shoulders, beads clinking. She made her bed carefully, propping her pillows just so, so that she would have a place to sit when she returned to pore over the coveted P-touch 3.


When she reached the parlor, she found it transformed. Brimming with red and green gift wrap and kente-print wreaths, the space seemed both bigger and smaller at once. The ceiling seemed to have stretched upward to make room for the tree, which towered in the center of the room, its branches spreading generously in all directions. The walls seemed whiter and the stucco left on the ceiling by the previous owners seemed to catch glints of sunlight from the window and shine as though frosted. The room was thick with gifts. Objects of all sizes filled the space from the tree to the doorway, some wrapped in red and green paper, some in small bags with sparkly ribbons curling festively from their handles. There were a few larger gifts in odd shapes, covered in plastic bags printed with candy canes, wreaths, and snowflakes. Malaya assumed these were from her father. Percy always bought large gifts, and Nyela had told Malaya once that this was because he had grown up poor, which meant he was liable to say yes to everything, as if the word no were a curse.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		I



		Saturday



		Hooky Day



		La Isla Bonita



		Freeze Tag



		Ladyness



		Theories of Class



		Hurt It Back



		II



		Big Woman



		Christopher Cat



		Dr. Clondon



		The Outside Weight



		Notorious



		Fakeout Summer



		Not Nothing



		III



		Please Go



		Ethan Windborne



		Room



		Soul Clap



		Mz. Thang



		Acknowledgments











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start













		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		1



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		199



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Cover





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
BIG
GIRL

Mecca Jamilah Sullivan

vvvvvv





