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Praise for Acting Out


“Little begins to really work the first-person voice, blurring time frames and verbal styles to evoke the inner world of a woman who has lost her core—or, perhaps, never had one. In the novel’s most arresting passages, Ina relates her lack of identity to her own family’s history and the historical legacy of all African-Americans. . . . Ina’s journey may not look like much from the outside, but Little’s expressive prose lends it substance.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“In Acting Out, the bestselling author of Good Hair and The Itch brings her readers another vivid character to whom they can relate.”


—Today’s Black Woman


“Once again, [Little] has created characters that are real and memorable, despite their flaws.”


—Ebony


“[A] feisty, conversational style and . . . memorable depiction of black upper class life. . . . She captures well the awkwardness of being a single divorcée in the suburbs.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Delightful brain candy.”


—The Buffalo News


“Once again, Little does the good deed by capturing black life—gay, straight, bourgeois, ‘boxed’ in, or some combination thereof. She tells an engaging contemporary tale in all its colors, nuances and shades. And she clearly writes outside the box.”


—Black Issues Book Review


“By tossing in a handful of surprises, Little moves beyond the predictability of other books. She draws characters that are realistically faulty, who force readers to embrace them, warts and all, even when the world they thought was round proves to be anything but.”


—Upscale


“A heartfelt story.”


—Booklist


“With its candid revelations and realistic portrayal of family, marriage, and independence, Acting Out triumphs.”


—Book Remarks
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For Baldwin and Ford




When we are alone and quiet we are afraid that something will be whispered in our ear, and so we hate the silence and drug ourselves with social life.


—NIETZSCHE


What a relief it is when we stop trying to be something and become someone.


—COCO CHANEL




Author’s Note


While Eleazer is an actual family name, these characters and situations are creations born in my imagination, as are the characters in all my other books. Some names like Eleazer, like Stone Ridge Country Day School of the Sacred Heart (thanks, Lori Millen), are better than anything I could make up.


Thank you for allowing my imaginary world to enter yours. Hope you enjoy.
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PART I



Sucker Punched




CHAPTER



ONE



When I married Jay I was sure he’d never leave me. I was certain that he loved me more and that he loved the life we’d made together. If anyone was going to do the leaving it was going to be me. I’m convinced I thought about it more than he did—looking at my softening face in the mirror as I sat in the beauty salon; sitting in the car wash tempted to open the window and let in that nasty soapy water inside the white Range Rover he’d insisted on buying; strolling down the aisle of Grant’s mindlessly putting butter, eggs, cereal, and ground turkey in the cart. I’d imagine myself going home, setting the groceries on the kitchen floor and leaving. The idea rolled around my head like a pebble in my shoe. Too big to ignore, but eventually I did and the feeling went away, or I should tell you I made it go away. I deaden those feelings with my will and when that stalled I ingested a little blue pill. The pill also rid me of those knavish thoughts that took up residence in my mind for as long as I can remember. The pill let me let go.


Jay had wanted, and he literally said this, a real family that would look good in the Christmas card. Why hadn’t I just packed up when he said that? He had actually considered the vision of red plaid-donned children on a damn Christmas card important. Jay was a good father, but I was the one in charge of the reality of three kids—the daily doling out of hugs, support, information, monitoring homework, scheduling doctor appointments, play dates, lessons, teacher conferences and on and on and on. But now he has left me and I hate feeling like a damn cliché, but I am, we are. He left me, I later learned, for a younger, thinner, better-credentialed woman he’d met at a traffic light. I’d become the aging suburban housewife who wore jeans six days out of seven and lived my life inside the demands of a carpool. But I wasn’t frumpy or unattractive, although like most I’d gained an extra few pounds with each kid, which now amounted to ten to fifteen that I could stand to lose. I dressed the way that was appropriate for the kind of life I lived—shuttling kids, taking care of a baby and a house and cooking and organizing all of our lives. That’s what I did.


I didn’t start out wanting the kind of life we ended up having. I had wanted to own my life, but that concept was amorphous, and then I got hurt and scared and there was Jay who knew exactly what he wanted and said he wanted me to be with him, so I figured why not. I knew he knew what he wanted to do and maybe along the way I’d figure out how to live the life I wanted. My instinct had told me that I needed to marry myself first, cleave to a clearly defined self first, but Jay was nice enough, successful enough, handsome enough, good enough in bed, my friends liked him enough and I remember thinking, during the rehearsal dinner, This is enough. There was some wow to have found this person who is right for me, even if I didn’t quite know what that was. He’s good enough. I didn’t listen to myself back then—I was twenty-six and self-knowledge was still more than a decade away. What I did know about myself scared me. I knew I didn’t want to be like the women who came before me—my mother and grandmother and aunts—wild, untamable women who at one time were fierce and lively but seemed to practice a kind of antilove. They were vivid, hard and often joyless. They scared the shit out of me. What I convinced myself of was that I wanted to be sedate and reserved, which I’d decided was normal, and to let someone else worry about personhood.


Jay’s work, or I should say success, allowed me to not have to work and the freedom to volunteer on the PTA, work out, see my friends for lunch and shop. I shopped when I was happy and when I was not. I shopped for me, for my kids, their friends, the house, my friends’ houses. I had been happy enough. Happier than I’d been in my own birth family—where my mother was never home and when she was, she was only happy in our garage, which was her studio, covered in paint and working on a canvas. She had had a passion that didn’t have anything to do with my father or me. She was frustrated by a lack of creative opportunity and had never settled in her work as a high school art teacher, but still labored in that garage long after she stopped showing or being represented. She had artist and writer and musician friends we didn’t know well, who she seemed to need to breathe. She’d leave for days at a time, leaving Daddy in charge of braiding my hair, helping me with my schoolwork and Girl Scout projects, all the things mothers and daughters were suppose to do. Daddy loved my mother with a childlike devotion. He used to say he had three things in his life that mattered: running—he’d been a sprinter in college who became a high school gym teacher, my mother and me. I believed the running was a distant second to Mother and I came in, maybe, third. It didn’t really matter, though, because I wanted my mother to help me with my homework and my Girl Scout projects and to do my hair. When I was pregnant with Malcolm, it was my dad who called up some friends and hosted a shower for me. When I had Malcolm I thanked God that I’d had a boy and wouldn’t have to deal with a daughter who’d force me to deal with all the anger and lack I’d had with my own mother. Then I had another boy and I took that as a sign of God’s grace. Then one night after one of Paula Sweet’s perfect dinner parties and me having too much wine, which was the only way I got through them, Jay and I came home, fell into bed without my diaphragm. We made Ivy and I seriously considered getting rid of it. If RU486 had been available I’m sure I would have. Then I found out that it was a girl and spent the rest of my pregnancy petrified, although some part of me knew I needed to deal with my mother issues. I named her Ivy because it is strong, constantly growing and resilient, my hope for her.


Ivy was five months old, I was feeding her rice cereal mixed with breast milk when Jay said he was leaving me. Cereal was on her fingers and face and in both of our hair. She was in her high chair laughing and I felt unrestrained happiness only a baby’s laughter can provide. Even with breast milk running down my T-shirt and onto my overalls, and cereal on the red bandanna that was supposed to hold up my hair, I felt glamorous. I often did, in my jeans or overalls or khakis, like I was one of those cool stay-at-home moms you see in computer ads. I didn’t understand feeling unattractive, like I overheard other women at my kids’ school complain about. My body and hair were in good enough shape and my makeup was in some evidence. I had to keep reminding myself that I would be forty on my next birthday. Of course, I didn’t look like the women, I should say girls, in fashion magazines, or the ones Jay worked with, those real estate women who drove Mercedes wagons, wore gold Rolexes with diamonds, got their hair blown out twice a week and were acquainted with Botox. But I didn’t want to look like maintaining my looks was my job.


Jay walks in, through the back door that was always unlocked. It was too early for him to be home for lunch, but not unusual for him to drop by the house during the day if he was working out of his Pomona office. A year ago, he’d set up an office in Harlem, and in this hot market his workload had doubled. He checked the mail, which sat as it always did in a basket on the granite kitchen counter, grunted something about his shirts having been delivered, went and got them from the hall closet and then, as if he’d asked “what’s for dinner?” said, “I’m leaving you.” Just like that. No “we’ve got to talk” or “I’ve been thinking” or even “you know I’m not really happy.” Nothing. Just I’m leaving you. I sat there for a moment, still feeding Ivy, thinking, I think he just said I’m leaving you, but telling myself, No, you’re wrong, he couldn’t have said that, what are you, crazy? He can’t leave you; you have kids, three kids, a mortgage, an SUV and a station wagon and a swim club membership. I put the tiny rubber-tipped spoon down in to one of the two sections of the peach-colored plastic bowl and turned around to look at Jay’s face. It was clinched and stern and I couldn’t tell whether he was trying to hold back tears or if he was furious and trying not to show it.


“What did you say?”


He looked down and started babbling about life being a one-shot deal and having to make the most of it and being back in the city . . . and . . . lonely . . . and then my ears stopped working and I thought, well, I’ll stand up—maybe if he sees me, he’ll snap out of this lunacy. He’ll see me and Ivy and he’ll snap out of it.


“Jay, Jay, Jay. Wait. What? What’re you trying to say? What’s this? What are you talking about?”


I touched his forearm and he stepped away from me. He rubbed his eye with one hand, exhaled in what seemed to be frustration.


“I’m just not happy anymore, Ina. I haven’t been for a long time and it’s just, I think better, it’ll be better like this. I can’t, I just can’t keep this going.”


“Keep what going?”


He blew out again, this time seeming less certain of his position.


“This,” he said and looked up, his hands up, waving toward the ceiling. “All this. I just don’t want this anymore.”


“Okay, so all what? What’s wrong?”


He practically whispered, “I don’t know you anymore.”


He looked at me and quickly looked away. “You’re not who I married.” He opened the door and walked out. Just like that, just like he had every morning for the past thirteen years. He just walked out. Now Ivy was chanting “Da-Da . . . Da-Da . . . Da-Da.” The only word she says. They all say it first, Mama, Mommy comes way later, a year sometimes. A more complicated and deeper expression, I guess, takes more time to master. Once they do, of course, you wish they didn’t because they must say it six-hundred times a day. My head felt like someone was standing on it. I wanted to go upstairs and get into my big, feathered bed, feel the smooth 380-thread count sheets against my body, the goose down on top of me and under my head. I needed a nap; I needed to sleep like Aurora, only longer, like Rip Van Winkle. I need to sleep so long that when I wake up all the pain, all the explaining, the messes, the fights, the bouts of self-loathing that will come, would be over.


I called my neighbor Paige to watch Ivy and maybe even the boys when they got home from school. She had four kids, her three younger ones around the same ages as mine. She had an au pair and a live-in housekeeper. It was never a problem having three more kids in her large, rambling house. I gathered Ivy out of her high chair, wiped cereal from her hair, face and hands with a wet paper towel, put her socks back on, pulled on a knit hat and sweater and carried her next door. My neighbor was in her kitchen watching the Food Network on her wide-screen TV that was built into a wall; she was cooking along with the TV and talking on the phone. She waved a wooden spoon at me and Ingracia appeared, as if summoned by spoon, and took Ivy from my arms.


“Gracias,” I said to her and smiled. She smiled back and immediately began removing Ivy’s hat and sweater while cooing to her.


My neighbor got off the phone and said, in her usual sarcastic way, “You look great! Big party tonight?”


I just breathed in and out deeply and thanked her for rescuing me, again.


“I’m exhausted. I’ve gotta lay down.”


“Go, get some rest. You know we love having her. You want the boys to come here after school?”


“Malcolm and Marcus’ll be home around five, after soccer practice . . .”


“Fine, I’ll look out for them. They like meatloaf? That’s what the kids are having.”


“Yeah, that’ll be fine. I need to lie down. My head is . . .”


“Go, go, and rest. If you don’t feel any better later, they can just sleep over. We love having them, don’t even think about it, go . . .”


My look hugged her and I hoped she could feel how totally, truly grateful I was.


“The back door’ll be opened if they wanna come home,” I said wearily as I left.


I let the screen door close behind me, scribbled on a Post-it and stuck it to the door, instructing the boys to go next door for dinner. I breathed in the silence of my house. I couldn’t recall the last time it had been this quiet, when the last time was that I was alone. I used to love to be alone with my thoughts, daydreaming for hours as a child and then sharing some of it with my cousin Zackie, who would remain my confidant into adulthood, who’d listen to my dreams with his eyes closed, as if visualizing pictures of what I said.


It was fall and chillier inside than it was out. We hadn’t turned the heat up yet. I went to the thermostat—it was at fifty-six degrees. I moved it to sixty-nine and looked around my family room. Every detail of this house I’d put my soul into making sure was just right. The khaki duck fabric on the sectional for family viewing of our large-screen TV, for which I had an armoire built; the perfect coral-colored chenille throw over Jay’s brown leather arm chair; the ficus I’d nurtured since it was a baby bush. Our black-and-white family photos in gallery frames, shot and framed and hung by me just so, chronicling all the children through gummy drool stage to toddlerdom to school age. I knew women who complained about getting lost in taking care of everyone but themselves, but I didn’t feel that way. It was the common lament of the women who made up the mommy’s group I’d been in when we lived in Brooklyn, when Malcolm was a baby. All the women were powerful used-to-bes: a banker, several lawyers, a journalist, but I’d never really had a career to miss. My photographer’s assistant days had been short-lived. Of course, I would come to see I did give up something, but that’d come later.


Wasn’t my book club, my volunteer work, shopping, something? I had things to do; I had a life, didn’t I?




CHAPTER



TWO



The first thing I needed to do was change the sheets to get rid of the smell of his cologne, the one I had always thought of as “too much.” I never liked guys who wore cologne, seemed too peacocky to me. It was one of the many things I disregarded about my tastes in men when I married Jay. I grabbed the box of breast pads and stuffed two new ones inside my bra. I took off my bandanna and overalls and jumped into my feathered cocoon. I closed my eyes, waited for sleep to sweep me away as it always did as soon as my head released into the pillow. But I was cold and couldn’t get comfortable. I tossed and turned, hearing over and over, “You’re not who I married.” And even though I knew what I’d just witnessed was real I couldn’t make myself believe it was. Jay was not the type to leave. He’d loved me. He loved our kids. He had everything he ever wanted. I was the one with unfulfilled ambition, the life of soccer practice and kids’ birthday parties. He was in the world and had a refuge that I worked my ass off to create. What was the point of leaving? If it was for another woman, he should’ve known me well enough to know that I would’ve looked the other way. I really didn’t care enough to end my marriage over a piece of pussy. Oh God. I sat upright in the bed, my eyes wide in discovery. Maybe this is about another woman. Maybe Jay has fallen in love with someone. Could he have been cheating and I didn’t even notice? No, no way. I would’ve known. But would I? I flashed on all those nights late in Harlem. I never went there, never questioned anything he told me about his whereabouts. I was too exhausted. Jay wasn’t the cheating kind and if he did, he was much too cautious to get in too deep. He’s just trippin’, he’s under too much stress. This Harlem thing has been too much for him to handle. I’m not the same person he married. I inhaled deeply, forced myself to focus on my breath, convincing myself he’d be back home in a couple days and I lay down again and fell into a deep, delicious sleep.


I woke up to the feel of Malcolm’s lips on my cheek and saying good-bye. I pulled the comforter over my shoulder and turned to my side before I realized that it was morning and that they were dressed and going off to school.


“I made our lunches, Ma,” he yelled as he bounded down the stairs, Marcus at his heels.


“Where’s Ivy?” I yelled.


“Next door.”


The screen door slammed. I looked outside my bedroom window and saw the school bus opening its door to usher them inside. Brown baby-sitters looking bored, holding on to strollers where white children sat, waiting to be pushed somewhere; mothers in jeans bouncing toddlers on their hips, appearing happy if distracted; mothers, some fathers, holding commuter mugs of coffee, dressed in business clothes and seeming anxious before heading off for their own bus. I always thought I’d be one of them, not necessarily in the beautifully tailored suit, sensible shoes and briefcase, but going off to conquer a world that had nothing to do with apple juice or Barney. And I was one, for a moment, when I was in real estate with Jay when he first left his corporate real estate job to start his own firm. It now seems like a lifetime ago, me working, dancing to the often frustrating beat of nannies, feeling free and pulled and stressed and happy. I still remember my first clients, still exchange Christmas cards with a few. But I always felt fraudulent, like this wasn’t my real life, just something I was playing at. I was good enough at it, people liked me, I worked hard, but I didn’t have that sales instinct, the close-at-any-cost instinct that Jay has, that the gold-level producers have. If I thought a property was crap or overpriced, I’d say so. I’d be showing a house and a movie would be playing in my head about the people who lived there or the fireplace would suddenly look like a sunflower. I wasn’t interested in the furnace, whether the stove was gas or electric, flooding possibilities, none of that. I lay back on my bed and breathed deep, partially a reflex from seeing the kids off to school. For a second I’d forgotten that today was not yesterday, that today my life was drastically different than the one before. I checked the caller ID on the phone that sat on my nightstand next to the lamp, the boxes of breast pads and tissues, to see if Jay had called. I was sure he was simply having some kind of breakdown, that this was temporary, that he’d be home for dinner today or tomorrow.


I dialed Paige to check on Ivy.


“She’s fine. She’s watching Teletubbies with Emily. Ingracia’s getting ready to take them to the park—we have the double jog stroller—don’t worry.”


“Paige, I . . .”


“I know you appreciate it. You need some rest.”


With that she hung up and I knew she meant it. I could leave Ivy there for a month and it would actually be fine.


I had to admit that I was worn out. I rarely slept more than a few hours a night, hadn’t since I had kids. I guiltily admitted that it felt great to not have to do anything but lay here, nobody calling “Mommy!” or needing to be fed, read to, bathed, nursed, rocked. After a few more minutes of idleness, I realized that I was famished. I went downstairs and groggily put on a pot of water. I went outside in my robe and gathered the newspapers off the lawn. We got three papers a day, the local one, the real one, and a New York tabloid. I flipped through the real one, reading the leads of the front-page stories, thinking about how stupid it was to rate the presidential debates like they were a Yankees game. Who won, who lost. One is an idiot and the other one has to keep from calling him that, what a waste of time. More endless fighting in the Middle East, I wonder if I’ll see peace there in my lifetime. A story about bariatric surgery for people so fat they can’t go to the movies or tie their own shoes. The operation closes off their small intestines. I don’t know, maybe I’m just harsh, but how about stop eating so much! Enough of this, I just want the dessert. I pour coffee into the press and reach for the tabloid, flipping past their attempt at covering the same news I just read in the real newspaper. I flip to the gossip pages and do what I always do, scan the pictures for the black faces, read those boldface names first and then . . . but something causes me to back up, to stop before going on to read about Jennifer Aniston and . . . “Real estate princess Julie Jarvis and boyfriend Jay Robinson . . . party. . . . Donald Trump and girlfriend Ricki . . . party for Jennifer Lopez’s . . .” There was a picture of Jay and a tall woman who could’ve been Latin or Italian or Greek. The party was last night. The night of the day he left us. There must be some mistake. Jay with a girlfriend? When? How? I sat there while the whistle on the kettle screamed. I sat there while the phone rang. I sat there while the bell rang. I just sat there.


I’m not sure how I got through the next week. I had a lot of help from Paige and my dad. I knew Paige knew by now that Jay had left me, but she hadn’t said anything. I just didn’t have any words for what I felt, so I didn’t try any. Paige was a yenta, knew everybody and most everybody’s business—but she was good at keeping things to herself, often not even sharing with her husband, Andy. He was an heir to a furniture fortune and ran a not-for-profit arts program for city kids. Paige and Andy knew everyone. My dad, who loved nothing more than being Grandpa to my children, especially the two boys, asked about Jay and I lied, saying he was busy on a project. I just kept going. Of course I burned the rice, missed the teacher’s conference, forgot to pay the dry cleaning bill. The worst was forgetting to make the Halloween costumes. All the good ones were gone and Malcolm was doing what he always does, trying to make me feel better.


“Don’t worry about it, Ma, it’s no big deal. We’ll find something.”


God, he was a great kid.


I still hadn’t told them anything more than Daddy’s on business; Daddy’s really busy in Harlem; Daddy took an apartment in New York ’cause it’s more convenient.


Eventually I knew I’d have to tell them, but I just couldn’t right now.


Jay is off with Julie Jarvis and left me with the mess of having to deal with three kids.


•  •  •


Jay didn’t call and check on us as he said he would and when I tried to reach him on his cell I simply got his answering machine. I couldn’t bring myself to leave a message. What would I say? You short muthafucka, how dare you? . . . Why didn’t you just tell me you wanted to be with someone else, you snake, you hypocrite, you piece of shit. It just didn’t seem like the kinds of things one says on an answering machine. So I simmered and I smiled for my kids and read their bedtime stories and played out our future in my head, imagining us having to move into a much smaller house, maybe even an apartment, and having to get a job because I’d refuse to take a dime from the slime Jay was. I knew I could find work if I had to, even if the kids would have to get used to much less. There are worse things. Oftentimes I felt like they had too damn much anyway and kids who grow up like that often don’t amount to much, they have no drive. I wanted mine to strive for something, not to have everything laid at their feet, to be soft and lazy and assume that something was owed them.


In a way, I was one of those kids. We weren’t rich and I didn’t have everything I wanted, but I didn’t want for much. We lived in a pristine yellow center hall colonial. It had deep green shutters and geraniums sprouting from window boxes that my father had built and then planted. My parents went into high gear when I came home from nursery school and announced that I was white. (Well, I didn’t actually announce it; it was more like a pronouncement of this is who I am.) My mom tried to seem calm but was dying inside, trying to breathe after her lungs seemed to cease. But to my four-year-old self, white was normal, black was not, and I just wanted to be like everybody else—everybody who I knew at nursery school. After that they tried to do everything for me to make sure that I felt good about being black, or African-American as is now the “proper” term. I think it should be American-African or just American black since we’re more American than anything else. They took me to see all the important black plays, black art exhibits, spent summers in an all-black beach colony, made sure all of their black friends had wonderful children for us to form wonderful, lifelong friendships with. They agree that I was the most agreeable child. I was an A student, I ran track, as my dad had, and basically did what I was told, whatever to just please my parents and keep them from stressing even more than they seemed to do naturally. I went to Howard ’cause they thought that would be good for me. A black college after my mostly white primary school years they thought would be a good antidote to becoming an Oreo, their great fear.


It was at Howard where I first encountered Jay. We were never formally introduced, didn’t date or hang out in the same circle, but he was an outgoing, popular fraternity boy whose face I knew from around the yard. Jay also grew up in my hometown, Pomona, but on the other side, in a mostly black and working-class section called the Hollow. He was a small-town boy making good. His church paid his tuition, not that his mother wouldn’t have mortgaged her soul to do so, but his church, his community was just that kind of place. At Howard he excelled in his business courses and gradually metamorphosed into AMID (A Man in Demand). Jay hung with the Greeks. I hung with the urban, pseudo-artsy-intellectual group who made fun of Greeks, who either ignored us or called us freaks, and who occasionally would sneak into one of their parties. They had great parties. But primarily, at Howard, I spent my years there in love with David, a graduate student. He was a lowly teaching assistant in the esteemed political science department there, searching, not sure if he wanted to become a full prof, as his old man was. Not sure he wanted to continue his membership in the class into which he was born; not sure what he wanted to do, be. I had my own parental issues, changing my major from visual art to art history to theater arts before graduating, at my parents’ insistence, with a liberal arts degree. You need something to fall back on. The only things that I loved were my art and photography classes. That had been clear to me back then, but it was also clear that Mama Leaver didn’t think that was enough of an education, she was afraid for me to try to live an artist’s life. She believed it offered only heartbreak and that only people with real fortitude could make it. She didn’t think I had it. She didn’t see me.


David was the first guy I’d ever been with who didn’t try to rip my clothes off as soon as we were alone. He took my hand and would caress it as if examining every vein, ligament and bone and talk slow about how he felt, how wonderful I was, how great we were together. On our dates we’d go to magazine stores in Georgetown where we’d spend hours looking at glossies from all over the world, on all kinds of things from photography to textiles. We’d go to out of the way art galleries. He always knew some tucked-away joint—Ethiopian, Egyptian, Peruvian for dinner; coffee shops, back when Starbucks was only a joint in Seattle. We would linger. Talk politics—South Africa, when Mandela was still in prison; Rhodesia—before it became Zimbabwe; black people—the reason we still ain’t free. He’d stroke his lush beard and tap his long pointer to his temple. And every time he did it, I fell even deeper.


“What you willing to do to be free, Ina B. Wells?” he would always ask.


It was his nickname for me. He’d say he loved my name, Ina P. West, but couldn’t resist the play on Ida B. Wells, the antilynching freedom fighter. He never expected me to answer this, just liked to let me know what he expected of me—he wanted a thinking companion, not just someone who shared his bed. He loved to talk, almost as much as I loved to listen to him. So why then didn’t we just stay together? Why didn’t I move into his funky atelier with the view of a brick wall and a resident manager who had a thing for heroin, get a job downtown, maybe at the Corcoran—my favorite gallery where I had worked as an intern—and just kick it? Instead, he got caught up in a family fight because he had decided not to get his Ph.D. He went to work for the Washington Post as a clerk and went to law school at night, not because he wanted to be a lawyer, but as his silent rebellion. His father threatened to cut him off and I decided I had my own career indecision to tend to. I was trying to figure out what I wanted to be when I grew up. All I knew was that I didn’t want to end up like my mother. David’s family miasma was too much like mine and that scared me. I wanted someone who was free of drama—who could fill that requirement?


So I took the passive way out. I busied myself with my internship at the gallery, became vice president of the Campus Pals—if anybody knew Howard, I did, having been there for five and a half years—anything to occupy me so I didn’t have to deal with David. I loved him but didn’t want to. I figured it would just fizzle out, he’d get tired of me being unavailable and I wouldn’t have to deal with anything. That didn’t work. He just saw me whenever I “made” time. He continued to live alone inside his head, fighting with his parents. We’d get together, have hot, burning-down-the-funky-walls sex and I’d withdraw into my busy schedule. We even stopped going out to our favorite foreign restaurants. He said that I seemed tired of him and while that wasn’t the case I just said yeah, that’s it, too much for me to handle right now, so one day a couple weeks after graduation I turned over my sublet, packed up the Beetle and just went back home. I didn’t even say good-bye.


After a couple months, when I started missing him, I called one drunken night only to hear a disaffected voice telling me he was glad to hear from me but had to go because he had “company,” and he told me that he’d joined Vista and was going to Ghana to live for two years. He promised to call before he left the country. A week went by and then a month, then two and then four months. I called him again and his number had been disconnected. I’d lost him; at least that’s what I told myself at the time. I decided he didn’t want me anymore so I didn’t want him. I let go of him. I let go of the idea of us.
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