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For Nanny, Granny, and Mama T












AN ANCIENT GIRL






In the garden, I am ancient. When my feet return to soil, every fiber of my being knows I am home. I am a piece of the interwoven yarn of forever. I am the river that flows backward and forward, downstream and up, all the way back to Eve.


I know things.


In the garden, I am ancient. Sewn into my soul is what my grandmothers know and their grandmothers and theirs. This antiquity is me, through and through. But also, them and me, my own and also, never my own.


And I know things.


The garden is the one place where I stand firm, my legs solid like tree trunks, because in my grandmothers’ gardens, I was root and sprout, stem and blossom.


And I know some things.


In the garden, I am ancient. And it is here that I am whole.


And every inch of me,


every millimeter of my flesh and bone,


my entire soul,


belongs.
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NEW YEAR’S EVE


The door to the roof is battered, a heavy metal relic, rusted. The top and bottom corners curl inward like calla lily folds, preventing the door from closing properly. Bella gives the door a gentle push. It opens easily. The frigid night air assaults her face and every other tiny break in her cold weather armor. She had changed the clock face on her Fitbit yesterday to show the time, date, and temperature, her grand gesture to signal her transition from a ne’er-concerned-about-the-weather Californian to an always-prepared New Yorker. Tonight, the clock face reads zero degrees. Zero degrees. She has never been out in zero degrees. She knows it’s much too cold for Eddi, her mother, and her to be outdoors, but it’s New Year’s Eve, and Eddi has arrived from Los Angeles just this morning to help Bella move in and transform her tiny new bedroom into a cozy home in the sixth-floor walk-up she will share with a stranger.


New York decided to welcome them with an unexpected cold snap, so they are wearing most of the clothes Bella packed just to spend a moment on the roof in celebration of the New Year. They thought their layers of T-shirts, hoodies, leggings, and jeans would do the job a proper winter coat might, since neither of them have one. But they are wrong. It’s five minutes until midnight when they climb the one flight of stairs up from the apartment and face this pathetic door. Bella shudders as she walks over the threshold, thoroughly cold within seconds. She decides that this New Year’s celebration is going to have to be quick.


“I don’t understand why we couldn’t just stay indoors and have a civilized glass of champagne,” Eddi protests.


“Because the view from the roof is spectacular,” Bella says. “You can see the Empire State Building. And because this is not just any New Year, Mom. We have so much to celebrate.”


“You are so right, sweetie.”


Eddi takes one look at the door and scoffs.


“How in the world do they keep this building warm with the door open like this? Can it even close?” she asks.


Bella moves toward the front of the building, turning to coax her mother with a wave. Her Converse All Stars slide along the icy tar until they hit upon a gritty patch. Bella regains her balance. Her mother is still standing in the doorway.


“C’mon, Mom,” she urges, “just be careful.”


A deafening boom sounds off nearby. Soon they are surrounded—crackles, pops, and explosions from every direction. Bella hurries over to the edge of the building to locate the source of that last big boom. On the street side, the building face extends up to her chest to create a wall that keeps her from falling over the edge. On her tiptoes, she can look down and see the front door and stoop of the tiny sushi restaurant on the first floor of her building, where she took her mother for her first dinner in the city. It only holds about fifteen people, but tonight it is over capacity with New Year’s Eve partiers. She looks across at the rooftop on the other side of the street and sees the outline of a man lighting a small firework cannon. Another boom sounds off. Eddi, still in the doorway, ducks down and covers her head. But then the sky above them is alight with a shower of flaming red, green, and white sparkles that shimmer briefly and then, like falling stars, are gone. They both laugh, delighted. This promise of coming wonders seems to convince Eddi to venture past the threshold.


“You know, we really aren’t supposed to be on this roof,” Eddi says. Her face is turned up and her eyes reflect another shower of white sparkles. “Did you or your dad read the lease? I read the entire agreement, every word, and it explicitly says that if you are caught on the roof, your landlord can fine you twenty-four hundred dollars! Imagine your dad’s reaction when that surprise shows up on your next rent bill!” Bella wonders how her mother got a copy of the lease agreement, but she doesn’t ask. She stays out of her parents’ dealings.


“Don’t worry,” Bella says, “since my apartment is the closest to the roof, the super said we can come out here any time we want. If he says it’s okay, I’m sure it is! And I have big plans for this space. It’s going to be amazing!” Bella spreads her arms out like a game show host, as if she were showcasing the garden wonderland she envisions and not the current dirty, desolate landscape of rusted metal, moldy brick, and ice-covered tar.


Eddi has moved out toward the center of the roof now, releasing the door at the last possible moment. She is staring at the top of the Empire State Building.


“Look. It’s all lit up. Christmas colors! Beautiful,” she says.


“Come on, Mom.” Bella coaxes her mother to meet her at the edge. “Let’s take a selfie in front of the skyline.” Bella looks down at her phone and sees that the battery is at five percent. “Quickly, Mama, before my phone dies. I can’t believe my battery is so low!”


Eddi scurries over to Bella and grabs her daughter’s arms to steady herself. “This freezing weather is probably zapping your battery,” she says.


They turn their backs to the Empire State Building, positioning themselves for the photo. A gust of frigid wind catches the free ends of Eddi’s scarf, lifting it over her shoulder, and Bella catches it before it is airborne. Bella is helping Eddi rewrap the scarf when they hear the door slam shut behind them. For the first time since Bella’s arrival two days ago, the roof door is completely closed.


“Oh, shit. It actually closed.” Eddi whispers, “Please, God. Don’t let it be locked.”


“It can’t lock, Mom. There is no doorknob. Now, smile!” Bella says and snaps a series of selfies.


Bella slip-slides her way across the ice to beat her mother to the door and pulls. When the door doesn’t budge, she sticks her fingers in the doorknob hole and pulls again.


“Don’t play around, Bella,” her mother says.


“I am not playing around, Mom. The door is stuck. I don’t know how, but it is.”


“Okay, okay. Not to worry. Call your roommate.”


“Camille is all the way downtown,” Bella says, “too far away. And I don’t think we have that kind of time.”


Bella has barely laid eyes on her new roommate, a senior engineering student at NYU. She is the daughter of Bella’s father’s best customer, another father who resents paying his daughter’s New York rent. Yesterday, she met Camille for the first time. Bella came straight from the airport and when she arrived, Camille let her in, gave her keys, and then left with her boyfriend, Charlie, a Columbia University student. On the way out, he’d said: “We tend to hang out on my side of town. You won’t see much of Camille. But if you haven’t been to Columbia, we’d be happy to show you around.” Camille did not endorse or reject her boyfriend’s offer. She simply said, “Everything here is basic, easy to figure out.” Camille was not rude or dismissive, but she was not friendly either. It was clear to Bella that she does not want a roommate and she is not going to be much of one. So even if Bella reached her by phone right now, she is not sure Camille would come.


She doesn’t want her mother to panic, but at zero degrees Bella doesn’t think it takes long to freeze to death, at least it doesn’t feel like it takes long at all. She looks down at her watch. Now, it says negative one degree.


“Call the restaurant downstairs,” Eddi says. “Ask them to send someone up.”


Bella takes her phone out of her pocket and finds the number she used earlier to make a reservation. Just as she presses the button to call, her phone dies.


“Mom, my phone is dead. Give me yours!”


“I didn’t bring it,” Eddi says. She is alternating between pounding on the roof door and peering through the doorknob hole.


Bella takes a deep breath to quell her own panic. The freezing air hurts her lungs and makes her cough. She already can’t feel her face, and her feet are rock-hard hammers. She runs back to the edge of the roof and looks down again at the sushi restaurant. People are spilling out of its front door to see the fireworks. Bella sees the waitress who served them last night bring out a small boom box and set it down on the stoop. She turns up the volume so that the speakers are blasting techno music. Bella yells down, trying to break through the music and their drunken outbursts, but the explosions and whistles drown her out. Eddi makes her way over to the ledge of the building where Bella is standing. Eddi is not even wearing socks, just soft black leather flats, jeans, a cotton turtleneck shirt under a sweater, and a wool scarf that is covering the bottom half of her face. She comes up next to Bella, pulls the scarf down under her chin as she peers over the edge.


“Help!” Eddi yells.


“They can’t hear us, Mom,” Bella says.


“But they are right there!” Eddi says about the sushi crowd six floors down.


“Help!” she screams louder. “Please, help us.”


Eddi continues like this, her yells heightening into full screams. Bella looks at her Fitbit. They have been on the roof for twenty minutes. Explosions are firing off nonstop in every direction—it appears to be a convergence of several celebrations across the city. The sky is bright with color and light. Everywhere they look, missiles and flames are shooting heavenward, exploding out like dandelion stars and then raining down in a slow descent. One after another, then two and three at a time, and then an endless cycle, pop, pop, popping to a wondrous climax. Eddi and Bella stop in their tracks and watch in silence for what feels like a long time, because it is the most spectacular sky they have ever seen, and because there is nothing else they can do. They are frozen in place and their bodies numb. A slow ache is rising from Bella’s ankles toward her creaky knees. Her hands hang heavy from her dead arms. Finally, the noise begins to die down. Bella’s Fitbit says they’ve been on the roof for nearly an hour.


The crowd starts to go back into the restaurant. The waitress has taken the music indoors. Eddi sees this, and as her last desperate effort, in one swift movement she pulls off her wool scarf, gathers it into a ball, and throws it down toward the group. “Hey, up here!” Now, her screams are raspy barks. The air catches the scarf. It unfolds fully and begins to float in languid, undulating waves, like a magic carpet. Finally, it lands on the sidewalk just left of the sushi restaurant steps, but the last person in the crowd, a young woman, has already turned toward the entrance. She ascends the stairs and disappears into the restaurant, closing the door behind her. She never sees the scarf.


“Oh my God,” Eddi wails. She has begun to rub her hands with a rolling motion. Bella sees that Eddi’s hands have turned a bright red with gray blotches, and this brings her attention to her own hands. Her fingers feel like sausages, the tips throbbing with a pain that cannot be assuaged with movement.


“We are going to die here and it’s all my fault,” Eddi says.


“How is this your fault, Mom?”


“I had a feeling, didn’t I? I didn’t want to come up here, did I?” she says.


“So, it’s my fault. That’s what you are really saying,” Bella says.


“No, no, baby. It’s no one’s fault. I just, I just . . . I just should have brought my phone and made us bundle up better. I should have.. . .” Eddi trails off. Her shoulders are hunched, and her hand motions are picking up speed. She is rubbing them together in a circular motion, faster and faster. Her eyes are wide owl circles, her face ashen.


Bella is sorry she lashed out. She blames her throbbing hands and her helplessness. She wants to hug her mother to calm her, but Eddi is too agitated to be contained, and Bella thinks her mother’s movements might be keeping her warm.


Bella follows Eddi back to the door and they both pound on it despite the excruciating pain this exacts on their arms and hands. They yell through the doorknob hole hoping maybe someone has made their way home. Only silence. Bella runs to the back wall opposite the street and looks over the edge.


“There’s a fire escape one floor down. I can shimmy over the wall and jump down,” Bella says, calculating how far she would have to hang from the ledge to drop to the small metal cage protruding from the sixth floor.


Eddi comes over and looks. “No way, Bella! It’s too far and the landing is too narrow. If you miss it, you will die,” she says. “Look at the ledge. It’s covered with ice. No way, baby.”


Eddi slinks down against the wall to a squatting position and wraps her arms around her legs. She starts to rock. Bella stoops down beside her.


“We should get up and keep moving, Mom.”


Now Eddi is still. She is no longer rocking or fidgeting or rolling her hands. She’s parked both hands between her thighs. She is staring forward. The only movement now is the steam clouds coming from her nose. Bella is so worried about her mother that she forgets about her own frozen body, until she reaches down to the gritty floor to sit, and her wrists don’t seem capable of supporting her weight. Like her knees and elbows, they are frozen hinges.


Eddi’s head is at an odd angle, tilting to one side. She is staring straight forward and doesn’t seem to blink. Her mouth hangs in a frown. Her jaw is slack.


Bella knows that her mother is gone.


Bella knows because this is what her mother does. She checks out. She envies this ability. Bella wants to leave her frozen, aching body, too, but she does not have this skill.


“What about me, Mom? What about me?” Bella says in a whisper. Does her mother ever think about her when she leaves?


“Mom?” Bella says in a whisper. Bella needs her to come back and help her figure this out. She tries to remember what she is supposed to do. How did her father deal with her mother when their family was still together? Didn’t he have a trigger word? What would it have been? It’s been too long; Bella can’t remember. Fitbit says another fifteen minutes has passed. It’s minus ten degrees.


“Mother,” she says louder in her full adult voice, dropping the question from her tone.


“Mommy?” Bella pleads. The adult is gone, and the question is back.


Eddi does not answer, so Bella waits, she and Fitbit counting the minutes.


Then Eddi takes in a long breath. She coughs out the frigid air and wipes her nose with her forearm.


“I am so sorry you got stuck with me as your mother,” Eddi says, her voice low, a raspy whisper.


“Mom, don’t say that. I had a great childhood,” Bella says aloud, but she is thinking, Oh, shit, here we go.


“I know you did, sweetie. I know you did. That’s just it. I was just a bystander. Mothers are supposed to give their children wonderful childhoods. That is their job. But all I could manage to do was to stay out of the way and allow your childhood to happen.” Eddi’s chin is shivering now, and her shoulders are shaking. Bella wonders if this is what hyperthermia looks like. Bella is certain her mother is losing her grip on her hard-wrought mental stability.


“Please, let’s get up and move around,” Bella says and tries to keep them in the present. But Eddi doesn’t move.


“My greatest accomplishment as your mother was not jumping in and fucking it all up. You know that, right?” Both Eddi and Bella laugh at this truth. But Eddi’s laugh is a sad one. Her expression is one Bella knows well—despair, vulnerability, hopelessness.


“Thank you for that, Mom,” Bella says. “I always felt so helpless. I could never do anything to make you feel better.”


“That was not supposed to be your job, Bella.”


“I know, I know,” Bella says. That phrase, that’s not your job, was the chorus of her childhood. “But it felt like my job,” she adds.


“Well, it wasn’t. Your job was to be a little girl, an awesome teenager, and a beautiful woman—and you have excelled at all three.”


“Mom, we have to do something. My hands hurt, and I can’t feel my feet. I think we are seriously in danger.”


“But if we die, Bella, when we part ways in the hallway between heaven and hell, know that you are the best thing I have ever done. You and Bernard are all I have that I didn’t fuck up. And no matter what I’ve ever said or done, no matter what I say or do henceforth, that will always be true.”


“So, Mom?” Bella grabs her mother’s face with both of her frozen nub-hands, “you and I, we, right now, are at the beginning of our lives. We are just starting something new for ourselves. We are not going to die here on the roof of my new goddamned apartment!”


“Okay, okay, yes, all right,” Eddi rallies herself, “let’s find a way then. People will begin to come home, right? It’s quiet now. Let’s wait until we see someone and let’s throw our shoes.”


“We don’t have time to wait. I’m going to climb down to the fire escape.”


“No!” Eddi says. She stands up and stagger-runs back to the edge of the roof over the street. She leans over the wall and begins her pleas again. Several minutes pass. The streets are empty. The restaurant is dark. The sushi crowd and Eddi’s scarf are gone.


Eddi turns in one direction and then the other in frenzied circles, searching. She runs to the wall next to an adjacent building. There is a seven-foot barrier in front of the wall on that side, a kind of silver metal grate supported by a grid of long metal poles. Eddi presses her face against the grate to peer through. She jumps back as if something has startled her.


“Bella! The other building is right there.”


“I know, Mom, but that is just their roof too and no one is over there.”


“But I think their roof door is open. I think I see, yes, it’s ajar. Light coming through.”


“What are you going to do? Jump across to the other side?”


“I don’t have to jump. The buildings are connected. I just have to climb over this metal thing.”


“What? Are you sure?” Bella asks, approaching. “Oh my God, we just have to climb!”


Eddi finds a foothold and then another. Every few inches there are small holes that allow solid steps upward. Bella follows. The poles across the barrier allow them a firm grip. And even though their hands stick to the ice with every grab, they endure the pain of dislodging them and climb quickly to the top of the barrier.


“Be careful, sweetie,” Eddi says, straddling the top.


“This is a piece of cake,” Bella says, lifting one leg over the top of the barrier and then the other. “This is just like Granny’s holy wall,” Bella says, referring to a wall in her grandmother’s garden where Bella and her older brother, Bernard, used to climb with regularity. They both laugh at this comparison. They jump down on the other side.


“Yes, it is!” Eddi says as she lands. They grab each other. But the movement is too quick. Their feet slip from under them, and they land hard on the icy surface. Eddi’s soft shoulder saves Bella’s head from colliding with the ice. Now they are laughing harder. They are frozen in a heap and their uncontrolled laughter produces its own cloud of steamy smoke. They scramble to their feet, slipping and sliding their way to the open door.


The heat from inside the building pulls them in and holds them in its merciful embrace. They take the stairs slowly as their legs thaw—one, two, three floors down. They descend into a dark hallway jam-packed with party revelers who are trying to crowd into an open apartment door. But the apartment appears to be already stuffed with people. Loud rap music is blasting from inside, and everyone is in the middle of a call and response with a deejay who is not visible from the hallway.


“When I say happy, you say New Year!” the deejay shouts,


“Happy!”


“New Year!”


“Happy!”


“New Year!”


Eddi and Bella are wedged between people. For a moment they are trapped—there is no clear way to proceed forward or backward. Bella can feel the heat their captors are generating through their clothes. She is grateful to be thawed by them. In this moment, the exchange of warmth feels like love and world peace, enlightenment and nirvana. They are being moved this way and that, purely by the force of the crowd, and they surrender to it. All they can do is smile at each other as the blood returns to their hands and toes, their cheeks and ears. The music is so loud that it replaces Bella’s own thoughts. Eddi reaches out to her and wipes a line of snot from the top of Bella’s lip. Bella hugs her mother. Now her face is hot, and her eyes fill with tears.


“You saved me,” Bella says near her mother’s ear.


“What?” Eddi yells back, trying to hear over the music. Now Eddi and Bella are face-to-face and Eddi sees her daughter’s tears.


“You saved us,” Bella says again.


“Happy New Year,” Eddi says.


“Happy New Year, Mom.”
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The day of my Grandad’s funeral the rhododendrons were resplendent. All my childhood memories are like this—moments defined by what was in bloom, punctuated by one scent of my grandmother’s garden and then another. Granddad died three days after my tenth birthday, and we buried him only three days after that. In my despair over how someone could be gone and buried so quickly, I sought comfort among the rhododendrons. September is the end of their peak blooming season, so the soft pink buds had mostly all opened to full bloom, presenting clusters of white blossoms with deep red throats. I loved these flowers with the irrational affection you feel for things whose uncommon beauty never disappoints. They have always been here for me. Gran called them her Calsaps, the name of this particular variety. They were a full-grown shrub, ten years old just like me. She’d planted them near the holy wall along the northern side of the garden on the day I was born. I am not sure if she also called me Calsap, because the Calsaps joined the family when I did, or because in my grandmother’s garden of many splendors, she knew they were my favorite. The Calsaps and I grew up together, and like the reaching branches of this ever-searching plant, I loved to climb the holy wall too.


The holy wall was a six-foot-tall structure erected by Granddad between the garden and the asphalt driveway. It was made of rectangular cement blocks, with flat stone pavers lining the top. Most of the blocks had solid faces, but some had diamond-shaped cutouts clear through to the other side of the brick. The cutouts served as footholds, which made the wall easy to climb, so my older brother, Bernard, and I called it the holy wall, not because it was sacred, but because it had holes. The holy wall separated the universe of the garden from the outside world. Granddad built the wall himself. He was a mason. The walls, the bean teepee, and the raised beds—they were his contribution and his attempt to interject some order into my Gran’s garden chaos.


Once we returned from the funeral, I didn’t follow the solemn crowd into the house. Instead, I walked up the driveway and through the gate. As I approached, the Calsaps winked at me through the holes in the wall, and I began to cry again. The sight of them made my heart swell, and I didn’t know how to reconcile these feelings of contentment and belonging in the midst of my grief.


I placed Gran’s garden stool deep into the rhododendron bush and sat among my sisters. I let their gentle fragrance fill my head and their blossoms kiss my cheeks. I looked out at the garden. The intruders were taking over (Gran never called them weeds). And some of the perennials were waning. Gran could not tend the garden in those last weeks. She was caring for Granddad until the very end, when pneumonia would finally take him, brought on by a fatal mix of emphysema and silicosis.


I could hear a rising murmur coming from the house, visitors arriving with platters and Pyrex dishes full of casseroles and desserts. I looked up to see my mother standing at the open door. The screen door remained closed, but I could see her silhouette in the doorway. She seemed to be looking out at me. She didn’t call me in, though. She just stood for a moment, and I didn’t have to see her expression to know it would be vacant—her lovely features waiting patiently for her return. She slowly moved away from the screen door, allowing me to see through the kitchen and into the living room.


I could make out my grandmother’s tiny frame sitting in her favorite chair, her head in her hands. She looked up and turned toward the screen door. She seemed to see me, so I leaned back into the Calsaps. I grabbed a cluster of blossoms at the place on the stem where a single branch shoots out into many, and I pulled the blossoms in front of my face to hide. I’d done this many times with my Gran when she was pulling intruders or deadheading. I’d stand right in front of the bush and only cover my face with one cluster of blossoms, pretending to hide to avoid the work. It was one of our many private jokes. I knew right then that she saw me because she laughed, and the unexpected sound cut through the murmurs and reached my trained ear. I peeked around the blossom and saw Granny get up from her chair. Just then someone hugged her, and then someone else. She made her way slowly toward the back door, through well-wishers and condolence-givers. They flowed around her like spirits, and for a moment, she disappeared from sight. They’d swallowed her whole. I closed my eyes, ran my palms along the stems, and held the leaves between my fingers. The tops of the leaves were smooth. The under leaves were coarse and fuzzy. I focused all my attention on these sensations until I felt a cool breeze rustle the blossoms and pass over my face.


“Can I hide with you, Calsap?” my grandmother whispered. I opened my eyes, and there she was, leaning heavily on the folded café chair in her hand. I smiled and said yes. Her eyes were red and swollen, weary and sad. Her black dress hung from her frame like a ship’s loose sail in a still sea. Her cheekbones were sharp and jutted like the edges of cliffs, and the hollows in her cheeks were shallow caves. Her gray-streaked hair was combed around her face. I rarely saw her hair like this, coiffed with bangs and side tendrils. She wore her church pearls, of course. I was so relieved that she was close that I started to cry again. She had tears in her eyes too.


She opened her chair, carefully parted the bush, and pushed the chair deep into the shrub right next to me. Her chair was slightly higher than my stool, which made it easy to lay my head in her lap.


“Your grandfather loved you very much,” she said, stroking my hair, putting the wildest strands behind my ear. “You were as dear to him as your brother. You know that, don’t you?”


“Yes,” I said, believing her, even though we both knew of my brother’s special bond with Granddad. I buried my face in the folds of her dress and sobbed. The realization that my grandfather was gone for good washed over me again like a tidal wave. I remember thinking, Granddad isn’t here to serve whiskey to the men crowding his study right now. I am never going to help him change the oil in the old truck or fix the tomato trellis in the garden. And I am never going to watch him construct his fragile model military ships. I wondered where his monocle magnifying glass was right then. I wondered what would become of it.


When my crying shudders subsided, I turned to look up at Gran. She beamed down at me, the sun streaming through our green canopy, casting strips of light and shadows across her face. For all the difficult times in my life, my grandmother’s smile had been the lifeline that kept me safely moored. I reached up to wipe the tear that was traversing her nose. She took my hand in hers and kissed it.


“We’ll plant a tree,” she said, “for Addison.” She never called my grandfather by his name when speaking to me. She always said, “your granddad.” But it seemed right in this moment because I knew he would be the new tree’s namesake.


“It will be.. . .”


“. . . a magnolia tree,” I finished my grandmother’s thought. Granddad loved magnolias, and he often talked about the demise of the last magnolia to grace the garden, many years ago, before I was born. Scale killed the tree, and Granny never replaced it. She said the disease spread almost everywhere and killed off her garden, which had been modest back then. This was not exactly true, of course. She just didn’t want a big tree in her garden. Granddad protested this often.


“Look at that. The rhododendrons have sprouted legs,” my father said through the screen door.


I sat up, and Gran and I giggled at the thought of only our black-stockinged legs showing through the bush. My father’s arms crossed his chest.


“Maybe we should go back in,” Gran said. “Are you hungry?”


“No, ma’am,” I said.


“Dessert, maybe?” she asked.


“Maybe later?”


“Yes, later,” Gran said. “Let’s go visit the Goddess.”


“We’ll be in in a minute, David,” Gran told my father. He smiled, turned, and became a shadow among the other spirits haunting the house. Of course, we could do whatever we wanted. No one would begrudge a mourning widow this moment with her granddaughter.


My grandparents’ small house sat on a large lot in the middle of south-central Los Angeles. They’d bought it in the 1960s when the housing track was new. Theirs was a rare property located right at the curve where the street bends west. Their front yard was small like everyone else’s. But because it spanned the curve of the street, the backyard was an expansive space, the largest in the neighborhood. Over the years, my grandmother had filled every corner of the backyard with her garden. The property backed up against an alley and beyond it, a state-supported housing project took up three blocks. The alley was almost wide enough to qualify as a bona fide street, and it served as a throughway, mostly pedestrian, between the projects and my grandparents’ neighborhood. Over the years, the alley had become a hotbed of petty crime and gang activity. It was a conspicuous dividing line between the haves and the have-nots (more like the have-a-littles and the have-nothing-at-alls). My grandfather built a ten-foot wall along the back of the yard to keep out the unwelcome. When he built the wall, he used the few leftover diamond-shaped cutout bricks, providing just three places where passersby in the alley could peek in and glimpse the secret garden within.


To the untrained eye, my grandmother’s garden was wild and unrestrained. She always said, and I came to learn the truth of it, that natural gardens require extra care and planning to make them look effortlessly wild and beautiful all the time. Gran’s garden was beautiful year-round. This meant the winter grasses had to be planted and maintained so that they were green when the fall grasses were dying out. And the perennials had to be maintained just so, so that once the annuals faded into their winter sleep, the perennials could take center stage and perform their solos for the season.


The edges of the garden held low, unstructured beds of different blossoms and shrubs—the big bush of rhododendrons near the holy wall, the ancient camellias with their generous red blossoms along the house. Pink and white tree peonies grew against the east side, and fragrant star-shaped white jasmine along the west. The tomato trellis held down the only shady corner of the garden, near the garage. At the feet of the perennials, Gran often planted flowering annuals—impatiens, geraniums, primroses, and cyclamen, depending on the time of year. She had a particular love for grasses, so she devoted the center of the garden to her show of tall ornamentals. She created a circular patterned walkway lined with river rocks and narrow beds on each side for the grasses. The walkway began with grass varieties that grew close to the ground—Blue Fescue and Carex, then taller and taller varieties in a circular swirl that graduated to the middle, with the tallest Indiangrass and feather reed that grew well over our heads. The center grasses made the garden look even more expansive than it was, and Gran planted them deliberately to hide the garden’s secret treasure.


The swirl of the walkway drew you into a tight circle of river rocks surrounding a six-foot plaster statue of the Garden Goddess. She wore a long shroud and a veil over her head. Her arms were outstretched, palms open but barely visible under the draping sleeves of the shroud. Her toes, too, only peeked out from under her skirt tail, which draped generously on the ground. Her face, hands, and feet were dark brown. When you stood before her, her gentle smile welcomed you, as if to say, “You found me, good for you.” When you knelt at her feet, her downcast eyes were looking right at you as if to say, “I’ve called you here for a reason.”


We walked the circle among the grasses, the short path that Gran called the Circle of Remembering. As we made our way to the Goddess, Gran, as was her custom, picked up three stones along the way. Sometimes they were the river stones along the flower beds. Sometimes they were dirt rocks in the path. When we reached the Goddess, Gran laid the rocks in a line before her. This had been performed so many times over the years that there were three indentations in the soft dirt in front of the Goddess’s feet where the stones were always placed.


Garden Goddess was not the statue’s permanent name, meaning that Gran called her many things depending on her mood or the time of year or what was happening in the world. Sometimes she called her the Queen Mother, who reigned over all of nature and the forces that nurtured Gran’s garden. Sometimes she called her Ngame, the African triple goddess of Akan, mother-goddess, and creatress. Sometimes she called her Isis and sometimes, simply Mary. But whoever she decided the statue embodied on a particular day, Gran would offer the three-stone ritual. She’d set the stones down one by one and say:


“One for the sun, one for the moon, and one for the rain,” or


“One for health, one for wealth, and one for wisdom,” or


“One for the mother, one for the daughter, and one for the spirit,” or


“One for peace, one for love, and one for Bobby Sherman.”


She said this last prayer meant that every person, known or unknown, could benefit from a blessing. Once our prayers were completed with a long moment of silence and contemplation, we’d return the stones to their places in the garden exactly where we’d found them.


On the day of Granddad’s funeral, clothed in our funeral black, our approach to the Goddess took on an extra solemnity. We walked in silence. Gran’s hands were pressed together and held to her lips, as if she was already in prayer. She chose two of the biggest rocks on the path and pointed out another large stone. “Pick up that one, Calsap.”


It was heavy and I had to use both hands. I rushed the remaining steps to the Goddess, and I dropped it down in the first spot.


“One for Addison’s soul.” Gran said, coming up behind me. She knelt down on both knees and placed a stone in the second spot. “One for the gifts Addison left to us.” Then she dropped the last heavy rock into the final spot. “And one for our memories of Addison.” Her voice lowered, jagged with emotion, she said, “May the best part of him continue to reside in us.”


We knelt in silence for a full minute. But then, I heard the voice of the Goddess, loud and clear in my head. She said, Addison came to me and wanted to stay in the garden. His spirit has spread itself like a blanket over this place.


I closed my eyes and bowed my head. My tears fell from my cheeks and became a part of the garden floor. Gran turned her face up to the Goddess and said, “Thank you.”


And that was when I knew that Gran heard the voice of the Goddess too.




A Handful of Hydrangeas


As Gran and I came into the kitchen through the back door, visitors were beginning to leave out of the front. I noticed the small handful of hydrangeas in a petite gold-trimmed vase at the center of the kitchen table and knew immediately how they got there. Gran didn’t love hydrangeas then. But I did and so did Nan. Before I saw her, Nan, my other grandmother, my mother’s mother, hugged me from behind.


“Hello, my sweetheart,” Nan said, burying her face in my neck. She was dressed in her funeral best, a black suit with a satin collar and a lace camisole underneath her jacket, and her signature patent leather high-heeled pumps, topped with little matching patent leather bows. Her double-stranded church pearls draped her neck, of course. As always, she was drenched in her favorite Estée Lauder perfume. She pulled away from our embrace and kissed me on my forehead. I would proudly carry her scent for the rest of the day.


“You brought your hydrangeas,” I said as I turned around and hugged Nan at the waist.


“Of course, I did.” Nan said. “How are you holding up, sweetie? Have you eaten?”


“We’re about to eat now,” I said and turned, pointing to the apple pie on the table. Nan looked on as Gran retrieved ice cream from the freezer. I watched the disapproval move across Nan’s face like the beginning of a thunderstorm.


“Apple pie was Granddad’s favorite,” I offered, feeling that an explanation could improve the weather. Nan crossed the table to hug Bernard. He moved away from her hug, so she gave him a peck on the cheek and an affectionate pat on both shoulders. She understood Bernard’s unique sorrow, and she left him to it.


“Let me do that for you, Mom.” My father tried to intercede, reaching to take the ice cream carton from Gran.


“No, no, dear,” Gran said, turning to the table and toward Nan, “I see you’ve brought these lovely hydrangeas, Miriam, thank you.” Gran set the ice cream down, and Dad brought three bowls and the ice cream scoop.


“The hydrangeas are from my garden, and they are simply glorious this time of year,” Nan said, “but I am sure yours are just as lovely in your yard.”


“Gran doesn’t grow hydrangeas,” I said, “she doesn’t love them.”


“I love all of God’s creations, Calsap,” Gran said.


“I know they are not easy to grow,” Nan said. “One must know her soils, her nitrogen, and her PH levels if she wants the vibrant blue hues. Those are my specialty.”


“Actually, they are quite easy to grow in these parts,” said Gran, “And they’ll take over if you let them. So much fuss for such an unnatural color.”


“Well, Bella likes them, don’t you, sweetheart,” Nan retorted.


“Yes,” I said, feeling both defensive of Nan and disloyal to Gran. This was not the first face-off between my two green-thumbed grandmothers. Neither seemed to remember having played out this very same hydrangea discussion at least twice before.


“Your rhododendrons are exquisite,” Nan said, pointing her chin toward the back door. She had softened her tone and moved to embrace Gran. “How are you holding up, dear?” she asked. “My, my, my, Addison certainly had many friends. They’ll drink up all the liquor if you let them.”


Nan was referring to the crowd of Granddad’s friends who had come straight from the funeral site—fellow masons, old navy buddies, and neighborhood pals who were crowding his study around his private stash of drink.


“Let them,” Gran said, “that liquor was a big part of their brotherhood.”


“Well, you’ll want to make sure you have some left for when you need to entice them back here. You never know when you’ll need a handyman,” said Nan, the experienced widow.


“Leave it to you to think of that,” Gran said. They shared a laugh. Gran dished up the pie and ice cream. Nan handed Bernard and me our bowls.


“Well, we must, if nothing else, be practical women,” Nan said, distributing spoons.
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FEBRUARY


Bella arrives at the gallery too early, even though she did a trial run the day before her appointment—plotting out the two-train trip and ten-minute walk from her East Village apartment to Midtown. She was confident with her travel plan but left extra early anyway to allow time to stop at her favorite coffee spot a block from her apartment. By the time she walked up to the entrance, the line was coming out the door and into the cold. She had expected to stand in line, but not in the cold, so she skipped the coffee, landing her at the gallery with twenty minutes to spare. Nan used to say, “Life is better when you leave early,” and nothing in Bella’s life so far has proven this wrong. But perfect timing is hard to achieve—too early, too eager; too late, disrespectful. Slightly early says you are in control.


Today, Bella knows that she is too early and too eager. She turns in the opposite direction and takes a slow stroll around the block. As she walks, she rehearses what she will say about herself and her work. She is confident, partly because Dorian has already told her he is interested in representing her and showing her work, and partly because she likes Dorian. She thinks he is charming and attractive. She believes he might be a little attracted to her too, and not in a lurid kind of way. A girl can sense these things, even one who has had as little experience with the opposite sex as Bella. She’s never had a serious boyfriend, but she has had plenty of interest. She knows flirting when she sees it. She could tell by Dorian’s tone, how he tilted his head and lowered his lids when he spoke to her the first time they met. She could sense it by how readily he laughed at her jokes and how he went on and on about her photographs.


She feels sure she can handle Dorian, but she wants to show that she is professional and prepared. She runs through the facts about the gallery she learned from her online reconnaissance. Though she has already walked by the gallery three times since she moved to New York, she has never ventured inside its doors. Just the quick walk-bys were almost too exciting to bear. She knows that the gallery is family run. She may have to meet other family members today. She tries to remember their names—Davis and Ellen Herman. They are the owners and Dorian’s parents. Davis is no longer living. Bella found his obituary online, dated five years back. Dorian has a brother, Frank, the lawyer of the family.


When she rounds the corner to the gallery’s glass doors, the receptionist is already unlocking them with a jangle of keys. She is a tall, slender young woman with such a flawless cocoa-brown complexion Bella wonders how she achieves this look. How early would Bella have to rise in the morning to apply the layers of foundation, precise eye shadow, and pristinely outlined lipstick to arrive so perfectly put together as this aspiring cover girl receptionist? Bella has to assume she is an aspiring cover girl because who else would take all that time and effort? The receptionist even had time to pick up coffee along the way. She is holding the steaming cup of what looks to be the latte Bella should have waited in line for.


“You must be Bella Fontaine,” she says, holding the door open. She is looking at the calendar on her phone. She takes off her heavy navy peacoat and gray-and-white knit beanie. “Yes,” Bella says as she follows her inside, swirls of coffee aroma beckoning Bella’s regret.


“Ellen has not quite made it in yet.” The woman stores her coat and hat somewhere behind the high reception desk, fixes her hair.


“Ellen?” Bella says, “I was expecting to meet with Dorian.”


“Oh, shoot. Yes, that’s right,” the receptionist says. She has opened her laptop and is looking intently at its screen now.


“Dorian was called out of town at the last minute. You’ll meet instead with Ellen, his mother and the owner.”


“Okay,” Bella says, because there isn’t much else she can say.


“Dorian didn’t tell you,” the receptionist says, more as a statement than a question. She is shaking her head like a disappointed parent. “I’m so sorry about that.”


“No worries.” Bella shrugs, trying to relay confidence, nonchalance. But she is nervous now. She needs to walk. “Can I look around?”


“Yes, of course,” the receptionist says, then adds, “I’m Stephanie. I’m pretty much the only person who keeps time around here. You should know that.” She laughs.


“Okay, got it.”


“I recommend starting in the first room to the left, that’s Gallery One, then work your way around,” Stephanie suggests. “We have three galleries. I would take you on a tour, but I gotta set up for the day. Some things were oddly left undone last night.”


“To the left. Okay, will do,” Bella says, appreciative for the direction.


She knows from her research that Davis and Ellen Herman inherited the gallery from the Herman side of the family. It has been in their family for three generations. Dorian and Frank are the only children and Bella is pretty certain, part owners too. She is hoping Dorian has as much authority as he implied when they met. Maybe he has more than his mother, who is taking the appointment in his place.


She strolls through the first gallery. The walls are covered with mixed media canvases—part collage, part oil landscapes. Bella reads the poster at the entrance of the gallery introducing the artist. She is Haitian. In her picture, she looks to be in her mid-forties. Bella has never heard of her.


The next room has sculptures—a series of orbs, clear with swirling colors inside, mostly blue-and-purple oceans. The accent lights hit them just right and they glow. Bella stands in the middle of the room and takes in the view of all the sculptures. She counts twelve. The room is quiet, and she decides to accept the peaceful vibe of the orbs and the ocean. She takes three deep breaths. Her heartbeat seems to slow. She feels calmer.


“You can do this, Bella,” she assures herself. Three more breaths.


The last room holds miniature portraits. Paintings in black and white, some in silhouette and some with the subject facing forward. The eyes are painted a one-dimensional white with no pupils. They look ghoulish, haunting. Bella tries to imagine who would want something so disturbing in their home. She wishes she could ask Stephanie what they mean, why their eyes are white blanks. She is betting it’s some brilliant explanation about race and gentrification or some such. She resolves to come back when she can find out.


She is concerned now that there are no photographs anywhere. She is not sure her pieces will fit in here. She doesn’t know enough to know if this matters.


The last gallery leads her to a back hallway. She passes an office. The door is open.


“Ms. Fontaine?” says the woman behind a desk. “Please come in.”


Bella enters the office and the seventy-something Jewish woman stands up from her chair. Bella recognizes Ellen from the gallery’s social media feeds, short and thin with shoulder-length salt-and-pepper hair so curly, it’s almost an afro. Stephanie enters the office right behind Bella.


“This is the photographer Dorian is so excited about,” Stephanie says.


“And I see why,” the older woman says. “Aren’t you lovely? I am so sorry to keep you waiting, dear.” She extends her hand, “Ellen Herman.”


“So nice to meet you, Mrs. Herman,” Bella says in her most formal voice.


“I was not aware you were coming in today,” Ellen says. “Did you bring some prints, a contact sheet, anything to show me?”


Bella is surprised and befuddled by this request. In all her planning, she didn’t think to bring anything to show. Dorian asked her last week to email more examples of her earlier work. That was the second batch of photos she’d sent. He’s had her CV for weeks. She figured they had what they needed.


“I can pull up my website,” Bella says. She hears the uncertainty in her own voice. She knows she sounds weak and unprepared. But then Stephanie steps in to save her.


“I forwarded the email of her photographs as soon as Dorian asked you to cover for him, Ellen. I also printed out some contact sheets. They are in that green folder on your credenza, as you requested.” Stephanie does not hide her annoyance.


“Ah, well, why didn’t you say so,” Ellen says. She makes an exaggerated scowl at Stephanie and then smiles and winks at Bella. Stephanie walks out of the room, not bothering to respond. Bella hears Stephanie’s loud exhalation as she moves down the hall. Ellen swivels her chair around toward the credenza behind her desk. She picks up something, the folder, Bella presumes. She cannot know for sure because Ellen’s chair has a high back that obscures her movements once she has turned away. She stays this way, her back to Bella, for several minutes, leafing through papers.


“I don’t see on your résumé where you have shown before.”


Bella is relieved to be staring at the back of Ellen’s chair. “I placed first in the Kleinberg Photofest in Toronto. I’ve participated in several student art shows at UCLA and several local shows and festivals in Los Angeles. The list of those is on the last page of my CV,” Bella offers.


After several minutes, Ellen turns back to face Bella, who can already tell that Ellen is not impressed with what she has seen.


“Yes, I see. The Kleinberg is your only exposure outside of Los Angeles?” she asks.


“Well, I was featured on emergingart.com, which is a website that has an international audience,” Bella says with confidence, though she is not at all certain the website, which included some of her photos for a Black History Month online show, actually has followers outside of the U.S. Since it is a website, she figured this can’t be much of a stretch.


Ellen asks, “To which competitions have you submitted recently? Are you showing anywhere currently? Do you have any reviews to share with me?”


“I do not have any current submissions or exhibitions,” Bella says, “I have the judges’ notes from the Kleinberg and the write-up in the Toronto Sun.”


Ellen Herman goes through Bella’s three-page CV, lifting page after page as if something suitable might magically appear if she continues to shuffle through. Bella wants to shout, “This is it. It’s all I’ve got. No magical missing page.” But she just sits up straighter and awaits Ellen’s next question. Ellen finally sets the CV down on her desk and picks up a contact sheet from the folder.


“You,” she draws out the word, “have a very sensitive eye, my dear. But I am not sure your work is a good fit for us.” Ellen pauses, pulls her chair in closer, and squares her shoulders. “In fact, I am sure it is not.”


Even though she was telegraphing her displeasure from the moment Bella sat down in her office, Bella is not prepared for Ellen’s proclamation. Dorian had indicated that she was in, that her series was already on their exhibition calendar. This show was the reason she convinced herself and her father that she was ready to make the move to New York. She thought she was coming in today to sign a contract.


“What is your day job?” Ellen interrupts Bella’s panic attack, effectively cutting it short.


“I do weddings,” Bella says, swallowing hard, “and events. I photograph events.”


“Oh,” Ellen says, “well, splendid. Perhaps we can add you to our go-to list of event photographers.” This is Ellen’s consolation offering. “As I said, you have a sensitive eye and a gift with light. And I imagine you are affordable.”


Bella is too stunned to say thank you. She tries to smile to acknowledge the compliment, even though it is packaged in a but-you-are-not-quite-good-enough wrapping. Ellen stands, extends her hand again, and says, “Thank you so much. We have your contact info.”


Bella stands up, but her legs are shaking, her knees actually knocking together, and she feels light-headed. She drops back down into the chair.


“Are you all right, Belinda?” Ellen asks.


“It’s Bella,” she says as a wave of nausea washes over her.


“You don’t look so good, honey,” Ellen says. She screams for Stephanie, who runs into the room.


“Get Belinda some water, please.”


“I think it’s Bella,” Stephanie says and turns to face her. “It’s Bella, right?”


“Yes,” Bella says. “I’m fine. Thank you, again.” She takes three deep breaths, stands up, and follows Stephanie out.


Only when she gets out onto the street does she get angry. What just happened? This morning she had her first solo art show in hand and now, she has nothing. Should she have stood up for herself? How do you even defend yourself when the person who dismisses your work is complimentary while doing so? Bella is walking fast down the street. She decides to walk all the way home. And like so many people she’s encountered since she moved to New York, she is talking to herself out loud.


“Who is this Dorian that he would draw me in and not even bother to let me down in person but send his mother in to do it?” Bella crosses the street against the light, maintaining her pace.


“Is this how business is done here? Set people up, just to destroy their freaking dreams?”


By the time she is three blocks from home, a walk that has taken a little over an hour, the buzz in her head has subsided and her breathing is rhythmic from exertion and no longer from panic. Her frontal lobe has switched back on, and she is able to reason with herself. She realizes what she did wrong.


“I should have calmly asked Ellen why my work is not a good fit,” she says, still talking aloud. “I should have been calm and mature enough to ask her advice about other places that might better show my work.” Two teenaged girls passing by give Bella a sympathetic stare. She realizes they think she is mentally ill. And she thinks that maybe they are right. Maybe she is having a mental breakdown in this moment. She’s just suffered a profound disappointment when she was reasonably expecting something wonderful. Rejection is a bitch, especially when you thought you’d already passed muster.


Bella rounds the corner to her coffee spot, and the line has moved indoors. It’s still cold, but the sun has made its way through the clouds to deliver slightly warmer temperatures. Maybe this morning went so badly because she bypassed what has become her morning coffee ritual. She pledges that next time she will stand in line like everybody else and start the day out right. Perhaps it’s not too late to redeem this one. She will email Dorian this afternoon and ask the mature questions about his change of mind and other possible opportunities. And she will send Ellen some pictures from her portfolio of event coverage so that perhaps she will indeed add Bella to her go-to list of event photographers.


“We can do this, Bella,” she says to herself. “We can make it happen.” She opens the door to the coffee shop where the heater is blasting an inviting warmth infused with the smell of freshly brewed coffee.


When she gets home, she puts away all the alternative interview outfits she left strewn across her bed earlier this morning. She cleans last night’s dinner bowl and scrubs the sink. She puts her dirty clothes in the laundry hamper, save her T-shirt, which she uses to wipe down the kitchen countertop of leftover toast crumbs and dust. She steps into the bathroom, grabs the whisk broom from its hook above the clothes hamper, and sweeps the floor of hair—hers and Camille’s, but mostly hers.


Now that it’s clean, the apartment feels roomier, able to accommodate her outsized energy. She decides it’s time to email Dorian. She plops down in the middle of her bed and opens her laptop. As she contemplates how she will address Dorian, her anger wells up and she unloads her first try at an email message:




What the fuck, Dorian?


You call me out of the blue. Tell me you “love my work.” Think that I am a visionary. You invite me to exhibit. Tell me you will feature my series in your most important gallery space and introduce me to the art world. “Our show is going to make your career, Bella Fontaine,” you said. “You’ve worked hard, and you deserve to be known,” you claimed. Was this just a bunch of bullshit? Do you even have the power to make those kinds of decisions? Or are you just a little boy pretending to be a gallery owner when Mommy’s not looking?


I picked up and moved from my home, from a place that I could afford, to make it in New York City based on your assurances and representations—only to have your mother, who didn’t even bother to remember my name, brush me off as some kind of wannabe, some pretty face you were only flirting with, some fucking aspiring event photographer. I AM NOT aspiring to be an event photographer! I am an artist with a day job. And you are a motherfucking asshole! So, fuck you, Dorian Herman.


Sincerely, Bella, NOT fucking Belinda, Bitches!





She slams the top of her laptop down. She takes a deep breath, lies back, and closes her eyes. Her grandmothers are standing over her now, together. They are in the habit of doing this lately, popping in on her, unsummoned and uninvited. She doesn’t mind so much now because when they appear, it is as if they are transported from her childhood. But right now, they are not impressed. Both shaking their heads, Gran is laughing and Nan is looking at Bella over her reader glasses.


“Ah! I know that felt good,” Gran says, “calling that young man a motherfucker.”


“You sure told him,” Nan chimes in.


And then Gran again, “Now erase that poetry of profanity and start again.”


Poetry of profanity makes Bella laugh, but she is not happy that they are here to witness this moment of failure. Still, she knows they are right. She breathes in deeply through her nose and pushes the air out of her mouth with a loud whoosh. Then she opens up her laptop, deletes the first email and begins a new one.




Dear Dorian,


I had the pleasure of meeting Mrs. Herman this morning. She let me know that she has considered my work for exhibition and decided that it is not a good fit for your gallery. Needless to say, I am disappointed. I strolled through your gallery rooms as I waited and was impressed and inspired by the current exhibitions. I did notice that you were not currently showing any photography, but I’d hoped that this would soon change with the showing of my From the Soil Series.


Frankly, when Mrs. Herman delivered her decision, I was taken by surprise and unprepared to respond. So, I thought I would take this opportunity, for my own edification, to further inquire about the basis of her decision. And since you expressed such positive impressions of my work, I am hoping that you might let me know if there are perhaps other galleries that might be a better fit.


Thank you so much for your time and consideration.


Sincerely, Bella Fontaine





“Perfect,” Nan says.


“That’ll work,” says Gran.


Bella presses Send.
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