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AFTER ALL

Atree stands on a windswept hillside. Alone between the darkening heavens and the stony earth, it raises bloom-filled branches toward the sky. A low sun kindles the storm clouds that brood above it, warms the wood of its broken trunk, ignites the blossoms that cram its gnarled limbs.

The tree has been split almost in two—perhaps by lightning, perhaps by wind, or by the weight of its own fruit in some too-fecund autumn long ago. Half of it now sprawls unflowering along the ground. But the living half of the tree still reaches skyward, its limbs so cloaked in bloom that the blossoms seem to hover in the storm-charged air. White flowers cluster on even the smallest twig, and in the photograph each bloom shines like a candle flame.

It is that cloud of flower-light that first draws the eye. Soaring and trapped beneath the glowering sky, that unlikely multitude of blossoms holds the viewer cupped inside a single moment. Gazing at it, a viewer may be transformed, turned from an onlooker into a witness—and, perhaps, from a witness into a partner.

It is a lovely photograph, even a stunning one. Large but not huge, it has been printed full-frame on double-weight matte paper, and its velvet blacks, its pewter grays, its whites as rich as satin all attest to the craft—and maybe the heart—of its maker. But the purest white on the photograph is not the living white of storm light through apple petals, not the roiling brightness of slant-lit clouds. Instead it is the dead white gash that runs the length of the print—from ominous sky to bloom-laden branches and down through the rocky earth.

Someone has folded the photograph in half. Someone has folded it as if it were a letter or a newspaper clipping, and that fold has cracked the print’s emulsion and left a long unhealing scar in its wake. It is shocking to see that photograph defiled. But the longer one studies it, the more one wonders.

Spread flat, the print buckles and curls, its corners bent, its edges worn. It appears to have been folded and unfolded so many times that the white crease now seems almost like a hinge. Simply by looking, it is impossible to say whether the photograph has been rescued or ruined, impossible to know if the person who last held it in her hands considered it a treasure or would have called it trash. But gazing at that marred and glowing image, a viewer—or a partner—might have to ask whether it hasn’t served some purpose, after all.





BECAUSE

THE SHADOWS OF EARLY EVENING HAD LONG SINCE BEGUN TO seep into the room. For over an hour Anna had watched them thicken in the corners and beneath the chairs that lined the walls. She had studied how shadow deepened on the faces of the other students, how it gathered beneath their hands and in the folds of their clothing, and for a while she had even tried to fix her thoughts on wondering whether it was one single shadow or many that filled the health center’s waiting room as the brief midwinter day wore on.

She had been waiting so long that everyone who had been there when she’d taken her seat had long since been called out, and other people had taken their seats, and most of them had left, too. For the last fifteen minutes, a skinny man with a scrawny beard and a stained Irish sweater had sprawled in the chair next to her. He reeked of fresh and stale tobacco, and the smell filled her throat so tightly, she wondered if she would gag. She was thirsty by now, too, and she needed to pee again, but she hated to leave the room in case her name was called while she was gone.

Instead she tried to focus her attention on her surroundings. It was an old game, a trick she’d first learned as a child. Long before she’d ever held a camera, she had discovered that just by looking, she could transform an ordinary object into something strange and rare. The same sensation other kids achieved by spinning in circles or rolling down hills, she got by giving her whole regard to the brass spigot on the side of her house or the sparrow bounding across the polished earth beneath the playground swings, concentrating until all that remained in her awareness was the worn sheen at the lip of the spigot or the glint in the sparrow’s eye. There’d been a fierce thrill to it, even then, as though she were an explorer laying claim to something no one else had ever seen, like Robert Peary at the North Pole the year her grandmother was born or Neil Armstrong on the moon the year that Anna turned ten.

At first glance the room in which she sat was ugly, but its ugliness was inadvertent, so unplanned and undisguised that there was something nearly touching about it, too. The enameled walls were grimy with age, and the chairs that ringed the room were battered and scarred. A coffee table sat in one corner, its surface covered with a sprawl of magazines and earnest pamphlets that all the waiting students ignored. Afraid of meeting anyone’s eyes, Anna avoided studying their faces. Instead she looked at the twisted leather laces in the boots of the man next to her, noticed the dirty pennies in the loafers of the girl who sat across the room, examined the way the shadows beneath the coffee table grew denser as the minutes passed.

Shifting in her seat, she snuck a glance at the wristwatch of the man beside her, and then raised her eyes to study the casement windows on the wall above the girl’s head. The building was one of the oldest on campus, and the windowpanes were wavery with age, their texture like the smooth ripples in the sandy bottom of a pond. Despite the grayness of the day, there was something gentle about the light they let into the room, something so tender and wistful that for a moment that light bypassed all Anna’s anxieties, soothing and moving her so that she all but forgot how long she’d been waiting, and what she had been waiting for.

The door at the far end of the waiting room opened. A nurse stood on the threshold and glanced at the manila folder she held.

“Anna Walters?” she asked the room.

At the sound of her name, Anna cringed. She wanted to hide, but she forced herself to stand, as though being responsible and agreeable could, even now, affect the news she was about to hear.

“You’re Anna?” the woman asked. Her eyes flicked over Anna’s patched denim skirt, her muslin blouse and black army boots, although her face said nothing. Anna nodded, then bent awkwardly to pick up her backpack and her portfolio.

“This way,” the nurse said. She turned and led the way down a narrow makeshift hall. Anna saw how the nurse’s shoulder blades jutted against the polyester fabric of her uniform, how her flat rear remained motionless even as she walked. It was unnerving to think that that dry stranger knew the truth Anna could not yet know for certain about herself. She felt her need to pee intensify, felt her shoulders tighten, tasted a bile of black coffee and fear at the back of her throat. Please, she begged the universe. Please, she begged the treacherous reaches inside her body. Please let my nausea be nervousness, let my exhaustion be stress. Please let me off this one time, and I’ll never risk anything again.

The nurse opened a door at the end of the hall and motioned Anna inside. The little room smelled of rubbing alcohol and iodine and the nurse’s perfume, and inside of each of those smells was the new smell that everything had held recently, a weird smell with an unidentifiable edge. Anna saw an examining table, a sink, two chairs. Tacked on the ceiling above the table was a poster of a tabby cat dangling from a bar by its claws. “Hang In There!” it said in pillowy letters along the bottom of the poster.

The nurse motioned toward one of the chairs. Anna shrugged off her backpack and sat obediently, leaning her portfolio against her knee like a faithful pet.

“You’re here for test results,” the nurse said, sitting in the other chair. Test results, Anna’s mind echoed. Put that way, it seemed nearly trivial, as though they were only discussing another class. She had never failed a class, never failed a test. She had always liked tests for the tidy challenge they offered, for the proof that she was doing well. Why was I so worried? she thought—it’s only a test.

Catching sight of the nurse’s immobile face, Anna was suddenly embarrassed to be wasting anyone else’s time with her own unfounded fears. She thought of the newly developed prints she’d had to abandon in the wash water in order to make it to her appointment on time. She hoped that no inept undergraduate had torn their soft emulsions or stained them with contaminated tongs. While she waited for the nurse to affirm what she was suddenly certain she’d known all along, she cast her eyes around the room. A single drop of water hung from the lip of the faucet, its pendent surface bright as a star. On a photograph that speck of light would be pure white, the brightest spot. She stared at that drop, already anticipating the wash of sheepish relief she suddenly felt certain would follow the nurse’s news.

The nurse opened her file, glanced at the top page. The world stopped, poised between two possibilities, teetering. Anna watched as the drop grew heavier, slowly elongating like a tiny ripening fruit, while all her terror came coursing back. She wanted to stand up, wanted to leave the room before the news could reach her. She wished with all her heart the nurse weren’t so thin and stern.

The nurse was speaking. “—was positive.” Her voice was neutral, flat. “Of course you’ll need to schedule a physical exam to make sure.”

The words churned in Anna’s mind. For an unhinged moment positive seemed like a good thing. But then its new meaning slammed her like a fist.

“No.” She gasped and clutched involuntarily at her portfolio.

“I’m afraid so,” the nurse answered matter-of-factly. She wore black mascara that smudged her eyelids and her cheekbones, a pale shade of lipstick. Her skin was large-pored, devoid of light.

“It can’t be,” Anna said, though even as she spoke, she could feel the truth of it like a stone in her gut, the reason she’d felt so odd and shaky, so half-there, the reason the world had smelled all wrong, the reason no food had tasted right.

“Why can’t it be?” the nurse asked, studying her with an unexpected curiosity.

“I’m not a mother,” Anna explained, the logic of it clear until the words left her mouth. The nurse’s face flattened, and Anna gave a nervous laugh. “I mean, I …” she said, but her voice faded into baffled silence. I’m too young, she argued silently. I’m busy doing important things. I’m a graduate student, a photographer. I’m no one’s wife. Besides, no one would want me for a mother. Her eyes swept the room, landed on the faucet. The gleaming drop was gone.

“It takes a while, sometimes, to absorb,” the nurse said. She pulled a packet of papers from the folder and handed them to Anna. “Here’s some literature explaining your options. You’ll want to read it as soon as you can.”

Anna stared at the papers. Words jumped out at her—complications, relinquishment, curettage—a barrage of words whose meanings she couldn’t begin to fit inside her head.

“You’re not the first person this has happened to,” the nurse said, and Anna thought she could detect a wisp of sympathy in her tone.

“It was a mistake,” Anna said, suddenly desperate for comfort or forgiveness or understanding. “An accident. I wasn’t, I mean, I didn’t—I never—”

“As I said,” the nurse answered, “you’re not the first.” She shut Anna’s file and rose to leave, adding as she reached the door, “You’ll want to make an appointment to see the doctor on your way out.”

It was like facing the end of the world with a body full of novocaine. Somehow she managed to gather her things, managed to find the restroom and pee long and hard, huddled on the toilet with her face buried in her hands. Somehow she made her way back into the waiting room to make an appointment to see the doctor, even trying to schedule it around her seminars, although she had to struggle to remember what they were and when they met. She took the little card the receptionist gave her, and as she turned to leave, she caught sight of all the other waiting students. She imagined their simple problems—strep, pneumonia, herpes—and she wished that she could weep.

Out in the linoleum-floored hall, the empty elevator was waiting. She rushed into it and pushed the button for the ground floor. The elevator lurched beneath her like a ride at the fair. She gripped her portfolio and thought of the prints it held and of the exposed rolls of film in her backpack, their long strips curled like promises inside the darkness of their canisters. She’d been doing such good work, she thought, had been making such exciting photographs.

There was a bump and another shudder, and the door opened, revealing a sudden wall of people that seemed to face her like a jury. She pushed blindly through them as they moved in to fill the elevator. At the back of the crowd was a young woman carrying a baby. Anna looked at it, and the baby looked back, its gaze cool and level. The woman entered the elevator, the doors closed, and suddenly Anna was alone in the empty foyer.

The baby made her think of her sister Sally’s sons—her nephews—the only children she’d spent any time around since she’d ceased being a kid herself. Jesse was four already, but Dylan was still a baby, the size of the infant she’d just seen. “I don’t know how we ever lived without him,” Sally had crooned into the phone the day after Dylan was born. Sally’s voice was thick with a pleasure that sounded almost sexual, and talking to her, Anna had expected that Dylan would be remarkable, would somehow shine with his own irrefutable light. But she’d arrived home for Christmas to discover that Dylan was just a baby like any other—cute enough, she guessed, in a kind of vacant way, with his round head and soft fists and rosebud lips—but only a baby all the same, a fat, blank bundle who did little more than sleep and fuss and mess his clothes.

“Isn’t he wonderful?” Sally had demanded that first night. She was ensconced like a queen on the couch in their parents’ living room, Dylan asleep in her arms like a bland cocoon. “He and Jesse are the best things that ever happened to me.”

Anna had taken a sip of her eggnog. She’d held the slick cream and warm brandy in a puddle on her tongue, rubbed the peppery flecks of nutmeg between her teeth, and then swallowed, welcoming the silken fire at the back of her throat. She’d wished she could say what she knew she never would—how terribly meager it made Sally’s whole life seem, to think that one grubby boy and one damp baby could be its best thing. Sally had been a painter before Jesse was born. She had studied in Italy, had won awards. She had sold paintings and been part of successful shows, but the woman she’d been then seemed to have vanished into the abyss of motherhood, leaving behind her a complacent cowish creature who worried when Jesse wouldn’t eat his peas and laughed when Dylan’s leaking diaper left yellow stains on her lap.

It’s just biology, Anna had thought, staring at her parents’ Christmas tree until the lights grew into one great blur and none of the needles remained distinct. Motherhood was just a trick, just a hormone-driven strategy to keep Homo sapiens alive until they could themselves reproduce. Mothers were tools, nothing more than nature’s dupes. Looking at her sister’s limp hair, at the lax skin beneath her eyes and the beatific expression on her face, Anna wondered how much art was lost to the world each time another baby was born. With a ferocity that nearly frightened her, she’d thought, I could never be like that.

Now she crossed the foyer on leaden legs and left the building. The world outside looked strange, somehow both flat and sharp, as though it had been smashed into two dimensions. The late winter light was greasy, the sky low and gray. Students pushed past her from every angle, their chins buried in their coats, their feet heavy in their boots. They were hurrying to their final classes of the week, or else racing home, drawn like a tide to the promise of Friday night. They were all born, Anna thought dumbly. They all happened to someone. Each one of them had interrupted someone else’s life.

She stopped, stared at the brick wall of the building she was walking alongside, the mortar frozen like stone icing between the cold brick. Reaching out her forefinger, she fitted it in the groove, ran it along the mortar furrow until the pad of her finger hurt. Then she headed off across the cold campus, her body aching with the ugliness of everything she saw—the mounds of old snow crusted with dust and gravel, the sodden yellow lawns studded with a winter’s worth of dog shit, the passing students huddled against the gritty wind. Who would want to be born? she wondered.

When she reached the decrepit Victorian mansion on the edge of campus where she rented an attic room, she paused for a moment on the broken sidewalk to look up at it. An American flag hung upside down in a second-story window, and a string of faded Tibetan prayer flags festooned the railing of the widow’s walk, fluttering in the cold breeze like last year’s leaves. From where she stood she could feel the throb of the sound system in the living room—Mick Jagger singing about some girls—and she knew that a party was already percolating inside.

A car filled with frat boys careened past, shedding its own music as it went, its wheels sending an impersonal spatter of gravel across the sidewalk. She took a last breath of icy air and headed up the weathered steps and past the department-store mannequin that stood like a sentinel on the porch. Someone had dressed the mannequin in a new outfit—a bikini, a muskrat coat, and a Ronald Reagan mask.

When she opened the door, she was assailed by a blast of sound. Music pounded inside her rib cage like an extra heart, and the smoke that billowed out at her was so dense, she had to fight to keep from gagging. Peering through the gloom, she could see that the front room was packed with students and strangers, and even several hip professors. Everyone was yelling and laughing and passing things—joints, cigarettes, jugs of wine—in eccentric circles. Strings of bulbous Christmas lights hung from the ceiling, and a black light illuminated the room with its menthol glow. In front of a blaring speaker, a woman in a glowing white dress danced by herself, flipping her waist-length hair like a feathered whip.

Ducking her head and clutching her books, Anna dove into the room. She thought she heard someone call her name, but she kept moving, pushing and twisting through the crowd as though she were running an obstacle course. She had almost reached the hall when she felt someone touch her shoulder and heard a voice in her ear. “We’ve been looking all over for you.”

She turned and saw the dancer in the white dress—Estelle—her face flushed with excitement. Beneath the taut fabric of her dress her breasts were lithe, precise, her rib cage a series of descending ripples. “Go get your camera,” she cried, opening her mouth in a wide laugh that the music swallowed.

“Not now,” Anna answered. “I—”

“Arden and Rick made a mold of Samantha’s body and cast it in Jell O. They’re in the kitchen right now, handing out spoons. Hurry,” Estelle urged.

“I’m not—I really …” Anna hesitated, passing her hand across her forehead.

She was grateful for the volume of the room, which hid the wobble in her voice, but even so Estelle suddenly looked concerned. “Are you okay?” she yelled. “You don’t look that great. Have you been at another party already? Maybe you need to lie down for a while.”

Anna nodded and pushed on through the crowd and then up the cold back stairs to her room. Inside, she dropped her backpack on the floor, set her portfolio against the wall, and slumped against the door. The stillness was so complete it felt congealed, though below her the sounds of the party continued. She was too weary to take off her coat, too weary even to cross the room to turn on the space heater. She flung herself down on her mattress, wrapping herself in her grandmother’s quilt and burying her face in her cold pillow. For a long time she lay there, listening to the throb of the party, inhaling the faint scent of herself embedded in the pillowcase, feeling the air press against her shoulders like a cold washcloth, and watching as the last light seeped slowly from the room. She remembered the light that had flickered through the high windows in the waiting room, how moved she had been by it, how comforted by its watery calm. But that was before, she thought. And this is after.

She felt a cavernous loneliness. She wanted to find someone who would promise her that things would be okay. She wanted to weep in someone’s arms, wanted to be comforted by someone, and forgiven. But she’d only been in Indiana since September, not long enough to have made any real friends yet. All of her old friends were dispersed around the world like dandelion seed. For a moment she considered trying to find a secluded telephone and calling one of them. But even if she could manage to sort out what time it was in New York or Paris or on the North Slope, and even if she could arrange to pay for the call, she couldn’t imagine what she would say. She saw herself clutching the receiver and trying not to sob while the expensive seconds ticked by.

For a moment she thought of her family—her parents, her grandmother, her sister—but they were both too near and too distant to trouble with this. A new record came on, Stevie Nicks singing about changes. Anna thought of the sculptor. She remembered his mane of auburn hair, the curves and planes of his shoulders and chest, his proud hooked nose and tawny-green eyes. For an instant she let herself imagine that he would be glad and tender when she told him, that he would wrap her in his finely muscled arms and lift her into another life. She saw them together, on a farm somewhere in springtime, he working in his foundry, she in her darkroom, the two of them meeting in the evening for a meal of brown bread and red wine and steaming soup. She imagined him cupping her growing belly with his sinewy hand, imagined her smiling up at him, imagined their shining eyes meeting.

The record quit, and a fresh burst of laughter rocked the house. “Bullshit,” she scoffed into the pillow, though the word smelled sour after she’d spoken it, and sounded way too small. That was what had caused all this to begin with, that kind of gooey stupidity. She forced herself to remember the last time she’d seen him, how he’d called her babe and draped his arm around her as though she were a thing he owned.

She wondered where he was tonight, what he was doing while she lay alone in the darkness of her cold room, the bundle of cells they’d set in motion snowballing inside her. It’s his fault, she thought. He did this to me. But before her anger grew large enough to matter, it was toppled by a futile truth. He hadn’t done anything she hadn’t thought she wanted. He couldn’t be blamed for the fact that she’d decided to let him into her bed. He couldn’t be blamed for the fact that her diaphragm had failed.

It was after midnight when she finally unwrapped herself from the quilt. She groped through the darkness until the lamp chain tickled her fingers. She pulled it, and a red-tinged light spilled from the beaded shade into the room. She forced herself off her bed and across the dry pine floor to the space heater in the corner. She plugged it in and waited as it clattered to life. Holding out her palms, she stood unthinking, staring at the red, glowing rods, soaking up the elementary comfort of heat and light until the color stung her eyes and her palms began to itch and tingle. Then she went back to the mattress, took the sheaf of papers the nurse had given her from her backpack.

Literature, she thought, as she spread the pages across the bed, hearing the nurse’s word and remembering the English classes she’d taken as an undergraduate. You’re not the first one, the nurse had said, though of all the novels that Anna had ever read, she could not think of one about a woman in a rented attic room at midnight, half nauseous and alone, studying the mimeographed pages spread before her like the tarot cards that would reveal her future.

Below her the party continued to surge while she read and reread every word the nurse had given her, looking for the choices she’d been promised, seeking the hidden meanings she’d learned to search for in her English classes, trying to identify the decision that would return her life to the way it had been. She read until she’d memorized the words, read until her vision was thick and her head throbbed with unshed tears. But as hard as she tried, in the end she could find no choices, no safe havens, no way out.



CERISE UNLOCKED THE FRONT DOOR AND PUSHED AGAINST IT WITH her armload of schoolbooks. A sigh escaped her as she stepped inside, and it was as though the house also gave a sigh, exhaling the breath it had held all day in her absence. Inside it was still and utterly quiet, exactly as she and her mother had left it that morning, and yet as always, it seemed to hold a little edge of strangeness, as though she were returning to an alternative world, like in some old Twilight Zone rerun. There was her mother Rita’s pastel sofa, her cream-colored carpet, her glass-and-chrome coffee table still strewn with the little debris of Cerise’s breakfast. There were the new drapes Rita was buying on time, and the original oil painting she’d picked up last week at the furniture store closeout. It was all as Cerise remembered it, and yet everything seemed slightly different, too. Or maybe, Cerise thought resignedly, it was she who was different, she who did not quite belong, not even in her own home, not even alone.

Standing in the living room, she inhaled deeply, partly out of relief at having made it through another day at school, and partly so that she could fill her nose with the smell of the place that was her home. Just for a moment she was able to examine the scent she could never detect once she’d been there for a while—that particular mix of perfumes and disinfectants, and below that, the slight sourness she always associated with her mother, a smell of unwashed nylons or unacknowledged disappointment.

It was a smell that interested and unnerved Cerise, a whiff of foreignness at the core of who she was. It reminded her of how she felt each spring when she opened the envelope that contained her school photographs and drew out the sheets of little, identical Cerises. She knew that the girls on the glossy paper were supposed to be a more accurate reflection of herself than the glimpses she caught in windows and mirrors, but even so, she couldn’t help feeling that they were only a distant cousin of the person she really was.

Despite the silence of the house, it was a comfort to be home again. Passing through the living room and down the mute hallway, Cerise could feel her face slacken as the expressions she had struggled all day to cover it with slid off. Her shoulders sagged, her spine collapsed, even her pelvis relaxed. But a moment later, climbing the stairs to her room, she felt the same little ache she experienced each afternoon as the quiet closed in around her once again.

Only it was worse today.

She allowed herself one quick thought of Sam, as though the memory of what he had just done wouldn’t be so bad if she took it like a scalding drink, one careful sip at a time. But despite her caution, she was unable to control the hot spill of it, the way shame and yearning burst over her in a blistering flood. She remembered his fingers lingering in her palm, how, even though he’d never looked at her, he’d made it seem as if they shared a secret, as if he knew how often she thought about him—riding on the bus and sitting in bonehead algebra and lying in her bed at night.

Upstairs in her bedroom she dumped her books on a chair and kicked off her brand-new loafers, half hoping she might scratch the leather as she toed them from her feet. For her birthday she had asked her mother for secondhand boots from the army surplus store because she loved how used and rugged they looked, because they were what the girls wore whom she most admired at school. But Rita had said she wouldn’t hear of paying good money for her daughter to wear some strange man’s worn-out boots, and her fifteenth-birthday present to Cerise had been penny loafers instead.

It was an old contention between her mother and herself, Cerise’s love of hand-me-downs. Outcasts, castoffs, any object that had once been used and valued and was now ignored, had always touched Cerise in a way that nothing new ever could. It used to infuriate Rita when Cerise would pull a cracked piggy bank or a scalped rag doll from a stranger’s garbage can and bring it home—germy and stinking—wash it with dish soap, mend it with ragged stitches, and then play with it instead of with the dolls that Rita bought for her.

Rita’s dolls came with outfits and tiny high-heeled shoes that clamped onto their permanently S-shaped feet. With their shiny hair, their pert expressions, and their hard, unnippled breasts, those dolls seemed to have no need of Cerise, and Cerise, unable to imagine how to animate them, had had no need for them. Instead, when she was five and six and seven and eight, she used to sit for hours alone in the room her mother had decorated for her, playing with the creatures she’d rescued from the trash. Downstairs in the living room, her father yelled and her mother cried while Cerise huddled behind her closed door and made up stories of hardship and redemption for her dolls, saving them again and again from witches and robbers, slapping their chipped cheeks or spanking their plush rumps when they were bad, and then kissing them, rocking them, forgiving them. So she had comforted herself with the rich slosh of her own emotion while her parents raged and wept below her.

Rita’s dolls still lined the shelf above Cerise’s bed, and for a moment she paused, considering them. With their dust-grimed skins and fading dresses, they now looked almost like the sort of toys Cerise would once have loved. Fleetingly she imagined washing their clothes and wiping their faces clean. But then, remembering Sam, she reminded herself that she was too big for dolls.

Back before she got too old, Cerise would sometimes come home from school to find her room smelling of lemon and pine and ammonia, a grim-faced Rita poking the roaring vacuum beneath the canopy bed, and all her trash-dolls gone, deported like illegal aliens back to where they’d come.

“You should have seen your room,” Rita would announce, as though Cerise had been staying somewhere else. “I don’t know how you can stand to live in a pit like that.”

But by the time Cerise entered third grade, all that had changed. Her father gave her a TV to remember him by and moved south, leaving Rita and Cerise on their own in Rossi, the city that had sprung up almost since Cerise’s birth between San Francisco and the Central Valley. After her husband left, Rita’s hair turned shiny, her breasts hardened, and her feet seemed to grow S-shaped in the high-heeled shoes she always wore. She got a job and arrived home each day at suppertime with a headache and a bag of takeout steamed sodden in foil wrappings. After that, the treasures Cerise salvaged from the garbage remained undisturbed, and sometimes it seemed the only thing that changed from one year to the next was the weight of the books she carried home from school.

Standing beside her bed, Cerise slipped out of her bell-bottoms and tossed them toward the laundry basket. At least she’d worn her nicest blouse, she reminded herself as she shrugged it off and pulled a T-shirt from her drawer. At least she’d maybe looked a little okay.

She’d spent the whole bus ride home trying to decide whether or not she should stop at the market for a Coke. It was Friday, and she’d wanted that little reward for making it to the end of another week. She’d wanted to begin her solitary weekend with a treat, and she’d also thought that if Sam were working that afternoon, she would be able to catch a glimpse of him, though she was so afraid he might notice her that by the time the bus reached her stop, she’d decided to skip the Coke. But as she stepped down onto the diesel-scented street, she found herself heading toward the market, after all.

She’d seen him the minute she’d opened the worn screen door. He was leaning against the counter beside the cash register, reading a magazine. Standing in the doorway, she’d felt a hot buzz of confusion, and only her fear that he would look up and see her sneaking away convinced her to enter the store. Like a timid thief she’d eased her Coke from the cooler and then stood for a long time, pretending to study the cans of Spam and Spaghetti-Os before she worked up the nerve to carry the bottle to the counter.

Sam hadn’t said a word as he rang up the sale, not “Hi,” or, “That everything?” or even “Want to use the opener?” Keeping her eyes on the upside-down picture in the magazine between them—a girl in a bikini straddling a shiny motorcycle—she’d handed him her dollar bill, mutely held out her hand to receive the change. When, along with the trickle of dimes and pennies, she felt the press of his forefinger inside her palm, she’d looked up, startled.

But although his finger was caressing slow circles around the coins cupped in her hand, his face was as blank as if he were watching TV. She’d snatched her hand away, and her change shattered across the counter and down onto the sticky floor. Hurriedly, she knelt to pick up her pennies, and when she’d ventured a glance at Sam, he was studying his magazine, though she thought she saw a private smile flicker across his face.

Now, as she crossed the strewn floor of her bedroom and turned on her television, she felt a fresh flush of shame. The laugh track from an I Love Lucy rerun frayed a small hole in the silence of the house, and she stood before the TV, watching as Lucy wrung her hands and Ethel tried to comfort her. Still staring at the screen, Cerise reached beneath her bed and drew out the box of cake mix she’d snuck from the kitchen cupboard and hidden there. She fed herself spoonful after spoonful, sitting on the floor of her room, almost choking on the chalky flour, and rubbing the sharp grains of sugar against her palate with her tongue until the sweetness disappeared, her mouth was scoured sore, and she could taste the secret salt of her blood. But even after she’d eaten half the box, she could still see Sam’s half smile, still feel his finger in her palm, still feel the roar of confusion it caused inside her.

She left her bedroom to roam the house, drifting like a wraith from room to room. Downstairs, she stared so long at Rita’s new painting that the floppy-eared puppies almost seemed to move. She felt such a helpless cramp of love for those creatures that for a moment she was tempted to draw them. Back in junior high, when she found a picture she liked on a calendar or a greeting card, she used to tear a sheet of paper out of her binder and draw a copy of it for herself. The lines on the paper always made the baskets of flowers or the kittens or colts look as though they were behind bars, but even Rita used to remark how much like the real pictures Cerise’s copies were.

“Where you got that knack from,” Rita would say, “I don’t know. Not me, and for sure not your dad. He couldn’t even draw a paycheck,” she’d add with bitter humor, and Cerise would feel a guilty compunction, as though she’d dragged her ability for drawing home like another doll from someone else’s trash.

Now she imagined Sam finding her copy of Rita’s painting, imagined him looking up from her drawing to eye her with a new admiration. But then his face as she had last seen it bullied its way inside her daydream, and she winced and turned away, left the puppies to frolic on their own.

In Rita’s room, she shoved aside the stockings draped like perished ghosts across the rumpled bed and sprawled there herself, flipping through the Cosmo that lay beside her mother’s pillow and gazing at the skinny, suntanned models until a keen self-loathing filled her soul. Unlike the models’ breasts, and unlike the breasts of Rita’s dolls, when Cerise’s breasts arrived, they came with silver stretch marks and with nipples that tightened or softened as inexplicably as the moon that was sometimes round as a pizza, sometimes skinny as a torn-off toenail, and other times entirely absent in the sky above Rossi. Cerise’s feet had grown, too, stretching out flat and long in front of her, and though the hair on her head had remained dense and blond, new hair grew in the sticky V’s of her armpits and her crotch.

It seemed as though she had never even had a body before her breasts began to grow. Back in grade school, her body had been unremarkable, reliable as a machine. But in junior high that machine betrayed her, growing so tall and thick and smelly it seemed as if Cerise had turned into some kind of animal instead of the sleek creature the pictures in Rita’s magazines promised she would be if she became a woman. Suddenly she was the largest kid in the whole school, and the tiny boys and compact girls who the year before had ignored her now gawked and whistled and whispered when she passed.

Cerise Center, the boys called after her as she hurried down the halls, her schoolbooks clutched against her chest as if she could press her breasts back inside her. But she was too clumsy and self-conscious to play basketball, and later, when the sting had worn from Center, the boys changed it to Centerfold, and snapped her bra and inquired about her cup size.

“Hey, Centerfold,” they yelled when she ignored them. “Whatsa matter? You on the rag?”

“My name’s Cerise,” she said once, after Rita told her she had to stand up to them, that no one could do for Cerise what she was too spineless to do for herself. But she said it so halfheartedly, her voice rising at the end, that she turned her own name into a question, and her protest only added to their joke.

“Cerise?” they jeered, “My name’s Cerise?” and when she finally submitted to tears, they asked her, “Is Cerise? sad? Is Cerise? on the rag?”

She slapped the magazine shut in self-disgust and headed toward the kitchen. Standing in the draft of the open refrigerator, she swallowed a full-throated swig of milk, gnawed on a cold drumstick from the Kentucky Fried box, helped herself to a fingerful of Cool Whip. She glanced at the clock above the stove, saw that it was almost time for Star Trek, and closed the refrigerator.

But a note on the kitchen table snagged her attention, CERISE—FOLD LAUNDRY& IRON. She stared at her name until her vision blurred, nearly washing those words from the page. She had always hated her name. It was awkward and unusual, and it seemed to have more to do with Rita’s pretensions and aspirations than with Cerise herself. Once she had looked it up in a book of names for babies and found herself dismissed in three words—“French for cherry.” Cherries were okay, she guessed, but French was foreign, foreign was strange, and she was already strange enough without a name that substitute teachers, to the pooled delight of the rest of the class, always mispronounced—Shir-ice? See-rise?

Sighing, she crumpled the note, tossed it in the trash, and set off through the house, assembling the iron and ironing board, the basket of laundry and the spray starch. Back in the kitchen, she plugged in the iron and waited listlessly for it to heat. When the air above the sole plate wrinkled with heat, she licked her forefinger and flicked it across the surface of the iron, felt the sizzle of evaporating spit. It was satisfying, the tidy quickness of it, but it was oddly exciting, too, that small proximity to danger.

“Cerise!” she exclaimed suddenly. Ruthlessly and without warning she cocked her wrist and thrust it against the hot edge of the iron. The hurt was quick and wicked. She made a little sound like someone else’s moan. Tears flung themselves from her eyes, but she used her other hand to keep her wrist pressed against the iron. This is me, she thought, burning, and for a moment she felt a kind of triumph that overshadowed all her pain. When she could stand it no longer, she yanked her wrist away, first lifting it to her nose to sniff, and then holding it out so she could study the tidy white stripe of ash running like a broken bracelet along the inside of her wrist, across the tender skin where a razor might be pressed. That was strange, she thought, pleased by her courage, by her ability to punish herself for her awkward size and awful name. She imagined Sam seeing her wound and being impressed—and maybe even a little intimidated—by what she was capable of doing.

Looking at the burn on the pale inside of her wrist, she couldn’t keep from remembering Sam’s finger in her palm. But somehow all the shame and confusion of that moment had vanished like a lick of spit against a hot iron. She felt clear and focused, as near happy as she’d been in a long while. This time, as she reached toward the iron, she had a swell of feeling that could only be known as hope.



BY THE TIME THE BUS FINALLY REACHED ANNA ’ S STOP, HER MIND WAS scraped so raw from a week of working through the same sad set of facts and coming to the same inevitable conclusion that she’d almost ceased to think at all. Mechanically she lurched down the aisle, stepped blindly onto the street, and stood for a moment amid the diesel fumes and dust, blinking in the gritty light and trying to get her bearings. A large cluster of people was milling on the sidewalk in front of the building where she was headed. At first she thought there’d been an accident. But the crowd seemed too purposeful to be waiting for an ambulance. A second later it crossed her mind to wonder if she had made a mistake about the address or the time of her appointment, but even as she scrambled to recheck her memory, she knew she could not possibly have got those details wrong.

She’d brought a book to read in case she had to wait, and now she clutched it to her chest and began to walk faster. As she drew nearer, the group resolved into individuals, though to Anna’s eyes they all looked much the same—the women in thick hose and knee-length skirts, the men in crew cuts and polyester jackets. There were also several children, scrub-faced kids in tidy hand-me-downs. With a jolt of alarm Anna realized that the whole group was watching her.

Her thoughts clattered together, and her steps began to slow. For a split second she thought she should try to speak to them. But before she could think of what to say, she saw the suspicion on their faces, and her apprehension sharpened into fear. One of the men was holding a placard toward the passing traffic. When he turned his sign in Anna’s direction, she read its scarlet word and started as though she’d been slapped. A protest blurted up inside her, inadvertent as vomit. Part of her wanted to turn and run, and another part wanted to stop and rage at them. But instead she focused all her attention on walking.

When she realized that she would somehow have to pass through those people to reach the building where her appointment was, a new confusion fluttered through her chest. But as she was hesitating, the crowd parted grudgingly in front of her, creating a rough corridor down which she might pass. Her shoulders cringed in anticipation of the blows it seemed would surely come if she tried to reach the doors at the far end, but she forced herself to start walking, passing so close to the bodies of the protesters that she could smell the spice of aftershave and the acrid musk of nerves, so close she could hear the censure in their breathing. She kept her eyes down, watching the fringe of weeds that was already beginning to grow in the cracks in the sidewalk, watching the toes of her boots as her feet propelled her on.

“I’ll raise your baby,” a man said to her when she came abreast of him.

His voice was low, insinuating. Glancing in his direction, she saw his shiny face and the way his belly distorted the plaid of his shirt beneath his jacket, and she looked away, repelled at the thought of giving anything of hers to him. The doors loomed ahead, double doors with metal handles like twin halves of a moon. She stretched out an arm as though she were an exhausted swimmer floundering to reach a dock. But suddenly a child darted between her and the doors, a girl of ten or twelve.

“Miss?” the girl asked. “Would you read this?” She kept her face twisted away from Anna so that she seemed to be speaking back over her own shoulder as she thrust a pamphlet blindly in Anna’s direction. Anna reached out to take it from her only because the girl seemed so uncomfortable—more miserable, even, than Anna herself. Then, in an attempt to reassure the girl and to prove to the watching crowd that she was no monster, Anna tried to smile.

But the muscles in her face trembled so violently it seemed she had forgotten how a smile was made. A sound came from the back of her throat, involuntary as a glob of coughed-up phlegm, and the child shot a startled look at Anna’s face. Their glances met and held. The girl’s eyes were blue and somehow strangely familiar. For a crazy second Anna had the sensation she was looking into a mirror, although Anna’s eyes were brown and she was twice the girl’s age.

From somewhere in the crowd a man’s voice rang out, “Remember Jesus.” The girl’s eyes filled with fear, and Anna glanced down at the pamphlet in her hands as a way of protecting them both. But the photograph on the cover of the pamphlet was so appalling that even before Anna could react to its lack of contrast, bad focus, and cluttered composition, she was staring aghast at the image itself.

It was a photograph of a newborn baby, an infant even younger than Dylan had been at Christmastime. Only instead of lying in its mother’s arms, this baby was sprawled lifeless on top of a trash-filled can of garbage. It was as sickening and fascinating as pornography, and for a second, as she stared at it, Anna forgot about the crowd. A moment later she felt the horror of it slap her, and she flung the pamphlet to the ground.

“That’s your baby,” she heard the male voice boom as she reached the clinic door. “Don’t throw your baby away.”

She was shaking when she entered the waiting room. Her legs felt porous, too frail to bear her weight. She sank into the scoop seat of the plastic chairs that ringed the room, and for a hysterical second she wondered if she had wet her pants. The thought came to her that she should leave. She could catch the bus back to the university and deal with everything tomorrow, but her fear of the crowd outside kept her rooted where she was.

There were other people in the waiting room, six or eight women and several men. Anna snuck a quick check of their faces to assure herself that they had not witnessed the encounter outside, that they were not watching her now. Most of the other women sat as Anna had instinctively sat, with an empty chair between her and the person next to her. They all appeared both shaken and resigned, as though they had just heard bad news and were now waiting for a bus. Of the two men in the room, one was little more than a boy, a scrawny-haired teenager who held the hand of the girl sitting next to him with a furtive defiance. The other man was middle-aged and sat stolidly reading the newspaper, ignoring the woman who waited beside him.

At the front of the room was a counter. A sign below it read, “Please Confirm Your Appointment Before Taking a Seat.” Anna crossed the room to stand before the receptionist.

“I’m Anna Walters,” she made herself say, although her voice rasped like sand against her throat.

“Walters?” the receptionist echoed, without looking up.

Anna cleared her throat. “Yes.”

The woman reached for a stack of files, and Anna saw that her fingernails were so long that she had to handle them with a splay-fingered dexterity. It made her movements seem squeamish, as though everything she picked up was something she would rather not have to touch.

Anna said, “My appointment’s at eleven.”

The receptionist nodded and began to shuffle files. When she found the one she wanted, she opened it, studied it, and asked, “You have the money?”

Anna had known she had to bring money, but even so the question seemed so crude and the receptionist’s voice so loud that her throat clogged again. She coughed and answered, “Yes.”

“Cash? Or cashier’s check?”

“Cash,” Anna croaked, opening her backpack to get the money she’d withdrawn from the bank, almost half of what she had to live on for the rest of the semester. Even though she could have used his help with the money, Anna had not told the sculptor. Getting him involved seemed as silly as seeking out the person who had been sneezing the day before she caught the flu and insisting that he pay for her aspirin. Besides, she’d been reluctant to reveal such an intimate failure to a stranger. But now, standing alone in front of the receptionist with her rent money in her hand, she wished for a fleet moment that she’d told the sculptor, after all.

“Here’s your receipt,” the receptionist said, handing a slip of paper across the counter to Anna. “You have the consent form?”

Anna nodded. Pulling a folded piece of paper from the pages of On Photography, she laid it open on the counter. Words snagged her eyes—perforation, hemorrhage, infection, death. A woman had died in Texas only last October.

“You can sign it now,” the receptionist said, handing Anna a pen.

But this is different, Anna told herself as she wrote her name. She was paying cash for this, in a clinic. This was legal and safe. It wasn’t even an operation. A surgical procedure, it had said in the literature the nurse had given her, eleven times safer than birth.

“Okay,” the receptionist said, tucking the form with Anna’s signature into her file. “Sit down, and the nurse will call you as soon as they’re ready.” The woman looked up, and the warmth in her black eyes was so startling that Anna turned away in confusion.

She returned to her chair, opened her book, and stared at the page until the words doubled and smeared. There was a bathroom off the waiting room, and after a while one of the women got up and went inside. Through the closed door Anna heard the heave and splat of vomiting. There was the sound of water running, the roar of an institutional toilet flushing, and a moment later the woman reentered the room, her face empty of color.

Another door opened, and a nurse stood in the threshold, calling a list of names. At the sound of her own name Anna felt a jolt of fear. Each of the women in the room stood and glanced uncertainly at the others. They made an awkward cluster around the nurse, who shepherded them through the door.

“They’re going to do us all at once?” someone asked nervously as they shuffled down a narrow hall.

“You have the procedure one at a time,” the nurse answered over her shoulder. “But you get prepped and you recuperate together.”

She led them into a room filled with cots, like the sleeping cabin at a summer camp.

“Find a cot and get your gown on. The opening goes in back,” the nurse said.

“Will it hurt?” the girl who had been sitting beside the boy asked timidly.

“That’s what the medication is for,” the nurse answered crisply. “And you’ll be given gas during the procedure itself.”

As Anna turned her back to the roomful of strangers to get undressed, several of the other women began talking. Their voices were flat and loud, and they followed everything they said with a laughter that made Anna think of fiberglass insulation, pink and fluffy and sharp.

She was tucking her socks into her boots when a voice from a nearby cot said, “I wanted to keep it, but my boyfriend’s not ready.” At first Anna thought the woman was talking about a plant or a pet, and when she realized what the woman meant, she was startled to discover that she had never thought of it that way herself, had never thought of keeping anything or not. For her it had been a question of being or not being.

A mother.

She was not a mother, so how could she have a baby? It would be an accident if she were to have a baby, a failure, a great mistake. If she were to have a baby, she would lose all she was and all she wanted to become, would lose all she hoped to do and to create. And where would that leave the baby, with a mother who was not the person she was meant to be?

She folded her clothes with icy hands, tucked her underwear beneath her skirt and blouse, and then she sat on the edge of her cot with her eyes closed, willing herself to be still, to wait patiently, to be ready for whatever came next. Names were being called. Anna could hear women leaving their cots, could hear them returning. It occurred to her to meditate, but when she tried to say her mantra inside her head, it was like running through sand.

“Anna Walters,” the nurse announced. Anna’s eyes burst open. She stood, clearing her throat, clutching her gown behind her like a child. As she followed the nurse out of the room, she saw that a few of the women who had already returned were lying with their faces turned to the walls, while others were sitting up, eating Oreos and drinking purple juice from tiny paper cups. The feeling in the room was subdued, the chatter and sharp laughter all leached away.

Barefooted, still holding her gown closed with one hand, Anna followed the nurse down the hall into a room dominated by a stainless steel operating table. A squat machine sat in a corner. A tray stood next to the table, covered with a set of tools like curved screwdrivers and another gadget that looked like a plastic crochet hook.

“Hop up,” the nurse said, her voice matter-of-fact, “and fit your feet in the stirrups.” Anna climbed on the table and lay back. When she placed a heel in each of the steel cups, she could detect the faint residual warmth of the feet of the stranger who had lain there before her. For a moment she felt oddly comforted.

Then the nurse began to strap down her arms.

“Is this necess—” Anna said, attempting to sit back up.

“It just reminds you not to move,” the nurse answered, pressing her back onto the table.

Another nurse arrived, her face already covered with a surgical mask. A man came in, the doctor. His face was masked, too, and he wore a blue shirt. He gave a curt nod in Anna’s direction, although he did not meet her eyes.

“Open your legs,” the nurse commanded.

No one had said it would hurt so much. No one had said the nurse would thrust a black mask over Anna’s face, a heavy rubbery mask that stank and threatened to suffocate her. No one had said that the man in the blue shirt would bark, “Be still,” while he twisted his succession of instruments up inside her. No one had told her that he would try to split her open, to core her like an apple, the pain red and mean and inescapable. A machine came on, roaring like a carpet cleaner, but Anna was too occupied with pain to think what that noise might mean. No one had said she would writhe, that a thick sweat would soak her all at once, that she would cease to care how her gown hung open, or worry about the noises she made. No one had told her that, as she fought the pain and the hissing mask, she would hate the people who were helping her as much as she hated the sculptor and herself.

When the machine was finally silent, Anna lay panting and defeated on the table, the sweat on her neck and belly and thighs suddenly cold while the doctor removed his last instruments. Watching the expressionless eyes above the nurse’s mask as she began to unstrap Anna’s arms, Anna remembered the girl outside the clinic, remembered the broken baby in the photograph and the man’s sign with its red word—MURDER.

Still lying on the table, Anna blurted, “Can I see it?”

“It’s over now,” the nurse answered. “Time to go back to recovery.”

“I want to see,” Anna persisted, startled by the urgency of her own request. “I need to see—what came out.”

There were furrows in the nurse’s brow as she cast a glance at the doctor. He shrugged and answered, “Sometimes they do.” He addressed Anna directly for the first time since he’d ordered her to be still. “Are you sure?”

Unable to trust her voice, she nodded. Beating down great raw wings of panic, she elbowed herself up to sit, wobbly and wet, on the edge of the operating table. The nurse removed a glass jar from the machine and held it out toward Anna. As she leaned forward to look, she felt terrified and also vaguely embarrassed to be studying a product of her body in public. But what she saw when she peered into the jar was so astonishing, it made her forget about herself.

Suspended in the clear fluid was a billowing cloud of tissue. Like a strange flower or a rare sea creature, it was all tender pinks, iridescent whites, delicate webs of crimson. Anna bent closer, and for a moment she thought she glimpsed an elfin hand—a hand so tiny a doll that size might sleep forever stretched out inside a walnut, like Tom Thumb.

“Oh,” she gasped. She gazed, soaked in emotions she couldn’t begin to name, until the nurse made a small, impatient movement that set the contents of the jar swaying. Then, tearing her gaze away, Anna whispered, “Thank you,” as, trembling, she climbed down from the table.



THE STRIPES ON CERISE ’ S WRISTS TURNED TO SCABS THAT CRACKED AND caught on whatever she happened to brush against, and tore and bled. Sitting in the back of U.S. history or sophomore English or bonehead algebra, she sucked the ooze, thinking, This is me, and before the burns healed, she took the iron out again.

In the beginning she had almost hoped that someone would discover those burns, like a row of mouths seared shut inside each wrist—maybe one of the teachers at her school, or Sam, or even Rita. She’d imagined that person would ask her what had happened, and hoped that in explaining it to them, she would come to understand it, too. She’d hoped that someone else would be able to give her the sympathy she craved, that someone else would finally recognize what she couldn’t seem to realize for herself. Sometimes she even envisioned Sam running his fingertips across the rutted surface of her wrists, only in her daydream his fingers were cool and gentle, as tender as a girl’s.

At first she believed that things would change once someone noticed her wrists. But later she began to be embarrassed by their ugly skin and ragged scabs. The wrists of the other girls at school were fresh as clean sheets, and it wasn’t long before Cerise realized that there was something wrong with her, something sick and shameful about what she did. She began to worry that her wrists would betray her, and she started wearing long-sleeved shirts that hung below her palms. Now she dreaded being caught, dreaded being made to confess or to explain, dreaded having another of her weaknesses exposed to the whole school’s ridicule. But every afternoon when she got home, she had to battle with that craving to burn herself.

The first time Sam asked her to wait for him until he got off work, one of the reasons she agreed was so she wouldn’t have to be alone at home with the iron perched like a squat, hot idol on the kitchen counter, taunting her. Sitting on the bench in front of the market, she stared at the inexplicable equations in her algebra book, dug her fingernails surreptitiously among her blisters and scabs, and felt as terrified as if she were about to take a pop quiz. But she was thrilled, too, for it seemed like her real life was finally beginning, now that Sam had noticed her, now that someone had singled her out.

There were things she wanted for herself. However—unlike Rita—she could not fit her desires directly into words, couldn’t say she wanted a Cadillac DeVille and a new shag carpet and a trip to Hawaii. Instead, she yearned for the life she felt must surely be waiting just beyond the life she currently inhabited, and although she was helpless to say exactly what that life consisted of, she felt hopeful that Sam might be its start.

Sam was taller than she, nineteen, and out of school. He took her to the apartment he shared with a group of other guys, showed her how to inhale the skunky smoke of a joint until her lungs convulsed for lack of oxygen and then how to exhale in a triumphant dizzy blast. He was impressed by the size of the tokes she took and, after they’d smoked the joint down to a damp nub, by the fact that she claimed she didn’t feel much different than before. Later, he was pleased by how quickly she agreed to lie down beside him on the mattress in his room, though on subsequent afternoons he complained about how little interest she seemed to take in what he did to her there.

The times with Sam that Cerise liked best were the times after sex, when all the pushing and grunting was over and she could press her ear against his bare chest and listen to the naked booming of his heart. She liked to feel little in his arms, longed to be able to sleep with him all night, curled up safe like a baby, instead of having to get up and dress and rush home before Rita got off work. She sometimes startled Sam with her desire to burrow against him or the ferocity with which she inhaled his smell. But on those rare occasions when he was so moved by lust or dope or pride that he said he loved her, she never answered him, and when he came inside her body, he was always alone.

School was almost over before Cerise began to worry that she might be pregnant. She couldn’t remember having had a period since sometime in January or maybe even December. Still, it wasn’t until the end of March that she started to wonder about it, and another week had passed before any real anxiety began to seep into her bones. It was impossible to imagine saying anything to Sam that would require her to use words like period or pregnant, so instead she made a deal with the universe or fate or God that if she let her wrists heal and did not burn them anymore, her period would come.

She kept her part of the bargain, though she had to suffer through waves of panic and desire so mean they made her dizzy. But despite both her torment and her victory, the crotch of her panties remained pure white. Night after night she lay beneath the canopy of her bed, kneading her stomach or pounding it with her fist. Sometimes she even tried cramming her hand inside herself in an attempt to dislodge whatever it was that kept the blood from flowing. But she had no idea what she was groping for up there, and no matter how hard she hit or prodded, she could not get the blood to come.

Each night she promised herself she would do something about it in the morning, but in the morning the worst edge of her fear had been blunted by sleep. Besides, in the morning it seemed impossible to believe that what Sam did to her could make her pregnant, especially since she’d experienced none of the wild desire she’d seen on TV, had felt none of the overwhelming need the teacher in her health class had warned that girls should guard themselves against.

It was the end of the first week in April before she finally dialed the only number she could find in the whole phone book that seemed to promise help. She called from the phone booth outside the market while Sam swept out the stockroom. Sticking her finger in the cold chute of the coin return, she stared out through the scratched glass and listened to the ringing of a stranger’s phone. “Problem Pregnancy?” it had said in the Yellow Pages. “We Can Help.”

Three hours later she was sitting in the LifeRight office, almost buried in the cushions of a broken sofa, while Jon and Sylvia sat in folding chairs in front of her, smiles of pained tenderness on their faces as they told her that the plastic cup of hot yellow pee she’d shyly handed to Sylvia had proven that she was pregnant.

Jon was broad as a fullback, with wide hands and ears that angled out from his head like semaphores. Sylvia was small, demure, in a skirt that covered her kneecaps when she sat and a blouse that remained unwrinkled despite the spring heat. Her eyes shone, and she held Jon’s hand and leaned toward Cerise.

“Sometimes when we think we’re looking for someone to love us,” Sylvia said, “we’re really looking for God’s love instead. God never loves our sin. But He always loves us. And Cerise, He’s blessed you with the most wonderful chance of all to prove your love for Him—He’s entrusted you with the life of a baby.”

On the floor beside Cerise’s feet a mint tea bag oozed a faint green into a mug of tepid water. They had already passed a plate of store-bought cookies, and Cerise, in her shyness and sugar-hunger, had taken four, while Sylvia abstained and Jon chose two, swallowing them both in a single gulp, like vitamins.

Now Sylvia was saying, “God can try us in some really hard ways, if He thinks we’re strong enough. And you are strong, Cerise.” She smiled and reached out to give Cerise’s knee a little shake of encouragement. “God asks us to honor our parents, but He wants us to do that because they gave us life. You’ll do the right thing. We know you will. We’ll pray for you.”

Cerise was embarrassed to be talking about that thing they called her sin, and by the pile of cookies on the paper napkin on her knee. But she liked the way Jon and Sylvia held hands. She liked the way their eyes sought each other out, as though they were each mirrors in which they could admire their shared reflection. She could not imagine Jon doing to Sylvia what Sam had done to her.

Jon said, “Just because the government made the mistake of legalizing infanticide doesn’t mean it’s right—or even safe. We want you to know all the facts. Not just what they’ll tell you at the abortion mill.”

They said her baby’s heart was already beating, that her baby was already breathing inside her. They said her baby was sucking its tiny thumb, that it would cry and struggle when the baby-killer tore it from her body. They said, “God doesn’t make trash.”

They told her that abortions hurt, that the pain could be unbearable. Abortions were risky, they said. If Cerise had an abortion, she might die, or might never be able to have another baby. They said that women who had abortions had a higher risk of drug addiction and suicide, and for a second Cerise thought that meant she was safe, because she was only a girl. They showed her pictures—color photographs of tiny limbs and perfect hands projecting from jumbles of bloody tissue that made Cerise think of road-killed animals. They showed her grainy black-and-white photos of dead babies heaped in garbage cans like discarded dolls. They said her baby trusted her. Her baby would love her forever, they promised, their eyes tender and shining, whatever she chose to do—give it to a childless couple or even raise it herself.

They said, “We’ll be there for you, all the way.”

She looked at them holding hands, leaning toward her in the eagerness of their conviction. It was nice to think that her baby loved her, and she wanted Sylvia and Jon to like her, too. She imagined walking down the street between them, she in the middle, small and safe, holding a hand of each. She thought of the baby they claimed was inside her, like a tiny perfect doll she’d rescued from the trash. And she imagined later, when that baby had grown into a little girl who would, as Sylvia had promised, love Cerise more than all the world.

When Jon described the lawyers and procedures it would take for her to give her baby to strangers, Cerise knew she was too shy, too easily flustered and quickly confused, to ever to go through with an adoption. That night, when Rita came home and handed Cerise the bag that was their dinner, Cerise unpacked the hamburgers and fries, poked a straw into each waxed cup of Coke. After she’d laid the food out on the table, she lowered her chin to her chest and told her mother that she was going to have a baby.

The fries wilted and the ice melted while Rita yelled and wept. She called Cerise a slut and asked her what the hell she intended to do about the mess she was in.

“Keep it,” Cerise answered.

“Oh, no, you aren’t.”

“Yes,” Cerise said, and though she was speaking to the floor, she felt a tight triumph as she spoke, like when she’d pressed her wrist against the iron.

Rita said she would pay for Cerise’s abortion. She would pay for Cerise’s abortion and give her a hundred dollars besides for new school clothes, but she would be damned if she’d help Cerise raise a baby.

“I’ve got more important things to do,” Rita yelled, while Cerise scraped crescents of wax from her Coke cup with her fingernail and rolled them onto her napkin, where they lay beside her burger like a litter of tiny moons. Finally Rita’s voice went hard and low, and she said, “If you want to ruin your life, go ahead. I don’t guess there’s much I can do to stop you. But don’t come crying to me to help you later on. I’m already doing all I can. Every day I work my butt off so you can go to school and have a good time, and this is the thanks I get. It’s time you learned about the consequences of your actions.”

She stormed into her bedroom, slamming the door behind her like a fist, and Cerise waited until she heard the laughter coming from Rita’s television before she ate her limp hamburger and drank her watery Coke.



AFTERWARD THERE WAS BLOOD—MORE BLOOD THAN ANNA HAD expected would come from the loss of that feathery, floating thing. On her way home from the clinic, as she leaned her head against the rattling window of the bus and waited wearily for her stop, she could feel the warm blood seeping out of her, and she was afraid she would not make it back to her room before the blood overflowed the pad that chafed between her legs.

She was tired and cramping, and she longed in all her bones for the hot bath the sheet of instructions the clinic had given her said she shouldn’t have. But her nausea had vanished, and despite her exhaustion, she felt as relieved as if she had just survived a traffic accident and were now standing in one piece on the solid shoulder of the road.

She made it home without meeting anyone she knew. Collapsing on her bed, she toed off her boots, shrugged her way out of her coat, and then crawled beneath the covers with her clothes on, toppling into a sleep so deep it was as though some huge hand were holding her beneath the surface of consciousness. She woke fourteen hours later and rose and showered and dressed and left her room. It wasn’t yet dawn, and for once the kitchen was empty of people, though the counter was cluttered with last night’s empty bottles and full ashtrays. An overflowing compost bucket sat like a toad amid the waxen husks of burned-out candles. She heated water on the great black range and dripped a mug of coffee for herself. Standing by the window, she ate a bowl of granola and yogurt, savoring both her hunger and the rightness of the flavors, exalting in the restoration of her senses. She rinsed her dishes in the stained sink, left them to dry in the musty dish rack, and let herself out of the house into the cold dawn, hurrying down the broken sidewalk toward campus.

She was at the end of the block when she heard someone calling behind her, “Hey, Anna! Wait up.”

She turned and saw Estelle hurrying toward her. Her hair was scraped back in a ballerina’s bun, and beneath the hem of her trench coat Anna could see her striped leg warmers and black Adidas. “It’s too damn early,” Estelle groaned as she drew nearer. Her breath left her mouth in a dense gray cloud. She shuddered and flipped the end of her scarf a second time around her neck. “Where are you off to?”

“The darkroom,” Anna answered, stepping over an ice-filled gutter. She had not been back inside the darkroom since her visit to the clinic. She thought of the finished prints that needed matting, of the negatives waiting for her like unread fortunes, and her pace quickened. Turning to Estelle, who was nearly jogging along beside her, she asked, “How about you?”

“Rehearsal,” Estelle answered. She gave Anna a shrewd glance, and asked, “What have you been up to, anyway?”

“Me?”

“We were talking about it last night. No one’s seen you for weeks.”

Anna’s mind stuttered to a stop. They were walking past a row of fraternity houses. On the sidewalk ahead of them an orange tomcat had planted its head and forefeet inside an open paper bag and was tearing ravenously at whatever the bag contained. I had an abortion, Anna thought. But even inside her head the words sounded both too harsh and too meager to describe what had happened. Behind the frat houses and the telephone lines and the skeletal maples, the sky was stained a pink as delicate as the color inside a shell. In her mind she saw the jar the nurse had held for her, its contents wafting and drifting like a sea anemone.

“You’re like the ghost in the attic or something,” Estelle offered, looking over at Anna. Startled by their approach, the cat bolted across the street, leaving the bag yawning in the middle of the sidewalk. It would be possible, Anna realized, to tell Estelle. She could explain the predicament she’d been in and what she had done about it, and she saw how by saying those words she could reduce the whole thing to a single memory, could turn it into something flat and manageable, a thing she could complain about and forget, like drinking too much on a Friday night, or having too many finals in a row. Something in the back of her throat yearned for the simplicity of that. She longed for Estelle’s quick sympathy, longed for the whole thing to be over.

But she remembered the iridescent tissue floating in its lonely jar, and she felt a strange ache, like an emptiness turned inside out. She did not believe the protesters were right, did not believe that the tissue the doctor had taken from her was a thing capable of dying, and yet, as she gazed toward the coming sun, she knew it was undeniable that it had lost the chance to live. A sudden loyalty welled up inside her, a strange desire to protect that ethereal bit of matter, to preserve the way it shimmered inside her head.

“I’ve been busy,” she said, the dense mist of her words mingling with the strengthening light.

“Doing what?” Estelle persisted.

“Nothing, really,” Anna shrugged. “School stuff. Not much.” They entered the student commons. For once the wide brick courtyard was empty of people, and the sound of their footsteps echoed eerily between the surrounding buildings.

“Why—” Estelle began, but Anna interrupted her. “Have a good rehearsal,” she said, and darted away across the courtyard.

As she passed through the doors of the fine arts building, Anna inhaled the clay dust and varnish-scented air deep into her lungs. I’m home, she thought exultantly, passing the main office and heading down the echoing concrete stairs. It’s over now. I’m back. I made it through.

Inside her cubicle she went straight to the drawer that held her most recent photographs. She’d thought she would start the morning by matting a print or two, and then, if she felt up to it, she might work in the darkroom for a while. But when she set her new prints on the table, the photograph on the top of the pile was so empty and uninspired that she wondered how it could have gotten mixed in with her best work.

It was an image of a lace tablecloth she’d found in a secondhand store. Two months ago she’d hung the lace across the window of her attic room and then spent a weekend shooting it in every possible light. At the time, she’d loved how its broken folds draped between the aged window jambs, how the torn mass of it lay in a weary, graceful heap on the sill, and later, when she’d made that print, she’d been pleased by the tension she thought she’d caught between the exact froth of the handmade lace and the causal damage of time. Every Thread a Web, she’d planned to call it when she hung it in her graduate show. But this morning it seemed strained and mundane—an old tablecloth hanging awkwardly from a splintered window frame. Looking at it now, she saw only the vast distance between what she had hoped for and what she had achieved.

I was really off there for a while, she thought as she remembered back over the last six weeks, how scared and sad she’d been, how sick she’d felt. Hurriedly she began to flip through the rest of the pile, seeking to comfort herself with better examples of her work. But she couldn’t find a single print she liked. Every photograph was trite and amateurish and immature, its composition stiff, its tones muddy, its subject sentimental or clichéd. It made her feel hot and flushed to realize she had ever meant to show those prints to the world. It made her heart falter to think of all she had given for them. Standing in the empty hallway, she wondered, How could I have been so wrong?



SYLVIA AND JON WENT WITH CERISE TO THE WELFARE OFFICE. THEY helped her gather the documents the caseworkers required, helped her fill out the forms to claim she was an independent minor, the forms to apply for food stamps and Medi-Cal and welfare. They took her to the clinic, where a gray-haired doctor twisted a speculum inside her and prodded her stomach and pressed the cold lozenge of his stethoscope against her breasts. They helped her find an apartment on the other side of Rossi, helped her move her clothes and her TV and the mattress from her bed while Rita was at work.

Cerise’s apartment consisted of four rooms lined up like train cars, a tiny living room in front, a stale bedroom in the rear, a dark slice of kitchen and a damp bathroom sandwiched in between. Sylvia helped her clean it, and Cerise cut pictures from magazines to decorate the walls—photos of flowers and baby animals and bright butterflies, and one strange picture with no color at all but the smooth curve of a silver river leading toward a wall of rugged mountains. There was something fierce and fearless about that picture that tugged at her, though when Sylvia asked her why she’d chosen it, Cerise shrugged shyly and answered, “I don’t know.”

At first, when she told Sam she was pregnant, he acted like a boy who’d been accused of hitting a baseball through a neighbor’s window, but later, when he realized that no one was going to make him pay for what he’d broken, he swaggered with a newfound sense of accomplishment and referred to Cerise’s swelling belly as “the kid.”

Jon and Sylvia said that Sam should marry her—for the baby’s sake, as well as for the sake of Cerise’s eternal soul. But it was hard for Cerise to think of a child’s welfare or even her own soul when there seemed to be no child, when it sometimes seemed more likely that she would give birth to a beach ball than a baby. She couldn’t imagine Sam as a father any more than she could imagine herself as a mother, or as Sam’s wife.

Sometimes she tried to pray about it, like Sylvia and Jon had said she should. But the answers that popped into her mind when she tried to address her thoughts to God and seek His guidance never seemed to be the ones that Sylvia and Jon would approve, which made Cerise think that she was doing something wrong, that her prayers were missing God entirely, like when she misdialed a phone number and a stranger answered by mistake.

She had received special permission from the principal to return to her high school when it began in the fall. Although the teachers showed their disapproval of her condition by pretending she did not exist, for once the other kids clustered around her in the halls, awed and envious and a little scared because she had her own apartment, because she had so obviously had sex. They all vied to touch her stomach and offer their suggestions for baby names. But later, when she quit attending classes because she had grown too tired to try to study and too large to fit in any of the desks, none of the schoolkids ever came to visit her.

For days she sat in her apartment with the television on and waited dully for whatever was going to happen next. She liked the thought of a baby like a living doll she could dress and kiss and hold, but she had never changed a baby’s diaper or fixed a baby’s bottle. She couldn’t remember ever having held a baby, though now she tried to pay close attention to the babies on TV. The TV babies advertised tires and laundry soaps and paper towels. They brought sitcom families back together, and wailed from the depths of their cribs at funny times, and all those babies seemed more real than the baby that was supposedly inside her, giving her heartburn and hemorrhoids and bruising her ribs with its kicks.

The kids at school had debated names, which ones were cute and which were cool, and Rita, who had relented enough to take an interest in what name her grandchild was given, had a list of her own picked out. But Nicole or Scott, Tanya or Zachary or Jason—it was hard for Cerise to imagine any of those people inside her. Occasionally she draped a newborn-size sleeper across her bulging uterus, and it seemed both too small to fit something human, and too large to clothe anything that could ever be gotten out of her.

At night, lying alone on her single mattress, she would sometimes lift her T-shirt, crane her neck so that she could stare down at her stomach, and try to imagine what it was that she contained. Sylvia had told her that already she and her baby shared a sacred bond, but when Cerise tried to beam her thoughts through her bloated belly to the baby, she felt like Captain Kirk, attempting to contact an alien spaceship that might not even exist.

When she became so big she couldn’t stand to have Sam on top of her, grinding away between her legs and squashing her belly until she felt she might burst like a water balloon, he suggested that there were other ways they could do it. But she was too uncomfortable and too embarrassed by her bulk to submit to trying anything new. And it wasn’t long after that that Sam let slip he was seeing another girl. He made sure Cerise knew how the other girl begged Sam to do all the things to her that Cerise refused. She knew how Sam’s confession was supposed to make her feel, and when she realized she didn’t care how much that other girl wanted to have her twat sucked, didn’t care that the other girl loved to slurp Sam’s thing as though it were a double-dip cone on a sweltering day, a part of her felt as though she had failed at something yet again.

When Cerise was nine months pregnant, Jon and Sylvia moved away.

“It’s God’s will,” Sylvia said, smiling sorrowfully from her seat on Cerise’s sofa. “We’ll miss all our dear friends here, but the Lord has challenged Jon with a new work in Chicago.”

Jon grinned at Cerise and patted Sylvia’s hand. “You let us know the minute that baby comes.”

Cerise turned to Sylvia, “But you said you’d help me, when—you know—it’s being born.”

“Of course I’ll help you,” Sylvia answered staunchly. “We’ll both help you, with our prayers.” And when Cerise looked stricken, she added, “Even if we stayed here, I couldn’t actually be with you in the delivery room. Cerise, you have to believe that God will never give you more pain than you can bear. Besides, if things get to be a little much, you can always ask the doctor to give you an epidural.”

Epidurals were a wonderful new procedure, Sylvia told her, that let a woman pray or even watch TV while her baby was being born. But when, after hours of an agony Cerise had never imagined existed, she timidly asked for hers, the nurse glanced at her chart and said, “Sorry, sweetheart. You’re Medi-Cal. The state won’t pay for epidurals for Medi-Cals. Epidurals are for ladies with insurance.”

The shot the nurse injected like a consolation prize into the heparin lock on Cerise’s wrist didn’t make the pain go away. Instead it made Cerise forget she had ever felt any other way. She lost herself in the doze between contractions and then woke time after time to a bewildering savagery of hurt whose source she could not remember. Hours after the pain had squeezed her into the furthest corner of herself, a new nurse came to her bed and said, “Let’s give you another check.”

She twisted a gloved hand inside Cerise and gazed up at the ceiling as though she were listening to far-off music. Then she said, “Looks like you’re finally ready. We’ll go ahead and move you to delivery.”

They made Cerise skooch from her bed to a gurney, rolled her down the hall to a room filled with bright lights and machines, and then had her crawl from the gurney onto a bed so high and narrow she wondered if she would fall off it and break on the floor like Humpty Dumpty.

“Are you going to cut me open?” she asked when she saw all the gleaming equipment. But the nurse answered, “No such luck. You gotta do this one the hard way, all by yourself.”

Then the room was filled with people all staring at a monitor like a TV screen on which a blue light traced out mountains. At first they told her she could push when she felt like it, but when it became clear she didn’t feel like pushing, they began insisting that she push while they all gazed at the screen where the mountains grew and fell, and yelled “Now—push! Push!”

She wanted to please them, but she was too tired and too confused about what it meant to push—push what with what? Besides, she knew if she pushed anything very hard, she would push herself apart, and even though she wanted to die, she didn’t want to have to endure more pain to do it. They brought something to help pull the baby out of her, and when she saw what looked like a giant copy of Rita’s salad tongs and realized that they were meant to fit inside her, she was certain that she would be disemboweled and that whatever was stuck inside her would be torn apart, but by that time she had almost ceased to care.

When they finally laid the baby in her arms, Cerise’s first thought was that she’d done something wrong. Inside its flannel swaddling its face was so squashed and raw and broken-looking that it reminded her more of the photographs in Sylvia’s brochures than any of the round-eyed babies she’d studied on TV. Gingerly she touched the bruises on its temples, gently traced the impossible softness of its mottled cheek, and when it did not scream an objection, she laid her open palm against its chest, felt it breathe beneath her hand. It whimpered a little, its eyes wide and unfocused. She bent to sniff it, inhaled the smell of the inside of her which the baby had brought with it into the world, and a sudden greedy passion swelled up in her.

The nurse looked at her sharply. “Don’t you even care what sex it is?”

“Sure,” Cerise said shyly, staring at the baby’s puffy face. “I guess.”

“It’s a girl,” the nurse answered almost angrily.

“A girl,” Cerise echoed, gazing.

A moment later the nurse whisked the baby away, and Cerise raised her eyes to look around the room. She saw the doctor in his green scrubs bending between her legs as he stitched her back together down there, saw the other nurses wadding up bedding and fussing over the machines, and she realized with a start that all those people had once been babies, too. Someone had had to keep the doctor alive, had had to feed and clean and clothe him, and that person had also been borne and cared for by someone else. The nurses had once been little girls. She imagined the hands that now uncoupled cords and tugged sheets into place making mud pies and dressing dolls.

“How are you going to feed?” the doctor asked, peering into her crotch as he drew the needle up and gave a little tug.

She cast a bewildered look at the nicest nurse, who suggested, “Bottle or breast?”

Rita had said that nursing would make her fat, and before Sam left, he’d once observed that only cows made milk. Besides, she felt too shy to say the word breast out loud in that roomful of near-strangers. Instead she whispered, “Bottle?” and everyone nodded as if she’d just got the right answer on a test.

Later, while her baby slept in the nursery, Cerise ate the gray mashed potatoes and wooden roast beef from her supper tray and placed a long-distance call to the LifeRight office in Chicago. But the stranger who answered said that Sylvia and Jon were out at a rescue. She ate her watery apple crisp and called the fort in Texas where Sam was in his third week of basic training. When the corporal asked whom he should say was calling, Cerise answered, “Just tell him it’s a six-pound baby girl,” and hung up before the corporal could ask anything more.

Late that first night, long after Rita had come and cooed and complained and gone and the ward was dim and quiet, a nurse brought the baby from the nursery so that Cerise could practice giving it a bottle. As Cerise tried to work the rubber nipple into the infant’s mouth, the nurse stood above her bed, watching so critically that it seemed the baby was really the hospital’s and not Cerise’s at all.

But finally the nurse was called away, and Cerise was alone with her daughter for the first time. Long after the bottle had been emptied and the baby had produced a belch so large it seemed yet another proof of its prodigious gifts, Cerise cradled the little creature in her arms, bending over her, peering into her face, studying her for signs, for meanings, soaking her being deep into her bones. She was astonished that her baby already knew how to suck and swallow and breathe, astonished that such a perfect creature would consent to rest uncomplaining in her arms.

A feeling squeezed her so tightly that she began to cry, though when she tried to identify the sadness in it, the only evidence of sorrow she could find was that she hadn’t known before how wonderful it would be to have a baby. The word blessed came into her head, and although it was Sylvia’s word and Sylvia was gone, the word remained, shining like a candle in that stern room.

When Cerise looked down at the newborn sleeping in her lap and saw that her tears had dripped from her face to land on the baby’s cheeks, she quickly wiped the teardrops away, afraid they were unlucky or unsanitary, afraid the nurse would return, catch her crying on her baby, and question Cerise’s right to keep the infant who had birthed in her such an unexpected joy.

As she daubed her tears from her daughter’s cheeks, another word came to her—a name this time. It was a name like a poem, the most beautiful name she’d ever heard, the word she knew she wanted to say every day of all her life, the name she wanted to whisper in the night and yell across the playground after school. She knew Rita would be indignant and her former classmates would be disappointed, but before the nurse came to reclaim the baby and return her to the nursery for the night, Cerise had named her daughter.

Melody.

She named her baby Melody because it sounded small and calm and feminine, and because it was a word that everybody knew. She named her baby Melody because, as she remembered the elementary school music teacher explaining on one of her rare visits to Cerise’s classroom, a melody was at the center of every song.



When the hospital said they could leave, Cerise took Melody home to her apartment, despite the fact that Rita wanted them to move back in with her.

“You don’t know the first thing about having a baby,” Rita said as she drove out of the hospital parking lot with Cerise beside her on the front seat, holding Melody.

“I know the first thing, I guess,” Cerise answered softly. She bent to sniff the bundle in her arms and nuzzle her face in the fuzz that hovered above Melody’s small warm head.

“What will you do when she gets a fever? What will you do if she won’t stop crying?”

“I’ll figure it out.”

“If that’s the way you want it,” Rita said, smashing her foot against the accelerator as the light they’d been waiting for turned green, “you’re on your own. It’s one thing if you’re living with me, but you better not go calling me in the middle of the night when I have to work the next day.”

“We’ll be okay,” Cerise said doggedly. “I have a thermometer.”

But after Rita left the apartment, and Cerise was all alone with that strange, limp creature, she felt as raw and scared and awkward as she had the first time she’d been alone with Sam. When Melody began to whimper and suck her fists, Cerise panicked and reached for the phone. It would be easy as going to sleep to surrender her baby to Rita. Rita would put Melody in Cerise’s old room, Cerise could stay in the guest room in the basement, and next fall she would go back to school as though nothing had happened. Even though Rita would complain about the extra work and trouble, Cerise knew that Rita would secretly be glad to have Melody, especially since Cerise was already certain that Melody would be prettier and tidier and more popular than she had ever been.

But before Cerise could dial the number, Melody’s whimpers blossomed into cries. They weren’t very loud, but they reached inside Cerise like fingers, clutching at her empty womb. She imagined Melody in the room where she’d spent her own lonely childhood, and an objection rose inside her. When the voice inside the phone directed her to please hang up and try again, she returned the receiver to its cradle and fixed a bottle for her baby.

After the formula was warm, Cerise tested its temperature carefully, pressing the rubber nipple against the faint scars on the inside of her wrist until a few white drops bled out. Then she sat on the sofa and tried to tease the nipple between Melody’s tiny gums. For a while Melody fought the bottle, twisting her head from side to side or butting blindly against the nipple with her cheek. But just as Cerise was ready to give up, she suddenly clamped down on it, engulfing the nipple with such a look of surprise on her little, screwed-up face that Cerise laughed out loud.

Later, when the bottle was empty, Cerise held the bundle of her daughter against her shoulder. She patted Melody’s back with the palm of her hand until the burp came, and then she pressed her against her aching breasts and held her while the light drained slowly from the room. In the darkness beyond the locked door of her apartment, sirens wailed, car horns honked, and people yelled out greetings or obscenities. But inside the walls of her small rooms, Cerise held Melody while she slept. Suffused with a savage happiness, Cerise sat for hours, sat until her arms tingled from lack of circulation and her back ached and her bladder stung, secure in her bone-deep certainty that nothing would ever prevent her from keeping her baby safe.



GRADUALLY THE LAST GRAVEL-STUDDED HEAPS OF SNOW DISAPPEARED from the streets, leaving behind little piles of grit like shrines to something no one wanted to remember. Gradually Anna’s bleeding diminished to a few dirty clots and then finally stopped altogether while the spring sun strengthened, the air grew nearly creamy with new warmth, and the semester trudged toward an end. But still all of her work looked vain and pointless. Still all her efforts to find something new to shoot and print and tone and mount and sign and frame dissolved into an overwhelming sense of fruitlessness.

On Friday of finals week, Anna gathered all her prints and negatives and burned them, hunkering over the pale little bonfire she’d built from the slats of a broken bed frame in the weedy yard behind the house. The air above the flames wrinkled like vision through tears, but she liked the bite of heat and smoke, liked the authority with which the fire claimed her work. As each print buckled and curled, it seemed more alive than it had ever been before. Squatting beside her little blaze, she thought it proved her commitment to art, that she could destroy anything that wasn’t perfect. When all her prints were blackened crusts and ashes, and her final negative had been reduced to a dark little knot like a melted heart, she felt a kind of triumph, felt so purged and proud that she wished there were someone to admire her conviction.

But a moment later the fire began to ebb and smolder, and she stared at the lace of ash that was all that was left of her work and thought, What now? She had a sudden fear that someone had been watching her. Lifting her eyes from the fire, she scanned the windows of the house for faces, and then peered sheepishly around the yard. But she saw only empty windows, only the battered lawn and the skeletal remains of a bicycle leaning against the back steps, a cluster of stunted daffodils spearing up through its twisted spokes. She saw how the world went on about its business regardless of her little hurts and wants, and a sudden anguish speared her to the core.
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