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For Kevin.






1 THE CONE OF UNCERTAINTY


OCTOBER 5, 2016

11:12 A.M.

“I’m not worried,” my mother says. “Ramona. There’s no need to panic.”

When I pull down the slats of the blinds in the break room, I see a pale blue sky over the roofs of the Victorian District. Worried isn’t the word I’d pick, and I wouldn’t use panic, either. It’s more like, one more thing.

“I just saw they’re evacuating in South Carolina,” I tell her.

“Well,” she says. “That seems premature.”

“Maybe. But they’re usually in the path, so.”

“What does Desmond think?”

“He’s nervous. He says Savannah has been lucky so far but this one could be major.”

“Des is nervous. Really?”

Neither my mother nor I come from Savannah. We depend on my husband’s insider knowledge for situations like these: hurricanes, salamanders clinging to the flue in the fireplace, the best place to find parking for the Saint Patrick’s Day Parade.

“Kinda,” I tell her, nodding to one of the developers shuffling by me with a shiny periwinkle bike under his left arm. The frame is skinny, maybe the width of a paper clip. “We’ll talk about it tonight. Mom, I need to get some work done.”

I hear the ice rustle in her 20 oz. Parker’s cup. She’s probably on her second Diet Coke of the day. She likes them with chewy ice and a splash of Dr Pepper, uses the same cup, tells us she’s saving the earth.

“All right, honey. You know, don’t worry, it’s fine. Savannah has made it through plenty of these things.”

“You think?”

My mother, Adelaide Burkhalter, terror of the senior tennis scene and the last woman on earth who describes pants as slacks. Even though I disagree with ninety percent of the stuff she says, my mother did teach me basic things like, accent your eyes or your lips, if you do both, you look like a hussy; check both ways before you cross the street. I can’t completely disregard her opinion.

“Ramona, really,” she says. “We don’t need to evacuate.”



In my office everything is open.

No cubicles for this bunch. The idea is, like, openness, togetherness, amid the exposed pipes and industrial lighting.

It also means no privacy.

I’d take a pat of privacy when one of the people who rely on me—my mother, my husband, my seven-year-old son, my daughter just shy of three—would like to chat. Or when I need to drop everything because someone’s puking or worse, there’s a birthday party, which means I need to sneak out of the office to purchase a remote control truck to plunge in an oversize gift bag with polka dot tissue paper recycled from past celebrations.

I’m not complaining about my family or my office. Having a job is great. It pays all right. Steady, which is key, especially when my husband’s roofing business is up and down, and I earn health insurance for our family, which is a big deal. You could buy a boat for what we used to pay each year trying to cobble a family health plan together through Des’s work, and the reason I know this is because people who live in Savannah care about boats.

I got this job because my friend Lindsay knows Alden, the guy who owns the company, a tech firm specializing in developing e-commerce sites for small businesses. Alden fled Silicon Valley so he could run a business between surfing on Tybee and playing the bass in a Christian band. He needed a project manager, and Lindsay told him, my friend Ramona’s a graphic artist or something, when they bumped into each other in the olive section of Whole Foods. Then, to me, at Taco Tuesday at Foxy Loxy, Lindsay said, are you ready to go back to work?

I applied for the job. Online they asked me to include a recent photo and tell them my favorite song and movie. I lied about these, providing cooler answers I’ve now forgotten instead of my actual favorites: “Little Red Corvette” and The Wedding Singer. I had three interviews, all conducted online via Google Hangouts, even though I live less than a mile from the office, but convenient, because I could wear a blouse with a chunky necklace and nobody had to know I couldn’t fit into my old work pants. I plunked my children in front of the TV with a bag of Pirate’s Booty, closed the door to our office/guest room, and emphasized my passion for design while trying to avoid the smaller me in the corner of the screen emphasizing my passion for design.

Now, it’s been a year and a half. They call me a project manager, but I technically never had project management experience except for packing up the family for a day at the beach.

It turns out I’m good at this. I like interacting with clients and I feel tiny jolts of joy when they are pleased, like the one time a restaurant owner described a website banner we created as “resplendent.”

Just one thing.

The people are nice enough. Most of them are dudes, they call each other “bro,” and say things like, “fan-bloody-tastic swipe gesture.” At lunch they conduct entire conversations about people I assume are alive but they’re not—they are characters in a video game. Sometimes I’ll walk up to a coworker’s desk without realizing they’re on headphones because they are wireless. I’ll be yakking away for five minutes until they sense my presence and jump.

I’m thirty-eight, it’s not like I’m seventy. I don’t want them to think I lost touch with the present day during the wormhole of creating humans and keeping them alive. I don’t want them to think I don’t belong here.

They’re nice enough.

We have an office manager, Cailyn, who looks like Frodo. Her job is to keep the fridge stocked with brain snacks and caffeine to keep us calm, healthy, and productive. When I first started, Cailyn said, it’s nice to have another woman in the office, it looks like your earring is about to fall off, what are your favorite snacks? I told her bananas and honey roasted almonds, and she wrote it down on a lavender notepad with an ultrafine Sharpie. She keeps buying wasabi almonds. I eat them because she seems so fragile and I don’t want to hurt her feelings. But they are too spicy and leave green powder on my fingers.

11:37 A.M.

“Ramona,” says Kenneth.

I jump, and then relax, because my monitor displays a spreadsheet for one of our clients, a nut butter company, instead of the quiz I was taking on Which Friends Character Are You. I’m Chandler, apparently, which hurts my feelings because I consider myself more of a Gunther at Central Perk.

“You worried about Matthew?” Kenneth is the creative director of our company. He leans against my desk and folds his skinny arms across his chest.

“Is he new?”

“The hurricane,” he says. Kenneth looks like he’s a buck twenty soaking wet, wears pants so tight there’s no mystery as to the shape of his stuff or what it’s doing at any moment, and has dark lamb chops like ski slopes tracing a line from his ears to his jaw.

Now I remember. “Oh, that Matthew. No, not yet. Should I be?”

“Maybe,” Kenneth says. “They’ll have a better idea tomorrow.”

“The meteorologists, you mean.”

“Yeah.”

“The people on TV,” I say.

Silence. I wonder if Kenneth smells the rotting Granny Smith apple in the top drawer of my desk I brought last Friday.

“So,” he says. “Laser Life loved the new shopping cart.”

I perk up like someone announced there’s a puppy in the office. “Yeah?”

“Really great,” he says.

“But.”

“They want something bolder.”

“Like, all caps.”

It’s a laser hair removal company. I didn’t eat that apple because I wanted a Panera scone instead, one with tiny pockets of cinnamon hiding in canyons distributed across the rough bready terrain. Kenneth’s pants are so tight and they don’t reach very far down. I can see the entirety of his twiggy ankles and nubbly gray socks.

He snorts, “Right.”

My phone buzzes. We both look at it. I am aware I have more personal obligations than all these bearded designers combined. I am the only working mom in the office. I’m not the only parent—we all have grinning school photos and artwork of stick people with disproportionately long fingers Scotch taped to our shelves. But I am the solo mother in the office, which HR may claim is no different but come on, ladies, we know.

“Or the bold font,” I continue.

“You’re hilarious, Ramona,” he says. “Like, more in your face, they want people to access services and the shopping cart on every page.”

“Gotcha,” I tell him, sneaking a peek at my phone. “Just to let you know. We’re billing them ten hours over budget and Xavier already started on the butter people.”

“I know,” Kenneth says. “Both parties are going to freak the fuck out.”

“That’s kind of what I thought.”

“Thing is, they’re desperate to go live by next week. That’s why I’m lucky to have you to smooth things out.”

“I’ll talk to Xavier,” I tell him.

I was actually thinking the font on their homepage was too small, unless they are marketing to lady elves who want to spruce up their bikini line.

In the pause my phone buzzes that I’ve got a message. I wait. Sometimes after these check-ins Kenneth asks about my children or if I’ve tried a new restaurant. I think this is to bookend the client’s feedback with a personal connection. Maybe it’s something he learned from a leadership course or a management app.

Not today.

“Cool,” he says, pronouncing it, “kewl.” This is how I visualize the spelling in my head because sometimes he signs off on emails in that fashion. He glides across the office like he’s on a mini Segway.

The message is from my husband. It says, “Matthew, wtf?” I will work for seven minutes to show Kenneth that whatever is on my phone doesn’t interfere with productivity and then I will call Des back.

12:04 P.M.

I’m eating Skittles in the break room.

“It looks bad,” says Desmond.

“That’s just hype,” I tell him.

“Babe. Have you looked online?”

“Of course, I have! I’m on my computer. Or was. Now I’m in the break room.”

“The Weather Channel predicts Level 4 winds,” he says. “They’re already evacuating South Carolina. It’s supposed to make landfall here on Friday.”

My husband’s voice is soft with a Georgia accent that borders on tinny when he’s telling a story he finds hilarious. He has an impish cleft in his chin and can lift one eyebrow at a time, which you might miss because they are the color of cantaloupe flesh. He knows two Cat Stevens songs on a guitar he can’t tune and he suffers from psoriasis, mainly on his elbows.

“I know that,” I tell him.

Outside the break room window a woman on her balcony shaves her legs with an electric razor on a white and lime-green plastic lawn chair.

Desmond: “Just sayin’.” I sense he’s shrugging, then cocking his head to the side, and I’m annoyed.

“I hate that phrase, just saying,” I tell him. “People use it as a preemptive move before they say something snarky. It’s like, bless your heart. That’s it—that’s what bugs me. It’s the modern day equivalent of bless your heart.”

“No, bless your heart.”

I sigh. “Desmond. How are you watching the Weather Channel?”

“On my phone. I’m on-site.”

“You’re on someone’s roof?” I secure the phone between my ear and shoulder so I can use both hands to tip over the bag of Skittles and a rush of candy slides to the table and then I quickly herd the rainbow balls rolling in every direction with my cupped hand.

“I’m in my truck, Ramona.”

“You’ve called me from roofs before,” I point out.

“True,” he says. “But I haven’t been on one in three months. I have people now.”

The fact that Desmond now has people is a big deal. He has a general contractor named Jeremiah who manages a team of workers who help Des with the roofs and his Spanish. It occurs to me that a hurricane might be good for business. Which also means less Desmond to help with the kids.

The sky in Savannah is still pure blue with faint vapor trails. It’s hard to imagine any major weather patterns moving in. A slight breeze sways the twinkly lights on the balcony where the woman, now finished shaving, is lying on her lawn chair with a magazine over her face. I can’t read the headlines but I know them. Trump Says Mexico Should Build a Wall. You Don’t Get the Kids, Angie Tells Brad.

“We could probably go to Augusta. To Christopher’s?”

Christopher is my oldest friend from college who I met on day one of studio art class. Then he was a tiny seventeen-year-old from Valdosta in a wife-beater tank, a welder helmet, and elbow-length gloves. Over a shared Parliament on the steps of the Lamar Dodd School of Art we pinky swore not to let cute boys distract us from our art.

“I guess. Does he have room for us? He still with the physical therapist? The dude with the Airstream?”

See how that pinky swear worked out.

“No, that’s way over,” I tell Desmond. “He has a new boyfriend. A lawyer. Fred or Frank or something. I don’t want to evacuate,” I admit. “I’m tired. And I don’t want to take Nanette’s potty in the van.”

“Huh?”

“She is not even close to the clear in potty-training, babe.”

“Right.”

“I’m actually starting to think she doesn’t give a rat’s ass about peeing in the potty or in her unders.”

“I’m getting that, too,” he says. “Yesterday she wouldn’t try because she didn’t want to stop working on her rainbow loom. So she half-assed it to the bathroom and then pissed in the living room. Also, she’s so stubborn, she doesn’t want us to be right. Like, us telling her to go potty is another way the man is keeping her down.”

“If we left and got stuck in traffic? I can see us trapped in the middle of miles of cars. The kids losing their minds and Nanette has to go.”

“Do other parents take the plastic potty in the car?”

“Maybe. Kinda gross.”

“Yeah,” he says.

“Pee sloshing around back there.”

The melted candy coat of Skittles decorates the inside of my palm in a camo design of red, purple, and green. I’m in charge of so many things every day and I still don’t feel like a grown-up.

Desmond is listening but he’s not. “Wouldn’t we pull over and dump it out?”

“I guess? Let’s just stay,” I say, like I’m deciding for all four of us. I feel a wave of relief. I don’t have to think about the potty. Maybe the office will close—we’ll have a staycation! A day or two without alarm clocks, dress codes, apologizing for auto correct in a work text during carpool. It could be just what we need.

Desmond, focused again: “You wanna stay?”

“Maybe.” I hear the waning confidence in my voice. “I gotta go. Let’s talk about it later.”

“Category Four, just sayin’.”

1:13 P.M.

Nicole’s photo pops up on my caller ID. It’s a selfie where her face is barely visible behind her towheaded twins. In the picture one of them is sucking on a Tootsie Roll Pop and the other one sticks out her tongue. Looks like the flavor was cherry.

I brace myself. “Hey, girl, hey.”

Nicole watches Nanette in the afternoons for a babysitting fee under market rates. If I get a call from school or a babysitter at work my body initiates the flight-or-fight response and I immediately imagine Alex or Nanette in King Kong’s fist, dangling from a jump rope off the Talmadge Bridge, or more likely leaving a lunch box in the driveway after abandoning it for a rock that looked like a shark tooth. Which would mean someone’s cubby is now sans sandwich so basically the earth has stopped spinning.

Nicole hesitates. “I don’t want to stress you out, but.”

“But.”

“Can you pick up Nanette earlier today?”

Nanette. My curious, snot-encrusted, lisping three-year-old with burnt orange curls and a cleft in her chin, who accompanies Nicole and her twins home from preschool until I make the pickup rounds. Why do I need to scoop up my daughter early? It’s only 1:15.

I’m a nail-biter. My ring finger on my right hand is my favorite. Upon hearing Nicole’s request, my hand flies to my mouth.

“Of course,” I tell Nicole. “How come?”

“Think we’re busting loose,” Nicole says. “We don’t want to get stuck in traffic.” Traffic with a nasally “a”—Nicole grew up in Michigan. She is also the friend I talk to most often due to our daily drive-by exchanges of Nanette. Suckily, I chat with college girlfriends and mom homies less and less as my days morphed from long stretches of hours to fill to tight rectangles of time with lists. Lucky Nicole.

“You’re what?”

“Ramona,” Nicole starts. “Are you keeping tabs on this storm? Once upon a time there was a hurricane named Matthew.”

“It’s Wednesday. The hurricane is supposed to come Friday.”

“We’re in the Cone of Uncertainty.”

I find that phrase delightful. “Like my career.”

“Or my marriage,” she says.

“Isn’t this a little alarmist?”

“Not if you don’t want to be stuck in nine hours of traffic on the way to Macon with twin toddlers.”

Nanette’s mobile fire engine potty flashes to my mind. Also the R.E.M. video for “Everybody Hurts.” Nope, nope, nope, no.

“Well,” I say, pulling up the Weather Channel site on my monitor. There’s an apostrophe shape swirling over the Atlantic with an angry red-purple center. Next to it is a model of rainbow-colored spaghetti noodles hugging the East Coast. “Holy guacamole.”

“If we wait too long, the traffic will be awful.”

“Right,” I murmur.

“Maybe I should buy adult diapers,” she says.

“Do you remember the lady astronaut who bought adult diapers to drive from Texas to Florida to get revenge on her husband’s mistress? Or maybe she was the mistress. She didn’t want bathroom breaks to slow her down.”

“I don’t,” Nicole says. “But never underestimate a woman on a mission.”

“I don’t know how much time she really saved with the diapers. Because you’ve got to stop for gas.”

“Unless you can get there with just one tank. So, I’m packing. Jonathan wants to leave right now.” Of course he does—I roll my eyes. Nicole can’t see me, only Cailyn witnesses my flippant expression as she plods past me with a brown box from Back in the Day Bakery. In this office it’s someone’s birthday every half hour. “We can bring Nanette to your office. If that’s easier.”

It’s an idea. Then again, Nanette at my office. Skipping down the halls. Eating rubber cement. Practicing somersaults between the partitions. The polite smiles of my hipster coworkers, the frantic typing as they instant message each other, complaining. Me, asking her if she needs to use the potty every five minutes, Nanette screaming no, and crumpling into a ball on the sisal carpet, flashing her soiled Elsa undies under her ruffled skirt.

Three desks away Kenneth hovers over Bearded Designer #3, who points to something on his screen. I watch my boss scratch his stubble, then his butt.

“Or,” she continues, “want me to call Miss Sandy and ask if Nanette can go back to school with the full-day kids? I’m sorry to be a pain.”

“Stop saying you’re sorry! It’s cool. She doesn’t have Minneapolis. She doesn’t nap much anymore, and she definitely won’t without Minneapolis.”

Minneapolis = Nanette’s giraffe blanket.

“True,” Nicole admits. “Sorry. I know it’s not ideal. Better safe, though?”

“It’s okay. That’s the dark side of you turbo organized moms. You get paranoid about stuff. The good part is that I know my kid is safe.”

Nicole’s laugh sounds more fitting for a seasoned bartender slinging beers for stubbled football fans in Green Bay than a consultant turned stay-at-home mom—it’s low, churning, and raspy.

“Or so you think,” she says. In the background I hear Nanette and the twins banging on something—there’s a crash, a pause, and three high pitched giggles.

“All right,” I tell her. “Keep your Lululemons on. Someone will be there in thirty. Maybe me. Maybe Des or Adelaide.”

“Excuse me.”

“What.”

“I’m wearing leggings from the Carrie Underwood collection for Dick’s Sporting Goods.”

“Oh. Good on you. Good on Carrie.”

“You should probably get gas, too,” she suggests. “And think about getting out of here.”

I should also call Arrow Exterminators and tell them about the cockroach the size of my thumb that I found this morning on our kitchen floor, his legs bicycling the air in slow motion. And yet here we are.

1:42 P.M.

At first Mom is not picking up her phone. Then she calls me back, only to inform me too loudly she’s in the waiting room at the dentist office, they are taking forever, and there’s a new woman at reception who has no idea what she’s doing. Des does not respond to my text so I reckon he’s really on the roof this time.

Shit.

I am hyper aware of any kid-related absences that may be held against me. Even though I try to play down my momminess, it rises to the surface. Like when I’m trying to speed thaw frozen chicken by plunging it into hot water in a Ziploc bag. It keeps floating up so that parts of the breast get a squishy texture while the edges remain solid with freezer crystals.

I need to scoop up Nanette from Nicole’s house. I watch Kenneth making big hand gestures near the designer’s desk—like, “Itsy Bitsy Spider” meets Bob Fosse—and I mentally write a letter to his back. It goes like this:


Dear Kenneth,

I feel nervous telling you I have to leave the office. At the heart of things I am a people-pleaser—believe you me, I am working on that. At the same time, I waffle back and forth between guilt and a feeling of outrage that I’m experiencing these emotions to begin with. I am responsible and I work hard. When I have kid emergencies, I never let one iota of work slip. By the way, it’s 2016. We have a woman running for president. Also you may have heard of the internet, which means I can manage projects from anywhere. I should be home wearing my slippers and too small Purple Rain T-shirt with the bleach stain on the right boob. Also when I said I was a multitasker in my interview, it was a lie. Yeah, I lied. The idea of keeping both my kids happy and safe in two different schools and making sure my house is not a toxic dump and trying to be a supportive partner for my husband instead of a cranky bitch and making sure the clients are happy is frankly, mind-blowing. I am smart, but that shit is hard. This is something you have never attempted to balance in your life, and maybe never will have to.

Love,

Ramona

PS I suspect Intern MacKenzie slept here last Thursday night.

PPS Guesstimate is not a word. When you say it, I want to puncture my ear drums with the keys to my minivan.



Instead I call out, “Kenneth, I’m going to step out for a minute.”

“Ramona, kewl.”

2:07 P.M.

I sneak past Nicole’s husband boarding up windows in his work khakis—that’s a half hour conversation I don’t have time for. Inhaling fresh plywood plucked from Home Depot, I wait on the front porch while Nicole flips over the dead bolt.

Nicole has a heart-shaped face with overplucked eyebrows. She got her boobs done last Christmas because she says nursing twins turned them into edamame husks. You can’t see them today under the gray baggy University of Chicago sweatshirt she’s wearing with cherry blossom printed leggings. Over her shoulder she exclaims, “Nan-nan Babycakes. Look who’s here!”

Nanette is surprised to see me—it’s earlier than usual—and she springs into my arms like we’re long lost comrades. My daughter hugs with ferocity and smells like baby wipes and applesauce. Her joy at seeing me is temporary because next she remembers her snack and launches a tantrum at the idea she won’t be able to finish it. Nicole says she can take it with her.

Dang, Nicole’s house is clean. I bet you could run a white glove along any surface in Nicole’s midcentury ranch and it would come up the color of fresh snow, printer paper, the mountain of cocaine on Tony Montana’s desk. Women with far more responsibilities than me pull off everyday tasks with speed and efficiency and I don’t understand how they do it. My mother-in-law gave us 23andMe kits for Christmas—it took me until August to spit on the thing—and I still haven’t put it in the mail yet.

As Nicole pours goldfish into a Ziploc bag, we exchange the look of women who have been beaten down into Choosing Our Battles thanks to years of toddler dictatorships. I ease Nanette’s small feet into faded silver glitter Mary Janes. We find her purple headband; I grab her bookbag from a basket and take her hand.

Nicole tells me she’s getting a migraine from that “g-d hammering” and they haven’t even packed a suitcase yet. At the door she gives me a hug—a real one with strong arms, not a cocktail party pat.

On the path to the car Nanette finds all kinds of cool sticks and leaves. I try to step into her universe and appreciate a child’s innocent view of the world around her. It slows me down. Then the moment passes and I feel like a maniac again.

As we buckle up, Nanette emits a squeal of glee upon locating Minneapolis, who was scrunched in the cup holder of her crusty car seat. I sense Nicole’s family’s energy from inside the house. They’re waiting for us to leave. As soon as my Sienna labors out of sight, they will stuff the kids inside the SUV and peel away like the Road Runner.

I remind myself Hurricane Matthew isn’t here yet.

He’s only just made it to Haiti.

“Where’s Alex?” Nanette asks me. It’s not “Aah-wex,” anymore, it’s “Alex.” It’s one of those bittersweet transitions, like the moment I realized Alex requested strawberries for breakfast instead of “tawbies.”

I turn the ignition. “He’s still at school.”

“Why?”

“Well,” I explain, backing out of Nicole’s driveway. “I picked you up first today.”

“Oh.”

“Isn’t that a fun surprise?”

As Nanette considers this idea, she lowers Minneapolis’s gnarled horn from her lips.

“No,” she says.






2 MOM DOWN, Y’ALL


2:34 P.M.

When I see Desmond’s truck in the driveway, my first thought is, he must be more worried about the hurricane than I thought, just saying. Once I’m inside the house my second thought is: My husband is having an affair.

Turns out, both are true.

Nanette and I announce ourselves as we pour through the screen door—“Hellooooooo!”—only to be greeted by a flushed strawberry blonde in tight dark jeans tucked into cowboy boots holding a coconut La Croix in front of the fridge. I’m startled, a stranger is raiding our produce, then I recognize her—it’s Sarah Ellen, one of the mothers from Alex’s school. Her kid dressed up as Iron Man for Halloween last year. Caden or Jaden or something like that.

“Oh,” she says.

“Hey,” I say, and I’m confused as to why she’s here, why she didn’t greet me in a friendlier fashion, and why she’s still loitering there—in front of our Maytag that I work hard to stock with mostly healthy foods but also reasonable ones you’d expect small children to eat, unlike Nicole, who makes her kids eat quinoa kale balls.

Desmond rounds the corner in a ratty Dave Matthews T-shirt, boxers, and a face that transforms from red to white.

And then I get it.

My husband, and this Sarah Ellen.

While I was at work or while they thought I was at work.

“Daddy!” Nanette leaves my side, and runs to Desmond, whose trance is broken by dimpled hands surrounding his thighs. “You’re wearing your unders. Silly.”

“Hey, Nanner!” Desmond says, his voice half-autopilot-cheerful and half-shaky.

I am still standing at the door holding Nanette’s backpack. You know when people flatline on the operating table and float over their bodies? I see how that happens now. There I am in the kitchen—five foot six and a half, slightly squishy around the middle, a brunette bob with frizzy gray baby hairs, sassy bohemian blouse and work pants, practical but professional shoes, the strap of an Elsa backpack in my right hand, two rings on my left.

“This is bad,” Sarah Ellen says.

Her voice: quavering. The refrigerator beeps because the door has been open too long, she presses it shut.

“Yes,” I hear my voice say. “It is.”

“Ramona,” Desmond says. “Monie.”

That was probably the last coconut La Croix. The ones left are peach-pear, I don’t even like those. I only buy them because Desmond does. These are the things I consider while my heart is breaking. I also have the emotional capacity to feel irritated my son left his soccer cleats in the front hall after I nagged him about it, twice. The soles are encrusted with dirt from the field which when dry, molts from the shoe in the shape of rabbit pellets.

Desmond repeats my name: “Ramona.”

Nanette has released his leg and wandered off. My body starts to thaw. It’s passed lukewarm and gone straight to fire. Now I feel hot molten magma running through my veins. I want to set the kitchen on fire.

“No,” I tell him. “Get out of this house. Both of you.”

“Get out?” he repeats.

“I should go,” Sarah Ellen says. Thin gold bangles circling her wrist jingle as she lifts both hands to cover her mouth. I only see her eyes—hazel and red-rimmed. To me: “I’m so sorry. This is a mess.”

“You’re right. You should go,” I say. “I have to get Alex.”

“What?” Desmond says. “I don’t think you should drive.”

Now he walks toward me.

Like he’s going to touch me.

I put up my hand: Stop.

“You will back the fuck away from me. You will leave me alone. You will leave my children alone. I will go. I’m going to go. When I come back you will not be here. Either of you. You will be gone.”

Sarah Ellen clears her throat. I brush past both of them to find Nanette in her brother’s room, busy dumping out all the Hot Wheels cars in the bin. She’s capitalizing on this rare brotherless window to raid his toys.

Mom voice: “Come on, sweetie, it’s time to get Alex.”

“No,” she says.

I’m desperate, cajoling. “You can bring the cars.”

“No, I’m playing,” she says. She reaches into the red plastic bin and plucks out a faded aquamarine sedan. “I want to stay with Daddy.”

Goddamn, goddamn.

“I’m sorry, honey, we have to go.”

“No, Mommy.”

I pick her up and she starts screaming, and there’s no alternate route to the car except the one past my husband and that woman again so I march through the kitchen and I don’t care how much of a fool I look like. Turns out I’m the biggest asshole, anyway, some kind of cuckoldette, so why not haul a shrieking toddler wearing one sock and currently slapping me, and there it is—OUCH—the bite in my upper right arm, goddamn goddamn, as I scramble to find the keys in my purse and try to shove Nanette in the car seat. She’s still screaming.

Desmond, now in navy track pants, hovers next to my door.

“Ramona, I know this is rough—I’m sorry, okay? This is bad, this is bad.”

Is he crying? He is.

I slam the door and clutch the steering wheel, hands at ten o’clock and two. Nanette throws a sippy cup at my head, she misses. I retrieve it from the valley on the passenger’s side and place it in a cup holder. I reverse out of the driveway, narrowly avoiding a woman walking a senior golden retriever—sorry!—and a beat-up red Taurus. Underneath the basketball hoop in our driveway Desmond stands with his hands on his hips. I see his mouth moving, come on.

No.

Nanette continues to wail until we get to Skidaway Drive. Everything feels dry: my mouth, my eyes, my hands.

The sky is clear blue, not a cloud in sight.

APRIL 2016

The moment I learned Prince died I was at the post office mailing a birthday present to Desmond’s mother—a splashy floral scarf she would probably never wear and a card we’d all signed.

When it was my turn in line, I hustled to the far station where I was helped by an employee with dark brown skin and false eyelashes thick with mascara. She had a silver cross necklace grazing the first button of her uniform and a picture of a chubby-cheeked baby in a striped onesie Scotch taped to the inside of the partition.

First class, two-day, or next day, she asked me.

I rested my elbow on the counter, which was high, so it came up to my chest. I handed over the package, a lightweight yellow envelope with my hurried writing, the 4 in my mother-in-law’s address kind of looking like a 9.

Regular mail is fine, I said.

The postal service clerk didn’t really look at me. That was also fine. This exchange was between two women with shit to get done. She was looking at her monitor and typing in my mother-in-law’s zip code.

Her eyes moved from the screen to her phone, then back to her phone, which was buzzing. She picked it up, sparkling hot pink nails curling around the case like tulip petals, and gasped.

Prince, she said.

I reached inside my purse for my wallet: What?

Prince died.

I thought she said, the prince.

Prince William?

No, she said, Prince. She turned her phone to show me a news alert from CNN. I leaned closer.


Prince Dead at 57. Musician Found Unresponsive at Paisley Park.



No, I said.

Next in line, said the attendant two stations down from us.

Above the article was a photo of him—one from a recent concert. His hair was slicked back. He was holding the guitar in one hand and the other was held to his ear, as if he was waiting to hear an answer from the audience.

The woman placed her palm over her heart.

I can’t believe this, she said.

Me, neither, I said.

He was so young, she said.

The rest of the post office bustled along like nothing awful just happened.

I idled at the counter. I didn’t know then you can feel heartbreak over losing someone you don’t really know. Someone you’ve never seen. Not even from the nosebleed seats.

I guess you can. I wasn’t the only one. Though we’d been passing ships just two minutes ago, now the woman across from me and I locked eyes across the counter.

It seems too early for Jesus to be calling him home, but he must have.

Way too early, I heard my voice say, and break, just a little.

She issued a long sigh, twisted in her chair, and slapped a sticker on my package.

Four dollars, twenty-two cents. It’ll get there by Monday.

I slid my credit card into the machine on autopilot and signed the electronic receipt. I put my wallet back into my purse, next to wipes, a package of ToastChee crackers, and a pair of promotional earbuds I’d got from a client.

Outside it was drizzling on and off. It occurred to me the rain should have turned purple. Because something had shifted in the universe. But it was regular colored rain. I pressed the remote to unlock the Toyota Sienna and drove out of the parking lot into a world without Prince.

2:56 P.M.

You’re not supposed to be on the phone in carpool line. It’s a strict rule at Oglethorpe Day School.

Come on, cut me some slack. They haven’t even trotted out the kids yet. And the only reason I’m early today is because I just fled the scene of a tawdry discovery involving my spouse and a desperate housewife from the Landings.

At least I think Sarah Ellen lives in the Landings. Maybe she’s in the Yacht Club neighborhood on Whitemarsh. Some HOA where you’re not allowed to put signs in your front yard? With shaking hands I text Desmond: Do not be there when I get back with Alex. No scene in front of kids. I hate you. I try to add the red face angry emoji but I accidentally type the one that looks like it’s sneezing so I delete it.

The Honda Odyssey in front of me inches along. Nanette has now distracted herself by crushing a water bottle she found against the window and singing about it. In my peripheral vision I see a bouncy figure in a tomato-colored visor and a white tennis skort and I slump down in the driver’s seat. Right now I need this conversation like I need a yeast infection.

I roll down my window. “Hey, Trudy.”

“Girl,” she says. “How ’bout this storm?”

Hurricane Matthew. For real, I forgot about it.

“It’s coming,” I tell her. “Definitely I think it’s coming.”

“What are y’all going to do?”

“You know, Trudy. I’m just not sure yet.”

I inch up a few feet and Trudy moves along with us, utilizing a side-to-side shuffle probably helpful when she’s lunging for a volley. I say a brief prayer to the Goddess of the Private School Mom Scene. Please rain down mercy on me. Por favor divert this woman from my vehicle as she obviously cannot sense the shock I’m trying to hide under my CeraVe Moisturizer with SPF 30.

“We might go to Parker’s parents’ place in the Highlands,” she says.

“Yeah?”

She reaches up to tighten her ponytail. “It’s not around the corner. They’ll have power, though.”

“Right,” I tell her. I know for a fact that Stay-At-Home-Moms don’t sit around eating bonbons and watching their stories because I used to be one. Now that I’m back at a nine-to-five, I resent any woman who can make a hair appointment on a Tuesday at eleven and I don’t like that about myself.

“And take pets.”

“Pets,” I repeat, and file that under Who Gives A Shit. “Well. Guess we’ll figure it out tomorrow.”

My phone buzzes. Out of habit I look down: Please tell me when you’re ready to talk, I am sorry. I love you. I will be at Scott’s. Please check Weather Channel, they evacuated SC.

You have no right. To text me, to check in on me, to tell me you love me, to worry about the hurricane. I already fucking know about South Carolina!

Trudy absentmindedly nibbles on her keychain—a monogrammed pink whale from Vineyard Vines whose lifted eyebrow suggests trouble to come.

“You know they called off school, right?” she tells me. “You gonna work from home?”

“What?”

“They just sent out an email blast,” Trudy says. “Around two.”

The email blast. Of course! The confounded email blast. I’ve got so much to finish at work and I can’t remember if I brought my laptop home. How much do we pay to send these punks to private school? Can’t they teach them on a day where the sky is perfectly blue and clear? There’s nary a breeze rustling the tall grass. A white egret wades through the shallow water in the creek next to the carpool line. It looks like a painting you can buy at Bed Bath & Beyond to create a calming vibe in the waiting room at a doctor’s office.

“Oh. I didn’t check it. It’s been kind of a day.”

“And they already evacuated South Carolina.”

“Mr. Banner is waving me up, Trudy.” He’s not, actually. Mr. Banner is examining a clipboard with another teacher wearing galoshes with penguins on them. Again: “I gotta move up, Trudy.”

Trudy’s eyes scan the distance between my windshield and bumper. “People swear by these. The automatic doors and everything. Do you love it?”

“Sure.”

She smiles like she’s about to tell Pat Sajak she’d like to solve the puzzle. “I just couldn’t ever bring myself to drive a minivan.”

“Yeah.” Trudy, bless her heart, picked the wrong day to poke the bear in carpool line. “You’re probably not cool enough.”

I roll up the window, propel the car forward, and leave Trudy standing there. My hands, gripping the steering wheel, are white.

Once Mr. Banner moves forward to help a set of siblings board a massive silver truck, I spot Alex, my first grader, sitting on the step. He’s holding a large picture book about volcanoes next to a girl in a leopard print dress and pink fuzzy boots. Only the top of his head is visible; his thick dark brown curls, while his light blue eyes are following the words on the page.

My vehicle hovers in front of my son for a good thirty seconds until his classmate nudges him. “Alex, your mom is here.” He’s jolted to action, reaching for the strap of his backpack, holding his still-open library book at the same time, stepping around the other kids, both shoelaces untied, a collection of slender limbs.

I press the button to open the sliding door of our ancient Toyota Sienna.

“Hi, sweetie!” I call out.

“What’s Nanette doing here?” Alex asks, wriggling his backpack to the floor of the van and reaching across his shoulder for the seat belt.

“Change of plans.”

“Okey-dokey, artichokey,” Nanette says.

“Oh,” says Alex. “Did you know there’s going to be a hurricane?”

“Heard something about that,” I tell him.

I can do this. On the inside, I feel like the spewing volcano on the cover of Alex’s book. On the outside I will maintain a steadfast Mommy facade. I will be patient, I will use a calm voice, I will answer bizarre questions, I will negotiate power struggles, I will refresh sippy cups.

I slowly accelerate along the carpool line. Out of the corner of my eye I see Alex’s teacher, Mrs. Wall, waving with a certain voracity—at me?—oh, at us, sure, so I stop the Sienna again and roll down the window. Mrs. Wall folds neatly trimmed nails over the passenger’s side door. She’s got a long, beakish nose, shiny at the tip, and a layer of gold hair lighter than the rest of her bob that curls under her chin like the hook of an umbrella.

“I caught you,” she says.

“Hi, Mrs. Wall. Everything okay?”

“Well, we’re a little crazy today, but I think we’ve got a handle on it. Just one thing—Alex is signed up to take Clarence Thomas home this weekend.”

“Clarence Thomas?”

“The guinea pig? Our class pets are named after notable Savannahians.”

“Huh.”

“We were wondering if y’all wouldn’t mind taking Clarence Thomas with you a couple days early? For the evacuation?”

My throat burns.

“Of course, we will. The more the merrier.”

She smiles back at me. Apparently, Clarence Thomas is waiting for us inside the administrative office. I park and open all the windows so Alex and Nanette won’t suffocate as I head inside to retrieve the rodent. There he is—a mini football with black fur and caramel patches and big inky eyes in a massive wire cage with wood-chip bedded plastic floor.

“Aren’t you lucky,” says the admissions director.

“All rodents remind me of my ex,” says the receptionist.

“I can carry his food for you,” offers Mrs. Wall, hoisting up a Whole Foods bag almost as large as the supersize cage. I lift up Clarence Thomas’s cage and tread through the door another teacher holds open with Mrs. Wall trailing behind me, only on the second to last step, my right ankle wobbles, and I start to tumble. I clutch the cage, but the two of us end up on the ground, Clarence Thomas is tossed to the side of the habitat, and he squeals—a supernatural squawk—and the glass water bottle shatters into a thousand pieces.

“Oh my God,” says Mrs. Wall.

I bet she doesn’t say that in front of the students, she probably encourages them to say, oh my gosh. My knee is bleeding and I’ve scratched the palm of my right hand trying to catch myself—it stings.

Nanette and Alex, sticking their heads out the window, look alarmed, whether about me or the guinea pig, I’m not sure. The carpool line continues to inch around us: the sprawling woman, guinea pig, and broken glass. Mom down, y’all. Now the penguin galoshes appear at my side and the pre-K teacher has a broom and she’s sweeping up the bits of glass. I turn the cage right side up, I’m staggering to my feet, brushing myself off, I’ve got to get out of here. The blood on my right knee seeps through my work pants in a splashy stain the shape of Texas.

“I’m so sorry,” I tell Mrs. Wall.

Sarah Ellen rolls past us in a pristine gold SUV, Jaden or Caden or whatever his name is securely fastened in her backseat. She looks straight ahead. Her hair is in a ponytail now, she must have brushed it and bound it in an elastic band between fucking my husband and picking up her son at Oglethorpe Day School.

Just a typical Wednesday, huh, Sarah Ellen? Wonder what she’s got lined up for later. Lacrosse practice? Piano lessons at Ms. Amy’s School of Music? Maybe some light errands. What would I do if I were free, instead of locked up in my own cage of societal expectations like Clarence Thomas? Would I throw myself in front of her car? Utter a primal scream? Swing my jumper cables like a lasso until I crack her car windows?

We’ll never know. Because I am a mother. We cannot lose control. We must push down all the feelings like pressing Nanette’s felt Curious George back into his tin jack-in-the-box.

Once I secure Clarence Thomas and his accessories in the back-back of the minivan, I steer us out of the carpool line, offering brief waves here and there. Hello, other parents, hi, semi-acquaintances, oh, hey, Piper’s scary dad who drank too much at the oyster roast and said the n-word, what’s up, people I don’t know who watched me wipe out in front of the admin office.

At the exit of the school I check traffic to the right and the left.

“Are you okay, Mommy?” asks Nanette.

Tenderness for my daughter surges in my chest. “I am, Nanner. Thank you for checking on me.”

“You fell, Mommy,” Alex says. “We saw you wipe out.”

“At home,” Nanette says. “We have SpongeBob Band-Aids. No more Frozen ones. Just SpongeBob.”

“They evaporated South Carolina. Right now Hurricane Matthew is over the Pacific Ocean,” Alex says.

“Pacific? Do you mean Atlantic?” I suggest. “Maybe near the Bahamas?”

“Bahama?” Nanette repeats, and chortles. “That’s funny. Bahama.”

Alex is defensive. “Maybe that’s where it is.”

“Thor makes hurricanes,” Nanette announces.

“Not really,” Alex says. “He uses Mjolnir to call the lightning in case he needs it for something.”

“Sometimes he makes hurricanes,” she says.

“No, he doesn’t. Mommy. Tell her.”

“Alex,” I start, “technically I think you’re right. However. I can see how your sister might be confused, since lightning is traditionally associated with storms. Also, she’s three.”

“In January I’m gonna be three and a quarter,” she announces with pride.

Jan-ooh-ary.

“Yes,” I press the brake at a red light. “You will.”

“Noah’s going to his grandma’s house in Alabama,” Alex says.

“He is?” I am turning right on DeRenne, crossing Skidaway, and reminding myself to breathe. “That sounds like a good time.”

I don’t like Noah. One time he came over and bragged about his father buying a boat from Paula Deen when I suspect the boat was actually purchased from some dude named Paul or Dean. We listen to a jingle about how it’s not too early to do your winter checkup for your HVAC system and rumble down Paulsen to 53rd Street. I feel my stomach seize up as we approach our house. Will Desmond be there? There’s no sign of his truck.

This is a relief.

It also makes me feel worse. We’re pulling into the driveway, waving to the awkward high schooler—Bailey—two doors down who waters our plants when we’re away. As I push the gear into park the check engine light comes on. We spill out of the car, a dust cloud of backpacks and Cheez-Its and BPA-free water bottles, and into our home. We deposit Clarence Thomas’s cage in the corner of the TV room.

If you subtract the guest star rodent and my bloody work trousers, this all seems normal. It’s just another day, us coming home from school, carrying things we’ll toss everywhere, Alex darts to the bathroom, he’s been holding it because he doesn’t like to poop at school, Nanette pulls out her Octonaut toys for five minutes before asking me for another snack. I toss the contents of the Tupperware containers from their lunch boxes and wash them out one by one.

Except I spy the lukewarm can of La Croix on our kitchen counter. I consider hurling it against a wall and then decide that would be wasting my last coconut La Croix so I put it back in our fridge.

I plug the kids into a movie—a treat for after-school activity—which gives me one hour and twenty minutes, maybe two, depending on whether or not my kids fast forward the commercials, to process the information my husband is smack dab in an affair.

1997

One year Christopher dressed up as Apollonia and I was Prince for the eighties party at SAE. We approached the project with the same diligence as any assignment for our shared visual art major—so, a month planning costumes. That meant combing the Goodwill for our looks, losing our shit discovering key accessories, even taking a road trip to Atlanta for finishing touches, i.e., deece wigs. We pocketed beads and wire from the metal department to recreate Apollonia’s dangly red earring from Purple Rain and with a glue gun affixed studs atop the shoulders of a violet ladies’ blazer for me.

Day of, we etched out an itinerary beginning at nine a.m. and ending at question mark in purple marker on the dry erase board in Christopher’s tiny single. First: breakfast in downtown Athens—peanut butter banana pancakes and Diet Pepsi. Next, a nap to refuel our energy, which never happened because even though we had food comas, it’s like when you can’t fall asleep because Santa’s coming. One hour in the dorm kitchen making deviled eggs with Nayonaise and purple sprinkles. Two to four p.m. for makeup and costumes accompanied by a Best of Prince mix I’d burned onto a CD and Korbel Extra Dry we turned purple (fuchsia, really) by adding raspberry Pixy Stix. We took the bus to the mall to take Glamour Shots in our flip-flops anticipating we couldn’t last all night in the vinyl boots we’d bought and plus you can’t see anyone’s feet in the photo. What you can see in the glossy 8x10 flattened between art books in my attic: Christopher’s bouncy feathered wig, magenta eyeliner, my voluminous lace collar and pout.
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