







“So many of the ways people can touch one another’s lives are beautifully captured in these pages. A dazzling array of stories by authors already well loved or on their way.”

—Paul Mandelbaum, author of Garrett in Wedlock and Adriane on the Edge

“These stories are nothing short of breathtaking. Each one connects us to the next, yet that’s just the start; far more endearing is how each story connects us to one another. The writers within these pages show us that love isn’t always easy or pretty or even all conquering, but here, in these stories of humanity, we get a glimpse of the whole gamut. If that isn’t love, I don’t know what could be.”

—Doug Crandell, author of Pig Boy’s Wicked Bird and The All-American Industrial Motel

“Where Love Is Found is a haunting collection of world-class stories that sizzle with life, with tenderness, with compassion, and with insight into the human heart that is sometimes exquisite, always scrupulously honest, and frequently profound.”

—Duff Brenna, author of The Willow Man

Praise forMother Knows: 24 Tales of Motherhood

“…[an] astonishing collection.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Mother Knows…salutes without condescension the wisdom that springs from creating and fostering life. Sometimes, we learn, wisdom is hard-won. The stories appeal to the heart and mind, and the collection is comprehensive in scope—topically, culturally, and aesthetically.”

—Austin Chronicle

“These memorable stories illuminate vital moments of comprehension, connection and conflict. The poignant moments will replay long after the book is closed.”

—Naperville Sun (Naperville, IL)

“These stories, thoroughly modern, span the range from the Good Mother to the Neglectful Mother to the Put-Upon Mother—sometimes all in the same story.”

—The News Tribune (Tacoma, WA)
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Dedication

There are at least three notable times in our father’s life when he’s chosen to put his own needs completely aside: In WWII, when he, as an American officer, entered a wire enclosure meant for five thousand enemy POWs that was, at war’s end, packed with twenty-five thousand. He felt compelled to push through the exhausted men, tell them not to panic, that the situation was not intended and would soon be resolved. He was afraid they would, in desperation, attempt to break out, creating a killing crush and then a shooting by the equally exhausted Allied soldiers standing guard. He could not stand for another ghastly and unnecessary loss of life after an already horrid period of hate, pain, fear, and loss. In 1970, after our mom died of a brain tumor, we two sisters broke through the lock on our father’s door with a bobby pin to find him sitting with a loaded gun. He wanted desperately to join his wife. When we explained that he had to stay—had to—because he was all we had left, he said he would do his best, he would try. And he did that for us. Just a few years ago, he wanted, again, to leave, because he felt his body and his mind failing; depression was taking hold. Again, for love of his family, of his dear Carmel, wife of over twenty-seven years, he decided to stay, and, this time, to at last trust enough to leave his fate in the hands of God, of those he loves. Finally, still alive at eighty-eight and unsure of who, exactly, everyone is, he has not forgotten he is a man committed to and by love. We dedicate this collection to him.
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Foreword


Where is love found? Everywhere. In the determination of a woman tracking down the recipient of her lover’s donated heart. Under a tree, where a dog holds vigil for the spirit children held there. Between devoted old friends at a pivotal moment, at the end of their lives. In a man’s faith that the Virgin Mother can save him. In the call of a goose made by a man in love with a woman who loves a different man. In a foreign country, where a desperately lost Westerner is embraced by kindly Muslim cabbies.

It is certainly found in these twenty-four stories, where, in spite of losses of life, voice, faith, and trust, there is the powerful—and hopeful—urge to connect, to find and offer love and comfort, to somehow stretch the threads of our lives between what is possible and what we cannot live without.

—SUSAN BURMEISTER-BROWN AND LINDA B. SWANSON-DAVIES
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Christopher Bundy

Morning Prayers


Somewhere in the middle with the haze

and the sky like a bruise

Prayers in Arabic floated to the domed ceiling as a small crowd of men knelt on simple rugs and straw mats in front of a young white man. In blue jeans and a T-shirt stained with Val’s blood, and his own, the same black cherry, the young man had wandered into the remote mosque after police had taken his unconscious wife away in a taxi. Clumsy old ambulances like fat cartoon vans overflowed with wailing Chinese, traumatized Malay, and a family of Indians that spoke only in terrified gazes. The police had not allowed the young man to go with them no matter how he pleaded and shouted, no matter how well he cursed them. Men in ill-fitting blue uniforms stuffed the young man’s wife into the backseat of a dirty yellow taxi, folding her legs, still bleeding from the glass that cut them, into the tired Fiat as if she were a tattered mannequin on her way to the scrap yard. The crushed bus below appeared to the young man as if through frosted glass, a gauzy gray spot below him. Women cried and men yelled hasty instructions as headlights broke through the morning fog and cars began to arrive at the scene of the accident. The ceaseless squeal of police sirens pushed the young man to bang his fists furiously on the hood of another taxi—this one a dented and dusty red, unmarked and anonymous—bringing automatic frowns from two men left standing by the car, watching and wondering at the white man with blood on his shirt and a bandage around his head. With the departure of the ambulances and police, the scene was quiet and the young man was left alone. He pounded again on the hood, his fists hurling into the air and back down again, a windmill of fury and frustration. The taxi driver, a young Malay in dirty brown trousers and a dress shirt opened to his navel, rubber thongs, and a baseball cap, grabbed the young man by the arms, using his feet as leverage against the bigger man.

“Let me go! Where’s Val?” The white man struggled against the small Malay.

“Sorry, sir. Please come.”

The taxi driver pointed to the inside of his taxi. In the hysteria of the crash scene, and with so many others injured, dying, and dead, they had forgotten the young man, a hasty bandage placed over his forehead, his wounds minor in comparison with the others. As the sun began to rise behind the haze and the sky lightened into purples and yellows like the bruises that would soon rise on his arms and legs and neck, the young man surrendered and slid into the backseat of the old taxi. As they drove east toward the brightening sky, his head hurt, like a rope tightening around his skull by degrees, and he heard the echo of song, a rhyme and rhythm that he did not understand, growing louder, over and over, the same stanza chanted through loudspeakers across the Malay morning. Morning prayers had begun and their melody rang over the flat land around him.

The Caretaker greeted the young man without surprise, directing him to sit down on one of the prayer rugs inside the remote mosque. Everywhere men bent in prayer. The taxi driver and his friend guardedly watched the tall stranger, bandage around his head, dried blood on his face and T-shirt. He clutched a dirty day bag with the strength of panic in trembling hands. Birds perched in the open windows and a blend of prayer and birdsong reverberated through the breezy mosque. In a matter of seconds the young man had gathered himself up onto a frayed and faded rug in a fetal ball, tired, his head foggy, a knot of fear and bewilderment in his throat. He felt a hand on his shoulder and a fever swept over him with the rhythm of morning prayers.

Itinerary

Berdy never liked the bus rides: the highways so lightless and somber, the grind of old bus transmission gears and snoring passengers, the cramped spaces, and the chill of winter nights, or the relentless heat of summer. On the bus he could only think of arriving, and when, if ever, that relief from cramps, too much cigarette smoke, roadside food, and sleeplessness would come. The Malay bus ride was no different than any of the others that he and Val had taken. Val slept, her legs across his, a blanket pulled tightly over her shoulders, but Berdy could never find a hole to crawl into and rest. The buses were kept either too cold or without air-conditioning altogether. Some stopped at lightless street corners in anonymous towns so that passengers could find roadside meals, have a smoke and a piss. Others plowed ahead without concern for what was in between, rocking along horrible roads at dangerous speeds, simply start and finish on the bus driver’s mind. Berdy typically spent the sleepless hours clutching his money belt and pushing earplugs deeper into his ears, struggling with a need for a cigarette, too nauseous and miserable to actually enjoy one. Yet despite his desire to escape the sluggish isolation of an overnight bus ride, there was something peaceful and reliable about the dark journey over empty highways, the sounds and smells of two dozen of the sleeping and the sleepless, the drum and rattle of an old diesel or the clean, cool churn of a newer one. Berdy recognized the precious moments, to be awake when others were not, his thoughts keeping a steady rhythm with the roll of big bus tires, wondering where he and Val, newly married, were going and what they had left behind.

Not that he and Val had left much behind. They were simply ready to be in someplace different yet again, the getting there just as important a part of their plan as being there. A bus, a ferry, a train ride to the very next place, and always another place. It was important that they get there successfully—the connections of bus and ferry and train sketched out in their guidebooks, Val’s tidy handwriting in the margins: prices, times, and intricate maps that exemplified precision planning; cross-referencing; constant updating; and suggestions from other travelers. They were interested in the kind of travel that demanded the best of what could be assembled from guidebooks, word of mouth, and their own road savvy. They shared an affinity as travelers, their trustworthy travel books and backpacks and well-worn, comfortable clothes; wet and dry gear and travel blankets assembled somewhere en route; boots as reliable allies; knives; flashlights and sunglasses; hats for sun, rain, and cold winds; novels, essays, and dictionaries that rotated in and out of their portable library; and a small stack of journals adorned with the tatters and tears that were wistful memos of time and places done. That was the plan: always another place and always the journey that came of practiced study—a deliberation of a treasured itinerary. So bus rides—where Val slept deeply and easily and Berdy stayed up, shifting his butt from side to side, furling and unfurling his aching legs, suffering for a cigarette—were a part of it, the pleasure and pain of late-night fitfulness and getting there.

Berdy and Val had still not spoken since leaving Hong Kong except for mundane utterances on directions, the price of a room, or a place to eat. In Singapore for one night, Val ate in the room while Berdy searched the harborside for a cheap beer. He feared their long silences in Hong Kong had put something between them he could not name, something that would keep them remote from each other—mute travelers guided by a common itinerary. Berdy assumed they had both wanted to leave that silence behind in Singapore, the curiously quiet time a necessity for a couple so closely joined by geography and agenda. But the act of solitude had turned tedious and absurd. He imagined their scheduled connection in bright and shiny Singapore would give them an excuse to leave the creepy hollow that had opened between them in the rush of Hong Kong. But they had not spoken since, and the silence between them grew.

The night clerk in their guest house—an old Chinese man sweating in a worn T-shirt and smelling of garlic, onion, and soy, as if he had spent the day inside a bowl of noodles—told the young Americans that they must catch the 6:00 AM bus to Kota Bharu near the Thai border. Up early, Berdy and Val stood ready. But there was no morning bus to Kota Bharu. There had been, but it no longer ran that route, guidebook and concierge both wrong. So Berdy and Val waited in the heat and smog of Malaysia for the 10:30 PM bus to take them to Kota Bharu, eating a breakfast of cheap, sour noodles and rice, their backpacks underfoot as diesel exhaust and dust settled over everything. They read novels, journal entries, a limited English newspaper, and more of the faithful guidebook. Val scratched a thick black star in the margins by the erroneous bus information, so hard that she tore through to the other side of the page. When the sun began to set and the shade of the station awning began to actually comfort, they opened cold bottles of beer and the guidebook to read passages as if from a book of prayer. Berdy and Val recited to each other in the cool tones that they had adopted for temporary exchanges of the words that formed their expectations and plans, their gospel. It was the first time in two weeks that they had spoken to each other beyond necessity. Their faith in the faulty edition had only slightly diminished, but their confidence in the method remained.

The guidebook outlined the east coast of Malaysia and the islands and towns they calculated would be their stops. Color photos of empty beaches and Spartan bungalows rekindled their desire to head north along the coast, a contingency plan already developing around a new schedule. The sun set behind the thick haze that hovered above, and they pulled bandanas tighter around their faces to keep the smog out while the fires of Sumatra burned strong and unbridled in the aggravating summer of 1997, the currents of the Indian Ocean driving cloud after cloud of dense, unbearable smoke over the whole of Malaysia, trapping heat and dust and exhaust inside the crowded, watchful cities.

A season of forest fires

Sleep came so quickly to the young man that he had no awareness of actually falling asleep. He dreamt wild burning dreams that left him feeling as if he had not slept at all. He dreamt of forest fires so bright, so high above him that the sky was consumed by flames and he felt the hair on his arms and head singe from the heat. He tried to get closer to the fire, to walk through to the other side, to see what was there, if anything, beyond the wall of burning forests and foothills. To his left and right he saw an infinite length of flames that reached beyond the sky as if straight into space and on and on, eating up the moon, the planets, and all the stars that he could remember from the unforgettable cloudless skies over the Gulf of Thailand. But that was before the fires; now he was hot with them, the flames burning closer and stronger, louder in his ears. His throat was scorched dry and he could neither swallow nor breathe. With an irresistible lightness, he let himself rise with the heat and the flames toward the sky. He raised his arms from his sides and relinquished himself to heat and sky, following the channel of fire higher and higher toward a purple yonder.

The peculiar stillness of Hong Kong

The bus north finally departed at 11:25 PM, chugging up the east coast of Malaysia through the states of Johor, Pahang, and Terengganu, escaping some of the dense haze of the Indonesian blaze. Val slept while Berdy tucked his arms inside his shirt to keep warm, the powerful air-conditioning chilling him shivery and sleepless until he felt sick.

In Hong Kong, Berdy and Val had gone in different directions, two weeks of hardly seeing the same patch of ground on the same day, out on their own, solo and away from each other. Eventually they would visit all of the same sites—Macau, Discovery Bay, ferry rides and a laser show, dim sum and giant malls, boutique upon boutique of the same European fashions—but on different days and at different times. In the evenings they lay silently on sagging hotel beds with the same smells of cigarettes, rain, and oily Chinese food issuing from their undress. Val and Berdy liked the same things—waiting out afternoon rainstorms in open-air food stalls and drinking beer until sleepy; following step for step the museum guides, headphones and pamphlets on and open as they soaked up history and culture; haggling for fruit, for the incense that they always carried, for rooms, for anything familiar—but, for the time being, they didn’t like each other. At night, they met in a tiny room with twin beds, an odd coincidence of availability that matched their moods. Berdy and Val saw each other only in the hotel room, the noise of Nathan Road down below their sixth-story room, the lights and sounds of a stirring, restless city filling the void of silence. Berdy smoked cigarettes and escaped the business and bustle of Asia through Wallace Stegner and the American West. Val wrote constantly in her journal, a bottle of duty-free bourbon on the windowsill, smoking and carefully studying herself in a small mirror over a worn-out wooden dresser. They did not talk about their day or compare notes on what they had seen. They did not share anecdotes or impressions or frustrations over the candid, enterprising Hong Kongese. Instead, they read and wrote, drank, smoked, and slept without a word to each other. Two cameras were placed each night side by side on the dresser, filled with images of other people and none of themselves. Except one: Berdy had asked a Chinese woman in Macau to snap his photo in front of the ruins of St. Paul’s Cathedral, alone on the steps, wondering why he was alone after all, eyes cut to the sky as if he were mocking the photographer or the place.

Their period of silence and withdrawal began over a cigarette. Berdy had come back to the hotel their first afternoon in Hong Kong to find an acrid odor in the room. Val slept in her underwear on her stomach with the covers kicked off to reveal her naked back, shoulders pink from a day outdoors, a light layer of sweat in the cleft of her spine, and a hole in the sheet. Her cigarette had dropped from the ashtray beside the bed and slid down against her hip where her weight caused the sorry bed to sag. The charred butt lay embedded in the cheap foam mattress, an ugly black opening where the sheet had burned. Berdy stared at the hole and the butt of the cigarette so close to Val’s skin, so close to burning her up in a seedy bed in a big busy hotel in Hong Kong. He choked at the thought of Val ablaze in her bed—her hair, her pink blistering skin—and knelt down next to her. Picking the cigarette butt from the mattress, the foam stretching gooey from the filter, he held it before him. The jagged hole in the sheet was the size of his fist and his finger fit neatly into the hole in the mattress. Berdy wondered what had kept it from burning further, from burning Val and room and hotel to the road six stories below. He watched his wife’s face on the pillow, sweat over her lips, a ring around her hairline, a slow run of it along her neck. He replaced a strand of hair that had stuck to her cheek and leaned in to kiss her when she opened her eyes. Looking into her husband’s face, there was no hint of expression or recognition.

“Huh?”

“You just about cremated yourself, that’s what,” Berdy scolded.

“What?” She rubbed sleep from her eyes.

“Here.” He pushed his finger into the hole again.

“Is that right?” She followed his finger, did the same with her own, and rolled over. “I was sleeping.”

“So you were. Well, don’t you remember what the sign says, No smoking aloud?”

The malapropism had made them laugh when they arrived a day earlier, and they pranced around the room, trying to smoke loudly, huffing and puffing, making sucking noises and tap tap taps against the ashtray, laughing at each other until they fell into the new, temporary space, and eventual silence.

“I thought I was smoking quietly.” She played along with her head turned away.

“Guess not. Next time, though, it might not be so pretty.” Berdy got up quickly from the bedside; his teeth ground irrepressibly together, and with his hand open, he reached out and spanked Val hard, really hard, a sharp slap against her bare thigh that was meant to sting. As soon as he had hit her leg, his hand recoiled as if Val were indeed on fire and too hot to touch.

“Owww, goddammit! Why’d you do that?” She rubbed the growing red mark on her thigh, jumped up from the bed, landed on the floor like a cat, and punched Berdy in the arm with her fist, a swinging, furious jab, and then again harder and again, the fight in her already ebbing. Her eyes watered and she wiped her hand under her nose. “That really hurt, you shit. What the hell?”

“You should be more careful, could’ve burned the whole fucking place down.”

“You know, you suck. Leave me alone.”

Berdy spent the next hour in the dirty bathtub, mad at Val for being so careless, so vulnerable there on the bed when he had first come into the room. Her bare back, long legs, and white underwear, and the hole a big black stain next to her sunburned skin, such a blot, such an ugly portent of what could have happened to her while he was gone. In the tub, he smoked cigarettes until they got wet, lighting another and another, a pile of soggy butts on the floor by the tub. Val leaned out of the bedroom window tapping ashes over Nathan Road and hundreds of oblivious passersby.

Accident

Then Val lay somewhere along Malaysia’s east coast between Berdy, a bus, and the bottom of a steep hill. Berdy could not find her in the dark, the screams of the other passengers stirring the panic and pain that bounced around inside his head, quelling his other senses. His vision had gone blurry because of the blood that dripped into his eyes from a gash above them, and he felt a sticky patch just above his hairline. Rubbing his finger along the wound, Berdy felt again the tumble of the bus as it rolled, throwing them from top to bottom and back again and again, each roll another punishing throb.

Berdy had been in a light dream of watermelon and trees when they were sent tumbling off the road and down a steep hill, the bus groaning as its frame twisted and split, the horrible sounds of separating metal mixing with the screams of men, women, and children. Berdy regained consciousness back in his seat, but the bus was on its side, its front end pushed into the cabin, the engine hissing steam. Val was not where she should have been. Lying across his seat, Berdy stretched his hands out to feel for his wife, but found only pieces of broken glass and fruit from someone’s basket. He heard cries and whimpers, calls in Malay and Chinese, so many puzzling sounds, whispered prayers and glass crunching under bodies. The cassette player continued to rattle out a Hindi song through torn and frayed speakers, the volume up so loud that it, above everything else, made his ears and head hurt. When he crawled away from the bus through the broken window, bent into an odd polygonal shape, he found others already huddled outside. The bus rested against the tree that had finally stopped its long, sick tumble. His body ached and his head throbbed even stronger as he moved about. In the early-morning darkness, Berdy realized the shape of a bearded man in a torn sweater cradling a young girl. As his eyes adjusted, he saw that the young girl’s eyes were closed, her mouth open, and her pale dress pushed up around her thighs. A dark stain spread across her chest and the man’s hand appeared to be swallowed up in the bloody darkness. The young girl lay so still, so quiet in the man’s arms as he recited prayers over her, that Berdy wondered if she was simply sleeping, silent in the comfort of the old man’s arms. But the dark stain broadened to her belly and blood dripped from her thin dress onto the man’s pale pants. The man looked up at Berdy, unintelligible prayers still coming from his mouth, his eyes focused not on the young American but somewhere beyond, his face calm, almost serene. The taste of diesel fuel mixed with the warm blood that ran from Berdy’s nose. Behind him rubber and oil fueled a smoldering wreck. Feeling his way over the rough terrain, the hillside too steep to walk along upright, Berdy grabbed at bushes and bent trees that clung stubbornly to the barren slope. He tried to call out Val’s name, but his throat was burnt and bruised, a pungent taste lingering in his mouth; he could only squeeze out a hoarse gurgle that barely rose above the cries of women, the tick-ticking of the wounded bus engine, and the squawking Hindi music.

At the top of the hill, the same darkness left everything an oily black, neither moon nor streetlamps to light his way to Val. Terror rose again in Berdy’s belly, working its way up into his throat, the hoarse gurgle trying to come cleaner and louder, to find her. He tried again to scream her name, but still could get no sound to rise from his mouth—a desperate dream scream so silent and awfully futile. Berdy clung to a small tree, trying to find balance so that he could descend the hill and find a bottom, but his head spun, his stomach rolled, and he plopped back down to the ground, the pain in his head so sharp and dizzying that he could hardly breathe. Just as quickly, Berdy got to his feet again and began to slide down the rocky dirt slope. And twenty, thirty, forty feet down there she appeared—Val—rolled over like a discarded sleeping bag, her face buried in her arm, her legs twisted in a way that brought dread fast into his mouth, so that all he could muster was a series of choked ohs and compressed whimpers. When he reached Val, he found her name in a whisper and put his arm on her shoulder, a faltering gesture. Fear swelled inside him like a bubble of emptiness, a cold, hard heart attack upon his chest that sank horribly into his gut, so quick and so terrifyingly true that he nearly fell onto her in panic. But Val moaned and Berdy knew that she was alive, giving him such a flash of hope that he raised his head to the sky and smiled.

Learning to pray

The Malay Caretaker examined the young man’s head as it rested against the prayer rug. He considered the dried blood over his face, the bandage on his head, the bruises on his arms and neck, and the sweat that covered his body. He has a fever, the Caretaker thought, but as Allah will watch over him he is safe here from bus accidents and the misery that they bring. The Caretaker had heard of the bus accident that killed four people and wounded others with cuts and bruises and broken bones. Inside the mosque, dramatic retellings already swirled of the crushed bus and its bleeding passengers, a morning full of so many horrible things. He let the young man rest and left to prepare breakfast. In the narrow room where the Caretaker slept and ate and read from the Koran to ponder his place in the everyday of God’s world, he poured hot water over tea leaves in a sieve into a short glass, then stirred in condensed milk, letting the tea sit until a thin, pale layer had formed on the surface. He pulled two warm rotis from a clay bowl and removed a small iron pot from the portable gas stove on the table that served him as cooking counter and writing desk. From the iron pot he spooned a light lentil soup into a bowl, placing it with the tea and the plate of rotis on a serving tray. With a patience that he had exercised for more than thirty-five years, the Caretaker walked back to the young man. The two brown men from the taxi in identical mustaches and dense black beards stood by the young man, pointing to the bandage around his head and the blood on his face, scratching their beards and running their hands over their prayer caps. The Caretaker knelt, placing his hands on the young man’s shoulders.

“He’s resting and I think he has a fever. He’s probably very tired and confused from the bus accident. There was a white woman who was taken into town. His wife, perhaps.”

“What shall we do?” one of the men asked.

“Give him peace. Let him talk to God, maybe. To find answers for the pain he must feel. Mostly just quiet, I think.”

“Is he a Muslim?” another man asked.

“I don’t think so. But I think he still needs to talk with God and here, here he will most likely find him.” The Caretaker pulled gently on the young man’s shoulder, speaking to him in English. “You would like to eat, my friend?”

The young man’s eyes popped open and he grunted in surprise. The two Malay men jerked backward, startled by the sudden movement and the noise from the sleeping white man. The young man looked up at them and they back down at him. One of the men smiled in return.

The young man jerked his body upward, “Where’s Val?” He gestured with his hands, pointing to the ring on his finger. “My wife, wife, where is she?” Trying to stand too quickly, he fell back to the floor.

The Caretaker studied the young man’s face, recognizing the fear and confusion.

“I have tea and rotis for you. You eat something.”

“What? No. No. I gotta find Val.” He tried again to stand, but could not pull himself all the way up. “Oh Christ, my head is killing me.”

The young man studied the men around him: their apprehension and curiosity; the Caretaker with his plain brown face, receptive eyes, and shaven head. He looked down at the prayer rug and out a window that faced east where the sun rose, plump and promising. He tried to stand again but sat down clumsily—oh hell—dizzy and weak. The two men immediately reached to lift him to his feet. The young man turned his head left, then right, to stare blankly back. He let them carry him to the Caretaker’s room, the Caretaker himself shuffling along in front of them, the tail of his long white kurta floating out easily behind him. The young man ate the roti and lentils while the three men in black beards sat around him in silence. He did not speak again, and ate slowly, sipping occasionally from his glass of hot tea. The fiery panic that the Caretaker had seen in the white man’s eyes had paled and was replaced with the warmth of hot tea and weariness. When he had finished his meal, the young man wiped his hand across his mouth and whispered, “Thank you.” The three men leaned forward, each of them smiling. The Caretaker answered, “You are most welcome, but God you should thank. Thank God.” The young man touched his forehead with his hand and looked at the blood on his fingertips. His head hurt, and a wave of nausea rolled over him again; he struggled against the discomfort and uncertainty, faced the Caretaker, looking hard into his dark face, his black eyes, and placed his hand on the old Malay’s shoulder.

“What’s happening?”

The ache of her survival

Berdy was told to wait. So he sat on the prayer rug, his knees bent stiffly under him, though they ached terribly, and throbbed with the shock of the accident. He felt that he needed the sum of all his pain to keep Val alive in whatever sort of place they had taken her. The greater the pain, the greater the chance that Val might be alive; so he folded his hands together in prayer and whispered words to God—a god he knew nothing of—and he let the pain in his knees and back and head roll like the tides through his body, crest and trough over and over. The pain in his head thumped just above his eyes and he could not see clearly or focus on the front of the mosque. Berdy whispered his wife’s name and engaged the pain, so strong in his back by then that it made his eyes water, and he felt as if his spine might simply crumble, leaving him limp and crippled on the dusty rug. He felt the eyes of the two men as they watched him from behind, stirring restlessly, uncertain of his presence there inside their holy place. The Caretaker who had fed Berdy, and showed him how to wash himself before praying to God, roamed the temple greeting others and sweeping dust from the floor, leaving the foreigner to his pleadings. A gentle morning breeze blew through the temple and Berdy felt the sweat from fever, cool and dangerous on his forehead. He smelled smoke from a cooking fire, a suggestion of spices in the air that he could not name. He murmured his wife’s name again, the only word that formed in his throat. Berdy tucked his knees in tighter and twisted his back to ensure that the pain would roam his body without favor to him or any part of him. An eye for an eye, he made his deal. Behind him, the two men watched in silence. Berdy heard them shuffle from foot to foot. He turned to see them rubbing their mustaches, one after another, nervous and unsure of what to say, scratching their heads at the foreigner where he sat bent from the pain of his wounds and his pitiable petitions to God.

Passage

The Caretaker volunteered the same two men to take Berdy further on into town. When Berdy got into the taxi, the Caretaker pressed his hand into his shoulder and said, “Yes, do not be afraid, it is only morning. We have prayers for each part of the day.” Berdy thanked him for the food and the kindnesses and shut the door, his words hollow, echoes of the sounds that his voice made. As they drove away from the mosque, the Caretaker calmly waved good-bye, standing white in his pajamas against the orange sky that blossomed over the wide, flat earth behind him.

Berdy rode in the back, the taxi driver and his friend up front. Sleep came with the wind of open windows and the sound of the taxi’s wheels ripping across pavement, and then, so quickly, without warning, the sound of the bus turning over, wrenching in pain as its metal twisted and tore, glass and human bones shattered, and people crying out in fear and shock. Berdy closed his eyes and let the wind blow across his face, trying to keep out the image of the big man and the broken child so limp in his arms, peaceful against his broad chest, blood dripping from her dress. He tried to quiet the sound of Val groaning with the pain of her shattered legs. He tried to erase the look of panic that spread across her face when she saw him kneeling over her.

A voice rose amid the crackle of the radio up front. It sounded years away, lost in static and swell. The driver picked up the transmitter, responded in Malay, turned to his friend with his eyebrows raised, and returned his gaze to the radio in wait of an answer. His friend turned to Berdy and smiled weakly, uncertain, it seemed, of what he wanted his face to tell the young man. In another second, a reply came over the radio, more a remote voice on a wave of sizzling air. The driver and his friend did not look at Berdy again and they rode on in silence.

The silence made Berdy nervous and he dug through his backpack in search of their guidebook. It was turned up at its edges, swollen and stained with moisture. Flecks of tobacco were stuck between its pages along with Val’s notes and scribbles of the previous day, when their greatest threat was a missed connection. From the map and the description in the guidebook, it seemed that they were just south of a popular fishing village. Huts had begun to appear along the water to the right and fishing boats rocked in the surf, verifying Berdy’s guess. Val was somewhere near that fishing village, he told himself, perhaps in a tidy, modern hospital, or dropped into a provisional clinic, surrounded by gifted midwives, a rural but capable young doctor, sick children, and nervous parents, a funny travel story already simmering in her head. With the silence of the two men, Berdy’s sense of urgency and panic rose again, and he traced his finger under the names of each hospital trying to rub the answer to Val’s whereabouts from the page. The panic subsided briefly as he deduced that his wife must be in Marang, some forty-five minutes north. He placed his hand on the taxi driver’s shoulder and held the book up next to his face, tapping the name of the hospital with his finger.

“Marang. That’s where we’re going, isn’t it?” Berdy spoke up against the whine of the wind and the taxi.

The driver looked at the guidebook and nodded his head. His friend in the passenger seat pushed a cigarette toward Berdy, who accepted the charity, nodding his head thanks. Berdy checked for road signs, but saw nothing on the lonely, two-lane road. He leaned back in the seat and inhaled deeply from the cigarette, certain that he had gleaned the correct answer from the reliable guidebook, the words written on the page, the presence of those very words, the map and the compass, and the scale at the bottom of the page bolstering his mood. The man in the passenger seat curled his lips inward, a look of empathy in his mouth and eyes. He guaranteed nothing in his drawn lips and discerning eyes except an affirmation of the fear and the panic that edged around Berdy’s chest, and upward into his throat again. Then the taxi slowed and pulled up to a narrow beach. The man that had offered Berdy his understanding turned again, pursing his lips with thought, nodding to the ocean that smelled brackish and brown and rumbled softly fifty meters away.

“We stop, okay?” the taxi driver said, his smile appearing in the rearview mirror.

“Stop? Why?” Berdy asked him.

“We stop, okay,” he repeated, this time more a statement than a question.

“No. No, not okay. Not okay. Keep going. We gotta find Val. In Marang, right here.” He tapped the page in the guidebook again.

“We stop, now, okay.”

Berdy clenched his fist at the repetition. “Okay? Okay? Fuck this!” He banged his fists against the backseat and kicked at it with his feet. “Start this fucking car and move it. Marang, goddammit! Marang, Marang, Marang!”

“I’m sorry, but we stop now.”

“Don’t you fucking get it, don’t you realize that my wife is hurt, probably in some goddamned country hospital?”

“Yes.” The driver looked back with such earnestness that Berdy felt the air leave his chest, his fists unclenching. He did not have the strength to fight him anymore, or any idea of how to make him understand what he wanted, but he did not want to leave the security of the car, the only thing bringing him closer to his wife. The driver and his friend stretched their legs and arms, lit one another’s cigarettes, and wandered off toward the ocean water, glancing back at the angry foreigner as they wondered what he might do next.

But Berdy only sat in the taxi listening to the sounds of waves crashing one over another. He felt no sense of urgency, and the panic in his throat had descended into his belly, where it floated, an irritating swirl of emptiness and a stranger’s empathy. He wondered at the two men and their reasons for stopping along the seaside. He could see them from the taxi, their rubber thongs off and pants rolled up to their knees, smoking cigarettes and walking through the surf. Every few minutes one of the men turned toward the car to see what the young man was doing. His cigarette finished, Berdy felt the desire for another, and considered getting out and walking himself to the water, an imaginary crutch lifting his body across the sand and dropping him into the cool ocean. But his body was limp and comfortable in the backseat, the morning air cool, an ocean breeze through the small cab, and he felt an apathy that he could not explain. He stared ahead as if he had been napping on an autumn afternoon, an electric fan humming at his feet, circulating balmy air, the sounds of monotonous inactivity, just cool enough to pull the light blanket over the top of his body, no need to get up, no appointments to make, no itinerary to pursue, no place to be, no haste or hurry to pull him from his catnap and drowsy daydreams. Berdy and Val had plunged from their plan right into a crack in the road that had no regard for their schedules, notes, and journals, their meticulously managed alliance of system and process, every step procedure and purpose. And yet the bus—itself shackled to schedules, routes, service procedures, lists, and inventories—betrayed them their journey, depriving them of their getting there and away.

The taxi driver stood in the ocean engaged in a sort of dance, body moving back and forth in water just below his knees, smoke drifting up from his side, the haze of Indonesian forest fires behind him. The driver smiled broadly and waved for Berdy to join them on the beach. Berdy pushed himself up from the backseat of the taxi and placed his feet on the ground, where he felt stronger, and pulled at the door to get himself up and out of the car. On the beach with his feet in the water, Berdy smoked another cigarette, another offering of empathy and occupation from his new friends. He wondered at the idleness that had overcome them all while his wife Val lay in a Malaysian hospital somewhere. He looked at his watch—12:25. He and Val should have been in Kota Bharu already, on their way to catch a small boat to the Perhentian Islands and a small bungalow next to the jungle where, the guidebook told them, the owners fed you fish from the day’s catch and an Indian man named Pijar told you wild stories as you shared his secret stash of homemade whiskey that tasted curiously of vanilla and Coca-Cola. He and Val would have unpacked and been for a cleansing swim, perhaps ready for the day’s first nap. They would have congratulated themselves on a job well done, getting there without missing a bus or paying too much for a taxi, their tiny, spare bungalow exactly as they had imagined it from the picture in the guidebook. He would have rocked Val in her hammock while she blew smoke into the air and laughed at their silly stubbornness in Hong Kong. Berdy would have apologized for smacking her and kissed her on the forehead. Together they would have anticipated a walk under a budding new moon, holding hands as they talked to each other again.

The size of God’s hands

The sun moved through its zenith over the ocean as the taxi driver and his friend closed their eyes and repeated a few words of praise for Allah. They willingly placed their fates in his hands, knowing that any minute he might choose to pluck them up out of the ocean and take them to heaven. The taxi driver wondered at the size of God’s hands. How many could he hold? How many lives? Beside him, the young white man who had been dropped into their lives from a crushed bus began to move his feet back and forth through the water. The taxi driver still heard the scratchy reverb in the policeman’s voice over the radio as he told them of the white girl’s fate. He felt tears burn in his eyes as he realized that he did not know the words to tell the young man what had happened to his wife.

The young man raised his head up to the sky, smelled the air, and put his hands together. “She’s okay, I think.” He looked to the taxi driver. “You think, okay?”

The taxi driver looked to his friend, unable to return the white man’s gaze, and pointed to the sky. “Allah…”

“Yes, of course…” As seagulls circled overhead and the sun shone over the sea, the young man closed his eyes and whispered thank you.








Karen E. Outen

Beneath the Earth of Her


Stokely

She says, “I just don’t think about it like you do. Babies have never been at the top of my list.”

Her face is closed when she says this, lips tight, their pouty fullness disappearing against her teeth. I’m leaning toward her in my chair, as open as she is closed, my arms and legs wide for her.

She knows my point. I see myself as a father. I see that child on my lap, pulling through my pockets looking for my candy and coins, listening to the same damn story five times in a row. I smell the licorice on his breath, the hair grease in her braids—a little coconut scent like she’s a tropical baby, full of sun and sand and ripeness. Wait, now, do I want a girl? I’ve always seen my son, but I’m seeing now a sweet little girl to wrap her arms around my neck at night, ahhh…I see her head tucked against my chest, those little-girl barrettes shaped like roses with long, flat petals just under my chin. I tickle her, she giggles. Her laugh is that high squealing thing girls do in octaves off the charts. And her smile is lovely, animated, with those thick, wavy lips from her mother.

Who still isn’t smiling at me. “Freida,” I say, “it would be a positive thing.”

“Uh-huh,” she nods, her voice neutral, and walks away from me. I let it drop. Except I hear it, that little-girl squealing followed by the strike of her laugh echoing and falling like a bell. I rub my hands slow over my knees, ringing out the last bits of sound, and I gotta laugh. Here I am, a brother with a biological clock.

 

I’m looking out the kitchen window in the morning, watching little kids fill the corner in front of our townhouse—I mean, tiny tiny folks, with backpacks half as big as they are. I could practically balance one kid in each hand. These little folks wait for the school bus. A bunch of mothers stand behind them. No fathers—where the hell are all the brothers? There is one who comes sometimes, stands at the back of the group so I can’t tell who his kid is. He doesn’t seem particular—see, I don’t understand that. Go claim your kid! I say this to myself and Freida hears me. She plunks the cast-iron skillet down on the stove. I look at her.

“Stop staring out there,” she says. “Those people will think you’re a pedophile.”

Her hair is natural, softly nappy, brushed wavy and neat back into a thick braid that trails below her shoulders. I go tug on it, to loosen her.

“I just think they look cute,” I say. “Little folk with all that purpose. With their backpacks on, waving good-bye and going off in the world and whatnot.”

She nods, unimpressed. I move closer and lean down, press my face to the back of her head, my lips near her ear, calling for her. She leans into me.

“So, that’s what you want, Stokely? Somebody to send off into the world?”

“You know what I want.”

“Yes. To propagate the race. To be fruitful and multiply.”

That’s my point, all right. But she’s got the wrong tone with my message.

She looks at me and her face softens. She smiles slow, a smile that leaks sadness at its edges. “You just wanna be a father. That’s all.”

I look back out the window. A little naked. A little sad. The school bus pulls up and blocks my view. When it rolls off, the kids are gone.

 

That night we go to a reading at the bookstore on the corner. Best bookstore in the city, and not just because they carry my chapbooks and my brother Eldridge’s paintings—that’s right, my mom named us after Stokely Carmichael and Eldridge Cleaver. No, the bookstore’s good because it handles books respectfully; that is to say, they don’t segregate all the books by black folks on one shelf in a corner, architecture next to literature next to fashion how-to. Also, they hold readings by young brothers and sisters, poetry slams. I come here and listen to what poetry sounds like now, hip-hop some of it, and long on rhetoric, but I love it, the necessity of it. Sometimes you’ll hear something live, some traditional craft with contemporary rhyme, full of imagery and language that’s particular to us, something that speaks to a way of preserving the past. That’s what I’m talking about, having a link to the past and some stake in the future. I see my son as my connection to ascendance, descendance.

Tonight we come hear one of my former students. He’s one of only three young brothers to graduate in his class (fifteen other brothers failed), so I gotta support him. Freida says, “I can always tell your students. They come having rediscovered dashikis and big afros.” She laughs.

The room’s full, mostly sistas and some interracial couples. Used to be you could count on some young hardhead-looking dudes to show up, but not anymore. Not even a handful of brothers are here, so I stand out, one of an endangered species. I get glances from everybody. Sexual glances, curious glances, puzzled glances. When the reading starts, I sit forward in my chair, riveted. I glance over at Freida beside me. She’s preoccupied. Next to her there’s a white woman with a brown baby, round-faced, straight-haired. The baby looks Central American, some Asian ancestry to her, but definitely some African influence turning up the melanin in her. (Don’t you love how you cannot hide us in ancestry; we show ourselves some kinda way.) “A world child,” Freida would say, “a bit of everything.” The baby’s fussing even though her mother tries to bounce her or occupy her with toy keys and some rattling thing. The baby keeps hitting her mother in the chest. Freida’s squirming in her seat, disapproving. I watch her face shift like fast-moving clouds: light, dark, clear, stormy. She’ll be the stern parent, I’ll be the peacemaker. Finally, the mother sighs and shifts the baby under her left arm, unsnaps her shirt, pulls at a bra, one-two-three, and there’s her breast with a long pink nipple. She pops it in the baby’s mouth.

I get flustered, man, sit back, look away. How the hell does a woman do that in public? Something so nakedly…essential. Whew! The image of that baby grabbing on to the breast plays large for me. As much as I try to erase it, it stays until I just surrender. I turn and watch the baby with her feet in the air. She’s happy just playing with her toes and getting fed. As I’m watching this woman, who’s too wrapped up in her baby’s pleasure to notice me, I’m seeing Freida opening her blouse with that much easy power—yeah, it’s a silk blouse that floats on the air—and she exposes the brown globe of her breast for our child. Look at Freida now: she stares straight ahead and concentrates on the reading. Her face is blank. She crosses her arms tight against her chest. Then slowly, so slow maybe she doesn’t know it, her hands move up over her breasts, over her nipples like shields. Her face shows nothing. All she does is cover her breasts, dam up her sweetness. I gotta wonder, what’s she hiding?

Later at home I follow her through the kitchen while she gets her chamomile tea, into the living room where she sorts the mail. She says over her shoulder, “You’re like a puppy on my heels.” We go upstairs, and at the bathroom door she turns to me and says, “Stay,” then closes the door.

She’s right, of course, I’m following her like a seductive aroma wafts through the air behind her; you know, like in a cartoon, that ribbon of scent rising from a fresh-baked pie.

Only when she comes out of the bathroom and sits at her vanity—brushing the tight silk of her hair, swathing her arms, legs, and feet with lotion—I know what it is: not scent but vision riding that ribbon from her to me. It’s Freida, hands clamped over her nipples, damming up from me—that’s what’s irresistible.

I sit on the bed with my feet up, arms clasped around my open knees. She comes to sit beside me and looks at me long and steady. We hook up like this once a day. It’s a steady draw on the pilot light, a few minutes of hearing a calibration set between us while we offer ourselves, waiting for the leap of our flame. Doesn’t take me long, never does. The familiar broadness of her temple, the wide reach and flare of her nostrils, the delicate rise of her cheekbones, and the slight point of her chin call to me. Her skin is even brown, a red undertone like fine clay giving rise to the glow of her. This is so familiar, but still I know she keeps secrets, even after nearly two years together. So when I pull her to me she’s total mystery. Seems I’m always looking for some passageway to Freida. Ah, all the openings of a woman…I pull down the thin straps of her gown, kiss her collarbone, make my way to her breasts. Her nipples get hard. I latch on. Like I’m suckling her, like I’m getting her used to the idea. I see them—what are they? I’m reaching for knowledge from biology class, some name that sounds feminine…areolae? Yes? The ducts that make milk? I don’t know, but I see this like a map: her breast filled with little sacs that burst with milk and find a path to her nipple, this closed hard knob I pull on now. Strange to think it could open, even as Freida opens to me, her long legs around me, her big thighs warm and shaking as she lifts them and pulls me between her hips. I’m thinking of all the points where I could enter her, eyes, mouth, lips, her sex, but I’m fixated on her breasts. I suck with desire so deep, it must’ve come before me, must go on afterward. She moans, then strokes my cheek. I draw steady on her. I want more of her, so much more. I imagine all her riches pouring from her, feeding me.

Freida

Since puberty I have often envisioned my ovaries, their full seediness and their small bloody eruptions each month. Like most women, I feel the sharp twinge as the egg bursts, spewing bits of blood and membrane. The egg sails fast and high in a graceful arc toward the fallopian tubes, which wave their fibril arms like anxious fans of the game, longing to catch the pitch.

I see the lushness of my ovaries. They overflow with luminescent, pearly caviar. As a teenager, when menstruation and ovulation were first explained to me, I took as a sacred task the business of nurturing and releasing my eggs. That these functions were performed without my overt prodding, and regardless that I may never use their capabilities, made the process all the more amazing. I was that strange breed of woman who enjoyed menstruation from the start, and I suspect I will until the last. I love the magical femaleness of my body. Even if at the moment I recognize the occasional imperfection of that magic.

A nurse enters my room, walks purposefully to my bed, and pulls down my damp, tangled sheets and bandages. She examines the sutures above my shaved pubic hair. Every few hours, a new stranger comes to take such liberties. As my reward, they straighten my sheets and place towels under the damp parts of my body.

I stare across the hall. The door to the hospital room opposite mine is open also. A cast of blue light pools to the left of the doorway, reflected from the pale blue curtains and the muted television. I watch the woman in bed there, a perfect patient, with arms at her sides, her sheets pulled straight and carefully folded, a portrait of blissful maternity. We occupy the surgical-gynecology ward, a jumble of cesareans, hysterectomies, and laparotomies, all of us somehow entered and altered, relieved of babies or wombs, or simply cysts and fibroids.

In the dark, my mind plays tricks on me. First I hear Stokely’s voice, his laughter rising from someplace in me, from my incision perhaps. It is the best part of him, that deep genuine laugh, unrestrained, the kind of force that knocks him a bit sideways. I know he has seeped into me; I feel it in all ways. First, in the copious sweat of his body when we make love. The soaking rain of him spills into my mouth, my ears, even into my eyes, where it washes my corneas and clears my irises. Stokely’s laughter is not all I hear at night. A cry, high-pitched and insistent, as I fall asleep, as I awaken, as I turn or pull myself to stand; the sound, even in its faintness and distance, is salty and stinging. A baby’s cry. I dream that it is Stokely’s cry.

 

In my second day here, I have found a certain peace. After all, I am not ill and my life is relatively unaltered by my surgery. I lie here, drifting on painkillers and watching the passing parade of women. They are mostly new mothers taken by wheelchair to the nursery and their waiting babes. I enjoy the quiet of the ward and the stealth of the night nurses as they enter my room to check my IV. It is so different from my life with Stokely. He allows me no space, my slightest sigh anticipated. I grow weary just remembering how it is, like a constant hand pressing on my shoulder. Without him here at the hospital, without that metaphorical hand, I first felt some guilty relief: Thank God, that pressure is gone, the rush of coolness and blood feeding the space so long held. But I do miss him, his expansive dreaminess. I desire things now that I did not before Stokely. For instance, I do not have a specific desire for a child (I never have), only an earnest wish to desire one for him. At night I have often crawled into Stokely’s arms to inhale his scent and breath; with one hand over his heart, I have hoped to evoke and assimilate this particular yearning.

Today, I attempt to stand, although I cannot move easily. I elevate the head of my bed, descend the foot of it, and grab the high arm rail so that I can roll myself to the side, and push until I am sitting upright. Then, gingerly, I slide my feet down and stand. A nurse holds my arm and I go to the bathroom for the first time, the trip across the room unsteady and long. Only the woman across the hall, perfect and still in her bed, makes the arduous journey worth-while. Are her eyes open or closed? The man at her bed—the husband, I decide—gazes attentively, awaiting recognition or simply consciousness. His face is expressionless. In fact, there is something indistinguishable about him in general. I cannot tell his ethnicity: he is slightly brown—but by nature or the sun? His hair is shaved so close that it loses texture and assumes a general buzzed nap. She, however, reminds me of myself: medium-brown skin with high cheekbones and full lips, an understated sheen to her skin. Her television remains on but muted around the clock—another reason I wonder about her state of consciousness. As I walk, a nurse wheels an isolette into her room. Inside lies a tiny form: spongy, spindly, splayed out like a frog awaiting dissection. As I near the bathroom, I get a closer view of them. The Husband covers his face a moment. A slight shudder crosses his shoulders, then he removes his hands and reveals a slow smile, an unconvincing pantomime, and says to her, “It’ll all work out in the end.”

In the bathroom, my body resists the memory of peeing, still traumatized by the recently removed catheter. The nurse hands me a small wand that sprays warm soapy water on my genitals, and soon I pee haltingly. I concoct stories about Her: She is comatose from improperly administered anesthesia. She delivered the first of twins—quintuplets?—and now must remain completely still to prevent miscarrying the rest. Of the stories, I like this best: How does she conserve energy for the babies she carries, but nurture her fledgling now in the world? What to give, what to withhold? What an odd statement the Husband made, not one of real hope and optimism, but a weary resignation.

When the nurse leaves I ask her to keep my door open. The hallway is hushed, its lights dimmed. A deep stillness rises from its core. A baby’s cry colors the distance. I watch Her. Light flashes and fades across her face from the muted television. She is a human incubator, a gestational woman—Ges, I’ll call her; that is all I know of her.

 

On some level, I am indistinguishable on this ward; we are all black women (from what I have seen) connected by uterus, ovary, blood, and sutures. But I stand apart in this ward primarily composed of mothers; I am a woman who does not yearn for a baby. And a black woman, too. As a rule, we are seen to be fruitful.

Perhaps that illusion fooled Stokely. We met as volunteers at a community center. Even before we met, the women there asked me the same question loudly or in a hushed whisper, depending on their level of discretion and their age and whether they asked me on a dare while a small clump of their peers waited breathlessly, hands at their giggling mouths: “Don’t you want kids? Ain’t you getting a little old?” These inquisitors were often pregnant teens. I thought of their youth, of the easy way their bodies had given over to conception. “I am not too old,” I told them with pride, “my body still works”—I pictured my ovaries, lobbing their skillful pitches—“but just because I can, doesn’t mean I must.”

This is how Stokely first saw me, surrounded by disapproving young girls, and those of their mothers who found me suspect as a deliberate nonmother, and therefore kept an eye on me. All of them seemed to question my claim on womanhood. While I did not question that particular thing, I sometimes wondered where I fit in among them. Perhaps Stokely sought to rescue me. But two years after meeting Stokely, these women still question me.

“You and Stokely should have kids, set an example for these young folks, show ’em how a family oughtta be, mother and father then kids,” says another volunteer, a woman slightly older than I am. She wears her hair in a tight bun and draws on her sweeping eyebrows with a dark gray pencil.

“I do set an example,” I say. “I’m here every week helping them with homework, teaching them job skills, trying to guide them to the future. This is my contribution.”

“Yeah. Well, I guess you gotta do what you can do. He’s just so good with kids,” she adds, as Stokely leads the small children in spirited song and imaginative play. “It’s just a shame,” she says, and looks at me with an insulting pity.

We did not discuss babies concretely before we married. Often Stokely would jokingly point out a child, dissecting her Nubian features—a full mouth like mine, round dark eyes like his. “I see how we could make her,” he’d say. The notion of our child seemed part of Stokely’s seduction of me, an idea that conjured sex and a particular partnership between us. (Or, did I simply wish it not to be a literal desire?)

Lately, an insistent tone has colored his exclamations: he calls out to me across the community center. “Freida! This could be us, next generation,” and points to a small boy, handsome but unremarkable. In bed that night I hold him, my arms around his broad chest, my hands straining to meet and close our small circle. “We don’t have to have a baby,” I say. “I’ll be your home, I’ll be your family.”

He turns so that my arms fall away. He touches my face. “I know you will. But don’t you want more?”

“No,” I say, my life full to brimming with Stokely. “This is enough.”

“Not for me,” he says gently, but it penetrates me, a deep and unrelenting truth.

A week later on a crowded day at the Boardwalk, Stokely and I stroll. A passel of kids darts in between and around us, their circuit thin and silky, their shrieking laughter circling overhead like birds. They play exasperatingly close to us. As they run between us, dart in front, double back, in some out-of-control tag game, Stokely reaches for my hand. A few minutes later, he barely breaks stride but bends down, retrieves a lost doll, her glasses crooked, hair flying, dress askew, but smiling nonetheless. He walks ahead two steps quickly, pulling me along. Stokely taps a young girl on the shoulder. She seems maybe seven or eight and carries a bulging backpack full of dolls, a protrusion of arms and shapely calves, unruly mushroom clouds of hair. When she sees her doll in Stokely’s hand, the girl’s face becomes wide-open shock. She dropped it a few steps back, Stokely explains. Her thank-you is so genuine, a lifesaving sigh, a flash of her clear brown eyes and the sly dimple of her left cheek. Stokely’s face turns aglow. They hold that doll between them, each grasping an arm, for a few beats too many. When he releases the doll, the girl moves ahead, folding seamlessly into the crowd. He looks at me, his face gentle, pleased, then longing and slightly veiled. I feel it then, my desire to want this for him, a feeling that swells full and meaty at its edges, but is ultimately hollow. I raise our two entwined hands to my lips—it takes a while; Stokely drifts from me—and I kiss his hand.

I never saw the doll. I would have trampled it like everyone else. I am always looking somewhere else when the ball rolls away from the child, or when the toy is just out of reach. But inevitably Stokely is there. I often turn to discover him in a private encounter with a grateful child. I have a feeling not unlike walking into the middle of a movie, not unpleasant but curious, wondering how much I’ve missed, whether I’ll catch up.

Stokely

I’m inside her and not. I mean, I definitely feel the heat of her, the curve of her body beneath me, the way we sweat, and it’s a glue that bonds us. I still hold on to her breasts; she’s with me. But not. Like she’s vapor in my arms. Hold her tighter, reaching deeper for her. I’m close: it’s a cave, a deep cavern that closes in on me, and there it is up ahead, some kinda glow, some golden thing that I take for her soul—can I reach it? A lava that bubbles sticky-hot from her—there, there, the truth of Freida, I’m almost there…

“Stop, Stokely, wait,” she says, breathing hard like sobs. “Something hurts.”

She pushes my hips up, pulling away from me. Turns on her side. I’m still over her, pushed up on extended arms and wide legs. Jolted. She draws up in a ball, holding her belly. Both of us breathing like it’s our last breath. My body feels hit, tumbling between motion and stillness like walking into a door, bam! and the aftershocks tremble through you.

She turns to look at me. “What is it you’re searching for, going so deep?”

“What—did—you—say?” I exhale, fast and startled.

“I said, something hurts, like you hit against something.”

I sink down behind her. My body gets a chill. “I’m sorry.” I kiss her shoulder, then wrap my arms around her. She faces away from me and feels tense, like any minute she’ll spring out of my arms, so I try to hold her loose; but it’s hard, hard not to enfold her, her skin sweet and tangy with my sweat. “I’m sorry.” I kiss her shoulder again.

“You go too deep sometimes.”

“I know. I don’t mean to hurt you.” I brush my lips along her shoulder. It feels soft as dew. She hunches forward like she’s gonna leave. I relax my arms and pull back. Hold still a minute. The coolness on my chest, between our bodies, stings. I close my eyes—how far away will she pull? If I wait here, give it some space, maybe—damn. Damn. Wait another beat.

She eases back against me, the touch of her giving me a warm flush. I wrap my arms around her like blankets, encircle her, small and still panting in my arms. I close my eyes. So what now, I have to play around the edges of her? Make love to her tentative, like we’re strangers? Like it’s nothing? Damn, all the ways of keeping me out! I look down at her breasts, which seem soft and limp, a little useless.

“Don’t get upset, please,” she says, and places her hand on my arm.

“I’m not. I’m not. I’m just. Sorry.” This time when I pull her close I hold back a little and she turns her face into my neck and sighs.

 

It’s not that I sleep, just calm into unconsciousness, and then this thought jolts me up. “Freida, Freida.” I wake her, shaking her shoulders.

“What, what, Stokely, what?” Her arms flail around her face like she’s falling. I take her hands.

“Maybe it’s a baby.”

“What?”

“Remember your sister said she felt this knot inside her when she got pregnant? Remember?”

“What? Stokely, no, I don’t recall this.”

“Yeah, yeah, I heard her telling you and your mom.”

“What? I don’t think so. I use a diaphragm, remember?”

“They fail sometimes, Freida.” I stroke her brow, trace her lips with my fingers. “This could be it.” She finally opens her eyes wider than a squint and focuses on me. When I kiss her, she parts her lips slow, like she always does. Building my anticipation. Until she offers her lips, the firm palate of the roof of her mouth, that slippery slope of tongue, all for my excavation.

This time inside her I’m easy, gentle. I’m thinking about mystery, the alchemy of cells, the heated fusion of conception in Freida transforming her, transforming us. Our cells dividing and growing, mutating. In liquid and darkness, the journey to her womb: some route I don’t know, but a survival-of-the-fittest voyage, some middle passage that requires faith, but, as I said, is all about mystery. So I am gentle, slowly caressing her. After all, this is what she responds to best. I know if I had more patience all the time, more…subtlety, yes, I could win her better. I used to have it, used to just calm myself to her rhythms. I try to be easy with her. But even now, this hunger comes over me, and man, I close my eyes against it, I push it away. Even as she pushes me away again, tearful: “I’m sorry, something’s wrong.” She cries, soft shudders, and hides her face from me. I sink down, my face on her stomach, mouth at her belly button, calling into that place in her where hope grows, tender and sore. I call, “Hang on, hang on.” I cup her hips, hold on to her heat until it fades.

 

From the get-go, there were certain things I knew about Freida. She was a whole lot more Miss Uptown than me. Yeah, we both have good educations, jobs, et cetera, but she’s more closed. She gives off this self-contained thing—I think it’s in the tilt of her head—almost a “don’t mess with me” vibe. So I didn’t, just watched her at the community center with the teen mothers, doing her tough-love routine. Then at the center’s block party I saw this different Freida, looking out of place in the crowd. Don’t know what it was. Maybe there was just too much going on, all that whooping and hollering, the bands playing, just a real good time. But, as I say, Freida seemed lost. So I went to her. I took her inside where it was dark and cool, sat her down, waited for her to recover. She looked kinda tussled, her dress slipping off her shoulders, the sweat beading on her upper lip. Maybe she was overcome with heat, but it wasn’t that hot, just loud and rowdy. She seemed…tender is the only word for it, like if I touched her, something in her would yield, her skin glistening and soft with sweat. There in that place, just me and her, she was suddenly mine. I let her take her time coming to herself. I figured I would just wait a while, take her back out there; maybe I thought I could shield her some. After a couple minutes, this quiet spread over her and disarmed me, and then it was me, a little off balance. Who was this woman? I think I lost myself a little then, in the stillness of her. I took it as need.

 

She won’t let me go see the doctor with her. “I am not pregnant, Stokely, I can tell,” she says.

“Yeah, where’d you get your medical degree? How d’you know? Have you had a period?”

“Back off,” she returns, then slowly says, “No.”

My heart leaps a little.

I’m watching her from the sofa. She sits at the desk that butts up against it reading something about flying planes, another new interest of hers. She’s doing all kinds of new things. She’s trying to learn the flute. (Good God! That’s some painful listening.) Yeah, I said we should keep trying new things, you know, expand ourselves in a sense, but I meant something else. Like having babies. I lean until my arms rest at the edge of her desk. She’s trying to act too het up in what she’s reading to talk to me. She won’t even look up. So I study her. The crazy way she stashes pens between her breasts so she won’t lose them. Tonight her breasts will be covered with ink, long blue milky streaks.

“I take it you don’t want to talk,” I say, and she nods.

Something about the wrinkle that fades in and out across her brow, the set of her shoulders, makes me want to compile a list of everything I know about her, see what it amounts to. I guess I’m leaning forward, because she looks up and sighs, “Stokely, you’re blocking the light here. Could you lean back, please?”

I can’t say there’s a reason it takes me so long to do what she’s asking. It’s a reasonable enough thing, right? I can see I’m in the shadow of the small lamp beside us. Still, my first thought is: Don’t give up no ground. Ain’t that something? She looks at me and her eyes are clear, her tone is easy. And I’m holding on at the edge of her desk like a dog with a bone. I see, rationally, that I’m pushing up against the desk blotter, the dictionary, her opened books. Making them slide toward her chest. But I don’t move. Confusion creeps up over her face, rises over the wide ridge of her cheekbones, and darkens her eyes like a low cloud. She’s getting pissed off and trying to hold it in. And still I’m not moving. I’m telling myself, Leave this woman be! But thinking, I’m already on the edge of her, what’s the big damn deal? What am I asking, sitting here holding her in a gaze, what is so fucking much for her?!

“Stokely,” she says flat and slow. I snap to attention, see that the blotter pushes against her breasts. I relax and pull the blotter back in place, turn away from her on the couch.

Funny, it’s supposed to be me, the distant one. That’s the acculturation. Like in the movies, you know, I’d be some tight-lipped black man, hardworking, somebody who always has some “b’ness” to attend to; a cold, distant man, hard-fucking some woman to a Hollywood screaming pitch. And the woman, well, she’d be a walking pool of emotion, laying herself open, talking about: “Baby, just let me in!”

Maybe I’ve been that. I can think of a couple weeping women in college, showing up at my door all hours, laying themselves open to pour me into their veins. As unattractive as that was, I’ve got some sympathy for them now.

“Look,” I say, and Freida’s shoulders tighten up with my voice. “This isn’t right.”

“What.”

“I ought to be with you at the doctor.”

“That’s not necessary, it’s just a checkup.”

“Or maybe not, how do you know?”

“Okay, okay. If I say yes, can we drop this?”

I can’t tell if she’s about to cry. Sometimes I swear her voice, her face, seem fragile to me. I mean, she’s usually sorta placid, but sometimes I know there are these hairline cracks, a kind of fault line beneath the earth of her. Sometimes I think: Go ahead, Freida, let go, I’ll catch you—doesn’t she know that? Is she on that edge right now—maybe this will be my time to step up to the plate: C’mon, baby, I’ll catch you. You know, there are these thrill seekers who chase earthquakes, the folks who talk about “the big one” hitting and go around staking out their territory, waiting for the earth to peel back, to tremble and crack at their feet. I know what they want: that glimpse inside. Is there solid rock or liquid at the heart of earth, gold or ash, bones and ruins, or just air and the purest water? What’s at that unseen core? “Yes,” I whisper.

She sighs. “Fine, then.”

 

When I watch women with kids, I’m looking for those small moves. The way a woman squats down and spits on a tissue, then wipes it all over some poor kid’s face. Or a woman biting the nails of a sleeping baby so he won’t scratch himself. Or chewing up some food a little before giving it to him. Lifting him up to sniff the diaper. Bizarre behavior. Unless you’re somebody’s mother. Or father, now, I can see me doing that. No qualms. But do I see Freida doing these things? Freida, who’s shy about holding hands in public. Freida, who keeps her lips a little too closed in the first minutes of a kiss. Do I see her doing all that? Well. Let me just say this: I want to see her this way, in that unguarded moment.

Freida

He crowds me. I am reading a book, writing an article for a trade journal, and Stokely bears down on me. He leans in so that my books and papers slide across the desk toward my chest. I should be accustomed to this, it happens so often in the kitchen when he leans over me at the stove, in the bathroom when he peers in to view our joined reflections in the mirror, in bed when he latches onto me with a desperate heat.

I try to hold myself out to him. But he barrels toward me so that I cannot fully brace myself, his face too close, his body too insistent, his presence flooding me. What rises in me then is a knot in my chest that fans out through my body. Sometimes I feel near tears, other times I could scream. I breathe in slow and deep, but I seem only to draw in his exhaled breath. He has radar for these things and closes in tighter until I must draw away.

He presses in on me as the crowd did the day we met: At a block party given by the community center, it seemed the noise, the people, the heat of the day converged around me. The street was abuzz with demonstration booths, double-dutch contests, stilt walkers, and a boisterous drill team. Frying chicken and fish, grilled burgers, cotton candy, and the sweat of concrete in the sun formed a staggering haze. I experienced a kind of sensory overload; as if my pupils were dilated, I could barely focus even a few feet ahead. I recall the feeling of seeing so much so quickly that it became useless information. Stokely came to me. He led me inside to the cool, quiet hall of the center. He sat near the window and described the sights to me frame by frame, and I thought: He sees what I need.

Later, when we rejoined the celebration, my focus expanded, taking in color and movement easily. I left the building cautiously, preparing myself for the rising noise, the assault of color, the press of the crowd. I made a studied reentry. Stokely, however, burst onto the street, taking on the crowd in one easy breath. He seemed brave and bold and kind and passionate, but also able to offer quiet sanctuary.

“Stokely,” I call now, in as measured a tone as I can muster. He is startled, but seems to see how he has me penned, the desk blotter pushed against my breasts, my back against the chair. He retreats but watches me closely as I work. I once felt that if my life were a room, there would be empty corners and landings. Stokely seemed to fill them so well. I laugh a bit to myself, thinking wistfully of the pleasure of dustballs collecting in corners of minimalist rooms.

“What?” he says. “What’re you thinking about?”

I shake my head. He gazes at me insistently. “Nothing, Stokely.” But, naturally, he remains unsatisfied, this man of mine who harbors no unexpressed thought or impulse. “I was thinking of music,” I say. I arise and find my flute case. I retrieve the instrument from its case with care. I position the music stand in front of me. When I lift the flute to my mouth, it casts an aura around me, a gauzy filter for the world. I fade into the notes of the scale, the studied progression of sound. My focus shifts so that I see nothing but the music before me.

“I’m going for a walk,” Stokely says, and leaves the room. When the front door closes, I stop playing. I hold the flute in my palms and stand still, listening to the silence crackle and settle around me.

 

After my doctor’s visit, we are dinner guests of Shelley and Jason, a childhood friend of Stokely’s. They live within walking distance. Jason seems to me the sort of friend who would land you regularly in after-school detention: a schemer. He smells of old cigarettes and a newly acquired taste for cigars, and a vat of Polo cologne worn as unsuccessful disguise. But he is funny and gracious and Stokely’s best friend.

Their two-year-old, Miles, seems attached to Shelley’s leg; Shelley walks as if carrying a weighted ball. Miles bounces along, riding her foot. Stokely smiles at this and mumbles something about the mother-child bond. I find myself staring at Shelley—she refuses my help with the final stages of dinner preparation. I met her at her baby shower two weeks before Miles’s birth and he has been attached to her breast or hip or leg ever since. I have a chilling thought: What if a child does not appease Stokely, but becomes just an added weight for me?

After dinner Shelley turns to me conspiratorially: “So I hear you and Stokely are gonna start trying.”

“Trying?”

“To get pregnant.”

I glare at him across the table. “Well,” I begin slowly. “There are some complications. My doctor’s doing tests. It seems I have a cyst on my ovary.”

“Oh,” she says slowly, and places a hand on my knee. “My sister has them all the time. Are you worried?”

“No, I’m really not. My blood tests were fine. I have faith in my body.”

“I’m sorry to just be all out there in your business. Stokely made it sound like this was a done deal.”

I stare at her a moment too long, uncertain what to say.

“Oh,” she says, “uh-huh,” and lifts her wineglass to her lips. She swallows. “So. He’s in denial about this?”

“We’re. We’re just considering kids.”

I follow Shelley upstairs as she puts Miles to bed. He is a sweet boy, his head perfectly round as a marble, his eyelashes beguilingly long, his baby teeth straight and white and perfect. He offers me a hearty hug and a kiss on my cheek. His lips feel wet and wispy. Shelley and I kneel beside his bed with him for prayers. I study the little-boy perfection of his room: a colorful kite in one corner, a wallpaper border of trains and boats and a matching round throw rug beside his bed. Miles thoughtfully includes Stokely and me in his prayers. It is sweet and charming; it does not fill me with desire.

Shelley and I retreat to the den across the hall. “Mommy will be right over here, sweetie. Go to sleep,” she calls to Miles. She studies me for a moment. “You know, not everybody feels a burning desire for it. But having a kid is nice. It’s the deepest bond you’ll ever have.”

I nod.

“Oh. Heard that one, huh?” she laughs.

“I guess I wish for it. For Stokely,” I say, and feel an uncharacteristic wave of confession overtaking me. “I try to…I mean, it’s just not…” what I want, I think, and the thought causes a surge of dread that has been rising slowly in me. Ever since Stokely hit against it when we made love, the truth has threatened us, solid and unmovable. “I mean, so many other things keep occurring to me. Lately I’ve had a recurring dream of trekking outside Katmandu, spending time at the monastery there. It’s so peaceful.”

“Katmandu, huh? Why can’t I picture Stokely in the Himalayas? Or at a monastery in meditation, for that matter,” she laughs.

“Stokely?” I say, and realize I had not pictured him there either.

She looks a bit unnerved. “I wasn’t sure either, Freida, about babies,” she says quietly. “I guess it just happened while I was making up my mind.”

She shrugs and we stare out the window. We watch a skittish squirrel climb a tree, pause and look over its shoulder, climb, pause, then drop its nut and run away.

 

“What if you’re pregnant right now? How ’bout that?” We are in bed and Stokely sidles up to me. He reaches to rub my belly.

“I’m not.”

“But what if? Right this second, baby, it could be happening.” He looks at me: Play along, Freida. But we seem so far beyond games. He waits for me to join in; when I do not, he sighs and sits on the edge of the bed. He turns to me, his face so distressed I expect an anguished cry. I feel the start of a headache and a familiar knot in my chest. He gestures inarticulately, and at this moment I am painfully aware of how very much we cost each other.

I reach for his hand and grasp it in both of mine.

“I guess I don’t know what it means to you. Having a child. Just…one word. One thing it means to you. Tell me.”

“One word?” I stumble. I think of nothing, my head pounding. I want to give him what he needs. Nothing comes. My chest tightens.

He stares across the room, a melancholy veil covering him. “Salvation,” he says dreamily.

“From what, Stokely?” He shakes his head slightly, a faint shrug of his shoulders. He is trance-like. His need is unfathomable, a thing that would swallow me and still hunger. Salvation, he says—could it be as simple as a child? Could anything really be enough for Stokely? Frightened, I lurch for him, hugging him around his shoulders, but he does not fully return to me.

[image: space]

An older woman, perhaps sixty-five, watches my movements in the cement-blocked office of the community center. “You sure look purposeful,” she says. I look up at her and smile. “Look like a woman with a lot to do in life. I see you carrying around that instrument case, what’s that?” She walks toward me, pointing to the flute case beneath my chair, but scanning the piles of paper on the desk, my opened purse, my outfit, my hair and nails.

“I’m learning to play the flute,” I answer. She raises her eyebrows, which are slowly turning gray, and shakes her head. I see myself reflected in her gaze; I am foreign to her.

“Guess you got time to fill.” I am not just filling time, I want to say, but when I turn toward the main room, there is Stokely, joyful, with one child on each knee. Greedily he beckons others to climb on. I recall one of the young girls quizzing me: “Miss Freida, don’t you wanna keep your man? Then why you not having his baby?”

Stokely

She gives in on the doctor’s visit, so I get to go along. Me and one other guy sit in the waiting area. He looks miserable, restless, shifting back and forth in his chair. He wrings his hands, then puts them in his pockets. I laugh in sympathy because I’m doing my own restless dance.

All the women here, half of them big and pregnant, and this guy and me are the only brothers in the room. If you didn’t know better, you’d think we were responsible for all this. Where are all the brothers?

I don’t get to actually be in the room during the exam, which is okay. Except part of me is curious: What’s the big deal women always make about getting in stirrups? I guess it’s a wild concept: you prop your legs up in the air and pay somebody to peer inside you, someplace you can’t even see yourself. I wonder what that doctor will see. If I peered over her shoulder, would there be something new to see about Freida? That’s one thing about her being pregnant, I’d have a spy. First thing I’d ask the baby: What’d you learn about her?

“I need to have an ultrasound,” she says as we walk to our car. “The doctor doesn’t seem to think it’s such a big deal. And they did a pregnancy test, just to see. Since I’m late.” She glances at me. “Stokely, thousands of things happen to a woman’s body other than pregnancy.”

“Uh-huh. But it’s all about that, right? About it happening or not? Am I right?”

A cloud covers her face, and there I go again, going too deep, hitting up against something.

“You mean, we’re judged by that? Yes. It does seem that way.”

She turns in, quiet. Nothing I can read about her. She doesn’t have much to say for the rest of the afternoon, a grunt maybe, or yes or no. I just watch her like she’s a house on the block, someplace vacant. Maybe where my best friend lives. I’m watching the stillness, the windows shut, the doors locked. Waiting for that porch light to come on.

We go to my buddy Jason’s house for dinner. Me and Jason have been tight since junior high. Freida seems to like his wife, Shelley.

Jason pours us all some wine after dinner. Shelley and Freida sit across the table from Jason and me, talking, friendly. Freida shoots me a quick angry look. What the fuck did I do now?

Jason talks trash about old friends, long-gone brothers, a lengthy, sad list. While we talk, his son, Miles, climbs down from his high chair and runs to Jason. He tugs on him until he manages to climb up onto his dad, settle into his lap, curl in. Miles plops a thumb in his mouth. Jason wraps his arms around Miles, real casual, from memory—this is your place, little man—and keeps talking. Miles pulls at a loose thread on Jason’s sweatshirt, bunching up the fabric, turning it.

“You got lust in you, man,” Jason says.

I meet his eyes and we both look down at Miles. He’s got this half-smile behind the thumb in his mouth, like yeah, I’m happy, I’m with my dad. “I’m jealous,” I say. “You got the future right there.”

Jason nods slightly toward Freida and says, quiet, “She getting with the program yet? Y’all working your thing out?”

I give a lazy shrug.

“I tell you what, man, if you don’t have it together before this here”—he play-swats Miles’s bottom—“you gonna be miserable as shit. There won’t be time later.”

“I’m not sure I got time now,” I blurt out.

Jason gets that slow, deep grin, and I know this brother’s about to start some shit. “No, see the problem is,” he starts, loud as hell, “it’s that we’ve relegated the future to sixteen-year-old girls. We’re lettin’ them have all the babies. I’m saying, all educated, gainfully employed sistas—I’m talking grown women—oughtta have a child. Like, that oughtta be in the handbook.”

“The ‘handbook,’ ” Shelley groans. “Here we go.”

“Yeah, you know, the black folks’ handbook. All the unwritten rules, like don’t root for the Celtics, don’t talk about somebody’s mama if you can’t fight, if you have Kool-Aid it’s gotta be red.”

Shelley says, “Umph,” and shakes her head. Freida doesn’t move, just looks to see what I’ll say. Nothing at all.

“You see my point, Freida, right?”

“Hmm,” she says, and smiles, but her back hunches up. “Sure. Babies as a political marker: ‘How down are you with the cause?’ ”

Shelley laughs. “Exactly. Politics. Still tryin’ to keep us barefoot and pregnant.” She gets up. “C’mon, Miles, let’s clean you up.” She scoops him up from Jason (why do my arms want to reach for him?) and leaves the room calling Freida to follow.

“I tried,” Jason says.

“Yeah. To get me killed.”

 

We’re walking home and I get brave. “I think Jason’s got a point.”

“I know you do.”

We walk a few steps in sync.

She says, “I know we have all kinds of things to offer: love, a sense of heritage, we can afford to expose a child to all sorts of experiences. But it’s just convenient, isn’t it? Jason’s point doesn’t get to the individual heart of it, of what goes on between two people. Stokely, sometimes we are so disconnected. How does a baby fix that?”

“It’s just the strain of this baby thing. I know, I know, I’m pushing.”

“What is it you really want?”

“A child, Freida. Just that.”

“Really? See, I think we haven’t talked about this the right way yet. It’s as if we don’t have the language.”

We walk, silent. I’m not sure what to say, how to sell my point, and I hope that doesn’t make her think she’s right.

“It’s so complex,” she says.

“Yeah, you are.”

She looks up sharp, then laughs. “Yeah, well, you should have married that little pep-squad girl you and Jason drooled over all night in your memory. Pulling out the yearbook and staring at her. I’ll bet she was ‘easy.’ ”

“Oh! That’s low,” I laugh. “Nah, I knew you were a trip when I met you. Difficult. My brother says there’s nothing like a woman to make you suffer a little.”

“No,” she says seriously. “Oh, Stokely. Why should you suffer for me? Please, don’t.”

Moonlight washes across her face, touches it just like I would: faint across her brow, a shadowy sweep on her cheek, full concentration on her wavy, thick lips. Why, she asks, her lips moist with that doubt, the quiver under her bottom lip taking all breath, losing itself to moonlight.

I hear the shouting—“You little son of a bitch”—and turn on instinct, ready for whatever’s coming. We turn the corner and there are two cops wrestling a kid maybe thirteen, fourteen, some young brother out late and wrong on a Saturday night. I walk toward him. He looks familiar, like a kid in my class or from the community center. Probably needs somebody to call his mom. They’re rushing him toward the paddy wagon, same beat-up looking rolling jail-house they had back in my day, the thing my mother and father warned me against when I disobeyed: “You gonna end up in that paddy wagon.”

I walk toward it, about to call out to the young brother. The cops swing open the doors and I stumble back. All the faces, bodies, young black men, handcuffed and herded into that wagon. Yelling, begging, spitting at the cops. Some of them break a sweat, some of the youngest ones tear up but hold in a cry. The cops push the new brother into the wagon and turn to me: for a minute, I see my fate. I’m ready to resist capture.

“You know him?” one cop asks me. I look at the young boy, at the defiant fear in his face. Freida comes to me and takes my hand.

“Ma’am, is this your son?” the officer asks her.

“Yes!” I spit out.

“No,” Freida says quietly.

I’m looking face to face to face, memorizing them. “Treat ’em like they’re all my sons,” I shout.

The cops close the doors. The wagon drives away.

“Stokely, Stokely,” she’s calling me. I’m breathing hard. I don’t answer her.

When I wake in a cold sweat that night, I’m alone in the room. Freida’s side of the bed empty. Can’t move. No light. No sound. Nothing. I am the last black man on earth.

Freida

The healthy babies are crying in the distance. My nurse approaches me. “Today we’re going to take a real walk,” she says. With no use of my abdominal muscles, I brace for the task. She pulls me upright and binds my stomach with towels. We shuffle slowly to the door. The nurse holds my hand as if I am a debutante being presented at court. I clutch my IV pole and study the exasperatingly slow movements of my feet. At the door, I notice a steady clatter. Two women with IV poles in hand are already in the hall. They proceed unassisted, gripping their whining and clanking poles. Three other women wait at their doors with nurses, awaiting a clear path to enter the hall. We are to fall in line and promenade down the right side of the hall, circle around and up on the left. I consider each woman, how she has come to be on this ward, and I contemplate where I should enter. A woman smiles at me as she passes. She wears the outfit we all do: blue checkered hospital attire, one as a gown, one as an open-front robe. She is entirely gray, perhaps in her mid-fifties. Hysterectomy, most likely. My nurse presses me to enter the hallway, and I do. The woman who follows me moves with great effort, grimacing and biting her lip. She appears to be in her mid-twenties and wears a short, tapered afro, diamond studs in each earlobe. Her breasts look swollen and her gown features two growing wet spots around her nipples. Cesarean section. How strange to walk between them. I have no lost womb to mourn, no healthy baby to rejoice. I am another variation of woman.

There are six of us altogether, evenly spaced in our orbital walk. We smell of milk and blood and the slightly twangy stickiness of our most private parts. They regard me with kindness. Several of them smile or nod, a simple tenderness. Thankfully—finally—I feel welcomed without judgment. I pass Ges’s room. She is as still as ever. Where would she fit in our circle?

Our blue paper slippers slide along the ivory marble of the floor, its surface speckled and shaded with blue veiny streaks. Clouds beneath our feet, clouds and sky: Womanhood is the solid inhabitable earth beneath us and we spin through her atmosphere, the specter of motherhood hanging a low moon, eclipsing some, simply shading others; for some of us it is so distant as to fall out of phase.

In our mothers’ wombs, we each carried between six and seven million eggs. By birth, that number had decreased by half. At puberty, we each had less than half a million eggs. Now, I estimate that over, say, thirty-five years of fertility, with ovulation occurring an average of ten times per year, a woman will have produced approximately 350 conception-ready eggs in her lifetime. The millions of eggs between us—where have they gone? Fertilized and born, aborted, unused, they link us here. Their magic is ours. Through my light-headed fatigue, I see clearly where we meet, and where I fit here, our bodies at the vortex of what is known and what is possible. In our dizzying orbit, our praise song to our bodies, we tell a particular story: of those who make babies, those who do not, those who have not chosen, those who begin to claim their choice even now.

“Had enough?” my nurse asks, then wipes my brow. “Okay,” she says, and our group splinters, each of us to our rooms.

 

Dr. Xavier angles her chair so that she sits squarely between Stokely and me.

“First of all, you’re healthy. Okay. Now, your husband mentioned to me that you were ready to start a family.”

“He did?”

“Yes, when we talked after surgery. So, I want to be sure you understand. This was not an aborted fetus or an ectopic pregnancy. It was not viable. It was a growth attached to the left ovary.”

Stokely shifts in his seat. “A growth that had hair and teeth, some skin, but you say it wasn’t really human?”

“Yes, that’s correct. It was what we call a dermoid cyst. You see, the cells in the egg are capable of differentiation into various tissue, including teeth and hair. But not in a normal, coherent manner. It’s more a jumble of cells.” She has long, caramel-brown fingers, which she rubs together back and forth as she talks.

“So it could’ve been a baby, it just—misfired or something?” Stokely leans toward her in his insistent in-your-face manner. “Can this happen again?”

“No, no,” she says quickly. She leans back from him and reclaims her space. “This was not a fertilized egg. Just an egg with a mind of its own.” She opens the medical file in her lap and pulls out two Polaroids of my ovary. Stokely snatches the photos and stares greedily from one to the other. “As you’ll see, it’s just a cyst on an ovary. With some special features.”

Stokely cups one photo in each hand. He studies them and then gives me a searing look. I glance over at the photos. Not at all the radiant sac I had imagined, my ovary is dull gray and deeply pitted. I ask if that is normal.

“Ah, yes,” Dr. Xavier says, “for a woman your age. Those scars just mark where ovulation has occurred previously. They become more scarred as you move closer to the end of your fertility. Not that you are there yet, just that you are closer. It’s normal. It means your ovaries are doing their job.”

“So,” I inhale sharply, “what happens to the eggs I don’t ovulate?”

“Well, good question,” the doctor responds. “Millions of your eggs just break apart. They get reabsorbed into the bloodstream. Eventually all your eggs are ovulated and, potentially, become a child, or are destroyed and incorporated into the body. Not every egg is meant to be fertilized.”

I see my eggs as iridescent and beautiful as pearls. They rise and burst as bubbles, their wispy fragments raining down on me, setting my limbs ashimmer. They remain my small miracles. I glance at Stokely—has he heard the real truth of me? A truth I have known instinctively since puberty, but only fully embrace now. That my eggs do not necessarily await his sperm. That while my body ovulates, it holds out another possibility for me, surreptitiously destroying my eggs. They innately offer a choice. Either way they are transformed, reborn within or outside of me. Does he see that truth? That I may never give him what he desires?

Stokely catches me with that long, probing look of his, holds my ovary in the palm of his hand, a dull gray extraordinary thing that fails him. As do I.

“What did we do wrong?” Stokely asks, his eyes fixed on me, but closing, closing, the pupils pulsing smaller and narrowing. He turns his head.

“Nothing at all. This doesn’t mean you won’t have healthy pregnancies.” She stands to leave and retrieves the photos from Stokely.

I think of Ges, still unconscious across the hall, diligent in her maternity. And I embrace the truth: No matter how much I have loved Stokely, I will never desire a child.

Stokely looks bereft. Perhaps we know the same things. I see in his eyes that like me, he is not certain there was no conception. After all, it makes perfect sense that this fantastical conglomeration of desire and retreat, this tangled jumble of cells that collected but did not take root, might be our truest child.

I take Stokely’s hand in mine, stroking the veins that rise there. I wonder about the faded scar across his palm—why have I never known its origin?—and a small mole in the well of his pinky finger—had I noticed this before? I stroke his hand and think of all the ways we have not seen one another.

Stokely

Before I go into Freida’s room, I stop to look in across the hall. She’s still there, still in limbo. She’s a nice-looking woman, about Freida’s complexion, rich brown, smooth skin. I overheard some nurses talking about her. They said she had a bad reaction to anesthesia and a small stroke. They think she can hear, they think she’ll come out of it at some point. I know they brought in her sick baby hoping the sound of his crying would jolt her back. Until yesterday, when that poor baby died. Every time I come the door’s half open like this. I see somebody’s by her bed, a man, I figure, judging from the trousers. I’ve never seen him, just, like I said, his knees in those trousers, but I feel for him. Living in a kinda hell. You don’t ever think something so, so straightforward and positive as creating a child could make you lose everything. So I stop by this door every day and say a little prayer. Or maybe it’s really an incantation, warding off that kinda luck.

 

I sit here looking at Freida, at this doctor telling me what they removed from Freida’s body wasn’t partly mine. But it had teeth and hair, maybe skin? Doesn’t sound right to me.

“Look,” the doctor says, and gives me these photos of Freida’s ovary. I gotta say first, I’m freaked. But then it hits me. While Freida was lying there sliced clean open—and don’t they use retractors, some kinda metal clamps to peel back the skin?—there was somebody standing over her with a camera recording everything. It pisses me off. Look at how surprised she looks now, seeing these pictures. She didn’t expect this. I sure as hell didn’t. Because I would’ve wanted to be there. If anybody’s earned the right to see what she’s made of, it sure as hell is me.

Gray, pitted, a little shriveled, lumpy, sort of like a walnut. The doctor says this is what an ovary oughtta look like. Fine, what do I know? I’m studying it hard. There is nothing written here that I can read. I gotta laugh at myself. I must have expected hieroglyphics, maybe, something ancient but decipherable. Well, then, there it is, in the pitted craters of her ovary, the language of some miracle. Trying to read it like it’s a crystal ball, trying to see my future. But it’s her own private language and I’m a fool. Naive and a fool. To think I could know all about her this way. Certain that if I searched far enough, I could find something of myself there. I look up at Freida. I don’t know any more about her now than ever. Except that we are different people, Freida and me. I look back at the photos one last time, look at how this ovary hangs in the dark cave of her body like a secret.

Freida takes my hand. Her eyes, her mouth, these are things I wanted to duplicate in the world. Across the hall the door stands wide open. The man hunches over his comatose woman—wait now. He looks…what is he? I check out the paleness of his skin, then the undertones of it, looking around the ears, the temples for his color. Yeah, I see it. The palest trace of melanin, I mean, fading out from the edges of him. Like he’s being erased, all his dreams, his fears, whatever else he brings to hunch over that woman he’s lost.

He leans back in his chair out of the light of the hallway. Slowly leaning back, his face and shoulders gone to shadow, now his arms and even his legs invisible. Erased. God. I’m running out of time.
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