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Chapter 1


Homecoming





2014


Today is the day I am going to die. Few people wake up with this knowledge; death row inmates, war criminals awaiting execution, terminally ill cancer patients, maybe. What’s that Bible verse? “No man knoweth the day or the hour,” or something to that effect? During my southern Baptist upbringing, I wasn’t attentive enough to have it committed to heart.

But today, I know. I just know.

I’m okay with it—the dying. Detached and numb, I’ve watched my life experiences pass by, as if I were a mannequin in a storefront window. 

Dying is a formality.

Four days ago, I was on Cloud Nine. But that joy soon became another thing snatched away from me. Happiness isn’t meant for me. So today is the day.

The air purifier, set on high, blasts at a pitch meant to drown out the cars beeping and lawnmowers whirring outside. I throw back the too-heavy-for-the-summertime comforter, the pits of my T-shirt now damp with sweat. I’d been cocooned in that comforter for at least ten hours, seven of those in a dreamless, black sleep thanks to two Xanax pills.

From the other side of the closed bedroom door, muted by the white noise, a children’s show is playing on the television, and my two-year-old son, Charlie, giggles as he babbles with my husband, Everett.

I stretch, then adjust my sticky underwear back into place before padding barefoot, phone in hand, to the bathroom. My steps follow the choreography of a beleaguered mother’s daily morning routine: shoulders hunched, eyes half shut, feet barely lifting with each step over the carpet. 

But there is one deviation—I have an assignment this morning—my Mission: Possible.

Toiletries, medications, and beauty products clutter the cabinet suspended to the wall. I reach over eye drops and nail polish bottles that haven’t been opened in years, colored with seductive red and flirtatious pink lacquers, until my hand locates translucent orange bottles. The contents rattle like a morbid maraca, the soundtrack to my determination. Muscle relaxers (a common gift from my mother), antidepressants, various painkillers, and my sweet, savory friend: Xanax. 

Quite a few pills—but maybe not enough? 

Not enough to be sure.

When I was twenty, my then-psychologist told me that most suicide attempts from pills and alcohol fail and result in severe brain damage. I can’t dwell on this. The perfectionist, hyper Type-A in me isn’t going to let me half-ass this job. This will be another checkmark, another gold star on my list of successes. The Final Act done well.

An automated message greets me unceremoniously after dialing the number to my pharmacy. It sounds as lifeless as I feel. The tip of my finger taps the screen as I enter each prescription number. Two brand new, filled-to-the-childproof-lid bottles to add to my exit collection would soon be waiting for me to pick up.

The phone and I return to bed. The sheets and thick comforter touch my chin. A tiny voice outside the door sounds closer than before.

“Mama?” Charlie calls.

Wincing, I wait. Please go away.

“We’re letting Mama rest,” Everett replies. “Come on, buddy.”

“No!” Charlie wails in resistance.

The doorknob jostles. 

“Nope!” Everett’s voice is at the threshold and the twisting knob stills.

My eyes remain on the door, waiting for it to be thrust open. My two-year-old enters my room most mornings like a SWAT officer. The fact that I haven’t died from a heart attack from one of these abrupt daily awakenings might be the miracle that is lost on me. I have been bargaining with God for so long—for something. Hell, maybe that I hadn’t been startled to death yet by an anxious toddler was it.

But the tiny voice retreats. My entire body exhales.

I check social media, look at the “news” on Twitter, and stare at the clock. The pharmacy opens at 9:00 a.m., and it’s around 7:30. Prescriptions won’t be ready as soon as the store opens, yet I will emerge from the bedroom with enough time to make the fifteen-minute drive into town and be there when it opens. I need my final destination cargo quickly because later this morning, we will leave East Texas for my hometown of Garland, two hours west.

I am left alone in the bedroom. And in my aloneness, I think. I mull over about what will happen later that afternoon. I am tired, so incredibly tired.

Should I write a note? Tell them all why? No. They know why.

Then I think of my son. What will they tell Charlie? All he will know is that his mother was here, and then one day, she wasn’t. As he grows older, transforming from my beautiful, curly-haired toddler into a lanky, gangly teenager, will he still remember me? Will he remember my face from something other than old pictures on an iPad or in a frame? Will there even be pictures of me in frames? Or will every reminder of me be wiped away like dust off a coffee table?

Will he know that I loved him? Will he remember what it felt like to snuggle in my arms and drift into a protected sleep? God, I would fight a hurricane for that kid.

My soul holds a microphone up to my brain, as I have done during a thousand interviews, and interrogates, But, Maya? Are you sure?

“Yes,” I whisper to myself. I frown as my lips part. Then another deep exhale. “No.”

Do I want my son to grow up with a legacy that he wasn’t worth his mother sticking around for? That she couldn’t tough it out for his sake? Will he be full of the same rage, the same self-doubt, the same never-good-enough attitude that vexed his mama from age five?

I can’t do that to him—but this is not about him. It’s about me, and I can’t anymore. 

Maybe I should write a note.

A month earlier, my thirty-fourth birthday had passed without hullabaloo. This was customary; I never wanted to celebrate my birthday or for anyone to celebrate me, for that matter.

When I was a teenager, I’d gotten it in my head that twenty-three was a good age to die. I’d watched all of the adults in my life moving through the banal realities of grocery shopping, exhaustive desk jobs, and forced family outings, and rebuked the notion that would ever be me. All the early twenty-somethings I’d known were flashy and fashionable, free to date and explore sex, unburdened by the shackles of responsibility. Life after twenty-three seemed to turn stale like a forgotten loaf of bread in the pantry.

But when I reached twenty-three, I was having so much fun living my new life I had no desire to end it. I’d made it another eleven years before the thought struck me once more.

I scramble out of bed again, heading back to the bathroom to wash my face and scrub the morning breath away. Tossing on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, I slide polished toes, part of my façade from four days before, into a pair of flip-flops and smooth my relaxed hair into a ponytail. I open the bedroom door.

Everett and Charlie are in the dining room, huddled over a yellow train that lists numbers and the alphabet. From the volume of the sounds it exudes, it has fresh batteries. It chirps and sings while it flashes.

No one speaks to me. I am treated as a passerby, which—quite frequently—I am. I either emerge from the bedroom to fetch something to eat before climbing back into bed, or I am there to inspect whatever state the house is in after a morning of play.

I’m a wanderer, passing through on my way somewhere else.

“Hey,” I say to Everett, then clear my throat. My raspy voice is lower than usual from the lack of use.

Everett barely raises his head, and I notice the slight lift in one of his brows. At least I know he’s heard me. The sweet morning greetings and kisses to start the day stopped not long after Charlie entered the world.

“I need to go to the pharmacy to get my medicine before we go.” I clear my throat again.

“Alright,” Everett says, sounding disinterested. His gaze shifts back to our son. The hairs on Everett’s head and in his goatee are grayer than the week before. He wears a pair of gray and black basketball shorts, and he sits on his heels. His skin is redder than a tan from summertime yard work. The sunburn reduces the stark contrast in our skin tones, giving him at least some color that doesn’t look so pale next to my brown skin.

I try hard not to look too closely at Charlie. He doesn’t have Everett’s green irises, but he has his smile and his chin. His owl eyes, long lashes, and arched brows he got from me. He’s so busy fiddling with his toy he doesn’t even look my way or say hi.

“Do you want me to pack his stuff?” Everett calls after me as I turn the knob to the door leading to the garage.

“No,” I reply curtly. You’ll probably fuck it up. I don’t say it, though. I know the exact contents that need to go with us. It’s best I do it myself. “I’ll pack for him when I get back.” I close the door behind me.

As I back my SUV down the steep incline of our driveway and roll out onto our street, I am struck again by the lackluster feel of this day.

The Texas sky is cloudless, with ribbons of orange and gold sunlight stretching out over the rooftops and storefronts as morning creeps over them. It is July, and that same Texas sun will send heat waves rising off the highways in another two hours.

Melodies play through the car speakers as I drive, but I don’t hear them. Usually, as soon as I am in the car on a drive by myself, I crank up the 90’s station and imagine Janet Jackson, Paula Abdul, and Mariah Carey concerts. Sometimes I nod along to gangster rap, pretending to relate to the lyrics about slinging dope and getting money. Who the hell am I kidding? I grew up beside a country club.

These days, though, I usually have my precious passenger in the backseat, so the divas and Snoop Dogg are often replaced by the nasally, cherubic voice of Elmo. Always. Fucking. Elmo.

To my surprise, three cars are already ahead of me at the pharmacy drive-through.

I grab my phone and do a quick Google search. What do the scriptures say about suicide?

My life is already shit, but finite shit. An end will come, if not today, then someday. But hell, fire, and suffering for an infinite number of years isn’t exactly the starring role that I’m lining up to audition for.

I read a few top results. A Bible-analysis website says Judeo-Christianity condemns suicide, but the Bible does not explicitly. Alright, not too bad. A Christian forum says the real question is can we lose our salvation? From the comments posted by so-called preachers and ministry leaders, none of this is looking good for me. I’m so desperate to find something to validate my position and fragile state of mind that I venture into the abyss known as the second page of the Google search.

Surely God isn’t that vengeful? God knows my story; certainly, there is some sympathy waiting for me at the judgment gates? Didn’t He let the molestations happen to me in the first place?

Therapy hasn’t fixed me, marriage didn’t fix me, having a kid didn’t fix me, and a job in TV didn’t fix me. Nothing I’ve ever done has been enough. The empty void of “enoughness” is impossible to fill. Every award, every compliment, every success I’ve shoveled into it has only been sucked into the same black hole, never to be seen again. I’ve been in a never-ending battle to feel good enough to be able to stand myself.

The line moves. Two cars, then one, then I’m at the window. I pay for my Xanax and Celexa.

“Thank you, ma’am.” The young man at the window smiles at me. “Have a great day!”

“You—” I have to clear my throat again. My voice is still scratchy. “You too.” The edges of my lips jerk upwards as I flash my teeth—my TV smile.

I pull away from the drive-through window and head back towards the house.  The drive to the pharmacy had been my defibrillator, keeping my heart thumping. The organ in my chest feels close to flatlining with the prospect of returning home. 

I enter the house, shopping bag in hand, and Charlie smiles at me as he pushes his train in a circle from the dining room to the kitchen over and over. 

“Hell-o,” he says, emphasizing each syllable as he continues to improve his speech. The train flashes and chimes and plays “The Wheels on the Bus.”

“Hey, little man.” I give him a wry smile and head to the bedroom. Everett’s tattered duffle bag is on the bed with a pile of neatly folded clothes. He does not greet me, and I don’t acknowledge his presence with so much as a “Hey.” We pack in silence.

I pick out one of five weekend bags on my closet shelf and drop the shopping bag with my new prescription haul inside. While Everett packs in the bedroom, I shut the door to the bathroom. The medicine cabinet door pops open with a loud click, and I grit my teeth, looking back at the door, wondering if the noise has been heard. The bathroom door remains closed. After a few breaths, I grab three more orange bottles and lower them gently into the weekend bag.

I return to the bedroom, my weekend bag cradled against my breasts. As I walk into the room, Everett walks out.

I throw a change of clothes, some pajamas, and clean underwear into the bag. I’m not really sure why. This is a one-way trip, but for the sake of appearances, I pack. That is something I’m good at—illusions.

In Hindu philosophy, my name, “Maya,” means illusion. In Buddhism, it means delusion. It feels like I was destined to live behind a veil—an illusion filled with delusions.

Everett and Charlie are in the dining room, entertaining themselves with another buzzing, flashing toy. I stealthily pry open the refrigerator door and retrieve a bottle of Jose Cuervo Gold.

While the other house occupants remain busy, I head out to the garage and tuck the cold glass bottle of shimmering liquid underneath the driver’s seat. My father unknowingly taught me this trick.

In a few hours, my buddy, Jose, and the cantina of pills in my bag will guide me into the permanent sleep I’m craving.

My husband and I are quiet in the car.

I chose to drive. It’s my trip; I’m in charge. I’ll get us there.

It’s mid-morning, just before noon, and I feel like I’m driving an oven down I-20. The Texas sky is a river of blue without a single cloud to shadow the journey. It’s already in the ’90s, and I have a two-hour trip with hot pavement below rubber wheels ahead of me. Sweat stains are re-forming at the pits of my shirt. A sip of the cold stuff under the driver’s seat would help, but the thought of drinking and driving offends me. I don’t want to cause physical harm to anyone but myself.

Charlie sits in his car seat as Baby Einstein soundtracks and Elmo serenades us. Always, always Elmo.

“Again!” He requests specific tracks on the CD repeatedly. Like a droid, I press the back button to replay the songs.

Everett’s thumb slides upward, over and over again, on the phone in his lap. I remind him constantly about radiation from cellphones and the dangers of sitting it so close to his nuts, but today, I don’t bother.

My eyes are on the road ahead—my shoulders inch closer towards my ears with each mile. I grip and release the steering wheel a few times, rolling and flexing my wrists. I am always tense on the highways. As strange as it sounds, it’s one of the reasons I often volunteer to drive. I feel in control of the vehicle, and better equipped to handle or maneuver a sudden swerve or slamming of the brakes by other drivers. I don’t like being a victim.

East Texas's piney woods and hills give way to flat cement lots filled with shopping centers and Tex-Mex restaurants. The towering evergreens that line the side of the interstate dissipate as we cross the Dallas County line; pines and cedars are replaced by street lights, gun outlets, fried chicken fast-food chains, and supercenters where you can buy a gun with your groceries.

I press the back button, and Elmo sings about the parts of the face again.

We turn off the highway and pull onto the main road that leads to the area I grew up in. However, in Garland, Texas, Broadway Street isn’t a glamorous thoroughfare like its famed counterpart in NYC. It’s peppered with squares of patched asphalt and potholes that cause the car to bounce and scrape the road so violently that I cuss under my breath.

But down the street, there’s a popular barbeque joint that has stood at the intersection across from my high school since the ‘80s.

Fragrant smoke, mingled with the alluring scent of ribs roasting to fall right off the bone, always billows from the side of the building. Stacks of wood for the pit are piled high behind a fence. The red, white, and black façade of Soulman’s Barbeque is a staple of our town.

I take in the view of my hometown as if making a new memory, but little about it has changed. The same gas station on the left, the same Karate center wedged in the corner of the strip mall, the same shaved ice stand that also illegally sold cigarettes to students at South Garland High School in the ‘90s. And the same Soulman’s Barbeque.

Elmo’s saccharine peppiness has shifted into a ballad.

My grip on the steering wheel tightens. The strain radiates up my bicep and into my neck that’s as straight as a flag pole. Elmo’s voice floats into my ears, now inexplicably no longer immune to his sound.

If someone believes in you and thinks you are enough ... You’ll start to see what everybody else sees in you.

Oh my God.

My arms tremble despite my grip on the steering wheel.

That’s not a lump in my throat—maybe it’s my heart? Maybe it has leapt upward to remind me it’s there, to feel it beating? No. Something else has lodged itself in my windpipe: a rising sadness.

My heart beats faster, rocking my chest back and forth, shouting, “You are alive!” Suddenly, the tailspin of grief and hope blur my vision, and all around me are shadows.

My eyes flick to the rearview mirror, and I glance at my son.

My son. He believes in me. He believes I will take care of him, and love him. 

He believes I’m enough.

Contentment floods his innocent face as he listens to Elmo’s words. Always, always Elmo. The lyrics bring heavy tears to the brim of my eyes. I fight them back. I don’t do tears, but God, I can’t stop them. And I can’t swallow away the thing wedged in my throat, making it harder to breathe.

The tears run down my cheeks, leaving wet circles on the neck of my shirt. I feel each tear swell as I suppress the sobs that threaten to break free from my belly.

I glance over at Everett. He’s still scrolling. He doesn’t see the tears, doesn’t pick up on my broken breaths. I’m in a car with two other people, and I feel alone.

Then, I look up.

I look up as we glide past the Soulman’s Barbeque sign.

I read it, and the last of my resolve shatters.

“God sees you.”








  
  

Chapter 2 


The Carol Burnett Show





1985



The summer I prepared to enter kindergarten, I was already like a pony—all legs. I was five and didn’t have many friends yet, so I was looking forward to school and being around other kids.  Sesame Street had made school seem like the happening place to be, and in a couple of months, it would be time for me to enter the Texas educational system.

Our house was at the corner curve in the road of Flannigan Street, one of at least forty other family homes in our subdivision. Flannigan was a racially diverse street and indicative of the kind of hopeful change my parents felt as Black Americans in the 1980s. There was a white family that lived across the street. Next to them was an interracial couple—an Indigenous woman from Oklahoma who was married to a Black man. They had a son together, Dustin, and he and I would later become playmates, despite the four-year age gap between us. Our neighbors to the right were Indian immigrants who frequently visited, bringing us meals of traditional Indian foods and gifting us a porcelain white elephant with brass tusks for our mantle, a gift for protection and prosperity.

My parents worked hard to maintain the taupe and brown brick with brown wood trim on the exterior of our home. Ours was a brand new three-bedroom, two-bathroom house, and we were the first family to reside there. I assisted my mother and father over the next few years in helping them to lay squares of St. Augustine grass and to plant hedges around the front of the structure. The new house became a home.

Inside, my mother had decorated it like a mansion. Dark cherry and mahogany woods were part of the dining room table and sofa and chair legs of the Queen Anne furniture. She chose the colors: sky blue, peach, and white for the decor. To me, the furnishings resembled a sunset. Her love affair with swag curtains started in that first house, and I remember her slumping over a sewing machine, pulling and tugging at peach linen fabric until she had created curtain panels for the bay window at the front of the house. I fearfully watched her tenaciously ascend a ladder, her 4’11” petite frame (though she swears she is 5’1”) balanced on tiptoes as she hung curtains at every window in the house. As I watched her shift from one perilous position to the next, I expected her to topple off that ladder at any moment, but she never did.

One of my earliest and most vivid memories is of a four-year-old me, sitting cross-legged on the floor of my bedroom in our home. My bony little elbows were pressed against the windowsill as I sat on the nearby carpet and stared at nothing in particular through the open, floor-length window. This was a comfortable position for my tiny frame to lean in and dream. When the Texas temperatures allowed for an open window during the spring months, gentle afternoon breezes slipped past the window screen to caress my cheek, lulling me into a trance.

My eyes felt void of sight, but my remaining senses were attuned to what I felt and heard: the wind on my skin, the sound of cars on the nearby road, the chirp of birds, the trilling of insects or the hiss of cicadas. If you had called my name then, I might not have heard you. I would slip into a dream-like state so deeply that I no longer felt present. I could go anywhere in my head with details of cinematic quality, vivid faces, places, and landscapes so elaborate they felt like reality. There, wherever there was, in my head, I felt the emotions of the stories I made up so profoundly that I often shed real tears as dramas and tragedies played out in my young mind. I was more than Maya, stuck in her conventional, American bedroom. I could be more than myself. Dreaming of being taken away and out of the moment became an even bigger part of my life as I grew older.

We weren’t rich, even though the way my mother dressed us and the way she decorated our home would have led you to believe so. We were a Black-American, middle-class family. To me, that first house was elegant but cozy, and my parents taught my brother and me to appreciate homeownership. Unlike the apartments I had first grown up in, this felt like our space. It was where we belonged together.

By then, Mom had accepted a job at a jewelry company as a collection supervisor. Until I was three, she had stayed at home to keep me from going to daycare. She worked the evening shift to be with me until she had to leave for work by late afternoon. A year earlier, my father had left his position at a cosmetics warehouse to take a job with a budding tech company—Apple. A babysitter would care for me for a couple of hours in the evenings before Dad usually pulled our navy Monte Carlo, nicknamed “Blue,” into the garage around dinnertime, sitting down at the table with me to dig into whatever Mom had made for us to eat. Typically, the babysitters would be a cousin or one of my older brothers. My parents always felt that family members were the safest and most trustworthy.

My mother’s son from her previous relationship was called JJ by everyone because of his initials. She’d gotten married to her high school sweetheart, his father, straight out of school. Over the years, snippets of why they had divorced were revealed to me when Mom felt I was old enough to understand. She mentioned a few beatings, his affair, and the final straw: when four-year-old JJ had jumped between them during an argument. Although JJ was seven years older than me, we were raised together. I had never considered the half part of our relationship as I grew up. To me, he was my whole, cool, older brother.

I had one other brother who I know by name only, my father’s son from his first marriage, nicknamed Captain. During my father’s second marriage, he became an uncle to a nephew that he had raised like a son—Nathan, who was nine years older than me. Nathan came to visit regularly, and some summers, he stayed with us, but he lived with his mother for most of the year in another part of Dallas. Dad took Nathan under his wing like his own, always welcoming him to stay. 

I didn’t know much about Nathan’s mother or why she and my uncle divorced. I was told that it was “grown folks’ business.” All I knew was that I had met her on a few occasions, and her last name, Lovely, seemed to belie her true nature. Kids and dogs, they say, are good judges of character, and whenever I was near her, I felt uneasy. She was “lovely” in the way a laxative is after days of constipation.

Though Nathan and I were nine years apart, we shared a birthday. This was an instant source of resentment on his part. My birth ushered in not only a cousin for him but a nuisance.

As Dad tells it, once I was brought home from the hospital and placed in my crib, Nathan hovered over the bedding, inspecting me. He then declared, “That girl is cross-eyed,” and walked away. I am not cross-eyed, and most of my family found this story humorous years later. Though I felt as though there was something else there that no one else could see or feel—a sinister contempt for me from the first moment we met.

During the school year, JJ was usually at football or basketball practice and was not at the dinner table with us in the evenings. As it became apparent he was an exceptional athlete, Mom worked it out with the coaches that if he was to attend evening practices, his kid sister had to be there too. Given that he was already a talented player, they agreed to babysit me. I’d sit in the bleachers and watch as JJ ran routes on the field or hustled back and forth on the court, dribbling and tossing up a jumper with grace and ease. I heard the clash of helmets and pads, a whistle blowing as the smell of the freshly cut football field grass wafted under my nose, my chin resting in my hand as I watched the action or daydreamed. I heard the squeak of sneakers on the polished hardwood courts, and smelled the pre-teen boy sweat and musk filling the un-air-conditioned gym as they shouted at each other for the ball. I listened to the coaches’ instructions and watched the players huddle up. Other times, I was uninterested and sat in the coaches’ office playing memory card games or doodling on the coaches’ notepads.

With school out, JJ often spent the entire summer at his father’s house, and I had free reign to hijack his favorite toy, the Sega video game system in his room, or to lift and lower the trellis on his daybed over and over again while he was gone.

When my female cousins couldn’t watch me for those brief two or three hours between Mom’s departure for work and Dad’s return home, my parents hired a friend of JJ’s to babysit. She didn’t talk much, so it’s not like we sat around having oodles of fun and braiding each other’s hair. She simply came by to make sure I didn’t burn the house down or let a stranger inside to murder me.

When Nathan came to visit, there was no need for a sitter. He was fourteen, a teenager, and my parents trusted him to be responsible enough to look after his cousin.

The sitter wasn’t with me one afternoon during the summer of 1985 when JJ was at his father’s. But Nathan was. I couldn’t tell you what month it was June, July, August, the day of the week, or the hour. Those details are blocked from my memory, sequestered details that seem inconsequential in the grander picture. I also couldn’t tell you what exactly I was wearing—although I know I was wearing shorts.

I can remember what my bedroom was like because it was in my bedroom that a line in the sand altering the purity of my childhood was drawn. My bedroom was a white and purple haven with a canopy bed, the top enclosed by ruffles that swayed whenever the fan was on. The matching comforter was dotted with little lavender flowers and more ruffles. My dresser was cream and embellished with gold spray paint.

On top of that dresser sat a brown and black television with a long, metal antenna that shot out like alien tentacles. It had clear buttons that were square and hard to push, and the edges would sometimes poke into your skin or indent your index finger or thumb if you didn’t press it just right to change the channel.

The details of “the when” are fuzzy for a reason. Part of me doesn’t want to remember. My memory fails me there, an obstacle to what followed, and is fragmented with only the worst parts left. What I can tell you, what I do remember: what happened and how I felt.

I was in my bedroom watching that television when I heard Nathan call my name from the bathroom. There was urgency in his voice when he shouted, “Maya! Come here!” I hopped off my bed and scrambled up the hall towards the closed bathroom door, where I paused. I could see the light from inside through the crack under the bottom of the door. Before I could respond, he shouted my name again, this time an exclamation of excitement to entice my young interest.

“You gotta come here!” he shouted again, not realizing I was already on the other side of the door. “There’s a worm in here!”

I typically recoiled from anything that slithered or had more than four legs and wasn’t a puppy, but the urgency in his voice titillated my little brain.

I don’t remember if he opened the door or if I turned the doorknob and pushed it open. All I can tell you is that somehow the door opened, and there stood my cousin, pants off, with a fully erect penis.

I screamed. It was the shriek of a little girl who, shielded and protected as she had been, knew something was wrong. The cry of a frightened child who sensed impending danger and harm. The screech of something innate telling me this was all wrong.

I turned to run, to retreat to the refuge of my room, but his teenage body, long arms, knocked-knees, and much bigger than mine, took quick strides and seized my arms from behind. My forty-pound frame didn’t stand a fighting chance against his fourteen-year-old, pubescent physique. Still, I struggled like a gnat in a spider’s web to wiggle free.

“Don’t run,” he said softly as he held my arms. I resisted for a moment more, but there was a calm in his voice. Fear pulsated with every beat of my heart, but the gentleness of how he addressed me, how he commanded me not to run, stilled every limb in my body.

The hallway was dark, save for the light coming from the opened bathroom door, as he guided me towards my bedroom, where the only illumination came from the glow of the television screen.

He had me lay down on my stomach on top of the covers of the bed. I remember the feel of my shorts being dragged down my legs along with my underwear and the coolness of the air conditioning striking my small, exposed parts.

The mattress dipped with the weight of his body and mine as he climbed on and behind me in some fashion, either straddling me or between my legs. I never looked back. Not once. I focused instead on the television screen, the blue-greenish glow of light cast across my face and making silhouettes of our bodies on the wall beside the bed.

A rerun of The Carol Burnett Show played that afternoon, and as my cousin rubbed his erection between my legs, I watched Carol sing and dance, drawing hoots and howls from the audience with her and the cast’s vaudeville variety of comedy.

As Carol’s mouth opened wide and she belted out a song, I felt the warm, smooth hardness and pressure against me over and over again.

“Does it hurt?”

His voice drew me from Carol’s world for only a second so that I could lie.

“Yes,” I said, my five-year-old voice even smaller than usual in my ears.

“No, it doesn’t!” he contradicted with clear irritation. I took that as my cue to keep quiet as he continued.

I’m not sure when he stopped or why. I don’t recall if he orgasmed. What I recall most is the antics of a red-haired comedian because I never looked back. Not once.

When he was done, he told me to sit up, and he helped to pull my shorts and underwear back into place. I didn’t quite understand what had happened, but I knew it was wrong. I knew that my cousin was not supposed to touch me that way. No one was supposed to touch me that way.

If a love scene came on during a movie we were watching as a family, my parents would tell me to turn my head or cover my eyes until it was over. I knew something was going on that I wasn’t supposed to see, but I was only mildly curious to peek. Plus, my parents had been careful with whom they had entrusted my care.

My ability to daydream was transformed that day. I didn’t simply create castles and epic tales in my head for my own young entertainment. I could put myself in a trance-like state. Now I could take myself out of my head, out of my body, out of the sensations against me. I found calm and peace in the midst of chaos and fear. I could control my thoughts even when I was not in control of what was happening. I could generate the eye in the hurricane. Now my mind could find its way to a place where I was secure.

“Don’t tell anyone,” he said as I avoided eye contact. He spoke to me as if I was his accomplice, as if we had robbed a bank together, and this was our escape plan. I was now an unwilling partner in his crime. “You tell, and you’ll get in trouble,” he emphasized.

My ears perked up at the “you,” and my eyes darted to his face in a panicked glance. His brows lifted ominously for emphasis, and I looked away again. He was my older teenage cousin, treated like a brother in our home, and I believed him. He was old enough to understand rights and wrongs and how to navigate discipline from parents.

All I could do was nod my head in silent agreement.








  
  

Chapter 3 


Silence is Golden





I sat as still as a grandfather clock in the middle of the velvety backseat of Blue as Dad sped towards the Hamilton Park neighborhood of North Dallas. The long Monte Carlo rode like a space shuttle in orbit, gliding up the highway, the suspension rising and lowering effortlessly over every dip. My legs were inert, my knees locked together. But when we reached a long curve in the road, my shoulders and chest swayed like a pendulum. 

A half-hour before, Dad had come home and announced it was time for Nathan to go. I wanted him gone. I didn’t want to see his face for one more second. I didn’t want to smell the wet, sulfurous reek of his breath or his musty, aroused, teenage scent. I didn’t want to be within five feet of him.

But there wasn’t a feeling of “Oh! Dad’s home! Now I’m safe.” My father was not my savior that day. Instead, he was a harbinger of my fear. I was steeped in dread and terror, stewing in despair at possible punishment.

You’ll get in trouble.

Four words. Such a short sentence would burden me for the rest of my life.

The childish dismay spun inside my head like stirred-up hornets, swarming down my throat and stinging the insides of my belly. I was poisoned, filled with venom, and I believed in my soul. If Dad had taken more than a glance at me as his work-weary feet stomped across the threshold of the garage door, he would have known.

I felt like I looked different. I certainly felt different. I was different.

My anxiety post-molestation had about an hour to birth itself as a Gollum-like ghoul while Nathan headed across the hall to JJ’s room to kick back and play video games.

Having known very little about sex at the start of that day, I had to process what had been done to my body by my cousin. I grappled with shame and guilt through the worldview and intellect of a five-year-old.

You’ll get in trouble.

My father was so beaten up from his work shift that he never gave me more than a glance. When I heard the garage door open, I emerged meekly from my room and stood in the living room. As memory serves me, I usually came bounding to the doorway to greet him, excited that Dad was home. This time, I didn’t.

I don’t recall him saying hello. He stood in the doorway, jiggled his keys, and said loud enough for Nathan to hear him over the sounds of the video game, “Time to go.”

Nathan rode up front in the passenger seat, making chit-chat with Dad as we drew closer to the Dallas city skyline at sunset. He failed to mention how he had violated the innocence of the little girl—a girl who was like a sister to him—a couple of hours before.

I watched the back of their heads sway, father and nephew, almost in unison, as I sat mutely, my thighs and knees clamped like a hydraulic press. What was between those thighs was no longer safe, and the burden to protect it was up to me.

Saying I felt dirty would liken that first time to getting grass stains on the knees of my jeans. This was a different kind of dirty. The hornets in my brain were rotting, and the carcasses they left made my entire body feel putrid. Especially “down there.” 

“Down there” wasn’t just for going to the bathroom anymore. “Down there” didn’t just differentiate me as a female. “Down there” seemed, at least from that moment forward, to exist for the pleasure of someone other than me.

We pulled onto the street of Ms. Lovely’s house. Teenage boys were outside dribbling basketballs and taking shots toward a goal that faced the street in front of one of the houses. I slumped down in the backseat as the car came to a stop. As Nathan opened the car door to step out, Dad cranked down the window, winding the knob until it was low enough for him to exchange polite greetings with his ex-sister-in-law.

Nathan said, “Goodbye,” before flicking his eyes towards me. I looked away, and he hopped out, slamming the door behind him. I didn’t hear Dad’s reply.

Dad and Ms. Lovely continued their conversation as I listened through muffled ears. It felt like cotton balls were wedged in my ear canals. The world around me was animated, picturesque, and moving. I watched the boys dribble but did not hear the pounding of the ball on the cement. I watched as they laughed and shit-talked one another but only heard it as a whisper. My father’s words to his ex-sister-in-law were equally as muffled in my ears. I did not turn to watch Nathan’s spindly figure climb the elevated steps towards the front door where his mother stood.

Dad waved goodbye and spun the wheel sharply into a U-turn, and I exhaled. It seemed for the first time in almost two hours that my tiny lungs released all of the pent-up air that had escaped in only short bursts before Nathan departed fully from my presence.

As we headed back towards our home, my hearing became clearer. The smooth R&B voices on Soul 73 AM radio serenaded us, but I didn’t pay attention to the lyrics. I leaned forward, my arms folded and resting on the back of the headrest of the front seat, my head in line with Dad’s as he kept his gaze on the road.

We exchanged no words. The radio and the hum of the tires on the road provided the only sounds inside the car. There were other vehicles on the road at that hour of the day in the city, but I didn’t see them pass. As we traveled, it felt like everything in the entire world was encased in that Monte Carlo. The most important thing in my world was silenced inside our car like a tomb.

From the side of my eye, I stared at my father’s profile. I flicked my eyes at his skin, the color of earth, and his short afro, and longed for some unspeakable force to prompt him to realize that I was not okay.

I can remember, at that moment, wanting so very badly to tell him what had happened. There was a persistent urging in the back of my mind. Tell him! Tell him exactly what Nathan did to you! Tell him right now!

And then, I sat back in the seat.

But you’ll get in trouble, a second little voice hissed like a snake from another part of my brain.

I watched Dallas pass by through the windshield. I remained silent. I made a choice to say nothing. I would keep everything that happened that day to myself.

We are all born with intuition, a feeling in our gut about right and wrong or things meant to cause us harm. A feeling that courses through us when something is off-kilter. It was that intuition that made me run when my cousin emerged from the bathroom with his pants down.

Looking back now, I realize my intuition told me then that I would never be the same. I remember very clearly thinking my life was forever changed. Not solely from the abuse but from my decision to remain silent. I was not sure how I knew. I just knew.

My intuition was right.








  
  

Chapter 4 


Post-It Notes





2014



In the waiting room chair, my body drops so low in the deep plushness the armrests are at my shoulders in a suspended hug—almost wrapping me up but stopping short of holding me. My gaze doesn’t leave the floor-length, oil-painted canvas of Christ. It’s so large it’s difficult to look at anything else. 

I examine the painting intently. Jesus is cradling the broken body of a limp white man, propping him up like a divine crutch. The anguished man’s legs hang like tentacles from his torso, as useless as jelly. His eyes are shut as life seems to ghost from that marred form. His mouth is open, either with death’s final exhale or gasps for more lifesaving breaths. Jesus’ cheek presses to the man’s hair tenderly, his face full of love and compassion. A halo of gold surrounds his divine head.

Below the man’s jelly legs, a stream of bright red blood flows into a crack in the dark earth. Brown skin or white skin, female or male, I am just as broken as he is. Four days before, I’d also been just as close to death.

The door to the office opens, and my head drops, and I avert my eyes. I don’t have my phone out. Otherwise, I’d pretend to scroll as people do when they want to avoid social interactions or being seen. I always hate the moment when one patient is leaving and has to walk through the waiting room. I keep my eyes cast down towards my purse, hoping they don’t see my face or, even worse, recognize me.

My counselor says a friendly goodbye to the patient; I don’t look at them. My head remains down until I hear the whine of the front door’s hinges.

“Hello, young lady,” Counselor greets. “Come see me.”

I don’t move or uncross my legs until the creaky hinges stop, and I hear a metallic snap. I know then that we are alone. I slip my purse strap over my shoulder when I finally stand, feeling the weight and pulling against the tendons near my neck. Inside are plastic baggies of Teddy Grahams and packages of fruit snacks, along with a couple of diapers and a thin pack of wet wipes. My coin purse and overstuffed make-up bag used to make my purse heavy enough, but now I walk around with a dumbbell harnessed to my side loaded with emergency supplies for Charlie.

My body leans, a little crooked from the purse as I stand. A cocker spaniel emerges from the office door and walks to the toes of my shoes. She tilts her head up at me, black snout rapidly moving as she sniffs. Two ears that look like tan shag rugs sit on either side of two black marble eyes that lift to my face.

I bend down, careful to keep the heavy purse from swinging forward as I pet her head.

“Hello, Ms. Sadie,” I say in a gentle voice.

I take a step towards Counselor in her office doorway, and Sadie turns, trailing at my heels. The dog stays close. In fact, when I’m seated on Counselor’s leather sofa, Sadie sticks with me. I put my purse on the side table, and the dog hops onto my cushion, curling into a fuzzy stress ball next to my thigh.

Mindlessly, I lay a hand on her fur and stroke. There have been days when she’s welcomed me, sniffing as she assessed me, and determined I was fine enough for her to return to her dog bed in the corner.

Not today.

“Tell me how you’ve been,” Counselor says, taking a seat in her leather rocking recliner across from me. She grabs a clipboard and, in her custom, tucks one leg underneath her. Her smile reminds me of Sally Fields. There’s a motherly warmth in it that says you can trust her. Her first name could be that of a man’s. Maybe that’s why I liked her so quickly the first time I entered her office four years ago. I’ve always felt more at ease around men than other women.

Except for today, when I am reticent. I feel like the herald of some awful news to be disclosed to a family member—cancer, or a fatal car accident, perhaps. In my mind, I’m sitting like the grim reaper, shrouded in my dreary cloak, a scythe propped up against the sofa as I hold it, ready to swipe at Counselor’s pleasant smile. My news is of death and sorrow. But I also carry words laced with something I fear even more from those I respect: disappointment.

“Well.” I emit a skittish giggle that sounds like a sitcom laugh track in my own ears. My eyes lower away from her face to the tiny hairs on my arm. I begin to twist and pull at a few of them; the sting reminds me I’m alive.

“I need to tell you something, and I’m worried,” I add. 

I don’t see it, but I imagine her tilting her head as she watches me.

Her voice lifts with her question. “What has you worried?”

“That you’ll be disappointed in me.” Then, for the second time today, I begin to cry. The first wave of tears came in the car on the ride to her office as I imagined telling her what I’d almost done.

My worry shakes hands with my shame. They slap each other on the back, old friends reuniting again, and take seats on either side of Sadie and me, boxing us in. Feeling the sting of arm hair almost tweezed away by my fingers, I return my hand to Sadie’s fur and pet faster this time.

“Maya,” Counselor says in a tone like a fifteen-pound weighted blanket wrapping around me. “You could never disappoint me if you’re being honest about what you feel.”

I gulp and stop petting Sadie. I begin to speak, but the words don’t seem to come from my own lips. “A couple of days ago, I had intended to go home,” I explain. I blurt out the next few words as if saying them faster would quickly get rid of the situation. “I was going to kill myself when I got there.”

Released. Like the Leviathan in that essential oil-infused office, I’d acknowledged it out loud. Before that moment, it felt like another one of my many secrets. The inhales and exhales through my nostrils vibrate the tiny nose hairs with the force of each breath, so much so that I can feel them moving. I can hear my breathing with the hi-hat tapping of my heart against my sternum. It beats like a jazz melody, a chaotic timing that somehow finds a pace. I grab a clump of hair on my arm and pull. If I could turn to mist and sink into the creases of that sofa, I would.

I find the courage to look at Counselor, more out of curiosity than actual bravery. The corners of her eyes and lips dip, and I watch her chest and back sink into the recliner. It’s not the disappointment in her body language that I’d feared she would show: it’s sympathy. I hadn’t caused chaos. I had raised concern from at least one person on this planet.

“First, thank you for telling me,” she says with a sincerity that slows the beating of my heart to a legato tune. “Now, tell me how you got to that point.”

There is a pause. It’s probably only seconds, but it feels like half an hour. With the back of my hand, I wipe at my cheeks as I throw light upon the events of the last few days.


      ***The downtown Dallas Omni Hotel was resplendent. It was recently opened, and everything inside had the crisp newness that had not been rubbed away yet by many travelers flowing in and out of its doors. The marble floor shined like a pool of reflective water. Over my head, modern spherical chandeliers glittered in the afternoon light which poured through the windows. My high-heeled strappy sandals tapped in rhythmic cadence with the sway in my hips as I pulled my suitcase behind me. I was glad I’d dressed nicely for the trip. My dark jeans, considered dressy by Texas standards, fit the curve of my legs and bottom, sticking out from a flowing navy and white blouse.

I’d checked my hair and blotted my oily nose and forehead before exiting my car in the parking garage adjacent to the hotel. Driving in the Texas summer heat had drawn droplets of sweat and oil to bead up over my makeup, and I’d slathered on enough deodorant for two people to stay as fresh as possible.

Fleeing. That’s what I had done. I peeled out of the driveway of my home back in East Texas. It felt like the days when I was in college: single, and my only concern was whether I had enough gas money.

I scanned the hotel lobby for familiar faces. I recognized a few older men from television forming a line at the check-in desk. A piece of paper taped to the granite counter read “Media.” Suitcase in tow, I fell in line behind the men.

A blonde in a dark blazer and starched white shirt smiled when I stood in front of her.

“Good afternoon, ma’am; checking in?”

“Yes,” I said, utilizing my broadcast voice. It drops a bit lower and is projected unnecessarily. I hadn't used it in a while, but I felt important and wanted to sound it, too.

She took my identification and a credit card, manicured fingers typing in numbers on her keyboard before she slid two bright red door keys towards me in a small envelope. I put my ID back in my purse before inspecting my room number and the card keys. They gleamed with the athletic conference logo on the front. Fancy. For us, for this occasion.

My chin lifted as I held my room keys in hand and rolled my suitcase towards the elevator. I pressed the button for the eighteenth floor and waited with a few other guests.

I couldn’t actually afford the stay at the hotel. What I will make for the piece of work ahead won’t even cover the room service I will order twice, let alone the room.

I’d finagled a freelancing gig through a friend who was a sports director at one of the network affiliates in East Texas to cover a football conference’s media days. It’s an annual gathering each July of the who's who of the college football world—coaches, athletes, and media personalities.

Those days spent in the bleachers and coaches’ offices, watching JJ and his teammates, created a deep love of sports within me. I felt a sense of ease, comfort, and familiarity on a football or baseball field or on a basketball court as I did in my bedroom.

I’m back in my element, shining, but like a charming piece of costume jewelry, the shining veneer will soon tarnish.

I’d been out of the TV industry for three years. My career in local TV news had started out like therapy. It was the polish to my perfectionism, the bragging rights that gave me a sense of worth. I had Emmy award nominations, several Associated Press awards, and a distinguished Excellence in My Market award from the National Academy of Television Arts and Sciences. Yet, in constructing that lustrous career, my dream became corrupted and ultimately another nightmare. I’d wake up tired and found that even the cordial greeting of the station’s receptionist as she welcomed me would grate on my nerves like an electric drill. I sat at my desk with my jaw clenched so tightly that after a few weeks, my chin and lips started to develop numbness. When I did sleep, it was for twelve hours. When I didn’t sleep, I watched the ceiling fan swirling over the bed, trying to think of another angle for a good story the following day.

I was also the first female sportscaster in the market’s history. Real and perceived, a lot was riding on that job for me. I had to prove that my brain and little vagina could handle discussing football formations and routes and breaking down highlights. I had to hold my own walking into field houses, which were, by their very nature, boys’ clubs.

The anxiety, the manic will to be the best, left my brain feeling like it was inside a batter mixer, constantly churning, swirling, never resting. Before my eyes were barely opened each morning, I’d grab my phone and check my emails, message boards, and other news sites for any breaking sports information. I was the first female sports director in the fifty-year history of our market. Good wasn’t enough.

When Everett and I moved in together, I was twenty-six, and he was thirty. We’d been dating for a year. When you work sixteen-hour days with someone, you either hate them or fall in love. Everett and I fell in love. He worked behind the scenes in the production booth while I was on-air in the studio, but he was often planted on the sofa in the sports office, flirting, and I couldn’t resist him.

Everett would roll over in the mornings, sleep still crusting his eyes, and watch my hyperactive state each day as I fever-scrolled. He begged me to take some time to relax or watch TV. So, I did. I watched the sports networks to see what other headlines I might have missed.

Near the end of my TV contract, I had been looking around for other work. The burnout seeped like slow poison into other parts of my life. I was moody and exhausted, and I became fixated on my on-air appearance. I began taking colon-cleansing pills and drinking only organic juices to lose weight. It worked fine until one night when Everett heard me screaming from the bathroom. I was curled up on the floor, holding my stomach that was violently cramping after a bout of diarrhea. Everett contemplated calling 911, but I begged him not to.

“Promise me you will stop taking those damn pills,” he said as he helped me back to our bed. I agreed like a scolded child. The pills stopped—for a little while.

By twenty-nine, we were engaged and a couple of months away from our wedding ceremony. All I could think was that I couldn’t enter this big phase of my life feeling so inadequate every single day. After a ten-year TV career, I’d extinguished my flame to a charred wick.            One of the biggest lies I ever told was when I walked away from that career one month before our wedding. It stunk as if manure had fallen from my lips, “When I’m done with something, I’m done. I’m done with TV.”

I took a new gig as a communications director for a local education firm. The desk job was appealing on paper. I’d still be connected to the news industry through press releases and video sharing. I also acted as the spokesperson, so I still had the occasional joy of being in front of the camera to wet my whistle.

But the job was mundane. I wasn’t cut out for nine-to-five work. I’d sat down at my desk and held in tears two weeks into the gig. I had left a high-stake, high-energy, high-stress environment for … I wasn’t exactly sure. It was a new position, and I got to make up the work as I went along. The problem was that there wasn’t much work initially, and I wasn’t built for a sedentary existence. Still, I put up the front that I was happy with my new job and stayed.

Since leaving TV and marrying Everett four years ago, I’d done some blogging and written some freelance articles for a locally published magazine. Still, I hadn’t covered anything like media days. It was exhilarating to be moving back into that space, but things had been tense at home before I left. 

I was preparing what I needed from the trip, and my internal gas tank was almost on E. Charlie was on the floor in the dining room, scooting around and playing with his toys. Everett stood in the doorway of our media room as I put my audio recording equipment and notepads in a pile along with the print-outs provided by the conference.

“Do I need to go to the store before you leave?” he asked, hands on the door frame as he tilted his head and chest forward in a standing pushup.

“What?” The question jarred me from the mental checklist of items to pack I was going through.

“Do I need to go to the store before you leave?” He repeated slower, as if I was sluggish to understand. His hint of a Texas twang was more pronounced as he dragged out the words.

I stood up straight over the collection I was gathering and looked at him. “Why?” I asked, incredulous. I felt the hyphens forming on my forehead as I frowned and squinted at him.

“We need a few things for Charlie, and we are almost out of milk and eggs,” he explained and lifted his brows.

My exhale was deliberately loud, and I rolled my head around on my neck. “I’ll take care of it,” I said—one more thing to do before my dash to freedom from my mundane life.

“Only if you have time,” Everett backpedaled. He let go of the door frame and lifted his hands defensively.

“That sure didn’t sound like an ‘if you have the time’ kind of a remark,” I grumbled.

“What’s that mean?” Everett snapped back.

“You know what I mean!” I shot venom like a viper straight at him. “I’ve got enough shit on my plate right now. If we need stuff at the store, then yeah, maybe you go get what we need!”

“Alright, that’s cool.” He shrugged. “I’m fine with it.”

“Then why the hell did you ask me all passive-aggressive?” I shrieked, balling my hands into fists at my sides.

“I’m not being passive-aggressive.” Everett’s voice lowered and sounded more commanding, brooding.

“Bullshit.”

“It’s fine, Maya. I’ll go to the store then. Fine.” His face screwed up with irritation as he turned to walk away.

It wasn’t the question about grocery shopping that set me off. It wasn’t even the underhanded way my husband suggested it would inconvenience him to do the shopping instead of me. It was the added work—another thing for Maya to be responsible for. Postpartum had only exacerbated the depression I’d been trying to hold back, like trying to dam the Nile River with my hands.

Charlie was a fussy infant that didn’t even attempt to sleep through the night until he was about nine months old. He was thirteen months now and sleeping mostly through the night. I was getting up every morning, feeding him, getting him dressed, dressing myself, attempting to do something with my hair, and taking him to daycare; rinse and repeat five days a week. Everett helped when he could, but since he’d left his job in television to become a teacher the same summer of Charlie’s birth, he had to be at the school early most mornings for hall duty. Work, now far busier than when I had started, had become more frantic as I was trying to fix one crisis after another. When we did have the luxury of our parents wanting to keep Charlie overnight, Everett and I slept. We were too exhausted for sex, a phrase I would never have attached to our marriage before the birth of our son.

Charlie’s birth had been the catalyst for my Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder diagnosis. There was nothing traumatic about my pregnancy or the delivery itself. It was what followed.

My own broken childhood became the impetus for my style of mothering. I was the Martha Stewart on steroids of new moms. I was going to mom. My child would not want for anything, emotionally or physically. 

I thought the euphoric bliss that connected to every cell in my body when I held my son for the first time would last for days. I felt ashamed that it didn’t.

After months of depression and sleep deprivation, Everett’s indirect suggestion that I needed to go grocery shopping while packing for an important trip was the added tension on the already taut violin string that was my body.

“If going to the store is fine, then why did you ask me about it?” I shot the words at Everett as he turned to walk away.

“It’s not a big deal,” he grumbled. “Damn.”

The cuss was a match that had been struck in a room filled with propane.

I bent over and picked up the tripod for my recorder, and I side-armed it like a knuckleball pitch. I shot it toward Everett’s legs with such force it grazed his shin as he barely had enough time to move out of the way. It connected with so much velocity against the trim around the bathroom door that chunks of white wood splintered and flew through the air. The shards of wood and the tripod fell to the carpet near Everett’s feet, and his head whipped up from inspecting his legs and the wall to my face.

“Are you crazy?” he shouted, eyes bewildered. His mouth hung open as if he was looking at a charging rhinoceros coming straight at him, and running would be useless.

I stood still for what felt like an hour.

“I’m tired!” I finally exclaimed. “Do you hear me? I’m tired!” My voice cracked, and I began to whimper. “I’m exhausted!” My hands covered my face, shielding me from Everett’s gaze and hiding the tears I didn’t want him to see. My shoulders wobbled as I bent over, and then the agonizing groan rose through my throat, guttural and pained.

“Maya,” Everett said, his voice soft as I sobbed.

“Don’t.” I held my hand out and waved him off. I stood up straight and walked out of the room, brushing past him and stepping over the chunks of wood on the floor. I didn’t look toward Charlie in the dining room. I headed straight for our bedroom, and I slammed the door so hard that a picture frame on a little mounted shelf next to the door toppled over to the floor. The short glass vase with fake daisies wobbled but didn’t join it.

We hadn’t said too much to each other before I left for Dallas. I don’t recall apologizing. Instead, I looked ahead. I awaited the upcoming trip to media days like the anticipated moments after finishing an intense workout—gasping in breaths for relief, body and dry throat soothed by a cold, refreshing drink, and thanking God that it was all over.

Even the smell of the air at the Omni Hotel and the vibrations of conversations felt like peace. At lunchtime on Day 1, I’d silently gone through the buffet line using tongs to grab dry chicken and a ladle to scoop an Elmer’s paste-like mass of mashed potatoes on my plate, silently wondering where I would settle myself.

I entered the smaller ballroom and looked around like the girl from out of town who had enrolled at a school where no one knew her. I’d been out of the sports news business long enough that I felt more like a spirit drifting through my haunt than a sportscaster that belonged there.

The sports team from the Dallas station where I’d started my career had assembled at a table, and as soon as their weekend sports guy looked up and met my searching eyes, he waved me over like the coast guard spotting a drowning woman in a churning sea.

I sat down for this professional family reunion. All around me, it smelled like aftershave, the musk of hazelwood cologne, and hotel banquet food.

A guy I’d known when working in East Texas was roaming the room and stopped at the table. He’d gone bald long before he was thirty-two, both out of shaving and out of the natural deterioration of his hair follicles. He was a frat brother, the “bro,” the used car salesman that always had a sly comeback or a way to make sure his hand found a spot on the small of my back.










