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CHAPTER ONE  

Once we had a home and in it there was a husband and a wife and a dog and a God and a 

future. Then, there was only the dog, blood-soaked and whining, and something the mourners of 

that day were told they should call a future, which was not a future any of us ever wanted. In this 

future is where I live now, fourteen years a widow, the victim of a tragedy that occurred on a day 

whose collective tragedy dwarfed the worst thing that has ever happened to me.   

An open-air lot is the gift I offer myself on this day, the anniversary of your death. I 

swore I wouldn’t come here but lying in bed this morning, thinking of you, of us, of all those 

missed years, I felt I was owed something. I slipped on a blouse, jeans, and now I am in an 

unremarkable commercial strip where sits a Bethesda dental practice and a lackluster Montessori 

School, where I watch from the car as nannies grip miniature hands with tiny nails and droopy-

shouldered dads steer cars that jerk to stops.  

There is a cigar in my cupholder because I always smoke a cigar on this day. In your 

honor, I might say, if anyone asked. But no one does. You are not a topic to be openly discussed 

anymore. Most people in my new life don’t know of you unless they Google my name and scroll 

to the tenth or eleventh page, past my professional mentions, past the articles I’ve written on best 

patent litigation practices, where we are featured in a thumbnail photo at your art gallery, posing 

beside a cheese platter, with no mention of our subsequent marriage or your subsequent death. 

They would have to know what they were looking for to understand who you are to me. By most 

accounts, I should be over you. I mean, I never thought I’d get married, anyway, and now I have 

the life I had dreamt of before meeting you—independent professional woman with a Miami 
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Beach condo, a flat in Aix, and a shared multi-story house on the Eastern Cape of South Africa. I 

do annual yacht rentals with friends to scuba dive and take Instagram-worthy swimsuit photos 

holding vintage luxury handbags with self-effacing captions about needing to get in shape. I live 

a nice life, and yet I still think of you every day, think of the life we could have had, which is 

how I am in this pathetic parking lot, waiting for something I definitely should not be waiting 

for.  

It Is 8:18am when the dental office manager with the stiff blond wig unlocks the door and 

begins cleaning its handles. If she sees me she will walk toward my car, so I pretend I am on a 

call. I drive a Mercedes these days. Artic white. It is the kind of coupe you’d pointed to once on 

the B-Q-E to tell me it would look better with me in it. I used to drive that Rodney King Hyundai 

with cloth seats, remember? When I hit 80mph the thing shook like it had Parkinson’s. Now, I’m 

“living large” (a phrase that really dates us), and to be honest, I hope you feel some regret for not 

staying long enough to see me get here. Sure, it’s selfish of me to remind you of what you’ve 

missed but I’m trying to show some acceptance here, okay? If it makes you feel any better I still 

can’t smoke a cigar without thinking of you—the feel of the damp paper on my tongue reminds 

me of the plushness of your mouth, but I’d be lying if I told you I remembered everything about 

you. I am forgetting. Worse, I think I am misremembering. I mean the whole point of being in a 

partnership, in a marriage, is to remember together, right? That’s one of the things you said when 

you convinced me to marry you: “We can remind each other of who we were, of who we hope to 

be,” you said. Except now, I can’t even recall the precise contours of your shoulders or what 

your toes looked like. Not one toe. Why are there no photos of your toes? Why do I even care 

about your toes?  
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It is 8:20 am. The school day will soon begin. The Montessori school teacher, the one 

who wears the shalwars, searches the parking lot like she always does before locking the school 

door. The Sandy Hook massacre was only three years ago. So many dead babies. You would’ve 

been devastated. The schools in America are all locked down now.  

Damnit. The dental office manager is waving at me. I pretend not to notice, pretend I am 

on an irritating business call, arms flailing, shoulders and lips pinched. The man parked beside 

me in the Prius squints at her, thinks she’s waving at him. He sinks down in his seat. He doesn’t 

know I’m here. It isn’t the first time I’ve felt invisible.  

The thing about the dead is you can’t really know if they can see you, if they can hear 

you. Do I have to speak aloud for you to know what I’m thinking? Can you see this Cartagena 

cigar I am holding? It’s got notes of black cherry and cashew. My Mercedes service guy, Tim, 

will do that condescending shake-his-head thing if I burn the ashtray again with another imported 

smoke. He’ll talk to me like I’m some dumb-ass Black woman who can’t take care of good shit, 

and he’ll advise me on how best to dispose of my annual cigar refuse, and I’ll nod and perhaps 

shrug and Tim will say something about the dangers of smoke and fire and I won’t tell Tim that 

of all the ways I’ve considered killing myself, smoke inhalation has never been on the list.  

Let me say that it’s been a long time since I thought of killing myself. The last time, I 

obsessed over Mammy (yes, the ole biddy is still alive), wondering who would be left to care for 

her. And the time before that, I thought about all our things: your artwork, my wedding dress, the 

sonogram image you never saw. I couldn’t summon the strength to let that all go. What story 

would those things tell strangers?  
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Clara, my therapist, says that any suicidal ideation, even if not earnestly undertaken, is a 

sign of depression. But if I am depressed now, then I’ve never not been depressed. The truth is 

that even though I think about it sometimes, I’m not genuinely interested in dying. The desire to 

die is, in fact, just desire. And once I gave myself permission to desire something other than 

death, the thought of dying dissipated. You see, now, what I really want is something 

extraordinary to happen. Something thrilling. Yes, the desire is the same enormous dark mass 

pulsing and blooming in my chest, but it feels different to direct it toward something that has the 

potential to make me feel renewed. Clara told me the only way to get clarity about what I want is 

to let go of all the past disappointments, all the old dreams. She suggested I speak to you, that I 

wrap things up between us once and for all. Easy, right?   

The large man in the Prius has his radio loud enough that I can hear the sportscasters 

going on about another hopeful Washington football season. I am pretty sure the man is the 

father of the ginger who likes polka-dot dresses and I am also certain he works the night shifts. 

He is probably too tired to drive back home. His eyes are closed. I watch his chest heave.  

It is 8:29am. The blue Toyota Camry will arrive soon. The boy’s nanny is often late. In 

her haste, she will park the car at the far end of the parking lot, near where I am, avoiding the 

three-point turn necessary to exit, then she will walk around the car, unbuckle the boy, and 

before he has even strolled halfway down the walkway, she will peel out of the lot. I am certain 

the school has told the boy’s mother about this reckless behavior. I imagine his mother thinks it’s 

not as bad as they’ve made it out to be because that’s what we do when we need not to upset 

things, when we need things to work as planned—we convince ourselves it’s not all that terrible.   

As I wait for him, I reach for the cigar but decide I will light it later. My heart is racing at 

the idea of seeing him again. I lean back in my seat and close my eyes to slow the thump-thump-
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thumping. It feels like it is only for a brief moment but when I pry them open, the boy is already 

at my bumper. I glance at the sleeping man in the Prius before opening my car door. The boy 

half-smiles, as if he recognizes me. I certainly know him. That thick shag of black wavy hair, 

that deep reddish-brown skin almost like burgundy velvet, those bright whites of his eyes, those 

big dark pupils. My car engine idles, the sound a comfort as I peer at the side door of the school. 

No one is looking out for him. He knows his way to the door, knows to knock when he arrives, 

and yet he stands with his hands in his little khaki pockets, like a miniature CFO, as if waiting 

for something. I want him to be waiting for me. 

The left side of my blouse is untucking and I can feel it sliding up my ribcage, as I step 

out of the car. I don’t even remember if I fixed my hair. I mouth “hi” because I want the boy to 

trust that I won’t harm him. I can feel my teeth drying in the insistent breeze that blows but I 

cannot relax my smile, not even for a moment, because I cannot afford for him to cry or utter any 

strange sounds lest he awaken the ginger’s dad.  

There are no visible security cameras, but still, I hope he will be the one to move toward 

me first, off the curb, into my arms.  

“Brian,” I say.  

During my series of root canal visits last Spring, I’d heard the shalwar-wearing teacher 

call him this. He’d turned and shrugged at her. He looked so much like you when he did this that 

I almost wept. I kept coming back to see him, replaying the little shrugging motion in my mind, 

thinking of you, of him, of how the three of us might have looked in a vacation photo near the 

mouth of a cave on some Caribbean island.  
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Brian’s brow furrows now and I wonder if perhaps his name is not Brian but rather 

Bryant or Bran. I can see he is worrying and it feels even more right that a little worrier like him 

might be mine. His eyes shift from side to side.  

“You’re so cute,” I whisper. “Anyone ever tell you that?” 

Brian tightens his lips as though this was something he didn’t want me to say. The car, 

still idling, revs slightly, as if growing impatient, as if to urge me to wrap this up quickly. The 

man in the Prius turns, wipes the spittle from the corner of his mouth. I wonder if he will open 

his eyes, wonder when he does, if he will just assume the little boy is with me. This is how I am 

imagining it as I step onto the curb, ten inches from Brian, with my hand outstretched, all of this 

happening so quickly that I don’t even notice when the woman appears. 

“Hello?” she says. 

Her voice and her suit are HR corporate. I can see she favors the boy, and though she is 

not as striking, the likeness irks me. The nanny must have been fired. I drop my gaze toward my 

tire, kick at it with my boot, and wonder aloud if it will get me back home. The mother glances at 

it, then offers me a wan smile, taking a few steps toward the school door before slowing to look 

at the screen of her phone. The boy stares up at her and waits. He looks back at me. What do I 

look like to him? Does his mother understand what it is to have a child who holds his breath as 

she types? 

Oh…the adoration.   

Now, the boy fidgets with the straps of his backpack. By the way it sinks to his hips, I 

imagine it holds only a few pencils, perhaps a small box of crayons. I want to color with this boy. 

I want to take his hand. My neck grows hot and it is embarrassing how agitated I suddenly feel. I 
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wish the man in the Prius would turn down his fucking radio. I should leave. But I can’t help but 

stare at this child who is now pulling at his mother’s suit jacket. A child his age shouldn’t sigh so 

deeply. She doesn’t lift her eyes from the phone. I don’t know exactly why I’m moving toward 

them. Are you judging me? Don’t you, of all people, judge me.  

The sportscaster on the Prius radio says the words “nine-eleven” and “anniversary” and 

my throat tightens. My mind’s eye races through those morning hours. God, I hate how I feel on 

this day. As I try to catch my breath, the mother says something to the teacher who has unlocked 

the entry. The teacher nods and I quickly return to my car. The boy’s mother scowls as she walks 

past me and I have the urge to give her my middle finger, but this is exactly when the squad car 

pulls up.  

You’re worried? Yeah, I guess I should be too.  

From the side mirror, I watch the cop move in my direction with the slow swagger of an 

imagined western hero. He taps on my window with one fingernail. I lower the window halfway.  

“Yes?”  

“Just making sure you’re all right. We received a call that you were having car troubles.”  

“It’s running fine.” I pat the dashboard like a woman who names all her cars Betsy.  

“You have kids who go to school here?” The officer peeks through my back window.  

 “Did you ask him that question?” I signal with my chin toward the man sleeping in the 

car beside me. 

The officer hadn’t noticed the big, bearded man asleep in the Prius but he won’t admit 

that. 



9 
 

 

“I didn’t get a report about him.”  

“I’m sure you didn’t.” I pull close the opening of my blouse because I can see his eyes 

tracing the skin at my neck and I know it may only be a matter of seconds before they slip down 

to my hoo-has, which still look to be in good working condition if I may say so myself.  

“Do you have a child at the school, ma’am?” 

“No, but I didn’t realize I had to have a child to park here.” 

“Ma’am, don’t make this a thing.” The officer gestures at my backseat. “I see you’ve got 

a booster and a coloring book …but you’ve got no kids at the school?” 

I could tell him I have a fertility doctor who’s working on giving me a baby or that 

sometimes I pick up my secretary’s kids from school, but I don’t.   

“Do you know how suspicious that looks?” he says. 

I roll the window down all the way. “Suspicious?” 

Do you remember when I told you I won my middle school’s spelling bee? And that my 

friend Lizzie got eliminated in the first round? It was on the word suspicious. S-u-s-p-i-c-i-o-u-s. 

Lizzie’s dad was a cop, a detective, actually, and he was incensed that a word he used every day 

tripped up his precious girl. Now, I feel like laughing, remembering Lizzie and her dad arguing 

in the school hallway while I walked out with my trophy to wait for my mother.  

“Ma’am, is there something funny?” 

Shit. I must have been smiling. “I hope not.” 
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“From what I understand, you’ve been here before. I’m gonna have to ask you to step out 

of the car.” 

I’m thinking about when I’m gonna let this fucker know I’m a seven-figure-earning 

lawyer who has the D.C. mayor on speed dial (she owes me a favor, too).  

“What for? I’m waiting for an appointment.” I point to the dental office door.  

The officer’s eyes flutter. “So, if I go inside, they’ll have your name down?”  

“Let me get this straight…” I drop my voice almost to a whisper. “You’re going to check 

if I have an appointment because I’ve got goldfish crackers in my backseat?” 

The officer snatches my driver’s license and walks inside the building. I am trembling 

now, and angry that I am. The man in the Prius is alert, his face registering concern. I reach for 

the baggie of goldfish. I’ve become lactose intolerant (God, you remember how I used to love 

cheese?), but still, I throw a handful of the cheddar crackers into my mouth and watch the police 

officer exit the dental office. I think about putting the car into reverse, but the cop’s vehicle has 

me trapped. I am also certain Brian’s mother, who has only just left the lot, typed my license 

plate number into her cheap Android phone.  

The cop has his hand on his holster and the skin on his arm appears flushed, patchy. The 

man in the Prius asks the officer something I cannot hear.  

“My daughter Marge goes to school here,” the Prius man adds. “Are you sure 

everything’s okay, Officer?” He motions toward me as if to suggest he can be the Robin to the 

cop’s Batman. 
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The officer hands me my driver’s license. “Sorry for the inconvenience.” He says this as 

if he doesn’t really mean it, as if I am supposed to be okay with being treated like I’m 

“suspicious.”  

“Suspicious?!” Lizzie’s dad yelled at her.  

I try not to laugh again.  

“They have you down for 9am but told me to tell you the dentist is ready if you wanna 

come inside early.” 

I watch his cowboy routine as he heads back to his patrol car. I am both relieved and 

disappointed, for the excitement has waned. I reach for the goldfish crackers again as Marge’s 

father raises the volume on his radio. It is 8:46am. This is when the first plane hit. I will never 

get over not being with you at that moment. I left you alone thinking I’d see you again in a few 

short hours. The Star-Spangled Banner bursts through Marge’s dad’s speakers.  
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IIIIIIIIIII 

Mohamed arrived at the ticket counter in Portland, Maine at 5:41am. He and Abdulaziz 

had been staying at the Comfort Inn eating a Pizza Hut pie on the double beds the evening of 

September 10th. He made eighteen phone calls that night, so it’s safe to say he had a fitful sleep, 

as did I. He didn’t drink coffee the next morning nor a cup of tea. At the ticket counter he argued 

with an agent. He wanted a boarding pass for his next flight, American Airlines Flight 11 out of 

Logan, but the Colgan Air agent couldn’t issue the ticket. Why not?! Mohamed was upset. He 

told the agent he’d been promised a boarding pass for all his connecting flights. He needed 

everything in order, everything to work as he had planned.  

He and Abdulaziz left the counter and headed for the gate.  

Everything those men did that morning has been documented, investigated, but no one 

can tell me if you were awake when I got up to vomit. Did you hear me retching in our toilet? I 

was trying to be quiet, trying not to alarm you, but the nausea had come on so suddenly and I had 

thrown my legs over the side of the bed hoping to make it to the bathroom in time. I brushed my 

teeth and returned to lie beside you. The clock read 5:56. This was moments after Mohamed was 

pulled out of the boarding line in Portland for additional luggage screening. He had checked in 

two bags and his carry-on showed no sign of explosives. But it was the boxcutter in his jacket 

that would be the trouble. He boarded the flight with Abdulaziz and they took their first-class 

seats. One of the flight attendants offered them a drink during their short ride. Water? Juice? 

Bloody Mary? By 6:45am, they had arrived in Boston, and I, unable to fall back asleep, was at 

our kitchen table trying to map out my day. Doctor. Pharmacy. Office to pick up files. After, I 
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would head back home and order takeout both of us could stomach. Still in the bedroom, you 

cleared your throat. I started the coffeemaker. Waleed, Wail, and Satam got to Logan at exactly 

6:45am too. You, me, those men: all awake, all planning. A few minutes after their arrival, 

Marwan, who planned to fly on United Flight 175 with Fayez, Mohand, Ahmed, and Hamza, 

called Mohamed from a payphone inside Logan to tell him they were ready.  

IIIIIIIIIII 
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CHAPTER TWO  

 

If all had gone as I thought it would have after the attack, I would have opened the door 

to find Morgan bounding toward me and you weeping at your antique drafting table, your bare 

feet brushing the Indian throw rug. We would have cried together. We would have wondered if 

anyone we knew had jumped from those windows. Likely, we would have climbed the staircase 

to our building’s rooftop and strained to see what could no longer be seen in that dense air. 

Holding each other, we might have reminisced about my firm’s 50th anniversary party, which 

took place on the 107th floor of Building One. That was where I first introduced you to my 

coworkers as “my friend.” You would have reminded me of the lobster tails and the human-sized 

floral centerpieces, and I would have reminded you of the Patek Phillipe door prize and how you 

shook my colleagues’ hands, exuberantly, wearing that dove-colored tuxedo, square-shouldered 

and muscle-bound like a Bergdorf mannequin.   

If all had gone as I thought it would have, in the days that followed, when we were ready 

to smile again, you would’ve nudged me with your elbow and told me that I had a little “streak 

of freak” for pushing down your trousers when we got back to my apartment the night of that 

party. It was nearing two o’clock when you walked me up the stairs, loosened your tie, then 

somehow wended your way into my bedroom. Morgan was sitting atop his furry dog bed, eyes 

partially opened, looking as if he wanted to ask when the new fella was getting the hell out. It 

had only been two weeks since we met and Morgan seemed woefully unprepared, as was I. I still 

had the paper blinds hanging, their crooked accordion lines just barely filtering the glow of 

moonlight, making the room seem awash in silvery blue flames. You smelled like fresh lemons. 
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Did I ever tell you that? Like an Arnold Palmer on a hot summer day. And the curves of your 

buttocks beneath my sheets were like sand dunes, your head upraised as if on a platter, your face 

almost too precious in its misty preoccupation with the dreamworld.  

Who is this man? I remembered thinking. Part of me suspected I’d conjured you with the 

holy water Mammy had sprinkled in the corners when I first moved into the apartment.  

“To keep de bad out and bring de good in,” she’d said, as the clatter of her Trini-made 

rosary beads echoed while she moved from room to room, blessing and cleansing.  

But if, indeed, I had conjured you (which I now know to be false since I can’t do it when 

I most want to), you were not a wraith. You were flesh and blood from the first day we met.  

Yes, yes, the story bears repeating. It’s a good story too, so don’t interrupt me.  

It was 1999 (I say this in my Sophia from “Golden Girls” voice) and President Clinton 

had been acquitted by the Senate and Michael Jordan had retired for the second time and what 

was then the world’s tallest building opened in Kuala Lumpur. I was wearing one of those Ally 

McBeal skirts that were all the rage, and the upper level of the Barnes & Noble on Third Avenue 

was still my favorite lunchtime getaway. I had just found a copy of Paule Marshall’s Brown Girl, 

Brownstones and thought I had sufficiently hidden myself from the burgeoning crowd, when I 

heard someone nearing.  

You pointed over my head as if to suggest you wanted to view the blank journals I didn’t 

know I was blocking. I barely looked at you before delivering a full-throated huff and moving 

my briefcase. I returned to my reading and you cleared your throat, forcing me to glance up at 

you. My thumb slipped from the page I’d pressed open. You were smiling, holding that head of 

yours in such a way as if to suggest you were accustomed to being observed. Indeed, I was 
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captivated, though I didn’t want to be. You were brown. Terracotta brown, I liked to think of it. 

And you had that scar in the shape of a crooked little axe above your right eye, the one I 

neglected to ask after until it was far too late. You had elegant eyebrows with pupils, dark and 

wide, floating in a sea of white; the kind of milky white I’d seen only in Home and Garden 

Magazine on fancy millwork in fancy houses in Nantucket. You would tell me a year later that 

you cleared your throat again just to pull me out of my strange trance, and though I never 

admitted it, I could not explain the dreamlike state I’d slipped into at that moment. I had just 

gotten out of a two year on-and-off-again relationship, which had ended with me jumping out of 

a moving Volkswagen Jetta. I wasn’t interested in dating again. But I didn’t hear the Michael 

Bolton song you later said was playing over the speakers, and I don’t remember what if anything 

I’d read of Marshall’s book. It was as if some wild Igbo chi had taken over my body. I remember 

only the fine lines fanning around your mouth as you said, “I don’t actually journal. I just wanted 

to see you up close.” 

I rolled my eyes as if the line hadn’t made my heart jolt. If you had lived longer, I 

might’ve eventually told you I was intrigued largely because “journal” as a verb was not in the 

everyday lexicon of 1999.  

But that day I only stood wondering what kind of slick, beautiful, con-man I’d just met.  

“Well?” I said. “Are you close enough yet?”  

You leaned in, your eyes widening. That day, you smelled of fresh cucumbers and basil, 

and I remember thinking it strange that a man would smell as if he were a decadent and slimming 

lunch.  
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“Yes. The view is different but just as pleasing.” You spoke with such formality that I 

found myself chuckling. Funny how all these years later, I speak this way too. That day, as I 

laughed, you pulled back as if to watch my mouth, then you laughed too. We were both 

laughing, yes, but the awkwardness remained until you reached into your back pocket for your 

wallet. The move was pimp-smooth.  

“Drinks, maybe?” You handed me your card, plain white, your number and name in 

black lettering and a red paintbrush in place of the “I” in Mitchell.  

I set Marshall’s book under my armpit. “Naw, I’m good,” I said.  

Paule Marshall’s fiction was no match for the pleasure I felt in letting your fine-ass down. 

Later, you told me you returned every afternoon. I never told you that I thought of you 

every day too. Ten days later, during another quick lunch break, I found you again in the same 

stack. You were reading Cleaver’s Soul on Ice, and this time I noticed the Mariah Carey tune 

coming through the speakers, heard a baby crying in the aisle beside us, saw how unbelievably 

beautiful you were.  

“Just one drink.” You pushed another one of your cards toward me as if you believed I 

might have thrown away the first one. “Thirty minutes of your life. In public, so you’ll feel safe. 

What if I’m your next best friend?” 

I laughed. “I don’t do best friends.” 

“You’re complicated. 

“Very. Be happy I’m sparing you.” 
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"But what if I don’t want to be spared?” 

“What if I don’t care what you want?” 

I could hear the mother in the next aisle shushing the baby, could hear the soft suckling 

noises of something being inserted into its mouth, then a sweet murmur.  

“Have you ever read Mama Day? By Gloria Naylor?” You pulled it off the shelf. Back 

then, all the books by Black authors were in the same two aisles. That one had a black cover with 

big brown hands and lightning bolts. “Came out maybe ten years ago,” you said. 

I hadn’t read it, though I would later. I would love it later. 

“People will tell you this book is about everything—-hoodoo, grandmothers, 

community—and that’s all true, but it’s mostly a love story. Two people who probably shouldn’t 

be together find something crucial in each other.” You crossed your arms like what you were 

saying was suddenly embarrassing you.  

“Like the gods wouldn’t let them not be,” you whispered.  

What had you been thinking during that week before we ran into each other again? 

“You’re scaring me.” I laughed, but I was also serious.  

“You’re not selling yourself well at all,” I added.  

Except you were.  

You would learn later that I am from a people who believe in magic. People who act on 

dreams and believe in seers, people who hear God talking and who watch birds and the wind, 
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people who insist that one must take annual dips in oceans. You were speaking my familial 

language, a language I recognized. I would never hear you speak in this way again, but it felt 

then that you were saying the only words I could hear.  

The baby in the next aisle whined and I reached inside my briefcase, intending to pull out 

my embossed business card, but instead my hand found a pair of my dirty panties, remnants from 

a late-night fleshy snack two weeks earlier that I’d immediately regretted. Quickly, I stuffed the 

panties back down into the bag and it slipped from my knee, tumbling to the floor.  

“Might be easier to write your number on my arm, huh?” 

You were joking but I reached inside my suit jacket for a pen and pulled your arm toward 

mine. Your skin was cool, velvety, and in thick navy-blue letters, I wrote my name and beneath 

it, my office phone number with one digit replaced with a question mark. I smiled at you the way 

the Victoria Secret’s models did in those old commercials, all flirty and come hither, and you 

shook your head as if to ask what kind of game I was playing. You didn’t say goodbye before 

moving toward the escalator. You helped the baby’s mother with the stroller and the three of you 

made your way to the first floor. I had messed it all up. You would never call, I thought. Part of 

me was actually relieved. Nobody needed that magical kind of trouble.  
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CHAPTER THREE  

 

I’ve thought about that boy, Brian, more often than I care to tell you. The first time I saw 

him I was passing by the school gate on the way to an appointment. His teachers were distracted, 

and he and his friends were laughing with their mouths arced open on the playground. That little 

face was so adorable, and it ached something awful to watch it.  

The next few times were at morning drop-off, then once or twice at the end of a school 

day. I went to see him again and again. I knew I shouldn’t have. Today will be my last time, I 

promise. I have to promise someone other than myself.  

After I leave the school, I begin my drive to New York, making my way into Manhattan, 

where the borough pretends it is not pockmarked with death. The Battery Tunnel is how we used 

to easily access Brooklyn, especially late at nights, but it is lunchtime now and the traffic is 

crawling, much like my skin. I feel this way every year as I make my way to our little apartment 

building with its flower-filled courtyard and its brick face, trying to remember what I know I 

should not try to remember: our walks with Morgan; the tremor of the F train; the barbershop 

where we’d both get lined up, me in Julio’s chair, you in Juan’s, both of them lecturing me about 

the virtues of long straight hair on women. As I approach the end of Court Street, I can smell the 

fragrant scallions from our not-so-favorite Chinese take-out. Yet, all I can manage as the 

memories pile up is to sit in my car, double parked, staring up at our old window. There is no 

blue sky on this September 11th. It is cloudy, listless, leaves limp and burdened from the previous 

night’s rainfall. It is the kind of day on which you and I might have chosen to stay in bed a bit 

longer. I am remembering the layout of the apartment, the furniture, the odor of it, the feel of the 

fabrics, and though a part of me wants to experience it again, I will not knock on the door to see 
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who lives there. I don’t want to see that the floor has been sanded and re-stained, that maybe the 

barely-there kitchen has been expanded. I don’t want to think of the absence of our sage green 

couch and the wrought iron bookcase. I don’t want to see any changes because change wasn’t 

what I ever wanted. So, after only fifteen minutes, I put the car into drive, fully intending to 

leave when I spot our old neighbor, Mrs. Edith. She’s more stooped now, the scoliosis no longer 

simply a threat, the blue veins in her hands bulge as she barely manages with her bags. The new 

crop of gentrifiers ignore her as she shuffles toward the front of the building. I search for the gate 

key on my key ring, but it seems I have finally thrown it away. When I approach, she looks up at 

me, surprised, then registers my face.  

“It’s you,” she says.  

She could only ever remember your name. 

I nod and she pushes a bag toward me and unlocks the gate.  

“How are you?” I say. 

“Doing as well as I can.” Her breathing is labored.  

“Same here,” I tell her. 

“You’ve crossed my mind over the years.” 

For some reason, this delights me, the thought of people who don’t have any stake in my 

life thinking of me every so often. So, I smile and she smiles, and I prop open the door for her.  

“You were always a nice girl. A good girl,” she says.  

I don’t remember myself this way, but she nods as if to insist, and I try, really try to hear 

her words.  
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She asks me to accompany her up the staircase but I shake my head and somehow she 

knows I can’t do it. I used to huff and puff, leaning into you after our grocery store runs, and 

when friends came to our parties I’d greet them at the top with icy drinks. Remember how my 

poet friend Jude, the one who always brought the tarot cards, would call us from the second-floor 

landing and you’d run down and fetch her and all the food she’d brought? She moved to Virginia 

a year after I moved to D.C. She still calls me every Sunday at 2pm. I hardly ever answer 

anymore. God, sometimes I miss having that big life.  

"They ran Mr. Khan out of the building. Those people,” she says. “He calls me 

sometimes. He still lives in Greenwich with his youngest boy.” 

I only vaguely remember Mr. Khan. Life was so different for all of us after that day, but 

for some, the difference was in the new way they experienced the weaponization of their names, 

their skin. Do you remember Mr. Khan?  

"I’m moving out soon,” Mrs. Edith says. “It’s too much to manage alone now. He was 

my one friend left here.” 

I nod, knowing what it is to miss someone because of that day, knowing how the shame 

of admitting you can’t manage the aloneness can make the aloneness feel magnified. I wish her 

well. I should stay longer. I should spend time with her, but I cannot take that walk up those 

stairs again, I cannot sink deeper into those memories, particularly not in this building. She 

places her hand atop mine as if she understands, sending me off with a gentle pat. 

I drive back down the New Jersey Turnpike feeling full of something I can’t quite put 

into words. I listen to Aretha, but she’s doing nothing to clear up this mental muddle, so I try 

New Edition, then Michael, then I’m pressing my fingers into the stereo buttons trying to find a 
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song that’ll make me forget the look of compassion on Mrs. Edith’s face, make me forget how 

I’d once told her that showering in our apartment became impossible after you left, how I lived 

out of my office for two weeks and how my dog died of neglect or heartbreak or both because I 

wouldn’t, couldn’t come home.  

By the time I am on the D.C. Beltway, I am thinking of how impossible it was back then 

to imagine I could ever be sitting beneath our apartment window and be the point of distraction 

for young, white, twenty-somethings who glare into my car as if to wonder about my purpose, as 

if to wonder how I, with my Maryland tags, fit into their neighborhood. When I exit the Beltway, 

I am thinking of the encounter with the police officer earlier in the morning, thinking of how 

close I’d come to getting arrested. The weather is warmer here in the D.C. area and because the 

medications I’ve been taking makes for more “personal summers,” I remove my shirt at a 

stoplight a few blocks from my house and ignore the truck driver beside me who honks his horn 

in appreciation. Poor desperate bastard. The bra is probably one you’ve seen me wear; it’s that 

old. It is dirty tan and linty with no underwire, except now my breasts are fuller, so they spill out 

from the top and the heft of them rest on a much thicker stomach.  

Not long after you left, the firm’s New York partners told me they thought “a fresh start” 

would do me good, which really meant they didn’t want to fire a widowed Black woman, so they 

shipped me off to Washington expecting I’d eventually crash, albeit more slowly. That didn’t 

turn out quite as they expected. I dug in deeper at work, eventually making partner. Then, 

wanting to invest wisely, I purchased a stunning house at a stupidly good price in a down market. 

By the time I realized it was in the most politically conservative neighborhood in the Maryland 

suburbs of Washington, I was settled, so I installed a pool and planted twelve-foot white pines to 

block out the Reaganites. 



24 
 

 

Now, I pull into my three-bay garage. I toss the blouse into the backseat, where it meets 

several others. Though it will be the only day off from work for the quarter—and the one day 

I’ve asked not to be interrupted—Pinky, my secretary, calls just as I turn off my engine.  

“Pinky.” It is both a question and a how-dare-you. “I thought you were taking a half-

day.”  

“I’m inputting your time. You got it to me late, remember?” Pinky doesn’t wait for an 

apology she knows isn’t coming.  

"What’s up?” I say.  

“Your friend Tinyiko called from Joburg. Wants to know if it’s okay to rent the Eastern 

Cape house for Christmas. Says you haven’t called her back in weeks.” She pauses as if to 

remind me how often she tells me that I need to do better at keeping in touch with people. “And 

a man named Eric Collins called. He didn’t want your voicemail. Says he’s leaving for a work 

trip. Wants to know if he can reschedule your meeting.” 

“Eric Collins?” 

“He said alternatively, if you’re available to come to New York for the meeting, he’ll pay 

for an Acela roundtrip.”  

I feel the flush of embarrassment. “Number Three” is how I’d marked him on my 

calendar. It’s nothing. I know you know that. I’d never even given him my work number, but 

somehow he’s found it, like some weird stalker. 

“Is this a date?” Pinky asks.  
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“Call Tinyiko back early tomorrow and tell her it’s fine to rent the house, I’m not going 

this year. Tell her I’ll call her back this weekend.” 

“That’s the one who throws those big, fabulous, house parties you told me about, huh?” 

Tinyiko is a friend you don’t know. A friend I was happy to make in those first years in 

D.C. when she taught me to drink myself into temporary states of bliss.    

“And Eric Collins?” 

“Eric Collins?” I say, pretending still not to remember.  

After some silence, Pinky clears her throat. “Are you okay?”  

“I asked not to be bothered today.” I unbuckle my seatbelt. I know Pinky is listening to 

the car’s beeping, aware that I have been out of the house.  

“Sorry,” she says with a little punch in her voice. She wants me to know I’ve been too 

sharp with her.  

“Can you email me his number?”  

“I think he’s already on a plane,” she says. “He told me to reach out to his assistant if you 

needed the train ticket to New York. Do you need the train ticket?”   

I stare down at my watch again. Pinky’s three children are at home being fed by her 

mother who will complain about how I make their mother work too late. Pinky is avoiding home 

because there is no quiet at her home. I adore her kids but I also know that she is happily leaning 

over her Glad bowl eating her lunch leftovers so she doesn’t have to sit at a dinner table with 

them.  
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“OK. Just send me his assistant’s number. I’ll figure it all out.”  

“Well, if it is a date, make it an early dinner so when you hate him, you can have the rest 

of your night to yourself.”  

I almost laugh. I step out of the car and into the garage. The air is thick and hot and oddly 

comforting. “It’s not a date. He’s trying to get me to join his company.” The lie comes almost 

too easy. “I’ll stay in the city for Saturday night and go see my grandmother in Brooklyn on 

Sunday morning.” 

“Are you leaving the firm?” Pinky sounds alarmed and I regret this lie because I know by 

the next morning the other secretaries in her pool will know.  

“No, I just take meetings to make myself feel worthy.” I laugh to throw her off. 

“I know all about trying to feel worthy.” Pinky laughs too. 

“You know what? Go ahead and have his assistant schedule me to return to D.C. on the 

last Acela on Sunday. And don’t let them book any dinner reservations at Aquavit or any place in 

Harlem. Right?” 

I imagine Pinky jotting down the instructions and nodding, and I am almost certain that it 

is time to rid myself of her, for she’s far too familiar, but then Pinky doesn’t say “bye” before 

hanging up. She says only “cool.” A habit she’s picked up from me, a habit I picked up from 

you, which I find so endearing that I scratch the plan to fire her. I sometimes wonder if all 

relationships age in this way, where, depending on the hour, someone we love or need becomes 

either expendable or irreplaceable.  
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I reach back into the car for the cigar but leave my purse, expecting I will pick up take-

out later. Thai maybe. However, upon entering the kitchen, I know I’ll not leave again until 

Monday morning. I feel better here, despite the slow drip of my Jado faucet and the crusty pool 

of multigrain Cheerios on the counter from the night before. I listen to the home voicemail 

messages, one confirming the doctor appointment I have been waiting for, then I check the 

mailbox again, knowing that repeated inspections will not make the thing I most want to be there 

appear. I try not to despair. Instead, I gulp down a glass of wine from an already-opened bottle 

then remove the Tiffany flutes from my butler pantry cabinets because some traditions must be 

maintained. I’ve not used any one of the four since I ordered replacements last September 11th.  

They feel lighter than in all the years past and I am thinking about how even Tiffany’s is not the 

same Tiffany’s of old. I guzzle a second then a third glass of wine far too fast.   

Glasses in hand, I exit the deck door and make my way down the steps toward the pool, 

the lights aglow in alternating pinks and blues and yellows. The crickets are chirping and I even 

spot a firefly, which is almost unheard of these days (don’t ask me why). I skirt the edge of the 

pool, along the patio, toward the clearing I’ve had the gardeners maintain between my rose 

bushes. The mulch is wet and sticky and the four goblets ting-ting as I stand at the backside of 

the house, looking up at the sky. Did I tell you that the house has a brick water table, a red brick 

similar to our old apartment building? I reach for that brick wall and it is cool and sturdy beneath 

the pads of my fingers and I think about the home I’ve made inside: the Holly Hunt furniture, the 

Turkish silk rugs, the rich Benjamin Moore paints, my very comfortable bed. Before this 

moment, I actually believed I might make it through this anniversary without feeling that jagged 

catch in my throat, but then it occurs to me, not for the first time though it feels like it, that you 
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have never been to this house, never slept in this bed, that I have lived all these years here 

without you. 

“You know I fucking hate you, right?”  

It’s the only day of the year when I allow myself to say this aloud. I relish it, because this 

day arrives every single year, I never get a break from it.  

“You knew I didn’t want to love you this much. And then you just left me.” 

I look up at the maudlin sky again. The deck towers beside me and I have this vision of it 

crashing down, burying me under planks of wood, and the idea of this gives me the same 

comfort I’d imagine a weighed blanket might. Then, I begin to hear a deep moaning at the top of 

my neck and I feel it crawling down into my chest, quick and scurrying and rodent-like. 

I set three of the four glasses in the mulch. The one in my hand I twirl before smashing it 

against the brick. Glass shards fly like scattered light, the shattering sound lasts a mere second, 

offering no relief, so I reach for the second and the third and by the fourth, I realize that the 

moaning in my chest is more a growl, and soon I am grunting, howling into that morbidly black 

night. I can feel the sudden stillness of my neighborhood, see the perk-up of wooden blinds, as 

the neighbors try to make sense of these sounds. Maybe they’ll remember hearing the same 

utterances the year before and the year before that, remembering that the Black woman who lives 

in that big house with the pool gets loud and stupid drunk every September 11th.  
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CHAPTER FOUR  

 

 With a missing phone digit, I assumed you’d never call, and if we’re being literal, you 

didn’t. You sent flowers. A bouquet of thirteen yellow-stemmed roses, which were first delivered 

to the other Sylvia in the building. The card read: “Thank you for giving me something more to 

write in the journal.”  

When I called to express my gratitude, you sounded harried, business-like. We agreed to 

meet the next night for drinks. You picked me up at the building wearing a thin silky cashmere 

sweater and blocky Donna Karan frames. I remember thinking you would always be more 

beautiful than I.  

At the bar you asked all the right questions, you laughed at my jokes, you teased at all the 

right times, but when the spotlight fell on you, something felt not quite right.  

“Born and raised in New York?” I asked. 

You crossed your arms, sat back in the chair, took off your glasses, and nodded.    

“Did you ever leave?”  

“Not long enough not to wanna come back.” You shrugged, your mouth upturned just a 

smidge. “What about you? You don’t sound like a New Yorker.”  

“Ahh…a deflection,” I said. “Actually, I moved from Baltimore when I was thirteen. By 

then it was too late to adopt your lovely New York accent.” 
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You didn’t seem to get the joke.  

“So did you—" I began. 

“But I don’t hear a Baltimore accent either.”   

“How would you know?” 

“Been there.”   

“For…?” 

“For…life.” You gulped the last of your wine.  

I don’t have to tell you that you were coming across as weird, cagey. By the time we 

finished that first round of drinks, I was done. I told you I didn’t think things were going well, I 

was calling it a night. I could tell that had never happened to you before.  

“Not going well?” you repeated. “Maybe give it just one hour more. I wanna show you 

something.”  

I agreed, mostly because it was warm outside and my apartment only had one barely 

operable a/c unit. You drove us uptown toward a busy club where patrons were spilling onto the 

sidewalk. I didn’t want to be in a nightclub and began to say so when you removed a key from 

your wallet and opened the door to an adjacent space whose glass walls quivered from the club’s 

bass. You switched on the lights. To my left hung a mural and to my right, in bold Italian 

Renaissance colors, were oiled Black and Brown New Yorkers on canvas. At the back, on a long 

wall, photographs of Black men, smile-less with earnest eyes, fading into what looked to be 
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clouds, their clothes an array of work uniforms, sweats, denim, each of their hands inked, and on 

their feet, exquisite shoes, polished, gleaming, anachronistic.  

It was an art gallery.    

“Is this all you?” I said. 

I didn’t understand how to interpret what I saw but knew then that the art, like the artist, 

would require time. You asked me to sit, then disappeared behind a wall, returning with a bottle 

of Bollinger and drinking glasses that trembled from the bass of the club crowd next door 

crowing “Ayee-oh! Ayee-oh!”  

“I don’t like talking about myself and I don’t always have the right words.” You poured 

the champagne. “But yes, this is all me.” You nodded toward the art and I followed your eyes. I 

wondered if this was what you intended, to make me feel that I was being watched as I pleased 

you. Outside, passersby looked in at the two of us, figures beneath bright lights. A woman in a 

long white dress waved as if she knew you.  

“Dance?” You shouted at her, pretending the two of you were in conversation. “You want 

us to dance?” You pointed at me before taking my hand. Mary J. Blige sang Real Love from the 

club’s speakers and you moved in closer, your arms around my waist, pressing gently, following 

the swirling lines of my hips. The woman in the long white dress threw her head back in laughter 

and another woman sidled up beside her, taking her hand as they walked away together. 

It was almost 4am when we were tired enough to call the evening. There were no lights 

aglow in my building when we arrived, and you wondered aloud if I’d be okay walking the 

staircase alone. I told you I rarely got home from work before midnight and assured you I would 
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be fine. You hurried to open my car door, and as the crisp air made a path around us, you planted 

a gentle kiss on my forehead and waited until I waved goodbye from my bedroom window.  

You called the next day, then the next, while I spent the week avoiding you. You were 

too eager, too much. I’d known it from the moment we danced in your gallery that if we decided 

to be something, it wouldn’t be frivolous. It felt to me like it would be the kind of thing that 

might reach into my lungs and fill it with some new kind of air. I wasn’t sure I wanted new air.  

You sent another bouquet, this time of cala lilies, and when finally I answered your call, I 

told you I’d been put on a new deal at work, that I’d been terribly busy, and though none of what 

I said was untrue, you knew I was trying to let you down easy.  

"I want to get to know you better,” you said, almost pleadingly. You said something 

about being on a “Sylvia mission for a government agency” and I told you that you were being 

corny.  

“Poor you,” you said. “You’re the person who wrote a question mark on my arm. You 

wanna talk about corny?”  

Oof. How could I not like that?  

But it was lunch in your car at Fort Greene Park that did me in. It was raining, pouring, in 

fact, and when it didn’t pass, you revealed the wicker picnic basket you’d hidden beneath a 

blanket on the back floor. I was trying to be cool, but fuck…it was a real live picnic basket. Who 

has a picnic basket? As the water slid down the front windshield, we ate pastrami on rye and 

three bags of Utz chips—BBQ, Salt &Vinegar and Crab—-washing it with cold Sprites. Nothing 

could have been more perfect.  
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It was then that I asked if you’d be my date at the firm’s anniversary party.  

And five months later you invited me to join you on a new work assignment.  

By then, where was a vague sense that we were slowly moving toward something rather 

permanent.  

“Paris?” I repeated. 

“Actually, first London then Paris,” you said. “A new magazine. Financed by a rapper 

who came to my gallery and wants me to do his first photo shoot.”  

On the plane we were doing the usual packing things away, looking quite glamorous in 

our alpaca and cashmere coats, when you asked if I wanted water before take-off.  

“One is always thirstier in business class.” You laughed and I snorted, and a few 

moments later, you remarked about my coloring, said I “was looking green,” and I imagined it 

was a muddied lawn color green before admitting I felt feverish. Quickly, I crossed over your 

legs, pushing my way toward the restroom until that mean-ass flight attendant came bounding 

down, shoving a water glass into my chest.  

“You'll have to be seated,” she barked.  

The vomit slid between my fingers and onto her shoes.  

By the time we arrived in London, my queasiness had subsided. You asked if I had the 

energy to take in the sights and we made our way to the Cabinet War Museum because the 

rapper wanted swords and shields in his photo shoot. God, I hated that museum. Coming from a 

family whose island had been ruled by the British for close to two hundred years, the whole 
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place felt obnoxious. It was there that we met Maureen and Carl. I bet you’ve forgotten about 

them, huh? For some reason, you struck up a conversation with Carl and whispered to me later 

that he seemed like a “cool white boy,” which was probably code for “he won’t look at the size 

of my dick when I’m at the urinal.” You two exchanged information, then we rushed back to the 

hotel because it was your first night of work. Management had left us figs and pears and 

Roquefort cheese, so we ate some then made love. You showered, then later, while pulling up 

your dress socks, you leaned over and asked me about the “episode.”  

“What episode?”  

“On the plane.”  

I picked up my copy of Corregidora and waved you away.  

By mid-week, I had seen you maybe three hours in daylight, but by then we were already 

on the way to Paris. It was Christmas and Paris seemed to know it. The place twinkled, sparkled, 

dazzled, like a Hallmark movie. The first night there, we walked to the Eiffel Tower, where 

French military school students played night soccer on the lawn. You kicked the ball with them 

then passed it to me. I never told you my dad, a youth soccer coach, had been the first to teach 

me the game near Queens Oval in Port-of-Spain. My footwork was fire, wasn’t it?  

The next day, after your shoot, long after I had finished with a frigid walking tour of the 

city, you told me you’d set up evening drinks with Maureen and Carl who’d traveled to Paris the 

day before. When I asked “why?” you said, “why not?” and I didn’t know how to tell you I 

wanted to spend time with only you, that I was feeling overlooked, feeling like an afterthought 

on our first trip together. 
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The bar was horrid. Bad music and everyone was dressed in that Euro-trash style. We 

offered Maureen and Carl polite hugs, then you and Carl went to hunt for drinks.  

“Mitchell told Carl you’re from Baltimore,” she said, speaking into my ear. “And you 

made it out alive?!” She guffawed.  

She told me I looked “exactly like” the mother from “The Cosby Show.” You and I both 

know I look nothing like Claire Huxtable, but outside of Oprah, she was the one Black woman 

every white person in the world knew at that time.  

“You mean Phylicia Rashad?” I’m sure my forehead did that thing it does when it begins 

to resemble lined paper with the letters S-T-U-P-I-D written across it.   

Maureen cocked her head. “Rashad? I didn’t know she was a Muslim. She doesn’t look 

like it.”   

I turned from her, trying to focus on the French rock band that seemed not-inspired-

enough by Depeche Mode but Maureen wouldn’t stop.  

“So, how long did you say you two have been seeing each other?”   

“I didn’t.” I snapped my fingers, pretending the music was something to which one could 

snap. 

“So, what do you all do back in New York?”  

“We like to go to nice restaurants.”  
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“No, I mean, what do you two do for a living?” Maureen was almost shouting now, 

spittle forming at the corners of her mouth, desperate to get me to engage. She handed me her 

business card, expecting me to hand her mine, presumably so she could gauge if we were worth a 

long-term investment of time. My job was to convince her we were not. 

You and Carl finally returned with trays of drinks. Two for Maureen and one too many 

for me. I didn’t know you liked scotch until then, and I didn’t know you liked cigars either until 

you removed an already clipped one from your pocket and lit it with what looked to be a 

personal lighter. 

“You smoke?” Back then, I thought smokers were weak, pathetic.  

“Only cigars,” you said, as if that made a difference.   

Then, the three of us got into that old standby of conversation among strangers—-run-ins 

with celebrities. Maureen launched into some story about having been at the same deli as Prince 

William and his schoolmates while in London. You nodded, smiled. You had to know it was a 

lie, but you puffed on your cigar, the ringlets wafting into my short-cropped hair, listening to her, 

unquestioningly. I decided to play along, but when I mentioned Babyface, Maureen and Carl said 

they’d never heard of him and you shrugged as though that was perfectly reasonable, which it 

was not. But by then you had already begun leaning in to hear Carl’s whopper about running into 

Springsteen’s tour bus and waving at its tinted windows. At the bus! Not at Springsteen! But, oh, 

did you laugh. Like it was the best story ever. What did you see in those people? It was a 

different side of you and your newness left me feeling unbalanced. 
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An hour into what felt like a mental tornado, when I’d had quite enough, Maureen turned 

to me and said, “You seem to be attracting a lot of eyes.”  

You and Carl immediately searched the place and I made some kind of joke to deflect the 

attention, then said to Maureen, “You’re a real shit stirrer, aren’t you?”   

She seemed startled, but not more than you.  

“Maureen notices everything,” Carl said, as if to apologize on her behalf.  

Maureen asked Carl to get us more drinks, but I didn’t want another drink. I nudged you 

beneath the table to indicate as much, but you rose from your seat to accompany Carl, and as you 

walked away, you pointed to your cigar, resting on the table under a barely perceptible cloud of 

smoke, as if it were my job to keep it safe.  

Nearly as soon as you merged into the crowd, Maureen called the man over. He had been 

staring at me. I’d spotted him when we first walked in. He was that kind of handsome. Big eyes, 

tall, looked to be Kenyan or Ethiopian with midnight ocean skin. I searched for you. You didn’t 

once look back at me. Maureen introduced herself to the man who wore a shiny suit with a white 

shirt open at the collar. You remember that look. Maureen nudged herself into him, flinging her 

hair, until finally he turned toward me. By then, I was well past tipsy.  

 “May I?” He pulled out the chair you’d been sitting in.  

 The three of us shaped ourselves into a cozy semi-circle. The man put down his drink, 

extinguished your cigar. I looked down at it, wet with your saliva, smushed with the pressure of 
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his big hand. He extended that hand toward mine, introducing himself as “Henri, from Sierra 

Leone.”  

“Sierra Leone!” I blurted. “Not Kenya!” 

The “one drink too many” had taken its full effect. Henri smiled, and soon his melodious 

voice, alongside his fragrant cologne, felt intoxicating. I was giggling, admiring his hands, then 

he pressed his knee into mine at the very moment you returned. Evian, was it? I said something 

stupid about Michael Jackson being criticized for drinking bottled water. You pushed the cold 

bottle into my shoulder and I looked up at your scowl only to realize you seemed both hurt and 

rather colorless next to that vivacious Henri. The truth was that I didn’t like you very much that 

night. Perhaps because our time away wasn’t anything like I’d wanted it to be or perhaps because 

the you that showed up wasn’t the you I had been expecting. I accepted the water bottle and you 

took note of the extinguished cigar before planting both your hands in your pockets like a 

colonial schoolteacher. Carl, standing behind Maureen’s chair, grinned as though he didn’t quite 

understand what was happening.  

Henri didn’t bother introducing himself to either of you. Rather, he reached into the inner 

pocket of his jacket and handed me his card. Imports/Exports. Of course, what else? I slid the 

card into my dress pocket and he licked his lips before balling up his bar napkin and throwing it 

atop your cigar. Then, I surreptitiously removed Maureen’s business card from my purse and 

handed it to him.  

You uttered a few rushed farewells to Maureen and Carl, and on our way through the 

throng of people, we both caught Henri’s eye. He had this expression about him, as if he wanted 

to transmit all I might be missing by leaving. I giggled again.  
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“That was some real disrespectful shit.” You were trying not to shout. We were maybe a 

block from the bar when you really let loose. I think that might’ve been the first time I had ever 

heard you curse. It was yet another thing I didn’t know about you.   

“You gave him your card and you let him sit in my seat?” 

“I don’t own the seat.” 

Your eyes were bloodshot, but I could see in them your surprise. “And I don’t own the 

hotel room, so you can find another place to stay,” you said.  

It was so abrupt. I didn’t think you were serious but I stayed in the hotel lobby, sobering 

up, trying to prove a point by searching for another room. Except there were no available rooms 

in all of Paris, no seats open on any flights back to New York. It was Christmas. As I sat in the 

lobby, I recalled how Henri’s accent had been so heavy that I had only pretended to understand 

what he was saying; how I’d noticed the faint color difference on his ring finger; how his breath 

had smelled of burnt peanuts (you know, I’m allergic to peanuts). All of that, and yet still, I 

persisted, leaning toward him, allowing him within an eyelash of my face. Maureen had cleared 

her throat, as if to let me know that perhaps I’d gone too far. Then, I saw you glance over at our 

table. Your eyes narrowed then you blinked, repeatedly, as if to clear your vision. 

You were packing your suitcase when I returned to the room. Throwing your lovely 

sweaters, unfolded, into the cavity, setting your shoe bags atop pressed shirts. You didn’t bother 

to look up at me.  

“I can’t find a room,” I said. “And it was Maureen’s card that I gave him, not mine.” 
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You shrugged, left, moved into an empty room in the rapper’s suite, and changed your 

flight back to New York for good measure. I sort of admired how far your “fuck you” went, but 

still I didn’t think it was over until weeks later, when we were back in the city, and you didn’t 

answer my calls. I left long voicemail messages, sent elaborate bouquets, ordered you art 

supplies, but you never responded. You were done. It was over. Six weeks passed, when I got the 

clever idea to start at the beginning. I bought a journal for the new year and began writing in it.  

February 15th, 2000: Mitch will stop being mad with Sylvia and will return her calls. 

This was the first of 320 entries I wrote in a red 2000 journal I purchased at the Barnes 

and Noble where we met.  

February 16th, 2000: Sylvia will hear Mitch’s voicemail and call him back. She will begin 

a marathon session of groveling. 

February 17th, 2000: Mitch will agree to think about seeing her again. 

February 22nd, 2000: Mitch will go on a date with Sylvia to Aquavit (reservation is 

already booked, so please don’t make her eat alone). 

May 18th, 2000: Mitch will take a weekend trip to Aruba with Sylvia. They will scuba dive 

and eat conch on the beach. He will love it. 

December 22, 2000: Mitch and Sylvia will have amnesia about where they were on this 

exact day in 1999. They will not remember ever traveling to Paris or London.  

I had the journal delivered to you by courier, and when you didn’t call upon receipt, I 

thought you might surprise me at the Aquavit dinner. I was all prettied up, hair oiled, make-up 
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professionally applied by the only Black woman at the Bloomingdale’s make-up counter, but by 

my second course, it was clear you wouldn’t show. The waitstaff, with frowny faces, brought me 

their signature dessert on the house. A bird’s nest. I’m sure there’s symbolism there. It was a 

decadent sculpture of crispy thin cookie atop a medallion of sweetened goat cheese. It had been 

our favorite dessert and I was eating it alone.  

Despondent and bloated, I unbuttoned my slacks, paid the check, and as I flagged down a 

taxi, I felt you behind me.  

A cab stopped and I pulled you into it with me. 

You smelled familiar and fresh, and I wanted to hold you, but you were sitting upright, 

your knees with barely a gap between them.  

“Please take us to our home,” I said to the driver. 

You reared back a bit, but I had hope that we’d one day make our home in my apartment 

building. The top floor would come open the following summer and I’d already told the landlord 

I wanted it. It was a beautiful space, three bedrooms, enough room for you to paint or have a 

darkroom. I’d written our lease-signing date, along with all the details of the new apartment in 

the journal. I knew you’d read it.  

The driver cleared his throat as if to remind me that “home” wasn’t a specific enough 

destination. I gave him the address and moved closer to you, your smell narrowing into sand and 

outdoor showers and salt on my tongue.  

 “I don’t really know you,” I said.  



42 
 

 

You looked out at the FDR, cars whirring by, and you were near stoic. The driver put on 

a Kenny G disc then glanced back, catching my eye, as if to let me know he had my back, as if to 

let me know I had to say more. 

But what more was there to say? I dug deeper. 

“I know what I did was hurtful. I think I was jealous.”  

Though Kenny G played, there seemed no sound except the static of rushing traffic 

outside the taxi windows.  

“I’m sorry. I really am. You have to know that.” 

You sighed and it felt almost relieving to hear your breaths.  

“What we had was good,” you whispered.  

I was so focused on the words “had” and “was,” so focused on the idea of losing you, that 

I almost missed the next line.  

“There’s something really beyond me keeping me here with you.”  

The driver exhaled, then slowed as he approached the traffic light just before entering the 

Battery Tunnel. The World Trade Center buildings were beside us and I remember wanting to 

look up like I always did, to try and see the top, but by then you had pulled me closer to you and 

I didn’t want to disrupt the moment. For the first time in my life I didn’t try to spy the roofs and 

that radio tower. Later, I would think skipping that ritual had caused those buildings to come 

crashing down. Absurd, I know. But so was two planes smashing into them.  
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IIIIIIIIII 

 

George W. Bush was on his early morning run when I switched on the coffee-maker that 

morning. At Logan, Abdul, Satam, Wail, and Waleed were on their way to the American Flight 

11 gate, while Marwan, Fayez, Mohand, and the two brothers, Ahmed and Hamza, were 

checking in for United’s Flight 175. 

Marwan had arrived in the U.S. over a year earlier from Germany. He had taken flying 

lessons in sunny Venice, Florida, even though he wore prescription glasses. I used to think pilots 

couldn’t have bad eyes but I guess it doesn’t much matter if your goal is to slam a plane into a 

building, huh? Marwan had been out of touch with his family for some time when they reported 

him missing with the United Arab Emirates government. Somehow, he learned of this and called 

home a few months before the 11th. His mother brought everyone to the phone to speak to him. 

Cousins, aunties, nieces, nephews. They were so relieved. He was everyone’s favorite. He used 

to take all the family’s younger children for ice cream on weeknights. He, himself, had a sweet 

tooth that was never satisfied. In fact, he loved American candy so much that often, while living 

here, he gave out pieces to strangers. On the phone his family asked when he planned to return. 

He told them he was still studying in Hamburg.  

“Soon,” he said. “Soon.”  

Imagine thinking someone you love might be gone forever and suddenly they call. Do 

you know how many times I imagined it was you on the other end of a ringing phone? That it 

was my mother? Imagine Marwan’s family, a few months later, learning that call was their last 

with him.  
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The dead’s lies are the worst. They just settle across perfect memories like carcasses. 

On the evening of the 10th, Morgan had been restless. Around midnight, he began 

scratching at the bedroom door and though I was a bit queasy, I took him downstairs to the front 

of the building. The guys at the corner were there like always, eating Chinese take-out chicken 

wings from the box. They lifted their chins to acknowledge they’d seen me there in my pajamas, 

that I was all good, and I shrugged to suggest the pajamas were the best I could do. They smirked 

and Morgan relieved himself. Meanwhile, Marwan, Hamza and Ahmed were shaving hair from 

their bodies, performing their ablution in a hotel room, cleansing so the angels might let them 

through the gates of heaven when they arrived the next morning.  

When I returned upstairs, I heard the toilet tank filling. You must have been awake. I 

hadn’t been to the office for several days and I had told you that I planned to take the train into 

Manhattan that morning to retrieve some files. It was a lie, but you would never know. I crawled 

back into bed, hoping you wouldn’t ask me to hold you. You breathed heavily, instead, 

pretending to be asleep. A few hours later, after vomiting, I would be seated at our kitchen table 

waiting for you to join me for that cup of coffee. By the time you exited the room, nine United 

Airlines crew members were already preparing themselves for Flight 175, while eleven crew 

members were preparing for American’s Flight 11. By the time they opened the cabin doors for 

boarding, I was in a taxicab thinking of how you’d turned to me with the coffee cup in hand and 

said “something’s wrong”—whether to warn me or to question me, I will never know.  

IIIIIIIIII 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

I type “Colombia” on my work calendar whenever I’m scheduled to see Clara. Pinky has 

asked about the meaning of “Colombia” but not everything needs to be explained to everyone, 

despite all this new-age talk about openness and authenticity and whatever else they like to call 

“telling all your business” these days. Just to be clear, I’m not embarrassed about having a 

therapist. In the last fourteen years I’ve tried nearly every therapeutic modality there is, including 

psychodynamic, cognitive behavioral, dialectical, gestalt, books, groups, churches, but to be 

totally frank, it’s challenging when you don’t know your precise problem. Dead husband? We 

can fix that! Can’t have a baby? We can fix that too. I mean, what if the dead husband or the 

desire for a baby or the day-to-day life shit isn’t the problem? Or what if it’s one of many 

problems? What if things are too messy to define?  

Anyway, in this new millennium, lots of Black folks are going to therapy. And there are 

more Black therapists than ever. Yet, since the goal of chatting with you is full disclosure, I will 

admit right now that my therapist is not Black. Shocking, yes. Clara is a petite, tight-faced, 

frizzy-fro’d blonde Colombian. She is nearing sixty, speaks English as a third language, and I am 

with Clara partly because there aren’t enough good Black therapists to meet the current demand 

and partly (and you’ll know exactly what I mean when I say this), because I’m not interested in 

getting that deep. 

I mean…what some of these people do to you in their offices should be illegal. They 

shred you, then after fifty minutes of full-on snotty crying or agonizing vulnerability, they send 

you out into the world expecting you’ll be able to function. And some of those Black women 

therapists have like three damn eyes. I can’t handle all that extra seeing. So, I plan my sessions 
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with Clara long before arriving. What I’ll discuss and what I won’t discuss are all mapped out. 

Clara knows this is how I need things to proceed. I do not feel compelled to tell Clara everything 

and she isn’t one of those counselors who’ll call me out on my bullshit just for giggles. What I 

most like about seeing her is that generally she leaves me be, though every once in a while she 

surprises me with something that has the potential to really change things…i.e., having a detailed 

and extended conversation with my dead husband.  

When she first suggested I do this—talk to you—I asked her if she was trying to get me 

committed. She didn’t laugh because she knew I wasn’t joking, but suddenly here I am and it 

feels sort of good to deposit things with you, things that I don’t feel like carrying anymore.  

Anyway, here’s the kicker…I don’t think Clara likes me very much. I imagine she keeps 

me on the roster because she wants to see if she can “fix” me, but each time I arrive at her office, 

usually five minutes late, I sit on the middle cushion of her hard-ass sofa for three long minutes, 

during which time neither of us utters a word. Then, always at 10:10, Clara breaks our silence, 

pretending we didn’t just have a stand-off, pretending she is happy to see me with that wide, 

fake, smile of hers, which is the same smile that made me choose her out of all those listed on the 

Psychology Today website, because, as I thought then, she looked like someone who might 

appreciate a good bottle of Brunello.  

“How are you?” she always says, to which I reply:  

“I’m here, so the answer should be obvious,” to which she replies:  

“It’s okay to come to therapy even when you’re feeling great.” 

“Who said I feel great?” I’ll say. 
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Then, always, she will remind me of something she knows will not make me feel great. 

This time, she smacks me with the whopper at 10:12.  

“How was the anniversary?” 

I look down at my watch, a Cartier I bought for myself when I made partner. Then, I give 

her the look. The look she must know because she’s been in this country long enough to 

understand when a Black American woman is telling her to back the fuck up. And she does. She 

clasps her French-manicured hands on her lap, crosses her legs, and that fine suit fabric of hers 

sways and swishes.  

Did I mention Clara’s pantsuits? They are tight. Crisp. And she wears them like a bad-ass 

Wall Street powerbroker. I imagine there’s a small boutique in Miami or Barcelona with Clara’s 

email address and her precise measurements on file. On occasion, Clara wears an emerald on her 

ring finger that should probably have its own display case at The Louvre. I am convinced her 

family is involved in a cartel, that she grew up on some Cartagena estate with bodyguards. I 

know this is probably racist and I know it’s far more likely that Clara’s husband, a German 

private equity manager whom I’ve Googled, is the crook in the family, but one of the other 

reasons I like seeing her is because lots of things about her don’t quite line up. Sort of like with 

me. For instance, even with all that bling she wears, her office has the stench of her working-

class clientele, present company excluded. Folks who want to put their feet up on the brown sofa 

with polyester filling, those who don’t blink an eye at placing their damp water bottles on 

wooden tables. People who, unlike me, have to use their insurance plans to pay for Clara’s 

services. Frankly, the damn office feels exactly like my grandmother’s Brooklyn apartment. 

There is even a cheap, plastic-faced, grandfather clock similar to the one Mammy used to have 

that poses behind Clara’s mission-style desk. The hands always sit at four and five, and the fact 
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that it is inoperable enrages me. If nothing else, a clock should tell time, am I right? And yet, 

there is something about the odd things Clara chooses to display that makes Clara’s office feel 

mildly familiar, that makes Clara feel mildly safe.  

Now, she clears her throat to goad me along. I’m not ready to talk to her about the school 

parking lot or the drive to Brooklyn or the other thing that’s really been bothering me, but I 

suddenly feel this immense pressure to perform, as though our patient-doctor relationship is 

dependent upon it, as though she is the cat who will stop eating the house mice if the fresh milk 

is not set under the porchlight, so I give her some bait.  

“One of them called my office on Friday,” I say.  

I can see Clara flipping through the mental index cards she keeps of my life, wondering 

who the “one of them” is in the sentence with no context. I like to keep her on her feet. After 

three years, she knows my life is regimented, scheduled, that I care for consistency and routine, 

so Clara turns in her armchair to look not at the digital clock on the table beside her, but at the 

date on the Chinese wall calendar she has hanging like it’s an acupuncturist’s office. It is the 

Monday after 9/11.  

“Ohhh.” Clara says this as if proud of herself for suddenly remembering. “How did he get 

your work number?”  

“Google, I guess.” 

She has this expression like she’s surprised anyone would Google a person and I realize 

Clara has never bothered to Google me. This stings a little.  

“Is this Number One, Two or Three?”  
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“Number Three. He’s the last one I’m meeting this year. A friend from my former New 

York life says he’s quote lovely unquote.”  

“And how do you feel about that?” 

“How do I feel about him calling my secretary and telling her we have a meeting for next 

Saturday night?” 

Clara nods as if this is, indeed, her question though I know it is not. 

“Pissed,” I say.  

I hadn’t noticed but Clara is wearing the emerald ring on her pointer finger today. It fits 

loose. She spins it around.  

“Are you embarrassed that Pinky—Pinky, right?—knows about this date?” 

“You know that I’m private,” I say. “And Pinky doesn’t know anything. I told her it was 

a business meeting.”  

“So, you are a little embarrassed for her to know?” 

“I’m private,” I say again. 

Clara pauses, as if to debate whether she should say more. “But you meet these men in 

public. In places where you could easily run into someone you know. How private is it really?” 

Then she adds, “Do you feel like you’re betraying Mitchell by dating?” 

“Don’t make me out to be so obvious.” 
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There are thirty minutes remaining in this session and suddenly I don’t feel like being 

here. Clara told me this means I am getting to a place where I need the most work, but it feels 

more like the place where I will wind up punching her in the fucking face. 

“These are not my first dates, so Mitch has nothing to do with it,” I add. “It was just rude 

of this man. If I didn’t give him my phone number, why would he try and find it?” 

“Tell me again about this annual exercise? I feel like we always gloss over it. You 

usually don’t take these dates seriously, so are you more interested in finding someone this year? 

Has something changed?” She leans forward, her elbows planted firmly in her thighs, her hands 

folded under her chin, like she’s expecting some major breakthrough.  

“We don’t always gloss over it...,” I say, because Clara knows the damn details and I 

resent that she’s pretending she doesn’t.  

Every year for the last five, it’s been the same. I designate the week after September 11th, 

two weeks after my birthday, as my annual dating period, because at my age it’s sometimes 

important to feel wanted. It’s true I don’t take the men seriously, but the process is very serious. 

People who know me—friends, co-workers—offer up the names of the most accomplished, most 

unattached men they know, the ones they have been “dying for me to meet,” and after some 

preliminary investigation—Google, Facebook, Twitter, criminal database checks, academic and 

professional credentials checks—I choose the three best options. It’s for kicks, I don’t say. For 

my ego. For my pleasure. Shit, men do this all the time and no one asks them stupid questions 

about seriously searching.  

“I only do it to get people off my back.” I look at the clock again. Only five minutes have 

passed. “For the married folks who want to see me “happy” and for the other friends who don’t 
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want “Aunty Sylvia” to be a burden to their children in her old age. I’ve done much more than 

this to please others.” 

Clara spins the ring again like it’s her bullshit detector. How long has she been using this 

ring in this way?  

“Right. So, remind me again why you go on this annual quest at all?”  

“Quest? Quest is a word one uses to describe someone who is seeking. I am not seeking.” 

“You’re right. ’Quest’ isn’t the correct word.” Clara sits back in her chair. “But you don’t 

have to be afraid to say you want human connection.”  

She is trying to go there again. Back to my mother.  

Somehow, a year or so ago, I let Clara convince me that talking about my mother’s return 

to Trinidad when I was thirteen and her subsequent death would help me realize that losing you 

was part of a longstanding, unfinished, grieving process, but all the “mother talk” did was 

convince me that grief stays if grief wants to stay and there’s not jackshit you can do about it. 

Imagine her wanting me to blame my mother for dying? Or blame my grandmother for 

discouraging any discussions around missing my mother? Clara didn’t say these things in exactly 

those words, but she was certainly hinting at it, and it ticked me off. Mammy kept us going even 

after she’d lost her only child and was forced to raise me two years from what should have been 

her retirement. She did nothing wrong. Nothing wrong.  

“I’m not afraid of human connection,” I say. “Why would you say that? I had a husband, 

didn’t I? I’m a kick-ass lawyer, aren’t I? These things require connecting to people. I am busy, 

sure, but I still have decent relationships. I have an annual girls’ trip. You know this. And it’s 
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through a friend that I have this date tonight. And the other two dates this month. I’m not afraid 

of human fucking connection.”   

“I said you are afraid to admit you want it. There’s a difference.”  

“Anyway…” I exhale loudly, and I can see by the way she stiffens that Clara is offended 

by my exhalation, by my “anyway,” and for some reason this bothers me—I don’t want Clara to 

be offended, I don’t want her to be so angry she’ll fire me because that’s what happens 

nowadays. These therapists have so much demand that if they tire of you, they’ll stop accepting 

your appointments. It happened to Pinky and Sal, it’s happened to another friend with the only 

Black therapist in Helena, Montana. And if it happens to me, I’d have to start over, or worse, 

give up on therapy when I feel like I’m on the precipice of something.  

Now, Clara is glancing out of the window and I follow her eyes to the building across the 

street. The brown brick of it, under the afternoon light, appears burnt orange. The color orange 

always makes me think of Fall and suddenly that’s got me thinking about Halloween, which is 

only next month, and about the candy I don’t buy for the neighborhood kids who never come. 

Pinky tells me I have to put on the lights. But I suspect even if the lights were on, no one would 

come.  

 “So…Number One is tonight.”  

“A lobbyist,” I say, relieved that we’re continuing. “Twice divorced. Two children in 

college. Owned his own firm, which was acquired by his current firm. He’s Black. Average 

looking. Short, I’m told. Which could mean anything from little person to an inch or two taller 

than me. But apparently he’s rumored to be amazing in bed.”  
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No one has told me this last part, but I know “Catholic Clara”—who tries to conceal the 

gold cross she tucks inside her blouses—always slows her roll when sex comes up. She turns the 

ring again and this time the emerald catches the sunlight and shimmers as if to taunt me. 

“Are you looking forward to it?”  

“Does that profile sound like something to look forward to?” 

“It could be.” Clara blushes, then giggles, and I realize she means to ask me about the sex 

she supposes I might have with this man. I laugh a little to veil my discomfort. I’ve told no one 

you’re the last man I’ve slept with. I’d have to hear someone else’s thoughts about “moving on” 

and “getting over it” and how you’d want me to be happy. So, I make up little stories. To Clara, 

mostly, but sometimes with others too. About encounters with old boyfriends who always turn 

out to be married. Because who would understand not wanting to make love anymore? Who 

would understand that the thought of being naked with anyone other than you makes me feel ill? 

The first year I went on these dates, I almost slept with one of them. He was a real estate agent. 

Tall like you, but chubbier, maybe the way you would’ve looked in middle age. There was a 

moment during dinner when he covered his mouth the way you used to when you laughed, and 

suddenly I was no longer with him. He had morphed into you. I sustained that merging for 

almost an hour until I found myself on a pool table in the basement of a house he’d just sold to 

one of Ted Turner’s ex-wives. Imagine the shock of finding myself half-naked beneath this 

strange man when I swear to God you were there just moments before. I couldn’t tell Clara this, I 

couldn’t tell anyone. 

“It’s good to explore.” Clara says this every year. “Mitchell can still be there with you 

while you’re enjoying the pleasures of life.”  
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Do you really wanna watch me fuck another man, Mitch?  

Clara speaks of pleasures as if she doesn’t imagine I have any, as if the only way to 

achieve pleasure is through a romantic relationship. Perhaps part of me still believes this, perhaps 

this is why I agree to these three dates a year, but the other part of me knows this is not where 

my future pleasure lies.  

 “Speaking of exploring…I have another appointment on Thursday. I really hope it’s 

good news.” 

Clara purses her lips, places both her feet flat on the rug as if to ground herself. “I thought 

you were done with the treatments,” she says. “Didn’t your doctor say she had no other options?” 

“We’re not done until I know it’s impossible.” 

She removes the ring and places it on the side table.  

“I really don’t care if you think it’s a bad idea,” I say. “Not having a child isn’t an 

option.”  

“You’ve never said that in quite this way before. What’s changed?” 

“Nothing’s changed. I’ve always felt this way.”  

“But you told me last month you weren’t going to keep going, that you had accepted the 

outcome.” She looks down at her notes. “The hormones make you hot and sweaty, make you feel 

unlike yourself, you said, and the continued disappointment was taking a toll. You said you were 

done.”  

“I don’t remember saying all of that.” 
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“Well…maybe I’m mistaken.” She closes her notebook.  

“And by the way,” she adds, “I think trying to have a child is a fine decision if you’re 

ready.”  

“What does ‘if I’m ready’ mean? People are always talking about being ‘ready’.” 

“It means even though you spend some time with Pinky’s children, which is important to 

see if mothering is something you really want to do, the work in here is very important too, 

and—" 

“And what? I’m here every week. I do the work. Are you saying I don’t have what it 

takes to be a mother?” 

“No, not at all. But we’ve discussed this before. You can be very res—” 

“I’ve been a caretaker. I can be a nurturer.” 

“I’m not trying to upset you.” Clara extends a tissue box toward me.  

When I can talk without my voice breaking, I say, “Sure, maybe I’m not the same warm, 

bubbly person I was in my twenties. I’ve changed. But I’m still deserving.” She’s pushing that 

off-brand tissue box toward me, but I’m letting it hang there between us. “I take care of my 

grandmother, I send money to Mitch’s aunt and my head-in-the-clouds father. My paycheck 

keeps him alive, you know? With a full-time nurse in a house I built for him in Trinidad. I don’t 

owe him a thing and yet, I do it. I am deserving.”  

“Of course. You are deserving,” she says.  

I take the damn tissue box, but I don’t look up from it because I don’t want to show her 

the deep appreciation I feel for her saying that.  
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She glances at the desk clock. She seems to be trying to stifle a sigh, trying not to show 

how tired I’ve made her. I know when I’m too much. She’d deny it, but I can tell, so I quiet 

myself, and as the seconds count down toward the end of our session, that plastic-faced 

grandfather clock, which I have never seen move from the four and the five, sputters, making a 

sound like a phlegmy tweet, but Clara doesn’t seem to notice and if she does, she’s pretending as 

if she hasn’t. I want to ask her about it—the clock—but she’s picking up the ring and pushing it 

onto her finger and it’s becoming clearer by the way she’s performing her end-of-session 

rituals—the shift in her legs, the clicking pen, the tissue box moving back to the side table—-that 

Clara is tabling the very topic I told myself I wanted to avoid but that now I wish we hadn’t—the 

gifts you’ve been sending every year except this one. It is the gift she likely presumes has arrived 

just like always, in a box with a hand-painted card from you. One of many presents you 

purchased after that time you didn’t show up to my birthday party (What a miserable, 

humiliating night that was.) The first gift arrived within days of your burial like a freaking 

ghostly nightmare. You’d ordered me a monogrammed pen with the word “journal” inscribed in 

it and I didn’t stop crying for months. When the second gift arrived a year later—a camera—I 

knew then it had all been horribly and meticulously planned. I called your Aunt Bettye. She told 

me after you were a no-show for my birthday party you brought over a large box filled with pre-

purchased gifts and asked her to hide them in her basement. She said it was now her duty to send 

them on your behalf. 

“He wanted you never to be forgotten again,” she’d said in tears. “The boy was so 

sweet.”  

Each year thereafter, the gifts have arrived—a collector’s set of Morrison’s novels, a 

miniature painting of Ponden Hall, a gold-leaf deck of cards, a transistor radio—and each year I 
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have been honestly surprised, always supposing the previous year might have been the final gift. 

I mean, this shit only happens in the movies, right?  

But this year, you forgot me. This year, in my 14th year of living without you, your gift 

didn’t come and a baby didn’t come, and something inside me has dislodged. How can I explain 

this to Clara or even to you, that it is still possible to feel something breaking inside what I 

thought was already complete and utter brokenness?  
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CHAPTER SIX  

 

Number One is early. It’s the beginning of the D.C. rush hours and the streets are flooded 

with folks in loose neckties and people wearing hairdos that disintegrated hours earlier. I apply 

fresh lipstick and watch him through the restaurant window. He is wearing the navy-blue sports 

jacket and grey trousers he described in his email, hunched over a cocktail table. One of my law 

school friends emailed me about him after his last divorce. She told me to search for clips of him 

online from when he’d appeared on MSNBC. He’s a “policy wonk,” she’d said. When I watched 

the clips, Number One had seemed bright, personable, but the host of the show seemed to be 

gushing over him, which I didn’t think it fair to hold against him, so here I am.  

Oh wait…you don’t know! We have a Black President now! A genuine Black man with a 

tall brown beautiful Black wife both of whom conservatives love to hate. Barack Hussein Obama 

is his name. Yes, imagine a Black man with that name becoming President after… 

Anyway, all the networks went on a hiring frenzy for Black intellectuals and lawyers 

after years of pretending they didn’t exist. So now we have guys like Number One on television 

giving their opinion and getting paid for it. Wonders never cease. 

He stands as I approach, visibly assessing me, then moves in for one of those all-too-

familiar hugs that doesn’t land quite right because my arms have remained by my side.  

“You smell great,” he whispers.  

Sniffing him in return, I can’t say what he smells like. He leaves no olfactory mark, 

which actually disappoints me. He pulls out my chair and immediately calls for the cocktail 
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waitress with a double snap of his fingers. I sit and sadly feel myself wondering if I meet his 

expectations. I didn’t overdo it, but I spent some time getting myself ready. Heels. Green Gucci 

handbag. Green Gucci dress. Gel manicure. Waxed upper lip. It’s weird, but there’s a part of me 

that thinks if men who are the age you’d be if you were still alive find me attractive, then perhaps 

you would too. I remember how shabby I used to feel next to you, how I hadn’t come into myself 

yet, hadn’t found my walk, my style, how I’d just been playing dress-up and not inhabiting my 

look the way I do now. I wish you could see me, wish you could see how womanly I’ve become.  

“Finally,” he says, sitting down.  

We’d only exchanged a few polite emails before now. A joke here and there, a restaurant 

recommendation, a shared article or two, nothing too heavy. “It’s really nice to meet you in 

person.” He leans in when he speaks. His voice is soft, one might even say sexy. I don’t 

remember noticing this on the news clips and I wonder if this is the affect he adopts for dating.  

The waitress arrives and Number One orders a bourbon straight and I ask for a caipirinha. 

Across the street from the restaurant, I notice a new white 911 Turbo parked under a streetlight. 

It makes me think of you. God, we loved Porsches, didn’t we? We’d promised each other that 

when we bought our first house, we’d purchase one together. When I see a 911 I always think 

about the afternoon we went to that dealership in Jersey and found ourselves being overtly 

ignored for over an hour. You were so surprised when I asked for the manager and handed him 

my card. Come to find out, they had sold nearly fifty Porsches the prior year to my firm’s 

partners and the manager was scared shitless that I’d go back and tell everyone at work what had 

happened to little ole Black us. He never stopped calling after that. We listened to those 

desperate messages over and over just for laughs.  
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The 911 that’s catching my eye right now is the 991 iteration. It’s got more curves and it 

looks lovely beneath the late dusk sky, reflecting the pink of the clouds, the sun’s ginger.  

“Have you been to Brazil?” Number One interrupts my memory. He is still leaning over 

the table and he’s got a strong set of man-boobs, though they’re not exactly jiggly. “Or do you 

just like Brazilian drinks?”  

I tell him about a quick jaunt to Rio after a planned trip to Buenos Aires that turned into a 

hellscape of anti-Blackness. I’ve told this story at firm cocktail events, at dinner parties, and I 

know how to get the right reaction from the telling. Number One laughs and grimaces at all the 

right moments, which is a mark in his favor, then he tells me of his many visits to Rio with a 

homebuilder friend of his who owns beachfront property.  

“And the females there are beautiful,” he adds.  

I remember a literature class in undergrad, where a professor told us that the first few 

pages of a book often give the reader clues as to what to expect in the novel. It is why, he’d said, 

readers will, in a bookstore say, spend a few moments perusing the opening chapter. I think 

about this often in my first interactions with people. Though Number’s One’s statement, 

particularly his use of “females,” perhaps shouldn’t alarm me, I am now searching for more signs 

of something untoward. This is the side of me I don’t like. The mechanical, bullish, lawyer side 

that makes me a hell of a litigator because I can sift through all the garbage on the surface and 

find that speck of relevant information to exploit, but also makes me hard to like on a first date. 

So, I move us away from Brazil and launch us into a discussion about our resumes. He tells me 

he’s Googled me, tells me what a superstar I am, and I tell him I’ve watched his clips, and that 

his analysis of Obama’s climate change speech in Alaska was spectacular. He has some charm, 
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not like your wide-eyed innocent-looking charm, but a polished charm, like he’s been working to 

perfect it. Now, we’re drawing a little attention, though Number One doesn’t seem to notice the 

stares. He’s telling me about his hometown, Columbus, Ohio, and I will remember nothing of 

what he says about growing up there until he mentions his first wife, whom he met in high 

school, a “mad-genius” workaholic professor who now teaches at Spelman.  

“A Black woman,” I say.  

My friend had already told me this and Google had given me his old wedding 

announcement in a local Atlanta paper, but still, I mention it.  

“Of course,” he says. 

“Well…you know….” I say, and he chuckles because we both know.  

“But I won’t lie,” he adds after a long pause, “I don’t discriminate when I date.” 

I nod, though I’m not sure exactly what I’m trying to convey with the nod other than my 

understanding that he will fuck anything that walks.  

“I know I’m not supposed to be talking about my exes on a first date,” he says. “I just 

wanna get it all out of the way so it’s not hanging over us.” 

He’s referring to me and him as an “us” and I think I will soon disabuse him of this 

notion. Until now, I was fairly certain my friend Lisa from law school had told him I wasn’t 

looking for anything serious, and fairly certain she had confirmed that he wasn’t either. So, the 

comment throws me a bit. I stare again at the Porsche, noticing for the first time its black alloys, 
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its red interior. You would have hated this interior but I love it. Boy, I’d like to take off in that 

thing right about now.  

“I understand you’re a widow,” he says, as if he thinks this is a good transition. To me 

“widow” is a word that signals loss but Number One says it as if he’s speaking about sneakers or 

dandelions. I signal to him with the same flat “please don’t go there” expression others seem to 

understand immediately, but Number One pushes further. 

“Would you ever marry again?” he says. 

“Probably not.”  

“How long were you married?” 

“Long enough.”  

He clenches his jaw. His expression says he is not the kind of man who wants to compete 

with a ghost. He gulps the last of his bourbon, sits up straighter, then begins moving with 

staccato gestures as if he feels suddenly that I might be a waste of his time. I think maybe he’s 

the sort of man who just plays like he wants a commitment, the sort that reels women in with the 

“nice guy” routine.  

“Not sure what ‘long enough’ means…” he says.  

I shrug because I will not explain what it means to be a widow of a short-lived marriage, 

a marriage so brief that to many, you, my dear husband, are almost irrelevant. Packs of chicken 

last longer than our marriage, someone once told me.  
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Now, Number One shifts things into high gear like he’s moving from defense to offense. 

Like he’s decided to test my worth.  

“You don’t have kids, right? That’s a shame. You must be pretty lonely.” His voice is 

deeper, louder.   

“Lonely?” I force a chuckle.  

“You must have regrets about not having a child.” 

“No, no, I don’t.” I don’t want to be a cliché. I don’t want this man’s cringey sympathy. 

Not every single woman wants a child. I wish I didn’t fucking want one. I feel so much shame 

that this urge is so strong. I feel so much shame that I can’t feel liberated by being so 

unencumbered. I am fucking free, so why can’t I be happy with that?  

“I just moved into a condo in Alexandria. With my kids in college, it can get lonely.”  

It is on this second “lonely” when I realize that “lonely” in Number One lexicon/parlance 

means un-fucked. I wonder if my friend Lisa knows this side of him, I wonder if anyone other 

than his ex-wives know this side of him. It’s startling how well brilliant people can hide 

themselves. Honestly, you can’t trust them. 

I look to the Porsche and see a chubby white man approach it. Figures. A middle-aged 

white guy is the owner of our dream car. But when the man’s partner comes up behind him and 

playfully pulls him away, I realize that like me, he is simply admiring it.  
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“We’re adults—” Number One goes on, but then the waitress arrives. I want to give the 

young woman a signal, perhaps morse code with the eyelashes I spent thirty minutes applying, to 

save me from the impending “we’re adults” sentence. But she just grins at Number One.  

“I know you, don’t I?” She squints and Number One smiles, nods, tells her he “gets 

around.”  

The bar is now packed, the crowd is buzzing, the laughter wafting thickly alongside much 

warmer gusts of air from a summer that won’t quit. I should’ve stopped taking those hormones 

like Dr. Goldwyn directed, because suddenly I’m feeling quite hot. But I wanted to be ready to 

go again if my next appointment with her yields some hope.  

“I feel like we’ve actually met,” the waitress says. 

My blouse is now sticking to my back and I can feel the perspiration bubbling along my 

hairline. Why is it so bloody hot in here?  

“Maybe it’s—" 

“He says he gets around.” I cut her off. Perhaps it’s the way she tries to render me 

invisible.  

 Number One tells the waitress he’s been on CNN, MSNBC, and The Today Show. Facts 

he seems to want to reiterate with me too.  

“Right. Maybe,” and I know by the note of deflation in her voice that she wasn’t looking 

for him to recite the details of his resume. In fact, I imagine it is highly likely that the waitress 

has seen Number One in some place where he stands out more than on a 24-hour news network. 
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By the way he sizes her up, I imagine Number One, well into his forties, freshly divorced, lingers 

in places where young women the waitress’s age often frequent.  

My skin feels heavy now. The restaurant is starting to feel like an oven.  

“It’s hot in here, isn’t it?” 

The waitress has left and Number One leans over the table again and reaches for my 

hand. His palms are soft, and though mine are sweaty, I know by the smooth texture of the ridges 

in his fingers that even if I were looking for a man, it wouldn’t be him. He’s not the man who 

will repair my pendant lights or my garage door or my powder room toilet seat, he will not know 

what to do when I morning-cry in the shower. To put it simply, he is not a man who fixes things.  

“Aren’t you hot?” I say.  

He nods as if he means a different “hot” than I do. 

“As I was saying, we’re both adults…” 

A bead of sweat rolls down the side of my face and I can’t understand what’s happening 

with the temperature in this Godforsaken bar. I can’t understand why I’m even here. I need to 

open a fucking window.  

“…I mean, maybe we can be lonely together,” he says. 

I begin to fan myself with a napkin. Then, a large group moves toward the private room 

at the left side of the bar and there is a rush of cool air, relieving air, and I take a deep breath. 

Number One is smiling and I notice his teeth are rather spectacular. Like yours. I wonder if it’d 



66 
 

 

be rude to ask for the name of his cosmetic dentist. We could be lonely with bright white teeth 

together. 

“What’s so funny?” he says. 

“Was I laughing?” I cover my mouth, embarrassed that I can’t seem to compartmentalize 

anymore. 

“You have really beautiful lips. You know that, don’t you?” he says. 

I do know. Because you used to tell me this all the time. Sometimes, I lament that I’ve 

kissed no one on the lips since September 10th, 2001. Why didn’t I kiss you that last morning?  

“Do you like cunnilingus?” Number One says.  

“Do I like cunnilingus?” I repeat.  

I am somewhere between angry and furious when I imagine that the smug, talk-show host 

might high-five Number One for the crisp delivery of this line. Number One’s expression is 

earnest though, almost grave. He nods toward the car parked outside the restaurant door, as if to 

invite me inside it, and I realize for the first time that the 911 belongs to him. Fuck, I want to feel 

that leather. I want you to feel that leather with me. I want the two of us in the front seats, taking 

it for a spin.  

"I think I should go home,” I say. 

“I’m sorry,” he says. “We didn’t start off on the right foot. I’m just trying to figure out 

what you want. You’re a beautiful woman. I mean it. Maybe we can try to have some fun. Can 

we do that?”  
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I had rescheduled our meeting twice. I had a motion to argue the first time, expert 

witnesses to prep the second time, and then he offered to meet for just “two hours” on a night 

before he had to be on air by 5am. There is one hour remaining. And if I’m not looking for 

anything serious, then why am I holding him to such a high standard, why am I comparing him 

to you? So, I nod in agreement, then excuse myself and head to the restroom while Number One 

pays the bill. I suspect the two Amazonian-sized women in the bathroom are whispering about 

Number One when I enter. He’s like the Stuart Scott of politics, Lisa had said. I offer them a 

small grin and they size me up as I slip into a stall. I will go and enjoy the car. You and I can do 

that together, right? Just one hour more. A quick spin. I set my timer for an hour, then quickly 

return to the table where Number One stands waiting. He is rather short but he holds out his 

hand, and there is something in the way he interlaces his fingers with mine, the way he gently 

squeezes, that gives me butterflies, and soon Number One is receding and there in his place, is 

you. I can’t believe it’s happening again. I can actually smell you this time.  

Outside, I open the car door and sink deeply into the carbon, the red leather trim is not 

buttery but firm, tight, like the car itself, which feels as if it is made to last, as if it is made to 

hold me, you, us. Driving through Georgetown, I crank the passenger seat all the way back. My 

no-under-wire bra loses the fight against my breasts and I am thinking of the way you would, on 

long road trips, playfully turn the steering wheel, tossing me from side to side. I wish you’d do 

that now. I watch the clock as the wind from the open windows cool me down, taking what’s left 

of my loose bun. There are twenty-eight minutes remaining in this hour when the car veers into a 

narrow spot under a tree in an empty Virginia parking lot. It’s quiet in this place and the sun is 

setting, so there’s just a bit of eggplant in the sky as the jazzy melodies drip from the stereo 

system. I can feel the engine idling, growling beneath me, the rumble makes me vibrate. I smell 
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of the Chanel body crème I couldn’t afford when I was a junior associate. One leg is now on the 

stitched leather steering wheel, the other behind your head. You show the same outstanding skill 

with your tongue that you always have, and when I cum, I tell you something I’ve never said 

before.  

“You’re fucking beautiful.”  

You lick with even more fervor. Then I feel fingers reaching for my face, pushing their 

way into my mouth, and I am surprised by the metallic taste of them, shocked to see it is not your 

hand. Number One rears back when I nudge away his fingers and cover my mouth. I sit up as 

Miles Davis plays So What and Number One stares as if he can see the cartoonish stars circling 

above my head, but he doesn’t ask if I’m okay. He is rooting around for his penis. It’s 

frightening, this feeling. I want to call it “a break” and yet I don’t, because "to break” would 

mean it is still happening and I want only to believe that I have been broken, not that I am still 

breaking.  

Number One pushes me back down. My heart races faster, my head feels the way one 

does when the eyeglasses you’re wearing fogs up, except there is no way for me to clear it. I tell 

myself I don’t have to go through with this. I don’t owe this man anything. And yet, I can’t help 

but think about when I first moved to Brooklyn from Baltimore, how I had no friends, how a boy 

from homeroom took a liking to me, befriended me, only to call me a “dick tease” in front of 

everyone the day after my mother died. I cried, actually cried, and they thought I was crying over 

him. For a full year of school, no one spoke to me. Why does that sad little girl have a say in this 

moment?   
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"I don’t—,” I begin to mutter and Number One is giving me that look like “bitch, you 

better not fucking say no” and I am thirteen again, and I am telling that thirteen-year-old self to 

“Fuck this dude,” and suddenly my timer goes off, buzzing, buzzing, the noise piercing, and 

thinking quickly, I raise my finger to ask him to wait. He sits back, his penis glistening, and he 

sighs impatiently as I reach for my phone, which is rumbling on the Porsche floor. I press a 

button as Number One watches closely. 

“Yes?” I say. 

“What?” I say.  

“Are you sure?” I pull down my dress.  

“Now? Are you taking her there now?” I pick up my bag.  

“Which one?” I pause to hear what the air on the other end says.  

“My God,” I say. 

 I am wickedly delighted with myself when I hang up and tell Number One how sorry I 

am, that my mother is being rushed from a dementia care nursing home in Baltimore to Hopkins. 

I tell him I’ll take a cab back to the restaurant to retrieve my car, tell him how I hope she won’t 

die before I arrive.  

Gathering myself, I pout and sigh, and squeeze Number One’s hand before I open that 

beautiful Porsche car door.   
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“It’s time to go,” I say, and I realize in this moment that I am speaking to you. Aloud. 

Number One’s eyes widen and I tell him we’ll soon do it again before I dash across the dimly lit 

parking lot. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Lucy and Ethel attend “Charm School” in the I Love Lucy episode Mammy and I are 

watching together over the phone. Between the two of us, we’ve seen all one hundred eighty 

episodes twice over. In this one, the Charm School owner hurries them into a session, and when 

Lucy and Ethel unveil their new “charm” for Fred and Ricky, the studio audience roars with 

laughter.  

Mammy is eating popcorn, and the way she does so would make you, a dead man, wish 

for more death. It is absolutely charmless (wink-wink). But this is our Tuesday night ritual, one I 

usually regret right until the moment where I’m snuggled beneath my warm duvet, listening to 

the sweet sound of Mammy’s cackle. 

“You see dat?” Mammy laughs. “Lucy and Ethel pay money to learn how to do dat?!”  

By the way Mammy crunches on the kernels, I already know she is only seconds away 

from sucking her dentures. Of course, I’ll pull the phone away from my ear, and once the episode 

is over, I will secretly answer emails and listen to her cycle through the same eight cable 

channels she always does, though I pay for close to a thousand. She’ll complain about there 

being “nutting worth watching,” which is my cue to say goodnight. Then, to avoid a quick end to 

our call, Mammy will ask me about work, and she’ll tell me something about Aunty Joyce and 

Aunty Joyce’s son, Matthew, who fixes things in Mammy’s apartment. Then, I’ll remind 

Mammy, who does not trust banks, to check her mailbox for the money order that I send to her 

each week, a money order that like your Aunt Betty, she insists she never needs but cashes the 

next day at the bodega.  
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But tonight, when I say “goodnight,” Mammy turns down the volume on her set. I hear 

someone bouncing a basketball outside her apartment complex, and I imagine her bedroom is 

dark and that the teenager at the front of the building can see the blue light of Mammy’s 

television through parted curtains.  

“Did de cake reach?” Mammy says. 

“What cake?” 

“I mail you a whole black cake last week for yuh birthday. It ent reach?”  

I had forgotten that I’d found the cake in one of the boxes I’d stacked in my foyer. I’d 

been looking for the gift you never sent and I don’t say this to make you feel guilty——because 

there’s plenty I want you to feel guilty about, but not foreseeing that your wife would need more 

than thirteen years’ worth of birthday gifts from her dead husband isn’t one of them. And I’m not 

mad, I’m really not. But that day, I was close to mad. Or maybe “mad” isn’t exactly the right 

word—“devastated” is a more apt description.  

I arrived home exhausted that day. They’d thrown a party for me at work (replete with 

previously frozen cake) and I had to smile for a whole half hour, thanking everyone for coming, 

before leading a four-hour deposition. The one thing that kept me going was believing that the 

gift would be there. I checked the porch, the bushes surrounding the porch, the garage door, the 

back patio door, the deck door. Nothing. Nothing? I waited for days, and when Mammy’s cake 

came, I threw it out, along with the blouses from Saks (a bit of an addiction), and the self-help 

books that come every month in the subscription box from the local bookstore.  

“Yes!” I say to Mammy now. “I ate the cake. Did you grind the fruits yourself? I didn’t 

tell you how good it was, did I? I’m sorry.” 
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Mammy sucks her teeth, a steups that tells me she will accept the lie because she doesn’t 

want to argue.  

“Forty-t’ree years yuh make, right?” she says, though she knows my age.  

“Yep.” The fake smile sits at the surface of my voice.  

“Yuh blessed, chile. Yuh know dat? Yuh mudda didn’t make it to forty-t’ree.”  

One thing about a loved one dying early is that you can’t live longer than them without 

feeling guilty that you’ve lived longer than them.  

I’ve been wearing my mother’s bracelet recently. I found it in my jewelry box and 

decided it was pretty, decided it wouldn’t hurt to put it on.  

“If she didn’t go back home to chase after yuh fadda, she might still be here now,” 

Mammy says.  

I can hear Mammy huffing as she turns her body in the bed. The ball outside bounces 

harder, faster. I put Mammy on speakerphone so I can read my emails as she prepares to tell me 

some portion of a story I already know, a story I never got around to sharing with you.  

How my father had a green card.  

“He coulda come and stay here in America and work like de rest of us.”  

How he’d been stupid to think the Black power movement was more important than his 

child. 

“Your fadda t’ink de whole world is Black power dis and Black power dat.”  
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Daddy had been a teacher in Trinidad. Then he grew interested in helping organizations 

like the National Joint Action Committee recapture its momentum after the attempted overthrow 

of Eric William’s government in 1970. After Daddy’s last visit to America, he told my mother 

that America made him feel small. He said America didn’t value his education, his years of 

experience in the classroom, that America, “like all imperialist nations,” wanted to make him 

into “a hobo, a box-cutter, a shoe shiner.” When he left us for the final time, I was only seven 

years old. He told my mother that if she wanted to raise a child to be small in America that that 

was her business, but he wouldn’t leave his home to feel small “no-bloody-where else.” 

As I listen to my grandmother go on about Daddy, I am remembering how my mother, 

after Eric Williams’s death in 1981, argued with my father over the phone, night after night, 

insisting he return to us. “It’s over!” she’d shout. Each call would end with that rotary dial 

receiver slamming into the base, then within minutes, she’d be dialing Mammy in New York to 

ask if she should pack up and move us back to Trinidad to be with him. I remember scouring the 

microfiche newspapers at Enoch Pratt library every day after school for months, looking for 

photos of my father, a hero according to my mother. I expected to find him in articles about the 

National Liberation movements in the West Indies, expected to find a picture that might explain 

why anyone, but most especially my Daddy, would sacrifice his future, his family, for an idea of 

how he wished things to be in a world that had no interest in the future he wanted. Given how 

much time I’ve spent thinking about those nineteen men from 9/11, I guess that dogged part of 

me still hasn’t stopped looking for those answers.  

Anyway, according to my grandmother, she forbade my mother from moving me back to 

Trinidad. So, my mother would take the little money she had saved during the year and travel 

back home to visit my father. The last time was in 1986, when I was thirteen. She told me she 
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was going home to help organize that year’s general elections. She took me to the bus station in 

Baltimore, where I dragged my flowery cloth suitcase to the bus’s bowels. When we finally 

arrived in Brooklyn, late in the night, my mother hugged me, told me she’d be back in a month. 

“Then my only chile go back to dat blasted country and find sheself under de wheels of 

some blasted taxi.” Mammy’s voice seems to be growing louder. I turn down the volume on the 

speakerphone, but I can still hear the basketball bouncing outside her window. The boy whistles. 

It’s sharp. A calling. I think about all the meanings behind a Black boy’s whistle. Hey, I’m here. 

Hey, how you doing? Hey, let’s get into something.  

“Yuh fadda didn’t even have de decency to call me, himself. He make his sista do it.”  

I don’t want to remember.  

“Mammy?” I say. 

I was sitting right beside Mammy in the kitchen when my aunt called. Does she not 

remember that I was sitting right there?  

“Me ent know dat woman,” Mammy adds.  

“Mammy, please shut up,” I say.  

This isn’t a thing a younger person says to an old West Indian woman. But Mammy does 

not hear me because I am whispering.  

“This woman with dat lil whiny voice tell me my only chile is dead. What kinda t’ing is 

this allyuh tellin’ me?” 

“Mammy…” I am trying to stop myself from telling her to shut the fuck up, because I 

know that my grandmother is broken. Not the same as my broken, but broken, nonetheless. 
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There are no childless mothers who are not broken. And it doesn’t seem fair to me that an old 

woman like her should carry that kind of heavy. As I listen to her breathe, I can tell she has 

closed her eyes and has come upon a moving picture of my mother chased down by a taxi in the 

streets of Port-of-Spain. I have seen that same picture. I wonder if she regrets transporting my 

mother’s body back to America. I wonder if she knows that my mother would have preferred 

being buried in her homeland. Mammy was angry, though. With my mother, yes, but with 

Trinidad too. As if the country, in its fight to make itself anew, had eaten her child for sport.  

The boy continues bouncing his ball and it feels like it might never stop. It all feels like it 

might never stop. I don’t want to remember when they removed the casket from the airplane at 

JFK. We could do that back then, before 9/11—walk into the terminal and watch bodies deplane. 

Mammy had sucked her teeth as she watched the white box from the terminal, as though the idea 

of her child lying dead in a tattered box was inane. Oddly enough, I’d done the same teeth-

sucking when they brought your casket into the room at that poorly lit, overbooked, funeral 

parlor. The idea of you in there almost drove me crazy. The undertaker kept telling me how 

grateful I should be that there was a body to recover, how so many people were having funerals 

without one.   

Now, the young boy outside Mammy’s window shouts Ayee! Ayee! and I think of Clara 

now, think of the anti-anxiety pills she suggested I take. She told me when I feel explosive, that I 

should “talk into it,” so I am clutching my mother’s bracelet feeling rather explosive, and I wait 

for Mammy to say something more and when she doesn’t, I take the plunge.  

“I’ve been thinking about her a lot,” I say. “I’ve been thinking about him too. Maybe too 

much.”  
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She clears her throat and I am certain she knows that by “him” I mean you. She told me 

when she first met you that you seemed “haunted,” as if you didn’t fully belong in this world. I 

waved it away as old Trini woman nonsense, but I think about that often, wondering what I 

might have done differently if I had taken heed.  

“Yuh mudda woulda follow yuh stupid fadda into de grave. Just like yuh wanted to 

follow dat husband of yours. Allyuh love too too hard.”  

She’s hardly mentioned you in fourteen years and now she wants to tell me how I should 

have loved, how I should have grieved? Mammy shifts the phone from one ear to the next and I 

can no longer hear the bouncing basketball or the young boy’s voice; I hear only the static of the 

receiver sliding across Mammy’s droopy jaw. I want Mammy to stuff her face with popcorn 

again. I want her to turn up the volume and return her focus to Nick at Nite and Lucille Ball and 

Desi.  

“Yuh must always put yuh chil’ren first,” Mammy adds. I know she is talking about my 

mother, but still I say: 

“I don’t have children.”  

“Only God decides this, not no doctor.” 

“I’m 43 and I haven’t had sex in fourteen years, I’m pretty sure I don’t need a doctor to 

tell me how that works.” 

Mammy pauses and I suspect, just briefly, that my grandmother has been having more 

sex than me. “Yuh know there’s more than one way to get a chile, Sylvie.”  
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I feel myself stiffen. Is this the right word? Perhaps the correct word is unravel. Yes, this 

is the word I use with Clara to describe the orchestra of my stomach knotting, my heart racing, 

my head pounding, when I want to scream fuck you as loud as my voice will carry. I cannot tell 

anyone except you about the macabre fantasies I have involving other people’s children, can’t 

tell anyone that ever since Dr. Goldwyn told me that my options were limited, I had begun 

searching for babies on the streets who look as if they could be yours and mine, I can’t tell 

anyone about the adoption agencies that want me, a single woman, to reduce my work hours to 

prove I am worthy enough for a crack-addicted baby no one else will take, while they save the 

healthy Black babies for white couples. I can’t tell Mammy about the tens of thousands of dollars 

I’ve spent trying to create a sperm donor’s baby when I once had a real-life husband. Mammy is 

84 years old. She spends her days and nights in a thousand square foot apartment, sitting before a 

showroom television that I bought for $1800. Once a pillar of strength, she is now as fragile as 

the 22-karat bracelet that pulls at my wrist. She can’t know everything about my challenge of 

beating back a grief that seems to harden in my gut each passing year.  

“You must pray harder,” she says. 

I knew this was coming. Pray harder. Mammy has no idea how much I pray, how my 

knees have hypo-pigmentation because I am always on them, how I have been to every church in 

two counties, taken everybody’s wafer, drunk everybody’s grape juice and wine, how I’ve been 

in Bible study classes, grief support groups in freezing basements, in meetings with the pastors’ 

wives, with nuns, with priests. I have watched Joel and Creflo on television and have listened to 

gospel radio on Sunday mornings, I have tithed, given testimonies on Facebook, I’ve read The 

Power of Now, The Path to Love, A Return to Love, a Course on Miracles, and every damn self-

help book people praise for changing their lives and though some things work for some time, 
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nothing ever lasts. People tell me to “give it to God” and “that it takes time” and though I don’t 

think it’s wrong for them, it is not working for me. But I can’t say this to Mammy. She’ll be 

offended. Her with her hodgepodge, one-size-fits all approach to religion and God, her with her 

Holy Water and her scripture quotes in the mail and her verses from the Koran or the Bhagavad 

Gita just to prove that I haven’t tried everything. So, I say nothing, as is often the case when I 

speak to her, because when you’ve got nothing in the reserve tank there is certainly not enough 

to argue with one of God’s warriors.   

“When I’m gone, yuh gointa wish yuh talk to me more,” she says, as if to answer my 

silence.  

“Where you going?” I force a laugh, but I am afraid of death, afraid of Mammy’s death.  

“Yuh know where I going.”  

It feels like a threat. 

“I thought God took only the good and the young early. You ain’t on His list.” 

Mammy presses the buttons on the remote control again. I hear the opening musical score 

for another episode of I Love Lucy. We’ve been watching these reruns for twenty-seven years. 

Me, Mammy, and Lucy, in some sort of oddball, rebellious, threesome.  

“I not good and I not young.” Mammy chuckles that deep husky chuckle of an old 

woman who will no longer allow herself the full-throated pleasure of laughter. I hold on to the 

sound and it seems to unknot me. On my television, Lucy is entering her kitchen. She’s lithe and 

tall and though the episode is in black-and-white, I can imagine her red hair. She sits in the 

kitchen alone and sighs.  
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“Some years will be worse than others,” Mammy says. 

This year feels the worst, I don’t say. I know it is partly because I have lived longer than 

my own beautiful, young mother, and partly because you have finally and undeniably forgotten 

me. But it is also because of something I never told Mammy. About the child we almost had.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT  

 

After the breakup, when we were together again, you acted as though we had never 

separated, like we’d lost no time. I liked that about you—-you could let things go far more easily 

than I could. But letting things go also meant leaving things unspoken.  

I was thrilled you’d forgiven me, thrilled you were the same loving, funny, generous, 

Mitchell. I convinced myself I had been the problem in Europe. I had been ungenerous, unkind, 

and I felt this deep sense of dread that I’d find some way to screw it all up again. When you’re a 

litigator, the last thing you want is to upset the judge, to have them think you’re in over your 

head, and when that happens, it’s incredibly hard to recover. Relationships, like the courtroom, 

like everything, is a mental game. Who has the upper hand can vary, but sometimes, after a loss, 

even a small loss, you can never quite let go of the despair you felt at that failure.  

So, for me, everything the second time around meant more. The Friday night grocery 

store runs. The dog-walking in the mornings. Folding hot shirts straight from the dryer together. 

The way you reached for my hand at nights before you fell asleep. I felt such deep gratitude for 

your return and I began to think myself lucky, began to think I had found the most perfect man. 

And every place we journeyed, people seemed to confirm this idea. Folks were drawn to you. 

Cashiers, babies, old ladies, young ladies, dogs, even Mickey Mouse in Times Square. But were 

you perfect, Mitch? It wasn’t until the afternoon we ventured to Central Park, when the strange 

smiling man began to run, excitedly, toward us, that I began to question this.  
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Oh, that powder blue sky, those leaves aflutter, that field of green carpet off to our left, 

bike riders with ding-ding-dinging bells to our right. I looked up at you, as the man moved 

toward us, and you had this frozen smile of interrogation across your face. Like you were trying 

to figure out a puzzle. Even all these years later, I can see it clearly: the way you clenched your 

chest as if certain the man running toward us at full speed would punch you there; the way he 

punched you in the jaw, instead, snatching our picnic basket from your arm; the way he laughed 

as he broke into a full sprint down the winding Central Park path ahead of him; the way you 

stumbled almost losing your legs; and how the man behind us righted you, asked if you needed a 

doctor. The crowd began to build and I stood beside you, trying to get my face to show concern 

rather than embarrassment. Onlookers told you you’d need ice, though I’m not sure you heard 

them, not sure you heard anything for those first few moments. The kabob vendor, a woman 

wearing a purple khimar, handed you a few ice cubes, asked if you had any loose teeth. You 

thanked her, thanked everyone, then reached for my hand as if you believed I was the one who 

needed comfort. I remember thinking how small you seemed. How vulnerable. Could you read 

those thoughts in my eyes? I touched your bloodied lip, which looked to be swelling, and I told 

you that you weren’t going to able to enjoy yourself, that we should just go home and chill.  

“No, I’m fine,” you said. “Look at this day.” 

Indeed, it was beautiful. Not too hot, but there were no remnants of winter in the air 

either. Spring had sprung and the city was alive, ripe with anticipation. Ice cream carts had 

returned alongside hotdog trucks and pretzel carts, and there were Latin and Chinese food 

vendors who hadn’t yet been rushed off by the police. Lovers who quarreled during the winter 

months had found new purpose in their coupling, taxicabs moved groups of friends toward 
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brunch, and aging parents who’d soon take off for summer homes in the Hamptons or the 

Vineyard or visits back to their homelands were walking hand-in-hand.  

I knew not to push. You wanted to stay, so we stayed. I imagine there was comfort in the 

routine, comfort in seeing many of the same Saturday-at-the-park faces we’d seen on previous 

visits. Though I was trembling still, we found a spot on a bench near the weekend roller skaters, 

70s R&B blasting from their boombox, both of us pretending not to be thinking of how much 

worse that assault could have been, snapping our fingers to the music, ooh-ing and aah-ing at our 

favorite skater with the four-wheeled white skates who always dressed in glitter.  

“I’m gonna get us some hotdogs.” The basket I’d packed had had my favorite cuts of 

Manchego and your favorite wine crackers with duck prosciutto. You glanced over at me and 

when I thought you might apologize again for our lunch being taken, I saw in your eyes, a glint 

of fear, as if you didn’t want to be left alone. But you nodded, forced a smile.  

“No ketchup or mustard for my lip,” you joked. 

I winked at you before walking off, relieved to be away as I tried to take inventory of 

everything I’d been feeling in the moments before and after the theft. You were a tall man, a fit 

man, and I had always thought of you as someone who could not easily be toyed with, so it was 

jarring to note that as the robber took off laughing, running away with our lunch, I saw nothing 

in you that suggested you would take off after him, nothing that indicated you’d wanted to return 

a few blows to his face. You had crumpled so easily, as though you’d been made of something 

pliable and uncertain.  
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As I stood in the line for hotdogs, I began to berate myself for my thoughts. Was that how 

a man should be measured, by how willing he is to fight? Had I put up my dukes to fight that 

crazy guy? If you’d run after him, I certainly would have stopped you. I would’ve told you you 

were too impulsive, a hot-head, stupidly macho, and I would’ve been frightened you’d get hurt 

more seriously or that there’d be a subsequent encounter with the cops, with the court system. 

And yet, deep inside, I wanted to know if I could trust you with my care. How would you have 

reacted if the man had bum-rushed me instead, sucker-punched me in the jaw? Would you have 

handled it with more vigor, anger, more courage? Who did I want you to be?  

As park-goers biked and giggled, I ordered the two hotdogs and the iced tea we would 

share. Heading back toward our bench, I could see you, in the distance, chatting with someone. 

A short, slender, Black man in his early thirties with thinning hair, wearing unseasonably loose-

fitting shorts and an expensive silver watch, which glimmered against his brown skin. Moving 

closer, I noticed your jaw set. It must have hurt badly, I thought, and yet you seemed pensive, 

maybe even worried, as though the man were querying you about something you didn’t know 

how to answer. 

I handed you the dog, and you opened the bun, inspecting it before dropping it down near 

your thigh. You introduced me to your “old friend, Damon.”  

“Damon LeBlanc.” Damon extended his hand, smiled politely, examined me quickly, 

then turned as if he’d decided things couldn’t be very serious between us.  

“So, you must’ve found a better poker game, Doc. We miss taking your money!”  
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You chuckled and I sat on the bench and glanced out at the skaters, trying to pretend I 

wasn’t irked at your friend’s dismissive gaze. When I bit into the dog, I realized I’d given you 

the one with mustard and ketchup, so I moved myself between you and Damon, switching our 

dogs and shrugging at the bite I’d already taken from yours. You laughed the kind of intimate 

laugh that was only between us. Your friend, Damon, examined me a second time.  

“I guess this is why you been missing, huh? Oh, I got you!” Damon nodded, took in the 

shape of my too-flowery dress. “Well…I’m on call so I better get my fun in before shit breaks 

off at the hospital. Sorry to interrupt your day.” Turning toward me, he said, “I ain’t seen Doc in 

a minute. Looks like he’s feeling all right, though. We used to be boys back in the day, but you 

know how it goes...” Damon pulled up the waist of his shorts and when he moved in to dap you 

up, I realized he had those skates—rollerblades—that everyone was buying, balanced on his 

shoulders.  

“Protect your face next time, bruh,” Damon laughed, then ambled spryly away. 

We sat for some time, and I found the quiet between us relieving. The skaters twirled and 

a little boy ran after one of them who spun a yellow hula hoop around her neck. After we washed 

down the dogs with alternating sips on the iced tea bottle, you collected our trash. I watched you 

move gingerly toward the refuse bin and when you returned, you asked if I knew how to roller 

skate.  

“Of course, don’t you?”  

I was surprised you answered no. I thought our whole generation had spent the Friday 

nights of our adolescence at the roller rink. Why didn’t I know this about you?  
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“Well, I guess we need to go right now and buy you some skates.” We needed a 

distraction, a purpose to the day. So, I snatched your hand and led you along the winding paths 

toward the park exit. It was then that I asked you about Damon, remember? 

“I’ve known him for a long time. We’re not really boys but we pretend like we are,” you 

said. “I used to go to his poker night every week, but that got old real quick. Now, every time he 

calls I come up with some excuse for not showing up.”  

“Why does he call you ‘Doc’?” 

“It’s just a nickname.” You shrugged. 

“Nicknames come from somewhere.”  

You widened your stride, putting distance between us, and I felt the flutter in my belly as 

I realized you didn’t want to be probed, and yet, I wanted to probe.  

“Me and Damon met in medical school,” you said. “At Hopkins.”  

I double-stepped to catch up to you.  

“It’s what my classmates called me first year. I was a gunner. And it just stuck,” you 

added.  

“You went to medical school? At Hopkins? You lived in Baltimore? You never told me 

this. So, you’re a doctor?”  

“No, no,” You laughed with little to no laugh at all. “I quit after second year. It wasn’t 

my thing. I wanted to pursue my art. Best decision I ever made.” 
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You tightened your grip on my hand, your eyes steady and chilly as we crossed the place 

where you’d been attacked. The kabob vendor was seated on her ice cooler, reading a book. She 

didn’t look up, and if she had, I couldn’t be sure she would have remembered us, though it had 

only been a few hours. We were different by then, changed, the unspoken words between us 

pinched, twisted, and I wanted to ask more, but what? how? would I upset things? would I upset 

you? and what if you lied, not by omission, but to me, to my face? And so, we watched the 

vendor place her two fingers at the bottom edge of her khimar, smiling at the pages of her book 

while the two of us said nothing more.  
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IIIIIIIII 

 

Between 8:25 and 8:45 it became clear to air traffic control that multiple airplanes were 

involved in a hijacking. It would not be until 9:10am, however, when a ground stop was issued. 

Captain Jason Dahl and First Officer Leroy Homer were scheduled to take off from Newark 

Airport with United Flight 93 at 8am but they wouldn’t take off until 8:42. As they ascended, 

neither of them knew about the takeover of American Flight 11 or Flight 77, or even their own 

airline’s Flight 175.  

All these facts about that day live inside my head, Mitch. I keep thinking if I read enough, 

if I go through all the details, something about how that morning ends will change. The Boston 

air traffic controllers had requested that the National Command Center send a message to all the 

in-flight cockpits about the need for extra security; no one did it, but some guy named Jim, a 

United Flight dispatcher, decided to transmit a warning to Captain Dahl. Captain Dahl asked him 

to repeat the warning at 9:27. One minute later, at 9:28, the hijackers on his plane went into 

action.  

Ahmad al Haznawi, Ahmed al Nami, Saeed al Ghamdi, and Ziad Jarrah had all checked 

in for that flight by 7:40am. As with the other teams, some of them had additional security 

screening, but it wouldn’t take long before they were in their first-class seats. Like Marwan, Ziad 

had learned to fly in Venice, Florida. In the year preceding the 11th, he had lived apart from the 

others, mainly on his own. He had a girlfriend, Aysel, and didn’t want the others to know too 

much about their relationship. He emailed her, called her, every day. He even left the States 

several times to meet her, once in Paris, a few times in Germany where she lived. In early 2001, 
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she came to visit him for ten days. By then, most of the other men had cut ties with their 

families. 

Ziad almost quit the mission. I often wonder what would have happened if he had. In July 

2001, he flew to Germany for what would be his last visit with Aysel. He was hiding something, 

she knew. Over the phone, he told his parents he would see them on September 22nd for his 

cousin’s wedding. He bought a suit for the occasion, had shown the suit to his landlady back in 

the States. But then he had a meeting with another al Qaeda operative stationed in Dusseldorf. 

There, at the meeting, he began to cry. The operative “strongly encouraged” him to follow 

through with his commitment. He wrote Aysel a letter. “I will wait for you until you come to me. 

I will love you and will always love you into eternity. I am guilty of having made many promises 

about marriage, about a wedding, children and family.” When he returned to the States, Ziad 

wrote the address incorrectly on the envelope. The letter ended up back with that same landlady, 

a few months later.  

You know what troubles me still about you leaving? You never wrote in that journal you 

bought the year we met. Not one entry. In the days after you died, I thought I’d find it full of 

your thoughts, your memories, full of sweet reminiscences, but there were just blank pages. No 

proof by your hand of our existence together. What does that say about my importance to you? 

Ziad took the time to write Aysel. Promised her they’d be together again someday.  

 

On the morning of the 11th, as he sat in the cockpit, Ziad knew the passengers were in the 

cabin calling their loved ones. Sometimes I wonder if he didn’t care to stop them because he 

knew how important it was for them to do so, knew how much he had needed to say goodbye to 
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Aysel. It could also be that he didn’t have the means to stop them. This team of hijackers was 

smaller—-four men instead of five. Either way, the passengers’ calls to their loved ones prepared 

them for what would take place next. The transcripts and recounting of these calls read like 

nightmares. You can feel the desperate need for the story to end better than it will, everyone at 

home waiting for the next call, waiting for a gift that will never come.  

IIIIIIIII 

 


