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It is often said that the first sound we hear in the womb
is our mother’s heartbeat. Actually, the first sound to
vibrate our newly developed hearing apparatus is the
pulse of our mother’s blood through her veins and
arteries. We vibrate to that primordial rhythm even
before we have ears to hear. Before we were conceived,
we existed in part as an egg in our mother’s ovary. All
the eggs a woman will ever carry form in her ovaries
while she is a four-month-old fetus in the womb of her
mother. This means our cellular life as an egg begins in
the womb of our grandmother. Each of us spent five
months in our grandmother’s womb and she in turn
formed within the womb of her grandmother. We
vibrate to the rhythms of our mother’s blood before she
herself is born . . .

Layne Redmond, When the Drummers Were Women
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Your house glows at night like everything inside is on
fire.

The drapes she chose for the windows look like linen.
Expensive linen. The weave is loose enough that I can
usually read your mood. I can watch the girl flip her
ponytail while she finishes homework. I can watch the
little boy toss tennis balls at the twelve-foot ceiling while
your wife lunges around the living room in leggings,
reversing the day’s mess. Toys back in the basket. Pillows
back on the couch.

Tonight, though, you’ve left the drapes open. Maybe
to see the snow falling. Maybe so your daughter could
look for reindeer. She’s long stopped believing, but she
will pretend for you. Anything for you.

You’ve all dressed up. The children are in matching
plaid, sitting on the leather ottoman as your wife takes
their picture with her phone. The girl is holding the boy’s
hand. You’re fiddling with the record player at the back
of the room and your wife is speaking to you, but you
hold up a finger — you’ve almost got it. The girl jumps up
and your wife, she sweeps up the boy, and they spin. You
lift a drink, Scotch, and sip it once, twice, and slink from
the record like it’s a sleeping baby. That’s how you always
start to dance. You take him. He throws his head back.

Copyrighted Material



You tip him upside down. Your daughter reaches up for
Daddy’s kiss and your wife holds your drink for you. She
sways over to the tree and adjusts a string of lights that
isn’t sitting quite right. And then you all stop and lean
toward one another and shout something in unison,
some word, perfectly timed, and then you all move
again — this is a song you know well. Your wife slips out
of the room and her son’s face follows robotically. 1
remember that feeling, Of being the needed one.

Matches. She comes back to light the candles on the
decorated mantel and I wonder if the snaking fir boughs
are real, if they smell like the tree farm. I let myself
imagine, for a moment, watching those boughs go up in
flames while you all sleep tonight. I imagine the warm,
butter-yellow glow of your house turning to a hot, crack-
ling red.

The boy has picked up an iron poker and the girl gen-
tly takes it away before you or your wife notices. The
good sister. The helper. The protector.

I don’t normally watch for this long, but you’re all so
beautiful tonight and I can’t bring myself to leave. The
snow, the kind that sticks, the kind she’ll roll into snow-
men in the morning to please her little brother. I turn on
my wipers, adjust the heat, and notice the clock change
from 7:29 to 7:30. This is when you’d have read her 7he
Polar Express.

Your wife, she’s in the chair now, and she’s watching
the three of you bounce around the room. She laughs
and collects her long, loose cutls to the side. She smells
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your drink and puts it down. She smiles. Your back is to
her so you can’t see what I can, that she’s holding her
stomach with one hand, that she rubs herself ever so
slightly and then looks down, that she’s lost in the
thought of what’s growing inside her. They are cells. But
they are everything. You turn around and her attention is
pulled back to the room. To the people she loves.

She will tell you tomorrow morning,

I still know her so well.

I look down to put on my gloves. When I look back
up the gitl is standing at your open front door. Her face
is half lit by the lantern above your house number. The
plate she’s holding is stacked with carrots and cookies.
You’ll leave crumbs on the tile floor of the foyer. You’ll
play along and so will she.

Now she’s looking at me sitting in my car. She shivers.
The dress your wife bought her is too small and I can see
that her hips are growing, that her chest is blooming.
With one hand she carefully pulls her ponytail over her
shoulder and it’s more the gesture of a woman than a
girl.

For the first time in her life I think our daughter looks
like me.

I put down the car window and I lift my hand, a
hello, a secret hello. She places the plate at her feet and
stands again to look at me before she turns around to
go inside. To her family. I watch for the drapes to be
yanked closed, for you to come to the door to see why
the hell I am parked outside your home on a night like
tonight. And what, really, could I say? I was lonely?
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I missed her? I deserved to be the mother inside your
glowing house?

Instead she prances back into the living room, where
you’ve coaxed your wife from the chair. While you dance
together, close, feeling up the back of her shirt, our
daughter takes the boy’s hand and leads him to the cen-
ter of the living-room window. An actor hitting her mark
on the stage. They were framed so precisely.

He looks just like Sam. He has his eyes. And that wave
of dark hair that ends in a curl, the curl I wrapped around
my finger over and over again.

I feel sick.

Our daughter is staring out the window looking at me,
her hands on your son’s shoulders. She bends down and
kisses him on the cheek. And then again. And then again.
The boy likes the affection. He is used to it. He is point-
ing to the falling snow but she won’t look away from me.
She rubs the tops of his arms as though she’s warming
him up. Like a mother would do.

You come to the window and kneel down to the boy’s
level. You look out and then you look up. My car doesn’t
catch your eye. You point to the snowflakes like your
son, and you trace a path across the sky with your finger.
You’re talking about the sleigh. About the reindeer. He’s
searching the night, trying to see what you see. You flick
him playfully under the chin. Her eyes are still fixed on
me. I find myself sitting back in my seat. I swallow and
finally look away from her. She always wins.

When I look back she’s still there, watching my car.

I think she might reach for the curtain, but she doesn’t.
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My eyes don’t leave her this time. I pick up the thick
stack of paper beside me on the passenger seat and feel
the weight of my words.

I’'ve come here to give this to you.

This is my side of the story.
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You slid your chair over and tapped my textbook with
the end of your pencil and I stared at the page, hesitant
to look up. ‘Hello?’ I had answered you like a phone call.
This made you laugh. And so we sat there, giggling, two
strangers in a school library, studying for the same elect-
ive subject. There must have been hundreds of students
in the class — I had never seen you before. The cutls in
your hair fell over your eyes and you twirled them with
your pencil. You had such a peculiar name. You walked
me home later in the afternoon and we were quiet with
each other. You didn’t hide how smitten you were, smil-
ing right at me every so often; I looked away each time. I
had never experienced attention like that from anyone
before. You kissed my hand outside my dorm and this
made us laugh all over again.

Soon we were twenty-one and we were inseparable. We
had less than a year left until we graduated. We spent it
sleeping together in my raft of a dorm bed, and studying
at opposite ends of the couch with our legs intertwined.
We’d go out to the bar with your friends, but we always
ended up home eatrly, in bed, in the novelty of each oth-
er’s warmth. I barely drank, and you’d had enough of the
party scene — you wanted only me. Nobody in my world
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seemed to mind much. I had a small circle of friends
who were more like acquaintances. I was so focused on
maintaining my grades for my scholarship that I didn’t
have the time or the interest for a typical college social
life. I suppose I hadn’t grown very close to anyone in
those years, not until I met you. You offered me some-
thing different. We slipped out of the social orbit and
were happily all each other needed.

The comfort I found in you was consuming — I had
nothing when I met you, and so you effortlessly became
my everything. This didn’t mean you weren’t worthy of
it — you were. You were gentle and thoughtful and sup-
portive. You were the first person I'd told that I wanted
to be a writer, and you replied, ‘I can’t imagine you being
anyone else.” I reveled in the way girls looked at us, like
they had something to be jealous about. I smelled your
head of waxy dark hair while you slept at night and
traced the line of your fuzzy jaw to wake you up in the
morning. You were an addiction.

For my birthday, you wrote down one hundred things
you loved about me. 14 / love that you snore a little bit right
when you fall asleep. 27. 1 love the beautiful way you write. 39. I love
tracing my name on your back. 59. I love sharing a mujfin with you
on the way to class. 72. 1 love the mood yon wake up in on Sundays.
0. 1 love watching you finish a good book and then hold it to your
chest at the end. 92. 1 love what a good mother you'll be one day.

‘Why do you think I’ll be a good mother?’ I put down
the list and felt for a moment like maybe you didn’t know
me at all.

‘Why wouldn’t you be a good mother?” You poked me
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playfully in the belly. “You’re caring. And sweet. I can’t
wait to have little babies with you.’
There was nothing to do but force myself to smile.
I’d never met someone with a heart as eager as yours.

One day you’ll understand, Blythe. The women in this
family . . . we’re different.

I can still see my mother’s tangerine lipstick on the
cigarette filter. The ash falling into the cup, swimming in
the last sip of my orange juice. The smell of my burnt
toast.

You asked about my mother, Cecilia, only on a few
occasions. I told you only the facts: (1) she left when I
was eleven years old, (2) I only ever saw her twice after
that, and (3) I had no idea where she was.

You knew I was holding back more, but you never
pressed — you were scared of what you might hear. I
understood. We're all entitled to have certain expecta-
tions of each other and of ourselves. Motherhood is no
different. We all expect to have, and to marry, and to be,
good mothers.
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1939—1958

Etta was born on the very same day World War 11 began. She had
eyes like the Atlantic Ocean and was red-faced and pudgy from the
beginning.

She fell in love with the first boy she ever met, the town doctor’s
son. His name was Louis, and he was polite and well spoken, not
common among the boys she knew, and be wasn’t the type to care
that Etta hadn't been born with the luck of good looks. Louis
walked Etta to school with one hand bebind his back, from their
very first day of school to their last. And Etta was charmed by
things like that.

Her family owned hundreds of acres of cornfields. When Etta
turned eighteen and told her father she wanted to marry Louis, he
insisted his new son-in-law had to learn how to farm. He had no
sons of his own, and he wanted Louis to take over the family busi-
ness. But Etta thought her father just wanted to prove a point to
the young man: farning was hard and respectable work. It wasn’t
Jor the weak. And it certainly wasn’t for an intellectual. Etta had
chosen someone who was nothing like her father.

Louis had planned to be a doctor like his own father was, and
had a scholarship waiting for medical school. But he wanted Etta’s
hand in marriage more than he wanted a medical license. Despite
Etta’s pleas to take it easy on him, ber father worked Louis to the

I0
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bone. He was up at four o’clock every morning and out into the
dewy fields. Four in the morning until dusk, and as Etta liked to
remind people, he never complained once. Louis sold the medical
bag and texctbooks that his own father had passed down to bim,
and he put the money in a jar on their kitchen counter. He told
FEtta it was the start of a college fund for their future children. Etta
thought this said a lot about the selfless kind of man be was.

One fall day, before the sun rose, Louis was severed by the
beater on a silage wagon. He bled to death, alone in the cornfield.
Etta’s father found him and sent her to cover up the body with a
tarp from the barn. She carried Louis’s mangled leg back to the
Sfarmhouse and threw it at her father’s head while he was filling a
bucket of water meant to wash away the blood on the wagon.

She hadn’t told her family yet about the child growing inside her.
She was a big woman, seventy pounds overweight, and hid the preg-
nancy well. The baby girl, Cecilia, was born four months later on
the kitchen floor in the middle of a snowstorm. Etta stared at the jar
of money on the counter above her while she pushed the baby out.

Etta and Cecilia lived quietly at the farmbouse and rarely ven-
tured into town. When they did, it wasn’t hard to hear everyone’s
whispers about the woman who ‘suffered from the nerves.” In those
days, not much more was said — not nuch more was suspected.
Louis’s father gave Etta’s mother a regular supply of sedatives to
give to Etta as she saw fit. And so Etta spent most days in the
small brass bed in the room she grew up in and ber mother took
care of Cecilia.

But Etta soon realized she would never meet another man lying
doped up like that in bed. She learned to function well enongh and
eventually started to take care of Cecilia, pushing ber around town
in the stroller while the poor girl screamed for her grandmother.

IT
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FEtta told people she'd been plagued with a terrible chronic stomach
pain, that she couldn’t eat for months on end, and that'’s how she'd
got 5o thin. Nobody believed this, but Etta didn’t care about their
lazy gossip. She had just met Henry.

Henry was new to town and they went to the same church. He
managed a staff of sixty people at a candy manufacturing plant.
He was sweet to Etta from the minute they met — he loved babies
and Cecilia was particularly cute, so she turned out not to be the
problem everyone said she'd be.

Before long, Henry bought them a Tudor-style house with niint-
green trim in the middle of town. Etta left the brass bed for good
and gained back all the weight she'd lost. She threw herself into
mafking a home for ber family. There was a well-built porch with a
swing, lace curtains on every window, and chocolate chip cookies
always in the oven. One day their new living-room furniture was
delivered to the wrong house, and the neighbor let the delivery man
set it all up in her basement even though she hadn’t ordered it.
When Etta caught wind of this, she ran down the street after the
truck, yelling profanity in her housecoat and curlers. This gave
everyone a good langh, including, eventually, Etta.

She tried very hard to be the woman she was expected 1o be.

A good wife. A good mother.

Everything seemed life it wonld be just fine.
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Things that come to mind when I think about the begin-
ning of us:

Your mother and father. This might not have been as
important to other people, but with you came a family.
My only family. The generous gifts, the airplane tickets
to be with you all somewhere sunny on vacation. Their
house smelled like warm, laundered linens, always, and 1
never wanted to leave when we visited. The way your
mother touched the ends of my hair made me want to
crawl onto her lap. Sometimes it felt like she loved me as
much as she loved you.

Their unquestioning acceptance about where my
father was, and the lack of judgment when he declined
their invitation to visit for the holidays, was a kindness I
was grateful for. Cecilia, of course, was never discussed,;
youd thoughtfully prefaced this with them before you
brought me home. (Blythe is wonderful. She really is. But just
s0 you know . . .) My mother wouldn’t have been someone
you gossiped about among yourselves; none of you had
an appetite for anything but the pleasant.

You were all so perfect.

You called your little sister ‘darling’ and she adored
you. You phoned home every night and I would listen

13
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from the hallway, wishing I could hear what your mother
said that made you laugh like you did. You went home
every other weekend to help your dad around the house.
You hugged. You babysat your small cousins. You knew
your mother’s banana bread recipe. You gave your par-
ents a card every year on their anniversary. My parents
had never even mentioned their wedding.

My father. He didn’t return my message informing him
I'wouldn’t be home for Thanksgiving that year, but I lied to
you and said he was happy I'd met someone, and that he
sends his best wishes to your family. The truth was we
hadn’t spoken much since you and I met. We'd communi-
cated mostly through our answering machines, and even
then it had become a series of stale, generic exchanges that
I would have been embarrassed for you to hear. 'm still
not sure how we got there, he and I. The lie was necessary,
like the scattering of other lies I'd told so that you didn’t
suspect just how fucked up my family was. Family was too
important to you — neither of us could risk how the whole
truth about mine might change the way you saw me.

That first apartment. I loved you the most there when it
was morning. The way you pulled the sheet over you like
a hood and slept some more, the thick boyish smell you
left on our pillowcases. I was waking up early then,
before the sun most of the time, to write at the end of
the galley kitchen that was always so damn cold. I wore
your bathrobe and drank tea from a ceramic cup I'd
painted for you at one of those pottery places. You’d call
my name later on, when the floors had warmed and the

14
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light from behind the blinds was enough for you to see
the details of my flesh. You’d pull me back in and we’d
experiment — you were bold and assertive and under-
stood what my body was capable of before I was. You
fascinated me. Your confidence. Your patience. The pri-
mal need you had for me.

Nights with Grace. She was the one friend from college
I stayed in touch with after we graduated. I didn’t let on
how much I liked her because you seemed a bit jealous
of her time with me and thought we drank too much,
although I gave her very little as far as female friendships
go. But still, you gave us both flowers on Valentine’s Day
the year she was single. I invited her to dinner once a
month or so, and you’d sit as our third on the garbage
pail flipped upside down. You’d always stop for the good
bottle of wine on your way home from work. When the
gossip took over, when she brought out the cigarettes,
youd excuse yourself politely and open a book. One
night we heard you speaking to your sister on the bal-
cony while we smoked inside (imagine?). She was going
through a breakup and she had called her brother, her
confidant. Grace asked me what was wrong with you.
Bad in bed? Temper? There had to be something because
no man was this perfect. But there wasn’t. Not then. Not
that I understood. I used the word ‘luck.” I was lucky. I
didn’t have much, but I had you.

Our work. We didn’t speak about it often. I envied your
rising success and you knew it — you were sensitive to the

IS
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differences in our careers, our incomes. You were mak-
ing money and I was dreaming. I had made next to
nothing since graduating, except from a few small free-
lance projects, but you supported us generously and gave
me a credit card, saying only: ‘Use it for whatever you
need.’” By then you’d been hired at the architecture firm
and promoted twice in the time it took me to write three
short stories. Unpublished ones. You would leave for
work looking like you belonged to someone else.

My rejection letters came in like they were supposed
to — this was part of the process, you reminded me,
kindly and often. /#// happen. Your unconditional belief
in me felt magical. I desperately wanted to prove to
myself that I was as good as you thought I was. ‘Read to
me. Whatever you wrote today. Please!’” I always made
you beg and then you’d chuckle when I feigned exas-
peration and agreed. Our silly routine. You’d cutl up on
the couch after dinner, exhausted, your office clothes
still on. You would close your eyes while I read you my
work and you would smile at all of my best lines.

The night I showed you my first published story, your
hand shook as you took the heavy-stock magazine. I've
thought of that often. That pride you had in me. I would
see that shaking hand again years later, holding her tiny
wet head, marked with my blood.

But before then:

You asked me to marry you on my twenty-fifth
birthday.

With a ring I sometimes still wear on my left hand.
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I'never asked you if you liked my wedding dress. I bought
it used because I saw it in the window of a vintage store
and couldn’t get it out of my mind while I browsed the
expensive boutiques with your mother. You never whis-
pered, as some awed grooms do, sweating at the altar
and rocking on their feet, You look beantiful. You never
mentioned my dress when we hid behind the redbrick
wall at the back of the property, waiting to float into the
courtyard where our guests drank champagne and talked
about the heat and wondered when the next canapé
would pass. You could barely look away from my shining
pink face. You could barely let go of my eyes.

You were the most handsome you had ever been and
I can close my eyes now and see twenty-six-year-old you,
the way your skin looked bright and your hair still curled
down around your forehead. I swear you had remnants
of baby fat in your cheeks.

We squeezed each other’s hands all night.

We knew so little then about each other, about the
people we would be.

We could have counted our problems on the petals of
the daisy in my bouquet, but it wouldn’t be long before
we were lost in a field of them.

“There will be no table for the family of the bride,’

17
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I had overheard the wedding planner say in a low voice
to the man who set up the folding chairs and place cards.
He gave her a subtle nod.

Your parents gave us the wedding bands before the
ceremony. They handed us the rings in a silver clamshell
that had been given to your great-grandmother by the
man she loved, who had gone to war and never come
home. Inside was engraved a proclamation from him to
her: Violet, Yon will always find me. You had said, “What a
beautiful name she had.

Your mother, cloaked in a fancy pewter-colored shawl,
gave us a toast: ‘Marriages can float apart. Sometimes we
don’t notice how far we’ve gone until all of a sudden, the
water meets the horizon and it feels like we’ll never make it
back.” She paused and looked only at me. ‘Listen for each
other’s heartbeat in the current. Youll always find each
other. And then you’ll always find the shore” She took
your father’s hand and you stood to raise your glass.

We compliantly made love that night because we
were supposed to. We were exhausted. But we felt so
real. We had wedding bands and a catering bill and
adrenaline headaches.

1 forever take you, my best friend and my soul mate, to be ny
partner in life, through everything that’s good, and everything that's
hard, and the tens of thousands of days that fall somewhere in
between. You, Fox Connor, are the person I love. I commit myself
o you.

Years later, our daughter watched me stuff the dress
into the trunk of our car. I was going to take it back to
the same place I’d found it.

18
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I remember exactly what life was like in the time that
followed.

The years before our own Violet came.

We ate dinner, late, on the couch, while we watched
current affairs shows. We had spicy takeout on a black
marble coffee table with vicious corners. We drank
glasses of fizzy wine at two o’clock on weekend after-
noons and then we napped until someone was roused,
hours later, by the sound of people walking outside to
the bar. Sex happened. Haircuts happened. I read the
travel section of the newspaper and felt it was research,
realistic research, for the place we’d go next. I browsed
expensive stores with a hot, foamy beverage in my hands.
I wore Italian leather gloves in the winter. You golfed
with friends. I cared about politics! We cuddled on the
lounge chair and thought it was nice to be together,
touching, Movies were a thing I could watch, something
that could take my mind away from the place where I sat.
Life was less visceral. Ideas were brighter. Words came
easier! My period was light. You played music throughout
the house, new stuff, artists someone had mentioned to
you over a beer at an establishment filled with adults. The
laundry soap wasn’t organic and so our clothes smelled
artificially mountain fresh. We went to the mountains.

19
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You asked about my writing. I never looked at another
man and wondered what he’d be like to fuck instead.
You drove a very impractical car every day until the
fourth or fifth snowfall of the year. You wanted a dog;
We noticed dogs, on the street; we stopped to scratch
their necks. The park was not my only reprieve from
housework. The books we read had no pictures. We did
not think about the impact of television screens on
brains. We did not understand that children liked things
best if they were manufactured for the purpose of an
adult’s use. We thought we knew each other. And we
thought we knew ourselves.
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The summer I was twenty-seven. Two weathered folding
chairs on the balcony overlooking the alley between us
and the building next door. The string of white paper
lanterns I hung had somehow made palpable the creep-
ing smell of hot garbage from below. That was where
you said to me over glasses of crisp white wine, ‘Let’s
start trying. Tonight.’

We’d talked about it before, many times. You were
practically gleeful when I held other people’s babies or
got down on my knees to play with them. You're a nat-
ural. ButIwas the one who was imagining. Motherhood.
What it would be like. How it would feel. Looks good
on_you.

I would be different. I would be like other women for
whom it all came so easily. I would be everything my
own mother was not.

She barely entered my mind in those days. I made sure
of it. And when she slipped in uninvited, I blew her
away. As if she were those ashes falling into my orange
juice.

By that summer, we’d rented a bigger apartment with
a second bedroom in a building with a very slow eleva-
tor; the walk-up we lived in before wouldn’t work for a
stroller. We drew each other’s attention to baby things

21
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with small nudges, never words. Tiny trendy outfits in
store windows. Little siblings dutifully holding hands.
There was anticipation. There was hope. Months earlier
I had started paying more attention to my period.
Tracked my ovulation. I'd made notes to mark the dates
in my day planner. One day I found little happy faces
drawn next to my O’. Your excitement was endearing.
You were going to be a wonderful father. And I would
be your child’s wonderful mother.

I look back and marvel at the confidence I found
then. I no longer felt like my mother’s daughter. I felt like
your wife. I had been pretending I was perfect for you
for years. I wanted to keep you happy. I wanted to be
anyone other than the mother I came from. And so I
wanted a baby, too.
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The Ellingtons. They lived three doors down from the
house I grew up in and their lawn was the only one in the
neighborhood that stayed green through the dry, relent-
less summers. Mrs Ellington knocked on our door exactly
seventy-two hours after Cecilia had left me. My father
was still snoring on the sofa where he had slept each night
for the past year. I had realized only an hour earlier that
my mother wasn’t going to come home this time. I'd gone
through her dresser and the drawers in the bathroom and
the place where she stashed her cartons of cigarettes.
Everything that mattered to her was gone. I knew enough
by then not to ask my father where she went.

‘Would you like to come for a nice Sunday roast at our
house, Blythe?” Her tight cutls were shiny and hard, fresh
from the salon, and I couldn’t help but reply directly to
them with a nod and a thank-you. I went straight to the
laundry room and put my best outfit — a navy blue
jumper and a rainbow-striped turtleneck — in the wash-
ing machine. I had thought of asking her if my father
could come, too, but Mrs Ellington was the most socially
appropriate woman I knew, and I figured if she didn’t
include him in her invitation, there was a reason.

Thomas Ellington Jr was the best friend I had. I don’t
remember when I'd given him that distinction, but by
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the time I was ten, he was the only person I cared to play
with. Other girls my age made me uneasy. My life looked
different from theirs — their Easy-Bake Ovens, their
homemade hair bows, their proper socks. Their mothers.
I learned very early on that being different from them
didn’t feel good.

But the Ellingtons made me feel good.

The thing about Mrs Ellington’s invitation was that
she must have somehow known my mother had left.
Because my mother no longer allowed me to attend din-
ner at the Ellingtons’. At some point she had decided 1
needed to be home by a quarter to five every night,
although there was nothing to come home to: the oven
was always cold and the fridge was always empty. By
then, most evenings my father and I ate instant oatmeal.
He’d bring home small packets of brown sugar for the
top, ones he stuffed in his pockets from the cafeteria at
the hospital, where he managed the cleaning staff. He
made decent enough money then, by local standards at
least. We just didn’t seem to live that way.

I had somehow learned that it was polite to bring a
gift when invited to a nice dinner, so I had clipped a fist-
ful of hydrangeas from our front bush, although late
September had turned most of the white petals to a
crispy dusty pink. I tied the stems with my rubber hair
elastic.

“You’re such a thoughtful young woman,” Mrs Elling-
ton had said. She put them in a blue vase and placed
them carefully on the table in the middle of the steaming
dishes.
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Thomas’s younger brother, Daniel, adored me. We
played trains in the living room after school while
Thomas did his homework with his mother. I always
saved mine for after eight o’clock, when Cecilia either
went to bed or was gone for the night to the city. She did
that often — went to the city and came back the next day.
So doing my homework then gave me something to do
while I waited for my eyes to get tired. Little Daniel fas-
cinated me. He spoke like an adult and knew how to
multiply when he was just five years old. I would quiz
him on the times tables while we played on the Elling-
tons’ scratchy orange rug, amazed at how clever he was.
Mrs Ellington would pop in to listen and always touched
cach of our heads before she left. Good job, you two.

Thomas was smart, too, but in different ways. He
made up the most incredible stories, which we’d write in
the tiny spiral notebooks his mother bought us at the
corner store. Then we’d draw pictures to go along with
every page. Each book would take us weeks — we pains-
takingly discussed what to draw for each part of the
story and then took our time sharpening the whole box
of pencils before we began. Once Thomas let me bring
one home, a story I loved about a family with a beautiful,
kind mother who became very sick with a rare form of
deadly chicken pox. They go for their last vacation
together as a family to a faraway island, where they find
a tiny, magical gnome in the sand named George, who
speaks only in rhymes. He grants them the gift of one
special superpower in exchange for bringing him home
in their suitcase to the other side of the world. They
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agree, and he gives them what they wish for — Your mom
will live forever, until the end of time. Whenever you get sad, just
sing this little rhyme! The gnome lives inside the mother’s
pocket for eternity, happily ever after. I'd drawn the fam-
ily carefully on the pages of this book — they looked just
like the Ellingtons, but with a third child who didn’t look
anything like them: a daughter with Crayola-peach skin
like mine.

One morning I found my mother sitting on the edge
of my bed, flipping through the book, which I’d hidden
deep in my drawer.

‘Where did this come from?” She spoke without look-
ing at me and stopped on the page where I'd drawn
myself as part of the Black family.

‘I made it. With Thomas. At his house.” I reached for
the book in her hands, my book. The reach was pleading.
She yanked her arm away from me, and then tossed the
book at my head, as though the spiraled pages and every-
thing about them disgusted her. The corner clipped my
chin and the book landed between us on the floor. I
stared at it, embarrassed. Of the pictures she didn’t like,
of the fact that I'd been hiding it from her.

My mother stood up, her thin neck erect, her shoul-
ders back. She shut the door quietly behind her.

I brought the book back to Thomass house the
next day.

‘Why don’t you want to keep it? You were so proud of
what you two made together.” Mrs Ellington took it from
my hands and saw that it was bent in a few places. She
smoothed the cover softly. ‘It’s okay, she said, shaking
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her head so that I didn’t have to answer. “You can keep it
here’

She putit on the bookshelf in their living room. When
I was leaving that day, I noticed she’d opened the book
to the last page and faced it out toward the room — the
family of five, me included, our arms around one
another, an explosion of tiny hearts coming from our
smiling mother who stood in the middle.

At the Sunday dinner after my mother left, I offered to
clean the kitchen with Mrs Ellington. She clicked on a
cassette tape and sang just a little as she cleared the table
and wiped the counters. I watched her bashfully from
the corner of my eye while I rinsed the dishes. At one
point she stopped and picked up the oven mitt from the
counter. She looked at me with a playful smile, slipped it
over her hand, and held it up beside her head.

‘Miss Blythe,” she said in a funny high-pitched voice,
her hand moving in the puppet. ‘We ask all of our
celebrity guests here on the Ellington After-Dinner Talk
Show a few questions about themselves. So. Tell us —
what do you like to do for fun, hmm? Ever go to the
movies?’

I laughed awkwardly, not sure how to play along, ‘Uh,
yeah. Sometimes?’ I hadn’t ever been to the movies. I
also hadn’t ever talked to a puppet. I looked down and
shuffled some dishes around in the sink. Thomas came
running into the kitchen squealing, ‘Mommy’s doing the
talk show again!’ and Daniel flew in behind him. ‘Ask
me something, ask me!l” Mrs Ellington stood with one
hand on her hip and the other hand chatting away, her
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voice squeaking from the corner of her mouth. Mr
Ellington popped his head in to watch.

‘Now, Daniel, what is your very favorite thing to eat,
and you can’t say ice cream!” said the puppet. He jumped
up and down while he thought of his answer and Thomas
shouted options. ‘Pie! I know it’s piel” Mrs Ellington’s
oven mitt gasped, ‘PIE! Not rhubarb, though, right?
That gives me the toots!” and the boys screamed over
each other in laughter. I listened to them carry on. I'd
never felt anything like this before. The spontaneity. The
silliness. The comfort. Mrs Ellington saw me watching
from the sink and called me over with her finger. She put
the oven mitt on my hand and said, ‘A guest host tonight!
What a treat]” And then she whispered to me, ‘Go ahead,
ask the boys what they’d rather do. Eat worms or some-
one else’s boogers?’ I snickered. She rolled her eyes and
smiled, as if to say, Zrust me, theyll love it, those silly boys.

She walked me home that night, which she had never
done before. All the lights in my house were off. She
watched as I unlocked the door, to make sure my dad’s
shoes were in the hallway. And then from her pocket she
pulled the book about the magical gnome and gave it to me.

“Thought you might want this back now.’

Idid. I flipped the pages with my thumb and thought,
for the first time that night, about my mother.

I thanked her again for dinner. She turned around at
the end of my driveway and called, ‘Same time next
week! If I don’t see you before then.” I suspect she knew
she would.
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I knew as soon as you came inside of me. Your warmth
filled me and I knew: I couldn’t blame you for thinking I
was crazy — we’'d been trying for months — but nearly
three weeks later we laughed together lying on our bath-
room floor like drunken fools. Everything had changed.
You skipped work for the day, remember? We watched
movies in bed and ordered takeout for each meal. We
just wanted to be together. You and me. And her. I knew
she was a girl.

I couldn’t write anymore. My head flew away every
time I tried. To what she would look like and who she
would be.

I began doing prenatal exercise classes. We started
each class in a stretching circle where we introduced our-
selves and said how many months along we were. I was
fascinated to see what was coming, looking at the other
women’s bellies in the mirror as we followed an aerobic
routine that barely seemed worth doing. My own body
was still unchanged and I couldn’t wait to see her make
room for herself. In me. In the world.

Walking through the city to go about my day had
changed. I had a secret. I half expected people to look
at me differently. I wanted to touch my still-flat belly
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