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			to shame and all of her tantrums

		

	
		
			
				Day One

				Spring 1991

			
		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Mercifully, the quiet car is empty. I hold my breath as I make my way to a window seat at the farthest corner of the six a.m. train. I try to relax as I sit, releasing the pressure in my rib cage. Looking out of the window, I scan the platform for Black women. The majority of them marching onto the train this early are tired-eyed Caribbean women heading to the suburbs, leaving their families behind to care for someone else’s. I am unable to turn away, although all I want to do is hide. I’m afraid that if any of these women hold my gaze, they’ll know.

			Again, I beg God not to let me run into any of my colleagues from New Rochelle who make the opposite of this commute every morning—or maybe it’s less of a plea, more of a demand. You know you owe me, I pray. It’s that same gumption that pulled me out of bed this morning and had me concealing my dread with my chic uniform of black investment pieces anchored by my classic trench. I learned early on that everything looks better when you add a trench. It snaps any day into one that projects, “I am a woman who has her shit together,” even on the days that I don’t. Today, I don’t, but I’m on this train, looking like I do, like my life hasn’t just fallen apart.

			

			—

			I’m heading up to Connecticut to face the demons barking in my ear, growling at my throat. In the spirit of keeping it together, I pull out the shrink-wrapped corn muffin I bought at the station, but my hands shake as I try to find the seam in the tight plastic. I take a breath. Don’t panic, Dionne, I tell myself. You’re going to get the answers you need, and then, on the way home, you’ll make a plan. God owes you. I repeat this to myself, over and over, but my certainty wavers. Maybe I’m pleading after all.

			The conductor calls out his final warning that the doors are about to close, and an older woman rushes in at the last second. She smiles, triumphant, as if she’s gotten away with murder.

			“Made it,” she announces.

			It’s clear she hasn’t noticed that she’s entered the quiet car. Her large body sways, and she makes a show of how unsteady she is as the train begins to move. When she reaches my row, she sits down, and I wonder why, of all the seats in this car, she’s chosen one so close to me. I look out the window, waiting for the moment when the train emerges out of the darkness and into the—

			“You sure are a pretty young thang,” she says. “You headed to work?”

			The sweet notes of her Jamaican accent remind me of my neighbors down the hall, Mr. and Mrs. Coverley. Every April, they head home to celebrate their anniversary. It’s their forty-fifth this year, and they’ve left me in charge of their plants and picking up their mail. Unlike Mrs. Coverley, who’s never intrusive or direct, this focuses her gaze on me, ignoring my obvious disinterest in conversation. The train jerks us forward and back as we exit the tunnel, and the muted rainy-day light pours into the car. I close my aching eyes, succumbing for a moment to the exhaustion snatching at me; the last forty-eight hours have been a bitch.

			The woman next to me clears her throat and I suddenly feel ashamed of my rudeness, of nearly falling asleep in the face of her well-meaning question. I pick at the corn muffin’s plastic again, knowing I need the energy but fully expecting it to taste like everything else I’ve attempted to eat over the last day: like sand in my mouth. They’ll be drawing blood, I remind myself. Something in my belly would help steady me.

			“I work in midtown, actually,” I finally say.

			“Doing what?” she asks. “You’re so stylish. Do you work for a fashion magazine?”

			Surprised, I try to pointedly stare at the large Quiet Car sign in front of us. What else might she be able to guess about me? Her gaze follows mine, and she smiles, dimples appearing in both her cheeks, and shrugs, before jerking her chin toward my purse, at the latest Essence poking through the opening flap. My thighs tighten and my breath catches.

			“Listen, I had to rush out of my house this morning. Husband pulled his back yesterday and has to stay in bed for the next ten days. Can you imagine? Ten days! I had to take care of the kids’ lunch, get them dressed, ready them for my sister to walk them to school before she heads over to work. My little girl, hollering, I tell you, hollering, that I’m pulling her hair. But we must hurry, no way to be gentle when we’re racing against time.”

			A relieved huff spills out of my nose. This woman ain’t thinking about me. Sure, I’m not famous, but my picture has appeared in the magazine I work for. I’ve been recognized before.

			“All to say,” she continues, “I didn’t get a chance to eat, you know? And you don’t seem like you’re going to have that.” I hand her the corn muffin, which she efficiently unwraps, and she takes a big bite out of my much-needed sustenance. “It’s a little dry,” she says.

			I laugh like this woman is the trip that she is and dig into my purse for the bottle of water I bought for the trip and hand that over too. In exchange for my small kindness, she chats nonstop about the husband, the children, the job cleaning houses that pays better than what she made as a nurse back in Jamaica, and I grow grateful for the distraction. I end up telling her that I’m thirty-three and work as a beauty and style associate director for Essence. She perks up and asks me to confirm that associate means number two, which it does.

			“Then you must brush shoulders with Susan Taylor, nah?” I nod. It’s always the first question people ask when they find out where I work. She grows so comfortable her Is turn into mes. “Me sorry to be stuck here in the wintertime, ya know? Me can’t wait until the chillum old enough to care for theyself, so me and me man can head back home.”

			When she asks again where I’m headed, I feel a mask fall over my face, hardening. I fidget with my purse, pretending to look for something, and this time she takes the hint and starts to dish about how dirty the people she works for are.

			The conductor finally makes his way to our car and asks for our tickets. We obediently hand them over and as he punches them, he turns his icy blue eyes on us. “If you’re not quiet,” he scolds, “you have to leave the quiet car.” The woman huffs, annoyed, but leans her head back and closes her eyes. Within moments, she’s asleep, snoring almost as loudly as she speaks. I don’t mind the noise, or the company for that matter. As the train makes its way through the city and out of it, I try to embrace how peaceful it can feel to sit quietly by a window, surrounded by strangers.

			As the train gets farther from the city, I notice the trees outside are beginning to sprout whispers of renewal, of new beginnings, a telltale sign of April’s touch. The houses become grand, dreamy, and in front of most are serviceberries. I close my eyes and pretend I can smell their clustered white flowers, but even that imagined fragrance can’t transport me away from the horror life has become.

			How did I get here? Just three days ago, I was laughing on the phone with my sister while dancing in front of the mirror listening to En Vogue’s album. We were singing over each other, reliving the fun we’d had at their Apollo Theater concert a few weeks ago. I felt good, finally finding the balance to all of my exhaustion due to work and my breakup. For a decade—month after month, year after year—I’d put the time into my job, racked with bliss, holding my boyfriend Darren’s hand as we dreamed of a future together, taking turns picking out the house we would buy one day.

			And now? Now it’s all…I can’t find the words for this kind of fear.

			The tears fall hard and fast as the panic I’ve been keeping at bay crashes into me. The conductor announces the next stations, and I’m pulled away from thoughts of Darren as I realize I’m only a couple of stops from my destination.

			“Sweetheart.” My Jamaican train companion is awake. “This here me train stop coming. Me don’t know what is bothering you so. But you must know that God is always with you. That no matter what storms come, you have the strength to make it through any test you going through.”

			She extends her hand to me, and I want to tell her she shouldn’t touch me. But the soft gray hairs at her temples and her deep wrinkles are proof of so much wisdom. She’s pretty in the way of mothers and aunties who know how to comfort those in pain. I shake my head, mutter something about germs, and she looks like she understands. “You will come out of this brand-new. Believe me, me been to hell and back.”

			Her words steady me all the way to my own stop, and I regret not asking her name.

			New Haven, Connecticut. It’s a small city, all squat buildings, and populated by lower-working-class white families. It reminds me viscerally of the Detroit neighborhood where my family lived before my parents divorced, before we moved with my mother to Kansas City. Bile rises in my throat as I pass a body shop and the scents of motor oil and gas fill my nose. I really should have eaten something.

			When I arrive at the clinic, I realize it’s still closed. I hadn’t considered calling ahead to check the opening time. It’s eight fifteen a.m. What am I going to do for forty-five minutes? There’s already a line of people waiting outside, and their distraught and worried faces are a stark reminder of my new reality. These women, Black, white, and Hispanic, look years or decades older than me. I turn around and hurry away from them, from the clinic, but while I’m eager to put as much distance between us as I can, I don’t for a minute consider going back to New York City and getting the test there.

			I wander for the next twenty minutes, moving away from downtown along narrower streets filled with small single-story houses, until suddenly, as if in a dream, I’m in front of a sturdy brick home much like the one I grew up in. There’s a For Sale sign and blue balloons announcing an open house. I walk slowly up the paved path, try the door, and find it unlocked. Inside, the house is warm and smells sweet, catapulting me back to the good days of my childhood, when my mother made it home before my sister and I were released from elementary school and the smell of freshly baked chocolate chip cookies greeted us almost every day.

			“Hello!” I call. “Is anyone home?”

			Maybe the Realtor is upstairs or in the backyard. I make my way deeper into the home and notice the photos. A young Black family, smiles dazzling. In one picture, the woman holds her big, pregnant belly and her husband envelops her, protective. In another, two children, maybe five and three, sport gap-toothed smiles. This is the family I’ve longed for.

			New Haven is a far cry from the quaint suburb Darren and I stumbled upon at the end of last summer on our way back from a weekend in Connecticut with his friends. The sun had been bright and hot that day, and we were a little tipsy from the mimosas our hosts had served at breakfast. We were debating whether to grab lunch or find a park and stroll when Darren spotted a sign a few paces ahead of us on a wide, tree-lined street and pulled me toward it. Open House: This Way.

			“Let’s go dream a little,” he said.

			I always revisit that moment. “Let’s go dream a little.” He said it just like that. It wasn’t crazy to think he would marry me.

			We toured the seven-bedroom, eight-bathroom Colonial, holding hands the whole time. Darren talked about how nice it would be to get out of the city while I blushed at the attention we were getting from all the white couples. It was familiar to us, this being gawked at. We were tall, traditionally attractive, and always well-dressed: that day I wore my sexy-tomboy look he loved, Janet Jackson–inspired belted jeans and a simple white halter top accentuating my best sculpted tummy. I was always trying to impress him, thinking this dress or hairstyle or nail color would make him choose me. We looked good together. We were good together. We were the American dream. I thought he might propose that day.

			The real estate agent asked us if we were planning to start a family soon. Darren laughed and uncharacteristically patted my ass. “I sure hope so,” he said, flashing his dimpled smile. As we stepped into the backyard with its sprawling perimeter framed by blooming rosebushes, I imagined the commute to work, the daily train ride, tiresome and long but worth it.

			“I’m not sure why you’re dragging your feet,” I sighed. “How about you propose already so we can get on with our lives?” He tightened his grip on my hand, slid his arm up the side of my body to squeeze me into a hug. But he said nothing, and a familiar unease, awkward and thick, settled into my stomach.

			I believed him when he said he couldn’t wait to get out of the city; I believed he was committed to me, to a life together. But over the past year or so it started to feel like we were living separate lives. He’d begun working out at the gym four or five times a week after work so that by the time we met for dinner it was late, no time but to brush our teeth, read a little, and go to bed. He was spending more and more weekends with his friends at sports bars and cigar bars. I knew there were parts of Darren that weren’t accessible to me, just as there were parts of me I chose not to share with him, or anyone else.

			We were quiet on the train home. When we finally returned to Brooklyn, he asked if I wanted to stay over at his place, and though I’d had every intention of going home with him, I found myself shaking my head no. He hugged me, planted a dry kiss on my mouth.

			“We both want the same things for the future,” he said, as if it hadn’t been hours since I’d broached the topic. “Marriage, kids, a mortgage, all of that. I just won’t have you directing when and how my proposal is going to happen, Dionne. I’m the one writing this part of our story.”

			I felt the air go from thick to thin around us but I forced a smile, nodding as though I agreed. But then something rose up in me, surprising us both. “I’m running out of time for your bullshit, Darren,” I blurted. “I’m not waiting forever.”

			He usually loved it when I lost my composure, saying it was in the moments when I went Detroit instead of Kansas City that he knew he’d got me, but now I could see annoyance in the set of his jaw. Before today, I’d never pressured him or demanded that he propose sooner rather than later, but something about his reaction struck me now as almost rehearsed. I realized he’d been waiting for this moment, expecting it, and was prepared to deflect. I couldn’t believe Darren was turning us both into such tired clichés. Me: wanting. Him: withholding.

			I expected him to try to catch up as I turned and made my way home that night, but as I got farther away, the noise of summertime Brooklyn was the only thing chasing me. The worry set in: Had I just messed up a great relationship with my lack of patience? On Nostrand Avenue, a group of men leaned against a shiny black Eldorado, bopping their heads at A Tribe Called Quest’s “Can I Kick It?” Nearby, children played hopscotch, leaping into the air with exuberance and joy. A smile softened the corners of my mouth as I stood looking at those kids. Everything is going to be just fine, I assured myself. One of the men, taking my smile for an invitation, reached his hand toward me.

			“You got a man?” he said, smiling. I nodded and hurried on. My man was just slow.

			Over the next few months, our relationship fell apart. It wasn’t dramatic or sudden. There was no yelling, no tears. Darren had just grown too comfortable, I thought, and my best friend, Farrah, agreed. A real ultimatum was in order, we decided. But everything backfired. The ultimatum made Darren grow even more distant; I’d betrayed the unspoken rule of our partnership: Stay small until I make you big. Farrah sat with me some nights, making sure I wouldn’t call him, checking to see if he still loved me.

			Then, two nights ago, he’d arrived at my apartment door. It had been six months since we’d broken up—six months since he’d abruptly stopped speaking to me. So when I heard the knocking and then his voice through my door, as done with him as I thought I was, I still carried a speck of hope that he was there to beg me to come back to him.

			“You like the house?” The Realtor, an older Asian man, finally appears behind me and I’m startled out of my reveries. He tells me his name is Michael and hands me a cup of steaming coffee and a cookie on a white napkin.

			“It’s beautiful,” I lie, realizing I’ve walked through every room without taking much notice of the space or what I saw. Michael hands me his business card and tells me, as I make my way out of the house, that the neighborhood is a great place to start a family, that the school system is full of dedicated teachers, including his wife, who teaches kindergarten. I smile, thank him for the cookie and coffee, and leave.

			I walk straight back to the clinic and take my place on a line that has grown much longer in the time I’ve been gone. The wind has turned serrated and sharp. I tuck my head into the wide neck of my trench, turn up my collar for some relief. I thank God when they open the doors within moments of me standing there, happy to shuffle inside into the warmth, a small mercy for what’s sure to be a long day. There’s an automatic machine that dispenses a triangle of paper stamped with a letter followed by a number. Mine is A33. Humph. An omen?

			The waiting room we all crowd into is clean, but there aren’t enough chairs for everyone, so I stand up against a wall, focusing all my effort on not making eye contact with anyone. I glance compulsively at the screen above the receptionist’s desk where the numbers turn slowly as each person is called up, asked some questions I can’t make out, and handed a set of forms to complete.

			I can feel someone’s hot breath breathing down my neck; the stench of the breath lingers and reminds me of my own when I was a little girl, of milk and cookies and that other taste I could never get out of my mouth. I fight to disappear in the room, but then I hear her. A distant memory of myself, laughing at me now like this is just a game. The sound of her feels so close, it seems I could simply turn to my left and see her, actually catch her giggling with her hand muffling her mouth and her eyes filled with glee. But I’m stuck staring straight ahead in shame.

			To avoid bursting into sobs and calling attention to myself, I grab the skin on the side of my rib cage, beneath my coat, and pinch, hard.

			By the time my number is called and I’m brought into a room, the day has grown much darker with the threat of rain. The woman who comes in—Marlene, according to her name tag—has honey-colored cropped hair with bangs that fan over the left side of her forehead, and her red lips are outlined with a dark pencil. When she smiles, there’s a gold cap on her incisor.

			“All right, honey,” she says, reaching for my forms. “I know you filled out the forms already, but I’m going to need to ask you these questions again. Everything you tell me will be kept confidential. You understand?”

			I nod, sitting up a bit straighter in the rickety plastic chair.

			She repeats my basic information. Name, age, address. She raises an eyebrow but doesn’t comment on how far from home I am. Shame is in the corner, laughing around the thumb she’s sucking. They must be used to people crossing state lines for this sort of thing.

			“Why are you here today?” she asks.

			“I need an HIV test,” I manage to say.

			I tried to take the test the day I found out. I went to a clinic near my apartment in Clinton Hill before panic gripped me. I felt such deep humiliation at the thought I may be infected that I pretended I’d gone in for research, grabbing a bunch of pamphlets that now litter my coffee table. But it wasn’t only the panic over the potential result that got to me; I was also scared someone I knew might stumble in, might recognize me.

			“What makes you think you may be HIV-positive?” Marlene asks.

			I tell her the story of two nights ago, how Darren turned up out of nowhere. Images flash across my mind—me cursing Darren out; Kareem emerging from the bedroom, then running out of my apartment, surely judging me—and I can picture that stranger in the hall, how he eyed me with pity. I look around for an anchor, something to keep me from spiraling, and the tiny specks of dust on the ground by Marlene’s feet come into focus. The room hasn’t been swept in some time.

			She reaches for my hand. “There is absolutely no need for you to feel embarrassed,” she says, and her matter-of-fact yet compassionate tone forces me to raise my eyes from the floor and really look at her. “I’m a health professional. The more honest you are with me, the better this will be for you. I find that people come here because of a crisis, right? Or maybe a misstep—or because risk is just a way of life. What brings people here…It doesn’t really matter; I’m not here to pass judgment. What matters is that we’re finally trying to get ahead of this thing. Prevention, treatment, then a cure. But right now, the only way forward is by being honest. All of us. You get me? You’re already doing great—you’re here right now. It’s wonderful that the minute you found out you’d been exposed, you came.” She gives me a gentle smile.

			I nod, grateful for her calm directness. It never occurred to me to hide from the truth, to avoid finding out what exactly was happening with my body.

			“How many sexual partners have you had?” Marlene asks.

			“Three,” I say.

			She hesitates, as if she knows I’m doubling down on the lie I already committed to on the form in front of her. She and I both know the chances of a Black thirty-three-year-old woman living in the era of Jodeci having only had three lovers is unlikely. But she shakes her head and moves on, which is when I hear the small laughter once again and suddenly understand exactly where it’s coming from: it’s the sound of my own shame stalking me. What difference does it make? Three men or thirty, it’s really none of Marlene’s business.

			“Have you ever taken intravenous drugs?” she asks.

			“Never.” This I can answer confidently.

			“Has your ex-boyfriend taken intravenous drugs?”

			For the first time in two days, a real laugh of my own tumbles out. Darren’s fear of needles was so severe it could cause him to faint. “I don’t think so,” I say, after I compose myself.

			“Do you think Darren sleeps with other men?” she asks.

			The smile falls off my face. I feel instantly protective of Darren, offended on his behalf. When Marlene spoke of risk as a way of life before, this must have been what she meant. How dare this woman imply that my Darren could have been sleeping with men? But a nagging thought lurks in the corner of my mind, pushing against the outrage: Darren so seldom wanted sex. And I’d grown complacent, relieved even, that sex wasn’t an aspect of our relationship I had to worry about. Sleeping beside each other in bed when there was no pressure for such intimacy had been comforting, helping me forget the complicated relationship I have with sex. Darren was the first man who made me feel safe in that way; with him, sex wasn’t a way to hide.

			It wasn’t that there was no sex. Even after the ultimatum—when I verbalized that I expected a marriage proposal within the year—he gently made love to me, assuring me with his body if not his words that there was a desire between us, even as he refused to explain why he was hesitating to become my husband despite five long years together.

			“Do you think Darren sleeps with other men?” Marlene asks again.

			“I—I don’t know,” I say, honestly.

			The questions keep coming, but I feel removed now, far away. Marlene finally takes my blood with expert skill and I hardly feel a pinch. She hands me a piece of paper and I slip it in my purse without even looking at it.

			“Dionne,” she says sternly. “I need you to snap out of it for a minute. Be present here with me for a few more moments, okay?”

			I shake my head to clear it and try to listen as she explains how important it is that I see a counselor or at least consider therapy. I nod even though I’ll never willingly speak to a stranger about my private life. Outside the window, the rain begins to fall. It’s light, thin, but the sky has turned black, plunging us into night in the middle of the morning.

			“The piece of paper I just gave you, it’s for you to write down everyone you’ve ever slept with.”

			“Why?” I ask, confused. “There’s only one person I could have put at risk.”

			“You can’t know that for sure,” Marlene says. “But the primary purpose of you writing it out is to give yourself a clear view of your sexual history. It’ll also help you to communicate to anyone at risk.”

			I take the paper out of my purse and stare at it; it’s just a regular four-by-six lined sheet. It’s not big enough for me to list them all, I almost say.

			I itch to get away from this place, from Marlene. I crave my velvet couch, the cashmere throw blanket I got with my mother and sister when we all traveled to Rome together years ago. It was to celebrate my sister Winnifred’s upcoming wedding, since she didn’t want any big hoopla with her girlfriends. Winnie has a four-year-old daughter now, my niece, Lauri, and another baby on the way. If I’m HIV-positive, I’ll never have a little girl of my own.

			In Rome, Mom said everything changes when you become a wife and then a mother, and Winnie and I nodded with the gravity of that truth, both eager to arrive at the prized destination. I had been practically falling over myself waiting to tell Mom and Winnie about the handsome man I’d recently met. Dizzy, I’d been dizzy with hope that maybe, finally, this new man, Darren, would be the answer to my prayers. I knew Mom would want to know what was going on with my love life, so I’d even developed a photo of us and brought it with me. When I presented it, Mom stared at the two of us standing at the opening of an art show and said, “He looks just like Tony, honey.” I thought she was tripping—Tony, my first boyfriend in high school? No.

			But for a moment, I saw what she saw, thought that maybe Darren really was a new version of Tony, that sweet guy I never thought about except once every few years when he blew through town.

			I think of him again now; if I could go back in time and not break up with Tony, I could undo this situation, sitting across from Marlene, her eyes full of compassion even as she tries to stay professional.

			“You have to write down all your lovers,” Marlene insists. “I advise people to start from the most recent, work backward. There is still so much we don’t know about HIV and AIDS. It’s possible the virus has lain dormant in your body for much longer than—”

			“Wait, you mean I could have given it to Darren?”

			She shrugs, and the silence pushes me deeper into considering this possibility. As my eyes begin to leak again, she gently continues.

			“That’s just it—we don’t know. This disease is making us all rethink a lot of things. But look, this is also a rare moment to stop and take stock of your sexual health, of your habits. Of your past. Most people go around on autopilot, but HIV and AIDS might change that. You must commit to getting in touch with past partners if you receive a positive result. I know it’s a lot to hear, but the reality is that the result of this test could change the entire trajectory of your life.”

			The result. For a moment it seems nonsensical—why would I reach out to past lovers if I receive a positive result? But then it dawns on me that in this case a positive result doesn’t mean good news—it means being infected.

			“Do you have any questions for me?” Marlene asks, straightening up her pile of documents, placing them inside a manila folder. Her eyes eventually rest on my face. I feel the heat rising in my body, settling in my cheeks, but I need to know.

			“How long does a man need to be inside you for transmission to occur?”

			She shakes her head. “There’s no way to know the answer to that. If there was sexual intercourse, there was a risk of transmission. You must notify all your lovers if you get a positive result,” she repeats.

			I wonder if she says this to everyone, or if there’s something about me that’s making her extra insistent.

			“How long will it take for me to get the result? Should I go grab lunch and come back?”

			Marlene laughs, which seems to catch her off guard. “It takes fourteen days, Dionne. And you have to come back here in person for us to give it to you.”

			I stand, flabbergasted. Fourteen days? The days stretch ahead of me, interminable. “Is today day one or day zero?” I ask, hearing the desperation in my voice. I hear the little girl’s condescending chuckle once again and feel goose bumps rise on my arms.

			“Today is day one. Tomorrow will be day two.” She removes a paper calendar from a drawer and places it flat between us, points to a week from today, then a week from there.

			I cannot possibly make it through that long of a wait, but I promise Marlene I’ll do as I’ve been told, I’ll write down everyone I’ve ever slept with. Just then another nurse comes in and tells Marlene she’s needed, and so I’m left alone with the blank piece of paper. I stare at the lines, so neat, so clean.

			On the last line of the page, I write Kareem.

			The line above his, I write Darren.

			Then I stop and drag my hand to the top of the page.

			I write #1.

			Tony Monroe. But that’s a lie. I cross it out. I only wish Tony had been my first lover. Because I don’t want to have to list the real number one, the man I avoid thinking about. Hell, the very thought of the nights my body lay crushed under his…I can’t. Yet as I retrace the straight line of the number one again, I’m transported to the terrifying echo chamber of his grunts of ecstasy. The pen falls out of my hand, my palms curl into fists, and a scream bursts out of me, guttural, animalistic, and laced with the rage and exhaustion of a child’s buried pain.

			Marlene rushes in. “What happened?” she gasps. “Are you okay?”

			And it seems shame is no longer laughing. Instead, in my mind’s eye I again see the little girl I once was. She, too, screams in terror. Reality spins around me and I try to take stock of where I am. I search the room, attempt to ground myself. Suddenly, Marlene comes into focus and I collapse against her. I’m crying like I’ve never allowed myself to before and then I fall into a darkness, a nothingness.

			Next thing I know, I’m back on the train, inside a quiet car that is truly quiet this time. I feel like I’ve woken up from a dream. The ticket is hole-punched and on the cushion of my seat, accurately marked off at Grand Central Terminal. I touch my face, find it dry, cool to the touch. Outside, the skies have opened to a biblical downpour, yet my hair is neat and dry, which means that I’ve been sitting on the train for some time.

			I focus on my breathing. How did I make it back on the train? What did I say to Marlene after she rushed into the room? When she held me? Rustling through my purse, I find the piece of paper, see the two names I wrote: Kareem and Darren. The #1 is still there, daring me to be honest.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Two Nights Ago

			A 1985 Cutlass Supreme with one fading headlight, moonlighting as a gypsy cab, turned the quiet corner of St. James and drove past the best grouping of brownstones on the block. It would soon be five a.m., but it would be difficult to tell this by the sight of my legs sliding out of the car as it came to a full stop in front of my twelve-story building. I had downed several Long Island iced teas on a stomach of nuts and pretzels, but I was sturdy on my pointed stilettos. The ruched plum-colored dress had drawn many compliments from others, but it was Kareem who’d caught my attention at the right moment. As I moved past, he’d grabbed my hand, saying he could immediately tell I was “a woman of style and beauty.” I’d rolled my eyes.

			“Is that the best you can do?” I said, turning to face him full-on, halting in my tracks at his striking good looks.

			Even among a roomful of professional basketball players, Kareem stood out. His skin was a beautiful chestnut and his surprisingly large dark espresso eyes sparkled under a prominent forehead. He had thick, full lips framed by a neatly trimmed goatee. Those lips matched him well; his incredibly chiseled arms led to what I am sure was a V-shaped torso underneath his Karl Kani shirt. I flirted with the thought of what lay beneath the fabric—a six-pack that would sear our stomachs together. If only he hadn’t paired that shirt with his baggy jeans. Oh well. He was too arrogant to care about his limited style; this man was used to getting his way, but he was also playful in a manner that struck me as guaranteeing a good time.

			“Let me try again,” he said, wrinkling his nose. Then, turning to the bartender, he ordered two whiskeys, neat.

			“I don’t like whiskey,” I said.

			“They’re both for me,” he said, which made me laugh.

			I would have turned my back and kept moving, but just then I spotted my best friend down the bar, her eyes boring into mine. Farrah nodded as she discreetly touched her newly cut hair by the nape of her neck. Suggestively, she smiled, with one eyebrow raised, immediately reminding me of the exchange we’d had when I’d first arrived and we’d thrown back shots.

			“Tonight is about bringing the old Dionne back,” Farrah had said. “The Dionne who knows how to have some fucking fun. The Dionne who isn’t wasting the best years of her life glued to her cubicle.”

			I’d spent months hoping Darren would snap out of it. It was the fact that nothing had really happened, that there had been no real reason to break up except my impatience, that made me feel as though things weren’t quite done between us. I felt, in my gut, he would eventually show up and give in to what I needed.

			Kareem offered me his extra drink and I took it. I saw no harm in flirting, in having a good time. Maybe I’d be able to stop thinking about Darren for a few hours. We moved to the VIP section of the club, where Kareem and his friends had a table overflowing with bottle service. It made me feel good, knowing he’d gone to the bar because he’d seen me, that his intention in buying drinks he didn’t need to pay for was rooted in getting close to me. In the slump of a breakup, I was in that “Am I still attractive?” phase, and this reminded me I was a damn siren, even if I didn’t quite feel like it.

			Around us, the music boomed. It was so loud we could hardly hear each other. Kareem leaned into me, lips grazing my earlobe, told me again he thought I was the most beautiful woman in the club.

			In the pulsing lights, I couldn’t quite tell how old Kareem was. But I knew since he’d been invited to this event Farrah was throwing, designed to welcome a new crop of NBA players to New York and New Jersey teams, he was likely, hopefully, in his early twenties. I could have been ten years older than him. Just then, as if he knew I was beginning to have second thoughts, he turned, leading the way to the dance floor by holding my hand, then dropped it as he made his way farther into the crowd. It made me realize women had come very easily to him. He was used to being chased.

			And tonight I was no different. I followed him.

			To the beats of Dr. Dre and Ice Cube, our bodies drew close but didn’t yet touch. As Salt-N-Pepa’s “Let’s Talk About Sex” led into “Around the Way Girl” by LL Cool J, the energy in the club heightened, and with the chorus of voices around us shouting along to the song, my mood lifted.

			My stubborn heartbreak became a thing of the past. I was done waiting.

			There was something electric about Kareem. The arrogance from the bar had fallen away. He placed his hands on the small of my back, pulling my body closer and closer to him so there was only an inch of space between us. He looked around the room as if he wanted to be sure others understood I’d chosen him, as though he couldn’t believe his luck. For the second time, I felt flush with the power I’d used to feel around men. Their desire a spotlight that illuminated and inflamed my body so that I towered over the insecurities that often dwarfed me. Darren had never acted with Kareem’s male possessiveness. There had never been any heightened passion underlying the calm and methodical march toward our future. A future that would be stable, predictable in all the ways we both desired.

			Kareem bit his lip then, and that corny-ass move was a clear signal he wasn’t the kind of man I usually chose. But maybe that was exactly what I needed—someone different from the men I usually picked. Kareem pulled me against him, as if sensing there was a loosening taking place. He leaned down to kiss me. I opened my mouth, touched my tongue to his.

			He maneuvered around my parted lips, tongue pressing with an ease that told me he would know how to make me feel good in bed. All around us, beautiful young people—success and dreams in reach—laughed and drank and flirted. No one worried about the future, about stability and safety. They were gorgeous, lustful, immortal. Look at us, I said to myself in a new mantra. We’re going to live forever.

			For hours, Kareem and I danced, kissed, and drank. But Darren’s absence loomed, I couldn’t deny it, no matter how much fun I was having—I felt as if I were trespassing, cheating on the man who would one day never be my husband.

			I wished to be on my couch, quietly flipping through magazines to see what other beauty directors were up to, while Darren sat on the couch, reading an old copy of a James Baldwin novel or pressing my calf to read a line that had grabbed his attention.

			“You still having a good time?” Kareem yelled, as if noting my shift in energy.

			For a moment, I considered telling him the truth. Being out had reminded me why I didn’t want to be out, at least maybe not yet. For months, I had been carefully tallying my flaws, wondering what it was about me that had driven Darren away. Even as I’d gone back out on dates with successful, handsome men who were clearly into me, I’d found myself unable to muster the desire to invite them into my bed. Each time, I found myself lured back into the same looping thoughts, wondering how things could have gone so terribly wrong with Darren that he’d chosen to disappear.

			But at that moment, in the club with Kareem’s hands on me and his eyes holding lustful question marks, I decided to stop waiting for Darren. I let him go. He fell from my body onto the dance floor. I let the future trample him and then I looked up at Kareem’s beautiful face and just smiled at him while my hands greedily roved over his body, feeling the divot that curved his back, the broadness of his shoulders. Chills rushed up my arms as my body grew hungry for his. My nipples hardened against his chest. It was his magnetism that had me brushing my lips up against Kareem’s neck.

			“You want to get the hell out of here?” I asked.

			Delighted, he nodded, rushing us to the bar so he could close his tab.

			Farrah noticed his arm over my shoulder and mouthed the words Are you taking him home?

			I nodded. Farrah responded with a wide, brilliant smile of approval. Awash with a need for pleasure, I couldn’t wait to get out of there.

			Kareem returned to say we were good to go. As we exited the club, I detoured to give Farrah a big hug and a kiss on the cheek.

			She yelled our protocol over the music: “Talk to me—we’re making this a conscious choice?”

			“Yep,” I offered with a grin.

			She grinned back. “You drunk?” I shook my head no. She pressed, “Buzzed?” I pinched my fingers close together, making her laugh. “But you’re clear?” she asked once more.

			“Very,” I stated, sobering.

			“Enjoy,” Farrah said, admiring Kareem, who waited for me by the exit sign. “And call me when he goes home.” We hugged each other again as if I were leaving for an international flight. When I reached him, he placed a strong, sure arm around my shoulders. He opened the door and held it as I made my way through. The cold air on my skin sent a series of pleasant shivers up and down my spine. I enjoyed my growing arousal, how my body had gone from numb to tingling—as if Kareem held the match that would set me off.

			“Your place or mine?” I asked.

			“Yours. I ain’t got no furniture.” We shared a laugh and spent the next thirty minutes hailing a cab to take a six-foot-five Black man and his five-foot-six cute “girlfriend” to Brooklyn.

			

			—

			As the taxi slowed down, a low growl turned into a whistle. The sound came from inside the car, belonged to our Haitian driver. He’d been making varying versions of the same perv sounds as he stole glances at us during the drive from the downtown club, across the luminous, magical Brooklyn Bridge, before he finally came to a full stop. Neither I nor Kareem acknowledged the sound or cared about the driver’s probing eyes. We’d been caught up in our own world, mouths wet with hunger for each other. But now I straightened up, hoping the late hour would mean no one would be loitering in the building’s lobby, no one riding up on the elevator, no neighbors peering through their peepholes into the hallway to see me bring this man home.

			Pulling his mouth away from mine, Kareem chuckled at the man’s sounds as he handed him several large bills, stepping out of the car. He held the door open for me. I felt impatient to get into my apartment, fumbling around in my purse for my keys.

			I dropped the keys and leaned forward to grab them. Kareem extended an outstretched hand to help me balance. I felt the streetlight kiss the curve of my cheekbones, highlighting every feminine line of my body as he observed me. I turned to catch him smiling, mesmerized by the sight of my body bent over as I reached for those keys. I basked in his attention, knew I controlled whether he’d get what he wanted.

			It had been years since I’d felt such hunger coming from a man. I ushered Kareem into the alcove to find I didn’t need my keys after all—the door had been left open by someone who’d obviously been in a rush. Once Kareem entered, I told him to pull the door shut hard—the last thing we needed was easy access to our building. He did as I requested and we made our way through the long hallway, arriving just as the elevator doors opened. There wasn’t a single person to slow our ascent. We were upstairs in the blur of a moment, on the twelfth floor, where I lived, not once parting mouths, even as we awkwardly moved past the many closed doors of my neighbors, welcome mats wet with that day’s rain, shoes or umbrellas haphazardly strewn about.

			At my door, I fumbled with the locks, nervous now, and he caught my mood and asked if I was okay, trying to put me at ease. What are you doing, Dionne? I asked myself.

			It had been years since I’d had a one-night stand. I never intended them to be that way; in fact, I always had a knack for going all in and getting my feelings hurt later. Though Essence publishes many articles on the best ways to enter healthy sexual relationships with men, I defied them all and gave in to what men wanted of me. The right one will stay, I always told myself, and some did hang around, trying not to appear quite as “wham bam thank you ma’am” as they truly were. But whenever I expressed the need for more connection and conversation, their calls became less frequent and eventually my ego tapped me on the shoulder and alerted me that I was being disrespected. I would sulk, be in my feelings, and then eventually crawl to brunch with Farrah and get some girlfriend gumption to move on to the next. There were so many nexts that one birthday I drunkenly tried to recall how many sexual partners I’d actually had—not just the ones I cared to remember but all of them. I remember Farrah laughing and saying, “Damn, girl, you out here fucking like them.” I’d laughed, too, then deflected, “Girl, I’m just playing,” to hide what shouldn’t have been true. The very next week I met Darren. I played it different, and five years and six months later, here I was.

			By the time Kareem and I finally made it through the door, I was smiling again, glad I’d cleaned up earlier in the day. I turned on the lamps, taking my time moving around my living room, allowing him to see more of me.

			“This apartment is amazing,” he said, looking around at the vintage vases, the green velvet couch, the artwork that called out Black pride, and the plants that brought nature into my corner of the city.

			“Thanks.” I was impressed that the same person who’d fingered me in the back of a cab was pausing to appreciate my art. I’d gone to great expense and care to turn this boxy one-bedroom apartment into my sanctuary. “It took a long time to get it exactly how I wanted.”

			“I’ve been staying in a half-furnished place for almost a year,” he said, shaking his head. “Between practice and workouts and travel, I’m gone so much that it seems a waste to put any effort into it. But this is the kind of apartment I’d love to come home to at the end of a long day.”

			Gliding closer to him, I whispered, “I’ll give you some decorating tips, but it’ll cost you.”

			Kareem placed his palm on the small of my back but continued to carefully take stock of the apartment. The gesture felt good, and it suddenly occurred to me that maybe I should slow down, that maybe he could be worth keeping. I liked how much space he took up in my living room, liked his energy with his boyish charm, his strength, and his curiosity. I allowed myself the dangerous game of imagining a future with him.

			“My mom offered to come up from Florida to help me decorate but I’ve been putting her off,” he said.

			Uh-oh, he’s a mama’s boy? Oh Lord, let me fuck him and get him out of here, I remember thinking. Farrah had insisted the answer to getting over Darren was to get under one of these young ballers, and I suddenly worried about how young, exactly, this one might be. “How old did you say you are?”

			“I’m twenty-six,” he said. “Why?” I waved his question away, relieved he wasn’t as young as he acted, and Kareem laughed. “You thought I was jailbait?”

			“Nobody says that unless they’re a middle-aged white man,” I retorted.

			“Whose boots are those?” he countered.

			I noticed Darren’s pristine Timberland boots by the door. Unmistakably male.

			“Oh, you don’t need to worry about that,” I said, feeling judged. Kareem didn’t respond right away, and we could both hear someone walking down the hall, dropping what I knew were newspapers in front of people’s doors.

			“Not trying to get shot by a jealous husband,” he said, carefully listening as the footsteps came nearer to my door. “Or boyfriend.”

			“My boyfriend and I broke up months ago. He’s just slow. Probably left his things to scare off the next guy. And what you’re hearing in the hall is the newspaper deliveryman. Always comes at the same time.”

			There would be no jealous boyfriend coming through the door, I assured Kareem. What I didn’t tell him was that I’d been avoiding Darren’s calls. He’d left several messages on my answering machine just in the last week, saying it was important I be in touch. There was something about his tone that scared me, that seemed full of grief and finality, and I assumed he was finally ready to pull the trigger and come get the last of his things so he could be completely done with me.

			“Nobody is coming to interrupt us,” I repeated, my tone edging toward the irritation I felt. Almost as if he’d heard me, the deliveryman’s heavy steps walked away, down the hallway from my door. He hadn’t yet delivered my newspaper. The threat of interruption sobered the room to awkward silence.

			I lifted my dress over my head and stood in front of Kareem wearing only my stilettos. “Are we doing this or what?”

			At the sight of my bare skin, Kareem allowed a sharp intake of breath and in two big steps reached me. He picked me up off the floor, I straddled his waist, and he moved us to the bedroom.

			He removed his clothing and within moments was lying naked, ready, his mouth licking the inside of my thigh.

			“You got a condom?” I asked.

			He leaned back over the heap of clothing he’d discarded, searched his wallet. “Shit. No. You?”

			I didn’t have to search to know. There were no condoms in my apartment.

			For a moment, all I heard was our labored breathing as my eyes moved across the room. My bedroom was furnished simply. There was my queen-size bed dressed with Egyptian cotton bedding I’d upgraded to last year, a reward for doing well by my big-girl paychecks, which by now had mostly been discarded on the floor; a mahogany dresser I’d inherited from my grandmother with a vanity that held my many perfumes and lotions; and a DIY bookcase of shellacked fashion and beauty magazine tear sheets. The mix of modern, family heirloom, and a bed made like I imagine a nun would do provided a soft landing and a blank slate to remake myself daily. My talismans of belonging are the framed photos of my mother and my sister, but also of Farrah and me in our early New York days. They document our years of friendship, our many trips together. We always felt that claiming our freedom meant going wherever we wanted to go and doing whatever the hell we wanted to do. I thought of that younger me, the girl who loved to blow men’s minds. I wanted Kareem to see I wasn’t just worth desiring; I was irresistible. I spread my legs wide. “I’m clean,” I told him. “Are you?”

			He growled from deep in his throat, let his tongue kiss the softest part of me until I moaned, loudly, that I needed him inside of me. His hips fit snugly between my legs. His first thrust was controlled, measured in the way of men who know they can hurt a woman because of their size. It drove me crazy and I begged him to go all the way. Kareem had only just fully entered me when I lost myself in that sense of ascension, of pleasure. It was a feeling I missed, that helped me forget everything, all at once. He thrust into me once more, slowly, then pulled back with just as much control.

			“Don’t go,” I groaned, pulling him in by his waist. Instead of staying inside me as I’d begged, Kareem pushed himself off my body, then plopped himself next to me. At his absence, my skin prickled. The room was cold. “What’s wrong?” I asked, breathless.

			“Not sure why we’re rushing this,” he said, his voice steady.

			Oh, you’re trying to show me you care? I thought. I tried to appreciate the attempt, but I was genuinely horny. And I was becoming slowly aware of another feeling, rejection, or something dangerously close to it. The hurt made me try harder. “We can go slow,” I said, climbing on top of him.

			But he held my hips midair, even as I tried to land on his anchor. “Let’s wait for this part,” he said.

			My self-consciousness and annoyance threatened to boil over, but I had to give Kareem credit; I’d never met a man with this kind of self-control. As if he’d read my mind, he vulnerably offered that the players had just been given a talk about safe sex and he was trying to do better. I lay down next to him, felt the heat in my skin dissipate as disappointment descended. He moved so he was facing me, placed his mouth on my nipple, licked a circle that went wider, wider.

			I pushed his head away. He needed to make up his mind.

			“Can I watch you?” he asked, sounding vulnerable, like he’d revealed a kink he wasn’t sure I’d accept.

			“Watch me do what?” I said, but I knew, and I was ready.

			“You know,” he said as he nodded down below.

			I was torn between wanting him to leave and the urgent hunger that consumed me. I needed release.

			I guided his hand so he was holding his hardness, then brought my hand to my own sex. “If I do me,” I said, husky, “you do you.”

			He leaned over, kissed me hard, then drew away. I kept my eyes glued to his as I felt my own softness. He stared right back at me and I felt my lips part as I reached deeper and deeper. I felt my orgasm nearing, never closing my eyes, never taking my gaze off him as he touched himself, matching my rhythm. My orgasm arrived in waves, carrying me further and further away from the bed until Kareem’s face blurred, then vanished. By the sound of his grunting, I knew he finished shortly after I did.

			“Wow,” he said, his hand grazing my waist.

			I stood quickly, moving away from his touch, and went to clean myself up. In the bathroom, I washed my face, avoided looking at my reflection. Instead of feeling deeply satisfied, I felt frustrated, repugnant even—I’d forgotten this part, how sometimes after sex I was left with this sense of filth covering my body, the air around me closing in. I went back into the bedroom, found him under the covers.

			“I need to change the sheets,” I said.

			“Want to just put a towel down?” he asked, laughter in his voice. I didn’t bother with a rebuttal, I just started removing the fitted sheet off my side of the bed. “All right,” he said, still lighthearted. He helped me remove the sheets from his side of the bed. “Do you want me to grab another set?”

			What I want you to do is leave, I thought. I bunched up the sheets. “I got it,” I said.

			“That was so intense,” he said. “You are so fucking sexy, Dionne.”

			I went to the hallway, spent a few moments moving my weight from one leg to the other. How am I going to get this man out of my apartment? I appreciated him being careful, but if there wasn’t going to be any “Let’s pretend we’re married” sex, there was no reason for him to spend the night.

			“You okay out there?” he called.

			I found the spare set of sheets in my linen closet and buried my face in them. Their floral, sweet aroma filled my nose; a recipe from my mother.

			“Hello? Dionne?”

			Reluctantly, I went back to my bedroom and Kareem grabbed at the sheets, pulled them taut, helped me make the bed.

			“I know this spot where we can get breakfast when we get up,” he said.

			“I have to work in the morning.”

			“Tomorrow’s Sunday.”

			I shrugged. I was preparing to tell him I worked weekends whenever we were heading into production for the magazine and that anyway, there was no need for this pretense of care on his part. But just then there was a commotion at my door, hard knocks followed by loud banging, and I felt a flood of relief. Maybe I wouldn’t have to do the awkward work of getting this man to leave my place. Maybe there had been a flood downstairs, a pipe that burst, and we’d have to be evacuated. I reached for my silk robe and said, “Let me check what’s going on.”

			Before I even made it out of the bedroom, I heard the unmistakable sound of Darren’s voice. “Dionne,” he yelled. “Dionne!”

			“Yo, what the fuck?” Kareem asked. He grabbed his jeans and hopped into them, tripping over his feet to pick up his discarded shirt. From the door, the knocking increased in intensity. What was Darren doing here at five something in the morning?

			“Dionne—we need to talk,” he shouted.

			Kareem slipped his shirt over his head, glaring at me. “Here I am helping you fucking change the sheets—look, I just want to leave without any shit. But I will fuck him up if I have to, so please handle this.”

			He followed me to the living room as I swallowed my embarrassment and tried to inhale some courage. I told Darren through the door he had to calm down if he wanted to come in. What felt like an eternity was only seconds, and when I finally opened the door, Kareem walked right past Darren without pausing, as if he’d remembered he had a career at stake, and headed to the elevator, never looking back. He didn’t even wait for the elevator and took the stairs instead. Darren and I absorbed the shock of this moment until I found my voice again.

			“What the hell are you doing here?” I asked.

			“Dionne,” he said, clearly surprised by the man who had just rushed past him. “We need to talk. I’ve been calling—”

			“You don’t get to walk in and out of my life whenever you feel like it,” I interrupted, folding the robe tighter around my frame. “How the hell did you even get in?” I grabbed his boots from just inside the door and threw them at him. “Go away, Darren.”

			“I’m so sorry, Dionne,” Darren said. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you—”

			“No. We are done.”

			“Dionne—stop! I tested positive. I’m so sorry, Dionne. I tested positive for HIV.”

			As Darren continued to speak—what sounded to me like gibberish against the buzzing in my ears—the newspaper deliveryman, one I’d never seen before, came toward us, dropping copies of The New York Times in front of the doors that didn’t have them. The rolled-up paper read April 14, 1991, but I tried to push away the truth that I was standing in a real moment, one time-stamped with a memory I would never forget. The deliveryman kept his eyes fixed on the floor, as if to make us forget he’d heard the whole thing, and I realized that Kareem and I had heard him earlier in the night when he was dropping the paper outside my door. He must have run out of papers and in his rush to go back and forth, to get his work done, he must have been the one who left the door open downstairs. It was his fault Darren was here and Kareem was gone and I was in this awful situation.

			“You can’t be fucking half-assed about the front door,” I yelled to the stranger, forcing him to stop and look at me. “You left the door open downstairs, didn’t you? That’s how he got in!”

			“Did you hear what I said, Dionne?” Darren asked, looking genuinely worried. I thought I might lose my mind.

			“You left our fucking door open,” I went on, ignoring Darren. “Anyone could have gotten in here. You’re putting my life in jeopardy!”

			“Dionne, leave him,” Darren said. “Get out of here, man.”

			The deliveryman made to keep moving down the hall, but there was no exit on that end; he would have to pass us again on his way out.

			“I’m going to call your manager,” I screamed after him. “What you did is unacceptable!”

			A few doors down, a hefty man stuck his head out into the hall. “What the fuck is going on?” he shouted. “It’s five a.m. Shut the fuck up.”

			“You shut the fuck up,” I yelled back.

			“Take this shit somewhere else,” he snapped.

			“Dionne, what are you doing?” Darren was trying to get my attention. “Why are you talking to everyone but me? Did you hear me?” In a whisper, he added, “Did you hear me say I am HIV-positive?”

			My heart was drumming in my ears. What the hell was Darren talking about? Down the hall, my neighbor shouted that he was going to call the police if we didn’t shut the hell up, then slammed his door. I took in Darren’s sunken eyes, the dark circles beneath giving him an ashen hue. There was a low cry, a painful moan, and I wasn’t sure if it was coming from me or from Darren as the deliveryman made his way past us to exit. With a strength I’d marvel at later, I pushed Darren, screaming, “No!”

			The world spun, and I had to hold on to the doorframe. For a moment I remembered Kareem and was glad he’d left before he had a chance to witness this scene, but then I realized that not thirty minutes ago I’d spread myself open to him. We never used a condom. And I’d last slept with Darren six months ago. When had this happened to him?

			But I understood by the sorrowful look on his face as I pushed against his chest that he was worried about me, scared for me. That had to be founded on something. He knew he’d put me at risk. With a final shove, I slammed the door in his face, on his fear.

			There was a gentle knock. “Let me in, Dionne,” he said. “Please. Let me in.”

			“Get away from here,” I said. “Leave me alone.”

			I waited by the door for what felt like forever. Waiting for what? I didn’t know.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			By the time the train carries me back into New York City, the worst of the rainstorm has passed. I feel less nervous about the loss of time, convincing myself it’s just stress, that the frightening incident won’t repeat itself.

			I think about the small sheet of paper Marlene gave me as I step off the train back in Manhattan. The idea of listing every person I’ve ever slept with is overwhelming. I don’t know how to sit in fear; my whole life I’ve outrun it. But today, day one, feels like I’m running a marathon in quicksand.

			I’m grateful for the crowd in Grand Central Terminal, glad to disappear in the crush of people shaking their wet umbrellas, patting their hair to make sure they look presentable. Most go about their business without noticing me. Those who do look on approvingly, the men’s lingering gazes clear invitations. If only they knew.

			I find myself cemented in the middle of the station much in the way I felt stuck at my front door after slamming it in Darren’s face. Someone rushing past bangs hard against my shoulder. “What the fuck? Get out of the way,” a thin Asian woman says. She’s right. I need to move. I have to decide whether to go home or go to the office for the rest of my workday.

			Though my more pressing issue is to find Kareem. I have to let him know what Darren told me. Or do I? He was only inside of me for a couple minutes. No, no, another inner voice argues. Kareem needs to get tested just in case. I try to find the words I’d use to explain it, to have them ready in case I bump into him, but I draw a blank. My face feels hot with the consequences of my choice, but there’s no way around it. I want to throw up.

			I’ll have to call Farrah because I don’t have his number. How do I explain this to her? Someone bumps into me again, but it doesn’t feel as violent as the vicious words I’m using to attack myself. I reason with the warring voices inside of me that I just don’t want Farrah to worry until I know what I’m up against.

			And then I’m on the train headed to the office, where I can hide in plain sight. It’s always worked before.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			As I enter the Essence lobby, tension pulses through my body and my breath catches again. What the hell am I doing here? My mother’s voice rises in me. “You’re broken when they see you fall,” Deborah would say. “Some days the work is just standing.” Any time I face a problem, her life mantras help me focus. Mom taught me how to move through the world. She always insisted that, as Black women, we have to be conscious of how we present ourselves. She needed me and Winnie to understand that we would constantly be under scrutiny and to act accordingly.

			“Those around us,” Mom used to say, “are often waiting for the slipup, the distraction, the mistake, so they can pounce. Even our own. Especially our own; so many of us love tap-dancing for Massa.” I love how my mother is a mix of cotillion class and clownin’ the coons among us.

			Mom is the kind of person who weathers a personal crisis and no one has the slightest idea. During the months after she and my father divorced, when we left Detroit, I witnessed firsthand how she made the world bend to her will, even if it drained every ounce of energy from her small frame. We moved to Kansas City because that’s where Mom’s people are from, and she thought life would be easier there, that she’d have a lot more support to start over as a single mother. Her blind spot was always her parents; she never saw their knives coming even after they stabbed her in the back. Though she could never fully protect herself, Mom tried her best with Winnie and me. The best protection, she always told us, was to work hard and make your own money. Which is why I’m standing here in this lobby with my umbrella dripping water at my feet.

			

			—

			I was just a spunky ten-year-old kid, but I was the older daughter, and I remember doing all I could to help Mom at home, learning to cook and clean and do laundry, even getting a burn on my forearm when I attempted to make those chocolate chip cookies she used to have waiting for us after school. In the evenings, Mom would get back from her receptionist job and sit poring over the bills that kept accumulating. Her own mother and father told her she had to pull herself out of the ditch she’d dug for herself. See, my father had never been their top choice. He hadn’t been a choice at all, really, and in fact, my grandparents and my mother were estranged when Mom chose to marry him. My grandparents thought my mother had done herself and their future grandchildren a disservice by marrying a “no-good nigga,” as my grandfather would spew after too many brown drinks in the pretty crystal glasses my grandmother liked to collect, even though Winnie and I were just in the other room, having dessert.

			My mother was a master of concealment. Nearly every morning, she’d wink and say to me through the mirror, “You want to watch Mommy put on her face?” and I’d nod, happy, and settle in to watch her meticulously apply her makeup. I always approved of how flawless, gorgeous, and feminine she was, though her painted smile never reached her eyes.

			A hungry-looking white woman about ten years older brushes past me in the lobby and throws back an empty apology, but I see the question quirked in her brow, wondering how it’s possible that I’m here to be in her way in the first place. I think of Mom. I know now that underneath her mask lay her true face, one collecting her sadness and pain. I can’t imagine the level of unpleasantness and racism she must have faced daily as a receptionist for a doctor’s office that catered predominantly to wealthy white people. She made sure it was invisible to us. In the evenings, she prepared our meals without complaint, helped us with our homework, plaited our hair, and laid out our clothes for the next day. She would be loving and tender as she put us to bed, read us just one more story, and sometimes fell asleep next to us from sheer exhaustion.

			On hair night, which happened every other Friday, Mom’s girlfriends would come over and they’d all split the cost of a hairdresser who would wash and set, perm, curl, cut, and gossip. It was the one night when we saw Mom loosen up, laugh with a giddiness that hinted at who she used to be as a younger woman. Still, we could tell she was pretending she was happy about leaving that “no-good nigga” behind in Detroit to follow some backward religion, as she and her parents called it.

			I credit my mother for my ability to pretend all is fine in my world right now as I begin the fourteen-day countdown to learning what will happen to me, my life, my health. Though my heart is broken, and I want to vomit all over these polished marble floors, I don’t. I compartmentalize. I witnessed the best do it: my mother packed her pain in her purse and buried her dreams in us.

			That’s what propelled me to this moment. A little over a decade ago, when I walked through these doors the summer before my senior year as an intern for the iconic Essence magazine, I knew it was necessary to tuck away the part of myself that would keep me from meeting my goals. I left the confused, hurt girl who lashed out, who lost her patience easily, outside this clear glass building. Inside, I figured out quickly how to embrace the driven, focused, ambitious young woman who would one day have the run of the place.

			If I approached my life with a plan, I thought, hiding from everyone else what made me hurt, what kept me up at night, I would be able to reach every wild dream I harbored in my heart—for myself, yes, but also for my mother.

			So now I silence the little girl in me throwing a tantrum because she wants to run home and crawl into bed and, finally, propel my feet forward. I glide in my heels despite this wild child clinging to my ankles as I drag her across the marble floors, mopping up the water, nod and smile at the security guard who releases the gate to the elevator bank that will usher me upstairs. And with all my fortitude a gust of wind at my back, I round the corner confidently to see the one and only Susan Taylor.

			“Let them know,” she says, clapping her hands at my strut.

			I laugh and pray it doesn’t sound as strained to her ears as it does to mine. But her warm smile only broadens and a moment later, I no longer need to fake it. I admire Susan’s elegant eggplant pantsuit and her accessories, which are gold to match a silk scarf with hints of a lighter violet and gold flecks. She is flawless, and beautiful things always pull me into the present.

			“It’s so good to see you, Ms. Taylor,” I say, pressing the button for the elevator though it’s already lit.

			“Susan,” she says, and leans over for a tight hug. “I appreciate the respect, but the use of my given name preserves my youth.” I apologize and offer that my mother raised me that way, and she reminds me that my mother is not present.

			“Good morning, Susan,” I say, acquiescing.

			“Good afternoon,” she corrects me. Why is this woman fucking with me today of all days?

			We haven’t worked closely in the years I’ve been second-in-command of beauty at the magazine, but Ms. Taylor—Susan—has always been friendly. The few times we’ve come in close contact in the past, she’s shared that my boss, Joanne, often spoke up for me when I wasn’t present, letting everyone know I’m poised to be her successor.

			“I’m sure you’ve heard the buzz about the search for a new beauty and style director,” she says now. “We’re excited to make a formal announcement later today. How divinely ordered that I would run into you.” She winks.

			I don’t know what she’s talking about and hide my surprise as best as I can. The elevator opens and we step inside. I feel a momentary reprieve from the sadness of this day. Is it possible? Is my dream job up for grabs?

			“We’re very sorry to see Joanne go,” Susan continues, pressing the button for the thirty-seventh floor. “She’s been truly remarkable at leading us through so much growth. But I’m excited about the future, and Joanne has been very vocal about your readiness.”

			“Joanne has been an amazing mentor,” I say. “She’s generous and demanding.”

			Susan nods. “But we can’t just hand it over to you, Dionne.”

			I deflate, punctured by those words, but the pleasant smile on my face doesn’t falter. I won’t let on that I really don’t know what the fuck she’s talking about and, even worse, why I’m just now finding out that Joanne is leaving.

			“I’m rooting for you,” she says. “But you’ll have to earn it. Good news is you have the home-field advantage.”

			I’m at a loss, once again, but I force brightness into my tone. “I never shy away from a challenge,” I say.

			“You’ve always hit above your weight.”

			I don’t have time to wonder what she means. The elevator doors part, and we both drift onto the Essence floor. Susan extends a warm hand and squeezes my shoulder, and I almost flinch. I’m grateful for the fabric between us. She heads right toward the C-suite’s offices and I go left to the set of cubicles my team occupies. Phase one complete.

			Phase two requires that I knock off the rest of this day one hour at a time. Each hour is just four fifteen-minute increments. Home is just six sitcoms with commercial breaks away.

			Joanne isn’t in, I see, and I’m grateful for her absence. I need a few moments to gather my thoughts, maybe finally grab something to eat. I place my bag in the bottom drawer of my desk and see the list Marlene told me to make as the flap hangs open.

			I want to vomit again. Don’t fall. Some days the work is just standing, I remind myself, taking a deep breath. The office is surprisingly quiet, which means an impromptu meeting has likely been called and everyone from my team is upstairs on the thirty-eighth floor, where the block of conference rooms sits. I take advantage of the peace to call Farrah.

			“Girl,” she says, once she recognizes my voice. “What the hell happened to you? I’ve been calling you all yesterday and today. Thought for a minute that fucker dicked you unconscious.”

			I can’t help but smile at her tone, but the reason that I’m calling sobers me right up. “That’s why I’m calling, actually,” I say. I explain, throat raspy and dry, that Kareem left before I’d had a chance to get his information. “Can you give me his number?” I ask.

			“Are you okay?” she asks, her voice losing all trace of humor. “What happened?”

			The elevator opens and a chorus of women’s voices, pitchy and full of excitement, fills the floor.

			I force lightness. “Why something got to be wrong?”

			“You the one sounding all cagey and shit,” she retorts.

			“What? I had a great night and dude left before I got his number. Just grab it for me, won’t you?”

			Farrah explains that she doesn’t have his number. She’s not senior enough at her PR firm to have access to that information. Her job is to plan the party for the NBA talent, make sure they have a good night, and not cross the line between business and personal. “If I ask, it would be déclassé. And these white people would be highly suspect of their token Black girl.”

			“Oh, damn.”

			“Yeah, I was hoping you got his number, that way we’d always have a connect in case I have to bounce from this place that’s barely paying me.” She laughs, and I laugh with her. “But let me see what I can do.”

			I tell her not to worry about it, trying to get off the phone as Joanne walks straight toward me, smiling from ear to ear. I always love the way her wet set bounces.

			“I’m so happy you’re finally here,” she says. “Will you please come into my office as soon as you’re off the phone?”

			I nod and in my other ear Farrah tells me she heard Joanne’s request. “She’s so demanding! She doesn’t know who you could be on the phone with. I could be Whitney Houston—”

			Laughing, I cut her off, promise to see her soon, and say goodbye. Farrah always makes me laugh. And gets me into shit. I wouldn’t have taken Kareem home had she not egged me on. “Your nerves need it,” she’d said. My smile falls; life likes to get the last laugh. If I sit here a minute longer, I’ll cry, so I get up and go see what my boss wants.

			Now she’s on the phone, but she waves me in as she wraps up her call with what sounds like her mother. The view out of Joanne’s corner office with its floor-to-ceiling windows looks out onto Sixth Avenue. On the ground, cabdrivers speed, then honk at people jaywalking, who in turn curse at the cabbies as they pause in front of vendors hustling to sell everything from hot dogs to fake Rolexes. None of that commotion is audible up here on the thirty-seventh floor. The only “noise” is the chaos of her office, still full of the remnants of our summer issue—the latest samples from beauty brands dying to be spotlighted; the font and graphic samples we hope will make consumers buy our beloved magazine, which just went up in price; and the photographs from the cover shoot highlighting Mounia, one of Yves Saint Laurent’s favorite muses and my latest victory. We barely made the deadline on this one, but Susan was happy. We love our celebrity covers, but we love our groundbreaking models even more.

			“I’m sorry you weren’t here to hear before the team,” Joanne says while I take a seat. “But I’m leaving Essence. We’ll be making a broader announcement this afternoon, but I had to comply with the communication plan and tell our team this morning. I waited as long as I could for you to get in.” She drums her French-manicured nails on the desk.

			Why is she telling me like this? Like it’s my fault I’m the last to know? She shifts in her seat; maybe she’s waiting for me to offer up where I was this morning? I called in earlier and told her I was suffering a bout of severe migraines and wanted to get them checked out, but maybe she doesn’t believe me? I’ve never liked these games of chicken that we sometimes play. She shifts in her seat again and I realize—she wants me to let her off the hook and be ecstatic, barely containing my enthusiasm for the possibility of filling her shoes. But I’m not that good of an actress; I nervously scratch at the hairline behind my ear.

			“Dionne, are you feeling okay? What did the doctor say?”

			“Oh, I’m fine. Turns out the migraines are probably just a bad case of allergies.” She appears genuinely relieved, so I add, “I feel much better now. Ready for whatever’s next.”

			Just as she takes a deep breath to elaborate on the state of the union, her phone rings and she picks up. By her happy tone I can tell it’s her fiancé. I’m relieved for the break—Susan said before that I’d have to earn this promotion, and I’m aware the assessment starts now, with this conversation. From now on, every gesture, every word I speak, will be dissected and analyzed. The discomfort of this starting today of all days is unbearable. I feel the heat rising inside my clothes, a small layer of sweat accumulating where my bra’s underwire digs into my flesh. I think about the blood taken out of my arm earlier, about the vial it was sealed in, the sticky label with my name and date of birth. I glance at the analog clock on the wall. Almost two p.m. Have they sent the blood off to a lab to be examined by techs wearing hazmat suits? Or is my vial sitting in a container with dozens of others, waiting until the end of the day to be driven off to the next location? I swivel my chair to distract myself, looking but not seeing everything around me.

			“Thinking about what you’ll change when it’s your office?” Joanne asks. I flush at the absurdity. No, Joanne. I’m thinking about where my blood is right now, whether my blood, once tested, will be a death sentence: HIV-positive. I couldn’t care less about your office’s décor.

			“That would be terribly presumptuous,” I say instead. “After all, Susan made it clear the job won’t just be handed to me.”

			Joanne waves her hands dismissively. “You got this.”

			“Do I?” I ask, managing to look her in the eye. She’s silent, a silence too uncomfortable for us to sit in, so I fill it with questions. “What happened? Where are you going?”

			Joanne’s shoulders slant sideways with an easy, obvious pride. “I’m going to a start-up. I’ll be the editor in chief. It’s similar to Essence but for younger women—going after the college set.”

			“I didn’t think you’d ever leave. I figured we’d be running this place together in a few years.”

			Joanne nods, as if this is also the vision of the future she held until now. “They came to me. I wasn’t looking, not when I have such a great thing going here. But it was an offer I couldn’t refuse.”

			I stand, lean over the desk, and give Joanne a big hug before I remember, my body is a hazard. I know HIV can’t be transmitted like this, but a lot of people think it can, and I still feel strange touching someone who has no idea I might be a risk. Joanne leans into me and I cut the hug short, sitting back with a loud thump.

			She doesn’t seem to notice my awkwardness. “I wanted to speak to you ahead of the all-employee meeting,” she goes on. “We didn’t want you to be surprised when we announced that we’re doing an external search too. We’ve hired an executive headhunter who’s conducted the first few rounds of interviews already and narrowed the list of finalists. Things will move fast.”

			I swallow hard. Things are already moving fast! I try to slow the racing of my heart and calculate what this means for me. If others have been interviewed and selected, then that means I’m learning about this at the tail end of a process already underway. As difficult as it is for me to ask, I force the words out of my mouth.

			“Is this because of a lack of confidence in my skills?”

			Joanne seems surprised at my bluntness. Admittedly, I’m not one to be outspoken; I’ve long understood that opportunities come to those who earn them, and I don’t believe being aggressive or pushy would change anything except make me less likable. But what’s happening here feels offensive. Why would they search externally when I’ve worked my ass off and proven myself? No one else knows as much about our customers and what they need. I’ve launched several beauty campaigns independently over the last few years and they’ve been commercially successful and financially profitable. Beyond that, I’m well-liked and respected among my colleagues. I may be careful in my interactions with women generally, but I know that being easygoing is critical to success. Anyone can be derailed by a tasteless rumor, jealousy, backstabbing. Susan said before that I often punch above my weight—what was that about?

			“Are there concerns about my readiness to do your job?” I choke out when Joanne remains silent.

			“No, nothing like that,” she says, but a thought or insight clouds her features. “Due diligence is the main driver. There have been so many issues with the senior positions here over the years that everyone wants to be clear, both internally and externally, that there’s no nepotism. We will select the best person for the job.” I must look stricken because Joanne comes around her desk and sits next to me. “And I have no doubt you are that person,” she says.

			Instead of giving me confidence, her words just shake me even harder. I heard the emphasis in that “I”: Joanne has no doubt I’m the person for the job…but does Susan doubt it? No, I don’t have this promotion in the bag. Joanne rises and moves to the windows, says how much she’ll miss her view, and if I wasn’t already worried, her shutting down further discussion with her back would have made me anxious.

			I look down at my watch—I have four sitcoms and a bunch of canned laughter left in my day.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			The sky opens again just as I make my way up the stairs from the subway, and the temperature has dropped. I decide to walk the ten blocks anyway. I don’t mind the rain drenching my short, straight bob, and there is comfort in feeling my other face coming off: mascara runs down my cheeks alongside the makeup I so meticulously applied this morning, and then reapplied after the meeting with Joanne. Here, walking down the street alongside people caught without an umbrella, there’s no need to pretend to be anyone or anything other than who and what I am in this moment—rode hard and put away wet.

			The harsh winds feel like winter and spring are battling for control of the clouds this April night, and the rainwater is carrying a stream of trash along the gutter. That’s how I feel—dirty. I haven’t felt this way in years.

			Inside my building’s vestibule, the water runs in rivulets down my legs, dripping on the parquet floorboards. I feel the child I used to be next to me, outside myself, her tiny hand holding mine. We are in this pain together as our equally wet neighbors shake out their belongings while making small talk. I manage to squeeze out a good evening. On my floor, I find the familiar smells of meals hot on the stove, the sounds of A Different World turned up obnoxiously loud on a television somewhere and someone shouting in Spanish. But there is someone in the hall—a man crouching on the ground, in front of my door. My heart drops: it’s Darren. But once I get close enough, I realize it isn’t. It’s the newspaper delivery guy. He’s wearing Timberland boots, loose-fitting jeans with a FILA shirt.

			“Hi,” he says. I stare at him blankly, and he finally manages more. “Sorry. It’s me, Dominic. From the delivery company.”

			I wipe my face and come away with smudged makeup. I must look disastrous. I don’t immediately respond, try to decide if I can get into my apartment without acknowledging him.

			“I came back to tell you how sorry I am about what happened the other night,” he says. He stands, facing me. He’s taller than I remember, lean in a way that brings to mind my father’s brothers who grew up doing physical labor down south but never seemed to gain muscle mass. When I study his face, he looks both older and younger than me, but not by much. Maybe he’s in his late twenties and has had a tarnished life. His wide, alert brown eyes seem wet, as if he’s just yawned or seeing me makes him sad. His nose has authority, maybe because of its high bridge. He wears his hair in an old-fashioned way, almost an Afro but nicely kept, so I know it isn’t just that he’s overdue for a haircut. His neatness makes me feel even more self-conscious about what I must look like. He clasps and unclasps his hands while he waits for my reaction, and I can’t tell if he’s nervous or just wants to get away from here as quickly as possible.

			That makes two of us, Dominic. I take my key out of my purse, find everything inside it drenched, including the list with Kareem’s name on it. Kareem. I forgot all about him in the excitement and confusion at work.

			“I shouldn’t have left the door open,” Dominic goes on behind me. “I was working fast, you know. And there’s usually never anyone going in and out of the buildings at that time.”

			The anger comes fast and my fingers shake as I try to insert the key into my door.

			“I have been praying for you, sis,” he says quietly.

			For a moment my throat gets tight, my eyes get hot and teary. But the feeling is gone so quick I might’ve only imagined it to begin with. I’ve had it with this guy, with this day, with this job. “What the fuck are you talking about?” I snap. “You don’t pray for me. You don’t know anything about me or my life. So how about you take your pity and your assumptions and get the hell away from me? I don’t ever want to see you again. In fact, if you come back I will call your fucking job and get you fired. You’ve already caused enough trouble.”

			His hands go up defensively as he backs away. Then he rushes down the hall and into the stairwell before I step into my apartment, where I immediately fall to my knees. What is happening to me? The sobs start, rocking my entire frame. No, I tell myself. You will not let yourself fall apart. If I break, even a little, who knows when I’ll be able to stop—or if. There are decades of sadness in my body.

			I stop crying and stand. On the side table, the answering machine blinks five messages. I go into the bathroom, remove the wet clothes, and wrap my body in a cotton bathrobe rather than the silk one I was wearing when Kareem left, when Darren gave me his terrible news. I steel myself and go into the living room to listen to my messages.

			Darren: “Dionne. Please call me back. I want to see you. I need to know how you’re doing.” Beep.

			Darren: “Dionne. Will you please let me come over? Maybe tonight? I promise I won’t come uninvited again but it’s important we talk. I need to explain things to you.” Beep.

			Mom: “Honey. What’s happening in New York City? Did all the phones disappear? You know I get awfully worried about you when I don’t hear from you for more than a day or two. Here, your daddy wants to say hi.”

			I hit Skip before Richard, Mom’s husband, speaks into my machine. How many times have I asked her not to call him my dad?

			Winnifred: “Sis, you gotta call me. We figured out childcare for our weekend in New York City! It’s all settled. Mommy and I will be coming for Mother’s Day weekend next month. I started a list of everything we gotta do. So get ready to spend all your money!” Beep.

			Farrah: “Girl, you need to call me back. What the hell happened between you and Kareem? He said he’d rather not get mixed up in your drama. What drama?” Beep.

			Now what? The person I want to hide all of this from is eager to talk to me, and the person I need to talk to most wants nothing to do with me.

			I listen to Darren’s messages again. His concern transports me to our past, to all the crises we lived through together, the tenderness we had for each other. When I explained why my father and I were estranged, he understood, saying that a man willing to abandon his family, his daughters, to an unknown fate didn’t deserve to be part of my life. When Darren lost his grandmother to cancer, he held me and said he’d always take care of me, never let any harm come to my body. I feel overwhelmed thinking of Darren taking the test, then waiting fourteen days, only to hear that he was positive. Was someone with him? To keep him company? To comfort him?

			The sensation of plummeting comes over me, and for a moment I think I might faint. I turn away from the sadness and focus instead on the anger that rests under it. I need to explain things to you. Darren’s words echo against the windowpanes and fill up my head. I stare at the pamphlets I picked up at the clinic in my neighborhood yesterday before chickening out for fear someone would recognize me. I rip them to bits, wishing I could rip apart this horrible possibility Darren brought into my life. I pick up his pristine Timberland boots and fling them against a wall.

			They strike my framed Janet Jackson 1990 Essence cover and the glass shatters, my prized issue dropping to the ground. Darren and I went to Philadelphia together for Janet Jackson’s Rhythm Nation 1814 concert. He’d surprised me with an outfit that perfectly matched the album cover: the hat, the turtleneck jacket, both with their metallic 1814 medallions. In a frenzy, I find the mementos from that weekend in a box at the bottom of my closet and dump them onto the living room floor. I tear apart a large photo of us smiling in front of the venue, tear at the clothes. I was saving these to go into our marriage time capsule, just like Winnie and her husband had made. My chest heaves with grief for all the memories I wanted to make.

			“Explain what, Darren?” I shout. “That you’ve been fucking men?”

			I immediately clamp my hands over my mouth, but a whimper escapes me.

			What if I’m sick too? What if Darren really has given me HIV? And I gave it to Kareem? The thought is devastating enough to carry me to the refrigerator and the vodka in the freezer. I line up a half-full bottle of cranberry juice, premade sweetened lime juice, and Cointreau next to it. I mix the ingredients slowly and pour the first cosmo into an oversize glass Farrah bought me for my last birthday as a gag.

			The first one goes down so fast I hardly taste it. I’m such a fucking cliché. But I drink anyway.

			You will come out of this brand-new, my Jamaican train companion told me just this morning. I remind myself of her humor and kindness, how she seemed to know that I’d need her words. Believe me, me been to hell and back, she insisted. I want so badly to believe her.

			I serve myself a second cosmo and gulp that down too. By the time I finish my third, a warmth spreads through me. The sense of filth isn’t gone, but it’s a bit removed. I mix another set of drinks in my tumbler, put in twice the amount of vodka that the drink calls for, and prepare myself for the task ahead.

			I take the list out of my purse. It’s still damp, fragile to my touch. Kareem’s name. Darren’s name. Who’s next?

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Drunk, I seem to think in flashes that match the rhythm of the thunder booming outside. Darren’s face in the doorway, confessing to being HIV-positive. Marlene, the nurse, insisting I had to be honest with myself about my past, in order to prepare for a positive result. I stare at the list and consider all the men I’ve slept with. It’s a lot. I’ve lost count, if I’m honest. And I have to be honest now that I’m in the ballroom with death. I fucked a lot and called it freedom. I don’t remember all their names. Hell, I don’t even have Kareem’s phone number, and I only know his last name because I looked it up in the sports section of The New York Times. I had vowed Darren would be my last.

			

			—

			I’d never been with a man quite like Darren. While we met the same way I met most men back then—out partying—and he was quick to ask me out, he was the first guy who set a slow pace when it came to our physical relationship. It made him seem mysterious, reserved. As if he had high standards and wasn’t just interested in fucking his way through his thirties. It turned me on and made me want him more, but it also made me feel cherished, as if I was worth the wait. So I relaxed, took off my dating tap shoes, and enjoyed him.

			Darren’s sweetness was abundant. The first time he had me over to his place, he made me dinner. I’d expected him to be another guy with a sparsely furnished apartment featuring an unmade bed who would wait for me with a box of pizza, maybe chicken lo mein with some egg rolls, Purple Rain already playing on TV. I’d thought the entire reason to have me over was to get me naked as quickly as possible; we’d already gone on the mandatory chaste two dates. We hadn’t even kissed. But I’d been wrong.

			His loft apartment in Brooklyn’s Bed-Stuy, just half a mile away from my apartment, featured large industrial windows, a soft leather L-shaped couch, a plush burgundy rug I could dig my bare toes into, sweet-smelling candles on the coffee table, and a bookshelf that took up half the room filled to the brim with the books he’d kept from his MBA from Columbia University. His bed was on the other side of this impressive bookcase, but he hadn’t shown me to that end of his place at that point. He was in no hurry to get me naked.

			My breath caught in my throat at the sight of him that night. He was built like a running back—broad in the shoulders, slim around the waist, and powerful, muscular legs that left very little to the imagination in a pair of tight jeans.

			He filled my glass first and handed it to me before turning his attention to filling his own. For dinner, he prepared a T-bone steak, perfectly cooked medium rare the way I like it, and had it ready when I arrived so we could eat whenever I got hungry. There was a sprig of rosemary fragrantly adorning the whipped sweet potatoes, a generous glob of marshmallows melting on top. “My mother’s special recipe,” he said.

			“If it tastes as good as it smells,” I said, “I’m about to eat my way into a food coma.”

			“You’ve been working so hard,” he said in his rich voice. “You deserve to eat until you fall out.”

			As we ate and talked that night, Darren shared that what he wanted most of all was a family. Growing up in a strict Baptist home, he hadn’t had much chance to develop friendships as a kid outside of his sister, who was much older than him. His demanding parents had wanted him to grow up and be successful and had allowed little in the way of distractions. He dreamed of a house full of kids, of a wife who would love to host lavish parties, and of summers spent abroad—maybe they’d buy a small château in France or Spain, learn to grow their own grapes.

			I felt like I’d hit the jackpot. A fine-ass man on the fast track at the bank where he was an investment advisor who wanted a big family. Over that steak, I felt like we unfurled the blueprint for our entire lives.

			So what if there was little physical touch over the next three months? We hung out at art galleries and comedy shows, wandered the city trying new cuisines—he was much more daring when it came to food than I was. We went to each other’s friends’ endless dinners and housewarming parties, and for Darren, a growing number of engagement parties. During those months an ease, a comfort, settled between us, something I had never experienced with anyone before. We fit into each other’s circles effortlessly, both of us transplants, well educated, working high-powered corporate jobs. We were the dream.

			I was also walking a road I’d never considered, and I was proud of myself for developing a friendship with a man ahead of a romantic relationship.

			Farrah was suspicious when a few months had gone by and he’d still made no attempt at sex. “I thought it was kinda smooth at first, but now I’m just suspicious. He’s either gay or got a girlfriend somewhere. Or a little dick. At some point you got to know what you may be going to bed with for the rest of your life.”

			“I’m going to have four kids and won’t want to fuck anymore anyway, so…” I quipped, but she was adamant that I needed to figure out what was going on.

			Darren, for his part, was effusive about how much he loved spending time together, how much he appreciated that I was as career focused as he was and not needy and insecure like other women he’d dated. So I saw more of Darren and less of Farrah. I didn’t need her in my ear when I already knew he was the one, especially after I lied to him.

			Still, after Farrah’s pep talk I started to initiate physical contact, and it excited me how good a kisser he was. Somewhere between me complimenting him and rubbing between his legs, he asked me how many sex partners I’d had. It stunned me, and I laughed and kept kissing him; I was both offended and impressed by his open and direct communication. It became a game. He wouldn’t let me unbutton his pants until I told him. It turned me on and I would often reach orgasmic levels without his touch. I liked our game, and I loved his control so much that I forgot about actually having sex with him.

			Now I realize I got played. I thought he was asking me that like we had a future, like I was wife material and he was just making a ho inquiry. And because I wanted to be his wife, instead of saying “Fuck you, that’s my business” like I’d done before, I told him that I’d had a grand total of five lovers: one in high school, two in college, and two postcollege. Six if you counted the go-back, which I didn’t. He had the nerve to say to me, “No wonder you’re ready, you’re a little freak.” At that moment, it was game on—I’d be damned if I was going to make a move on him, though I badly wanted to make him mine.

			The first time Darren and I had sex, it was three and a half months after we met, a bit over two months since he’d made me that steak dinner, and a month of playing our power games. He won, I gave in. As I mounted him, he said he was happy to be my sixth. The way we fit into each other’s bodies was as easy as the way we fit into the rest of each other’s lives.

			

			—

			The pen falls from my hand as thunder rumbles through my apartment. For long moments I search my mind, trying to pinpoint the exact last time Darren and I had sex.

			Although it’s only ten p.m., my eyelids are heavy as I look out my window and watch a couple run down the street together, teenagers by the look of their lanky, graceful bodies. Their hands fan out above their heads like useless umbrellas, and their laughter drifts up to me. I need another drink. I stumble across the apartment, walking on Janet Jackson’s cover, the ripped-up pamphlets from the clinic, the photos of Darren and me. Somehow, I avoid cutting my feet on the broken glass, but I notice Darren’s boots have landed upright, as if he’s just stepped out of them, as if he might come out of the bathroom to give me a kiss any second. A sob gets caught in my throat.

			I trip back to the answering machine and listen to Darren’s messages again. “Dionne. Please call me back. I want to see you. I need to know how you’re doing.” Beep.

			“Dionne. Will you please let me come over? Maybe tonight? I promise I won’t come uninvited again but it’s important we talk. I need to explain things to you.” Beep.

			I play them again. Then again. Then again.

			There’s so much feeling in his voice, so much sadness and regret. Maybe it’s because I’m drunk, or maybe I’m listening more carefully now, but I can tell that he’s devastated, worried he might have blood on his hands. He sounds close to crying, and in this moment, I finally know he loves me.

			At some point, I’ll have to confront Darren. I need answers, and he owes me an explanation. Not just about why he put my health at risk but how he used me for five years, leading me to believe we wanted the same things. We spoke so many times about the future, about the family and the house and the dog. Such a cliché.

			But it isn’t all Darren’s fault, is it? I let myself believe, when I should have known better. I chose to play dumb. Pretended we were both headed in the same direction. Nowhere to look but inside myself.

			That dream of our family that I was holding on to was rooted in my need to remake my own childhood, wipe out the shame and pain I suffered by making better choices when raising Darren’s and my children. I wanted to prove to my parents that with effort and commitment you can have a healthy, successful Black family.

			I decide to start fresh with a new piece of paper and pull out a lined legal pad. I put Kareem’s name at the bottom. Darren’s above Kareem’s. Then all the way at the top, on the first line, I write RICHARD—my stepfather. I was 10.

		

	
		
			Day Two

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			I wake up in bed with no memory of how I made it here. I sit up slowly, bracing myself for a killer hangover, but I’m shockingly headache-free. Perhaps the drinking and the vomit were needed to purge the demons that dance in my dark places. Somehow, I feel ready to at least attempt to tackle the day and what will come over the next few weeks.

			I draw comfort from making to-do lists in times like this—crises demand next steps, and I know what my priorities are today. First, the monthly editorial meeting; it’ll be my chance to start proving wrong anyone in leadership having doubts about my potential readiness to take over for Joanne. Next…I’ll find a way to meet with Kareem.

			Having things to do helps me measure how stable and functional I am, and if nothing else, I hope it keeps my mind off the wait for my test results. “You’re not broken,” I whisper to myself, a small mantra of my own.

			I whip back the covers; pop out of bed; turn on the radio, trying to convince myself a fresh morning can mean a fresh take; and head to the shower, only to catch sight of myself in the mirror, and I can’t help but laugh. The rain did a number on my hair. I didn’t properly remove my makeup and both my manicure and my pedicure are chipped. I have three hours before I’m due in the office, and I need every single minute to get myself together.

			Last winter, I ran an editorial for Essence titled “Getting Gorgeous: Spectacular Holiday Style & the Beauty Tricks to Wow Everyone from Naughty to Nice.” It was the December 1990 issue with Whitney Houston on the cover where she wore those gorgeous five-pearl drop earrings.

			People—read: men—want to believe women are naturally beautiful, that looking flawless is a matter of genes. Those of us who know the truth about the amount of effort, expense, and time it takes to look great just chuckle at the misinformed. We know looking good is a full-time job. The usefulness of magazine tutorials has long been debated and I find it tiresome. Some women resent the high standards we have to live up to, especially those of us who work in a predominantly female workplace like fashion or beauty. But this is an area where I am both leader and faithful disciple.

			I don’t find fault with beauty expectations. I witnessed beauty’s power during those early mornings when I sat in the corner watching my mother work her magic with lip liner, burgundy lipstick, a compact, and a simple brush. Whether society admits it or not, a woman who is well put together gets more respect, more tenderness, and perhaps most unfairly, more opportunities. There are those who want to fight the standard, who’d prefer women leave home as barefaced as the day they are born. Not me.

			Makeup enables us to erase imperfections, to smooth and color our cheeks, wipe away any sign of the wear of life, be it caretaking work or whatever other labor falls on our shoulders. There is power to be had when women morph into an image we believe is without defect. Beauty is our strength; it is our tool to survive. Plus, a world without makeup would unfairly favor the naturally and traditionally beautiful. It would favor the young. No one can convince me otherwise.

			Take today. Even though I don’t feel as sick as I should, I’m aware that I’m hanging on by a very thin thread. Yet step by step, as I groom my body and my hair, I feel a growing sense of calm. I wash my hair and set it in rollers, get under my home dryer and wait patiently for the hour it takes, blow-dry the crown, until no one would ever imagine I’d been a wet, crying mess less than twelve hours ago, wondering if I was going to die before turning thirty-five.

			My favorite step is applying makeup. When I turn my attention to the magnifying mirror in my bathroom, the whole of my face disappears and it’s back to the basics of individual features. Skin and lines and perfectly applied color yield something that should look, if done well, entirely effortless. To get foundation that matches my skin tone, I mix three different brands and do so cautiously, combining the darker and lighter shades on the palm of my hand until I have the exact warm brown tone that blends into my hairline and neck without making it look obvious I have any makeup on at all. Next, I brush blush on my cheeks, apply eye shadow, flick my wrist with a perfectly steady hand to draw on the eyeliner and curl in my mascara. And then I think of my mother as I gently caress my lips with the right liner and the family shade of burgundy lipstick. And just like that, I Jedi mind trick myself into being someone who won’t take any shit, who’ll get through the nightmare at my doorstep. Who could look at this face and doubt my ability, my potential, my future?

			I know how to put my mask on and keep it in place—I am my mother’s daughter, after all. No matter how dire things are, I can and will handle it. Because any way I look at it, my life will be vastly different in two weeks. Change doesn’t necessarily mean something awful is waiting for me. Right, God? That’s what I’d like to trade all of this pain I’ve stuffed in my pockets for—another chance.

			As I fasten my leather belt around my favorite blazer, I remember I need to call Farrah back. I dial her number and stand before the long mirror looking at myself questioning everything to get through the fear, and when she doesn’t pick up, I put on my fake voice and leave a message. “Not sure what drama Kareem is talking about, but so much is happening at work and I need your help. Let’s meet tonight?”

			I’m not sure if I’ll tell her everything—or anything at all—but at the very least her company always makes me feel better. And before the end of the night, I’ll figure out how to reach Kareem.

			

			—

			My ability to compartmentalize is such that when I grab a seat in the crowded subway car, I drift off to sleep almost immediately, looking like any other overworked professional trying to catch a quick nap before the start of another draining day. For the briefest of moments, as the subway tracks carry me forward, I really feel just as normal as everyone else on that train; no life crisis, no issues at work, no pressure to track down a one-night stand.

			In that dreamless sleep of commuters, where my awareness isn’t completely turned off and, if need be, I could spring to my feet and run for the closing doors or slap some offensive groper across the face with perfect accuracy, there is little difference between the Dionne of last week and the Dionne of today.

			Then a child’s sticky fingers touch my hand and I jerk away, waking fully with a start. The child reminds me so much of myself at that age, all fat cheeks and curious brown eyes. She looks at me, waits to see if I’m safe, and we hold each other’s gaze until she wiggles her nose. My eyes must soften because the little girl giggles, and suddenly it’s her laugh I’m hearing, the one that emerges any time shame has its way with me. My child self.

			Tears come. They stream down my face, ruining all that effort in front of the mirror. The girl looks both horrified and concerned; she touches my hand again, offers me care, and I hold my breath, afraid I’ll let out the animal scream trapped in my body. I cover my mouth and now her eyes water too. She moves away and I lose the tenderness of her touch. I sniff, trying to dam my pain, and she finds a sweet smile for me, revealing her two bunny teeth up top and two smaller ones on the bottom. Am I dreaming? As mischievous as I remember myself being, she inches back over and offers me a Cabbage Patch Kid whose brown hair and rosy cheeks are almost the exact shades of hers. She forces the doll into my hands, and as I try to take it, it falls to the train floor. The child’s mother has been absorbed in Danielle Steel’s Heartbeat all this time, but she finally looks up from her book to lean over and offer her daughter some reassurances. “Just one more stop, baby,” she says, picking up the doll from the floor and returning it to the child’s arms.

			The little girl never takes her eyes off me, but I can’t face her innocence anymore and force my eyes closed; the dread I pushed aside this morning seeps into my mind. Twelve more days to go.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			“Dionne, do you have any questions?” Joanne asks, smiling from ear to ear as if she’s just told me I’ve won a jackpot.

			“Just one,” I say.

			It’s nearing the end of the workday and the monthly editorial meeting ended ten minutes ago. Joanne asked me to hang back as the women in the office rushed to congratulate me on the news—I’ve been named a final contender for her job even though I haven’t formally applied. Morale skyrocketed at the announcement, everyone else dreaming of the real promise of promotion from within.

			But I’m uneasy. Joanne, along with Alesha Powell, head of HR, explained the process they’d used to determine the top two applicants who would be presented to Susan Taylor. The external contenders had all been told, weeks ago, that they had to present a beauty concept—fully executed, with text and photographs in mock magazine style—as part of their final interview. Since I was an internal candidate, Joanne and Alesha had decided to waive that requirement for me. I’d be judged on my track record, the work I’d accomplished to date.

			“What if I don’t want to be exempted from the beauty concept presentation?” I ask.

			They stare at me like I’ve sprouted a second head. “Why wouldn’t you?” Alesha asks. I wish she weren’t here for this conversation. She’s an older woman who wears pretty, square glasses and box braids, and always squeezes into skintight pencil skirts and sky-high heels that defy gravity. And though she’s friendly enough, there’s a formality to her demeanor, as if the employee handbook is stuck snugly between her Bible and the burden of needing to be ten times better. She’s always left me uneasy, and I definitely don’t want to ask in front of her about what Joanne hinted at regarding leadership having concerns about me.

			“I worry that the fresh ideas of folks competing for the top job will overwhelm the hard work I’ve done over the years,” I offer.

			The two women exchange looks. Alesha slides her glasses up her nose before she speaks. “But surely you’ve known every project, every example of your work, is being used to measure you for the next promotion?”

			“Of course, but I’d like to be able to present something new as well—after all, the good work I’ve done here could be chalked up to your stellar leadership, Joanne,” I say, nodding at her. A little flattery never hurt anyone. “Out of curiosity, what budget did you give the candidates to work with?”

			“Up to ten grand,” Alesha says, frowning.

			I nod, considering. I stare at my fingernails. I managed to remove the polish this morning and replaced it with a natural finish that looks neat and clean. I think about my bed, how I’d rather be snug under my blankets right now rather than facing a world that seems hell-bent on forcing me to make impossible decisions. I think of that little girl on the train. When I speak again, my voice comes out in a near whisper, as small as I feel.

			“I’m getting the sense you don’t think I should do it.”

			Joanne and Alesha exchange a look that seems heavy with a meaning that eludes me. I’ve had misgivings about both these women over the years, sure, but the truth is I respect them, and for a moment, I wonder if they’re right. Maybe it would be best for me to let them decide my future based solely on my past performance. With everything else I have going on, I’m not in the most creative frame of mind. But the more I consider giving in, the more this whole thing bothers me. As hard as it is to admit, if I truly had it in the bag based on what I’ve done to date, the job would be mine already. We’d be eating cake by now.

			“Of course not,” Joanne says, voice thick with concern. “The decision is yours to make. If you feel up to it, you should do it.”

			I hate when people play Switzerland when my life is in the balance. I spiral into wondering if Joanne thinks I’m being stupid, or I don’t have it in me. When I next speak my voice cracks. “Okay,” I say, managing to clear my throat. And I know they assume that’s the end of it, that I’ve given in, because Alesha rises and leaves the conference room without responding, which irks me.

			When I search for Joanne’s gaze, she seems distracted, unwilling to focus on me.

			“Joanne, can you tell me what’s going on?” I ask.

			“I wish I’d handled this transition differently,” she says. “I’m running late to my next meeting. I wasn’t expecting this would take so long.” We both know that her words are an indictment of my unwillingness to play along as usual, to say Yes, whatever you want. I’ll get it done. “Do what you think is best for you,” she says. “But you must land this, Dionne. I’m working as hard as I can on my end to get you this job.”

			She makes a quick exit, becoming a blur of magenta as she gets farther away. I stay seated, spent, realizing I might be fighting for my life—but I’m definitely fighting for this job as well.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			The Italian restaurant is so crowded, they direct me to wait downstairs at the bar. It’s all dark wood, faux caramel leather, and brown velvet curtains meant to give the impression that there are windows in the dark basement. The air is thick with smoke, and everyone seems to be whispering, maybe in deference to Frank Sinatra’s buttery voice, claiming he has the world on a string. I grow quiet, listening, and remember when everything in my life truly was on the cusp of wonderful.

			Farrah descends into the lounge and immediately changes the molecules in the room. We all can see her beauty, which has become even more pronounced since she cut her hair off à la Halle Berry. The short do suits her small features and her confidence. You can always tell when someone grew up with both parents present—they walk into the room like they belong. She finds me tucked into a corner and greets me with the dose of her herness that I need. She’s a lifeline.

			“I can’t believe they’d spring this shit on you last-minute,” Farrah says once I’ve filled her in on my day. She takes a bite of a mozzarella stick. “But you’ve got to shoot your shot.”

			I groan, thinking about how I have no photographer, no concept, and little confidence from my boss that I can pull this off.

			“What we know about Essence leadership is that they’re not risk-takers,” she says. “So long as you remix something that’s already been done and spruce it up to make it fresh, you’ll be golden.”

			“I’m drawing a complete blank,” I say.

			“You’re always great under pressure.” Farrah flashes a smile and I flinch, giving myself away. She notices, of course. “I didn’t want to lead with it, but I think it’s time to rip the Band-Aid off. What’s going on with you and Kareem?”

			I wish I could tell Farrah the entire truth. About everything I’m going through. But the urge is pimp-slapped by a fear of what she’d think of me being potentially HIV-positive, so I take a deep breath and lie.

			“Kareem and I were butt naked on my bed when Darren came into my apartment,” I reply.

			Farrah’s mouth forms a small O, and she smacks my arm. “Girl, what?!”

			And because one lie begets another, I keep going. “Yeah, we didn’t even hear him when he walked in the room.”

			She interrupts, “Like your whole ass was just—”

			“No, his ass was out. My legs were spread from Alaska to Maine.”

			She cracks up. I’ve always loved regaling her with my I-can-do-bad-by-myself stories, but my stomach curdles a bit as she laughs; I don’t want to lose her cackle in my life. It’s a fun respite; she always splits the bill and likes to make quick trips to Jamaica. As she catches her breath, I feed her curiosity before she has time to ask follow-up questions.

			“Kareem got dressed and left so fast I didn’t even have a chance to explain,” I say. She laughs again and I let her imagine this moment that never happened. She loves drama—one of the reasons I love her so much.

			“So, I’d like to explain that I’m not some skank cheating on my man. That he really just came by to pick up his things.”

			“At four a.m.?”

			“It was five.”

			“Still too stupid early.”

			“I know,” I groan. Farrah narrows her gaze, maybe beginning to see the open seams of my lie, so I redirect her. “My point being, that wasn’t the impression I wanted to make. At first it was a wham-bam for me since it’s been so long, but I kind of like him, and I’d like to at least not appear to be a liar.” This throws her suspicions off and her shoulders drop, her eyes turning compassionate.

			“All right, all right,” she says. “I couldn’t get his number, but I can put you on the VIP list for tonight’s game. Our client has a couple of tickets left in their suite.” She checks her watch. “If you leave now, you could catch his last home game…. Or you can wait ’til after playoffs.” I tell her I’ll strike now while I might still be on his mind. She smiles, raises her eyebrows. “You sure you want to make that haul? Maybe I could just throw another party in a few weeks, and you can bump into him? Not seem so desperate.”

			I suddenly feel exhausted, as if I might run out of steam at any moment, but Kareem deserves to know what happened. Each day I allow myself to wait, he might unknowingly be putting other people at risk too.

			“I’m not desperate,” I say, though I am, just not for the reason Farrah thinks. “It’d just be good to know where he stands. I want to give him the choice, knowing the full truth. Feels like letting things go now because of a misunderstanding would be tragic…for him.”

			We share a laugh, and then she seems to drift away a bit, maybe recalling her breakup with Craig. The heartbreak wrecked her entire life last year, and all because someone started a rumor that Farrah had cheated on him. I feel bad manipulating her feelings like this.

			“Consider it done,” she says soberly, focusing back on me. “You want me to come with you? I can drive.”

			“No,” I say quickly. “It’s fine. I’ll take the train. In case he gives me a ride home.” I punctuate that spunk with a wink and we laugh together again.

			

			—

			By the time I make it home, change into jeans, and head to the Brendan Byrne Arena out in East Rutherford, New Jersey, it’s almost ten p.m. I feel heavy in my body, a growing weariness that slows down my movements and makes me mistake the distant sound of frenzied fans clapping their heads off for a breeze rustling the leaves of towering trees. I try to snap myself out of the daze, but it’s hard; I worry I no longer have the gumption to say what I came all this way to say. I feel worse when, upon arriving, I’m treated like Kareem’s special guest and ushered into a suite that houses the players’ real VIPs—their family and sponsors, an odd mix of people who seem to hail from wildly different worlds. They all look at me and I know how I must seem, walking in near the end of the game, like I’m a woman on a player’s roster.

			I meander over to the bar, passing an extravagant spread with a mountain of expensive cheeses, fancy breads, and crackers, as well as hot stations with pasta, roast beef, and expensive-looking seafood platters overflowing with lobsters, crabs, and shrimp. There are empty plates everywhere although the food looks almost untouched. The bartenders look frazzled as they serve drinks for last call; they probably haven’t gotten much of a break in hours. I hop onto a barstool, order a glass of white wine, and settle in to wait. Kareem, based on the leaderboard hanging on a wall, is having the best night of his career.

			When he finally arrives, the space that was loud and cheerful has grown empty and silent. It’s near midnight. The fresh scent of soap and deodorant reaches me before he does. He’s wearing a windbreaker set sporting the Nets emblem in bright red.

			Kareem’s face is flushed, as if his body hasn’t stopped pumping adrenaline, even now, an hour after the game ended. He glances around as he approaches me, as if he half expects someone to show up and throw a punch; he looks very young to my eyes. He isn’t surprised to see me, though, and I wonder, what have I done to this man?

			He laughs a little before he leans over to kiss my cheek, placing an easy hand on my waist. “Finer than I remembered.” He wears a smirk meant to break the ice, and though the thing to do right now is smile and say something flirty about how handsome he is, I can’t banter. My pulse drums in my temples. The way his hand lingers on my waist tells me he thinks I’ve come to seduce him, to finish what we started.

			“I won’t waste too much of your time, Kareem,” I say.

			“Don’t be silly,” he interrupts. “I’m happy to see you. I shouldn’t have left in such a hurry. I shoulda waited to see what was up with your old man coming to your door. Just had some rough experiences with exes before.” He turns, gesturing for me to follow. “We should start walking out. They gotta shut down the arena.”

			I stop walking. “The reason Darren came over that night is because he found out he’s HIV-positive,” I blurt out before I can change my mind. Kareem stops moving. “Even though we haven’t been together in months, he thinks there’s a chance that he might have infected me.”

			Kareem doesn’t turn around to face me. His entire body is tense.

			I walk over, touch his arm lightly. “I’m so sorry—”

			He turns around and pushes me so hard I slam against a nearby chair, then fall to the floor. “What the fuck did you say?”

			“I haven’t seen him in—”

			“You dirty fucking bitch. You mean I could be sick too?”

			“Probably not because we didn’t really—”

			“My entire life might be finished because of you?” He looms over me, seething.

			I can feel the desire for violence emanating from him and fear grips me. I manage to curl into a fetal position, cradling my head in my arms, hiding my body from him in case he kicks me. I wait for the assault.

			“Fuck!” he says, emotion thickening his voice. “Get up, I’m not going to hurt you.”

			When I glance up, he offers me his hand, but I don’t take it. I manage to stand on my own. Kareem seems shocked at his own reaction, ashamed as he backs away.

			“I’ve never laid a hand on a woman,” he says. “Sorry, I just…shit. I didn’t mean to push you. Are you all right?”

			He sounds younger each time he speaks and I believe him, that he didn’t mean to hurt me, that his first reaction mirrored the disgust most people feel when they hear the word HIV, when they think of AIDS; it’s their assumption that everyone infected is gay or a drug addict or a prostitute. I can’t entirely blame him; his reaction is exactly what I fear and part of the reason I still haven’t confessed what I’m going through to anyone.

			I stand, shaking. “I only came because I got tested and I think you should too,” I force myself to say. “Either way, I’ll share my result when I get it in twelve days.”

			The arena is plunged into darkness at my last word. Dim lights embedded in the floor come on. Kareem turns away from me then and leads us out through the maze of hallways until we reach the security guards. He turns on the charm for this audience of two, wishes them a good night, and they offer him their hands, which he bumps with his elbows. He processes life fast, perhaps a key element to play at this elite level. God, please don’t let him have it. I calculate our chances and divide my prayers for both of us. Once we’re out in the cold night and out of earshot, I tell him again, “You should get tested.”

			“You should get out of here before they lock the gates,” he says over his shoulder, walking to his car.

			I scurry out of the parking lot and head back to the train.

		

	
		
			Day Three

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			On the train, the exhaustion hits me in an emotional haze. I want to call Farrah, curl up on her couch, and cry, but instead I find myself in front of Darren’s apartment an hour later, staring at the brick façade of the brownstone. I don’t recall making the intentional choice to get off at his stop. I feel dizzy and my index finger aches, so I know I’ve been pressing the buzzer for some time without an answer.

			It seems I’ve lost time again, moved through space with no awareness of my body. It’s like waking up in the middle of sleepwalking, and the dreamlike quality of the world scares me—the night seems to have dissolved into thick fog that surrounds me so I have a hard time seeing anything but the dull streetlights. But farther away the fog is lighter and on the corner, I can make out a group of men smoking cigarettes, lit-up ends glowing a bright orange. I touch my arm, my stomach, my neck, trying to confirm I’m not asleep.

			I remind myself of what I know: Four days ago, Darren showed up at my door, exactly like this, I tell myself.

			He told me he’s HIV-positive.

			I was just with Kareem in New Jersey, and now I’m here, at Darren’s.

			And although I want to run, I can see his place brightening, room by room, as he turns on the lights. He’s coming. By the time he makes it to the door, I have my ragged breathing under control, but when he flings it wide open to let me in, I stand there, not knowing what to do. We just stare at each other.

			After what feels like an eternity of silence, Darren finally offers, “I’m sorry.” The words uncork something in him, and he begins to sob. I go to him and hold him while he cries.

			A few minutes later, when he’s calmed, he hands me a cup of jasmine tea in my favorite mug. I’m surprised he kept it. I wonder if this is still the same stash of tea I left behind months ago.

			“I’ve been calling you nonstop,” he says. “Did you get tested?”

			I nod and he seems relieved, but I’m distracted by the crusted substance on the burgundy carpet near my socked feet. I look around and notice dust on his glass coffee table, the bookcases. He hasn’t cleaned his apartment in weeks, maybe months.

			He sees me noticing and shrugs. “I’m going to die,” he says bluntly. “So I haven’t had much energy to clean. If I knew you were coming, I would have…” He stops, maybe not wanting to tell more lies, even about the dishes.

			“How’d you get sick?” I ask. Because he is, undeniably, sick. When he hugged me before, I noted a strange odor I didn’t recognize lifting off his skin, bitter with an unpleasant undertone of spilled coffee and dirty sheets. His illness is pungent.

			“I wish,” he says, “we’d both been more honest with each other. Because you’ve always known who I am. You’ve always known I’m gay.”

			I shake my head immediately, defensive. “No, we are not doing this.”

			“Let’s finally admit it, Dionne. You chose to look the other way and pretend. And I tried to be what you needed me to be because we wanted the same things: a family, the house with the picket fence, and for people to value us, respect us.”

			My legs shake against my will, and I hold on to the arm of the couch for support, even though I’m already sitting down. Kareem’s words return to me: You dirty fucking bitch. When I chose Darren, there was a part of me that knew reciprocity was at play. His Ivy League pedigree, top corporate job, and middle-class upbringing all proved my worth to anyone who would dare question it. How could there be anything wrong with me when someone like him, with such a brilliant future ahead, had picked me? I wasn’t only desirable—I was worthy. Clean.

			I lift my eyes to his, and I can see how badly he needs me to tell him I’m partially responsible for this mess; he can’t hold my gaze. I guess I’ve won this game of chicken.

			“Do you suffer from memory loss too?” I ask.

			“I told you my energy is low; I can’t even run down a non sequitur.”

			I laugh. He’s always had a pissy streak, especially when he’s impatient. “I’m noticing I’m losing pockets of time,” I confess. “I can’t recall how I got from point A to point B, but then I remember all these things I’ve blocked out. On the way over here, I remembered a bunch of boys who all ran a train on me in high school, but I don’t remember deciding to come to your door.”

			I don’t remember their names, except for the guy I thought I loved, Andre. I’d wanted to make him proud, so I fucked his friends. Never spoken, just agreed upon. I put him on my list as Andre plus two.

			Darren lowers his head. Did he suspect more than five lovers? Is he feeling sorry for me? Or is he disgusted, like Kareem?

			“I don’t suffer from memory loss or losing time. More like denial. My memory is amazing actually. The details of one of my encounters would last me a long time. But it’s like eating chicken for six months straight—you eventually want steak.” Darren’s directness was always a turn-on for me, but it’s also cold, and I feel stung.

			“Were you…were you ever attracted to me? Did I ever please you? Because I tried, really hard.” He stays silent, and the anger sitting under my numbness makes me repeat his own words back to him. “You said you’re going to die, right? Don’t let the truth die in you.” He admits that he liked certain positions with me, and I say what he won’t. “But you always thought about a man when you were fucking me?”

			“Yes.”

			“So we never had a chance?”

			He rattles off all of the attributes he loves about me, like they’re Bible verses he’s memorized. He looks me deep in my eyes and tells me unequivocally, “I wanted to marry that woman. I wanted to build a family with her. I thought I had stopped…”

			I ask, “Stopped what?”

			He trips again over the truth. “Stopped having sex…”

			I yell at him. “Say it! Having. Sex. With. Men. I don’t want to talk about fucking chicken and steak. Say it. Just say you like having sex with men.”

			He relents. “Yes. I like having sex with men.”

			I demand to know how many. “I’m sure you had to make a fucking list too—am I the only woman on it?” He tells me we can have this conversation without cruelty, and maybe he can, but I can’t—I just can’t. “You stuck a gun in my pussy, so I get to be however the fuck I want to be—your job is to tell me the truth.”

			He doesn’t know this side of me—I always tempered her around him. This time I don’t pull back, I don’t laugh it off or apologize, not even with my eyes.

			He tells me there was one guy before meeting me. “Three guys while I was with you—but I decided to stop because I wanted to marry you.” I’m surprised, but I refuse to mourn this loss in real time. He continues, pride in his voice now. “I stopped. That’s what I’m trying to say to you. I loved you—I love you—and I vowed to give up that part of me…and I did. I even bought you a ring.”

			A ring? It’s a gut punch. My eyes well up and he leans in, like a mother about to kiss her child’s wounds.

			“I had a lot of fun shopping for your ring. I met this guy who knew a lot about diamonds.” His chest heaves, mine tightens. “He suggested that I not take the ring home if I wanted to wait until a particular date. Joked that a lot of guys end up blowing their proposal because they have a ring burning in their pocket. It was expensive, so I made monthly payments. In person. And he and I would…” His voice trembles. “Have sex.” Tears are streaming down his face now, baptizing him. “I promised myself that when I made the last payment, that would be it. That once we were engaged, I would stop, and then technically, I would have been true to you. I planned to bury that part of me and choose you and the future we always talked about.”

			I heard myself say, “But?” Like my spirit was helping him across the finish line of this confession.

			“But when I went to make that final payment, he no longer worked there.” He tells me how through persistence he found out that the shop’s top salesman had contracted HIV and when he went to his house, he had to bust down the door to see him. That’s how he knows the signs of death.

			My mind races. I’m trying to calculate the timeline. “When did you decide to marry me? Was it after our weekend in Connecticut?”

			He tells me yes, that he thought and prayed over his decision. He decided it would be fun to use the tension in our relationship to heighten the surprise when he eventually proposed on Christmas. I take a big breath in and my ribs hurt. We had sex between the ultimatum and when we broke up just before Christmas, I tell him, and he reminds me it was only three times. And that he purposely kept busy or started an argument or said he didn’t feel well to protect me from more exposure. I remind him of my birthday-weekend staycation of sex and room service. He assures me that those times he never came inside of me. He clearly wants to believe that I’m safe. He finds my eyes and tells me, “I faked it all.”

			Not sure if I want to counterpunch that pain or provide another reality, I tell him, “It could’ve been from someone else, not the diamond guy. What if you gave it to him?”

			Darren looks me dead in my eyes and tells me that they’re all fine, that I’m the only one he’s worried about.

			People say the truth sets you free, but I think some kinds of truth make you think everything is a lie. “Let me see the ring,” I say, thinking I’ve called his bluff, only he gets up, walks down the hall, returns with a black velvet box in hand. I sit there, numb, as he offers it to me. Inside is a gleaming two-carat round brilliant-cut diamond set in a classic platinum band—better than any I dreamed of. It would have matched Connecticut perfectly. My life flashes in every sparkling facet of that rock. I set the box on the table, gather my purse, and head to the door. I tell Darren I’ll call him in eleven days.

			

			—

			For the first time, I wish for one of those periods where I lose myself, but no blackout comes. The cold air outside is enough to keep me focused to find my way home. My hurried steps turn into a run. My building is just a few blocks away, and I run through the lobby, up the stairs—I can’t stop for the elevator—out into my hallway, past the same damn newspaper deliveryman, Dominic, who keeps seeing me at my worst.

			“You okay?” he calls, but I don’t answer, I just keep running to my door, jam the key in the lock, and rush into my apartment. Now is when I lose time, apparently, because next thing I know, I’m huddled on the cold tiles of my bathroom floor, Dominic standing over me. He didn’t take his shoes off at the door, which reminds me I’ve been wanting to pick up a new pair of Adidas Gazelles for summer. I rattle myself out of this liminal haze and process the fact that a stranger is standing over me. I scramble back in fear into the corner between the bathtub and the sink.

			“I’m not going to hurt you,” he says, squatting so he’s closer to my level. “I just wanted to make sure you were all right.” When I don’t say anything, he adds, voice kind, “You left your door wide open, and I could hear you crying. It’s been twenty minutes. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I decided to check on you. Make sure you’re all right. Are you all right?”

			It seems I’ve been waiting my entire life for someone to ask me that. Or maybe it’s just that this time I don’t know how to pretend everything is fine. I’m done lying. I’m done hiding. I don’t want to go back to being the scared little girl who blacked out night after night because the reality of her life—of my life—was so horrifying. And this man, I realize with a shock, is the only person other than Kareem and Darren who knows the truth of my situation.

			“I haven’t been all right since I was ten years old,” I say. He stays silent, and there’s a softness on his face—directed at me—an openness I’ve never experienced before.

			Dominic nods slowly, encouraging me. “What happened when you were ten years old?” he asks.

			Tell him, I hear her say, my shame, the little girl I once was deep inside me—and I realize I’ve never heard her speak before, only giggle or cry, taunting me. Maybe she’s tired of being wordless too. So I do as she says. “I was molested by my stepfather.” Dominic sighs deeply and I know he believes me, feels sorry for me; it fuels me to keep sharing. “From age ten to fifteen about once a week.”

			As a weight in me lifts, it seems to land on him, and he mutters a curse word under his breath and he sits down heavily. “I’m so sorry that happened to you,” he says, both his eyes and voice sincere. “Where is he now?”

			“In Kansas City, at home with my mom,” I say, staring off at the grout around the toilet that needs cleaning.

			“Does she know?” he asks.

			I shake my head. “I never told her. I never told anyone.”

			We find each other’s eyes, just stare silently without awkwardness or judgment, and I quietly acknowledge the divinity of this moment. Why him? Why now?

			Tears stream down my cheeks without warning again, and I have no urge to wipe them away this time; they remind me I’m alive.

			Dominic doesn’t say anything, just sits quietly, and a long time passes like this, with me weeping, recalling all the horrifying moments of my childhood, and him making the small sounds usually used to soothe babies, to let them know they’re not alone.

			“I’ve spent my entire adult life trying to scrub it clean,” I say when I can finally speak again, “trying to pretend it never happened. But now that I’m faced with losing my life, I guess I can’t pretend anymore.”

			After a long moment, Dominic offers, “Seems like you need a person to listen right now. I know I’m just a random guy who’s caught you in a row of bad days—so I can go now. Or, if you want, I can stay and listen.”

			I’m not sure whether he means that the row of bad days is mine or his own, but I suspect this near-stranger and I are far more similar than not. So before I have time to question myself, or to doubt his sincerity, or to figure out a reason to push him away, I let myself talk and let him listen.

			I start by telling Dominic about the joy. There was so much of it I felt at seeing my mother lose the dark circles under her eyes, how proud she was to be able to fill up our refrigerator with fresh fruits, vegetables, better cuts of meat. How all of a sudden, we’d come home and the house would be fragrant with fresh flowers, the hallway lined with shopping bags from the most expensive department stores. And then we got the official upgrade: a better house, a better school system, a richer father, even if he was only a step-.

			“Sounds like a good life,” Dominic says.

			“I don’t even know how it happened, the changes in our family. We’d be on the couch, all four of us, and he always happened to sit between me and my mom. He’d brush my hair away from my eyes, put his hand on my lap, even sometimes he might brush my chest as he straightened up my clothes, but he acted like it wasn’t a big thing. At some point, my mom wasn’t home as much, and she’d take my little sister, Winnie, along with her a lot. But him and me, we were home alone all the time. One time, he was supposed to drop me off at school after my mother left to spend a day volunteering at church. I was getting ready to go and he told me I needed to wash my hair because it smelled bad. I grabbed a pigtail and couldn’t smell anything funky but knew my mother was always very particular about us smelling nice, looking nice, before we left the house. We lived in a predominantly white neighborhood. He said I could wear a swimsuit in the shower, that he’d just help me with my hair. I never made it to school that day. He took me to the mall instead, took me shopping, got me ice cream, nail polish I’d share with my girlfriends. He said it would just be our secret.”

			Dominic nods, and his brow knits. “Sounds like that man knew how to manipulate. He was grooming you.”

			“He’d always say, ‘I’m your new father. Nothing wrong with a father helping out his kids.’ He’d say it in front of my mom, too, and she always agreed. ‘He’s better than your good-for-nothing father, David-now-Wahid,’ she’d say.” Dominic looked puzzled. “My father converted to Islam—changed his name to Wahid,” I explained. “By the time everything escalated, when my stepfather was raping me on a regular basis, I didn’t even know how to explain what was happening. It seemed bizarre, horrible, but also routine. He’d sneak into my room at night and I’d fall asleep during it. Or maybe I blacked out. In the morning, I just wondered if it was a nightmare. If I’d made it up. But the pain was always there. It was so bad it paralyzed me, some days. I—”

			A sob gets caught in my throat, and I can feel that searing, burning pain between my legs again, the memory is so ripe. I bury my face in the crook of my arm, and Dominic stands up, returns moments later with a glass of water. I drink slowly, hiccup when I’m done. Smile with gratitude at his kindness.

			“You’re a good listener, Dominic,” I say to let some of the intensity out of the room. He shrugs, like it’s nothing. But it’s actually the opposite of nothing—I know this, though I’m suddenly too shy to tell him just how grateful I am that he came to check on me, that in spite of the fact that I yelled at him, here he is giving me the space to unburden myself.

			“Mind if we move to the couch?” he asks. “My ass is half asleep.”

			My laugh surprises me, and I let him help me up off the floor.

			“I know a thing or two about shame,” Dominic says once we’re in the living room. He sits in my favorite chair and I’m across from him on the couch. I keep talking as the sun moves across the parquet floor in slanted rectangles of light, making a day that began in darkness and fog seem just a tad lighter.

			My neighbor next door, a single mother with two boys, is screaming at them to get their backpacks ready. From the street, buses honk and people are going about their day. I’ve been talking for a long time, moving from the abuse I suffered as a child to the years of promiscuity in my twenties.

			I want Dominic to talk about his mistakes, too, or what’s happened to him, to share what’s caused him to be familiar with shame. But he grows silent, as he’s done so many times over the hours we’ve been talking; I do what I often do and fill in the void.

			“I came to New York City to reinvent myself,” I say. “Outrun it all. I came so close to having it all, with Darren. It was this close.” I pinch together my thumb and pointer finger. “Now I’m on the precipice of a promotion to my dream job, at my dream magazine, only to have everything feel like it’s falling apart.” What looms larger than the abuse I suffered as a kid is my exposure to HIV and the potential—which right now feels inevitable—positive result in my future. “I need to figure out how to prove myself at work, come up with a brilliant idea to wow my bosses and show I’m better than the other candidates. But here I am talking for hours to a stranger who found me on my bathroom floor. How can I be someone’s boss when I feel like an idiot?”

			“I don’t see an idiot,” Dominic says, gently catching my crashing ego.

			The beeping sound a truck makes to back up alerts Dominic. He glances out of the window to see the tow truck headed for his van parked in the fire zone. He runs down to move his van and avoid a ticket he can’t afford. I wait for him by the door. I can’t help but notice the newspapers still lying on some doormats up and down the hallway. Very few are askew—Dominic must be consistent, steady, and neat at his job. I’m flooded with embarrassment, realizing that I interrupted his work hours ago. He likely needs to head back and has been too polite to say anything.

			“I can’t believe I’ve kept you here this long,” I tell him when he comes back up.

			“It’s okay,” he says. “Getting booted from this job wouldn’t be the worst thing to happen to me.” I’m unsure what he means and raise an eyebrow in question. “I have a history of self-sabotage,” he explains, smiling ruefully. I can tell that if I don’t push, he’ll stop there, but I need to know more about him.

			“What do you mean? Self-sabotage how?”

			“Like I said earlier, you’re not the only one battling their demons,” he says. I try to use his trick on him, let my silence nudge him to keep talking. After a strained moment, he nods, as if he’s made up his mind. “Shame is a big part of why I ended up on the streets selling drugs. Shame of being poor, of what was happening in my own house every day and my need to get the hell out.”

			“I take it you got out.”

			“Way out there. Money, my own place, women left and right.” His face flushes as he massages the nape of his neck.

			“So what happened?” I ask, staring without meaning to at his deliveryman name tag.

			“What always happens. Sold drugs. Got caught. Went to jail so fast I still have whiplash.”

			For the past decade, Dominic explains, he was incarcerated in Upstate New York. It felt endless. Eventually, he decided to make use of his time on the inside and started taking classes, got his high school equivalency diploma, and then, with the encouragement of some well-meaning white people who visited the prison, he also pursued an associate’s degree, and then a bachelor’s. He studied photography, was able to borrow equipment and take photos of the people he was in prison with.

			“There was something about pausing to take those photos, to truly see people for who they are and not what everyone tries to make us out to be,” he says. “It was a powerful experience. Changed my life.

			“It was on the inside I realized that the only way we can be free is to face our storms. To do the hard work of confrontation, say what needs to be said, and then allow our relationships to become redefined with honesty as their new foundation.”

			Somehow Dominic masterfully redirects his prison sentence back to the mess of my life and what I need to do to clean it up. Who is he, and why is he all up in my life, in my business? God, why is he here?

			“How old are you?” I ask.

			“Twenty-nine,” he says.

			He’s four years younger than me, but I can tell he’s wise beyond his years. His growth, like my maturity, has been hard-won. The idea of redefining every relationship in my life with honesty as its basis sounds like the fastest way to rejection. But I think of Darren. How different would things be today if he’d never had to hide? My eyes feel heavy. I try and fail to suppress a yawn.

			“You should get some sleep,” Dominic says.

			I’ve already decided I’ll call in late to work, maybe even take a vacation day—which isn’t like me. I always push through. I’ve had nights when I walked into my apartment at five or six in the morning, took a thirty-minute power nap, showered, shaved, and had my butt back at my desk no later than nine a.m.

			“Would you be willing to show me your pictures?” I ask, an idea starting to take root in my mind.

			Dominic seems incredulous, but he’s smiling even at the possibility. “I’m sorry, you want to see my photos?”

			“Yes. See, I need a photographer—for that promotion at work I mentioned before. I’ll need help shooting an idea I haven’t thought up yet.”

			“Um, yeah. Shit. Yeah.”

			There’s an awkward silence, both of us trying to catch up to this moment, this newfound connection between us; we’re metaphorically double-checking our back pockets to make sure we haven’t been robbed. The kids laughing loudly next door cut the air between us. In a rush, Dominic promises to be back in a few hours, just as soon as he finishes his deliveries, but then he doesn’t leave until he’s asked me, earnest and worried, if I’ll be all right here by myself. The apartment is warm, bright, and I feel ready to take on whatever is ahead.

			“Yeah,” I say honestly, and find myself smiling. “I’m all right.”

			

			—

			On the periphery of my mind, an idea begins to form. A journey to honesty would lead directly to my mother, who doesn’t know about the abuse I suffered as a child. A literal trip could also help me open up to the world around me and inspire me to explore beauty in a new way—and might lead me to a concept I can put together for work.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			I wake up a few hours later still thinking about visiting my mom in Kansas City. The idea makes my heart race and fills me with a kind of fear I haven’t felt since I was a child. Still, the realization of how different I feel in my body after talking to Dominic makes it appealing; if talking to a complete stranger has made this much of a difference, I can only imagine what it might mean to tell the most important person in the world the truth about what I’ve been through and how it’s affected who I am.

			My apartment’s earthy colors seem more vibrant this morning, and for a moment, I feel hopeful—even if my entire world is falling apart, I have this sanctuary. But I also notice I’ve been neglecting it. I haven’t bothered to water my plants in days, and their leaves are wilted, sad. I grab my watering can, and by the time I’ve tended to all the plants, I’m calmer. I call work to find Joanne away from her desk, so I leave her a message, explain that I need to take the day, that I’m having one of those migraines again.

			As I sit on the couch, I replay all the things I confessed to Dominic, the way I offered up intimacies about my life, and realize that no matter how wise or sympathetic he seemed, he’s a stranger. He could use everything I told him to blackmail me or expose me, and I’d have no one to blame but myself. What was I thinking? He’s coming over later, or he said he was—I have to be prepared.

			When I shower, I notice the bruise on my hip from my encounter with Kareem has spread upward to the side of my waist and turned an angry plum color. It’s tender to the touch. I wonder if he’s as scared as I am that his life has changed forever. Maybe he couldn’t sleep. Maybe he called his mother, told her what happened, asked her to come up from Florida. Or, not wanting to worry her, maybe he reached out to someone on his team instead, called me out of my name.

			Outside, a fire truck loudly wails as it forces its way down the avenue. Cars honk, aggressive. The ever-present intensity of this city, everyone in a rush, jostling about, willing to trample anyone who gets in their way.

			My thoughts spiral, as if following the modulation of the shrill siren. If only Kareem and I had stopped when we realized we didn’t have condoms. Maybe I told him too soon? Maybe I should have waited until I got my results to disrupt his life. I could have avoided this bruise. At least the bruise changing colors gives me comfort, shows me that my body is trying to heal and that maybe my immune system is just fine.

			As I towel off, I decide I was right to tell Kareem; he’s a professional ballplayer who could have a new girl by the day if he wanted. I made a small sacrifice to avoid more potential damage. My thoughts ping-pong to Darren, and I wonder if I should see him again. But no—I stop myself. Acting impulsively is exactly what’s brought me here.

			I choose my clothes carefully, selecting a pair of tailored slacks and a loose-fitting black blouse that doesn’t cling to my bruised waist. I take extra time applying my makeup, and as usual, it has a calming effect, but it’s short-lived. When I’m done, I notice the vacancy in my own gaze. The real me is buried deep under the layers of concealer, foundation, mascara, blush, lipstick. It feels like another face, another me. I’m my mother’s daughter, all right. Is it worth telling her?

			Time crawls by. I feel my dread spread. I keep looking at the phone, anticipating a call from Farrah, furious that she had to find out on the streets about what I’m going through. Sitting by the phone also makes me want to call Darren. Was I wrong to leave things like that? Am I protecting myself or punishing him? Likely a bit of both. I don’t want to think about this anymore.

			I focus on my plants. They are already starting to look more alive; the leaves expand slowly the way they do any time they’re watered after they’ve been thirsty for days on end. I take some solace in the natural process of things. Even when everything is sad and difficult, there can be a solution.

			A box of Essence magazines I had shipped from the office yesterday arrives, a welcome distraction. I open and unpack it, stacking the issues and lining them up like soldiers ready for duty. Looking at them all after these hours of conversation, during which I’ve poured my heart out about everything I’ve done and gone through, gives me a small flicker of a way forward. I’m not perfect, and I haven’t always made the best choices, but I’ve managed to traverse hell and achieve the success I’ve had so far.

			When Dominic shows up to my apartment a couple hours later, he’s wearing a long-sleeved white button-down that he’s paired with mustard Karl Kani jeans so baggy they’re practically hanging on by a prayer at the curve of his ass. I understand this is his idea of dressing up for a business meeting and for the first time all day, I feel the urge to laugh—but not in a mean way. A rush of tenderness overtakes me as I stare at this man who now knows more about me than any other soul alive or dead. He’s either a threat to my livelihood or an answer. And if his attempt to dress up says anything, it’s that he’s as invested in this opportunity as I am. Maybe more so.

			“How are you feeling?” he asks, looking intensely at me. That stare has a sobering effect on me.

			“I’m doing great,” I say, and try to will it so, stacking the magazines I’ve been perusing and putting them back in the box. “Nothing some good sleep can’t solve.”

			He pauses and seems on the verge of saying something else, but I’m all business and don’t give him a chance.

			“I don’t have too much time today after all, I’m sorry, so should we get right to it?” I settle on the couch and reach my arms out so he can hand me the photos.

			Dominic carries a black portfolio, the expensive-looking kind that zippers around plastic sleeves to protect the photos. Instead of handing it to me, he places it on the coffee table between us and waits for me to offer him a seat. I gesture to the chair across from me, the one he sat in hours ago. “Do you want a drink?” I ask.

			Dominic shakes his head. “I don’t drink alcohol,” he says.

			“Easy, cowboy,” I say. “It’s only two p.m. I meant coffee or a soda pop. Not suggesting we do shots.”

			His eyes widen at my tone. Maybe he senses that I’m trying to put some distance between the disclosures of the early morning hours and our present moment.

			“I ain’t no cowboy,” he says, perplexed. “But nah. I’m cool. Just eager for you to look at my work.”

			He allows a tentative, nervous smile, the first of its kind I’ve seen on his face. He has pretty dimples, deep, comma-like indentations on his cheeks. It’s as if his face can’t hold back his enthusiasm and instead of sitting across from me, he takes a seat on the sofa, straightens his portfolio, eagerly readying it for me. “Where are your people from? You from the South? My nana used to say soda pop.”

			It’s crazy that despite hours of talking to Dominic about my life, I never told him where I’m from, but realizing this helps me understand that I’m still in control of the situation.

			“I was born in Detroit, but we moved to Missouri when I was a kid. Came to the Northeast for college at eighteen and never went back, so, you know, I’m from all the places.”

			“I don’t blame you for not wanting to go back home,” he says. I feel his need to remind me of the intimacy we shared just hours ago, but I shy away from meeting his gaze and don’t respond to his last statement. “I spent so much time in Missouri back in the day,” he continues, a bit awkwardly, once he realizes I’m not going to speak. “I love Kansas City. Love those wide streets, the grit of it. How everything feels lower, closer to the ground, spread so far apart.”

			There’s a glint of mischief as his eyes sparkle at some memories from his younger days. I imagine him being one of those guys who’s made a lot of mistakes on his way to this moment, and doubt rises in me.

			I shift away from him, and he notices. “Hey, if you don’t want to do this, I can leave.”

			“Let’s just take a look,” I say, businesslike, as I pick up the portfolio, eager to move us along. “Tell me more about your photography. What do these images mean to you?” What are the chances this man has any real talent? I should get him out of my home, out of my life, and do so in a way that won’t cause offense. Last thing I need is a pissed-off ex-con.

			But something happens when I look at Dominic’s photographs. Time feels slower, then stops. The particles of dust that float in the beams of sunlight seem frozen. The city beyond the walls of my apartment quiets down, then disappears.

			The first image is of a boy, maybe fifteen or sixteen years old. His eyes are decorated with tattoos dripping like tears just underneath his deliciously long lashes. In this brief moment of performed manhood and whimsy captured, deep in his eyes, you can see the harm that he has done and what has been done to him. Dominic sees my awe and starts telling me his story. He labeled this section of his portfolio “Recordings,” and the stories are hard to hear but the images hold my attention, so I listen.

			Dominic explains that he began taking photographs when he first went to prison as part of a program to rehabilitate adolescents who’d been sentenced to long stints after being found guilty of felonies. The slight tremor in his voice fades as he says most of the guys only took the class because they were bored out of their minds, because there was little to do in their low-security prison other than follow their ten- and twelve-hour work schedules and take their GED-mandated courses with whatever free time they could find. Few of them ever got visitors on the weekends.

			“A lot of us knew we weren’t being taught shit that would help make a better life outside the pen. There was this hopelessness that permeated our lives.”

			I look up at his use of the word permeated.

			“I know some SAT words, Ms. Associate Director,” he says, chuckling. I smile. He goes on, his tone more serious.

			The teacher, an older white man who’d once photographed presidents and dignitaries, had asked them to think of each photograph as a story. He encouraged them to even consider photography as a potential career. This white man funded the program himself, brought his own equipment for these young delinquents to use, and spent time with them—he became some sort of father figure to Dominic. It’s clear in the way he speaks that Dominic still feels a great deal of affection for him. But it isn’t without complexity. The white man came from a family who’d made much of their fortune by using a workforce from maximum-security prisons, where they paid prisoners pennies per hour. Even the prison guards used to joke that every rich white man, if he had a conscience, got to a point in his old age when he wanted to pay penance. Most inmates would have preferred a check over a photography class, but Dominic quietly accepted the first fishing rod he’d ever really received in his life. And he’d had to go to prison to get it.

			“Old-boy Rob used to say there’s a way we could shoot film to tell our own stories,” Dominic says, fidgeting with the collar of his shirt, his voice growing thick with emotion. “He used to say, Correct the way the world insists on seeing you. We all rolled our eyes at this idealistic sucker, but it hit something in me when he said that shit. I mean, to show how you see the world was a powerful idea for us. But also, I felt like that privileged white man was the only person who was invested in giving us an actual skill we could use, that might earn us a living and halt us from going back to the old ways.

			“The first few assignments were to photograph still lifes. He would bring us apples, oranges, grapes. It was a miracle, really, that he got away with it. And we got to eat fresh fruit, which wasn’t ever on the menu. Then as we developed more skills, his assignments became more complicated. Tell a story, he would say. Frame it in one image.”

			I slowly explore the portfolio while I listen to him. I’ve clearly made some quick assumptions about him, and it seems like Dominic has so much more to him than I thought.

			He tells me how he decided to take pictures of his fellow inmates. It was an urge to document the life they’d all been living inside, a life mostly invisible to people outside of prison. A difficult life, a lonely life, but also a life where Black men got to be in community with one another in a way that is impossible to do on the outside.

			“I don’t know how to explain it. But taking them pictures of men and boys made me see us different. At one point, I stopped caring how the world outside thought of us, stopped shooting with other people’s eyes in my mind. I just wanted to honor each of us—show the goofy, silly, true reality of our lives. And the tragedy too. For sure.”

			I’m dumbfounded at his words but even more disarmed by his photos. Yes, there’s the everyday, quotidian bullshit of bored boys and young men making do in prison. But there is also a texture, a depth, to his photography that makes me want to reach toward these people, offer them a plate of food, hear their stories. It makes me appreciate how beautiful each individual is. Even those whom I might be wary of if we ran into each other on a dark night.

			Nervously, Dominic picks up a magazine from the box, then sets it back on top of its pile. He excuses himself to the bathroom.

			As I continue paging through Dominic’s photos, I become inspired. Dominic has taken his mistakes, along with the awful lot he was given, and transformed it all into something incandescent. He’s taken it upon himself to archive the lives of Black men in confinement, to document their worth, their humanity. I think of my mother again, putting on a mask each day to confront a world that was intent on humiliating her, making her feel less than. I ask myself, for the first time ever, what is the story I’d like to tell about Black women? If I were authoring our story today, how would I want us to be remembered?

			What if I could offer everyday Black women an opportunity to expose themselves as they truly are? What if I were to celebrate taking the mask off? Elevate them without the pomp and circumstance women often feel pressure to conform to?

			The plants I watered just a few hours ago are showing even more signs of vitality. They’re perky, leaning brazenly toward the sun—and as I look at them, the idea clicks into place, fully formed. Before me, laid out as if we’ve already taken the photographs, I see a celebration of everyday beauty, of Black women going about their days, doing routine Black-women pursuits, but captured the way Dominic has done with these men. To see Black women as they truly are, celebrate them for the ways they hold up our communities, fortify themselves, embrace and strengthen one another. I mean, hasn’t America trapped us in our own unique prison and yet we manage to hold on to our humanity, our beauty? Has anyone noticed? Those of us isolated in the perfunctory performance of survival? I feel something inside me expand, knowing I’ve landed at the exact concept I want to execute.

			Because the work I do at the magazine often requires us to brainstorm as a group, I’ve never been afraid to put forward an idea that might be seen as dumb or in need of further elaboration. In the spirit of teamwork, all ideas become better once we all chime in, refine a thought, and often, we end up with something brilliant without a specific person being able to take full credit for the outcome. This is the first time I’ve arrived at an idea and felt like it was worthy of execution all on my own.

			Dominic returns from the bathroom.

			“I have a proposal,” I say. His eyebrows rise in expectation. “What if you go around NYC with me?” I say excitedly. “We’ll pick some women who exemplify this concept I’m coining ‘Everyday Beauty.’ I want to capture and celebrate the women people often ignore, who no one pays much attention to, in a way that highlights their inner beauty and their significance to society. What do you think?”

			“I think hell yeah. I’d love to rock that with you,” he says, looking a little stunned.

			“Great.” I’m surprised to feel my mood almost instantly sober. What if he’s using me? The question just pops into my head. I quickly scan my psyche to figure out why. But wasn’t this all my suggestion, my idea? It’s the same way I felt after me and Kareem masturbated together. I wanted him to go, just like I now want Dominic to go. I know this feeling. But I can’t back out now.

			“Where’d you go?” Dominic asks.

			I look up at his sincere eyes. “I’m right here,” I say, confused.

			“Yeah, but you went from real happy to real sad all of a sudden. Are you okay?”

			His perceptiveness triggers something in me, and without thinking, I snap, “I’m the one making you a great offer—I thought you’d be hyped.”

			Dominic seems to think he’s offended me and begins to profusely thank me for the opportunity. But I’ve gone inward, sensing an overwhelm I try to keep at bay. I can’t seem to hear him properly; it sounds like he’s on dry land above a body of water where I’m drowning. That’s how people go missing; they drown right in front of others who aren’t looking. But Dominic is looking. As if his hand cuts the water and pulls me up to fresh air, he stares at me with concern and says, “I appreciate the hell out of this, I do, but Dionne, you’re going through a lot right now.”

			I focus on the dust mites moving through the shaft of sunlight coming through the window.

			We sit in silence a long while, or at least it feels like it—stillness stops time. Maybe that’s why I always go and do and run. He gently slices through the thick void I’m stuck in and offers a piece of himself. “In prison, I read a few books, and you know, confronting your past isn’t a disruption of your life, it’s a healing that begins with you and extends to those who need healing around you.”

			I stay still, noting how the dust particles seem to be dancing now.

			“It’s like this idea that if you heal yourself, you heal a bunch of generations behind you and in front of you. We’re all just glints in the dirt, waiting for someone to reveal us.”

			“Would you go with me to tell my mom?”

			His eyes widen and his shoulders pull up while he intuitively sits taller, like this moment is pregnant with even more purpose than he realized. As for me? I am outside of my body, watching myself, hearing myself ask this “stranger” to help me. My voice sounds like me when I was ten, maybe eleven, but clear and strong and certain her mother should know.

			His stutter pulls me back into the raw opening we made in this portrait I painted for my life.

			“Um, I’m—I’m sorry. You want me to do what?”

			“Never mind,” I push back quickly.

			“No. You want to tell your mom?”

			I stay silent, maybe trying to take it all back.

			“Yes. Yes. I’ll go with you,” he says assuredly. The whites of his eyes even look brighter. Pride is curling in the corner of his lips. But then he sees me retreating again. I see me retreating again. And he grabs my proverbial hand before I go under. “Maybe we can take pictures in every city along the way—not just the women in New York but Black women everywhere. It will make your project even more special. I got a car I never get to use—you cover gas and I’ll drive. I’m a good driver.”

			I nod as I hear myself say, “I’m ready to pay you a thousand dollars for one week of your time. And I’ll cover gas and lodging.”

			I look for his response and see his wet eyes. But they never form into tears as he confesses, “I’ve been praying for an opportunity like this for a long time—didn’t really think it would ever come my way. What you’re doing for me is a miracle. You might be changing my life forever…and it would be an honor to help you change yours.”

			The next thing I know—and I swear I can’t remember what happened in between his sincerity and the hurt stare he offers me now—Dominic asks me straight up, “Well why the fuck you ask me then?” What did I say? What did I do? I look back at him and his eyes cry out for an explanation I never give him.

			Dominic sighs and drops his head. I’m shocked when he gets up, takes his portfolio, and walks out of the apartment, pulling the door closed behind him.

			My heart falls. I flash on a memory of me calling him an ex-con, punctuated by a sarcastic laugh. I run to the door, but he’s gone. No sign of him in my empty hallway outside of my front door. I’d up and leave, too, if someone laughed in my face and thought it stupid to go anywhere with a drug dealer.

			I sit cold on my couch, forcing myself to remember that he was just here, sitting across from me, trying to be there for me. Dominic has never been anything but a kind guy who delivered my news consistently every day and was willing to enter the space between the lines of my own true story that I have kept hidden until now.

			I decide to go to the office to catch Joanne before she leaves for the day.

			“I thought you were sick,” she says when I get there.

			“I am,” I say. “The headache is less severe but still there.” I’m not lying. Ever since Dominic left, I’ve felt a relentless pounding. “But I needed to speak to you about what I want to do,” I tell her.

			“I’ve been thinking about our conversation too,” she says, leaning back.

			“You go first,” I say, and listen.

		

	
		
			Day Four

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Around four in the morning, Dominic drops a plastic-wrapped newspaper in front of my apartment. I know, because I’ve been waiting for him. At the sound of the paper falling on my mat, I open the door and look into his eyes.

			“My offer still stands,” I say lightly.

			His surprise morphs into a smile.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			I’m too wound up to sleep; all I can think about is getting packed and ready for my road trip. First, I clean my place, scrubbing the dirt off every surface, mopping the floors, shining every mirror. I rush down the hall to my neighbors’ apartment; they’re still in the Caribbean for their anniversary. I’m grateful most of their plants are hardy and have survived my neglect. I leave their stack of mail on the dining room table and take a moment to envy the love they found and the home they’ve built. The sun warms this side of the building differently, and standing in their space feels like a cuddle.

			I shake the longing away. I go down the block to the twenty-four-hour laundromat and wash my dirty clothes, including the semen-stained, stiff sheets from six nights ago, which feels like a lifetime ago. Having removed the evidence of the mess I’ve made of things—or at least the mess on my favorite linens—I go back to my apartment and pack my luggage. I can’t think straight so I pack nearly everything, wanting to be ready for anything.

			By the time the apartments around me begin to bustle with morning activity, I’m tired enough that I decide to finally go to bed. But I’m still restless. Thoughts of Kareem bubble up again—I’m worried that he might have said something to Farrah, and now she’s so upset she won’t even bother confronting me. I have the impulse to call her to figure out what she knows, but at the same time, I’m not actually ready to talk to her, to let her see me. I want to still be respected and to have one relationship in my life stay familiar.

			Maybe that’s why I’m grabbing on to the rope Dominic seems to throw. Though I worry that it could also be the rope I end up tripping over. Having been molested can rip my discernment to shreds, especially when it could feel so good to be saved, to be seen. I recognize the cliché and yet I’m too exhausted to move against it. I try to picture Dominic and me on the road, and instead of trying to get myself out of this bad idea, I feel a different urge overtake me. I jump up from bed, tuck myself into the corner of the couch, and call Farrah after all. Her answering machine picks up, and I’m relieved—God is sparing me. I leave her a message in my best phone voice.

			“Girl,” I say, “things are happening so fast! I came up with a good idea for the magazine concept. Will tell you all about it when we speak. But get this! Joanne agreed to give me ten thousand dollars for this concept shoot. I’m going all out—visiting a few cities to try to capture some beauties off the beaten path. It’s a miracle I found a photographer on such short notice.” I swallow hard, knowing I sound a bit manic. “Things are looking up for me! Promotion: all but guaranteed. New dick: on the way. Anyway, call me. I can’t wait to catch up. And if you don’t get this until tomorrow, beep me! Here’s my pager number.”

			I rattle off the number of the Essence pager Joanne’s given me. I imagine Farrah listening to my message. If she’s already heard something, this message will further infuriate her, but if she hasn’t, then we’re right where we always are. She’ll smile, proud that I’m out here killing it at my job just like she is at hers. She’ll imagine I’ve snagged a photographer of distinction, no clue my Hail Mary is an unlikely shot in the dark with a guy named Dominic. I’ve never told Farrah about the molestation—too ashamed, too hungry for love and respect without such weight being exposed. Though I wish I could tell her now, tell her everything. Female friendships have not come easy for me, and so Farrah is a lifeline I can’t mess up.

			Farrah was the first safe place I found when I moved to New York. What sealed our friendship for me was the night she made me sleep over back when riding the train home alone had more gamble in it than convenience. By that time, we were three restaurants and two dance clubs into our friendship. We first met at an Essence event, where she worked for the public relations company repping the liquor brand that was sponsoring us.

			One beautiful fall day in Little Italy, after we’d brunched for three hours, we walked by her place in the Lower East Side as I was heading over to the Manhattan Bridge, planning to walk across into Brooklyn. But I had to use the bathroom, so she invited me in, and we ended up hanging out for hours, learning new dances, sharing our craziest dating stories, and examining endless strategies for conquering the corporate game we were both playing. Suddenly it was after eleven and I was buzzed from the margaritas she’d made, even though I’d tried to sponge it up with the pizza we’d ordered earlier. She insisted I stay the night.

			This is easily one of my favorite New York memories. Farrah deserves more from me. She’s always trusted me to be her confidante, has shared her bevy of emotions—she cries a lot, even when happy. She always thought I had it more together than she did, even thought I had a better career, working at Essence, and I never wanted to become lesser in her eyes, so I guess I only let her know the me that I carefully curated.

			I’ve often wondered why it’s so hard for me to be honest with my so-called best friend. Who am I trying to protect by keeping up appearances? And why does it make me feel so good, even today, to pretend like I’m not going through hell?

			The pictures of Farrah and me on my bookcase—the photo in front of her first New York apartment, the ones from the vacations we’ve taken over the years—seem to be mocking me. I need a friend right now more than ever, but I turn my back on that younger me and the trusting Farrah in the photos. I can’t handle further contemplation of this right now. I need at least a couple of hours of rest. And, as if I finally find the switch that has been out of reach for the last few hours, I plummet into sleep.

			

			—

			Dominic rolls up to my apartment around two p.m. again, but when he enters my living room this time, he’s wearing a windbreaker set not that different from the one Kareem wore when I last saw him. Only Dominic’s is blue with orange accents, sporting the Knicks emblem. His sneakers look brand-new; they sparkle white. He’s also touched up his haircut and is clean-shaven. He’s trying so hard.

			“I know you’re not planning to bring all this luggage,” he says, whistling.

			I may have overdone it. There’s a large suitcase and a medium-size one, plus the carry-on and my weekender bag. I don’t have time to explain that there are shoes, bags, and specific accessories that go with each outfit. There’s no time to help him understand I’m up for the job of beauty director at the biggest Black magazine in the entire country, maybe the entire world. And yes, although I have to be back in ten days for my test results, and I’ve packed more than I could possibly need in that time, he doesn’t have to know that.

			“It’s a work trip,” I say breezily. “I have to be fly.”

			He nods, skeptical, but helps me carry the luggage down the hallway, into the elevator, then out to the street, mumbling the entire way about women and their tendency to overpack. When he steps up to a cherry-red Mercedes-Benz sports car, my jaw drops.

			“This is you?” I say. Instead of answering, he unlocks the trunk and I see his single slender duffel bag. I can’t believe he’s planning to make it through a whole trip with so few items of clothing. We really are from different worlds.

			He lifts the biggest suitcase and the carry-on into the trunk without any obvious discomfort. He must be stronger than he appears, I think, noting Dominic’s lanky build. It’s impossible to ignore the fact there’s something about him, a magnetism that beckons me closer. No, he isn’t anyone I’d be interested in romantically—the last thing I need is to start thinking of this man as attractive. Had I told Farrah the truth, the whole truth of everything that has happened, and who this photographer is, I can imagine her asking me if I’ve lost my damn mind. Have I? What am I doing getting in the car with a man I hardly know? But I can’t deny that since confessing my secrets to Dominic, I’ve felt less burdened by the possibility of being HIV-positive, and an opening has appeared that fills me with some hope. There might be good news ahead, not just tragedy and heartbreak.

			It’s not like I don’t realize I have a history of making bad decisions, or that I can’t see that this one might very well be the worst. The problem, I think, standing by that car debating whether to go on this journey with Dominic, who is loading the rest of my stuff, is I don’t have a reasonable alternative. I certainly can’t stay put, waiting as the days become longer and longer on the way to that looming day fourteen. I’ve been paranoid and only marginally functional as it is, and as good as I’ve always been at compartmentalizing and faking it with my mask, there’s no way I’ll be able to pull that off all day every day at work or anywhere else.

			Still, the euphoria from the decision to go on this journey and the roller-coaster emotions of the last day are suddenly suspended as I stand next to this red Mercedes. Yes, I’ve been impulsive many times over, but I’ve never placed myself in a truly dangerous situation. Will I be safe with him?

			“Everything cool?” Dominic asks as he comes around the back of the car and unlocks the passenger-side door. Without realizing it, I’ve taken a few steps away.

			“Wow,” I mutter, stumbling over what to say. “Of all the cars I imagined you drove…It’s loud. I’m not sure if it’s screaming stop.” I land the truth of my fears with a giggle.

			Dominic doesn’t laugh, just takes one step closer to me—not menacing at all but rather radiating warmth and another, more complex feeling. Maybe desperation? “You can always change your mind, Dionne,” he says quietly. “You want me to bring your bags back up?”

			He raises his palms in question so they face toward the bright, clear sky. It reminds me of gestures of supplication at the church my mother, my sister, and I used to go to regularly back in Kansas City. There’s a pained expression on his face, the heartache so unmistakable it evokes sadness in me. Dominic hasn’t had many chances at remaking his life, I can tell. He’s ready to give up even before we start. I can now see what he meant before about self-sabotage. This isn’t a man who would willingly hurt me, I don’t think. He’s been to jail for drugs, not murder. I decide to push away all worries and hesitations and shake my head in the smallest of gestures. He doesn’t budge, waiting for me to speak.

			“I’m ready to go,” I say.

			Dominic readjusts the seat and pushes it as far back as it goes, so that I can slide into the comfort of the dark chocolate leather. The car is pristine and smells of pine-scented air freshener.

			I reach back into my weekender bag. My contribution, aside from paying for the gas, hotels, and all meals, is that I’m an expert copilot. I talked my mother into a postgraduation cross-country trip when I finished college, and then again when my sister graduated. For this trip, I’ve brought the Thomas Guide, or, as my mom always called it, the “make-sure-you-don’t-get-lost-among-some-crazy-white-folks-by-planning-ahead guide.” The guide has preferred routes for the “best road trips in America,” which includes maps, dining recommendations, and even attractions.

			There’s a lot of traffic as we make our way out of Brooklyn, and I take advantage of the time to show Dominic the trip I’ve planned: We’ll go to Kansas City, Missouri, to deal with my family, and then we’ll travel around the area and try to find some everyday beauties. On the way back, I’m thinking we might drop by Washington, D.C., and maybe Philadelphia. “What do you think?” I ask, worried he’ll try to talk through what the conversation with my family might look like, but he doesn’t. He just smiles to himself.

			“I always wanted to go to D.C.,” he says.

			I guffaw at him never seeing Chocolate City, given we’re so close. I delight him with stories about my fun times visiting friends at Howard’s homecomings. I ramble on that even though I went to Columbia University, an Ivy League school, I made sure I migrated to the mecca of young Black culture every year I was in school to stay rooted to Blackness and survive whiteness.

			Oh shoot—Todd and Sean. I have to remember to add them to the list I’ve kept folded in my purse for the last twenty-four hours. I hear Todd is a big-time prosecuting attorney. My concern wanders to the thought of how much I will be talked about in important places if I am HIV-positive.

			“Kansas City to Brooklyn, Brooklyn to Kansas City is a trip I’ve taken more times than I can count,” he says. I wonder whether he’s offering me a chance to ask for more detail, to even out the dirty secrets we know about each other, but I don’t want to dig too deeply into his criminal past; I’m already on the road with him. Silently, I pull out one of my IOUs and hand it over to God. Per usual, I’m asking Him to protect me from myself. I spread the map on my knees, tracking us as backup.

			As we leave the city, I’m full of anticipation but it’s also mixed with fear. It’s something I haven’t felt in a while and it’s difficult to describe. I have no idea what to expect. I’m not thinking about my mother, at the moment, or the conversation I’m supposed to have about the abuse. I keep envisioning those women, those photographs, that Essence spread I’m going to make. I ramble on about it to cover up the internal voices begging me to call this charade off.

			“Was it hard to get your trip approved?” Dominic asks. “At work?”

			“Mmm, not at all, actually. It was surprisingly easy,” I say. “Everything just fell into place.” Outside, the streets of Brooklyn are alive with activity. There are so many people out and about, heading to their destinations, pushing carts full of groceries, carrying heavy packages, holding the hands of small children. “What about you?” I ask. “Did they give you the time off? When do you have to get back?”

			“Nah,” he says. “My boss is a real jerk. She said if I took off today, I could forget about the job when I got back.”

			“Dominic!” I gasp. “I never intended for you to quit your job.”

			“Don’t worry about me,” he says, speaking fast. “There are plenty of delivery jobs. I’ll be fine.” He’s got a serious grip on the steering wheel and he’s gnawing nervously at his bottom lip. “I’m sure I’ll find another delivery job,” he repeats.

			“Was this job easy to get?” I ask.

			He winces. “This job was tough because I’d just gotten out of prison. But everyone says that after you have your first break, the next ones come easier.”

			His offer to carry my luggage back upstairs takes on more weight. I’m not convinced he’ll be fine. The man has given up his job for the chance to go on this trip with me, aware there’s no guarantee his photos will be chosen or that this risk will lead to other opportunities. He is betting on himself, on me.

			I rummage inside my purse searching for a piece of gum but touch the neatly folded page bearing the names of my past lovers. I pull it out and stare: Kareem, Darren, Kendall, Cedric, Amir, and Richard.

			Dominic glances over curiously. “What’s that?” he asks.

			I don’t respond. Just flatten the piece of paper, scribble Sean and Todd, then fold it and place it carefully in the interior side pocket of my purse so I might visit with it later, finish doing the work I’d promised I’d do. Document the past and all my mistakes but also, maybe, draw a map for myself of the route I took from bruised, frightened child to having a five-year relationship with a gay man. The in-between years, of agency, otherwise known as the barely memorable men I allowed into my bed; how I so willingly embraced pleasure as a principle of self-erasure—Todd was the turning point for that. I remember him as a gentle lover, very giving, very patient. Feeling good helped me forget how often I felt disconnected, detached, used.

			I recall the moments after I reached orgasm with Kareem—he wanted to snuggle, create more intimacy, but I rushed away, was itching to get him out of my bedroom, out of my life. I think ahead to what’ll happen in ten days, when I finally learn my HIV status. Will I call him? If I’m sick, and if I’ve made him sick, I’ll want him to know he isn’t alone, that I’ll do whatever I can so we both feel less isolated.

			Darren tried to do that for me. Yet I couldn’t fully face Darren beyond that first visit, and maybe I’ll never be ready to. Is that how Kareem will feel about me? Back in that parking lot, he just left me to fend for myself. There was a finality in his stance. He didn’t seem young or overly confident, just determined to keep me out of his life.

			Ahead of us, a car pulls out of a parking spot and cuts in front of Dominic.

			He hits the brake just in time to keep from striking the guy’s bumper. He shakes his head but continues calmly driving in the flow of traffic. We haven’t made much progress since we got in the car.

			“Looks like it’s going to be a long first day. Let’s get to know each other, Dominic,” I say in a corny, first-day-in-the-office-icebreaker-games kind of voice. “What do you like to do for fun with your friends when you’re not taking photographs or delivering papers?”

			He’s thoughtful for a moment. “I can’t say I have lots of close friends now. They all became business associates.” I can hear the sting of loss in his voice. “When I got out the pen,” he goes on, “I knew if I wanted a different life, I’d need to move different. These days, it’s me and my moms. I check in on my grandpa occasionally. Otherwise, I keep my head down. I’m finally trying to build a life with the scraps I have left.”

			A woman pushing a laundry cart stands on the side of the road. Seems she’s been there for a minute. Dominic stops, lets her cross the road in front of us. He’s unbothered by the aggressive honks and curses that reach us from behind.

			“Why’s everyone always in such a rush?” he asks. I shrug, thinking I’ve never once considered slowing my life down.

			When I run my finger along the map in my guide, the trip from Brooklyn to Kansas City is an almost perfect straight line heading west. If we drive all the way through without stopping, we’ll cover 1,200 miles in what should be a bit over seventeen hours. But we’re off to a slow start—getting out of Brooklyn, into Manhattan, and to the George Washington Bridge takes nearly two hours. By the time we hit 95 South on our way to Interstate 76, rush hour means we are crawling. By seven o’clock, we’re barely out of New York.

			Dominic pulls into a rest stop to get gas and I hand him the cash to pay for it since we’re in New Jersey. I leave the car because I need to use the bathroom, which isn’t as gross as I anticipated. With an empty bladder, I feel lighter but still unsure what to expect from this trip. I’m aware that I’m actively avoiding thinking about my mother or how Richard might react to the confrontation. I’m grateful Dominic hasn’t brought up the topic yet.

			Outside the mart, I begin to pay attention to the world with a brand-new alertness. Already, I’m scoping out potential women we might want to feature.

			We’re close enough to the city that most of the people at the gas station are diverse. Black men walk up to Dominic, making small talk, admiring his car. A few Hispanic and Black women throw interested glances his way. I consider some of these women for my project, but they don’t feel like a fit; I need something different, and I’ll know it when I see it. The women, when they notice me, seem to back off. I’m confused for a moment, but then I get it. Why wouldn’t they assume we’re a couple?

			Could we be? Back on the road, I allow myself to imagine it and really look at him. He drives with one hand on the steering wheel, the other on the armrest. He’s someone who’s naturally at ease, peaceful in his body, something I don’t think I’ve ever felt, and I envy it. But it isn’t just that. A man driving a car is sexy, period. And even though I know this forced proximity is a matter of circumstance—a week ago, I had no idea who this man was—it doesn’t change the fact he swept in, this shockingly great photographer, driving this gorgeous car.

			Dominic glances over at me, catches me staring. “Everything cool?” he asks.

			“For sure,” I say. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

			I look out of the window, grateful traffic has let up and the car is finally moving fast. I’m hurled back into my reality and feel irritated with my schoolgirl meanderings. Ten more days before I get the result. I’m in no position to flirt or daydream about men. I need to focus.

			“I’m glad we’re finally moving,” Dominic says. The radio starts to tune in and out as we leave the city’s frequency. “Do you mind if I play some jazz?” he asks.

			I tell him I don’t mind and ask if his love of jazz also came from old-boy Rob. He’s surprised I remember the name of the man who taught him about photography.

			“Nah,” he says. “I learned to love jazz because of my dad. He played the trumpet. Growing up, music always flowed out of instruments or speakers in my house. He’d have his bandmates come over and all of a sudden they’d be jamming. Drove my mom crazy. But it was good, you know. How the sound of music transforms any space into something else.”

			Somewhere in the trunk, under my heavy luggage, a five-CD player he already set up for this trip plays on the car’s console. The car immediately fills up with soulful music.

			“You got old-man music taste,” I say, wrinkling my nose in mock distaste.

			He smiles at me and says, “No shame in my game.” Then he pulls his eyes off me and puts them back on the road. He taps the steering wheel, driving straight and sure in the middle lane.

			In the same easy way he drives, Dominic begins to speak about how he’s changed from someone who was always so invested in material shit to someone who’s focused on the present because that’s the only way to ensure a life of freedom. He says that’s the thing about life, that you have to realize when the problem is other people and when the problem is yourself, your values, your fear.

			“What’s your fear?” I ask. He glances at me as if confirming that I can handle the truth.

			“My biggest fear,” he says, “is that I’ll backslide and end up rotting in jail.”

			He goes quiet after that, seems to get lost in his own thoughts. If that fear is what’s kept him from making dumb decisions he might later regret, then fear serves a good function in his life.

			I leave him alone for some long miles. It’s still light out but soon darkness will reach us, and I realize that it isn’t likely we’re going to make it in one go. Already, I feel road weary, and we’ve only been in the car for five or six hours.

			The music reaches a crescendo, and with it, Dominic comes back into the moment. “These songs help me make peace with being a broke man in an expensive world,” he says lightly. But the tone seems forced, as if he’s trying to gloss over his previous honesty.

			“You seem pretty rich to me,” I say. He’s as far away from all the clichéd ideas I held about criminals, how they behave or move through the world. “You have your photography, a real sense of purpose in life. You have your goal of repair through honesty. I’m kind of inspired. It’s honorable, really.”

			Dominic makes a sound at the back of his throat, clearing it in a comical way. “Watch out now,” he says. “Don’t go falling in love with me. Happens all the time.”

			“Is that right? Women lining up, huh?”

			“I saw you notice the women in the gas station,” he says. “That happens all the time.” I laugh so hard I hiccup. Dom laughs, too, turns the volume up on the music.

			I like this. I like this a lot. There’s a shift that happens as we drive farther into the darkening evening. The music is soulful and feels liquid. I can flow in it. A peaceful calm washes over me and I recline my seat, turn my body so I can look out the window at the large expanse of the sky.

			But when the next song fills the car’s interior, a sense of melancholy overwhelms me and I’m plunged, abruptly, into a dark place. There’s just so much emotion in this music, especially the trumpet, and I feel myself teetering into a dangerous space. This is how men trick you. They’re funny and charming and disarming and then, just when you think you’re safe, they hurt you.

			I catch the shift, the cyclical nature of my seesawing mind, how it can so quickly turn cynical, suspicious, cold. The sadness, I realize, is only a cover for the anger that always lurks beneath the surface. I become upset at how easily I criticize myself when, realistically, it’s this same sadness and anger that have kept me safe all these years. Yet here I am, having let myself fall into this intimacy with Dominic so easily.

			I remember how Farrah tried to talk me out of going to see Kareem, said that if I waited, I wouldn’t seem so desperate. This trip, my quick trust in Dominic…they feel desperate and illogical, don’t they? I recall sensing desperation in him as he waited for me to decide whether I would go or call off the trip—but now I wonder if that desperation hasn’t been mine all along.

			From somewhere in the past comes the memory of a big, dark sky just like the one I’m staring at. Something is itching at the edge of my mind, a feeling without words. But then the words come: What if Dominic concocted this entire wise-convict routine to get me to trust him, to trick me? Take advantage of me? Hurt me?

			The sky, which appeared innocuous moments ago, feels like a looming, dark presence pressing in on me now. I feel like I’m falling and being crushed into a hard surface. It unnerves me and I snap my seat upright and turn down the music, catch a breath because my heart is thrumming so hard I’m afraid I might burst.

			“You getting hungry?” he asks. “Want me to pull over at the next rest stop?”

			“No,” I say. “But I am confused about something.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I was just now thinking how odd it is that you managed to tell me, in the middle of my emotional crisis, that you were good with a camera.”

			Dominic slows down the car, as if he needs less speed to understand what I’m saying. “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asks slowly.

			“I know when I’m being played. You must have been scoping me out for some time, huh? Trying to figure out how to make a move?”

			“Whoa,” he says. “What the fuck are you talking about, Dionne? You’re the one who wanted to tell your mom. You’re the one who brought up the stress about your job. I had no idea you worked at Essence. I’ve been honest and told you what I want—this chance with my photography—but it was your idea to hire me for this.”

			The world spins around me, and I go blind with fear, which ignites a sudden mournful rage so hot it singes my skin.

			I say many things that I know, even as I say them, I will regret: how a con man always knows exactly how to go about ensnaring a woman, how he should be ashamed of himself for using my childhood trauma to try to take advantage of my kindness. “You’re too thirsty,” I shout at him. “You overplayed your hand!”

			Dominic’s breathing is ragged but he doesn’t say anything. A sign appears in the dark for a rest stop a mile away, and Dominic beelines for it, slips into the parking lot, stops the car, and gets out before I have a chance to say anything else.

			I watch him approach a man who’s smoking, and after a brief exchange, Dominic comes away with a lit cigarette of his own. He paces back and forth a few yards away from me, from the car, taking deep, deep inhales without once glancing in my direction.

			My own breathing starts evening out the longer he stays away. Eventually, I make my way out of the car and to the fluorescent-lit building. There are lots of food options—a McDonald’s, a Burger King, a Wendy’s—and there’s a mart that sells candy, sodas, and magazines. I stare at the current issue of Essence. On our April 1991 cover, Naomi Campbell leans forward wearing pretty boxed braids and a vibrant blue swimsuit with an orange cover-up. That shade of orange is the exact tone of Dominic’s windbreaker outfit. “Hot Models: Do You Have What It Takes? Hot Love: Are Younger Men Better? Hot Spots: Are You Ready for Adventure?”

			Looking at this cover, I wonder—are we all liars? What are we hiding that we need these questions answered in a glossy magazine once a month? Why do we need someone beautiful and shiny to help us even get close to basic questions? I recall the steps I took in styling Naomi Campbell’s makeup to create a dewy summer look. How we had all braced ourselves for the famed diva to act out but, instead, encountered a Black woman who was demanding because she liked what she liked, had high standards, but was a consummate professional who showed up on time and got the job done. Naomi was focused, respecting herself; setting boundaries was the way she told the world she respected everyone around her as well. There were rumors that she went to great lengths to have such a stellar shoot with Essence because she knew the Black women who made the magazine and bought the magazine would defend her against the “lies” being spread about her and she would remain our queen.

			Calm now, out of the grip of panic, my rational brain reminds me of a few things: I’ve chosen to take this trip because my career is at stake. The crisis of my health has set my panic on high alert, inhibiting my ability to function like a normal person. Deciding to confront my past makes me feel scared and small; my paranoia is coiled and ready to strike at the slightest provocation. But I have to get a fucking grip on myself and not take it out on Dominic. He’s a decent man who’s done nothing but try to help me. On this two-birds-with-one-stone trip we are taking, I must remember not to throw the stone at the one person who has been there for me at my worst moment.

			As I stare at the food options, I feel embarrassed by my outburst. Dominic just wants a shot at a better life, to maybe do something he loves and enjoys, and here I am, accusing him of things, throwing his past in his face. I’ll have to do better. But at the moment, I fear I might have screwed my chances with him, that thanks to my instability he’ll decide it’s untenable for him to go forward with our plan.

			Since I’m not sure what Dominic likes, I order cheeseburgers, chicken nuggets, extra French fries, a large Coke, a Sprite, and an orange soda.

			When I return to the car, weighed down with the greasy food, it’s still unlocked but Dominic is nowhere to be found. I get inside and start to eat the French fries, taking comfort in the salty, fried goodness, feeling ever more mortified by what I said. Can I take it back?

			Moments later, to my relief, he reappears.

			“Jesus, Dominic,” I say as he slides into the driver’s seat. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I promise I’ll never speak to you like that again. Ever. You have to believe me. This happens to me, sometimes, you know…. I mean, not recently. It hasn’t happened in a long time, but I used to lose my temper a lot. Fly off the handle. Fight a lot—with boys. I promise I won’t speak to you like that ever again.”

			Dominic stares ahead without making eye contact. “Are you scared of me?” he asks. I’m surprised at his bluntness and don’t react. “Dionne, it’s a simple question. Are you scared to be going on this ride with me?”

			It takes me a beat too long to respond, and by the time I say, “Of course not. I’m not scared of you,” Dominic is reaching over to my lap and grabbing the bag, rifling through it. He takes out a burger and some fries and starts the car.

			As he drives and eats at the same time, the tension is thick between us.

			“Dominic, I’m really sorry,” I repeat.

			“Why? It would be weird if you weren’t nervous. I am an ex-con after all.”

			We both eat silently after that, speeding into the dark. It’s hard to see where we’re headed, and I try to relax and let the tension ride with us. At least neither of us is hungry anymore. When Dominic exits the interstate heading west and begins to drive north toward West Virginia, I know he’s taken us off course.

			“Where are you going?” I ask. Dominic doesn’t respond, but within a couple of miles, I see signs that direct us to a small local airport. “Dominic, you’re being ridiculous,” I say.

			But it seems that Dominic is done talking. He weaves in and out of traffic with speed and that same ease. It’s only by the hard set of his jaw, which throbs on the side, that I can tell he’s upset.

			He pulls in at the curb outside a building marked Departures at a regional West Virginia airport. “There are shuttle planes that fly out of here, to Newark, every few hours,” he says, matter-of-fact, without glancing my way. “You can easily grab a cab home from there.” When I don’t get out, he turns his body toward me, speaks without blinking. “I’m not interested in being on this trip if you’re scared of me,” he says.

			The scent of the cigarette he smoked earlier reaches me, and between that and the greasy fries and burger, the air is stifling, and I’m suddenly nauseated.

			An airport guard, with a blinking flashlight, motions for us to move along and calls out, “Are you lovebirds having a hard time saying goodbye?” He makes a puckering kissy face.

			“I just need a moment,” Dominic says out his open window, serious but friendly. “I’ll be out of here in a sec.”

			He rolls the window up. His grip on the steering wheel is so tight his knuckles turn white. “Get out of my car, Dionne. I can’t afford any confusion or misunderstandings. I don’t have that freedom.”

			In that moment I realize I’m a threat to him. I’m a reminder of who he was and might always be, yes, but he’s afraid of something even more dangerous: that I could end up accusing him of something he didn’t do.

			“I’m not scared of you, Dominic,” I finally manage, worried I might throw up. “I’m just plain scared.” The guard walks away. For some strange reason I don’t understand, the way Dominic spoke to him with such authority makes me feel protected. My eyes well up, and before I know it, I’m crying. “I don’t know what to do,” I whisper. “I just don’t know that I can do this.”

			Dominic loosens his grip on the steering wheel and exhales. He’s quiet for what feels like an eternity. I realize how badly I want to keep going by how scared I am that he’s ready to call the trip off.

			He gently offers, “We don’t have to decide anything right now. It’s getting dark. Let’s find a place to crash. Maybe in the morning you’ll know if you want to keep going or turn around. It’s all the same to me.”

			As we drive around the nearby towns, following the instructions from my guide, we notice everyone is white: in the cars, at stoplights, casually walking through strip malls, there are no Black people anywhere. No Asians. No Latinos.

			Eventually, Dominic pulls up to a motel with a blinking vacancy sign. When he walks up to the receptionist, she sits up straighter, tense, until she sees me. Then she smiles brightly. Dominic throws me a wary glance—get out of New York City and it doesn’t take long to face this shit, I think, and I’m pretty sure he’s thinking it too. “We need two rooms,” he says.

			The woman types into her computer. “Are you paying separately?”

			It’s been a long day; there’s no need or time for pleasantries. “I’m paying,” I say.

			Dominic wanders back outside, calling over his shoulder that he’s going to grab the bags. There’s something stiff about how he approaches the car, how his shoulders remain rigid even as he grabs my weekend bag from the back seat. He’s clearly still upset about earlier, and I tell myself to tread cautiously when it comes to Dominic’s past. It seems we’re both sensitive about who we used to be.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			The hotel room is outdated. The air conditioner sticks out of the wall, framed by some sad-looking wallpaper that once sported a garden of roses but is now colorless and peeling. The bathroom has yellowed walls and Formica counters that are cracked and missing pieces.

			But it’s clean, and when I lean down to check for bedbugs around the mattress, I notice the linens smell fresh. The place will do.

			Dominic’s room is across the hall, and I’m glad about that. The last thing I need is to worry about sharing a wall with him. He must think I’m the most unstable person he’s ever met. In the space of a week, I’ve threatened to get him fired, offered him a job, and then turned around and accused him of being a con man for accepting it. I think of the person I want to be, of the competent achiever I’ve presented to the world from the moment I accepted my role at Essence—she’s at odds with my tendency to explode. It’s a habit I thought I’d left behind, that I struggled with most as a teenager. But these outbursts have become more frequent since Darren’s announcement.

			I know they’re a symptom of the unrest roiling beneath the surface, just as the temporary blackouts must be connected to my unwillingness, or my inability, to stay present during tough times in my life. It’s funny how clarity can come through the hum and click of a loud heater and the drip of a leaking faucet.

			I call my answering machine and find that Farrah left me a message minutes after Dominic and I hit the road. She sounds so happy for me, congratulating me on my big budget, saying she can’t wait to hear all about my idea.

			It’s brilliant, “of fucking course,” she says. I can tell she hasn’t heard anything from Kareem, and her voice soothes me. Although it’s past ten p.m., I’m sure she’s still up, but when I dial her from the room’s phone, she doesn’t pick up.

			“Day one on the road,” I say into her answering machine, my chipper tone sounding fake even to my own ears. “We ended up in some bumblefuck town in West Virginia to rest up and boy, are there lots of white people everywhere. Stay close to the phone, girl, because I may need you to rescue me!” I laugh, and it’s a hollow, hollow sound. I can’t stop lying. It’s like an awful compulsion. Just as I utter the phone number of this hotel, asking her to call me no matter how late she gets in, there’s a click on the line—she’s picked up.

			“Dionne?” Farrah shouts.

			“Yes,” I say. “I’m so happy you got home! You aren’t going to believe the day I had.”

			“Dionne, shut the hell up. Kareem came by my office.” I feel my stomach drop. “We just finished having dinner. He told me the reason you had to see him is because Darren told you he’s HIV-positive. That you told him you’d gotten tested and are waiting for the results.” My throat’s suddenly dry. I wish I’d brought the watery remains of that soda out of the car. “Dionne,” she says again. “Is this true?”

			For a moment, I wonder if I can lie, convince her he’s crazy. But the weight of another lie feels like more than I can bear. “Yes,” I say. “It’s true.”

			Farrah’s voice is thick with emotion. “How are you going through all of this and not telling me, D?”

			I don’t know how to explain that I love her but I don’t really trust her, that I’ve never really trusted any woman.

			“We’ve been best friends for over a decade,” she says, and I hear the hurt and fury building in her voice. “And you’re going through the biggest crisis of your life, and I find out from some boy? Are you for real?” Farrah’s anger takes me by surprise. I’ve never heard her sound this mad or disappointed before. “I’m not here just to crack jokes and take you partying, Dionne. You’re like a sister to me. Do you hear me? I’m here to support you and help you through the difficult parts of your life. I am devastated for you. The first thing that popped into my mind after talking to Kareem was that I needed to find you, meet you somewhere. I thought about how sad and scared you must have been since you found out. Why the fuck are you in the middle of nowhere dealing with this? Working?”

			“I don’t know!” I shout, without meaning to. “What was I supposed to do?”

			“Call me! Let me be there for you!”

			By this point, Farrah’s crying, and I’m crying too. I don’t know what to say or how to respond. I listen as she collects herself, and when I remain silent, she hangs up the phone. I hold on to the receiver, listening to the sound of static until it switches to a dial tone.

			I never considered myself someone who lacked trust. I’ve just always lived without letting anyone get too close. But tonight, with the phone receiver glued to my ear, I start to ask myself how it’s possible I’ve waited this long to confront my past.

			I’ve risked one of my dearest friendships because I don’t know how to explain that I’ve been bruised and scared for so long that I’m constantly afraid. So afraid that I left myself and adopted some persona I’ve made up to go get a life I’ve seen in magazines.

			I hear Dominic exit his room, hear his feet shuffle to my door. He knocks on it softly, and I manage a weak, “Yep?” He tells me he’s going down the hall for some ice and asks if I want some. After a long silence during which I’m wondering if he could help me in this moment, I muffle the tears and manage a believable “No, I’m okay.” But he doesn’t move on; he stays standing on the other side of the door. Our original relationship dynamic.

			Finally, he says, “Okay, good night,” and waits for a reply. I echo his words and he adds, “Sweet dreams,” then walks away. My tears flood my face and I cover my mouth so he doesn’t hear me through these thin old doors that have likely kept many secrets before mine.

			I stand in the middle of the room, frozen. I haven’t considered what I’ll have to do once I let the cat out of the bag. How many other lies will I have to retrace?

			Is it possible that everything will fall into place, that my mind and spirit will heal once I confront Richard, tell my mother the truth? I’m sure it’s not so simple—if I go through with this, it’ll mark the beginning of a longer, more difficult road. It’s possible that confronting my trauma will leave me more exposed, more broken, unable to move forward, forever stuck in the pain of my past. And it becomes clear to me that the starting point isn’t at my mother’s, after all.

		

	
		
			Day Five

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			I wake up to a weak sun that hardly illuminates the motel room. There’s banging at the door and I stumble, half awake, to find a worried, frantic Dominic outside. “I’ve been knocking for ten minutes,” he says.

			“I’m sorry,” I mumble. “It took me so long to fall asleep.”

			There’s a nervousness about him, and he looks around at my bedside table and at my wrists. Did he think I’d killed myself? Why didn’t he break down the door? Call the manager? Every second counts in a moment like that. I meet his concerned eyes with question marks, but I’m not going to acknowledge it out loud and neither is he.

			After a deep inhale, he says, “I heard you last night. You were crying really hard.”

			I hang my head. “Farrah spoke to Kareem.” When he looks confused, I clarify, “The basketball player who ran out of my apartment that night we met.”

			She now knows, I explain. My best friend found out that I am going through one of the most devastating times of my life from a guy who was just traded to his third basketball team. In the hallway between us there is a multicar crash of lies and grief. And yet the only real concern in this moment is my best friend. Why is it so much easier for this stranger to know so much about me? He looks at me evenly and offers for my pain, “That’s why confession is always with the priest on duty, not always the priest you know.”

			“You always have a riddle,” I reflect.

			“It’s how you pass time when you always feel like you’re losing,” he explains before offering a good solution: “Maybe you should go back to bed. Checkout isn’t until eleven a.m.”

			I shake my head and move back into my room; he follows but stays just inside the door. “I need about thirty minutes to shower and pack up,” I say. I look at the bedside alarm clock—five a.m. “Maybe we meet at five thirty?”

			I open the blinds on the depressing parking-lot view. Beyond it an even more depressing wide road and a highway overpass extend far into the distance. Just like that road that looks like it goes nowhere, I don’t know what to do or which way to go.

			“Sure,” Dominic agrees. “Let’s get something to eat, though, first. I’ve never made a good decision on an empty stomach.” He checks my eyes for an agreement, and when I nod, he leaves, shutting the door behind him.

			I lock the door and shower quickly. I want to spend most of the time I have on my face. I get my makeup bag and set up my magnifying mirror. The old, tired bathroom, the peeling wallpaper and grimy windows, the depressing world outside—all of it falls away. In the last few days, stray hairs have sprouted in my eyebrows, and I meticulously pluck them out, one by one. The skin reddens, and when I touch it I find it’s rough—I must be dehydrated. I’ll have to remember to do better, drink more water. I take a little exfoliating scrub cream and focus on my cheeks and my forehead, then my chin and my neck. Within moments my skin feels as smooth as my life was a few months ago.

			I mix the foundation tones on my hand as I usually do, only today, I have to take an extra step. I add a bit more of the lighter shade to a smaller portion so I can use it as a concealer under my dark, sunken eyes. I let the cream set before I move forward, applying the foundation to the rest of my face. There: an even, healthy tone. I select a rosy, soft eye shadow and give the eyeliner an exaggerated thickness so that it draws the eye away from my gaze. The lipstick is also a softer shade of pink today, one that accentuates my plump lips. When I’m done, I feel so calm, it’s as if the fight with Farrah from last night never happened. A new mask for a new day.

			Dominic knocks on my door just as I finish zippering my slacks. When I open the door, his eyes rest on my face and stay there. “Wow,” he says.

			I smile, turn on my heel to hide how pleased I am by his reaction. He grabs my luggage, shaking his head in amazement. I hope he’s adding my beauty into the equation of me. I don’t want to be remembered as the ugly person I was in the car yesterday.

			When we head down the hallway to check out, there’s a cleaner’s cart blocking the way. We are both surprised that cleaning service begins so early. I start to move the cart when a woman in her early twenties rushes out of a room. “I’m so sorry,” she says, squeezing hips any woman would envy and a frame men would call thick around the cart, moving it out of our way.

			I stare at her, then look at Dominic. She’s the most gorgeous Black woman I’ve seen in months. She starts chatting, about how slow things have been, how they got rid of the other girl in housekeeping so now she has to start earlier and earlier. She is happy to see some “family” in these parts, she says.

			“You are simply gorgeous,” I manage to say.

			The woman’s skin flushes with embarrassment. “Excuse me?” she asks, suspicious.

			“I said you were beautiful,” I say, doubling down.

			“How you can tell? I look a mess. What’re you buttering me up for?” she says.

			“What? You live in a house with no mirrors? You blind?” Dominic asks.

			It makes the woman laugh, a high-pitched, precious sound. “Why you guys lying to me this early in the morning?” She is full of smiles and her cheeks have literally blushed. We’ve managed to cut through her calcified exterior of invisibility.

			“I’m Dionne,” I say, “and this is Dominic.”

			“Jada,” she says. Dominic and I exchange glances.

			“Jada,” I say. “Would you consider letting us take some pictures of you?”

			“Look, I ain’t into no freaky sh—”

			I cut her off to explain what we’re doing, how I’m looking for everyday beauties like her, and how some of the pictures we take might end up in Essence. I search in my purse and hand her my business card—which includes my title, beauty and style associate director—so she knows I’m legit.

			“Are you fucking with me?” she asks with a brighter smile, staring at the card and covering her mouth with the pure shock of it all. “You work there?”

			Dominic chimes in. “She’ll be running the place soon.”

			The business card convinces her, and she says, “Let me ask my boss if I can take my break a bit early today. My mom won’t believe someone thinks I’m pretty enough to be in Essence. She’s always telling me I need to lose weight.”

			Jada pushes the cart into the room she was cleaning, locks the door, and makes her way down the hall, past reception. I can’t believe she works in this place, and I feel certain this is the sign I’ve needed. Taking this journey is the right thing to do.

			Jada wants to change out of the motel’s uniform, but Dominic and I convince her that she looks perfect just as she is. We want to show the world how even when our jobs try to turn us invisible with standardized clothing—like the boxy gray dress she’s wearing with its sewn-on apron and big white buttons—our beauty shines through anyway. She rolls her eyes at me a little and then asks if she can sit down while we take her photo.

			“I’m on my feet ten hours a day here at least, and then at home my two little boys don’t give me a second to sit myself down either,” she says. I look at Dominic and raise my eyebrows and he looks around, surveying the parking lot outside the motel.

			“Yes, of course,” he says, and gestures her to a bench. On one side of it is a planter with a couple of brave early spring flowers beginning to show their petals. On the other side is a bucket full of sand that people have been using as an ashtray.

			“This isn’t so different from my regular break,” Jada says, pulling cigarettes out of the pocket of her dress and lighting up. On her first inhale, she closes her eyes for a moment and smiles, and just then the cloud shifts above us and sunlight hits her. She looks like an angel, and I look at Dominic and see him grinning behind his camera. He got the shot.

			We spend another twenty minutes with Jada, hearing all about her two sons and how she thanks God every day for her husband, a long-distance trucker who calls her every night at eleven p.m. sharp from a pay phone to say good night. She doesn’t like her job, or his for that matter because it keeps him away too much, but they’re saving up to buy a house with a yard somewhere near his family in Philadelphia.

			All the while, Dominic keeps taking photographs of Jada, and although at first she seems self-conscious and asks if she should do this or that with her body and face, Dominic tells her to just act natural and nods at me to keep her engaged.

			I feel so happy in this moment, watching Jada begin to feel herself, relaxing her body. It’s like Dominic’s camera is performing a magic trick, reminding Jada of just how beautiful she is.

			As a small celebration for getting our first amazing picture, we go to a nearby twenty-four-hour diner that Jada recommended. There’s still a bit of unease between Dominic and me, even as we settle into a booth and stare at the simple, one-page menu.

			“So what kind of breakfast person are you?” I ask, trying to break the ice. “Sweet or savory?”

			“I’m a steak-and-eggs man,” he says. “You?”

			“I like to have it all,” I say. He smirks and I’m not sure if he’s judging me.

			It’s quiet in the diner. “Get it all,” he says. “You deserve it. Been a hell of a week for you.”

			“Plus, it’s on Essence.” We exchange meek smiles. Ice broken.

			The waitress comes over and takes our orders, leaves a basket of fresh biscuits and honey in front of us. I dig into a biscuit, drizzle the honey over it—delicious.

			“I’m sorry about Farrah,” he says. “I didn’t realize you hadn’t told her.”

			“I haven’t spoken about this week or my past to anybody but you,” I remind him.

			“Why didn’t you think you could tell her?” he asks, and the simple question feels like a dagger in my gut. The waitress brings out our coffees, which gives me something to do, but he still wants an answer. He opens up his hands, like he’s releasing a big question mark cupped inside.

			“Farrah grew up bougie,” I say. “Her parents are upper-middle-class, very Cosby family. They’re amazing, decent people, and I don’t want to talk about my disturbing childhood when I know hers was so much better.”

			“What happened to you isn’t your fault,” he says.

			My eyes sting.

			“You do understand that?”

			I shrug. Even if it’s not my fault that it started, I’m responsible for not helping myself, for remaining silent. I glance around, making sure no one is in earshot. “I believed him,” I managed to say.

			“You were ten. Ten.” He searches the restaurant, then nods toward a frail white girl in a booth with her mother. “You were her. Her.” I barely glance over, but more memories rush up and out of my mouth, surprising me—it’s as if someone else has taken over.

			“He said all fathers did this thing. That if my father had been with us, he would have done it too. He said that it was just something no one spoke about because it was private, the way no one spoke about periods or making babies. But that it was normal, a way fathers are supposed to help their daughters become women.” I look in Dominic’s eyes to see if he believes me.

			“What a fucking monster,” he says, his hands curled into fists on the table.

			“I believed him,” I say again. “I trusted he was doing this terrible thing because he loved me. That it was because of my father’s absence, his neglect, that Richard was forced to do it.”

			Dominic blows some air into his steaming mug. He seems speechless. It’s a lot for anyone to imagine: a grown man telling a little girl not even half his weight that he needs to crush her body for her own good. It’s sickening and I feel bad for ruining his appetite.

			“Last night, after Farrah went off on me, questions of my own surfaced, and they were all for my father. I’ve been thinking so much about how different things would have turned out if my father had been a constant part of my life, if he hadn’t just disappeared once we moved to Kansas City. I don’t think Richard would have done that to me if he knew someone would hurt him if he did. So, I was thinking maybe who I need to confront first is my father.”

			Dominic’s brow knots in confusion. At first, he seems hesitant to respond.

			“Is it possible this urge to speak to your dad is a delay tactic?” he asks gently, carefully. At my widening eyes he speeds on, without giving me a chance to respond. “This is so out of the blue—”

			I cut him off. “No, my father didn’t fuck me, but he fucked me up. I know why my mother married ‘Slyvester’ the child molester—she was trying to feed her kids and didn’t realize who she married. But I don’t have any answers for why he would check out of my life.”

			Dominic sits back as if having to take another angle with a formidable opponent. “Okay, let’s go see your dad on the way back.”

			“No. I’ve changed my mind. I just want to see my dad, shoot some beautiful women in Detroit, and get back to New York.”

			He leans in and says, sincerely but firmly, “It’ll be easy to confront your father because you’re angry at him. Telling your mother that a choice she made hurt you is harder because you love her so much. Tell her and let her show up for you.”

			I close my mouth in a tight line, refusing to dignify his penetrating truth with a response.

			We get our food, eat it, watch the server clear our plates and refill our coffee mugs, all in complete silence. The room fills with regulars who speak with familiarity to the waiters, who shout about some power outage in the business district to the cook in the back.

			I’m amazed at Dominic’s placid countenance, which doesn’t once break, whatever is happening around us. He doesn’t pressure me or push to move the conversation forward. He allows his last statement of fact to keep sucking all the oxygen out of the room.

			I have to admit that it is within the realm of possibility that I’m delaying the conversation with my mother and her husband. Any time I consider what that might be like, a bitter taste chalks my mouth. It’s enough to make me want to run back to the shitty motel we just left, crawl into the stiff sheets, and hide forever. Finally, I say, “Since I’m on this journey, I’m just trying to track down my first betrayal. Figured I’d start there.”

			He doesn’t seem convinced, and so I keep talking.

			“The short of it is that my father, Wahid, decided to convert to Nation of Islam around the time I turned nine,” I say. “My sister, Winnifred, was three. The religious conversion wasn’t something my mother was willing to go along with, so their marriage quickly fell apart. When the divorce was final, my father never even put up a fight, just let my mother take us away from Detroit to be closer to her family. Had he been a presence in our lives, I don’t think any man would have thought he could get away with what Richard did to me,” I repeat, this time with more certainty.

			Dominic looks pensive. “Sounds like you made up your mind. This is your trip, so you decide.” But I want him to see my side, to agree there’s logic in what I’ve decided to do.

			“It isn’t like I haven’t tried to have a relationship with my father,” I say more gently. “I tried and tried and tried for most of my life until I realized it was futile. It’s like he thinks of me as equally responsible for the distance between us, even though he hasn’t once, in our entire lives, tried to find out what it was like for us to live without him. He carries some of the blame for what happened to me, even if he’s not aware of it.”

			“I don’t doubt your father is partly to blame for what happened to you,” Dominic clarifies. “I’m just asking you to consider that going to him first is a delay tactic. That you’re avoiding doing what you need to do for something that isn’t as important.”

			I don’t know how to respond to that, so I pivot and motion to the waiter to refill our coffees. Dominic wraps his large hands around his mug, leans his neck down as if he’s about to plunge into the deep end of a pool.

			“Have you ever asked your father for his side of the story? Why he and your mother divorced?” I shake my head no. “That means everything you know about the dissolution of their marriage, the reason you ended up in hell, all of it came from your mother, right?” I nod. “His side, whatever he’s been through or knows or doesn’t know, what made him make the choices that he’s made, that’s a completely different journey, a different dynamic for you to tackle. Right now, you want to confront the past abuse, and that is really about Richard. It’s about your mother. It doesn’t have much to do with your dad, even if he’s tangentially responsible.”

			“I disagree. You’re making my point for me, Dom. People are so quick to blame mothers, so quick to lay the responsibility for abuse and harm at their feet. Two people decide to have children. Two people are responsible for ensuring the well-being of those children.”

			“But your father didn’t know. You didn’t tell him.”

			“Because I was a child,” I say. “That is not my responsibility. His eyes were to remain on me and see what my mother did not—”

			“Or refused to,” he says.

			Glaring at him, I say, “Okay, we need to stop this conversation. And I want to see my father.”

			“Cool.”

			“Cool.”

			Satisfied, he leans back. “It’s your trip,” he says. “We go where you say.” I spring to my feet, capitalizing on my authority in this moment. I walk swiftly to the pay phone at the end of the diner. Though my knees get wobbly, I never succumb to the doubt in the center of my being. I can feel Dominic’s eyes on me, burning a hole in my head as I call my father to make sure he’ll be home. I don’t have to strain my memory for the number—it was the first I ever learned. After the fifth ring, the answering machine picks up. His voice, so simple and stable, tells me, “We are not available. Please leave a message and phone number.” I haven’t heard his voice in a while. It feels safe where his answering machine is. I wonder if it’s still on the kitchen island near the sugar jar. I stumble through my message, saying that I’m on my way through the city today for work and wonder if I could come by to say hello. A young woman picks up the phone, and it takes me a minute to realize it’s my father’s new wife, Miriam. Well—hardly new, since they’ve been married for a decade. She sounds friendly, happy to hear from me. She says Wahid is running an errand, but she’ll pass along the message. Quietly, Miriam adds that prayers are at 5:22 a.m., 6:46 a.m., 1:31 p.m., 5:18 p.m., 8:18 p.m., and 9:42 p.m., so it would be best to avoid arriving at those times. I tell her I wouldn’t think of disturbing my father’s prayers.

			Back at the table, Dominic is busy shredding paper napkins into thin strips. When he notices my return, he stuffs them all into his mug. The liquid travels up the soft paper strips quickly, dampening them. “I need to make a call too,” he says, handing me the car key. “Why don’t you go warm up the engine? Should only be a few minutes.”

			He doesn’t tell me who he needs to call, just slides out of the booth and walks to the pay phone I just occupied, never looking over his shoulder. I do as he says, walk out to the car, but I turn around and glance at him through the window. I wonder again how I’ve ended up in a place I don’t know with a man I don’t know, and as I sit in the car, waiting on him, I wonder once more whether I’m safe with him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			Spring has taken root in Michigan. As we make our way through the handful of skyscrapers in downtown Detroit, next to the wide Detroit River, I contemplate what it means to return home. I haven’t been back to this city, to the place where I was born thirty-three years ago, for the last five years. The occasion for that last visit was for my brother’s Little League game. I was so overcome with disappointment and frustration during that visit that I hardly even looked around at the city itself.

			I remembered five years before that, when my father had decided to get married out of the blue, and when he beckoned my sister and me to bear witness, I was flabbergasted that a man who was then in his late forties was considering starting over again. The bride turned out to be modest, quiet Miriam, who was only twenty-six. Her age didn’t bother me much at the time—I was twenty-three—because I figured it must have something to do with the Muslim faith that she’d be marrying a man who was so much older. Narrow-minded of me to think such a thing, I realize now as we drive through a traffic-less city. I was upset by how my father had so carelessly wiped out our past life together—he announced after picking us up from the airport that he’d kept the house we grew up in, and he was moving his new bride into it. I imagined they’d be having kids in no time, that the lines that charted my sister’s and my growth in our shared bedroom on the second floor would be painted over to make room for his new kids.

			I think there was a small part of me, back then, that harbored some hope that my parents would get back together—which made no sense since my mother had been married for thirteen years to Richard at that point. On top of losing my childhood home all over again to my father’s new family, I also understood that the dream little Dionne harbored, of a family reunited and every horrible thing that had happened since we’d left being erased, was truly dead.

			The resentments catapulted from there. Miriam was pregnant by the fall semester, and when I called my father to remind him of my graduation weekend in May, he said he was so sorry, but he wasn’t sure he could make it. Wouldn’t you know it? Miriam’s due date happened to be just a week before my big day.

			Graduation day was a big deal, and my mother had rented a beautiful suite at the Waldorf Astoria, walking distance to Fifth Avenue, where we would shop to cement the victory of completion and privilege. I woke up that morning to Winnifred flinging the blackout shades wide open, allowing the morning light to annoy me into wakefulness. In the shared living room, Mom had ordered quite a spread, and I could smell bacon, French toast, and coffee.

			Richard had insisted no expense would be spared to celebrate his daughter’s graduation from such a prestigious school. Their prideful conversation blanketed me that morning and kept me there for as long as I could stand to listen to him take credit for my success. It was in that moment, wrapped in a thread count I had just been introduced to, that I reached my true freedom. It would be made official once I strolled across the stage in the cap and gown hanging from the closet. Finally getting my feet to the floor, enjoying the lilt in my mother’s laugh, I vowed to bury the past I’d survived and let my mother have her happy life full of giddy room service and nearby luxury served to a Black woman.

			“Would you ever consider moving to a place like New York City?” I heard my mom ask him.

			“You couldn’t pay me to live in a filthy place like this,” Richard responded through a full mouth. I could hear him chewing as he talked; he bit everything hard and a little sloppily. I couldn’t wait to be away from him and shake off the vulgar vignettes that popped up mostly when his scent was around me.

			Winnifred jumped on the bed and I couldn’t help but smile at her pretty dimpled face. “Dionne!” she shouted, excited. “You’re a full-ass, grown-ass adult now!”

			I would have rather stayed in my Harlem apartment with my then-boyfriend Terrence (number fourteen on my list of lovers), attending the biggest end-of-year party, but my mother had insisted on a formal dinner the night before, plus a family sleepover in the pompous suite. “Doesn’t feel like I’m grown just yet,” I said.

			After graduation, Winnie, Mom, and I would be going on our cross-country trip, and upon my return, my entry-level job at Essence would be waiting. But that morning, I wasn’t thinking about my first lease or the wardrobe my mom had insisted we purchase ahead of our trip so I’d be Essence ready when I got back. I was focused on a glimmering hope that my father would be at the graduation at Lincoln Center. Just the night before, he’d called to say that although the baby hadn’t yet arrived, it was due any day and he didn’t feel comfortable leaving Miriam alone.

			It all sounded like a ruse to me; there was no way my father would miss the single biggest accomplishment of my life to date.

			A few hours later, I scanned Pope Auditorium before I walked onto the stage and received my BA. There was no sign of my father in the sea of proud and happy faces. After the ceremony, Richard, tall and commanding in his navy suit, wearing a black fedora, enjoyed the honor of handing me a lavish flower arrangement. I almost vomited when my mother cooed that he’d insisted on picking them out for me. The two dozen white and pink roses smelled nauseatingly sweet and were heavy and awkward to hold. My mother hugged me tightly, knowing exactly why I was crying.

			“The only father you ever need is right here with you,” she said, stepping back and giving me a hard stare. In the set of her jaw, I could see that she understood my disappointment, that she herself had felt it, when it came to my father, more times than she could count. After all, she was the one who picked up the pieces every time I cried because my father had forgotten another one of my birthdays, each time Christmas passed not only without gifts but without so much as an acknowledgment of the holiday itself since my father no longer believed Jesus was the son of God. Mom held my face between her soft hands, gave me a kiss on my forehead, and narrowed her eyes in a way that told me she knew I was stronger than these tears. His missing my graduation felt like a stab in the heart, but based on his choices up to that point, it would have been more surprising if he’d actually shown up.

			That was the last time I allowed myself to feel heartbreaking disappointment. It was clear then he’d made his choice, that whatever feelings he had about Winnifred and me, we were at the bottom of his priorities.

			Uncomfortable with my pain and hers, my mom grabbed the flowers from me and handed me a perfumed handkerchief. “Now wipe away the tears, honey. A man who fails to show up is hardly worth ruining your makeup over.”

			A month later, when I arrived at home after the cross-country trip, there was a graduation card from my father with $500, a long letter about how sorry he was to miss this important moment in my life, and a picture of my newborn baby brother. In a surprisingly emotional tone, he wrote about how tough it was for him to have to make such an impossible choice but he hoped I understood. Miriam didn’t have any nearby family or close-knit friends, or else he would have been there for me. But by then it was too little, too late. I didn’t acknowledge the card or the birth announcement that followed. I did put the money toward my first couch—a couch whose corner always held me in a way I wish my father had.

			

			—

			To get out of my feelings, I retouch my lipstick using the passenger vanity. Dominic observes aloud how many Black people are in Detroit. “Like I haven’t seen a white person in two miles.” He looks at me in wonder and excitedly recites knowledge he must have acquired in the prison library: Black people migrated to Detroit back in the day because it was one of the few industrial cities in the United States that afforded Black men the ability to earn a decent living, that enabled them to enter the middle class.

			He notices my thoughts are somewhere else and asks, concerned, “You okay?”

			I nod, but I’m thinking with a quiet panic that every minute I don’t call Farrah back makes me like my father—avoidant and hurtful.

			“You sure?” Dominic says. “You’re about to chew your fingers off.”

			I’ve been biting my cuticles. I remove my pinkie from my mouth, spit out the bit of skin from my teeth. “Just thinking how complicated family can be,” I say.

			“How do you think your father is going to react?” he asks.

			“I honestly have no idea,” I say. “I don’t know my father very well.”

			He makes a soothing sound with his voice and asks, “Do you want to drive around a bit, see if we find anyone to photograph?”

			Yes. That’s exactly what I want to do. I know I should call Farrah, but I can’t because I don’t know what in the world I’ll say.

			

			—

			It’s as if I’m seeing Detroit for the first time. Due at least in part to the fact that we just slept and ate in the whitest of white towns in West Virginia, I notice the contrast. Detroit is BLACK. It’s so Black, it’s refreshing, like a cold glass of water during a heat wave. Seeing beautiful Black people everywhere gives me this sense of pride, and I enjoy every single gulp.

			I grow dizzy considering who to stop, who to photograph, because it seems like everyone’s mannerisms, explosive style, and wide grin are an invitation—I want to capture it all, the vibrancy of the city in every person’s steps. And from one to the next, there’s no lack of gorgeousness: they’re next to us in cars, walking down the street with their Walkmans glued to elaborate updos and high-top fades, stopping here and there to dance. I feel as if I’ve been dropped into an MTV music video; I want to be the VJ, to narrate and then archive all these Black lives.

			I decide to go to the mall. It’ll be a great place to try to capture a group photo. I want a mural of this Blackness. Why settle for a portrait of just one person?

			“Every Black person in America should experience this,” I say.

			“What do you mean?” Dominic asks. He seems surprised that I’ve gone from being melancholy not ten minutes ago to wearing a goofy grin.

			“Just that unless you’re down south, most of us spend our lives as a minority. In cities all over this country, it feels like there aren’t that many of us. But look at this.”

			Every which way we look, there are dozens of Black people doing their thing. Not a white person in sight. “It feels so good to be surrounded by people who look like us,” I say.

			We debate whether New York has the same vibe but agree that Detroit’s force feels more united, still rooted in the origin of those migration trails. Money is starting to separate us in the big cities; some of us don’t even return to the place we’re from.

			“You’re not wrong,” Dominic says. “Let me get my camera.”

			The mall turns out to be the perfect playground. We learn, after talking to some kids, that it’s a school holiday; that’s why there are so many young people in the streets. It seems as if everyone hanging out here called one another and coordinated this urban uniform: Pelle Pelle jackets, black with purple and orange sleeves; distressed jeans; high-top sneakers; large door-knocker earrings bearing names in cursive. On the escalator up to the second floor, we run into a group of beautiful Black girls in Pelle Pelle jackets and I immediately want to photograph them.

			I pray they aren’t underage, because then we’d have to get their parents’ permission before we’d be able to do anything at all. But when we ask, we learn they’re all students at Wayne State. Excited, I tell them and Dominic I almost went there.

			We let them be themselves and spend the next hour getting one shot after another. At first, they’re all goofing around, strutting like models on a catwalk or pouting like they’re in a clothing ad. Three of them insist on getting a photo where they’re posing like Naomi Campbell, Christy Turlington, and Linda Evangelista in that famous Versace campaign from this season. Their clothes are all wrong for it, but Dominic lets them set the pace at first, follows their lead.

			Watching Dominic at work is a marvel. Maybe because he had to master his craft with limited resources, he has a sense about light and shadow, getting the girls to move around under the cold mall fluorescents so he can make sure they’re not being washed out or overexposed. He somehow knows how to get everyone relaxed and loose in front of the camera, talking them up one second, joking with them the next, so that by the time we go from freestyle, candid shots to group portraits, there’s an ease to their poses. Each person looks like her truest self.

			I low-key get turned on by watching Dominic do his thing, a reaction that surprises me. He possesses the same ease, natural beauty, and freedom as these girls, who are young, bold, not afraid to show the world who they are. When I see them go from goofy and silly to serious, it’s clear they aren’t held back by any inhibitions. I never had that at their age. I’m not sure I have that now. I realize I’m staring at Dominic when he looks up at me and I blush and pretend to look for something in my purse.

			I rub my thumb over the folds of the list of names and am humbled back to reality. Shame returns to me, because the list is growing as my memory works. The light giggling I was hearing has quieted and I am relieved. It seems she’s stopped the laughter and is regulating her faint breathing. Maybe because she realizes my list is no laughing matter. I try to snap out of it but feel this younger self struggling within me. As the names stack up, I remember a version of myself that claimed my independence to “The Pleasure Principle” by Janet Jackson. Have I hidden myself inside those lyrics of liberation?

			I remember some on my list by their government names, but others are a trail of faded details and context clues holding their place in my life. This list is proof of my sexual agency, but it also feels like shovels of dirt burying me. Again, I think about what it would mean to allow myself to be truthful about my past, wonder if that might be key to being free in the way these young people are free. Or has my time passed? Could that boldness simply be unavailable to me now? I tuck my list away mentally, just like I keep it separated from the rest of my things in an inside zippered pocket of my bag, and focus back on the work in front of me.

			After we get through the group shots, I ask the girls if they’d be willing to be photographed individually so we could do a collage with the individual pictures in the background and the group shots in the forefront. I want to try to capture some of the images, so I ask Dominic if he’d mind giving me a few pointers.

			“You want to take the pictures?” he asks, surprised.

			“Yes,” I say, smiling toward the girls. “We probably won’t use any of mine, but I’d like to learn.”

			Dominic raises an eyebrow, looking pointedly at his watch. He’s so obvious—he must think I’m stalling to avoid heading to my father’s home. I dismiss his concerns, telling him I dabbled in photography when I was in college, that it was a hobby I’d hoped to pursue in the future. He relents, and my shoot goes on for a long time. When we’re done, I find another willing group of young college students and tell him I want us to do what we’ve just done all over again. After that group I find another willing to bare their souls before my gaze. Though they are teetering toward adulthood, I can see the child in each of them, trusting me, a stranger. A small part of me wonders if my biggest fault was trusting a stranger my mother married.

			Hours later, Dominic finally begins to show signs of concern. “I think we’ve got the beauty of Detroit, and it’s already three thirty. We should go.”

			I don’t want to. The idea of seeing my father, of confronting him, fills me with a childish fear. It’s sobering to realize that your own father may be a stranger to you. I’m afraid that instead of freeing me from the anger and rage I’ve felt all these years, admitting my abuse to my father might crush me. He’ll be shocked for sure, but will he give a fuck? It’s not like my phone rang all that often with him on the other side of the line. Why would he care now? I fear I might find out I’ve been right all along—that he never actually cared what happened to me back when I was a child, just as he doesn’t care what happens to me now.

			“Yes, we should go,” I say. “But let’s get lunch first.” I hear Dominic sigh, but I ignore him and walk ahead. After a moment, I hear his footsteps behind me and notice that my chest swells and releases a deeper breath corked inside of me.

			

			—

			An hour later, we park in front of my childhood home. Warming my lap, in a doggie bag, is three-quarters of the chicken burger I wasn’t able to eat at lunch. Dominic is quiet as he waits for me to decide what to do next. The hum of the engine running holds us in place, offering me options. Jazz fills the car. It gives me a feeling of distance, as if whatever is about to happen could be a dense poem. The kind that your heart deciphers later, after life slaps you with another harsh blow or reveals a beauty that cracks you open to its lyrical meaning.

			The bungalow-style home where I grew up has twin sharp triangles that frame the doorway and the living room windows. The front yard, which was sectioned off from its identical neighbors with a chain-link fence when I was growing up, is now in much better shape than most of the others in the neighborhood. There’s a general sense of disrepair on the street, and most homes look worn from years without a paint job, bricks and walkways cracked, gutters bulging with the weight of leaves and small branches. But my childhood home has pristine gutters and the lawn is even coming in green after winter. There are two wooden Adirondack chairs on the concrete porch with a soft light that’s on, even now, in the daytime, which to me means that my father likely still sits out front, watching the neighborhood’s comings and goings, just as he did when I was a kid. Was probably out there last night. These days he must sit there with Miriam, one of his other children on his lap, their little nose sniffling as mine once did, fighting the growing cold to remain snuggled on our father’s lap.

			“You okay?” Dominic finally asks.

			There’s a flutter of the curtains from the living room, and I feel my heart quicken. “Do you mind if we drive around for a bit?” I ask. Without hesitation he pulls away from the curb.

			I tell him that this neighborhood, smack in the middle between Southfield and Highland Park, was fairly mixed when I was a child. I direct him to drive down Gilchrist Street to Puritan Avenue, have him make a left, and then we are right by Kelley Park. My parents used to allow me to walk down there with three-year-old Winnie when I was nine, right before we moved, as long as it was bright out. In the playground, it’s as if time hasn’t passed. There are kids pushing one another on the swings, climbing and falling from the monkey bars I, too, fell and bounced back from.

			“I think my father was relieved when my mother remarried so soon after their divorce,” I say.

			“Why do you think that?” he asks.

			I tell Dominic about how my father never bothered to come visit us after we moved. How quickly the intervals between his daily phone calls elongated—first to weekly, then to biweekly, until finally, we heard from him only once a month, maybe. Some months, not at all. By the time my birthday came along less than a year after we’d moved, when I turned ten, he didn’t even bother picking up the phone.

			“Have you ever asked him what happened? Why he stopped calling?”

			I shrug. “Why would I ask someone a question that should not even be on my mind? I don’t think those are my lines in the play, you know? He’s my dad—he’s supposed to call me. Especially when he found out my mother was marrying a childless, single, never-married-before man in his fifties, a man who would be raising his girls! He didn’t even bother to make a trip to meet him. I think it would have made a difference if Richard understood there was another man who cared about us, about me.”

			Dominic takes my hand, massages it until I loosen the death grip with which I hold the paper bag. I realize this is the first time he’s touched me. His hand is warm and softer than I would have expected.

			“I’m sorry,” he says. My silence allows him to continue to talk and rub my hand. “I know this is difficult, and I don’t want you to doubt I’m on your side. I just hope you can consider that you don’t know the answer. That it’s possible your father fucked up royally and didn’t know how to come back from it. Like it’s possible he was broken, depressed, lonely, after losing his family.” I look up and find his eyes, marveling at his ability to consider things from so many perspectives. “I think men talk more in prison than they do outside of it,” he offers, as if he knows what I’m thinking.

			I recall the many times I prayed for my father to come back to our lives. It was a wish I must have made every night, for the better part of a year, before I gave up. It’s never occurred to me that he might have been suffering, too, in a different way, when I was merely trying to survive my torture.

			“Let’s just go see David-now-Wahid,” I say quietly.

			On the drive back, I notice the few people walking with hurried steps are all part of the Nation of Islam. Many women wear black burqas that conceal their bodies from head to toe—some even conceal their faces, only the slits of their eyes visible to onlookers. It wasn’t like this when I was a kid, and I gather from this shift in the community’s customs there has been a deepening of their connection to their faith. What was once a neighborhood of Black people displaced from the promise of Christianity has become a beacon for Muslims of other lands to take refuge here too.

			“I just can’t make sense of it,” I say. “Why my father chose to adopt a religion that would result in isolation.”

			“Really? Can you really blame a Black man for choosing faith to escape mainstream American society?” Dominic retorts as we pull back into the same spot, in front of the house.

			No. I cannot.

			It’s time to pull off the Band-Aid. I lay the paper bag on the floor by my feet, get out of the car, and slowly make my way to the front door. It takes me a moment to realize that Dominic isn’t with me. I walk back. I’ve come to expect him by my side.

			“Would you mind—” I start, then stop. I feel very young; the bravado of the last few moments has vanished, leaving my heart palpitating. “Will you please come with me?”

			Dominic nods without comment, turns off the car, and walks by my side back up the short walkway.

			Miriam, my father’s second wife, opens the door. “Dionne,” she says, leaning over, kissing me on each cheek, giving me a tight, warm hug. “We’re so happy you’re here.”

			The years have been good to her; she remains a striking Black woman, and her scent is anchored in an ancient past mixed with shea butter. Behind her, curious to see who has knocked, are my two youngest siblings, the older of the two I last saw years ago when she couldn’t have been more than two, three years old. The younger one I’ve never met. My brother, who’s nine or ten, is out of sight, as is my father.

			“Please, come in,” Miriam says, opening the door wide for us. She looks a lot younger than her thirty-six years and has gone from the timid woman I observed at the wedding to quite a stylish, easily confident person. I find myself dazzled by her colorful headscarf and gold-plated accessories, an unexpected flair. I was mistaken to assume Muslim women are all muted by design. I also notice how stark the difference is between this woman and my own mother. Miriam really could have been my sister; we’re only three years apart.

			“This is my colleague Dominic,” I say. He extends his hand but Miriam doesn’t touch him. Instead, she nods in greeting, bringing her palms to rest gently together, against her protruding stomach. I stare. Is this woman pregnant again?

			“I’m going to grab your father,” she says, and disappears with quick steps up the stairs. The children stare at us as we stand awkwardly in the narrow entranceway. Dominic removes his shoes, and I follow suit and wonder whether he’s Muslim, too, since the action came so easily to him. He smiles at me, unaware of my questions but clearly feeling comfortable in my father’s home.

			Miriam returns, tells us Wahid will be right down, and ushers us into the living room, where there’s a tray with cookies arranged near a small vase with a single rose. “Let me bring out some tea,” Miriam says.

			The girls make their way to the table, staring at the cookies. I reach over and grab two, handing one to each.

			“You’re my sister?” the little one asks, missing front teeth on full display. I nod, feeling an itch in my underarms as I begin to perspire. “You’re real pretty,” she says.

			“Thank you,” I say. “You’re very pretty too. You both are.”

			“Where do you live?” the little one, obviously the more outgoing of the two, asks.

			“I live in New York City,” I say.

			“We knew that,” the big one says. “We watched the parade on Thanksgiving on the TV. Mommy said one day we’d all go to visit our big sister in the big city.”

			I feel guilty that I haven’t made much of an effort to spend time with them. I’ve never even considered extending them an invitation to visit, much less envisioned that they might spend time thinking about me.

			When my father enters the living room, he introduces himself to Dominic first and shakes his hand, avoiding my eyes for a moment. He looks good. Much more salt in his peppered hair than when I last saw him but still fit and tall. I stand to give him a hug but instead of greeting me, he prompts the older of the two girls, saying, “Do you remember your sister?”

			“I don’t expect them to remember me. The last time we saw each other was five years ago. This little one wasn’t even born.”

			My little brother’s T-ball team had their game of the season, and I came only because Winnie insisted we show some support and it felt too difficult to say no, to appear to be the embittered older sibling. I was in and out of the city the same day, not bothering to stay overnight. The older of my father’s second batch of daughters was still learning how to run. The younger one was a bulge in Miriam’s belly.

			“I remember you,” the older one says, coming over and giving me a shy hug. She’s still chewing the cookie I gave her. The smaller one comes over, too, tugging on my arm so I can give her a hug as well.

			“I remember you too,” she says, and immediately laughs, unable to hide her lie. Her cookie is long gone. The little girl I once was giggles with them, loves their warmth, and she prompts the sincere smile that spreads on my face when I look at them.

			My father ushers us to sit back down and the girls bundle around him on the big couch, one sitting on his lap and the other holding his hand. I feel stung he didn’t even try to hug me. Dominic and I sit stiffly across from them on a worn love seat.

			“It’s a big surprise to see you,” he says, finally looking me up and down. “What brings you to Detroit?”

			“We’re here for Essence. Taking some pictures for an upcoming issue.” I took pains with my clothes this morning: I wore a maroon turtleneck, loose slacks, and modest heels that now rest by the doorway. Still, as my father carefully takes stock of my multiple ear piercings coupled with the stacked gold bangles on my wrist, I sense that he disapproves of everything about me. I wasn’t expecting to be greeted with the warmest of welcomes. Didn’t anticipate that showing up out of the blue would be a welcome surprise. But my father’s obvious discomfort makes me feel like an intruder.

			When he turns to Dominic and asks in a friendlier and more curious tone what he does for Essence, my annoyance boils over. “Daddy,” I say. “Aren’t you happy to see me?”

			My father’s brow knits together. “Sure I’m happy to see you, Dionne. But it’s sudden. You could’ve given us more than a day’s notice so we could’ve been prepared. Then I wouldn’t be out of sorts. It’s been—what? Three, four years?”

			“Five years. I just said that.”

			“That’s a long time,” he says.

			“And whose fault is it we haven’t seen each other?” The chill in my tone is unmistakable. My father shifts in his seat. The girls are fascinated by our exchange. I’m sure they’ve never seen anyone speak to our father in such a way.

			“Why don’t you kids go upstairs to do some homework,” he says.

			“Daddy, it’s a holiday. We don’t have homework.”

			“Then read. Seeking knowledge is a duty upon every Muslim. Upstairs, now.” My father’s tone is stern and to the point, and the children obey him quietly. He has complete authority and control over this family.

			To break the tension, Dominic starts explaining about our street beauty project for Essence. I’m not sure how I feel about how he’s taking ownership of it. “We’re trying to capture everyday women,” he says. “Dionne is doing something truly groundbreaking, hoping to place women who aren’t celebrities or professional models in the pages of a national magazine. To celebrate their beauty and contribution.” Actually, I love the way he talks about our project so passionately.

			My father listens, but his eyes keep darting nervously toward me.

			“I need to use the restroom,” I say, heading to the guest bath.

			“That one’s broken,” he says. “Go to the other one, at the top of the stairs turn—”

			“I know,” I say. “I used to live here.” Out of the corner of my eye, I see Dominic sigh deeply.

			Yet when I get upstairs, I turn the wrong way because the floor plan has completely changed. The two bedrooms have been converted into three, so the wall where Winnie and I measured our growth wasn’t just painted over—it was demolished, hauled away, along with any evidence of our existence.

			My anger escalates and everything seems to turn a shade of rose. I hold my hand over my stomach, take deep breaths from my diaphragm, to try and temper my rage. But all I imagine is my father tearing down walls, making the house fit the needs of this new family, erasing any sign we were ever here.

			Why am I here now? Why do I think telling my father what happened to me as a kid will make a difference? The truth, if I’m willing to accept it, is that my father never cared for me. What a monumental waste of time. I really am stalling. Or do I still want him to rescue me from this horror story I’m living? To come with me and kill Richard and hold my mother, who will surely fall apart?

			I mean, the whole point of this lifelong charade has been to never hurt my mother—that’s why I’ve stayed silent. After I say what I have to say, then what? I didn’t think she could handle the truth then, why do I think she can now? Could my father fix this mess I’m in now while my dreams are just a few photographs away? Laughter cuts through my panic, and I peek out of the bathroom to hear my sisters talking.

			I find them in a bedroom building a tower with rectangular wooden blocks. They’re about to play Jenga. The sight of them brings up words directly from my heart.

			“I’m going to try to do better by you,” I say. “I’m going to talk to your mom about you all coming to New York City soon. Maybe once your school year is over? And I can take you to see all the sights. Would you like that?”

			Both girls giggle with excitement. My little-girl self wants to burst out of my body in that moment and play with them. It hasn’t been a waste—maybe this is the point of this visit. To remind me that just because some people fall short for me doesn’t mean I have to fall short for others.

			Back downstairs, Miriam is resetting the silver tray with an ornate set of teacups, then fetches from the kitchen a pot full of fragrant chamomile tea. There’s a sweetness and warmth that flushes her face as she makes eye contact with me. She’s happy to see me. She replaces the cookies with such care. My mother used to bake cookies when we lived in this house, used to take just as much pride in caring for her family. I wonder if my father has ever told Miriam that.

			Coming back into this home means I must confront the sense of abandonment and neglect I’ve felt my whole life. It’s like I’m living in both the past and the present in this moment. I’m an adult in this room, but I’m also the little girl who prayed every night, who forced herself to black out so she wouldn’t be conscious of the things being done to her in the home she had to live in because her father let her go.

			No matter what happened when we left, whether my father was truly depressed and broken, as Dominic suggested, the fact remains that he eventually recovered. Looking around, I can see that he’s built himself a new, happier life. Take two: replace a wife, replace the kids, pretend the previous life never existed. The world makes it easier for a man to get a second chance; the same world forced my mother to roll the dice, and we fell into an ocean of sharks and I got bitten. Even though they’re trapped in this house of strictness, a part of me is jealous of my little sisters’ caged existence.

			The conversation has moved on without me, and when I tune back in, my father is saying it’s good I finally made it back home, that it’s important I don’t forget my roots.

			“Forget? I’ve never forgotten where I come from. You’re the one who made a new life. Acting like we never even mattered.”

			“Dionne, last I checked we’re both adults. If you want more of a relationship with me, you’re free to act like it. Put some effort into it.” My jaw drops. My dad places his hand on Miriam’s knee as she shoots him a concerned gaze. “You don’t come to my house out of the blue and bring the jinn in here. Only peace in my house.”

			“Must be nice to have all this peace. If you’d bothered to visit when I was a kid, you might have known some of us never had any.”

			The tension thickens between us, stifling the air. The steam that rises from the teacups seems to move in slow motion. Dom stands, reaches for my hand, to try to calm me down, maybe, and I grip his palm hard.

			“What are you talking about?” my father asks slowly, his tone measured. The girls have wandered down the stairs at the sound of our raised voices. My dad directs Miriam to take them away and she immediately gets up and leaves. Then he stands up from the couch, comes closer to me, and in a soft voice he asks, “What is it you came here to say to me, Dionne?”

			As a child, I often had this feeling of compression. Like the wind had been knocked out of me by a terrible blow; that was when I usually faded away somewhere. But today, facing my father, I don’t allow myself to disappear entirely. I choose, instead, to become emotionally detached. I can hear and feel my voice exiting my windpipe, steady, steady, as if I’m a robot reciting a preprogrammed speech that has nothing to do with me.

			“Ten to fifteen, Daddy, once every week,” I hear myself say from seemingly far away. “Richard came into my bedroom, stripped his clothes off as I pretended to sleep, pulled my panties off, and then spread my legs wide open. He usually put his hand over my mouth, to keep me from screaming from pain. Because he knew it hurt so much, every time he ripped through me. It was so bad, I eventually taught myself how to pass out. I’d wake up the next morning and find the sheets changed, my underwear and my nightclothes undisturbed. As if nothing even happened to me. It got to the point where I waited on him. I would part my legs and hike up my gown like an animal snare. Because that’s what he was—an animal. And I wanted to keep him away from Winnie. So I made him think I liked it, while every night I prayed for you to make it stop.”

			Speaking it aloud this time has the opposite effect from when I told Dominic. That night, I was sobbing, nearly incoherent with emotion. Now, as my father’s eyes widen in horror, the swelling helplessness I felt with Dominic is replaced by the same numb resignation I felt as a kid. I’m not even angry anymore, as I glance at Miriam’s horrified, gasping expression. She must have come back from shooing the children out just in time to hear the worst of it, and now that I’m quiet, she’s shaking her head, as if her horror can undo the terror I lived through. She comes toward me, but I raise a hand, put my palm flat toward her to stop her. I’m not done.

			“My stepfather used to tell me that you left him in charge,” I say, and then with a cold, matter-of-fact tone, I mimic Richard. “ ‘I’m doing this as a favor to Wahid. This is the father’s job, to help their daughters become women. Your father chose to leave, because he couldn’t care less about you, Winnifred, or your mother. I’m the only father you’ve got, and if I ever decide to leave, who would you girls have left? You would starve. You have to learn how to make love to a man so you can have a nice life.’ ”

			My father’s hands turn to fists. His eyes brim with anger. I feel great satisfaction in laying the blame at his feet, and in a moment of radical honesty I say, “Eventually I stopped praying for you, because I knew you would never come. It was up to me to bear the weight of another man’s cruelty.”

			I let the silence cloak the room, darken it. It feels as quiet as a cemetery. I’m glad my father knows when my innocence was snuffed out. While he was busy building a new life, protecting himself in a temple of faith and brotherhood, I was hoping to die on a nightly basis.

			Dominic folds my hand in both of his. He looks pale, as if he might faint.

			My father stumbles backward, takes a seat. Miriam has made her way to the stairwell, as if her first impulse on hearing what happened to me is to rush up and hold her two girls close, hide them from this wretched world. But now that my father looks so unwell, she returns to the living room. Her gorgeous headscarf catches the overhead light as she moves, glimmers gold. She rushes to my father’s side, offers him comfort, and within seconds Wahid looks old and tired, seems unable to utter a single phrase of consolation in my direction.

			In this small starter home where I spent the first nine years of my life, my father weeps, his young wife comforts him, and a man I’m just starting to really know holds my hand, attempting to offer me some comfort too. Only I don’t need comfort. Coldness spreads inside me. I leave my childhood memories to cast a chilly gaze on my father. It must be my icy calm that finally snaps him out of it. My father, while still stricken, finds his voice.

			“I didn’t know.”

			“You didn’t care to find out,” I shoot back.

			“Dionne, I’m sorry this happened to you. What can I do to show you how much I care about you? To help fix the past?”

			My voice comes out steady. “There’s nothing you can do, Daddy, but allow the truth to twist you into knots.”

			My father looks confused and I can see his own frustration bubbling up. “So, you come all this way,” he says, “to drop this bomb on me, but you don’t think there’s anything I can do? You just want me to feel horrible?” He turns to Miriam. “She just came here to punish me. Why didn’t Deborah stop it? She’s the one who picked that man.”

			My father begins to explain to Dominic, the new witness to his character, that he’s innocent—maybe he’s even a victim himself. He tells Dominic about how my mother didn’t want to be part of his religion, didn’t want to follow him into the community and faith where he felt like a man for the first time. His desperation to be absolved makes Dominic avert his eyes. Wahid goes on about how my mother thought she deserved a life of comfort he’d never be able to give her, and so she made the decision to leave, knowing there was no way he could follow. He says that he begged her to stay.

			“You could have fought for us to be in your life,” I shout so loudly my father falls silent, turns to stare at me. “You could have stayed in our life! At the very least, you could have told that motherfucker my mother married that we belonged to you. You don’t get to change the narrative now! You don’t get to say it’s her fault, not when I have been fucked by all three of you. Each of you so self-centered, just focusing on yourself, on what would make you feel good, what would make your life better. I was your child—what about me?”

			My father shakes his head and stomps, as if his feet hitting the ground are yelling No! No! He looks tormented.

			I’m pulled into my past again, and when I next speak, the voice that emerges from my throat feels like it belongs to my ten-year-old self. “The point is for you to care, Daddy. I needed you to call me, to make enough room for me to tell you that some man was raping me every night for years. Why didn’t you ever call me, Daddy?”

			His tears are fat and plentiful. It doesn’t feel good to see him cry like this. I’m surprised.

			Off in the distance, beyond the walls of the house, a call to prayer echoes, silencing me. I hold my breath. Finally, before I suffocate from my own fight-or-flight, my father asks, “Will you pray with me?”

			I allow myself to exhale. “No, Daddy. I don’t want to pray. I stopped praying when you didn’t show up.”

			My father wipes his face and stands up, begins to make his way upstairs, where I’m sure there’s a prayer mat. Once again, my father has a choice to make, and he makes the one that requires he turn his back and walk away from me.

			I untangle my hand from Dominic’s and head to the door. As I pull my shoes on, Miriam intercepts me. “It won’t take very long, Dionne. Please just wait for him to finish his prayers. Please don’t leave things like this.”

			“I don’t have time to waste!” I hiss. I take a breath and in a lower register continue, “I might be HIV-positive. From now on, every minute counts for me.” Miriam seems unsure what to do next. The tears fall from her face, and my father, who’s just reached the top of the steps, turns toward me, a look of growing horror spreading across his features. He seems to have aged decades in the last few minutes. But I’m done. I walk out the door, satisfied to leave it all in chaos.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			In the car, I’m upset and quiet. The scenery outside blurs, and the music sounds muted.

			What stands out to me from the visit isn’t what I did or said, but how my father tried to shift accountability toward my mother. He straight-up said the reason our family fell apart had to do with her need for a bougie lifestyle. This interpretation, which must be how he’s been seeing it all these years, strikes me as not only untrue but also cowardly.

			My father’s religion has acted as a buffer between him and the world, I realize. Reject the trappings of a middle-class life as hollow, even sinful, and suddenly you’re off the hook from the perseverance, persistence, and grit necessary to achieve that life. Free from needing to compete with others for your rightful place in society. He couldn’t stand as a man in the wider world, so he chose to encase his family in a subculture where he could feel like a big man.

			“You know, my father isn’t that far from being an abuser himself. Did you notice how he kept barking at Miriam to do shit, barking at the girls to go upstairs? He’s like a fucking drill sergeant. Did I tell you Miriam was only twenty-six when they got married? My father was nearly fifty. I mean, almost double her age. It’s obvious he’s robbed her of a good life—did you see she’s pregnant again? He just keeps making her have babies, putting so much labor on her plate she can’t even consider leaving him. She was acting like a servant the entire time we were there.”

			Dominic stays quiet.

			“Cowards always hide from the world,” I say.

			I explain that my father’s cowardice is the real reason I was left to fend for myself. It’s not that I don’t hold my mother partly responsible for what happened to me, but it starts with him.

			Dominic calmly suggests that perhaps both my parents were caught up in their own battles, and that maybe those battles were rooted in how they were perceived by others. I look at this man who always offers wisdom like smokers offer others a cigarette. Only I’m not a smoker.

			“Anyway, it’s obvious that my dad robbed Miriam of her own life,” I insist, and know that I am deflecting from what I’m truly feeling—betrayal, heartbreak—but I continue. “He wanted a younger woman to push around and do whatever he wanted.” When Dominic keeps his eyes on the road and stays silent, I snap, “Okay, so you’re going to act like you don’t understand what I’m talking about?” He clears his throat, seems uneasy as he shifts against the seat belt. I feel bad for the guy, but I press him again. “Do you agree with me or not?”

			He thinks for a moment. “Well, no denying some Black men buffer themselves from society’s injustices with religion and the currency that comes from having a younger, beautiful woman on their arm. But I don’t think we can know that’s the case with your father, not without asking Miriam.”

			“She was only twenty-six, Dom! He ran to a girl because like most men he couldn’t deal with the demands of a woman.”

			“We don’t know what her life circumstances were before she got married,” Dominic counters. “We can’t assume because a woman wears a headscarf or even a burqa she’s oppressed. Some women don’t want to show skin, or their hair, and come up believing in chastity and modesty. Don’t we gotta trust women know themselves enough to be able to make choices—even when those choices are some that don’t make any sense to us? For all we know, Wahid might have given Miriam freedom by forging a partnership with her as husband and wife.”

			“Oh, come on!”

			“Dionne, I’m just saying we can’t say that’s the case with your father, not without asking Miriam.”

			“Memo to men: being your wife is not the end-all be-all,” I interject through my cupped hands, so annoyed I want to jump out of the moving car. And yet, I applaud myself for this showing, not yelling, holding it together.

			“We don’t know what kind of home life she had,” he repeats, “or what she wanted to leave behind as she became a mother and a wife. Some women have that as a dream, Dionne,” Dominic said. “Being a mother and a wife is their ultimate life aspiration. Respect that dream as legitimate too.”

			“That’s my point! Why do women need to seek refuge in a man to feel safe in the world? Why can’t we live in a society that is fair to women—safe for women?” He laughs and I do too, exasperated.

			“You think just because years have passed that we don’t continue to live by the origin story of this country?” Enjoying this sparring session, I tell him to stay on topic. “I am,” he says with a confident smile. “Rich white men came over here to have us work the land they raped and pillaged. Yesterday we called it slavery, today it’s school-to-prison pipeline and unlivable wages. Meanwhile, they dragged their women over to shut up and make them look good, keep their homes, entertain and impress other rich families to expand their network, and have handsome strong sons to take over Daddy’s business or some big-tittied, skinny daughters cute enough to snare a richer family heir.”

			“Make your point,” I say, impatient.

			“I’m saying you asking about your humanity when none of us over here were meant to be treated as human. So we all out here trying to do the best we can.”

			“You read two books in prison, and you have it all figured out.”

			“With all due respect, you denied the truth about your boy Darren because you wanted to have what Miriam has—another blueprint of a white man’s dream.”

			This hits hard, but I try to quip lightly, “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know we were hitting below the belt.” How do I clap back when I know he’s pretty much right? Motherhood has been my dream for so long, so much so that I blatantly ignored the fact that my perfect Wall Street boyfriend was gay. Miriam might have gotten what she wanted, pouring tea and putting out cookies, while I’m driving the streets of Detroit in a car with a guy I just met, waiting to find out if I have HIV. I sit back and finally let the tears fall.

			“Oh man, come on, don’t do that,” Dominic objects, realizing that I’m crying. “I thought we were—aw man. My bad. I’m sorry. I thought…” He stops talking, lets out a long sigh, and pulls over. We’re near the Detroit River, and we sit quietly for a minute, until he says sincerely, “I’m sorry. I really am. I should be gentler. You’re going through—”

			“You’re right,” I interrupt, and even as it comes out of my mouth, I know it’s a bad idea. “We should ask Miriam what she thinks, whether or not she feels free.”

			“Dionne,” Dominic says cautiously. “You can’t possibly think that’s worth doing after the confronta—”

			“Let’s go back,” I cut in. “Let’s ask her. If she hesitates and blinks too many times, maybe she can escape in the car with us and find her mama or daddy to confront.”

			“Dionne,” he begs.

			“Or like you predicted, she could be happily married, perfectly content running my father’s home. Maybe we should include her in our Essence beauty spread.”

			“Come on, now. I said I was sorry.”

			“She’s beautiful, Muslim, a devoted and devout housewife. Why not feature her? After all, if she’s free to make her own decisions, to rule her own destiny, it shouldn’t be a problem for my father.” I know I’m slightly spiraling, but I also believe what I say to be true.

			“Dionne,” Dominic says. “You’re in an emotional place right now. Maybe we should take a beat. Go find somewhere to rest for a few hours. Going back right now is a really bad idea.”

			“Dominic,” I say, turning to face him. “What makes you think we’re equals in making decisions here? I’m not trying to pull rank, but you’re here to drive the car and shoot the pictures when I say shoot.”

			He stares ahead, clenching his jaw. “Yes, ma’am,” he says. “You’re the sugar momma.”

			“No,” I say. “Not a sugar mama. I’m your boss.”

			

			—

			When we return to Wahid’s house, prayer time is over. Dominic makes no move toward the door handle and that is just fine with me.

			When I knock, my father comes to the door almost immediately and I’m shocked when he gives me the kind of welcome I wished he’d given me the first time around. His eyes are bloodshot and swollen. “I’m so glad you’re here,” he says, relief spreading across his face. “I prayed you’d come back.” There’s a darker spot in the middle of his forehead I didn’t notice earlier; maybe because he just finished praying it’s more visible now.

			The warmth of his reaction is too little, too late, I tell myself. Still, knowing he prayed for me, the way I used to pray for him, has a disarming effect on me. I look at my dad, thinking about how he cried and seemed so broken by my confession. It’s his turn to try, if he desires to change the dynamic of our relationship. I soften and turn fully to him, hoping to receive what I’ve wanted from him the most: I want him to tell me he wishes he could go back in time, that he’d make it all better, take us all away. That he would fight harder for all of us. For me.

			“Tell me the rest,” he says. But as quickly as I go hot, I decide he doesn’t get any more emotions from me. I step into the home, purposefully keep my shoes on, and say, “I came back to speak to Miriam, Dad.”

			“Okay,” he says, but doesn’t make a move to get her.

			“I want to invite her to be in my Everyday Beauty editorial.”

			My father looks away, searches the floor as if he’s dropped something. “Slow down,” he implores. “We shouldn’t be talking about your work. That’s not what we need to talk about.”

			“I’ve said all I needed to say.”

			“Dionne: you coming back, it’s divine intervention. Don’t you see? I prayed for you to come back and you’re here.”

			I wait for him to say more, but he seems to be struggling to find the right words. He looks to me, maybe expecting me to ease the way for both of us, to show him the path forward.

			“Can you just get Miriam so I can ask her?” Again, my father tries to speak but is unable to articulate a thing. Maybe it’s that incoherence that makes me feel bold. “I’m just here to take some pics and be on my way. Being featured in Essence would be a dream come true for most women. We have millions of subscribers.”

			I notice my father becoming less emotional, as if my attitude hardens him. Five years ago, when I decided to leave the same night as my brother’s T-ball game, it had to do with my father going on a tangent about beauty magazines being immoral, a place where women’s bodies are exploited for capitalist gains. Back then, he had no problem articulating exactly what he thought, what he felt. I was young, building a career I was proud of, childhood pain buried so deep it was forgotten, and I felt immediately attacked by what my father said, both because of my job as beauty assistant editor and as someone who understood that a man telling women not to show skin was the real impediment of our agency, our freedom.

			“Miriam isn’t interested in being featured in your magazine,” my father says, leveling his gaze on me. With that one statement, it’s as if he’s repeated everything he said five years ago.

			“Oh, you telepathically asked her?” He doesn’t respond to my sarcasm, but I’m his child and can be just as recalcitrant. “Or do you own her? Because if not, how about we let her decide?”

			Just then, Miriam comes downstairs with a towel in hand, drying her arms all the way to her elbows. She brings with her the scent of synthetic fruit, maybe apples or strawberries, and I immediately know she’s been washing her daughters’ hair. That she’s probably looking at hours’ worth of woman’s work, braiding or twisting, making them lovely for the week ahead.

			“Dionne, I’m so happy you’re back. I didn’t hear the door,” she says, although it’s obvious our heated exchange brought her down here. My father and I are both silent, the room charged with tension again. “What’s going on here?” she asks.

			My father isn’t going to say a word, so I do. “Miriam, I’d love to feature you in my magazine, Essence. It’s a new issue we’re putting together in celebration of the women in our communities who keep the lights on, without whom our culture would collapse.”

			Miriam’s gaze shifts from my stoic stance to my father’s. When she finally speaks, she shakes her head and says, “What this situation needs is more time and space. Why don’t you stay tonight? We can get a room ready, if you can spare a couple of days to stay. Maybe it would do you two some good to be with each other for an extended period of time.”

			I’m momentarily stunned. He won. I turn around and leave without saying goodbye.

			Back in the car, Dominic is quiet. I am too. I know my father is peeking out from behind his living room curtains, but I don’t dare look. Finally, Dominic asks, “Where to, ma’am?”

			“Kansas City.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			He’s driving so fast, I hope he doesn’t get a ticket. I want to say something, but I also don’t want to be the first to break the silent treatment we’re both giving each other. Not that it feels truly silent when the myriad of thoughts racing through my mind are loud, all begging for my attention. I hear a cry for my daddy from the little girl I once was, and I breathe deeply to quiet her down. But, like when a mother finally closes the nursery door and goes downstairs and out back to sneak a cigarette, I can still hear her. She’s there, she’s alive, but she’s not in my face for the moment.

			Silence has been both my protector and my oppressor. Over the years I’ve learned to use it as a weapon, and right now, I turn it on Dominic. I know he already apologized and technically I’m in the wrong for treating him like Morgan Freeman in Driving Miss Daisy, but I’m the one who is going through a lot. He could say something. He could ask me how it went. And I would say, “Horrible,” and I would talk his ear off and my tone would say, “I’m sorry,” and we would go back to singing and talking in the car. Kansas City is seven hundred miles away. Is he trying to drive all the way tonight? Or should we stop in Chicago? He really is driving fast.

			To avoid breaking the seal, I look out the window, and I’m reminded of the landscape I saw on the train a week ago when I was headed up to Connecticut to take my test. Nothing slows things down like the reminder that your life hangs in the balance.

			Ask me how I’m doing, please. Reach out to me! The little girl in me seems to be screaming. I want to jump out of the car. I refuse to let anyone else win. I can feel Dominic looking at me, and I tell myself to keep my eyes on the trees. And in that moment, for some reason, I remember his name.

			Derrick. His name is Derrick. Number eleven on my list is not just that one guy I fucked that one homecoming weekend; he’s now Derrick. A peace washes over me, like somehow knowing his name gives me some of my humanity back, and I feel my chest collapse as if I’ve been holding my breath. I don’t think I ever knew his last name, thank God, so I don’t have to fish for that.

			

			—

			We pull over to a Casey’s truck stop. I wonder if this is Dominic’s way of trying to make things cool again since I mentioned that Casey’s were my favorite places to stop for gas—they feel safe and have clean bathrooms. I almost ask him if he wants a slice of their pizza because it’s actually good, as advertised, but I catch myself and hold my tongue. Dominic breaks the silence himself by announcing, “We need some gas.”

			I nod and open my door. I won’t let our eyes meet, but I think I see a hint of disdain in Dominic’s face as I rush toward the mart. I have to jot down my latest memory before I forget it. Standing in line to put fifty dollars on pump number nine, I rummage for my list in my bag, find a pen, and cross out what was written for number eleven and write Derrick’s name. As I complete the k, the pen goes through the paper and into the leg of my pants. I find it poetic to be pricked at this moment of awakening.

			I jump out of line to find a notebook in which to write down my fresh memories. I pass tchotchkes and toys for kids in one aisle and at the end find some colorful spiral journals next to the basic ones. I choose the unicorn-shaped one with rainbows and clouds as the ribbons and bows in its mane. In that moment it feels like the little girl in me is holding my hand, still and silent. Hoping that if I don’t hear her, I won’t shake her away. I head back to the long line with what is about to be my new “all the men I ever fucked” journal, grab a handful of pens, and wait my turn. I look out at Dominic leaning against the car, waiting. He looks pissed but he’s there. Before heading back out, I find a pay phone and call my sister, looking for the safety in her voice or answering machine. I need to anchor myself in this moment, and just as I’m about to hang up during her sweet outgoing message with her and my niece, Lauri, Winnie picks up the phone in a hurry. Her hellos and need to know who is on the other line are enough. I let her wonder who is on her phone and if they are playing or not. Her breathing is heavy; the baby in her belly must be crowding her lungs. I quietly hang up. She has enough to mother.

			As I make my way back to the car, Dominic looks daggers at me for making him wait so long, and I offer a tightped smile, reinforcing my policy of not giving in, and hop in the car. I watch as he paces a bit while pumping the gas.

			Back on the road, he’s not speeding anymore, which is nice, but he looks truly mad, leaning into his door, one hand on the steering wheel, a toothpick in his mouth, grinding his jaw as he rolls over all of the thoughts in his mind.

			Damn, he’s fine.

			Shit.

			I need to stop tripping and get my mind off winning and losing. Especially when I’m between living and dying. I decide to prepare for either and tidy up my list by transferring the names from my ripped piece of paper into my fresh new unicorn notebook. Somehow the idea of the blank, clean paper soothes me. Our game of silence serves me well because he has to drive and keep his eyes on the road. Oddly, I almost laugh watching him trying not to give me attention as I take the journal out and open it up.

			I start from the top and begin again:

			
				1. Richard—my stepfather

			

			And just as quickly as I was ready to laugh at the absurdity of the moment, I now feel like throwing up. It could be car sickness—I’ve never been able to read in the car, and maybe that applies to writing too. But it could also be how sick it is, a man three times my size thrusting on top of my young body. I flash to the day when he was happy because he’d finally been able to move himself fully inside of me. There was blood everywhere. Turns out it was a mix of breaking my hymen and my period starting. The rest of the family remembers it as the day I officially began my menstrual cycle; I needed a new mattress, which turned into me needing a bigger bed. My twin-size bed was replaced by a full-size bed for my big-girl room, apparently, according to Richard, another daddy-daughter rite of passage. Oh, and I had cake.

			
				2. Trent

			

			He was the guy who took me away from my first real boyfriend, Tony. Tony loved me. I had chosen well—when he asked if we could have sex, I asked if we could wait. Maybe until I was a senior. We made out a lot. Rubbed on each other through our clothes, but we never went all the way. I loved him more for being willing to wait for me, even though I knew he was frustrated. I got mad at him when I thought he was cheating on me, maybe having sex with this girl at his school I knew liked him. He promised he wasn’t, but that doubt was amplified when Trent, three years older than me, came on to me strong at the skating rink. He seemed so confident and secure, and he drove a cool car with a booming sound system. I got in his car two times too many and found myself in his basement on his mother’s old sofa looking at scenes from Sparkle. It had been two years since Richard had last touched me, and I convinced myself I was a virgin, since technically Trent was the first person I chose. Well, kind of chose. When he started kissing me and taking my clothes off, I didn’t know how to tell him to stop. Next thing I knew, he was on top of me, feet dangling from the two-cushion love seat. He humped me for five minutes until he reached his goal. I remember Sister was getting her ass beat by Satin while I was suffering beneath someone who thought I was enjoying it. I told myself I loved him for about six more months to avoid the fact that I had betrayed Tony and broken his heart. I don’t think my body was ever mine, but it surely wasn’t after that because I gave it away to anyone I wanted to keep in my life for whatever reason.

			I think of Tony often, though I can’t write down his name on my list because I never slept with him. I think of how my life would have been different if he had remained my one and only as we often promised each other on the phone until the wee hours of the morning. I hear he’s a big-time finance guy in Boston now, but I haven’t seen him since high school. He didn’t come to our ten-year reunion. I’ll wait as long as you need, he’d said, and I knew even then that Tony was offering me a relationship with someone who wouldn’t hurt me, who wouldn’t ask for my silence. I knew as a sixteen-year-old that I could make choices centered on what I desired, what I wanted. But I let Trent fuck me instead.

			I couldn’t understand why I had decided to do such a thing. Many other boys followed; they passed the news about how easy I was to one another quietly, like a lotto ticket. Pretty, smart Dionne will fuck you, no questions asked. I remember showing up to number three’s house—Anthony? Andre?—only to find numbers four and five there too. The danger of the situation became clear right away. Those boys were going to have sex with me whether I wanted to or not. I remember doing shots, acting like I was having a great time, like I couldn’t get enough, faking orgasm after orgasm.

			I preferred having people think I was a nympho than to have the news that I’d been gang-raped make it around the skating rink.

			Once it was over, I cleaned myself up in number three’s messy bathroom and overheard those boys speaking as they threw a basketball back and forth.

			“Dionne is so cool,” one of them said.

			“Shit, man, you lucky, that girl can fuck,” another one chimed in. Then the one who took me out for pizza a few times and made me laugh a lot said, “And suck a dick better than the white girls.”

			I stared at my reflection in the mirror. Who made you so desperate you want to fuck to forget yourself, your life, your body? I asked myself, letting my inner voice overpower the boys’. I noticed the grime under my fingernails from one of them, who’d probably neglected to shower that day after baseball or basketball or football. I understood my entire body must have been coated with that grime even if it was only visible in the space under my nails.

			Their names come to me suddenly, clear and true, and as if I’ve caught a fish, I sit up and reel the memory in. My quick movement to stop looking out the window and move to jot down their names grabs Dominic’s attention, and I instinctively use the unicorn notebook cover to shield my shameful memories.

			
				3. Andre

				4. Tyrell

				5. Walter

				I feel proud of my ability to rescue this part of my memory, much like how I felt euphoric when I recalled Derrick’s name. I look back out the window to fish for more memories.

				6. David—the college junior who worked in the men’s department with me at Dillard’s. Looking back, I can see that David was only looking for one thing, but he never made me feel that way. Though all we did was have sex in his barely furnished apartment, he cooked for me and “made love” to me. Somehow, I always felt empowered with him, like I not only chose it but was also running the show. He never pressured me to come over; instead, he gave me a key and told me to show up whenever. He knew I would, and he was right—I showed up four or five times a week. Anything not to be at home with my mom and Richard. Though I was submissive, I chose it. He bought me things to wear with his discount to make me feel sexy. Sex felt good with him. We were very attentive to each other for three months while I earned some spending money for college.

				7. Jason. I think? Freshman-year dorm, ramen noodles, and The Jeffersons.

				8. Kansas City Chief. I leave him nameless. I met him out with my fake ID during Thanksgiving break when I was down at the Plaza for the traditional turning on of the lights. He bought drinks for me and the friends I’d kept from high school. I was his lover whenever I was home from school until he got traded to the Buccaneers.

				9. The alpha with the bad breath but banging body. Can’t remember his name.

				10. Professor Langley’s TA

				11. Derrick

				12. Derrick’s football-player friend with the house

				13. Isaac? Met at West Indian Day Parade. Pretty much my introduction to New York. 

				14. Terrence Hill, a total banker bro

				15. The Jamaican from the coffee shop

				16. Dr. Ealey. We had the biggest age gap of any of my relationships. I enjoyed the restaurants and plays he took me to, but I always felt I had to pay him in sex even though it wasn’t that great.

				17. Nina’s friend with the tattoo. I felt like this was the rebellion I needed to get away from Dr. Ealey.

				18. Bartender from the Mudd Club. I fell into a pattern with him, but hey, bartenders are a rite of passage in New York, right?

				19. FreakNik Ray

				20. Guy who smelled like Newport cigarettes. It was mixed with his overuse of Dior’s Fahrenheit. He also had a five-o’clock shadow that chafed my mouth.

				21–25. A string of one-night stands. I thought of these as a celebration of my liberation, of my agency to do what I wanted when I wanted with my body. Those men, who are now nothing but a blur of broad shoulders and baby beer guts or ripped bellies, who sported a limp from playing too much tennis or the confident swagger of someone who got laid all the time, each, over the years, left me feeling powerful, in control, washing away all the things I didn’t care to remember.

				26. Omar from Club Negril

				27. Leo’s cousin

				28. Guy at Tiffany’s wedding

				29. Walter from high school again. This happened when I returned home for the holidays and apparently got drunk and let him make it up to me after I told him I didn’t remember if he was any good or not. He was happy to have Andre’s girl any way he could.

				30. Miami guy. A fine-ass white guy I met during a girls’ trip to Mexico with Farrah one New Year’s Eve who had a cheesy tattoo of a dragon breathing fire on his chest.

			

			In my twenties, there were men I had relationships with, whose families I visited, who took me on sexy vacations to Miami Beach, Los Angeles, Paris. Even those men are a blur, their bodies and faces, I’m realizing, completely erased. Were there two of them? Three? I have no idea. How is that possible? Men who were part of my life for months or even years, now totally gone? I doze off, wondering, and when I wake up, I suddenly remember their names. It’s like God knows I’m trying to remember and speaks to me in my sleep.

			
				31. Travis

				32. Amir

				33. Cedric

				34. Kendall

				35. Darren

				36. Kareem

			

			As I write Darren’s and Kareem’s names, coming to the end of my list, the fissures of my heart rupture and I cry as quietly as I can, trying not to violate the rules of the game—a game I might be the only one playing.

			“You okay?” Dominic asks simply.

			“No,” I don’t hesitate to admit.

			“The more you cry, the less you pee.” He looks at me with a smile behind his eyes and I laugh a little.

			“My grandmother used to always say that,” I say.

			“Must be true, you haven’t needed to stop in a minute,” he observes.

			Wiping my face, I say, “I just want to get there and get this over with.”

			He looks at me like he’s trying to condense a deeper thought into a simple truth, but then his eyes shift like he’s realized he should hold on to whatever he was going to express. Instead, he simply says, “Trust me, I get it. I want to get to the other side of this too.” The air is thick with intimacy.

			Lalah Hathaway’s song “I Gotta Move On” is playing, and I turn it up to change the mood. A memory of another man I forgot about bubbles up and makes me giggle. Dominic asks what’s so funny.

			Todd, during my early era at Essence. He was an older guy who did my hair, who eventually provided me with free weekly hair care and meals from restaurants I couldn’t afford. I was using him, so when he asked if we could spice up our sex by filming ourselves on the latest video camera he’d bought to go along with all his other new gadgets, I said yes. And as soon as I did it, I regretted it, but I couldn’t break up with him until I had that tape in my possession. It took me three more hairstyle appointments and a bunch of boring dinners to steal the tape from him without him knowing. And once it was safely in my possession, I sent him one of my favorite Lalah songs as my explanation for breaking up with him. I remembered feeling empowered, like I’d reclaimed something more than my sex tape.

			I tell Dominic just that last part, and he teases me for being so cold. We fall into a fun debate, talking over each other about who’s more ruthless, men or women, as if we didn’t cut off all communication for nearly six hours. He’s making the point that women only see value in a man if he has money when we hear police sirens behind us. Dominic changes lanes to let them pass but then realizes we’re being pulled over.

			We weren’t even going above the speed limit.

			Dominic immediately shuts the radio off and grips the steering wheel with one hand. The cop who walks up to us is an older Black man with a protruding belly and broad, square shoulders. Our laughter is gone, left in the parallel universe we were just in. “Hello, Officer,” Dominic says in a strained voice.

			“License and registration,” the cop says. He doesn’t acknowledge Dominic’s greeting.

			“Why did you pull us over?” I ask. “We weren’t speeding.”

			Dominic flashes me a stern look as he reaches over to my side, opens the glove compartment, and hands the registration to the cop. “I have to reach into my back pocket for my wallet,” he says. The cop nods, and Dominic lifts his left hip, slides the wallet out, and quickly hands over his license.

			The cop leaves our side, and in the rearview mirror, we see him step into his car. The flashing lights and sirens are still on. I sense cars slowing down as they pass, trying to see us. Two Black people in a fucking red Mercedes on the side of the road.

			“Dom,” I say. “He had no reason to pull us over.”

			“Please don’t.” His tone tells me he has zero tolerance for anything else I might want to say.

			We wait in the car for several long moments. Dominic is tense, not meeting my eyes, and I remember him telling me his biggest fear is being sent back to prison. I squeeze my hands between my thighs, force myself to remain silent. The ways that Dominic and I move through the world are very different. I have to be sensitive to that. But silence sucks in a moment like this, and I wish there was something I could say to put him at ease. I don’t have the words, but I reach over and gently squeeze his hand.

			When the cop eventually returns, he gives everything back to Dominic and doesn’t bother explaining why he stopped us. He doesn’t give us a ticket. It’s as though the entire purpose of the stop was to remind us who has authority.

			The cop car pulls off, and we sit there in the stew of bullshit.

			Dominic remains unresponsive, unwilling, it seems to me, to engage me in any way. As he heads back into traffic, I slowly raise the volume of the music but keep it low enough so he can talk if he wants. But he says nothing. It seems we’ve found the one topic that’s too painful for him to talk about.

			It’s getting really late. Our gas tank is nearly empty when we pull into the next gas station. I hand Dominic my credit card while I hurry to the restroom. It’s disgusting in there, and I’m still making a face about the level of basic potty training some people lack when I walk back to the pump and find Dominic cursing under his breath. “What’s wrong?”

			“Your credit card was declined,” he says, his eyes on the shoelaces of his Timberlands.

			“Oh,” I say. “It’s all right. It’s probably because of the various charges we’re making.” I go in the car, grab my purse, and rustle in it for some quarters but find I have none. “Shit,” I say. “I don’t have any change. You got a quarter?” Dominic goes into his pockets but then quickly brings his hand out, clearly embarrassed. “Never mind,” I say, rushing away. “Found a five.”

			Inside the convenience store, I make change, and then call the credit card company and clear up the misunderstanding. They lift the hold, and we’re able to get the gas.

			“Easy peasy,” I tell Dominic.

			He pumps the gas while I sit in the car wondering what this has cost him. He gets back in without looking at me; he hasn’t recovered from the incident. He pulls out of the station, leaning on the window, driving with one hand and clenching his jaw again.

			“What’s wrong, Dom?” I ask.

			His features are tense, and he has this faraway look, as if he’s no longer here with me. As we take off into the night, Dominic reclines his seat a bit and begins to wax poetic about what it was like when he was running these streets. It’s a soliloquy that seems practiced, maybe from back in the day when he was in prison and everyone’s worth was calculated by what they’d had outside.

			There’s pride in his voice as he recounts the kind of money he used to make, the kind of women he used to pull. How he bought himself this car and got his mother another one just like it, only in black, because she didn’t like the flash, preferred elegant things. He speaks about how when he bought a third car for his grandfather, the man refused to accept it because he knew it’d been made by ripping away the savings and dignity of his own neighbors. He was appalled that his grandson was benefiting from the suffering and addiction of people he’d grown up next to and who’d made sure his ornery ass stayed safe. But he had no shame back then, he says, and no regrets. He’d been making so much money he had paid for the cars with cash, so he gave the third ride to some shorty he was with at the time. He has no idea where that girl is now, he says, voice laced with regret. He bought a speaker system for his house worth thousands of dollars, regularly treated his whole crew to dinners, parties, concerts. VIP everything, buying drinks for everyone without hesitation.

			“Now I don’t have a quarter in my pocket,” he says.

			“I’m sorry if you feel embarrassed but that’s nothing to be ashamed of.” I think for a minute. “I should have gotten you paid up front, it’s my bad. I didn’t think this road trip all the way through.”

			“Sometimes being a man isn’t just about the money in your pocket. But other times, it is.”

			“But you also had to look over your shoulder all the time,” I remind him, about how things were back then.

			“It’s better than looking down at my feet,” he says.

			We ride in silence while I search for something to say, something to put a salve on a wound that was designed to never heal. Feeling his frustration in each of his deep breaths, I search for the best thought I have and offer, “Being a man isn’t about money. It has more to do with—”

			He puts his hand up, halting my attempt to educate him. “Even if you’ve got respect for me as a person based on what I’ve overcome—’cause I know what you’re going to say. My mama, my aunties, you all say it. It doesn’t change the fact that somewhere deep down you expect a man to be a man. Provide. Protect. In this world, that means money. And I want to do that. It’s fucked-up to move through the world as a man who can’t make a move without the woman he’s with. My good ideas and good intent ain’t providing shit, ain’t protecting nothing.”

			“Well, that’s not totally true,” I rebut as he looks at me. “I mean, if you hadn’t come along and provided good ideas and support for me when I was at my worst, there’s no way I would be in this moment—confronting my pain and getting amazing photos for my concept.” Dom is quiet, but I know I’m reaching him.

			“Come on, you have to feel some pride in how far you’ve come,” I say, and then try another supportive thought. “Seriously, how many people do you know who’ve been able to turn their lives around?”

			“Turn my life around to what? I’m back where I started—broke as fuck with little future ahead of me except for how to afford eating the same greasy shit I ate yesterday.” We stare at each other until it becomes unsafe, and he turns his attention back to the road and pumps the volume of a rhythm that unmasks the blues.

			We’re three hundred miles away from Kansas City and could get there by morning if we drive all night. We’ve been on the road for seven hours straight. If only he knew how safe I feel with him, but I don’t bring it up. He’s trying to figure out a legitimate problem, and the set of his jaw is angry, hard, menacing. It’s the first time I see the man he must have once been, the Dominic who made the decisions that landed him in prison for a third of his life.

			

			—

			Hours later, I wake with drool pooling in the corner of my mouth. The murmur of white men can scare anyone out a deep sleep, and I squint into the sunrays beaming directly into my eyes, trying to make out who’s talking. It’s two good ol’ boys hovering around the hood of a giant truck parked next to us. For a moment I’m disoriented and instinctively look for Dominic—he’s right beside me, deep asleep, his seat laid completely back. His jacket is my blanket.

			I slowly lift my seat to find we’re in the parking lot of another Casey’s. I smile listening to Dominic whistle and grunt a little through his nose, not quite snoring but on the verge. I don’t remember falling asleep or reclining my seat, and I imagine he must have tucked me in before grabbing a few winks himself. I sit as still as can be; I don’t want to wake him. My watch says it’s ten in the morning, so hopefully we can get to Kansas City before dinnertime.

			I gently place Dominic’s jacket on top of him, and his eyes stay closed as he asks, “Thirty more minutes, okay?”

			“Long as you want. I’ve waited a lifetime,” I assure him.

			He smiles now, half asleep. “You’re so dramatic.”

		

	
		
			Day Six

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			It’s late in the afternoon by the time we drive past Hallbrook Farms and into the Woods, better known as Leawood South, the area we moved to once my mother married Richard. It remains one of the wealthiest neighborhoods in Kansas City. The well-manicured lawns are sprawling, and lavish houses are recessed a mile or more from the road. Most of the Colonial-style homes are made of brick, erected two or three stories above ground level.

			As in most wealthy neighborhoods, there are no signs of actual people as we drive past these homes. No children play in the streets or ride bicycles, no neighbors lean over a fence to ask for a cup of milk or a spare egg. There are no scents of home-cooked meals or sounds of laughter. It’s desolate, quiet, still.

			Dominic whistles as we drive past home after impressive home. “What did you say ol’ boy does for a living?”

			“He was a decorated salesman at Marion Laboratories,” I say. “But he’s retired now.” I try to explain that it’s easier to live in a mansion in the suburbs of Kansas City than it is anywhere in the tristate area, but my feeble attempts to make light of the grandiosity of these homes fall flat.

			My heart is full of trepidation. As we draw closer, I become more and more convinced this is a terrible idea. It takes everything in me to keep myself from shouting that we have to turn around and get away as quickly as possible.

			“How did your mom meet the monster?” Dominic asks, hardly over being awestruck by the neighborhood. When I hesitate, he adds, “If you care to tell.”

			My mother’s story requires detail. I don’t want Dominic to judge her too harshly for the choices she made that impacted me. I explain how after my parents divorced, my mom, Deborah, decided the best option was to move back to Kansas City, where she’d grown up and where her parents and extended family lived. As a single mother of two girls, she quickly met a single man, Richard, who claimed to have been waiting for someone just like her. Deborah thought Richard was the answer to her prayers. A wealthy Black man who worked in sales; though he had a demanding job that required a ton of travel, he had flexibility when he was home and could stand in the place of her absent, deadbeat ex-husband, whom she always referred to, even in front of me and Winnie, as David-now-Wahid. Richard was eager to take on that father role and proposed to my mother within months of meeting her. My mother didn’t necessarily love Richard but she knew he would make a fine husband, an admirable father. Most important, he could immediately offer her and her young children stability. He was a staple of the affluent community Deborah’s family was a part of and she knew she could slip easily into place.

			I tell Dominic how Richard bought my mother the car she’d always wanted to drive as an engagement present. “It was a BMW 318is coupe,” I say.

			“What color?” he asks.

			“White,” I say. “And the make and model were her choice.”

			“I’m beginning to think your mother is cooler than either of us,” he says. I laugh, but it’s strained, and I get back to my mother’s story.

			After marrying Richard, Deborah suddenly became a stay-at-home mom, something she’d resisted before but happily consented to when Richard suggested it. Yet she was hardly ever home, and certainly a lot less than when she worked part-time as a receptionist at the doctor’s office downtown. It was almost instant, how consumed she became by community obligations: church activities, PTA meetings, community beautification committees, not to mention reuniting with friends and family she hadn’t been around consistently since she’d left for college. Dominic’s forehead scrunches in confusion and I double back for clarity—we initially lived with my grandparents when we moved to KC, and my mother’s job was only part-time, which caused a lot of tension because my grandparents were so disappointed that this was what her fine education had amounted to, crowding her parents’ retirement years with her woes and grandchildren’s mouths to feed for longer than holidays or vacations.

			So of course, once she had her nice new car, and Richard supporting us all, she was out and keeping as busy as she could, maybe to show her parents that she was using her education well, that she was taking part in the very society they thought highly of. Describing all this now makes me think that maybe this was Richard’s plan all along—to have my mom driving her fly car all around town, him looking like the perfect husband, while I was home alone under his supervision.

			I don’t share this realization with Dominic, who, I think, understands from my tone that I won’t allow any judgment of my mother, and he pockets any further questions.

			“What happened to you is unforgivable,” Dominic says. “Still, I can’t blame your mother for marrying up. That’s what America promotes. Men providing. And who doesn’t want a comfortable life?”

			It wasn’t about comfort, I explain. My mother had been struggling to keep up with bills—I overheard her talking about it many times. She worried, to her friends at one of her hair nights, that she might not be able to keep a roof over our heads. I never heard whether she tried to get child support out of my father, but it seems like she had none and no way to make ends meet, despite her own family being well-off. They always pressured her to pay back the money she borrowed. Or maybe it was a matter of pride for her. I never had the courage to ask.

			“Though I did find out at my grandfather’s funeral that my grandparents were stretched thin financially, too, keeping up with their American dream,” I add.

			“Your mom was their trophy,” he astutely points out.

			“And she was supposed to become someone’s trophy wife, so that’s what she did,” I agree. “Richard paid for the funeral and mentioned it to everyone at the repast.” Dom shakes his head in disgust, but I’m distracted—we’ve arrived, and I feel gut punched.

			Every time I see this house, my stomach turns.

			We pull into the driveway next to my mother’s car. I hesitate to leave Dominic’s side, and he seems to realize it. “You sure you don’t need me to come in, use the bathroom or something?” he asks.

			“I’m sure,” I say, and Dominic nods, but he’s got a faraway look, as if he’s thinking about something else now. Then, as if remembering what he’s here for, he reaches into the pocket of his windbreaker. He hands me a small piece of paper with his friend Shannon’s information.

			“If you need me for anything,” he says, “I’ll be here. No questions asked.” He holds my hand for a moment, looks me in the eye. “You got this.”

			I nod, but I’m not convinced. He lifts my chin to meet his encouraging eyes and somehow, we kiss, a small one, gentle. He pulls back and we hold each other’s gaze. Then he smiles at me and says, “I’ll see you in the morning. Nine a.m. sharp.” I sit there, stunned, forgetting for a moment I’m here to do a terrifying thing.

			By the time I collect myself, Dominic’s unloaded all my luggage and brought it to the front door. I worry that he might not come back tomorrow.

			“I’m a phone call away,” he says to reassure me before getting back in the car and driving off.

			I feel more scared and more alone than that day I rode the train up to Connecticut.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			I ring the doorbell to my childhood home. It feels odd, as if I’m a stranger. Within moments my mother’s at the door, her cheeks red and flushed with merriment. Almost immediately, I can tell she’s been drinking. I can hear dozens of voices speaking over one another inside the house. Have I interrupted a party?

			My mother shrieks with joy. “What in the world!” She envelops me in the best hug, kissing me on both cheeks. “What are you doing here, my love?”

			With nothing planned beyond this point, I meekly say, “Surprise?” And before she can ask the question I can see forming between her brows, I hear his voice.

			My skin crawls as he asks, out of view, “Babe, did you get the door?”

			“I sure did!” she shouts over her shoulder. “You won’t believe who’s here. Richard, come see!” She turns back to me. “He’s been hard at work smoking meat since I’m hosting the book club.”

			She walks inside, never mind the many bags I have to bring in with me. I decide to leave them be, for the moment, and robotically follow my mother into the great room. It isn’t lost on me that she hasn’t insisted on learning what I’m doing in town, and that even though I’m sure my face must sport some expression of dread, she’s ushered me in without asking me if anything is wrong.

			In the great room, a wave of warmth and shouting rises when the gathered ladies take notice of me. These are the women who became a part of our lives when we moved to Kansas City. The ones who came for hair night once a month when we had the tiny apartment on Broad Street, who offered a shoulder for my mother to cry on or advice on how to look past the hardships of marrying a lifelong bachelor. Friend after friend rushes to me, hugging me, remarking on how gorgeous and sophisticated I’ve become. “Your parents couldn’t be prouder of you, honey,” one after the other says, and I can see they mean that they, too, couldn’t be prouder of my every accomplishment in that big city.

			These are the women who defined womanhood for me as a child, who showed me how it was being beautiful and well-behaved and respectable. And even now, well into their fifties and sixties, these women are flawless. Perfect makeup, perfect clothes. For the first time, I pause to consider how many of them, like me, must have hidden secrets beneath those glittering exteriors, and in that moment, I wish Dominic were here to snap their picture.

			Richard comes into the great room carrying a tray full of sliced brisket. The women all clap and pinch the meat, remark how tender it is, how delicious the seasoning smells, as the scent of smoked beef fills the room. Over the years, Richard’s become wider all around, and with that full all-white beard and the protruding belly, he resembles a Black Santa.

			When he finally notices me, he opens his arms to receive me. “Sweetheart, what a great surprise to see you!” he says.

			The last time I was home—four months ago, for Christmas—he made the same food, was wearing a similar button-down shirt tucked inside a similar cashmere V-neck sweater. I let him fold me into him, and I feel myself plummet somewhere inside of my body.

			I’m repulsed by his touch, but I have no fear of him. It feels surreal, because although I know what Richard did to me, it happened so long ago that it seems, almost, irrelevant. I’ve seen the man several times every single year since leaving home, for holidays and my mother’s birthday. It’s almost a ritual how whenever I’m back, his eyes seek mine out to see if our agreement still stands. I feel some slight power return to me because I carry our secret. As long as my mother remains this happy, I keep my mouth shut—that is, I’m sure, how he understands the conversation we never actually had but that seems to pass in that look we give each other. Only this time I don’t turn away like I usually do. Instead, I just stare at him, cold. For the first time he seems unsure of my intentions.

			“It’s good to see you, Richard,” I say with a steady voice. It’s an almost impossible task to ask myself, in this moment, how I could possibly mean it. But I do—I’m glad to see Richard; I’m happy he’s making food for my mother and her friends.

			“Should I grab you a martini?” he asks. “It still feels weird to offer our children alcohol, Deborah.”

			We know our scripts so well, but for once I can actually hear the rehearsed nature of how he speaks. It’s a show for my mother’s friends, just as it is a show for me. My mom comes up and places a hand on my shoulder. “You okay, love? You look so pale.”

			I recall how often my mother has asked me if I’m okay when we’re in a group of people. Has she ever asked me this question in private? If she has, I have no recollection of it. I nod, of course, fall into my place. I can’t possibly make a scene in front of my mother’s entire book club.

			“I’m doing great, Mom,” I say. “Just tired from the long drive. A martini would be great.”

			“Come,” Richard says. “Let your mother finish her drinking club—ahem, I mean, book club. We can have a proper catch-up.”

			Keeping a respectful distance from me, he waits until I turn my body in the direction of the kitchen and begin to walk. I can pretend I’m glad to see him, maybe even mean it a bit, but as we walk toward the kitchen, I can’t mistake the fact that Richard remains a disturbing, looming presence behind me.

			“Your mother has been so disappointed you don’t call us more often, Dionne. But I always tell her, ‘Deborah, no news is good news. Young people are making things happen for themselves in New York. Give the kid a break.’ You ready for your martini? Extra dry with three olives, right?”

			In the kitchen, I stand on one side of the counter, he on the other, behind his thoughtful martini setup. I notice there’s an unusual amount of natural light coming into this room and then I realize that the big tree that’s been a fixture since we moved in is gone. My sister and I used to climb its trunk and massive branches all the way to my bedroom, where the branches literally touched the windowpanes.

			“You cut down the tree?” I ask, an edge to my voice.

			“It got sick. Powdery mildew, the plant guy said. White patches all over it. We had to cut it. But you know, once we did, Deborah realized the room looked all wrong.”

			The feeling of surrealism thickens around me. I notice how my heart hammers in my chest, even as I feel ever more detached from the situation. My mother has done a nice job with the redecoration. There’s a new dining room table—Italian glass, Richard says—with cushioned chairs and a flowery patterned fabric. Matching, expensive-looking curtains fall elegantly from the big windows. Some of the tassels swish from side to side near the ceiling. Runners that match the curtains seem like no one has ever walked on them, resting pristine atop the tan-colored tiles.

			The thing I usually forget about growing up in a home with abuse is the scent of it—and how it eventually always chokes me. The truth sits between us and in every corner of the room. It’s always closing in on us. But we’ve been pretending so long that we are an upstanding Black family that I have this odd feeling my stepfather has no memory of what he did to me, which in turn makes me wonder if it happened at all. This is the betrayal of memory, and the casualty of hiding your pain so well you can’t find the evidence when you need to prove you paid for it many times. Especially when I’ve come all this way to reveal the truth that has settled like dust in every inch of this house.

			“You must be so busy,” Richard’s saying now. “I really do wish you’d told us you were coming. Would have gotten the house ready for you.”

			“It’s just one night,” I say.

			“Your visits are getting shorter and shorter, few and far between,” he says, bringing the drink over to me. We sit at the table, two chairs’ worth of distance between us. He has to reach and extend his arm to pat my hand. I can detect nothing but parental concern in his gaze.

			As if from another orbit, I speak about the promotion, about the challenge of coming up with a concept, about the Everyday Beauty project that has brought me to Kansas City. Richard becomes animated.

			“You know,” he says, “I’ve been volunteering for the church’s itty-bitty soccer team. You should drop by tomorrow’s practice. I’m sure you’d get some great shots of the girls in action. They’re all cute as buttons.”

			A small, strangled breath escapes my throat. It’s as if a boulder has fallen on my chest.

			I often felt so overwhelmed around Richard that I didn’t question what he said or what he was up to. It took all of my energy to survive him, let alone listen to him. How many years have I spent glossing over his extracurriculars? How long has he been around little kids—around girls? It’s astounding how much you hear when you’re finally awake. I rack my brain, trying to recall fragments of conversation I’ve had with my mother or Richard over the phone. I flash on a memory of my mother complaining that she wished he would volunteer or something since he seemed bored in his retirement, so she signed him up for some church activities. The thought of him being around little girls frightens me, grips my chest tighter. I decided that since Richard stopped touching me when I turned fifteen, which was right around the time he gave his life to the Lord, his behavior must have been over. Over for good. I suppose that as time passed I grew to believe what he’d said about initiation, that he’d done it all out of obligation, on my father’s behalf.

			I wonder again—did I just imagine it all? Did it really happen or could I have made all of this up? My mind scrambles while Richard goes on to tell me about the team’s winning streak.

			There were so many instances when I obsessively told Winnie to avoid any stranger’s touch. I even taught her how to scream in case she ever got snatched. When I got my new bed and my big-girl room, I got into the habit of making her stay with me most nights, and especially during the week of my period, doing sleepovers to keep her safe, worried that soon it would be her turn. I remember that first night he entered my room with my little sister next to me. I didn’t play dead asleep; I woke up, sat up straight in the bed, and found his eyes. We stared at each other and made a silent agreement in that moment. My eyes said, “You leave her alone.” His eyes replied, “Pinkie swear,” and then he left, never to enter again. I knew he never touched her, though I never really knew. It was honor among thieves.

			Richard’s talking about all the plans he and my mother have for tomorrow. He’s already moved on. And I’m still stuck in the place I’ve always been.

			“The women are hungry, honey,” my mother calls from the other room. “Where’s the rest of that good meat?” Her question is followed by lots of giggling and laughter.

			My mother has finally arrived at the destination she worked so hard to reach. Both of her girls are all grown up, with good, successful lives. Her husband is retired with a healthy pension and a 401(k). He cooks restaurant-grade ribs and brisket and makes a great martini whenever she asks. I consider what would happen if I spoke up now. The shocked expressions, the gasps, the dropped and broken wineglasses, the awkward departures, the phone calls, the gossip, and the scandal. I ask myself a serious question: What is it I stand to gain from a complete disruption of my mother’s life?

			Richard shakes his head. “Every month,” he says, smiling brightly. “Drinking and eating me out of house and home.” He goes outside, letting in the scent of smoked meat, so strong it assaults my nose.

			I’m struck, once again, by the realizations I’ve made since taking the HIV test. There’s no fixing the past. Disrupting my mother’s life would only cause heartbreak—and it would make no real difference.

			Still, if there’s a chance this man has been doing to other children what he did to me…? That means he’s gotten away with abuse for over two decades. And who knows how much longer before that. What if he abused other girls? What makes me think I was his first? Yet staring at him now, comfortable in his seventies, I wonder if he’s a threat to anyone at all.

			“Dionne,” my mother says from the doorway. “Honey, come sit with us. Richard is here to serve us. Get your drink and come on; the party is in here.”

			As I glide through the evening among my mother’s friends, I continue to debate internally whether I should fulfill the purpose of my visit. When Richard returns with yet another tray overflowing with ribs, sausages, and barbecued chicken, the women demurely and then aggressively pick at the food with their bare hands.

			Richard, in a proud fatherly way, tells everyone what I told him about why I’m here, about the chance all these women have of being featured in Essence. The evening quickly pivots to a pitch session as my mother’s friends offer different gatherings for me to go to. At the country club, they’ll be hosting a Jack and Jill fundraising gala toward the end of next week, and my mother pounces on the idea. “Wouldn’t that be lovely,” she says, “to take photographs in the same country club where we held your debutante ball?”

			Richard brings me a second martini, and when I finish that one, he brings a third. I’m on the couch, and he stands over me, a hand on my shoulder. We’re both laughing at some joke my mother made. But then I stop, overcome by a weariness I’ve never felt before. This family, this night, requires a pretense I simply cannot continue to uphold. There’s a peculiar look on Richard’s face as he takes in my shift in mood, as if he’s scared, as if he can see in my expression what I’ve come here to do. His mouth hardens with an unmistakable look of cruelty.

			Next thing I know, I’m in the basement, in a pristine bathroom, in the fetal position, cold tiles on my face, hyperventilating. The tears pour out but I’m holding both palms hard over my mouth, keeping the sobs trapped inside my body. I lie there for a long time, willing myself to get up. When I finally manage it, I throw cold water on my face, hoping I can find the strength to make it up the stairs to my room unseen. The sounds of the now very drunk women upstairs reach me, threatening the likelihood of my successfully making that climb unnoticed. I’m still crying as I make my way up the basement stairs and through the main hallway, but no one bats an eye as I follow the curved corridor and head up to the second floor.

			My room remains the same as when I left at eighteen. I was a high school senior in 1976, obsessed with Diana Ross and Teddy Pendergrass. Posters of each hang on my wall. There are LPs by the Jacksons, the Ramones, and the Eagles next to my record player. The acceptance letter from Columbia is still taped to my vanity. I touch each of the posters, the letter, the vanity. I remind myself I survived my childhood. That I’m still standing despite all that happened to me.

			I shower, slip into bed, but find myself, for the second night in a row, wired, unable to sleep.

			After my mom’s friends leave, all stumbling steps and noisy laughter, I hear heavy footfalls heading up to my bedroom. Fear grips me and I’m transported to those terrible nights I had as a child.

			But it’s only my mom.

			“I feel like something has been bothering you all night, sweetheart,” she says. “You didn’t so much as say good night to my friends. They’re all so proud of you.” There’s a soft slurring to her words, but Mom is certainly sober enough. She’s always been someone who can hold her liquor. I think how rare it is, that she’s asking me how I’m doing in the privacy of my bedroom, without an audience.

			It’s the perfect moment to say it. Come on, Dionne. Tell her now, I command myself soundlessly.

			“I was in Detroit yesterday,” I say instead, cowering. “I saw Daddy.”

			“Why? What for? What happened?” I’m quiet but my eyes well up. “He trippin’ again, choosing his other family over you?” I inhale a deep breath, preparing myself to hurl the truth out of me, but she keeps talking. “You are so stubborn, just like my mother. Why would you ever want to do something hard on your own? Why go up there and let him parade his new family in front of you? I’m sick thinking about you getting hurt because David-now-Wahid decided he wanted to become a fundamentalist and marry a child.” She shakes her head and sighs. “Just remember, I am always here for you. I don’t ever want to see you hurt. You know how much I love you, don’t you? That I’d never let anything bad happen to you? What got into you? Why did you go see him?”

			How many times did my mother say these words to me as I was growing up? Hundreds? Thousands? How many times did we sit here, in this same exact position, when she stopped short of asking me why I seemed so anguished? How many times did I consider, unprompted, confessing that her husband was raping me every week?

			I always had this odd feeling my mother suspected something was happening. And it strikes me now: Why insist she’d never allow anything bad to happen, if not as an antidote to the thing already being done? The sensation that overpowered me back then, as it does now, is a feeling of inversion. Instead of allowing my mother to protect me, I want to protect my mother. I don’t want to do anything that might cause her pain. I start crying and can’t stop.

			“Dionne, honey. Are you okay? Please tell me if there’s something bothering you. What did your father say to make you this upset?”

			The sobs come from somewhere deep inside. Why can’t I find the words? Why is this so difficult?

			“I’m just tired, Mommy,” I eventually manage, feeling defeated. “I really need to sleep. Everything is on the line.”

			“Is this about the job promotion?” I almost tell her about my HIV test, but I remain silent, and she jumps into the vacuum again and brightly offers, “You’ve got yourself all worked up. Of course you’re going to get this job. You are that magazine. They would be stupid not to promote you. They need you, you’re the one doing all the work over there. They’re just dangling you on a string to cause undue and unnecessary stress so they can try and pay you less. But you negotiate just like Richard taught you. Okay?”

			Mom smooths out my headscarf, softly kisses my cheek. I love her closeness. Then she tickles me a bit.

			“You want a warm glass of milk? To make it all feel better.”

			A shiver runs through my body. I shake my head, then quickly turn onto my side, giving her my back. She remains fixed in place for a few agonizing moments. But then, with a soft sigh, she gets up.

			After she leaves, I commend myself on my decision to stay silent. What on earth was I thinking? To come here and destroy my mother’s life now, when in a few days I might have news that will kill her?

		

	
		
			Day Seven

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Minutes before four in the morning, the sound of rustling leaves and branches repeatedly tapping against the windowpane startles me awake. But when I look out of the window, there’s no branch, because the tree that once leaned against my window is gone. An uninterrupted view of the dark sky appears to be my entire world. The aftereffects of the many martinis Richard served me linger in my body. It feels as if I’m floating lightly in my bed. That sensation, alongside the wide sky, transports me to my childhood. I think sleepily about the sound of that phantom branch that startled me awake; maybe it’s pulling at me from the past, the spirit of my child-self beckoning me.

			

			—

			On our first night in the house, I couldn’t get over the fact that I had my very own room. A first in my ten years of life. It was palatial, with space for a bed, a dresser, a small desk, a chair, and still enough room for a play area for my toys. But when the branches made a loud noise and woke me up, I was terrified of the darkness. Were there ghosts outside, trying to get in?

			I screamed and my mother came into the room.

			After she realized there was no real cause for alarm, she calmed down and reassured me that everything was just fine. “I’m going to get you a warm glass of milk,” she said before exiting the room.

			I crept after her, taking a tiny step out into the empty hallway. I listened for noises in the house but there were none. Still, I’d been aware of this feeling, like the darkness outside was crawling toward me, slowly but surely. I ran back to my bed, pulled the covers over my head, and hid.

			Mommy returned moments later. She wrapped an arm around my shivering body on the twin bed and coaxed me to sit up. As she held a warm mug up to my mouth, I sipped the comforting milk, the delicious extra sugar. “I used to get scared, too, when I was little,” she said.

			“Did any monsters ever get into your room?” I asked.

			“Not once. And there are no monsters here,” she assured me, looking under my bed. “Or here,” she said, opening a closet door. “In a few more nights, you’ll get used to it. You’ll sleep peacefully, I promise.”

			She yawned with her entire face, signaling it was time for her to go to sleep too. I was now fully awake, yet I knew it wasn’t fair to keep her up. Be brave, I told myself, there’s nothing to be scared of. I fake-yawned and then closed my eyes, and she leaned down to kiss my forehead. I can still feel the smile in her mouth when she suspected I was faking. “Sweet dreams,” she said.

			But I didn’t fall asleep. The noises of the wind outside became louder. The howling and swishing. The shadows on the floor grew long, sharp, and my fear kept me alert.

			When the door to my bedroom opened again, I kept my eyes closed tight, thinking Mommy was double-checking that I’d really fallen asleep. But the steps were much heavier. I slit open one of my eyes.

			Richard quietly closed the door behind himself, left the lights off, then clicked on a flashlight. He walked over to my bed with careful, short steps. After he pulled back the sheet from over my body, he swallowed hard, a big gulp of saliva I heard going down his throat. He lifted my nightgown and softly caressed my vagina through my Tuesday panties. I was in shock, scared. And confused because it also felt good. I lay there not knowing what to do. All I could hear was the branch scratching the window keeping time. Then he slipped his fingers under my panties and touched where my mother told us once no one is supposed to touch. I tensed my body but he removed my underwear anyway, just far enough for him to see all of me. A gasp escaped him as the warmth of the light from the flashlight’s bulb came closer to my skin, heating it. I continued to feign sleep. Should I scream? His breathing picked up. I was too shocked to move, to shout. Then he slumped over and whimpered a moan. Is he crying? I wondered. But I kept my eyes shut as he hurriedly reset my panties and gown, put himself back together, and quietly exited my room.

			I lay shocked, in disbelief. I didn’t move, and I tried to stay awake to prove I wasn’t just having a nightmare. The next morning he cut my grapefruit to make it easy to eat and poured my Cheerios. My mother always made them coffee. They kissed each other on the cheek and because I didn’t say anything, it felt like I had officially agreed to the abuse, which began with heavy petting about once a week. The following mornings we fell into our other lives. I knew how to compartmentalize our nights from our days, the same way I learned to separate myself from my body.

			When my breasts popped out like buttons, he loved to kiss them while fingering me. In a terrible betrayal I could never fully forgive, my body would at times thrust my hips toward his hand. He would whisper hungrily into my ear that I was “ripe and ready,” even when I still pretended to be asleep.

			He started telling me to take a good shower. “Get real clean.” I knew he was preparing me, the way my mother always brined her poultry before baking it. I was a week away from twelve when his enormous hands parted my legs per our routine, but this time instead of his fingers he pushed the tip of himself between my legs. And without warning I felt the weight of him compressing my small frame, a piercing pain that forced my eyes open. He was on top of me, inside of me, cutting me open. I saw his face, a giant with a grotesque mask, mouth open in pleasure. Some of his cold spit fell onto my face. I whimpered, scared I’d drown. In just another moment, I was sure I would die. His eyes met mine and for a second, he looked as scared as I was. Looking back toward the door, he pressed his palm down hard against my mouth and my nose with such force I passed out.

			

			—

			The nightmare of the memory ceases and I’m back in my adult body, standing in the doorway, looking down the hallway of my childhood home. But I can also feel that small child-self. It’s impossible to be in both the past and the present at the same time, I remind myself, but here I am anyway, and the tears burning my eyes are the same tears that burned them all those years ago. I hear Richard’s grunt, feel the weight of his entire body on my own, and that pain, fire-hot, all-consuming, which abruptly forced me to bear witness to my undoing. I ask myself, in this new alertness I’ve gained over the last week, how it’s possible I survived so many nights like that first one.

			It seems to me, in a new kind of sadness and horror, that I wasn’t alone in that room. That maybe there was a God, whom I’d long ago stopped praying to, who’d returned to me. I ask myself how else I could have made it through so many years of abuse and silence. Maybe he helped me disappear from my body on nights I thought I was going to die. I believe with sadness, frustration, and maybe some relief that there was a God, and maybe he was present all along, trying to help shield me, if not stop it, waiting patiently for me to realize I’ve never been abandoned. I kneel in my childhood bedroom and pray.

			As I mumble scattered thoughts about needing safety and protection, I remember being in church, weeks after Richard first began coming to my room. This particular Sunday, I was sitting in pain, not knowing where relief was or what to do. Afraid to talk for fear of telling our secret, I sat in silence and stillness, and I heard the sermon. The minister kept insisting we were children of God while also making the connection that Jesus was God’s only begotten son. In that moment I understood that I was just as important to God as Jesus. I figured because me and Jesus were brother and sister, I’d do like my big brother Jesus and pray through my suffering like he bravely did, knowing I, too, would be resurrected. That’s what I’m looking for on my knees now—a resurrection, a new revelation, for the quiet curse on my life. I bargain that if I leave in peace, He will not let me have HIV.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			When I finally manage to sit up in bed, the room is bright, and the sunlight stings my swollen, tender eyes. It’s as if shards of sun scrape every surface, from the curtains to the bookcases to the dressers and the luggage I set by the windows.

			From downstairs, I hear laughter and the sound of clinking glasses, serving plates being placed heavily on the dining room table. Then there’s the sound of the doorbell, followed by Dominic’s voice.

			“Good morning,” he says. “I’m here to pick up Dionne.”

			Richard responds that I’m still asleep, even as I hustle out of bed, rushing to the bathroom, and I hear Richard inviting Dominic in.

			“You’ve got great timing, son,” I think I hear Richard say. “We’re just about to eat the pancakes. Deborah, this is Dionne’s colleague. He says he’s not hungry.”

			My mom says hello to Dominic, tries to convince him to stay for breakfast.

			“Is Dionne okay?” I hear Dominic ask. In this question, there’s another one, but she has no idea.

			“Dionne is a trooper,” my mom says. “She made it through a terrible visit to her father and knew what she needed to feel better was to come straight home. Let’s let her sleep in. She deserves it, don’t you think?” My mother must have already had several mimosas. She’s usually reserved around strangers, not one to give too much personal information away.

			I hurriedly shower and change. I make several trips up and down the stairs, bringing all my luggage with me. I want to get the hell out of this house as quickly as possible. When I make it into the formal dining room, I see that Mom’s convinced Dominic to join them for Sunday breakfast after all.

			“Good morning,” I say, forcing myself to sound chipper.

			My sister, Winnifred, appears at the front door and rushes toward me. Her pregnant belly is tight and compact. She’s only five months along and is carrying much smaller than the first time. My niece follows her mother and holds on to one of my legs as I hug my sister. “Auntie Dionne,” her little voice shouts. “Did you bring me a present from New York City?”

			“Lauri, give Auntie a minute,” Winnie says. “I cannot believe you came into town and didn’t tell me. Charles is going to be sad he missed you.” Charles is Winnie’s husband.

			“Where is he?” I ask.

			“Back in London for work.” Richard isn’t in the room.

			“I’m telling Dominic this is a tradition,” Mom tells me. “We stuff ourselves blind before heading to church.”

			I grab a biscuit out of the basket and a piece of bacon from the plate. “We can’t stay, Mom. We’ve got so much to do today. We have to get on the road.”

			“Dionne,” she says seriously. “Surely you’re not planning to leave without going to church with us. Reverend Jones would be so happy to see you. And your handsome colleague here.”

			Winnie groans at how Mom is flirting with Dominic in that way moms do to let us know they approve of our choice. My stomach churns the acid from last night’s cocktails.

			“I mean, that’s what we need more of in our church: strong, virile Black men,” Mom adds, winking.

			Just then, Richard returns with a plate full of pancakes. “Keep your panties on, Deborah. It’s the Lord’s day.”

			My mother playfully hits Richard on the shoulder. “You know I never wear any, Richard,” she says, trying to shock everyone. What in the hell has gotten into these people?

			“Dad, Mom, can you both please stop it?” Winnie says, putting two palms over her daughter’s ears. “There are children in the room. And a guest.”

			Dominic is staring at me, waiting for me to give him a signal. But I can’t do much except stand there, frozen on the spot.

			“We have to go now,” I repeat.

			“Stop it,” Mom says. “No church. I’ll agree to that. But you must eat. Sit down, Dionne.” Obediently, I sit. I’ve got no fight in me. I distract myself with a plate full of food and move robotically between bites through each interaction. I manage to chime in about Essence and the promotion and the beautiful women we’ve captured so far on this trip, from West Virginia to Detroit to what we hope to get today in Kansas City.

			Dominic suggests it might be nice to get some family pictures at breakfast, with the beautifully set table. I understand it’s his attempt to get me out of the room, and so I agree and tell everyone we’re going to get his gear.

			As we walk out of the house toward his car, Dominic stops and looks at me, his eyes growing wide with concern. “You decided not to do it?” he asks.

			“Yeah,” I say. “I tried. I can’t.”

			He reaches out to me then and holds my hands in his, which are surprisingly warm. I feel reassured he isn’t disappointed. “Maybe another time,” he says. “I’m glad you tried.”

			“I wanted to call you so bad last night.”

			“Why didn’t you?” he asks.

			“I don’t know.”

			“I wish you had.” He looks tired and exhausted all of a sudden.

			“Things go okay with Shannon?” I ask.

			“Yeah,” he says, but he is unconsciously shaking his head no. “You know how it is with old friends. He reminded me I owe him a big favor. Your phone call might have saved me from having to come through for him.” He smiles, though I sense a heaviness beneath it.

			“What did you owe him?” I ask.

			My mother is at the door. “Your food is getting cold,” she calls out in an accusatory tone.

			Dominic dashes to the car to grab the camera, and we go back inside. I want to get a picture of all the women in my family. My mother protests, since we aren’t done eating yet, but I tell her it’s important. And maybe because she recalls my mood from last night, or maybe because the quick makeup I applied can’t hide the puffiness of my face, she relents.

			We line up next to one another in the formal living room, with the fireplace and the framed pictures of our lives behind us: my mother, then me, then Winnie with one hand on her pregnant stomach and the other clutching Lauri. After the photos, we go back into the dining room and resume eating.

			“Can’t let a Black man eat without forcing him to earn his keep,” Richard says. Dominic smiles tentatively, still puzzling out the family dynamics, and glances at me as if to make sure it’s okay. I nod, trying to telegraph that everything’s fine. But he still looks concerned, and I remember his insistence back in my apartment, when I first offered him the job, that I not move past unpleasant moments. Do not give in to your impulse to compartmentalize, he seems ready to say now.

			But even as I try to stay present—and even though it feels like I’m failing—I fear this gift of pretense is embedded too deeply in me. I don’t know if there will ever be a day when I’m not pretending to be okay.

			As the meal progresses, Richard engages Dominic in conversation, and I quietly observe them. At first, Dominic is succinct, offering only one-word responses, but soon enough, with Richard’s charm, I see Dominic start to open up. It’s a scene I’ve witnessed more times than I can count. They speak about football and basketball, about tournaments and rookies and college football, in that way that demonstrates men have their own language, their own bonding shortcuts, and I see a new side of Dominic. This is what he must be like when he’s around his brothers and uncles and guy friends.

			On our side of the table, Winnie is talking about her husband’s trip to London and how exhausted she is running the house by herself. Mom says, “Then why don’t you just drop Lauri here and let her stay with us for a few days?”

			My pulse quickens.

			Dominic and Richard are speaking about how difficult it is for Black men to find their way. In the few moments I tuned out of their conversation, it seems Dominic confided that he’s been in prison. “Entrepreneurship,” Richard says. “That’s the way for you to do it. Own your own business. This country exploits our men, an endless prison pipeline, and if you don’t see through it, you can end up trapped in it.”

			Dominic nods in appreciation. I can see in the set of his shoulders, in the expression on his face, that he admires Richard. The realization devastates me. This is what Richard does to everyone; within moments, he’s able to get people to like him, to trust him.

			“I’m excited about our trip to New York City next month,” Winnie says, calling my attention back to our side of the table.

			“Can I come?” Lauri asks.

			“It’s an adults-only trip, honey,” Mom says.

			“Maybe next time,” Winnie says.

			“But I want to go this time,” Lauri whines. She reaches for her cup of juice and it tilts, spilling all over the table and Winnie’s plate. Winnifred rushes to clean up her daughter’s mess.

			“Sweetie,” Mom says, “sit down, let me.” She gets a handful of paper towels from the kitchen.

			“I’m really looking forward to having you and Mom over at my place,” I say. “It’ll be a nice trip.”

			“It was hard to commit now that Charles has to split his time between here and London—it’s a nightmare to make any plans that have me away from home. But I’m so happy that Richard agreed to keep Lauri for that weekend. I think she’s ready.”

			Richard laughs and says, “The question is, am I?”

			Everything in the room goes silent for me. I’m stuck in complete stillness, paralyzed like I was when Richard would come into my room at night, only I’m sitting up. My niece’s voice cuts through the muffled sounds of adult conversation.

			“Mommy,” Lauri says, “I’m bored.” Winnifred takes her to the great room. Within moments, I hear the Sunday morning cartoons playing. Garfield is hungry. Garfield wants lasagna.

			“You’re planning to leave Lauri here, in the house, with Richard?” I hear myself say, too loudly, as soon as Winnie’s back in her seat. There’s a hysterical note to my voice. It brings the table to silence. Richard stares at me, aggressive, his grip on his fork tightening, like he’s readying himself to strike. A chill travels down my spine. That’s the way he’d stare me down at breakfast every morning after, not taking his eyes off me as Mommy asked if I’d had a good night of sleep.

			Dominic catches the exchange and his gaze intensifies, too, offering me warmth and care. It’s almost as though he’s speaking to me, gently urging me to be in this moment. To be present, to pull from my painful past what I need to make this moment, this life, authentic.

			This moment holds my freedom. I force myself to breathe.

			“Dionne, what’s wrong?” Mom asks.

			Looking at my mother, at how beautiful she is, how happy and self-satisfied she is, I have no regrets about how long it’s taken me to speak. I’m certain my silence has been worth it. A calm descends on me, a sense of well-being that catches me off guard. If given a chance, Richard will abuse Lauri. Richard has never stopped abusing other children.

			There’s no split between the past and the present moment. I speak loudly, finding my voice.

			“Richard raped me from ten years old until my fifteenth birthday.”

			Mom gasps. Dominic comes around the table, stands next to me, hand on my shoulder. It gives me strength, having him near me.

			“From the time we moved into this house, for almost five years, he came into my room nearly every week, after you’d fallen asleep, Mom, or while you ran your errands or were out of town with your friends.” I say it casually, like I’m going over my to-do list.

			Richard barely looks up from his plate and asks, nonplussed, “What is this nonsense? Your magazine writes about trauma so now you must have one? I’ve been nothing but good to you and your sister. Pass the salt, please.”

			Winnifred’s face is flushed, and her eyes widen, as if something has fallen into place.

			My mom looks back and forth between the two of us. “Richard?” she breathes.

			He puts a finger up to her. “Don’t humor her with this one, Deborah.”

			“Did you laugh, those years you were fucking me?” I ask.

			“Get out.”

			“Richard,” my mother breathes. It seems to be all she can say.

			I begin to share details of Richard’s abuse, how it happened when Mommy went to meetings, attended functions, while she sang Nina Simone songs in the shower. I speak about his flashlight, about the light coming so close to my body it burned me.

			“Get out. And take this ex-con with you.” Richard’s found his words and his authority. He scoffs, “I abused you? You’re the one bringing filth into this house. Somehow all of us have forgotten about the countless times we caught boys in our home?” He turns to look at my mother. “Your daughter is a whore, Deborah, and needs someplace to bury her ‘pain’ now that no man will marry her. She’s used-up goods and needs somewhere to hide her shame.” He stands so abruptly his chair falls over. “Get out!”

			My mother begins to weep, covering her face with both palms. Richard slams his fist down on the dining room table. The force rattles the plates, the cups, the silverware.

			“Dionne, it’s time for you and your friend to leave my house,” he says.

			“Mom?”

			My mother continues to weep but she doesn’t raise her face from her cupped hands, doesn’t stand up or reach toward me. Strangely, even now, I have an urge to offer her comfort, to make sure she’ll be okay.

			“There is a legacy of silence in this family,” I say to Winnie, gesturing at my mother’s hidden face. “We are diseased with silence. Mom, say something!”

			But she remains quiet. Richard makes a threatening move toward me, and Dominic takes a step toward him and says, “Back the fuck up.” I rush out of the house. Winnifred runs after me, and Dominic follows her.

			Outside, Winnifred begs me to come over to her house. She wants to talk about all of this. But I’m eager to get away from everyone here; I want to go home, to my apartment, my safe space. As Dominic loads my luggage into the car, I let Winnie fold me into her embrace.

			“I believe you. I believe you,” she says over and over again as she rocks me, holding me tight.

			Face buried in her shoulder, I tell her through my crying, “Don’t let him near your babies.”

			She promises, “I won’t. I won’t.”

			I pull away. “I gotta go.”

			She pulls me back. “Come to my house. Please?”

			I pull away again and look at her like the big sister I am. I shake my head. “I gotta go.”

			Winnie weeps and hugs me again, almost as if she needs to hold on to me to keep herself from collapsing. “I can’t believe you suffered like this. Oh my God—I wish you’d told me what he did to you.”

			I feel a rush of tenderness and love for my sister. Her shock is my relief: It tells me he never touched her. She didn’t have a shared experience; she sees what has been done to me as the horror it is. I look back at the doorway, waiting for my mother to rush out, to say she believes me, too, that she’ll leave Richard, come to New York with me.

			But she doesn’t.

			I want to tell my sister that I thought I’d kept quiet all these years because I wanted to protect her, but now I understand it was because I feared our mother’s reaction. I want to say that today, every fear I ever held has been proven right. But I can’t speak. It’s as if my vocal cords stopped working.

			Dominic gently tells Winnie, “I’ll get her home.”

			Eventually, I manage to disentangle myself from my sister’s hug. I promise to call her when we arrive in Brooklyn.

			As we drive away, past the majestic homes of the neighborhood I grew up in, I’m devastated, spent. I keep looking at the rearview mirror, hoping my mother’s tiny figure will appear. But she never does.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			Driving past the testaments of my bruised childhood and adolescence, I think about how it all might look to Dominic. The vibrant flowers that line the high school’s main building, the newly renovated athletic field with glistening green turf, the country club where I learned to play tennis and had Jack and Jill events, all of us groomed to believe we were the future of this country. That we had an obligation to those who’d come before us, who’d never reached their potential because of racism and prejudice. That obligation has driven me to achieve—and to be quiet. There’s a lie that’s sold to poor people in this country: that living in a place like this, and everything that it affords you, is worth every sacrifice, every humiliation, every moment of backbreaking labor. I’ve also fallen for that trap, I realize, buying into the belief that aspiring toward wealth is more honorable than choosing to be content with a humble life.

			We drive past Andre’s house, number three on my list, and for a moment, I swear I can see myself, seventeen years old, standing outside of his door, knowing there are more boys in there than I anticipated—knowing that I should leave. I also remember that I wanted to keep Andre interested in me. So maybe instead of being a victim that day, what if there was something comforting about doing shameful things when they were my choice, when no one was forcing me to do them. It was a way to muddy myself, maybe. That was when I first planted that seed, when I began to deceive myself that sex was power, that choosing to do as I wished regardless of whether it felt good or not was a statement of my control over all circumstances, past and present.

			Finally, Dominic breaks the companionable silence. “Checking in—what are you feeling?” He waits for an answer, but when he sees I can’t speak, he adds, “I’m proud of you. And I’m really sorry about your mom.”

			I can feel his understanding, but there’s this soreness in my throat, as if it’s closing in on itself, constricting my airway. If I could speak, I would tell Dominic that even though it didn’t turn out the way I wish it had, I don’t regret our trip. And I would thank him. There’s so much to thank him for, I realize as I think about how far this man has driven for me.

			We pass my first boyfriend’s neighborhood, and I remember the part of me who made a good choice for herself. Tony was good to me; he loved me; he waited for me. Tony and I used to drive around this city a lot in his fancy car. I run up to the attic of my heart and sit with some of those memories.

			As Dominic and I drive out of Kansas City, I feel my spirit is heavy but also expanding. Like I shattered so I could open up. Now I just have to glue myself back together. “I’m no longer carrying the secret by myself,” I murmur aloud.

			He reaches for my hand, and I let my numb fingers wrap around his steady presence. While he drives, I look out the window and cry.

		

	
		
			Day Eight

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			We’re only a couple of hours away from New York City and Dominic is asleep. I’m driving, for once, and I can’t help but steal glances at him. His features are so relaxed and peaceful it makes me wish I had a blanket to wrap him up in, or that I could snuggle up close to him. I have to fight the urge to lean into his sleeping body and kiss his lips.

			On this eighth day of my journey, I count myself lucky. I’m more than halfway through my wait—in six days, I’ll learn my HIV test results. From that point on, I know my life will be different no matter what my status is. Yet in a way, it feels as if the biggest change has already happened just in the last two days.

			A minivan with a large family drives up next to me. A Black woman with thick, regal dreadlocks drives through the night, eyes fixed on the road ahead, and a man is asleep next to her, mirroring what’s happening in my car. I’m relieved we’re back in the Northeast. Even though we’re in the middle of nowhere, we’re driving alongside other Black people. Behind the couple, there are three girls of varying ages. One of them, probably somewhere around ten or eleven years old, with a wide gap between her front teeth, waves at me. I wave back. Her older sister pushes her and she pushes back, hard. There’s some scuffling that starts up and I can see by how the mother turns back that she’s having none of that. The girls calm down immediately.

			I long for what she has. A family of my own to take road trips with.

			What will my future look like if I’m sick? It will definitely mean no children, no family, almost certain death. Very quickly my mood darkens. I pray over that woman’s daughters. Pray that man in the car with them is not like Richard and she’s not like my mother. But no—they’ll be just fine. I remember my mother never drove if Richard was in the car, and we would never be unruly and loud and free if he was there. The mother in the minivan is smiling already, and so are the girls. Yeah, they’re good, I decide, and turn my eyes back to the road.

			The highway is a poetic place to think and obsess. I’m in limbo for another six days, and then I’ll have my new life. What will I do with it? Will I return to the scene of the china shops I’ve run through like a bull and confront all that brokenness? Or will I let everyone feel bad for how they fucked me and then die a humiliating lonely death? I think of Darren, wonder how he’s doing, which makes me remember that the probability of me having HIV is high.

			I don’t want to be HIV-positive.

			The gas gauge light switches on and I realize we’re dangerously close to empty. Fortunately, there’s a rest stop coming up. Seeing Dominic sleeping so deeply, I decide to shake this dark mood cloaking me in self-pity and have a little fun. I push the car to seventy, then eighty, then ninety. This car is made for speed, and as I accelerate, the engine purrs louder, becoming the deafening roar of a galloping beast.

			We arrive at the gas station in what feels like a few breaths, but Dominic remains completely oblivious throughout. I imagine telling him I almost hit a hundred on the highway, all while he slept; his eyes will grow wide; his dimples will appear in surprised delight.

			I go to the bathroom and freshen myself up. I grab a big cup of coffee. Buy enough candy to feed a carful of hungry kids and pay for the gas. Making it to Brooklyn tonight will require me to be caffeinated and sugared up.

			Just as I start to pump gas into the car, the family I drove next to a while back pulls up next to me.

			“Guess both our men decided to sleep through the last leg?” the mother says as she starts filling up the minivan. I nod and agree, not bothering to correct her assumption Dominic’s my man. When the same girl who waved at me in the car does so again now, smiling shyly, I notice the resemblance between her, her mother, and her siblings in the car. I can’t possibly use any of the pictures Dominic took with my family in Kansas City, not after everything that happened, but this family—they would make a beautiful shot. A mother and her girls. I would be sure to point out in their story that the dad was sleeping in the car, so that she wouldn’t be mistaken for a single mother. I could wax poetic about how his presence grounds them in their beauty. They look safe—and don’t we need more examples of that?

			I walk over to the mother and begin introducing myself. At first, she’s confused and wary, but she relaxes quickly when I hand her my business card. “Wait,” she says. “Do you get to talk to Susan Taylor, ever?”

			I nod, laughing, then explain what I’m up to and ask if she would be willing to be photographed with her daughters for my project.

			“Oh my goodness,” she says, glancing down at her wrinkled clothes and touching her face and hair as if they must be a mess after all the driving. “I want to do it, but I don’t think we look good enough.”

			I shake my head. “Y’all have this natural beauty. You don’t need to be dressed up. Part of the point is to have women and girls be themselves, the way most of us look every day—recess hair and all.”

			“Not you,” she says, eyeing me up and down.

			She’s right. I retouched my makeup in the bathroom. It’s as instinctive to me to apply a fresh coat of mascara and lipstick as it is to wash my hands when I go to the restroom. “We’re still in the early stages,” I say, pointing my chin Dominic’s way.

			She nods knowingly but insists they still need to clean up, at least a bit. I tell her to take her time. “We’re in a rush,” she says as she chivies her girls toward the bathroom. “It’ll only take a few minutes.”

			I go back to the car, where Dominic is resting so peacefully that I decide not to disturb him. In the shadowy trunk, I fumble around, looking for his camera. I find a bulky bag I don’t recognize and, without thinking, unzip it, dig underneath the sweatshirt, and then instinctively jerk my hand away.

			Everything stops.

			The bag is full of big white blocks tightly wrapped in plastic. I stare at them, uncomprehending, for several moments. My heart drops; it has to be cocaine. I close the bag as quickly as I unzipped it, making sure no one’s seen. Fortunately, there’s no one around except the family, and the mom and her girls are in the bathroom and the dad is asleep.

			After digging around nervously in the trunk a bit more, I remember that Dominic placed the camera on the floor in front of the seat behind him. I go into the driver’s side and fold my seat, twist to reach the camera bag behind the passenger seat. Dominic doesn’t stir.

			Panic threatens to overwhelm me. What has Dominic done?

			But I don’t have time to process. The mother returns with the girls and they’ve all changed into matching purple outfits. I bury my worries and compliment them, admiring how well they’ve cleaned up. Some part of me is disturbed again at how quickly I can turn from one heart-stopping moment to this mechanical public version of myself, how quickly I’m able to focus on getting a handful of pictures even as my hands shake. I ask for the mother’s contact info, so we can get permission or even, perhaps, schedule another session. The girls wave at me as they drive away.

			Dom wakes up just as I place the camera back in the case. He smiles at me, looking thankful that I let him sleep. I think I smile back, but I’m numb.

			He heads inside to use the bathroom, and by the time he’s back, I’ve pulled all my bags out, leaving the duffel full of drugs sitting alone in the otherwise empty trunk.

			Clearly disoriented at first, Dominic slowly realizes that I must have seen what he’s been hiding. “Dionne,” he says. “I can explain.”

			“You don’t need to. I’m your cover, right? A little drug run to Kansas City real quick, but make it look like you’re helping a sister out.” Dominic looks sick, shaking his head and mumbling for me to please let him explain, but I’m so furious, so hurt, I don’t let him get a word in edgewise. “No,” I say with a bitter laugh that threatens to undo me. “You didn’t use me. I made the decision to take this ride with an ex-con—a newspaper delivery guy with a Mercedes. I’m the dummy. I won’t make myself the victim.”

			When Dominic speaks, his voice is hoarse with emotion. “It’s nothing like that. My boy Shannon—he saved my life in prison. If it wasn’t for him, I would be dead. When I asked to stay with him in KC, I didn’t know he was going to ask me to do this for him. I said no fucking way, he knows what I stand to lose. But he reminded me I owed him big. It felt like this favor wasn’t really a choice.”

			“Everything is a choice,” I flatly say.

			“I know—I know. Look, I just wanted to pay him back now and be done with it, clear my past, be the man I want to be for you. Fuck, I just want to get up from everything and be a man,” he says. I suddenly feel like I’m his mother and he’s seventeen, a boy trying to be a grown-up. We’re all stuck somewhere.

			I look around, giving him my back. There’s nowhere I can really go—we’re in some nothing New Jersey town by the side of a nondescript thruway, New York City a couple hours away. I’ve done this to myself. I chose to trust a person who had given me no real reason to, whom I barely knew. I allowed myself to daydream about what could be with the enigmatic, talented photographer. I blinded myself to him like my mother blinded herself to Richard. When you see only what you want to see, the truth disappears.

			“I need the film,” I say in a cold and steady tone that surprises me. “All the film from this trip. I’ll make sure you get your money as soon as I get back to the office.”

			“You have to believe me,” he starts to say.

			I hold up my hand to silence him. “Just give me the fucking film.”

			He reaches into the camera bag in the back seat, removes the film, and places it in its container. He searches inside a separate compartment of the bag and pulls out several more rolls of finished film. When I hold them in my hand, they feel so light. This is what our time together amounts to, when all is said and done.

			I hand him one of my business cards. “You’ll need to call the office and ask to speak to Erika from Accounts Payable. Someone there will tell you what they need from you to get you your money.”

			“You don’t need to pay me,” he says.

			“I might be a lot of other things, but I am a woman of my word,” I hiss. He hangs his head low, nods, then takes a step toward me, arms extended.

			“Go,” I say. I can’t handle him being here one more minute. “If you so much as touch me I will scream.”

			“How will you—”

			“Go!” I shout. He’s transporting a bag filled with coke a thousand miles in the trunk of the car I’m riding in, and he wants to concern himself with my safety?

			“I’m really sorry,” he says, and climbs into the driver’s seat, starts the car.

			I don’t respond. I stand, arms folded over my chest, as he drives away. As his car disappears back onto the highway, I have a moment of uncertainty. Did I overreact? The question looms as large as the dark sky.

			I believe everything he told me, about a last debt to an old friend who saved his life. I remember racing down the highway just a half hour ago, pushing the accelerator with abandon. It felt so freeing, trying to leave the heaviness behind. I shudder, thinking about what would have happened if I’d been stopped by highway patrol. No, I didn’t overreact. Dominic is simply, sadly, not someone I can trust.

			I allow the anger and rage I feel at myself, at him, to emerge from my body as tears, heavy and plentiful, and I try to sit in all I’m feeling: that I’ve betrayed myself again, that I’ve been disappointed once more by someone I believed cared about me, that I’m in an endless spiral in my life where I keep making terrible choice after terrible choice.

			I leave my luggage right by the gas pump, go inside the store, and ask the attendant, a middle-aged white man, if he knows of a taxicab company or a hotel nearby.

			“You okay?”

			“Yes. I haven’t been for a long time but this time I know it,” I tell him.

			He looks at my red, swollen eyes and tells me to wait a few moments. He goes to the back and returns with a woman who smiles kindly at me as she dries her hands with a yellow towel.

			“Bobby says you need a ride?” she says. She touches my cheek. “Come on, sweetheart, I’ll happily drive you. Where do you need to go?”

			I ask her to take me to a nearby motel. Someplace clean and the most modern. At the nearby Holiday Inn, I make the call to the one person I want to see.

			

			—

			After I check into my room, I lie on one of the double beds and call Farrah. “I need help. Please,” I finally manage to utter.

			“Dionne?” Farrah says. “What happened? Are you okay?” I’m choking on my tears, unintelligible words gurgling out of my throat as I try to explain. “Just tell me where you are,” she says. I do, and she promises to come as quickly as possible, stay with me as long as necessary.

		

	
		
			Days Nine and Ten

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			Farrah arrives in the middle of the night and after I let her in, she slips under the covers with me, holds my head against her chest, and shushes me when I try to talk. “Let’s just be quiet for a while,” she says.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			I wake from a hangover of tears. I notice the unfamiliar motel room. The light from the sun cutting through the slit in the pulled curtains allows me to see it enough to know I am not at home. This is not my bed. And I’m in it alone. Did I dream of Farrah last night?

			Somehow my feet find the mundaneness of being human. I take my next needful step—and drag myself to the bathroom. I stand at the toilet in a fog, almost wetting myself before remembering I’m there to pee. As I sit there and examine the dampness of my underwear lining, I cry and pee at the same time. I wonder if I would have urinated more if I didn’t cry so much. How many tears have I shed on this nearly two-week journey? I try to recall the last time I cried. Somewhere along the way in my relationship with Darren I lost my tears. I actually don’t have a memory of crying in the last three years—sure, there was pain and anguish and longing and confusion and doubt that deserved many tears, but somewhere along the way I lost them. And now here they are.

			The gentle tap on the door reminds me that I am not here alone. Farrah did come. She’s here. She arrived last night and just held me, like a mother holding a child. Then I remember my mother and I’m back in her dining room staring at her hoping she will at least rescue me with her eyes. Farrah taps a little louder and adds a “Hey, you.” She snatches me away as my memory still holds my mother’s posture of shame—eyes closed, shoulders collapsed, and head down. “I’m going to bust down the door if you don’t say something,” Farrah nervously lobs through the barrier just loud enough and playful enough to show respect for my pain.

			I find my voice: “I’m fine—I’m just using the bathroom.”

			There is a pause, like she is deciding whether she trusts me or not. “Okay, I got us coffee. Come get it while it’s still hot.” I wait for her to walk away, then wipe myself and dry my face.

			I walk out and she is sitting on the edge of the bed with her coffee in hand and curled next to her chest. She gestures toward the empty seat that goes with the rickety table where my hot coffee rests. I take the chair and grab the lifeline. I don’t have any intention of drinking it—the thought of the taste prepares me to vomit. I just participate in the kindness she is showing in exchange for her curious and caring eyes. Before she can ask I tell her that I can’t talk right now. She says as if she’s already rehearsed it, “It’s okay. We’ll have our coffee and then we’ll shower, get dressed, and go.” I love her clear direction. She does the hard work of how to do life when I feel dead inside. I remember to nod in agreement, give her concern a rest.

			Looking out the window of her rental car, I’m replaying the horror of my life while also trying to remember the shower I just took or how I even came to have on this terry-cloth two-piece set that I remember is hers. I look to her while she’s driving. She smiles back at me assuredly. I touch my face and remember that I snapped at her for packing up my makeup bag while I was in the shower—I needed it to cover my face, to glue myself back together again. As I frantically rifle through my purse looking for my backup foundation, I recall reminding her that she’s so naturally beautiful she doesn’t have the same problems as the rest of us. She stood there sacrificing her comfort to my spewing pain. As she drives, I finally find the foundation like some drug addict and start applying it on the spot. My own memory startles me. I look back at her, wondering if she’s thinking the same thing. With her loving eyes on the road, she announces that we are almost there. I’m confused—we don’t look anywhere near home.

			As she turns off the exit that promises a peaceful escape, she tells me that she found somewhere special for us to spend the next three days. I immediately list the sharpest reasons for us to go home. I straddle the fine line of friendship not to sound ungrateful but be clear I want to go home. I even offer to drive but she won’t hear any of it. In fact, she deadens the spat by reminding me, “You called me for my help. This is how I’m helping.” I shut up and sit back in the seat and allow my curiosity to take in the clues.

			We drive down a winding dirt road, canopied in trees. It leads to the sweetest cottage on the edge of a lake. Instantly I know she was right.

			“How did you find this place?” I ask.

			“I discovered it when I dated a white boy in college. I was curious what that kind of money was like,” she says, parking the car. “I always say every relationship will leave a gift. This is mine. Like that relationship, it’s my secret. I come here when I need to get away from New York City, from the pressure of work, from people who continuously get on my last nerve.”

			She pats my hand, indicating it’s time to get out of the car. And we do. She does everything every girl wishes a man would do for her—gets the bags, gets us settled so I can walk toward the lake and look at it. I notice the sounds. Just like Mary Oliver always described in her poems about bugs and tall grass juxtaposed with glassy water. Being here feels like medicine. The lake smells clean, reflecting all the spring leaves budding on the trees. It’s green everywhere we look except the sky, which is clear blue and cloudless. Farrah walks up. The crunch under her steps feels safe. She is medicine. I turn to greet her smiling face. I reach for her arms, stretched out for a needed hug. We embrace by the water’s edge and I cry. It feels like an offering for the healing that has already begun. I find the words “I should have called you a long time ago.”

			“Folks on the lam eventually need an accomplice.” She whips it back so matter-of-factly it causes us both to laugh a little. That’s one of my favorite things about her, how she gets me to laugh.

			I look back at the peace of this place and admit that I am tired. Though I know she is dying to know the details of me being stranded in the middle of the night in the middle of nowhere, she holds at bay her need for answers and instead hugs me again and encourages me to get more sleep.

			“We can talk later. I took time off work so there’s no rush for us to do anything. I’ll make us some food and you can get as much rest as you need.” She ushers me to the bigger of the two bedrooms, which allows in an overwhelming amount of daylight. She creates a cocoon in the bed with a mountain of pillows that I can snuggle into and look out the window at the beautiful lake, lush trees, and clear sky. When I sit on the bed, she begins to untie my shoelaces and I try to stop her, worried that she’s doing too much.

			“I’m proud of you for asking for help, Dionne,” she says seriously. “Now the hard part comes. You have to let yourself be helped.”

			I force myself to relax. Let her tend to me. She removes the shoes and puts the blanket over me as I lean back. She kisses my forehead in the most maternal gesture I’ve ever experienced from her. I want to say so many things, but my throat is locked with gratitude.

			Farrah nods, as if she already understands what it is I cannot say, and walks out of the room with soft steps, leaving the door open so I can see her move about in the living room and kitchen.

			The weight of so many emotions has created a soreness in my body that I become fully aware of only now that I’ve stopped moving. It’s the care of my best friend that allows me to understand that stopping right now, doing nothing instead of running, chasing answers, finding solutions, is what my soul needs to heal. It’s what my body needs.

			In the kitchen, Farrah turns on the radio and Mariah Carey’s “Someday” blasts: Someday, ooooh someday, the one you gave away will be the only one you’re wishing for.

			Farrah quickly turns it down and calls out an apology. I hear the search for more soothing music. She finds a jazz station playing Kenny G. After a moment, I hear her trying to quietly maneuver pots and pans. I smile. Maybe my life hasn’t been a complete spiral of bad decisions and attracting the wrong people time and time again—after all, I’ve got Farrah, who has a heart bigger and more full of love and care than I deserve. Hearing her move around in the other room while nestled inside the comfy bed full of blankets, I’m bathed in a feeling of safety I don’t think I’ve ever felt since my parents used to tuck me and Winnie into bed together every night. My mother did bath time, they traded off story time, and my father always led us in prayer before we closed our eyes. To avoid crying over that thought, I watch Farrah go back and forth, trying to be quiet, trying not to wake me, humming bad jazz. This is what mothers must look like once they finally put the baby to bed.

			My heart aches for my mother. And somehow in that sadness I fall asleep and wake to the smell of a roasted chicken. It’s an aroma I associate with my mother’s house. My fight-or-flight jolts me straight up in bed with the thought of still being in Kansas City. The view of the lake reminds me of where I am. Settling back into my body, I can hear Farrah still being careful in the kitchen, softly singing along with Anita Baker. I’m in love, sweet love.

			That night, there is a rich mac and cheese with the upper layer crusted over, just the way I love it. The chicken that is her grandmother’s recipe has a crispy skin but is lusciously moist on the inside. There’s a bowl full of yams and another full of collard greens. The corn bread is soft and melts on my tongue. Over the comfort of this meal I tell Farrah all she needs to know; she listens. When I tell her the details of my stolen childhood, she holds my hand, tears falling from her own eyes. She’s quiet as I tell her about what happened yesterday at Mom’s house.

			We both no longer want to eat. We sit there.

			“You have been more of a mother to me than my own mother,” I say clearly.

			She is careful not to pick up that smoking gun.

			Finally, she says, “Maybe in this moment.”

			I push the plate away, confirming I lost my appetite. I can feel her worry that I am going to get up and shut back down. I can feel her thoughts scrambling to say something to keep me here.

			“I’m sitting here with you, listening to you tell me this, and I feel totally inadequate as to what to do to offer you comfort. It’s possible your mother also didn’t know what to say, what to do.”

			“A part of me has always worried about her reaction. Maybe that’s why I never said anything. Maybe I knew I couldn’t suffer anything less than her wanting to kill him”—I look in Farrah’s eyes—“but she didn’t even face me. I’m not even sure she cried.”

			“She cried. Maybe not then, but no mother could hear that and not cry.” She then picks up our plates and heads to the kitchen. “Come on, let’s have some tea and go look at the moon.” She leads and I follow.

			We carry our tea out into the cold air. The steam immediately says hello to the moon that hangs above the lake. The light dances on the water. We wrap ourselves in blankets. She’s quiet and I’m quiet.

			In that silence, memories of my childhood before the divorce come back. Sitting on the front porch of our Detroit house with my father, my mother holding baby Winnie and Dad telling funny stories about the people who walked by our house. I remember the laughter coming from my mother, deep in her belly, how lovingly she looked at my father and seemed so utterly content. This was the reality of my life for years and years.

			The fights started after my father lost his job and the financial strain on our lives became too much to bear. He took out a loan without consulting my mother and from then on out, it was a screaming match almost every night. That’s how I came to learn, at seven or eight years old, that my mother’s parents had been dead set against the marriage. That they never thought my father was worth the hassle and the difficult life she would have to live. When she announced that she was going to marry him, they gave her an ultimatum: break off the relationship or you can forget about us. My mother had chosen love. It was only after I was born that my grandparents reluctantly came back into their daughter’s life. After the novelty of us wore off, we saw them less and less. Not that I have much memory of it, it’s just that they started to disappear in pictures after Winnie was born. I heard my mother talk once about their trip to her humble house, how her mother had refused to sit down on the couch. My grandparents never stopped punishing her, not even after the divorce.

			As if we are examining someone else’s life, Farrah and I consider what it must have meant for my mother to move back with two young girls, admitting her parents had been right all along. That marrying a man who was working-class had been a bad decision, and that staying married and converting to the Nation of Islam was a laughable proposition. Though my grandparents helped, they weren’t happy about us moving home in such need. It felt like they made her write standards every time she asked for their help: You told me so. You told me so. You told me so. I have ruined my life. I have ruined my life. I have ruined my life. I made my bed, now I have to lie in it. I made my bed, now I have to lie in it. I made my bed, now I have to lie in it. It was only when my mother married Richard that her own family fully embraced her again.

			I tell Farrah my theory of why they treated my mother like that—because they were secretly living paycheck to paycheck to keep up appearances in their lavish life. My mother was supposed to marry well as their insurance plan. “I heard my grandmother say once that she wasted her beauty on broke.”

			Farrah sighs; this truth hits somewhere in all of our lives. Then she offers, “We don’t need to excuse people who’ve treated us badly, or make room in our lives for people who are likely to continue to withhold love, but I suspect that part of the impulse from your grandmother was truly to protect your mother. To force her, if need be, to make what she considered the right choice so that her life would be easier.”

			My grandmother was a difficult woman to love, or maybe I felt that way because I learned early on the many ways she’d made my mother feel unloved, inadequate, always chasing my grandmother’s approval. Those confessions that still hold fresh in my pocket always came after my mother had something to drink. I never thought she had an alcohol problem, but she did sedate herself a lot with social wine. She mostly fell asleep early and slept hard through the night, but on occasion she would laugh and regale us with stories about how her parents treated her. There was always a moment during Christmas when we would get all the gifts she never got anymore. My mind betrays my mom and considers the ways in which my grandparents showed up for me and Winnie after Richard was able to send us to all of the best schools. Me and my little sister had all the things the grandchildren of a wealthy, highly educated, and cultured Black couple who’d beaten all odds should have had—designer clothes, sweet-sixteen birthday cars, debutante balls, and vacations on cruise ships. All we had to do was wear our best Polo outfits with our hair done when we showed up to have lunch with our grandmother at the posh, mostly white country club Richard made sure she had access to. When I got accepted into Columbia, I did double duty to help her impress the wives of the white captains of industry who played golf with my grandfather. My grandmother lives in Florida now. “We’re supposed to have Thanksgiving with her this year,” I remind myself out loud. Farrah stays silent. And I look to her to see if she is still listening. She holds her tongue, then offers, “I’m going to need something stronger than tea.” We share a laugh as she gets up and promises to be back.

			I stay there. The lake water reflects the shimmering darkness of the sky, only slightly illuminated by the moon above. I look up to find a cloud hiding the moon and it feels like a metaphor.

			

			—

			The next morning, after lazing about the cottage, I start getting restless. Farrah fell asleep on the couch while we rewatched Sixteen Candles, which is playing on network TV. We still love it but can see, after a week from hell, all the warped messaging around sex. As the credits roll, I watch my friend for a moment, thinking how beautiful she looks as she rests. For all the years we’ve spent at each other’s apartment after going out weekend after weekend, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her look this peaceful. I take for granted that we’ve both been working around the clock for probably years. It’s been a long time since we took a day to be still, to just rest and talk. I’m sad that the occasion for it has been so dramatic, but I consider how our friendship has deepened so radically in the past week. I’m grateful for Farrah’s levelheadedness, for the way she’s helped me to feel so safe even while vulnerable. As I gaze at her, I commit to making this part of the fabric of our relationship—that we’ll build in time for rest, for getting away from the demands of our lives, to truly catch up and take turns taking care of each other. We’ve only been here for a day and already I feel fortified.

			I rise slowly from the couch so as not to wake her. I pull my unicorn notebook out of my purse. It has the names of those boys in high school, the men in my twenties, the last adult lover I had before Darren’s confession. As I hold my sexual history in my hands, I consider the middle part of my story, the years in college and after, and my stomach plummets at the body count, most of whom I barely recall. I’m thinking about the result I’ll get in a few days. I have this insistent, recurring thought that maybe Darren is punishment for me ignoring the fact that he was gay. That I was so desperate to keep up the legacy of a “happy Black family,” to be accepted by my grandparents, by society, by me, that I thought maybe if I could just get married, I could stop and erase all the choices I’d made. That the way I’ve gone about my life, the way I allowed myself to use men and be used by them, is exactly the reason I ended up in this situation. Blood rushes in my veins, there’s a hum in my ears, and I start to hyperventilate.

			“What’s wrong?” Farrah asks, so attuned to me that my panic must have woken her up. I don’t respond, just stare at the list of names. “What’s that?” she asks, looking at the notebook.

			I don’t know what to say, so she sits up and takes the unicorn from me. When she sees the contents, she must understand what it is, and she walks over to her purse and places my unicorn inside it.

			I want it back, want to hide it from her, which is silly, absurd, since she’s already seen what’s in it. “I need to finish that by my next appointment,” I say. “Just trying to remember all of their names and how I got here.”

			She immediately defends my right to experience sex with multiple partners—safely. I air out a theory I’ve been considering. I tell her that I think I’ve been subconsciously scared of ever being abused again, so I just gave guys what they wanted so they wouldn’t take it. “Hoping they would stick around for my jokes, revolutionary thoughts, ambition, and whatever else I have going for me.”

			“I could see that.”

			“I forgot so many. It must have been what I was doing. Some of them weren’t even that cute.” I try to laugh to lighten the mood. She chuckles to show solidarity.

			“You know what my deepest shame is?” I ask. Farrah looks up with curiosity and a bit of fear even though she encouraged me. “I started to like it. What Richard was doing to me.”

			“No, you didn’t like it. You were surviving it,” she reminds me as she shifts in her seat. If it’s torture to say, it must be hard to hear.

			“No, my body betrayed me. I’d feel my body respond as soon as I heard him creep into my room. He figured out how to please me. We stopped when I turned fifteen. The last time we, you know…He told me that I was ready.” Farrah moans in discomfort or maybe disgust, and I stutter, “I—I don’t know how else to—”

			“No, say it,” she insists. “I can hear it. I can hear it for you.”

			“It felt like a part of me wanted it by the end. Farrah, I started to orgasm. But as soon as it was over I wanted to die.”

			We’re both quiet for a long time. It dawns on me he gave his life to Christ when I turned fifteen. He became very active in the church when it stopped, which made my mother really happy. “How do you tell on a man who thanks God every other sentence? Or tell your mother, who you feel you also betrayed?”

			Farrah doesn’t waver, but she doesn’t say anything either. Instead she sighs and pats my back.

			I look at my list of names. Seeing Kareem’s name at the bottom, I’m reminded again how I revolted immediately after I orgasmed with him. Is that my pattern? I try to recall if that’s what I do. I’m remembering how often I would have sex at the guy’s place and then return home alone. And for those who stayed, I often told them I had to get up early in the morning or I had to work and it was better if they left in the middle of the night. I notice that I skipped a few lines between Richard and number two. I wonder if I subconsciously left space for Tony. From fifteen to seventeen I had Tony Monroe in my life, and I tell Farrah that he was one good choice I made as a teen. She hugs me and reminds me of a few others. She reminds me how Travis wanted to marry me but I was so focused on my career and didn’t want to move to Ohio. But he was a good guy. “I always thought he was a little boring. But maybe that’s what I need to look for in my life going forward,” I joke. “I vow to return to that woman who knows how to make good choices. And I will get a negative result.”

			Farrah snaps, “Stop that.”

			“Stop what?”

			“Stop being negative. You’re going to be fine. You have to believe that.”

			“Farrah, negative is the result I want. Positive is the bad one.”

			“Oh shit, you right. My bad.” We laugh a little; she catches my still-scared eyes and she jumps up to hug me. She won’t let go as she repeats over and over: “I’m so sorry.”

		

	
		
			Day Eleven

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			On the morning of the third day in the cottage, we go to the nearby town and spend all day mocking up my concept. While we wait for the photos to be developed, we decide to go for a walk.

			The trees are flowering: old-man’s beard, with its clumps of white blossoms and their fragrant, large petals. The air has a warmth to it that cements it’s time to leave the coldness behind, time for the earth to thaw, for the parts of nature that died to come back to life.

			“What’s that beautiful smile for?” Farrah asks.

			I shrug, unsure how to explain. Around me, there is a resurrection. Inside of me, I feel a small bud about to burst, ready to bloom with hope. Whatever waits for me at home, I’m ready.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			I’m not ready. Five minutes into my front door with the keys still in my hand, my heart breaks all over again as I finish listening to my many answering machine messages inside my dark apartment. We got caught in rush-hour traffic and didn’t beat the streetlights home. I notice I’m not breathing. I reset with a pep talk under my breath and replay the messages. Maybe I missed something looking for something else.

			Winnie’s message was first but it’s also nearly incoherent.

			Winnie: “Are you okay? I’m so sorry for what happened, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about how difficult life must have been for you and this whole time I had no idea, I told Charles he needs to come home right now, immediately, so I can take a flight and meet you in New York City, there is no way that after you’ve been living with this secret for so many years you will be dealing with the aftermath of being so brave by yourself, you must have been so lonely.”

			She didn’t stop to take a single breath, until the end, when, after the word lonely, she burst into tears. My sweet sister.

			Darren: “I’m in the hospital, Dionne. Sitting here by myself thinking about you. I’m sad about everything I brought to your doorstep. Is there any chance you’d consider coming to visit me? I hate the way we left things. I still hope we can find a way—to be in each other’s…”

			His voice is raw with sadness, and he sounds bone-weary. The message continues for several moments, filled only with the sound of machines beeping and Darren’s labored breathing, until he finally hangs up, as if he found himself at a loss for words.

			The next message is from my mother.

			Deborah: “Call me back, Dionne.”

			That’s it.

			The last message is from Joanne. It has frantic energy, like she was multitasking the life behind her and the life in front of her.

			Joanne: “Hey, Dionne. I hope you’re back from the trip. We need you to come in with your concept. Susan wants to make a decision Monday, Tuesday at the latest. Another candidate got a competitive offer. I know you may not be completely done, but come in with what you got. I suspect you will need the photographs developed, if so I’ll make sure we have a few extra hands to develop the pictures as soon as you come in. You feel like you nailed it? I know you did. I’ll also make some time in the morning to help. But let’s get this wrapped up so we can properly celebrate both of us.”

			Hearing the message a second time, my mind starts to think about work. But then my phone rings out and sobers me into the present. Not ready to talk to anyone, I let the answering machine pick up.

			Dominic: “I’m not stalking you. But I saw that you made it home. I’m glad you made it back. I’ve been worried about you since…”

			In his pause I can tell he is at a pay phone. Brooklyn screams in the background. After the siren he adds, “I would love to talk. I know you never technically gave me your number. I saw you dial your phone a few times when you checked your answering machine. I have a photographic memory.” He laughs at the irony of what he said. “I’m sorry, Dionne. I’d be so grateful if you would call me back.” He rattles off his number two times to be sure I got it and then finally hangs up.

			There are no messages from my father, and I feel profound sadness about the fact he didn’t reach out, though I hoped he would.

			I hit Erase on all the messages, but before the machine is done the phone rings. I lift the receiver, not even checking the caller ID. “Sweetheart,” my mother says. “I wish you hadn’t left that way.”

			There is no time to be broken; I have to find some words for a moment I realize I have been praying for since I was ten.

			“You didn’t even try to stop me, Mom.”

			“I feel like I let you down, Dionne,” Mom says, gliding past my comment. “Are you disappointed in me?” Her tone is cautious, and her words strike me as almost peculiar in their understatement. It’s as if she’s reading from notes or like Richard is nearby, listening. I stay silent. “I don’t really know what to think,” she goes on in that same odd tone. “You have to understand how shocking this all is. You must put yourself in my shoes. Everything I’ve done, all the sacrifices I’ve made—my goal was always to make sure you and Winnifred would be okay. I wanted you both to have good lives, to never have to worry about the things I worried about. And we did it, didn’t we? Your college education, your life in New York City, your success, finding your passion and following your dreams, none of it would have happened had I stayed in Detroit. None of it would have happened had I not made every choice I made up until this day. Now, to find out that you were hurt despite all my efforts…It’s tearing me apart.”

			I let out a deep sigh, seeing how my mother has centered herself, how she still hasn’t asked me anything about the abuse. I think of Winnifred, whose first question was whether or not I was okay; my mother has yet to check in on me. And Farrah, who waited on me, tended to me, took care of me, and made me feel loved and protected. My mother truly doesn’t seem to know what to do. It’s like she has no idea how to be a mother to me in this situation, certainly not if it means confronting her own mistakes.

			“Are you still in the house with him?” I ask.

			After a pause, Mom spits out, rapid-fire, “Is that what you want me to do? Leave the house? Get a divorce? Come to Brooklyn?”

			Yes! I want to shout. That is exactly what I want you to do! But I’m silent. This has to be her decision.

			“I went to speak to Reverend Jones,” she goes on. “I asked for his guidance. He said not many families were strong enough to get through this, but he believes we are. He says if we turn our pain and hurt into prayer, through our faith we’ll find the way. He even offered to counsel us through some discussions, as a family.”

			My mother’s composure as she speaks—how she’s burying the horror of what I’ve told her—reminds me of where I was twelve days ago, how I invoked her ability to pretend everything is okay to get me through the trial ahead. I’ve so long considered her mask-wearing, her brushing off reality, a strength, and it’s devastating to understand that it’s anything but. Seeing the many things I’ve been blind to before makes me feel tired. So tired, in fact, I have no outrage left in my frame to react to Mom’s proposition.

			The last leg of my journey was the most emotionally exhausting but also the most enlightening. With new awareness, I see how I, too, have this impulse to act like everything is fine. It would be so nice to leave the ugly behind, to let the past stay in the past. It’s an obligation I’ve felt since I was a kid and we left Detroit, really, as if in order to pay Mom back for all she’s done for us, I’m supposed to go along with whatever makes her life better, easier.

			She expects me to tell her what to do now, sure, but only if it lines up with what she’s already willing to do. She wants me to tell her I’m okay with her staying married to Richard. She’s been lying to herself all these years, drinking herself through it—I realize now that she might have learned to hold her liquor—so why stop now?

			The impulse to take care of her is something my mother actively cultivated in me. And I see now that it’s because she herself was stunted, unable to grow past a certain point due to the inadequacies of her own upbringing.

			As the silence elongates between us, I wonder if there’s a possibility of changing this dynamic. How can I help her understand I’m the one in need of comfort? That she needs to be the one to make the tough decision for herself, and that I have to prioritize my own well-being?

			I consider telling Mom about my potential HIV status and how worried I’ve been about that impending test result, but I can’t bring myself to. I know, deep in my heart, that it’d be futile. The water from that lake of sadness is now over my head. I struggle for breath.

			“I want another chance, please,” my mother says.

			“For what?” I ask.

			“To be your mother. And I thought this was a good idea—counseling. We got to keep talking.” My mother speaks fast when she’s nervous or unsure of herself, and when she talks quickly, she says things she shouldn’t. So I’m not entirely surprised when she says, “I’m trying, and that just seems the right thing to do since you think that happened.” I hang up on her.

			I sit there with my hand still on the phone.

			Since you think that happened, she said. She put extra stress on those words, as if somewhere along the way, between the conversations with Richard and Reverend Jones, they’ve all agreed I’m likely misinformed, misremembering. I can see Richard managed to convince her he did nothing wrong, but I’m shocked that Reverend Jones would fall for Richard’s charms.

			Then again, Richard is a pillar of the Black community in KC. He’s the biggest donor to our church. It’s the easiest choice for the reverend to believe I misunderstood Richard’s actions, overreacted to a fatherly touch. I taste vileness in my mouth and when the phone rings again, I let it without picking up.

			I sit there and try to see this moment from my mother’s perspective. A way to cope, I guess. Those years with Richard taught me how to always consider the moves of my enemy and stay ahead, or at least never get caught off guard. What path forward would she have, away from her life, the comforts she’s grown accustomed to, her friends? For my mother, believing me would require a complete reinvention of who she is. She’d have to not only leave Richard but start brand-new somewhere else. I can’t fault her for not having the courage to take such a leap. There’s no need for me to resent her indecision.

			The phone rings again and this time I pick it up immediately. “If you can just tell me exactly what to do, I will do it,” Mom says.

			“Mom, I can’t do that,” I respond. “I can’t tell you what to do. You should follow your heart, do whatever you think is right. I’ve followed mine.”

			“Are you mad at me?” she asks, sounding unmistakably like a child. “You sound mad.”

			“I got to go, Mom.” I hang up the phone again. Then I lie down on the couch and listen to Brooklyn and her sirens. A place where I feel safe, where I belong.

			I jolt awake next to the sound of my paper being dropped at the door. I see the light shift under it and then it stops. Whoever it is, they’re just standing there. I freeze until the shadow disappears. My clock says it’s 4:44 a.m., which feels like it means something.

			Before the clock can turn and the magic is missed, I run to open the door. A long-haired, lanky white man turns around to acknowledge me before he drops a paper at my neighbor’s door. I twist into my open door; apparently my heart is still ajar too.

		

	
		
			Day Twelve

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			I sleep all day Sunday. I think I get up to pee once or twice. And once to unplug my phone and rest like the Lord highly suggested we do.

		

	
		
			Day Thirteen

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			I sleep all day Monday too.

		

	
		
			Day Fourteen

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			I open my eyes to Tuesday morning and find the familiarity of my room, of a place that I made soft. The light shaft lands across my bed and on the worn wooden floor. A prism of light blooms a rainbow across linen lilac walls, eventually kissing my simply framed portrait of a woman. I found her at an estate sale in Brooklyn Heights the weekend I moved into this place. The painting would be a carrot, leading me toward who I could become one day—regal. That’s why I bought it and hung it sparingly on my wall. So that it would be the first thing I wake to and remind me of the vision of myself that I see on days my heart is open and my mind is clear.

			My feet touch the floor. I purposely walk through the shaft of light and feel the warmth of God on what is forecast to be a chilly day.

			My shower steams the room and I imagine a spa-like moment as the water’s perfect pressure beads against my back. I love New York for that.

			After, I take a moment to still myself for the day. The teacup in my hand as I sit and watch the kids get walked to school, it almost makes me cry. Instead, I study the clasped hands of mothers and their children. But what makes me ache and smile and yearn are the Black fathers who do the same. Have I ever noticed them before? Their gait and composure prove to me they have been here. I just have not noticed. I watch bravely and ask my tears to stand back and watch too. Let’s see this clearly.

			On the train ride uptown, I love listening to the gaggle of Black girls with baby hair and shiny lip gloss talking like their mothers when they don’t think their daughters are watching as they are on the phone gossiping. I pray over them, asking God to let them go untouched until they are curious and have found a boyfriend like Tony.

			I walk down the crowded streets of midtown actively thinking that we really don’t know what others are going through, but we’re all still here. Ants who want to matter in the world.

			I ride the elevator up to my floor, clutching my mock pages for my concept. The weight of something I birthed even through my pain feels like it’s worth even more than consideration. Feels like I should be asking for more than auditioning to prove my value.

			

			—

			Somehow, I fall off my routine and find myself headed down the hall to payroll. I’m disoriented at first but catch up to my right mind as soon as Erika grins at me with her friendly gap-toothed smile. She always has a pleasant disposition, maybe because she is Santa Claus around here. What must it feel like to give everyone something they need?

			“Hey, girl, how was your weekend?” she asks with full eye contact.

			“Restorative,” I answer honestly.

			“Well then you already won. How can I help you?” I love her efficiency in a beautiful package. It’s so much better than the last woman at this post, who treated it like a check-cashing place with all the attitude of Next?

			“The photographer I hired for my Everyday Beauty concept is a little mysterious. All I have is his name and number,” I share.

			“I’m happy to hunt him down and take care of it for you,” she ping-pongs back to me.

			I give her what I have—his first name. I don’t let the thoughts of being a “dummy” crowd my efforts to do the right thing. Maybe if he feels a check in his hand for his talent, he won’t risk so many lives trying to live.

			Walking back to where I belong in this very specific colony of ants, I question why I so often think of others before myself. Like, why am I so worried about Dominic when I have so much to hurdle for my own survival? Is that a product of the abuse I have both buried and overcome? Another voice inside me asks me to consider that I am kind. That what happened to me didn’t break me but made me capable of being more loving. I understand that I didn’t just endure because I didn’t know how to speak up; I thought it was the best way to protect my mother and my little sister. I sit behind my desk and wonder what the next steps are. And then I hear that same inner voice encourage me to let others consume themselves with the mess they made and to focus on what I want in this moment.

			It’s funny, because this voice doesn’t have the same tenor as shame. It feels both lighter and anchored into the hand of the days my father held my hand as we walked to school. Or the smell of the cookies my mother baked daily. I let my shoulders relax, take a deep breath, and head to Joanne’s office with the mock pages of my Everyday Beauty concept.

			I walk into Joanne’s office, which I have dreamed will be my own, and wait for her to get off the phone, per usual. She has packed up most of her things. The future of this space is already transforming. As soon as she gets off the phone, she is reaching for my portfolio with both hands outstretched, like it’s a newborn baby. “Let me see, let me see,” she gleefully says.

			I hand it over to her while she oohs and aahs. And what I rehearsed in my shower, on my walk to the train, and even up the elevator to this floor pours out of me simply: “This is my direction as beauty and style director. It’s time we get more real and inclusive. Our reader is changing. She is taking off her mask, loving who she is beneath it, and we need to celebrate her. My salary base is a hundred K plus stock options. I have an attorney I would want to negotiate on my behalf. And I thank you in advance for championing me.”

			Her eyes indicate she is both shocked and impressed, but she matches my poised demeanor with her own. “You don’t want to submit this yourself? Susan and the team will be in later today.”

			I explain that I would have loved to submit it in person, but they rescheduled sooner than promised and it conflicts with a doctor’s appointment I cannot miss.

			Joanne cocks her head to the side, allowing her bob to fall just right. I wish Dominic were here in this moment to take her picture. She just stares at me until a small smile cracks at the corners of her mouth. It registers that she doesn’t believe me and thinks this is a tactic for me to get what I want. “And you don’t think this is important enough to reschedule?” She asks this leaning back in her chair real boss-like.

			“No, it’s important I check on my health,” I offer with no pretense.

			As I knew she would, she stays on the appropriate side of the corporate line. She says she’ll be happy to champion me in their final round of meetings and hopes that they find a cure for my headaches. I thank her and let her keep her assumptions. There are times when nothing more needs to be said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			I walk through the doors of Grand Central Terminal and head to the clock tower. And standing there like she said she would be is Farrah. When she sees me, she smiles and I am led to her light.

			We take our seats in the quiet car. And when the doors close and my Jamaican companion doesn’t show up, I feel a jolt of sadness. How strange, I think—I’ve been secretly hoping to see her again. I want to tell her she was right. It’s possible to go to hell and come back better for the journey.

			At the first stop, as new passengers get on the train, Farrah gently lets me know that she heard from Kareem yesterday: he tested negative for HIV. I’m instantly relieved, even a bit more hopeful. And though he told her that he never wants to hear from me again, I’m grateful that he had the resources to find out sooner than the lifetime of two weeks, and that he wanted me to know that I didn’t harm him.

			I ready myself for the news that will change my life one way or another and reach for Farrah’s hand. She squeezes it, saying all that needs to be said. This is hard for both of us. Love is witnessing, and she has signed up to see me at what could be the lowest point of my life. It’s a long train ride to grapple with the thought that it can get worse.

			But it can get better, too, I hear from someplace deeper inside, and I lay my head on her shoulder and let the tears drip from my face. After a minute I feel the rain of her tears on my forehead. We ride for five stops trying to muffle our anguish at the fear we face.

			This time, the air isn’t cold or threatening rain. It’s a warm, bright spring morning. When Farrah and I enter the clinic, the waiting room is crowded, much like the last time, but somehow the angels provide two seats for us next to each other.

			Farrah slicks her short hair back. She’s worn a black turtleneck and jeans with a leather jacket. Her makeup is subdued but her cheekbones and her shapely lips still stand out, and she’s unmistakably beautiful. I fidget with my bracelet, closing and opening the clasp, until Farrah’s hands still mine. “Since we over here on the precipice of life-changing news,” she whispers in my ear, “I feel I should confess that last year I got herpes.”

			“What did you just say?” I say, figuring I must have heard wrong.

			“After I slept with that fine-ass rapper,” she says, looking at me, deadly serious. “You remember, last summer? That motherfucker gave me herpes.” Even though it’s probably the most inappropriate response I can have, I burst into laughter. And in that moment, the whole disgruntled waiting room looks at us like we are crazy. We compose ourselves, and just as they go back to minding their business, she offers more. “I know it doesn’t compare to this, but I just wanted you to know that everyone has their own shit to deal with. We all have secrets.”

			I laugh again through her protests to stop. We out here thinking we are living our best lives, and instead we’re risking them for a good time and someone to love us. What sobers me is my name being called. My first and middle name, which I wrote on the forms this time. It was my first possession that did not belong to anyone else. Not the last name of my father or the hyphenated last name my mother wanted us to take after her marriage to Richard. Dionne Daphne is my own. In this moment I am in the liminal space of death and rebirth. My name is the bridge.

			I get up to follow the nurse. Farrah does, too, but the nurse informs her that it can only be me. Before Farrah cranks up her neck and pops out her hip, I ask her to stay. I assure her that I will be back and will need her most then. She tucks her hair behind her ear again, takes a seat, and lets me go.

			I follow the nurse, wondering if she knows the results of my life. She ushers me into the room where Marlene is waiting for me. Like a good beauty director, I make note of the fact that the new red hair is more stylish and softer against her skin. Life is shades of red and her kind, honey-colored eyes hold mine firmly before she opens the folder.

			“I’m not going to make you sit through a bunch of small talk. You ready?” she asks.

			“I’m ready.” She explains that she is opening the sealed results in front of me in real time, per state and federal law. And thanks me for getting tested as it will contribute to public health. Maybe it’s always easier not to think about myself, but in this moment I am so proud of how professional Marlene is and has been. I’ll be honest, I judged her red hair, long nails, and starkly outlined lips, but she has been nothing short of exemplary with me. I suddenly realize she’s read the results. I was so afraid to hear her that I checked out. Her voice sounds muffled and faraway, but I can see her lips moving around her gold tooth and her concerned eyes studying me. I fight to stay present, to find my words, to say I don’t know what’s happening to me. I feel myself trying to black out like I used to under Richard’s weight. I feel the little girl trembling inside me and I tell her we are safe. Marlene reaches out and takes my hand.

			I hold on tight, look in her amber eyes. “Can you repeat it again?” I ask.

			

			—

			Farrah and I exit the clinic and walk down the block. I’ve yet to speak and Farrah is honoring the moment I need.

			“I don’t have HIV,” I whisper. “The test was negative.” Farrah instinctively hugs my neck. Two friends standing in the middle of a block in Connecticut just holding each other for what feels like forever. When we finally pull away from each other, she just looks me in the eye and smiles, forcing me to ask self-consciously, “What?”

			“I don’t have herpes either,” she says clearly.

			“What?” I ask for clarity.

			“I just didn’t want you to feel alone,” she says, smiling.

			“What?!” I say as I lunge for her.

			She takes off running, and I chase after my best friend all the way to the train that takes us back to the city we love.

			

			—

			A few hours after arriving home, I know I should check in with Joanne, but I don’t want to invite any disappointment into this day. Whatever is going to happen will happen and I will be fine. This is the learning, that I can weather any storm, that I’ve already remained through so many.

			There’s a knock at the door and I find myself longing for it to be my mother. But it is Dominic waiting on the other side. The bouquet of flowers resting in his arms is magnificent. There are daphnes of various shades of yellow with whispers of soft pink. He is silent, offers the bouquet. I find the card and read it.

			
				Dionne Daphne,

				You are the glint in my dirt.

				I’m deeply sorry.

				Dom

			

			I let Dominic into my apartment. He’s wearing a gentle smile on his face. He places the bouquet on my coffee table, right where he first rested his portfolio of images. It’s hard to believe that happened only a week and a half ago.

			I invite him to sit down and this time, he sits where I point to, in a chair across from me.

			He keeps drying his palms on the knees of his jeans. He clears his throat a few times.

			“No makeup?” he says, staring at my face.

			When I returned home that afternoon, I felt I no longer needed a full face of makeup, no longer needed to wear a mask. I liked the feeling of my face, just as it was.

			“I’m trying something new,” I say. My skin flushes with embarrassment.

			“You’re even more beautiful without it,” he says.

			I nod. And let the silence settle us.

			“It’s really hard to explain to people who’ve never been to prison how hard it is to survive. Sometimes, when you’re in there, you make alliances, and some of those alliances require promises.”

			He stops talking, and on seeing my confusion, he takes a deep breath and starts again.

			“Dionne, I tried to get out of it, told him that I would drop you and come back for it, but he wasn’t having it. There was some urgency to delivering the bag.”

			“I already know this, Dom,” I say.

			He clears his throat again.

			“You are the most amazing person I’ve ever met. It’s insane, I know, to feel the way I feel about you when we’ve known each other for only a couple of weeks, but I know what I know. That bag, that was what I needed to do to be free. There are no other favors. There are no other debts. I need you to know that I’m a different person than the one who ended up in prison. I’m sorry I lied. I’m sorry I put you at risk. I hoped I’d be able to keep you from even knowing it was there. But part of me also felt happy you found it. I just don’t want to have to lie to you, Dionne. I am willing to work hard to earn your trust. I will do whatever it takes. I will wait as long as it takes for you to know I will never again do something reckless like that. I’d love to be in your life. However you’ll have me.”

			The fragrance of the bouquet travels through the air, each particle pregnant with sweetness, spreading tendrils of fragrance all around me until I feel we might be able to float in it.

		

	
		
			Day Fifteen

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			I walk into the hospital and find out Darren has been in intensive care for the better part of the two weeks I’ve been gone. His room is tucked far down a hall, away from the most populated parts of the hospital. It’s windowless and a far cry from inviting, smelling strongly of antiseptic and medicine, but at least it’s clean.

			Darren has deteriorated so much since I last saw him. The patches of dry skin I noticed are now open sores. Every breath he takes seems to hurt him. Yet as soon as he rests his eyes on me, his first question is: “What was the result?”

			“I’m negative,” I say, feeling grateful for myself and sad for him.

			“Thank you, God,” Darren says, clasping his hands together with joy. As complicated as our relationship was, and as much as I have every reason to be angry with him, what I find in my heart is mercy. He made mistakes, but he deserves grace. He weeps, and I go to him, hug him, and we cry together.

			I stay awhile. I promised myself that it wouldn’t be an in-and-out visit, that we’d talk. We recall some of our best moments together, like that day we swindled an entire bar playing pool. I fell for Darren hard at that moment because he was such a pool shark; it was so unexpected. We tried on different personas that night, and drank whiskey and smoked cigarettes and talked shit to the entire bar. His energy lifts with the memory, and the IV lines impeding his animated gestures are the only reminder of where we are right now.

			During a lull in our conversation, I ask, “How are they treating you here?”

			“Some nurses refuse to treat me because they’re scared. I get it. But the vast majority of people take precautions and are really kind.”

			I ask when he’ll get to go home, and he says he doesn’t know, his CD4 count is really low. “I feel like they’re just figuring it out as they go,” he says.

			I tell him that I plan to pitch an HIV story for Essence, and he’s proud of me, and asks me to tell the whole truth. “Black women are being affected by men like me who can’t tell the truth about themselves. So will you? Will you tell the world that Black men are still Black and still men even if they like and love other men?” I can see it takes a lot for him to admit this and I nod. He smiles and adds, “Give the bad guy some context, would you?” And this time I respond in earnest, “I promise.”

			Darren thanks me for not being scared to touch him. “It’s what makes you feel human, you know?”

			“I hate what has happened to you, but I’m glad you got to experience that part of yourself, if even for a little bit,” I find the courage to say. He cries as he tells me how many of his “friends” have died already. He explains the use of air quotes because he could never really be fully himself.

			“But you knew them, danced with them, and made love to them…you touched them and they touched you.” I try to remind him of his found humanity.

			He can’t speak much after that, likely replaying the tape of his life with that new perspective.

			“I forgive you” bounds out of my mouth before I can catch it. In that moment, I am not met with tears, I am met with what is deeply on his heart. He reminds me, again, how much he’s always loved me, and that the hopes we harbored together, of children and a beautiful home, are as big a loss as his hopes of a healthy and long life.

			“I’m likely going on the other side. And I’d like to be your angel and help you pick a better man,” he says with a good spirited laugh.

			“As long as I can be your family while you’re still here. Whatever that might mean, whatever you need, consider me your play cousin.” And that gets him to laugh harder. I knew it would. He had the funniest diatribes about why he hated Black people using that term, but now he agrees he’ll take all the play cousins he can get.

			Before I leave, I bring his hand to my heart. And he pulls me into his arms. I crawl into the bed with him and let this man, whose shoes are still waiting by my front door, come back into my life so I can witness him in the time that he has left. Then, he cries in my arms like I cried in Farrah’s. And just like you can uproot pain, you can replant love.

		

	
		
			
				Day Two Hundred and Twenty-Two

				Fall 1991

			
		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			At my mother’s perfectly appointed breakfast table that looks out onto the snowcapped adolescent tree standing in the place where the old one was taken down, I sit with my three-month-old niece in my arms and my big-girl niece on my lap, while my mother and sister sit on either side of me and flip through my twenty-page Everyday Beauty spread. They are giddy and professional pundits for every photo. I tell them that this September issue has outsold every issue from the past decade. Mothers are buying copies for their daughters. Daughters are buying them for their mothers. College girlfriends are buying them for each other. Neighbors are leaving the issue for one another in mailboxes across the country. The response has been so overwhelming that Oprah has invited Susan Taylor and me to come on her show and talk about the topics that most affect our community.

			We’re highlighting several women from the spread and plan to talk about the idea of emotional and domestic labor and how we should be giving the women we love their flowers while they’re among us. But also the more radical idea that in order to take the best care of our families and communities, we need to focus on our own health and well-being, too, and authentically show up each day exactly as we are. No masks, no pretense. Naturally. They are so proud of every detail of the photos and update on the success. My mother notices Dominic’s credit as photographer. I report that he is being booked a lot by the magazine. But before they can be nosy for more, they flip the page and see the picture I took of them when I came home to tell of my pain. My mother, seeing herself so happy grouped together with her friends, brings her hand to her mouth. I gently tell her that I debated many times putting this photo in the spread, but it belonged. “So many women put on the mask to survive this place. If you look at your eyes and a few of your friends’—if we look closely, you look trapped, blind to some things for sure, but you endure every day.” I wipe the tears falling from her eyes. Winnie assures Lauri that Grandma is okay. But the little girl with a keen heart gets my mother a napkin anyway. When she returns my mother holds Lauri to her while telling us of her decision to sell the house in the summer and travel a little and figure out the rest from there. I flip to my stepmother Miriam’s stunning photo and ask them what they think.

			My mother cracks up laughing and says, “Your damn daddy is all up in through Detroit bragging about how he got a harem in the latest issue of Essence.” And with that, we all laugh. Including Lauri, who doesn’t know what is going on except that she’s happy the women she loves are happy.
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