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I can’t see.  My eyes are open, but I can’t see.  Blue and violet so close together, I have a 

hard time telling them apart.  Mom says to me, shush.  It doesn’t matter.  But it does.  It is 

everything.  The problem is red I tell her.  Red changes blue.  Mom looks at me like she looks at 

the crossword in the newspaper.  She says to me, girl, shush. 

 I’m ten.  I want to say eleven, because it is so close, but that would be a lie.  I am ten.  I 

will shush when I want to, I tell Mom.  She gives me a different look.  I shush. 

 Mom’s not mean.  When she tells me I drive her crazy, I see her smile.  I think she likes 

being crazy.  Mom’s not mean.  But she is tired.  I know that because even when I wake in the 

night to pee, Mom is awake downstairs.  Sometimes I hear the TV.  Sometimes, if I listen really 

hard, I hear her fingers on the keyboard.  She even does dishes then.  That is why she is tired.  I 

told her that once.  I said, Mom, if you would just go to bed.  She shook her head.  You could 

always sleep with me, Mom.  She hugged me.  She hugged me so long I knew that she was 

crying.  I pretended not to see. 

 We live in the forest.  At least, that is what I call it.  Trees all around.  Tall trees that 

could squish our house if they wanted.  Mom says it is still the city, but I don’t totally believe 

her.  I saw a deer just yesterday.  In my backyard.  I even smell a skunk sometimes.  What is 

really weird – I kind of like the smell.  We moved here last year.  We have two whole rooms that 

are still boxes.  I have great battles in those rooms.  I use Mom’s blankets and build forts.  She 

tells me I am an odd girl.  I tell her never to change those rooms.  So far she has listened to me.   

 Our house is blue, which is really cool.  Dark blue like the crayon that I left in the car last 

summer that melted on the seat.  I think it looks cool that way.  So that is the color of our house.  

And we have steps too.  Some that go upstairs and some that go downstairs.  Our air conditioner 

doesn’t work, so we leave the windows open a lot.  We have fans in almost every room.  Some 

fans sit on the floor.  Some move back and forth on stands.  And we even have some right on the 

ceiling.  I tell my best friend that we live in an ocean house because it is blue and windy.  She 

laughs at that one.  She says I crack her up.  I think that is a funny way to say it.  Mom is always 

putting lotion on me so I don’t crack up.  But that is something different. 

 What matters now is color.  I want my invitation to have blue letters, but they look purple 

to me.  You see, my blue crayon is gone.  Melted away like I said.  So I decided I would make 

blue.  All I needed to do was take the red out.  But red is not easy to get out.  So I started to mix 

in other shades of blue.  Teal.  I mixed and matched all my colors.  I even tried markers, but 

markers and crayons do not mix.  Just like I learned at school about oil and water.  I tried that at 

home and Ms. Tyrol was right. 
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 This is an important invitation.  It needs to be just right.  Saturday at 12:00.  Ends at 2:00.  

Bring a towel, swimsuit, and a present.  Do I put that in there?  I think I will just to be safe.  I’ll 

put my address too.  Mom says directions are not necessary now.  She says that like it is 

something new.  She looks up and over my shoulder.  I know that she is membering.  It is a word 

we made up together.  It means thinking about things that have happened, she says.  I do a lot of 

membering, and I am only ten.  

 Mom, I say, I think I need to start again.  Can I do it on the computer?  She tells me no.  

Of course not.  A deal is a deal.  I heard that before.   She says it all the time.  She hands me a 

clean sheet of paper.  Try a different color sweetie.  I like her calling me that.  It’s like I am 

candy or something, and I like candy.  When we go to movies together, we both get big boxes of 

Junior Mints.  I get to sneak them in because I always bring my pack with me wherever I go.  

Even to church.  Last movie we saw had a lot of action.  It was in space and had this guy who 

yelled a lot.  But he was nice too.  And there were two girls who didn’t wear a lot of clothes.  

Mom said that happens in space sometimes.  I didn’t understand that, but I know when to stop 

asking questions.  There was also a time when somebody was killed, which kind of freaked me.  

I dreamed about that for a few days but didn’t say anything cause I want us to keep going to 

movies.   

 Why don’t you try green, she asks me.  You know, I say, that if you take the yellow out 

of green you get blue.  Mom looks exasperated and goes to her room to get dressed for work.  

Now I am exasperated.  Dale, our neighbor with the cool mower and the big cigars, taught me 

that word yesterday.  Said his wife was exasperated with him.  He didn’t tell me why.  Just that 

she was.  I said Mom got that way with me sometimes and he laughed.  He laughed hard.  I 

thought he was going to cry.  Then he took me for a ride on the mower.  I think that I am old 

enough to mow, but Mom says I have to be eleven.  So I will be mowing soon. 

 We need to mow because it rained a lot here this spring.  So much that Mom takes me to 

the gym to play.  She gets her exercise and I get to run around.  But last time I was there a kid 

told me that black people are dumber than other people.  I told him he had no right to talk to me 

that way.  I wanted to hit him.  I wanted to tell him that I could probably read and draw way 

better than him, that he exasperated me, but I walked away.  I told Mom what I said and she said 

she was proud.  Said the little shit wasn’t worth my time.  Then she apologized for saying shit.  I 

thought it was funny. 

 Looking at the blank paper, thinking about green, I start to think about another color.  If 

you took the white out of brown would you get black?  Or is it the other way around?  If you take 

the brown out of black do you get white?  Neither one seemed right.  So I mix some black and 

white with my crayons.  I don’t get brown, though.  I get grey.  Looks like the skin on the robot 

aliens from Aunt Mary’s favorite Star Trek movie.  I hadn’t never seen a Zombie movie yet, but 

I think that maybe they are grey too.  I bet Aunt Mary would let me see one if I asked her nice. 

 I look back at my invitation that is still just a sheet of paper.  Then I get an idea.  I mix 

some red and green.  Christmas colors.  Fire and leaves.  And guess what I get.  I get brown.  It is 

a messy brown.  And you can see the other colors peeking through, but it is still brown.  I even 
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put in some orange and purple.  No yellow though.  That color is just hard to see.  It takes a long 

time, but I finish the invitations.  The letters are big and brown and all the other colors.  Except 

blue.  Now I would get people to come to my party. 

 I bring the invitation upstairs.  Mom is just getting out of the shower.  Her skin is red and 

pink from the hot shower.  Mine doesn’t do that.  It does get grey though, sometimes, in the 

winter.  That is why Mom tells me I need plenty of lotion.  I get tired of the lotion.  She is always 

rubbing it in.  Check it out, I say.  Mom puts on her glasses and brushes hair out of her eyes.  It 

takes her a moment to say anything and I am afraid that she does not like it.  I want her to say 

something about the picture.  She sits on the edge of her bed and dries off.   

 I’ll get your uniform, I say.  Mom is going to her second job.  She gets to dress up real 

pretty, with a dress and all.  She does this three nights each week.  That is when Aunt Mary 

comes over.  She is a hostess.  Mom, that is.  I pick the blue dress.  It looks the nicest on her.  

She is still looking at the invitation.  I can’t tell what she is thinking, and now she is driving me 

crazy, but not fun crazy.  I am just exasperated. 

 Great spelling, sweetie, she says.   I watch her trace her finger over the three people at the 

top of the invitation.   We are holding hands, I say.  And see the bubble around the words.  It’s 

like we are talking the invitation.  Mom smiles while looking over my head.  I know she is trying 

not to cry again.  Thank goodness I hear the door.  It’s Aunt Mary, I say, running downstairs.  I 

show her the invitation.  She says she will make the copies.  I make an important decision.  

Tonight I am going to ask for zombies.   
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 In hindsight, letting the kid watch Dawn of the Dead, not a good idea.  She has always 

seemed older than she is.  Hell, the girl got her period last month.  I can already see she is going 

to have her mom’s big tits.  Lot of good they did her.  And here I sit with these.   

 At least she is asleep.  Upstairs and tucked in.  Once her breathing slows I know I can 

head out on the patio for a smoke.   

 God my sister needs to unpack this place.  Two rooms of boxes.  Creeps me out.  But dad 

is right.  Not my place.  Watch the kid.  Be supportive.   

 Maybe I should call Dan.  He has a job.  Nice ass.  And he is just the right size.  I know 

what sis would say.  How could you sleep with him?  He’s too young.  But he can fuck, I would 

say back, just to piss her off.  If I even slept with half the men I lead her to believe.  No.  It’s 

more fun to mess with her.   

 Just look at this kitchen.  Too damned clean.  I can run my fingers over the granite top 

and it’s smooth.  No dried carrot peals.  No cooking oil.  Not even bread crumbs.  Give me this 

kitchen and I would put it to fucking use.  Shit. 

 Breathing.  Right. 

 It is beautiful outside.  Best cigarette of the day.  First, actually.  Always when the sun 

goes down, on my side of town.  But no neon moon tonight.  I need to talk to Alex and get 
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signed up for overtime this weekend.  I give him a call.  He answers.  Hell, I’ll work the kill floor 

if they need me, I say.  You got it Mary.  We’re down at the Crow.  You coming? 

 Nah, I’m at Maggie’s.  Watching the kid, I say.  Just give me some more fucking hours, I 

tell him.  I hang up.  I didn’t always talk like this.  Two years at the plant.  I’m downright 

ladylike compared to some, but fuck if I don’t talk like a sailor.  Dad thinks it’s funny.  He has a 

partner in cussing.  The sad part is I catch myself talking like this in front of the kid.  I even 

dropped the f-bomb talking to Pastor Steve a few weeks back.  We were at the church picnic.  

Best fucking chicken ever.  The problem is that I said it out loud.   

 Laundry.  Damn, I forgot my laundry.   

 What is that?  I hear something out there.  In the trees.  Something is busy.  Still not used 

to this.  Too many noises, you don’t know what to focus on.  My sister tells me she sits out here 

at night, eyes closed, and separates the noises.  Once her pulse has slowed, she hones in on a 

cricket.  Not all of them, just one.  Then she moves to the humming from the lamp.  She usually 

can locate a squirrel.  On clear nights she hears the coyote, but they are too far away to 

distinguish.  Sometimes she will hear her neighbors TV.  Tuned into some nutjob on cable news. 

 I don’t hear any of that.  Instead, I hear it all.  And it is so quiet.  I light another cigarette. 

 A period at ten.  Shit, I was thirteen.  And still didn’t have any tits.  A mother at ten.  

That is what scares me.  How do you give the talk to someone that young?  What do you say?  I 

think of my sister, in this house, alone.  I know she would like for me to move in.  She could use 

the company.  I could use the free room.  And I love the kid.  But I know that it wouldn’t work.  I 

love her too much to want to live with her.  I just don’t know what to say.  We stick with small 

talk.  Shoes.  Dad.  The kid’s school.  But never what we should be talking about.  About what it 

is like to lose someone.  About what it is like to have someone and then not.  About what it is 

like to fucking grieve.  Alone.  But we don’t talk about that.  Never have.  And it has been a long 

time.   

 Two tears in a bucket, I say. 

 Eye of the Tiger starts playing in my pocket.   

Dan.  Holy shit.  Dan calling me. 

 Hello, I say, trying to sound distracted.  Hey Mary.  I’m out front.  Then he hangs up.   I 

step on my smoke and head inside.  I look at myself in the bathroom mirror.  As good as it gets. 

 What the fuck, Dan?  How do you know where Maggie lives?   

 You know we work together.  Head chef came in tonight.  Told me to take a night off.  

Didn’t wait for an explanation.  So I checkout out her purse.  I’m nosey. 

 The kid’s upstairs.  You can’t be loud, I say.  Then I go right for the belt.  I have it 

unlatched and his pants unbuttoned in one fluid motion.  This is where he is supposed to reach 

around me and pick me up like a doll.  But he doesn’t.  He stops.  He buttons his pants. 

 Not why I’m here, Mary.  God knows I wish it was.  Your sister okay? 

 Maggie?  You see her more than me.  I come and she goes to work.  We don’t talk much. 

 How about Lexie? 



5 
 

 The kid?  She’s fine.  Smart.  Kind.  This is too strange, I think.  I don’t get it, Dan.  Why 

you here? 

 Then he tells me about a stranger.  About a woman who comes to work and never smiles.  

About someone who never says a word before or after shift.  About a woman who does not eat.  

About a woman who does not talk.   

 No, I say.  My sister is happy.  I come over and she kisses me and the kid.  She tells me 

about the classes she is subbing for.  She loves her students.  She picks up the kid.  They play.  

Maybe they go to some practice or something.  They eat.  I show up.    

 No, I say.  My sister always has something to say.  Usually it involves telling me what 

I’m doing wrong, what I could be doing better.  But she certainly has something to fucking say. 

 No, I say.   

 The girl is off, Mary.  Needs help.  Maybe on something, I don’t know.  Everyone at 

work can see it.  Just tonight she puts on this smile as a young couple walks in, dressed for 

homecoming even though they are well into their thirties.  She gives the requisite small talk.  

Only time she talks all night is to customers.  If I had to say, I would say it hurts her to smile. 

 At this point I don’t know what to say.  Here is Dan.  Only been fucking him for a few 

weeks and he comes to me with a diagnosis on my sister, telling me I have missed something so 

obvious.   

I have missed something so obvious. 

Go home, Dan.  And he does.  Doesn’t even kiss me.  I go out back and hide the cigarette 

butts.  Then I go upstairs and lay down by Lexie, hopeful that my breathing will soon match 

hers.   

 

3 

 

I’m telling you Mark, he was looking through my purse.  I keep it right here all night.  

I’m helping that big couple over to the corner table, the one they always want, and Dan is here 

looking through my purse.   

Did he take anything? 

No. 

Isn’t he dating your little sister? 

Mark, he was looking through my purse.   

You don’t say a word to me for nearly two months, you walk around here entitled, only 

civil to patrons, and now you’re out here talking to me like I give a damn?  If nothing is missing 

talk to Dan.  I’m tired Maggie.   

But. 

Enough, Maggie.  Ask Dan for yourself. 

The door slams.  I’m alone in the restaurant.  I pour myself a glass of Shiraz and sit on 

the floor.  Last one to leave.  I like it like this.  Empty.  Dark.  I can hear the pilot lights from the 
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kitchen if there is no wind.  Just me and the glass.  I hold it up and watch the red swirl, talking 

circles to myself. 

Thank the good lord Mary can come over like she does, allowing me these moments, but 

God forbid if she ever asks to move in.  Disaster.  I love my little sister.  Jealous even of the 

freedom she has.  She is my little sister in so many ways.  And a female version of dad.  I 

remember him coming home from the plant.  He would smell like pigs.   Piss, shit and fear he 

would say, and laugh.  But to me it meant love.  It meant a kind father, someone who liked to 

hug, who like to sing when he thought no one was around, who would comb my hair in the 

mornings.  Only late at night, when I would come home from some practice or club, books 

weighing me down, would I hear him downstairs.  I don’t like to describe the sounds, but I know 

he was with mom at those times.  Not really, of course.  She went oversees and never came back.   

We all have our own stories.  She left.  Married some lothario.  Died in a random crime, 

body well hidden.  Political prisoner.  Torture.  Just got lost.  As a kid I liked that one.  Mommy 

got lost coming home.  She will find her way. 

Mary hates her.  She has her own story and it involves betrayal.  Dad prays.  He mourns.  

I don’t know what to do.  When I hear of children missing, I start to identify.  The unanswered 

questions.  The lingering doubts and lingering hope.  But then it stops.  When a child goes 

missing, you know they are the victim.  With mom we just don’t know, and that’s the hardest 

part.  So much easier simply to mourn.   

I have Lexie, and that helps.  Got her over there.  Adoption.  This old woman handing me 

her child, me knowing that it could not be this easy yet knowing right then that this was my 

child.  I her mother, she my daughter.  But I was right.  It was not that easy.  What began as a trip 

to find my mother – my sister furious at me for going and my father kept in the dark entirely – 

became a seven month trans-Atlantic legal process that ended up with Lexie, not even a year old, 

sitting on my lap over an ocean.   

I have a friend who likes to say that without one, there would not be another.  Another 

tells me that it is fate.  That my mother had to disappear in order for me to find my daughter.  But 

standing there in the desert that afternoon, holding my daughter for the first time, for once I 

thought nothing of my mother.  She could have been sitting in the same café, right behind the 

lawyer and social worker, and I would not have seen her.  I didn’t need her.   

I wanted her, yes.  All three of us still do. 

But now that me and Lexie have our house.  Now that we live in the forest, as she likes to 

say.  Now that we have so much, I find myself only wanting more.  And that gets me.  Guilt is 

what it is.  Dad never laid that on me.  But I picked it up anyway.  Guilt for what I have.  But it 

also makes me feel more alone.  All this space.  Lexie loves it.  Playing fort on the boxes.  Boxes 

of Mom’s stuff.  Dad long ago put it in storage.  When I moved back he gave it all to me.  I have 

no use for it, but I can’t bring myself to unpack it either.  If Mary knew what was in there she 

would probably burn it, or at least toss it out.  Me, I am happy with my daughter having 

something to climb on.   I came home the other day and Lexie and Dale’s grandson, Nick or 
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Norris, something slightly odd, are standing up high, touching the ceiling.  I’m pretty sure I 

caught them right before they attempted to ride the fan.  

It’s dad who needs to come live with me.  Not even a year into retirement and I can tell 

he is going crazy.  I can just see Mary now.  You let dad live here, but not me?  They get along 

real well, her and dad.  Talk alike.  They even move alike.  She tells me they give her a hard time 

at work.  I tell her what are you doing working there?  Then dad says, it was good enough for 

me.  It all gets uncomfortable.  That’s when Mary sneaks away for a cigarette as if I can’t smell it 

in the house the moment I get home.  It’s funny, how she does that with me.  I don’t want to be 

her mom, but sometimes I am.   

I finish my wine.  Consider another.  It is something I always do, consider another.  Who 

doesn’t?  Don’t have one, but I consider it.  In fact, I consider a lot of things.  I considered 

getting married once, but it wasn’t legal in any of the states at that time.  I considered being 

Jewish, if that is something one can even consider.  Maybe converting to Judaism.  But I made 

up with my Christ long ago.  I even considered a Methodist church, but decided to stick with the 

Pope despite our difference of opinions. 

I get to my foreign car, as dad likes to call it.  It’s a truck, and it is bigger than his little 

Chevy.  It’s raining outside.  My wipers need replacing so I drive slowly and on side streets.   

I think about Dan looking through my purse.  Probably wanted my address because he 

certainly wants my sister.  I don’t like the idea of those two with Lexie upstairs, but I trust my 

sister.  I know that she would turn him away.  She talks a big game.   

It’s nice driving home in the rain.  It’s nice not to talk.  So they think I’m a bitch at the 

restaurant.  I spend all day talking.  It is a treat to simply stand, look good, and be nice to people.  

And, of course, think.  Maybe because mom is gone she is always there.  Just something we live 

with.  Would have been better had I not got involved with Mark.  A curiosity.  An experiment.  

And when I told him the truth.  Never, he said, never bring it up.  So I honor his embarrassment.       

I pull up the driveway.  There is no other car.  Maybe I was wrong about Dan’s motives.  

I’m sure Mary will be on the couch watching Star Trek.  She watches those over and over.  Don’t 

get it.  She’ll be there.  Smelling like smoke and sure that I don’t know. 

I go inside.  The TV is off.  She’s not on the couch.  I see Dan’s jacket on the floor in the 

hallway.  Mary, I call out.  Nothing.  Mary?  Still nothing.  

I go upstairs.  She is in Lexie’s bed.  Sleeping together.  My two girls.  I sit down in the 

hallway.  Dad could sleep down the hall.  I could still have Mary over.  They would both like 

that.  Lying on the floor next to me is the Birthday invitation: Lexie and I are standing in a 

desert, holding hands with a lithe black man wearing some type of skirt.  He has a large ring in 

his nose.  I have seen him before, in crayon, in paint, in pencil.  She tells me about him from time 

to time.  And it’s not even the imagined father that bothers me; it’s knowing that somewhere in 

that desert, behind her imagined African king, is a very real American mother.   


