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1.
I	was	 standing	at	my	hotel	window	watching	 the	police	 roust	 a	homeless	man	 from	 the
gated-doorway	of	the	laundromat	across	the	street.	It	was	nearly	midnight	and	I	couldn’t
sleep.	In	some	way,	I	must’ve	all	ready	known.

I’d	met	this	same	man	earlier	that	day.	He’d	been	sitting	on	the	sidewalk	exactly	where
he	was	lying	now,	and	asked	me	for	some	change.	He	had	a	glass	eye	lighter	in	shade	than
his	functioning	one.	A	childhood	friend’s	father	had	had	a	similarly	mismatched	eye,	and
this	man	resembled	an	aged,	distressed	version	of	him.	I	stopped	to	assure	myself	that	it
wasn’t	him.

His	name	was	Francis.	He	carried	a	Purple	Heart	from	Korea	with	him,	one	of	his	few
possessions.	 He’d	 fought	 defending	 this	 country	 and,	 in	 doing	 so,	 sacrificed	 half	 his
vision,	yet,	he	had	no	place	to	sleep	at	night.

When	the	phone	rang	I	thought	someone	had	misdialed.	I	wasn’t	expecting	a	call,	but
how	 do	 you	 prepare	 yourself	 for	 such	 a	 call?	When	 she	 said	 she’d	 been	 raped,	 it	 took
minutes	to	react,	the	first	in	a	long	chain	of	small	reactions	that	would	unfold	slowly	over
time.	 It	 would	 be	 many	 years	 before	 I	 could	 fully	 comprehend	 what	 she’d	 said.	 The
information	would	arrive	incrementally,	syllable	by	syllable,	word	by	word,	until	one	day
I	 would,	 suddenly,	 as	 if	 through	 divine	 intervention,	 understand,	 or	 at	 least	 begin	 to
understand,	its	full	meaning.

Our	phone	conversation	bounced	off	a	satellite	50,	000	feet	above	in	space.	Her	voice
echoed	across	that	vast	distance,	disembodied	like	an	hallucination.

Static	 dropped	 in-and-out,	 until	 finally	 we	 were	 cut	 off.	 I	 was	 sent	 reeling	 back,
untethered,	into	the	darkness	of	the	room.	I	knew	she	was	falling	away	from	me,	towards
some	opposite	gravity.	 I	 threw	open	 the	window.	There	was	no	one	on	 the	street	below.
Francis,	the	police,	everything	that	had	been	there	just	moments	before,	were	now	gone.



I.
the	before



2.
Dawn’s	boyfriend	had	blackened	and	closed	her	 right	eye,	her	upper	 lip	was	 swollen	 to
over	 twice	 the	size	of	 its	mate,	her	cheeks	were	streaked	with	 long,	 thick	mascara	 tears,
and	 her	 hair	was	 tangled	 and	matted	with	 blood,	 yet,	 still,	 somehow	 she	was	 the	most
beautiful	woman	I’d	ever	seen.

He’d	beaten	her	after	she’d	tried	to	leave.

“He	 told	me	 he	was	 going	 to	 break	my	 hands	 so	 I	 couldn’t	 write	 anymore.	 Stupid
asshole!	You	don’t	write	with	your	hands,	you	write	your	mind.”

Protocol	was,	 female	 nurses	were	 assigned	 to	women	who’d	 been	battered,	 but	 that
night	I	was	the	only	person	available.

She	was	tremulous	from	cold	and	adrenaline.	It’d	been	raining	when	he’d	thrown	her
onto	the	front	porch	and	locked	the	door.	She	had	no	shoes	on	and	the	jeans	and	T-shirt
she	was	wearing	were	 still	 damp.	 I	 draped	 a	 blanket	 over	 her	 shoulders	 like	 a	 cape	 to
shield	her	from	the	overhead	vent.

“The	wrist	is	only	sprained.	It	should	be	fully	healed	in	four	to	six	weeks.”

Her	fingers	were	unusually	long	and	delicate,	enlarged	at	the	very	ends.	As	I	bandaged
her	wrist,	her	fingertips	brushed	the	top	of	my	hand	and,	on	contact,	I	felt	a	small,	almost
electrical	 charge.	 I	 was	 drawn	 towards	 her	 as	 if	 along	 an	 instinctual	 migratory	 path,
recovering	 something	 lost,	 yet	 never	 before	 encountered.	 I	 struggled	 to	 restrain	myself
from	 kissing	 her	 injured	 hand,	 the	 way	 a	 parent	 does	 when	 their	 child	 has	 fallen	 and
scraped	a	knee.

Usually	on	graveyard-shifts,	I	grew	increasingly	tired	and	performed	my	duties	almost
somnambulisticaly,	but	that	night	my	senses	were	heightened.	I	was	aware	of	minor	details
I’d	not	noticed	before—	a	small	tear	in	the	wallpaper	near	the	ceiling,	the	faint	lisp	of	a
co-worker,	an	area	worn	smooth	from	use	on	an	exam	table—	as	if	the	building	had	been
transformed	and	was	no	longer	the	place	I’d	known	for	the	past	decade.

She	was	 in	 the	waiting	 room	as	 I	 left	 that	morning,	curled	up	asleep	 in	a	chair.	She
startled,	 awakening	when	 I	knelt	 beside	her.	Her	 sister	had	 agreed	 to	pick	her	up	hours
ago,	but	had	not	shown.

Scanning	the	lobby,	I	whispered	that	I	would	drive	her	home,	something	the	hospital
prohibited,	and	that	I’d	never	done	or	even	considered	before.

Her	sense	of	direction	was	poor,	so	we	had	difficulty	locating	to	her	house.	Once	there,
we	circled	the	block	twice	to	make	sure	her	boyfriend	wasn’t	home.	She	didn’t	have	keys,
but	a	bathroom	vent	was	just	big	enough	to	crawl	through,	so	I	climbed	up	and	let	her	in.

The	house	was	trashed	from	the	night	before.	There	was	a	hole	in	the	wall	where	he’d
thrown	a	chair	and	a	thin	trail	of	blood	lead	to	the	front	door,	delineating	the	steps	of	the
goodbye	dance	he’d	forced	her	to	perform.

I	picked	up	a	picture	that	had	fallen	to	the	floor	and	held	it	by	the	edges	as	not	to	cut
myself	on	the	splintered	glass.	He	looked	about	fifteen	years	older	than	she.



The	phone	rang.	She	did	not	pick	it	up.

“It’s	probably	him	calling	from	jail.”

It	rang	for	minutes.

She	did	not	have	many	belongings—	two	boxes	of	books,	CD’s,	a	duffel	bag	stuffed
with	clothing,	a	typewriter,	and	a	digital	clock/radio.

She	changed	into	the	only	clean	clothing	she	could	find—	a	pink	jumpsuit	with	floods
that	she	hadn’t	worn	since	high	school—	then	we	loaded	her	things	into	the	trunk	of	her
car.	Neither	of	us	could	find	any	paper	so	I	wrote	my	number	across	the	bandage	on	her
wrist.	I	asked	where	she	planned	to	stay.

“I	just	know	I’m	not	going	to	one	of	those	goddamned	women’s	shelters.”

She	smiled,	then	winced	due	to	the	pain	in	her	cheek.

Stalling,	I	wiped	the	frost	off	her	rear-window	with	my	hand,	then	ran	across	the	street
and	retrieved	the	hospital-blanket	from	my	car.

“Here,	you	should	take	this	with	you.”

Though	she	was	tall	enough	that	it	wasn’t	necessary	for	her	to	do	so,	she	raised	up	on
her	tippy-toes	to	kiss	me	on	the	cheek.	I	was	certain	I’d	never	see	her	again.	She	turned
the	 key	 in	 the	 ignition,	 but	 the	 car	 didn’t	 start.	 It	was	 a	 beat-up,	 old,	 Pacer.	 She	 rolled
down	 the	window	and	 shouted,	 “It	 always	 does	 this	 the	 first	 few	 times”,	 then	 she	 tried
again.	I	got	behind	to	push-start	it,	but	it	died	in	the	middle	of	the	street,	where	it	was	left
abandoned.

My	apartment	was	tiny	and	cluttered,	a	junior	one-bedroom.	I	let	her	have	the	mattress
and	took	the	couch.	I	stayed	with	her	until	she’d	fallen	asleep	and	then	went	into	the	next
room.	I	slept	very	little	that	day,	but	what	little	I	did,	I	dreamed	of	her.



3.
She	was	raised	in	a	black	neighborhood,	a	place	where	more	likely	than	not,	I	would	be
jumped	 if	walking	alone	at	night.	When	she	was	 five,	 she	and	her	mother,	brothers	and
sister	moved	into	a	project	which	was	hailed	by	the	developers	as,	“the	beginning	of	a	new
age	 in	 public	 housing.”	 It	 consisted	 of	 twin,	 pink	 high-rises	 featuring	 state-of-the-art
design	of	the	era.	Each	unit	had	a	balcony,	air	conditioner	and	all-electric	kitchen.	There
was	an	Olympic-size	pool	on	the	grounds	between	the	buildings.

The	mayor,	police	chief	and	other	local	political	luminaries	attended	the	opening	day
ribbon-cutting	 ceremony	 and	 festivities.	 There	was	much	 laughter	 and	 celebration.	 The
mayor	made	a	brief	speech	before	the	news-media	and	stated,	“We	must	fulfill	the	promise
we’ve	begun	here	today.”	The	front-page	photo	the	next	morning	showed	him	carrying	a
smiling	neighborhood	boy	in	his	arms.

After	 that	first	day	the	mayor	had	little	memory	of	his	“promise”,	 the	project,	or	 the
boy.	Within	 a	 few	years,	 funding	 had	 been	 cut	 and	 flaws	 in	 the	 buildings’	 construction
were	 discovered.	Many	 tenants	were	 forced	 out	 of	 their	 homes	 after	 inspectors	 deemed
them	unsafe,	and	 the	city	was	slow	 in	providing	new	housing.	As	 lawsuits	and	counter-
suits	 clogged	 the	 courts—	 the	 contractor’s	 filed	 bankruptcy,	 walking	 away	 scott-free.
Local	gangs	tagged	walls	with	graffiti,	shootings	on	the	grounds	were	commonplace,	and
a	girl	Dawn’s	age	was	found	raped	and	murdered—	a	bike	chain	twisted	around	her	throat
—	in	one	of	the	boarded-up	units.

The	swimming	pool	wasn’t	maintained	and	eventually	became	littered	with	beer	cans,
condoms,	 syringes,	 cigarette	 butts,	 newspapers,	 and	 disposable-diapers.	 A	 community
leader	contacted	the	media	and	invited	the	mayor	to	come	take	a	swim.	The	following	day
the	 pool	 was	 cited	 as	 a	 “public	 health	 hazard”	 and,	 with	 uncharacteristic	 rapidity,	 a
municipal	crew	excavated,	then	filled	it	with	one-hundred	cubic	yards	of	cement.

She’d	never	met	her	father	and	knew	nothing	of	him	other	than	that	he	was	white.	Her
mother	refused	to	discuss	it.	When	she	did	respond	to	Dawn’s	questioning,	she	would	only
say	that	he’d	been	a	terminally-ill	cancer	patient	who’d	lost	both	his	arms	to	the	disease.
She	 claimed	 that	 she’d	met	 him	while	working	 as	 a	 home	 health	 nurse,	 and	 he’d	 died
before	she	even	knew	she	was	pregnant	with	Dawn.

“He	had	eyes	 like	yours.	We’d	both	 just	 turned	 twenty,	our	birthdays	were	only	five
days	apart…..Scorpios.	 I	was	 the	only	woman	he’d	ever	made	 love	 to	and	 the	poor	boy
couldn’t	even	hold	me	in	his	arms.”

The	only	thing	Dawn	did	know	for	certain	was	that	no	matter	where	she	went,	she	did
not	 belong.	 She	was	 an	 “other”—	 too	white	 for	 the	 black	 folks,	 but,	 to	 everyone	 else,
Black.	Even	within	her	own	family,	she	was	suspect.	To	her	brothers	and	baby	sister,	who
shared	different	fathers,	she	would	always	be	an	outsider.

By	the	time	she	was	fourteen,	her	sister	had	a	child	and	two	of	her	three	brothers	had
been	killed	in	separate	shootings.

It	was	then	that	her	mother	moved	them	to	the	suburbs	where	she	thought	it	would	be
safer.



It	was	not.

Caged	 animal	 stares	 and	 a	 chorus	 of	 whispered	 “niggers”	 trailed	 them	 everywhere.
Rocks	were	tossed	through	their	window	during	early	morning	hours,	and	they	came	home
to	 their	 cat	 hanged	 upside-down	 from	 the	 drain	 pipe,	 its	 neck	 broken	 in	 the	 struggle	 to
right	itself.

She’d	became	addicted	to	heroin	and	now	had	three	years	of	sobriety.	She	was	much
more	ashamed	of	the	fact	that	she’d	modeled—	something	she’d	begun	as	a	way	to	pay	for
college,	but	which	became	so	lucrative,	eventually	she	quit	school	to	pursue	it	full-time.

As	her	career	began	to	stall,	she	studied	some	sign	language	and	because	of	this	was
able	 to	 get	 a	 job	 as	 a	 teaching	 assistant	 for	 deaf	 children.	 It	 was	 working	 with	 these
children	that	inspired	her	to	enter	detox.

She’d	been	with	her	boyfriend	for	 the	past	year,	and	they	only	began	living	together
recently	after	a	female	roommate	ran	off	unexpectedly	and	left	her	with	a	lease	she	could
not	 afford	 alone.	 Shortly	 after,	 his	 behavior	 began	 to	 change	 and	 she	 realized	 that	 the
move	had	been	a	mistake.

I	told	her	that	she	could	stay	with	me	for	as	long	as	she	needed	in	order	to	find	a	place.
For	 the	 first	 few	 days	 she	 searched	 intently,	 then	 gradually	 stopped	 looking	 at	 all.	 The
subject	of	her	leaving	never	came	up	again.



4.
We	 lived	 together	 for	 over	 three	 months	 before	 we	 made	 love,	 though	 days	 after	 she
moved	 in	 we	 began	 sleeping	 together	 naked	 —	 holding	 hands,	 cuddling,	 kissing
throughout	the	night.	I	traveled	the	length	of	her	body	for	hours,	searching—	her	nipples,
fireworks	 caught	 in	 mid-explosion;	 the	 three	 moles	 lining	 her	 ribcage,	 an	 uncharted
constellation;	her	maple	syrup	eyes,	tiny,	illuminated	villages.	I	slept	tangled	in	her	arms
and	breath.	Our	bodies	an	intricate	riddle,	interlocking	with	no	clear	beginning	or	end.

We	never	discussed	why	we’d	waited.	It	just	seemed	the	natural	course.	Unhurried,	a
bond	without	need	of	reinforcement.

When	we	did	make	love,	it	was	almost	an	afterthought,	in	every	other	way,	it	had	all
ready	happened.	Or	maybe	it	was	just	an	attempt	to	distinguish	ourselves	from	the	rush	of
all	the	others,	some	inverted	form	of	intimacy.

She	 climbed	 on	 top	 of	me	 and	 kissed	my	 eyelids.	 The	 ends	 of	 her	 long	 hair	 swept
down	 across	my	 chest,	 almost	 burning	me.	She	 opened	 slowly,	 like	 a	 child’s	 hand,	 and
with	one	long,	fluid	movement	slid	down,	placing	me	fully	inside	her.	I	watched	her	face
change	as	passing	cars	dragged	light	across	the	room.	We	ground	our	hips	together	with
force	 nearing	 violence.	 I	 feared	 the	 entire	 building	 could	 hear.	Minutes	 later	 we	 came
together.	A	neighboring	church	tower’s	bell	sounded	on	the	hour.

The	room	had	grown	smaller.

Not	long	after,	we	made	love	again.	After	the	third	time	I	stopped	counting.



5.
The	morning	after,	she	walked,	still	naked,	to	the	front	door	to	pick	up	that	and	previous
day’s	paper.	Giddy	and	not	yet	fully	awake,	I	cried	out	for	her	return.

Dropping	 the	 papers,	 she	 gently	wrestled	me	 to	 the	 floor.	 I	 did	 not	 resist.	 As	 I	 lay
motionless	on	my	back,	with	arms	outstretched	in	a	crucifix,	she	nailed	me	to	the	kitchen-
floor	with	kisses.	My	life	passed	from	me	to	her.



6.
I	arrived	early	to	take	her	to	lunch.	From	outside	the	doorway	I	watched	her	work	for	five
or	 ten	minutes	 before	 she	 realized	 I	was	 there.	With	 her	 long	 slender	 hands	 she	 carved
words	out	of	the	children’s	silence.	She	often	made	them	laugh	and	theirs’	was	a	chorus	of
thick,	sticky	bubble-gum	laughter.

She	 introduced	 me	 to	 the	 children.	 She’d	 known	 many	 of	 them	 since	 they’d	 first
started	at	the	school	as	toddlers.	One	boy,	Daniel,	refused	to	shake	my	hand.	He	obviously
had	a	crush	on	Dawn.	I	could	not	blame	him.

Dawn	talked	at	length	about	her	work.	She	said	that	it	was	nearly	impossible	to	lie	in
their	language,	“because	they	read	eyes,	movements	and	fingertips,	not	words.”	She	often
wondered	whether	the	sounds	they	imagined	were	more	beautiful	than	those	that	existed
and	if	the	“gift”	of	hearing	would	prove	a	disappointment	to	those	who’d	lived	their	lives
in	silence.

We	were	 late	 in	 returning	 to	 the	 school.	The	 children	were	waiting,	 troubled	by	 the
delay.	Dawn	was	always	punctual,	so	it	was	me	that	they	blamed.

After	 arriving	 home	 I	 shut	 every	window	 in	 our	 apartment	 and	 hung	 blankets	 over
them	to	deaden	noise	from	outside.	I	plugged	my	ears	with	cotton,	sat	Indian-style	on	the
bedroom	floor	and	closed	my	eyes.	I	stayed	that	way	for	over	an	hour.	I	tried	to	imagine	a
world	without	sound.	I	tried	imagining	a	world	without	her.

I	could	do	neither.



7.
Tuesday	evenings	I	took	a	sculpture	class	at	the	community	college.	I	began	working	with
clay	since	it	was	the	most	inexpensive	material,	but	quickly	developed	a	preference	since
it	forced	you	to	touch	what	you	were	creating	as	you	worked.

The	instructor	thought	I	displayed	natural	ability.	At	his	request	I	exhibited	a	piece	at
an	exhibit	in	the	campus	library.	I	was	able	to	represent	most	objects	faithfully,	but	though
I	 tried	 repeatedly,	 I	 never	 could	 capture	 Dawn’s	 beauty—	 the	 soft	 definition	 of	 her
collarbone,	her	breasts’	slight	upward	arc,	the	narrowing	of	her	nostrils	towards	the	front.
It	was	as	if	at	birth	a	master	blueprint	of	the	female	anatomy	had	been	unlocked	inside	her,
blossoming	outwards,	 filling	her	hips,	calves,	cheekbones,	until	 they	swelled	and	nearly
burst,	as	if	every	woman	that	had	come	before	had	simply	been	a	rough	draft.

How	could	I	portray	the	way	her	hair	changed	color	as	she	passed	through	daylight?
Black	and	auburn	in	places,	almost	blonde	in	others?	The	way	she	held	her	head	slightly	to
the	 left	 when	 deep	 in	 thought?	 Her	 voice,	 low	 like	 a	 man’s,	 yet	 warmer,	 softer,	 the
consistency	 of	 blood?	 These	 things	 could	 not	 be	 captured	 in	 sculpture.	 A	 great	 artist
could’ve	 maybe—	 Da	 Vinci	 or	 Michelangelo—	 but	 I	 could	 not.	 Instead,	 I	 took
photographs	of	her	with	my	body,	burning	her	image	onto	my	skin	again	and	again	with
brilliant	bursts	of	light.



8.
I	was	ten	years	old	before	I	found	out	that	I	was	adopted.	My	parents	had	intended	for	me
not	 to	know,	but	one	day	 I	overheard	my	mother	discussing	 it	with	a	neighbor.	Though
unfamiliar	with	the	word,	I	immediately	grasped	its	meaning.

My	parents	had	been	told	that	they	couldn’t	conceive.	Five	years	after	I	was	adopted
my	mother	 became	 pregnant	with	 a	 son.	Within	 a	 few	months	 of	 his	 birth	 she	 became
pregnant	again	and	a	daughter	was	born.

The	 family	 photo	 album	 delineates	 how	 I	 was	 gradually	 brushed	 aside.	 Once	 the
prized	child,	 in	 the	pictures	 taken	after	 their	births	I	am	waving	from	the	background	as
the	younger	siblings	stand	front	and	center	or	am	out	of	focus	and	partially	obscured	by
objects.	Often	 I’m	cut	out	of	 the	 frame	entirely—	save	 for	an	arm	or	 leg.	Past	a	certain
point	there	are	no	pictures	of	me	at	all.

After	 discovering	 my	 adoption,	 I	 developed	 fantasies	 about	 every	 stranger	 I	 met.
When	 I	 encountered	 someone	 on	 the	 street,	 in	 a	 store	 or	 on	 T.V.	 who	 even	 remotely
resembled	me,	 I	was	convinced	 that	 they	might	be	my	 father	or	mother	or	 some	distant
relative.	This	went	on	for	years	before	I	accepted	how	remote	the	odds	were	that	any	of
them	were	actual	kin.	But	even	then,	in	some	smaller,	less	obvious	way	I	felt	a	relation	to
all	of	the	people	I’d	come	across.

At	 first	 Dawn	 was	 apprehensive	 about	 telling	 me.	 She	 bought	 an	 over-the-counter
pregnancy	kit,	then	made	a	doctor’s	appointment	to	confirm.

When	 she	 was	 fifteen	 she’d	 had	 an	 abortion.	 She	 was	 almost	 six	 months	 pregnant
before	 it	was	 performed.	To	 this	 day	 she	 has	 stretch	marks	 along	 her	 pelvis,	 tracks	 left
tracing	 the	path	of	 the	 child	 as	 it	 clawed	 to	 remain	 inside	her.	Since	 the	 abortion	 she’d
secretly	 feared	 that	 some	 internal	 damage	 had	 occurred,	 that	 she	 would	 not	 be	 able	 to
conceive	again.

I’d	always	said	I	didn’t	want	kids,	but	when	she	told	me	of	the	pregnancy,	my	feelings
changed	abruptly.	That	night	I	dreamed	of	all	the	children	we’d	not	conceived,	their	tiny
faces	 and	 hands	 trapped	 beneath	 the	 plastic	 bubbles	 on	 her	 birth	 control	 tray.	 I	 cycled
through	the	alphabet,	naming	them,	girl/boy	girl/boy,	falling	asleep	somewhere	in	the	r’s.



9.
As	Dawn	slept,	 I	would	often	rest	my	head	against	her	belly	and	 listen.	 I	could	feel	 the
baby	move	 as	 it	 struggled	 against	 the	 life	 surging	 in,	 the	 ancestors	 tiptoeing	 along	 her
veins	and	battling	for	position	in	her	thoughts	and	bones,	across	her	skin.	I	could	hear	my
father	breathing.	I’d	never	met	my	father,	but	I	knew	his	breathing.

Soon	there	would	be	no	more	space,	and	in	one	apocalyptic	shudder,	her	flesh	would
be	torn	from	her	mother’s	and	bear	the	scar,	universal,	yet	distinct—	an	innie	or	outie—
the	first	in	a	nearly	unending	series	of	increasingly	complex	definitions.

Soon	I	would	feel	her	breath	against	mine.



10.
We	were	about	halfway	to	the	hospital	when	the	front	tire	blew	out.	A	young	man	behind
us	helped	push	our	car	through	the	intersection,	then	offered	a	ride	the	rest	of	the	way.

He	was	driving	a	VW	bus	undoubtedly	built	before	he	was	born.	It	ran	poorly,	and	he
moved	his	 lips	 slightly,	 talking	himself	 through	each	maneuver.	His	abilities	were	 taxed
enough	without	having	a	woman	in	back	about	to	give	birth.

Dawn	lay	on	the	floor	and	I	coached	her	on	the	LaMasse	techniques	we’d	practiced	for
months.	 Freeway	 traffic	 came	 to	 a	 standstill.	 I	 knew	 then	 that	 it	 had	 been	 a	 major
miscalculation	accepting	this	boy’s	offer—	that	the	baby	was	going	to	plop	out	right	there,
with	our	chauffeur,	the	pimply-faced	surfer	dude	serving	as	mid-wife.

Dawn’s	twenty-three	hour	labor	at	the	hospital	proved	me	wrong.	Bouncing	around	in
the	back	of	 the	VW	had	apparently	given	a	strong	enough	indication	of	what	 this	world
was	about	and	she’d	decided	to	stage	a	last-minute	protest,	throughout	which	I	badgered
the	clerks	and	nurses	as	if	our	child	were	entering	the	world	through	some	new,	untested
method.

We’d	had	a	name	picked	months	in	advance,	but	switched	on-the-spot	to	Joe,	in	honor
of	our	anonymous	adolescent	escort,	who	we	never	saw	again	and	whose	name	we’d	not
learned,	but	who’d	always	be	remembered	for	his	droopy	Joe	DiMaggio	eyes.



11.
I’ve	stood	near	its	edge	and	looked	down	into	the	broken	moon	that	is	the	Grand	Canyon,
crossed	the	Golden	Gate	Bridge	from	the	north	as	the	city	lights	throb	like	fireflies,	ridden
on	an	airplane	cross-country	and	watched	the	earth’s	surface	twist	and	squirm	34,000	feet
below	 like	 a	 cartoon	 landscape,	 but	 I’ve	 never	 seen	 anything	 more	 beautiful	 than	 our
daughter	searching,	with	eyes	closed,	yet	somehow	finding	her	mother’s	breast,	while	with
her	one	free	hand	Dawn	reached	and	pulled	me	into	the	circle	of	this	sweet,	nativity	scene.

The	first	year	of	Joe’s	life	unfolded	as	if	through	time-lapse	photography,	relentlessly
lurching	forward,	until	one	morning	I	stepped	out	to	empty	the	trash	and	returned	to	find
her	greeting	me	with	her	first	three	unassisted	steps.	In	the	coming	weeks	she	would	often
walk	 from	my	 arms	 to	 Dawn’s,	 then	 back	 again,	 practicing,	 and	 it	 was	 as	 if	 she	 were
weaving	an	invisible	thread	that	joined	us	together	irreversibly.



12.
During	a	long	road	trip,	Dawn	and	I	had	an	argument,	and	afterwards	she	took	me	in	her
mouth.	There	was	just	room	for	her	head	between	my	crotch	and	the	steering	wheel.	Joe
was	 asleep	 in	 the	 backseat,	 dreaming	 whatever	 it	 is	 that	 children	 dream	 about	 before
words.

At	first	I	protested,	but	she	ignored.	I	tried	to	concentrate	on	the	road,	and	was	soon
going	ninety-miles	per	hour.	Despite	Interstate	5’s	almost	unwavering	path,	I	had	difficulty
staying	in	my	lane.

The	zipper	dug	into	my	scrotum,	raising	me	up.	She	sucked	harder,	tugging	my	penis
with	both	hands,	the	back	of	her	head	knocking	the	steering	wheel	left	and	right.	Beneath
the	radio’s	static	a	man	sang	something	faintly	in	Spanish,	and	a	truck	driver,	laughing	and
waving,	sounded	his	horn	as	he	passed.

As	 she	 swallowed,	 she	made	 a	 quiet,	 almost	mournful	 sound,	 the	 insects	 splattering
our	windshield	like	a	discarded	Picasso.	I	searched	the	rearview	mirror	for	flashing	patrol-
lights,	 but	 all	 I	 saw	was	 a	 tired,	 orange	 sky.	 Lifting	my	 foot	 from	 the	 accelerator,	 she
rested	her	cheek	on	my	thigh.	We	continued,	near	the	earth’s	surface,	the	tires	turning	in
circles,	 yet	 carrying	 us	 forward,	 while	 all	 the	 while,	 our	 daughter	 just	 went	 right	 on
sleeping.



13.
Dawn	liked	to	point	out	that	since	I	was	adopted	and	she’d	never	met	her	father,	we	could
be	brother	and	sister	(strangers	often	asked	if	we	were	related).

She	believed	this	was	why	our	attraction	had	been	instantaneous…….involuntary.

“It’s	incest.”

I	told	her	that	even	if	she	were	my	sister,	my	cousin,	it	wouldn’t	stop	me.	I’d	want	her
anyway.

Maybe	more.

Nothing	could	keep	me	from	her.



14.
The	diarrhea	began	one	morning.	It	wasn’t	until	her	temperature	reached	104	degrees	and
didn’t	break	that	I	realized	something	was	seriously	wrong.	I’ll	always	blame	myself	for
not	recognizing	the	signs	earlier—	the	bruises	that	would	appear	so	easily	and	not	fade	for
weeks,	the	pain	in	her	back	and	knees,	her	swollen	gums.

Joe	 had	 Acute	Myclobactic	 Leukemia,	 a	 rare	 form	 of	 cancer,	 and	 one	 experts	 had
minimal	success	treating.	Three-years-old	were	among	the	highest	risk	group.

We	were	lucky	to	have	a	good	treatment	center	nearby.	Joe	had	a	private	room	where
we	could	stay	at	night.	Dawn	and	I	coordinated	our	schedules	so	that	one	of	us	could	be
there	as	often	as	possible.

Joe’s	 doctor	was	 a	 specialist	 of	 national	 prominence,	 and	 she	 and	 I	 had	dated	once.
We’d	met	 at	 the	 hospital.	What’d	 attracted	me	 to	 her	was	 the	 extraordinary	 caring	 she
demonstrated	 for	 patients.	Unfortunately,	 this	 same	 sensitivity	 did	 not	 carry	 over	 to	 her
other	relationships.

It	was	threatening	to	have	her	suddenly	re-enter	my	life,	wielding	such	power.	I	found
myself	recounting	even	the	slightest	wrongs	I	might’ve	done.

She	acted	as	 if	we’d	never	met.	This	was	nearly	correct.	Our	relationship	had	ended
years	before.	In	many	ways	I	was	no	longer	the	person	she’d	known.

As	a	result	of	the	chemotherapy,	Joe’s	long,	auburn	ringlets	fell	out	in	clumps.	After	a
month	of	treatments	she	was	nearly	bald,	and	this	made	her	appear	older,	wiser.	She	was
undoubtedly	both	of	these	things.	At	the	doctor’s	suggestion	we	bought	Joe	a	wig,	but	she
refused	to	wear	it.

“I	don’t	want	to	hide	Joe.”

She’d	begun	referring	to	herself	in	the	third	person.	It	had	an	eerie,	prophetic	quality.
A	dissociation	had	all	ready	begun.

Joe	reached	the	maximum	dosage	of	chemotherapy,	but	the	cancer	did	not	respond.	We
authorized	the	doctors	to	perform	“rescue	therapy”	—	or,	as	we	called	it,	Jesus	medicine.
Joe	was	 to	 be	 injected	with	 a	 lethal	 dose	 of	 anti-leukemic	medicine,	 then	 revived	 later
through	 an	 equally	 enormous	 quantity	 of	 the	 first	medicine’s	 antidote,	when	 and	 if	 the
cancerous	 cells	 were	 neutralized.	 This	 form	 of	 resurrection	 had	 become	 routine	 in	 the
modern	medical	world.

The	therapy	was	successful	in	driving	the	cancer	into	remission,	but	there	remained	a
95%	chance	that	she	would	relapse	within	the	year.



15.
I’d	 noticed	 the	 slowed,	 deep-ocean	 articulation	 of	 Dawn’s	 words,	 her	 faint	 Arctic
footsteps,	 but	wanted	 to	 believe	 it	was	 just	 a	 reaction	 to	 Joe’s	 illness.	 I	 discovered	 the
broken	syringe	while	searching	through	the	trash	for	a	bill	I	thought	might’ve	been	thrown
away	by	accident.	She’d	hidden	it	at	the	bottom,	wrapped	in	newspaper.

That	night	as	we	made	love	I	searched	and	found	track	marks	under	her	left	breast.

We	discussed	it	quietly	at	first.	She	asked	me	not	to	leave	her.	I	couldn’t	make	her	that
promise.	 She	 began	 yelling	 and	 throwing	 things.	 I	 went	 to	 Joe’s	 room	 and	 opened	 the
door.	I	stood	for	a	long	time	listening,	watching	her	chest	closely	to	assure	myself	that	she
was	 still	 breathing.	Dawn	puked	 in	 the	 bathroom.	 I	walked	down	 the	 hall.	 She	knelt	 in
front	of	the	toilet	and	cradled	it’s	sides	with	her	forearms.	It	looked	as	if	she	were	praying.
I	sat	beside	her.

“When	did	you	start?”

“It’s	just	been	so	hard	with	Joe	sick	and…”

“When?”

“About	two	or	three	months	ago.	Ever	since	we	found	out	Joe	was	dying.”

“She’s	not	dying.	Technically	she’s	not	even	sick.	The	disease	is	in	remission.”

“But	it	could	come	back	at	anytime.”

“It	won’t	come	back.”

“It	could.”

“She	is	not	dying.”

I	walked	 into	 the	 living	 room.	 I	wanted	 to	blast	 the	 stereo	and	pound	walls,	but	 Joe
was	asleep	in	the	next	room,	so	I	didn’t.	I	couldn’t	stay	there.	I	put	on	cutoffs	and	tennis
shoes.

She	asked	me	where	I	was	going.	I	didn’t	answer.	I	didn’t	know.

There	were	few	cars	out,	so	I	jogged	in	the	street,	rather	than	on	the	sidewalk.	I	wasn’t
sure	if	I	was	running	towards	something	or	away.	It	was	raining	and	I’d	forgotten	a	shirt	or
coat.	I	ran	faster.	My	feet	seemed	to	increase	in	weight	with	each	step.	I	could	feel	them
blistering.	 It’d	been	months	since	 I’d	 last	 run.	 I	 stuck	my	 tongue	out	 to	 try	and	wet	my
mouth	with	rain,	but	it	wasn’t	coming	down	hard	enough.	I	ran	past	the	house	I’d	grown
up	in,	then	north	towards	the	hills.	I	turned	down	a	street	I	was	unfamiliar	with	and	soon
lost	 my	 way.	 I	 refused	 to	 stop,	 instead	 concentrating	 on	 the	 broken	 yellow-line	 in	 the
middle	of	the	road.

The	asphalt	was	slick	and	I	fell	twice.	The	second	time	it	felt	as	if	my	ankle	might’ve
broken,	 but	 I	 kept	 going	 for	 miles.	 It’d	 stopped	 raining	 and	 wasn’t	 long	 before	 an
uncomfortable	 humidity	 set	 in.	 I	 moved	 at	 a	 pace	 barely	 more	 rapid	 than	 if	 I’d	 been
walking,	continuing	until	my	legs	gave	out	beneath	me.	After	I	fell	to	the	ground	the	third
time	I	was	unable	to	get	up	again.



It	was	morning.	The	streetlights	switched	off	on	one	side	of	the	street,	then	the	other,
block	by	block	down	the	boulevard	in	grids,	like	electric	dominoes.	I	didn’t	know	where	I
was.	I	turned	onto	my	back,	not	recognizing	the	building	above	me.

I’d	fallen	at	my	own	doorstep.

I	had	returned	home.
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