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Dedication


For Mommy and Gloria, who, had they made it to sixty,

would have been some savvy, sassy sexagenarians
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One

The cottages at the Gen pushed up from the earth like new life coming, with their one-floor open-concept designs, and skylights where the ceilings should be, and walls of windows the better to view the trees through. The trees were everything. None of those pale green saplings typical of new housing complexes here. Here the builders set down mature specimens, still fine, though, with voluptuous curvy trunks and jazzy tilts like swagger leans earned by bending, but not breaking, during the storms. The trees gave the development a timeless feel, as if they’d always been here and always would be. And timelessness suited the Gen’s target market, who thought themselves like the trees: heirlooms still looking good; still sporting their own curves and swagger; still budding and unfurling and rocking steady supported by massive roots that they hoped would hide their pasts, their secrets. The roots tried, but these people had done some things. And all that wrangling to dig themselves up to move here caused a type of transplant shock. Buried recollections of their younger selves took advantage of the weakened roots and broke away. Repressed images wormed through the mantle of the earth and the years desperate to be seen aboveground, just to be acknowledged for having been.

* * *

Bloc opened the glass doors to the clubhouse and took in the air that smelled like wood from the newly laid Brazilian cherry floors and sweetness from the mimosas floating on silver trays. Today was the monthly lunch reception to welcome the newest residents to the Gen, and the room was loose with laughter and the buzz of twenty separate conversations rising to join the sway of the grand chandelier. Bloc would often turn events like this into a party by showing off his ability at doing the bop and the wobble. And lest someone reduce him to just a Black man who could dance, he also liked to engage in conversation and dazzle the folk with how smart he was. He was smart. Considered a genius in the West Philly neighborhood where he’d grown up. Penn Engineering and Sciences, graduate work at MIT, careers at Westinghouse, NASA. But today he wasn’t here to dance or prove his intellect. Today he was here to find Tish to make up to her for what happened the other night when he and Tish and Tish’s next-door-neighbor Lavia gathered at Tish’s cottage the way they’d done on countless evenings. The other night Bloc supplied the weed as usual and they passed the pipe stuffed with healthy buds and watched late-night reruns on TV One and howled at the clownish attire in Super Fly as they marveled at the enduring relevance of the Curtis Mayfield soundtrack. They talked politics and philosophy as the wine went down like silk. Tish and Bloc broke down the nuances of Black consciousness for Lavia, who looked South Asian but claimed to be from everywhere and nowhere, as they commenced to solve the world’s problems, occasionally spouting motherfucking this and that as if they were forty years younger and living at the high-rise dorm at Penn.

But in the middle of an argument about Hillary versus Bernie, Lavia claimed exhaustion suddenly and left early, left Tish and Bloc alone. Tish switched the music from Pharoah Sanders singing about the creator having a master plan to a not-so-subtle Marvin Gaye begging “let’s get it on.” She swooned toward Bloc where he sat in the center of her vegan leather couch, pausing to unpin her Sisterlocks that fell around her shoulders like Rapunzel’s hair.

His moment had finally come. He’d prepared for the moment every time he’d visit Tish by packing a condom—he knew, after all, that their age group had the highest incidence of sexually transmitted diseases. And he was looking forward to being with a woman his own age again. Thought women his own age deep and knowing with a complexity that he found titillating, especially since his third wife had been twenty years younger and had shredded him. Still shredding him that night as Marvin Gaye sang the part about letting your love come out, and images of Bloc’s ex-wife became an out-of-control slideshow clicking through his mind, flattening him so much that even his time-released ED pill that had never let him down . . . let him down.

Tish had been patient, encouraging, asked him if he had some other woman he’d been keeping hid. Well, then, was he impotent? Celibate? Gay? He said no, no, hell no. He just didn’t want to ruin the beautiful friendship they had going. She told him she could have handled the other three, but that just-being-friends remark was an insult so he could let himself out.

Today he planned to make it up to Tish. He’d gone to see a holistic practitioner recommended to him by his young boy—his former intern at NASA who was now in his forties and who still repaid Bloc for advancing his career years ago by supplying him with good medical weed. The practitioner prescribed a concoction that Bloc had just started taking.

He felt good right now as he gave a thumbs-up to the organist for his rendition of “Hello Young Lovers.” It wasn’t the Temptations version that Bloc would listen to as a teen on the 45 player he’d built himself, but it was good enough as he hummed the line that cautions not to cry because he’s all alone, because he, too, has had loves of his own. Which he had. He’d married three times trying to find a woman who could replicate his mother’s smile. None could, though he’d gotten a princess of a daughter from wife number one, perfection in a son from wife number two, and financial calamity from wife number three because that one had a shopping addiction. She was the only one of the three wives who’d attached herself to his heart.

He shook the thought of her now as he scanned the clubroom, looked past the gaggles sloshing their mimosas around in flutes as they munched on delicate mysteries stuffed in pastry puffs and talked about the midterms, or the conservative shitheads in this part of the state, or the price of Hamilton tickets. Then he saw Tish, tall and golden, in the center of the room, the crystal dangles of the chandelier twirling as if they were moved by her too. She was with Lavia, and a new woman Bloc had not yet met. He felt a surge of confidence right now. Had some good weed in his pocket, had his new alabaster pipe, had his condoms, had the medicine he’d started taking coursing through him, had his voice fixed to sing in Tish’s ear his own version of “Let’s Get It On.”

And then he felt it. Couldn’t believe what he was feeling. It was as if the confidence he’d just sensed as an unfurling moving up from his toes had gone rogue, gone from an unfurling to a surge. The surge intensified, transitioning as it did to pulsing, from pulsing to throbbing. The throbbing quickened, hardened. Already at his knees, his thighs. What the hell?, he thought as it bulged on up to his manhood and held there. His manhood jutting now, without provocation. What the ever loving hell?

He restrained himself from looking down to see if it was showing. It couldn’t be showing. Hadn’t shown since his junior prom when in his tight tuxedo he’d danced slow with Marva, the school’s fast girl, and she’d moved against him to the beat of Stevie Wonder singing “My Cherie Amour.” Today he was wearing his roomy cargo pants. They could hide a torpedo, but could they hide this? he wondered as he thought that the compounding pharmacist had erred, missed a decimal point or an ingredient. Although he’d been assured its primary ingredient was concentrated citrulline extracted from watermelon. The irony of the recalibrated stereotypes was not lost on him, that a white man had prescribed him watermelon for impotence. Bloc turned to leave. He couldn’t approach Tish in such a tumescent state; he’d be her laughingstock, considering the extremes from the nothingness of the other night to the overmuchness of now.

He shielded himself from Tish’s view by walking in lockstep with a tall, hefty server, Pedro, according to his name tag. He made small talk with Pedro to calm himself, stopping when Pedro stopped to offer miniature triangles of quiche stuffed with lobster, walking so closely to him that Pedro stopped and said, “Sir, forgive me, but you’re crowding me; all I have to offer you is what’s on this tray.”

“Hey sure,” Bloc said, realizing that Pedro thought Bloc was trying to hit on him. “It’s not like that, I promise you, believe me, please. Just trying to avoid an asshole,” he said, the only thing he could think of to explain the way he’d attached himself to him.

“Welcome to my world,” Pedro said, as he turned to answer a woman inquiring if there was anything without shellfish, she was allergic. “There’s tons of chicken tempura and the like, sirloin tips wrapped in mushroom, something vegan perhaps? I’ll get for you,” Pedro called behind him as he sped away, leaving Bloc exposed, but at least he’d almost made it to the glass doors, had the magnificent transplanted Kousa dogwoods in his sight, their white blooms hugging the leaves like corsages pinned to prom gowns; they would hide him if he could just make it to the threshold. He passed the groupings of people laughing in time to the organist playing “I’m Coming Out.” He thought the organist must have climbed inside his head with his musical selection. He walked right into Lavia.

He blinked hard as if he could blink Lavia away. He couldn’t, as he watched her mouth move. She had a pretty mouth. Her breath smelled of strawberry mimosa and crab salad as she blew into his face asking him what was wrong with him, why was he ignoring her, didn’t he hear her calling him. “Tish is over there. Are you coming or what?”

He thought that she put emphasis on coming and for a second he wondered if she knew his current torture and was being a smart-ass. She could be a bona fide smart-ass, was always saying something that when unpacked from her proper delivery with her sweet tonal quality and British-tinged accent was surprisingly hilarious. And she did know things; she’d graduated summa cum from Brown.

“I’m leaving,” he said.

“No, come, come, come,” she insisted. “You must turn this drab affair into a party with your fancy footwork.”

“Who am I, Sam and Dave?”

“Sam and Dave? I’m not getting the reference,” she said.

“They did a song called ‘Soul Man,’ okay, I’m not trying to be soul man right now.”

“Touchy, touchy,” she said, as she pulled his arm. “Dance or not, I don’t care. But I do want you to meet our new resident, Cynthia; she’s a true delight. Grew up in Western Philadelphia. Didn’t you grow up in Western Philadelphia?”

“West Philadelphia, Lavia, not Western, West. There’s no such place called Western Philadelphia.”

“Ooh, listen to you, you are the moody one today.”

He told her he didn’t feel well, as he tried not to concentrate on the throbbing coming from what now might as well be a third leg.

“What is it? You don’t have a squeezing sensation in your chest, do you, because you’re perspiring all of a sudden and the air is on full blast in here.” Lavia stopped where she was and motioned for Tish.

He tried to ask Lavia not to involve Tish, but before he could form the words, Tish and the new woman, Cynthia, were next to Lavia in a loose circle around Bloc. “He says he’s leaving, claims to be ill,” Lavia said.

“Ill? What the hell is wrong with you, Bloc?” Tish asked. “You need to go to the top of the O.”

“Top of the O?” Cynthia asked, and Bloc could feel her eyes drop to where his cargo pants jutted.

“Yeah,” Tish said. “You know how the development is arranged in the shape of the numeral sixty, which I find too cutesy for my tastes, but in any event, the doc’s office sits at the top of the O.”

“Right,” Cynthia said. “I’d forgotten there’s a whole new concept in addresses here, because I live at the bottom of the stem.” She extended her hand. “I’m Cynthia. Nice to meet you. Lavia tells me you’re also from West Philly.”

Cynthia laughed when she said it and Bloc almost wanted to ask her what was so funny even as he took in her wide smile and her wide halo of a ’fro and her wide hips shaped like half-moons. He stopped himself from appraising her wideness, shook her hand, told her his name, and watched her tame her mouth back to a simple smile. He was about to apologize for having to leave so abruptly before they even sat down to eat when he heard Lavia gasp.

“Oh my, Bloc,” Lavia said, her voice shaking as she laughed. “You appear to be stuck in the up?”

“Stuck in the up?” Cynthia asked then. Asked it quickly, too quickly, Bloc thought. “Is that an address, too? Where would that be?”

“It’s not an address, it’s an illusion,” Tish said. “Trust me, I’ve been to that house, knocked on that door, ain’t nobody home.”

“Goodness, you’re too cold, Tish,” Lavia said.

“Actually, I’m too hot, I’m going for a swim,” Tish said, as she turned to leave, flinging her hand in the air as she did. She was wearing a black-and-white tiger print dress that looked to Bloc like an open-mouthed laugh, mocking him even as she walked away, her long back moving from side to side in exaggerated swipes. He felt as if the throbbing in his manhood was making its way up, pausing in the pit of his stomach. He imagined that soon enough the squeezing sensation really would be in the center of his chest. Good. He’d always hoped for a quick, sudden death. No lingering for him the way his mother had lingered, stuck in the tunnel for weeks making that heartbreaking sound of the death rattle. He’d already planned that should he get such a devastating prognosis, he’d settle his affairs, spend time with his son and daughter, then rent an RV and drive cross-country to the Grand Canyon where he’d take his final flight into the center of that majestic hole. He felt his eyes water as he listened to Lavia say that she was going to have a seat, they were about to start serving. The air was leaving the clubroom. He was dying, Bloc was sure, and he wanted to speak to his children, thank them for loving him despite his inability to stay married to their mothers. He wanted to see his third wife, just one more time, even after she’d crushed him.

Her name was Coral, and she had a shopping addiction that was so severe that when she couldn’t get to Nordstrom, she craved sex, but not with Bloc. She’d cruise, of all places, churches, for her release. Bloc had followed her one Sunday morning. He was seeing her now, sprawled on the back seat of the 7 Series BMW he’d given her for her fortieth birthday.

He started sobbing. Couldn’t believe that he was standing in the Sexagenarian’s clubroom sobbing like an eight-year-old. The croaking sounds pushing through his lips were so loud he could barely hear Cynthia talking to him.

She was asking him had it been more than four hours. Her voice was soft and whispery. Comforting.

“No,” he said, though he garbled even that monosyllable.

“I just know, you know, that the advertisers caution to seek medical attention if, you know, the results last longer than four hours.”

“It’s not that, you know, it’s not Viagra.” His breath caught in his throat and he felt as if he was choking.

“I didn’t mean to presume. But, regardless, maybe some fresh air would help,” she said, as she offered him a tissue.

“There’s no such thing as fresh air anymore; the delicate balance of atmospheric gases has been irrecoverably skewed.” He wiped his face. He wasn’t dying as he felt the pressure in his chest ease, his breaths settle into a more rhythmic in and out. Cynthia was looking at him. She had the darkest eyes he’d ever seen on a brown-skinned woman. They were stark, hard, balanced out by her softly formed mouth; her lips curved in a smile that pushed her sadness to the corners of her mouth. They all had their sadness after all. Sometimes the sadness hid out as it did in the creases around Cynthia’s smile, or in the jerky sound of Lavia’s laughter, or the heat of Tish’s sighs. Other times it was as pronounced as his ill-timed erection, humiliating, throbbing.

“I’m sorry,” he said then. “I didn’t mean to snap at you. Perhaps some outside air would actually help. You’ll join me?”

Cynthia lowered her head, indicating neither acquiescence nor rejection, and they stepped outside where a soft drizzle was playing mind games with the sun.





Two

Cynthia hadn’t intended to invite Bloc in after he walked her home. But she’d envied his ability to cry. She’d wanted to cry, too, as it sank in during the reception that she’d actually moved here. Egged on by her son, E, she’d let go of her gorgeous mansion-sized three-story West Philly twin where she’d lived for thirty years, five of those happily after her divorce. She’d traded her vibrant block, filled with the eclectic street sounds of double Dutch chants from the little girls, and the high-volume Black music from the white Penn students, and the linguistic smorgasbord coming from the Lutheran church on the corner that served as a sanctuary for undocumented immigrants, for this pristine development with its terrifying newness. So she invited Bloc in because she’d cried vicariously through him as he sobbed all over his orange-and-cream-colored gingham shirt. And she’d always had an affinity for gingham, its thoughtful predictability, the conscientious innocence of its pattern.

She focused on the kindness of those tiny squares as she ushered Bloc to her center-island counter and apologized for the condition of her unpacked cottage with the boxes still taped shut and the furniture still shrink-wrapped. He insisted no apology was necessary and then he offered her weed.

She thought that she should be more shocked that she accepted even though she knew very little about him. Knew only that he’d lived here for two years, was friends with Lavia, and had a maybe/maybe not relationship with Tish, whom Cynthia had zeroed in on when she stepped into the reception and moved her head methodically from side to side the way the Secret Service would. Though Cynthia wasn’t looking for assassins, just another Black person. “Please God, can there be even just one, for goodness’ sake,” she’d whined under her breath, a throwback prayer from college and early years in her career. She saw the upsweep of Tish’s Sisterlocks then. She thought the hair Tish’s attempt to make sure that she wasn’t mistaken for white, and Cynthia respected the effort. Shortly she met Lavia, and then Bloc. And here she sat an hour later perplexed that she was not shocked that she’d agreed to get high with him even though she hadn’t smoked weed in more than forty years. Forty! The passage of time, though, was shocking.

She watched him deftly stuff healthy marijuana buds into a pipe that looked as expensive as her tourmaline center-island counter. The counter was a builder’s upgrade that E had talked her into though she would have been fine with Formica, finer still with the worn butcher-block counter in the house where she wanted to be right now.

Bloc swiveled the counter stool to face her. “Okay, first you take the pipe,” he said, jokingly.

“It’s been a minute, but I think I remember needing the pipe in my hand as a requisite first step,” she said, as she hurriedly inched the pipe toward her mouth. But her hands were sweaty, the pipe was slick; she fumbled the pipe and dropped it and closed her ears to the sound of it crashing against the floor. Except that Bloc caught it before it hit the floor, almost spilled off the counter stool himself, and Cynthia looked away lest her eyes fall to his pants where she’d refused to look since Tish humiliated him at the reception.

“No harm, no foul,” he said, before she could apologize. “May I?” he asked, as he leaned in and offered the pipe.

Cynthia nodded and Bloc gently pulled her chin to separate her lips so that he could ease the pipe between them. His thumb press was like fire against her chin, rerouting neural connections, and she felt the warmth of it deep in her chest. She had not an inkling what to do with the feeling, so she focused on the gingham shirt and pulled hard on the pipe, then felt the smoke rise to her head and through her head. She thought if she looked up she’d see the curly ends of her ’fro rising toward the skylights.

“Mmm, good, you’re doing it like a pro,” Bloc whispered. He eased the pipe from between her lips and she already missed his thumb. “How you doing? You good?” he asked, as he blew out a mouthful of smoke and handed the pipe back to Cynthia.

“Ah, my goodness, are you kidding me. I’m better than good, that’s some potent stuff.” She had forgotten the feel of a good weed high, the slackened facial muscles that defaulted to a dopey smile, the sudden hunger, the inhibitions unclothed. She’d partaken regularly back in undergraduate school after spending the day stroking to keep from drowning in sea after sea of white privilege and attitude; she’d return to her campus apartment where one of her roommates browned cheese toast in a buttered skillet and the other’s boyfriend rolled stogies from the half-ounce bag they’d all put in to buy with change they’d pinched from their work/study paychecks. She’d toke then, suddenly aware how depleting all that inequality was.

Cynthia took in Bloc’s presence as she unfurled a mouthful of smoke. His lips were surprisingly thin; everything else about him, his forehead, his cheeks, his nose, had a beefy thickness to them. His eyes were a lighter brown than they should be given his solid brown complexion; his gray-and-white mustache had been trimmed expertly over his thin lips, his lips pursed as he blew out smoke, directing it skylight-ward. She shook off the urge to ask for the feel of his thumb against her chin as she gave him a deep smile instead, actually smiling more at the shirt than at him. The gingham smiled back as his chest rose and fell with his breaths. Bloc returned her smile with a wink but she didn’t catch it because she was too preoccupied with her tongue and the way it seemed fused to the roof of her mouth, making her realize how thirsty she was. “Damn, let me get us water,” she said, as she retrieved two small bottles from the under-counter refrigerator. She apologized that she hadn’t unpacked glasses just yet.

“Glasses are overrated,” Bloc said through an uncontainable smile. “I’ve drank from many a bottle in my day, more often than not those bottles were covered in brown paper bags.”

“Really?” Cynthia said, her lips smirked to one side. “I wouldn’t have figured you for the corner boy type.”

“Well, vivacious beauty that you are, one wouldn’t have figured you for a quiet girl, but I’m willing to bet you were.”

Cynthia laughed an extended laugh and pushed back from the counter. “I better find us something to eat before you talk yourself into trouble.” She opened and closed cabinets that she already knew to be empty as she swatted away the regret that she always felt if she sensed a man found her attractive. Even now in her weed-induced state of confused euphoria she felt it. Deep down she believed she was an ugly girl, just pretending to have a pleasing look, and soon enough whoever seemed enamored by her, the way Bloc did, would discover that her beauty—he had just called her a beauty—was a sham. She thought her face a jumble of contraries the way the softly formed mouth and full, jutting lips mixed it up with the sharp nose and overly defined cheekbones and severely dark eyes. Her complexion didn’t help. It was so middle of the road that it served no good purpose; she’d always wished it had taken a stand firmly on one side of the road or the other and been either blue black or butter. Her hair, though, had taken a stand. It was thick and wild and barely held a hot press before Afros were even a style. As a child she was accustomed to people smiling at her before the standard what-a-cute-little-girl remark and then stopping before they said it because it took a minute for her looks to register and for them to decide that she wasn’t, after all, cute.

Her looks had been as burdensome as the mother she had. She was teased for her looks growing up, for her evil-looking eyes and untamed hair. She was teased for her mother, too, because her mother, Divine, was bipolar; she kept a dark house and changed men like stockings. Cynthia hadn’t learned that her mother’s behavior had a name until she was practically an adult. She thought that the clinical diagnosis excused her mother some. There was no clinical term for ugly, though.

“Okay, like I said, I just got here yesterday, so I don’t gots lots,” she said, turning to face Bloc, embarrassed still that he’d called her a beauty.

“We could walk over to the shops,” Bloc offered. “They’ve got a decent bakery, a smoothie stand, a candy store that replicates the ones from back in the day when you could get a nickel candy bar, though I guarantee you a PayDay candy bar over there will cost five bucks.”

“Oh my god, I loved PayDays; I would pick the nuts off that caramel log, and then go to heaven on that log.”

“My favorite was Good & Plenty, damn, that licorice was serious,” he said on a laugh.

Cynthia was about to agree to them walking over to the shops, but the drizzle that had started up when they’d left the reception had transitioned into a steady rain and now made crackling sounds against the skylights. Then she remembered the zucchini bread she’d bought at a roadside stand the day before when her son drove her here. The look of it had reminded her of her grandmother’s bread pudding, though her son had cautioned that there was no quality control. “Just a loaf wrapped in cellophane, Mom, really? It doesn’t even list the contents; you have no way of knowing what’s in it.”

She told Bloc the story as she fumbled with the wrapping covering the loaf, explaining that they ordinarily wouldn’t have stopped but she was shaken when the car struck and killed the cutest woodchuck.

“Woodchuck? That’s a shame,” Bloc said as he came and stood next to her.

“I know; it landed on the hood of the car and I was staring into its eyes, the softest brown eyes. And its little ears were quivering so I made my son sit there and let it finish dying before he cleaned it off the car. And then its ears stood straight up as if they’d heard something of interest.”

“Gabriel’s trumpet for woodchucks, perhaps?”

“I think that was it exactly,” Cynthia said. “And I realized, damn, my ears are gonna stand straight up like that one day.”

“Who knew, right?”

“Oh my god, I said a similar thing to my son as we watched the little creature die, and he was like, well, of course we’re all gonna die, Mom.”

“But not us, right?” Bloc said, as he leaned in to help Cynthia undo the plastic wrap. “Myself, I’ve only recently moved beyond the intellectual concept of it all, and you know, and have begun to accept that, damn, this party called life on earth is actually gonna end for me, too.” He said it emphatically. “I used to think that the eat, drink, and be merry ’cause tomorrow you die thing was just something irresponsible gluttons trudged out when they wanted to overindulge. But you know what,” he said as he laughed, “each day the odds increase that tomorrow I might die.”

Cynthia nodded, enjoying the sound of his laughter. He had a gumbo laugh, thick with a mixture of tones and pauses that felt honest the way it stopped on the right beat, neither extending beyond its usefulness, nor ending too soon. Now they both focused in on the sight of the finally unwrapped zucchini loaf as if it were some idolatrous object they were about to pray to. “Damn,” Bloc whispered, “should we go for it or what?”

“I mean, I really want to, but I’ll be dammed, I haven’t unpacked a single fork,” Cynthia said.

“You got fingers? A fork is redundant right now,” Bloc said, as he tore off a chunk and dropped it in his mouth. “Mmm, that’s some good stuff.”

Cynthia followed suit. “Oh my god, is it ever.” Their arms stroked against each other’s as they alternated pulling at the loaf and Cynthia mused about her son’s unwillingness to buy it just because it didn’t list the ingredients. “But he’s a patent attorney. I guess the loaf didn’t come with a contact, I mean contract,” she said, as they both howled at her mistake.

They talked about their children then. Bloc confessing regret that he’d not been more involved in the growing-up years. Cynthia remarking that her ex-husband had been the opposite; he’d been so involved, so excessively protective, that she feared it had made her son too uptight, unwilling to take risks.

“But you kicked your husband to the curb, right?” Bloc said on a laugh. “And I can say that, ’cause I been kicked to the curb twice, by good women too. Not undeservedly, either.”

“Yeah? Were you one of those wanting a do-right woman, as Aretha sings, when you not a do-right man?”

“Damn, lady, how you got me pegged so right? That was me, except for my third wife. I did more than right by her,” Bloc said, as he told Cynthia about the house he’d built for her on Cherry Tree Lane. Cynthia noticed sadness welling up in his eyes as he talked so she told him about her West Philadelphia mansion that her ex-husband had picked out and that he must have really, really loved her back then because he’d always dreamed of living someplace where the streets were named Cherry Tree Lane, but instead agreed to settle right in West Philly.

They were down to the crumbs of the zucchini loaf and Cynthia scooped them up and tried to share them with Bloc but she dropped them midway to his mouth and she watched them fall and cling to his pristine orange-and-cream-colored shirt. She hastened to dust the crumbs away. She looked down as she did, down, down, and down where she’d not allowed herself to look since she’d witnessed his emotional breach during the reception. It was still there, one protruding mass. “Aw,” she said then. “Is it uncomfortable?”

He made a deep sound from the back of his throat that was half cough, half moan as he sucked in his breath and said, “Like nobody’s business,” and she could see his heartbeat quicken as the checks on his shirt went into a flutter.

“Can I do anything to help?” she asked, as she inched in closer.

“Uh, uh, Jesus. You know, it’s like they say, don’t start nothing, won’t be nothing, uh, all I’m saying is that you know, you’re in charge here, just so you know, I’m totally down with Me Too, you know, just weed in that pipe, I swear—”

“I know,” Cynthia said as she moved her hands through the air, through the years. So many years of being a good girl until that one time when she was not, when she sullied the fullness of her young womanhood with Mr. Z, an older man who had a wife and a kid who’d made her feel beautiful. It had devastated her. She rushed her hands through that thicket of time lest she be trapped there. Then the shame she felt over her mother’s behavior rushed to fill the space. Even after she accepted that Divine was not a horrible person, that she was just sick, Cynthia still faulted herself. That tiny part of her that embraced irrationality believed that if she were a better, smarter, cuter, more personable, more inventive, more empathetic daughter, she could have cured her mother herself. She pushed that shame to the side to make way for her hands. But then her time as a wife sprang before her, married to a man with serious political aspirations who faulted her for not being the soft and assertive social butterfly that a man such as him needed. She’d never been sure what he meant by soft and inferred he meant her look, which was unalterable except for her hair. So she suffered through years of burns on her scalp from superstrength permanent relaxers to get her hair bone straight until she’d had enough of the harsh chemicals and instead went to the Dominican hair shops with their high-heat straightening methods that thinned her hair to wisps of its former self, finally settling for a weave but was mortified when she looked at herself in the mirror; she screamed then, Lord Jesus, help me, I have become a Black woman with a weave. She knew that when she patiently detached the weave and allowed her own hair to stand in its truth the way it was always meant to, her marriage would end.

She shoved away thoughts of her marriage. But a new thicket sprang in front of her then filled with the years raising her son, who’d done well, except that he tried of late to take over her husband’s place after the divorce and direct her moves, convincing her to move away from her house that was her solace and her joy to this place with its veneered sterility. Even texting her this morning in all caps to go to the reception and make new friends as if she were headed to the first day of kindergarten. She wondered what E would say about her making a new friend out of this man standing in front of her in all his bulging glory. She plied that air back that was heavy, glad that she’d bought the zucchini cake.

She was standing so close to Bloc that the checks on his shirt seemed to run together and blend like an orange soda poured over a double scoop of butter pecan ice cream, her favorite little-girl treat. She imagined herself sitting on the cracked red leather stool at the five-and-dime slurping down the ice cream soda, now putting both her hands around the hard cold of the fountain glass. Except that in this moment what she’d just grabbed was very far from a fountain glass, very far from cold. And were these her own hands? she wondered as she wrapped her hands around what she held—and now squeezed. Was this her own voice saying, “Mercy,” drawing the word out the way her grandmother would. She noted the irony of invoking her grandmother’s memory in such a situation. But what she was about to do might warrant a little mercy as the crumbs resting against the checkered pattern of the gingham shirt took on the shape of a winking eye.

They were a tangle then as their arms wrapped, their mouths missed, missed, then connected. He ran his hands through her woolly hair. She undid the buttons on his shirt, then she looked around and said, “Damn, there’s no place to lay.”

“The floor,” he said, out of breath.

“Negro, please, you must think I’m nineteen; I need some cushioning under my back.”

“Don’t you have a bed?”

“It’s in the bedroom.”

“Lead the way.” He pulled her by the hand.

“No, it’s not put together.”

“You mean the movers didn’t—”

“I didn’t let them—”

“You didn’t let—”

“No, it would make the move here too real.”

“Okay, well, invite me into your state of un-realness, Miss Lady, and just tell me where you been sleeping?”

“That chair.” Cynthia pointed to the only piece of furniture that was sans shrink wrap in the great room, a retro orange corduroy swivel chair with matching ottoman. They both stared at the chair, heads tilted, as if deciding on its suitability was akin to figuring out the meaning of life.

“Ooh, ooh, wait,” she said, eyes popping, mouth agape, “I have an air mattress.”

“Sounds like a plan; is it still packed?”

“Hell if I remember.”

They laughed as she pointed to a corner where the air mattress was boxed. Her son had bought it for her in the event she had sleepover guests. More laughter after Bloc hit the lever and the mattress rose and rose. They jumped in the center of the mattress as if they were outside playing in one of the pools.

The laughter stilled then and the room went silent save the rustling sounds of clothes being shed, and the thump and sizzle of the rain hitting the skylights. They managed to hold at bay the awkward air hanging over them, that they were essentially strangers. They wrapped themselves instead in the primal familiarity of lips stroking, hands clutching, hips rocking—carefully because Bloc’s hip was relatively new, and Cynthia’s back was prone to go out. Plus, she was about to panic that she wouldn’t be able to accommodate Bloc as engorged as he seemed. Was about to push him away and say that it was all a bad idea, she didn’t want to be torn apart. But his mouth and his hands, even his breath, had found all the parts of her that cried out to be kissed and stroked and held on to. She held on then. And the summit held too. And there she was in the center of a borealis, or was it in the center of her, as she gasped and called out for Jesus.

* * *

Cynthia giggled to herself in her half-high, half-not state, enjoying the feel of the tingles receding from the surface of her skin. She watched the sky showing off through the skylights. It was orange with trembles of red as the rain had passed over. She listened to the sounds coming from one of the pools, giggles and yelps as if
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