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            I am blessed within my selves

            who are come to make our shattered faces

            whole.

            —Audre Lorde, “Outside” 
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            Part One

         
         
            our high-pitched laughter was young, heartless & disrespected

            authority. we could be heard for miles in the night

            —Wanda Coleman, “In That Other Fantasy Where We Live Forever”

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            You Can’t Pronounce It

         
         
            2008

         

         Some descents thrill more than others. Landing at Charles de Gaulle is not thrilling, as it’s one of those major metropolitan airports tucked away from the city in a way that prevents worthwhile aerial views. In Cairo, depending on your point of origin, if you sit on the lucky side of the plane you might see the pyramids at Giza brushing up against desert on one side and high-rises on the other, as if the pyramids were digitally superimposed instead of the oldest structures there. Arriving at LAX, if you’re traveling west, from New York, say, you might have to wrap your head around snow-capped mountain ranges, smog-blanketed valleys, and the glinting Pacific before touching down. When the pilot announced their descent into Charles de Gaulle, Desiree looked out the window, expecting to see what? The Eiffel Tower, maybe. She saw nothing so spectacular. Deep browns and greens, the blank gray of cement apartment buildings. 

         
         They had taken a red-eye from Los Angeles. The cabin was quiet, and most shades were drawn. Nolan slumped a row ahead. His
            arm had drooped over the aisle-seat armrest for most of the ride, liver-spotted knuckles grazing the tube of light on the
            floor. Desiree had hardly slept, and when she did she felt guilty, jolting upright and peeking between the seats to check
            on him.
         

         
         Now, at landing, her grandfather coughed. An uncomfortable cough, because it made others uncomfortable, reminded them of mortality. Anyone within earshot felt culpable. Should they pat him on the back? Call for help? Offer water? A wheezing, hacking, full-bodied affair that prompted a biological anxiety, like riding an elevator with a very pregnant woman. An awareness that something, some type of above-and-beyond compassion or physical contact might be required of a stranger toward another stranger. He brought his handkerchief to his mouth, and Desiree watched it come away dry. She decided to break an unspoken rule about how he liked to be treated in public: she handed him her half-full water bottle. He put the bottle in an unsteady grip, fingers curled tight around the cap, and drank with unsteady hands. 

         
         “I missed the little breakfast?”

         
         He lifted the inflight menu up to his face. Still mostly smooth, save for the hairs that sprouted from the flesh-colored mole
            on his right cheek. His nose, beakish, kissed the cardstock.
         

         
         “Like half an hour ago.”

         
         “Mm. Shoulda woke me up.”

         
         A week of firsts: first trip with just her and Nolan, first time sitting in business class, with its obscene amount of space
            for each seat, seats that reclined flat into little cots, and attendants plying her with food throughout. By the time she’d
            relented and booked their tickets, it was either business or a later flight, and Nolan wouldn’t hear about any more delays,
            so here they were, on his dime. Her first time, and she was the only brown face on this side of the curtain. She suspected
            others thought her to be some sort of nurse escorting Nolan, who appeared to be an elderly white man. She was sort of a nurse,
            kind of. In any case, there were free cocktails, as many as she wanted, and a comforter softer than the one she used at home.
         

         
         Every morning, beginning two years ago, she’d rub alcohol on his lower abdomen, secure a piece of butter-colored flesh between her forefinger and thumb, and try to be quick and neat with the needle. It marked the beginning of a new kind of intimacy for the two of them. When his weight dropped, she moved to the flap of his withered biceps, where the blue veins showed through, and finally to the underside of his thigh, where the skin was pale and pliant as biscuit dough. Six months ago, as she helped him put on his socks, she saw a black patch of skin just beneath his heel. No bigger than a kumquat. She reached for it, palm upward, and Nolan jerked his foot away, curled his long toes into something like a fist. His eyes were vacant, but his mouth trembled. Desiree, who had not cried in at least five years, sat back on the floor and wept. 

         
         Prior to him needing help with insulin injections, they had lived together like a couple who’d long ago stopped touching each
            other but had never bothered to separate. They said good morning and good night when the occasion arose, sometimes ate meals
            in the same room, and discussed unavoidable household matters, such as needed repairs. Nolan would not admit he needed help.
            He treated Desiree’s return home like an imposition, refusing to hire someone to clear a space for her among the old tennis
            rackets, pool noodles, and a Ping-Pong table in the back house. She spent the first month back home covered in cobwebs and
            dust from making space for herself. Three years later and he was still acting surprised and a bit shy to see her at the breakfast
            table in the morning, as if he anticipated her leaving any day, as if he hadn’t come to depend on her for meals packed away
            from the restaurant where she worked, as if he even kept a datebook anymore and could keep track of his own doctor’s appointments.
         

         
         Another airport observation: if the surrounding city has a decent black population, then a good number of them will be working
            at the airport. A dark-skinned, long-limbed young man whose nametag read “Ade” met them at the gate to push Nolan’s wheelchair.
            They’d packed light, one duffel bag between the two of them, which Desiree carried, plus Nolan’s portable dialysis machine,
            which Desiree rolled. This was supposed to be a quick trip, and he would not allow her to bring anything that required checking.
            It was the first time in her life she felt excited at the thought of her grandfather’s musky, menthol-and-sage smell seeping
            into her clothes. Two shirts, three pairs of socks, and one pair of jeans. Desiree had rolled up five pairs of panties tight
            and tucked them into her messenger bag.
         

         
         Ade parked the wheelchair on the passenger-pickup curb, and Nolan cleared his throat, which was Desiree’s cue to tip the man. But he’d insisted she wear a traveler’s money belt under her shirt, so the cash was strapped tight around her torso like a girdle. The seconds that passed as she fumbled for the money were too awkward for Ade to bear. He smiled big, ducked his head a little, and took a step toward the sliding doors. 

         
         “Merci, merci,” Nolan called to him. “Désolé, we’re sorry.”

         
         Ade put a hand in the air, brushing away the apology, and turned back to the terminal. Nolan’s gravelly, outdated Louisiana
            French was bad. Cartoon skunk bad. Desiree couldn’t even speak French and she could discern that much.
         

         
         “Already acting like tacky Americans,” Desiree said. Her grandfather didn’t hear. She’d said it in that special register—loud
            enough to be heard by most, but not loud enough for Nolan—that she used when he was embarrassing her in public.
         

         
         Their driver pulled up, hustled out of the van to help Nolan out of his wheelchair. A chubby, balding white man too cheerful
            for so early in the morning. Nolan held a file folder with all the papers for their itinerary and a few maps from the Triple-A
            office off Adams back home. For more than a decade he had not made a single plan, not even dinner plans. He delegated when
            necessary, but he would not organize an event. Birthdays and holidays came, he blew out candles and thanked Desiree, her sister
            Danielle, and the neighbors for coming, but not once did he request a gathering, propose an outing. What others planned for
            him, he enjoyed. Now Nolan was Mr. Plans. He sat up front in the van, chitchatted with the driver in his rudimentary French,
            spread his map on the dashboard.
         

         
         The driver merged onto an expressway. Its cement walls bloomed with graffiti. Words—some French, some English—juxtaposed with names and images. The name Farouq bubbled out in a harsh burgundy at a forty-five-degree angle. A buxom, black-haired woman planted one orange stiletto on the nipple of a pink pacifier. A wide swath of gray paint bisected the image, someone’s vain attempt to impose order on the wall. Or perhaps the artist desired a clean slate but ran out of time to finish the job. Desiree would lose herself in this jumble of shapes and messages if possible. She would wait for the van to slow down, pull back her door, and step into traffic. Jackrabbit her way to the thin shoulder. Disappear. There hadn’t been time to prepare for what she was doing here. She hadn’t thought about how hard it would be to do alone. But private as her grandfather was, she’d known better than to try to invite anyone else. He hadn’t even invited Danielle. 

         
         “I wanna go to the Tuileries,” Nolan said. His voice was a croak.

         
         “Say that again?”

         
         “The Tuileries, the garden, Desi. I said I want to go to the Tuileries. Today.”

         
         “You want to go to a garden. Today?”

         
         “That’s what I said.”

         
         “For what?”

         
         “To have a look at it. God-lee.”

         
         “Alright. I’ll figure out where it is when we get to the hotel.”

         
         Nolan rapped on the map on the dashboard.

         
         “I know that already. Can’t miss it. Ain’t that right, Michel?” He put a hand on the driver’s shoulder.

         
         “Yes,” the driver said. He kept his eyes on the road. “Ask anybody at your hotel.”

         
         Desiree wasn’t sure if the driver’s name was really Michel, or if that was the name her grandfather had created for him, some
            less objectionable albeit still inappropriate form of “garçon.” He liked feigning familiarity with strangers, a completely
            new approach to being in the world that he’d picked up in old age. She couldn’t recall him being so chummy with folks he barely
            knew when she was growing up. Back then Nolan lived by a steadfast “never wear out one’s welcome” philosophy, which extended
            far beyond the usual sorts of wearing out a kid might undertake—too many sleepover requests, say—to include speaking too much
            to acquaintances in general. It was as if he feared he’d bore everyone to death, and therefore opted to say very little. He’d
            encouraged Desiree and her sister to do the same.
         

         
         He liked to be alone back then, to drive alone. He hoarded Thomas Guides. He would buy a new one each year even though the particulars of his usual routes were rarely updated. The outdated editions crowded the trunk of his car, an ancient diesel Mercedes that smelled like cigarettes and cracked leather. He would pick Desiree and Danielle up from the airport and make one of them navigate through Inglewood back to Leimert Park. The flight from Oakland to LA was short, not even an hour, but the flight attendants always called Desiree and her sister brave for doing it on their own. Desiree spent a lot of time back then regarding her grandfather, trying to decide whether he liked her or not, whether she and her sister were summertime burdens getting in the way of his golf and zydeco parties. Then they came to live with him for good, when she was nine and Danielle was almost fourteen, and it didn’t matter if they were burdens or that his golf clubs grew a caul of spiderwebs in their corner of the garage, because Desiree and Danielle had nowhere else to go. 

         
         Nolan planned to kill himself in Switzerland. He’d paid over seven thousand dollars, not to mention nearly five thousand dollars
            on flights and accommodations, to do it this way. With dignity, he said. He was still young in Desiree’s eyes, but it turned
            out that he was old enough and sick enough to elect to die. He would not lose an entire foot, having already lost two toes
            and that black portion of his heel last spring. He would not breathe through a tube, he would not have others bathe him, and
            he would not wear a diaper. He was too old for a new kidney. He had no interest in watching himself waste away any more. And
            now he seemed determined to have a grander death than he’d ever had a life. Desiree thought this made him similar to his sisters
            back in Louisiana. Auntie Lena and Auntie Jo had wanted white-and-gold caskets and expensive jazz funerals with horse-drawn
            carriages when they bit the dust, one after the other during Desiree’s late teenage years. Their deaths had been the biggest
            parties ever thrown in their names.
         

         
         Desiree and Nolan would take a train to Zurich in the morning and settle into a studio apartment in the city. A physician
            would come over, take a quick look at him, and make sure he was close enough to death’s door to die. Then Desiree’s grandfather
            would leave this world via a painless injection. She’d have a few days alone in Europe after that, and she had promised him
            she’d do something nice with his ashes on the continent, but she had not even thought ahead to where she’d sleep the night
            after he was gone.
         

         
         “I have the papers from the doctors with me now,” Nolan yelled into his cell phone, an expensive international kind he’d had Desiree hunt down back in LA. 

         
         He was speaking with his Journey Guide from Eternus, the assisted suicide organization. A dumb name, Desiree thought. It sounded
            like “eternal,” but also “internal,” with a macabre sprinkling of “interred” and a communal “us” tacked on the end—or was
            the “us” supposed to make it sound like Latin? On its website, Eternus promised a “dignified transition into death for the
            terminally suffering.” That sentence alone would have made Danielle tsk and giggle, Desiree knew. Danielle would say she’d
            seen death plenty of times on rotation. “Death ain’t dignified, and if it is, that lasts for about ten minutes,” she’d say.
            “Then it starts to get nasty.”
         

         
         Danielle had been the one to find their mother, Sherelle, dead in her own bed from a heart attack at the age of forty-two.
            A nonsensical, gruesome death. Danielle had known that Desiree, four and a half years younger than her and scared of everything,
            an easy crier, shouldn’t see their mother that way. She called 911 from the bedside table and sat on the floor against the
            door, blocking Desiree from coming in. Desiree screamed and kicked and screamed on the other side.
         

         
         What did her sister look at for the twelve long minutes it took the ambulance to arrive, when it was just her and the bedframe
            and their mother, close by and getting cold? Where had she decided to focus her eyes? Desiree wondered. “I don’t know. The
            floor,” her sister always claimed. “You know Mommy always kept the floors real clean, even under the bed. I probably just
            looked at my own reflection.” After they moved south to LA, Danielle announced she wanted to be a doctor when she grew up,
            and Nolan, who made it a habit to never appear surprised by them, had said, “Well, how bout that, then?” and now she was.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The receptionist at the hotel check-in asked them if they’d been to Paris before, and Nolan launched into a story about being stationed there during the war and a little after. How he’d been a company clerk, keeping inventory of things—“They wouldn’t let too many of us fight back then, but clerking got me on the accountant’s path”—then a supply-truck driver. 

         
         The lobby was small, just a counter roughly Desiree’s wingspan, and two armchairs wedged near the front window. Nolan leaned
            against the counter, flirting for no clear reason.
         

         
         “Spent my time mostly in the fifth and sixth,” he said. The receptionist nodded. Fifth and sixth were the troop numbers or
            the arrondissements? she wanted to know.
         

         
         “Arrondissements. Right around here. Had me a girlfriend and everything,” he said. “Couple girlfriends.” His eyes went a little
            glossy, the way they did when he got worked up telling a story.
         

         
         Had Desiree ever heard this story before? She couldn’t remember. She knew he was in the war in Europe and Africa; she’d seen
            his enlistment and discharge papers, which confirmed that he’d been honorable and the military confused (someone at some point
            had decided he was Hawaiian before deciding he was Colored). She expected to one day soon get an American flag folded into
            a triangle delivered to her from whoever took care of that sort of thing.
         

         
         “My granddaughter here, she’s still figuring out what she wants to do,” Nolan was saying. “Nowadays in America the young folks
            gotta take their time.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         Nolan wanted a jelly doughnut. And a box of Lorna Doones. And a box of Parliaments. And steak picado. The cigarettes were
            easy enough, but the rest of the list sent Desiree running all over the Latin Quarter while he sat hooked up to the portable
            dialysis machine. What she found was a currant-filled profiterole, a box of Petit Écolier, and steak and frites. She brought
            all of this with them to the Tuileries, which was not the prettiest nor the greenest garden in Paris, the receptionist mentioned
            on their way out, but Nolan either didn’t hear her or didn’t want to hear.
         

         
         Desiree found a spot under a tree and not too far from the sidewalk to park the wheelchair so that they could eat. The garden had wide promenades and prim lines of sculpted shrubbery. The bushes reminded Desiree of the sculpted hairstyles women in the South used to wear—a pile of pompoms, a cylinder with its top sliced off at an angle. Like the Bronner Bros. hair competitions, or that movie B.A.P.S.
         

         
         Nolan directed Desiree to stand directly in the middle of the park, between two fountains, in line with the pyramid of the
            Louvre, and then to slowly turn around. She did what he said, saw how an obelisk lined up with an arch, which lined up with
            her own body and the pyramid. “All that symmetry,” he said. “Very French.” He nodded to himself, as if that explained everything.
         

         
         The park was nice enough, not too crowded with tourists. The sand on the walkways smelled a little like kitty litter, but
            no one could deny the beauty of the park’s design. The rows of trees stood rigid and regal. Desiree couldn’t look at Nolan
            while he ate, so she looked at two kids pushing paper boats in a fountain. It had been years since she’d been so complicit
            in his bad eating. Back when she first moved in, after she’d dropped out of culinary school, she hadn’t known the extent of
            his sugar problem—no one had, not even Danielle, who made it her business to be in other folks’ business. Desiree had picked
            up the things he asked for when she went out, thinking nothing much of it until she found him collapsed on the kitchen floor
            one morning, cruller in hand. There hadn’t been a grain of processed sugar in the house since.
         

         
         “You don’t have to scowl,” he said. “This is my last meal. My first last meal.”

         
         “Who’s scowling?” Desiree swiveled her head around. “Nobody’s scowling.”

         
         He held out a french fry until it was right under her nose, trembling. She snatched it and put it in her mouth. She hadn’t
            eaten since they landed.
         

         
         “Mmm-mmm. Desi don’t do sweets, but Desi sho love taters,” he said in a voice much more country than his own.

         
         She laughed, and allowed herself to face him a little more. Her lawn chair was lower than his wheelchair by a few inches;
            her eyes met his trembling chin. She ate some more fries. Across the way, at the fountain, the mother of the two boys was
            holding the smaller one by the waist as he leaned over the water for his boat. A corner of her pink hijab got wet and turned
            dark.
         

         
         “You should have let me bring Danielle,” Desiree said. “She should be here too. Imagine me alone tomorrow, after.”

         
         Nolan stopped trying to unwrap the box of cookies with his teeth. He said nothing for a while. Then he said: “This is the
            kinda date I always wanted to have with one of them French gals way back when. Just a good time sitting in the park. But I
            was scared for no reason. Thought somebody might have said something to us. You heard about colored fellas getting caught
            up like that over here, lynched even, but that was more in the countryside. Still, I never risked being in public.”
         

         
         The mother had sat back down and was staring at nothing in particular as her boys, boats forgotten, chased each other and
            kicked up dust. Nolan got the box open and bit down on a cookie, eyes closed. There was a time when Desiree would have rolled
            her eyes at Nolan, reminded him that nobody would have even known he was not white had he gone on a date in public, but there
            was no point in doing that now. Maybe there never was. It was about what he believed, and where he was from. And who knows
            what others had seen when they looked at him back then.
         

         
         “Danielle woulda been better at talking to all the Eternus people than me, you know,” she said instead. “She coulda helped.”

         
         “Mmm,” he said. “I shoulda tried to stay here longer. But I met your mother’s mother soon as I got back, so that wouldn’t
            have worked out, huh?”
         

         
         *  *  *

         After the park, he just wanted to drive around. He had a list of places, some no more than residential street corners he thought
            he remembered, others landmarks everyone wants to see: Eiffel Tower, Sacré Coeur, Notre Dame, Panthéon. They passed them all
            in an accessible van, the cost of such extravagant transportation, Desiree tried to forget about. In Montparnasse, Nolan told
            the driver to pull over near a corner, in front of what looked like an apartment building with a big red door. He was next
            to Desiree in the back seat this time, and she saw him sit up straighter, as if he was going to move. His eyes misted up,
            and his mouth opened, but then he changed his mind and they were off again.
         

         
         They sat in traffic, their high perch in the van making the Smart Cars look like toys. He turned to her, said, “You know, you’re not gonna get all the money you should on account of me doing it this way.” 

         
         This man is determined to make this miserable for me, she thought.

         
         “Nobody wants your money, Granddaddy.”

         
         He laughed.

         
         “Hell, I want my money, but I heard it’s not worth a lot where I’m going.”

         
         Where was he going? Heaven? Hell? Desiree’s hell would be what she imagined as his heaven: a golf course in the sky.

         
         “I’m just trying to—what do you call it? Manage expectations.” He pulled out the last Petit Écolier from his pocket and ate
            it, then dabbed at the crumbs sprinkled on his shirt and ate those too.
         

         
         They drove through an area crammed with African hair-braiding shops and African restaurants. Huge signs hawked international
            calling cards and what she took to be skin-bleaching creams. Brands like Fair & White couldn’t feasibly be anything else.
            Crenshaw on steroids, Desiree thought. She missed home, and then regretted even thinking about home. Nothing in Los Angeles
            would feel the same after he was gone, not even things that had little to do with him, like her job. How could she go back
            to setting down plates, rolling silverware, and counting out cash after this? It might be better to move to Cleveland and
            be near Danielle, but Danielle would not likely stay in Cleveland after her residency. Desiree had never felt this unmoored
            before, not even as a child after her mother died. There’d never been a question about where they’d live back then, Nolan
            being more of a father to them than their biological father, a man who had left Sherelle when Desiree was not yet born, remarried
            within the year, and moved to North Carolina by the time she was four. That man, Terry Joyner, with his new wife and new children,
            had long been a stranger, was a stranger while Desiree was yet in the womb, such that her mother did not give her his last
            name. Danielle Joyner, after Terry, and Desiree Richard, after Nolan. Sisters with surnames that spoke to their mother’s heartbreak,
            her anger.
         

         
         She’d seen Terry fleetingly when her mother was alive and exactly twice since her funeral. Each time, Danielle had been cold to him, and Desiree had dutifully followed suit. Their grandfather rarely brought Terry up, unless one counted the moments when he’d be upset about the cost of something—a school dance, maybe—and remind them that he was the only provider they had. This bothered Danielle more than it ever bothered Desiree. He was right, Desiree always thought. They didn’t belong to Terry Joyner, but Granddaddy Nolan belonged to them. 

         
         *  *  *

         Back in the hotel, alone on the bathroom toilet, Desiree tried to think of a good reason to stop Nolan from doing what he
            planned on doing. The bathroom was tiny, just like the room itself, and she could rest her head against the side of the sink.
            She wasn’t religious like Danielle, who’d recently abandoned the Catholicism they grew up with for Baptism and would have
            given all of the obvious reasons. It being the gravest sin, the will being God’s, etcetera. More than anyone, Desiree knew
            how small her grandfather’s life had become. He dressed every day with her help like he was going to golf someplace. He ate
            a little, pretended to watch TV a little, then sat on the front porch and watched cars drive by until lunch. He was in constant
            pain. After lunch he usually took a nap. Then he woke up and waited for Desiree to return with dinner. That was all.
         

         
         “Michel said there’s a good place for crepes around here,” he called now through the door. “Said all the students love it.”

         
         “Uh-huh,” she said.

         
         Through the crack where the door met the floor Desiree could see the light shifting in the room. He was shuffling around,
            too anxious to sit still.
         

         
         “Or we could just drive around some more. I got more places on my list.”

         
         She said nothing. He had a short coughing fit but got through it alone, so she stayed where she was.

         
         “I know you’re tired but you can nap when I’m dead. Heh-heh.”

         
         Mr. Plans, Mr. Fucked-Up Jokes. He was somebody else now. One of Nolan’s favorite retorts when Desiree was trying to get him to understand why he needed to do a thing, like stay away from churros, or wear those extra-tight blue medical socks, was “I don’t have to do nothing in this life but stay black, pay taxes and die.” She hadn’t thought that he meant the death part was elective. 

         
         “Come on out now, Desi, gotdammit. This is all already bought and paid for. If your sister wanted to be here, she would be
            here. If she ever wanted to be here, she would gotdamn be here.”
         

         
         Desiree wiped, flushed, washed her hands. When he got very angry, or worried, Nolan tried to curse. It never sounded right.

         
         What would it feel like? She imagined the brain, knowing what was to come, giving itself one last run-through, flipping through
            memories like a deck of cards. The synapses on fire. Or, maybe not on fire at all; maybe the brain would be calm and death
            a velvety tongue taking its time, whisking in and out of the folds of gray matter, smoothing over patches of regret, and alleviating
            fear. The Journey Guide—she still could not believe this is what they called themselves—had assured them via email that Nolan
            would go to sleep, like any other aide-induced sleep, but this time never wake up. Desiree knew sleep could be restless, even
            when it appeared to be the opposite. Plenty of times after she got off from a long shift at the restaurant, she lay still
            in her bed but tossed and turned in her mind, her anxiety about some stupid mistake she’d made manifesting in her dreams.
            And what if Nolan dreamed? Would that dream, recurring, become the theme of his afterlife, if that’s what happened next? She
            couldn’t remember a dream, not even a pleasant one, that she’d like to take with her to whatever came next. Well, maybe one:
            The dream where her mother lives. Lives to walk with her on the beach, to wander grocery aisles, lives to do anything with
            her at all, maybe just sit side by side. That dream still felt good enough, old as Desiree was and long-dead as her mother
            had been. Maybe Nolan had a dream like that, too. Maybe it was the same one, with the same woman at the center of it.
         

         
         She opened the door and reached out her hand.

         
         “You can’t do it without telling her,” she said.

         
         Nolan sighed. He handed her the phone. She punched in the only number she knew by heart. Her sister’s.

         
         *  *  *

         She could hear someone announcing something over a PA in the background. It was six a.m. in Cleveland, and Danielle was already
            at work.
         

         
         “What? I can’t talk right now. Why are y’all just hanging out at three in the morning? Go to sleep.”

         
         “No, we’re not in LA. We’re in France. He’s . . . I’ma let him talk.”

         
         She held out the phone. Nolan looked at it, then held his hands up and shook his head. He turned, shuffled away.

         
         “He can’t talk right now. Sorry for calling.”

         
         “What? Wait!”

         
         A two-toned chime, either from an elevator or a door with a sensor, on Danielle’s end.

         
         “Alright, I’m on break. Don’t hang up. What are you talking about? Where are you?”

         
         Four years shouldn’t have been enough of an age advantage to establish complete authority over a sibling, but Danielle had
            established it, even before their mother died. She was born bossy, and Desiree born compliant. She could avoid her sister
            for months, but she couldn’t lie to her.
         

         
         “He’s gonna kill himself tomorrow. Or actually somebody else is gonna do it but he’s gonna die. In Switzerland. He already
            paid for it all.”
         

         
         “Desiree . . .”

         
         “He’s a grown man and he’s old and he’s in pain, so—”

         
         “Is he of sound mind?”

         
         “At his age and with his health there’s people who will do this for him. There’s even some people in America, but that’s not
            what he wanted.”
         

         
         “Desiree . . .”

         
         “He wanted this big adventure and how could I tell him no, huh? He’s grown! And he never goes anywhere, and planning this
            has meant a lot to him.”
         

         
         “Desiree, listen to me.”

         
         “I’m listening.” Her head hurt. She’d said everything in a whisper.

         
         “I’m asking you if he’s of sound mind, Desiree. Can you answer that affirmatively?”

         
         Why was she talking like this?

         
         “He’s the same as always. Don’t do him like he just stepped into the ER from the street. You know him. He’s sharp.”

         
         Another muffled announcement over the PA.

         
         “You can be sharp and demented at the same time, especially in the early stages.”

         
         “Demented?” She closed the bathroom door again. “What the fuck, Dan?”

         
         “Don’t curse at me. I’m saying that he could be suffering from dementia and you could be aiding and abetting him when you
            shoulda been getting him care.”
         

         
         Desiree sat on the edge of the tub. What did dementia even look like? He knew who he was, where he lived.

         
         “So now I’m a criminal? Jesus Christ. See, this is why he didn’t wanna tell you—he was of sound enough mind to know how you’d
            react.”
         

         
         A long, exasperated breath on the other end.

         
         “This is my area of expertise. If it was taxes or golf or food plating or whatever, I’d defer to y’all.”

         
         Desiree had wanted her to be here, but why? It had nothing to do with the actual elements Danielle would add to the situation
            and everything to do with an attempt to assuage future guilt for leaving her out. There would be no assuaging.
         

         
         “You don’t gotta insult me,” Desiree said. “I get what you’re saying. But this isn’t him getting lost on the way back from
            the corner store or something. This is him researching, writing out checks, signing contracts, faxing papers, remembering
            the names of everybody we’re gonna see in Zurich, finding hotels. It’s a whole operation he executed, the most I’ve ever even
            seen him use a computer! And at this point he’s allowed to be an expert on his own fucking body, okay? I just thought you
            should know.”
         

         
         Silence in Cleveland, followed by a big exhale.

         
         “I asked you not to curse at me. I don’t know what else to say. Y’all are gonna do what y’all are gonna do. You clearly don’t want my honest input.” 

         
         “That’s not true—”

         
         “When he’s gone, though, you’re going to be the one who has to live with it, Des. You by yourself. Just think about that some
            more.”
         

         
         “I will. I have.”

         
         “Okay. Great.”

         
         Danielle hung up.

         
         *  *  *

         There was, of course, another way, many other ways to help him. She might vow to take him out more, make him an online dating
            profile, finally learn to golf, get pregnant. A great-grandbaby on the way might mean something to him. He had been a good
            father, she knew, doting on Desiree’s mother, his only child. He could be a patient teacher, and he didn’t mind making fun
            of himself, which was especially important when raising girls. But even with a great-grandbaby en route, he’d still die soon.
            He’d already wrapped his mind around it, and after arriving at that kind of certainty, no amount of cajoling would make it
            worthwhile to leave the where and when and how a mystery again. Nolan never did well with uncertainty. Neither did she, not
            really, which was partly why she was twenty-two, waist-deep in student loans with no degree or certification to show for it,
            and waiting tables. Hard to take a step forward when anything could be lurking in the future. She wasn’t dating, hadn’t been
            for a year, and she wasn’t in school. She didn’t have much more to look forward to day by day than Nolan had. If she subscribed
            to the justifications that she’d given Danielle, that he was old and had no future, well, better to not think what the latter
            reasoning meant for her.
         

         
         “Hello? Don’t be rude, Desiree.”

         
         The waiter loomed above her, a white towel over his bent forearm. He was tall and thin and gray, a look of calculated dispassion
            on his face.
         

         
         “Water is fine, thank you,” she said.

         
         “No, we’re having wine,” Nolan said.

         
         He touched the wine menu, ordered without opening it: “Bordeaux, s’il vous plait.”

         
         “Now you’re just showing out. You never drink.”

         
         “Not recently, but historically. And this is a historic trip.” He smoothed his napkin open on his lap. “How you think I got
            diabetes, just off doughnuts?”
         

         
         The waiter returned with a bottle and poured. Nolan raised his glass.

         
         “Cheers!”

         
         Desiree kept still. Nolan leaned toward her, his eyes narrowed.

         
         “You know I didn’t bring you along so you could bring me down.” He said this between his teeth. 

         
         She had always wanted to get along with him, to not wear out her welcome. While she had not been as impressive as Danielle
            when it came to grades or extracurriculars, she had been exceedingly well-behaved, and she had learned that good behavior
            counted for a lot with Nolan, as did making him feel like he was doing a good job raising the two of them. It was a lesson
            Danielle never learned. She was often indifferent to his awkward overtures, talked back to a man who loved to have the last
            word. Danielle and Nolan might spend weeks barely speaking to each other, until Desiree could figure out a way to broker peace
            without hurting anyone’s pride.
         

         
         The tablecloth was scratchy where it touched her hands in her lap. This place, with its vintage romantic feel—black-and-white tiled floors, deep red leather banquettes, gold-accented chandeliers—could not accommodate a scene, or maybe it could, but a steamy lover’s quarrel, not a tiff of the kind they’d create. A young woman and her octogenarian companion, very clearly not in romantic love. She raised her glass and sipped her wine. It tasted like wine, which she knew nothing about, having not yet come around to drinking. There was the customary shot of tequila at her restaurant, shared among staff before each dinner shift began. Desiree always gave hers away, usually to her friend Nakia, who’d gotten her the serving job two years ago. Nakia came from money and had been drinking since high school. Back then the two of them would steal the little bottles of liquor that Nakia’s father brought back from his work trips, but Desiree never actually drank hers; she stored them under her bed. 

         
         They ordered dinner. More steak for Nolan, trout almondine for Desiree. Nolan must have ordered a starter when she wasn’t
            paying attention because the server set down a squat cylinder of raw meat topped with a raw egg. Desiree had enough home training
            not to make a face or bring her nose down to sniff the food, but she let out a small, childish yelp when Nolan punctured the
            yolk and dug in. Nolan grinned, his too-white dentures spotted with bloody meat. She buttered her bread and watched him eat
            in silence.
         

         
         Aiding and abetting, Danielle had said. Funny, legal language. From time to time over the past few years Desiree had wondered
            whether her sister and grandfather had colluded in some way to keep her homebound. It wasn’t a rational suspicion—she was
            grown, after all—but why didn’t they ever push her to try something else? The three of them had never discussed the convenient
            set of circumstances, how Desiree’s dropping out of culinary school just as Nolan got less able to fend for himself made it
            possible for her to take care of him. Neither Nolan nor Danielle had encouraged her to move out again, to get back on track,
            any track at all. They never raised the possibility of some other arrangement. Hire a nurse? Downgrade the two-story house
            in Leimert Park to one more manageable for an old man? Options never broached. Her own false start, which now felt like a
            failure to start at all, had been right on time. If anyone had aided and abetted anything, it had been Nolan and Danielle.
            They ceased pushing her, as they had pushed her in high school when she became uninterested in applying to college, but they
            should have kept on. She was a mere twenty years old when she moved back home, a young dummy. Much too young to be left to
            figure things out for herself without a few good nudges. Why hadn’t they nudged?
         

         
         The server returned with their entrees, both of which relaxed in a shallow pool of butter. Nolan gripped his knife until his
            knuckles shone white and began sawing at his filet, pushing mushrooms to the edges of his plate in the process.
         

         
         “Say what you wanna say, Desiree. It’s now or never.”

         
         She ate a forkful of buttery fish. At least this one thing was perfect.

         
         “I’m fine.”

         
         “Like hell you are. But fine, I’ll say this: I’m surprised your sister didn’t ask to say goodbye to me.”

         
         She swallowed, refilled her wineglass.

         
         “You walked out the room when I tried to hand you the phone. You’re not surprised.”

         
         A series of micromovements from Nolan: a shrug, a shake of the head. He coughed for what felt like a whole minute. He wiped
            his mouth and left a red smear on the napkin. From the meat and the wine, Desiree told herself.
         

         
         “Did she ask for me again?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Well, there you have it. Only mama, daddy, grand-whatever she got on this planet and she didn’t wanna say goodbye.”

         
         “She didn’t wanna condone what we’re about to do.”

         
         “Shit. We aren’t about to do anything. I am.” He worked a piece of steak with one side of his mouth. “You know what? If you feel so
            guilty, you can just put me on the train. In the morning just help me get settled on the train, then go on and stay here.
            The people from the company will be on the other side anyway. Then it won’t be your fault.”
         

         
         Desiree shook her head. He didn’t really want that.

         
         “I don’t know why you’re mad at me and not her,” he said.

         
         “Who said I have to choose?”

         
         Nolan’s eyes got wide. He laughed. Water squeezed out of the corners of his eyes.

         
         “You can be mad all you want, but helping to kill a granddaddy is a lot more natural than burying your only child, or what
            you think is your only child, anyway.”
         

         
         She swallowed her food.

         
         “Excuse me, what?”

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         Nolan and Danielle had this in common: they’d halfway say something, then leave it to dangle, giving the listener the job of piecing together the hidden information, of drawing out the revelation or confession. It drove Desiree crazy. It was power, this withholding. She always felt obliged to show interest in information that might cause her harm, to be complicit in the telling. But what choice did she have? 

         
         “What do you mean, you think she was your only child?”

         
         He said nothing. The waiter cleared their plates and Nolan ordered a booze-soaked cake. It came with its own bottle of cognac,
            to drizzle more booze on top if desired. Of course Nolan desired.
         

         
         “I’ll tell you this: There was a fella from Charlotte in my army unit, a doctor’s son. Black as midnight.” He poked at the
            cake with his spoon. “He got a girl pregnant over here and she tracked him down back home, somehow got a picture of the brown
            baby to him. Let’s just say if it was me, a janitor’s son, one who’d probably give you a baby anybody on this side of the
            world would take for French-French, you might not do much tracking down. You might just say the father is dead, find a new
            man and get on with your life.”
         

         
         “Are you just saying or are you actually saying, Granddaddy?”

         
         He didn’t answer. He sniffed the spout of the cognac bottle then put it back down. He waved for the waiter and wrote a squiggly
            line in the air for the check.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The sky still held a little light as they got back into the van, the Parisian twilight a periwinkle miracle that Desiree understood to be one she’d likely never see in the exact same fashion again. She wouldn’t ever come back to this city, she thought. Nolan had the driver do laps once more. His riddle of a response at dinner explained the extravagance of his choosing to die this way—one last visit to the site of a former life. Did he know he had another child or did he just assume he might? Her own father might one day talk to his new children in such an elliptical way about her and Danielle: “Let’s just say I had two daughters back in California . . .” What cruelty. Would she even want to see Terry Joyner before he died? She didn’t know. A foreshock of the guilt and grief she’d endure tomorrow washed over her. They drove on. 

         
         Desiree woke when the van stopped. They were at the same corner in Montparnasse where they’d stopped during the day, in front
            of the same red wooden door. Nolan didn’t move. He looked at the door, then away, then back again, then kind of smiled, then
            ground his teeth. Desiree watched him. Where was he?
         

         
         “Who lived here?”

         
         “Buncha girls,” he whispered.

         
         Desiree unbuckled her seat belt.

         
         “I’m gonna go and see.”

         
         “No, no point,” he said.

         
         She went anyway. There was no buzzer, nothing to push or ring as far as she could tell, so she banged on the door—a courtyard
            door judging from the hollow sound her fist made—and waited. No movement, no lights turned on. She returned to the van, buckled
            her seat belt.
         

         
         “It wasn’t really their house,” he said. “I just want to sit here a bit and remember. This ain’t about you, Desiree.” He didn’t
            sound angry or impatient, which was its own rebuke.
         

         
         “Alright. We can sit here, then.”

         
         The driver stepped out, walked a few paces up, and lit a cigarette. The cell phone in Desiree’s purse vibrated. Danielle.
            She ignored it. She watched Nolan stare at a door.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The train ride from Paris to Zurich is smeared gray. No sun, nonstop rain. This makes the green of fields look greener, the
            dots of white from sheep’s wool a shock. Desiree and Nolan doze, having beat the sun out of town.
         

         
         She dreams of being in a car with her mother and Danielle, a car she doesn’t recognize by looks, but it smells right, like stale french fries and cigarettes. She recognizes the freeway: the 5 headed south, almost to the Grapevine, if the topography can be trusted. They must have been driving to Nolan’s from Oakland. Both she and her sister are relegated to the back seat. Despite the fact that Danielle looks like she did when Desiree saw her six months ago—grown, serious, no fun—they must somehow still be young in this dream. Smoke from their mother’s cigarette clouds the car because she won’t roll down the windows in the rain. Desiree wants to tell her mother something but she can’t speak. She opens her mouth and nothing happens. A kaleidoscope of crazy colors outside: turquoise, fuchsia, electric blue. 

         
         Her mother speaks: “Whichever one of y’all can figure out this song first wins.”

         
         She doesn’t specify a prize. She stubs out her cigarette, rifles through a pile of tapes in the passenger seat, and plucks
            one out. Adult-child Danielle sits up straighter, cradles her Game Boy in her lap, and waits.
         

         
         The opening chords are obvious; the doo-doo-doos haven’t even come in yet when Desiree tries to blurt out the title, but she
            still can’t make a sound. Not even a whisper. Maybe she has laryngitis. So Danielle beats her, yells, “Smokey Robinson, ‘Tracks
            of My Tears’!” and without thinking, Desiree shoves her, hard. Danielle’s adult-child head smacks the window and she screams.
            Guilt rushes in. Desiree feels the car veering to the right, pulling over, and she braces for punishment, whatever form it
            might take. Her mother grabs her shoulders—how did she get into the back seat with them so quickly?—and shakes her. With so
            much force that Desiree wakes up.
         

         
         A man’s face is close to hers, his hands on her shoulders. White man in a blue uniform, minty breath. The ticket scanner from
            hours earlier. His expression, his eyes-wide panic, tells the whole story. She knows what has happened before she turns to
            look.
         

         
         They, she, has failed. Nolan’s whole body is slack, his head droops too low to the left, his mouth flecked with white dribble. His jaw swings leftward too. He’s gone. People are crowding and saying things in French English German and it all means this: they failed. People make her move from where she is sitting, across from him with a little table in between, because these people need the space. She stands on her toes behind the train staff and looks. People touch his neck and wrist and nothing. His hands, bigger and more gnarled than they were mere hours ago, upturn awkwardly in his lap, elbows pinned into his sides, nails clawing the air. Grass-green veins. Above his head, out the window is black-black, which means the train is in a tunnel, underground. Which means they are maybe entering the city, close to where they are supposed to be. Close to the last step of all his planning. But Desiree and Nolan are not there yet. They will never get there now. 
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         It was freezing and I had on that leopard-print beanie from Canal Street that you hate. You had a Dramamine patch behind your ear, but it wasn’t helping. You kept burping and hiccupping, and saying you were okay. Remember what the tour guide said about the river? It had been filthy from factory pollution and sewage in the early 1900s, and it wasn’t until it got really bad that people got together to do something drastic. They reversed the river’s stream to clean it up. Imagine people in Chicago doing that a hundred years ago, with technology being where it was. Or today. Seems impossible, and to be honest I haven’t looked it up, so maybe it’s not true. But I keep thinking about it. If you want to reverse course, you have to do it, literally. Stop going where you’re going and go another way. That’s how I feel right now.

         
         Faint light crept through January’s curtains, the sun not quite ready to rise. If she took a deep breath in and out she might
            see a cloud of condensation in front of her, but no need to confirm the obvious. Too cold in here.
         

         
         Her bed had no headboard, so she sat with her back against the wall, head tilted forward lest the oil in her hair make a stain. She picked up her phone, put it back down, picked it up, scrolled. So many places not like here. Warm, easy places. The regular offenses didn’t prickle today: people she used to know who weren’t exceptionally bright or talented or ambitious but owned homes here and there back west, had full adult lives and bank accounts and lawns. That was fine for them. She wasn’t them and that was fine. Her thumb landed on a picture of her friends, an image from Nakia’s highly curated feed. They were in Martinique without her, spending euros as if the exchange rate favored them, enjoying free and easy travel while one still could. The three of them looked ageless and aspirational, wading in the shallow, glistening shore of a golden beach that appeared to be private or remote. The photo could be used to sell hair products, skin products, water-resistant sanitary products. An image destined to be reposted and re-hashtagged within an inch of salience, its original meaning and intention stretched thin and worn through: #melaninonvacation, #blackgirlsdotravel, #brownandblessed, #afropuffsandpassports, #sisterswithsavingsaccounts. Inanity disguised as ethos, assembled to encourage targeted spending. Even January in her weaker moments might consider buying whatever the photo was capable of selling. 

         
         She hadn’t planned right. That was nobody’s problem but hers. Nobody’s fault, but it felt like it should be. How seductive
            to place the blame elsewhere. The others—Desiree, Monique, Nakia—had been more careful, and she had been what they thought
            she was: an easily distracted Aquarius, a bit of a mess. They had at least been considerate enough to book their trip so they’d
            be back for her birthday. January had not yet planned how she wanted to celebrate it. She wanted to be above the desperate
            need to celebrate, to be celebrated, to have a “special day,” but she was not. As she approached thirty-three, she felt the
            same unreasonable expectation of delight and the fear of possible disappointment that she’d felt at six, when her mother,
            June, planned a party for her at the Chuck E. Cheese on La Tijera. The possibility of her school friend Angela M. showing
            up had electrified her. Angela M.—for Mendez or Muñoz, she could no longer recall—was haughty and aloof at age six and a half,
            with green eyes and long, sleek plaits. She arrived with her mother, and January savored the sunshiny sensation of being the
            recipient of Angela’s smile. Angela and her mother had arrived early enough to hear June and Nelson, January’s father, bicker
            over the cost of pizza, with Nelson even raising his voice at one point, but they pretended not to notice.
         

         
         She didn’t have to do anything about the lack of heat—really, only so much could be done with her landlord—but ethically, she supposed she did have to do something about her own hunger. It just felt so good to lie there, the rumblings of trucks down Frederick Douglass intermittent this early on. She visualized the inside of her fridge: a slimy bag of old spinach, graying ground turkey she’d bought for enchiladas two weeks ago and neglected, a large tub of sour cream likely polka-dotted with mold. Her plan had been to hibernate, to sleep through this day if she could. Awake, her thoughts kept sliding to the unimaginative Worst, fueled by old History Channel–induced fears: jackboots, registries, conscripted military service, books ablaze. “Nigger” back in common parlance, even—why not? These thoughts had advanced and receded at irregular intervals over the past year; they were bound to be more frequent today. Monique would call January hysterical when she expressed these fears out loud, not for thinking the Worst was possible under this president, but for thinking that insidious forms of the Worst had not already been occurring. “Black folks already been to all seven levels of hell in this country,” she’d say. “This fool ain’t even scratching level one.” Why would we want anyone else to go through the hells we’ve been through? January wondered now. 

         
         Just to the corner, then. The fish spot on 130th always seemed to be open. She hadn’t combed her hair in over a week—it was
            a tangled clump of thirsty curls. She patted some oil on her edges and tied a twisted scrap of fabric into a headband, tried
            to convince herself her afro looked purposeful, not ashy. She picked up her phone and notebook, then put her phone back down.
            Morris might call, or her mother might. The thought

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
               
                  
                  
                  
                  
               

            


         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
   
   OEBPS/images/9780063318786_tpimage.jpg
The Wilderness

A NOVEL

ANGELA FLOURNOY

nnnnnnn
ooooo





OEBPS/images/9780063318786_Cover.jpg
NATIONAL BESTSELLER

Wi

Fimvarist

For THE
NATIONAL
ook AWARD

&

The
CITICSS

Id

Angela Flournoy






