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    To all the boys and men who are or have suffered in silence--I see you, I acknowledge your pain, and you are loved and valued for who you are and know to remove the limits off of your shoulders. It is okay to not be okay sometimes.
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Do you know how to respond when someone dies? It’s okay if you don’t know. I don’t know myself, honestly. I was about nine years old when I realized my parents didn’t believe in miracles. Not the kind people prayed for anyway.

Every Friday night, mom and dad’s lifestyle came alive like birthin’ a newborn baby boy on Christmas Sunday morning. Seeing them that happy never dawned on me just how truly “off” they were on the inside. Still, as a family, we had fun–for the most part.

Sometimes my parents would take me along to the gas station before school, half-dressed in worn pajamas and carrying what felt like see-through hopes and dreams. My father would lean against the counter like luck was something more dependable than earned wages at his deadbeat job. My mother, a sweet lady, would stand beside him, already counting numbers in her head like they owed her something back. They would buy those scratcher things while talking about overdue bills, upcoming doctor visits, and saving for college. It was like money could be reasoned with if you just found the right combination.

There was another gas station too. We called it the “good” one because it had air conditioning that actually worked and a flickering light above the coffee machine that kept me entertained. Oh, I also had a little friend while waiting on my mom and dad to finish. The owner would let me go to the back and play with his son, a boy my age. We never understood why our parents did what they did, always watching the game and never the door that could lead them elsewhere.

Call me crazy, but I never understood why my folks loved those tickets and slot machines so much. It wasn’t like luck ever paid rent on time. To me, it felt like we were always betting against ourselves and calling it hope, grace, and “being a good Christian”. Still, I was only nine years young when I noticed all of this. It’s like as children, we don’t always have the language to argue with the world we’re handed–we’re just here to be seen and not heard.

A couple weeks passed and my daddy got a promotion. Our family time on Fridays was extended. We went to all the “good” gas stations, especially the ones surrounded by bookstores and other things behind it and across the street.

Finally, freedom!

Sometimes I can hear my mama talk to me as I wander off into the lonesome night. Mama used to talk to me about numbers a lot. She said they were alive, like us. She would say, “You gotta feel the rhythm, baby, ‘cause when the numbers talk, you listen.”

Honestly...

...I never did.

I didn’t care about rhythms or lucky patterns or any of the things that made these grown folks /act like children in an open field after it rains. I didn’t believe suffering had shortcuts. I just wanted to eat my school lunch while it was still warm and go back to being a child who didn’t have to understand what “not enough” meant.

Speakin’ of school, Mama said I should practice building things because my teachers at those doggone PTA meetings had looked at me like I could build something meaningful out of anything. Them folks kept telling me that if I focused long enough, blessings will become my overflow.

I don’t know what they’re talking about, and I don’t want to know. Thinking about it makes my head hurt so much.

Anyway, it was sometime in September when things looked better on the surface for us. Mama wore her favorite blue dress with yellow polka dots, the same one that reminded me of those light bugs outside when we used to live in Dubach, Louisiana. My summer nights would’ve been boring without those cool light bugs.

I remembered one day we didn’t go to the good gas station. Thank God. Mama flung her stained kitchen towel over her shoulder like it had always belonged there. She was moving around, like a professional dancer, in the kitchen. She was flawless, weightless, but mean like an old hound dog.

“Mama, what’chu makin’ today?” I asked, while gathering my toys to go to the front porch. I enjoyed waiting for my daddy to come home and yell at me to get my things off the front porch. He gets extra protective when I’m outside by myself. It’s not my fault they didn’t want to give me no sister or brother.

“I’m cooking lasagna,” she said.

“Mmm, yummy!”

Mama loves making her famous lasagna, the layered kind, when it gets cold outside. Well, it ain’t cold here, but the way she runs the air conditioner, it feels like we’re in Antarctica.

“Baby, go get my purse,” Mama said. “I need to call your daddy. He thinks I’m still too tired to cook. Lord knows that man is too tired to eat at home when somebody makes a real meal.”

“Yes ma’am,” I said.

Mama didn’t ask for much. When she did, it usually meant she was already doing the work of two people and just needed someone to cheer her on. Daddy would help, but not always. He reminded me of that squiggly line you get when you rub your eyes for too long–you’re there, but not there when you blink fast enough.

After I brought mama her purse, I went to play on the porch with my toys. The air was warm, humid, sticky, and fresh. It was filled with birdsong and little frogs having heated conversations throughout our yard and the neighbor’s yard. Man, what a time to be alive and to live in the country–no noise, just peace.

I had my trucks and blocks laid out in front of me, building whatever came to mind. Suddenly, I caught wind of Mama’s perfume. It drifted out from the house and wrapped itself around my thoughts.

“Strawberries and lemons,” I whispered, “like a garden pretending it could grow inside glass.”

I saw Mama checking on me. I don’t know why, but she wasn’t smiling like she usually would. It was there, but not all the way there.

I waved at her.

She waved right back and disappeared.

Fifteen minutes later, three sharp sounds from inside the house shook our foundation. My body went still before my thoughts could decide what to do with it. Mama came back to the doorway not long after. She still looked neat, clean, and familiar...

...but something changed in the way she held herself together.

We locked eyes for a moment.

“I love you, Mama,” I said.

“Thank you, baby,” she answered softly. “Dinner will be ready shortly. Make sure you let your daddy in. I might be tied up doing something else in the back, but he knows what to do.”

“Yes ma’am. I love you.”

My mama disappeared back into the house.

It felt longer than five minutes when a slow song came through the speaker from the kitchen. It was heavier, like the weight of the world was weighing me down.

Then I heard it again. Three more sharp breaks from the other side of the house.

I thought I moved, but I guess I didn’t that day. I stayed on the porch, anchored to the blocks and the smell of strawberries and lemons that no longer felt like comfort.

Mama, why?
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