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for Noah Juniper and Eli Winter

my moon and my sun


“Dear incomprehension, it’s thanks to you

I’ll be myself in the end.”

Samuel Beckett, The Unnamable
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WILD MILK

On the first day of Live Oak Daycare, all the children are given shovels and a small bag of dirt. “We encourage the children—even the babies, especially the babies—to work hard, imaginatively.” Miss Birdy, my son’s teacher, winks. She sits my baby boy in the middle of the floor with his shovel and dirt. He is not even a year old. I look around. The babies are happy. I have never seen such happy babies. Chewing on their shovels. Spreading around their dirt. Miss Birdy gives me a hug. I wave goodbye to my boy, but he doesn’t see me. “Go, go,” says Miss Birdy. “He’s in good hands.” She shows me her hands. They remind me, for some reason, of my hands.

Three hours later, I come to pick up my boy. He is wearing a bright orange poncho that does not belong to him. He crawls toward me, like a searchlight.

“Your child,” says Miss Birdy, “is a phenomenon.” I blush. “Oh, thank you. We too think he is very special,” I say. I want to ask about the poncho, but Miss Birdy goes on. “I mean, your child is a mana mana,” says Miss Birdy. “What I mean to say is that your child is a real man.” Miss Birdy softly pinches her tongue and pulls off a long white hair. “Oh, that’s better,” she says. “I mean, a ma.” She makes little, tiny spits. “I mean, a no one. Your child,” says Miss Birdy, “is a real no one. No, no. That’s not it either.” Miss Birdy smoothes her stiff cotton skirt. It’s pink with tiny red cherries on it. “What I mean to say, most of all,” says Miss Birdy, “is that I love not being dead.” “Me too,” I say. “Oh, good!” says Miss Birdy. “Here’s his bottle. He drank all his milk and then cried and cried and cried for more.”

In the hallway, I pass a mother covered in daughters. I count five. I hold up my bundled son, like a form of identification. Like he will provide me safe passage across the border. “No daughters?” she asks. “No,” I say. “No daughters.” “How come?” she asks. She seems to be blaming me, unfairly. “By the time they arrived,” I explain, “the daughters had turned.” “Rotten?” she asks. “Not exactly rotten but gigantic.” I hand her my boy so I can spread my arms wide. To show her how big. I take my boy back. “Gigantic,” I repeat. “And mealy. I sent the whole bin back. The whole bin of daughters back. The brave thing would’ve been to keep them, I know, but they seemed so impossible to name.” The mother nods. She still seems to disapprove, but before I can be certain her daughters lift her up, hungrily, and carry her away.

The strange thing about being a mother is how often I’m interrupted. Like something is happening and then something else is happening. It is difficult to get a good grasp on things.

The next day Miss Birdy is peeling vegetables. The babies are watching, transfixed. I have come early to pick up my boy, but I don’t see my boy. Miss Birdy points to a child the color of chicken broth. “Yours?” she asks. “Definitely not mine,” I say. She points to another and another, as if I lost my ticket for the coat check. I don’t see my boy. It is becoming difficult to breathe and I am suddenly freezing cold. The floor opens up beneath me and just as I begin to fall through my boy crawls out from underneath a bassinet. In his fist is a tiny book. On the cover is a picture of a plain brown mouse. He holds it up. “MOUSE,” he says. This is his first real word. “MY MOUSE,” he says. I am amazed. I am relieved. His pronunciation is perfect. I want to pick him up. Reward him with kisses. Hold him and never let him go. But Miss Birdy stops me. “No, no,” she says. She softly wags a finger at my boy. “That’s not your mouse. That’s no one’s mouse.” Her voice slows. “That mouse—” Miss Birdy coughs. “That mouse,” she says, “is alone in this world, and barely …” Miss Birdy stops. “What was that?” she asks. “What was what?” I say. “That sound,” says Miss Birdy. “I don’t know,” I say. “What did it sound like?” “It was a sound that sounded like a sound,” says Miss Birdy. “Like a sound a sound would make. Never mind. Where was I?” “You were with the mouse.” “Oh, the mouse! Do you know him?” “No,” I say. “Unless you mean …” “Neither do I,” says Miss Birdy. “And this is my point. That mouse …” Miss Birdy is now looking at my boy. “That mouse is alone in this world and barely …” Miss Birdy sucks in one long, beautiful breath. “Exists,” says Miss Birdy, triumphantly. “That mouse is not unlike you.” She is still looking at my boy. “When I call out for that mouse in the dark does the mouse come? No, the mouse does not. Do you? So far not even once.” My baby puts his whole hand in Miss Birdy’s mouth and leaves it there for what seems like days.

On Monday Miss Birdy’s bright pink blouse is fluttering with excitement. “Your boy wrote his name today all by himself!” She hands me a piece of construction paper. Someone, not my baby, has written on it S H R E D S. I hand the paper back. “That is not his name.” “Oh,” says Miss Birdy. She looks at the paper and her face crumples. “I am sorry,” says Miss Birdy. “I don’t know how this happened.” “I don’t know how anything happens,” I say. We hold hands. “I’m so lonely,” says Miss Birdy. “I’m so lonely too,” I say. “I thought you were my hiding place,” says Miss Birdy. I picture her skull. “I thought you were mine,” I say. Miss Birdy ties a yellow scarf around her head. “Stop picturing my skull,” says Miss Birdy. She is clearly upset. Her lips are cracked and begin to bleed a little. She looks at the construction paper and traces each letter with her thumb. “If this isn’t his name, then whose name is it?” She sorts through the other babies. She pats me down as if searching for something. She touches me on the thigh. She feels like she’s about to snow.

The next day, there’s a message from Miss Birdy. “We cannot give your boy his bottle. The milk you left was wild. Please bring better milk.”

I rush to Live Oak. I have no better milk. This is the only milk I have. I point to each breast. Miss Birdy is holding my baby. He is shivering and hungry. Miss Birdy is snowing. Hard. I try to walk toward her but there is a great wind and I can barely see through the big, white flakes. “THIS IS THE ONLY MILK I HAVE.” I am calling to Miss Birdy and my boy through the snowstorm. My arms are outstretched. “Come to Mama,” I cry. I say my baby’s name. It sounds smaller and flatter than I ever imagined it. I can’t get to him. Miss Birdy is a blizzard that could last all winter. “I AM SORRY.” I am shouting. Miss Birdy has my baby and she is snowing. It is all my fault. I should never have left him. I AM SORRY I AM SORRY I AM SORRY. I am punching at the snow. I am fighting against nature when I know I have no choice but to wait until spring. The mother covered in daughters kneels beside me. This time I count fifteen. “Climb on,” she says. “I am so sorry,” I say. “It is the only milk I have.” “Of course it is,” she says. “Is there room?” I ask. “Around my neck,” she says. I climb up and hang on loosely. The mother covered in daughters is warm and I am so tired. “Go to sleep,” says the mother. “I will wake you up when it’s time to go.” But the mother never does wake me up. Which is how you know this story is true.


TWEET

A lot of my friends are following the Rabbi so I start following the Rabbi too. We follow him into a community swimming pool and splash around. Our suits match. Light blue with moons and stars. The Rabbi’s twinkle so ours twinkle too. When the Rabbi floats we all float too. A lot of my friends are following the Rabbi out of the swimming pool, so I follow the Rabbi too. We wrap ourselves in one large, green towel. The towel is tagged. We take turns touching the tag. God, it is lovely. It is a lovely, lovely tag. That we should all one day be tagged by a tag as lovely as this tag. That we should one day run into one another on this or that sidewalk and know we once were friends. Good friends.

At the community swimming pool there is a goat. There should not be a goat but one thing has led us to another. So now there is a goat. The Rabbi climbs inside. We follow him. It is warm. Too warm. Beautiful Leonora is here. She is following the Rabbi too. We nod to each other. Inside the goat is a tree. The goat is tagged. The tree is tagged. The Rabbi sits under its shade. The shade is tagged. We sit next to the Rabbi. We breathe in the matted, gamey heat. We are sweating. We pick at the stars on our suits. We leave the moons alone. We pick at the Rabbi’s stars. We leave the moons alone. He doesn’t seem to notice or care or feel us picking at his suit. We are struggling to be recognized. We wish for a short lecture on god and happiness. We wish Beautiful Leonora would get out of here, for she is in our way. For she is tons more beautiful than the beauty of all of our faces combined. Someone bursts out laughing and disappears. Still, without Beautiful Leonora it is crowded enough.

The Rabbi reaches up as if to wave at us, almost smiles, but then his hand drops and our hearts sink. The heat inside this goat is unbearable. The Rabbi climbs out so we climb out too.

On Wednesday my friends follow the Rabbi all the way to 125th Street so I follow too. It’s a clear, sunny afternoon. Today my friends and I are a merry gang. The Rabbi walks slowly so we all walk slowly. When the Rabbi stops we all stop too. At around four o’clock we get so close to the Rabbi we almost catch a nectarine that falls out of his wool pocket, but Beautiful Leonora gets to it first. We wish Beautiful Leonora would get the hell out of our way. We wish this Rabbi bore gusto, but he bears none.

The Rabbi sighs. The Rabbi is morose. “A Mouse Rabbi?” we ask. “No,” we say. “A morose Rabbi.” We get a faraway look. “A Mouse Rabbi?” we ask. “Once,” we say. “Long ago.”

Nobody asks this Rabbi for comfort, only that he should guide us.

We follow the Rabbi. His sighs get louder. We follow him into a brick building and up a carpeted stairway that eventually leads to Apartment B. The Rabbi knocks. We are piled up all over the hallway. We are sleeping. We are reading. We are becoming very famous, or getting married, or slowly dying. The Rabbi knocks again. Beautiful Leonora answers. How has she gotten here first? Who is following whom? We look behind us. Endless grass. A person could get lost in this grass.

A lot of my friends are following A Person Could Get Lost In This Grass so I start following A Person Could Get Lost In This Grass too.

There is so much grass here. In the distance, we see My Mother. We try to run toward her but the grass slows us down. For days, we follow A Person Could Get Lost In This Grass until we finally come to My Mother. She is bent over, like she is picking a flower. We tap her on the shoulder. When she turns around we see she is not My Mother, but Beautiful Leonora. Her mouth is stuffed with grass, and she is smiling, and she is more beautiful than ever.

A lot of my friends are following Apartment B so I start following Apartment B where Beautiful Leonora and the morose Rabbi are now slow dancing. “What song is that?” we ask. We listen. We stare at Beautiful Leonora. She is grass-stained and far better than us. “It Had To Be You,” we say. “Who?” we say. “Me?” “No,” we say. “The name of the song,” we say. “It Had to Be You.” “You?” we ask. “Us?” we hope. “No,” we say. “Her.” We point at Beautiful Leonora. It had to be her, which doesn’t seem fair. It really should be all of us.

Though we refuse to follow Beautiful Leonora, we drag ourselves over to her, she who is light incarnate, and say, “Beautiful Leonora, it really should be all of us.” We try to push her away. We try to slow dance with the Rabbi. A lot of my friends are following It Had to Be You so I start following It Had to Be You too. We are pushing and shoving and trying to get ourselves close to the Rabbi so he might hold us, and sway, and let his head fall gently on our shoulder. So he might close his eyes and whisper our name in our ear. But the Rabbi and Beautiful Leonora are oblivious to our desires. They just keep dancing. It’s as if we’re not even really here.

I unfollow the Rabbi. I unfollow everything.

Two days later I long to follow something again.
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