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My girlfriend, Grace, says she will marry a man, or her mother won’t speak to her again.

She says: My mother would not be happy with me.  

She says: I would be disowned.

She says: If my mother knew you were writing this…

She comes tiptoeing to my window where her mother won’t see.  

She says: My mother would not be happy with me.

Twenty-two years ago, William, a 39-year-old Quaker from Pennsylvania asked for the hand of Rosi, a woman from Niquinohomo
, where he had stationed his small woodworking business.  

He said: I can take you home;
She said yes. 

They wedded there, in Niquinohomo, where Rosi’s brothers and sisters, parents, and aunts watched as she stood, at 90 pounds and waist high, at an alter with the white Quaker from Pennsylvania. She would be the first to leave the family for a future she could not find in Niquinohomo.  Her mother wept for happiness and kissed the Quaker’s feet.  She thanked him for giving her daughter the means to feed and raise a family.  He produced two rings and a green card, and, two years later, sperm and egg met against incomparable odds to conceive a baby girl in Jamestown, Rhode Island. 

The Quaker named her: Grace.

She says she wants to be like her father when she grows up; dependable, smart, handy.   She says there are no more men like her father.  She picks up things from the street that might be useful.  She stuffs nails and screws in her jacket, hooks, tennis balls, single mittens.  She has a crazy, crazy love of things.A  She collects, she arranges, like a bird.  She collects my hand and finds room for it in her pocket full of things.

The women of Revolutionary Nicaragua linked arms for national freedom leading up to the 1979 elections in a victorious uprising against the Somoza regime.  They unified against their macho husbands and against the prevailing housewife expectation that so palpably reinforced their gender inequalities.  Some fought in the Sandinista army, carrying arms alongside men, and the rest spent their days organizing, supporting, providing for their female comrades.  The revolution had given them a voice, finally; they cried out of suffering; for the same dreams of equality and freedom for which they cry today.

  The revolution ended.  Black and red flags hit Nicaraguan winds as the Sandinistas grip the rungs of the ladder once more.  They have rigged the elections and a dictatorship forms; the fight for liberty is being lost in the freedom party’s own struggle for power. 

In Niquinohomo, a man brings his illegitimate children home to his wife.  

He says: They can play together, like brothers and sisters

She says nothing.

He yells at her between this drink and that woman, and she is in love with him.  From his porch he whistles as Grace, his niece, walks by in Nicaraguan winters.  He has a crazy, crazy love of things.

He is a man, she says.  He is my uncle. He is what every man in Nicaragua has been to me.  He is the blood uncle who pushed my mother against a wall.  He is the thieving uncle who steals from my father’s shop and sells our gifts for cocaine.  He is the drunken uncle who fucks women so he might finally have a son, and leaves his daughters crying out.  But he is a man and so he can.

To them she says:  Call me something meant to set me apart from you and I will know who I am. B
The Green-Cheek Conure, a small parrot native to South America, spends her mature adulthood searching rather desperately for a mate.  When she finds her partner, the two birds will mate for life.  The male of the species is green with a maroon tail and bright blue flight feathers.  He is known for his big personality, affection, and playfulness.  He is a flock animal; kept in captivity with no birds around, he will try to eat dinner with the human family.  He clicks and shrieks when he doesn’t have his way.  If carefully trained, he can speak, and if properly cared for, he can live for 30 years.  Here he is, caged in a Petco in Providence, Rhode Island, begging this girl and her mother to take him home.  

Grace said: This is the man for me.  

She emptied her bank account and took home the bird, and she called him Mani.  He fell in love with her over that Rhode Island summer.  

She says: This is the man for me.
Rosi searches for a boyfriend for her daughter.  The criterion: smart, successful, good looking; anyone but a Nicaraguan.  But the news that breaks is worse than a Nicaraguan man.  Grace has taken her freedom too far.  She has chosen a partner who has taken for granted her mother’s struggle.  This would not have happened in Nicaragua.  

Rosi searches for a doctor for her daughter.  The Quaker drives her to the checkup.

The Doctor says: Nice muscle mass.  She gives Grace a smile and turns to leave, but there is a knock on the door and the Quaker lets himself into the examination room; he has a concern.  

Pa.  (She covers her nakedness.  He has not asked to come in.)

We are concerned about her health and our family, he says.

The Doctor says: Which part?

Grace has a romantic partner of the same sex.

Well.

You can imagine Rosi is upset.  She has threatened to move back to Nicaragua.  It is tearing our family apart.

This is only a checkup.  She is a healthy girl.  

She is tearing our family apart.

Here is a number you can call.  This is a therapist.

Here is a new language. It comes from the Quaker:

Grace, speak to thy mother.  She worries about thee.

And thee, Pa?

Thee is lucky to live when and where thee does

Yet I cannot live when and where I do.

Speak to thy mother.

It is in a Quaker’s nature to remain silent when he is not moved to speak.

Here is Rosi, the fire hydrant woman; small, tough, the Sandanista child.  She has two families but one past.  She lives on an island in Jamestown.  There are no cousins or brothers.  She has two languages and so she has room to say things better.  

She says:  We will not call a therapist.  To go to a therapist is to admit there is something wrong.  A phase is not wrong outside of this family.  We will not call a therapist.  

Rosi is in school at the University of Rhode Island where she is studying for a Master’s degree in psychology.  As a therapist, she will be able to help fund an education for Grace and her two younger brothers.  Her brothers and sisters are in Nicaragua.  They call to her and she says she will leave this place.  
To Grace she speaks only in Spanish.  She says: Quiero morir. No quiero ser una madre más. Quiero morir.

In the bedroom, I blindfold her eyes and she feels for me in the black heat.  She presses on my ears and tugs on my hair like weeds, and I watch her so carefully she begins to look new to me.  
I don’t know where you are

That’s the point

Where are you

That’s the point

I found you.  Touch me somewhere important

Can you feel that

Yes – yes

Is it okay
I had the strangest dream

Tell me
You don’t want to hear about it, well--

Maybe not now

No, not now
Can you feel that

My mother was there, I came up to her waist

Yes but she’s small

Yes but this was a dream

Then what?

I crawled up her knee, there was a boy waiting for me

Who was he?

He was waiting to marry me.  He said: Estoy un hombre y soy cada hombre.  Guardabarranquita, véngame.

Tell me what that means

I was a bird.  I was the most beautiful bird.

What did you look like?

I was every color, colors I’ve never seen before.  

And did you marry him?

He was beautiful too, but he was not a bird, the pobrecito
  
Who was he?

A woman should be with a good person, and that is all.  

And did you marry him?

Chavala, Chavala  Chavala

What?

That is not the point.

We slipped into hyperactive dreams. I dreamt of my mother, towering, frightening, my mother.  I say, look at the things I have, all the things.  My mother was touched here and here and here as a child.  Here is the uncle by marriage who leaves his nieces frightened.    

For work, my mother talks to little kids, kids no longer than their socks, who come into the hospital with their hands burned from scalding water or with batteries in their stomachs or with aching, bruised genitals.  Here is the boyfriend who slapped the baby; here is the babysitter who shook the baby; here is the poverty stricken sixteen-year-old mother and her ninth baby.  And here is my mother, my towering mother in my dreams, escaped from Trenton, New Jersey, the first in her family to go to college.  Look at her family, smell this: sausage and peppers, cooked by New Jersey Italians, the best you’ve ever had.  Taste the racism in the flame and the hate in the ladle.  Here is my mother, the social worker on-call at three in the morning, tucking this battered baby beneath her wing in search for his safety.  When my mother begins to slip into dreams, she is awoken by the telephone and she ruffles her feathers with some instinct I might never know.  
When I tiptoed to Grace’s bedroom late last night, the air felt heavy as a mistake.  The full moon hung in four pieces outside her window frame.  Her bed had shrunk to half -size and she had grown longer.  She lay still with her face in the moonlight and her dreams silhouetted against the wall.  You cannot erase a past that has changed a woman.  You cannot erase the past of a past.  She grew wider now; I found no space for my body in her bed.  I reached my fingers to her ankle.  You cannot touch a woman and know for certain her pain.

Women must make choices.  There are hard choices and easy ones.  There is whether to wear this top or that dress or this tie.  There is whether to go home or to find a new home here.  There is this moment in June.D  with the full moon in four pieces.  She didn’t know it but I was breaking her heart.  

Women must pass on their tragedies to make their children stronger.  With my fingers between her backbones and my palm in her spine I felt each inch of her tragedy.  Her elbows cracked and her wrists snapped and I tried to put her back together with my fingertips; she was coming undone.  In her ribs I found her little Jamestown house on the beach.  From it, someone called, I Told You So.  Someone called, Chavala, You Didn’t Know It, But She Was Breaking Your Heart.

In her breath I find Niquinohomo, a place that terrifies me to think about.   Here are four aunts gathered around a telenovela.   I cannot find a happy ending here or there.  From the porch they cackle at the queers who walk by like clowns.  From the passenger’s seat of her mother’s car, she laughs, too, at the flaming fag because it is her only choice.  She didn’t know it, but I was breaking her heart.

She slept and I lifted her shoulder blades like rocks and found her last secrets scattered in the dark.   I knew I would never find them again.  In her bedroom I kissed her bones and in the marrow I saw Rosi weeping like a fire hydrant.  Somewhere, she had done something wrong; at some very fixed point in time, she has failed in this new life.  

Sometime, a choice needs to be made about a mother and her daughter.  You cannot be a social worker on-call when you have not been trained.  There is going home and there is making a new home.  Here is her tragedy.  Here are the vertebrae stacked like teacups and the head on her shoulders.  She didn’t know it, but I was breaking her heart.


I want to talk about a moment of ecstasy.  When I was a kid my dad drove me to preschool on weekdays in his little bronze Mazda.  The mornings hit me at eye-level and I squinted at the road.  With my lashes tight against one another, I watched the black sunlight fade out of view from the insides of my eyelids.  My dad has nice hands.  His fingers are square and strong with wide, flat fingernails, and he has big palms.  He used one to steer and shift gears.  With the other he blanketed my face in the purest warmth you can imagine.  Here was the shade and here was the heat of blood flow and here was my father shading my eyes from the harsh sun, and here I was and I was five years old.

Is that better?

Much better, but I can’t see.

What would you like to see?

The geese at the pond

But we’ve passed them.

The yellow lines on the freeway

They’re white, now.

Let me see the languages I will speak when I am older

Have you already become frustrated with this one?

Let me see the things I will be most afraid of in fifteen years

That would be cheating.

Let me see the people I will love

There are too many

And the people who will love me the most

I couldn’t possibly know them all

Show me the happiest place you know.

You can see it, right here.

My dreams disappear into the morning and whitewash my waking conscious.  You find me here and I am a different person from yesterday.  Here is my home and here is another.  Here is my home with you and the home I dream about.  I have stripped you naked and cannot put the clothes back on because I haven’t paid enough attention to how they fit before.  I have found more past and future on your body than anywhere in the world.  I have time, every time, all the time, to listen to this woman’s tragedy and this woman’s triumph and this woman’s story.  So tell me what it is you say.    

� A small agricultural city about 40 km southeast of Managua, Nicaragua.  


A Neruda, Pablo, Ferris Cook, and Kenneth Krabbenhoft. Odes to Common Things. Boston: Little Brown & Company, 1994.


B Cherrie Moraga. "The Breakdown of the Bicultural Mind." Names We Call Home: Autobiography on Racial Identity. Becky Thompson and Sangeeta Tyagi, eds. New York & London: Routledge, 1996


� Preserved from the beginning of the Quaker movement, Traditional Quakers use “thee” “thy” and “thine” in an attempt to achieve egalitarian familiarity, called plain-speak.  


� “I want to die.  I don’t want to be a mother anymore.  I want to die.”


� I am a man and I am every man.  Little guardabarranco, come to me.  


� Poor little boy


� Nicaraguan slang: little girl
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