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SAY I NG NO
IN THE EARLY 1990S B. AND I WERE

both thirteen years old and in love. Because she was African American and I
was white, our classmates would stare at
and taunt us when we walked down the
hallways at school holding hands. One
time I called B.’s house, and her brother
answered the phone and said she wasn’t
allowed to date “crackers,” and I shouldn’t
call again. When I saw B. the next day,
she cried and said she still wanted to be
with me; we would just have to keep our
relationship a secret.
One night B. told her parents she was
going to the skating rink with her friends,
and then she met me at a local park instead. We were kissing next to a slide
when her nineteen-year-old brother and
his friends happened to see us. B. told me
to run, but I stood my ground as the older
boys approached. One of them punched
me, and soon I was on the ground, being
kicked from several directions as B. shouted for them to stop.
The next day B. called and said her
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mother wanted to meet me. I was afraid of
B.’s family, but I cared more about our relationship, so I went to B.’s house. Her mother
oﬀered me a glass of sweet tea and asked B.
to leave so we could chat.
She seemed weary. She apologized for
the beating but admitted that she had told
her son to keep me away from B.. In her
experience, she said, no good ever came
to black women who dated white men.
But B. was determined to see me, and
if she couldn’t stop us, she would rather
her daughter not sneak around. So we
had her blessing.
B. and I dated for a few more years.
During our time together she taught me
the importance of standing up for what
you believe is right and fighting injustice,
no matter who is responsible for it.
Twenty years later we’re still close
friends, and she continues to inspire me.
In fact, I spoke with her a few days ago,
while she was on her way to protest the
killing of Michael Brown by a police oﬃcer in Ferguson, Missouri. I can still hear

the willfulness of that thirteen-year-old
girl in her voice as she says no to another
injustice.
M.B.
Columbia, South Carolina

WHEN I STARTED TEACHING ENGLISH

in a Chicago high school in the 1960s, I
was also in charge of the senior drama
class, which put on a musical comedy
each semester. I was trained in theater
arts, but musicals were not my strong
suit.
For our first production a group of
female students persuaded me to do
Oliver!, the musical adaptation of Charles
Dickens’s novel Oliver Twist. Casting was
easy except for the title role. The boys in
the class all looked too mature, so I narrowed it down to two petite girls: Judy
and Jennifer. Apparently confident that
she would be cast, Judy got herself a boyish haircut. She looked the part, but she
could be feisty and adversarial, so I chose
Jennifer.

mean financial hardship. It was one of
the most diﬃcult choices a woman could
face.
Finally I told my girls my story: When
I was twenty-seven and single, I learned
I was pregnant. That spring I would finish my sixth year as an English teacher
in Montana. The idea of being a single
parent overwhelmed me, and I wanted
to avoid the scrutiny and criticism of
conservative community members. My
lover insisted he wanted to have children
with me, but not right now. He made it
clear that if I chose to have the child, he
would not be a part of our lives.
I decided to terminate my pregnancy.
During the procedure my blood pressure
plummeted, and I lost consciousness. I
didn’t know the sex of my baby, but while
I was under, I dreamed of a young boy
swirling away from me and out of sight.
Ever since, I’ve thought my baby was a
boy.
Afterward I struggled with grief. I
also feared that, because of the abortion,
I wouldn’t be able to have a child when I
wanted one. I pushed my lover away because of my guilt and anger toward him.
My baby would be twenty-eight this
year. I continue to try to forgive myself for saying no to that child. But I
did eventually make up with my lover,
and we married and had two wonderful
girls.
When my daughters asked whether, if
I had it to do over, I would make the same
decision, I told them yes, I would — even
knowing all the sorrow it would bring.
Name Withheld

MY MOTHER HAD ALWAYS BEEN OP-

posed to being kept alive by machines at
the end of her life. In the late stages of
Alzheimer’s she lost the ability to swallow
properly and had a severe choking episode. At the hospital her doctor told my
three sisters and me that the only treatment was to insert a permanent feeding
tube.
We looked at our mother lying there,
more fragile than we had ever seen her.
The expression on her face unmistakably
said, Get me out of here!
She agreed to ride home in an ambulance, but not before making a fuss and
asking why we couldn’t just drive her home.

That was the last time my mother
complained. For the next week, with great
diﬃculty, we honored her decision not to
eat or drink. We made her as comfortable
as possible and gave her popsicles when
her mouth got dry. We bought her new
nightgowns to wear when visitors came
to say their goodbyes. She often stared out
the window at her favorite view, a stony
beach and the water beyond it. One day
she sat up in bed and said, “Let’s sing.”
So we did, and she remembered all the
words to the old songs. Then we read her
some of her favorite poems and stories.
She leaned back on her pillow with a look
of peace and satisfaction.
My mother died early the next morning, while it was still dark. It was late
summer, and all the windows were open.
As she took her last breath, there were
no nurses scurrying around, no glaring
fluorescent lights, no machines sounding
an alarm — just her four daughters, the
crickets chirping outside, and the waves
slapping the beach.
Leslie Jordan
Indian Hills, Colorado

I HAD ARRANGED TO RENT A COTTAGE

on the island of Ustica, oﬀ the coast of
Italy. The owner was in Ireland, where
she was from, but she said that her son,
Matteo, would pick me up at the dock
and take me to the house.
Soon after I stepped oﬀ the boat, the
other passengers all disappeared into
waiting cars, leaving me alone. I approached some fishermen and, unable
to speak a word of Italian, repeated Matteo’s name. Finally one of them gestured
as if to say that he would take me to him.
I got into his car, and he drove recklessly
along narrow roads into the hills, laughing when he noticed me clinging to the
door handle.
He dropped me off on a bluff overlooking the ocean with just two houses
in sight: the one I was renting and another next door. A lone donkey stared
as my ride drove oﬀ.
A man with a barrel chest and matted white hair emerged from the second
cottage and began to speak rapid Italian to me. He had wrinkles around his
eyes that made it seem as if he were always flirting or laughing. (I would find

out later that he was the husband of the
Irish woman who owned the house.) He
seemed shocked that I spoke absolutely
no Italian. (“Niente?”) Embarrassed to
be such a typical tourist, I nodded and
smiled.
He invited me over to his house —
for dinner, apparently. He had slabs of
raw fish on the table, and he pointed to
a calendar on the wall with a picture of a
swordfish on it. He dipped each fish filet in
olive oil and then rolled it in bread crumbs.
“Due,” he said (do-ay): two swordfish filets
for each of us. Cats cried at the window,
and a mongrel puppy rubbed against my
ankles.
The man cooked the fish outside, continuing to chatter away. When I repeated
Italian words back to him like a four-yearold, he beamed, pinched my cheek, and
poured me a glass of Prosecco.
Once the fish was ready, we began
eating and “talking,” with lots of pantomime. There seemed to be no end to
the thick slabs of bread, the slippery eggplant, the olives, the tomatoes, the grapes,
something that looked like sardines, the
swordfish, and of course the Prosecco. I
ate until my stomach was painfully distended, only to be oﬀered more. I kept
repeating, “Finito,” hoping it meant what
I thought it did, but nothing would stop
the man from refilling my glass and heaping more food on my plate. He’s trying
to kill me with food, I thought.
Around 11 PM, drunk on the wine, I
dropped any pretense of politeness and
told the man flatly: no more food.
He ceremoniously picked up a single
slice of peach and dipped it into my glass
of Prosecco, splashing a little over the
rim. Then he held the peach aloft and
began chanting and making the sign of
the cross. From years of attending Catholic Mass as a girl, I recognized that he
was consecrating the Host.
When he reached to place the slice of
fruit directly in my mouth, I hesitated.
What do you do when someone
blesses food and tries to feed it to you
as if it were the body of Christ, but your
stomach is beyond full?
You open your mouth and eat the
peach.
Tara Prescott
Los Angeles, California
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