DESIGN WORK

Because my mother is long dead, her favorite sister is the one to tell how their father’s Piedmontese mother, though most at home in the kitchen, worked as general domestic help at a residential Manhattan address. Operating as both maid and cook, would she have found herself in one of the more extravagant houses or in one that was small like her, one dark as her eyes and hair? Those old haunts, sandwiched between Park and Madison on numbered side streets, delight in their own dazzling lightness and in how they tower above the narrow throughways that variously black and yellow cabs shoot out of like toy cars exiting a wooden track, hoping to make up time. She in contrast looked as though she belonged to my father’s family rather than my mother’s, to the island off the coast they appeared not to miss. Barely high enough to reach and place a child on the back of a tall horse, she had the stature my mother predicted for me when she spoke as though I wasn’t hers. Ti videmu, my father’s people would have said in their nearly dead language. Ti videmu, ti videmu.
*
In college I found my mother was afraid of elevators, believing they would fatally disrupt the workings of her inner ear. It was one in a long line of things to be fearful of as she climbed the fourteen gray stories to the unimpressive single room I had been assigned. The stairs had been planned out more with emergency use in mind and were dingy like my mother expected an alien city to be. That fall I dated a boy, older by four years, whose house was nearby and where the four floors were connected by a clunking lift, the dining room on the second level where I was never invited to eat also being accessible by the back stairway from the kitchen. The checkered hall behind the heavy door to the street was sufficiently cliché that the entire place appeared unlikely to be real. One night I stayed over and the boy requested that I sleep alone at the top of the house, in a room typically reserved for a servant. 
*
They left the city when a spot on her now-husband’s lung revealed a return to their forested life as the only way to ensure that he would not soon die. The bulk of the children were unborn and the alternative to continued flight was unacceptable. A town was located where some approximation of their own language was rumored to be spoken. The roads were as yet unpaved and the pair, still young, looked forward to removing their shoes and walking like their feet knew best how to do, dust rising from between their toes and clouding the air around them only to settle again for an abbreviated rest. My mother would think of them in the haze before her own dying. She had described them to me as leaning out of some vague and miraculous paradise. Their arms happily askew, they would love her without condition, untroubled to learn that she had become the architect of her own hurt.


