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He came in breathless that night, and I grabbed him in a hold he always returned, always 

returned like someone who understood hello, goodbye and I love you. 

“Check it out Ma.”  

He pulled off his shirt and his skin was like a homecoming, hairless and tawny like his 

father’s, like wet clay. The shirt completely off, I saw his muscled arms and swimmer’s chest. Then, 

in the middle of it, I saw his excitement, glowing in reds and blues. 

“It’s like Stevie’s.” 

He meant Stevie Ray Vaughan, the blues guitarist who died when my son was just a boy.  

I had to admit, the peacock, feathers falling, perching possessively, was beautiful. Still. It sat 

in a place that had always been so spotless, so splendid in its shiny newness. I remember seeing it for 

the first time as impossible, yet holding all things unblemished and true. The peacock swirled in my 

vision as did the thoughts in my head until I remembered my duty. 

“That-is-cool,” I said as if English were not my native language.  

 I looked at my son and saw him blank, extinguished. 

(Mother, it’s not the peacock…) 

We moved around, silent in the murky vapor I’d simmered, until we both decided to relax 

our positions. We sat on the sofa and he put his shirt on and after a while he said,“You know it is my 

body, Mom.” 
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He said it boldly, like the bird, because we both knew the truth. 

*** 

The sky outside the hospital window was dark, the end of a long hot day, when she brought 

him to me, rolling him in like a room service order. The nurse didn’t bring him to my bed, as she had 

earlier, but stationed him against the wall, as if to say, You’re own your own now girl. Then she gave 

me a smile like medicine, reminded me of buttons to push, and left. The door closed, the room 

quieted, and I can’t remember ever feeling so alone. But despite the searing pain in my gut, I went to 

him. 

Swaddled there on his Plexiglas platform I could see he was what I’d ordered. His eyelids, 

closed so peacefully for the moment, were a satiny violet, his head a fuzzy orb. I took the miniature 

of his hand and felt the velvet of his skin.  

As his fingers closed to mine, I watched the rise and fall of his small mound and felt a stab of 

panic, realizing his empty stomach was now mine to fill. That resting in his blissful contentment was 

an oblivious faith in me. But as my mind struggled, my body knew what to do, and my breasts 

swelled at the mere sight of him. 

In the days that followed, motherhood came to me much as it had that night, with my mind 

and my instincts battling it out. Always, though, was the conquering truth that he and his sister, born 

after him, were mine, mine and my husband’s. They were ours to feed and clothe, to shape and 

defend. They were ours to do as we saw fit, and ours were the best intentions. As the mother, though, 

I held the secret belief that I was the senior partner, the majority shareholder. I was too young to 

understand there was a limit to my powers, and that life is not so much a story you write as one you 

are asked to translate. 
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They say God gives you the children you’re supposed to have, or the parents you’re supposed 

to have. Really, all these little sayings go in the basket with other worn but infuriating ones. I don’t 

know what’s behind what God gives, but I know what I was given.  

He was labeled a happy baby, as those designations go. I was lucky that when I returned to 

work after two months his nanny was quickly charmed. “He’s the best little guy,” she said. But for 

all his big smiles and ready giggles he could not be certified as easy going. He was sensitive and 

particular and often demanding. When he was hungry, even as an infant, he was loudly obvious, and 

it was an emergency. When I took him into the world on everyday errands he would fuss for reasons 

I frantically tried to decipher, but many times couldn’t. When he grew into toddlerhood he wanted 

out of strollers. He wanted to run instead of walk and he even decided, very early on, about the 

clothes on his back. One morning in the car on the way to preschool, he cried the whole way.   

“What’s wrong honey?”  

“I don’t feel cute in these,” he said, sullen in his car seat.  

That morning I’d put him in a collared polo and khaki shorts. He was mine to dress and that 

was what I thought would look cute. 

As my son grew, he began to arrange his own blocks, and as he did, he resembled less and 

less the baby boy of that summer night. He was fearless and gutsy and extreme, and I knew those 

pieces had not come from me. There was, and is, an excess in him that he was always asked to quell. 

I could see his struggle as he tried to bust loose. It was my struggle too. 

*** 

        Another summer day, well into his formative years, he stood on the edge of a high cliff. Below 

him friends and classmates tread the midnight blue of the Pacific. They had jumped, hollering and 
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pumped, from a lesser place than where he stood. From his lofty spot he looked at them, not wanting 

to jump, but go head first. The teacher, maybe sure of his stack of signed releases, sure of himself 

after countless trips to Hawaii with hundreds of teenagers forever testing their wills, or maybe 

remembering the times he too dove off that cliff, consented. It had to have been gratitude my son felt 

as he stepped away to groundlessness, to gasps, I’m told; stretched arms slicing through air, slicing 

through water. I can see him plunging, falling in the ebullience of his own skin. 

*** 

When he reached manhood he asserted himself even more, as young men do, and I, unable 

and unwilling to loosen my grasp, fought him, as mothers sometimes do. But the day arrived when 

he pulled his baby blue jeep out of our drive, drums in the back, mattress strapped to the top like a 

giant sandwich. He left for the wild blue, where he might answer his phone or not, might text back or 

not. I knew then that motherhood meant something different. 

One day in his early twenties, he blew in, and I saw, like a light flickering in the darkness 

(but in reverse), as he moved from the sink to the fridge, the edges of a bold black scene on his calf. 

When he finally stopped moving, when he finally showed it to me, I was able to make out the 

drawing of a man and a woman embracing, each holding a knife aimed at the other’s back. Looking 

at this tragic couple, it was as if they had crashed into me. But more than the blunt force of the image 

was the knowing that I could not take this off him. That he had clothed himself and this was what 

he’d chosen. It reminded me there were stories of him I would never know, a man’s stories of 

deception and broken hearts. I, at least, knew better than to ask him to explain, and said something 

like, “I wonder what your future wife will think of that.”  

4 



 

“This won’t be the last,” my daughter said when she learned of it. She saw her brother in a 

high bright light, with the kind of clarity parents don’t possess. I knew she didn’t mean one or two 

more, but that a dam had broke. That he would awash himself in this as he did so many things.  

Years passed and each one brought more tattoos. After the peacock, my son stopped showing 

them to me. When I, measured and strained, would notice a new one, he would give only an 

affirming nod, no longer seeking approval, staking his claim in silence.  

( Mother, it’s not the tattoos..…) 

***** 

I've read the word "tattoo" comes from the Polynesian word “ta tau," which means "to write." 

But the practice of inking one’s body is older than the word itself, and tattoos have been found on 

mummies 8,000 years old. Symbols of bravery or fertility, stories etched into human skin, are 

documented throughout history spanning continents. Turns out even the Victorians, among their 

other secrets, favored this fetish. And while over time and countless cultures, tattoos have held 

varied meanings, in primitive Polynesia tattooing began as a rite of passage, a sign of entering 

manhood or womanhood. Masters, known as a tufuga, would decide who would be tattooed and 

when, and they even decided what tattoo the person would receive. They explained the meaning of 

the chosen drawings to the clean slated youth, granting them their intended history with the 

markings. Why is the mother not the tufuga? No one knows more than she the intended stories, the 

desires she has for her child. 

****** 

Time went on and I continued to see how my son chose to live outside me.  As he filled his 

body with tattoos I thought there must be some riot going on inside him, and the tattoos were his 
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way of expelling it. Or maybe is was trickery, an attempt at distraction, not only for the rest of us, 

but for himself too. A way to not really see. 

(But Mother, he wants you to see…..) 

And it wasn’t only that I longed to glimpse even a small piece of his skin, unwritten as I 

remembered it, it was how the scenes had played out; him in a band in a van, him on a bicycle from 

Texas to Florida, alone. Him in random rooms on multiple coasts. Him beating his drum hard. I 

wanted so much to write his stories. 

One day he announced he was leaving for Asia. A man with no stamps on his passport would 

begin a months long journey to a continent flung far far away. After he left, I read his texts and saw 

his posts from the road I wondered, Would he would find another blank space to fill while on his 

trip? 

Then, in the darkness of a restless night, I picked up my phone, looking for a sign of him. It 

was an hour too early to get up but too late to go back to sleep, and it was usually my night that was 

his day when he posted. He had been good about it, taking us all on the journey with him. Each time 

I saw the photos pop on my screen it was like it had been years before, finding his face in a sea of 

children on the playground, or recognizing that, yes, that’s him, serious and focused on the starting 

block. There he is.  

 From thousands of miles away came the image. A doodle he said, something he’d drawn 

himself sometime back, but decided while in Vietnam to have tattooed on a few inches of empty 

silken belly. Then he wrote to explain, 
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“So many people ask me….why do you have so many?  What do they all mean?  Which spot 

hurt the most? I tell them….I don’t know how many I have. They don’t exactly feel good. Some spots 

hurt more than others. Some mean a lot, some mean nothing.”  

 
But the new one, he said, the doodle he’d drawn, meant something. I couldn’t make out what 

it was, though.The image looked like a stick figure or crudely drawn letters. What was clear was the 

one cent symbol above it. He said that what he “saw” in his sketch was “a dude selling bananas and 

fruit for a cent.” But, he said, it was whatever the viewer wanted to see in it, encouraging us to take 

it in as we might any art. It was there for us as much as him. He went on to say many things about 

what the tattoo meant to him, but most beautifully he said it was about “poverty flowing 

concurrently with happiness,” which reminded him of Southeast Asia.  

In the muted, pitched dimness I saw his skin and knew it wasn’t mine. Knew that whatever 

I’d given him that summer day wasn’t something to be collected and put away, but was rather as 

he’d taken it, as he’d taken for his own, a canvas to fill, an engine to run, something to be used up. 

The man lighting the screen was a new introduction, the images covering him the notes of an 

unflinching journalist. I wondered what I might look like if my body reflected my loves and losses, 

my fears and impulses, and saw how I chose to keep them hidden.  

(Watch and learn, Mother.) 

I lay in bed and breath rose in my chest, rose up and out of me, like a passage had been 

cleared. Like I’d been freed from the limits of my flesh. Because this child, this 

man—motherhood— always left me breathless. I know it’s not complete, though. I know I will still 

struggle in my own skin.  

**** 
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One day, some time ago, my son called from his home in New Orleans and asked if I would 

send him a picture of a wood cut print I had framed on the wall. When he asked for the picture it 

didn’t occur to me why. I thought maybe he just liked the piece. I really don’t know what I thought, 

but I should have known.  

Years before, when my children were still young, I’d found the print in a small gallery 

outside Tucson. I was drawn to the image I suppose in the ancient way we are drawn to every mother 

and child, and I was so early in my own anointing I couldn’t know all she was there to tell me. Now, 

though, drawn black on the sepia of my son’s torso, is her replica, the profile of a Native American 

woman, pretty in the pleasing lines of her young face and her bold dangling earring. She is holding 

her baby and the two of them are swaddled together in a blanket of banded stripes, the child’s head 

buried in her breast. Her dark eyes are not on the baby, but gaze out. Her dark eyes, deep pools of 

forever, look ahead to something unseen, to everything unforeseen. 
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