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The cobblestone street, lined with three-story brownstones and beginning-to-bud trees, resembles a Thomas Kinkaid painting.  The light traffic consists of elderly pedestrians, sputtering mopeds, late-model Volkswagens.  A cat sits on the stoop outside the house as we pull up, lazily dunking its gray paw into a saucer before licking the droplets from its padded toes.  The clunk of our car door sends the cat bulleting down the narrow sidewalk and scratching around a corner.  I untangle myself from the backseat and climb out of the car, reaching my hands above my head to realign my squashed vertebrae.  I inhale and am refreshed by air devoid of smog and smelling faintly of wet hay.


My grandmother catches my eye and, grinning like a young bride, reaches for my hand.  “Dees ees my ‘ouse,” she says haltingly, struggling for the correct translation.


“C’est tres beau,” I respond, and her smile widens.


I enter the house and am shocked by the cold.  At the end of the foyer, a thick tapestry of mixed browns and greens hangs in a doorway.  As I pull the hanging aside and step into the living room, warmth finally greets my reddened cheeks.  My brother rushes past me doing a cross-legged-pee-pee dance typical of a three-and-a-half-year-old.


“Mommy, where’s da potty?” he whines.


“Come on, Sweetheart,” my mother says with a tremor of exhaustion.  “It’s outside.”


“What?” I choke.  “Boma has an outhouse?”  I follow my mother through the boxy kitchen and into the backyard.  I pause for a moment, struck by the loveliness of a field that stretches just beyond a small gardening shed, until its serenity is wrenched by a giggle.

“Wook, Weesa.  Here’s da potty!” my brother calls.


The “potty” is actually an outdoor closet with nothing but a toilet and a bare light bulb suspended from the ceiling.  My mother catches my reaction and says, “It’s the only drawback, Honey.  I promise.”

Not exactly thrilled at the idea of having to wear my coat when I use the bathroom, I return to the house and drag my heavy suitcase up the mountainous staircase, gripping the banister to prevent myself from tumbling backwards.  My grandmother is already waiting for me at the top of the stairs, and she shows me to my bedroom.  “Voila,” she announces as she opens the bedroom door.  I marvel for a moment at the room’s charm, a charm achieved by homespun décor.  White lace curtains frame the windows of the handmade dresser; the bed is covered by a handmade quilt, soft as down and redolent of the light scent of lavender.
I set my suitcase on the bed and turn back to my grandmother.  It has been eight years since I have last seen Boma, but I can’t recall having ever seen her look so peaceful.  She has tears in her eyes, but a crooked smile makes her face glow with happiness.  “I ‘appy you ‘ere, Leeza.  Je t’aime, ma petite.”  She kisses me on the cheek and walks away.  I glance around what is to be my room for the next week and sigh contentedly.  Even the “potty” couldn’t ruin this place.

