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FROM THE EDITOR 

 

 I am truly happy and blessed to be working with some 

amazing people and to be able to read such great work from 

writers all over the world. As always, it was tough to make the 

selections; you want to accept more than you can—a selfish 

impulse—but we know that so many of the pieces we do reject 

are going to find a home elsewhere. We know this. 

 

 Our team continues to grow. This quarter, Aleksander, 

Kyla, Jasmine, and Holly have joined our team. It’s always 

great to hear new perspectives and ideas on the work sent in 

and I very much look forward to collaborating on future 

submissions and projects with everyone.  

 

 As we move in and then out of summer, we will be 

reading nonfiction manuscript submissions. If you or someone 

you know is working on something tell them to check out our 

Submittable page for more details on what we’re looking for! 

We’re excited to read your work! 

 

 And lastly, I must apologize to those that have/had the 

expectation that we would be able to get individual url links 

up on our website for this issue. We have hit something of a 

roadblock with our website host on making more pages and 

need to devote more time in finding a creative solution around 

this. In the meantime, we will be sending contributor copies so 

that you all have a means to share your work with the world. 

(a free pdf can also be downloaded from our website). 

All the best, 

Tyler Pufpaff 
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Makalani Bandele 

unit_79, an intensive care  

 

unit cops called to an apartment for burglary in progress find a black 

female tenant moving into the unit. are those stars in your eyes or your 

only way out of here? thugs trying to holler. when you need to speak 

with a manager, and he is in the back alley getting away with shit only 

the white son of the white owner can. you can only get to that other 

money unless one of them standing there witcha. this indeterminacy 

meter is almost at the tipping point. come fly with me, let's fly, let's fly 

away. esther jones was the real betty boop for your information and 

edification. single african american women with children on average 

somehow have zero median wealth. the city doesn't want to give up 

space. pushin a whip with regardless in the rearview. as an 

indeterminacy unit, this progress aint moving is the point. grandmama's 

picturesque vigil with luggage to match packed and ready. the countless 

stars look dozy. why is this a hidden track on the album? flip and fly 

those birdies, while you look pretty at the boys. 
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Makalani Bandele 

unit_50: overtime  
 

cuffed ‘em up like sleeves. the light doesn’t make mistakes. completely 

maladjusted. you aint never lied. the contours of the horizon grew dark. 

what are the chances that treatment will succeed? the old, white judge, 

who doesn’t realize how large he is and the amount of space he sucks 

up, ignored the guidelines and gave her twenty years. all pens and no 

pencils. the things we must sell ourselves to keep breathing. the grey 

squirrel jumped from the roof to one of the higher boughs, then perched 

oriole-like and watched his friends bounce and banter below. it's 

unseasonably warm for february, a lot of people are wearing light 

jackets or shirts with long sleeves. she took a big chance but succeeded 

in sliding a treatment up the cuff of her sleeve. the parlay at the 

crossroads to do a little soul-selling. we got furtive installations at the 

hurt gallery. a clear-blue, cloudless canopy shimmering in the lake 

beneath it. button up, it's pneumonia weather. 
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Teresa Chappell 
Phantom Pantomime 

 
Phantom Pantomime 

after Rachel McKibbens  

 

A disappointed spectator, she watches. 

My self-righteous mother 

 

trapped in the corners of my eyelids,  

her lips sewn shut. She gestures disdain.  

 

I am never alone. Peer  

down the cave of my throat 

 

& find her kneeling  

on my gnarled stomach, 

 

rosary beads pressed in her palms, 

hands clasped in prayer.  

 

She appears in sable windows, 

gives me the up-and-down, 

 

her mouth taut like a rigid rope— 

I retreat back into my layers.  

 

I cover my eyes with sunglasses  

to hide the dark circles  

 

she punched into my skin. 

I stuff crumpled math equations 

 

between the dulled down edges of my teeth, 

swallow back prayers to keep her fed. 
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Trisha Gauthier 
Sherman’s Neckties 
 

I never learned how to tie a tie, not really. 

My eyes could watch the motions 

of someone else’s hands folding over on 

themselves like fresh dough 

but my eyes would always blur 

like a lens out of focus 

and then I would forget again. 

 

The closest I came to learning was history books,  

where it was easy as peeling up 

railroads like musty wallpaper, twisting iron  

around a tree’s waist  

like you’d measure it for a new suit. 

 

Better served hugging that tree’s waist  

than around my neck. I don’t want it. 

 

I learned more about being a man from Union generals  

than any man I’ve ever known;  

after watching their marching orders, 

I’m so happy I’m a woman. 
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Rich Glinnen 
The Dance 
 

Lately backaches flourish unexpectedly, 

And when I lie down a certain way 

The meat surrounding my knee flutters 

Like a turkey in heat 

 

My 30-year-old body is whispering 

Under gravity’s piano, 

Letting me know that I will soon 

Warp into the curved organ; 

That my teeth will ebonize; 

That the throb in my leg will borrow beats 

From my grave heart 

 

It’s one step forward, 

Two steps back, 

Catching bird droppings 

With my graying crown. 
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Charles Grosel 
Night Thirst  
 

I woke from a dream 

lost-in-the-desert parched, 

pant legs frayed to the knee 

as in a New Yorker cartoon, 

 

mouth swollen with thirst, 

throat closing up, as dry 

as wood glue in the joints 

of an old rocking chair. 

 

I know what I should do. 

It’s right there on my 

nightstand, the vacuum flask, 

water cold as ice melt. 

 

All I have to do is 

open the stem and suck. 

It would take small effort, 

just a nod toward waking, 

 

yet I sink back into the 

snare of oblivion, 

don’t drink, though that’s 

what I most need to do. 
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Selfa A. Chew 

Translated by Toshiya Kamei 
Day of the Dead 

 
Butterflies take flight 

from bright Cempaxúchitl flowers 

    their swift goodbye sails through the cold air. 

their noiseless departure is quite a show 

their petals brim with pain 

the orange powder on our fingers 

reminds us time belongs to our dead today. 

The wind whirls and whistles 

as if to tell me 

the autumn leaves are already too many. 

Maybe no shame in old age 

and this vertigo: 

There’s more than one way 

to keep flying with broken wings. 

Día de los muertos 

 

Mariposas de intenso cempaxúchitl  

dan el último vuelo 

      -su adiós ligero navega el aire frio. 

Qué espectáculo es su despedida  

tan silente y llenos de dolor sus pétalos  

el polvo anaranjado entre los dedos 

nos recuerda que el tiempo es hoy de nuestros muertos. 

Gira y silba el viento 

como si entendiera  

que sobran ya las hojas del otoño. 

Tal vez no debiera avergonzarme la vejez 

y estos mareos: 

hay más de una manera  

de seguir volando con las alas rotas. 
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By Selfa A. Chew 

Translated by Toshiya Kamei 
Yesterday 

 
Yesterday the streets were sullied by love. 
 
Today the tea warmed by gazes 
snuggles between your fingers 
with blue wings. 
 
We have tamed 
one another, smeared honey over the savage shadow, 
played until we bleed, 
savored the pomegranate, 
and the sweet glass of wine in our throats 
covers the pain of our remaining love. 
 
Yesterday the streets were sullied by love. 
Today the bed where you adjust your affection. 
 
You can’t leave me: 
you wouldn’t settle for being my clandestine lover. 
Your nostalgia would always arrive on time 
to devour my heart. 
 
Ayer eran las calles, sucias de amor. 
 
Hoy el té, tibio de miradas, 
se acurruca entre tus dedos 
de alas azules. 
 
Nos hemos domesticado 
uno al otro hemos untado miel sobre la sombra agreste 
jugado a sangrarnos 
degustado el sabor de la granada 
y el dulce cristal del vino en la garganta 
cubre el dolor de querernos todavía. 
 
Ayer eran las calles, sucias de amor. 
Hoy la cama en la que acomodas tu cariño. 
 
Tú no puedes dejarme: 
te pesaría convertirte en mi amante clandestino. 
Tu nostalgia llegaría siempre a tiempo 
de cenar mi corazón. 
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M. Ait Ali 
The faint lilacs which caused pity caused also contempt 
 

I picture myself  

as a peasant,―wearing  

all the black of licorice candy,― 

whacked-out like  

a leaf knocked galley-west  

by too much fascination for the sun. 

 

'nd the soil is  

of a certain black, too.  

'nd I turn it over, 'nd it doesn't turn. 

 

I picture myself  

falling from the edge of virtue 

disturbing the dirt, while  

in my view there's a soil  

that, in all likelihood, had absorbed all 

the books of rage and beliefs of men. 

 

All my fears are true.  

It is as hard as I think it is. 

 

The wind hit my face, my  

lopsided lips, and teeth, it  

hammered a nail into my cradle,― 

perhaps, it all started as a breeze somewhere,  

tho', where I am at, everything 

must be a formidable nail. 

 

I didn't even wish  

to sit and eat under a tree,― 

the wind hit my face once again,  

'nd I obediently followed it 

like a future husband. 

 

I'm not as good as to walk  

through a crowd, the teeth I most needed,  

aren't through yet. 
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Tom Montag  
Untitled 

From "The Woman in an Imaginary Painting" 

 

Where her arm 

rests on the table 

there is no 

This is arm, 

This is table. 
 

Where the light 

touches her breasts, 

there is no 

This is light, 

This is breast. 
 

Where her eyes 

gaze out at us 

there is no 

woman in the painting 

looking out, only 

 

those of us 

looking in. 
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Jon Petruschke 

Untitled 

 
Her close breath 
that smell just before 

the rain. 
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Jon Petruschke 
Untitled 

 

From the doorway 

she watches her shadow 

join us in bed. 
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Harrison Pyros 
Crowd-Sourced Traits 

 

I was never an original 

child. I named our chocolate 

Lab “Cocoa” and my favorite color 

was blue since it was my sister’s. 

 

I am terrified of mundanity 

but who isn’t? 

I want to be content and yet 

yearn for exponentially more. 

These are not original thoughts. 

 

Existentialism bores me like uneventful 

small talk, but it still shows up un- 

invited (polite enough to knock first). 

I have carved my personhood  

with a serrated blade. 

I am tired of reading love poems. 

 

People gift me self-help books as 

half-jokes. I do not want to laugh 

it off. I feel reliant on others to 

experience life in the correct way. 

These are not original thoughts. 

 

My favorite color is still blue— 

I think. I should ask my sister. 

My New Year’s resolution is to stop offering  

explanations to those that do not interest me. 
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Eric Roller 
Corner Dreams 

 

Store them only 

temporarily, with hope, 

in a corner  

in plain sight 

next to the window  

that gets morning sun, 

where your Mother’s Ficus 

grows passionately. 

Place them where 

they can be heard 

from every angle in 

living rooms 

turned bedrooms, 

where the world 

now sleeps fitfully  

on guest mattresses 

thrown on dirt floors. 

 

Feel them staring out from  

these collective corners;  

they are nearing harvest  

—a cautious collection— 

like the gathering of  

prickly pear without gloves. 

Coax them out during  

noonday blahs, 

even through banal promises  

of a future with cloth masks 

and 6-feet of separation.  

 

The goal: to again 

lift them overhead, 

as good parents often do, and 

toss them into the air, 

with praise, while 

listening for their joyful titter-- 

a reprieve, at least momentarily, 

from the incessant tracking  

of those red dots 
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scattered on TV world maps and 

internet atlases—dots that 

grow into rings, rings into circles— 

circles absorbing the  

world’s heart blood. 
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Preeti Shah 
Ash 

 
Maa wraps me into her prayers so tightly 

I become holy 

as the fragrant constellation 

of jasmine offered upon marble toe. 

 

I coil like the red kink 

of saffron, as the anchored 

prayer beads along her 

harbor of knuckles. 

 

My body flows to the sea of script. 

Like the soft breath 

of dance from peacock feathers, 

my hips sway as ritual, 

where daily, a sari must make its pilgrimage. 

 

Her mantras paint me in resins, 

चंदन, गुलाब, नागचम्पा, अंबर.  

I am Maa’s heart ablaze. 

I am a perfumed cloud  

burning in the temple of her soul. 
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Jennifer Shneiderman 
The Flower Thief 
 

Dodging slipstream  

And wild west mask scofflaws 

I follow  

Ancient Hungarian neighbor 

Walking her tiny mutt. 

She is of short stature  

And tall liberties 

Her plastic baggy  

Concealing pilfered flowers.  

Furtively, the trespasser gathers 

California poppies, marigolds and impatiens 

With gnarled hands. 

Pandemic loneliness 

Brings weaknesses 

Secret obsessions 

Sins to the surface. 

I deliver a brilliant bouquet to the 5th Street Flower Thief  

Maybe it will satisfy  

She doesn’t have much. 
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Lauren Suchenski 
Now submerging 
 

You gallup-giggle, splash through the suds,  

a lump of fresh soap bubbles the finest joy  

this side of the Delaware river ;  

something profane transcended 

 in the plastic blue body of your flying dolphin, 

soaring through this afternoon's ocean -  

our own barrier reef in the bathroom -  

leaping, this dolphin  

as he flies towards patchwork tan tile -  

the wildest adventure in the neighborhood --  

screech shout and slosh about ;;  

now mush muddle and flop about ;  

now Donnie the dolphin floats  

effortlessly towards the triumph of the steel spout ,  

sugar spice and everything meaningful --  

now swirling, now submerging, now surfacing -  

the sight; the singing sounds  

of so much  

important work being done 
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Grace Bolling 

The Subfreezing Morning  
 

 I'm hardly ever this awake at 4:30 in the morning. Falling 

asleep the Taku is challenging enough with the undying lights in the 

lounges, the noise of other passengers passing through and the ship 

rattling across the water through day and night. My band instructor and 

two classmates are still asleep when I sit up after checking the time and 

wiggle out of my sleeping bag, making sure my hands touch my 

sleeping pad and not the thinly carpeted metal floor. The sky through 

our movie lounge windows is lightless. We’ve got one hour left of our 

day and a half on this boat, before boarding the LeConte in Juneau, 

sailing to Haines to start Southeast Alaska Honor Music Festival 

rehearsals.  

Sweatshirt over my head, covering my pajama-clad and braless 

chest, clothes into my arms, flip-flops on my feet and cosmetics under 

my arm, I sneak past the sleeping bodies beside me to the women’s 

bathroom between the movie lounge and the aft lounge. None of the 

Meltakatla students sleeping on the aft lounge floor are even stirring.  

There aren’t any girls inside when I enter the shower room and 

close the door behind me. There’s no lock. I’ve showered in here 

before without anybody else coming in, but that was luck at odd times 

of the day that I scheduled on purpose. I unload the pile in my arms 

onto the wooden bench and reach down to strip off my sweatshirt. The 

silence outside of my somersaulting brain and breathing makes me 

stop. With sixty minutes left until we disembark, girls are going to be 

knocking on this door or will open it without patience. I’m no less of a 

girl than they are, and it’s not the same as being naked in front of a boy, 

but it’s still not what I want.  

I keep my pajamas on and take my clothes to one of the 

bathroom stalls, draping my pants and shirt over the door or the arm bar 

and then locking it after I set my cosmetics aside atop the toilet paper 

dispenser. I always stand on my flip flops, balancing my bare feet from 

touching the bathroom floor until I have my socks on. I dress in a hat, 

long-sleeved shirt, sweatshirt, thick leggings under my jeans, gloves in 

my coat pocket, wool socks and sneakers on my feet. I go to the sink 

and brush my teeth. Even though I won’t be having breakfast until after 
boarding the LeConte, having a cool, fresh mouth is one way I can 

make this morning easier.  

When I’ve left the bathroom with my things to begin packing 

my sleeping bag, my band instructor and two classmates are awake and 
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look as alert as I am. We pack up, stuffing our sleeping bags and pads 

into their respective sacks, and packing the rest into our duffels and 

suitcases, making sure that everything is accounted for in the half hour 

we’ve got left. I can’t even see the lights of the terminal on the shore, 

and I am too scared to step out to get a preview of the cold air we’re 

going into. I open the door anyway, slamming it shut before it’s even 

open an inch.  

It was 27°F on the night the Titanic sunk. Five degrees below 

freezing. This October week, the entire forecast would always be at 

least ten below 27°F. Last night was our first exposure when we were 

out on the Taku’s decks, looking up at the black, star-clad sky we 

cruised underneath that was limited by the far away spines of the 

silhouettes of the islands we passed. Despite promises of a meteor 

shower that night, I couldn’t push myself to spending five minutes 

outside, and there were no meteors striking across the sky within them. 

Today will be much more than five minutes. And if there were stars 

within them, the difference still wouldn’t amount.  

When we leave the movie lounge with our bags, students from 

elsewhere in the region and the boat are lining up to the staircase, with 

multicolored duffel bags and suitcases of their own, some with Pillow 

Pets strapped around the handles. We head for the tiny elevator further 

down the pale halls, as wide as the length of my legs, dragging our 

luggage behind us above the tongued strait of cheap navy blue carpet to 

the steward’s desk, squeezing past the students and joining the line. 

We're first, but that also means we’re going to run out of heat first.  

At last, the elevator opens and we squeeze in along with two 

other students and their baggage. The doors close, and the box 

descends, silent and almost too still. Seconds left. The white metal 

doors are motionless and blind in front of us during the entire process 

like the shower door, until several seconds after the box gives a quiet 

but hard bump against the car deck. The doors open, and a passable 

chill greets us at the entrance under the bright cargo lights.  

Then we walk to the opening of the car deck, onto the terminal 

ramp.  

It takes seconds for the temperature to shatter over my body, 

passing through both layers on my legs, and inflating my veins and 
cells with each second, sometimes spawning a wiggling, worming 

feeling within my skin. Breathing feels better when I’m moving, 

mentally reminding myself to continue and that I don’t have far to go. 

Up the concrete ramp, I look over the railing to the black water, 

burbling from the gasping crash of waves underneath, the shoreline 
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almost invisible in the dark and the only lights aside from the ships are 

from atop the metal pilings, catwalks and the parking lot above. The 

LeConte—with one less story and about two-thirds of the Taku’s 

width—sits from my left, berthed in front of the Taku, interior and 

exterior lights on, but nobody onboard. My thighs flush with warmth, 

from the walking movement, the painful chill ripping against my skin, 

and the invisible heat my body detonates against it. Occasionally, I look 

behind myself to make sure I’m not too far ahead from my group. I see 

them just behind me, and I stop at the top of the ramp to wait before we 

walk into the terminal building together.  

My feet come atop the ground of Douglas Island, over the 

gravel, pebbles and potholes of the parking lot towards the terminal 

building, a simple single story building in pale and navy blue paint that 

could pass as a small family house. When the doors open, the slightly 

warm sauna from within blows against the air that retreats behind the 

closed doors. We go to some cheaply painted black leather seats 

towards the ticketing booth atop the blended carpet. Even though 

there’s little difference, it’s more comfortable than sitting on the floor. 

Students pile in from outside, talking far less than I expect despite the 

time. Some sit in cheap metal and plastic blue chairs around circular 

tables in front of the vending machines beside the wildlife and tourist 

pamphlets in bolted organizers on the walls. Some sit in seats further 

away from the booth, on their phones or snuggled up in their coats, 

beanies and blankets. Some have instruments beside them, in their 

black plastic or custom color material cases. Although it’s warmer, the 

terminal’s ceiling lights are as mercilessly bright as the ferry’s. I close 

my eyes, to ease the burn and to try to relax, but forbidding myself 

from falling into the temptation to go back to sleep, so much that I 

eventually leave the chair and sit on the floor after all.  

My band instructor is one of the first people in line when the 

booths open. She comes back with our tickets and distributes them 

before we rise up to leave again. I don’t know what kind of protection 

my French Horn will have in its case against this air, and I also can’t 

afford to have it banged from sliding around. There is more heat in 

here, but more room on the luggage cart if we leave now. So when we 

leave the building once again, we put our belongings on the first 

available space on the metal buggies and go to the exposed pavement 

walkway towards the LeConte, against the metal railing overlooking 
the shore and the docked vessels. We’re close enough to see the 

beginning of the covered walkway, and my hand goes to the coat 

pocket my ticket is tucked into. Still there. Still safe.  
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I tell myself that they know how cold it is, the ferry personnel. 

They know it’s far below cold, colder than we’re used to it being, 

earlier than it should be. They can’t have us waiting that long.  

I follow the regular recommendations from my past to stay 

warm: rocking back and forth, getting feeling into my legs. When my 

blue, puffed, insulated Columbia gloves fail to protect my hands from 

swelling and scorching, I take them out and blow hot air onto them 

before sticking them back in. My hat is snug on my head and I wiggle 

my toes inside my socks and sneakers. My fingers are bending less and 

less, burning more and more in return. The lightless, starless sky above 

is identical and yet incomparable to the bitter, dark rawness we breathe 

and stand in. My legs and knees are seizing and swelling, repeating the 

consuming coldness in my red hands. It’s been more than five minutes, 

more than ten minutes. It took that long for people on the Titanic to die. 

I shake my head and focus on my breathing. Feeling the hot air in my 

throat and my lungs, drawing focus away from the world outside of 

their shelter within my body. I use the same trick when my stomach 

growls become hollers before lunch. I’ve been pushed like this before, I 

remind myself. I’ve been to volleyball practices where I felt like I 

would fall down from exhaustion, but I didn’t. I’ve thought my body 

would crash from a workout, but it never did. That didn’t kill me. This 

was probably another one of those times.  

It’s been more than twenty minutes, with more people piling 

behind us and my warm breath is not as warm, doing little to relieve my 

chilled fingers. My thighs are now alternating temperatures: deep 

burning cold to flashes of warmth that spread up to my hips and down 

to my knees, switching dead to alive like a pumping ventilator. It’s the 

same feeling when I swim in Southeast Alaskan water in the summer 

and my legs numb to the temperature. If we are being pushed today, it 

is not a safe push. My teeth are chattering more with each breath, and 

my teacher next to me remarks the coldness in frustration, as does an 

unseen student further down the line behind us, shouting out “Let us on 

the boat! We are cold children!”  

My brain works with guesses and worries about how to 

recognize hypothermia, frostbite or dangerous exposure. If I would lose 

consciousness, if it would get harder to move my limbs, if I got a giant 

headache or when my breath would lose its heat until it was just as cold 
as this air. If the ferry personnel would tell us to go back inside and get 

warm because we were out in the cold for far too long. If I was too far 

gone by the time we got on the boat and dropped dead just after I had 

boarded. How much longer could I take? How much longer could we 

take? When was it going to be dangerous if it wasn’t already? 
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Behind me, I hear people talking about a third luggage cart 

being necessary, and the situation feels less cruel. Finally, a ferry 

worker comes up to the front of the line and begins the boarding 

process. When I offer up my ticket and he lets me board, I’m surprised 

that I don’t run down the ramp. I’m too cold to run. I take the staircase 

from the car deck up to the passenger level and open the doors into the 

interior hall at the center of the cabin deck. Crashes of warmth, 

embracing and soothing and strong and steady, leap onto me as the cold 

did outside, even though it swells my hands into sore rolls of flesh and 

fingernails, too soon after outside exposure to stay their normal size. 

My body takes in the familiarity of my bedroom at night on the boat 

I’ve boarded, because of its massaging bath of heat that feels better 

than anything I’ve ever felt at all. I turn to the lounges, on the side and 

in the front, on the bow, walking towards the latter. Hardly any students 

are up front, but I sink into an empty seat, as soft against my tired body 

as the heat is against my freezing skin.  

After some minutes of sitting and feeling everything except for 

sleep, I wander back to the aft lounge, in the cafeteria, and I see my 

group waiting in a booth table across from the kitchen countertop. 

Plenty of other students and some adults talk and wait amongst us, 

waiting for when the cafeteria will open once the ferry is underway. I 

wander over and sit next to them, occasionally talking with renewing 

security, otherwise reading the printed wildlife information next to the 

animals painted into the cafeteria tables. My hands are warming and 

bendable. A group of Juneau kids sit in a corner booth, and one of the 

boys brings out a ukulele. He strums it alongside their soft singing, and 

workers appear behind the galley counter. Ferry workers go outside to 

the deck’s railings, catching the ropes thrown from the shore to tuck 

away at their feet, or coil around the giant black spools. The LeConte 

hums through its pushes away from the pilings and ramps, leaving the 

Taku further and further behind us at the end of its Northern Journey. 

The towering, snow-capped teeth mountains begin to appear from the 

windows from the dawn, closer than the mountains surrounding the 

village of Kake yesterday morning over pancakes. Remembering those 

pancakes makes me want them again, so I rise up to get in line for the 

counter, getting out my wallet, ready to eat, even if it means I’ll have to 

brush my teeth again. 

 

  



27 
 

Jeremy Lim 

Me 

 

 Hello. My name is Jeremy Lim, I’m 22 years old,  I just 

graduated with a degree in Creative Writing  from the City College of 

New York, and I’m not an American citizen. It’s nice to meet you. 

 I’ve never seen myself as anything. I’ve always been just 

Jeremy. I’ve never thought of myself as an Asian or as an immigrant, 

I’m just a guy. I’m not just talking about these labels to combat the 

stigmas of being called an immigrant or being called an illegal alien. I 

actually am bothered very little by those terms. They don’t mean 

anything to me and I don’t take particular offense to them. However, I 

also don’t really take the idea of being an “Asian-American” or an 

immigrant in stride. I don’t hate being an immigrant nor do I revel in 

the “immigrant experience.” Much like my attitude towards politics, 

I’m fairly indifferent. 

 This is a mindset I’ve had for a long time. I used to always 

think that people who really took pride in their cultural backgrounds 

were being full of it, putting themselves on some strange pedestal, 

looming over everybody else. To hear stories from first generation 

Americans about how they were scared to take out their lunchbox in 

fear of other kids commenting on the smell or things like that bored me. 

I didn’t care. I didn’t care that they had potentially tough childhoods or 

that they had trouble assimilating or that they felt like they had two 

different identities. I didn’t care because it all felt so ordinary. I lived 

that, I just never sat down to complain about it on paper. Nobody ever 

praised me for going through the exact same experience, tossing out 

empty pleasantries like, “You’re so brave for going through that. What 

a unique experience that we must hear more about.” I felt like that was 

the only experience I ever heard, it all felt so overdramatic. People 

change, though. 

 As a kid, these thoughts would always rush through my head. 

A dumb kid from Queens who didn’t know anything, even though he 

thought he knew at all. That was me.  

 As I grew up, I realized how hard my life was actually going to 

be.  

 Not being a citizen through the eyes of 8-year old Jeremy was 

nothing but a fun fact for class introductions. “Hello, I’m Jeremy, and I 

was born in Malaysia.” That was it, that was the extent of my 
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“immigrant experience,” or so I thought. As I went through high 

school, I started to realize how different I was from everybody else.  

 While everybody at the Bronx High School of Science was 

applying to prestigious colleges and universities within the United 

States and abroad, I was applying to every CUNY and SUNY. As an 

illegal immigrant, I’m not entitled to any financial aid. FAFSA was 

irrelevant for me. Also, as I got older, people would start stopping me 

around the city, asking me if I had registered to vote yet. I would say no 

every time, waiting for the disgusted looks on the faces of the men and 

women who were ready to tear me a new one, before finding out I was 

literally unable to vote and gaining back their sympathy. I had to sit 

back and look at social media updates of all of my high school 

classmates as they went to Europe or Asia for their graduation trips, 

while I had no opportunity to do anything of the sort. I had to watch as 

my parents shelled out thousands of dollars that they certainly didn’t 

have so I could apply for the Dream Act and DACA, and for the lawyer 

fees to pile up. Even in these moments, though I realized my 

experience was drastically different, I didn’t really care all that much. 

These things felt like things I could work around, like things I could 

work with, not straws that would break the camel’s back. 

 A couple of months ago, I lost my health insurance. The 

camel’s back had been shattered. 

 I’m not angry, I’m definitely not angry. I’m just scared and 

confused. 

 I got a letter in the mail from Emblem Health saying that I was 

no longer eligible for any kind of healthcare because, apparently, my 

immigration status had changed. It certainly had not, so I called them 

with many questions, with the most important question being: When 

can I have health insurance again? None of my questions were 

answered and, instead, I was told to submit an appeal where one day, 

eventually, I would have a phone interview with some faceless people 

that I don’t know. In that interview, I would have to prove to them that 

I am legally here under DACA. A phone interview.  No documents, no 

in-person meetings, just a phone interview. What, are they going to 

listen to the seriousness of my voice to understand that I’m eligible for 

their shitty, over expensive, and ineffective healthcare?  

 I’m not angry. I’m definitely not angry. I’m worried. 

 This was the moment where it finally dawned on me that 

maybe my life is a lot harder than I try to make it out to be. I hate 

feeling sorry for myself, I see very few merits in doing so. Whenever I 
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start to feel sorry for myself, I think, “Stop complaining. You’re just 

overreacting. Get over it.” An unhealthy way of thinking but the only 

way of thinking that I seem to know. However, it has taken some time 

but I finally realize that my life has certainly not been an easy one. I 

could blame my parents for deciding to have me in Malaysia and not in 

New York like my sister was. I could blame the thousands of 

politicians that want me to leave the country because apparently I did 

something to warrant their anger. I could blame myself for not caring as 

much as I should’ve. Instead, I blame nobody. I choose to blame 

nobody. I just hope for a smoother life. One without drama, one 

without fuss, one without labels. I don’t want to be an “Asian-

American,” or an “immigrant,” or a “dreamer.” I just want to be 

Jeremy. 
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Martha Patterson 

My Southern Dad 

 

My father was tall, and when he was young one of his sisters 

said he reminded her of Henry Fonda in the movie The Male Animal 

because of his gangliness. He was a mechanical engineer and a couple 

of times when I was growing up he was laid off and my parents were 

worried about money. But my father wasn’t proud, and on one occasion 

took a menial job as a janitor so we could make ends meet. My mother 

was dismayed as she thought he was too good for the job – he’d 

graduated from Vanderbilt University in Tennessee.  

Quiet, he spent much of his spare time in our den by himself 

reading, or in the basement, making things for the house with his power 

saw. Once he made a wooden paddle to use on us kids when we 

misbehaved, but it was actually the threat of this paddle sitting on the 

kitchen counter that was humiliating, more than punishment, because 

he didn’t use it often. Discipline was more my mother’s territory.  

She was much more talkative than him. She once said that, six 

months after their wedding, she couldn’t believe she’d married a man 

who had so little to say at dinner. At the table, Dad was sometimes 

gruff and sent my mother running to their bedroom in tears because of 

his sharp retorts. Anytime they had an argument, I wondered, as kids do 

when their parents fight, if they’d divorce, but they stayed together, 

always. 

He helped me learn to ride a bike. I remember balancing on the 

seat of a bicycle, with him holding me steady then pushing me off on 

my journey down the block, shouting “Go! Go! Go!” I felt triumphant 

when I returned to where he stood waiting with a grin; he was proud of 

my achievement. And when I was eight I tried to fashion a pair of stilts 

in our basement. My father asked me what I was doing, and, when I 

told him, set to work on the project himself, and within a couple of 

hours had built a pair of real stilts for me.  

But I grew up wanting him to be more demonstrative with 

affection. It wasn’t in his nature to be that way, maybe because he lost 

his mother at 14 and he didn’t have that kind of affection given to him. 

Or maybe it was just because of his innately shy personality. He was 

popular with our neighbors. My father was also full of gentle wisdom, 
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like, “It’s a lot easier to find a job when you already have one,” or, 

“One of the things that makes a company a good place to work is the 

people.” My mother often said that my father was smart, but no one 

would ever know it. He was self-effacing.  

He’d come from a well-to-do Tennessee family – his father, a 

lawyer, owned a farm in the early 1900s. He was one of seven children 

and remained in touch with his brother and sisters his whole life.  

My parents were not very politically engaged but were liberals. 

The Civil Rights Movement was already underway and soon it was the 

dawn of the Beatles. No one, including my parents, who’d gotten 

married in 1949, could predict the sexual revolution, the wild 

popularity rock & roll would have, the landing on the moon, or the 

political assassinations that took place in the 1960s. My family lived in 

Newton, a suburb of Boston known as “The Garden City.” We had a 

black & white TV in our den, which was how we got much of the news.  

When they started a family, my mother and father probably did 

so without thinking much about it. Having children was, in the 1950s, 

something “one simply did.” And so, by the time my oldest brother was 

six, they had four kids who were demanding of attention, and my 

parents likely were saddled with more responsibility and financial 

worries than they had expected. My father voted as a Democrat, didn’t 

cheat on his income tax, saved his money, and, along with my mother, 

responsibly provided food, shelter, and clothing for us. And Dad 

enjoyed doing New York Times crossword puzzles and listening to the 

records of country guitarist Chet Atkins. He read American history and 

detective stories, but his main hobby was the genealogy research he did 

on the family. After my mother died he became grumpier, though he 

didn’t talk about her much and began keeping company with a widow 

he’d grown up with, who pursued him enough after my mother’s death 

that he sometimes invited her to Massachusetts to visit.  

Dad, who had accumulated more than a million dollars in 

assets and savings by the time he died, was frugal almost beyond belief. 

Around the year 1998, he and I were talking about the inefficiency of 

the U.S. Postal Service. I said that, even though people complained 

about the slow mail service, when one considered how many hands a 

letter passed through it was amazing it reached its destination at all. My 
father replied, “Do you know how much mail carriers make? Twenty-

five thousand a year!” - as if that were an astronomical salary for 

anyone supporting a family. I think he thought anyone who hadn’t gone 

to college wasn’t even worth that much. He had probably been 
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underpaid himself, but was financially so careful that, by that time, had 

solid savings.  

He wore shirts from Goodwill that had been passed along by 

men who worked at gas stations – the shirts all had the name “Bob,” or 

“Joe,” or “Mike” on the pocket. He didn’t care that none of these was 

his name. It was almost as if he were advertising his thriftiness. Or did 

he feel he had no identity of his own? Dad also frequented yard sales, 

where he picked up drinking glasses for our kitchen for ten cents 

apiece, that had Christmas emblems on them or “witty” sayings, and we 

accumulated them in our kitchen cabinets. Sometimes my father’s 

attitude towards money amused me and engendered my deference. At 

least he wasn’t a high roller who left nothing for us when he died – he 

was generous in his will. One Christmas I gave him a copy of the 

bestseller The Millionaire Next Door, about how lots ordinary 

Americans can achieve that status if they save and don’t spend beyond 

their means. He read the book and appreciated its worthwhile advice to 

be cautious with one’s money. I asked him after my mother’s death if 

he’d like it if we kids got him a computer the next Christmas, so he 

could keep his genealogical records online instead of having paper 

clutter in our dining room. “NO!!” he said emphatically. “I DON’T 

want a computer.” (I think he was, like many of his generation, afraid 

to learn how to use one.)  

He could be condescending. He mocked my speech 

sometimes, when I moved back from New York. I had taken speech 

lessons -- I’d been working as an actress, and he didn’t appreciate my 

attempts at a non-Bostonian accent. His mockery was humiliating.  

But my middle brother said once that our parents had an 

almost complete inability to step back and look at themselves. My 

father became obstinate and silent with me after Mom died, and he 

complained about my cooking – it was always too salty, or didn’t have 

enough spice, or was greasy. I wished he appreciated that I made 

dinner. But he seemed to resent the idea that I might be trying to take 

my mother’s place – I probably reminded him of her. He told me what 

a good cook she had been. Obviously, I couldn’t measure up to her 

kitchen skills. And I began, while staying with him for a few weeks, to 

believe he didn’t like me very much. One day he threw me out of the 

house. I was 45. I hadn’t been causing problems, but I’d been holed up 
in my room looking for a job, keeping mostly to myself, and had once 

asked my father if he would accompany me to the hardware store to 

find a plug for my computer. He didn’t answer. He entered the house 

one day soon afterwards with a police officer who said I’d have to 

vacate the premises.  
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I felt as if an axe had been heaved against my chest. I 

panicked, with only a few minutes before I had to leave. I didn’t have 

time to pack. Did I have my address book and my credit cards? I 

thought I was losing my mind. Hardly able to breathe, my heart 

hammering, I picked up my bag, tried to capture my cat, who ran away, 

and left the house with only my guitar and my purse. I drove off in my 

old Dodge, figuring I’d sleep in the car, but it broke down and I spent 

the next week homeless and “living” on the streets of downtown 

Boston, grubby and exhausted. I couldn’t believe my father would 

leave me so stranded and without hope. I found out later my father had 

thrown my cat out of the house as well. My beloved pet disappeared, 

though I drove to a spot near the house for several days afterwards to 

look for him.  

Dirty and tired, as I hadn’t showered or slept in several days, I 

checked into the Ritz Hotel, bankrolled by money my mother had left 

me. I don’t know why I hadn’t thought of that before, since I was afraid 

of being raped or, worse, murdered. Staying at the Ritz was a relief 

even though it cost $400 a night. I had a king-sized bed and a steamy 

shower with full-pressured taps, and sofas in the room, and it felt like 

heaven.  

One morning after I’d arrived at the hotel – it was 9/11 -- I 

walked to Macy’s to get underwear as I had few clothes with me. On 

the way back, on Boston Common, a vendor was shutting down his 

booth. He told me there’d been a bomb in New York City, and people 

were afraid of terrorism that might affect Boston.  

Back at the Ritz, I turned on the TV, and watched, much to my 

horror, the devastation in New York. But I was so much of a basket 

case, mentally, by then, that I couldn’t take it in.  

A few weeks later I found a new place to live and moved out 

of the hotel. Of course, 9/11 was a tragedy that continued to make 

news. I had been to the top of one of the World Trade Centers shortly 

before leaving the city, and remembered staring down through the fog 

at Manhattan below, and was incredulous at what had happened.  

But I had to take care of my own life. My father told my 

middle brother later that he threw me out of our house because I 

wouldn’t talk to him. Outraged, my brother answered, “Well, for 
Christ’s sake, she could end up in the morgue.” I am clueless to this 

day as to why my father made that excuse, since he made no effort to 

converse with me when I stayed with him. He had been as silent and 

grumpy as he ever was. Once, when my middle brother accused him of 



34 
 

never talking about emotions, Dad yelled, “Emotions aren’t important.” 

My brother and I laugh about this today.  

It took me a long time to forgive the misery of being thrown 

out of the house, but eventually my father and I reconciled. I enjoyed 

Dad’s company when we drank Scotch in our den, and watched 

football games or golf tournaments on TV with him. He seemed 

relaxed then and was more talkative. We traded comments about his 

side of the family and he was happy with that topic. On one occasion, 

he took a photograph of me, so I could use it as a Christmas card. When 

I brought the photos back from the drugstore, I told him, “Dad, you 

take good pictures.” He smiled and said, “Well, it has something to do 

with the subject.” This made me feel pretty and loved.  

He enjoyed driving back to the South to visit relatives, trips 

that lasted for three months at a time, and he got a charge out of taking 

off alone on these journeys in his beat-up Peugeot. He seemed to be 

reestablishing bonds with his own side of the family.  

I had probably made his life rougher, with my pursuit of hard-

to-obtain goals, bad choices in men, my botched suicide attempt at 32, 

and my difficulty in earning a good living, for which I seemed 

unprepared even with a Seven Sisters degree; I felt ill-equipped to do 

much but perform in the entertainment business.  

One fall day in the 1990s my dad and I drove to Maine to visit 

relatives. The sky was a gorgeous, marbleized blue as we drove through 

the sun-spangled pine forests of New Hampshire. I quoted something I 

had read, to the effect that “The most destructive element in human 

society is the existence of the American family.” My father, sitting 

behind the wheel, laughed loudly at that. His amused reaction made me 

feel that he and I did share an emotional bond, after all, and that that 

bond was a mutual frustration with and revolt against our “clan,” 

because his own relatives talked so much, and they had their own 

neuroses. Maybe we were both driven crazy by our families. I can’t ask 

him now. But I was glad we could share a laugh on that sunny 

afternoon.  

The last thing I remember him saying was when he was lying 

on his deathbed in a hospice, drugged on morphine – he had a pre-

leukemia condition which left him weak and with an infection in his 
arm. He shouted my name, “Martha – “, before clamping his mouth 

shut. It was typical that, even to the last, he had trouble communicating. 

At that moment I felt bad for him, not just because he was dying, but 

because his inability to express his emotions seemed like a clue to his 

whole life and personality. Did he not even know what he wanted to 
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say? Or did it seem like a waste of time to try? I kissed him, said 

goodbye, and told him my brothers and I would be back the next day. I 

never learned what he had been about to say, for he died a few hours 

later.  

He told my brother on his deathbed that he’d done the best he 

could, and he probably had, despite being a man of few words. I miss 

his gentle humility. He tried to teach us thrift and good morals and to 

be modest in all things – he said once I didn’t need to brag about my 

education, and I never had. So I do find myself regretting his loss and 

the quiet lack of vanity in a man who seldom raised his voice. 
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Cathy Shields 

The Psychic Sunburn 

 

My phone vibrates from my pocket, annoying as a hungry 

mosquito, but I continue my jog up the street. One more block, I tell 

myself, just one. I reach the end of the street panting so hard I can 

barely breathe, then lean against the bars of an iron gate to check my 

phone. Four missed calls from Harbor Elder Care. It must be important. 

The phone buzzes again and I hit pause on my playlist. The chorus of 

Hotel California fades. 

“Mrs. Shields? This is Janet from Harbor Elder Care. Your 

mother had a fall early this morning and the doctor wants to —” 

The sputter of neighborhood lawn sprinklers drowns her 

words. “Sorry, I only heard part of what you said.” 

“The doctor wants to send her to the hospital. He’d like to 

consult with you before he makes any decisions.” 

“I’m in the middle of something, but I’ll be there as soon as I 

can.” 

“No problem. He’ll be at the facility for another few hours.” 

The line goes dead. Janet didn’t use the word emergency. I 

debate whether to finish my run. My eyes focus on the padlock twisted 

between the rungs of the rusty gates. The once stately mansion sits 

among overgrown weeds. I rub sweaty palms on the sides of my T-

shirt. No one knows what became of the family who lived there. Long 

gone are the BMWs and Mercedes. A familiar longing rises in my 

chest. No one forgets what it’s like to be the neglected child. 

When I was seven, my mother failed to arrive for dismissal. 

My second-grade teacher took me to the main office to call my house, 

but no one answered. Every few minutes, she picked up the phone and 

dialed again, until she finally placed a hand on my shoulder and 

apologized. “I have to go,” she said, “but don’t worry. Principal Woods 

will wait with you. In the meantime, do this math sheet for extra 

credit.” 

The teacher slid a worksheet across the desk, but I kept my 

eyes lowered. Tears dripped onto the page and the numbers swam like 

blurry gray watercolors. I overheard Principal Woods ask his secretary 

for the emergency contacts and the next hour, listened as he dialed, 
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then slammed the receiver into its cradle. Another hour went by. He 

appeared in the doorway with his briefcase in one hand and keys in the 

other. “It’s time to lock up the building,” he said. “I called my wife. 

She and your mother are good friends. My wife suggested I bring you 

to our house to wait.” 

I panicked, struggling to say something but the words stuck in 

my throat. We headed to the door, and at that moment, my mother 

appeared. I burst into tears, relieved I hadn’t been abandoned. 

“Mr. Woods, thank goodness you’re here,” my mother cried. “I 

was so worried.” Mom threw her arms around me and blubbered a list 

of excuses, excuses I did not believe. She said she lost track of time and 

got stuck in traffic. The truth was, she forgot about me. 

Although I was only seven, I knew she had probably spent the 

day in the department store, a woman on a mission to find the perfect 

dress. The tower of shopping bags usually gave it away, but perhaps 

she lingered too long over lunch, listening to the latest gossip. Maybe it 

was her beauty salon day, and she had trouble deciding: light or dark, 

short or long, curly or straight? Mom never explained, but this much I 

knew; I ranked at the bottom of her list of priorities. I vowed I would 

be nothing like her when I grew up. 

I return from my run, come into the house, seize the keys, and 

get in the car. Music blares from the radio. There’s an announcement 

about the heat index. Beads of sweat dot my forehead and I turn the AC 

on to full blast, drive to the nursing home, park, and march across the 

sidewalk. Heatwaves shimmer like a mirage. I tug the front of my damp 

T-shirt, mop my brow with the back of my hand, and approach the 

domed entrance. A couple struggles to unload boxes from their trunk. I 

try to avoid them, but they hail me with a greeting. 

“Hello!” 

“Moving in?” I ask. 

The couple nods. 

In my mind, Don Henley sings a stanza from Hotel California. 

“Welcome. I hope you like it here.” 

At the front desk, the clerk greets me as I sign in. “How’s your 

mom?” 
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I shrug. “She had a fall, but I’m not sure how bad. By the way, 

there’s a couple out there struggling in this heat. Can you send someone 

to help them?” 

“Of course. Anything else?” 

I force a smile. “No thanks.” 

The automatic doors leading to the memory care unit open 

with a whoosh. In the bright foyer, I stroll past white marble statues 

standing like sentries, silver urns overflowing with artificial flowers, 

and faded murals. I pinch my nose. The mélange of air freshener mixed 

with urine produces a smell that makes Harbor’s lobby unmistakable — 

daycare meets funeral parlor. 

The murmur of moans and whispers floats from the atrium. A 

shrunken woman, her withered body bent like a question mark, is 

perched on a silk sofa, a dark-haired young woman beside her. The old 

woman leans against the younger one, clenches her hands, and moans. 

Tenderly stroking wispy white hair, the young woman straightens the 

pink shawl over the frail shoulders, then offers quiet reassurance. “Shh, 

Momma, I’m here. I love you so much. Don’t worry.” 

My therapist’s voice echoes like a ghostly whisper, and it lifts 

the curtain of resentment. I picture Dr. Reisman, the way she uncrossed 

her legs and leaned forward to pose her question. 

“Have you ever heard the term, psychic sunburn? It is a term I 
like to use when a patient receives wounds from a parent. I suggest you 

protect yourself. Go see your mother, but if she starts to criticize, cut 

the visit short. Remember you are the one who suffered burns.” 

I spot Nina, the assistant director, speaking to one of the blue-

uniformed aides. I approach them from behind and politely wait for 

them to finish their conversation, but I’m close enough to hear them. 

The aide shakes her head, complaining about one of the residents. “My 

fourteen-year-old daughter says it’s like caring for a bunch of 

zombies.” 

Nina clucks her tongue like a mother hen, dismisses the aide, 

then turns and sees me. 

“Cathy!” She offers an air kiss. “I’m sorry if we made you race 

over. One of the aides found your mother on the floor and couldn’t get 

her to stand. She called the doctor, who ordered x-rays, reviewed the 

films, and saw nothing broken. Mom won’t need to go to the hospital.” 

Nina’s tone sounds cheery. “Let me take you to her.” 
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She strolls beside me, her high heels clicking on the marble 

floor like a pair of castanets. Her voice drops to a whisper. “When the 

aide asked her why she got out of bed, your mom said Joe was on his 

way. Isn’t Joe your father?” 

“Yeah, he passed years ago.” 

“Of course. Most of the folks here don’t realize where they 

are.” She chuckles, the sides of her mouth attempting a smile. The 

expression reminds me of a plastic doll. “Seriously,” Nina continues, 

“we do our best to help them.” 

“I appreciate your efforts,” I answer. And I’m sure the zombies 

do. 

Nina taps her watch as we face the dining room. “I’ve got to 

run, but Yamile, your mother’s assistant is with her, over at the back 

table.” 

I maneuver around the maze of tables, careful to avoid the 

servers, through a sea of blank faces. It is like a zombie warehouse. Is 

this my fate? 

Last Thanksgiving, I asked my girls what they planned to do 

with me. My youngest insisted I wasn’t allowed to get old. “Plus,” she 

added, “I’d just move you in here with me.” 

Karen, the eldest, draped her body over mine and let her head 

loll back dramatically. “You can sign me up for Grandma’s nursing 

home.” She sighed. “I want someone to wheel me from place to place 

all day. I’d never had to wash a dish again. And the food is pretty 

decent!” 

I snatch a chocolate chip cookie off the dessert table as I make 

my way across the dining room. I shove it in my mouth and swallow 

the dry crumbs before I reach Mom and plop in the chair beside her. 

My running shorts barely cover my legs and my sweaty thighs stick to 

the plastic chair. 

“Where have you been?” Mom’s gray eyes cloud with 

annoyance. “I waited for you all day. I thought you weren’t coming.” 

Her words make me bristle with indignation, but somehow, I am 

grateful. She taught me a special sort of alchemy; how to turn rejection 

into love, a love I created with daughters who know they are cherished. 

Mom holds a soup-filled spoon in her trembling hand. I wrap 

my fingers around hers. The spoon almost reaches her mouth when 

green liquid spills onto the plastic bib. I grab a napkin. “Here Mom, let 
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me help you.” Mom swats the napkin as if it were a fly. Twin frown 

lines crease her forehead. 

“Cathy? When did you get here? Why are you wearing those 

shorts? Can you at least dress decently on the days you come to visit?” 

She is not always this lucid, but at least she recognizes me. 

“Thanks, Mom. If you hadn’t fallen out of bed, I would have had time 

to change.” 

If I sound sarcastic, she doesn’t appear to notice. 

“I did not fall out of bed.” The folds of loose skin around 

Mom’s mouth pucker like a softened prune. 

I stare at the web of lines on Mom’s face and wonder why she 

has always been so critical. My grandmother wasn’t like this. I wish 

she were still alive. 

“Mom, do you remember visiting Grandma in this very same 

dining room? You used to come here every day. Grandma told stories 

about her life in the old country.” 

The memory makes me smile, but Mom doesn’t say anything. 

She stares at the chipped polish on her nails. Years earlier, she 

wouldn’t have left the house until she was perfectly coiffed. She said 

she had to put on her face. The staff beauticians try to maintain the 

elegance that once defined her. They polish her nails and style her hair, 

but somehow, Mom usually appears bedraggled. Sparse hair covers her 

head like tiny sprigs of brown grass. She’s like the abandoned mansion 

I passed on my run. 

“Mom,” I shake her arm. “Do you remember the visits with 

your mother? Grandma sometimes told me stories about crossing a 

bridge. She said the Aibishter wouldn’t let her cross.” 

I lean forward. “Mom, I think Grandma was speaking to God. 

She said every time she tried to cross, the Aibisthter turned her back 

and told her it wasn’t her time. Did you ever hear this story?” 

“What story?” Mom’s paper-thin lids flutter. “I don’t know 

what you’re talking about.” 

The waiters arrive to clear the table and remove the tablecloth. 

Mom snatches it and twists it with her knobby hands. 

“Stop Mom. Let the man take the tablecloth.” Like a tug of 

war, I pull my end, but she holds tight. 
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“No, I need to fold it.” Mom struggles to match the ends. 

“Help me with this. I need to fold it. I can’t get the ends to meet.” 

“For goodness sakes Mom, it’s a tablecloth. You don’t have to 

fold it, just give it to the server.” I tug. She refuses to let go, then 

narrows her eyes. 

“Help me with this. Don’t you know how to fold anything? 

Where’s your father? He’ll do it.” 

Don’t you know how to fold anything? The slap echoes from 

the past. Mom said the same thing while we folded my wedding 

invitations into envelopes. She repeated it the first time I attempted to 

swaddle my newborn. Don’t you know how to fold anything? 

“Miss Rebecca, let me help you.” Mom’s aide appears beside 

us and takes the tablecloth from her hands. I thank her. She deftly folds 

the tablecloth, hands it to the waiter, then unlatches the locks in the 

wheelchair. 

“Miss Rebecca let’s go to the activity room. Jeremy has a 

game planned. Your daughter can come with us.” 

The activity room is crowded with wheelchairs. Yamile parks 

Mom’s chair near the end of the row. Jeremy struts across the room 

tossing a small multi-colored beach ball. His animated voice resonates 

throughout the room. 

“I’m not supposed to be here.” Mom shakes her head. “I don’t 

know where I am supposed to be.” Beside me, Mom shivers. “I need to 

get out of here. It’s cold in here isn’t it?” She hunches forward and 

clutches her hands around skeletal arms. 

Yamile pats Mom’s shoulder. “She gets cold after lunch; I’ll 

run to her room and get her jacket.” 

I offer to stay for a few more minutes, but I feel like a fraud 

going through the motions. I only pretend to be the devoted daughter. 

My grandmother would praise me for my effort. 

“Thanks,” Yamile says, “I’ll be right back.” 

Mom lifts her puckered brow. Her eyes beg for help. “I’m so 

confused. I don’t know what I did with my papers. Did you take them? 

I saw you put something in your pocket. Did you take them? Where did 

you hide them?” 
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“No Mom,” I sigh. “No, I don’t have your papers. Why don’t 

you play toss the ball with the others?” 

Mom’s expression twists with annoyance, her angry witch 

face. “Don’t tell me what to do. Why don’t you ever listen? What’s 

wrong with you?” 

Shaking my head, I remember my therapist’s words. “Your 

mother’s criticism caused a psychic sunburn. You recovered. Visit your 

mother, but if she starts to criticize, it’s your signal to leave.” 

My cellphone pings and I glance at the text. It’s from my 

daughter, Karen. 

Mom, what time are you coming over? I need your help. Call 

me back. 

I tuck the phone into my purse and silently thank my mother. 

Although it was unintentional, she taught me lessons in how to love. I 

search for Yamile. What’s taking her so long? 

I wave to one of the blue-uniformed aides. “Can you come 

over here? I need a hand.” 

“Be there in a minute,” she replies. 

“Hey Mom, I’m going to find your papers.” 

Distracted, I back into a parked wheelchair occupied by a 

shirtless old man. 

“Hey, you!” He waves his white T-shirt above his head like a 

white flag of surrender. “You,” he shouts, “Get me out of this place!” 

Get me out of this place? Buddy, you got that right. It's time to 

leave. 

The man twirls his shirt and points at me. “Hey! I’m talking to 

you.” 

The aide comes toward me, shaking her head. “Don’t worry, 

he’s harmless.” She places a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Murray, 

settle down now and stop scaring this nice lady. We need to get your 

shirt on. You don’t want to get cold, do you?” 

I brush my lips to Mom’s cheek. The skin shifts like a sheet of 

tissue paper. “Mom? I have to go. Karen’s expecting me.” 
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“You’re leaving? But I’m the one who’s supposed to leave.” 

Mom presses her palms against the sides of her head and screws her 

eyes shut. “I’m confused!” she wails. “I don’t know where I’m 

supposed to go. You have to help me.” 

“I will. I’ll come back.” I hurry past the front desk and reach 

into my purse. The jangle of keys reminds me of something, part of a 

song. 

“Don’t worry Mom,” I murmur, “you can leave. Anytime you 

like. And thank you for everything you taught me.” 

END 
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Tamara Wiget 
The Struggle of No 

 

(Liam. 22. Single. Poet.)  

Our date started promptly at 6 p.m. on Saturday, and has now 

bled into the early hours of Sunday morning. We’re sitting on the 

goldenrod colored antique couch in his living room, having an 

animated conversation about any number of things. He’s looking at me 

with eyes crisp and unwavering, like Lake Michigan on the first day of 

summer. To look too long is difficult, almost painful, like being pulled 

into a cloudless sky by an unseen force. I imagine this is how the 

prophet Elijah felt as he ascended into the heavens.  

Little lines crease the skin around his eyes when he laughs. I 

want to touch them, to trace my fingers over those furrows, across his 

brow, into hair the color of warm beach sand. His laugh fades, sinking 

softly into a closed smile.  

We stare at each other for a long moment. I inhale deeply, 

trying to prepare myself; I know before his upper lip curls, one corner 

slowly peeling away from its partner until they have separated, what 

he’s going to say. I’m old enough now to recognize the look of desire 

written on a man’s face.  

He gestures with his free hand, fingers folded towards his 

palm, as he speaks. “This question may be unwarranted,”—he pauses to 

make sure he has my full attention— “but, can I kiss you?”  

I feel a rolling in my stomach, much like the one I feel on an 

airplane, when I look out the window at the toy landscape below and 

start thinking of the flimsiness of it all, the madness of being inside a 

metal tube as it hurtles through time and clouds at a rate that is 

incomprehensible to my pedestrian imagination. 

I jerk my gaze away from his, look down at his other hand, 

smooth, grasped between both my own rough palms. In the space 

between the last word from his lips and the sharp intake of breath that I 

pull between my own, I feel  

 

(Michael. 27. Divorced. Chef.)  
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a hand on my shoulder, shaking me awake. I push the hand away, and it 

moves to my face. 

“Kiss me, just kiss me, please,” a voice whispers urgently in 

the dark as the hand touches my face, a begging caress.  

I open my eyes, and an opaque black pair stares back. There is 

no light, no gentleness in them. “Please, please just kiss me,” an unseen 

mouth pleads desperately.  

I want to turn away, to curl up in a ball and fall back into a 

sleep of dreams I already don’t remember. He has already woken me 

twice—three times now— to ask, and both times told him no, I’m too 

tired. Let me sleep. But he is persistent, so finally I acquiesce.  

The mouth crashes into mine, demanding, suffocating. Any 

breath or strength with which I might change my mind is sucked from 

my body.  

The hand leaves my face, slides down my body to the 

waistband of my shorts. Deft fingers hook beneath it to pull the fabric 

down my substantial thighs. Down over my toes and into the darkness.  

The fingers crawl back to claw beneath my panties. I want to 

stop them as they too find their way past my thighs, but I don’t know 

how to breathe the words into the mouth that continues to suckle at 

mine. 

He rolls away, a moment of relief. Now is the time for me to 

protest, but I’m too afraid to reject any love I’m given, even if it’s 

packaged in a way in which I don’t want to receive it.  

I listen complacently to the foil of a condom being pulled 

apart. He breathes a sigh as he rolls it onto himself. I don’t look. He 

looms over me, kisses me again as he slides a finger between the lips of 

my vagina in a simulation of foreplay. The terrain is dry, uncultivated 

and unprepared, but he doesn’t care. He gropes to slide himself inside 

me. It’s a searing, ripping pain that I keep to myself because this is 

what love is.  

It’s over mercifully fast. One, two, three, four times and he is 

finished.  

He looks into my face, embarrassed not because he couldn’t 

take my no at face value, but because he couldn’t prolong my agony. “I 

told you about my little problem with that, didn’t I?” he asks.  

(Liam. 22. Waiting.)  
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“No.” The word escapes from my mouth on a wave of breath.  

I slowly raise my eyes to his face. “Is that okay?” I ask, 

waiting for him to withdraw his hand from mine, to take away what has 

already become so warm and comforting. This is our first date, and 

now I’m certain that I’ve just made it our last.  

But he grins: wide and toothy, showing his canines, one of 

which is out of formation, grown in crooked. A tiny imperfection that 

makes him look mischievous.  

“Of course,” he nods, his face full of understanding. His blue 

sky Lake Michigan eyes hold no contempt, only patience.  

He slides his other hand into one of mine, and I realize I’m 

smiling too. 
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Artist Statement 

 

An idiosyncratic specimen of globalization, I was born in 

Almaty, Kazakhstan, my father being North Korean and my mother 

being Russian. Having caught a glimpse of the ex-USSR, I have a 

nostalgic, conflicting perception of political and cultural systems. The 

image of Korea evokes for me a tantalizing, fragile and beautifully 

moving atmosphere. How come? Perhaps, because my father, who was 

born Pyongyang, writes essays and existential about the Korean 

diaspora in former CIS countries. Devoid of a homeland, I focus my art 

on the themes of ethnical atomization, emptiness and nostalgia. Unable 

to fully assimilate into any one culture, I find myself as an outsider 

with an eclectic artistic taste. Art represents the act of seeking, 

assembling and immortalizing beauty. Through my artistic practice, I 

recreate the state of inspiration and emancipation, experienced during 

my childhood. My works strive to capture the ephemeral impressions. 

The concepts, which I explore in my work, include the globalization, 

surveillance, nostalgia, utopia and eroticism. Recently, I was involved 

in initiatives with the Royal Watercolor Society, Art Below, Art Wars 

in London, Red Dot Miami and Los Angeles. This year, I am having 

shows at 508 Kings Road in London as well as Untitled Space, the New 

York Art Expo, Theresa Byrnes Gallery and Salon Anise in New York.  

 

At this moment of self-isolation, I'm exploring the notion of 

the performative nature of our identities as well as the semiotics of 

language. I'm taking inspiration from the theories of Feminist essayist, 

Judith Butler and linguistic theorist, Ferdinand de Saussure. I'm doing 

videos of myself every day, enacting different personas and 

deconstructing my own thoughts. In this way, I'm using my 

performance/video art as a vehicle for self-enlightenment. I do euphoric 

dance, whereby I learn new hip hop/street routines on YouTube every 

month in order to let lose my creative slow and mute the voice of self-

judgment. I would like the world to enter a greater sense of 

connectivity after the Covid-19 outbreak is over through enacting more 

charitable events for the community and also to learn a lesson from this 

self-isolation in terms of protecting the planet: traveling only when 

necessary and making only the most necessary movements. In terms of 

my own contribution to the community, I attended a lot of private 

views before the outbreak and I have now started doing self-therapy 

videos on social media to help myself and others around me feel better 

during self-isolation. I call this technique "Social Media Mirroring 
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Technique" or SMMT - using Facebook and/or Instagram live/story 

options as a medium for exploring the self and to dismantle the years of 

cultural conditioning that we are all victims of. In my spare time, I love 

watching independent movies and animations by international artists, 

including Miyazaki, Tarkovsky and Wong Kar-wai and being a video 

artist, I attend a number of film festivals, ranging from Cannes to AFI. 

Outside of my art, I am deeply inspired by studying people: what 

makes them tick, react a certain way as well as how their body 

language reflects their inner state of being. I am currently engulfed in 

exploring RTT (Rapid Transformational Therapy), developed by world 

renowned psychologist Marisa Peers. Peers encourages all of us to 

dissect our low self-esteem issues by enacting hypnotherapy and doing 

the "ladder technique", where we descend into our subconsciousness 

and unravel childhood memories, which gave me certain negative 

judgements of ourselves, i.e. "I am not intelligent enough", "I am not 

worthy of love", "I am not enough," and so on. I have started 

implementing this technique on my own to unleash my art practice with 

noticeable results already. 
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Jonah Bradenday 
Nobody Had a Name Like Mary 

 

Andy wasn’t sure about his new cousin. She was thin and 

couldn’t laugh yet. He pulled her out of the baby carrier and held her 

up. He wasn’t supposed to hold her, but they were alone. She had green 

eyes like his, but her nose was sharper. He thought that was odd for a 

baby. He thought they were supposed to be all round and bendy, but 

here she was before him with a pointed snout. She opened her mouth at 

him, but it wasn’t a smile. She wiggled her lips and gums and groaned 

something gulpy at him. 

 “What does that mean?” Andy said. 

 His baby cousin made the sound again, but Andy still couldn’t 

understand. 

 “I can’t help you if you don’t talk to me,” he said. 

 The baby’s eyes crinkled up a little. Andy squeezed her chest 

in turn. The baby let out a breathy whimper. She clenched her dimpled 

fists and waved them in the air. Andy put her back in the carrier. She 

was heavier than she looked. He sat on the couch opposite and watched 

her. He thought she looked like an alien. She probably was. His aunt 

wasn’t good at making babies. She lost the other two. This one was 

probably a fake. 

 He played with his blocks on the rug. He built a wall to keep 

the bad people out. They watched the wall and waited for it to fall, but 

Andy built it strong. He stacked it higher and wider and the bad people 

left. 

 Andy’s aunt came into the room. She was heavier than his 

father, though much shorter and angrier. Sometimes, she slept on the 

couch with her eyes open and whispered about someone named 

Marilyn. She knelt by the wood stove and opened the glass door. A 

cloud of heat rolled over Andy’s face. He covered his forehead with his 

hands. They felt sticky and cool. His aunt put a log on the fire and 

closed the door. She went to her daughter’s carrier and rocked it. The 

baby kept her mouth shut. 

 “Has she been this quiet the whole time?” said Andy’s aunt. 

She looked over her shoulder at Andy. Her breath was sweaty and sour 

like hot limes. 
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 “Yes. I don’t know. Maybe,” said Andy. 

 His aunt bit her bottom lip and nodded. 

 “I have to help Covey with the pigs,” she said. 

 Andy didn’t like his father’s name. It was a pig farmer’s name 

and he knew that. It couldn’t be anything else. He tried to imagine 

Covey the policeman or Covey the pilot, but he couldn’t. 

 “They got out,” said his aunt. 

 “Who got out?” 

 “The pigs. Covey needs me to corral them in,” she said. 

 Andy’s aunt’s name was Dropsy. She wasn’t a pig farmer. She 

worked at the store, but she had a pig farmer’s name too. Andy 

imagined her running amongst the pigs, her arms out, corralling. 

 “Alright. What’s that got to do with me?” said Andy. 

 His aunt knelt and straightened her daughter’s shirt. It was 

twisted, pinching her skinny arms. 

 “I need you to watch Mary for a little bit. Can you do that for 

me?” she said. 

 Andy looked at his cousin. She looked back at him and opened 

her mouth. Mary wasn’t a pig farmer’s name. It was suspiciously bland. 

Nobody had a name like Mary. Her real name was probably spelled 

with strange symbols from another planet. She made that gulpy sound 

again.  

 “Yes,” he said. 

 His aunt stood looking at him. He thought she would say never 

mind. He thought she would stay inside, but she shrugged. 

 “Alright,” she said and went outside. 

 Andy stood up and looked at his cousin. He thought she looked 

greyer than usual. If she was an alien it would make sense. The aliens 

in his dreams were grey. They had slender fingers and their tongues 
were black. He didn’t know what color his cousin’s tongue was. He 

would check later. 

 His cousin closed her eyes and shifted in her seat. She was 

twitchy. Maybe his aunt put sand in her clothes. He imagined her doing 

that. He checked his own shirt for sand, but there wasn’t any. 
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Andy thought that he’d find some food. He hadn’t eaten since 

breakfast and his stomach felt angry. He went to the kitchen and 

opened the cabinets. His cousin made the gulpy sound from the other 

room. He thought about bringing her something, but he didn’t know 

what. She had no teeth and he didn’t know what she liked. He took a 

box of salted crackers from the cabinet and climbed onto the counter. 

 The crackers weren’t salty enough. They tasted like nothing, 

but Andy still ate half the box. His tongue felt ripped and tender from 

their sharp edges. He wiped it with his hand. There wasn’t any blood. 

He dropped the box off the counter and a cracker slid out on the floor. 

He imagined a rat would drag it to the basement to eat it. 

 His cousin made the gulpy sound again. Andy lowered himself 

off the counter slowly. He didn’t want to fall again. Last time he cut his 

arm on the cabinet handle. It bled right through the bandage. It didn’t 

hurt when he squeezed out more drops. He leaked, but not too much. 

The blood dried in a ring around the cut. 

He let go of the counter and landed on the floor safely. The 

metal cabinet handle sparkled sharply. He picked at his bloody crust 

circle. It flaked away under his nails. His aunt would make him clean 

them if she saw. He put his hands in his pockets. 

 In the living room, his cousin hadn’t moved. The air was 

hotter. Andy went to the door and looked out. The yard was covered in 

snow, and he thought he could hear pig hooves in the distance. He was 

happy he didn’t have to corral. The pigs were almost as tall as him. He 

was eight years old, but he wasn’t that big. He imagined the pigs 

crashing through the door. They would topple his wall. He turned to his 

cousin. 

 “Do you want to go for a walk?” he said. 

 She remained silent and stared at him. 

 “If you say nothing, that means yes,” he said. 

 She said nothing. He wondered if she could understand him. 

The aliens in his dreams didn’t talk either, but they listened. They 

listened like the bad people in the dark in the basement. 

 “That means yes,” he said. He picked her up. Her ribs were 

bendy under his fingers and her head drooped back, staring at the 

ceiling. He laid her on the couch. She had no socks on. It was probably 

too cold outside for bare feet. He wasn’t sure if she owned socks. He 

thought about his aunt’s bedroom, but he wasn’t allowed in there. Last 
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time she caught him, she made him stand in the basement without the 

lights on for five minutes. The people down there watched him and 

whispered from under the boiler. He didn’t want to see them again.  

 Andy looked in the milk crates near the door where his father 

kept the hats and mittens. He didn’t know what to look for but kept 

digging. The pig hoof sound was real now. It shook the hair near his 

ears. He didn’t want to be around if the pigs came through the house. 

He sometimes watched them fight during slop time. His father made 

him dump the pig bucket in their pen at night. They kicked and bit each 

other over melon rinds and cow bones. Some of their ears were ripped. 

All of them had dried blood on their backs. They growled at him when 

he got near. 

 He found a black wool hat in the crate. It was more than long 

enough and probably warmer than any socks. He took it to the couch, 

where his cousin lay on her front making fists. Her face pressed the 

cloth. When he flipped her over, he saw a wet mark from her mouth. 

He pressed the spot with his hand. It was warm. He smelled his hand 

and it smelled soapy. He pulled the hat over her legs. It went up to her 

chest. 

 “Now you can’t complain about nothing,” he said. 

 She looked at him with wide green eyes. He opened her mouth 

with two fingers and looked in. Her tongue was pinkish, just like her 

lips. He wasn’t sure if all aliens had black tongues, but he guessed that 

some didn’t. The wood stove popped and his cousin gulped. His aunt 

would be back soon with his father. She was clever enough to stop a 

pig stampede. Andy sometimes saw her paint. She knew how to paint 

pigs and other animals. Andy didn’t like the paintings even if he 

thought they were good. The pig’s crooked eyes scared him. He 

touched his own eyes. He didn’t think they were crooked, but he wasn’t 

sure. 

 “Let’s get going,” he said and picked up his cousin. She was 

still heavier than she looked, but he wouldn’t have to carry her for long. 

They could find a place to sit in the woods. He could put her down 

there. He carried her to the coat rack and held her with one arm, while 

he pulled on his coat with the other. His muscles shook, but he 

managed. 

 “If you’re really my cousin and not an alien, you’d talk to me,” 

he said. They went out the door together. 

 “You do have to tell me if you’re actually an alien,” he said. 

He wondered if other people had alien cousins. 
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 A solitary pig ran by. It had black bristles on its back and a 

torn left ear. 

 “It looks like they’re coming this way,” he said. 

 His cousin gummed her pink tongue. 

 Andy pulled the black wool hat higher. It stretched up to her 

shoulders. 

 “Mary Stint’s not really your name. I bet you made it up to 

trick me.” 

 He walked towards the tree line. The snow was the crunchy 

kind that bit into his ankles. His own socks weren’t long enough, but 

the pigs were coming. He couldn’t go back. 
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Elizabeth Brown 

A Walk with Alice 

I wake on my seventh day at Jessamine House, startled, half 

conscious, Alice looming over me, long-limbed, bent like a weeping 

cherry. 

“Please, Josi. Get up now. Let’s go for a walk.” 

“I couldn’t get to to him.” 

“What are you saying, Josi?” 

“Preston. He fell off the raft in the lake. It was too dark and I 

couldn’t see him.” 

“You told me yesterday your son is home, Josi.” Now Alice is 

grabbing my hand. “Please, do you have one?” Her hand is icy, 

startling. 

“One what?” 

“Cigarette? I need one and, please, no more talk of nightmares. 

I don’t want to hear. Are you trying to make me more crazy?” Alice’s 

has green eyes, a red-tipped nose like a match, and her slender, willowy 

fingers rest on a flushed cheek. 

“I’m so sorry, Alice. Really. I wasn’t thinking. I just woke, and 

the dream…” 

“Never mind. Let’s go find a cigarette.” 

I grab yesterday’s clothes, draped over the chair, and dress 

quickly, throwing on my alpaca poncho. I see the signs of breakfast, 

curtains drawn, oatmeal. She was here. “Hold on.” I take the bowl of 

oatmeal into the bathroom and empty it into the toilet, flush three times, 

and place the bowl back on the tray, putting the spoon inside it. 

“We can go to the Gazebo or the labyrinth. Maybe we’ll find 

Maisie and Victor. They’ll have cigarettes.” 

“Who are they?” 

“You’ll see.” 

 “No, Josi, I’m not comfortable.” 

“You will be fine, Alice. Trust me.” I take her hand, guide 

Alice down the hallway, to the staircase. At the bottom, we turn left, 
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towards the dining area and the adjoining pantry and kitchen nook. 

Jessamine House was built in the late 1800’s, Queen Anne style, with 

crawlspaces and twisting, convoluted, mysterious spaces, which seem 

to appear out of thin air, spaces never entered by residents. Before it 

was Jessamine House it was Serenity on the Hill occupied by the 

Sisters and their families. The hallway narrows and opens to the study 

leading to Winters’ office where sessions are held. Here there are 

bookshelves floor to the ceiling, and wrought iron sconces fixed on the 

walls with hurricane glass and white candles inside. A couple are lit 

casting a mellow glow on the limoge papered walls.  

I pause now in front of an old mirror. “Walnut…very 

Poesque.” I touch the ornate carvings in the frame. 

“Don’t look!” Alice shrieks, now, and her face is rapt with 

revulsion, contorted.  

“Stop, please. Now you are acting mad,” I say, irritated by 

Alice, but more appalled by my reflection, a ghostly ashen and polished 

mannequin.  

“I don’t like mirrors.” 

“Are you superstitious?” 

“No, it’s just that my baby was trying to lift her head, gasping 

for air, and I was trying out my new lipstick in the mirror. I was tired 

and had pale lips after the baby and John was staying late at the office, 

who could blame him, right? I mean a husband needs some space, 

especially after his wife gives birth and everything changes and the 

house gets dirtier and there is no hot dinner or a pretty wife waiting for 

him. None of that. Eventually John gets sick of my crying, tells me to 

go to the doctor, get myself fixed up, right? ‘Do it for yourself, Alice’ 

he says. But I know it’s for him, how he can’t bear the sight of me and, 

honestly, I didn’t blame him but then he became vile and said ‘lose that 

goddamn weight, will you?’ and, well, you know how husbands can be. 

Now that I think about it, he really was vile and I loathed him, then, 

and I might have left if I could. He knew it too. But I went to the doctor 

and of course he agreed with John, said that I was eating too much 

garbage food and he said I was anemic so I needed to eat more of the 

good foods. I told him he was wrong, how I barely eat. I said I’m too 
sad to eat. I said all I do is cry. I asked him what was wrong with me 

and he said the same thing as John, he said ‘If you want to keep your 

marriage healthy, you need to lose the weight, Alice, you need to go on 

a strict regime of exercise and diet, and get outside,’ he said, ‘and get 

some color’ and then he said ‘if I were your husband I would not be 
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pleased.’ Imagine that? So I cried some more, but that was nothing new 

because I was always crying since Tina was born. So that’s why I 

stopped at Cunningham’s Pharmacy to pick up a  stimulant for an 

appetite suppressant and a bottle of iron pills for my anemia, and after I 

got the drugs, I stopped at the lipstick counter, which was on the way 

out, because the doc told me his wife doesn’t go out of the house 

without her face on and he said I’d feel better about myself and it 

would help our marriage, so I was looking and looking and Tina started 

to squirm in her carrier, and let me tell you little Tina rarely cried, but it 

was getting close to her feeding, so I quickly picked out Peach Fuzz, 

and the girl behind the counter, Harriet, she said it was the latest in 

colors, and it looked good on her, and so that’s what I did, and poor 

Tina she screamed the whole ride home and my shirt was drenched, so 

I nursed her right away and Mary played with her toes, and then she 

was so sweaty so I set up her tub and told Mary to keep an eye out 

while I fetched my lipstick. It wasn’t like it was deep and all she had to 

do was hold her sister’s hand for a minute or two, that’s all, the way she 

always liked to do, but Mary decided she’d take her sister off the 

sponge, because she’s only three-years old, right, and she wanted to put 

Tina on her tummy in the water to see if her sister could swim. Even 

then she would have been fine, really, the water was not even an inch 

deep, not so deep at all, but my girl, so sweet, how did she know? She 

thought Tina was like one of her dolls. So Mary, she flips her onto her 

stomach the way her swim instructor does it, she told us after, and 

while I’m trying out Peach Fuzz, smacking my lips in the mirror, Tina 

is face down in the water but little Mary can’t see her face, thank God 

for that, but maybe if she did, maybe if she saw her sister’s face, the 

color…. she tried...the doctor said she was struggling and stayed alive 

longer than most babies, but her neck muscles just weren’t strong 

enough and so she couldn’t do it, you see? It was just a few minutes. 

Not long at all.” 

 I am relieved to find Maise and Victor on the porch and there 

is a mottled dog, grey snout, stretched out licking its paw, lazily, barely 

able to lift its head. Maise is crouched down, hands deep into the old 

dog’s fur. “Hey, is she okay?” she asks, looking at Alice. Victor is 

sitting next to her on the step.  

“She’ll be fine. Her name is Alice.  Could you spare a cig?” 

Alice stays by the door. Meanwhile, the old dog tries to sit up, 

part way, and then flops back down, and Alice starts up again, 

muttering to herself.  “I needed to look peachy, you know, so my 

husband didn’t go off and have an affair, and Tina was so helpless with 
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those tiny limbs, and little Mary so sweet and just a baby herself, 

really.”  

Now the old dog whimpers and growls as if he has heard 

enough of Alice, and Victor stands, abruptly, prepares to bolt. 

“Hey, there Jasper.  Good boy. Come on Vic, he won’t bite 

you.” 

“I miss my babies so much,” Alice says now, sobbing. 

“Oh, I’m so weary of this! It’s no wonder I’m so addicted to 

smoking. I always wondered why the homeless liked to smoke so 

much. Did you ever see the downtrodden without a cigarette?  I surely 

don’t want to end up like that. I got a life back home, you know? An 

agent is waiting to take a look at my chapbook.”  

Maisie stands like a seasoned resident, unaffected, and pulls 

out a pack of Newport from the pocket of her pea coat, leans in closer 

to me, pointing out Alice by the door, covering her mouth with her 

hands. “What’s wrong with that lady and what’s a chapbook, darling?” 

“A collection of poetry and her name is Alice, and she’ll be 

fine. She needs a smoke. She’s got postpartum psychosis.” 

“That’s rough. I feel for her, but these smokes are expensive.” 

Maisie shakes out a few from the pack.  “I have to pay Daddy back and 

he’s keeping a ledger, even though he’s got millions. ‘It’s the principle, 

Mais,’ he says.” 

“Yes, that’s what I need. I’ll take one.” Alice is lurching 

forward now with a new quickness.   

“I suppose you want one too, Victor?” 

We are silent, puffing away, and Victor starts up about 

Googleplex where his father works. “He’s got a position for me after 

my discharge,” he says, and the grey mottled dog whines and Victor 

goes on and on about a telepathy app he’s creating that reads minds, 

and he uses “Capital!” every other sentence, and inhales like James 

Dean, squinting one eye, looking like a pro, and then he pauses on me, 

as if he is curious. “Why are you here?” 

 “I’m not supposed to be here.” 

“None of us are supposed to be here,” Maisie says. “I have to 

stay here until I can ‘accept my addictions’ so they say.” 
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“What kind of addictions?” Alice asks, blowing out smoke 

now like Greta Garbo, or some old time movie star, seeming to have 

acquired a fresh personality, to have forgotten all about her drowned 

baby. The insane are like that, easily shifting from one mood to the 

next.  

 “Sex for one,” she announces, smirking when she says it, and 

now Victor looks at her, knowingly, nodding his head as if he has 

experienced it firsthand.  

“Intriguing.”  

“Winters tries to get me to relive these experiences like some 

extinguishing theory thing. I tell him he needs to chill. No way I’m 

going to relive anything of the sort, especially on his couch!” 

“Well, if you want to leave here maybe you could try, you 

know?” Alice becomes mature, sagacious, calmed from the nicotine 

and company.  I get an inkling of how she might have been as a mother, 

before she got sick. 

“Nah. I like these Litchfield Hills. It’s quiet. Besides, I can’t 

leave my homey, Vic.”  

Victor seems uncaring in the way he takes the final drag of his 

cigarette, flicks it with intensity, as if he is still stuck on Googleplex 

and no longer part of the group. Maisie kicks him with her white gogo 

boots. 

“Hey! Capital, baby. I hear you. Cool it with the boots.”  

“How do you get away with wearing those?” I ask. 

“Been here long enough, I can wear what I want. I’ve got carte 

blanche 

 and Winters is good peeps. That man knows me inside and out,” and 

she winks after she says it. 

I try to imagine the two together and recall a younger me, back 

then, my first stay at Jessamine House, not much older than Maisie.  

The old dog sits up, shakes, and Maisie jumps back, falling 

into Victor like a slapstick act, and a new Maisie emerges, cultured, 

tenacious, just what Winters likes, I imagine, a challenge for him.  

“What does Winters say about your boots?”  
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Maisie looks askance, bored of the topic, falls into Victor, the 

two holding onto each other, the old dog barking, hoarse and raspy, and 

Alice amused, looking on with that foggy, puffy-eyed look, partly from 

the medications, partly from a naiveté, which might have contributed to 

the death of her baby. The noise draws him out, Frederick, in his 

charcoal cardigan with the horn buttons. He is clearly rattled, swinging 

the screen door open with a dramatic flair, hands on his hips:   

“Okay my lovelies. What is it we are doing outside without 

supervision?” he admonishes, half jokingly.” 

“Don’t be so smug, Freddy. This is the place to be, amigo.” 

Maisie takes one last inhale, eyebrows raised, expectantly, and then 

flicks the final ember and drops the butt down to the ground, twisting 

with a final extinguishing using the tip of her white gogo boot.  

“For Lordy’s sake, Maisie! No butts on the porch! You know 

better! Jessamine House is an antique tinderbox!” Frederick shrieks, 

and his voice cracks and gets everyone laughing and the old dog 

growling. “Off with all of you now. Shoo!” 

“One more cig?” Alice pleads. 

“Up to old Freddy boy. What do you say?” Maisie leans into 

him, using a lyrical voice, now tap dancing, her full thighs visible in 

her plaid mini skirt, swinging her auburn hair, and next waltzing, 

grabbing his hands, pulling him along, shuffling her boots, and the 

scene is played out. Frederick smiles, chuckles, caves, allows one more. 

We all light up, and even Frederick pulls out his own pack of Camels 

and I recall an old self, the way I must have felt before everything 

altered, became obtuse, before Jessamine House, before I believed I 

was a savior and security led me off campus, when I was in my dorm, 

smoking a joint with Clemens on the mattress, and the white lights 

blinked overhead, with Jimi Hendrix in the background, and we talked 

poetry--Plath and Levertov and Kunitz and Ginsberg, and we laughed 

and screamed and beat the hell out of each other with pillows and had 

sex and smoked some more, when we talked philosophy, Nietzsche and 

Marx and and then debated the Bible, religion, Jonathan Edwards, 

Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God, and Clemens understood me 

and it was okay, and he was partial to radical religious movements, and 

it was Brown University, the Northeast, the liberal and progressive, and 
there was none of the hypnotic immersion in scripture, asceticism, 

recoiling from the mainstream, nothing like my childhood, the 

brainwashing, the whippings, the indoctrination, Emile and Papa, 

nothing like Byrdstown, Tennessee. 
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Now on the porch at Jessamine House with new friends, 

Frederick in his cardigan, even the horn buttons seeming pleased, and 

Frederick inhales, deeply, eyeing Maisie, one eye half open, Victor 

becoming more anxious, begins stepping up and down the porch stairs, 

repetitive movements to busy himself, a coping strategy, assuaging. 

Smoke circles, serpentine-like, and then lifts and dissipates and the air 

becomes quiet with it, with us, the essence of stillness.  

Now the return inside, crossing the threshold into the living 

space, past the fireplace, an ornate mantle, Wyeth’s painting Christina’s 

World, hung over it, and I pause here, imagine the girl, the mysterious, 

faceless Christina, displaced, leaning towards the farmhouse, yet, 

seeking refuge, too, escaping to somewhere but not knowing exactly 

where.  

“Move along,” I hear like a prodding.  

We pass through a slender hallway, a sconce on the wall with a 

lit candle, a round pecan table, an embroidered dolly with 

hummingbirds and trumpet vine and flowers with pink, red and peach 

blossoms. Toulouse Lautrec’s Ambassadeurs lithograph, almost 

animated, encapsulating, the left wall. We stay in a single file, reach a 

wider hallway, floor to ceiling windows and out there is the labyrinth, a 

garden of oranges, whites and lavender and fruit trees with some 

golden pears and fruit like apricots or peaches, and the old mottled dog 

limping, weaving in and out of the trees, stopping to sniff here and 

there, plodding along. I try to keep my eyes peeled on him but Alice 

brings up Tina again and I turn away to roll my eyes and when I look 

back the old dog is gone. It is too late.  For some reason, the dog 

matters the most.  

We enter into the center wing, the living area, a lounge with 

couches and chairs and tables. The cafe is a small island with tall chairs 

in the far corner, the smells of coffee brewing. Victor and Maisie head 

over there, set on getting a latte and a pastry. Maisie is grabbing 

Victor’s arm, playfully, and Frederick tells her to take Alice back to her 

room. His voice is stern and wearied, as if his brief time out on the 

porch smoking a cigarette caused him to rethink his position, his 

loyalty to Winters and Jessamine House, the protocol, all these years 

sacrificed, for what? He walks off, nodding his head back and forth, 

resigned.  

 “Go with them,” I point to Maisie and Victor, sitting now in 

the tall chairs at the café, their backs to us. 

“No, please, Josi. Walk me back.” 
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I should, but I want to be alone, to prepare for Winters’ 

session, how I will say it, something about epiphanies, a discharge date. 

It is even more urgent now.  

Alice stares after them, hands folded in front of her, reverently, 

and I imagine her in church with her husband and babies. 

“Go, Alice. It will be fine. I promise.” I am wary of my words, 

my tone, dipping into the grandiose. I am Alice and she is me and we 

are no one, I tell myself. 

“I guess I can.” She starts off towards the café, and all is well 

enough except for the chirping sound she makes, and the way it 

resonates like a madness percolating below the surface, waiting to 

unleash. 
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Brian Helt 
CoupContreCoup 

 

The second time riding Callosum had almost killed him. The 

floodlights above stung his eyes and stabbed the inner walls of his 

skull. Strength waned in his arms and in his hand as he gripped the 

rope. Sitting atop the bull, he widened his eyes in hopes to clear the 

blur in his vision that had lingered since the first ride. He paused, raised 

his arm and nodded to the chute team.  

The gate clanged open and Felix threw his arm back as he 

hurtled out on top of the midnight floodwaters of fury. His core burnt 

as he tightened up, pitching his shoulders back, deciphering the bull’s 

corporeal language. He thought his throbbing head might explode each 

time Callosum battered against the ground, sending both Felix and the 

beast twisting through the air.  

Anxiety tangled his nerves in barbed wire when, on the third 

buck, the bull twisted its body and sent only its hindquarters rearing up. 

Felix lurched forward. He pulled his shoulders as far back as possible, 

swinging his arm behind him as though he were reaching for a pull line, 

a hitch loop. Anything.  

He remembered watching the musculature of Callosum’s 

scapulae rising to meet him like the smeared portrait of a sunless king 

tide. Suddenly, the world tilted and nausea quivered through his 

stomach as he watched the floodlights of the stadium pass over him 

before he found himself laying across the moistened ground of the 

arena. Through the spinning, he looked up at the obsidian mass of 

Callosum coming down on him; a bovine landscape of keratin, of 

myosin, of calcium. He watched helplessly, as the hoof of Callosum’s 

forelimb descended from a sky without stars, pointed at him as if it 

were meant for Felix alone. As if there had been no other reason that 

the bull had existed, if not to carry out this one task. This singularity. A 

black quietus.  

The rodeo clowns closed in on him and the bull, despair and 

panic reshaping their painted faces. The buzzer sounded, announcing an 

incomplete ride. Its nasally yawp lingered in Felix’s ears long after the 

world disappeared from him, long after he had felt the full weight of 

Callosum bear down on him, long after the thought had occurred to 

him; that this would be his very last ride.  
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*  *  * 

 

The previous night hung in his nostrils like old, shredded 

tapestry of woven sweet earth and straw and sour dung from the studs 

and bulls writhing and kicking in the floodlights. Adhesive gel cooled 

his temples as the radiologist spread it with the end of a q-tip. Lights 

from above stung the backs of his eyes, thrumming the ocular nerves 

like six steel strings. His skull felt as though it were shrinking minute 

by minute; cracking as it did.  

The slab pulled Felix into a glowing tube that was too white, in 

a room that was too quiet, that smelled too sterile. The walls closed in 

on him, hovering only an inch from his face. He closed his eyes, 

imagined standing in an emptied showground, the dusk sky that opens 

like a painted tome hovering above him. He imagined the enormity of 

Callosum, carrying him through the autumn air, sweetened with the 

scent of dying as the MRI thudded distantly with the exact cadence of 

the stinging song in his head.  

“Have you been feeling nauseous?” The radiologist asked. 

“Headache? Trouble sleeping at night but tired throughout the day? 

Any of that?”  

“Nothing I haven’t dealt with before.” The words came slow to 

him, tangled in the cords of his voice box.  

“Are you experiencing any blurry vision? Unexplained 

weakness?”  

Felix was silent.  

“You’ll have to take care to minimize risk of another head 

injury. You may notice small things at first, like your grip isn’t as 

strong, blanking on a simple word, slight clumsiness. But things of this 

nature typically mature. Immediate occupational therapy is 

recommended for long term rehabilitation.”  

“Rehab.” Felix parroted.  

The doctor paused, looked down at her tablet in her lap. When 

she spoke, her words were shapeless, belonging to someone else even.  

“Any Traumatic Brain Injury is serious. The earlier you take 

steps to improve recovery and minimize damage, the better the 

outlook.”  
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She took a breath.  

“But remember,” she continued. “degradation is not 

uncommon when observing someone who has experienced these types 

of injuries. New symptoms and conditions can also potentiate.”  

“What you mean other conditions?”  

The doctor looked at him, she rolled her lips inward, 

contemplating.  

“I’m worried about Diffuse Axonal Injury and a progression 

into CTE.”  

“How sure are you?”  

“Sure enough to be worried.” The doctor replied.  

“I can continue to ride, though.”  

The doctor held out the leaf of paper with her billowing 

cursive scrawled across it with such nonchalance, it was as though she 

had made a barter with the devil; that she might live immortally if only 

to carry out this one, rehearsed task for eternity with the exact same 

kind of man with the exact same kind of problem that came to see her 

day after day, month after month, year after year.  

“This is a list of occupational therapists that I recommend. 

We’ll want to follow up periodically, so make sure to schedule another 

appointment with reception on your way out.”  

“Doctor,” Felix blurted, stopping her with one hand on the 

doorknob. “I can still ride, right?”  

The doctor’s eyes fell to the tiling as she opened the door and, 

letting out a heavy sigh, closed it behind her. She didn’t have to say it. 

It fell from the cloud of her labored breath like rain.  

 

* * * 

 

Felix stood on the top rung of the trailer steps and tapped on 

the thin door of the manager’s Winnebago. Something sickened in the 

pit of his stomach. From inside, the old woman’s gravelly voice 

sounded.  

“That you, Felix?”  
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The chilled air from inside rushed out like a flood of 

breakwater as Felix opened the door. He stepped in and shut the door 

behind him. The air was heavy with cigarette smoke. His throat burned 

and the bitter backwash of the burnt tobacco nipped at the tip of his 

tongue.  

“How’s the head?”  

“Better. Came to make sure we locked Callosum in for Santa 

Maria.” Felix’s own voice was like a sledgehammer and each word, a 

rusted nail, pried from the deck of an abandoned house-driven into his 

skull until its head was flush with his own.  

The manager stared up at him with eyes as blue as the late 

April sky. The green banker’s lamp burned a glow in the bottom half of 

her face, where her upper lip met her jaw line. Lacey wisps of smoke 

frittered up from the smoldering tip of a cigarette between the fingers 

of her slackened left hand. She held her right hand to the prosthesis 

wedged in the cavity of her stoma, covering the opening with the pad of 

her index finger. The faint bloodshot of her eyes shimmered through 

the haze in a narrowed stare that cauterized Felix.  

“Santa Maria is in a week.” The old woman’s voice growled 

solemnly.  

“I understand that.”  

“Think it’s a bit soon. To put you back in the chute.” The 

manager’s lips tucked inward as she lowered her head. She placed her 

burning cigarette in the crutch of a green glass ash tray at the front of 

her desk. She ran her fingers through the unharvested field of kamut of 

her thinning hair.  

“I feel fine.” Felix said.  

The manager licked her lips. She released the opening of the 

stoma and wheezed inward as her chest rose. When she covered the 

stoma again with the pad of her finger, her voice rasped once more.  

“Where abouts were you yesterday?”  

“Had a few things to tend to. Laundry. Other things.”  

“Laundry.”  

“And other things.”  

“Anything else worth mentioning?”  
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Felix shook his head. The old woman wheezed again, glanced 

at the papers laid before her on the desk before returning her gaze to 

Felix.  

“Believe me when I tell you. I’ve thought hard about it. 

Decision wasn’t easy for me.”  

Felix’ lungs burned for larger breaths that came sharply 

through his nostrils. His jaw clenched and his fingers dug into his hips.  

“You serious about this?” He asked.  

“It’s not worth it.” 

 “You don’t think I can stay on him.”  

“There’re plenty of ranches still running. With cowboys just 

like yourself.”  

Felix’s eyes narrowed.  

“What’re you talking about?”  

The manager’s eyes sunk to the table the way coffee grinds do 

in the amber water when the boil slows. After a silence, she wheezed, 

pressed her finger to her stoma, and spoke. 

“Diffuse Axonal Injury. CTE?”  

Felix stared into the carpet. She wheezed again.  

“When were you planning. On letting me know?”  

“It’s not your call to make.” He replied.  

“How long were you planning. Letting this thing ride out. And 

not telling me?”  

Felix fell silent.  

“Answer me.”  

“As long as it took!” “To what? Stay on Callosum. For the full 

eight. To end up like Frost?”  

The manager looked down at her desk. She plucked the 

cigarette up from its ash tray, releasing her finger from her stoma. She 

inserted the butt of the cigarette into the hole of the prosthesis. The 

ashy tip of the cigarette came alive and glowed before a rolling cloud 

ripped from the hole in her trachea.  
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“Know a rancher. North of San Miguel. Dicky Barden. Said 

he’d love to have you. If you’re willing and able.”  

Felix bit his lip, a furious stirring in his ribcage alight.  

“You’re quitting on me.” He said.  

“I’m giving you a reference.” “I can stay on him. Just give me 

another chance.”  

“It’s not about staying on him. It’s not about the eight seconds. 

The money. The points. It’s not about any of that.”  

Her chest rose and fell like a metronome, face flushed red. 

Felix stared into the whites of her eyes, lids pulled back, folded into the 

back of their sockets like linen.  

“You will die, Felix. Do you get that? You ride again. It’ll be 

your last. I can’t live with that. Can’t be responsible for that.”  

The breath in the hearth of Felix’s lungs burned white hot. He 

drew his gaze from the worn-down carpet of the trailer, staring the 

manager dead in the eye.  

“It should be my decision. Not yours.”  

He turned and kicked the trailer door open. He stormed across 

the showgrounds back lot, his silhouette cut out by the anemic 

floodlights atop their posts. They stared down on him, the lights, as if 

they had always been watching. All this time.  

 

* * * 

 

They sauntered at the head of the alley with a lack luster wash 

in their eyes, stony and far away. He watched on horseback as they 

chewed their cud, staring back at him with eyes like black marbles. 

Their tails whipped side to side, swatting off the flies that spun through 

the air like beads on string. The feeling of being eight years old again 

rose like stray embers inside of Felix as he watched them chew. The 

feeling of being eight years old and winning a game unfairly.  

Barden, also on horseback, chased the first group down the 

alley, into the crowding pen and locked the gate. At the end of the 

property, six feed lots away, the Peterbilt pulled in from the two-lane 

highway that perforated the valley floor. Hauling the livestock trailer, 
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the behemothic machine lumbered up the drive and backed up to the 

loading ramp. A man from the truck dropped down from the diver’s 

side and stepped on to the catwalk of the sidewall of the crowding pen. 

He held out a blue flag at the end of a bowing rod and gently waved it 

back and forth.  

One by one, the cattle walked the length of the crowding pen, 

up the loading ramp and onto the backend of the truck where their 

hooves clattered against the metal freight floor. Ahead of Felix, Barden 

rode up the alley at a trot. From behind, the cattle bellowed and 

crooned. Did they know, Felix wondered, perhaps all this time, what 

they were? What they would be? Always? He turned his horse to let the 

next group through and watched them as they scampered by. The fight 

in their eyes, if there were any to begin with, burnt off so many years 

before.  

 

That night, before the sun had finally set, when the cattle were 

long gone and perhaps already slaughtered, he stepped onto the 

medicine ball with the heel of his dusty boot, extending his arms out, 

balancing himself as the medicine ball tilted and rolled beneath the 

soles of his boots. Through the open barn doors, the empty valley floor 

sprawled for miles like blemished yellow leather, stacked beneath the 

brooding sky. It seemed so vacuous and so unending, the nothingness 

of it all. He closed his eyes, imagining the next ride, imagining so 

clearly, every fiber of Callosum’s musculature, as if he were already 

sitting on the top rung of the chute.  

Below, the breadth of Callosum’s shoulders almost filled the 

width of the chute, his hindquarters nearly pressed against the back. 

Felix could smell the very soul of him, like burning redwoods fifty 

miles away. Like a fevered hallucination, the clanging sound of the 

beast smashing against the chute caging rattled in his ears, drowning 

out the world around him. If he could have spoken, that beast, that 

monstrosity, it would have been in an ancient language buried in the 

tectonic scripture of the earth.  

He imagined lowering himself onto the bull and waiting the 

moment before the chute gate released the two of them, married in a 

battle older than each of them, outlasting the very existence of their 
forebearers and into the end of time. He imagined staring into 

Callosum’s eyes and seeing within them, the very truth of himself. He 

imagined staring into Callosum’s eyes and seeing that he was already 

dead.  
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* * * 

 

Tonight, Felix straddles the top rung of the chute for the last 

ride before his retirement. His arm crinkles his bib as he grips the top 

rung of the chute. He notices his hand is weaker now than before. 

Below him, Callosum, the black Chianina waits. With December 

headaches still throbbing in July, he slides down and grasps the corner 

beam as he mounts the heaping beast. He mounts Callosum for the third 

time in his life; the millionth time in his soul. In the chute, the bull 

throws his weight this way and that, and Felix can feel himself sliding 

across the bridge of the bull’s back.  

The rope buckles against the rosin of his gloved hand, stinging 

his metatarsals where the adhesion of scar tissue runs ragged against 

the enveloped nerves. Hundreds of needles prick the muscles in his 

hand as he grips the rope. Sitting still, he listens for the latch of the 

chute to unlock.  

In the stands, they chant his name – a new American prayer. 

Flea looks up and sees them through the white sheeted light pouring 

down from above. He sees their eyes. The same kind of eyes as the 

week before. Black marbles. The eyes of the idly dying.  

They are quieter and quieter, the people in the stands. They 

hush until they are silent. He feels their eyes on him. A solo rider. No 

team affiliation. His very last penny earned on Barden’s ranch, spent on 

the registration fees.  

His heart fills as he digs his fingers under the rope line and 

scoots himself along Callosum’s back, giving himself enough room so 

as not to choke his lean. He raises his right arm, palm open. His head 

throbs, the final ride of his career is nearly to begin.  

Felix waits. The roaring bleachers quiet. The chute crew 

hushes. The breath in Felix’s lungs acidifies with depleting oxygen. 

Deep in his guts, he feels it, an electric jolt. The same electric jolt he 

had felt the very first time he had ever ridden. When he first discovered 

that he would do nothing else, could be nothing else other than this. 

The exact same jolt that etched his name into the marble slab of life. 

The only proof he had ever existed.  

He waits for the gate to spring open. For Callosum to rear up, 

full throttle, for the ride to commence. For the timer to start. He waits 
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for what seems like an eternity. For the tension to wind up so tight that 

it feels as though it might snap, until it all springs loose. Until it 

releases everything.  

It is the last night of Felix Bancroft’s bull riding career, the last 

ride before an early retirement and he waits.  

He waits. He waits for it all. He waits for what seems like the 

rest of his life. 
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Aiden James 

Liberty Never Leaves Without a Wanting Feeling 

 

Walter hadn’t had the dice roll in his favor since he bet a grand on 

black in September at the dog park casino in Melbourne. It was now 

June and the central air conditioning was on full blast, it was 102 

degrees in Miami and even though it was just replaced, it couldn’t keep 

up with the persistent heat of another relentless Florida Summer.  

He returned home yesterday afternoon from the hernia surgery that 

followed a spinal surgery that was needed after he was crushed 

unconscious in his Audi A3 at a red light by a teenage girl texting on 

the new Peak-n-Cheat app. At that moment, she was peeking for tan 

white to light brown cheating and had no idea additional lights had 

been added on Arkia Boulevard. As she skidded past another new 

expansion of Planned Parenthood, the dropped jaw look on her paling 

face confirmed her surprise.  

Ten Vicodin scripts later barely kept the pace with the throbbing pain 

punching at the center of Walter’s chest. The good stuff was hard to get 

now, after the junkies and lawmakers shut down the flow of it from the 

clinics. He was sitting lifelessly on a beige leaf-print sofa wishing for 

it; covered in bags of frozen peas and half-thawed diced carrots when 

the front door opened. For Walter, the worst of it was still coming. 

His mother crossed the entranceway with a shuffled creep that sped into 

a lurching stride as she crossed the room. She looked rabid, and as she 

approached him, her breath smelt like an unknown death that had 

traveled far to meet him.  

“I’m going to the hospital,” were the words that the smells brought with 

them.  Her eyes were a dangerous milky red and combined with the 

pale stool she had forgotten to flush last month when he was visiting, 

things began making sense.  

He thought her dead, and his intuition quickly combined the 

occurrences of the past 6 months to come to the same conclusion, that 

she was dying. On her way to the waiting room, he thought. The one 

for the hereafter, and what she carefully hid from me is now showing in 

full force. Such is the way things are when a passing’s afoot, he 
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assumed. The living trying to rationalize the disoriented workings of 

the dying.  

Walter loved his mother, more than any other person alive or 

cadavered. She was his last living link to his homeland of Europe and 

the shores of France, who’s reappearance were now becoming a 

distancing dream to him. As he saw it, other than his ailing grandfather 

Rudolph who was waiting impatiently for his own ferryman across the 

River Styx, he was alone in the new world.  

“Tampa General.” She said. The words were raspy and pushed through 

without easiness to accompany them.  

“Huh?” Walter said with the same dis-ease.  

“Tampa’s where I ‘m going. Your grandfather is feeling well enough to 

take me. I just stopped by to tell you.” She spoke the words looking 

lost. Her eyes animalistic; searching for an escape to the wild.  

“Mom…” Walter paused. Thoughts rushed alongside the pain surgent 

from a failed attempt to rise. “I can’t move. My guts are killing me. My 

back… I can’t even sit up for the life of me.” This was true, Walter 

hadn’t showered in three days and wouldn’t for another two. He was 

riper than late August wheat in a Montana plain and the smell of 

sauerkraut was rising upward in bursts between his movements to 

remind him of how much German was in his French blood.  

“Remember that time I told you I wanted to be buried in France, 

mom?” He said with a sadness sweeping over him that sank him deeper 

into the sofa.  

“Ya...” She said in drained accent, recalling it well. She had since 

thought of it herself but found herself unable to burden her family back 

home with the sight of it, and although she was dying, she would never 

admit it to her son. 

“I bought a plot, mom. It’s in Cimetière de Bagneux, Paris. Jeanne 

Hébuterne is buried there. I thought if I ever had a chance to meet her, 

it’d be in the afterlife, where I’d woo her away from  Amedeo 

Modigliani and have her for my own. With allegiance like hers, who 

needs life anyway?” Walter wanted to smile, to laugh like none of it 

mattered and he wasn’t plagued by thoughts of his own demise. He 

fought the urge away and veiled it deep inside where the hurt was 

resonating from. “I want you to have it. You can tell her I’m coming.”  
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She smiled a small grin, excited by the thought of the dead living 

lavishly and John Dassin singing hello from the Champs-Elysées. “I’m 

not going anywhere, Walter. I’ll be fine. Everything is going to be 

alright… Besides, I have a plot in Arlington Pittsburgh, next to your 

grandmother’s.”  

The image grudged Walter. He had long reviled Arlington as 

everything gone wrong with the Western world. The overwhelming 

smell of cat urine when arriving from the countryside. The billboards 

plastered with cigarette brandings covering window fronts along the 

main streets. A pollution level that could only be rivalled by the 

humidity on a Southern Florida’s Summer and bribed away with 

sporting tickets to major venues. 

The thought of cheap automobiles rushing by her and the passengers 

screaming slurs out of the windows as they passed enraged him as he 

began to silently plan her voyage toward their homeland from the 

deepening hole his body had dug in the sofa.  

She walked in small steps toward the front door, and as she left, 

thoughts of loss sprung upwards like flowers in fast bloom. Thoughts 

of care and wounding, liberty, and how it never leaves without a 

wanting feeling. 

   … 

 

 

Walter’s mother died that night. She asked to be clothed in her pink 

cotton pajamas, so she’d be comfortable in her rest. She was buried in 

Cimetière de Bagneux, Paris against her wishes and told Jeanne 

Hébuterne that her son was coming close behind her.  
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Sarah Pratt 
Kerman 

 

In 1794, Mohammad Khan Qajar besieged Kerman for six 

months in order to capture and kill Lotf’ Ali Khan, the current Shah 

of Persia. When Kerman fell to the siege, the Qajar army blinded and 

killed over 20,000 men as punishment for their allegiance and 

reduced most of the city to rubble over a period of ninety days before 

continuing his pursuit of Lotf’ Ali Khan. 

# 

I lived. 

A girl, no more than six or seven, was clenching my hand. I 

didn’t know her name. I didn’t know her family. But she was crying, 

and she didn’t seem to have anyone else. Maybe she used to. Maybe 

her mother or father were one of the priests strewn around the temple, 

or one of the bodies that had succumbed to thirst in the lower room 

where we had hidden. But they were all gone, and she had no one. Not 

anymore. 

People stumbled around us, eyes glassy, as they took in what 

was— what used to be a holy place. Parts of it were burned, others torn 

down, and the entire room— the entire temple, the entire city, the entire 

empire— smelled of blood and smoke. I didn’t think I’d ever get the 

scent of iron off my skin. There was still smoke in the air and screams 

in the distance. 

The soldiers who follow Qajar have given up their humanity in 

exchange for power, Baba had told me during the siege, after starvation 

had killed my older sister.  Two months ago, I remembered. My sister 

had been alive two months ago. Allah will see to them when the time 

comes. 

Where was Allah in this? 

The men who had hidden us were strewn across the room, 

unmoving and unburied, faces covered in blood. They didn’t have eyes. 

Someone had gouged out their eyes. What sick tyrant would do that to 

the people he wanted to lead? So many were dead because of him. 

After six months of siege, seeing our brothers and sisters starve, after 

the horrible night of the invasion, they were still dead. And for what? A 

power play, for the Qajar bloodline to take the throne and become 

kings? To rule over a land of corpses? 



77 
 

The girl was still crying. Screaming. I didn’t know her, but I 

knelt beside her and let her bury her face in the folds of my hijab. 

“I worshiped here since I was a child,” someone whispered. A 

man several decades my senior, dressed in white with a rope tied 

around his waist. He walked to what remained of the altar and looked at 

me. I couldn’t begin to understand the depths of his expression, but I 

had a sick feeling that I would the moment I stepped outside.  

This was not my religion. This fire was not sacred to me. But I 

doubted that someone who let us starve for six months and slaughtered 

every person they could find within our walls had enough respect for 

religion to leave our mosques standing. 

“The fire here burned for two hundred years,” he said. “It’s 

never gone out. We’ve never let it.” 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. 

There was nothing left to say. 

# 

Kerman had been under the rule of the Qajars before. This was 

a long war. A bloody war. Cities and their people were traded back and 

forth, as if the empire was simply part of a bazaar for the royal class. 

But it was never like this. 

The Qajar army didn’t occupy our city; they made it their 

mission to bring our city to the ground. Every building, every temple or 

mosque, every city square. They killed us on sight or tried to subdue us 

and take us to a place I didn’t want to see. There were whispers that all 

women and children were being sold into slavery. I didn’t know how 

much truth was in that, but I did know that the men were being killed or 

blinded. I saw evidence of it every day. I kept out of sight. I kept 

myself small and hidden. I wasn’t going to take any chances.  

I knew that there was a small area of the city— the estates of 

Aqa Ali Sama’i, who people said was now Governor— that were left 

untouched, and most refugees hid there. But they were also guarded, 

and I was not willing to be caught by Qajar soldiers. I hid in the rubble 

of our city, sleeping with a steel knife clutched in my hand. One time, 

two weeks after I made it out of the fire temple, a Qajar soldier grabbed 

my wrist and called for his friends, telling them that he had found a 

woman, a leer on his face as he looked at me. 

I drew my knife and jammed it into his throat, then ran as far 

as I could. 
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No one else tried to approach me, after that. 

The girl stayed with me. She didn’t speak her name, she didn’t 

speak of a family, but I didn’t often speak, either. She didn’t have 

anyone better to cling to, and she didn’t draw the attention of soldiers. I 

didn’t have the heart to leave her behind to die.  

I didn’t have anyone better, either. 

One night, I left her sleeping in the burnt-out husk of a mosque 

and walked down what used to be streets. There were still bodies being 

found, bloated and half-rotten under the sky. There were still soldiers 

patrolling, looking for survivors to kill and buildings to raze. I didn’t 

know how much longer they intended to reduce us to nothing, but I 

prayed for each soldier I saw. I prayed for a painful, agonizing death 

that fit their crime. 

Where is Allah now? 

Not here. We were Persians, the descendants of Zoroastrians, 

and we were not his favored children. 

I didn’t like being out in the open for as long as I was, but I 

managed to reach where I wanted to go without drawing attention. It 

was a small estate near the city wall, barely standing from the damage 

it had taken, made from white bricks. I closed my eyes. The door had 

either been burnt or torn off its hinges, so I could easily step inside 

what used to be an entrance room. The rugs were gone. The furniture 

was destroyed. My mother’s vases, passed down from parents to child 

for generations, seemed as if they’d never been there. 

I still looked through the rooms that remained, scavenging 

what had been left behind to decay. I found my sister’s silk shawl, torn 

and covered in dust. A crumpled painting of my grandparents, from 

before Baba was born. I took everything I could find. 

I also found the charred body of our servant girl, half-covered 

in rubble, clutching my grandfather’s ceremonial knife. It was then that 

I knew our family— what was left of our family after the siege had 

starved us out— had fought. Had died in their home. 

They had taken my home and burnt it to cinders. 

# 

Even after that night, it took me months to accept that I truly 

had no one left. My sister, her husband, and our uncle had all died 

during the siege, but after the attack, there was nobody. I didn’t find my 
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parents’ bodies, nor any of my cousins. I tried to go back to our family 

home one more time only to find it completely levelled to the ground, 

smoking. 

The girl still stayed with me. After three months, I managed to 

coax a name out of her— Iraj, a Zoroastrian name that she hadn’t 

spoken for three months because she had seen what Qajar soldiers did 

to Zoroastrians— but other than that one word, she was entirely silent. 

As the soldiers finally began to clear out of our city, the two of us 

moved closer to the estates of Aqa Ali Sama’i. There was food there. 

That was becoming harder and harder to come by on the outside. 

We lived in one of the few buildings that still stood, crammed 

with other survivors. Not the houses of Ali Sama’i, but a burnt-out 

building that was near it. I saw myself in the others that took refuge 

there. Distant eyes, from those who still had them. Starving frames. 

Alone. Even those who had hidden in the estates of Sama’i were numb 

and distant. We spent private hours of the night cursing the name of 

Mohammad Khan Qajar, and of his pet Ali Sama’i who hadn’t raised a 

finger when the soldiers razed our home to the ground. 

Many people left for better cities. Even more continued to die. 

People still searched for bodies, and they found plenty to add to the 

mass graves. They started to rebuild. They spoke about Prince Lotf’ Ali 

Khan, how he escaped, and how there was hope. His forces were 

depleted, but he had fought for this long. He could still win the war, 

and he could execute the traitors that killed so many of his people. 

We grieved and screamed when news of his death reached us. 

The city of Bem had been massacred as well, but it was hundreds that 

were dead in the street rather than the thousands still being found. I 

couldn’t help but think that they had been given a more merciful 

treatment than us. 

Anything would have been more merciful. 

# 

I lived in that burnt out building with other women for years. 

The unmarried. The ones without families. Some of them wore clothing 

that was made of silk, tattered and dirty. I could tell that others had 
never known that kind of wealth. I sold my bracelets and earrings as 

soon as someone would take them. I let Iraj wear my sister’s shawl 

when the nights began to grow cold. She never strayed far from my 

side. We tried to rebuild our lives together, because we had no one else 

to do it with, but there was nothing to rebuild it with. 
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“Is she your sister?” A woman asked me one night, nodding 

over to Iraj, who was snoring softly in the corner. I knew her face, even 

if we had never spoken. She was a few years older than me, maybe 

twenty, with shoulder-length hair that she kept uncovered and a 

discolored patch of skin under her left eye.  

“No,” I responded. “We met after the siege. I barely know 

her.” 

“You two are lucky to have each other,” she said. “My name is 

Sada.” She sat down next to me and adjusted her skirt. I could see that 

it had never been as beautiful as the clothing I used to wear, but it had 

stood the test of time better than my own. 

“Mine is Homa,” I replied. 

“It’s a nice name,” she said. “You’ve been here for a while, 

Homa. Most women who found this place have either found relatives in 

other cities or died.” 

“I don’t have any family outside the city,” I replied. I didn’t 

have to ask to know that she didn’t, either. “And I refuse to die until I 

can see that the city will be rebuilt. Even if it’s centered around the 

estates of Aqa Ali Sama’i.” The mere sound of his name forced a hot, 

wrathful feeling to coil in my chest, and it made me speak without 

thinking. “The traitor should have his entrails ripped out through his 

throat.” 

“That would be nice, wouldn’t it?” Sada had a sharp-edged 

smile that told me everything I needed to know in that moment. It 

wasn’t a pretty thing, but neither was the city around us. “Something 

will come for him when it’s time. I intend to be there when it does.” 

“People always tell me that,” I said. “I do not see divine 

judgement here. Where is Allah in this?” 

“He’s dealing with other matters. We don’t need his aid to kill 

a mortal man.” 

The next day, I went to the new bazaar with her and Iraj. I sat 

on the ground next to a blind man as Sada and Iraj went to haggle for 

food, and I wrote letters for those who couldn’t do so for themselves. 

They wrote to parents and brothers and friends in different cities. They 

told them that they were still alive and rebuilding their lives, or that 

they needed help in order to overcome what had happened to them. 

I kept writing those letters as time went on, and I ached to have 

someone outside the city to write to. Depend on. Care about. 
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But there was just me. 

# 

I heard of the Qajar’s conquests in bits and pieces through the 

bazaar. I had always been good at listening, and people’s mouths 

became loose in the afternoon air. Soldiers frequented the market, 

making everyone wary, but they had stopped killing people for 

insulting the name of Mohammad Khan Shah once they realized it 

would only fuel our anger and they were just as mortal as we were. 

Shah. The title sickened me. 

“He invaded Georgia,” I brought the news back to the burnt-

out husk of a home, with seven other women that hadn’t yet moved on 

in one way or another. There was a man huddled in the corner, white 

linen wrapped around his eyes. “Razed Tiflis to the ground, according 

to the local soldiers.” 

“Tiflis?” Sada looked away from her meal, eyes flashing with 

an emotion that I couldn’t quite place. “Do you know how they’re 

faring?” 

I sat next to her and told her what I had heard. The city of 

Tiflis hadn’t stood a chance, but they had fought anyway, just like we 

had. The soldiers told me that the citizens there had fared about as well 

as we did last year. Perhaps slightly better— our city had given refuge 

to his political enemy, while they had just refused to allow to be 

invaded quietly. Their city hadn’t personally offended the new Shah. 

Ours had.  

I didn’t tell her that the soldier had spoken like the razing of a 

city was a wonderful victory, or that it had taken all of my willpower 

not to draw my grandfather’s knife and see if my luck held when it 

came to Qajar supporters. She didn’t need to know that. No one did. 

Sada looked down at her meal, meager as it was. She offered 

me a date. I hadn’t eaten anything all day, so I took it. I didn’t accept 

anything else. 

“Mother always told me that father was Georgian,” Sada 

whispered, so low that no one else could hear. “That… I was half-

royalty.”  

My eyes went wide. Sada never spoke much of her family, but 

I knew her well enough to know she was not the type of woman to be 

royalty. She didn’t carry herself like one, with dust in her hair, bare 

feet, and bared teeth. She didn’t even carry herself like I did. She was 
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just… Sada. And right now, she looked like she was trying incredibly 

hard not to react to the news I had given her. 

“Don’t look at me like that, Homa. I’m still a child born out of 

wedlock, and I doubt he was related to the king. Probably a nobleman 

who fell for the thrill of a poor woman and told her to go back to Persia 

the moment she became inconvenient. Besides, even if he is… my 

father’s either dead or will be soon.” She said it with a shrug, but her 

voice cracked when she spoke. 

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I said. I took her hand. 

“He was never part of my life,” she shook her head, but she 

didn’t pull away from me. “I don’t need a father. I never did, and I 

don’t need one, now. I just…” she swallowed and gave a jagged, 

mirthless smile. “I had a dream, when I was younger. Not of being 

royalty, but of going up to his home one day, looking like myself, 

making him admit I existed to his rich, noble-blooded family. Just so I 

could see the look on his face.” Her lips trembled. “I don’t need him.” 

“It’s not a weakness if you do.” 

“Well, I don’t.” Her voice was loud enough to call others 

attention, but they carefully pretended not to hear. “I don’t. I don’t want 

him. I don’t need him. I’m just angry that Allah-cursed Mohammad 

Qajar managed to raze my city to the ground, and he still gets to keep 

going on as if he’s above the laws of justice.” 

I clenched her hand harder. I didn’t tell her that we were ill-

favored in the eyes of the world, and that justice didn’t exist for us 

anymore. She already knew that. She didn’t need the reminder. 

So I said nothing. 

# 

A year and a half after the siege, I still slept with a knife in my 

grasp. Iraj still didn’t speak. I no longer visited the land that used to be 

my home. The last time I went, it was unrecognizable. 

“It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” I whispered one night, 

when no one except for Sada and I were awake. She and her smile had 

become more of a presence in my life. We both had the same sharp and 

ragged edges, happy to curse Qajar’s followers in Tehran with the same 

fire we cursed Qajar himself. I knew that I shouldn’t. My parents would 

disapprove. They’d say that the soldiers were just trying to survive, and 

my wrath was a weight on my soul. 
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But my parents were dead. If a Qajar soldier crossed my path, 

I’d slit his throat the moment I could get away with it. My hands were 

already stained. 

“It wasn’t,” she agreed. She laid down beside me, stretching 

her hands behind her head. We could see the faint stars, ever since the 

roof fell in. 

“I was supposed to be a proper woman.” 

“No one can ask you to be a proper woman when men decided 

to become monsters,” she said. “Besides, I like you the way you are.” 

“You didn’t know me before,” I said. “I wish you had.” 

“We never would have met, Homa joon.” I looked at her. She 

was staring at the night sky, her hair tangled around her, looking almost 

at-ease. She looked so much older than twenty-one. Iraj shifted and 

curled up tighter beside me. “The daughters of merchants don’t become 

friends with daughters of disgraced servants.” 

“There’s one good thing to come from this, I suppose.” 

“You’re sweet,” she grinned, closing her eyes. “Tell me about 

them.” 

“What?” 

“Your family. What life was supposed to be. Tell me.” 

I did.  

It was the closest I came to a burial. 

# 

“He’s dead!” 

“He was killed by a servant!” 

“Mohammad Khan Qajar is dead!” 

Those were the screams in the bazaar in the morning air. 

People were shouting, laughing, dancing in the streets as they shared 

the news. The man who had killed so many of us was finally dead, and 

for the first time in three years, the city was alight with joy. He was 

killed by his servants. Not in a battle, not with the glory of a mighty 

foe. He died in disgrace as he deserved. He’d never be able to hurt 

anyone again. He’d never hurt any of us again. 
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We were free. 

“I found alcohol!” Sada walked up behind me and handed me a 

bottle. “In celebration of a tyrant’s death. May he burn in Jahannam for 

20,000 lifetimes.” 

“This is Haram,” I said as I took a sip and handed it back to 

her. “And it tastes horrible.” 

“You killed a man, and you’re concerned about if something’s 

Haram?” Sada asked. “I think Allah has bigger things to worry about.” 

She took a gulp as well and handed the bottle back. Exhaustion showed 

in her face, her eyes heavy and dark, but she still grinned, eyes glinting, 

and it made her appear less burdened. 

“If this continues, some may turn on the governor in our own 

act of justice,” she said. 

“Are you saying that you would not?” I asked. 

“I would never, Homa,” she said. I didn’t believe her for a 

second, and she knew it. “I have better things to do. Always working, 

you know.” 

I nodded and leaned into her, wrapping an arm around her 

waist. She was better off than most of the women we lived with. She 

worked tirelessly, turning flax into cloth, sewing that cloth into 

clothing. I still worked at the bazaar, helping merchants who were 

willing to accept the help of a woman. It wasn’t much, not like it had 

been before I lost my family, but it was enough. I was still alive. 

“Iraj seems calmer, as of late,” Sada noted. “Has she spoken to 

you?” 

“No. I think it’s easier for her, this way.” 

Iraj had grown, no longer a child that cried during the night 

and made me hold her hand. She rarely smiled, never laughed, and 

carried a knife on her just like me. But there was a light in her eyes that 

I wasn’t used to seeing. She wasn’t walking in a lost daze, unable to 

live in the world around her, and she wasn’t rough and jagged like I 

felt. Her smile, when I saw it, was soft and faint. She didn’t spit and 

curse at soldiers like I did. She would grow into a kind person with a 

good life ahead of her. I’d make sure of it. 

“You’ll explain to her what this means? Qajar’s death? It may 

give her… something.” 
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“Something.” 

“Yes,” Sada finished the bottle, letting it fall to the ground and 

shatter. I closed my eyes, letting the cries of the city wash over me. He 

was dead. The tyrant-shah was dead, and with him, the conquest died as 

well. With him gone… maybe I could rest, too. 

“Something,” I whispered. 

Closure. 

# 

I knew, in the back of my mind, that I should be thinking about 

how to get a husband. Once, it would have been easily arranged within 

a month. My parents would have taken care of everything. Now, I had 

no name, no family, no wealth, and no connections to the class I used to 

be a part of. Time continued to pass in the burnt-out building with the 

other women who cycled in and out. I found that I didn’t often long for 

marriage and family the way I used to, when I was still young. I wanted 

my family back. I wanted my sister with me, teasing and comforting at 

the same time. I wanted Podar and Maman. But as for a new family, I 

didn’t feel it was necessary. 

Sada stayed at my side, greeting me with a tired smile at the 

end of the day, sleeping beside me and Iraj. Her smile was still sharp 

and not-pretty, and I found that mine was as well. I taught her how to 

read under candlelight, and she taught me embroidery that I had never 

mastered in my childhood. She never spoke of marriage, either, though 

she spoke of finding a proper house for us. 

Us. 

I was past twenty, now, and my hands had turned bloody and 

calloused from work. Maman’s hands had never looked like mine, nor 

had my sister’s. I knew that we had once looked similar, when I was 

younger and they were still alive, but when I looked in the mirror, I 

could only see the faintest whispers of them. My face was all sharp 

angles streaked with dirt, my lips were cracked and pale, and my hair 

was brittle. I only wore my hijab when I went to a mosque, which 

happened less and less. My eyes looked less kind, less warm, set into a 

piercing stare that made travelers avoid me. 

I wasn’t supposed to be like this. 

That thought didn’t hurt as much as it used to. 
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“You have worker’s hands,” Sada told me one day, tracing her 

fingers over my palm as we walked from the bazaar. Her own hands 

were as rough as mine, and her ring finger was crooked in two places. 

“They’re no better or worse than the hands of a merchant’s daughter. 

They mean that you’ve known hard times and come out stronger.”  

“My mother would weep if she saw me, now,” I said, and it 

came out as conversational. “She would always fret. She worried that I 

would marry below my class and have to face the pain of laborious 

work and an unremarkable life.” 

“Your life is so far from unremarkable,” Sada said. “I don’t 

think a single person in Kerman has an unremarkable life.” 

“The merchants who travel here.” 

“Other than travelers. And soldiers. Curse them.” 

“Curse them,” I agreed. Even now, the city still crawled with 

them, making sure that Kerman didn’t rise in rebellion like so many of 

us still wanted to do. I thought of the city of Bem, how it gave up Lotf’ 

Ali Khan those years ago, and wondered if they were receiving kinder 

treatment. I wondered about the city of Tiflis, and if it had been 

reclaimed by Georgia. 

I hadn’t heard news from either city. I only knew that our city 

continued onwards. 

# 

You don’t go to mosques anymore, Iraj wrote one night, her 

handwriting perfect on the spare scrap of paper. 

“I don’t,” I agreed. She furrowed her brow, the question 

obvious on her face even though she didn’t speak it. I had never heard 

her speak more than her name, and I probably never would. “I don’t see 

why I should go. Allah wasn’t here when we needed him to be. Seeking 

him now seems rather unnecessary.” 

“He was here,” Sada objected softly. 

“Where?” 

“Isn’t it obvious?” she looked up from the paper she was 

drawing on. “He couldn’t help us, so he did the next best thing.” 

I raised an eyebrow. “And what did he do?” 
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Sada’s smile was a knife, dangerous in a way that women 

weren’t meant to be. It was stained the same unrepentant red as my 

hands were. 

“He died with us.” 

# 

Iraj didn’t talk like the rest of the world, but I knew how to 

understand her. Sada and I both could, so well that I sometimes forgot 

that others couldn’t. She’d gesture the same way I did when I spoke, 

translating those gestures into phrases. I no longer remembered what 

her voice sounded like, from that one word she spoke nearly four years 

ago. I didn’t need to remember. 

Do you think my parents would be proud of me? she asked one 

night, writing on a spare scrap of paper that Sada had either bought or 

stolen.  

It wasn’t the first time Iraj had asked questions like that, 

hoping that I would have answers but knowing that I couldn’t give her 

what she wanted to hear. And I didn’t know. She was a beautiful girl, 

and stronger than she should’ve had to be, but I never knew her parents, 

or any of her family. Would they find her strength to keep moving 

forward a tribute, or would they want her to remember more? Would 

they try to hide her passion? Would they be disappointed that, even 

after four years, she was silent from trauma? 

Would they accept she had found refuge with two Muslim 

women, neither of which were married or had anything in their name? 

I didn’t even know what my parents would think. 

I knelt next to her and pressed my lips to her forehead. It didn’t 

matter what they would think. Not anymore. They had been reclaimed 

by the ground, just like my family. We were all each other had. 

“I’m proud of you,” I whispered. “I’m proud of us.” 

# 

Sada came back one day, her fingers were bloody from 

needlework, her clothes were dirty with dust and sweat. She kissed me 

on the cheek and hugged Iraj, as if she wouldn’t have it any other way. 

“I’ve found us a place to live,” she said, almost 

conversationally. “In the servant’s quarters of one of the northern 
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estates. It’s not perfect, and they’d much rather prefer we be married, 

but it’s shelter, and it’s work. And it’s not the estates of Ali Sama’i.” 

“For all of us?” I asked. Sada wasn’t one to joke about serious 

matters, but after years upon years of living in the burnt-out husk of a 

building, it sounded unbelievable. There were few of us left, here, and 

no one had lived here for as long as we had. In my mind, it was more 

likely than not that I would die in these walls. 

“For the three of us, yes,” she responded, a genuine grin 

making it onto her face. Still sharp. Still hard. It was the most beautiful 

thing I had seen. “It took some work on my part, let me tell you. And 

it’ll be hard work.” 

“But it’s still a place to live? After all of this time on the 

streets?” 

“Well, we’ve suffered enough for a lifetime, I think.” She sat 

down next to Iraj and I, taking my hand in hers, all callouses, chipped 

nails, and crooked fingers. “We deserve this luck, Homa. We deserve 

this.” 

I thought the world was crashing down around me, like it had 

four years ago. I wanted to cry. I wanted to cry for my family, for 

Sada’s family, for Iraj’s family. I wanted to cry for Lot’f Ali Khan, 

who could have brought an era of peace to our land if he had lived. I 

wanted to cry for the blood on my hands, because as little as I regretted 

spilling it, I shouldn’t have needed to. But I didn’t. I had spent enough 

time on tears, enough time on pain. 

The world was not crashing down around me. The dust had 

finally settled. 

We moved into the servant’s quarters within two days. It was a 

mudhouse within the walls of the estate, removed from the house and 

gardens. So small, compared to what I once had, but better than where 

we had lived before. We had barely any possessions to transport— a 

dirty shawl, a burnt book, and necessities that we had gathered over the 

years— and we didn’t have many demands to be met. Iraj was my little 

sister, according to Sada. A Muslim girl who just happened to have a 

copy of the Avesta Hymns hidden under her skirt. She had a cot, and 
Sada and I could share a bed. We had a place for fire, a place to cook 

our own food, and a small washroom. That was all we needed. 

Months passed like this. The work was long and left us 

exhausted by the end of the day, but the rhythm was easy to keep. The 

thought of a husband slipped from my minds like sand between my 
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fingers. Iraj spent her days working with us, silent as ever but content. 

She kept a simple notebook in her pocket, and a piece of charcoal 

behind her ear. Her writing surpassed mine, not that I could ever be 

surprised. I only wrote when I went to the bazaar to transcribe letters, 

and that was only when I could afford the time to go.  

Sometimes, when the night was dark, I’d write letters to my 

family. Just to tell them that I was okay, that I had rebuilt my life, that I 

still thought of them, but it no longer hurt to do so. 

I knew they couldn’t read them. I still wrote. 

# 

“Homa, come to bed. Your wandering is disturbing everyone 

on the estate,” Sada whispered, walked up behind me before wrapping 

her hands around my waist. “We have to be up early, tomorrow.” 

“We have to be up early every day. Tomorrow isn’t special,” I 

said, hands coming to rest on hers. The words felt bitter on my throat. 

Tomorrow wasn’t special. But tonight… tonight was another matter. 

“You’d think it would become easier, wouldn’t you?” Sada 

rested her cheek on my shoulder. “After all of this time, you’d think 

that you’d stop missing how it used to be.” 

“Five years,” I rasped. “Five years to the day, my life was torn 

down as if it was nothing. Everyone’s lives...” 

“I know.” The silence after her words was deafening. We did 

nothing but stand for a while, eyes looking at nothing as we 

remembered. Five years. “We never can let it go, can we? It will 

always come back to those months… even now, when we’ve remade 

our lives.” 

“We should have never had to remake them,” I shook my head 

and broke away from her. “We shouldn’t have had to suffer like we did. 

Hurts to think that we were the lucky ones.” 

“I know,” Sada whispered. She took my hand in hers. She 

didn’t smile, but she wasn’t crying, either, and her voice was earnest 

when she spoke. “I’m the luckiest woman in Kerman. I met Iraj. I met 

you. And in my future, I see nothing but good.” she paused, quirking 

her brow. “I got to live to see Qajar be murdered by lowly servants, so 

that’s a good thing.” 

I managed a weak laugh. “Does that give you hope for our 

predicament?” 



90 
 

“I like our master, actually. He hates Ali Sama’i, so he has to 

be a good person.” 

“You need better standards. Everyone hates Ali Sama’i.” 

“Enemy of my enemy, Homa joon. We need a new governor,” 

she said. She squeezed my hand. “We have suffered too much already 

for our minds to stay in the past. We can remember, but it’s time to let 

our memories stop hurting us. Now come to bed.” 

I felt my lips twitch, and I blew out the oil lamp, letting 

darkness fall over the walls of our home. Sada took my hand in hers 

and lead me to our bed. I heard her fall asleep with my ear on her chest, 

the gentle rise and fall of her breaths. A lifetime ago, I’d curl up with 

my mother when I had nightmares. My mother, who was buried in the 

rubble of old Kerman. Myself, whose stare was much too cold to 

resemble the merchant’s daughter I once was. I wasn’t a child anymore, 

and Sada’s breaths scratched at every inhale in a way my mother’s 

didn’t. I closed my eyes. 

I lived. 

Maybe that was enough. 

END 
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Margaret Spilman 

The Final Bow of The Bearded Lady 

 

My act is effective in its simplicity. One look and you’re 

twittering all the way down past the cages of double headed reptiles, 

past the painted box where the Rubber Man contorts, barely glancing at 

the vignette where the hip-joined twins Viola and Jana braid each 

other’s platinum blond hair. Hair is so precious and refined on them, 

but on me that flaxen robe is coarse and wiry. Aren’t you tempted?  

Looking in the cracked mirror of the dressing trailer I muse 

that if it weren’t for my truly spectacular breasts, I would have made a 

decent Wolfman instead of a Bearded Lady. I’d be pasting in fangs and 

filing my nails to points. Instead, I pick the proper nail polish to match 

my pink lips and choose a corset with care. Sometimes I put little 

ribbons and pearls in the bristly curls. Last week I saw a couple show 

ponies using the same trick and the idea lost its glamour.  

I prefer the bright red lipstick, how it makes a bull’s-eye out of 

my lips when I blow a kiss to a passerby. I can’t miss. Viola steals it 

more often than not and wears the tube down to a nub.  She stretches 

out that yellowed smile of hers when I complain. “Oh, why do you 

care? You won’t be here long.” Jana looks down and fiddles with the 

ribbon in her silky braid. They heard me talking with Rubber Man 

about Dr. Jornoff and since then there has been a lot of passive 

aggressive hell to pay. I should know by now to keep my mouth shut 

about anything I want to stay mine.  

I’d smash Viola’s smooth chin right into the dressing room 

table, but you can’t hurt one of the twins without hurting the other. 

Jana’s got it hard enough without my help.  Whispers say they used to 

just be conjoined by practiced gestures, specially sown gowns, and a 

sense of showmanship. Then life imitated art. They guard their act 

viciously but Rubber Man said he found a bloody needle and a tangle 

of reddened thread not long after Jana had been talking about trying 

something new. She doesn’t talk like that anymore. I look over Jana 

and pick up the coral pink lipstick instead. Small sacrifice, I’ll still be 

gorgeous. 

Big Man comes into the dressing trailer to eye his little 

ducklings with care. He is busting out of a suit that’s all neon strips 

going every which way, the opposite of a slimming effect. He leans 

close and helps me tighten the laces on my corset.  
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“Suck in there, Lady.” He pulls harder than he knows he 

should. 

“What do you think I’ve been doing? I got ribs, Big Man, 

they’re liable to break.” 

“Here now, one more breath. There! A pretty little bow tied for 

the pretty little lady.”  

My sides ache with the effort to breathe. Big Man runs his 

palm over my bristled cheek, his eyes linger too long. The whole trailer 

stays quiet and watches. The mat of dark curls in the middle of my 

chest hides the flush that creeps across. I turn away from him and get 

busy powdering away any sign that his eyes can do more than just look 

at me. He doesn’t bother to hide his amusement.  

“Well I got to go get us all an audience. Kiss for luck?” he 

leans in. 

“I’d smear my lipstick.” 

He grabs his tailcoat from a hanger hooked on a burnt-out 

mirror bulb. It’s got more strips. Your eyes never know where to land 

looking at Big Man.  

“Hypnotized?” He grins. 

He warms up his voice with a few hearty coughs, struts out the 

dressing trailer to shout welcome to those with the good fortune to 

wander by our part of the beach.  

I take a few more deep breaths, every day it takes a few more 

to get out the door. I just want some space to myself. I pretend I’m 

having trouble deciding on a garter while the others tromp out of this 

hot tin box we’ve started calling The Frying Pan. It makes more sense 

when you see the tent where we sell our wares in. Back when Big Man 

had a freak with horns sprouted from his skull flames got painted all 

alongside the sides of the Big Top. Satan eventually left for a gig in 

Florida, but the flames stayed.  

“Out of The Frying Pan into The Fire!” Rubber Man warbles at 

me on his way out the trailer door.  

“Joke never gets old, huh?”  

“Not to anyone who can laugh,” he spits right back.  
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That’s why I like Rubber Man; he gives like he gets, no 

regrets. I spin in the mirror, kick out a leg to look at the curves. 

Stunning. 

 

There’s a lot of time to think while the peeps are peeping. 

Bend down, adjust my garter, turn up so they can get a good look, a 

seductive smile seals it. Maybe I am the Wolfman after all. 

“Look!” a sandy haired thing squeaks and points my way. 

“He’s got a good rack on him,” her shirtless male companion 

replies. 

“I think it’s a her,” squeaks the mouse girl. 

“Well go on then, let us have a look.”  He looks me in the 

eyes, challenging. I curtsy and hold up the ends of my beard with both 

hands, then twirl the ends of my mustache.  

“No, not there. Here” he grabs his crotch and his audience of 

one giggles. “Oh shit, look at that!”  He has spotted the cages with two 

headed reptiles. The little mouse girl trots after him obediently. 

Morons. 

It’s a light crowd this morning but I’m already feeling like I’ve 

got a belly full of hot coals. I watch Viola and Jana do each other’s 

make-up for a handful of gawkers. Matching red lipstick, of course. 

When I turn back there’s a small face looking up at me. Her cheeks still 

are wiggling with baby fat and she’s standing in a way that lets me 

know she’s not yet used to the sway of her hips.  

She keeps staring, so I lean in close and let her see how pretty 

my eyes are, how full my lips. I want her to see that my beardedness is 

just like her little plastic pearl earrings or the freckles under her brown 

eyes, just beautiful decoration. But my compassion is too much for her 

hormone soup brain to comprehend. Eye contact makes her tremble. 

She covers her mouth with her hands and runs over to the 

mouse and the crotch-grabber, who are trying to get the double-headed 

snake to bite. The hot coals in my belly turn to fire. I could like them. I 

could be smooth. I learned just like the other girls about blades and 

depilatory acids and waxes, about what to cut and rip and pumice. I 

beat my young skin into submission like the other girls. But the little 

hairs just got stronger and darker. It looked like someone had sprinkled 

pepper over every inch of skin only an hour after my morning shave. 

Hot waxes lasted only a day and angry red bumps marked the assault. 
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Then I let it grow. I lotioned and oiled and softened, embraced my 

unique beauty. I came here. I let others enjoy my gift. But they think 

they also get the right to judge with the price of admission. 

An older couple stops at my corner. I relax my jaw and smile. 

They try to move their eyes up and down my body without being 

impolite. I appreciate the consideration, so I wink at the woman. She 

winks back. I wave coyly. They wave back in unison. I do a little spin, 

my hands framing my well-sculpted ass. They spin, beginning to 

chuckle at our game. I lean in close and stroke my beard. The man 

puffs up a thick mane of his own, streaked with gray. Pops his chin out 

towards me. 

“You show me yours, I’ll show you mine,” he whispers.  

The dark of the tent makes people whisper. It’s what you do 

when you know you’re spying on someone. Voyeurs, all of us. I reach 

out my pink nails and stroke his chinny-chin-chin. He reaches out to 

touch my face.  His touch is gentle. The woman next to him smiles 

approvingly. Whack. The sound of Samson’s whip against his muscled 

thigh makes everyone jump. Big and leather clad, our security. The 

couple moves along quickly and Samson towers next to me for the rest 

of my shift. His thick hand rests over the rusted “No Touching” sign. 

Touch is something I missed before I came here. I didn’t know 

what a commodity it could be.  I was always hiding, afraid that the 

razors and makeup wouldn’t be enough, that the carefully placed 

scarves and high collared shirts would droop too low.  I wanted to be 

touched, wanted so badly to be touched. I mean, boys in back seats 

weren’t something that never happened. Their hands would start at my 

waist, feeling up through the layers of fabric mistaken as modesty. 

They’d clutch at my back, pulling us closer into hips and lips, clawing 

upwards to the clasp of my bra. They’d get all sweet after and want to 

touch my face. Their fingers would explore with tenderness, and then 

curiosity and then a frantic sort of shame. “What’s wrong with your 

face?!” 

Now and then, I pick up a little action after the show. I can 

always spot a potential tryst by their too quick glance. They can’t risk a 

lingering look and what it might reveal, men and women both. They 

see me whichever way they want to see me, a way to try both sides of 

life. I’m not both sides of life.  

Rubber Man thinks I should start charging. He knows we got 

to get all we can while we can. I told him I would think about it. I’ve 

got a nice little nest egg hidden in the box with my lotions and 
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hairbrushes. Nobody touches those but me. I’ve got enough now that 

I’ve got options. That’s what everyone is so pissy about. They think it’s 

a betrayal to try and be like the rubes who pay their dollar fifty. It’s not 

that simple. So many parts of who you are don’t seem like a choice, 

until one day you’re counting up your options and they’ve changed. 

At first, I started saving up because I thought that’s what you 

do, you get as much as you can. It wasn’t until I saw Dr. Jornoff that 

the money became something more. It was during one of our mornings 

off. I’d passed on the usual poker game and instead put on a worn pair 

of men’s corduroy overalls and wiped my lipstick off, tied back my hair 

into a low ponytail and taken the bus to the nearest movie theater in 

town. I looked like a beat poet, or a fishmonger, mostly I looked like a 

man so no one paid me any mind.  

Then I saw him. The ad was plastered on the side of bus I was 

supposed to get on. When it slid into view, I missed the doors opening, 

the boarding, missed the doors closing until Dr. Jornoff slid away. His 

big block letter words echoed like Big Man’s voice in an empty tent. 

Someone could zap me with lasers and it would all be gone. All his 

discounted rates. A smiling woman with a full beard, a smiling woman 

with a smooth face. Who could you become? I sat on the next bus 

breathing slowly. I thought I left those desires behind with grossed out 

boys in back seats. The whiskers around my lips tickle with each breath 

and I thought what it would be like to sit there with a clean face for the 

whole day, for a whole year? For people to pass me by without a 

second thought. 

I kept Dr. Jornoff to myself. The family here doesn’t like talk 

of blending. They don’t want to sit in coffee shops and browse sales 

racks unnoticed. Big Man keeps telling me to commit. The others won’t 

really accept me until they trust me. They can’t trust me if I keep trying 

to blend. Shit won’t go back in the goose, at least that’s what he says. 

 I’ve spotted other doctors with new discounts since then. 

Following me. There were billboards and radio commercials as we 

traveled along the back roads and beach towns, parking ourselves down 

near Mexico then back up the Pacific Coast Highway. Now Dr. Jornoff 

smiles from a billboard overlooking a road full of brake lights right 

near our tent. He’s moved up in the world since I saw him last.  

 

When my lunch break comes, I shimmy my way out of the tent 

and squint into the bright light. A thick mane of hair sprouts from my 

armpits as I shield my face. There’s a crowd of teens eyeing our tent, 
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deciding between the freaks or the beach for their Saturday. I raise my 

arms up higher, prancing around like a ballerina. I have their attention. 

I blow a little kiss and they collapse against its force into a twittering 

mob. Enough play, I’m off the clock. Time to get some food.  

Hungry Jenny’s got a huge pot of chili ready and some honey 

cornbread. She’s a good cook but that’s not what got her here. She used 

to get fired out of cannons until her legs broke and didn’t heal right, but 

she finds inventive ways to get around. Just like she did in her canon 

days. Hungry Jenny’s got Mums to help out too. He’s big enough to 

pick up anything but couldn’t bake a cake to save his life. Not a talker 

either, I like that about Mums.  

“It’s too damn hot for chili,” I tell her. 

“Well take it or leave it, Lady.  I don’t make the weather just 

the food.”  

“You got a dollar?” 

“What, you don’t have anything shoved up your garter?” 

“Come on, I just want an ice cream.” 

“You’re going off the beach in our work outfit?” Her voice turns from 

sass to concern. 

“Naw, there’s a cart like four feet away.” 

She hands me a crumpled dollar from inside her boot. “Watch 

yourself.” 

I do a spin and blow a kiss, “I always do.” 

 

The ice cream vendor is just down the sidewalk, the sidewalk that 

separates the beach full of sun-kissed families from our patched tent 

with its dusty flames. Big Man is calling out, rounding up a new batch 

of peepers for the discounted price of just a dollar. I strut away from the 

sound, toward the ice cream man and a little cheap refreshment of my 

own. A Drumstick maybe, or a Rocket Pop, oh but chocolate sounds 

good. I part the sea like Moses and walk right up. People would rather 

stare than be first in line. 

A mother hisses over the head of her child, turns his bulged eyes away. 

The older boy next to her studies me like a textbook. Too many eyes 

doing to many different things, but they all want a show. They all want 

something more to titter about as I walk away. 
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“Rocket pop, please,” is all I say. 

 

I head back to the Frying Pan, my mustache glistening with melted 

syrup. My lips taste sweet when I lick them.  

“You get what you wanted?” Hungry Jenny calls from her table. 

“Yeah just something sweet and cold, you know.” 

“Sometimes you just get a craving. Even when there’s perfectly good 

food in front of you.”  

I take a slice of cornbread and thank her. The day is fading fast and I’ll 

need more than sugar in my stomach anyway. We’re all just waiting for 

the night crowd now. They’re the most unpredictable and the most 

lucrative. 

 

I’m halfway into a new outfit for the night when I hear the 

voices, mostly because they’re talking about me. The walls of The 

Frying Pan are thin but it wouldn’t matter if they weren’t. The owners 

of the voices are shouting over the alcohol in their veins. I know what 

they want, it’s why the Rubber Man think I should charge for my trysts. 

There are always takers. I tug at the zipper of the purple showgirl outfit 

we got during a stint in Vegas. It’s a honey, with dangling glittery 

bobbles and purple feathers, everything strategically placed to show off 

just enough. I step out of the Frying Pan. Showtime. 

It doesn’t take long for them to find me. I’m not exactly 

hiding. They smell like cheap whisky and vomit.  The ringleader steps 

up and puts his panting body parallel to mine. 

“Someone is having a good night.” I heckle. 

“We got this guy… we got money, wadda you say.” He slurs 

and makes gestures to various genitals. 

“Like you’d know what to do with anything besides your left 

hand.” I push past towards the tent. 

“Oh, come on, don’t walk away. He’s getting married! We 

wanna send him out right.” The ringleader shuffles in front of me 

again. He’s close, too close. His followers drop the tanked-up groom by 

my feet and lift up his head. 
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I know that face. I have to laugh because I know that face. 

Timothy, named for the saint. One of those good Catholic schoolboys 

my grandmother was always trying to set me up with, no matter how 

many times he turned me down. Until the day he didn’t. How I’d been 

convinced that he had finally seen my value, my beauty. Then someone 

made a joke. Someone started a rumor. How he’d looked disgusted 

when I came over for a kiss in front of his friends. An important lesson, 

learned roughly. Timothy Sutton, he’s grown up. Meat on his bones 

and a vanished neck, but a vaguely handsome face still. 

“Sure.” It slips out my mouth too fast to stuff it back in.  Their 

faces change from good fun to confusion. 

“Two hundred and fifty upfront. Well? Come on, come on, out 

with it, and I don’t mean your little pricks.” I open my palm for 

payment and watch their startled faces while Timothy moans at my 

feet. The ringleader rat gets his cronies to dig into their surprised 

pockets and hands over a crumpled wad of bills.  

“Oh, and this. You gotta wear this,” he says. 

It’s a veil, like the belly dancers we worked with in Reno used 

to wear. Just enough to show my batting eyes, and hide my bearded 

face. I sigh and put it on. 

 

There’s a dark empty space behind The Frying Pan. It was 

supposed to be an extra changing room rigged out of fabric and tarp but 

no one uses it for dressing up. Timothy’s draped over me, smelling my 

hair. The weight of him makes it difficult to walk in any sort of clear 

direction but we manage to get through the makeshift door. I sit him 

down on a beach chair and count the two hundred and fifty.  It’s a 

hundred and twenty, those sons of bitches.  I stuff the bills under an 

empty flowerpot full of cigarettes. 

“Hey, Timothy.” 

He hiccups and looks me up and down, “Hey… you’re pretty.” 

“Am I now?” 

“Purple.”  

He hiccups again. He might throw up soon, so I scoot a plastic 

trash bin over with my stiletto and hand him a bottle of water from a 

nearby cooler. 
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“Yeah baby, I’m purple.” 

“You sound…  I know you?”  

“Drink your water, Timmy.” 

He obeys. Big Man is going to be looking for me soon. 

Timothy fiddles with his belt, “Woo! It’s my night,” he giggles. 

I lean over to him look him in the eyes, “Not tonight baby.” He 

can feel hot coals in his belly tonight. He can deal with blue balls and 

rejection. He can want me but he won’t get me. It’s only fair.   

He takes my face in both hands and roughly pulls me toward 

him. His groping hands unhook the edges of veil tucked behind my 

ears. Its delicate protection floats down slowly, carried by a shiver of 

cold ocean air. It sparkles and then falls into a puddle on the asphalt. 

My face is left unwrapped and in his hands. 

‘What the hell?” he hiccups. He bats away the cascades of hair 

like they’re unexpected spider webs.  

“Oh god! Those assholes!” He starts to wail, “Those assholes!”  

He didn’t know. He was too drunk, didn’t see who I was, 

didn’t want me. I was fooling myself. He tries to get up and falls 

sharply into the side of The Frying Pan.  

I want him to know I know him. I want his buddies to know he 

fucked a freak years ago, not as a drunk joke, but sober, tenderly 

touching my face. I follow him back towards the beach shouting, 

“Timothy Sutton! Little Timmy, from the yellow house on Poplar. 

Little Timmy with the rusted truck who never got to second base until 

the girl next door.” I’ll tell him just what I think of him. He vomits on 

my shoes. It’s not worth it. No one is listening. The crowds at night too 

high and drunk, dancing to the Big Man’s music. Timothy runs towards 

the water, falling into the sand. I grab the money from the flower pot 

and head into The Frying Pan to clean up.  

Under my silver hairbrushes I add the new profits to the rest of 

my treasure. Stare at the pile trying to count it while I change my shoes 

into a golden pair of stilettos free of vomit. Enough for three treatments 

at least. But for a lady like me, it could take years. Results not 

guaranteed. I could end up patchy or scarred. No beard to sell in the 

tent and no smooth face outside of it. I pull the silver brush out and 

tame the tangles that have sprung up. 
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Grandma bought plastic combs in bulk, knowing they would 

break. At night she’d stroke the ends her long gray hair with her silver 

handled brushes while I yanked at my tangled strands with the broken 

teeth of my own plastic comb. She tried, she cried with me, but she 

couldn’t understand why I didn’t want to make the sacrifices needed to 

blend in.  Grandma begged me to, “Try a little harder, Lucia. You can’t 

go out like that.” 

“Why, what’ll happen? What!”  

“People will talk, people will stare, you know this.”  

“It hurts, everything hurts my face…”. 

“Beauty is pain. Don’t you want somebody to love you 

someday?”  

I didn’t want someone to love me someday, not like that. I 

didn’t take much when I left, but I took her hairbrushes right off the 

doily-covered vanity. Heavy and classy, the sort of thing fancy British 

ladies have their maids brush their hair with in T.V. shows.  Maybe if I 

came back with the brushes and the money maybe Grandma would 

know what to make of it all. Make a home again. Stupid. I know better 

than the get all greeting card fantasy about the future. Who wants to 

please people like that anyway? People who get disgusted by a little 

hair, afraid of a little taunting. Not worth the time or aggravation.  

 “Hey bitch, we know you’re in there.” There a loud banging 

that shakes the trailer. Timothy’s friends are not pleased with the 

services provided.  They bang on the sides of the Frying Pan.  I slinked 

out, one sharp heel in front of another because fuck them. 

“I got to get to work boys. Take your friend home, he’s done 

for the night.” 

“Give us our money back.” The ringleader rat’s voice is sober 

and dangerous. 

“You wanted him to get ‘freaky’, right? Services provided, no 

refunds.” 

“Fine. We’ll get it ourselves.” 

One of his cronies marches into the dressing room. Big Man’s 

on the other side of the tent and Samson must be with him. The night 

crowd has swollen and demands everyone’s attention. 
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“Get out of there! You’re trespassing!” I yell, hoping someone 

will hear and care. 

“Oh, shut up whore.”  

They’re tossing the tiny trailer, their lack of coordination 

amplifying the destruction. Everything is on the floor. The ringleader 

rat knocks over my brush box and all the desperately counted cash, 

tightly coiled in rubber bands, spills out. 

“Ha!” He grabs for it. “Look at all this, freak has laid a golden 

egg.” 

“I swear to god….” it’s my turn to sound sober and dangerous. 

“What you going to do?” He snatches the rolls of cash off the 

floor, cradling them in the crook of his arm.  The others don’t seem as 

enthused with the theft. This isn’t a street gang, just a bunch of assholes 

at a bachelor party. I’ve been in fights before; I bet rat boy hasn’t. I 

know how to sink my elbow into a man’s throat, lodge it against his 

Adam’s apple. I know how to dig a heel deep into someone’s foot. I use 

my knowledge.  

 

They run away as best they can except for the little rat king. 

He’s clutching his throat and gasping for air. I lean in close and shake 

my tits at him. 

“Fuck. You.” 

I grab at the scattered roles of cash he dropped. Some have 

rolled away under the mess they’ve made. Samson barges in with Big 

Man and one of the barker girls and I have to stop my search. Rat king 

is still gasping so at least he can’t say anything. 

“Damn it, Lady, you know there will be cops!” Samson 

bellows. 

“He attacked me.”  

“Why in the hell do you think that would matter!?” Big Man 

yells. He sighs and pulls out a pair of overalls. “Change clothes quick, 

try to look like a victim. Or a man. That could work too.” He studies 

the blood on the carpet from one of the men who got the business end 

of my stiletto.  

I pull my hair back tight, and rip the braids out of my beard.  

Attention is on our gasping visitor, threatening, cajoling him with that 
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rapid salesman speak Big Man’s so good at. I grab my box of brushes 

sit on it. I don’t want anyone else taking what’s mine. There’s just time 

to wipe off my purple eye shadow but the police arrive before I can 

pick out some sensible, non-gore covered shoes. Samson pushes me 

outside to wait. I lean against The Frying Pan in my bloody gold 

stilettos and listen through the tin walls. Rat King is starting to get his 

voice back.  

“You see what happened?” The officer’s voice makes me 

jump. I didn’t hear him come up beside me. “Hey, sir, you been 

drinking tonight?” he pokes me with his baton. 

“Come on, Mike,” his partner looks me up and down and 

sniffs, “he smells like vomit.” 

“You live around here?” he asks sharply. The officer named 

Mike points with that same baton to the homeless men that dot a hill to 

the left.  I shake my head. 

“You speak English?” 

“Fuck it. This area drives me nuts.” His partner rubs his eyes 

and sighs. The officers head over to Big Man. He calls them by name, 

feigns ignorance at the situation. Timothy and the remaining nest of 

rats sulk a safe distance away. I wonder what story they told the cops. I 

try and meet Timothy’s eyes, but he just looks right through me. I’m 

just another bum on the beach taken in by the promise of a show, 

nothing remarkable. Perfect, absolutely perfect. It comes up like the 

vomit he left on my shoes, the laughter, hard and high and yelping. The 

brushes are heavy. I have to get a hold of myself.  

I rock the box in my arms and recount each worn bill in my 

mind, run my hands along the handles of the silver brushes inside. How 

many rolls did I rescue? How many are still in the trailer? Who will 

pocket them? The blue and red lights, blink, flash, blink, flash. 

Hypnotized?.  Saint Timothy remains slumped on a cop car a safe 

distance away. Rubber Man catches my eye, waving slightly. Hungry 

Jenny is there too, looking concerned. Mums lifts her up and starts 

walking towards the water.  

The ends of my overalls grow heavier with the weight of 
seawater and sand. I stop to roll them up, revealing the thick hairs 

coating my legs before trotting along tide line to the hill full of drunks. 

I blend right into the backdrop of roaming undesirables save for the 

blinks of gold at my feet. Hungry Jenny, Mums, and Rubber Man walk 

with me. Dr. Jornoff smiles from his billboard, watching over us.  
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“We will head back in an hour.” Hungry Jenny leads us, even 

though Mums is doing all the walking with her in his arms. 

“Big Man will sort it all out.” Rubber Man says, “Don’t worry, 

you’re too valuable to get into too much trouble.” 

“It’s not the first time the rubes have gotten out of hand.” 

Hungry Jenny agrees. Mums nods knowingly. 

“Don’t worry, Lady.” 

Dr. Jornoff, looks menacing in the yellow light and foggy sea 

air. Menacing. Under his white grin, What kind of life do YOU want? A 

bikini clad woman kicks a smooth oiled leg out in utter glee. 

“Hey, you guys want an ice cream?” I pull out my box, open it 

to reveal the brushes and wads of cash.  

“Sure Lady,” Rubber Man grins. “I’ll take two.” 

“Like your shoes.” Jenny says as I wobble in the sand.  

I kick a hairy leg out and smile bright.  
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