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firsts
For our fall issue, we delve into the world of "firsts," moments of introduction, awakenings, beginnings, imaginings
and re-imaginings. There is something fascinating about a
first, whether it be a first kiss, or a first birthday, a momentous first occasion, or something more ephemeral than that.
In this collection of poetry and prose, we move from a first
domestic encounter of learning to iron, to a first abandonment of domestic duty, from encountering family again and
finding a bitter first of feeling in that homecoming, to a first
school day that dredges up memories that connect mother and son, rendering a first both old and new. The firsts in
these pages are varied, but share a common sense of discovery, of some illumination. We hope poring through these
words will bring the same sense of light.
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learning to iron
pat durmon

6

Nine-years-old,
innocent as a baby’s blue eyes,
and trusted
to follow my mother’s directions
on pressing a flat tablecloth
with a hot iron,
a real woman’s chore.
Ironing, always done
to the beat of music at our house.
Today, swaying tunes
and “Hey, Good Lookin’”
playing on the old wooden radio.
First I sprinkle the cotton cloth
with water from a Coca-Cola bottle,
much like salting an egg. I pull
edges even, forcing square corners.
Then comes the pressing and wet hiss.
Oh, the smell of baked cotton.
Sprinkle, iron, sprinkle, iron, sprinkle.
My confidence grows.
As the sun rises higher in the sky,
I turn and flip damp handkerchiefs
and pillowslips, dancing
with a dreamy iron, moving hips
back and forth, this way and that—
caressing wrinkles away,
pursuing flat and smooth
with as much insistence
as the forsythia limb
swaying and pressing
against the house.
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come and get it
wanda clevenger

Hillary Clinton, 1992: “I suppose I
could have stayed home and baked
cookies and had teas, but what I decided to do was to practice my profession, which I entered before my
husband was in public life.” You go
girl. That tasty morsel is one impressive way to get out of KP duty.
A woman and a black man vie to
be the presidential candidate and a
new day dawns in America's long
history of same old, same old — in
the White House and in the kitchen. There's a new cordon bleu at the
range and the menu is upscale; the
usual choice of entrees have been
spiced up for your dining pleasure.
Bon appétit.
I've witnessed some impressive
finesse in front of the cameras and
heard more than a few memorable aspirant quotes, although none
as enthusiastic as Rachael Ray's
“Yumm-o.” The mere thought of a
woman or a black man becoming
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President is intriguing, as tantalizing as Bobby Flay's latest and greatest Mint Marinated Grilled Shrimp
Tabbouleh Salad, as astounding as
lime-flavored beer. Still, at the end
of the campaign trail, the end of
the workday as it were, there remains the unavoidable, universal
challenge: “What's for supper?”
No matter the profession we
wives and mothers practice, or
what coincident time constraints
we struggle with (not to mention
the often uninspired drudgery involved), we are by virtue of two X
chromosomes the primary purveyors of all things culinary. Minus obligatory birthday and anniversary nights out, the occasional
double date with friends, family
holiday soirees, and pizza pig-out
weekends, I hold the title of Resident Chief Cook & Bottle Washer.
Before Food Network's Giada
and Paula, Ina and Rachael. Before
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the flashy kitchen sets that match
Sandra Lee's outfits in frightening
detail. Before Tyler's, Michael's, and
Guy's sexy man-in-the-kitchen personas. Before Julia Child's Frenchyflair. Before the words leek and microplane rasp and Calphalon Frittata
Pan permeated my brain-pan. Before
Harry Truman's “If You Can't Stand
the Heat, Get Out of the Kitchen!”.
Before all the hype and glamour that
now defines cooking, there was Betty Crocker.
The red & white cookbook, the
classic wedding gift (when such were
purchased and gifted via the sage,
practical wisdom of eons of womanhood as opposed to giving cold
hard cash) was the guide by which
my auspicious homemaking career
was launched. And it unfalteringly
contributed to my six o'clock call to
supper: “Come and get it!”
On the first day home from our
honeymoon, my husband—bless
his maleness—innocently asked,
“What are you making for supper?”
We were in new love. He would've
eaten anything I served, proved
by that first meal. I served him hot
dogs wrapped in crescent rolls and a
boxed potato mix. Wifey Wanda was
expert at 30-minutes meals long before “you know who.”
I was a decent cook for a beginner,
bringing to the table a handful of
tried and true recipes, and, also, the
offbeat inclination to emulate Lucy
Ricardo. Despite her less-than-conventional domestic skills—and the
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year being 1979—I idolized the
woman in her '50s designer fashions,
sashaying about her modest brownstone. (Though upon emend, Lucy
did execute more one-liners than
brunches, despite owning a Hollywood oven capable of expelling a
five-foot loaf of bread.)
With trusty Betty Crocker on my
shelf and ditzy Lucy reruns on the
tube, I deftly concocted lasagna, tuna
salad, roast beef, fried chicken, and
chocolate cake from scratch, all worthy of praise from my high school
home-economics teachers. Happy hubby praised the efforts (“My
wife's a great cook”) to anyone close
enough to grab a fork and knife.
But to be honest, just as Mrs. Ricardo made blunders, I also experienced some disasters: rubber Jell-O
(also patented as Wham-O Super
Ball), roasted heel of shoe leather,
tuna surprise-horror, and refrigerator-black bananas (who knew?).
But the most vivid catastrophe:
in flamboyant I Love Lucy style, my
husband, wearing elbow-length oven
mitts, carried outside on a broiler
pan the flaming remains of two extra-well-done steaks. Five minutes
later, an insurance agent arrived to
find us fanning smoke through the
windows. Luckily, he hadn't come to
quote prices on fire protection. The
mitts, charred beyond recognition,
were our first wedding gift casualty.
Hubby's fingers were a mite worse
for wear as well. “Lu-cee. You got
some 'splainin' to do.”

Even in those bungling, pre-Food
TV days I aspired to pull off a slick
production with panache using the
“good” dishes and matching napkin rings. (The camera would have
loved me.) Culinary was wired into
my suntan-pantyhose-wearing, lipgloss-slicked Helen Redding psyche.
I was woman.
Then, I was Mom.
In a blink I was surrounded
by two, then three, hungry male
mouths, none of which could boil
water or read a meat thermometer.
In an overwhelming effort to feed
my brood, sans Cuisinart and rotisserie, I'm afraid I only further perpetuated the myth that the woman,
the mom, is solely in charge of filling
the feedbag. If I may, I would like to
take this opportunity to apologize to
my future daughters-in-law.
Decades passed before I googled the truth: All-American Betty
Crocker was an invented cultural
icon, a brand name, a trademark of
American Fortune 500 corporation
General Mills; her name manufactured along with her image.
Well, the heels and pearls came
off faster than the gloves in a Primary debate. I snarled at my make-believe mentors, Bogus Betty leading
the pack. The jolt that Lucy Ricardo
preferred dining out at the Tropicana nightclub, the outrage that
Martha Stewart, et al have behind
the scenes prep and clean-up crews,
the realization that I had been thoroughly duped was life-altering. Su-

zie Homemaker was a fraud. Those
personalities didn't portray real life,
didn't face the everyday monotony
of preparing three-squares for picky
kids and a husband tired of the same
rehashed dishes, but unwilling to try
something that, God forbid, looked
different.
“What exactly is this?”
“What did you do to it?”
“What else are we having?”
There really should be a statute
of limitations on how long one person is expected to slice, dice; mince,
mash; pinch, puree; season, sauté;
tenderize, torch; crumb, crisp; roast,
broast; churn, chop; beat, boil; grind,
grate, aerate, or otherwise feed another. A viable term expiration date.
A moratorium, perhaps, included in
the wedding vows: “Do you take this
woman to be your lawfully wedded
wife? Do you promise to love, honor,
and keep only unto her until death
do you part? And on your twenty-fifth anniversary will you assume
cooking duties in exchange for lawn
maintenance? I now pronounce you
both beasts-of-burden. Amen.”
Rachael Ray, I love your sassy
style. But I do hope for your sake
when you have rug rats they like
garlic, hot sauce, and E-V-O-O in
everything. Yeah, gobs of good luck
with that. Senator Clinton, your
time's up. You'll have to strategize a
new excuse to shun your wifely duty.
As for me, the best quip of all time is
my new mantra: My kitchen's closed
due to illness. I'm sick of cooking.
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an escape from skin

brooke nagler

erin slaughter
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rom the time I was eight
when my parents divorced
until the fall of my sixteenth birthday when my
father died, I had been in an airport
twice a year, every year. As a result, I
knew the drill of flying by heart. My
father taught me: You get your ticket. You check your bags. You read the
flights board, and you go to your gate.
As part of my parents’ custody
agreement, my younger sister and
I flew into Huntsville, Alabama for
two weeks every winter and summer,
and then back. My father was a computer engineer for the government,
and complained about how he lived
in the airport for good portions of
the year as his shaking fingers struggled through his bags at the security
gate. The skin of his hands was red
and pudgy, and he had only stubs of
fingernails from his nightly ritual of
sitting cross-legged on the bedroom
floor on a spread out bath towel,
watching Nascar with a glass of vodka
and biting his nails.
When I began travelling on my
own, the ease with which I was able
to find my flight number, check my
baggage, get my ticket from the kiosk
and go through security surprised
me. The bustle of hurried bodies, the
squeaking roll of suitcases across the
tile, and the stale taste of cabin air
are as much of a childhood memory
as sitting in my dad’s lap, watching
the racecars on TV go around and
around.
I once read in a magazine that
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there is a psychological link between early childhood experiences
and those who travel; supposedly,
kids who have a tumultuous family
life, or have the desire to leave their
family at an early age, tend to travel farther and more often when they
are older. Sitting in the airport, waiting for my flight halfway across the
world to board, I looked around and
thought of all these people, some in
suits and some in sweats, as just sad
little kids in big bodies with messed
up parents.
I thought about it then, and again
after getting into a fight on the phone
with my stepdad four months later,
sitting in the same airport, and while
driving 500 miles through the desert
at night on a whim, and to fill the
quiet space in the many small, empty
hotel rooms in which I found myself
in the next few years. It put a cause
to an effect for me, and came to define one of the parts of adulthood
I’ve come to like most: newfound,
unconstrained freedom. My ability
to run away when I want to, and not
to have anyone come searching with
the intent to take me back.
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Looking back, I have spent most
of the last handful of years dreaming
desperately of escape, without knowing why, or to where, or from what.
These are the things I do know: I
worked at a call center one summer,
and the only thing I remember about
those two months of dial-tones and
sanitized headsets is the map on

the wall of the gray cubicle where I
sat. The year I was eighteen, I fantasized extensively about faking my
own death, Sherlock Holmes style.
Even now when I walk down the
street with a friend, it is always a
few strides ahead, as if my body is
itching to break away. I know what
it is like to follow isolated winding
roads through forsaken-looking
small towns with names like Post
and Tucumcari, a chorus of hollow
historic buildings left in their wake,
decayed echoes of a time when the
road sang out and the towns vibrated
with life. I want to tell you how it felt,
driving through the desert at ninety
miles an hour, flat endless nothing to
all sides; head blazing with the ghost
of Jack Kerouac, utterly free and accountable to no one except the yellow divider leading onward, the pink
sand from the mesas that dusts the
asphalt. The deep sense that if there
is a God, he most certainly resides in
West Texas, in the fractured winking light of the orange sun flickering
through the trees as it saunters out
of view like a celestial headlight, in
the iron orchards of abandoned cars
and rusted drive-in signs, in the split
open houses that only nature fights
to inhabit.
I want to tell you what it was
like to be seventeen and alone in a
strange country. Eight months out of
high school, I booked a trip alone to
Ireland, telling my parents after the
fact. The trip was paid for by the so-

cial security money I received after
my father’s death, and was perhaps
a small act of rebellion against my
mom and stepdad, who had just
forbidden me from moving to California with my boyfriend. At seventeen, I had been out of high school
nearly a year, and was enrolled in the
community college fifteen minutes
from the house I grew up in. I felt
as if I had completely failed myself,
my ambitions. To compensate, my
new ambition became to travel as far
and as often as possible. This marked
the beginning of my autonomy as a
traveler, the transition between being shuttled east by my mother and
dragged back west by my father, and
actively running towards any direction of my own choosing. Perhaps
I felt some small echo of my father
there, in my first experience in international travel, in the airport rituals
that became my inheritance.
On the flight to Dublin, which
was at least nine hours long and my
first overnight flight, I sat next to a
retired couple from North Carolina.
They talked to me like they were old
family friends, asking me questions
about my college plans, my sisters,
and my Grandmother’s recent cruise
to Alaska. After a microwave-meal
dinner of lukewarm Salisbury steak,
the captain extinguished the cabin lights, and almost in unison the
people in my section leaned back
in their seats, put the hospital-quality pillows behind their heads and
thin felt blankets over their faces. I

couldn’t sleep, imagining they could
all be dead under those blankets,
if not for their raspy breathing. I
wished someone would talk, to break
the illusion. I sat hovering over the
Atlantic Ocean, in the middle of an
airborne morgue, with restless leg
syndrome for the next four hours,
until a glimpse of sunlight, grass,
and ocean came peeking through
the oval window.
Ireland.
Before going through customs
I stopped in the bathroom, and at
the sight of the oddly-shaped European toilets I understood that I was
truly in a different place. I took out
my cell phone. It had no signal; the
whole device was completely useless.
It didn’t even have the right time on
it. I had never felt so free.
The airport was color-schemed in
silver and green, a geometric wonderland. I heard the singsong accent
of the young customs officer with
sapphire eyes and sweeping brown
hair, and it seemed as though anything could happen. I still had to call
my parents, however.
I slipped the coins in the slot, felt
the cold receiver against my face, listened for the dog-whistle dialtone.
“Hello?” my mom, her words
slurred together by sleep. It must
have been around three in the morning for her.
“Yeah, I’m here. I just got through
customs and I’m about to leave the
airport.”
“Okay. I was getting worried, I’m
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glad you made it there safe, honey.”
There was warmth in her voice. I
could imagine her in bed, her thin
blond hair a mess against the pillow,
the pores on her face bare and visible
without makeup.
“Yeah, I’m here. I’m fine. I haven’t
been kidnapped and killed yet.” I
looked around at the bustling dome.
“Okay, you’re going to call me
when you get to your hotel? How are
you getting there?”
“I’m taking the bus, Mom. It’s in
the itinerary I left for you on the
fridge.”
“You’re going to call me when you
get there, right?”
“I don’t know, it depends on if I
can get to a payphone. I’m calling
you now.”
“No, you need to try to call me
when you get there so I know you’re
safe.”
“Okay, I’ll try. I’ve got to go, love
you.”
“I love you too, be safe, baby.”
Finding the right bus was easier than I expected it to be. I passed
through Dublin, and staring out the
window I could hardly believe I was
witnessing one of the greatest cities on earth in action. Giant clocks,
masses of pedestrians, painted pub
doors, taxis and fancy bridges; everything seemed like a landmark.
The towers of carved marble and
masses of people were exciting, but
it was nothing compared to what I
saw when we got onto the freeway
heading north out of the city.
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First were the patches of grass,
and then strips of furry swaying
land, trees draped in ivy, until as far
as I could see, everything was enveloped in the ten-thousand most brilliant shades of green that ever existed. I felt the breath leave my body all
at once like it had been knocked out
of me.
The following summer, I got another brief taste of escape when I
took a trip to Montreal with Rachel, my best friend since the fourth
grade. Our first night in the city, we
were walking back from dinner at
a Mexican restaurant (who knows
why, after paying eight hundred dollars and traveling six hours by plane
from Texas, we sprung for a mediocre version of what we could easily
get at home) when she twisted her
ankle on the hostel’s marble steps.
The next morning when I got up
and dressed for the day, she was still
lounging in the bottom bunk of our
shared bunk bed. Her laptop was sitting on her chest, her ankle wrapped
up in an Ace bandage.
“I don’t feel like I’ll be able to walk
a lot today,” she said, “You should
go do things, though, and when you
come back later we’ll have lunch.”
I was excited to have a chance to
explore by myself. Unlike my friend,
who was afraid to walk down the
street unaccompanied in the unfamiliar city, I was itching to set off
alone amidst the pedestrian hordes
and howling train stations. I walked

down to the mall district, past dark
stone cathedrals with grassy lawns,
paper-mache string lights in rainbow colors hanging overhead, left
over from the recent Pride Parade.

I was itching to set off
alone amidst the
pedestrian hordes and
howling train stations.
Rachel texted me around lunchtime, asking for me to bring her
food, and I ignored the text for an
hour before reluctantly heading back
up the concrete hill to our hostel.
Rachel’s mother had organized
the trip for us, taking care of each
detail, reading reviews of hostels
and choosing ones in safe neighborhoods. She even made us flashcards
of common French Canadian phrases, although we never learned any
other than “Parlez-vous Anglais?”
(‘Do you speak English?’) to which
the Quebecois replied with confused
looks; despite our exotic imaginings
of Canada, everyone spoke perfect
English in Montreal. The fact of
her mother’s influence over the trip
didn’t feel smothering, as it would
have if it were my own parents. In
fact, it was comforting. Since my father died, I had felt as if I was the one
holding daily life together, forced to
be mature enough to take care of the
details that were neglected in the

emotional chaos. It was nice to sit
back and let myself feel taken care of,
for the first time in as long as I could
remember.
The next morning, I left while
Rachel was still asleep. It was early, and mist hung in the gray air.
I took the Metro to Mount Royal
Station across town. Mount Royal
was the pinnacle of the city, creating a concrete amphitheater below
it. I climbed the paved path up the
mountain, passing wildflowers and
dogs with their owners, elderly couples in Posturepedic shoes. By the
time I reached the top, sunlight was
burning through the trees, dissolving the fog. The giant electric cross
at the peak of the mountain hovered
over Montreal at the altitude of my
own fascinated gaze.
By the next day Rachel was fully recovered, and we had a whole
catalogue of interesting, exciting
experiences together, but in some
small way the two remaining weeks
in Montreal were spoiled for me.
I began to wake up just past dawn
to sneak off to breakfasts alone at
the café down the street, to wait for
Rachel to settle into her bunk for
a nap so that I could steal an hour
aimlessly wandering the cobblestone
path by the river. I remember walking on the pavement between a row
of skyscrapers, just another body
moving in rhythm among strangers,
and thinking ecstatically, “I could be
anyone. I could be no one at all.”
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Which brings me back to that
magazine quote, the airports, the
empty hotel rooms. If childhood has
something to do with it, you’d think
all children of divorce would have a
secret hoard of frequent flyer miles,
a folded map in their back pocket at
all times. My childhood reeks of embarrassment, longing, and frustration—but so does everyone’s.
And although my father died just
as I reached the cusp of newly-flowering adulthood, the same basic
rules apply. Memory tends to cloak
the dead in ambiguity, grief to relieve them of accountability, so it is
hard to be accurate. Yes, I remember
the smell of rotting flowers, the open
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I want to drown myself in a hurtling
sea of strangers, to consume the city
with ravenous eyes.

charlotte ring

It is perhaps more fun, and more
convenient, to have a travelling companion. There is the strict comfort
of company, and someone to take
pictures of you doing silly, touristy
things at the opportune moments.
Waiters don’t look at you strangely
when you have another person at the
table to share dinner with. But for
me, travel is less often about comfort, and more often about reckless
adventure. There is an instinct that
pushes me further, compels me to
seek more; I don’t only want to be adventurous, I want to be anonymous.
I want to drown myself in a hurtling
sea of strangers, to consume the city
with ravenous eyes while remaining
unobserved and unobligated. This is
not something I understand, nor is it
something I chose. It just is.
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abbie reeves

casket, his hair combed all wrong. In
the same breath I can also remember
him crawling inebriated across his
bedroom floor at 8pm, and the golden leaves on the Harvard yard when
he took us to Boston.
This is something else I remember: staying with my parents again
for the first time after going away to
college. I stood in the bedroom I had
grown up in, my former fortress, a
room where the air was full to the
brim with memories of sleepovers,
tears, laughter, friends, fears, and
first loves—now entirely vacant. The
lime green walls, bare, scarred with
more than a decade of staple marks.
The unsettling feeling of a life condensed neatly into cardboard boxes.
Barbie shoes and loose rhinestones
and flecks of notebook paper where
the carpet met the baseboards. It
was the realization that home is not
a place, but a feeling, the ember of a
flame inside you that must be built
and nurtured. The house still survives, but home no longer exists, except in faded memories.
Perhaps that’s what I’ve been
struggling to escape to, if anything:
home. I’ve searched for it in bleached
hotel sheets, in foreign countries
and foreign bodies, in the pounding
of wheels on pavement. I’ve caught
a flicker of it from time to time: in
a sandwich shop in the bone cold
rain, a galaxy of milk being poured
into hot tea, the line in that glorious
song when Paul Simon sings, “oooh,

losing love is like a window in your
heart…”
Escape, however, is rarely about
running towards something, and
more often about running from it.
I would like to believe it’s the sense
of adventure, the craving for new
experiences alone that keeps me
constantly moving, unsatisfied with
limitations of place and time. For
some, that is enough to keep a bag
packed in their trunk, a flight schedule always open on a tab. For me, I’ve
come to realize, it isn’t about escaping from a place; it’s an escape from
my life, from responsibility, from my
very skin.
I’ve spent many years wondering,
and it’s still hard to tell if this impulse has anything at all to do with
a childhood impression. I think in
some way, everyone’s families are a
concoction of good and bad, scarrers and menders, perpetuators of
fears that drive each other away and
comforts that call them back home.
Families are made of people, after
all, and people are that way: Messy.
Complicated.
It’s not anybody’s fault how things
turn out. Life moves, eroding everything in its path, until a child
is grown and sitting in an airport,
wondering what made her want to
leave so badly in the first place. And
someday she will be someone else’s
mother, and that child will be wondering, too.
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a mecca of
stretch marks
tanya manning-yarde

Many rivers
scroll down
the bend of my waist,
cross my oceanic pelvis/as
wild wandering weeds
simmering under the canopy
of dark-splashed vines/as
lightning bolts raging/
scattering and bursting
blooming luminescent fission/
in thighed sky/in
whose plenitude
number paths
for each ovarian warrior
who will spring forth/
travel ready for war/for

submerge, and arise . . .
yes/
so many rivers
transporting from my stomach,
rimming my pelvis,
anchoring my thighs that
I should not
think myself less
than being a delta
for all.

leap and bend
with conjured joy
when his tongue
traces them/in
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whose mud phoenixes
return to die,

abbie reeves

branching
babies’ fingers to trace
to consult with kindred/that
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queen of rage

isabelle lim

leah mueller

T
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he weak December
sun was already setting
when I arrived at the
Lazy Laredo trailer
court. My backpack was stuffed
to overflowing with token holiday
offerings, the nicest my limited
budget would allow. Mom spotted
me from her tiny kitchen window,
threw open the door, and stepped
onto the porch.
“Laura!” she
hollered. “It's about time you got
here.”
I didn't relish the prospect of
spending Christmas with my
family, even if it meant getting out

of Chicago during the winter. My
boyfriend Mike had recently given
me the heave-ho and had taken up
with a fellow student at Columbia
College—a woman named Amy who
sat only a couple of rows away from
me in poetry class. Every week, our
instructor required us to read our
work aloud and Amy wrote poems
about what a bad person I was. A
couple of weeks beforehand, she'd
described me as “a piece of dog
shit steaming in the snow.” I barely
made it through the semester, finally
emerging from class with a “C”
grade and a gnawing feeling that I

was completely without value as a
writer, a college student, a girlfriend
or anything else whatsoever.
I threw my backpack on the
floor and looked around the trailer.
It was a huge step down for my
mother. She'd recently moved north
to Laredo from much nicer digs in
San Miguel de Allende, her fortunes
plummeting steadily since my
stepfather's suicide two years earlier.
The rooms of the trailer were dark
and cramped. A few days after my
mother settled into her trailer, her
lover Harold came up from Mexico
to stay with her, and they occupied
one of the bedrooms, while my three
siblings slumbered in another. Their
lumpy single beds were arranged in
a semi-circle, mounds of possessions
piled haphazardly around each.
Outside the trailer, sickly yucca trees
and cacti dominated the landscape.
All the carports contained dusty
pick-up trucks and twenty-yearold station wagons. My mother's
car sported a plastic, Scotch-taped
window and a drooping muffler that
Harold had tied to the chassis with a
piece of nylon rope.
Mom perched on the tiny couch,
cigarette in hand, and watched me
like a bird of prey. “Welcome to the
palace,” she said derisively. “I'll do
everything in my power to make
sure you're right at home.”
Donny pounced from behind
his bedroom door and enveloped
me in a hug. For a schizophrenic,
Donny was surprisingly affectionate.

He possessed a natural sweetness
that might have flowered in a more
sympathetic environment.
This
was the main reason for her recent
relocation north of the border—she
was convinced Texas' social service
agencies would throw their coffers
open to help facilitate his recovery.
So far, they hadn't been even
remotely cooperative.

Mom perched on the
tiny couch, cigarette in
hand, and watched me
like a bird of prey.
I returned his hug, and my other
siblings wrapped their arms around
my legs and pulled on them, jealous
of the attention. My mother looked
exasperated. “Leave her alone,” she
said disgustedly. “Let her BREATHE,
for Chrissake.”
Instead of retreating, my siblings
became increasingly manic and
began to jerk the edge of my shirt.
“Get DOWN, goddammit!” my
mother barked. Donny released
me first, wandered into one of the
corners of the trailer, and smirked
at her. Jason and Emily gave my
clothing a couple of extra tugs, then
finally subsided. I suffered bravely
through the onslaught of affection.
Obviously they were only pestering
me so they could get a rise out of our
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closed the door and reached into the
recesses of her closet, pulled out a
large plastic bottle. “It's hand lotion,”
she said. “I got it at Walgreen's for
only two bucks. The little bastard is

motherly duty and help out.” She
snickered.
I stared at the bottle with horror.
“I…don't know how he'll react
when he unwraps it tomorrow,”

“I'll wrap it tonight when everyone is
asleep,” she promised.
Suddenly, an artillery of pebbles
hit the side of the trailer. I heard a
hissing noise, then a low chuckle and
finally more hissing.
“What the hell is
that?” I asked.
“Oh,
that's
Marty,” my mother
said
dismissively.
“He's a new friend
of Donny's, trained
extensively in the
art
of
juvenile
delinquency.
The
little asshole has
already
been
incarcerated more
times than he can
count, and he's only
fifteen. I won't let
him through the
door, so he just
hisses and throws
rocks at the kids'
bedroom window
until Donny goes
outside.”
Donny raced to
the front door and
flung it open. Marty
lurked in the weeds
a few feet away,
fidgeting nervously.
He was stick-thin
I stammered. “But it's way more and pale, dressed in a filthy tee-shirt
memorable than a sweater, I guess.” and jeans several sizes too large. “It's
My mother guffawed loudly and about time you got here,” he said to
tossed the bottle back into her closet. Donny. He scrutinized me more
isabelle lim

mother.
I settled my body carefully into
one of the stiff vinyl chairs and
stared at the trailer's contents. My
mother had decorated the living
room with battered
pieces of furniture
she'd acquired from
thrift stores. The
adjacent
kitchen
was
dominated
by
a
stained
Formica
table.
An
overflowing
ash tray sat in its
middle, ringed by
plates of half-eaten
food and glasses of
sour milk. It looked
like a bizarre and
hideous
holiday
centerpiece. Mom
had always hated
cleaning, and she
usually screamed
at her children
until one of them
broke down and
washed the dishes.
Otherwise,
the
plates would have
remained on the
table indefinitely.
“You
HAVE
to see what I
bought Donny for
Christmas,” my mother announced.
She rose from the table and
wandered into her bedroom. In a
daze, I trailed behind her. Mom

always jerking off. Emily and Jason
complain about it, but he won't stop.
He tries to be quiet, but of course
they can tell. I figured I'd do my
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closely and smiled, revealing a set
of yellowed buck teeth. “This is your
sister?” he demanded. “Where have
you been hiding her, man?”
“Far from YOU,” Donny replied.
He snickered. “Stop looking at her,
and let's get out of here.”
Marty continued to gape at me,
and then, to my immense disgust,
he ran his tongue over his upper lip.
“I'm in no hurry,” he said.
Donny shoved him towards the
clump of bushes, and Marty fell
backward. Instantly, he sprang to his
feet, fists clenched. “I've told you a
hundred times to keep your fucking
hands off me,” he warned.
Donny laughed. “Try to catch me,
then.” He took off running across the
trailer court, with Marty in furious
pursuit.
My mother stood behind me,
staring at the place where the two
boys had been. The smoke of her
cigarette spiraled above my head and
drifted into the carport. “Well, that's
Marty,” she said drily. “He comes
here several times a day, looking
for Donny. They fight and then
they go God knows where. I'm too
exhausted to find out exactly what
they're doing.”
My mother used the word
“exhausted” as an excuse to
avoid just about everything. She
contracted pneumonia frequently
and smoked even more when she
was ill. Mom strongly believed
that fate had unfairly cast her in
a maternal role, and she suffered
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as a result. Harold was little help.
Ostensibly, he had journeyed to
Texas to offer aid to my mother, but
it was difficult to determine exactly
who was helping whom. Harold,
a portly fifty-something African
American man, usually sat in his
chair, carefully rationing his supply
of circus peanuts, munching on
them thoughtfully. He remained
immobile for hours, except for his
furtive, insistent chewing. I couldn't
fathom what sort of passion that my
mother and Harold might have once
felt for each other. They had met at
an AA group in San Miguel two years
earlier, and one of them was usually
drunk when the other was sober.
Now, my mother made certain that
Harold ate solid food, and he was
there in case she went off the deep
end. That seemed to be enough for
both of them.
Donny returned half an hour
later, shaking his head. “That little
asshole,” he complained. “He kept
asking me if I knew what you looked
like naked. How the hell would I
know?” he said. “Marty's such a
pervert.” He clenched his fists and
shook his head with fury.
I averted my eyes and stared at the
floor. “It's pretty obvious what he's
thinking,” I muttered. “I'll watch
out for him. Thanks for letting me
know.”
As night fell, my mother became
increasingly agitated. “We need a
tree,” she announced. “I've been
waiting for it to get dark, so we can

drive over to a lot and steal one. I
scoped the place out for a couple of
days. The guy usually leaves around
seven, but he'll probably go home
early, since it's Christmas eve. I can
send Donny or Jason over the fence,
and they'll just load the tree into the
back of the station wagon.”
“No fucking way,” Jason said. He
stood against the living room wall,
arms folded across his scrawny chest.
“I'm not getting in the car. Please
don't try to make me.”
“You little son-of-a-bitch,” Mom
snarled.
Jason smiled. “That says more
about you than it does about me,” he
said calmly.
My mother turned away from him
and glared at Donny. “Damn, Mom,”
he said. “You actually WANT me to
steal something?” Donny considered
for a moment, then smiled. “Sure,
let's go.”
Without thinking, I followed
them to the car. I sat in the front with
my mother, and Donny piled into
the back. He bounced in his seat,
excited at the prospect of tree theft.
My mother stared impassively at
the windshield while she piloted her
vehicle through the deserted streets.
Finally, she ground to a stop in front
of a darkened tree lot, cut the engine,
and turned to face Donny. “There's a
nice tree in the back,” she said. “See
the big pine leaning against the wall
of the office building, on the other
side of the chain-link fence? I want
THAT one.”

My brother raced over to the lot.
He hoisted his body over the fence
and tumbled into the enclosure.
After rising unsteadily to his feet, he
headed straight for the office. Donny
snatched the tree from the wall with
one brisk movement and draped it
over his shoulder like a hunter who
had just bagged his prey. Finally, he
hurled the tree over the top of the
fence and catapulted himself onto
the ground beside it.
My mother smiled. “My little
felon,” she said fondly. Donny flung
open the rear door of the station
wagon and stuffed the tree into
the back seat. A pungent, festive
evergreen scent enveloped the car.
The odor was curiously poignant,
as if we had obtained the tree
legally and were preparing to take
it to a normal home for its ritual of
decoration. The pine needles pressed
against the back of my head, and I
wiggled in my seat, trying to avoid
the prickly onslaught.
The car engine roared back to
life, and we peeled away from the
lot. My mother jammed a cigarette
between her lips and ignited it with
a plastic lighter. She steered with
one hand and exhaled explosively
as she removed the cigarette from
her mouth with her other. “Let's
get this goddamned thing home so
we can decorate it,” she said. We
rolled through the streets of Laredo,
stopping briefly to purchase a sixpack of Schlitz malt liquor tall boys.
Finally, we pulled up in front of my
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mother's trailer, and she killed the
engine. “Jason!” she hollered.
Jason's gangly form appeared
at the trailer entrance. He leaned
against the door jam, head cocked
at a disjointed angle. “Yeah?” he
inquired. “Help your brother set up
this tree,” my mother commanded.
“And tell Emily to get the ornaments
out of the closet. I'm exhausted.”
My mother scooped her bag of tall
boys from the floor of the car. She
climbed the three steps to the trailer
door, then stood in the middle of
her kitchen, surveying the tiny
living area. Jason and Emily lugged
a heavy cardboard box into the
room and began the tedious work
of separating the ornaments from
their newspaper wrappings. There
were several antique ornaments
that my grandmother had given us
grudgingly after first extracting a
promise from my mother that we
would take care of them. These
precious items needed to be handled
with extreme care, and Mom didn't
really trust herself with the task.
She found it easier to simply yell at
her children until the job was done
correctly.
Two hours later, I placed a
battered plastic star at the top of the
tree and stepped back to admire my
handiwork. My mother had already
tucked into her fourth beer, and
three crushed cans lay at her feet,
waiting for somebody else to take
them to a garbage can. Harold sat in
his usual chair at one corner of the
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kitchen table, chewing thoughtfully
while he stared at the tree. He had
been silent for several hours, but
finally he spoke. “That's beautiful,”
he said. Then he resumed chewing,
and my mother laughed. “Well, it
was cheap,” she replied.
In the morning, we dove into our
tiny pile of gifts. My mother hauled
a lopsided package from underneath
the tree, then handed it to Donny. I
knew immediately which present it
was, and I stared with horror as he
gleefully undid the wrappings. He
pulled the plastic bottle from its nest
of paper, stared at it, and shook his
head slowly. A look of bewilderment
came over his face. “Why, Mom?” he
said.

I stared with horror as
he gleefully undid the
wrappings.
“You don't like it?” my mother
asked, puzzled. Donny placed the
bottle of lotion on the floor and
stared at the label with incredulity.
His eyes met Mom's, and the two
of them looked away from each
other, saddened and embarrassed.
I realized that Mom had meant for
her gift to be endearingly humorous,
and she'd hoped that Donny would
laugh at the joke. Instead, the two of
them had hurt each other's feelings

on a profound, fundamental level,
but neither of them would admit it.
During my own adolescence, I
had perfected the art of leaving.
When domestic situations became
especially toxic, there was nothing
like a long, brisk walk to clear the fog
from my head. My mother normally
stuck to beer, but Christmas meant
an endless parade of Bloody Marys,
as well as the possibility for real
violence. Since the presents were
opened, there was no reason for me
to hang around the trailer. Also, I
felt certain that Marty would stop
by as soon as his own meager pile of
gifts was ravaged, and I didn't want
to be around for that.
Besides, much better options for
entertainment awaited me. Three
days earlier, I had stashed a plastic
bag of psilocybin mushrooms inside
my purse. The mushrooms had
accompanied me on my tedious
bus ride from Chicago to Laredo,
wrapped inside a carefully knotted
handkerchief. I'd purchased them
from my upstairs neighbor. The
enterprising fellow seemed to have
an endless supply of drugs for sale. He
obtained them from an undisclosed
location that was probably within
our own building. It was best not to
ask him too many questions.
I stepped outside, then walked
swiftly through the court. After I
picked my way through the trailers, I
entered a vacant field. I realized that
I had officially arrived at the edge of
town. The expanse was brown and

dusty, dotted with scrub cacti and
ringed on the far end by a ragged
wall of abandoned cars. I sank to
the ground and pulled the plastic
bag from my purse. Astonishingly,
the mushrooms were still fresh. I
popped one of them into my mouth,
then another and another, until
finally they were all gone.
Earlier that morning, I'd tucked
my journal into my purse, and it still
rested there beside a cluster of pens. I
had planned to spend my mushroom
trip constructively, writing poetry
while I worked diligently to undo
the knots in my psyche. I placed the
journal on the ground beside my feet
and waited for the mushrooms to
take effect. I hadn't eaten breakfast,
so the lysergic process would
undoubtedly be swifter than usual.
Hopefully, the mushrooms would
provide me with the insight that my
conscious mind so obviously lacked.
Tense and immobile, I perched on
the ground and waited for the portal
to open. It remained stubbornly
closed, resisting all my efforts to
coax it from its stuck position. I
felt a sudden cold blast of wind.
This didn't seem possible, since the
air was stiflingly hot and still. For
a moment, I thought I heard the
rumble of machinery, and I realized
that I was shaking uncontrollably.
The ominous sound was coming
from inside my own body.
I slumped forward onto the dirt
and pressed my hands against my
ears. The rumbling grew more
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"I care about everything but I care about
nothing and I wish it would stop."
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insistent, and I gritted my teeth
against the onslaught of noise. It had
no discernible source and seemed
to come from all directions at once.
I slumped into the earth and began
to rock slowly back and forth, arms
clasped around my knees. “Please go
away,” I begged. “Leave me alone.” I
had said these words to my mother
many times over the years, but she'd
never listened. Instead, she usually
became more demanding, turning
the screws harder until I begged for
forgiveness.
The noise finally subsided, and
I heaved my body into an upright
position. My journal still rested in
the dirt, and I scooped the book
from the ground, flipped it open
to an empty page. My pen felt like
a metal tool, dense and unfamiliar
in my hands. I lifted it carefully
and placed the tip on a lined piece
of paper. “I feel heavy and dull,” I
wrote. I pondered for a while, then
added, “I am so useless” and finally,
“I care about everything but I care
about nothing and I wish it would
stop.”
Obviously, profound thoughts
were not on the menu for the day.
They weren't even my words, they
were my mother's. She had put them
inside my head years beforehand. I
had never been allowed the luxury
of my own identity. Egos were for
people who could afford them, and
I'd been overdrawn for a long time.
I staggered to my feet and began to
walk aimlessly. A few minutes later,

I remembered that it was Christmas.
My mother had undoubtedly spent
the day cooking a holiday meal. This
tradition was a holdover from earlier
years, when we were a more normal
family. I wondered briefly whether
Mom had noticed my absence. Most
likely, she was half in the bag from all
the vodka she'd consumed. She hated
it when anybody tried to help her
in the kitchen, and none of us ever
volunteered our assistance, anyway.
Drunk or sober, her cooking was
mediocre. She was strangely proud
of that fact and wanted to take full
credit for it.
Hunger seemed like a foreign
concept to me. The idea of shoveling
undercooked turkey into my mouth
caused me to gag reflexively. I felt
lightheaded and queasy and could
hear the rumbling of my stomach.
Suddenly I realized it was the same
sound that had caused me so much
distress a couple of hours earlier. I
had been terrified by the workings
of my own digestion.
I heard a sudden rustling and
realized I was no longer alone in the
field. A man strode towards me in
a rapid, single-minded manner. He
wore a rumpled, hooded sweatshirt,
and one of his hands was clenched
into a tight fist. I fumbled inside my
pocket for my keys. I was a Chicago
girl and always kept a set of keys in
my pocket, though I had no idea
how to use them in the event of an
actual attack.
The figure drew closer, and I

realized it was Marty. I looked
around quickly, but there was no
place to hide in the barren expanse.
Marty stopped a few feet in front
of me and smiled lewdly. I clutched
my ring of keys and glared in his
direction to show that I meant
business. “Donny told me you were
here,” he said. “I've got something
you'll really like.”
Marty extended his right arm in
my direction eagerly and opened his
fist. A crudely rolled joint lay inside
his filthy palm. It nestled between
his pulsating fingers like a bulbous
slug. “Want to smoke with me?”
he asked. He crooked one of his
eyebrows suggestively and licked his
lips. “It's really good stuff.”
I backed away from him and
shook my head. “No thanks,” I said.
Marty gaped at my body and smiled,
revealing his set of crooked, yellow
teeth. A bit of saliva remained on
his upper lip, and it glistened in the
mid-afternoon sun. “You sure?” he
asked.
I began to walk away—slowly at
first and then with increasing speed.
Marty remained in the field, staring
at my retreating form. “Hey, wait!”
he hollered. I peered grimly at the
ground while my feet continued
their too-slow progress towards the
trailer court. Suddenly, I recalled a
recurrent dream from my youth, in
which I was trying desperately to
escape from a terrifying situation,
but my feet couldn't move. It was
never clear why I was trying to run,

or what would happen if my attackers
caught me. I always woke up before I
had the opportunity to find out.
After a while, I slowed my pace and
continued at a more normal speed,
chastising myself for my fear. Marty
was only fifteen and more pathetic
than terrifying. I tried to imagine his
mother and wondered whether there
had ever been a time when she had
loved him. He'd been a vulnerable
child not long beforehand, until the
harshness of his life had caused him
to age too quickly.
Besides, it wasn't exactly the first
time that I had received unwanted
male attention. I lived in the thirdlargest city in the United States, and
men came on to me all the time. If
I walked down the street with Mike,
they left me alone, since there was
an unspoken understanding that
another man had already claimed
me. If I was alone, however, I felt as
though someone had declared open
season. Most of the time, I mentally
shielded myself from the stares and
whistles, the whiny exhortations for
me to smile and the increasingly
strident demands for my attention.
These verbal assailants were fully
grown men, but poor Marty was
just a kid. I needed to get a grip on
myself.
I felt a sudden spasm of longing
for Mike. He would certainly have
something to say about the events
of the last twenty-four hours. Mike
was known for his profound quips.
His good humor never failed to
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isabelle lim
deflate my fears. It simply wasn't
possible that he could have ceased
to love me entirely. Since it was
Christmas, he would be at his
mother's house in downstate Illinois,
far from the villainous Amy. She was
undoubtedly spending the holidays
with her parents at their mansion in
Evanston. Perhaps if I called Mike,
everything would go back to the way
it was before.
I spotted a pay phone at the edge
of the trailer court, stepped inside,
and rummaged through my purse
for quarters. Finally, I pulled a
fistful of coins from my wallet and
placed them in front of me on the
grimy metal ledge. The surface of
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the ledge was littered with cigarette
butts and scrawled bits of paper.
Somebody had kicked a hole in one
of the booth's Plexiglas walls, and
jagged spider-web lines extended in
all directions.
Mike answered on the second
ring. I was relieved to hear his voice,
since it meant I would not have to
speak to his mother. Mike's father
had died of a heart attack a few
months beforehand, and his mother
sat in the house all day, watching
television and eating oatmeal. Both
of Mike's parents had loathed me on
sight, and I felt certain his mother
blamed me for her husband's death.
“Mike, it's Laura,” I said cautiously.

“Merry Christmas. I miss you.”
There was a long, uncomfortable
silence. Finally, Mike spoke. “How's
your family?” he asked. His tone
of voice was distant, like he was
delivering a message to someone
he'd just met. “Same as always,” I
replied. “My mom's shitfaced, and
the kids are tearing the place apart.
I'm going crazy over here.”
Mike was silent again. “Are you
going to be there much longer?”
he finally asked. “One more day,”
I assured him. “I'm taking the bus
back to Chicago tomorrow. Can
we get together and talk when you
return? I have so much I want to tell
you.”

Mike cleared his throat abruptly.
“I don't think it would be a good
idea,” he said. “You and I aren't
together any more. Seeing you will
bring up a lot of stuff that I'm frankly
not ready to deal with.”
I felt tears swelling behind the
bridge of my nose, and I gulped.
“Mike, I promise to be more kind.
I'm sorry I was so mean. I'm paying
for it now, I guess.”
Mike sighed heavily. “Laura, it's
too late,” he said. “I don't want to
go back to the person I was last year.
I've been changing and growing.”
His tone of voice somehow managed
to sound firm and priggish at the
same time.
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“Jesus fucking Christ!” I exploded.
“You'd better take care of that growth
right now before that bitch Amy
catches it.” I slammed the receiver
into its cradle and stormed out of
the booth.
I realized with horror that I had
spoken with my mother's voice. She
would have uttered identical words
and delivered them with the same
intonation. This realization made
me even angrier, and the anger felt
good. The rage was much more
empowering than my earlier grief,
but it needed a target.
I burst into the trailer and stood
in front of the kitchen table, ready
to do battle with anyone who was
tempted to challenge me. Harold sat
placidly in his chair, masticating. He
hadn't budged since I'd left, hours
beforehand. “Where is everyone?”
I demanded. Harold pointed in
the direction of the kids' bedroom.
“Your mother went to the store for
cigarettes a little while ago,” he said.
“It's the first time all day those kids
have been quiet.”
The front door suddenly opened,
and my mother strode into the
kitchen. She tossed a couple of
bulging plastic bags onto the table,
looked around the room, and
sneered. “What a fucking mess,”
she said to no one in particular.
“Has anyone checked on the turkey
recently? Of course not. It's probably
burned to a crisp.”
For the first time, I became aware
of the acrid odor of charred turkey.

This was surprising, because my
mother usually preferred her meat
extra-rare, and she assumed other
people felt the same way. “I just
got back,” I said apologetically. My
mother shrugged. I was a guest, so I
had a free pass to behave however I
wanted. However, there was no way
in hell that she was going to extend
the same courtesy to her lover and
her younger children, even if it was
Christmas.
“Where are Emily and Jason?”
Mom demanded. She looked around
the room wildly, and her eyes finally
settled on Harold. Wordlessly, he
rose and left the table. This was his
long-standing tactic for avoiding my
mother's scenes. That way, he could
continue to pretend that he'd come
a thousand miles to live with a sane
woman. Harold vanished into my
mother's bedroom and closed the
door gently. It had been a long day
of chewing, and he was ready for a
well-earned rest.
My mother was undaunted. “The
little bastards have some work to do,”
she announced. “This place is a pig
sty, and I'm not going to clean it up
when I've been cooking all day.” As
if on cue, the trailer door opened
and Emily and Jason stepped into
the kitchen. Emily's face wore a
guilty, terrified expression, but Jason
appeared nonchalant. “I heard you
all the way from the other side of the
trailer court, Mom,” he said calmly.
“Would it be possible for you to
speak a little louder? I'm deaf in one

ear.”
The aftermath of Jason's quip was
immediate and explosive. With a
swift movement, my mother swept
the dishware and ashtray from
her kitchen table. Butts and milk
splattered together on the floor, and
a couple of glasses rolled towards
the living room. Mom lunged wildly
at the Christmas tree, as if she was
attempting to tackle and devour it.
She shoved the tree hard with both
hands, and it toppled onto its side.
One of the larger branches snapped,
and several ornaments shattered as
they hit the floor. Three of them were
Grandma's precious holiday gifts,
and I felt a brief swell of satisfaction.
My sister instantly burst into tears.
She groped behind the refrigerator
and pulled out a tattered broom. “I
found the broom, Mom,” she sobbed.
“I'll clean up the mess. I promise.”
Emily swept blindly, and cigarette
butts flew in all directions, as though
someone had turned on a wind
machine. My mother stared at her
with incredulous fury.
“You're
making it worse!” she screamed.
“That's it. I no longer want to have
a thing to do with you little shits. I
resign as your mother. I'm leaving
right now.”
Emily began to cry even harder,
emitting loud blubbering noises.
“No, Mom,” she begged. “Please stay
here with us. I promise to make
sure that the house is clean before
we have dinner.” She mopped the
tears from her face with one hand,

then resumed sweeping. “I'm sorry,
Mom. This room will look perfect in
a few minutes. Just have a seat, and
I'll fix everything.”
My sister was enacting a scene she
had learned from watching me when
she was a toddler. Since I'd moved
out of the house, she had assumed
the role of rescuer and was playing
it to the hilt. I stared at Emily's puffy,
sodden face. I felt an overpowering
urge to hug her, but kept my distance.
People in my family didn't know
how to comfort each other; it wasn't
part of our emotional vocabulary.

People in my family
didn't know how to
comfort each other; it
wasn't part of our
emotional vocabulary.
My mother threw the front door
open and stormed into the carport. I
turned to Emily, lay one of my hands
gently on her arm. “I'll get in the
car with Mom and see that she gets
back here safely,” I said. “I'm sure she
won't travel far. There's no place for
her to go.”
Emily wiped the snot from her
face with one of her fists. She sniffed
loudly, and a new wave of tears
overtook her. “Please make sure she
comes back soon,” she said. “I'll pick
up the tree and take the turkey out
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of the oven. I promise.” She lifted the
tree from the carpet and positioned
it carefully in its stand. Then she
grabbed the broom and resumed
her task of sweeping up the mess our
mother had made.
Mom was already in her vehicle,
warming up the engine so she could
make her dramatic exit. The ailing
car made departures more difficult
than she liked, and she sat at the
wheel, smoking furiously. “Those
goddamn kids,” she fumed as I slid
into the passenger seat. “I never
wanted them in the first place.”
“It's too late, Mom,” I said. “You
made the decision to have them. Now
you're stuck with the responsibility.
You'd better buck up and deal.” It was
a conversation we'd had many times,
and my mother pouted, as she always
did. Our familial poles had reversed
themselves years beforehand, and I
was the one who gave advice, while
my mother listened sullenly. Mom
jammed the car into reverse and
backed away from the carport. Then
she peeled out of the trailer court,
leaving a shower of gravel in her
wake.
The two of us were silent for
several minutes. My mother festered
and drove, and I looked out the
window at the tract houses and
convenience stores. It was hard
for me to fathom the depths of my
mother's talent for self-sabotage. She
had left her home in Mexico and
come to Laredo to find help for her
mentally ill, lawbreaker son, only to
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encourage him to become a better
thief.
I stole a furtive, sideways glance
in my mother's direction. She
seemed strangely calm, as if the
act of departure had somehow
placated her. Her shaking subsided,
and her posture became almost
relaxed. She reached down and set
her smoldering cigarette in the car
ashtray, then placed both hands on
the wheel. “Let's go to Denny's,” she
suggested.
My mother loved Denny's because
the food was cheap and plentiful,
and the waitresses always did exactly
as she asked, without argument. The
restaurant suddenly loomed in front
of us like a bright, plastic oasis, and
my mother pulled into the parking
lot. She cut the engine and strode
purposefully towards the restaurant
door, as if she could hardly wait to
get inside to place her order.
The hostess was elderly and nononsense, a withered veteran of
many holiday shifts. She padded
over to us in her white nursing shoes,
menus in hand, and escorted us to a
booth. The cushioned orange seats
appeared almost radioactive in their
brightness. After several minutes, a
nervous young waitress arrived and
asked what we wanted. My mother
was already on her second cigarette,
and a pile of ashes rested on a napkin
in front of her. “A cup of coffee,
black, with sugar,” she said. “And an
ashtray.”
The waitress scuttled away and

finally returned with two cups of
coffee and a battered tin ashtray. She
set the cups in front of us and smiled
uncertainly, but my mother took no
notice. Instead, she fixed me with
an intent gaze and said, “You know,
you're right.”
I was stumped for an answer.
“Right about what?” I asked,
befuddled.
“I did decide to have those kids.
Joe wanted them, of course. Then
he left me to raise them by myself.
I'll never forgive that asshole for
what he did to us.” Mom ground
out her cigarette in the ashtray and
lit another. She exhaled fiercely and
stared at the wall. “Buck up and
deal,” she said, bitterly. “Really, what
choice do I have?”
It wasn't exactly an epiphany, but
it was the best my mother could
offer, since she'd never had much of
a talent for introspection. I averted
my eyes and stared dumbly at my
garish, plastic-coated menu. The
photographs offered enormous
hamburgers, chicken-fried steak,
and steaming platters of all-you-caneat spaghetti. None of it looked even
remotely appetizing.
I felt weak, like someone had
turned on a faucet and drained the
energy from my body. The mushroom
trip, the altercation with Marty, and
my short phone conversation with
Mike all seemed distant, as if they
had happened to somebody else. I
wasn't upset with Mom, though I
knew anger would be a much more

noble emotion than the numb
indifference I felt. In a few hours, I
would return to Chicago and begin
the arduous task of accepting the
fact that Mike had left me because I
was just like my mother. Meanwhile,
I needed to conserve my energy for
the long bus ride.
There was no denying that my
mother was the Queen of Rage, and
the rest of us were her witnesses. No
one else came close to approaching
her volume of malevolence. Mom's
job was tough and uncompromising,
and she was probably as exhausted as
I was. Glancing up from the menu,
I studied her lined, drooping face.
“Let's finish our coffee and go back
to the trailer,” I said. “We can eat at
home. I'm sure Emily has taken the
turkey out of the oven by now.”
My mother took a final gulp of
the bitter coffee and set her cup
gently on its saucer. “All right,” she
said. She paid the check and left a
quarter tip. We filed out the door
towards the darkened, almost empty
parking lot. The restaurant's holiday
lights flickered onto the blacktop
and bathed the remaining cars in
multicolored light. Mom fired up
her engine, and the two of us settled
back in our seats. We merged into the
traffic and began the long trek back
to the trailer court—just another
mother and daughter, going home
for Christmas dinner.
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the dreams of
brown mothers
tanya manning-yarde

The dreams of brown mothers
murmur and hunt
for the void of dark blue/the
forgotten/untrue/disbelieved
pocket/where their kin and children
are snatched captive/to rehearse again/the
breaking of bones and bloom
to fit
unnatural untimely graves/
earth unearthed too early/too soon.
Too many lay assembled/in unholy work/
becoming food for roots/hungrily groaning/
growing/strange fruit/
hanging with circumcised leaves.
But
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we mothers war,
reopening wounds,
opening our wombs
to the dawn,
despite risk of recruitment as witness
to this perverse turn of cycle/again/with hands up
from churning/blistering
soaking in prayer/rebel

word by word/
day by day/
child by child/
teen by teen/
man by man.
Then,
swallow/for in this rebellious work we must
look always into the eyes of
our male kin and new cubs,
risk heartbreak and spine snap
to love the unspared/
risk
the door will/someday/
have to be answered/to learn
that the routine commute to work/
the enjoyable cold of snow balls in young hands/in playground/
yielded a mistaken judgment/
a “forgivable offense”/ a
mis/take that has claimed again an/other.
This duel/dual
understanding of brown mothers/amazes me/
still willing to birth/
brazen in bearing
children of earth/housing spirits of high/
ever enduring/bearing risk
to heal/
to know/
to be leaves.
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to heal/
to know/
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to be leaves.
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hello school
sam brighton

M

y son wanted to wear
a dress for his first
day of kindergarten
so he would look
beautiful. Kids would laugh at him,
he imagined, and he was probably
right. So he wore his regular purple
pants and some ratty old robot shirt,
and instead, he and my wife dyed a
purple stripe down the middle of his
blonde head.
We wait on a spread of blacktop
that sprawls for miles, it seems, as
all blacktops at elementary schools
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do. The squat, brick school building
presides over us. Some children
follow instructions and line up with
their homeroom class while others
scurry around the playground,
whirling down the bright plastic
slide into woodchips, jangling a
bridge that swings from side to
side, gathering momentum. Some
kids look polished: boys with bangs
slicked across their foreheads and
shirts tucked into trousers, girls all
dolled up in ruffles and ribbons.
My son and some kid wave at the

traffic helicopter circling overhead,
their backpacks flopping on their
backs. Mine is the only kid with a
gold sparkling T-Rex stenciled onto
his bag. Some kids sniffle with eyes
swollen red and glossy. Adults squat
before them, face to face, holding
their shoulders and brushing thumbs
across their cheeks to catch fat rolling
tears. Other adults point phones or
actual cameras at kids standing stiff
against the school-brick.
Some kids hold bouquets of
flowers.
“Russians,” my wife whispers in
my ear and tips her forehead toward
a clump of kids bearing red and
orange blooms.
She and I are the only queer
parents, just as expected.
Two days ago, my wife and I left
our jobs to attend the kindergarten
meeting, scheduled for two in the
afternoon on a Tuesday, as if none of
the mothers work regular business
hours. We sat on tiny chairs at tiny
tables in the homeroom, our knees
tucked right under our chins.
As the teacher attempted to
explain the logistics of kindergarten
and this whole Russian-language
immersion deal, parents raised
their hands and repeated questions
they had asked at the information
session six months ago, before we all
willfully registered here.
Will the classroom instruction
entirely in Russian make my kid not
know how to read and write English?
Is this really a good idea?

The answer to all questions—
“Your child will be fine.”
I was given a dull pencil and
assigned a worksheet that solicited
my kindergartner’s strengths and
my concerns. Under “strengths,” I
bragged about his inventions (hand
shovel attached with scotch tape
to Frisbee for flinging dirt away
from the garden) and intricate
drawings of birthday parties (disco
balls suspended under rainbows,
wrapped presents with nail polish
inside, all surrounded by trip wires
and security cameras).
Under “concerns” I wanted to
write that my son is a high-femme
lad on the shrimpy end of the
pediatric growth curve, so please
ensure nobody beats him and
drowns him in the toilet. Instead, I
wrote about his recent anxiety over
Donald Trump dividing America
(versed with facts from the talking
heads at daycare), about the recent
consecutive evenings he has spent
shrieking because he’s going to die
someday, my wife and I will die,
his dumb sister too, we’re all going
to die. I’ve been unsure exactly how
to comfort him aside from stroking
his bangs, saying things like, “You
seem so worried, tell me more about
this.” Because he is absolutely right.
We are all going to die. Sometimes I
wake with the same horror.
On my own first day of
kindergarten, my mom wrestled me
into a dress made of turquoise cotton
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???

The answer to all questions—
"Your child will be fine."
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though I would have preferred a
bowtie with a three-piece suit. My
parents waited with me and my
new colleagues for the school bus.
Despite the dress, I jumped between
cement lily pads, weighed down by
my backpack full of school supplies
and two full boxes of scented tissues.
My mom’s black high heels poked
into the gravel and she wore a
business suit with a bow suspended
underneath her chin as if an
extravagantly wrapped gift. Her hair
had been permed into tight curls.
My dad followed us around with the
video camera on his shoulder. My
peers and I bickered over who got
to stand on what wobbly chunk of
decaying driveway until the grumble
of the school bus engine gargled
through the dewy sunrise. Yellow
and orange flashing lights emerged
first from under the crest of the hill,
gigantic and official, the golden bus
all lit up like a carnival ride. “There
it is,” someone exclaimed. I was
ready to get on with this business of
growing up.
I had expected kindergarten to
be about wearing neckties, carrying
books around, and writing words on
chalkboards. Instead, it was more
about walking in single-file lines
and not running in the halls. The
adults didn’t let us handle knives to
cut fruit. My teacher, Mrs. Johnson,
telephoned my mother to complain
that I was doing cartwheels
during cleanup time (although the
cartwheel - singular - occurred
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during the transition from playtime
to cleanup). She crabbed at me for
chronically putting my shoes on the
wrong feet and sighed heavily when
I got lost in the teens while counting
to one hundred. Letting her down
this way made counting more
confusing. I waited through naptime,
cramming my eyes shut whenever
Mrs. Johnson’s brown pantyhoseencased legs tiptoed around me. The
bathroom didn’t have a lock, and
more often than not I opened the
door to find some kid sitting on the
toilet picking his nose. Sometimes I
wet my pants while agonizing over
whether it was safe to use the toilet.
That year, the space shuttle
Challenger exploded. The teacher
aboard, Ms. McAuliffe, had been
scheduled to speak in our school
gymnasium about her space-travel
adventure. Mrs. Johnson gathered us
into a circle on that day in 1986 and
sniffled as she explained that this
teacher would not be speaking to our
school anymore. At the time, it was
unclear to me why she was crying
about this cancelled presentation.
The Russian-language immersion
program is hosted in the public
school a mile from our house, which
only further justified its purchase.
Our reluctance to send my son there,
however, brewed as time passed.
My wife speaks fluent Russian and
lived in Siberia and Moscow on
and off during college, seduced by
Russia’s culture of hospitality, their

history—Moscow a cultural hub for
the last 700 years—their literature,
the miniature be-jeweled dog from
there that she displays in our living
room. She pursued a Master’s degree
in Russian literature mostly as an
excuse to go back and tool around
in Siberia. She felt welcomed there,
like she belonged and was a part
of things, all despite the roaring
homophobia.
When I first met her, she sent
me a bootleg recording of a
Russian lesbian musician named
Diana Arbenina. She’d made the
recording at a concert in someone’s
backyard. In Russia, there were laws
against directing queer propaganda
towards children. Any open queer
performances were risky, lest
someone plant a kid in the audience,
priming the cops to bust in and haul
queers off to jail. In my frenetic
rush to know this new person in my
life, to digest all of her loveliness, I
listened to this song nearly twenty
times a day. The singer’s voice was
desperate and hungry, and it touched
my aloneness.
My wife agonized over whether we
should knowingly send our children
into a culture that historically hasn’t
been friendly to the queers. If our
family ever visits Russia, my wife
suggests we might pretend to be
sisters instead of married queers
just to be safe, to keep our kids safe.
I agonized over letting homophobia
choke our major life decisions.
Ultimately, we decided to go for it

–—even if the Russian families at the
school refused to let their kids play at
our house or twelve years from now
we ended up in some star-crossed
lovers situation. Our kids are the
whitest children on the planet, with
blue eyes and blonde hair and the
fairest skin of all. Both parents work
full-time, are heavily insured in
every way, and between them hold
four college degrees. Given all this
privilege, our kids could use a little
oppression in their lives, we decided.
Last winter, we crowded with the
other American parents into the
elementary school library after work
to sit on tiny chairs and listen to the
mandatory information session. The
principal resurrected the overhead
projector to present the facts.
Russian kids learn better when they
start school in their own language,
and all children learning a second
language make unique cognitive
advances. We shushed our son and
re-shelved the books he had pulled
onto the floor, the mysterious Slavic
alphabet forced me to rely on Dewey
Decimal instead.
On the walking tour between the
library and the kindergarten room,
the hallways resembled every other
elementary school with endless
lockers the shade of pus and cinderblock walls painted light blue,
probably to encourage calmness.
Basketballs hammered against the
floor in the gymnasium. Artwork
covered hallway walls next to giant
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tenuous script written in pencil. The
floors were squeaky slip-retardant
and speckled, shining from their
fresh buff by the evening janitor,
who stood outside the bank of doors,
cigarette smoke whirling under the
streetlamp.
We stood around inside the
kindergarten room. The adults
yammered away. Our son helped
himself to a table covered with
blocks and assembled rockets. A
teacher pulled up a miniature chair
and made small talk about shapes
and colors, glancing periodically
at her watch, perhaps wanting, as I
did, to get the hell out of there so we
could all go home and make dinner.
Meanwhile the principal chatted up
my wife and mentioned that she too
is a lesbian and thanks to lesbian
divorce, her kids now have four
moms instead of merely two or one.

to fat or other bodily features. And
in the end, although actual physical
harm from my classmates turned
out minimal, the rules might be
different for boys, particularly boys,
like my son, who wear stretch pants
featuring gummy bears.

A bell rings and the knowing
older kids stampede towards the
school doors. We follow the ruckus,
and a school authority shepherds us
off the blacktop. A chute herds us
single-file into the line where kids
select items from the mandatory
continental breakfast, courtesy
of the School Lunch Program
given the concentrated poverty
in the neighborhood. Next to the
drinking fountain, a sign states in
English, “Do Not Use.” Last spring,
a big scandal broke over the school
district keeping secrets about their
water poisoned with lead. The school
district now compensates with biweekly email blitzes, very long, very
detailed messages about available
unleaded drinks.
The parents with the vegan kid are
having a fit in the corner, squabbling
“If the principal is a lesbian, we’ll with the school official tallying the
be fine,” I said to my wife on our way kids collecting food. As the official
out the door, “maybe the grown-ups clicks buttons on her tally device, her
all realize that bullying’s bad.”
eyes following short heads passing
Teachers during my involuntary through, she says, “He always has
school years seemed oblivious. Girls the option of declining what we
hassled me over my boy clothes or offer.” Without intervention, our
short haircuts and interrogated me son picks out a cup of applesauce
about why I wanted to be a boy. and a box of juice, leaving behind
Boys called me names that referred the packaged banana bread and

"If the principal is a
lesbian, we'll be fine," I
said to my wife.
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the milk. Allowing kindergartners
to direct their nutritional choices
seems like a terrible idea. Let my son
take a hit or two of apple juice, then
watch him transform into a bucking
pony.
The hot lunch docket makes
mention of a whole grain something
or other. The night before, my wife
and I huddled together in bed and
critiqued the food calendar. The
options certainly excelled compared
to the hot garbage we were fed in the
eighties and nineties. (The school
lunch program’s total disregard,
then, for unbuttered vegetables had
sent my high school eating disorder
into a tailspin.) Despite the menu
of periodic whole grain and raw
produce, my wife pointed out that
there was a second option every
day of the week. Cheeseburger.
Pizza. Chicken fucking nuggets.
Our son will no doubt be reaching
for the breaded chicken patty on
bun, passing on the stir-fry served
atop a puff of brown rice. When I
was in school there was one option:
one slab of Salisbury steak beneath
a coagulated gravy, a slop of mashed
potatoes with creamed corn oozing
over one of the upper compartments
onto the milk carton. Eat it or starve.
The kindergarten teacher stands
outside the classroom greeting
each child by name before the first
day has even begun. We had met
her only once a few weeks ago at
the school barbecue where we had
sweat through the hundred-degree

sunlight to collect our hotdogs and
tiny cups of unleaded water. The kid
ahead of us presents the teacher with
a bouquet of sunflowers while the
kid’s mom and the teacher kiss each
other on both cheeks. The teacher
rattles off thick phrases of Russian.
Her arms overflow with flowers.
Our son passes by empty-handed,
but the teacher makes a fuss over
his gold sparkling dinosaur my wife
painted onto his backpack. She’s
impressed that my wife also wrote
his name in Russian on the pencil
pocket. (That was my idea — so if
any predator wants to call my child
by name as he walks down the street,
the predator will have to be able to
read Russian.)
Inside the classroom, the
kindergartners’ names, printed in
unfamiliar letters, are taped to the
miniature tables. My son’s name is
a few digits shorter using the Slavic
alphabet. We escort him to his tiny
chair.
The kindergarten teacher tiptoes
through the crowd with a bale of
bloomed flowers and piles them
near the sink. Teacher aides descend
and get busy snipping stems and
filling vases. The teacher stops and
looks at me. “You’re probably more
scared than he is.” When she reaches
to place her hand on my shoulder,
her sleeve reveals the edges of a dark
tattoo on her upper arm. That makes
me like her more. Last night my son
was shrieking about death again,
but I suppose it’s possible she knows
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have been so surprised. But here he
is, five years later, sitting among his
comrades and coloring, being brave.
Meanwhile I want to puke into one of
those tiny elementary school toilets.

these bubbly children.
“What’s that say?” I ask my wife.
“What?”
“By the weird kids on the wall.”
“It says ‘hello school.’”

Cartoon children with yellow hair
hang on the wall, all smiles and red
jolly cheeks. A boy in a blue suit
with a cap like a mailman, a girl in a
skirt far too short for the dress code.
Jaunty Russian letters surround

All the grown-ups stand in a line,
out of the way, watching helplessly as
our children eat breakfast and draw
pictures. Only half of us might speak
the same language. We smile and
nod when stepping in front of each

other to snap one more photograph.
None of the Russians look twice
at us, the queer mothers. Nobody
asks me why my hair is short or if I
want to be a boy — my wife would
translate for me if they
did. But a few of the
Russians shift uneasily
and wring their hands.
Some fuss with their
kindergartners’ hair
or collars. We are all
standing here, letting
our children go.
The
lesbian
principal steps into
the classroom at nine
and invites us all to
leave and move on
with our lives. My
wife says, “Goodbye,
I love you,” and I say,
“Be brave” as I kiss
the purple stripe on
my son’s hair. He rolls
his eyes. Then, as we
had been instructed
at the parent meeting,
we turn and leave the
classroom. We don’t
look back or linger.
My wife takes my
elbow and whisks
me towards the bank
of doors. If there’s a meltdown we
don’t see it, we turn it over to the
teacher and her aides. But there’s no
meltdown, he’s calmer than me. He
is simply coloring. And no doubt
buzzing on the cafeteria juice.
isabelle lim

what she’s talking about. I smile and
nod.
Our son slurps his juice pouch
empty in a steady stream. A train
of Russian alphabets hangs above
the long trestle of a
chalkboard: a picture
of an apple with
a backwards ‘R,’ a
backwards three next
to a zebra, a dragonflylooking letter next to
some flags. It all looks
impossible to learn,
but I suppose we all
have to gather our
courage to set off into
learning survival and
alphabets somehow.
He looks up to see
if we are still here but
rolls his eyes whenever
I wave at him. As if
he doesn’t need me
anymore. As if.
Reflection
upon
his birth on this day
seems cliché, but I
cannot stop myself. I
was the second person
on earth to see his
head when the nurse
shined the light on
him as my wife yowled
and pushed. His hair was all slicked
down with amniotic gel. After that
initial blast of gravity and room
temperature and sudden germs, he
opened his eyes wide and looked
around at my wife and me. He must
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and the rain
alison paster-torres

Rain falls and does not break. Neither does it stop, but just pulls
up the gangplank and is gone.
Li-Young Lee

At night, I speak to my father.
“I’m in college now, Dad – almost done.
How are things with you?” He shrugs.
					
Still dead.
It’s not bad. I have a lot of time to think
and when the soft rains come, I can ride them
and float like petals to the ground. It’s like flying.
You should try it sometime, baby girl.
“When will I see you again?
I get by alright, but I wouldn’t mind
if you visited more often.”
He stands as I lie down to go to sleep.
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It’s so hard to keep track of time. Don’t worry—
I wouldn’t miss you for the world when it rains.
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daddy's hymn
johannah d. hochstetler

N

othing grows in the
dooryard. The ground
is hard, sprouts trapped
beneath the surface.
Mama fights the wind as she hangs
the sheets. The line whips back and
forth. The basket of wet cloth steams
in the cold. Mama’s skirt clings to
her legs.
The porch beneath my legs is
hard, like the ground. I rest my chin
in my hands propped on my knees.
The sky is grey, clouds scud across
it. It should be spring.
The door to the barn is banging.
I hear it, the lock clangs. Mama
doesn’t notice. She keeps hanging
the sheets.
I can see her hands. Raw, red. Her
skin is cracking. Her apron strings
are tangling in the wind. The barn
door keeps banging. Daddy would
never leave the barn door open.
My ankles are cold. One chicken
scratches in the dirt. It should be in
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the barn, but the door is open. Stupid
bird.
Mama moves down the line.
Sheets stretch out. The wind is trying
to tear them down, maybe send them
to Finney County. Mama’s pins are
tight though. That old wind can try
all it likes, Mama is stone.
I can see the road. Dirt. It winds
its way past our house with the paint
peeling off all the way to where
Daddy lies beneath the ground. I
think of the fake green grass waiting
to be rolled out above Daddy.
Everything else is grey. I touched
the edge of the phony grass. It felt
spikey. There was a great, gaping
hole. It looked like a mouth. This
field was going to swallow up
Daddy. He was going to lay beneath
the dirt, like the cotton seeds. The
rain would fall on the dirt, the sun
would shine down on where Daddy
slept. The rain and the sun made the
cotton seeds send up tender green

sprouts. I wished that the rain and wisely at a lady with white hair and
the sun would work on Daddy, like smeared red lips. A plate teetered on
the cotton seeds.
his knee, heavy with fried chicken
and macaroni and gelatin that had
The wind had torn at the ladies’ shreds of carrots floating beneath
hats and skirts. The preacher’s voice its surface. There was a blob of
buzzed around my head, heavy, like something greasy on his tie.
an old bumble bee. I held Mama’s
I went to Mama, wrapping my
hand. Mama stood straight and tall arms around her thin waist. She
in the wind. Flower petals whipped pushed my hands away. She didn’t
around us, spiraling. My shoes were look at me. She moved away, drifting
pinching my toes. I tried to wriggle into the people ocean. I went back to
them, but they were trapped in the the kitchen and grabbed a hunk of
hard leather. Boxed, like Daddy.
chocolate cake. It stuck in my throat.
Mama’s hand gripped my hand I went outside and threw up on the
tighter. I could hear the wind, porch.
moving across the dirt. It whispered
about Daddy. Dark, secret words.
The barn door bangs. The chicken
The wind would blow over Daddy, keeps scratching. Mama moves
it would blow all the way down down the line, hanging the sheets.
the dirt road. It would visit me at Maybe she thinks she can hang
night, soughing around the eaves sheets all the way to the road. All
of the house. It would tell me about the way to Daddy. I can see the swell
Daddy, beneath the ground. Daddy’s of Mama’s belly as she moves. I
laugh would echo in the wind, lost remember Daddy’s grin at breakfast,
somewhere in the bare cotton fields. it seemed ages ago. He patted
We went back to our house Mama’s butt as she rustled around
after. People kept coming, carrying the kitchen. The morning smell of
covered platters and bowls. Our bacon made my stomach rumble.
kitchen table was heaped with Mama laughed, “shoo-fly”. Daddy’s
macaroni salads and pies. Mama smile like to split his face as he told
moved through living room, wading me about the baby. Mama’s face was
through a sea of faces. Ladies patted soft then. I heaped jam on my toast,
my head, rubbed my arms up and thinking about babies and Daddy’s
down. Snatches of words drifted grin. I thought a baby would be just
solemnly around the room in hushed fine, small and warm.
tones. Men stood together in tiny
I curl my toes around the porch
silent islands as the women hugged step. My toes are cold. I think of my
Mama, clinging to her neck. The shoes, up on the closet shelf. Shoes
preacher sat on the couch, nodding are only for school. And church. And
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He was going to lay beneath the dirt,
like the cotton seeds.

when Daddy is lying beneath the
phony grass.
Last Spring I walked in front
of Daddy and the plow. Looking
for rocks. Sharp edges poking
up, waiting for the metal blade.
Wanting to break it. Trying to
bite it. Daddy sang songs as
he pushed the plow. I hummed
along with Daddy, the dirt
bunching between my toes.
The mule snorted, pulling at
the plow. Daddy’s song floated
across the field in front of me. I
could feel the sun on my arms.
The dirt smelled rich, green.
Daddy’s voice sang of the fields,
and the sun and the rain. I looked
for rocks.
I hear the sheets snapping
in the wind. The porch groans
beneath me, aching in the chill.
My dress is thin. The splintering
boards jab at me. There is a
stack of planks against the side
of the barn. Daddy and Mr.
Koch from the lumber yard put
them there. They laughed as
they stacked them. I stood by
the truck, Daddy’s laugh rolling
around me. The fresh cut wood
laughed with Daddy, filling the
warm air with a dusty tang. The
planks were butter smooth when
I touched them, creamy beneath
my palm. Daddy had swooped
me up, his laughter filling the
sky. I could touch the sun when
Daddy put me on his shoulders.
The boards against the barn
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aren’t laughing now. They are
starting to turn musty. I see the
shadows at their corners, fingers
stretching across the grain. They
were going to be our new porch,
they were going to be painted white.
Like Mama’s sheets. Now they were
going to sit in a pile next to the barn.
They would sit there until they oozed
into the dirt, weeds would poke their
thorny stalks through the cracks
in the stack. They would wait for
Daddy, but Daddy will never come.
I was in school the day that Daddy
died. I was looking out the window
at the blue sky. It was so clear, I
could see always. Daddy called days
like that “Indian Summer”. Days
in October that make your chest
ache. Days that make you squirm
in your chair. Days that you want
to last forever, stretch into one long
afternoon. I was thinking of the
mounds of hay in the barn, the sweet
smell when I flung myself into their
depths. I was thinking of the kittens
under the porch, their soft fur,
burying my nose in their squirmy
warmth. The teacher’s voice clipped
at the edges of my thoughts, I didn’t
hear her words. I watched out the
window as the sheriff’s car came
down the road. It slowed, turning
in to the short lane of the school.
It stopped, and the sheriff stepped
out, his belly stretching his rumpled
tan shirt. I watched as he walked to
the door. He passed out of my sight.
Then I heard the classroom door
shriek open.
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Daddy had been working on his
old truck. Mama hated that truck.
She wanted a shiny car, like the
Johnsons had. She wanted to go to
church “like civilized folk”, instead
of rattling and banging up to the
little white building. People would
turn and look, Mama’s face would
shade red. Daddy said that the old
truck was good enough for him. He
wanted to buy a shiny tractor instead.
Just one more good year. One year of
thick cotton bales, and Daddy would
have his tractor. I didn’t want Daddy
to have a tractor. I loved walking the
fields in front of Daddy’s plow, his
song filling the air. I didn’t want a
shiny car like the Johnsons either.
I loved the old truck as much as
Daddy did. I didn’t care if people
looked. I liked long afternoons when
Daddy worked on the truck. I would
squat in the dirt, waiting for Daddy
to ask for a wrench or some wire.
Daddy would be underneath the
truck as it sat propped up on cinder
blocks. Sometimes Daddy would be
beneath the rusty hood, swallowed
up by the truck. His arms would be
black right up to his elbows with the
truck’s juice. He would bang and
clang, talking to the old truck. If I
had dared to use some of the words
Daddy said, Mama would have
stuck me in a corner with a bar of
soap jutting from my mouth. But
the way Daddy said them reminded
me of the hymns we sang in church.
Listing into the air. The bangs and
clangs became the sound of the

organ, Daddy’s voice rising from the
depths of rust. Then Mama would
holler at me from the porch, telling
me to let my Daddy be, go fetch the
eggs. Mama didn’t want me to hear
Daddy’s hymns.
As I sat in school that day,
looking out the window at forever,
Daddy worked on the truck. I wasn’t
there to hand him a wrench. I wasn’t
there when the old truck decided
to take Daddy. It had swayed on
the ancient blocks holding it in the
air, it had cracked them. Daddy
had died beneath a heap of rusted
steel, crushed under an endless sky.
I wondered if Daddy’s hymn had
ended sharply, or if it still floated
across the cotton fields. I listened
hard as the sheriff’s car ate the road.
I listened for Daddy’s song.
I look at Mama’s sheets. Stretching
out. The wind keeps ripping at them.
I notice that Mama’s hair has grey
streaks against the dark. I think hard.
Were they there at supper last night?
The barn door keeps banging. I’ll
go close it. I walk through Mama’s
sheets, against the wind. I catch the
door in mid-bang. Latch it tight.
I turn to walk back to the porch,
through Mama’s sheets. I can see
her face now, in the space between
the bed clothes. Blank. There are red
stains around the pins. Her hands
have opened, her blood is on the
sheets.
I stop and look at my Mama. I
think, something inside of Mama is
hard now, like the dooryard. Like the

road winding to where Daddy lies.
Like the rocks in the field. Like the
drying blood stiffening on Mama’s
sheets.
My cheeks are wet. Mama
doesn’t look at me. The sheets are
snapping in the wind. Mama’s hands
keep moving, she stoops and rises,
pinning and smoothing. Blooms of
red streak the sheets. I wish Mama
could hear the wind. It lifts my hair,
sighing around my ears. I hear it
whistling through cracks in the barn,
weeping toward the fields. I can hear
the faint bangs and clangs, I can hear
the mule snort and grunt. I can smell
the loam of the earth as the plow
turns the dirt. I wish Mama would
stop. I wish Mama would listen. The
baby in her belly pushes at her dress,
stretching Mama out. I wonder if the
baby can hear the wind like I do.
It doesn’t matter. When the baby
comes, I will teach it the wind. The
baby will sit with me on the porch
and we will listen to the wind, and
what it carries. I will sing in one tiny
ear, softly. I will sing of fields and
sun, I will sing of rich dark earth.
I will sing to the baby, I will sing
Daddy’s hymn.
I will see Daddy’s smile on the
baby’s lips, and we both will sing.
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my first pair of
pumps
linda freeman

Fire engine red
heels so thin
you could slide down
to the bad side of town.
Alarms would sound
in my mother’s head
but no one could put me out,
not in those shoes.
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