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f r o m  t h e  ed i t o r- in - ch i e f

I am sitting here on a Sunday morning in Birmingham, Alabama waiting 
for a piano to arrive. A crepe myrtle blooms outside our window in this 
new city for me and for my eleven-year-old daughter, Norah, two thou-
sand miles away from the home we left in Los Angeles. Norah is the rea-
son I have purchased a piano from a man named Bill Hill who lives on a 
mountain in Hoover, Alabama. I have a worked out a deal with Bill Hill, 
who will let me make a down payment and then nine monthly payments 
until it’s paid off next June. I think of the freedom I have to buy a piano. 
I think of the freedom my daughter has to learn an instrument, and I 
think of the promise I made to her former piano teacher in Los Angeles 
to get a piano and find a teacher. I think of the need to have music in our 
new home, and the freedom of my daughter’s heart and hands to create 
music. 

Welcome to the new issue of PMS 10, which is dedicated to Masha 
Hamilton and the writers of the “Afghan Women’s Writing Project.” It 
was Hamilton’s work in Afghanistan where the freedom for women to 
write stories or make music is strictly forbidden under Taliban rule. 
Hamilton traveled to Afghanistan several times to listen to the stories 
of Afghan women. It was from these trips and meeting the women of 
Afghanistan that she came to establish the “Afghan Women’s Writing 
Project,” giving Afghan women a place to tell their stories, publishing 
only under their first names for reasons of safety. From Seeta’s “Under 
Burqa” to Shogofa’s “Kill Silence” to Meena’s “My First Namaz,” we catch 
a glimpse of what it means to grow up in a world where women’s silence 
is not only mandatory, it is celebrated. But Hamilton’s own determina-
tion to “kill silence” has sparked an underground movement of change. 
She not only found teachers and established secure on-line classrooms 
for Afghan women to study and write, she conceived perhaps the rarest 
freedom of all in Afghanistan—a place for women to unlock their words 
to share with the world. It is our great privilege to celebrate some of these 
stories and poems here with you. 

But freedom isn’t only elusive in Afghanistan as we see in Valor 
Brown’s poem “How to be a Battered Woman” where even making a 
simple phone call is an act of defiance or in the explosive words of Lisa 
Horner’s “When A Woman Is Really A Constellation.” We can also 



linger in Jeanie Thompson poems of Helen Keller in Helen’s world of 
listening and remembering while she waits for a lover who isn’t going 
to arrive. Cathy Linh Che’s “First Day” paints the portrait a Vietnamese 
woman in the garment district of Los Angeles already trapped on her 
first day of work. The secrets and invisible lives of women all over the 
world and throughout time pulse in the poems of our contributors from 
Mary Kaiser’s “She Rehearses the Paradiso Shuffle” to Madeline Garner’s 
“Hollyhock” to Karen Duffy’s “Teaching American High School.”

PMS 10 is also pleased to publish work from new authors like Donna 
Thomas whose essay, “Kiddie Land” captures the world of Birmingham 
when the city’s first amusement park became desegregated, and she was 
there in her Sunday finest to celebrate the freedom white children had 
always taken for granted. Telaina Morse Eriksen’s “Oatmeal Cream Pie” 
and Garnett Kilberg Cohen’s “Alzheimer’s Daughter” explore the themes 
of motherhood, indifference, and loss through dark humor in the blood 
ties of family.

Southern writer Elizabeth Spencer called her memoir Landscapes of 
the Heart, and the fiction pieces in PMS 10 reflect those very words as we 
traverse the landscapes of the hearts of these stories. Bryn Chancellor’s 
“All This History at Once” glitters with mortification and hilarity at 
the chance meeting of an ex-husband at a craft fair while Rose Bunch’s 
“Sirenia” flashes with memory and river. Nancy Glaub’s “Rise” explores 
the unimaginable loss of a child through hummingbirds trapped in a 
skylight, Guitar Hero, and dinner guests caught in the tightrope walk of 
an evening meant to regain some kind of foothold in the world. 

PMS 10 would like to thank all its contributors for the poems, mem-
oirs, and stories, and as a new editor to this magazine, I would especially 
like to thank Linda Frost, who first created PMS. My hope is simply to 
continue the excellent work she began a decade ago. Much like Masha 
Hamilton, Frost created a haven for women to find their voices and sto-
ries on the page. I would also like to thank my co-editor, Tina Harris, 
who has guided me every step of the way, teaching me the myriad details 
that goes into publishing a literary magazine. I am incredibly grateful to 
her for her humor, insight, and great kindness to me in a new city. 

This issue would also not be possible without a staff of careful read-
ers, assistant editors, and interns. I would like to thank Heather Martin 
for her tremendous organizational skills with our subscription base and 
also for her great knowledge of the history of PMS and its contributors. 



I am very grateful to Delores Carlito’s careful eye and attention to detail 
over the last ten years at PMS. I so enjoyed the weekly meetings with 
my tireless interns: Laura Clements, Jamie Walden, and Lindy Owens. I 
would like to extend a huge thanks to Sue Kim, Alicia K. Clavell, Lauren 
Slaughter, Laura Simpson, Laurel Mills, Paul Pickering, Jared Meals, 
Shelly Cato, and Jessica Terrell for their reading and editing from the 
early submission process to the final marathon editing session. I would 
also like to thank Russell Helms, the designer, who has patiently gone 
over the cover design with me and so painstakingly worked on the layout 
for the new work to shine. I also want to thank Dr. Peter Bellis, Chair of 
the English Department for his great belief in PMS, and a warm thank 
you to our interim dean, Dr. Jean Ann Linney, and to the new dean of 
the College Arts & Sciences, Dr. Thomas DiLorenzo, and to our provost, 
Dr. Eli Capilouto, who have all shown their support to PMS. 

And I am deeply indebted to Birmingham author, Tim Hollis, of 
“Birmingham Rewound,” who showed me a range of historic pictures of 
the original “Kiddie Land Fair Park” to help us all choose a cover. Thank 
you very much, Tim!

And finally, dear reader, I would like to thank you and end with the 
words of Tabasom, one of Masha Hamilton’s Afghan Women Writers:

Far From You

Far from you,
life is winter.
Far from you, 
the sky of my heart rains.
I am a jungle of burnt trees.
Come, find me here.
Far from you,
I am alone in my cage, 
waiting,
for you.

May you be far from winter and find the freedom and joy to tell your 
stories.

–Kerry Madden
Co-Editor, PMS 10
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Medeia Starfire

Ostrich

The ostrich feared the guillotine. 
Flush against the ground she breathed her darkness
and her ribs cracked. She thought of the others, 
how they heckled, how they bruised.
They were coming. She could feel it 
on her body. It was how the wind moved,
how the earth shifted, the cool dirt
less like a belly today, less like a mother
with soft hands along her neck.
Now the bell tolled and her friends ran
heavy lidded through the valley, their hearts
impaled on posts in the yards behind them. 
Their strong legs moved faster than trains,
their flightless wings beat
like drums for a head.
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Lisa Horner

When a Woman Is Really a Constellation

At sixteen, she lit her prom date on fire,
while he slapped his cuffs around the dance floor, 
her hair sparkled like a disco. Later, 
she captured a cheetah in the city, wrapped it 
in her chignon for safe-keeping, fed it ham scraps 
on the subway when no one was looking. She combed
it out on the fire escape every night while I watched
through a mirror and back windows. 

Daily, her hair is the color of plums
at the bottom of the bin, what’s under logs 
as they begin to ash, split themselves 
into tortoise shell patterns. The insides 
of a planet. Rope-welts, the center of an organ, 
at best, her heart. Gobs of this hair clog drains, 
stop floods, net treasures from tears, saved me, 
the woman who jumped off the bridge. 

I tried twice for her—
fanning my arms in kelp, listening to otter 
chatter. She pulled me aboard that hair
like a tuna, graceless, flopping, vomiting salt. 
Even her fingers were warm. Hush. 
Found on these banks, I know I’ll be here always, 
pulling fish from my breast, shells from my tongue. 
I’ll remember the pull past the bridge, 
her starry face. 
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Lisa Horner

Wearing a Paper Bag Is One Kind of 
Hide and Seek

But even the three year old could find her, no toes behind couches, 
no dust bunnies nibbling at the eyelashes of the hiding. She was right 
there, bread crumbs piling up round her tattered jeans (it’s difficult to 
find your pie hole when you’ve a bag over your head). “Ha!” said the 
kid, the little girl with smudgy fingers. “Ha! You’re found!” and poked 
the bagged woman in her innards. The crumby chewing ceased imme-
diately, marmalade dripped in blips and blops down the plaid flannel 
shirt. When the bag was slowly pulled off, birds chirped and flowers 
burst out on the plumeria. The little girl felt like running, she felt like 
presents, she felt like this was a woman in need of a napkin. To this little 
girl, the velvety, felted sound of one creased bag pulled off one graying 
head was like sounds of angels in the board books kept from her chris-
tening next to her bed. Then she looked at the woman’s face. Her eyes 
were filled with marbles—cat’s eye and sea-glass green and the multi-
colored, flecked ones bigger than the rest, the ones that always seemed 
like bullies. The mouth that belonged to these glassy eyes began to 
open, and the three year old slapped her little hands over her own face. 
When the light from those eyes hit her cheeks anyways, she was ready 
for anything. “You got me,” the marble eyed woman said, light arcing 
over every crumb in the kitchen. “Now let’s play some tag.” When she 
rattled her knees and thumped her heels, possums shot out from under 
the house like a gasoline fire. “How bout I hide, this time?” the little 
girl said. “And I’ll give you my toast. My nice toast with banana slices. 
Maybe you need another snack.”
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Kathleen Fagley

Two Weeks after Finding Out about You

It had not happened to them,
the trick-or-treat crowd:
children with plastic pumpkins
held up as offerings, I drop wrapped
candy into the emptiness.

It had not happened to the other
Lamaze mothers sharing stories
of labor and breast feeding.
How straight their babies sit in their laps
for a group photograph. You
slide sideways into the cushion.

It had not happened to anyone in the audience,
wooden flutes at The Folkway,
took me to Ecuador, to Guatemala until the break
your father’s sad face, my breast letting down,
bruise where you bit me—brought me back.

Then in a queue for the movie, The French
Lieutenant’s Woman, a friend told me
that in some Native American cultures
children such as you are considered sacred.

Not here…elsewhere the green thrush
sings in the fire, glows and changes to roses.
From the ashes, the quetzal spirals upward,
a shimmering bolt of green lightning
	 child of mine, will you take me there?
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Kathleen Fagley

When Summer Turned to Ash 

Shiny jars with peaches—mouths
or squishy vulvae pressed against glass—
line up on metal shelves, winter’s cache.
I snap green beans in half.
Sourdough ferments in cabinets,
dark and warm—yeasty bubbles rise.
You sleep under the eaves, quiet as death,
ants in the southeast corner make more noise.
Your father walks the spine of the roof
to drive fondue forks through a nest of bats.
They scream out with little voices.
Did you hear him…his steps overheard?
I force open the wooden door,
swollen with summer heat.
Around my ankle the cat winds
and purrs all the time—satisfied.
A single bat on the threshold, 
crushed deposit, color of wood ash.
I kick it into dust with bare feet.
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Georgia Kreiger

Ash, Ash—You Poke and Stir

My friend calls it the blues and gives me a book about women
who take long baths in green tea or eat cherries or buy colorful scarves
to alleviate their dread of waking each morning to a daze, gray-lit and starless.
Some have said it is a well, deep and frigid, or a cave: a liminal twilight 
that promises nothing; a mute interim between us and our futures.
Others say it’s a call, like Lady Lazarus’ talent for the rot and return,
her headlong dips into the deeps of oblivion. And I must admit
I’ve heard a call, a voiceless beckoning to a distant, shimmering edge.
My friend calls it the blues and gives me a book, pointing to passages
about acupuncture, recipes involving chocolate, verses about a new dawn.
I say it’s not that and tell her about the dream I had, my body doused 
with gasoline and lit to the treetops, and from the ribs down only 
a phosphorescent glow where that part of me had been, and now only 
heart and brain, two loners sending their signals, drumming on.
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Katherine Webb

The Static Electricity  
of Playground Equipment

In a sandbox
	 in our hometowns

we all wrote out
	 our full names

our birthdates
	 and we laid sticks

as the dash—

played rock paper
	 scissors to see

who would die first.
     We weren’t afraid

as we waited
	 in the long line

for our turn down
	 the slide. We stood

and wondered if
	 its yellow walls

would quick-shock
	 our slipping skin.
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Jeanie Thompson

Silence 
Montgomery, Alabama 1916

I was listening to the trees, waiting
	 for a sign of you, the notice of Teacher’s

hand pressing a letter into mine, a letter to be
	 read to me from your pen-scratched ink

through her blood and bone motion in my palm.
	 I remembered how the trees’ movement

made a language I could translate, their roots
	 studying the depths of earth,

their rough bark ungiving, their branches
	 moving as if a current took them

like the river. The looping root
	 against my boot-toe tripped me

but why would I stop listening to this tree,
	 overgrown with herself and filled with

her coursing thoughts and murmurs? How
	 could I turn away from what she offers?

If you are silent, if I never learn
	 one fraction more of your soul’s equation

I know you. From the deep silence of my world
	 I feel the tree holding herself still.
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I press fingers against the nubbled bark that spells
	 an unintelligible line like a book in dreams:

the letter you do not send, the ink that erases
	 itself, the fingers that rest curled, cupped

in her palm. A palpable silence breathes.
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Jeanie Thompson

Helen Remembers Peter Fagan: 
Palm Sunday, 1916

Just tell them, the Lord needs it—
just tell them, it’s a simple task you perform.
Today, without you, I am as useless as a broken pot.

Outside Jerusalem, they went looking for a colt.
Could this unbroken animal help them learn,
repeating to themselves, the Lord needs it?

Cutting palms, they spread the branches for his feet.
I know those feet, and how they make me turn.
But today, without you, I am as useless as a broken pot.

Today we are called to the passion, to believe it—
and even a woman, alone, can claim
to tell them, the Lord needs it.

I know I was walking with them, spreading sharp
palm fronds for his feet. I was there, hopeless among 
them, crying, today without you, I am useless as a broken pot.

With you there was an island of joy, but here my heart
must widen past a world of sorrow. There will be freedom
from words that fall in fragments, useless as a broken pot.
Just tell them, of my heart—the Lords needs it.
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Karen Duffy

Pathology of Goodness 

–Waco 1923

“Blame is most readily averted by being so much like everybody else that one 
passes unnoticed. The mass prefer to be good fellows rather than good men.”

–John Dewey

Did you know you have to let them hang there
for a while so people get a chance to see? 
If you cut them down too soon, 
then nobody sees them, and what good 
is hanging somebody if nobody sees him?
That’s what Pop says. 
That’s what he said right now 
when we pulled up here to the store to pick up 
Mom’s new stove and saw the man hanging from that telegraph pole. 
He was just hanging there like a root hung out to dry 
or a wet tree when there’s no wind, 
people walking back and forth under him like he wasn’t
there. I wanted to cut him down 
but Pop said
no you can’t, not til the rest of them’ve looked up 
at him, cause that’s the point, show them what happens when
they act smart or won’t let the doctor 
give them shots 
and then they spread the sickness 
til none of them’s worth a goddamned dime.
This man, though.
I’m sitting out front of the hardware store 
like Pop said
and this man is right here. And he’s barefoot
and nobody walks barefoot on this gravelly road.
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I want to cut him down, this man,
but he’s so high up there. 
I know when Pop comes out of the store he’ll be grumbling
about jobs that need to be done
and the men he needs to do them with.
I see them helping him lug the cookstove now
real slow, going under, 
around the man, grunting, trying to lift the thing 
up to the back of the truck without scraping 
the floor or crashing through the bed.
Cast iron, Pop calls it. It’s for Mom.
They let go of the stove in the back of the pickup
and it hits the metal bed hard.
I’m still looking at the man.
Stop staring, Pop says again.
People’ll know when it’s time to cut him down
just like they knew it was time to hang him up. 
I look up the colored street at the men 
out on their steps, all of them just sitting, sharpening 
sticks, pushing down hard on their knives, 
letting whole shavings drop down 
in the dirt.
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Karen Duffy

Teaching American High School 

“…good children are those that make as little trouble as possible for their 
elders.”

I
I went back to Saudi Arabia
I had my first fight
I broke my right hand 
I broke my left hand
I got lost in the capital city of Bo
I moved to the USA
I got A’s in 9th grade
I learned English

II
My dog died
My uncle bought me a necklace
I moved to Macedonia
Macedonia had a civil war
I moved back to Albania
I came to the USA
I found out I don’t know nothin’

III
I stepped on a red ant hill
I was sometimes happy
I sang on a stage in New Jersey
My brother got shot
I had thoughts in my head
I realized I’m ugly
I was dying to grow up
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IV
I had a bad dream
I got scared after seeing something
I went back to Haiti
I stayed in a hotel
I sliced a girl with a razor
I met my mom 

V
My father was found dead in California
I had a birthday party
I learned multiplication
I had my first opinion
I learned how to scream
My hair fell out
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Lisa Zerkle

Stupid Things 

a found poem

They will face down death to come.
–The New York Times Magazine, August 23, 2009

Cement blocks and canvas tents form
the Mirwais Mena School for Girls in Kandahar.
No electricity or running water. The girls sing
the national anthem each morning. May God protect us
from evil. May God bring peace to our country.
May God give us the strength to continue
our education. 

At the local mosque, posters read
Don’t Let Your Daughters Go to School.

Masked men on motorbikes trail girls
on their way. Are you going to school?
the men ask, pull off the girls’ scarves 
spray battery acid in their faces.

If you don’t send your daughters to school, then the enemy wins,
headmaster Mahmood Qadari tells parents, Don’t give in
to the darkness.
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The people who did this 
to me don’t want women
to be educated. They want us 
to be stupid things,
says Shamsia Husseini, scarred, 
seventeen. 

My parents told me 
to keep coming to school
even if I am killed.
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Madelyn Garner

Hollyhock 

Jaundiced, beetle-bitten leaves,
rough as sand paper or pumice
muslin petals 
		  plain—

the way mother said it
to the headlight glasses braced on my nose,
derailed front teeth…
		  and stupid

as its blank face
lifted toward the sun.

How many times did I hear
 		  unwanted
before I became the invisible girl?

If you think these words bloodless,
go to the fields and gardens or
interlocking alleys:

rub your hands 
along a hollyhock stalk 
sticky as a wire brush; smell the bitterness 

of the flower tarred with ancient fences, 
metal grates; the only beauty 
its dusty tongue.
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Mary Kaiser

She Rehearses the Paradiso Shuffle

…among the spirits that attended our meeting was an Indian Chief by the 
name of Red Hawk…he says he has been dead 75 years…

–March 1, 1857

How unlikely to rotate at noon, how baffling, 
after pearl-headed stickpins and amber parquet, 

to come undone on plain oak boards and snag
among the saints, a dangling hook, stray eye.

Bending and twisting while the brethren drill, 
I mean to follow their order, but the shuffle’s 

hobnail thunder drives too quick through Isaac’s 
grate: wrist-heel-turn-away, palm-toe-back-again;

fold-weep-put-away, greet-bow-kiss—repeat. 
Panting through this figure, spun round to face 

the road, I see a wonder striding there in braids and 
fringes: Sook, the Cherokee control, keeping 

his own time. Oh, I have turned too late, never 
did believe this shuffle could be charmed. Sisters, 

brothers, bend me head to ankle, hands together—
what mountain is like to—lead, prod, drum me 

to victory or topple me now, a rocking, spun-off 
rim, ringing Mother, Mother, what can I do to be saved?
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Anne C. Fowler

Namesake

So many of us had elegant grandmothers, something 
to do with pompadours and sepia, bodices lacy
and demure at once. Mine posed, still stunning 
in her flapper phase, stiff on an iron garden settee
next to Grandpa Ben, indolent, dandified, golf
club dangling from his index finger. 

Beautiful even at eighty, no trace of loss
or compromise visible on her face, captured
in lavender silk leaning toward the camera, 
Granny salutes my brother on his wedding evening, 
willing him the married happiness she’d
always feigned. 

Now she presides over my front hall in the monumental
oil portrait from the twenties, auburn haired
in a lime green gown. Is that you? almost everyone 
asks. My grandmother, my namesake
I tell them, taking another bite of vanity, 
that wormy apple. 
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Meredith Trede

Working around Peterson’s Field Guide

as the cormorant unfurls his heraldic wings
                                                                  hold
that pose
              the roofer is here       his task directly below
my window      movements deliberate

                         as is my gaze
on the page
                                                           he preens
on the piling   dives snake like beneath
the river’s surface

                           how can he hoist such a long
ladder               copper-gold tanned skin
     must look up deltoids

        the long submersion of a creature
without gills

            the cutout sides of his turquoise shirt

dark plumage              lumbering wide-winged giant

            the stroking syllables of latissimus dorsi

so slow          to elevate

the backbeat of hammer, saw and staple



25PMS. .

            so swift
                       in descent
triceps contract, biceps flex the right
                                                           forearm
      slender hooked bill raised

have a nice day, ma’am

                                   swimming low, like a loon



26 PMS. .

Lauren Fuhrmann 

Peeling Away and Melting 

We lay in your bed comparing 
our arms, counting 
what I call beauty marks. They are 
moles, you say. Your black skin has an almost 
reddish tint these days, and I think about the 
soil in New Mexico. You have beautiful 
ears. You also have beautiful 
feet. I have always thought so. I crawl 
onto the floor beside you, 
arrange the crayons by color. 
I hate the smell of burning you say, dropping 
green crayon into yellow 
candle. The flame wavers but does not 
die, and I imagine our thighs 
mixed up like paint, melting 
together like hot wax, yellow and 
bittersweet.
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Lucy Biederman

(It’s a Mighty Thin Line) 

It is darker outside than the inside of his shoe. Everyone makes for the Borders. 
Everyone wants to rest their head on the hard, soft, crumby tables. 
Such a dark 2 p.m. spreads the day across its knee and breaks it.

My husband watches the window as if to stop it from breaking.
There is nothing to say in here, in the car, at the dinner table.
Daily he redraws the border

between us. Yesterday the baby came back in with a snake in its fist.
The grandmother was making coffee in a tin hat.
I saw boxes of cake mix centuries old.

Such a dark 2 p.m. makes the day old.
The stepfather smiled under the dirty shadow of his hat.
My husband’s tan hands relaxed into fists. 
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Aimee Parkison

Immigration Issues

I’m a ghost here, my husband whispers, 
his hands scarred from mechanic work, 
machining, welding, construction, destruction,
right index finger infected to the bone.
When the doctor tells him he might lose 
his finger, that the surgeon might have to cut
it off, my husband says, Okay.
That’s fine, Mister. His sister
was born without an arm.
I didn’t know for years, 
even after seeing the photographs 
where her left arm, or rather the place
where I assumed her left arm might be,
is artfully disguised. Her sleeves fade 
into shadows mimicking arms crossed 
behind her. The girl, now a woman, is all smiles. 
My husband’s lost family is here 
with us, like the ghost of pain, injury, 
elbows aching, bones throbbing, infected teeth, 
stomach incapable of digestion.
No matter how I try, he keeps insisting
they are no one’s problem, not even mine.
I keep wondering how someone
who works so hard could be so unhealthy.
He says, I’m a needless Mexican.
He whispers to me, smiling before going 
back to work at 5 a.m every morning,
I don’t exist in this country. 
Sending money home 
to his mother and sister, he whispers, 
According to the government, 
I’m not here. I don’t even have a name. 
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Sandra Kohler

Preparing for Winter

	 i.

Along the river yesterday
all the small dark birds
flitting from branch to 
branch of leafless 
trees flash the white 
underside of wings.

	 ii.

The man who’s kind
to his dog is mean 
to his wife. He carries her 
around, burden, showing off 
the strain, the chain
as if it were stigmata, medal. 
What does he gain from his 
bondage except license to mock 
his bondmate? Every step
in their company feels
like implication.

	
	 iii.

How can I be pleased at writing 
a poem called “To the Dead”
about my brother’s grim last days?
Pleased, ashamed, I
tell myself I’m too old 
to treat myself this badly.
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	 iv.

The dead postmaster’s
three pretty daughters—
each a Cordelia—walk
his little black and white pug, 
wearing sky blue pajamas 
patched with puffy white clouds
under their macs.
They’ve gleaned every 
dead leaf, each dying stalk
in the square garden he loved, 
left the raked earth turned, 
pristine and waiting 
for a gardener’s hand.

	
	 v.

I invite my widowed sister 
to come spend New Year’s 
because I’m embarrassed not to;
she invites our brother’s widow 
to come too, she’s embarrassed 
not to. When I call my sister-in-law 
to say yes, of course she’s invited, 
come, she talks about how scary
the millenarians are, tells me
to Google the Rapture.
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	 vi.

What a strange light today,
strange wind. The hills are
backlit with a blue halo. I want
to walk before it snows, sleets, does
whatever it’s going to. From a sky
like this who know what could 
precipitate? We have cooked
our stews, we have stocked
our larder, we are 
provisioned
for winter. 
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Robin K. Johnson

On Getting Lemons

A pale harvest half-moon
of desiccated terrain,
pie-sliced by fault lines 
into kingdoms
perfectly matched,
save for one erupted
hole.

I imagine the little moon
riding the horizon
of a Styrofoam cup,
jaunty and poised,
a fractal-pattern weave
of pulp
and membrane 
and filament 
and juice-filled ducts.

I remember a cheap friend
who’d order four slices with her water,
squeeze them dry, and stir in sugar,
sending rogue seeds spiraling
to the bottom of her glass.

I remember an expensive toaster 
Italian-designed to self-adjust for the bread, 
with a sleek, stainless chassis that looked 
great in my kitchen, except mine 
never worked.
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I remember the arc of my right 
breast on X-ray,
its channels lit like runways 
on a foggy approach,
a web of graceful symmetry—
save for one inelegant spot.
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Fabu Carter Brisco

Clay, Dust and Dirt 

I’ve eaten clay and dirt.
Best dirt is right up the road
on the hill by Miss Clara’s house.

Yella dirt is sour
While orange clay is sweet.
I mix em together
for the best lip-full in Panola County.

And well, you can’t help
but eat dust in Mississippi.
It cover the land, trees
and the water. If I stood real still
dust would cover me.

That’s all right though,
cause ain’t nothing ever died
from just clay, dust and dirt.
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Jeanine Stevens

Field Mice

It was the summer we had field mice
hiding under wood planks—
pink skin, tissue thin, 
newborns who belonged there, 
protected 
     in wild rye grass.

Bright green almonds bobbed 
overhead in a warm delta breeze. 
I touched your arm. You knew 

I was thinking gestation, 
muttered under your breath, 
walked to the house. 
     I followed you 

inside. A $15.00 receipt lay 
on the kitchen table—a vasectomy
—some back alley in Santa Monica.
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Wandajune Bishop-Towle

Visiting My Stepson on the  
Staff-Intensive Unit

He flaps sparrow hands, whispers 
in his James Bond voice: I’m…

BATMAN!!!!! He crows
his own ovation. The blue crayon

makes him weep. Bliss 
is water trickling singularities. 

Outside, the lilacs’ sweetness
shatters Spring. A dog barks—

he hits his head, as though he 
were the intruder. Lunch is,

immutably, McDonalds. He sings 
to his burger, a kind of grace.

When they come he’s happy,
clasped to the familiar.

They print his name 
on everything we wish 

he were: athlete, well-dressed 
freshman, one of the guys.
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Cathy Linh Che

First Day

You wake at four in the morning,
ladle rice, pork, and soup 
into silver, stackable tins.
You stand at the bus stop 
alone in the dark, two transfers 
to the garment district 
in downtown L.A., past 
warehouses, punched glass, 
men in black knit hats, 
in doorways, on sidewalks 
stained in layers:
gum, shoeprints, 
vomit, and urine.
When you arrive at the shop, 
the Singers are set in rows,
the women already sew, 
their heads hunched over 
their hands, their feet slam 
machines into motion.
In Vietnam, you sewed buttons, 
hemmed pants, an apprentice
to a tailor. Here, the lint floats 
everywhere, then sticks to your hair. 
You grip the metal hum
between your teeth, take up 
your first piece, and slowly 
stitch a line. The needle lifts
and digs in.
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Cathy Linh Che

Story

If every cell
inside my brain
is replaced

after seven years, 
then why can’t I
excise this:

he pushed his tongue 
into my mouth, I sat
in my Catholic skirt,

the Listerine
and old cigarettes, 
that tongue like a slug

that turned 
in my mouth. 
My story’s an arrow 

pointing back to this, 
back to when 
he clamped my hand 

around his cock. 
These little hands 
haven’t grown

since then. My story 
is a series
of pent-up men. 
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I lie with them
and withhold 
my tongue.

In my chest
is a neon portrait
of the Sacred Heart 

It lights up 
every time
I am touched.
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Valor Brown

How to Be a Battered Woman

1.     �You marry a man with a checkered past because he tells you he loves 
you, and you can’t believe anyone would ever want to spend that 
much time with you.

2.     �No, he doesn’t want to leave you, but he never lets you leave the 
house.

3.     You talk to the tv You watch the tv You dream of tv.
4.     �You look for History Channel or Discovery Channel or anything 

with even a little substance so that you don’t feel as much like your 
brain is rotting.

5.     Your brain IS rotting.
6.     �You want books, but you are too selfish, so stop asking for things 

like books. All you do is ask for things.
7.     You really feel like your brain is rotting.
8.     You get pastries, pans, cell phones, and other things thrown at you.
9.     �Your baby that you just spent many hours settling is woken up by 

screaming and wall punching.
10.   �You say, “Sorry” because it was just his job stressing him out. Things 

will change. Tell yourself to be more patient.
11.   �You watch him get red in the face and cry and collapse. You feel bad 

for him, his checkered past, his Mom abandoning him as a child. 
You try to sweep it under the house, or in the bathroom, wherever 
you can sweep it.

12.   �You are having “girl talk” with someone; she will say that her hus-
band never throws pans. It will be as if you had just learned of your 
two hands and that the sky was blue.

13.   �You talk to the tv You watch the tv You dream in tv You see a 
SafePlace commercial.

14.   �You wait for him to leave for work and that is when you make The 
Call.

15.   �You don’t want to make a big deal out of nothing, and it’s probably 
nothing, but you were wondering if maybe you were being mistreat-
ed somehow, you ask the person on the other end of the line.
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16.   �You make an appointment to talk with someone about your situ-
ation, and you plan for the day you will have to lie about where 
you’re going and who you are going to meet.

17.   �You cry and say that you haven’t seen your sister in so long. You beg 
and plead. You say that you won’t use any more gas for a long time, 
but maybe just this once if you could use a little. You tell him you 
love him so that he will let you go.

18.   �You go to see the specialist and she tells you that she is not a  
therapist.

19.   �You say you don’t think there is anything wrong, and she sees right 
through you, but never tells you there is anything wrong.

20.   �You taste the lies as they stickily drip from your mouth when you 
say: “But it’s just his job stressing him out.”

21.   �You say with a straight face: “Well, he’s never ACTUALLY hit me 
with his fists.” And, “When he pushes me I don’t get bruises or 
anything…”

22.   �You drive home feeling like the world has bottomed out, because the 
world never had a bottom, you realize. It was just a stage with a rot-
ten floor. 

23.   �You get home and he checks the gas gauge to see if you went too far 
off the leash.

24.   �You make excuses and apologize for getting lost, and going too far 
off the leash.

25.   You wait until he’s snoring and you plan all through evening tv
26.   You call SafePlace and you wait weeks for an opening.
27.   �You watch Hugh Hefner’s girlfriends, dating shows, car shows, and 

shows about remakes of other shows. You try to watch anything of 
substance instead, but can’t find any.

28.   You feel like your brain is rotting.
29.   Your brain IS rotting.
30.   The day comes for you to leave.
31.   �You cry and tell the intake counselor the “Bitch,” “Slut,” and 

“Whores” of your daily existence.
32.   �You cry more and you tell her about the pots and the pans, and “No, 

no bruises.” 
33.   �Feel like an idiot when you say that because you are. You shouldn’t 

complain when there is no visible injury.
34.   �Hold your baby and watch him as he sleepily plays with the wooden 

abacus. 
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35.   �Manage to giggle back because it’s not his fault. It was never his 
fault.

36.   �Feel so happy to have your own room, your own sheet (singular), 
and your own plastic mattress where no one can terrorize you and 
your baby during the night.

37.   �Look outside the window of your room and see the 12 ft. barbed-
wire fence. 

38.   �Don’t complain when you have to share a sponge with 25 other 
people in your section of the shelter.

39.   �Don’t complain when they blast the stereo all night long and keep 
waking up your baby.

40.   �Don’t say anything to them when they call you “Stupid White 
Bitch!” as you walk past them determinedly to tell on them.

41.   �Try to hold your tongue when that ghetto bitch tells her baby to 
“Shut the Fuck Up!” several times when she said only: “Mommy, can 
I please have some water?”

42.   �Wait in line for cheese, milk, eggs, and Stove-Top Stuffing, or what-
ever people are willing to donate. 

43.   Always be the last in line.
44.   �Be prepared for everything to be taken by that time, because some 

people hoard stuff and then throw it away because it’s too much  
to eat.

45.   �Hate them for it.
46.   �Hate the fat bitches with skinny kids as you see them stuffing their 

faces with French fries, while letting their malnourished skinny 
kids with bruised knees go hungry and have to fend for themselves, 
while listlessly kicking an under-inflated basketball around.

47.   �Hate the skinny bitches with the fat kids who just stuff candy in 
their kids’ mouths instead of hugging them.

48.   �Hate everyone, but most especially the one who calls you “White 
Bitch” because her eldest daughter is one of the brightest children 
you’ve ever met. 

49.   �Watch, but don’t move when that same child you could love like 
your own brings home her science project, and her Mom throws it 
across the room without a second thought.

50.   �Hate everyone who touches that dirty fucking sponge that keeps you 
and your son throwing up with food poisoning for weeks on end.
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51.   �Feel mixed emotions when you look at how you’ve lost 50 lbs in one 
month, so that you are no longer fat. You are free, but don’t know if 
it was worth it.

52.   �Wait in line for food stamps for seven hours with a crying baby only 
to be told to come back the next day because they are now closed.

53.   �Tell your advocate about the crazy bitches and how they beat their 
children.

54.   �Feel helpless when you realize that nothing can be done for it aside 
from reporting it as you have already done.

55.   �Don’t disturb the crinkly plastic mattress you sleep on, so as not to 
wake the gentle sleep-breathing of your precious baby.

56.   �Hope he doesn’t roll onto the concrete floor again and cry, like you 
so want to cry.

57.   Cry. Cry every night you sleep there.
58.   Feel weak.
59.   Feel threatened.
60.   Feel tired.
61.   �Call him up, and he is sorry. He is so sorry. He misses you and the 

baby terribly and he was out of line. He is going to go to counseling.
62.   �Want to believe him, but figure that just having one crazy person is 

better than several.
63.   Get used to more tv. Just a little more tv. Dream of tv. Vomit tv.
64.   Get used to more “Bitch,” “Slut,” “Whore,” and variations therein.
65.   Feel your brain rotting. Really this time it is.
66.   �Watch him become even more volatile and even more suspicious of 

everything thing you do.
67.   �Feel like such a fucking idiot because you are. They told you this 

would happen and this is how it works. The average woman leaves 6 
times, which means you have at least 5 to go because you are a slow 
learner.

68.   Watch him as he waves the knife at you.
69.   �Listen as he tells you he’s going to end his life as his face flushes beet 

red like it does when he is out of control.
70.   �Don’t feel sympathetic anymore as he collapses on the ground and 

pulls the phone cords out of the wall.
71.   �Listen to him tell you, you can’t leave the house unless it is in a  

body bag.
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72.   �Watch your baby’s face, completely soundless and wide-eyed with 
fear, as you try to flee barefoot with him in your hands.

73.   �Look for a porch light or anything in the neighborhood where all 
houses are the same beige. No friends in any of them you will realize 
while barefoot and desperate.

74.   Realize there is no time to think and you can’t run faster than a car.
75.   �Don’t watch your baby’s face as he drives on the lawn trying to run 

you over.
76.   Believe him. Believe him. Believe him. Believe him.
77.   Stop.
78.   Tell all of your shit at the protective order hearing.
79.   �Copy and type all of your shit and tell it again when you apply for 

scholarships.
80.   �Copy and type all of this same shit and tell it again when you try to 

get a divorce.
81.   �Copy and type all of your shit and tell it again when you apply for 

apartments, schools or anything else requiring a signature.
82.   �Know what the girl in group therapy is talking about when she says: 

Why do we always have to air out our shit?
83.   �Take money management classes with other survivors and see their 

faces light up as they learn how to improve their credit and balance 
their own checking accounts.

84.   �Hear the stories of other women (former bitches). Hear about the 
rapes, the butts of guns, and forced prostitution.

85.   See them differently.
86.   �Cheer them on when the ones who held their heads down start to 

walk straighter.
87.   See them see you differently.
88.   Want to hate men, really want to hate them.
89.   Look at your son’s face, and know you never will.
90.   Watch the sunrise in his smile.
91.   Never, EVER look back.
92.   �Ignore the crazy bitches and their children this time around. 

Nothing will stand in the way of progress and healing.
93.   Befriend the other survivors because they are.
94.   Lean on them as they lean on you.
95.   Write letters and songs even if it is a waste of time.
96.   No longer care that it’s a waste of time.



45PMS. .

97.   �Know that it isn’t a waste of time, but instead it is your voice. Let it 
ring even louder next time.

98.   �Do your homework by the bathroom light; by the pervasive street-
light; by any light because it’s your ticket out of here. It’s your ticket 
to any place you choose.

99.   �Carve out a new life for you and your son, out of ash, out of air, out 
of the love for him that kept you together those many months.

100. �Find the threads. Find the lessons. And look back with a new set  
of eyes.
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Li Yun Alvarado

Pelo Bueno

The persistent crimps 
that reappear at the roots 
in the midst of a sweaty salsa
despite two hours ironing them out.
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Sharon Charde 

Coming Out, 1960

God’s girls 
got a party

fathers paid 
so we could have a ball

just like the Protestants
we made ourselves up

white-gowned debutantes
merry widows pushing

untouched breasts high
roses, escorts, curtseys

love that red on our lips
hair lacquered and twisted 

hymens intact
introduced to society

Christ’s hopeful whores
into a future husband’s hands

we’d graduate 
from girlhood

tongues cut out
eyes excavated 

trying to believe
in the immaculately conceived





afghan women’s 
writing project





51PMS. .

Masha Hamilton

Zarmeena

On a Kabul football field marked with white chalk as though ready for 
sport, a woman in a burqa kneels, her shadow yawning long before her. 
A man approaches almost casually, his Kalashnikov pointed skyward. She 
half-turns toward him, her left arm raised slightly, then seems to glimpse 
the weapon out of her peripheral vision and turns away. He lowers the 
muzzle to her head. The rifle kicks as he fires once, then twice more. She 
surrenders to the ground, a discarded blue handkerchief. 

I can still picture with precision the smuggled video I saw on the inter-
net in November 1999, the execution and its aftermath: the burqa-hidden 
woman who appeared to modestly cover the lower half of her sister’s life-
less body, the group of turbaned men moving like an athletic team toward 
the body, the Toyota arriving to remove it. The version I saw, which ran 
on the AP wire, had no sound. Its silent violence left me shaken.

I knew far too little about this woman to be party to such a stark and 
intimate moment. Zarmeena: her name. Seven: the number of children 
she had. And her alleged crime: beating her husband to death with a 
hammer as he slept. It all amounted to a scattered detail or two, not 
a life story. This absence of narrative, in fact, was true for virtually all 
women in Taliban-held Afghanistan. They were gagged as well as hidden, 
I understood then. This recognition left a lasting impact that sparked a 
deep interest in the country, sending me first to books and news reports, 
then to travel to the country myself, and finally, a decade later, to the cre-
ation of the Afghan Women’s Writing Project.

I first visited Afghanistan in 2004. The U.S. Embassy urged caution, but 
I felt safe. I visited the opium poppy fields south of Kandahar, the border 
city of Jallalabad, the province of Wardak, and wandered around Kabul. I 
interviewed women in prison in Kabul and Kandahar, a child bride steps 
from a playground to which she longed to return, a war widow living 
in rubble, the smiling, elderly matriarch of an opium-growing family. I 
practiced shiatsu on a group of women who had walked for hours to see 
a doctor. The stories I heard spilled one over the other; each night I tran-
scribed my notes until the electricity failed, so that the next day I could 
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take in more. It was a trip that left me by turns horrified by what these 
Afghans had endured, and exhilarated by the strength, grace, and humor 
with which they had survived.

When I returned to Afghanistan in November 2008, I found a coun-
try more dangerous for Afghans and outsiders alike, a country where 
women’s optimism had been replaced by strong undercurrents of trepida-
tion. The Karzai government, most believed, had done too little to protect 
women’s rights. The prospect of that government opening negotiations 
with “moderate” Taliban left many women wary. Some, like Shaista 
Hakim, told me about the speed with which the Taliban seemed to take 
over Kabul in September 1996, almost overnight. Shaista and others said 
they did not feel their rights were secure enough to rule out a sudden 
return to a set of rules that would leave them powerless within their own 
society, unable to go to school or work, forbidden to speak, unable to tell 
even their own stories.

I had a kitchen-table idea: in order to give at least some of them the 
ability to tell their stories, I would teach a free online class to them for 
ten weeks or so. But it took only one class for me to understand that their 
interest and desire would outstrip my ability to meet it. So in May 2009, 
the Afghan Women’s Writing Project was founded, and grew quickly from 
me at my laptop to three secure online classrooms taught by rotating 
published novelists and poets, memoirists, screenwriters, and journalists 
around the country, with an entire volunteer and generous support team, 
plus donations that have contributed to laptops for our writers, and will 
eventually help create Afghanistan’s first women-only Internet cafe. 

I have come to feel that speaking our own truths aloud is as critical to 
a certain kind of survival as food and shelter. At first, though, the Afghan 
women who joined us in three secure online classrooms were not sure 
how much they should disclose about their private worries and losses to 
a faceless, nameless audience. They weren’t sure if it was safe, or if it  
mattered, or if anyone would notice. Over time, under AWWP mentor-
ship, the stories deepened, and became more revealing of what it meant 
to be an Afghan woman. Now their work is published online at www.
awwproject.org, using first names only for security reasons. 

As many times as I’ve read them, I remain moved and illuminated by 
these essays and poems. I offer a small sample of them here, in honor of 
Zarmeena, who never had the chance to tell her history. I offer them in 
hopes that you, too, will be moved, and that these stories will connect 
us, American to Afghan, and broaden our understanding of our complex 
relationship with Afghanistan and its compelling people.



afghan women’s 
writing project 

the writers
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Roya

Remembering Fifteen

And I feel so young
Pains start growing inside of me
I begin to hear
You have to
have to
have to
I have to live with “have to.”

I have to buy a burqa and
hide the world under it
I have to forget the sun
To talk about the moon is a risk
I have to wear clothes
people choose
The colors they dictate
I have to live with negative imperatives:
Don’t laugh!
Don’t speak loudly!
Don’t look at men!
Shut up!
I am bored hearing: “Don’t, Don’t, Don’t”

I am fifteen and
the boy I cannot forget
waits on the street
to see me with my burqa
on the way to Lala’s bakery
and gives me postcards
of birds flying in a sky
filled with freedom
he knows my smell
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love is blind for him
he lives with the smell of a woman.
And Mama always says, be like other people,
be like other people
I wonder if I agree.

I have to learn how to bear
the pain of being human
the pain of being a woman
the pain if Dad discovers
the postcards hidden between the bricks of the wall
the pain if the neighbor’s naughty son steals the postcards
the pain if Dad says, never ever go to the bakery
the pain if the rain washes the mud off the wall
where his letters are hidden
The rain does wash the mud away along with his words on the letter
“I love you and I love your blue burqa.”

But the rain can’t wash his love from my heart
the rain can’t wash the pain from my heart
still I keep my blue burqa
in the museum of memos
still I paint the birds
with blue wings.

and Mama still says, be like other people, be like other people
and Mama still says, be like other people,
and Mama…
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Under Burqa

My face hidden, I smile,
unseen. It is I,
Afghan woman, under burqa.
I try to be brave, show my presence.
See me; don’t see me, but I am here.
I don’t care how hot it is under burqa.
I am invisible.
I am part of my community.
I am here, Afghan woman
under Taliban burqa.

I cannot use chader namaz—
for I will be recognized,
my life threatened if they know
what I do under burqa.
They will make me stop working,
take my job, my life.
But I am an Afghan woman who wants
to stay safe, continue my fight.

Yes, I am brave under burqa,
enslaved in my generation of war.
Banned from education, my illiterate
sisters cannot work.
Some hide, learn in home-based classes,
work today, still at risk.

Foreign women come to see us,
under burqa, take our picture—
we are interesting, novel for them.
They don’t understand
our burqas are jail and safety made of fabric.
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We are hidden beneath blue cloth,
confined, yet secure.
I am Afghan woman, working
under burqa. We are many
and if there is one, we are all
Afghan women.
Insha’Allah, we will one day
remove the burqa.

Yes, it is I, Afghan woman, under burqa—
Remember me.



58 PMS. .

Shogofa

Kill Silence

I was youngest in my family. Everyone loved me a lot when I was child. 
I talked very cute and because of that, all loved me. But I can remem-
ber my mother admonishing my sisters about how they should always 
behave like good girls, always look down when they go outside, don’t talk 
with anyone, just go straight there and come straight home. One of my 
sisters was studying in the college. My mother told her every day, “Don’t 
talk with boys. Be polite. Wear your veil like a good girl.”

In our family, if we needed to make a big decision, only the boys—
meaning my brothers—had the right to speak. We were not allowed to 
talk whenever we wanted to. They said to us, “Be silent, don’t talk, you 
don’t have the right to say anything.” Then we had to be silent.

After years passed, I became a young woman and I also followed what 
my mother said to my sisters about being a good girl, not talking, stay-
ing silent. I did whatever my father and mother and brothers said. Then 
everyone in the family liked me because I was always quiet. But some-
times I asked myself why I was so shy and couldn’t defend myself.

For example, in school, I saw other girls playing, shouting, enjoying 
themselves, but I couldn’t. It even had a bad effect on my grades. One of 
my teachers cut my score on an exam even though I was right. When I 
asked her why, she told my mother, “Your daughter is intelligent but very 
shy, and so for that I cut her score. I want to know that she can defend 
herself.”

Once when my brother did something wrong, my father didn’t beat 
him. He came and beat me, even though it wasn’t my fault. I was silent; 
that is why.

Step by step, being silent had a bad effect on my life. I went to Kabul 
to study in college. It was very difficult for me to talk with people. I was 
just afraid. In class, I knew the entire lesson, but when the teacher asked 
me something, I didn’t have the courage to explain. I felt really badly 
when other students were laughing at me. They thought I didn’t know 
anything. Because I was silent, I failed at the university. I just hated 
myself. I was too afraid to even tell people I am Hazara.
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One day, one of my friends asked me, “Why are you crying?” I didn’t 
say anything. Then she said, “Cry as much as you can. I didn’t say stop. 
You have to cry.”

I just looked at her and said, “I am a loser.”
She laughed very loudly and said, “No, you’re not a loser. You’re the 

best. You just have to kill silence. You have to speak up. Say whatever 
comes in your mind. Don’t be ashamed. Everyone here is the same. No 
one is better than any other.” After this, she told me one more thing: “No 
one can give you your rights. You have to grab your rights.”

That night I thought a lot about what she told me. Then I started to 
change myself day by day. After one year, I went home totally changed. 
I tried to teach to others: don’t keep your child silent, and don’t punish 
her, let her grow up naturally. I am not the only victim of this kind of les-
son. Most girls are humiliated and kept silent because they are girls. One 
thing I want to say in the end: as much as we women are quiet or keep 
silent, we are destroying our lives and our future.

Kill silence and take your rights.
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My First Namaz

In the rainy season of Pakistan, 
the news of my grandmother’s death made our lives rainier

This season showed me my father’s tears for the first time
His red eyes hurt so much, 

I wanted to take the pain away but didn’t know how
After the long day of the funeral, he was sleeping on a mattress
I crossed my legs and sat close to him
My little hands touched his forehead; I put my head on his.
He woke up nervous as if he did not know where he was
He asked me how his love was doing. 

I said nothing, but nodded my head
He went to pray for his mother’s soul to rest in peace
I decided at age six, I was old enough to pray with him
I told him that God would listen to me more; 

I don’t know from where that idea came
He spread out two green prayer rugs
We both stood facing the qiblah
He took my small hands in his large ones 

and put the right on the left, close to my chest
He asked me to repeat after him
As I bent, he helped me put my hands on my knees and we stood up again
Now we both sat in Sajda, putting our foreheads on the rug
His head was still on the rug when I stole a glance at him
He looked back, reminding me that I was not supposed to do that
Looking at the peace in his face, though,
Was probably worth the sin 

Editor’s Note: Namaz means prayer. Qiblah is a niche—an ornamental recess in a 
wall—which indicates the direction Muslims should face during prayer. Sajda means 
prostration in worship.
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I Thought It Was a Dream but When I 
Woke, I Couldn’t Walk

I asked my mom is it possible
That my legs and my hands
will grow again?
No one
No one
No one answered me.
Everyone, including the doctor, was silent.
All were looking down
As if they were stealing from me,

As if they were criminals
guilty of doing something bad to me.
Silence took up all the space.
It seemed that the walls, the ceiling,
The trees outside of my room were crying.
The lamp in my room darkened
Its shadow became full of grief and sadness
as I saw my situation
losing its ray of hope.

It was 8:00 that morning.
I was preparing myself for school.
A quick look in the mirror—
Do my sports clothes fit me or not?
Tomorrow is our school’s soccer match with another school.
I checked my American watch,
How it looked on my wrist.
My school’s principal gave it to me for being a good team leader
after we won last year’s game
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I wore my shoes that matched.
On the way to school
I looked at the watch on my wrist, played with a ball.
My shoes touched the ball.

Suddenly the blast took all my happiness
And its grimy smoke brought
darkness into my life.
When I opened my eyes
everything seemed in disarray.
I checked my American watch.
I found my hand full of blood.
No
No
No
Then I thought to check my sport shoes
Which I bought for the soccer games
But I found my leg cut.
Touching my legs,
I saw half of my knee was gone.
I shook my legs, they moved.
But on other side of the street
I saw a leg with my sport shoe on it.
I asked myself—is it mine?
No, it is not mine.
Mine is okay.
I touched my eyes.
I thought I was dreaming.
I tried to stand and walk
But I couldn’t.
Then I knew
That my eyes were okay.
It was both my legs that were gone.

I tried to hold onto something
And pull myself up
But I saw my fingers and half my hands were gone.
I screamed
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Nooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo
Then I don’t know what happened—
I found myself in the hospital.

I asked myself, could I dream
That I was a tree
That had lost its branches
And could grow them again?
But no one
gave me back my legs, my hands, my fingers.
Now I can’t wear watches,
I can’t be team leader.
I never
never
never
Would apologize to such criminal people.
Now when I see balls and sport shoes and clocks
They remind me of that bloody blast,
They remind me that someone took my happiness,
They remind me that I will not be a team leader,
They tell me I am a disabled person.
After that day, that’s what everyone calls me.
After that, beside my name they put the disabled name too.
Disabled
Disabled
Disabled
I never
never
never
Will accept the apology of such brutal people,
Those who left me with the disabled label.

Editor’s Note: This poem was inspired by a girl that Freshta recently met while vis-
iting her grandfather in the hospital.



64 PMS. .

Tabasom

Far from You

Far from you,
life is winter.
Far from you,
the sky of my heart rains.
My lips deny me my smile.
I am a jungle of burnt trees.
Come, find me here.
Far from you,
I am alone in my cage,
waiting
for you.
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Donna G. Thomas

Kiddie Land

The brown-brick house nestled on a side street in the old community 
of Norwood is filling with family, my family. Everyone migrates to my 
parent’s home for family gatherings. The usual, or should I say unusual, 
crowd of aunts, uncles, and cousins all swarm together to celebrate my 
son’s third birthday. The cold January weather doesn’t stop anyone from 
coming, all fifteen of them come after Sunday eleven o’clock Mass. The 
adults move throughout the house in party hats recalling old nicknames 
like Bro-Bull, Stinker, No-Money, and Mo-Money. The children take 
advantage of this time to misbehave thinking that spankings are out of 
the question with so many relatives to come to their rescue. So when 
Baby Kim is caught using my parent’s bed as a trampoline, sure enough 
her mother grabs the nearest belt, and sure enough her great aunt, my 
mother, comes to the rescue. 

“Leave this child alone,” she grabs the four-year-old, protecting her 
from the extra-large, brown, plastic belt. “She can jump on her great 
Aunt Catherine’s bed all she wants.”

Most come to get my mother’s famous—well, everything my mama 
cooks is famous. Her cooking is the best in the family. Probably could 
be outside the family but Mama isn’t the adventurous type. She loves her 
family, and making things perfect for them is her passion. Her collard 
greens, black skillet corn bread, and homemade vanilla ice cream, which 
my Uncle Blue Bland swears the local creamery stole, are all favorites of 
the family. She has prepared her savory chocolate cake with pecans for 
my son’s birthday. Since he is not old enough to cast his ballot, Mama 
makes my father’s favorite. 

After singing happy birthday to a three-year-old, who is irritable 
because he missed his nap, the men retreat to the den to burp, fart, and 
snore. Some may even watch whatever sporting event dances across the 
television screen. The women pile into the dining area to discuss the 
young man cousin Bonita brought, while Mama and I linger in the kitch-
en. As we wipe the dull green, wobbly table, I trace my finger through a 
series of five straight lines in the left corner of the table. My brother drew 
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these lines when he was told to count to fifteen and ran out of fingers. 
The childish lines make me think of my first trip to the local amusement 
park.

“Mama, do you remember the time you and Daddy took me and 
Mariann to Kiddie Land Park? I remember standing in line waiting to 
purchase our tickets. I had so much fun.”

Mama, who is now sitting at the table, resting her round face in her 
aging, beige hand takes a deep breath and gives me her famous evil eye. 

“Yeah, I remember.” 
“Why do you say it like that Mama? And why are you giving me the 

evil eye?” 
“It may have been fun for you but not much fun for me or your 

father.”

When I was a young girl, Mama and Daddy took my best friend and me 
to Kiddie Land Park for my birthday. I think it was my tenth or eleventh. 
This was the ultimate trip for two reasons. I got to share this trip with my 
best friend without my brother or sister tagging along. This was impor-
tant because now I was two digits instead of one and that meant I was 
big enough to have a birthday without my siblings. My brother is two 
years older than me. I knew he wouldn’t want to come. Well, actually, a 
couple of days before my birthday he told me to say to Mama and Daddy 
that I only wanted my best friend to come. He didn’t want to hang out 
with girls all day. I was at that age where I did everything my big brother 
requested. My sister, who is five years younger, I’m sure would have 
wanted to come, but a Butterfinger candy bar and a chance to spend the 
day with her best friend, who lived next door, was all I needed to prom-
ise in order to avert the unwanted intrusion. The second reason this was 
the ultimate trip was because Kiddie Land Park had only recently opened 
its doors to Negroes. In years past, before segregation lost its control over 
Birmingham, Alabama, I could only look as we passed by on our way to 
church. I saw brown and white ponies with their tails swaying. The Ferris 
wheel, the roller coaster, the bumper cars, all flashed bright colors of red, 
yellow, and green as they spun out of control. I saw little girls in brightly 
colored dresses skipping along the pathway, their hair bouncing as if 
dancing to the beat of the magical rides. I saw little boys in suits they had 
outgrown racing to be the first in line. The air smelled of sweet, sticky, 
cotton candy. The musical chimes blasted from the loud speakers. 
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Walking through the arches was like entering a magic world. Since 
the park entrance faced 3rd Avenue West, and was next door to the 
Five Points West shopping center, one of the busiest shopping cen-
ters in Birmingham, I could imagine other boys and girls watching us 
as we entered the park. The walkways were dirt filled but for me and 
Mariann it was golden sand. Most people came on Sunday after church 
getting their best shoes and socks covered in brown dust from the dirt-
filled walkways. My family was no exception. We came in our Sunday 
best, Mama in her fitted navy dress and Daddy in his dark brown suit. 
Mariann and I, after hours of conversation, decided to wear our match-
ing yellow dresses with the white butterfly collars. We wore our white 
patent leather shoes with white ankle socks trimmed in yellow lace. We 
topped it all off with thick black ponytails sealed with yellow bowed rib-
bons. Our dark eyes sparkled and danced as we walked from the car to 
the park.

“I remember walking into that park. Your father and I were so nervous. 
We had spoken to other families who had taken their kids just to see 
what the atmosphere was like. They said the usual things like. 

“We got lots of stares.”
“They love to whisper.”
“I didn’t know white folks spit so much.”
“They stare, whisper, spit, stare, whisper, spit.”
But it was different with me and your father, me with my light skin, 

freckles, and brown hair and your father with his black skin and kinky 
hair. We always got more attention than other couples.” 

Mariann and I rode the roller coaster, the spinning cups, and we laughed 
ourselves silly in the house of mirrors. We ate cotton candy, popcorn, 
and giggled as the fizz from the sodas tickled our nose. We danced and 
skipped, thanking Mama and Daddy every five minutes for bringing us. 
And then we came to the last ride, the Ferris wheel. Suddenly the smell 
of sugar mingling with mustard and catsup made my stomach churn, and 
churn, and churn. 

After I complete a second bowl of homemade strawberry ice cream, 
I start to wash the few dishes that have accumulated. I can feel Mama 
watching me. She knows that the second bowl of ice cream will probably 
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make my stomach ache later, but I revel in the taste as it glides down my 
throat anyway. Beside, Mama knows it’s my favorite. 

Mama insists on using paper plates, paper cups, and paper forks at the 
family gatherings. So there aren’t many dishes to wash. Everyone adheres 
to the rule, except my Aunt Marie. She insists on a real plate, real cup, 
and real fork. Mama always says, “I’m going to make her bring her own.” 
But she never does. I wash the real plate, real cup, and real fork to keep 
the two siblings from arguing.

Mama starts to talk about Kiddie Land again. I was eager to hear her 
story. Like most middle children, I felt my older brother and younger sis-
ter got most of the attention. So I savored this moment when Mama felt 
she could confide in me. 

“We were always getting the look. You know like what is this white 
woman doing with a black man? They above all people should under-
stand the different shades of black people. They are the ones who made 
us multicolored. Still sometimes we would be careful not to touch, you 
know, hold hands or anything. That’s the way we were at Kiddie Land 
Park that day. We walked side by side, but we never touched. It just 
seemed easier.

We also made sure we used the bathroom before we left home. But of 
course you had to go. How could I tell you that I was afraid? So I bravely 
arched you and Mariann to the rest rooms. Some of the white women 
pinched their noses like we brought in the smell of stench.”

Mama rolls her eyes, shrugs her shoulders, and adds, in her sassy 
childlike voice.

“But they were in there first.”
Then she mellows and smiles. 
“I distinctly remember one white woman tall, skinny, and red hair. 

She smiled and told me I had two pretty daughters. She asked about your 
dress. I told her I made it. We chatted for a few seconds about my sewing 
skills. I could tell she was trying to show me that all white people were 
not racist, and I appreciated that. There were no major incidents that day. 
Actually a white man winked his eye at me when your father turned his 
back.” 

Mariann and I were anxious to get on the ride. However, for some reason 
I felt weak. Before I could protest, Mariann grabbed me by the arm and 
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pulled me in the direction of the Ferris wheel. I got a strange feeling as 
I stared at the cages circling the air. I really didn’t want to ride; however, 
my friend insisted. The attendant, a skinny unshaved man missing most 
of his teeth, looked at us and winked, saying, “Dis is de best ride in de 
park.” The attendant waited until we were safely in our cages and then 
closed the door. As new riders were seated in their cage we moved higher 
and higher into the sky. I grabbed the handle and firmly tightened my 
hands around the bar. With each new rider my grip got tighter and tight-
er. I looked for Mama and Daddy. They were getting smaller and smaller 
with each new passenger. When the last riders had been securely placed 
in their cage, we were at the top. Mariann raised her arms high into the 
air and said, “This is so much fun!” 

“It was no fun for me and your father. I couldn’t wait to leave that park. I 
just felt as if everyone was staring.” 

Mama gets up from the green table and hides a slice of birthday cake 
for my father to have with his coffee in the morning. Then she sits down 
and wipes a smudge of cake from her pink lips. When she is about to 
restart the story my sister wanders into the kitchen. 

“What do you want?” I asked. I didn’t mean to sound angry, but I had 
Mama all to myself, and I didn’t want to share. I love my sister. We love 
each other. But I felt that she got more attention, and at times, I suppose, 
I was jealous of that.

“I was just wondering when you guys were coming into the dining 
room with us,” she said giving me a nasty look. We exchange angry stares 
at each other for a few seconds. Then my sister looks to Mama for help, 
but Mama averts her eyes. Although Mama tried hard not to pick sides, 
sometimes she did. My sister retreats to the dining room, and I am so 
proud mother has sided with me. 

“Thank God He lets some of us live long enough to change. Now I 
would march you into that park, hold your father’s hand, and dare any-
one to say a word. When I look back I guess most families were just out 
giving their kids a good time as we were. So much has changed. Then so 
much is still the same.” 

I’m stiff. I haven’t moved.
At that instant, I realize, I am afraid of heights!
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I hadn’t said anything to my friend because I couldn’t. 
I was frozen! 
My chest felt as tight as the white Playtex girdle my mother struggled 

into every Sunday morning. My knuckles were a pale green from the 
death choke I had applied to the handle bar. My eyes must have been a 
dull brown from the small tornadoes of wind dust that found its way into 
them. Slowly the cage started to rotate. We were going down. A slight 
squirt of relief filled my chest, but it was only momentarily because now 
we were fully into our circular rotation. Each time we passed the atten-
dant my friend said, “faster, faster.” He would smile the toothless smile, 
and we would go faster. For five minutes two little brown girls in yellow 
dresses experienced two totally different emotions: one excitement, and 
the other horror.

I was still mesmerized by what she had told me. I start to sweep the 
kitchen floor but only as a distraction to try and shut my mind down. 
However, I couldn’t.

“Mama, I didn’t know. I mean about your feelings. I never thought 
about your skin color. You are just my mother. I guess it was hard for you 
and Daddy years ago.” 

“At times it really was. Sometimes you just get tired of battling.”
Looking at her I still couldn’t see anything but Mama. Nothing else 

mattered to me. No one had ever said anything to me about my mother’s 
color. Or at least, I never noticed. I am clearly color blind when it comes 
to her. Then I remembered an incident with my daughter. 

“You know Mama I do remember awhile back Tippi told me that you 
were her white grandmother. She said very innocently that she has a 
black grandmother and a white grandmother. I asked, who is your white 
grandmother? She looked at me as if I were silly and said that you were.” 

“That granddaughter of mine, what did you say?” 
“I tried to explain to her how black people come in all different 

shades.” 
“Well now we are African-American, so how are you gonna explain 

that one.” 
We were silent for a few seconds then I said, “It’s funny how differ-

ently we remember the Kiddie Land experience.” 
“You know Diana, that’s just the way it was for me and your father in 

the beginning. Now, when I look back, I don’t see it as such a bad thing.” 	
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Then my mother, now with gray hair, faded freckles and skin that has 
darkened over the years, added some of her much-sought-after words of 
wisdom. 

“Love makes you brave. Children make you brave. If it wasn’t for you 
children I probably would never have ventured outside the house. You 
taught me about volleyball, your brother taught me about football, and 
your sister taught me about cheerleading. Things I would have never 
thought to explore had I not had kids.”

I smile at my mama wanting to hug her. I resist. She is not the type 
for “mush” as she calls it. 

I finish sweeping the kitchen floor. 

When the ride was finally over the attendant released us from the cage 
and said, “I told ya dis was de best ride.”

I still couldn’t speak. 
I walked quickly toward Mama and Daddy. I wanted to grab them 

and tell them about my horror. However, as I got closer, I saw them smil-
ing. They were so proud they were able to take me to Kiddie Land.

So when they asked me, “How was it?”
I replied, “FUN.” 
I never told them the truth. 
I never rode a Ferris wheel again.

The silence controls us for a few moments. I assume it tastes like relief 
for Mama to finally tell something that she has held inside for years. For 
me the silence tastes like bitter chocolate melting and spoiling happy 
childhood memories. In her attempt to bring us back to the present, she 
states, “I remember you on that Ferris wheel. You looked like you had 
seen the face of evil coming for your soul. Your father wanted to ask the 
attendant to stop the ride. I told him to let you finish. When you start 
something you should finish. When you got off, you raced toward us as if 
you were on fire. You didn’t say anything, but I knew you were afraid.”

Cousin Bonita yells from the dining area for Mama and me to come res-
cue her from the relatives who say her date is short and ugly. He really 
is; however, we always side with Cousin Bonita against the other family 
members. It makes for great conversation. The men start to come back to 
life asking for more ice cream and cake. Cousin Bonita’s boyfriend comes 
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in the dining area and asks if she is ready to go. She shakes her head no. 
When he is safely out of sight we all laugh. We know the men probably 
have started to give him a rough time. I’m sure my father asked him, 
“Where do you work boy?” 

And if the answer is, “I don’t have a job,” Daddy will promptly come 
into the dining area and whisper to Cousin Bonita. Of course everyone 
in the room will hear. 

“Do you know that boy doesn’t have a job?” 
If he does have a job, No-Money will ask him for a twenty-dollar 

loan. Mo-Money will take to him about investments. Then Uncle Junior 
Parker, who for more than thirty years was the projectionist for the 
Famous Movie Theater, which was one of only two Negro theaters in 
Birmingham, will ask him if he remembers John Wayne in the old 1945 
Western, “Dakota.” If he lasts long enough to become a member of the 
family, he will learn to say yes. For some reason my uncle just can’t 
understand that we who were born after 1945 don’t know anything about 
John Wayne.

The children finally give into sleep, and the brown-brick house nes-
tled on a side street in the Norwood community, settles into a cold win-
ter’s day of family fun. 
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Passing the Cups

She reads that when Western culture starts showing off the bosom, some 
catastrophic event is being heralded: the onset of war or economic reces-
sion or political upheaval. The signs aren’t good. Her female students’ 
breasts are swelling. Surely, she thinks, eyeing young women in her uni-
versity classroom, those are not your natural size and so thrust up. Have 
you heard of gravity? She wonders if she says it out loud.

Not only are the breasts uncommonly large but the clothing has 
shrunk. What are parents thinking, the ones paying for their daughter’s 
augmentations and their wardrobes? They might contribute instead to a 
summer abroad or a writing workshop or a kayak. What an odd contrast 
with the parent who wished—not long ago—to shield his daughter. As if 
super-sizing your offspring’s breasts is something you would want like a 
Humvee or some investment against the future. 

She remembers a gentle comment by a teacher when she was twelve, 
a reminder to use deodorant, and how ashamed she had felt to learn her 
body’s fault. What in the world does it mean to a girl that her parents 
approve an entire overhaul?

She tries not to look but it’s hard. She wants to know how many are 
surgical and how many owe their pomp to a wonder bra. None, it seems, 
slopes gently down before rising to the peak of the nipple, like a ski 
slope. Such breasts as that show their weight. No. These are all round 
grapefruits; the sense of flesh, gone. 

At a coffeehouse across the street from campus, she notices a woman 
in a pea green sweater whose breasts are so large and so uniform and so, 
well, high, that she understands for the first time why some men refer to 
breasts as a rack. This woman’s chest might have displayed earthenware 
crockery.

She attends a lecture by a poet interviewing for a job in her depart-
ment. The woman displays her cleavage. Throughout the candidate’s talk, 
her eyes are fixed on the woman’s chest and when she sits beside her at 
dinner, her gaze is drawn over and over right there, to that alluring tun-
nel, like a secret path in a garden, leading to some rich grove. After the 
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interview, she considers the likeliness of taking the same approach to job 
hunting. She never has. The reason seems obvious. In size, her breasts fill 
demi cups.

Yet she has never wanted larger ones. Smaller hips, yes, but not larger 
breasts. 

Until her own began to show, she had received mixed lessons in 
breasts. Some of these came in the company of her elder sister and girl 
friends. She remembers entering the shadowed bedroom of someone’s 
mother. They stand before a chest of drawers. The second drawer is 
opened. In it are light-foam pads. They take turns placing two of them 
under their cotton shirts and observing the effects. She is probably four 
years old. She remembers no conversation, only the ritual of passing the 
cups. Then they replace the foam objects in the drawer, close it silently, 
and leave the room. The entire episode evokes the feeling of something 
or someone already dead. Later, probably in the same year, she and her 
sister attend a pajama-party with older girls; again she is the youngest. 
What she most remembers is whisperings about stealing someone’s bra, 
soaking it in water, and putting it in the freezer. All of the action takes 
place on a plane high above her. They sleep little and by the following 
morning she is so disoriented, she wishes never to endure this quality of 
entertainment again.

Her family lives in Nigeria; her parents are missionaries. Like her 
sister and herself, the other girls are white American daughters. For her 
the cold brassiere and artificial forms seem hugely at odds with the full 
warm hours of her everyday life. In that life, the British Empire has not 
succeeded in colonizing the African fashion world. She sees hundreds 
and thousands of Nigerian women who wear no bras and no blouses, 
whose breasts are as exposed as her elbows. There is great variety in 
breasts but in every case the skin of breast and chest and arm and leg is 
uniform in tone and color and in this way different from her mother’s 
breasts, which are whiter than the rest of her, with the areolas the shade 
of a pink-lavender crayon. This whiteness and the pink-lavender centers 
seem the cause of the hiding and also the source of a shame. For the girl, 
brassieres become a necessary form of shelter for a vulnerability she will 
one day inherit. That future life will require more time indoors than out 
and all kinds of hooks and eyes buttoning up. She shuts her mind against 
the thought. Only much later will she be able to imagine how her young 
parents might have been challenged in their own domestic arrangements 
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by the presence of all of those breasts, even among their congregants, 
how her mother may have felt herself exposed in spite of her clothing 
and perhaps even because of it. In her own continuum, the girl is nine 
when she glimpses, on a rare visit to the U.S., her grandmother’s corset 
and built-in brassiere hung on the bedroom door. It looks like the skel-
etal remains of some oceanic creature, a fearsome sign of the life and 
death awaiting her.

She gravitates toward books full of fairies and water-babies and Peter 
Pan, hardly any girls, no women. These characters are neither male nor 
female. They’re simply human. She imagines herself some cross between 
Peter Pan and Tinker Bell. She and they are all light and pastel and flat-
chested.

Her breasts begin to grow about the time faint hairs appear on the 
smooth plane of skin between her legs. She calls her mother into the 
bath, where she is soaking, head back, spread eagle in the tub, pretending 
at least that it is a swimming pool. Her natural habitat is a cold river in 
a hot climate where you bathe of an afternoon but this is the year of dis-
covering Grandmother’s corset and she is in South Carolina in a ceramic 
pond in a small brick house on a square lawn. Her mother has little to 
say that can reassure the girl and she feels sullied if not ruined. It must 
be that her mother shops for training bras because she has them ready 
for her a few months later, back in Nigeria, when the girl is packing for 
boarding school in a nearby town. But the bras find little purchase on 
her chest, slipping up every time she raises her hand in class. She tosses 
the new underwear onto the floor of her closet where gecko lizards nestle 
and goes back to wearing an undershirt. Eventually she grows enough 
to fill an A cup, though unfortunately the bras her mother now provides 
are conical—she must have found them at a British/Nigerian department 
store—and the tips are never full. She tries stuffing them with Kleenex 
but still they crumple beneath her thin dresses. She believes her breasts 
are not finished. They look a little abrupt, a beginning, not an ending. 
Surely they will get to B, she thinks. With friends at night in the dormi-
tory, she engages in exercises meant to improve the bust line. Her chief 
rival, a dark-haired beauty with a small bottom and a finely chiseled face, 
enjoys fulsome breasts and popularity. She envies her, though it isn’t her 
breasts she wants but her calm assurance of desirability. She doesn’t yet 
understand the logarithm of women’s breasts and male attraction and 
it’s just as well she doesn’t. By the time her sixteenth year has come and 
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gone, it is clear she is destined for a life of 36A. She will never, like her 
mother, bend forward to land her breasts, nipple first, in the cups, a kind 
of aerial maneuver she had expected some day to master.

But smaller breasts have advantages. They don’t hurt when she runs 
or get in the way of sleeping on her stomach. Hers are dainty and precise. 
They fit nicely with her inherited sense of tact and gentility. And they do 
little to disturb an intense identification with her father she has cherished 
and embellished since infancy. She intuits that her breasts befit her very 
being, as her name does, as does the gait of her walk.

She like her father is tall and athletic. Their long legs make them 
agile and blessed, like the winged creatures of her girlhood fantasy. She 
does not want to line up with her mother anyway, nor her sister, both of 
whom are clumsy and large-breasted. They sit and talk, clearly fated to a 
life of mere earth-walking. As far as she is concerned, high-flown rheto-
ric never lifts her mother one inch off the divan. But remembering that 
white vulnerability, the corseted but nonetheless all-too-present show of 
her mother, she feels sorrow and sometimes kisses her impulsively before 
leaving the house. She promises herself she will one day make it up to 
her, this abandonment.

In American magazines that make their way into her African school 
like capsules from another planet, she finds an angle of support. Large 
breasted Liz Taylor is passé. She doesn’t even know who Elizabeth Taylor 
is but she can tell by the lipstick and arched brows and a desperation that 
lingers in the woman’s eyes that she is lost. In all of the photographs of 
the once-envied beauty, the photographer is above her looking down. 
Not so with the coterie of new long-legged models in short skirts, all of 
whom look thin and flat. Like giraffes, they occupy the sky, the angle of 
the photo ever upward. 

She might have been confused by glossy advertisements for brassieres 
that filled the same magazines had they not been so bizarre she read 
them as cartoons. In the stories of these ads, women are being urged to 
dream of where they might go in a Maidenform bra. Some options are 
riding a roller coaster and square-dancing. A woman could even dream 
of being sawed in half in her Maidenform. Another advertisement 
promises a brassiere to lift and separate, but separate from what? The 
language seems oddly technical and ominous, the object of that verb so 
ambiguous.
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So she is not disappointed. Her smaller breasts seem just right. She 
probably loves them. They are lockets that don’t open. Their secrets are 
hers and the secret is that they are hers. She has all of her life wished for 
a demure smile, a quiet, mysterious aura. She has wished for this provi-
dence because in general and in spite of her good breeding in precision 
and gentility, she is often brash and out-spoken and any stranger can 
read her face. Her breasts become her soft, sealed lips, her private Mona 
Lisa.

She is joyous, really, in her image, and ponders the muscle of her 
heart, its tremendous quiet rhythm, and how it beats for her.
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Ain’t Ready for No Man

As a child I was haunted by the “Save the Children” ad campaign. A 
block of simple text, a black and white photo. In the time it takes you to 
finish reading this paragraph, a child will have died of starvation. The chil-
dren were my age, dark-skinned, dressed in slips, stained shorts, nothing. 
Babies screamed, their mouths stretched open for the food that would 
never come. As I began reading, a girl would stare out at me with a hun-
gry, little smile. Here I am, she would say, still alive. And, being a literal 
child, when I finished reading I would think, now she’s dead. 

Children were dying in Ethiopia, hundreds of them in camps, their 
bellies distended so they looked fat, like they could tip over on their 
skinny legs. They lived with their starving mothers and fathers, starving 
brothers and sisters. On tv I saw them move in slow-motion, too tired 
to wave away the sucking flies in the corners of their eyes. I cried when I 
heard they had to pick the grains out of animal shit just to stay alive. But 
when I read, For the price of a cup of coffee a day, this child could eat for a 
week, I felt the soft cushions of an armchair holding me, heard the birds 
singing in the backyard, my dog barking. My parents drank coffee every 
morning—if they stopped, how many more weeks could she live? 

As I sat reading, you were running through the streets of Georgetown, 
sucking on half-eaten candies you’d picked off the sidewalk. You were 
four years older than I, your worn housedress flouncing on your knees 
as you dodged chickens and stray dogs, trailed mango peels in the dust. 
When I lived in your city, I imagined that I could turn my head and see 
you: a phantom little girl playing in the pitted yards. Your singular look 
of concentration devoted to a grid drawn in the dirt with a stick, your 
thin brown arm poised to drop a stone, dead into the center. 

When we met, I saw the shadows of this past on you, but you had 
little use for it by then. You were successful, college-educated, wielding 
the power to grant money to the poor who were no longer you. But  
I probed: I was still the girl who had sat in the armchair, worrying  
about girls like you dying. I wanted to know the end of the story. Twenty 
years later I had come to the country of “a child dies every 30 seconds 
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of malnutrition.” Make me understand what happened, I insisted. Tell me 
how you didn’t die. How you’re alive today for me to love you. 

Guyanese do not talk loosely of the past. You tolerated my American 
curiosity, though perhaps you suspected it was born of too much food. 
Girl, like you love ask questions! you teased me. Why recount a catalogue 
of deprivations? What could be surprising? It did not seem unique to 
you. When we spoke of your childhood, I felt as I did hearing Creolese, 
the English dialect of Guyana. I struggled to wrap my mind around this 
language that was so different from my own, but was, in fact, my own. 
I finally resorted to begging for the parts to guess at the whole. How do 
you spell that? I asked my students, my friends, the person on the phone 
giving me directions. And all of them would attempt the impossible, 
struggling to give me letters for an unwritten language. D…O…U…
W?…G?…. Their voices trailed off, apologizing. Me sorry, Miss, me ehn’t 
really know.

So it was with you, humoring me with stories of the past. You gave 
me the facts you remembered: the crowded home, the violent father, the 
grandmother who hated your skin darker than her Portuguese white. 
But when I posed the questions, Why? Why was it this way? you simply 
shook your head. These things I had to accept: your first tongue could 
not be written, and your childhood could not be explained. 

Still, I forged on. I pushed for the details, the off-moments, the 
memories you thought unimportant. I was like an investigator recreating 
a scene, the scene of your invention. Why did I push? Because I adored 
you, and thought the way to love you better lay in understanding this 
history. Because I wanted to know this country you sprang from where 
I now lived. Or maybe your life was just a peephole, a tiny vision into 
another world from where I could look on safely. Please excuse my voy-
eurism, my demands, my curiosity. I was young and so were you. But 
here is what I gathered. Here are the spellings you invented for me, and 
the words I made them spell. 

To begin, I desired a photo of you from childhood, but none exist. I 
was jealous of your siblings who had known you then, in your pressed 
school uniform with the prefect badge. She was always different, your 
older brother Lelord told me, even when she was small. I envied the 
woman we met in Matthew’s Ridge. Yes, she had known old Lam, the 
Chinese man who lived on the hill. That was my grandfather, you told 
her. She scrutinized your face and I watched as she located you, the little 
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girl I would never know. I remember you, she nodded, unraveling the 
twenty years since you’d first stepped off the boat into this isolated jungle 
town. She smiled fondly at a girl’s face I couldn’t see. You were small, 
small when ya come last time. 

Frustrated, I tried to shrink you down too. Your adult features on 
a tiny girl’s head, your body loose and skinny. I flattened your breasts, 
straightened your hips and there you were at my waist, looking up at 
me, your billowing hair soft in my hand. Strange for a child to have eyes 
like little coals, I thought. Strange, you thought, for a white lady to ask so 
many questions.

You were born on an island named Wakenaam in the vast Essequibbo 
River, where the family had moved for your father, Joseph, to run a log-
ging concession. But where exactly were you born? In a hospital, in the 
house? I wanted to picture you entering the world, but you just shook 
her head, laughing. Who cares, I’m here now. Because your family did 
not have money for cow’s milk you were weaned on coconut water, the 
cloudy amniotic fluid of a towering tree.

You were the last of eighteen children by your father, a fact you told 
me first by the hors d’oeuvres table at a party. I almost dropped my paper 
plate. By the time you were born, you had siblings in their forties, grown 
brothers and sisters with their own children. Your mother Rowena, your 
father’s second wife, already had five boys and a girl. And it was hard 
coming last, your father getting old, never enough powdered milk for tea 
in the morning. I’ve had enough black tea in this lifetime, you always told 
me, adding cream, spoonfuls of sugar. 

Joseph was handsome, fair-skinned, half-Portuguese and half-Indian, 
an alcoholic at your birth. After you appeared, he stopped drinking sud-
denly, without explanation. He named you, as he named all his children, 
after characters in movies. Majestic, melancholy names: Aloma, Cordell, 
Rohan, Lelord, Hilrod, Gregory. You became Ardis. 

Nights I stayed with you we slept together under a gauzy mosquito 
net that blurred the moon. We secured it to the ground with massive 
white dictionaries you’d bought used, excited when you found the well-
preserved, two-volume set with the softest onionskin paper. One morn-
ing I pulled a volume out and opened to the A’s, seeking Ardis. It won’t be 
in there, monkey, you said, still sleepy, it’s my name.

It’s in here, I said, flipping through pages that threatened to tear, my 
eyes gliding past arctic, arcturus, arcane to find, finally, one written fact 
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of you. The dictionary was authoritative; you respected it. I loved telling 
you what your name meant.

The first, a variation, Ardisia, a bush that gives hard, red berries and 
grows in East India and the West Indies. There was a little picture with 
this one, lines for the branches, little berries we had to imagine red. The 
second, from the Greek, point of an arrow. And so I recognized you as 
hard-won, like those few small berries, and sharp, not just the arrow 
itself but its winnowed tip. Your father had named you well, for a future 
he would never know. You tried to find Katherine for me, but it was only 
a name.

Joseph was smiling in the one water-stained photo I saw of him at 
your brother’s house on a rainy afternoon. I noticed his perfectly straight 
teeth. Dentures. He pulled out all his teeth once when he had a toothache, 
you told me, laughing. So he would never have a toothache again, he said. 
I looked at the photograph again, tried to find his eyes through the tinted 
glasses. Pulled them out himself? With what? No anesthesia? I asked. 
Don’t worry about it, you told me, the man was crazy. Another time he 
poured buckets of paint from an upstairs window on a neighbor who had 
crossed him. He beat you with planks and telephone cords and hands. 
He beat your mother, threw a bike at her, shoved a pumpkin at her head. 
When he locked her out of the house in the rainy season she had to sleep 
under the house. But he kept you in school when Rowena wanted you 
home scrubbing floors. You guessed it was because he thought you would 
support him in old age. Still, you thanked him most for that.

Rowena was your mother, a half-African, half-Chinese woman. 
Standing next to Joseph she is dark-skinned and plump, beaming. She 
balances her first grandchild on her hip, a kitchen apron tied on her 
waist. I’ve left myself undone, she would say at the end of the day, happy 
to put her family ahead of herself. She loved her boys, you told me. You 
watched them gnaw the bigger shares of meat each night at dinner. She 
always kept us clean and pressed, when we saw the smudged faces of chil-
dren on the street. We were poor, but we never looked as poor as we were.

Rowena raised chickens in the backyard of your house, and your job 
was to check every day for new eggs. You had to reach up inside each 
bird and feel around for the hard shell. You just reached up into them? 
I asked. Yes, as if it was nothing to put your hand in a chicken. Did the 
chicken mind, did the chicken just let you do it? Yes, you said again, 
the chicken just let you do it. When your hand goes inside me now, I 
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sometimes imagine you will pull out an egg between your fingertips, 
gleaming white.

You remember a happy childhood: cajoling your brothers to play 
games with you, learning to read, borrowing books from an old man on 
your road. Your father visiting you in the hospital when you were sick, 
the roar of his motorbike engine as he pulled up outside your window 
every day. You remember a terrible childhood: beatings, fights. Your 
father slapping your mother, throwing a pot of food across the backyard. 
Watching your dinner fly into the dirt, the pot dented, another night 
with an empty stomach.

Our first date was in an empty Indian movie theater. We sat alone 
in the high balcony by the fans, clasping our hands tightly in the dark. 
Later, we went to a small roadside restaurant in town, a slight breeze 
rippling across our legs. We touched hands and knees under the table, 
laughed at the fat, drunk men slamming dominos. You looked so beauti-
ful: our secret was hot in my mind. 

Across the street we heard boys yelling at each other, beginning to 
fight. We were far enough away to be safe, surrounded by the light of 
the restaurant. They yelled threats I could hardly understand. I did not 
notice your face tightening until you said, That’s how my family was. On 
a trip to Kwakwani, we heard a man and woman fighting outside our 
window, their curses getting louder and louder. I was holding you, my 
knees curled into your knees; I could not see your face. My parents were 
like this, mommy yelling at daddy until she got licks. We closed the win-
dow to shut out their noise, made love silently in the stifling room.

Sometimes I would mine for the past, pressing my unanswerable 
why’s on you, and sometimes the past would push itself between us. The 
night you told me you had lived in an orphanage I thought you were kid-
ding. Do you think this is the kind of thing you joke about? you whispered 
to me in the dark. You were not angry, just sad. No, I just can’t believe 
we’ve known each other a year and you haven’t told me. Stroking my hair: 
Well, here, I’m telling you now.

You whispered the story to me, as if ashamed. I was young, two or 
three, and my parents were too poor to keep me. Reverend Sun Yun Moon 
had set up a church in Guyana with an orphanage. They sent Aloma and 
I there to live so we would have enough food to eat. On Sundays mommy 
and daddy visited. We sang in a choir called the “Seraphim” and watched 
The Sound of Music, over and over. There had been a picture of you 
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singing in the angel choir, now lost. I felt this from the beginning: you 
were always an orphan.

You returned to your parent’s home a few years later. You grew up to 
be beautiful and then the boys came around. One came to see you on 
his bike, and Rowena came out of the house. Y’all listen to dis, she said, 
Ardis ain’t ready fuh no man, ya heah! I could see it clearly: your mother’s 
hands on her hips, you skulking back to the house, the chastened boy 
weaving off down the road. What did your mother say when the boy 
came? I asked you over and over. You imitated the same warning, sing-
song cadence, until finally I could hear Rowena and agree with her. Ya 
ain’t ready fuh no man! I liked to say to you. But you’re ready for me.

And when did you know you loved women? I asked. There had been no 
language for this. One morning on your way to school, you heard some-
one calling from an upstairs balcony and looked up, expecting what? To 
run to the store, maybe, deliver a message. It was the code of law to be 
respectful of adults; you could be beat for less. A woman stood above you 
wearing a sheer robe, silhouetted against the darkness of the doorway. 
She looked, what? Beautiful, yes. Young, but older than you, and you 
were no longer a child. Her robe was low between her breasts, and she 
seemed to be telling you something you had never heard before. I was 
surprised. I had never seen a woman stand like this. You saw her desire. 
And, though it would be years before it was safe to admit it, you also saw 
your own.

Joseph immigrated to New York City to be with another woman when 
you were sixteen. That was his true love, I think his last years were happy 
with her. Rowena got cancer soon after, and you slept in the hospital bed 
with her every night. She cried out for him until she died, you said, shak-
ing your head at this kind of love. Your father died a few years later, in 
your early twenties.

Now all you had was brothers and sisters, but some of them were 
already lost. Rohan had immigrated “backtrack” to the States, illegally; 
you had heard he was in jail. Cordell had tried to kill himself and then 
disappeared; you assumed he was dead. Hilrod always had a new business 
idea; you lost money believing in him. It was only through your siblings 
that I could imagine your childhood. They showed its liabilities, while you 
showed almost nothing. You showed only what you wanted to show.

I met Aloma once in your living room. She was as soft and plump  
as you were sinewy and strong. Girlish, quiet, mother to two boys with 
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different fathers, she hardly spoke. She was there for money, like most 
other times. After your father’s death she had cried to you, he troubled 
me, those few, coded words telling of years of molestation. She had been 
home alone with him after I went to school. He was older and couldn’t 
find lovers as easily as before. He must have come after her then. I paused, 
afraid to ask. Never you? I asked. She shook her head. Why never you? 
Again you won the coin toss, got your life. Why not you?

Of your siblings, you were the only one to pass the A-levels, study-
ing all summer from a book a teacher gave you. I went to your college 
graduation in a muddy field by the Atlantic coast, your flapping robes 
the colors of the Guyana flag. At twenty-seven you had become the girl 
in the armchair, out of danger. But there was no need for black and white 
pictures, threatening text; you knew this story well enough already. Your 
nieces and nephews were those faces staring out at you from your own 
family photos. You watched the patterns beginning to repeat. She likes 
to beat too much, you told me about Aloma with her boys. You saw that 
there was another girl who needed saving (there is always another girl 
who needs saving) and imagined that you could help her. 

Gregory, had married Hassina, a Muslim woman, and they had 
had nine children together. Fayola was twelve years old, the age when 
Guyanese children take the exam to qualify for secondary school. You 
decided to take her into your home, tutor her so she could pass the test. 
All of Hassina’s other daughters had been married off young to men in 
the islands so they could send back money to the family. You wanted to 
help Fayola have a different life.

We visited them in Albuoystown on a bright Sunday afternoon in 
May, traveling by mini-bus from your home close to the Embassies, until 
we reached their sunken porch. Hassina greeted us with a child on her 
breast, two at her knee. The house was dark and musty with clothes piled 
in the corners and mattresses lining the floor. An older girl ran to buy 
cold drinks for us at the corner store. Fayola stood by as you and Hassina 
talked, and I wandered out to the back to play with the younger children. 
A tiny girl, two or three, kept running up to me and touching my hair 
then running away and laughing. She had long lashes, lovely brown eyes. 
When she turned to run I noticed open sores on her back and thighs. 

Look, I pointed to the little girl, look at her back, I said when you 
came to find me. You saw your niece’s open wounds, her giggling, 
smooth face. Should we go to the clinic, bring back cream for her? I asked. 
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You shook your head. She’ll get them again, there’s no point. You could 
only save one girl at a time. 

But which girl could grow up to save herself? I glanced at the baby 
girl in Hassina’s arms as we left, could she be another Ardis? You had 
been unlikely, number eighteen. How could anyone have guessed what 
you would become? But Aloma’s infant daughter would not be the one; 
she died of dehydration later that year. And Fayola was not the one; you 
soon discovered that she couldn’t read. When you went to comb her hair 
you found a smooth layer on top, a mess of ratted knots below. It took 
you hours to comb down to the scalp, to find the root of the hair. She 
didn’t want to study, wasn’t serious about school. There was nothing you 
could do. You weren’t a mother, never wanted to be. You sent her back.

I return to the ad to understand you, the black and white photo of 
the girl who should have died in a paragraph’s time. The words told the 
truth. Others have died around you, or lived lives bound by suffering. 
The words lied; you are here today. Behind her hungry, little smile lies 
something else: a pure, grinding determination for a life like the reader’s, 
sitting in her armchair thousands of miles away. Not just her food, or her 
pity, or her coffee money, but her chance to live as she wanted, love as 
she wanted. 

As a child, you studied death also. After school, you went alone to 
the funeral parlor near your school and stood with the mourners around 
the open casket. You liked to be there when it was time for the view-
ing, to see what death looked like. You approached death methodically, 
unafraid; death was your rival. Poverty, abuse, disease, none of these had 
gotten you so far, but you knew that death was a worthy opponent. In 
those days, you watched it and you mastered it, you looked back at me 
from the page, smiling with a different kind of hunger altogether.
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Oatmeal Cream Pie

I find my vein and lay the razor lengthwise on my wrist. Widthwise, like 
a bracelet, is for amateurs. Everyone knows you can’t cut a vein deep 
enough widthwise to bleed to death. I take a deep breath, close my eyes, 
and slash. The pain electrifies me. I look down. Holy shit, look at that 
blood. It gushes and gushes. I only made a few-inch cut and surely that 
isn’t enough to die. I didn’t expect it to hurt quite so much. What the 
hell, this is extremely unpleasant. I can’t even kill myself right. 

My blood is everywhere and I realize with horror (and a great deal of 
humor) that I don’t want to die. I laugh. I don’t want to die. Great, this 
means I have to live and look at this mess I’ve gotten myself into. What 
was it my dad always says? A day late and a dollar short? That’s me. It 
takes slashing my wrist to realize I don’t want to slash my wrists.

I leave my bedroom and go into the bathroom and get a towel, care-
ful to choose an old one. I am 18 years old and I don’t want my mom to 
get mad about bloodstains on a newer one. Now that I plan to live, I have 
to worry about these things again. I wrap the towel around my wrist to 
hopefully stop the flow of blood. 

My left hand grows numb. I need to go to an emergency room. I am 
in rural, southern Michigan. Our rented house is surrounded on three 
sides by fields of soybeans and corn. The closest emergency room is in 
Hudson or Morenci, both more than 15 miles away via winding roads 
that my dad swears were created by “the road commission following a 
scared deer or a drunk coyote with a bucket of tar.” 

I don’t think I can drive that far. 
It is April—dark, chilly. It is about 9 p.m. I’ve cut my wrist at night, 

after thinking about it during softball practice and then again during 
track practice. I thought about it when I fed and watered my dog Alfred 
and then when I ate a can of Dinty Moore beef stew for dinner. My trig-
gering event was being stood up the previous weekend for the Junior-
Senior prom where I had been nominated for prom queen. I knew I 
wasn’t going to win—a skinny girl would win but it was a nice gesture on 
the part of my less-popular classmates. It indicated I was well liked.
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The prom just seemed like the final bad thing. A sort of metaphor for 
my whole life. I was not desirable. Or needed. Or necessary. And I was 
fat, so according to my mother, I had no hope of a redemptive social life 
or marriage and a family. Of all my sins and weaknesses, my size 18 body 
seemed the most insurmountable, and the most offensive to my mother. 

I seemed unable to work inside the social structure of my clique at 
school or the family structure in my home life. And it seemed like my 
brain was on fire, totally whacked out, a large chunk of the time. But now 
having actually attempted suicide, I realized it too was a pain in the ass. 
I mean, really, how did anyone have the balls to cut the other wrist after 
they’d done one? They would have to be crazy. This fucking hurt.

I decide to drive to Harold’s where my mother works five or six days a 
week. Harold is in his 70s and has physical and mental impairments from 
a severe stroke several years ago. My mother is one of his caregivers. I 
get my car keys and my purse (it does not occur to me to use the phone), 
and dripping blood the whole way, I walk toward my car, a 1976 Chevy 
Malibu Classic, blue, with a maroon door. As I walk across the driveway, 
lurching, I feel like I am in my own personal Stephen King novel. I have 
lost a lot of blood.

I manage to drive to Harold’s, though the pain in my wrist is excruci-
ating. I get out of the car and bang on the trailer door. My mom, 55 years 
old, tall, obese, salt-and-pepper hair, opens the door. Her brown eyes are 
vacant and I know from her look that she has at least four or five pain-
killers in her and probably half a dozen more “muscle relaxants.” I am 
screwed.

“What’s wrong?” she says, her eyes managing to focus on the bloody 
towel.

“I had an accident,” I say.
“What kind of accident?” 
Gee, haven’t thought of a response to that one yet. 
“I was playing with Dad’s razor and it slipped.”
“Let me see.” 
I unwrap my wrist and show it to her. Blood spurts and a fat globule 

hangs from one corner. My wound looks like an open, bloody mouth. 
But my mother is unfazed.

“I suppose you have to go to the emergency room, don’t you?” She 
sighs and goes indoors and turns off the tv, leaving me dripping blood 
on the steps of Harold’s house trailer. I wrap the towel around my wrist 
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again and apply direct pressure. I learned about direct pressure in Health 
class freshman year—school, not a total waste of time.

She wakes up Harold and tells him to put his shoes on. He does and 
then he shuffles to my mom’s car. Harold used to be about five-seven 
but he is stooped now and very skinny. He is balding, brown eyes, big 
nose—one of those men where the cartilage in his nose and ears seems to 
take on a life of its own in their later years. Harold has capable hands at 
the end of arms that are long for his frame. Right now he doesn’t have his 
glasses or his teeth and my mom is already closing the door to the house 
trailer. 

“Mom, he doesn’t have his glasses or his teeth.”
“He doesn’t need them.”
Harold looks forlorn sitting there in the passenger’s seat of the car, in 

just his pajamas with his old loafers on with no socks and no teeth and 
no glasses. It is my fault that he had to get out of bed.

I walk in the house trailer and go back to Harold’s bedroom and get 
his container for his teeth and his glasses which are both on his night-
stand. I stagger back to the kitchen and pick up a box of Little Debbie’s 
oatmeal cream pies—Harold’s favorites. I feel lightheaded.

I tuck my self-inflicted wound against my body and balance the Little 
Debbie’s on top of it and then place his dentures and his glasses on top of 
that, so I have a hand free to open the door. I am pleased with the wait-
ress platter I have made with the Little Debbie’s box. It is very orderly. I 
go out to the car and rap on Harold’s window with my elbow. He rolls the 
window down. 

“Here you go, Harold,” I say.
He takes all three things. He slips his glasses on, puts his teeth in and 

crows in happiness at the sight of the Little Debbie’s. I get in the back seat 
and lean against the door.

“Girl, Little Debbie’s. Thanks! What kind?” he says.
I close my eyes. “Oatmeal cream pies.”
“I love those.” He whistles, “Shave and a Hair Cut, Two Bits.” It’s one 

of his habits since the stroke. That and baaing like a sheep. I have to 
watch Harold sometimes while my mom runs errands or works another 
job that overlaps with her Harold hours. It is a pain to watch Harold 
but he is pretty cool. I have to respect how he noisily masturbates in 
his bedroom. He doesn’t care who hears him and then he pronounces 
loudly, “That’s good. Baaaaa” at the end. My mother thinks it’s nasty but 
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if your brain was half-gone who wouldn’t want to masturbate whenever 
you could? Harold is like hanging out with a Salvador Dali painting. 
We don’t get MTV in Waldron and the way I look at it, interacting with 
Harold is way more interesting than a Dire Straits or Depeche Mode 
music video. 

“Want one, girl?” he says, waving the oatmeal cream pies at me.
“No thanks.”
Mom puts her car in reverse.
“Baaa, girl, are you okay? Don’t look good. Lots of blood. Was in 

Number Two, you know. Yes, I was. WW Two. Baaa.”
I didn’t know Harold was a World War II vet. I like history and poli-

tics and even in my blood-depleted state, I want to hear his story.
“Where were you stationed?”
“Didn’t stay in one place during that war, girl. Moved all over. Second 

Division. Belgium, then on to Germany. You hear of the Battle of the 
Bulge?”

I nod and then realize he can’t see in the dark, with me in the back 
seat. “Yes, Harold, I sure have.” The biggest and bloodiest battle in the 
history of the U.S. Army.

“Twenty-nine years old. Corporal I was. Colder than I have ever been 
in my life. Ever tried digging a foxhole in solid froze ground, girl?” He 
whistles “Shave and a Hair Cut, Two Bits” again but it sounds weak.

This is the most coherent I have ever heard Harold for any length of 
time.

“When the Captain wasn’t around we used dynamite.” He whistles 
again. “All that blood. It’s no good. Heard about them boys. We all did. 
Kept us warm. 18 of them holding back 600 Germans. Faces black with 
blood. Their lieutenant weren’t more than 20 years old. Blood all over the 
snow. It’s no good. Baaa.”

I think he might mean they dynamited the foxholes when their  
captain wasn’t around, but I wasn’t sure. As for the rest of it, I have  
no idea and don’t have access to a set of encyclopedias. All of his state-
ments concern me. I feel guilty for upsetting Harold, bringing back bad 
memories. 

“I’m sorry, Harold. Don’t think about it anymore,” I say. I am headed 
into shock and I fight it.

“Shut up. Both of you, just shut up,” my mom says. She pulls out of 
the driveway. We head down the road. She swerves from one lane to 
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the other. I wonder if I decided to live only to be killed by my drugged 
mother.

I ignore my mother. I want to distract Harold. My blood has upset 
him. 

“What’s Victor up to on your show?” I ask. Harold is a big “Young and 
the Restless” fan.

Harold laughs and then whistles. “Knows Victoria is his, he does. But 
he’s sleeping with the big-eye-browed woman.”

“Ashley?” I say. I hadn’t seen the show since last summer. Victor and 
Ashley. Who knew?

Harold opens a Little Debbie carefully and whistles between bites.
We are about halfway to Morenci when my mother brakes the car.
“Did you turn off the kerosene heater before you came down to get 

me?”
I lift my head off the window.
“What?” I say.
“Did you turn off the kerosene heater before you came down to get 

me?”
“I don’t know. I was bleeding. No, I don’t think I did.”
My mom brakes hard, turns around in someone’s yard off of Morenci 

Road, and heads the car back toward Waldron.
“What are you doing?” I ask.
“Do you think just because you did something stupid I am going to 

let the house burn down? You know how I feel about fire and houses.”
Yes, yes, I did know. When my sister Tara got caught smoking upstairs 

in our old house my mother hit her so many times that Tara hadn’t been 
able to lift her arms away from her body for two days.

I’m not even a priority when I attempt suicide, I think. But really, had 
I expected anything different? Had I expected some expression of caring 
and devotion at this late date?

The blood from my wrist soaks through the towel and onto my blue 
jeans. I rest my head against the window again. This decision to live is 
going to be a hard one.

“Baa,” Harold says, and then whistles. “Do you want an oatmeal 
cream pie, girl?”

“No, thanks. You go ahead and have another one.”
“Don’t mind if I do. Don’t mind if I do.”
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Alzheimer’s Daughter

My mother has taken to calling me her mother. “My mother handles 
those things,” she tells the receptionist at the retina specialist’s office 
when asked to schedule her next appointment. “My mother is going to 
pay,” she tells cashiers. When asked her age, she’ll look at me, shrug, and 
tell the inquirer, “Ask my mother.” And once, when I couldn’t attend a 
performance at her senior residence, she told me, trying—I am certain—
to evoke guilt, “All the other parents are coming.” 

I know she knows I am not her mother. Her form of Alzheimer’s has 
manifested itself, primarily, in being unable to access the right words or 
numbers, in forgetting addition and subtraction. Besides, she never used 
the possessive adjective with her own mother. Never “Ask my mother,” 
always “Ask Mother.” So her calling me mother is reassuring. It shows 
that she can come reasonably close to connecting the appropriate label. 
Even more importantly, her use of the word—whether conscious or 
not—recognizes how our roles have shifted.

For most of our lives, we hear how our roles will reverse, but like 
many true sayings that turn into clichés from overuse we have no idea 
how overwhelming the reversal can be until it happens, particularly 
when a parent has Alzheimer’s.

It has been about eighteen months since I moved my mother from Ohio 
to Chicago where I live and where she lived from early childhood until 
her family moved to Evanston, and she later left for college. About ten 
years since her diagnosis. And three years since my father died (the main 
reason she needed to relocate). The disease’s progression seems remark-
ably slow when compared to her own mother’s case of dementia; perhaps 
I am remembering incorrectly because the image of my grandmother sit-
ting, silently staring ahead—unable to speak but still mimicking the ges-
ture of smoking a cigarette—is so profoundly etched in my brain that it 
dominates other memories. Regardless, my mother’s deterioration is evi-
dent. To some degree, she has most of the symptoms on the Alzheimer’s 
Association’s list of ten stages. I see her wavering between the woman she 
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used to be, a teenager and an adolescent. At times, she even seems like a 
very young child.

Before she moved into the senior residence, I prepared her new apart-
ment for her while my brother took her on a vacation to Montana, where 
he lives. (They stopped at tourist sites, like Mount Rushmore, on the way. 
The photos of them look a little like those from a wacky honeymoon.) I 
felt like I was preparing a dorm room for a teenager entering college or 
helping Marlo Thomas decorate her first apartment on That Girl. The 
feeling persisted. When my mother arrived, I was as anxious as if she was 
about to pledge a sorority; I had heard that people with severe handicaps 
are sometimes ostracized by others in senior homes. (Though my mother 
belonged to a sorority-type club in high school, she and my father were 
politically opposed to any clubs that could “blackball” perspective mem-
bers; they chose Oberlin College partly because it did not sanction such 
organizations). I did not want her blackballed. I ate with her in the din-
ing hall the first night, trying to look inviting. In the weeks after that, 
she seemed to find her way. Now she has three companions she eats with 
regularly. Her success is based largely, I suspect, on the same superficial 
attributes girls use to get into sororities: her looks—117 pounds, amaz-
ing cheekbones, cornflower blue eyes, perfect posture, good clothing and 
a ready smile. She is one of the few in her new home not using a walker. 
She is still exceedingly “cute.” People actually stop her on the street to 
tell her so. And once, a kitchen staffer came out at breakfast to announce 
to her table of six that the kitchen had voted mother the most attractive 
woman living in the facility. My mother, still socially aware and crafty 
despite her other deficits, suspected that the vote was taken more to put 
another woman at the table in her place, then to compliment her. 

What interests me most about my mother’s new self is what I 
didn’t expect, the things that go counter to conventional beliefs about 
Alzheimer’s. Movies about Alzheimer’s show suffers getting lost. Place 
disorientation is fourth on the AA list of ten stages: “Sometimes they 
may forget where they are or how they got there.” My mother still goes 
for long walks by herself and finds her way home. The AA warns of 
mood changes: “[Suffers] can become confused, suspicious, depressed, 
fearful or anxious.” Like her own mother, my mother was always criti-
cal or judgmental and somewhat suspicious. When I was young she was 
private to a fault, frequently aloof (sometimes cold), even secretive, but 
sure of herself, confident in her intellect and ability as an artist. She is 
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less critical now, more forgiving and more consistently upbeat—and 
more open. In fact, the mysteries that have always surrounded her seem 
to be unraveling. Now, though seldom able to find the correct word for 
her ear, nose or mouth, she occasionally reveals intimate stories from the 
past in minute detail, filling in holes I have wondered about my entire 
life. Sometimes, like with the mustard magnate story, she tells the stories 
in stages.

I first heard about the mustard magnate (who I’ll call MM) when 
I was in high school, though I didn’t know he was a mustard magnate 
then. She told me the story of him when a boyfriend dropped me. She 
described MM as a slightly older boy she loved who had gone away to 
the war but didn’t call her when he returned. She said that upon his 
return she spotted him across a huge sock bin in Marshall Field’s. Over 
the socks, he looked her right in the eye and then walked away, with no 
acknowledgement. Her pretense for telling the story was to assure me 
that I would recover from being dumped. But I could tell from the way 
she recited the story—staring off into the distance—that she had not got-
ten over the boy and liked having an excuse to talk about him. 

It was such a mystery why he left me, said my mother. I never knew why. 
At various times over the years, I heard about this boy, but not until 

she returned to Chicago at age 80 did I learn they had gotten back 
together briefly. On a spring day last year as we were leaving the Chicago 
Art Institute, my mother told me that she and MM had taken painting 
classes together at the CAI on summer college breaks. After class, they 
went to the lake or to little jazz joints and drank beer. She told me about 
this reconnection three or four more times—when I took her out to 
lunch, when I visited her at her apartment—mentioning his intelligence, 
his wealth, his Judaism, their kindred spirits, how they could talk and 
talk and talk. 

“Hmm,” I said after one such recollection. “And you never asked him 
why he didn’t call when he returned from the war?”

“Well,” her eyes darted away, like a person about to tell a lie or test a 
truth. “I think someone might have told him I went out with a friend of 
his while he was in the war. It wasn’t true.” She paused. “Well, we went 
out, but just as friends.”

I was floored. How could she talk of this person’s desertion for close 
to forty years and omit this detail. I took the revelation as a confession 
she had been waiting a lifetime to make. The moment was an epiphany 
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for me, a moment when I learned one of the secrets of my mother’s 
character, what had made my mother into the woman she had become. 
A secret she had kept from herself—how she had lost a great love by 
betraying him. Even, maybe, one of the reasons why she was attracted to 
my father, another dark-haired man of Jewish descent. 

The conversations about MM continued. In fact, during her first 
year back in Chicago was when I learned he was an heir to a mustard 
empire. My mother remembered this detail and his first name, but not 
his last. I went to the grocery store and examined all the mustards until 
I found one headquartered in Chicago. When I told my mother the 
name, she said, “Yes, that’s him!” My mother wondered if he still lived 
in the area, assuming that because of the mustard empire he did. He was 
one of the few people from the distant past whom she said she would 
like to see. I looked him up online, read quite a bit about the mustard 
industry (Canada is the biggest producer of mustard seeds), learned 
what innovations MM had made to the family business, and eventually 
found his obituary. He had died the year before my mother moved back 
to Chicago. The headline said something to the effect of MUSTARD 
MAGNATE, ARTIST, DIES. I debated whether or not to tell my mother 
of his death. I didn’t want to make her any sadder than she already 
became when she talked about MM. Finally I decided that if our roles 
were reversed, I would want to know.

I told her as she sat on her couch. After delivering the news, I handed 
her a copy of the obituary. She read the headlines, moving her lips like a 
child. I braced for her sadness. Instead, she snorted derisively.

“So, he still called himself an artist. Ha!” My old sardonic, critical 
mother was back. 

Most people experience prescient personal moments—when they 
know they are going to marry the men they are dating or leave the men 
they are married to—more frequently than their perceptions prove true. 
The end of the MM story seems to fit this category. I thought by bring-
ing my mother this information, we would share a moment of intimacy; 
I would see a deeper, tender side that I had sometimes experienced in my 
youth, albeit infrequently.

She never mentioned MM again unless I asked. 

New information she revealed about her courtship with my father proved 
equally unsettling. The family mythology surrounding my parents’ first 
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meeting and the evolution of their relationship had been consistent 
throughout my life. They met in college at a card game when a fourth 
was needed for Bridge. My father, a star athlete, recently back from the 
war, was smart, athletic and handsome with a thick head of curly black 
hair. My mother was younger, a platinum blond, who swept him off his 
feet. They fell in love, got married immediately after college graduation 
despite my mother’s parents’ opposition (reportedly because he had a 
Jewish name, though his family didn’t practice Judaism). My older sister 
was born about ten months later. Forever after they were happy, happier 
than most of my friends’ parents. This last part I know to be true because 
I witnessed it. They rarely fought. They held hands into their seventies. 
They had cocktail hour together every night. They supported each other 
in everything either of them did or wanted—my father was the biggest 
fan of my mother’s art, and my mother followed my father through a 
series of job changes and moves, always believing in him and never com-
plaining, despite the upheavals. 

Until last spring, when we attended the 50th anniversary of my moth-
er’s younger sister and husband in D.C., that was the only story I knew. 
During the trip, we made a side excursion to see Woodrow Wilson’s 
house. My husband and mother walked ahead of my aunt and me down 
the blossom-festooned streets of Washington, my mother chattering 
about my father, talking about how her mother had refused to help her 
plan her wedding so she had done it all herself. I casually mentioned my 
grandmother’s disapproval of his Judaism to my aunt who said, “That 
wasn’t why she disapproved. It was because of all the ups and downs in 
the relationship.”

Ups and downs? 
We had arrived at Wilson’s former residence, so I didn’t have a chance 

to pursue the subject with my aunt. I assumed she might, in part, be 
covering for her mother’s anti-Semitism. I knew my maternal grandpar-
ents were conservative; my grandfather was the managing editor of The 
Chicago Tribune during its heyday. After the weekend, my aunt’s remark 
occasionally flashed across my brain, but never lodged there for long 
until a recent visit to my mother’s retina specialist. We sat in a darkened 
room waiting for her right eye to adjust to numbing drops. Except for a 
tiny bright light that vaguely illuminated my mother from behind, the 
room was black. We do this about once a month, alternating eyes. Once 
the eye is anesthetized, the physician pulls back the upper and lower lids 
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and holds them in place with a small metal contraption that makes the 
bed of her eye an unblinking target. (My niece, Wendy, who has taken 
my mother for this procedure, compares it to scenes from Clockwork 
Orange.) The doctor injects her eye with Lecentis, a protein that pro-
motes the growth of new blood vessels to replace the ones that are burst-
ing and flooding her eyes due to macular degeneration. My mother is 
usually in pain for a few days afterward. Yet at that moment she waited 
calmly, talking of my father. Out of nowhere, she mentioned his first 
fiancée. 

I had always assumed this engagement ended before my parents 
met. But as my mother talked, it became clear that was not the case. My 
mother said she and other girls would go to the movies with my father, 
as friends, because his fiancée had already graduated and moved home 
to live with her parents. Some weekends, his fiancée drove to Oberlin 
to visit him or he went to see her. I remembered a box of old photos 
where I found a shot of her: a glamorous woman with jet black hair in 
a black bathing suit. I remembered my father ignoring me when I asked 
him why they ended their engagement. I later asked my mother why he 
would not answer me. She said, with a sneer, “No doubt because of how 
you phrased the question,” and then, she refused to tell me either, saying 
it was private. 

In the retina specialist’s office, my mother said that the fiancée mys-
teriously dropped my father. He was brokenhearted. Later he and my 
mother began dating. But months (did she say a year?) into my parents’ 
relationship, the woman showed up, wanted my father back, and he 
dropped my mother.

“It was the worst thing, the worst thing that ever happened to me,” 
said my mother, her head backlit by the small white light, creating a nim-
bus around her now soft white hair. I asked her what happened next and 
she said, “Oh, eventually, she broke up with him again. Her mother didn’t 
like that he was Jewish.”

Was this one of the reasons my mother was so protective of herself? 
I found myself experiencing an intimacy with her that I had longed for 
as a child, had even tried for recently. It now felt burdensome. These 
moments usually trigger the memory of the time she took my sister on 
the rapid transit to downtown Cleveland for lunch and shopping. They 
both wore white gloves. The train terminated in the appropriately named 
Terminal Tower, the Empire State Building of my youth. I’ll take you 
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when you’re older, my mother had said. That “older” has only recently 
arrived.   

When my mother first relocated to Chicago, friends helped me with 
her. Some still do. My son sometimes visited her. And until Wendy got a 
full-time job, she helped out a great deal. My aunt, brother and sister all 
visit a few times a year, though they live in other states. My brother and 
my aunt have her to visit. My brother calls her regularly. My sister has 
agreed to call more often, writing it on her calendar so she doesn’t forget. 
And Chloe, the daughter of a childhood friend, now going to college in 
Chicago, is paid from my mother’s trust to take her for walks and write 
letters for her. Still, my mother feels like my sole responsibility. I pay her 
bills, conduct all her financial business, do her grocery shopping, collect 
her dry cleaning, arrange her schedule with outside care, escort her to 
doctor appointments, include her for holidays and take her most places 
she needs to go. 

In most respects, I am her mother.
Last fall, I took her to her Evanston High School Reunion. First I 

drove to the home of an old friend of my mother’s who I had never 
met. She still lived by herself in a large house on a tree-lined street near 
Northwestern University. That friend took her to the luncheon of a girls’ 
club from high school. At five, I drove back from the city to take them 
to the dinner at a country club. First cocktails with about fifty or sixty 
81-year-olds—given they all graduated the same year, they had to be 
pretty close in age—and a few younger wives and me, the only grown-up 
child in attendance. This was to be their last official reunion. Though 
it was an odd year, their 63rd reunion I believe, they didn’t want to wait 
until the 65th, reasoning that there would be too few of them left. My 
mother was one of the younger-looking women, though also one of the 
less lucid. Still, she managed to smile, laugh, and nod at the appropriate 
moments. (I had more difficulty.) 

At dinner, I thought the evening might improve. A table of five 
friends of over sixty years at their last meeting had to be bittersweet and 
moving, right? Wrong. What did they talk about? The square footage of 
their retirement units. The means of transportation they had taken to get 
to the reunion. The weather. 

The end, I learned, is profoundly unceremonious. 
After dessert, the women from my mother’s club gathered to take 

photos. They posed, rearranged themselves, and posed again. I marveled 
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at how they could take so many photos that surely would never make 
it into anyone’s album. Finally, I decided I had to get my mother home. 
(Her old friend had a ride with someone else.) When I tried to interrupt 
the assemblage discreetly, my mother resisted—though I admit, rather 
gaily—announcing loudly, “My mother is trying to make me go home.” 

Her friends looked at her in horror. She assumed their reaction was 
because she wasn’t allowed to stay as late as everyone else. I tried to 
cover, using a tone as gay as hers, “Mother, we need to get going. We 
have a long drive back to the city.”

My mother sighed, an exaggerated stage sigh, thinking she was speak-
ing to sympathizers and said, “My mother isn’t going to let me stay.” I 
felt a stab in my chest, a strange paradox of pity for myself because I had 
given of my time and was not being appreciated, and sadness for my 
mother that she had revealed her deterioration to her friends, that their 
last view of her would be as a delusional old woman. At least she didn’t 
know. On the way home, she talked about how her old friend had never 
really been accepted, how happy she must have been to go to the dinner 
with us, and how one of the men at our dinner table still had a crush on 
her. Her confidence was as strong as ever.

The first boy my mother ever kissed was MM. Sometimes when there 
is a lull in the conversation or when she forgets what she was going to 
say mid-sentence, I ask her about that kiss. Her eyes always light up. She 
never forgets how to tell that story.

I just learned that the first boy I ever kissed died recently. Scrappy 
Denzel Lee from down the street. His family lived near the boxy brick 
school, Oviatt Elementary, where I attended fourth and fifth grade. The 
memory of the kiss is so hazy, as if seen through gauze, that I would say 
I imagined it—him rising from crossed knees onto all fours to stretch 
across the circle of children around the spinning bottle, smiling in a 
loopy way, his wrists sunk in the long, yellowing grass, to kiss me on the 
lips—if not for my sister remembering it as well. He had brilliant blue, 
blue eyes that looked like many-faceted jewels stuck in pale, freckled 
skin. The spinning bottleneck had not chosen me. It had pointed to my 
sister who refused to kiss him. In a mix of pity and attraction for the bad 
boy (characteristics that have plagued me for most of my life), I volun-
teered as a substitute. 

My first kiss. 
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I must have continued to see Denzel Lee in the school halls. It was a 
small town and he lived nearby. But I recall nothing of him from those 
days. My next image of him is from adulthood, maybe our twenties or 
early thirties. 

I walk in Kepner’s, the tavern on Main Street in the middle of the day. 
The open door illuminates the dark interior, a row of drunk men sitting 
at the horseshoe bar facing the door. Denzel Lee is among them. The light 
catches his eyes—like blue Peruzzi-cut diamonds, refracting the summer 
sun light—provide a startling contrast to his sooty skin, as stained as a coal 
miner’s. He is smiling, that same loopy grin, holding a brown beer bottle. I 
avoid eye contact. I don’t know if he recognizes me. Instead of saying hello, 
I walk past the bar, up the two or three steps, to the booths in the back. I 
am meeting friends. Or I am with friends. I can’t recall. All that remains 
from that day is Denzel Lee. What type of work did he do that would coat 
his face so darkly? Or was the dirt from a solitary project—digging a gar-
den or tarring his drive—that required a beer?

The same day I learned of Denzel Lee’s death, I learned that Oviatt 
Elementary School was being razed. I remembered the playground where 
the girls with long ponytails played horse, tossing back their bound hair 
as they cantered around the blacktop. The playground where Michael 
D told me to “Go F--- a Duck.” I told my parents who were outraged. 
Michael D’s mother brought him to apologize: Michael D and his mother 
on one side of the thin screen door, my mother and I on the other. 
After he said, “I’m sorry,” I said “Oh, that’s all right.” My mother coun-
tered with, “No, it isn’t,” and went into a haughty rant about how she 
had thought we lived in a good neighborhood. Very ungracious of her I 
thought, given he had apologized. Decades later, when she almost side-
swipes a car, and mutters “F---” under her breath, I want to remind her 
of that apology.

Time is crumbling. My mother is lost in its ruins and I feel I am fol-
lowing her. 

When old friends of my mother’s call looking for her, I feel as if I am 
a bystander in a Holocaust. These people were going about their lives, 
making plans, and suddenly their spouses are dead, and friends are dying 
or being taken away places where they can’t be found. Before my mother 
returned to Chicago, she would often talk of friends being “wrapped up” 
and “taken off to the mountains” by their children. 
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“Is this Mary Rosenthal’s daughter?” callers ask. Those who don’t 
know me have gotten my number from friends of friends. “I’m trying to 
find Mary. My kids moved me out here to _______ [fill in the blank].”

I’ll provide my mother’s number and say that she loves to hear from 
old friends even though she might not remember their names. Some 
callers know my mother has Alzheimer’s; if they don’t, I tell them. I say I 
can’t give her their phone numbers because she is not capable of calling 
them. Though she still manages to tap out my number when needed, I 
have seen her trying to put people’s names or addresses into the phone 
and wondering why she can’t. 

On a morning my mother is scheduled for a dental appointment, there 
is a blizzard. The snow had been coming down steadily for about two 
hours when my mother calls in a panic. An inch covers the ground. Six 
to twelve inches are predicted.

“The weather is horrible, I don’t think I can go outside.”
“Your appointment is in an hour. The storm isn’t supposed to pick up 

until this afternoon.”
“There’s too much snow.” She says this with the authority of a mother, 

the authority I have found credible my entire life.
My heart clenches. Coordinating schedules—particularly given how 

many appointments she has—is mind-boggling. Today, Chloe is tak-
ing her, and I won’t even need to go. Who knows if I’ll be able to find 
another day Chloe is free. I think of all the times in my childhood when 
I longed for a snow day or to stay home, my begging, and my mother’s 
firm denial. 

“No,” I say firmly. “You have to go today. It’s not a big deal. It is winter 
in Chicago and it’s only snow.”

Later when I talk to Chloe, she says it went fine. I remind myself that 
I must keep reminding myself that I cannot trust my mother to make 
decisions—or advise me on the ones I need to make—even when her 
voice sounds as firm as it did twenty, thirty, forty years ago. This is a hard 
tenet to absorb. 

Her child-like comments and observations can be clever or amusing. 
Recently, when we drove by a grove of small leafless trees with orange 
trunks and yellow branches in Lincoln Park—striking against the white, 
white snow—I wondered aloud whether it was an art installation. My 
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mother said, “I asked my mind that very question but no answer came 
back.”

When she had a bruise on her leg she thought a spider was inside, 
crawling under her skin.

She calls my cat a “good dog” and calls the squirrels and pigeons in 
the park “babies.” The vegetables on her plate are little animals. When I 
give her an aspirin for an eye ache, she looks at me doubtfully and asks 
how it will get from her mouth to her eye.

Her remarks are not things I can share with my friends the way they 
shared their children’s cute expressions with me. Most of my friends’ 
children are considerably younger than my son. They were in college 
when my son made his cute remarks so I could not share them. I think 
this is my chance—but I cannot put my mother on the phone with them 
and say merrily, “Here, Mary wants to talk to you,” the way some of them 
did just a few years ago with their toddlers. Nor can I scold her when she 
loses a hearing aid, which costs about the same as a late model used car 
in good condition.

At a restaurant on a day I take her shopping, she looks around and 
says, wondrously, almost with awe and appreciation, “I am a completely 
different person now. I am living a new life as someone else.”

She wants me to share in this awe. She is more inclusive and aware 
than she was before Alzheimer’s. I remember her working in the kitchen 
of my adolescence, where she painted portraits of neighborhood children 
for small commissions before she returned to school, earned her M.F.A., 
and focused on printmaking and woodcuts and got her own studio. I was 
not permitted to interrupt unless it was pressing. It barely mattered; she 
never seemed to hear me. She kept her eyes focused on the canvas or the 
child posed on the stool. The same was true when she drove the car and 
I sat next to her or in the back, her eyes on the road. She didn’t hear me. 
Or when she was cooking dinner, reading a book, working in the garden, 
sunbathing in the backyard, she responded without looking at me. I often 
felt invisible. For most of third grade, I thought that I existed in a world 
of my own, people appeared when I entered a room and disappeared 
when I left, everyone a figment of my imagination. 

Every few weeks, I take my mother to the studio of friends—Tom 
Bachtell, who draws illustrations for the New Yorker and David Cicisko, 
whose huge bold graphics adorn the Belmont El Stop—where they have 
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generously invited her to come work for a few hours, to feel as if she is 
still involved in making art. On the sweeping curve along Lakeshore 
Drive to their studio in the loop, she asks me, “What’s new?” before I can 
finish she asks again, “So, what’s new?” If I manage to answer, she will 
ask again in a few minutes. I know this is result of her condition yet I feel 
that it is just a continuation of her not hearing me.

On a day after she receives a particularly brutal eye injection, I take 
my mother back to her apartment, and fix her a snack while she lies 
down on the couch. She complains of pain.

“Think of Mexico. Remember the hacienda draped with pink and 
purple bougainvillea,” I say, recalling our long trips there during my 
youth, the strange lush plants, the intoxicating smells and vibrant colors, 
all so different from the Midwest, the only landscape I knew at the time. 
My siblings and I spent most days with Louisa, a nanny hired for our 
extended stay, while my mother and father had cocktails at the pool.

“That’s what you used to tell me when I couldn’t sleep,” I add. 
“Remember Mexico.”

“Did I say tell you that?” she asks, smiling and closing her eyes. “I was 
a good mother, wasn’t I?”
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The Theory of Everything

I’m late for class as usual. Most often it’s because of the maze redesigned 
each week on the lawn of the university. Minotaur’s Maze is a series of 
wooden boxes configured to emulate basic algorithms or theories dis-
cussed in class the previous week. You must solve problems and equa-
tions to get through it. It’s a literal entrance exam. 

I chose Sum University for its curriculum. Mathematics is taught 
as the foundation of all subjects. And since I’m more comfortable with 
boundaries and formality, it seems a perfect fit. From the beginning, stu-
dents are encouraged to create a theory of everything. We begin by nar-
rowing it down to a manageable integer, the theory of something. 

Our English professor and essayist, John Cardinal, lectures in his 
signature red, yellow and black plaid jacket. His entire wardrobe is com-
prised of plaids that he models and discusses. “A true plaid,” he reminds 
us, “has the same pattern when you rotate it ninety degrees. 

“For today’s assignment I’d like you to convert the sentences from 
American novelist, Kate Chopin’s work into binary numbers, numbers 
based on the power of two.” 

Chopin, an early feminist, began writing after her husband died. She 
raised six children and though she’s had significant influence on the 
feminist movement, she never thought of herself as a suffragette, but a 
woman who takes women seriously. 

I choose The Awakening, Chopin’s seminal novella. I’m intrigued by 
Edna Pontellier’s conflicted feelings about femininity and motherhood. 
Written in 1899, it takes place in New Orleans where she struggles to 
reconcile her increasingly unorthodox impulses with prevailing social 
attitudes. 

For the assignment, I use a passage that describes Pontellier: “Even as 
a child she had lived her own small life all within herself. At a very early 
period she had apprehended instinctively the dual life—that outward 
existence which conforms, the inward life which questions.” To empha-
size the power of two, I decide to reinterpret the sentences into succinct 
side-by-sides: blank-child, emotional-wall, closet-hunger.
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Later, in the gymnasium, we females stand in front of the males who 
are asked to wrap their arms around us. Not like lovers, but like ballroom 
dance partners waiting for the results of a tango competition. “Always 
assume the erect posture of confidence,” the instructor announces slam-
ming his two-inch heel into the floor like a flamenco dancer as he yanks 
his shoulders back and snaps his fingers. I’m tempted to turn around 
to see who I’m partnered with, but decide it’s more fun to have it be an 
unknown, for now. 

Our instructor, Philip Pumplote, is a former Olympic archery team 
finalist and a Latin ballroom dance champion. He wears knit black cot-
ton/spandex T-shirts and black microfiber slacks that taper at the ankle. 
His dark hair is always slicked back. With wide shoulders and slim long 
legs, he bears a strong resemblance to an arrow.

Pumplote stands at a blackboard, explaining the dance steps. “It’s a 
Fibonacci sequence: a sequence of numbers, 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, etc., in which 
each successive number is equal to the sum of the two preceding num-
bers, or in this case dance steps.”

I step away before the dance but with calculated rhythm: one-two-
three, one-two-three. I want to get to the dean’s office before lunch to 
consult Sister Theresa, a woman who, unlike me, has no ambivalence 
about her chosen path. An older nun from the Roman order, Daughters 
of Divine Providence, she wears an imposing black habit. Her assistant 
Layla, a Muslim woman, dresses almost exactly the same in her black 
chador. And though they have differences with regard to religious, even 
philosophical, beliefs—they say math, the universal language, is their 
common denominator. 

It’s time to declare my major, and I’m in need of counsel. I want to 
discuss my impulse to distance myself from others, especially in mat-
ters of the heart. I’ve been thinking about what I’ll confide. I’ve learned 
that as two objects orbit each other, the periapsis is that point at which 
the two are closest to the body they are orbiting and the apoapsis is that 
point at which they are the farthest from it. I’m both. 

Waiting for her, I meet a young, handsome Japanese man who works 
for a firm that supplies questionnaires for the university. The forms are 
entirely blank except for the instructions that ask you to conceptualize 
the questions and then answer them, taking into account the seasons. 

I decide to ask: What is it about the tea ceremony that demonstrates 
the host’s consideration for their guests? And I answer: In winter the heated 
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vessel is placed near the guests to warm them. In summer it’s placed away 
from them to keep them comfortable. But truthfully, it’s the parameters and 
the formality that I find most considerate. Everyone has a role and when 
the ceremony is over, you can walk away. I use geometry illustrations: 
circles for people, a rhomboid to show the flexible use of space, and a 
square for the tatami mat. 

The Japanese man takes a seat next to me and says he is unsure of 
the path he is taking. I tell him he isn’t meant to be a replica of oth-
ers. “Wow,” he says as he pulls out a photo of his office staff, all of them 
dressed exactly the same. They even wear the same eyeglasses. Those 
who don’t need them wear them anyway, but without prescription lenses. 
“This is a bit of a revelation,” he says. “You’re saying I don’t have to be the 
square root of anything?”

“By virtue of your birth, you’re already the square root of something. 
I’m saying you don’t have to do so exponentially.” 

He nestles into the seat and stretches his arms out, examining his 
sleeves. “Still,” he says, “I like this white shirt. I purchased it in Scotland.”

“You can tell,” I say. “It’s the nicest white shirt I’ve ever seen.” 
“And,” he says, “The black skinny Beatles tie is fine too.” He straight-

ens it, adding, “I’ve learned to slur my words to make it quick and easy to 
traverse from thought to speech and back again. That’s one thing I picked 
up before I worked at the office. I stopped enunciating months ago. It 
leaves room for margin of error.”

I tell him that I like that. It’s very American. “Reminds me of the 
painter Jackson Pollock. Until he discovered his drip method, he strug-
gled because his thoughts came to him much faster than his hand could 
respond. So he gave up the brush and dripped paint onto the canvas in 
quick successive motions, the rush of thoughts fueling him.” 

He appreciates this and says he now likes Jackson Pollock. He tells 
me his name is Ono Okoy, “Yoko Ono spelled backward,” he says. “Yoko 
means ocean child, so Okoy means child ocean. There is no fluidity 
between the two translations. Child ocean means a small ocean, whereas 
ocean child means a child born of or near an ocean. This,” he says, “is the 
difference between water and earth.” I tell him it’s the difference between 
palindromes and semordnilap. And then I tell him I’m a Virgo.

He asks me what I like about myself. “Well, I think my tongue has 
excellent receptor cells. I enjoy all five taste sensations in this order: 
sweet, umami, salty, bitter, tart.” He turns to look at me more intently. 
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“So you like anchovies on your pizza?”
“Yes,” I say. “And even though it’s possible I might enjoy the taste of 

wild game, I don’t add new animals to the meat repertoire I was fed as a 
child. No rabbit, deer, even duck, except for fois gras…I know. It’s wrong.”

“No,” he says. “It’s irresistible. I too appreciate fois gras’ smooth, but-
tery depth—its sumptuous texture and silky richness bursting on your 
tongue.”

“Yes! Yesss, that’s it exactly!” I find myself staring at his mouth. 
“So, who are the people you admire?” he asks.
“Living or dead?” 
“Either.” 
“I remember this kid, Nick. He was about three. An uncle of mine 

was balding, just on top of his head—shiny, bald forehead but with a 
skirting of curly hair. My uncle puts him on his lap and Nick looks up at 
his face and just stares. Then Nick asks him if he was riding in a convert-
ible. My uncle says, no, why? Well, ‘cause it looks like the wind blew your 
hair back. Ono looks as if he’s waiting for a punch line. 

“It’s not that I admire him,” I say. “It’s that I can barely remember 
anything about my childhood, but I’ve never forgotten this kid and that 
moment. Why do some moments remain with you while others just fade 
away?” He says he’s not sure, but he’s certain there’s some explanation.

“What about you?” I ask.
“Me? I like Oprah, because she spells her name backward to create 

Harpo, a billion-dollar conglomerate.” He stops and gazes at nothing, as 
if to imagine himself doing the same. “It’s not about the money. It’s that 
she lives with such purpose that she changed her own equation. Her life 
could have been much different.”

“I’ve never thought of it that way,” I say.
“Of course she’s not perfect, it’s an open-ended equation,” he adds. 

“She said you can be addicted to love but not want intimacy,” he tells me. 
“But she seems like a woman who can’t handle intimacy. Hasn’t had a 
child, the ultimate intimacy. Isn’t married. Likes to have intimate conver-
sations with large audiences.” 

“I identify with her intimacy issues,” I confide, since I may never see 
him again. “In fact I need the whoosh of being swept away, the rush of 
elevated cortisol, the missing piece. I need the missing piece. Not to find 
it, but to have it. It’s algebraic. An equation that keeps me interested.” 

“I’m new to this university,” he says.
“Oh? I thought you were a questionnaire salesman.”
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“I am, but only part-time, after classes.”
With that I realize I’ve said too much. I stand up to shake his hand, 

“Nice meeting you, Ono Okoy.” I look down and notice he’s wearing 
dance shoes. “I have to run to make it to my theoretical physics class on 
time.” I rush toward the door, forgetting to declare my major. 

“Hey! You never told me your name!” He yells. 
“Cheyenne Dipley.” I say, cupping the side of my mouth.
“Cheyenne Dipley? Why does that sound made up?” 
“Most everything is,” I say as I run down the hall to room 3.14159. 
“Today, we’ll discuss The Theory of Everything,” Franz Lieder 

announces. Lieder is a frustrated pianist with degrees in mathemat-
ics and chaos theory. He enjoys the German romantic art songs of 
Schumann and Schubert and likes long walks on the beach. But only at 
night and only when the sky is clear. It’s his quiet time to theorize about 
what happened before the big bang and to contemplate the gravitational 
field of black holes. 

He asks us to imagine a parallel universe. So I imagine what it would 
be like to be a housewife in the 50s, with children. I imagine seeing my 
baby’s face, holding my baby, kissing my baby, smelling my baby, saying, 
my baby. I tell him it’s not who you love but how you love. He says I’m on 
to something. 

“The Theory of Everything explains and links together all known 
physical phenomena, including you, Cheyenne. Tell me, what are your 
thoughts on affine…”

“What? We never discussed affinities . . . attractions, relationships. I 
was just talking to that guy . . . though I felt as if I’ve always known him. 
I suppose that’s some kind of affinity.” I ramble and begin to wonder if 
Lieder with all his romantic inclinations can sense my inner workings. 

“Well, I’m referring to the affine in mathematics, the geometry of 
affine transformations,” he says. “But it’s all connected.”

“Oh, well my heart got broken. A number of times,” I blurt out as if 
compelled to defend myself. “The first time was when I lost my father 
at a young age. It was as if my heart slipped out of my chest and fell into 
puzzle pieces.”

“Yes, I sensed it. You have an aptitude for distance,” he says softly. 
“The thing about a puzzle is you need a picture, a new reference to put it 
back together.” 

“I’d picture a heart, the size and shape of a fist, a cordate leaf or the 
flowery image on a vintage valentine. I’d picture a perfect red heart.” I 
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hesitate, to check out Lieder’s reaction to my uncharacteristic candor. 
He seems unfazed. “I’ve learned that the broken heart, like a puzzle, has 
gaps, even when it’s put back together. Some are tiny and imperceptible.”

“Well, from a distance most people can’t tell,” he says. “But those gaps, 
large or small, are like lisps in the vocabulary of the heart. It’s a window 
that doesn’t shut tight, a quasi-stellar radio source.”

“Yes, at night it’s as if I can hear the wind whisper through them, a 
reminder,” I say, “an old dirge.”

Lieder turns to the class. “The gap between one piece of a broken 
heart and another is measured in emotional distance. A tiny gap rep-
resents years of sadness. Days apart from the one you love churns up 
decades of grief,” he says. We all nod. 

“Even when the pieces are put together, when the gaps merge, your 
memory retains knowledge of that distance. Consequently the distance 
or sadness can return anytime,” he says. “All you have to do is remember.” 

Another student raises his hand, “Is there a way to forget?”
“No, not to forget, but there are ways to convert the memory into a 

formula that diminishes its impact. Think of it as a supernova, the celes-
tial phenomenon involving the explosion of most of the material in a 
star. The memory once extremely bright with vast amounts of energy, 
becomes short lived with practice.”

I stiffen and say, “It doesn’t add up, never adds up. In a parallel uni-
verse I have a baby, but in this life, if I never have a child, my DNA is 
finite. I’m just another theory—the Genetic Dust Theory.” 

“That’s because X equals the missing piece,” he says.
“Well missing piece is ambiguous,” I say. “Missing as verb, as noun, as 

adjective?” 
“Yes,” he says. 
“Yes to what?” I say.
“Exactly,” he says. “Have you declared your major?”
“I’m an agnostic.” I say. 
“Any idea where you are heading?”
“Not a clue,” I say. 
“Well, X marks the spot. You’re at the right place. Better, not to have 

preconceived notions. It could change. It does change.” 
“What’s it?” I ask.
“Everything,” he says. “Pretty much everything.”
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All this History at Once

Stairs. Steep, slippery marble sons-of-bitches, wide as a ranch house. As 
you lug your booth supplies up the steps to the Tennessee capitol plaza, 
you don’t have to look back to feel the fall. A hollow, looping kind of 
vertigo, a fizzy pressure in your ears. It happens every time you tackle a 
flight like these (or worn shag, or tile or hardwood or pebbled concrete 
with gaps the size of small dogs). God forbid if you’re wooly from allergy 
meds, or sleep-deprived because of your daughter’s tonsillitis or your 
husband’s snoring or your persistent bouts of insomnia. Or like today, if 
you’re wearing the red cowboy boots that were tucked in the back of the 
closet instead of your usual sturdy, rubber-soled canvas (good for mid-
dle-school art classrooms or chasing three-year-olds around the yard). 
On impulse, you paired the boots with a mid-thigh denim skirt and a 
filmy boatneck top, a decision that you regret now as you do a sideways, 
elderly shuffle up the stairs in your slick-soled boots, suddenly conscious 
of your knees, where the skin is giving in to gravity. Elephant knees. Not 
to mention, your inner thighs are rubbing together. You’ve got enough 
friction down there to ignite a rocket.

But you’re here, after all, for an arts and crafts festival, where red cow-
boy boots and short skirts are de rigueur, and with any luck, no children 
will puke or pee on you, or smear you with paste or peanut butter or 
grape-scented markers. Your daughter is at home with your mother-in-
law, playing with her cousins and wood blocks. Today, you’re a grown-up 
out on the grounds of the state capitol. You and your husband are sell-
ing your whimsical wooden mailboxes and windchimes. Your husband’s 
wicked with a lathe and jigsaw, a skill he hones on weekends, a reprieve 
from teaching twitchy middle-schoolers about the earth’s crust and 
the periodic table. You design the boxes and cutouts, he builds them, 
you paint them, quite the little operation out there in the workshop he 
built in your East Nashville backyard. You’re back in the art game. Sort 
of. Used to be you sold linocuts and lithographs to galleries, work that 
you long ago bundled up in cardboard tubes and stuffed into the attic. 
Different art, different life, that.
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Today, aside from the inner-thigh situation, things are going lovely—
you just sold the VW bus mailbox and the Rosanna-Rosanna-Danna 
windchime, and damn if it isn’t a gorgeous, sunny day—until you spot 
your ex-husband, whom you haven’t seen in more than three years, four 
booths down. There he is, down the yawning corridor between all those 
squinty folks fondling silver rings and scarves, his gray tufts sticking on 
end like a potted plant. There he is, selling his raku bowls and mugs and 
shapely freestanding sinks. You didn’t know he’d be here. You didn’t know 
if he was making art anymore—you haven’t seen him at this festival in 
two years, and the last time you checked the university web site, he was 
on leave. You weren’t sure, frankly, where he was. There he is.

Your husband—the present one, the father of your child—sees him 
too. The silence balloons inside your booth, a big plastic globe of a 
moment. He hooks his thumbs into the belt loops of his jeans, those 
callused hands that you love, hands steady at the saw, at the wheel, on 
you. When he’s upset, he clenches up and somehow looks even lower 
to the ground. In college, he’d been an all-star catcher, could block run-
ners twice his size from the plate, squat for hours on those thick legs. He 
knows the story of course, that the ex was your professor, older by fifteen 
years and married at the time you met, the whole soap-operatic mess 
stretching into the better part of a decade for what should have lasted 
a year, tops. Of course he knows. He was there after all, sharing what 
seemed like a thousand Styrofoam cups of bad coffee in the teacher’s 
lounge, letting you talk if you wanted, or not, or bawl your brains out on 
occasion, handing you clumps of brown paper towels to snuffle into. He 
was waiting for you when you finally walked out the door, and you were 
pregnant before the ink dried on the divorce papers. Still, you remind 
him now: Honey, that ship set sail years ago. He’s not a bad person. It 
wasn’t like that. Whose life turns out like they wanted, anyway? As soon 
as you say it, his brows lock together and he hunkers down another inch 
or two. You say, Shit. You tell him you didn’t mean it like that. You love 
him. You don’t want this to turn into something. You’ll get lemonades, 
okay? You’ll be right back. You grab your purse and hurry off. You don’t 
give him a chance to ask what you are thinking: Why are you wearing 
that skirt, Odette?

You keep your head down when you pass the ex-husband’s booth, try-
ing to quell the spasm that seems to be traveling from stomach to intes-
tine. There’s a crowd around his booth so maybe he doesn’t see you. As 
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you scurry beyond his booth, beyond the peddlers of tin angels and knit-
ted doll babies and decoupage bottle caps, you think of what you don’t 
tell your steady, all-star catcher of a husband: the ex still turns up in your 
dreams some nights. Don’t go, he says. Stay. Sometimes, when he asks in 
these dreams of yours, you do. You curl up next to him on the futon. He 
smells of trashcan fires and clay. He still burns, this man. But the fact is, 
in the waking world, in those long days when he sank into his futon or 
locked himself in his studio or disappeared for days, he never asked. And 
you left, saving yourself instead of him.

You crab-walk up another set of steps that stretch the length of a 
swimming pool, the marble worn smooth by years of rain and legisla-
tors and Civil War foot soldiers. Today, a sunny and warm Saturday in 
early October, the steps have become bleachers, a shady resting spot for 
festival-goers who gnaw sausage-on-sticks and candy apples and fistfuls 
of kettle corn. At the top is a frozen-lemonade stand. You will grab those 
treats for you and your husband, but first you duck into the restroom, 
to rub a damp paper towel on your poor old chafing thighs. In the rest-
room, you splash water on your cheeks. You stand as tall as you can. You 
jimmy your bra, give your breasts a heave, try to make them stay up. You 
suck it in.

At the top of the steps, your hands full of lemonade, you lean on an 
Ionic column to take in the view, the bumpy horizon of trees and build-
ings, a few snitches of yellow in the green leaves. A sturdy breeze whips 
the flags atop the famed Capitol cupola. Somewhere down there are the 
ornate bronzed Andrew Jackson statue and James K. Polk’s tomb. All this 
history at once. You breathe deep and look down, scouting the booths. 
With the drinks melting fast in your hands, and your eyes on the two 
loves of your life down there—one present, one past—you step out. The 
chunky, slick heel of that red boot catches, and your left ankle, which 
never healed right from the time you sprained it twenty-five years ago 
getting off the Tilt-A-Whirl at a state fair, gives way. And this time, you 
go down.

It’s funny how the mind works. In the million times you’ve imagined 
this, you were sure that you’d think about the humiliation—your skirt 
rucked up, revealing all the dimpled flesh, the drumstick thighs, the 
striped cotton briefs that have seen better days but sure are comfortable 
on your ever-spreading hips. You’d hear bystanders trying to hold in  
hysterical snorts and snickers as if they were in church. You’d worry 
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about your head, your elbows, the knees, those fragile exposed parts—
osteoporosis for God’s sake! You haven’t had a glass of milk in twenty 
years.

You were sure your life would flash before you in some way. The 
choices you’ve made in this short, tumbling life would become clear, as 
if you could see them, magnified, holistic. The clarity of the doomed. 
Maybe your daughter on the swingset, shouting, Higher, Mama! Higher! 
Or your husband, the present one, sleeping in the cot next to you after 
your daughter is born, the vulnerable, unshaven line of his jaw, his short 
legs pulled up to his chest. Or your husband, the past one, staring out 
the window, not looking at you even when you leaned down right in 
his face and waved your hand. You’d see yourself laying out the do-it-
yourself divorce kit on the kitchen table, the little orange sticky tabs care-
fully attached: sign here, and here, and here. Your litho stone in the yard 
where you dropped it from shoulder height, cracked, unusable, because 
the art in you had shriveled up like dead skin. In this bright flashing 
moment, you’d finally know if you were right to leave, to choose a new 
life. If you deserved such a thing. 

But no, no flashes. Nothing flashes before you except the last blinding 
glimpse of a donkey-shaped Mylar balloon bouncing in the wind above 
the rows of white-tented booths, the glint of sun off a jet wing. Nothing. 
You just fall. 

You don’t stop at a few steps—oh no, you go all the way down. Your 
frozen lemonades go flying, spraying you and some of the other unfortu-
nate step-sitters with sticky flecks of ice. Your purse explodes and spills 
out its entrails of tampons and receipts and spare change and mints, tick 
tick tick as they roll and scatter. Tumble, bump, oof, pell mell, all striped 
grandma underpants and thigh flab, whoopsie-fucking-daisy, your  
red-booted feet wheeling like a carnival ride. Finally, twenty-two steps 
later, you land stunningly upright on your backside, spread-eagle, at the 
bottom. 

You can’t get up. Your right forearm pulses with pain, the sharp wrist 
bones already lost inside the abruptly puffed-up, protective skin, and 
your damn left ankle is going to swell to the size of a grapefruit inside 
that boot. You’ll be finding new bruises for weeks, which your daughter 
will count and trace as though part of a collection. You’re going to need 
some help here. And look, people are running to you, not a laughing face 
among them. They’re all pulled-down eyebrows and O mouths. There’s 
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the lady with the zebra hat, the Elvis impersonator, the kettle corn ped-
dler. There’s your husband, the present one, all eye-popping panic and 
Sweet Jesuses and honey baby sweethearts. The past husband is nowhere 
to be seen. Of course he’s not. He never was, never ever, was he?

You’re on the ground, swelling in all kinds of places. The sun is 
shining down hard. The cement hot on your exposed thighs, you rock 
yourself a little, feeling the heat, and now the pain, rising. But there’s 
something else too, coming up fast. It burns and bursts forth with a car-
bonated sting: a laugh. You’re laughing. Suddenly, you’re doubled over 
by it, gales of effervescent, stomach-clenching glee. Because you’re alive. 
What’s more, you’re the lady at the arts festival who fell down the capitol 
steps. That’s you. What a goddamn spectacle. You want to draw it, etch 
it into a zinc plate or carve it into wood. You hope to God that someone 
got it on tape. 

You laugh until the tears are streaming down, until your face is 
tracked with mascara and snot, until spit strings out from your bottom 
lip. You hold up a finger to your kneeling husband (Look at him. There 
he is. And how’d you pull that off, you silly, lucky, skirt-wearing woman?) 
to tell him you’re all right. You really are. You need just another minute. 
Just a minute, if that’s all right. Really, you’re fine.
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The House

As a younger woman, before I met my husband, Julian, and even through 
our first few years, especially before our daughter, I enjoyed drinking to 
excess. To begin with, I loved the color of booze. Amber and smoke and 
burnt cherry. There were many mornings where I was left befuddled over 
what had happened the night before, and I would lie in my bed with  
my quilts cocooned around me and parse back through what I could 
remember. 

This made for a long, slow waking up and gave the day a kind of dim-
ness that I felt now. Though the pieces were all there, I was not sure of 
the pattern.

And even more than that, I was unsure of the point.
We had a pretty home. We had chosen all the tasteful colors. Mint, 

robin egg blue, fresh cream. It was the kind of home that always had 
enough clean linens and blankets and pillows for guests, always a decent 
bottle of wine in the pantry. There were many windows and sun, when 
there was some, streamed into every room. We lived in Seattle’s Jackson 
Park, close to the city center, an older neighborhood. It was a home I had 
baked bread from scratch in, a home with a big stereo and a small televi-
sion, waxy refinished hardwood floors.

And lately I felt filth everywhere. 
I’d lost my job. I had been working in the registrar’s office at the 

University of Seattle, matching requirements to credits earned and filling 
requests to have sealed copies mailed to important companies and gradu-
ate schools and occasionally to the students directly. Then the perpetual 
budget crises. Every fiscal quarter my duties changed, as the deans rear-
ranged the staff to maximize efficiency, to reduce the number of salaries 
paid. When I was laid off, I thought I might go back, but as the days 
stretched into weeks, I realized I didn’t want to. Julian, half partner in a 
consulting firm he’d started with a college friend, was starting to make 
real money. Our daughter, Anne, came home from kindergarten for  
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summer vacation and I distracted myself with epic sessions of dress-up 
and make-believe. That was the blessing of having a girl. When the holi-
days ended I was still unemployed. I wasn’t really looking. After the uni-
versity politicking, I was not ready for Seattle’s vicious job market. 

Then, as Anne went back to school, all I had was the house.
It wasn’t that Julian and I didn’t keep things clean before. It was more 

like I was looking for something in the cracks, in the rafters. 
I took it apart, put it back together. Every closet, every drawer, every 

envelope filled with scraps of paper or rubber bands; I opened every-
thing, sorted it, closed it up. Even, I pried the molding from around the 
bathroom floor—you wouldn’t believe what’s behind there, lint and pubic 
hair and a few tiny spiders—and wiped it clean, tacked it back to the wall 
with invisible finishing nails.

I thought of my daughter. She was plowing through first grade, and I had 
missed her birthday in early September. I just wasn’t aware of the days. 
Julian had told me, of course, but “next Wednesday” didn’t mean much 
to me then.

I loved her, but I hadn’t wanted her all the time. I remember the night 
I got pregnant. I had known it would happen. Julian and I had been 
married almost a year, and we’d been recently discussing children. I was 
drunk again and on our walk home from the local pub I saw, through 
a street-level window, the last moments of a 30-something party. I was 
27. Parents had scooped up their toddlers from where they’d been nap-
ping on the couches or back bedrooms, and at least half the people had a 
sleepy child in their arms. I knew these people would buckle up, that no 
one would drive home too loaded, that if they had nasty things to say to 
each other they’d save it for another day. The children had turned these 
ordinary people decent, and I wanted it.

And I told Julian.
And it took one time.
I had been off of my birth control for months. Even that early on, we 

were rarely having sex, and even if we did, neither of us could come, so 
Julian, at some point, would give up and plod into the bathroom and fin-
ish himself off, and I would wait in the dark bed, and wonder what was 
going on with us, and in the morning before work, after he was gone, I 
would masturbate while I thought of nothing. 
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So when I told Julian what I had seen at the party, he came at me with 
a passion I hadn’t seen in him since our wedding night. With a passion I 
thought we both had given up.

And I didn’t know how to tell him it had all been a mistake. Not a 
mistake. A misunderstanding.

And here was Anne, seven now even if I had forgotten, our daughter 
and quieter than her father or me, spilling vials of glitter onto glue and 
drawing on scraps, decorating her room with cutouts of pretty paper she 
salvaged from the trash. She had an eye for it, I could see, angling her 
homemade stencils to pull a star or flower or half of a letter from a pack-
age of almond soap or a sack from the gourmet markets where Julian 
shopped.

It was the effort he made for me, shopping. We had always had fresh 
vegetables and interesting fruits: quince and pomegranate, Asian pears.

What I can say for Julian: he gave me anything I wanted. 
That’s the way marriage goes sometimes, I suppose. As our friends 

around us paired and coupled off, I would say, Congratulations. I would 
say, I hope this is exactly what you want. But you can’t know, ever, until 
the marriage is happening, and by then, you’ve already battened down 
every available hatch. The blood has been drawn, the results filed. You’ve 
been witnessed to have pledged yourself. 

I liked Julian. He was great sometimes. We did still talk, about Anne, 
or politics, or the finer points of sedimentology—he’d studied to be a 
geologist when he was in college. We talked about public policy. We talk-
ed about any number of things that some ordinary lives never touch on. 

We didn’t talk about why, after a few tousles around the time Anne 
was conceived, we’d stopped having sex again. We didn’t talk about why 
we were talking about the natural and social sciences instead of the way 
we spiraled inward. We didn’t talk about the way that if we didn’t read 
the paper or get a nice dose of CNN we’d have nothing, really, to discuss.

It was easy, though, to avoid any real topics. Relationships, I had come 
to think, were like that: like the edible parts of a snail. Sort of squishy in 
the same way a full bag of kitchen garbage is—soft and sweetly, slowly 
spoiling. But perfect it—rip out the innards, purge the guts, and pour it 
all back into the shell—and it’s coveted gourmet. It’s stylish and satisfy-
ing. It’s butter and magic.



121

poemmemoirstory

PMS. .

Julian and I, though, we liked our hiding places just as much as any 
in the molluscan class, so I can’t blame him for the fact we would talk 
heliciculture before we’d talk about our insides. 

I can’t say I had no idea how badly, even if I clung to the house, I 
wanted to be away from him and what I had come to think of as The 
Marriage. Sometimes I would look at him and think, Christ, why are you 
here. His shoulders, when he’d be at the kitchen counter, doing some-
thing like normal, like grinding coffee, seemed so ridiculously enormous, 
like two wheel wells. 

When I’d first met him, I’d loved his big hands and broad fingers. He 
cupped my face in a very particular way—tips of his fingers behind my 
ears and his palm on my chin, supporting my head like one might with 
an infant. But as time went on, his touch was less endearing. The second 
time we stopped being intimate nearly altogether, I went through a peri-
od where if we were in our bed and he reached to touch me I would say, 
“Julian, did you wash your hands?”

Sometimes, he would roll over, toss back the covers, and slip into 
the bathroom. I’d hear the water on and the splashing while he soaped 
up. He would come back to me with his nails neat and his skin smooth, 
touched with the smell of my almond soap. And sometimes he would 
pull back from me, turn, and go to sleep. 

Thing was I didn’t care how it turned out either way as long as I didn’t 
have his dirty paw between my legs. 

After Anne went back to school, one day I picked out an iron on 
the Internet, printed out the product information for him, left it on the 
kitchen table. The next evening, when he came home, there was the box, 
a perfect rectangle with a shining triangle inside.

This marked the start of a new phase. My phase of steel.
Sometime, while I was muddling around with Anne, I’d jammed my 

ring finger. I kind of pretended it was broken, though I refused to see a 
physician. That would mean leaving the house. So, Julian brought home a 
brace, aluminum curved over blue foam, and I wore it. I was still wearing 
it, months later. I took it off every day, washed, and put it back on. I wore 
this instead of my wedding band.

I liked to click it against metal stair railings, against glass. I waited for 
Julian to tell me to stop. Nervous sounds, like drumming fingers, drove 
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him mad. He said nothing. I tapped out the beat of any song I could 
think of. To him it must have been the same series of clink clink clink on 
the ceramic countertops, but I heard sax, I heard drums.

I told Julian he didn’t need to send his shirts out anymore, now that I 
had this miraculous iron.

“Miraculous?” he said to me from where he stood in the kitchen.
“It’s engineering,” I said. I thought I sounded delightfully coy and I 

shook the ice in my cocktail.

And I was right. I tapped my brace against the slick of the iron, and 
Julian’s shirts were as crisp as origami paper, our cotton sheets as smooth 
as Anne’s skin. I had never had an iron like this, puffing steam as thick as 
cigar smoke.

I also continued to do the usual things—wash the sugar bowl and 
defrost the freezer. I hosed off the upper and the lower deck. 

It was fall by then and the yard needed tending. I’d done nothing with 
it all summer. Back when I first lost my job, I had at first been ambitious 
but then managed to miss the earliest annuals, and since they hadn’t all 
summer, I wondered if my irises would bloom ever again, but I didn’t 
cross onto the lawn. Really, past the deck, I didn’t go outside. 

I held my iron like a weapon. 
I ordered Middle Eastern cookbooks and supplies: cardamom and 

special ground red peppers; a string of cleaned, dried sheep intestines; 
pressure pots and Syrian tea. I was keeping myself busy. 

I felt like I was grieving and I thought maybe I could just move 
through the stages of grief. I knew them from a few years of therapy in 
my early twenties, before I met Julian. I thought, denial, anger, bargain-
ing, depression, acceptance, why not. 

The cookbooks were helpful. I prepared vast pots of rice and garban-
zo beans, warm garlicky yogurt and any kind of lamb. Peppers drowned 
in oil and tomato. I served Julian olives and goat cheese for breakfast, 
made him strong tea. I made the cups sing with my metal brace and he 
said nothing. 

I marveled at cooking. Follow the directions and it’s perfect every 
time.

On weekdays, at three in the afternoon, Anne arrived home from 
school and I started dinner.
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I still, after all the years she’d been with us, could not see my face in 
hers.

I had tried. I had studied myself in the mirror, my straight, light 
brown hair, my wide, freckled nose. Her legs, her arms, the way she bent 
her elbows, she seemed to belong entirely to herself. 

I liked it when Anne was home; if I could describe myself as ever 
missing anyone, it was her. She was still a quiet child. Contained. Average 
sized for her age, not particularly pretty, but there was sharpness in her 
hazel eyes. The color she had gotten from her father, but that look, I 
thought, that look like You don’t have to tell me twice or I am not amena-
ble to these constant interruptions or Can you see the way the light made 
this shadow? certainly came from me.

Thoughtfully, once she stepped off the bus, walked the block and a 
half from her stop, she would pause on our porch and pull off the notes 
my mother had left there during the day. My parents lived nearby. If 
there was a package I had not retrieved and it was not too heavy, she 
would drag it in the door. 

She would say, without fail, “Mom! I brought in the deliveryables.” 
I didn’t know where she had heard this word or how it had gotten 

twisted for her. I didn’t know where she had learned these types of tiny 
kindnesses. I didn’t know who taught her to lock the door when she 
came inside, or who had shown her how to trip the latch on the hidden 
key holder (a planter filled with a failing climbing rose) in case she found 
the door secured when she came home. 

If the telephone rang in those hours before Julian came back from his 
office downtown, Anne answered it. So politely.

“Clarey residence,” she would say, like a professional would. Like a 
visitor might. Mostly, it was one of my parents. Anne would say, “I’m 
sorry, my mom can’t come to the phone right now.”

My mother on the other line, something like: Anne, honey, what’s she 
doing right now?

Then my daughter’s voice, lower, the loud, airy whisper kids figure 
only the person they’re talking to can hear, “Grandma, I don’t know!”

Julian sent an old friend of ours around, Janine. I was glad when I looked 
through the peephole in the front door; I expected it was my mother  
on the porch again, but there was Janine, looking back at me through  
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the convex glass, her lips pressed in and her eyes opened up a little 
expectantly.

I made her clear tea in my immaculate cups and we sat on the sec-
ond-floor balcony off the master bedroom and shared cigarettes, though 
we both professed to have quit for good a decade ago.

“He’s worried, you know,” she told me.
I had known Janine years, for all of my adult life and a fair portion of 

my childhood. She had four children, three with her husband and a foster 
child named Blake, ten years old and scars across his back, and he was 
the same age as us when we’d become friends. He’d lived with them for 
nearly two years and still wouldn’t talk about the scars. He’d stopped steal-
ing money, stopped hoarding food, stopped wetting the bed, but wouldn’t 
talk. They sent him to a child psychologist, who gave him Legos to play 
with and smelly markers with which to draw. The psychologist sent some 
of the drawings home with him, and brought Janine in to see what he’d 
built with the Legos: always houses with no windows and no doors.

I’d liked him, his deep green eyes and angry smile. I wished she’d 
brought him, but she’d come alone.

After a pause she said, “Julian is worried you might try to hurt yourself.”
I looked at her. 
Always people think this is the worst thing—that someone might 

try to die, but it’s not. If you want to die maybe you still care a little bit. 
Maybe you think they’ll all be sorry, or maybe you think of release. What 
it means is something still hurts, something can hurt. If you are past the 
point of dying, well, that’s where the worry really is. 

“I’ve been doing really well,” I said. “Did you see the house when we 
came through? It’s gorgeous.”

“You’re obsessing over it,” she said. “He says you do nothing but clean 
and cook all day long. He says you virtually ignore Anne.”

“I do not ignore her. We spend time in the afternoon. She helps me. 
And I do my best with her,” I said. That was true. I looked at Janine, her 
slim hips and little high breasts, thick hair, brown bag hair. “I’m doing 
my best with everything.”

“Well, that’s what you can do, I guess.”
“Thanks,” I said.
“Your house is gorgeous. But your yard looks horrible,” she said, 

teasing.
“I know.” I’d lost hope for anything, the garden was so choked with 

weeds. Last year I had staked tomatoes and grown basil. 
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“I don’t want to ask you anything you don’t want to talk about,” she 
said. “But we all wonder what’s happening.”

I thought of something I’d heard from a radio psychologist once—
Everything before but is bullshit—and pulled on the long white cigarette.

“Laura?” Janine asked.
I looked at her again. My cigarette had burned all the way down.
“You’ve got to come back, okay?” she said.
“I’m right here,” I said.
“I know you are. But you’re somewhere else too.”
I nodded. 
“I miss you. You haven’t come around in ages.”
“I miss you too,” I said, but I didn’t know if I meant it. “I should start 

dinner.” 
“Julian said you’ve become a good cook. Maybe we can swap some 

recipes,” she said, her pretty mouth turned up in a small smile. She wasn’t 
silly enough to really suggest that we get out our index cards and trade. 
She was only trying—just like I was.

I stood up, held my arm over the railing of the balcony, and tossed the 
last of my cup of tea onto the ragged grass. 

I liked to think that what I had was more than just your average case of 
middle-class ennui. Like I said, I’d been through therapy before and once 
I hit on this idea of grieving, of loss, I felt almost like I had a plan.

The day after Janine visited, before Anne was home from school and 
Julian from work, I went into the office. I used to spend a lot of time in 
that room, but lately it was Julian’s place. He paid the bills and filed the 
receipts, he skulked around on the computer, working late. I sometimes 
went online to order things, but otherwise I ignored the business end of 
The Marriage. 

I found some index cards, and I wrote out each part:
I deny that my finger is not injured.
I am angry that the threshold beyond the house is uncrossable.
I will bargain for the immunity of my daughter toward the situations of 

adults.
I am depressed about the garden.
I accept that my husband does not understand my predicaments.
I flipped through the five cards. They made about as much sense as 

anything else. I thought of maybe calling the school and telling them 
there was an emergency at home, but I was pretty sure that they wouldn’t 
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deliver Anne, and I would have to go pick her up, thus creating an actual 
emergency, the emergency of me behind the wheel. Not, it seemed, a 
good idea.

My next idea was to make a cocktail. Since this was something I could 
actually act on, I gathered up the index cards and went to the kitchen. I 
loved how the ice was so clear and how it snapped on the first pour of 
alcohol. I loved the glint of the clean glass against the smear of my fin-
gerprints.

I read my cards again, I sipped my whiskey. It was too early to begin 
dinner, but too late to start any real project for the day. I wasn’t really 
sure what I’d done with the morning, besides my five sentences.

I tried to think about how Julian might see me, or what he might do 
if he were me—he was always a good problem solver, but I think I didn’t 
want to be solved. I only wanted my drink, my Anne, and the house. The 
house would keep me safe.
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Sirenia

There were no skidmarks when, at age 27, Keith drove straight into 
the White river, missing the bridge on a curve of Highway 74. He was 
drunk, or determined. At age nine we were each other’s first kiss. My 
only one for six more years. His lips were wet, rubbery, and he smelled 
of warm earth. We pressed our grimy faces together behind the rusted 
swing sets, out near the river’s edge concealed in the tall grass we 
chewed for sweetness. 

“Want to touch tongues?”
We poked them out at one another like threats, but when tip met tip 

we fell apart in shivering giggles. “She’s my girlfriend,” he said to any-
body. Keith’s Cherokee skin and green eyes made him the prettiest boy at 
school.

The river sometimes over-flowed its banks and made the field we sat 
in a lake, or if it was dry the stones rose from its center and flies gath-
ered on the exposed muck. In early summer we swam, when the water 
was cool and flowing. Limestone shelves along the banks provided warm 
places for us and the cotton mouths to heat our skin. Jumping from the 
low bluffs, the plunge took you down, down, down, darker and colder, 
slowing until your toes touched bottom. Our feet sunk in to mud or 
slipped on the surfaces of rocks when we pushed off in frantic kicks 
to the light. We imagined creatures of myth dwelling under the bluffs, 
wreathed in water grasses and rotting leaves. River sprites or spirits who 
watched and waited for the right time to reveal themselves to impart a 
rare gift or secret, or to reach out and grasp an ankle with an algae-cov-
ered hand. We shivered on the bluffs until dry again, watching bass break 
the surface, and talked about the things that might dwell beneath us.

Keith quit playing with me when he started playing with Debbie, and 
he quit playing with Debbie when he started playing with Sheila, and he 
quit playing with Sheila when he started playing with Lynette, and then 
he moved to another school where he quit playing with many more girls. 
It wasn’t until much later he returned to the narrow valley, twice divorced 
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with three kids and a job at the Tyson chicken processing plant. He rent-
ed an old house out on 74, overlooking the bend in the river. One night 
he planted his truck there in the dark green waters, which would conceal 
its skin for weeks until the water receded. Having moved away, I didn’t 
learn of it until ten years later.

I went away to college, a job, a divorce and never saw him as a man, 
but now I’ve come back as he did. The river is a stinking band of chicken 
litter run-off and sediment. No one would be fool enough to swim. On 
hot days the wind carries the smell of decay, but the fields still contain 
nothing but the sweet grass due to flood zoning. His truck was long since 
hauled from the river, yet I imagine him when I cross that bridge. He’s 
sitting beneath it in the stagnant water, a small boy with green eyes and 
hair the color of mud who can barely peer over the dashboard. I want to 
sit beside him, our hands touching on the seat, the water cooling me, an 
occasional fish bumping its nose against the windshield. We watch and 
wait together for what shifts beyond us, gleaming in the light filtering 
down through suspended silt, to be revealed.
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Rise

John 12:29

Maggie had stopped chanting “Rise” to herself, but it had been her man-
tra for several months during the past twelve. Now she had two hum-
mingbirds trapped in the skylight of her screened porch and, according 
to the Web site she’d found, “Rise” was their mantra too. When distressed 
or confused, hummingbirds fly straight up, like little helicopters. This 
was not going to help them escape the box they were now in on her 
porch, with its permanent plastic lid sealing off the sky. Because of their 
rapid metabolisms, they were in danger of starving to death or dehydrat-
ing in an hour or less. She was distressed and confused. Her husband was 
cracking jokes to their dinner guests about understanding the meaning 
of “hummingbird brain,” and she was sure if the birds died she would 
have a complete psychotic break. She was trying to be a good hostess 
between sneaking peaks at them in the skylight and searching on-line to 
find ideas about how to rescue them.

The evening was the first social interaction she and Jack had initi-
ated with friends in a year. She’d invited Ed and Ella over to help eat the 
king mackerel their neighbors had caught deep-sea fishing over the long 
weekend. Too much fish, given in a spontaneous and unprecedented ges-
ture, had sparked similar spontaneity in Maggie, she’d called Ed to see if 
he could get hold of Ella and be there for dinner in an hour. No thought 
of asking them to bring anything had crossed her mind. This was, for 
once, supposed to be simple, light-hearted fun—sharing the abundance. 

The birds had been discovered just before Ed and Ella arrived. They 
must have flown in while she was out buying lemons. She’d left the dog 
outside, and because it was threatening rain, she’d propped open the 
porch door for him. There had been a brief flurry of rescue-oriented 
activity. Jack had waved the hummingbird feeder around inside the sky-
light then drug the iron patio table over and inserted the pole into it.  
It teetered dangerously as he hung the glass feeder on it and tested the 
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limits of its stability. His antics only increased Maggie’s anxiety, and the 
birds were obviously upset.

“Take it out,” she said flatly. He did and began to look for a place to 
prop up the pole out of the way. In her mind, she ran through the prepa-
rations needed for dinner. She’d asked Jack to make the salad while she 
ran out for the lemons and had taken his grunt as an assent to help, but 
he played “Aerosmith Guitar Hero” on his PS2 instead. So she needed 
to do that and figure out something else to serve, something to round 
things out, maybe biscuits. Was there anything for dessert? Ice cream. Set 
the dining room table… Jack was creating a ragged metal screech as he 
dragged the metal table back to its usual spot. The birds were fluttering 
frantically overhead. She grabbed the edge and helped lift it into place. 
She’d done it to please Jack, inviting friends over. Jack had been dropping 
hints, and Ed and Ella had been brave—calling every now and then to 
ask them out for beer and a burger—really making an effort. Ed, a friend 
of Jack’s from work, had known them a while, but Ella had been dating 
Ed only a year. She barely knew them from before, but she was funny and 
smart. It just figured something like this would happen. There was barely 
time to think, no time to cancel.

“How about I get the pool net from next door and snatch the little 
critters right out of the air?” Jack was only half joking. He wanted to be 
done with this. 

“Their bones have to be so fragile. No way,” Maggie shook her head 
and felt her stomach lurch as the birds continued to bang around. She 
peered up at them, trying to think. 

“We need to cover the skylight, so they’ll stop beating themselves 
against it. Let’s just do that for now,” she said.

“You realize you’re asking me to get up on the roof when there is light-
ning?” Jack asked. She had not noticed thunder, only the barest drizzle. 
Her glance out into the fading light of the summer evening and then up 
at the hummingbirds were not her answer, but he turned and went for the 
ladder anyway. He brought the box of black garbage bags from the carport 
with him; it tore as he slung it down on the ground next to the ladder. 

“Want me to hold it?” she asked. She stood immobile on the porch.
“I got it,” he said. He took the box in one hand and climbed up to the 

roof. 
She propped the porch door open again. She jammed the pole for the 

feeder into the ground just outside it and carefully re-hung the feeder, 
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hoping it would show the way out if the birds flew low enough to notice. 
She looked up as Jack stretched the first trash bag across the window. 
The moisture will help the plastic stay in place, she thought. “Please be 
OK, please be OK, please be OK,” she whispered to the birds, which were 
still for the moment. She closed the door quietly behind her as she went 
back inside. 

She entered her expansive kitchen and kicked into overdrive. Habit 
and practice taking over as the clock showed how little time she had left. 
Why couldn’t Jack have done the salad? Be a little helpful? He’d be the 
one to enjoy the evening. She was just going to fret about the birds. She 
jerked open the black side-by-side refrigerator-freezer and fished out 
a bag of store-bought pre-cut biscuits. Reading the back as she moved 
across the kitchen, she reached for the digital pad on the wall oven and 
punched “convection bake” and a temperature 25 degrees lower than 
what she’d confirmed on the package. From a drawer beneath the oven, 
she extracted a cookie sheet onto which she plopped eight biscuits. She 
slid the tray into the oven, grateful for convection baking. How fast could 
she put dinner on the table and get this over with without seeming to 
rush Ed and Ella out the door? She set the timer and headed back to the 
fridge where she tossed the biscuit bag back into the freezer and pulled 
out from the produce drawer red leaf lettuce, a sack of carrots, and the 
two lemons she’d just bought. She tossed these onto the kitchen island, 
aiming the lemons for the lettuce so they wouldn’t roll away. What was 
taking Jack so long? Has he figured out something legit to do or is he 
using the pool net? She toed open a cabinet and pulled out a cutting 
board, toed open the next one over and pulled out a large wooden salad 
bowl, inside of which sat a salad spinner and salad tongs. She twisted the 
end out of the lettuce, tossed it down the disposal, tore lettuce leaves up 
into the salad spinner that she’d set down into the double sink, ran water 
over the lettuce, and spun it out. Where is he? She flipped the disposal 
switch, craned her neck to look out the window over the sink, and caught 
a glimpse of Jack carrying the ladder away to the far end of the house. 

She chopped the carrots, dumped them and the lettuce into the salad 
bowl, sliced the lemons, and spread them over the fish fillets, which had 
already been coated with olive oil and rubbed with sea salt and garlic. 
She forgot Jack and began remembering. The first time she saw a hum-
mingbird in her yard, Daniel had been alive. It had been just over a year. 
They were walking around the neighborhood loop, making sure his lungs 
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were fully expanded after general anesthesia several days earlier. They’d 
set out as early as they could manage, about 9 a.m., before it was too hot.

The two of them were focused on the simple pleasure of taking a 
walk. When he’d been hospitalized suddenly two weeks before, normal 
life seemed to end forever. Now they called by name every dog in every 
large, electric-fenced yard, but they kept a careful distance so Daniel 
wouldn’t get jostled. They pointed out to each other what flowers were 
blooming, whose bike was in someone else’s yard, whose house bore the 
subtle signs of a family away on vacation. They breathed and moved 
through humid warm air, not the dry cold air of the hospital. They were 
side by side, feeling the July heat soak into their bones, holding hands. 
He walked gingerly but steadily. 

“I am going to invent a way to give shots without needles,” he 
announced. “You’ll just beam the medicine through the skin.” He always 
had ideas for inventions.

“While you’re at it, why not make something that beams things out too?” 
“Like tumors?”
“Yeah.”
“Good idea.” He fell silent, thoughtful. She held her silence; fear and 

helplessness locking down her brain. Inventions, the future—would she 
ever again have the luxury of being bored by an endless description of his 
perfect space ship or submarine as they walked together to school? One 
foot in front of the other, she told herself. Was it time for his next dose of 
pain medicine?

As they approached home, Daniel looked toward his goal: their air-
conditioned house. His pace was slowing. They had come about a quarter 
of a mile; no problem the hundreds of times he’d done it before on foot 
or on his bike, but today perhaps it was too much for him. She looked at 
the long, low ranch house she and Jack had renovated eight years before. 
The deep front porch was her favorite feature. The empty glider was 
inviting, but she knew Daniel would need air conditioning and maybe 
even to lie down again. She would need to get him some ice water. Were 
there cups with lids and straws? She’d have to get some. Daniel stopped 
abruptly; there was delight in his voice. He pointed.

“Look, Mom! A hummingbird!” 
She caught a glimpse as it plunged its beak into a hosta blossom and 

zipped off around the corner of the house. 
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“Aw! Where’s it going?” asked Daniel. 
“Must have other flowers to visit,” she said, taking his hand again. 

“Maybe cross vine, like up in Mentone. I think I saw some back along the 
creek.”

“That’s cool. I hope it comes back,” he said. 
She’d transplanted three hosta in May, before school got out, right 

around Daniel’s ninth birthday. She’d seen their leaves emerging from 
the ground in the shadow of a hydrangea outside the breakfast room 
window and remembered planting them a few years before, when the 
hydrangea was new and much smaller. The hosta had been smothered by 
the growing shrub, and she’d not noticed. With space and light in their 
new location, the plants had thrived and sent up long spikes from which 
hung blue trumpet-shaped flowers. Now, for the first time ever, they had 
attracted a hummingbird to her yard. Somehow this possibility had never 
occurred to her.

Daniel was smiling and excited. He saw his father’s car approaching 
from the other direction. He quickly twisted his hand free and raised it in 
a half wave. When she’d asked how he felt earlier, he’d pointed to all the 
places that felt tender from the biopsy and the chemo port being put into 
place. He had told her how the bandages pulled at his skin whichever 
way he moved, and how he felt bruised. But he was distracted from that 
now, watching Jack wheel into the driveway, waving back and smiling at 
them, clearly proud to see what they’d just accomplished. 

She was grateful Jack was home already. He’d made short work of 
checking in at the office. They would make a plan for the day. Together 
they would get through it; begin to find a routine for this new life—all 
these medicines that had to be timed around food; mainly they would 
reassure Daniel.

“Let’s tell Dad about the hummingbird!” Daniel said, but his pace 
didn’t quicken and his hair was plastered to his forehead with sweat. He 
made a little face at her and momentarily cupped his hand over a spot 
on his side where he hurt. In answer, she frowned and nodded. She ran 
her hand lightly down the back of his head and let her fingertips linger a 
moment on the damp curls at the nape of his neck.

Jack came in. She looked up blinking, a crease between her eyes. He 
had stowed the ladder. “I cleaned out some gutters while I was up there,” 
he volunteered. She sent him back out to light the grill. 
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Ed and Ella were at the door before she could set the table; she 
had the place mats and flatware stacked on the island and ready. They 
entered holding a four-pack of Belgian beer aloft triumphantly. 

“Yum!” she said. “Come in, come in!” as she tried to keep the dog 
from jumping on Ella. Her heart sank a little as she watched Jack’s face 
light up greeting them. 

The men were put in charge of serving the beer, and Maggie and Ella 
stepped onto the back porch to see the hummingbirds. Ella looked up 
into the skylight and shook her head.

“Wow! When did they get up there?”
“Not sure—less than an hour ago,” said Maggie, shrugging and trying 

to look sane about it.
“Bless their little hearts.”
“I don’t think they much like each other at the moment,” Maggie 

pointed as one advanced on the other with a scolding sound. 
“I wouldn’t! Just imagine,” laughed Ella. “He probably got her into 

this. ‘Hey, honey, I gotta good idea. Let’s go in here’…”
Maggie laughed, choosing not to explain that there was no male up 

there, neither had the male’s ruby throat. This was most likely a mother 
and daughter duo. The fledglings stay with the mother to learn where to 
find nectar. Maggie looked around, wondering what drew in the birds. 
There wasn’t anything red; that was usually the attraction. 

“Maybe these white impatiens attracted them, you think?” she asked 
Ella, pointing at her overflowing planters. She’d made a big project of 
them in the spring, attending a workshop on container gardening and 
carefully choosing where to place the containers around the front and 
back porches. 

“It’s getting on to dusk, and white flowers do kind of glow that time of 
day,” Ella agreed. 

The guys came out with Belgian beer poured—after much rummag-
ing through cabinets—into just the right shape and size of glass. 

“Oh!” said Ed, handing Maggie a glass. “This is much less dire than 
I thought! These little fellas could live a year in here. It’s custom-made. 
They look downright cozy up there!” He put his arm around Maggie and 
squeezed, as he and Jack shared a laugh. Maggie meanwhile sized up Ed’s 
height. If she had the first idea how to stop the birds from flying around, 
he’d be a good one to put on a ladder. As it was, he might lose an eye to a 
long beak. 
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The birds were increasingly agitated by the noise below them. Maggie 
switched into hostess mode and extended her arm toward the inside 
of the house, like a tour guide shepherding people on to the next point 
of interest. “Good thing it’s too hot and muggy to sit out here anyway 
tonight. I better get the fish on. Won’t take minute. Would y’all mind set-
ting the table for me?”

Everyone trooped inside. With a gesture she indicated the stack of 
place mats and flatware. As she picked up aluminum foil and a spatula, 
she watched Jack grab a roll of paper towels and head to the dining 
room, tear one off, and put it next to a fork Ed had just put down. Ella 
laughed and asked if those napkins were “Maggie-approved.” When she 
came in from putting the fish on the grill, she saw cloth napkins on the 
table. They clashed. She tried to be discreet as she swapped them out, 
but Jack rolled his eyes at her extravagantly from the family room as she 
went back out to flip the fish. She wanted to scream through gritted teeth 
the way her mother used to do: Why aren’t you cooking the fish, Jack?

She opened the grill lid and dropped it, loudly. The birds objected and 
flapped inside the porch. She just needed to get through this dinner; she 
would find a way to help those birds. She opened the grill again carefully 
and inhaled a deep breath of fishy smoke. The spatula slid under the fish 
easily, separating it from the foil on which it rested.

Jack talked animatedly with Ed and Ella just a few feet away as she 
arranged a buffet on the large kitchen island. She set out the fish last. 
It looked perfect, which was unbelievable to her. “Dinner’s ready!” she 
announced, and they came to serve their plates. Jokes and conversation 
flowed. She smiled and nodded, relieved to have come this far but still 
powerfully distracted. 

The day of Daniel’s memorial service, she stood alone and watched 
her 16-year-old nephew drive off to buy a bag of ice. As she turned 
toward her front door, her heel caught on the edge of a flagstone. 
Reflexively, she reached down and removed both of her new black patent 
leather shoes. Her toes flexed on the warm stone, but her eyes focused 
on the flower arrangements that crowded the porch. They seemed femi-
nine, these sprays of flowers: cinched at the waist with the blossoms flar-
ing wide at the bust line and hips. Today she preferred these limbless, 
lifeless, voiceless beauties to anyone else’s company. She tried to choose 
a favorite. The monochromatic attracted: creamy lilies and roses drew 
her with their fragrance, but the scent was fleeting, fading. Inside her 
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house, many voices mingled. The phone rang, and she heard her sister 
ask, “Where’s Maggie?” Without so much as blinking, she took one step 
back and positioned herself between two of the flower easels. If anyone 
glanced out the front door, they might not see her. She heard a buzz, a 
dangerous, make-you-duck sound very near her ear. She took a little step 
to the right, looked left, and saw it. It was dipping in and out of blossoms 
in the flower arrangements. “Oh!” she said. A feeling came into her, a 
vibration in her extremities. The bird hovered before the lilies and roses, 
changing elevation in an instant—up, down—then took off. She put her 
left foot out quickly and did a little lunge to follow its path with her eyes. 
It flew over the glider and past the hosta, the stems of which now hung 
heavy with seed pods instead of flowers, and on beyond the corner of the 
house. The sun glinted green off its back.

“Maggie,” she heard, and she started breathing again. 
“I’ll get it,” Jack said, a little huffily. The phone had been ringing.
“You’re not with us,” Ed said gently.
“Uh, I’m sorry, I just, I was just,” the tears in her eyes prompted 

Ella to smile and shake her head, dismissing the need for any further 
reply. Ed stood and began clearing the table. Jack was back; he looked at 
Maggie a long moment before joining in clearing the table. She wiped her 
nose with her napkin and offered to make coffee, forgetting that none of 
them drank it. She was desperate to keep control of her kitchen, to avoid 
conversation, to be alone, to help the birds. 

She followed everyone into the kitchen, waving them off, “Leave it, 
leave it. Didn’t you want to show them that concert video, Jack? You guys 
won’t believe how entertaining they are. Bit vulgar, but completely ener-
gized. Y’all just leave this and go see that video before you have to go. 
Seriously!”

It worked. She leaned over the back of the chair at the built-in desk 
and scrolled through more of the results from her “hummingbird 
trapped” on-line search.

Between rinsing dishes and loading the dishwasher and talking music 
for a while, Maggie snagged an idea about the hummingbirds being eas-
ier to catch when it’s dark. She felt an urgent optimism and wanted Jack’s 
help as soon as possible. They said goodbye to Ed and Ella, awkward 
hugs in the foyer, and Jack walked them out to their cars. He lingered 
outside with the dog. She went in to start the dishwasher. Moments later, 
she heard Jack on the phone. He was sitting in the living room, and his 
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voice carried easily through the house. He’d returned the call to the sister 
who phoned during dinner. 

Maggie went to the door that opened from the family room onto the 
screened porch and hesitated. I can do this alone; I don’t need him. I just 
have to find the ladder. If it works the way they say it will on-line, then I 
can do it alone. She heard Jack talking about dinner.

“It was great, yeah… But, you know, I didn’t want them to leave. As 
soon as they drove away, I thought, ‘Oh God no, this is my life.’” 

She grasped the doorknob. Her knees gave way so that she was sit-
ting on her heels in a squat—rigid with emotion. The dog came over and 
stuck his nose in her ear. She couldn’t respond. Emotion rippled through 
her visibly, as if she was absorbing a gut punch; her breathing began 
again with a little gasp. Before Daniel was born, they’d been together 
17 years. Would she ever be enough for him again? Were they going to 
make it together?

She thought of the hummingbirds and rose to her feet. She wasn’t 
going to do this alone. She walked into the living room and sat down. 
Jack looked at her. The conversation had moved on to sports. 

“Just a sec, Lynn. Maggie is staring me down. What is it?”
“The hummingbirds. I found a way to help them, I think.”
After some back and forth, Lynn made Jack hang up and help. 
They stood under the skylight again. Night had fallen. Jack looked 

tired and unfocused. Their eyes met, and he gave her an exaggerated 
shrug—hands out, eyes wide. 

“What now?” he asked. 
“Just go get the ladder that extends, please,” Maggie said, leaning hard 

on her determination. She was standing on her toes, her hands clasped 
tightly and shoved under her chin so that her knuckles were pushing 
into her throat. One of the birds had stopped moving entirely and was 
perched in the same spot it had occupied before dinner. She was hopeful 
it was in torpor, something she’d read about—it was like a coma hum-
mingbirds enter to conserve energy. Had they waited too long?

Jack let the screen door slam behind him as he left the porch, startling 
the still-active bird. It fluttered nervously, thudding again and again into 
the walls of the skylight box. She hurried to the porch’s light switches and 
turned off everything, then opened the glass-paned door into the house 
and stuck her hand inside to switch off the ceiling lights. Very little light 
shone onto the porch from within. 
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“Can’t see what I’m doing,” Jack complained, as he maneuvered the 
ladder through the screen door she now held open for him. He shoved 
it up into the skylight. “Where do you want it?” he asked gruffly, as he 
hauled it up in height—clang, clang, clang—and plunked the bottom 
down. The ends rested on uneven stones, the top off to one side within 
the skylight, far away from the motionless hummingbird.

Maggie replied in a quiet, tense voice, “Anchor it down at the end 
there—gently as you can, please—so I can be near that one that hasn’t 
been moving. I’m going after it first.”

He did this and stepped back. 
“I guess you know one of them has escaped,” he said offhandedly. 
She froze in a cat woman crouch, feeling ridiculous and hopeful. 

“Where is it?” she whispered. He pointed at the windowsill under the 
bank of family room windows. There it was, hunkered down and, in this 
light, as plain and brown as a sparrow. This was exactly how the plan was 
supposed to work—unable to navigate well in the dark, the birds were 
supposed to drop down to the ground and wait for light or help. She 
crept near, hands cupped in a dome. She was silent, her breathing shal-
low, in her head she prayed, “Please, please, please. Help me. Help me. 
Help me.” Her hands came down over the bird.

The hummingbird reacted with plaintive and questioning peeps. 
Maggie thought of a baby’s cry. 

Jack made a sympathetic, involuntary sound. He went very quiet and 
still.

Holding the bird, she felt the familiar sensation of her spirit dividing: 
love rose high, while the pain, pooled low, threatened to slosh up into her 
mouth.

She whispered, almost inaudibly, “Please be OK, please be OK,” and 
she walked past Jack without looking at him. She was aware only of the 
bird in her hands and where she had to step. Jack opened the door for 
her and watched as she held her hands up to the hummingbird feeder 
and opened them. The bird paid no attention to the restorative nectar in 
the feeder; she flew straight up, almost colliding with the eave, then away 
into the night sky.

Without a word Maggie went to the ladder and climbed. The tiny bird 
seemed frozen in the dim light. “Don’t be dead, don’t be dead, don’t be 
dead.” Maggie chanted in her mind. She took a deep breath and brought 
her hands down around the bird. It stirred and began to peep at her. “Oh! 
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Thank you, thank you.” Maggie whispered. She put her forearms on the 
top of the ladder, lowered one foot, then the other, moved her forearms 
down, then her feet, and continued her descent. “Daniel,” was the word 
in her mind. She held her hands even more loosely this time. The bird 
felt like nothing more than a large feather twisting in her hand, a feather 
and the pinprick tips of tiny bird feet. 

She felt Jack’s hands on her—warm, strong, and steady. He’d stepped 
up behind her and was bracing her as she climbed down. Now they 
were a team. They had been such a good team once. At the bottom, she 
paused and looked at him. She held the bird between them like an offer-
ing. He looked at her hands then raised his eyes to meet hers. He put one 
hand on her shoulder and reached the other toward the door, to open it. 
She released the bird into the night. 
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Masha Hamilton is the author of four acclaimed novels, most recently 
31 Hours (September 2009), which was a Washington Post pick for 
best novel of the year. She has founded two world literacy projects, the 
Camel Book Drive, and the Afghan Women’s Writing Project at www.
awwproject.org.

The Writers of the Afghan Women’s Writing Project

Roya was born in Kabul and remained in Afghanistan during the 
Taliban period. She hopes to continue her education and eventually gain 
a masters degree. She wants to be a poet.

Seeta was born in Farah Province to a mother and a father who were 
both police officers. During the Taliban years, the family fled to Iran. She 
is a working journalist and as part of that job, she hopes to write pieces 
that help defend the rights of Afghan women.

Shogofa was born in Kabul but lived in Mazar-i-Sharif during her high 
school years. She went to college in Kabul and dreams of being a lawyer.

Meena Y was born in Kabul but spent much of her early childhood as a 
refugee living in Peshawar, Pakistan. She says her goal, once she finishes 
her education, is to work to help Afghan women gain financial indepen-
dence, education, and political freedom.

Freshta was born in Kabul, but her family is from Laghman Province 
in eastern Afghanistan. During the Taliban period, she attended a secret 
school. She wants to be a journalist, a writer, and a poet.

Tabasom does not know how old she is, except that she is older than 20. 
She remained in Afghanistan during the Taliban period and currently 
lives at home in a Taliban-held province. She wants to work but is afraid, 
since her aunt, while working as a nurse, was killed by the Taliban.
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Li Yun Alvarado is a poet, writer, and educator. Her poetry has been 
published in Kweli Journal, The Acentos Review, Modern Haiku, and 
PALABRA, A Magazine of Chicano and Latino Literary Art. Li Yun is cur-
rently a doctoral candidate in English at Fordham University where she 
assists with coordinating Fordham’s Poets Out Loud reading series. She 
has participated in the VONA Writers Workshop in San Francisco and 
has also taught writing and poetry to middle and high school students in 
Boston, New York, and the Dominican Republic. She lives in New York 
City and takes frequent trips to Salinas, Puerto Rico to visit la familia. 
Learn more at www.liyunalvarado.com.

Lucy Biederman received her MFA in Creative Writing from George 
Mason University in 2010. She lives in Fairfax, Virginia. Her poetry has 
appeared and is forthcoming in many journals, including The Cimarron 
Review, Smartish Pace, No Tell Motel, Gargoyle, and The Apalachee 
Review.

Wandajune Bishop-Towle lives in Andover, Massachusetts, where she 
teaches yoga and provides body-oriented psychotherapy as a licensed 
psychologist. She is the proud stepmother of two young men with 
autism. This is her first poetry publication. 

Valor Brown is a resident of Austin, Texas, where she finally settled 
after a long bout of chronic restless-car-driving-syndrome. She is proud 
to be a college graduate, a loving mother, and a terrible liar. Currently, 
Valor is trying to synthesize many life experiences that read like Lifetime 
Movie Network plots. She works with other people who have had similar 
experiences, and is unsure who is more fulfilled at the end of the day—
her or the people she “helps.” She sincerely thanks Rob for being the last 
one to believe in her. And for the record, only one was needed.

Sharon Charde, a retired psychotherapist who has been a writing 
teacher since 1992, has won numerous poetry awards, the latest being 
first prize in the Matt Clark Contest sponsored by the New Delta Review. 
She is published in over thirty journals and anthologies of poetry and 
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prose, and has had six Pushcart nominations. She has also edited and 
published I Am Not A Juvenile Delinquent, containing the work of the 
adjudicated teenaged females she has volunteered with since 1999 at a 
residential treatment center in Litchfield, Connecticut. She has two first 
prize-winning chapbooks, Bad Girl At The Altar Rail and Four Trees 
Down From Ponte Sisto and a full-length collection, Branch In His Hand, 
published by Backwaters Press in November 2008.

Cathy Linh Che was born in Los Angeles, California. A graduate of the 
MFA Program at NYU, she is a Kundiman Fellow and a recent recipient 
of a Walker Foundation Scholarship from the Fine Arts Work Center at 
Provincetown.

Karen Zaborowski Duffy has won fellowships in poetry from The 
New Jersey State Council on the Arts, the Vermont Studio Center, and 
the Fine Arts Center in Provincetown, and is a 2010 Norman Mailer 
Fellow in nonfiction. In 2007, her chapbook, Giving In to the Smoke, 
received the Starting Gate Award from Finishing Line Press and her 
poem, “World Series, Game 5” was featured on NewsHour with Jim 
Lehrer. In 2009, an excerpt from her manuscript When Gangsters Burn 
Your House Down With You in It won first place in Writer’s Digest 78th 
Annual Writing Competition. Duffy’s poems have appeared in numerous 
journals including Calyx, Birmingham Poetry Review, Many Mountains 
Moving, and Salt Flats Annual. Her poetry manuscript, Pathology of 
Goodness, was chosen by Tony Hoagland as 3rd runner up for Boa 
Editions’ 2010 A. Poulin, Jr. award. Duffy is a poetry consultant for the 
Geraldine R. Dodge Foundation and has taught English at Atlantic City 
High School for twenty-six years.

Fabu is the first African-American Poet Laureate of Madison, Wisconsin. 
She creates poetry reflecting her life spent in Memphis, Tennessee, 
Nairobi, Kenya, and Madison, Wisconsin. Her poetry has appeared 
in Callaloo, The Wisconsin Academy Review, UMOJA and Rosebud 
Magazine. She has a new book of poetry for children and youth, Poems, 
Dreams and Roses (2009). The University of Nairobi Press will publish 
In Our Own Tongues in 2010, and Parallel Press will publish African 
American Life in Haiku: Journey to the Midwest in 2011. 
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Kathleen Fagley is a 2005 graduate of the New England College MFA 
program in poetry. She lives in Keene, New Hampshire, with her hus-
band Paul and teaches at Keene State College. Her poetry has appeared 
in The Comstock Review, Cutthroat, Concrete Wolf, Slipstream, Entelechy 
International, online in The DMQ Review and Houston Literary Review, 
and most recently in International Psychoanalysis. She was past poetry 
editor for Amoskeag: The Journal of Southern New Hampshire University 
and a featured poet on the New Hampshire State Council of the Arts 
website in March 2007. Her poetry has been anthologized in The 2010 
Poets’ Guide to New Hampshire. 

The Reverend Anne Carroll Fowler is an Episcopal priest and rector 
of St. John’s Church in Jamaica Plain, Massachusetts, where she lives. Her 
work has appeared in many journals, and is included in the anthologies 
Unsilenced: The Spirit of Women and Fresh Water. Four chapbooks, Five 
Islands, Whiskey Stitching, Summer of Salvage, and What I Could, have 
been published by Pudding House, and a fifth, Liz, Wear Those Pearl 
Earrings, won the Frank Cat Press 2002 Chapbook Contest. For ten years 
she ran the Chapter & Verse Reading Series in Jamaica Plain.

Lauren Fuhrmann is a graduate student at Southern Illinois University 
at Edwardsville. She received the Competitive Graduate Award and will 
be teaching introductory classes in Fall 2011.

Madelyn Garner has led the educational community as a creative writ-
ing teacher, administrator, and editor. Her work has been recognized 
with numerous honors, including the Colorado Governor’s Award for 
Excellence in the Arts and Humanities. She is the recipient of an Aspen 
Writers’ Conference fellowship, the D.H. Lawrence Award from the 
University of New Mexico, and the Jackson Hole Writers Conference 
Poetry Scholarship for 2010. Her writing has appeared in Margie, Harpur 
Palate, Calyx, Saranac Review, Water-Stone Review, American Journal of 
Nursing, and in the anthology Beyond Forgetting, Poetry and Prose about 
Alzheimer’s Disease.

Elizabeth Horner’s poems have been published in print and online 
magazines such as H_NGM_N, Red Mountain Review, Gulf Coast, 
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Burnside Review, CakeTrain, and POOL, among others. She teaches and 
writes in Oakland, California.

Robin K. Johnson is a middle-aged mom and former science museum 
exhibits director undergoing a career change after outing herself as a poet 
at heart. A published science and technology writer with a B.S. in phys-
ics from MIT, she is pursuing an MFA in Creative Nonfiction at Georgia 
College and State University. Her thesis, Facets and Shards: Reflections of 
a Hard Woman, is an autobiographical narrative. She is currently work-
ing on a fictionalized story, Tech Girls, about surviving MIT when it was 
twenty-percent female. She grew up in northwest Alabama, and now lives 
in metro-Atlanta with her husband, two children ages nine and eleven, 
and two kittens.

Mary Kaiser’s chapbook Falling into Velázquez won the 2006 Slapering 
Hol award. Her poems have also appeared in Portland Review, Cincinnati 
Review, New Orleans Review, Perihelion, and Reconfigurations. Born and 
raised in Detroit, Mary teaches American literature at Jefferson State 
Community College in Birmingham, Alabama, where she lives with her 
husband Kieran Quinlan, and their two children, Anna and David. She is 
a 2010 recipient of an fellowship from the Alabama State Council on the 
Arts. She has recently completed a collection of poems about the Shaker 
community at Pleasant Hill, Kentucky. The epigraph for “She Rehearses 
the Paradiso Shuffle” is taken from a journal entry from Pleasant Hill for 
Sabbath, March 1, 1857, quoted in Daniel Patterson’s The Shaker Spiritual 
(2000), 353. 

Sandra Kohler’s third collection of poems, Improbable Music, is 
forthcoming in 2011 from Word Press. Her second collection, The 
Ceremonies of Longing, winner of the 2002 AWP Award Series in Poetry, 
was published by the University of Pittsburgh Press in November 
2003. An earlier volume, The Country of Women, was published in 
1995 by Calyx Books. Her poems have appeared over the past thirty 
years in journals including PMS, Prairie Schooner, The New Republic, 
Beloit Poetry Journal, The Missouri Review, The Gettysburg Review, The 
Southern Review, and The Colorado Review. She is a participant in the 
Handprint Identity Project, a collaboration between artists and poets, 
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which had its opening exhibit at Elizabethtown College in November 
2008. After living in Pennsylvania for most of her adult life, she has 
recently moved to Boston, Massachusetts.

Georgia Kreiger lives in Cumberland, Maryland, and teaches literature 
and creative writing at Allegany College of Maryland. Her poems have 
appeared in Poet Lore, Antietam Review, Maryland Poetry Review, Sow’s 
Ear Poetry Review, Outerbridge, Backbone Mountain Review, and oth-
ers. She is currently working on a memoir about her Western Maryland 
childhood.  

Having been formerly married to an undocumented immigrant, Aimee 
Parkison has witnessed many human rights issues, including the cheap 
and sometimes dangerous labor many immigrants perform, the fear and 
shame of deportation, the poverty that motivates immigrants to come 
to the USA in hopes of providing a better life for their families, and the 
horror of living in a country where people can be defined as “illegal” 
and the humanity that is lost in the use of that term. Aimee Parkison, 
an Associate Professor at The University of North Carolina at Charlotte, 
has received a Christopher Isherwood Fellowship, a Writers at Work 
Fellowship, a Charles Angoff Award, a Puffin Foundation grant, and a 
Kurt Vonnegut Fiction Prize. Her story collection, Woman with Dark 
Horses, was published by Starcherone. Parkison’s work has appeared in 
or is forthcoming from The Literary Review, Feminist Studies, Mississippi 
Review, North American Review, Quarterly West, Santa Monica Review, 
Other Voices, Crab Orchard Review, Fiction International, Fugue, 
Yalobusha Review, Seattle Review, Texas Review, Nimrod, Hayden’s Ferry 
Review, So to Speak, and Denver Quarterly.

Medeia Starfire grew up in Norman, Oklahoma, and earned her 
degrees in Creative Writing and Filmmaking from the University of 
Oklahoma. She now lives in Seattle, Washington. Her work has appeared 
in Confrontation, Dark Sky Magazine, and ellipsis….

Jeanine Stevens has graduate degrees in Anthropology and Education, 
and also studied at U.C. Davis, and the U.C. Oxford/Berkeley Program. 
She has two Pushcart Nominations and earned first place awards in 
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poetry from the Stockton Arts Commission, The Mendocino Coast 
Writer’s Conference, the Maggie H. Meyer, the Clifford Wolfe Awards, 
and the 2009 Ekphrasis Prize for her poem, “Frida in a White Dress.” She 
has four chapbooks, the latest a mini-chap, “Eclipse,” from Rattlesnake 
Press. Her poems have appeared or will appear in Poet Lore, Timber 
Creek Review, Camas, Poesy, Alehouse, Pearl and The South Dakota 
Review. Jeanine was raised in Indiana and now divides her time between 
Sacramento and Lake Tahoe. Besides writing, she enjoys Tai Chi, and 
Balkan folk dancing.

Jeanie Thompson has published four collections of poetry, White 
for Harvest: New and Selected Poems, Witness, How to Enter the 
River, and her most recent: The Seasons Bear Us. Jeanie has received 
Individual Artist fellowships from the Louisiana State Arts Council and 
the Alabama State Council on the Arts and was a Walter Dakin Fellow 
at the Sewanee Writers Conference. Since 1994, Jeanie has directed 
Alabama Writers’ Forum, a statewide literary arts organization in 
Montgomery, where her passion for working with young writers has been 
realized in the award-winning Writing Our Stories program, conducted 
in partnership with the Alabama Department of Youth Services. Jeanie 
is also a member of the poetry faculty in the Spalding University Brief 
Residency MFA Writing Program in Louisville, Kentucky.

Meredith Trede is a founder of Toadlily Press. Her chapbook, Out of 
the Book, was in Desire Path, the inaugural volume of The Quartet Series. 
Journals that have published her work include Barrow Street, Blue Mesa 
Review, Gargoyle, and The Paris Review. She has held residency fellow-
ships at Blue Mountain Center, Ragdale, Saltonstall, and the Virginia 
Center for the Creative Arts in Virginia and France. She has been a 
librarian, taught writing, French, Spanish and ESL; worked for a social 
services agency; and is currently trying to support herself as an under-
employed management consultant, a career she returned to after a sab-
batical for an MFA in poetry at Sarah Lawrence College. 

Katherine Webb is currently pursuing her MFA at UNC Wilmington 
where she teaches creative writing in elementary schools. Her work is 
forthcoming in North American Review. 
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Lisa Zerkle’s work was recently featured in Press 53’s Spotlight anthol-
ogy. Her work has appeared in Crucible, Pinesong, moonShine review, 
Main Street Rag and www.literarymama.com. In 2008, she served as a 
community columnist for The Charlotte Observer. She is the former co-
editor of Kakalak: Anthology of Carolina Poets. Zerkle currently resides in 
Charlotte, North Carolina, with her husband and their three children

MEMOIR

Garnett Kilberg Cohen’s awards include the Lawrence Foundation 
Prize from Michigan Quarterly Review; the 2004 Crazyhorse National 
Fiction Prize; a Special Mention from the Pushcart Prize; and four 
awards from the Illinois Council of the Arts, including a fellowship. Her 
short stories have appeared in many publications, including American 
Fiction, Ontario Review, Descant, The Literary Review, Other Voices, and 
Roanoke Review. Her first story collection, Lost Women, Banished Souls 
was published by the University of Missouri Press. Her second story col-
lection, How We Move the Air, is scheduled for publication in summer 
2010. A professor at Columbia College Chicago, she is also the review 
editor of ACM and the fiction editor of Hotel Amerika. 

Telaina Morse Eriksen received a master of fine arts degree in creative 
nonfiction and poetry from Antioch University Los Angeles. Her work 
has appeared in Heartlands Magazine, Two Hawks Quarterly, The Journal 
of Outsider Poetry, The Citron Review, Apathy is Easy and Four-Cornered 
Universe. She is also a board and founding member of RSSVP, a non-
profit organization that provides aid and education to the devastated 
villages of Southern Sudan. She lives in East Lansing, Michigan with her 
husband and two children.

Katherine Jamieson is a graduate of the University of Iowa Nonfiction 
Writing Program where she was an Iowa Arts Fellow. These days she is 
a freelance writer and professor based in Western Massachusetts. Her 
essays and articles have appeared in The New York Times, Newsday, Ms. 
Magazine, Washingtonian, Ode, Bust, Yoga+ and many other publications.

An award-winning professor of English at North Carolina State 
University and the author of two scholarly books, Elaine Neil Orr 
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writes poems, memoirs, and stories that have appeared or are soon 
appearing in The Missouri Review, Image, Shenandoah, Cold Mountain, 
Southern Cultures, Kalliope, SPECS, and The Louisville Review, among 
other places. She is the author of Gods of Noonday: A White Girl’s African 
Life (Virginia, 2003/2005), a BookSense selection and nominee for the 
Old North State Award. She has been twice nominated for the Pushcart 
Prize and has won fellowships from the NEH, the North Carolina Arts 
Council, and the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts.

Donna Gossom Thomas, a native of Birmingham, Alabama, is pres-
ently pursuing a MA in Creative Writing from the University of Alabama 
in Birmingham. She is a retired telecommunications worker chasing her 
dream. Her work has appeared in The Birmingham News.  

STORY

Rose Bunch is winner of the 2009 New Letters Dorothy C. Chappon 
Essay Contest for “Norman Mailer is Coming to Dinner,” and has work 
forthcoming in Tin House and The Greensboro Review. Her fiction and 
nonfiction has appeared in Gulf Coast, Fugue and River Styx, for which 
she received second prize in their 2009 Micro Fiction Contest. A 2008 
Pushcart Prize Nominee, she has also been awarded third prize in the 
Playboy Fiction Contest and an honorable mention in The Atlantic’s 
College Nonfiction Contest. After receiving her MFA at the University of 
Montana, she is completing a PhD at Florida State University and mov-
ing to Bali in September 2010 for a one year Fulbright Fellowship.

Bryn Chancellor’s short fiction has appeared in Gulf Coast, Blackbird, 
Colorado Review, Crazyhorse, and elsewhere. She has received a fellow-
ship and a project grant from the Arizona Commission on the Arts, the 
David R. Sokolov Scholarship from the Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference, 
a Tennessee Williams Scholarship from the Sewanee Writers’ Conference, 
and a nomination for Best New American Voices. She holds a MFA from 
Vanderbilt University and is assistant professor of creative writing and 
English at the University of Montevallo in Alabama.

Diane Shipley DeCillis is published in Nimrod International Journal, 
Connecticut Review, CALYX Gastronomica, Gargoyle, Phoebe, Poet Lore, 
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Puerto del Sol, Rattle, Spillway, North Atlantic Review, among others. 
She won the Crucible Poetry, the MacGuffin National Poet Hunt, and an 
Ocean Prize. She co-edited Mona Poetica, an anthology of poetry on the 
Mona Lisa (Mayapple Press). She owns a gallery in Southfield, Michigan, 
and lives in West Bloomfield, Michigan, and was recently nominated for 
a Pushcart Prize. 

Wendy Fox’s work has appeared or is forthcoming in The Expatriate 
Harem: Foreign Women in Modern Turkey (Seal Press), Apple Valley 
Review, The Coe Review, The Madison Review, Painted Bride Quarterly, 
The Pinch, Pisgah Review, Quiddity International Literary Journal, 
Washington Square Review, and ZYZZYVA, among others. She lives in 
Colorado.

After a past checkered with work in employee communications, software 
marketing, book marketing, fact checking, and copy editing, Nancy 
Rutland Glaub finally comes round to creative writing—trying hard 
to believe George Eliot’s claim: “It is never too late to be what you might 
have been.”
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