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FOREWORD

In thinking about how to introduce this issue, I couldn’t help but take note of its placement in the BLR canon. This volume, featuring the winners of the eighteenth annual BLR Literary Prizes, comes on the heels of a theme issue on Recovery and before the forthcoming issue on Taking Care. In light of what we have been through—collectively, individually—over the past few years, it’s very likely that many of us are still on a path to recovery, in one fashion or another. And we all can use a bit more care, always.

Literature can help with this healing. That has always been the mission of BLR, to explore life’s shared vulnerabilities through storytelling and poetry. We hope this issue contributes to this ongoing conversation.

This year’s winner of the Goldenberg Prize for Fiction is “In Another Life” by Lara Palmqvist. Selected by judge Toni Jensen, the story paints an intimate portrait of a couple facing the staggering changes war has brought into their lives. It’s at once contemporary and timeless. “The dreams and possibilities that once dwelled within her, now forced to evacuate—what have become of those? Perhaps, she reasons, they’ve fled to a parallel universe and taken up with another life….”

Karen K. Ford’s Honorable Mention story, “Aspen,” tells of a young woman’s relationship with an older, married lover, looking back at a pivotal trip through the lens of experience: “That’s one of the things you don’t realize when you’re young. That you will run out of do-overs. That you will run out of time. I’m happy to say this is something I’ve learned, however late in life.”

“Lost Vessels,” by Jehanne Dubrow, was selected by Rana Awdish as the winner of the Felice Buckvar Prize for Nonfiction. This braided essay is a blend of personal quest, hazy memories, and a journalistic eye, exploring the opioid epidemic through both the author’s own family and a well-known family whose name, to many, has become synonymous with the crisis.

Honorable Mention goes to “Your Cane,” by Sabah Parsa, a moving essay about the loss of a beloved grandparent, and how comfort can be found in even the simplest of memories. “The nurse said you had a beautiful cane. She was right…. Whenever I heard it, I knew it was you.”

The John and Eileen Allman Prize for Poetry, judged by Phillip B. Williams, was awarded to “Etymology of Chlorophyll” by Caroline Harper New, a stunning play on language that creates a dialogue between the world of plants and the human experience of illness: “If fingernails could dig you like lichen / from my lexicon. In illness, I lop what is left / of you from my tongue….”

“There Is No Time Here” by Karan Kapoor, which was selected as the Editors’ Choice Honorable Mention in poetry, vividly describes the fluidity of time in the face of illness: “no time simply suggests / time’s stopped and she is stuck / in her disease, a fly in honey.”

Family is at the core of many pieces in this issue. We see mothers fighting for their children—whether advocating for an ill child or pushing through their own acute psychosis to show how deeply they care. We see children—of all ages—caring for their parents, and losing their parents in both natural and devastating ways. There is loss and there is joy, as in life.

In Tyriek White’s story “Mushroom Death Suit,” a young teen grapples with the invisibility and frustration of a sickle cell crisis. “My blood was turning against me,” the narrator says, while Mama was “filed down to the raw from the stress of me.”

In the harrowing essay “Mad Love,” Acamea Deadwiler describes children struggling to figure out the adult world of family, mental illness, love, and hunger. “You don’t know hunger that surpasses pain,” the narrator says. “When you don’t even have energy to fuel the aching. I’ve been there.”

Martha Silano’s moving poem “Letter to a Dead Mother” is a mix of regret and hope “that it’s never quiet where you are, / that there’s always someone to share that joke about having 105 offspring / and not one of them comes to visit!”

Several pieces create fanciful worlds, including “The Lonely Runner Conjecture”—author Pons Monto’s first published fiction—a mesmerizing and unusual story that is reminiscent of the myth of Sisyphus. In Efrat Rapoport’s allegorical tale, “Be’er Gehenna,” a retired physics professor seeks to escape death. “I feared death so much that I barely lived my life,” he says. “But in Be’er Gehenna, the death record stands at a comforting mathematical zero.”

Others address some of today’s most pressing issues. “Revolutions in Time,” a story by Elizabeth Lee, portrays Korean and Chinese families grappling with an uptick of anti-Asian violence. In D. Liebhart’s essay “Frontline,” a nursing administrator abruptly finds herself in the clinical maelstrom during Covid, but the frontline is her mother, who has just suffered a stroke. And Michael J. Galko’s poem “Flirting with Atropos” dances with darkness and recovery: “you can always brush her hand, / approach the edge of any cliff— / another step and your thread / flaps easy in the breeze.”

We are deeply grateful to our prize sponsors: the Goldenberg family for fiction, the Buckvar family for nonfiction, and board members Lin Lombardi and Lesmah J. Fraser for poetry. And we are so appreciative of this year’s judges—Toni Jensen for fiction, Phillip B. Williams for poetry, and Rana Awdish for nonfiction—for their time and care in selecting this year’s prizewinners.

Within each issue, perhaps readers encounter an image that lingers, a character that resonates, a turn of phrase that beckons. I hope you find something to take with you from these pages. (And we’d love to hear about your takeaways, from this or any issue…) Thank you for reading.

Stacy Bodziak

Managing Editor
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IN ANOTHER LIFE

LARA PALMQVIST

The light this morning is almost the same as on the day Nadia thought she was destined to lose Kolya forever. November, trees shedding leaves—that odd inclination to strip layers just before winter’s cold clamp, as though a reminder of how vulnerable humans are in comparison, how fragile and short-lived.

From where she lies in bed Nadia watches Kolya lean against the stained porcelain sink in their flat’s cabinet-sized bathroom, sees him splash cold water on his face until his skin burns pink beneath his dark stubble. Under the flow of water she hears a song in his throat, imagines the vibration beneath the scar on his neck. Where shrapnel once drove just shy of his jugular there is now music, this habit of humming something strange Kolya acquired from the frontlines in Donetsk—one small gain, Nadia supposes, to measure against the loss, a pebble tossed into the void.

More, according to Kolya.

“At least I got away with my head,” he said when they first reunited, when the shock of seeing him nearly killed Nadia in turn. She can still picture him standing before the dust-streaked military truck: chin lifted at a proud jaunt, crooked finger pointing at his collar of bandages, directing her attention up, up here, away—a new mission of distraction to which he now seems duty-bound.

You don’t need both legs to sing, and so her once stoic Kolya—as tonedeaf as the babushkas who shout hymns in Kobylenskya Cathedral—now drops into song throughout the day: songs from his youth or songs from the radio, sometimes even an American song, the English tripping off his tongue, imagined bass notes bobbing his head.

You don’t need both legs to write, and so Kolya pens letters to the Ministry of Wounded Warriors, to the Ministry of Glory to the Heroes, to the Ministry of Disabled Veterans, to the Ministry of Retributions—all equally unlikely to exist, the addresses supposed by Nadia to be mere bureaucratic attempts at appeasement, the letters, she argues, only serving to stoke some politician’s literal fire. No matter to Kolya, who only asks for more paper.

You don’t need both legs to be a craftsman, and so as soon as he was able Kolya returned to his trade, daring anyone to comment on the absurdity of a man with one leg spending his days surrounded by piles of shoes. His hands carefully complete repairs despite the tremor—this, another of his soldier’s souvenirs. He dares commentary and rejects sympathy not by a grim set to his jaw or a hooded gaze—characteristics Nadia knew him capable of, before—but by his insistence on aptitude. In the shop below their apartment, he arranges fixed shoes upon the counter in neat pairs for customers to collect, left and right, left and right, 280 hryvni passed over as payment but never pity, bring that near him and only then see the fight return to his eyes.

But he suffers, Nadia knows. She thinks of this now, again, when from the bedroom in the half-light she watches Kolya prepare to shave and cut his hair, a razor and rusted scissors lying on the lip of the sink. His atrophied body, propped on crutches, presses against the porcelain basin for balance as he lathers his face. His humming is now huge, filling the space between them. It arcs into a higher pitch and cuts the still air. When he reaches for the razor Nadia sits up in bed, the sweat-stained duvet slipping down her body, cold air rushing in. You don’t need two legs for everything, but for this—

“Don’t,” Nadia says.

She is rising now, feet brushing the grimy bedroom floorboards, the cracked bathroom tiles; she is beside him in four steps.

The humming stops. Water continues flushing down the drain, clear and cold, wasted. The look in Kolya’s eyes when he turns to her is not angry, not yet, just curious, as though confused about what she could possibly mean. It is an open, innocent expression. It is a face she remembers. He turned to her with an expression not dissimilar on the day she thought she was destined to lose him forever.

That was the day her colleagues passed a hat to raise money so Kolya could buy boots for the war. The other professors in the English Philology Department greeted Nadia that chilled morning with grim faces and a plate of homemade perishkes, the delicate dough still carrying enough lingering warmth from the oven to seem slightly damp.

How had her colleagues known that less than twenty-four hours earlier Kolya found his summons in the postbox, resting beside the blue envelope from his uncle in Kyiv congratulating him on their engagement? How had her colleagues known perishkes were Nadia’s favorite, the way the sweet cream cut between her teeth with each bite? For Oksana two months before it had been apricot kolacki. That was back when fruit was in season, when the markets billowed with color and scents and barking dogs, when it seemed the draft would never turn its spotlight gaze upon their small city. Back then it seemed an unthinkable fate for any of them, certainly for Oksana’s near-sighted Ihor—the first to be called east to confront the Russians.

On that day someone’s battered ushanka, balding along its fur flaps, circled hand-to-hand through the department—below shelved texts that had outlived other wars and pogroms, beneath Christmas lights hanging in the frosted glass windows—the hat growing heavy with coins not easily spared. Snow would come soon; Kolya was leaving. Nadia remembers the particular pain of it all, the irony of the ask—the way it made Kolya seem incapable and doomed from the start: Yes, no really, even the cobbler can’t afford the steel-toed footwear needed for the frontlines. As it was, the government made a similar claim, corruption a steady drain on any funds to outfit soldiers.

“Let me help,” Nadia tells Kolya now, but there is hardly space for two people in the tiny bathroom.

The bulb hanging from the ceiling casts tapered shadows that spangle the bare walls. Nadia cannot bear the thought of the rusted blade against Kolya’s neck, unsteady in his oversized hands. She cannot watch him struggle with this sharpness. Kolya’s eyes find hers in the mirror. The two of them stand framed together in the fragile glass, she thin-faced with a worried mouth, he like a wisp of smoke with flint at its center, vulnerable but still volatile within.

“Please,” she says. It is both a question and a statement.

The doctors in Donbass who performed the amputation in a field hospital were not the best—in moments of rage, Nadia imagines Kolya with his thick needle and sinew thread doing better. But there hadn’t been time to spare; there hadn’t been money to spare—there was nothing left to collect, anyway, among the bombed-out houses lining Europe’s eastern border, a boundary that shifted and shivered day-by-day. Sometimes Nadia watches Kolya working in the shop and wonders: The boot bought with the pooled money of nineteen people—what ever became of it? And the leg? There are now questions between them that can never be spoken.

Nadia moved in with Kolya when he was discharged due to injury. It was a promise, she swore. It was not out of pity. They will still marry in five months, make everything official. But what of her future? Her hopes of raising a family in the country? The dreams and possibilities that once dwelled within her, now forced to evacuate—what have become of those? Perhaps, she reasons, they’ve fled to a parallel universe and taken up with another life, one where the shoe was found and there was a foot to which it fit. Or perhaps the story in that alternate dimension is different: the larger piece of shrapnel arcing high instead of low, stealing not a leg but a life.

Some days Nadia feels a desire, rising like bile, to be cruel to Kolya for the fate they were allotted: nudge his crutches out of reach, leave the house at the precise time of day when he needs help with the stairs. There are moments in bed when she could preserve his dignity but doesn’t, allowing his embarrassment to occupy the air between them like a third body. There are even days when she feels hatred toward him, a flash of bright anger striking through her thoughts. Only after Kolya fell hard one afternoon—his broken body sprawled in their kitchen, the sound of scraping metal as he used his crutch to strain back up—did Nadia feel a slice of cold panic and realize the true name of her rage. She is angry at Kolya because she is afraid. She is angry at Kolya because she nearly lost him, and she loves him, and she is desperately afraid that he still might die.

Kolya’s smile, when it finally arrives, is weak and lopsided in the bathroom mirror, granting reluctant permission for Nadia to assist with the razor. His wet eyes crinkle up along with his lifted lips, and for a moment she is horrified to think that he might cry.

“Just this once,” he agrees. “And maybe my hair? Can’t have customers thinking less of me for long hair.”

He speaks of the future like there will always be one. But she’s heard the way his humming is getting louder, his pen scratching more furiously into the night, his forehead bright with sweat when he does something as simple as resole a pair of dress shoes. In his sleep the music gives way altogether and becomes moaning. He rarely lets Nadia get a glimpse of his leg, but she feels its heat at night, can almost sense its throbbing redness in the dark. She should insist he visit a good doctor, ensure proper treatment this time. She should sell the furniture, find the money, beg, barter, steal. She should do everything possible, but what is possible now seems so small.

“Thank you” is all she tells him—him, her fiancé still.

She slips behind him, his frame so thin the movement is easier than anticipated. Closer now, she is startled to find that Kolya’s eyes are yellowish, unwell, and after this she can no longer meet his gaze in the mirror. She reaches for the razor and begins pulling it in efficient strokes along his square jaw. The room is quiet save for the tiny scratching of small hairs. Afterward she rinses his chin with a towel and uncovers another smile for her, there on those lips that once asked for her hand, the gold band glistening in its box. She feels the heat of him again, pressed against her body. She feels the tremor.

When Nadia starts in on Kolya’s hair with the scissors, she realizes how long it’s really gotten, almost leonine, falling over his defiant, watchful face. That some part of such a subtracted man still fiercely grows fills her throat with a sudden ache. He laughs when she holds up a damp section of his hair to make the first cut.

“Some people dream all their lives of owning a fur coat,” he says, speaking of the wealthy who borrow the bodies of the dead to stay warm.

She smiles tightly before bending his head forward with the gentle press of two fingers, touching the fine down along his nape. The first clump of hair takes a long time to fall to the floor. The back of his neck is pale, increasingly revealed, the scar the shrapnel cut as slim as the divide between what is and what almost was.





ETYMOLOGY OF CHLOROPHYLL

CAROLINE HARPER NEW

If fingernails could dig you like lichen

from my lexicon. In illness, I lop what is left

of you from my tongue, knowing to eliminate

is to loiter and loiter is in the same language

as love. As laceration. As love. We both used to

say as much though I admit at first

I pretended not to. I love—you lyre?

I love—you lick? I love—you

limp and lily-dark, you lovely

lump. Lewd as lamb. You say I was a lark

laid warm by my wingbones to your chest.

What do you expect? From this angle

a beak can do nothing but say, and certain languages

are sharpest dangled by the roots. Love,

from Germanic lufu, is intestinal and milky

like undug onions squeezed from mothers.

Love is not Latin, poised for markets smooth

and sellable. If we did love

in a soothe and soluble way,

we’d say amor—as in enamored,

or unarmored. Or maybe phil—as in

I philosophize you. Philander you. Phillet you, my lovely

philodendron. In another language I would let

my leaves grow leggy and long. Languish

on your windowsill without returning

any kind of sun. What word can tolerate

roots umbilically long?

In the language of philodendrons, there is

no word for Lupus. So I, philodendron,

cannot say this to you. Diagnoses

are intimately designed for a future,

and philodendrons speak only in present

tense, as I tuck what’s left of my tongue

into teeth. Lupus, like scissors.

Lupus, like a loose leaf. When you call

for no other reason than to hear

what the doctor said: I lyre, I lick, I limp

lily-green, and leave you

phil as in chlorophyll, is all.





LOST VESSELS

JEHANNE DUBROW

Years ago, I went to an exhibit of ancient ceramics so beautiful that for months after, I dreamed about them. Displayed behind glass, they were of all colors and sizes, decorative and practical, formed on the wheels of Japanese potters across many centuries. I remember a bowl so large it could have been used to bathe a newborn, although its walls were as thin as an April leaf, and the same translucent green. I remember shades of clay layered like earth on earth, and something glazed a cornflower blue, as if blossoms had been turned vitreous and permanent.

But a long time later, when I sought out evidence of what I’d seen—a newspaper article, a photograph perhaps—I couldn’t find the year or the name of the show. Proof of the exhibit seemed to have disappeared. The ceramics existed now only as glistening shapes in my memory. Only in the barely-lighted rooms of imagination, could I open one of the cases and remove a cup, hold its roundness in the curve of my palm and run my finger along its edge.

Beyond the ceramic objects I’d seen, I remembered the building that housed them: the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, which is part of the National Museum of Asian Art. These days, it takes a series of clicks through the Smithsonian’s website to access the page that lists Arthur M. Sackler as a principal benefactor of the museum. The biography tells us that he “devoted his professional career to the advancement of medicine,” but he also had a passion for collecting Asian art, which ultimately became one of the foundations of the museum.

People who knew my cousin, Adam, well described him as a sweet boy. Even as an adult, his features remained round as a boy’s. And maybe it is kinder to think of him as always young, sucking his thumb, falling asleep against his older brother. Remembered like this, he remains a child, unable to twist open a plastic bottle with its safety cap. He is forever years away from his first opioid.

No one would have called Arthur M. Sackler sweet. His presence—on museum signs and in promotional materials—is now barely visible, as if a heavy curtain has been drawn across the man. In recent years, the Louvre renamed its Sackler Wing of Oriental Antiquities. The National Portrait Gallery turned down a £1million gift from the Sackler family. The Guggenheim Museum, the Tate, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art announced they would no longer accept donations from the Sacklers. The Smithsonian’s National Museum of Asian Art is legally prohibited from striking Arthur M. Sackler altogether from its edifices, but in 2019 it underwent a major rebranding campaign.

Here’s the thing: the Sackler name has come to mean OxyContin. It’s hard to take pleasure in the beauty of a lighted display of pale jade cups and bowls when one is distracted by thoughts of powdery white, extended-release tablets that have killed so many.

When I think of OxyContin, I’m led to hazy and smoke-filled thoughts of my cousin.

I barely knew Adam. If I try, I can more easily summon an image of one of the lost vessels from that vanished exhibit at the Sackler Gallery than I can my cousin’s face. When he does appear clearly, it is his large hands I remember. They hold a peanut butter sandwich or finger the red stitches of a baseball. People are meant to touch or be touched, unlike precious objects in a museum.

Purdue Pharma released OxyContin in 1995, eight years after Arthur M. Sackler’s death. One article I read takes great pains—a careless idiom, takes great pains—to emphasize that “Arthur Sackler died several years before his younger brothers, Raymond and Mortimer, launched Purdue Pharma, the company behind OxyContin. He is not named in any of the current lawsuits against the company.”

But he did own a third of Purdue Frederick, the predecessor of Purdue Pharma. He built his wealth on the marketing of pharmaceuticals. His tactics could be dishonest, and he possessed a genius for identifying ways to increase demands for drugs that had limited applications. In the 1960s, for instance, he developed a campaign that urged doctors to prescribe Valium for non-psychiatric symptoms. Decades later, Purdue Pharma would employ a similar strategy with OxyContin, downplaying the drug’s potential for addiction while persuading doctors that it was safe for chronic pain. As an analgesic for pain associated with surgery or cancer, OxyContin had a limited, short-term patient base. But prescribed to help muffle the hurt of cracked vertebrae, swollen finger joints or generalized muscle aches, well, this was a drug that could generate billions of dollars.

My memories of Adam come from childhood when my family used to visit my grandmother at her condominium in Miami. I can picture him in those rooms of dense, brown carpeting and gold-mirrored walls, his rounded cheeks and coiled blonde curls.

Adam was gentler in those moments, his sturdiness softened. Although three years younger, he easily outweighed me and was several inches taller. He could be rough. An only child at the time, I wasn’t yet used to the bruising play of boys and often ran from his contests. When we played thumb wars—one, two, three, four, I declare a thumb war—he pinned down mine much longer than the obligatory three seconds, my fingers turning pale under his grip. I ran from his big brother, Jeffrey, as well, who preferred taunts over physical power. He could make me cry with a few whispers. “What a baby,” he’d say. Or, “stupid girl.”

Their father was still around in those early years, laughing somewhere in the background of every room. He was a man most at ease in the clamor of a party, a glass of some liquid seated in his palm, the ice sliding from side to side with any wide gesture of his hand.

Once, I asked my mother what she thought of my uncle. We were sitting close together on a white plastic chaise beside a swimming pool, while she rubbed smears of sunscreen into my arms. I watched the swish of water, wishing I could leap into the turquoise glittering where my cousins already splashed.

“That man could charm a snake,” my mother said. She drew a line of sunscreen down the length of my nose. If she was around, I would never burn, never enter the pool without my water wings. “He could charm a snake,” she repeated.

While Jeffrey had their father’s quick way with words, Adam had his father’s coloring, a golden tan, the same bold nose. Soon their parents would divorce, and Aunt Susu would be left to raise her two sons on her own.

Writing this essay, I experience the difficulty of recreating Adam—the way he held a melting ice cream cone, the shelves of sports memorabilia in his bedroom, how he laughed. The words are pieced together slowly. Memory is not kintsugi, the Japanese art of repairing damaged ceramics with a mixture of lacquer and powdered gold. There are ugly seams. There is no glittering dust poured into the fractures between sentences.

At seventeen, Adam went to a wilderness school for difficult adolescents. As we moved into adulthood, I heard occasional stories about him, my mother offering brief updates over the telephone. He was lifting weights and sober. No, he was back in rehab. No, he was working out and healthier every day. My memory of these stories is faint as smoke lingering in an empty room. I don’t know what led him to the pills. A sports injury? A car accident? About another portion of the narrative, my mother recalls one part (his time in prison), and I another part (when he got out on bail). Once too, I asked my father what he remembered about those times. We were eating lunch, and he jabbed his fork at a translucent slice of onion. “I don’t know,” he said. His numbed response was an answer, I suppose, something to do with the guilt one sibling might feel toward another, my father’s life so fortunate when his sister’s was so full of grief. The sharp tines scraping against the plate, the onion glistening with pearlescent tears—these weren’t images of silence but of what my father seemed unable to say.

If I’m honest about things unsaid, I’ll admit that I can’t bring myself to call Aunt Susu. I could ask her about the specifics of Adam’s twenty years of addiction. But I prefer incomplete memory. I wonder if she does too.

In “Bride in Beige,” Mark Doty explains why an essayist might choose to leave a recollection inchoate, the page not always a site of certainty but of mist and blur. Questions, he writes, were central to his memoir, Firebird, including those his sister could have answered. “Why not just ask her?” noted an editor in the margins of the manuscript. “I hadn’t wanted to know,” Doty realizes, wanting instead to be “allegiant to memory”—even its inconsistencies and failings—“not to history.”

Shortly after another stay in rehab, Adam told his mother, “I don’t think I can get out from under this. No matter how much I take, it’s never enough.” He was dead at 37.

The doctor who prescribed Adam oxycodone five days before his death was sentenced to four years in prison. A press release mentions a patient who died of “acute combined drug toxicity.” I believe this must be Adam. I have seen those same words in a newspaper article about his death.

According to the article, Adam had gone with his brother, Jeffrey, who told the doctor that Adam did not have pain; he was simply addicted to the pills. I imagine the brothers sitting together in the scuffed waiting room. Maybe under a poster of a cloudy blue sky written across with dark letters, We Care About Our Patients! Maybe there was a dim aquarium in the corner, a single fish flicking its tail, and other patients sitting in plastic chairs, some very still, others drumming their fingers on cell phones. A place, kept very cold, the air conditioning always set high, the room smelling of fear-sweat, sharp and sulfurous.

My mother’s fibromyalgia. The arthritis in my father’s fingers. My old injury from the years I rowed crew in college. The slipped disk in my husband’s spine. Each of these sufferings could have led to OxyContin. If any of us had ended up in that waiting room, we too might have left ten minutes later with a prescription folded damply in our hands.

At first, the doctor prescribed my cousin Suboxone, a medicine used to treat opioid addiction. But then, for “reasons unknown,” as the article says, he began prescribing oxycodone again. For “reasons unknown,” but how I want to know why. Was it indifference or callousness or greed? Again and again, the doctor tore a prescription from the pad. I can hear the quick sound of tearing and the soft shhh of the paper in my cousin’s hand.

There are other things I wonder. Was Adam able to sit with a therapist every week, the two of them talking in the pastel light of an office? Did he hold a crumpled tissue? Stare down at his sneakered feet? I wonder if one day he just said, fuck this—and who could blame him, OxyContin notoriously difficult to quit, wrenching the body with withdrawal, coughing and hand tremors, the crawling of ants across the skin—who could blame him if he chose instead to sit on his patio drinking a beer and watching geckos skitter across the tiles.

Purdue Pharma aggressively promoted Oxycontin to primary care doctors. The company pathologized pain, persuading both doctors and patients that all pain could and should be avoided; with the right dosage, it could be medicated into nonexistence.

Picture that: a life emptied—like a bottle—of its pain.

This is what I do in trying to compose a more complete image of Adam. I read the report from the medical board, which revoked the doctor’s license. I cross-reference court documents, including a memorandum in which the judge denied recent motions for compassionate release. I wander through these documents online, each one like a bright, cold room in an addiction exhibit. My research leaves me with a clearer understanding of my cousin’s opioid dependence but not a real picture of who he was.

On some days, when it feels like a stone has been jammed behind my shoulder blade, deep in the muscle, I lie on top of a hard rubber ball, pressing against it until the twinge dissolves. I take ibuprofen, accepting the danger to my kidneys, and if the stone is unbearably sharp, I’ll drink a glass of wine. At such times, I understand why someone would want to erase pain, even if its erasure might lead to the disappearance of other sensations as well. Eventually, the whole person might disappear.

Is this what Adam wanted? He must have hurt so much.

When I was fourteen, I stayed with Aunt Susu for a few days. In the afternoons, Jeffrey’s buddies would come over to play poker. I watched the teenage boys seated in a circle on the floor. Their legs had outgrown the rest of their parts; cross-legged, they resembled piles of pick-up sticks, their limbs haphazardly thrown. But when they placed bets, tossing plastic chips with flicks of their wrists, they were suddenly graceful.

During one game, Jeffrey lost very badly to a friend. “Don’t worry,” the other kid said, smiling in a way meant to show munificence, “you can pay me next time.” I bit my lip to keep the surprised oh! inside my mouth. They were playing with real money, not board game currency. I squinted at the scrap of paper on which my cousin wrote, IOU $110, signing his name at the bottom.

Adam watched beside me. He was, as Jeffrey declared, too young to join the game, but he commented on every card. “Yes!” he exclaimed, or “dammit!” He leaned toward the circle of taller boys, desperate to join in their strange agreement to owe and be owed, to bet and risk. His face was still rounded like a child’s, his cheeks flushed. He held a new pack of cards as a spare, its discarded shrink wrap lying in a shriveled glob on the carpet a few inches away. My memory holds onto this image, almost photographic in its clarity. Sometimes he squeezed the whole deck in his fist; other times he rubbed a finger across the sharp edges, a gesture reminding me of how I loved to stroke the deckled edge of a book.

Watching the boys play poker made me feel like I was running around the track in gym class, dizzy, trying to catch my breath. But in Adam, it seemed to evoke a different emotion. On his face, I saw what looked like happiness. Want.

I eventually give up searching for proof of the Japanese ceramics exhibit which I had attended so long ago. I don’t need documentation to remember that I held my breath in the Sackler Gallery as I moved softly between displays, afraid that my footsteps might tremble a vase. I can still see the blue glazes gleaming on the bright surface of porcelain.

Nor are my recollections of Adam made more vivid by the articles and press releases that name—or don’t name—him. The many documents provide me with dates, doctor’s names, and the results of my cousin’s autopsy. I learn about the fatal interactions of opioids and benzodiazepines. Nothing about Adam.

But memory is not a historical record. It is a form, as Mark Doty says, “associative, elusive, metaphoric, metonymic.” Mine is chipped at the edge. It has a hairline crack running through it.

Beyond the fact that we were cousins, what was my relation to Adam? Why can I more easily evoke the inanimate, ancient artifact than I can the human being? Truth is, I know very little about Adam because I wanted the glass between us. For so much of my life, he was an artifact—first of boyhood, then of addiction—an object to consider from a reassuring distance. To come closer would have required me to examine my connection to the terrifying, muscular child, and also my link to the grown-up man who took up such scary space with his wide, bruising shoulders. When we were little, his strength frightened me, his fingers smothering mine in thumb wars. After we grew up, I was afraid to feel anything about him at all: fear or, worse even, love.

Finally, I do call Aunt Susu. “I remember so little,” I tell her on the telephone. “I want to write what I don’t remember.”

“I shut down things too,” she says. But then she starts talking and talking, about how in the courtroom the doctor “didn’t look at us, didn’t turn.” About Adam’s arrest in his twenties. About the two hundred pills he picked up once a month. About the five-minute doctor visits where he got his prescriptions.

I’m typing, trying to keep up with the swirl of her speech, her voice moving so quickly through the haze of years. Already she is telling me about when he came home that last time from rehab. It was a Thursday, and she found him dead in his bedroom on Sunday morning.

“At 10 a.m., he was out of it,” she says. She looked in on him, his body tangled in the covers. “Of course, I feel guilty—I saw his chest moving, and I shut the door.” Barely an hour later, she went back in. “And that’s when I could see he was blue.”

Jeffrey will not speak about his brother, she says, will barely stay in the house where Adam died. “But I never stop talking about him,” Aunt Susu tells me. And his father now wears his son’s name inked in Hebrew letters on his forearm, the opium-dark script of lamentation.

Tonight, I’ve returned to the website of the National Museum of Asian Art. I consider the history of heroin, the fields of poppies, their seedpods scored and oozing sap, the smoky dens, the wars between nations. In the long rectangle of the search engine, I type the word “opium.” The first result is an opium pipe bowl from the Qing dynasty, nineteenth to early twentieth century. It’s ceramic, its cream surface mottled with black specks and reddish streaks.

The bowl is listed as “currently not on view.” The irony of this object is a thick, choking fog. Maybe there have been others who, thinking of the Sackler family business, searched the Museum’s website for references to opium. Someone, I suspect, must have decided this thing should not be displayed. Or it could be that the collection of the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery is so full of exquisite items, there’s no need to exhibit a little ceramic piece such as this. Among the precious porcelains and other artifacts, its value must be negligible, barely worth the room it occupies.

Hard to believe something so small could cause so much death. Of course, a pill is even more minute. A pill slips so easily down a throat. Ground to dust, it is light as breath. Dissolved in water and injected, a pill slides swiftly into the vein.

This bowl, at least, is attractive. I admit its appeal. It was carefully designed to fit on a metal ring which was then attached to a pipe made of bamboo or lacquered wood. Simple and ingenious, it has a small hole at the top to hold a bead of opium paste. A rough strip of cloth would have been used to form a tight seal between the bowl and the pipe, to ensure no vapor could escape.

I imagine someone must have handled this once, fumbled to fix it securely. The touch, I suspect, was not always delicate. Perhaps the bowl was dropped or cleaned too roughly. That a ceramic vessel should come through so much heat undamaged. That it should survive the agonies and collisions of the world. That it should outlive a body. I don’t know how it has managed not to break.





YOUR CANE

SABAH PARSA

The nurse said you had a beautiful cane. She was right.

It was mahogany, with intricate designs etched in. It looked ordinary from afar, but a closer look revealed the swirls adorning its length. The only undecorated parts were the purely functional ones: the modest handle always in your grip, and the thick rubber casing on the bottom. I still remember the sound of the rubber thumping rhythmically against the carpet as you walked, slow and steady. Whenever I heard it, I knew it was you.

On college breaks, I’d be watching TV at one in the morning, eating snacks on the couch, when I’d hear you coming down the stairs: thump, thump, thump. You would ask, in Farsi, with a slight lisp because you weren’t wearing your dentures, “You haven’t slept yet, baba?” and I’d laugh and say, “No.” In Farsi, fathers and children call each other baba, but you simply used ba for Mom and her brother daee. Sammy and I inherited the title of baba.

These late-night meetings became routine. You’d make your way to the fridge and pour a cup of cold water, which you were supposed to limit because of dialysis, but to you, medical advice was merely a suggestion. Mamani slept soundly in the bed you shared, unable to protest. You knew that unlike your wife, your granddaughter wouldn’t say anything, so you would drink, and I would eat, and then you would thump, thump, thump back upstairs.

When Sammy and I arrived at the dialysis center that day, your nurse was waiting with you. I could hear you wheezing and gasping for breath as we helped settle you into the back seat of the car. I sped to the emergency room as your wheezing grew worse. I don’t remember if I said anything to you, if I told you we’d be there soon, if I told you it would be okay. I just remember wondering if you’d make it to the hospital at all.

In the ER, they gave you a wheelchair but you held onto your cane, even though you had no use for it while sitting down. I rubbed your back as you wheezed. You wore your favorite blue Columbia fleece even though it was April; you were always cold. We waited like this for a while, until a nurse finally arrived to retrieve you. Mom arrived around this time, and we silently agreed she would be the one to escort you to the examination room with the nurse. I waved as they wheeled you away. You could barely breathe, but you waved back.

Do you remember? Before you started dialysis, we got a call from our neighbor. She said she saw you under her cherry tree, lifting your cane to swat at the branches, and then bending down to pick up the fallen cherries for a snack. Mamani was furious—she had you on a strict diet to protect your kidneys, terrified of letting you eat anything other than steamed vegetables. Even your children, Mom and daee, tried lecturing you, but I knew you didn’t regret it. The sour taste you adored was still in your mouth.

In the days since you arrived at the hospital, I had been sharing my antianxiety pills with Mom. I know you would have found this amusing. I’m sure if I’d asked to borrow some of your post-surgery pain medication, you would have chuckled and obliged.

At first, Mom didn’t tell us your heart had stopped. After dinner, she got a call from the hospital and ran to her bedroom. We followed her, knowing it had to be something serious. I watched her hands tremble as she yanked clothes out of her closet. Sammy and I kept asking her what the nurse had said on the phone. She wouldn’t answer. All she did was ask for “one of those pills.”

I had to place the pill on her tongue and gently close her jaw with my thumb. Tears raced toward her trembling chin and her body began to convulse. A panic attack—our family was all too familiar. You had seen it a few times, too. She gasped out the news. My own chest constricted as I ran to get the car keys.

There were no chairs in the ICU waiting room because of COVID restrictions. Mamani perched on a side table. Sammy and Dad stood in the corner. I opted to pace. Snot filled the inside of my mask and ran down my neck, sticking to my collar. I was too embarrassed to ask for a tissue.

“You can go see him now.”

I let everyone else go first. When Dad and Sammy came back, I asked Sammy what Dad said to you.

“He kept telling him to wake up,” Sammy replied.

I went alone, but I shouldn’t have. I wasn’t prepared to see you like that—thin, frail, a ventilator violently pushing air into your chest. I watched your tongue jolt up and down with each breath and wondered if you would ever speak again. The hospital gown was low-cut, revealing just how thin your chest had become. The nurses had removed your hat, revealing the stubble on your scalp. I wondered where they had put it, your hat. I assumed it was out of sight somewhere with the rest of your clothes and your cane. You never carried anything else with you.

I didn’t say much then. Just that I loved you, the one phrase in English that you knew.

A few weeks before you died, we’d gone on a picnic for one of the holidays following Nowruz. Sammy and I knew that to get a good spot, we’d have to leave early in the morning. We three were the only ones ready at seven. We piled into the car right before sunrise, the trunk filled with picnic chairs and provisions for the barbeque: meat, bread, herbs. You were in the back seat, wearing the hoodie we got you for your birthday, the hood pulled up. You were delighted when you first saw it; we knew you often shaved your head, and the faux-fur lined hood would keep you warm.

During the drive, I put on my Persian playlist so we could enjoy the music together. Ebi’s “Delbar” came on, and you leaned forward, beaming, carefully setting your cane aside so you could use both hands to grip each front seat, mine and Sammy’s. You asked me to turn it up. I obliged.

The last time I ever spoke to you, you were about to go to dialysis. We didn’t know it would be your last session, that your heart would stop before it was over.

“I’m going to dialysis, baba,” you told me. “And then I’m coming home.”

It was just you and me in the room when I said goodbye. I spoke in English, because I figured that if you could somehow hear me while unconscious, you might as well be able to understand English, too. I remember apologizing a lot. I’m sorry it turned out this way. I’m sorry you were alone. I’m sorry we didn’t have more time.

If I could have a do-over, I’d thank you instead. Thank you for being my grandfather. Thank you for making me laugh. Thank you for teaching me to love everything around me with my whole heart.

We took you off life support, but you hung on longer than any of us thought you would. We sat for hours while Mom and daee kept you company. It was unbearable, sitting there, waiting. It felt like a betrayal.

They told us later that they played you a video of a man reciting Farsi poetry. I hope you heard it somehow. If you did, I’m sure you loved it.

Mom opened the door to the waiting room, daee trailing behind. In one hand, she held a green plastic bag with your Columbia fleece, the one you were wearing when I drove you to the hospital. In her other hand, she held your cane, the mahogany beauty with the etched-in details.

Despite everything, Mom smiled at us. “The nurse said he had a beautiful cane.”

She was right.





THERE IS NO TIME HERE

KARAN KAPOOR


your illness a kind of solvent

dissolving the future a little at a time

—Mark Doty



No time here

is what I was trying to say

when they said it’s a metaphor

for death — no,

no time simply suggests

time’s stopped and she is stuck

in her disease, a fly in honey.

There is no time here but

the bananas sitting still

on the table are rotting.

The dead have only the past

to offer. There is no time here

to think about the rotting bananas,

let them rot. No, I do not mean

they rot like flesh. Flesh rots

when the body is untended.

And no, the bananas rot

not like cancer rots the lungs

but like leaves that turn from green

to yellow to dust. There is no time

here but time has been here

and time has a monopoly

over the bananas, and all else.

And no, not the way cancer

monopolizes your cells. No,

do not assume my grandmother

has cancer. I am trying to say

there is no time here

and her eyes are blinking

like stars in a river on a clear night,

slow, slow, and not slow like time

but slow like death walking

towards a dying person. You

are forgetting there is no time

here, and nobody is dying.

I look at my grandmother

and no, no, her hands

are not green

turning to yellow

to dust.





ASPEN

KAREN K. FORD

I knew a woman once. I call her a woman; she was twenty-two. A young woman of twenty-two fancies herself an adult but she’s not, not really. She is malleable, not yet what she will become. I know that now, but you couldn’t have told her that. She wouldn’t have believed you. I think about her often, especially about what happened to her in Aspen, and everything that came after.

This girl had a married lover, a man more than ten years her senior. They had been sleeping together for nearly a year, whenever and wherever they could. Since she still lived with her parents when it began, this often meant motels. Sometimes after hours in the break room of the law office where he was a new associate. Once, in the sweltering heat of a car under a canvas cover, parked in the long-term lot at LAX. Then she got her own apartment and they had the luxury of a real bed, and air-conditioning, and a stocked fridge just steps away.

Still, what she longed for most she could not have. She longed to sleep with him through the night. To hold and be held after lovemaking, to slip away into a sated and peaceful sleep in each other’s arms, and wake in the morning to find him still there. What she got instead was an endless series of leave-takings. She would be drifting off, headed for that smug and drowsy place lovers go, when she felt him ease out of bed. Moments later, the sound of the shower. She never asked him why. She was not stupid, just young, and she knew part of the deal she had made was to never ask for things she couldn’t have. And yet, she wanted.

Foolish girl! To put so much stock in something that happens while you’re unconscious! I wish I could have told her: Sex is sex and sleep is just sleep. Today, I value one as much as the other and find that both are far better when experienced separately. Sex isn’t romance, not the cosmic bonding women believe it to be when we are young and unformed. That is a trick Mother Nature plays to con us into acts of procreation. This girl was privileged to live in a time when the sex act could be considered independently from reproduction, and like most of the privileged, she never gave it a second thought. She focused on what she couldn’t have, what she couldn’t do.

So when her lover told her that there was an opportunity for them to travel together, what she looked forward to the most was the sleeping. He had signed up for a summer legal conference in Aspen. He told her they could be together for five whole days. And, she thought, four glorious nights. Complete, dusk-to-dawn nights. Without midnight showers and stealthy creeping. Without a sun that rose on an empty pillow.

So, on the first morning after their first night together, she refused to allow herself to feel disappointed. It had not (surprise!) been the magical experience she had hoped for. While her lover slept, she discovered, he ceased to be himself and became instead simply a hot and noisy lump. He snored. He gave off heat like a furnace. He thrashed and ground his teeth, making frightful gnashing noises. She slept fitfully and, in the morning, woke feeling fuzzy-headed, hung over.

I never sleep well the first night away from home, she told herself. It was too hot in the room. And I needed another pillow… Then she felt him stirring, and something hard and insistent poking at her thigh, and she forgot to be worried about what it might mean that her dream-come-true had been such a nightmare.

After, they lay like spoons. Endorphins and oxytocin, chemicals that she mistook for love, fizzed in her blood. She felt him drifting off again, felt his breathing slow and his arm, thrown over her, growing heavy, pinning her to the bed. The air conditioner kicked on, raising goosebumps, and he pulled the comforter over them both, snuggling into her back and burying his nose in her hair.

This, she thought. At last. This.

But what she said was, “Is this what it’s like to be married?”

Instantly, she knew she’d made a mistake. She felt his body tense, and there was a millisecond’s change in the rhythm of his breath. But she couldn’t take it back. That’s one of the things you don’t realize when you’re young. That you will run out of do-overs. That you will run out of time. I’m happy to say this is something I’ve learned, however late in life. I no longer put a foot wrong because I no longer risk, and so I am safe and free.

His answer, when it came, was sleepy and careless, and for a moment she thought she would escape punishment. “Mmm, no,” he said into the back of her neck. “This is what it’s like…”

He pretended a yawn, comically loud, then another that ended in a moan as he began to stretch, an exaggerated pantomime of waking. “Coffee,” he mumbled. He rolled a shoulder forward, nudging her with it hard enough to turn her half over onto her stomach. “Coffee,” he said again, louder.

She chuckled.

“Coffee!” He was putting steady pressure on her back with his body, pretending to urge her up and out of bed. “Coffee, coffee, coffee!” he said as he pushed. He began giggling, that mad high-pitched laugh she’d heard once or twice when something really tickled him, and for a moment she was caught up in the fun, laughing with him, but then he was inching her closer to the side of the bed, pushing harder as he roared, “Coffee!” and suddenly it all seemed less funny. He’d moved her far enough to get his feet up between them and now he put them on her backside. With one relentless shove she found herself sliding out from under the comforter and falling onto the hard sisal rug by the side of the bed. She heard giggling from above. She looked up and saw his face appear over the edge of the bed. He grinned at her where she sat on the floor, rubbing an elbow. “Hey,” he said, “Since you’re up, would you make some coffee?”

He’d already told her he had no intention of attending any of the conference sessions. Aspen in summer has some of the best fly-fishing in the country, and if she was here for him, he was here—at least in part—for the trout. After they’d had breakfast in the hotel coffee shop, he packed the gear he’d brought into the rental car and they set out for the Roaring Fork River. She was not an outdoorswoman. She was someone who loved movies and theater, art galleries and wine bars, whose experience of nature was limited to weekend campouts with the Girl Scouts when she was nine. But she knew how much he loved fishing and hunting and camping, and if she also knew, deep down, that she would never love them too, she told herself that she could try. Besides, it was part of the bargain she’d made for this trip.

He found a wide spot in the river and spent some time teaching her to cast, demonstrating the “ten and two” positions of the rod, the correct motion to send the fly sailing and set it down on the surface of the water just so. Her technique was lacking; she never gained his full approval, although she couldn’t see how what she was doing was any different than what he himself did. After half an hour, he left her standing knee-deep in the cold water and waded upstream, disappearing around a wooded bend in the river.

Left on her own, she was forced to study her surroundings and for the first time saw that she was a dot in the landscape. The vistas went on for miles, and yet the peaks of the Rockies looked close enough to touch. She was a suburban girl, used to seeing only as far as she could reach, and though it made her feel small, it was also thrilling. For a long time she simply stood, feeling the warm sun on her shoulders and the cool water lapping at her legs, hearing only birdsong and the chuckle of water over rock.

I’ve been to Aspen in winter, when it’s all stark drama, with blue shelves of ice and jagged white peaks veined in black. Aspen’s summer beauty is more insidious. The mountains look soft, covered in emerald, dotted with wildflowers. The sky is the shade of blue you’ve never actually seen before, and the air smells of pinion pine and effervescence.

Then there are the aspens themselves. There’s nothing quite like wind on an aspen grove, and in Aspen in summer there is always wind. The wind becomes a visible thing on the aspens, creates a texture, as though the hand of God were moving through, ruffling the nap of the grove. That movement comes not from the leaves themselves but the shape of the stems. Square in cross-section, they twist forward and back, taking the brunt of the wind and sparing the trunks. Sacrificing themselves for the sake of the whole.

Across the river from where she stood was a grove of aspens, and she studied them in their dance. They’re called “quaking aspens” but to her their movement looked more like a shimmer, like paillettes on a cocktail dress. Later, when she would think about Aspen and try to make sense of what had happened there, she would seek out information about those trees and learn that the outer layer of an aspen trunk doesn’t heal the way other trees do. Once marked, by a bear or a callous lover with a penknife, it will carry the black scar for life. But aspens are survivors. Firemen sometimes refer to them as the “asbestos tree” for their ability to survive a blaze. When they do burn, the roots are hardy, and within weeks runners will begin the task of repopulating the grove.

What she was experiencing on that river at that moment was peace. Simple peace. She didn’t know then how rare such moments are. How, unless you learn to protect yourself, the world will crowd in, making a wreckage of whatever little patch of ground you’ve managed to claim. In her young life, there wasn’t much she’d wanted that she hadn’t gotten. She would learn.

At the time, of course, the aspens, the river, the distant mountains were just a pretty view, and she was drowsy from the sun and no sleep. She flicked her line a few times to dry the fly. Then the line tangled up in itself and she was done fishing for the day.

When he returned she was sitting on the sandy bank, dime store sneakers drying in the sun, reading a paperback novel she’d bought at the airport.

“Catch anything?” she asked.

“A few,” he said. “Threw ‘em back.”

He sat next to her and took the book from her hands. He kissed her, and she melted into him.

“Hey,” he said with a sly smile. “Guess what I found?”

She shrugged.

“C’mon. I’ll show you,” he said, and stood, and waded back into the water, back the way he’d come.

“Hey!” she yelled. “I don’t have waders!”

But he was already far ahead and couldn’t hear her. She pulled her shoes back on and slogged after him.

Around the bend in the riverbank she found herself in a protected cove formed by the river’s topography and deep foliage along both sides. He was standing in the shallows near the bank, next to a large, flat rock, about the size of a full-sized mattress. “Ta-dah!” he said proudly, gesturing.

By the time she caught up with him he was already taking off his waders. He grabbed her around the waist with strong hands and pulled her in for another long kiss.

“Ever done it outside?” he asked.

If she thought he’d planned this from the beginning, she was disabused of the notion when she saw that he’d brought nothing to provide padding: no pillow, no blanket, not even an extra shirt. This became problematic almost instantly. Although she was quite keen, almost as keen as he was, the bare rock cut into her tailbone and shoulder blades and she stopped him before he could put his weight on her.

They improvised. He opened his canvas daypack, spilling reels, spools of line and little candy-colored plastic boxes out onto the sand. Folded double, on top of the waders, the pack was enough to keep the pain from overriding the pleasure. The thrill of being outdoors, the threat of discovery, combined to put her over the edge in minutes. Because they’d done it earlier that morning, it took him longer, and by the time he finally came she was thinking about how badly she’d be marked and whether or not he’d be able to see the bruises.

I’d like to ask her now: Is it better to have had that experience? Despite the pain, despite the bruises? Or had she been careless in some unforgivable way? She had heard all the cautions about the acknowledged dangers. Don’t smoke—you’ll get cancer. Stay out of the sun—you’ll get wrinkles. Eat right. Exercise. Floss. But no one ever told her about the way certain relationships can scar. To her, at twenty-two, it was all just experience and experience was, by its very nature, good.

They returned to the hotel tinged with sunburn and tired in that pleasant way that comes after a day spent outdoors. She knew she’d sleep that night, from sheer exhaustion if nothing else. After dinner they made love again, and soon she felt herself sliding into a delicious slumber. She settled her cheek onto his chest, burrowing a shoulder into his armpit, and he tucked her in closer to him as she closed her eyes and let herself fall.

She didn’t know what time it was that she woke up, only that the room was black. She was sure that something had awakened her, but she couldn’t tell what. Everything was completely still. Even his snoring had stopped. It was then that she felt, rather than saw, him awake beside her. She said his name softly. He didn’t answer, but she felt him freeze when she spoke.

She turned on the bedside lamp.

He was propped up on three stacked pillows, his eyes fixed on something she couldn’t see. His lips trembled. His eyes were pink-rimmed but dry. She felt her insides turn to ice water; something very bad was about to happen.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” he said. “Go back to sleep.” His voice, strangling on some emotion.

“Honey! What is it? Tell me, please!” And, when he didn’t answer, “You’re scaring me.”

“I can’t…” he whispered, and she knew he was no longer saying he wouldn’t talk to her. He was about to. He was about to ruin everything. “I can’t,” he repeated. “How can I? How can I do this to my boys?”

The last word was drawn out until it became a wail. It was though the word itself had punctured something inside him, and through the fissure came this sound. He cried long and hard, while she fought against a wave of panic. That lasted only until she looked at his face, mottled white and pink, snot brimming at the rims of his nostrils. At the sight, her fear dissolved into anger. This wasn’t how the night was supposed to go. She wasn’t supposed to wake at some indeterminate hour in a strange room to find him staring into darkness, so agitated he was almost vibrating in bed beside her. How could he pick this moment to grow a conscience?

She sat waiting, unwilling to look at him again until he was done. Something within her felt that if she saw him like that again it would be over for her, and she wasn’t ready yet to let it go. She still believed that she could change his mind, that this was a momentary hiccup. When his crying quieted, she said to the space in front of her, “You’re not doing anything to them.”

She felt his surprise at her tone, cold, like the room.

“I’m their dad. I should be there with them,” he said after a moment.

Now she looked at him, and his face was like someone who’d just been slapped: flushed, his eyes wide with shock.

“Give me a break,” she said, and reached to the side table for her cigarettes. Smoking had begun as a way to look older, cooler, and she’d always been able to take it or leave it. This would be the first time she reached for a cigarette out of need, the moment when they changed from being something she controlled to something that controlled her. Her hands were steady, it was only inside that the earthquake was happening. Inside she was frantically examining and discarding options, searching for a strategy that would turn this around, but outwardly she showed no signs. Here we see the roots of the woman she would become: pragmatic, judicious, no slave to easy emotion.

“What,” he said, petulance creeping into his voice now.

She blew smoke up into the darkness that surrounded the circle of lamplight. “Why now? We’ve been together a hundred times. It never seemed to bother you before.”

He didn’t answer and she saw that his eyes were again fixed on something far away. Outside, in the darkness, the unseen world moved in a restless wind. The aspens would be doing their dance, the one she’d seen for the first time that afternoon. Leaves flipping over and back in a constant breeze, showing first one face, then another. Moving together yet separately, like light on water. It was the thing she would remember about this place years later, the wind in the aspen leaves.

“You realize we’re, like, a thousand miles from home,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Our flight isn’t for days.”

“I know.” The certainty in his voice. The finality.

“’So?’ So what? What do you want to do about this?” He only shook his head, wouldn’t look at her. “Do you want to go home?” Thinking he would never say yes.

But he nodded. “Tomorrow. I’ll change my flight.” He looked at her then with earnest eyes, calm now that his decision had been made. “You can stay.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Seriously?” she asked. “You think I want to stay here by myself?”

He looked hurt that his kindness had been rejected. “I don’t want to ruin your vacation,” he said.

She was afraid if she started laughing, she’d never stop.

There was more to the conversation, but it’s not very interesting. This is a situation we’ve all seen so many times it becomes a bore, doesn’t it? Later she would feel proud that she hadn’t begged. I say that it was no badge of strength, because she was more angry than sad. Her sense of entitlement had been badly wounded and at that moment she was more intent on punishing him for that than convincing him to change his mind.

A pale sun was seeping through the split in the drapes when she finally fell back to sleep. But it was a sleep stippled by confounding dreams: dizzy landscapes where she could see through closed eyes but nothing made sense, with some shadowy threat stalking just beyond her field of vision.

She woke again in full daylight with the same fuzzy head she’d had the day before. She turned to his side of the bed. Empty. She listened for sounds of him and, hearing nothing, closed her eyes again.

Moments later she heard his key in the door and he bustled into the room with two ceramic mugs of coffee.

“I stole these from the coffee shop,” he said. “You’re not supposed to take dishes up to the rooms.” He smiled his most charming smile and for a moment she wondered whether the whole thing had been a dream.

He brought the coffee to the bed and sat on the edge, while she struggled upright and leaned her back against the headboard. She accepted the mug from him and studied his expression. It told her two things: last night had been real, and he knew he’d hurt her. Gone was the frantic energy, the desperation, the regret. He was calm now, and he seemed to want to take care of her.

“Listen,” he said, “I’ve been thinking.”

She took a sip of coffee and regarded him over the rim of her cup, expressionless, waiting.

“I’ve changed my mind.”

She wouldn’t have thought it possible to feel two opposing emotions so strongly at the same time. Anger, at having been put through the ordeal of last night, and a relief that was so complete she thought she might dissolve.

“I’m not leaving today,” he continued. “I’m going to stay.”

“And when we get home?”

He shrugged. “We still have right now,” he said. “We have three more days. Let’s make the most of them.”

She finally let herself go. The rest of the morning she spent locked in the bathroom, crying. Poor girl, exhaustion is the enemy of control. He tried, through the door, to reason, explain, cajole, but she only cried harder and shouted for him to go away. She hoped he would take his tackle and go find a stream somewhere, leave her in peace. He finally stopped trying to get her to come out, but she knew he was still out there, waiting.

She took her time. When she finally emerged from the bathroom, wrapped in a towel, she was showered, brushed and perfumed, her makeup in place, the only evidence of the morning’s distress a slight puffiness around her lips.

He was there, as expected, sitting on the edge of the bed. He stood as she came out, looking afraid. This surprised her, because she didn’t yet understand the effect a woman’s tears can have on a man. “Hungry?” he offered.

The next three days would be the strangest of her life. No matter what would befall her in later years, nothing would approach this otherworldly feeling of suspended animation. Her surroundings, the environs that were supposed to support her greatest joy, instead felt vaguely threatening. For the next few days they were together, and yet it was doomed. Aspen had doomed it.

There were moments during that time when she couldn’t believe this would happen, that once they got home it would actually be over. Sometimes she knew it was already over. For those three days he looked more relaxed than she could remember him and she knew that, more than anything, he was relieved.

She felt crushed and tragic and grief-stricken. As she went through the motions of trying to enjoy their last days, to savor these bittersweet moments, what it mostly felt was…romantic. Oh, yes. You heard me. To a twenty-two year-old girl, this was bread and butter: the pain, the laughter through tears, the long silences marked by shared grief. Yes, she was sad. She was devastated. But she ate it up. And the more she gorged on it, the more she coarsened her palate against the subtler delights of finer fare.

Would you like to know what she didn’t feel? What she didn’t feel was any remorse for having intruded on his family. What she didn’t feel was sorry for his kids. When she thought about the wife, as she often did, it was with resentment and pity. She knew the woman was cold and unloving (he had told her so) and had dismissed her pain as no less than she deserved. Over time she’d tried to piece together a picture of the woman’s appearance from the scraps she’s been told. Dowdy, she thought. Drab. Angry. She was charitable enough not to dwell on the woman’s age, which was a good ten years more than her own. That part, she thought, was not her fault. Nor was it her fault that she had a port wine birthmark on her face. She knew the wife was self-conscious about it, and her lover had implied, if not said outright, that he’d married her, in part, out of pity.

When she would see a picture of the now-ex-wife decades later on a social media site, she would be startled to see an attractive, confident, intelligent-looking woman. Fit. Dressed in hiking gear, regarding the camera with an easy, open smile.

The day before they were to travel, he made a surprising suggestion. “Let’s go shopping.”

Until he’d presented her with the plane ticket for this trip, he’d never bought her anything. “Why?” she asked. “I mean… for what?”

“I’d like to get you a souvenir,” he said.

She fought against bitter laughter. “You think I’d ever forget this trip?” she asked, her tone arch.

He looked crestfallen. “Not like that,” he said. “Come on.” He touched her face. “I want to.”

Suddenly, she feared his taste. The thought of having to feign gratitude for some souvenir-store tchotchke froze her. But his expression was so earnest, she relented.

They spent the afternoon wandering that area of Aspen designed to lure in the tourists. There were T-shirt shops and candy stores, but also gallery after gallery displaying everything from leather goods to fine art paintings. When she saw that he gravitated more toward the art galleries than the junky, jokey places, she was relieved. In a gallery she felt more at home, though some of the things he admired were ghastly: wildlife bronzes or oil paintings of animals he’d like to shoot.

They considered one thing and another but nothing felt right, so they’d move on to the next storefront. Her enthusiasm began to flag. For her, it all felt artificial. What were they looking for? Something to commemorate this feeling, the one she’d long the rest of her days to forget? As the afternoon wore on, she grew less and less inspired, more and more ready to give up, while she felt in him a growing desperation that she didn’t understand. It made her look at him differently, in a way she didn’t like.

At last, they wandered into a gallery that sold works by local artists. (No, “wandered” is the wrong word for someone with his intensity. By this time he moved like a man on a mission. They marched in.) In a corner of the store was a display of glass marbles with little scenes inside. Abstract, but evocative of mountains, meadows, rushing water. She was enchanted, and called him over to look.

“This is it,” he said. “Pick one.”

She had always been money-conscious (because, of course, she had none of her own) and so she chose one of the smaller ones without being asked. It was about the size of a golf ball, a swirl of greens and blues that looked like the earth seen from outer space. She tried to picture where she’d put her little world once she got home, and could see it rolling around wherever it was placed. The gallery sold stands, and she wanted to ask for one, but the marble itself was expensive and she was afraid to ask for more than he might want to give. If she’d seen a moment’s hesitation or annoyance it would have destroyed her, and so she kept quiet.

On the way back to the hotel they told each other that in this world they could be together, and that every time she looked at it, it would be as if he were there with her. It was only then that she knew for certain that his intention was clear.

At the airport where they said their goodbyes he promised not to make it harder for her. He promised he wouldn’t bother her, wouldn’t call. He was releasing her. She walked down the gangplank crying openly, feeling anything but released.

Once they were back home, he kept his promise. Then, one night, he called. He missed her. Her heart softened. He still had a key. She let him in.

Over the years, she will let him in again and again. There will be many more breakups, always her idea, but none will stick until the last, even though eventually she becomes aware that he is cheating on her too.

I lost her then, during those years, those lost times. But as I said: I think about her often. How could I not? She’s still a part of me. Though I’m no longer sure how to find her, I’m quite sure she still exists.

For years after their final, cataclysmic breakup, the marble—that dream of another world—came with her through every move, from apartment to townhouse to penthouse. She’d unearth it from its packing and place it somewhere in her home, on a high shelf or at the back of a curio cabinet. Always someplace where she could see it only if she made an effort. She never got a stand. She kept it in a small, rimmed saucer, where it would roll around and around the perimeter, always looking for escape, always coming back to rest at the spot of least resistance.





ADDER’S TONGUE

CAROLINE SPOONER PITTMAN

A shore flower

with many names, this one

for its forked leaves. Chewed

and spit on the creek, it’s fishbait

by stipple. Swallowed,

makes you vomit. I keep

the handful my daughter plucked

out of her reach.

The flare-yellow petals

answer to dogtooth violet too

because of the canine

corm under the bloom

(when soaked, a stellar

poultice for a bite).

But we just came here

to play for a minute.

Driving her to cancer clinic,

I look confident at the wheel,

ponytail swinging

as if I navigate

a known set of coordinates.

As if every turn is not

a flip inside a grid of net

that’s already out

of the water and dripping.

She falls asleep in her carseat

at the wrong time of day,

bright leggings half-lotus.

My armful: these venomous leaves,

this trout-lily.





AN INFINITE HUNGER

JOON AE HAWORTH-KAUFKA

It’s the Tuesday night meeting for your mom’s Catholic charismatic prayer group. Your mom hands you the keys to the front office of the church so you can retrieve the milk crate of supplies from the closet. You have been given the privilege of setting up and breaking down the snack table. No other kid gets to be in the office by themself, not even your brother Mitch, who is in sixth grade, just two years older than you, and gets to do almost anything he wants. Because you’re a girl adopted from Korea, you are used to people saying you’re special, but it’s a feeling you rarely experience.

You get the honor of wandering the halls of the administrative wing at night, but you are also frightened by the darkness. You hurry from light switch to light switch, illuminating the way as if you’re playing the hot lava game and hopping from sofa to chair without touching the floor.

An enormous painting of a crucified Jesus, painted by a church member, hangs on the wall across from the office door. Parishioners pause in front of it each Sunday with their palms pressed together. When you pass it, you avert your eyes, shove the keys in the lock, and hurry into the office to flip on the light, but it doesn’t matter how fast you go or how you look the other way. You’ve stood in front of it so many times you know it by heart, the way the light shines down from heaven highlighting thick blood on Jesus’s crown of thorns, how it clumps in his hair and drips down his forehead, mixing with the glisten of sweat, how the raw inside of his skin is illuminated as it curls open where his flesh has been slashed, how the light accentuates the tension in his muscles, straining against the weight of his body held to the cross by metal spikes. Years later you will learn this technique is called chiaroscuro, and you will think of this painting.

“Regina, maybe you’ll paint something like this for the church one day,” your mom has said many times, not yet knowing you will escape this small town and run off to art school on the other side of the country. All she knows is you spend hours drawing in your room. She wants you to be a nurse when you grow up even though you hate the sight of blood. You want to be an artist.

“Watch how his eyes follow you no matter where you stand,” your mom said, fascinated by the skill of the paintwork. So you stepped to the side and Jesus watched you, then the other side and still he watched, his sad eyes following you as you tried to escape his gaze. Later, in art school, you’ll learn why this happens, about surface flatness, the lack of three-dimensionality, but now, it’s terrifying.

She says Satan is always watching, waiting for opportunities to corrupt you, but what frightens you most is Jesus watching. The crucifixion is the saddest, most terrifying thing you know of, and it’s your fault, they say. Jesus suffered and died this way for you. For your sins.

You feel lucky your mom loves you. She tells you she loved you before she met you, even when you were still in Korea. She says you were chosen, which makes it sound like she loves you more than your brothers even though they are her biological children. But you know you weren’t chosen. You were just the next in line.

You carry the crate to the large meeting room. It contains a coffee maker and filters, a canister of non-dairy creamer, a box of Lipton tea, napkins, styrofoam cups, a plastic tablecloth, a roll of paper towels, and a bottle of Windex, all of which are organized now that you’ve taken over the set-up duties. No one in your family likes to keep house, but you like “a place for everything, and everything in its place.” You learned this phrase from a TV show that was making fun of an uptight person, but it made sense to you. When things are in order, you feel calm. You are a good cleaner, which is why you have this job and not your brother.

Tonight, Mrs. Martin hands you a heavy box of donuts. You take it to the back, peek inside, and notice a single pinwheel of happiness that is a French cruller. Your heart sings. You can already feel the airy, chewy, melt-in-your-mouth texture of the sweet, eggy dough. That the outside of a donut can be both crunchy and wet with glaze is your version of a miracle. You wonder if it’s disrespectful, a sin even, to think a donut is a miracle because miracles are for cancer or arthritis, epilepsy or migraines. You know this because every week they do a laying on of hands ceremony for someone who is suffering, and they pray for a miracle. You know it is sacred because you and Mitch have to be very, very quiet during this time. You plan to be the first to the French cruller, before your brother.

Your mom is concerned by how much you love food. You eat like a fat person. You’re going to get fat. Do you want to be fat? Your mom is very, very thin, though you know she hides junk food in the house and eats it at night after you go to bed. Sometimes you find it and sneak little bits, skimming the top of an ice cream tub hidden in the back of the fridge, taking a single cookie, or pressing your thumb into the crumbs at the bottom of the package to get the specks of crunchy sweetness, hoping she won’t discover what you’ve done. You know you’re stealing, and you know Jesus is watching, but you do it anyway.

Some nights, she feeds you cans of Slim Fast meal replacement shakes for dinner. You can choose strawberry, vanilla, or chocolate, and you always choose chocolate, to which your mom says “Of course you do” and shakes her head. Your dad and brothers get real dinner because they protest. You hate Slim Fast dinners, but you never protest. On Slim Fast nights you go to bed with a hollow ache in your gut that keeps you awake well past your bedtime, but it’s okay. You know you could’ve starved on the streets of Korea. They tell you this all the time, so you try to be grateful that, at least, you had something.

Except for the three people playing music, everyone sits on the folding chairs your mom has set up in neat rows. With his guitar on his lap, the leader of the music ministry sits behind the microphone signaling that the meeting is about to begin. His wife stands behind him with a tambourine, and his wife’s sister sits behind a keyboard, her hands poised above the keys. A small audio speaker sits off to the side. You always wonder why they need a speaker in such a small room with so few people. There are only a dozen people here, and you think: We are just like the donuts. You want to be the French cruller, which kind of makes sense because you stand out from everyone else.

They begin with one of your favorite songs about always being in Jesus’s sight, up to the heavens and below the sea. You sing along quietly.

When the music’s over, Mr. Steve, the prayer group leader, opens with a prayer. Mr. Steve has more hair on his face than on his head. His beard is thick and wiry, and he wears the long gray hairs above his ears slicked over his scalp. You like the way he smells, clean like laundry detergent and Old Spice. Mr. Steve was in the army during the Korean War. He likes to talk to you about Korea, and you listen patiently because he is nice, you’re expected to, and you feel sorry for him. Sometimes your parents let you watch M*A*S*H so you know it must have been hard for him there. Your mom says he is a very holy man because he has suffered.

Each moment that passes is a moment closer to the donuts. You watch the clock from the back row, where you sit by yourself with a bag of toys you brought from home. You can do what you want as long as you’re silent, but you are also supposed to listen. Today, you play ring toss on a handheld plastic toy filled with water. Smashing the buttons with your thumbs, you shoot air into the water to get colorful circles to land on rods. Mitch sits on the floor, back against the wall, with his Walkman and headphones. He is working on his Rubik’s Cube.

Before you left the house, your mom made you put back your collection of Garbage Pail Kids.

“It’s very inappropriate,” she said.

You wouldn’t have even had them except for the fact she let your brother have them. When you tried to argue, she said the things she always says when she is mad. Why do you think you’re so special? You only think about yourself. Why do you think you’re better than everyone?

Mr. Steve is speaking. He says Satan comes at us from the outside and the inside and we have to accept the Holy Spirit into our bodies like currents of electricity, charging us up with the love of God so we are ready to battle. They talk a lot about being under spiritual attack. The people in the chairs say “Amen” and “Praise God” and “Thank you, Jesus.”

Toward the end of the meeting, Father Mark walks in. Mr. Steve stops his lecture mid-sentence, as if the Pope himself has just entered the room. You worry it’s a sin you don’t find him all that special. Your mom says priests are closer to God than regular people, which feels like the opposite of when they say God loves everyone equally no matter who they are or what they do. They say a lot of things that seem opposite, like how we should love and not judge even though they are very angry about sinners like Mr. Steve’s homosexual son who moved to California and won’t talk to them. They don’t like when you ask questions unless you agree with them. When you are confused, they just tell you you’ll understand when you grow up. No one knows that when you grow up, you too will move very far away from all of this, and you won’t talk to your parents either.

“Everyone, Father Mark is here with us tonight,” Mr. Steve announces, as if people couldn’t see that for themselves. “We are so blessed.”

Father Mark takes a seat in the back row with you. You refuse to make eye contact, but you know he’s looking at you, smiling. Whenever Father Mark joins the Tuesday night prayer group, which is not often, it’s a special occasion. Your mom jokes that Father Mark is handsome. With his short beard, thick sandy brown hair, and blue eyes, he looks like Jesus, she says.

You overheard the one Black girl on the school bus say Jesus was more Black than white.

“He had wooly hair and dark skin,” she said. “You think Jesus was from Europe?” She is a sixth grader, like your brother.

You asked your mom later, and she laughed. “Don’t listen to Taliqua. Her family is racist. They hate us whites. Lots of Blacks are like that.”

The girl’s name is Tenisha, and you felt sorry she had to live in a racist family. But you wondered: What did her family think of Asians?

During the closing song, Father Mark heads to the back of the room and looms over the snack table. You hope he notices how the bigger items are behind the smaller items, how everything is spaced neatly. Mr. Steve’s wife has shown you how to rotate your fist into the center of a stack of beverage napkins to fan them into a spiral. You have set up two even stacks of Styrofoam cups, just enough so everyone has one, plus some extras just in case. At the end of the night when you’re cleaning up, if there are only a couple of cups left you’ll know you’ve estimated well.

When Father Mark opens the lid to the box of donuts, you panic. You turn in your seat and watch him poking the donuts with his fingers. He doesn’t need to touch them to see them! He licks his sticky fingers, and you are shocked. Your mom would spank you if she caught you licking your fingers and touching everyone’s food. Father Mark waves at you, and you realize you’re turned all the way around in your seat. You spin back to the front and sit very still. If you don’t move, maybe he’ll forget you were watching.

But he could be touching your food right now. You feel protective even though it’s not your food per se, but it’s your charge, and you don’t want anyone to mess it up. Even a priest. He can wait like everyone else. And he better not eat your French cruller!

Then you feel ashamed for judging such a holy man. Maybe your mom is right about you.

Mr. Steve ends the meeting with a closing prayer, and it’s officially snack time, and usually, you’re poised to be the first one to the food, but tonight, Father Mark comes over and sits next to you.

“What’s your name?” he asks.

Though you like seeing him in regular clothes instead of his Sunday robes, in his black shoes, black pants, and black shirt with the little white square in his collar, he still makes you uncomfortable. You scan the room for your mom, but she’s engaged in a conversation. It’s hard to make eye contact with Father Mark. You don’t answer, and you’re afraid you’re being rude.

“I hear you’re Korean,” he says.

You nod though you want to correct him. No, I’m American. Because it’s true. If you were a citizen of Korea, then you would be Korean. You are a citizen of the United States, so you are American. But you know American means white to him.

“I understand you’re a very good little girl.”

You nod again.

“I also hear you love the Lord very much.”

Again, you nod. This reminds you of things Santa Claus says at the mall before asking what you want for Christmas. Mitch told you last year mall-Santa wasn’t real, but you’d already had a feeling. You don’t tell your mom you know he’s not real. You worry that because Father Mark is a priest, he might know you’re unsure if you love the Lord. Maybe priests can tell. You’re not sure how you can love someone you’ve never met.

Before you arrived to your family, the adoption agency sent a single picture of you to them: a blurry black and white photo of a chubby Asian baby, staring directly into the camera with intense narrow eyes and a wisp of black hair rising like smoke from your otherwise bald head. Your Korean name, case number, and birthday is handwritten on a white index card that sits crookedly on your chest. The photo is a one-inch by one-inch square, too small to fill the ornate silver frame that sits on a shelf in your parent’s bedroom. A pretty pattern of flowers traces the edge of the frame, but you—you look sad and ugly. Your brothers call it your orphan mugshot.

You want to love Jesus. Every night when you pray before bed, you ask him to help you love him more. Love is weird. You don’t understand how you can feel like you hate your brother Mitch sometimes and wish he just disappeared but also know you love him. When you think of how much you love your oldest brother James, who moved to Grand Rapids with some friends, it hurts in your chest like someone is reaching right up through you to grasp your throat from the inside. Love hurts like this sometimes because it makes you want people you’re not able to have.

Your brother Mitch likes to ask your mom who she loves the most—him, James, or you? She always says, “I love you all the same.” Even though you’re not supposed to, you love your mom more than your dad, and you love James more than Mitch. You’d never say any of this out loud, but you wonder if Jesus knows and if it makes you a bad person.

Father Mark says, “You remind me of my niece who was adopted from Vietnam. She lives in North Carolina. I’m sure you’d be great friends.”

You are glad she’s not in Michigan. You want nothing to do with other Asians. Being together would just make you both stand out more.

“Adoption is the Lord’s work. You both could’ve been abortions.”

You have heard this a hundred times. A thousand times. You know all about abortions. Pictures of twisted aborted fetuses, slimy and dismembered, cover the giant posters in the back of your parent’s bedroom closet along with the “Stop Abortion” and “Choose Life” signs they hold in front of abortion clinics on the weekends. You know Father Mark was arrested for chaining himself to the doors, which makes him even more of a hero. In kindergarten, Dawn Rachowski found a dead newborn squirrel on the playground. Kids gathered to poke it with sticks. When you came over to see what they were looking at, at first you thought it was an aborted fetus in the leaves, its tiny hairless body all curled up, purple skin still covering its eyes. That could’ve been you. So, yes, you guess you are thankful you weren’t aborted.

They tell you bad people birth babies halfway out of their mothers to harvest their organs and sell them to companies for millions of dollars. Sometimes you have nightmares you are being aborted in your biological mom’s womb, and when you wake up, you wonder: If she had been able to sell your organs, would she have been able to afford a nicer life? Then you’d be like Jesus, sacrificing your body to help someone else, and you’d certainly go to heaven, and isn’t that the goal?

Your mom walks over with a big smile on her face. Father Mark is holding your small hand in both of his.

“Your mother is a modern-day saint,” he says. Everyone says this about your mom.

You feel guilty you’re focused on donuts when you should be worried about all the aborted babies. From the corner of your eye, you can see Mitch piling food onto a napkin he balances on his palm.

Your mom bends down on one knee to be closer to you. “Father Mark,” she says. “Would you pray over Regina?”

“I would love to,” he says, and your heart sinks to the bottom of your stomach where a donut should be, and you worry that makes you a sinner.

Father Mark places a hand on your head. It is warm and big and makes you feel very small. Your mom places a hand on your shoulder. Adults touch you a lot. They hug you, pat your head, sit you on their laps like a doll. Mr. Steve and his wife join, and also a woman around your mom’s age, someone you don’t know well. Each adult puts one hand on you and their other hand on someone else in the circle, enveloping you in prayer.

“Holy Spirit, bless this child,” Father Mark begins.

You feel small in the warm circle of bodies. Everyone’s eyes are closed except yours. You stare at a pearly button on Mr. Steve’s wife’s lemon-yellow cardigan. Light reflects off the bluish-gray surface, and studying it, you can see yellow and light brown and purple and pink. This button is flat, but all the other buttons on her sweater have a ridge around the edge. You want to pop it off and shove it in your mouth, feel the smooth surface with your tongue like candy.

Father Mark continues about God’s divine plan to bring you here all the way from Korea so you could be saved by His grace and mercy.

When Mr. Steve says, “Praise God,” you are submerged in his warm breath and the smell of coffee, cigarettes, and sewer. You turn your head slowly so he won’t notice. You pretend to scratch your nose so you can cover it, so you don’t gag.

“Holy Spirit,” Father Mark says, “You have brought this child here to join Your family. Her heritage comes from You. Our heritage comes from You, for we are all Your children.”

You like it when they say you are one family under God. You like it when they say race doesn’t matter and they don’t even see race. You don’t know how that’s possible, especially because they talk about you being Korean a lot, but maybe love makes you a special kind of invisible.

“May she walk in your light for all the days of her life. Thank you, Jesus, that this child was not an abortion.”

Mr. Steve’s wife lifts her hand from your shoulder and raises it in the air. “Thank you, Jesus,” she shouts, and then Father Mark starts speaking in tongues, and soon, everyone is speaking in tongues. It sounds like a mix of all the languages you’re not supposed to speak: Mexican, Arab, Chinese.

If you close your eyes, they’ll think you are praying, and maybe you are: You are praying for this to be over. You are praying to be more grateful. You are praying away your guilt. You are praying they won’t find out you’re a bad kid. You know on the car ride home, your mom will tell you how lucky you are for all these holy people’s prayers, and heat rushes into your cheeks.

The woman you hardly know starts to cry, and you feel ashamed. She rocks back and forth with her face turned toward heaven. Tears stream down her cheeks as she speaks in tongues, and she sounds like she’s speaking the language of suffering. Mr. Steve’s breath wafts down on you.

You glance at Mitch whose pile of snacks sits on a napkin on the floor next to him. Sometimes, though not often, they pray over Mitch. They ask the Lord to help him with football and homework and good behavior, to grow into a good man. No one ever thanks God he wasn’t an abortion.

Sometimes you look at the picture of you from Korea, and you wonder about your birth mother. What was she like—did her heart break when she handed you over? You are young, but one thing you know is this: It is worse to lose something you’ve had than something that never existed in the first place.

They finish praying over you and leave you alone. You head directly to the donut box. The French cruller is gone. You scan the room and see Mrs. Martin eating it, which is better than your brother eating it since she’s the one who brought it, but still, you want to cry.

At the end of the night when people start to leave, you begin your cleanup. Any leftover treats people don’t take home your mom makes you throw away, even though there are starving children in Africa, in China, in Korea. But before you throw the donut box away, you collect all the crumbs on the pads of your fingers and lick them off. You shove an entire chocolate chip cookie in your mouth. Your cheeks puff out like a chipmunk as you chew.

Jesus is watching. You don’t care. There is one Styrofoam cup left. You throw it in the trash and waste it. You eat more and more, until you feel sick. Your mom says people are souls, but not you. You’re an empty body, filling up and up and up to make the emptiness go away. The elastic waistband of your pants strangles your insides. It’s hard to breathe, but it’s your own fault. The Holy Spirit has not touched you. If he had, you wouldn’t hold so much anger inside. Maybe it’s evil. Maybe it’s Satan. Maybe you’re here to cause people pain. Maybe it would’ve been better if you’d been an abortion.

You lock up the supplies in the church office. You turn off the lights on your way out. Jesus looks down from the painting, and this time, you try to be brave and face him. But his suffering makes you feel so much shame you run, flipping each light off as you race down the hall toward your mom, running and running and running from the darkness behind you.





ORAL HISTORY OR, 嬤嬤’S RE-TELLING

RIVER 慧瑩 DANDELION


inspired by Eve L. Ewing



we were running, always running during Revolution.

my closest neighbor. then, my parents with my brothers / without

me. the youngest won’t remember this trauma.

my grandmother, unwilling to leave without

her possessions: rosewood chairs, vanity mirrors,

porcelain wares she could not bear to be without.

by the time she was ready, there was no leaving.

i burned the rice on the stove top each time. without

a mother / there was no one to teach me. those years,

overcast. one day, i grew weary. i could no longer

decided to fly.

it was unexpected at first.

slicing scallions for jook i

suddenly felt my pinky wiggle my toes

lost their magnetic grip on the tiles my whole body

pulled me towards the window terrace we

kept bolted. the latch jolted even the pans

wobbled to bid me on my departure.

before my grandmother woke, i wasout

soaring above blue tarp canopies beyond

the street peddlers & veggie vendors.

now, don’t be fooled.

flying isn’t easy, i was fumbling,

kerpumbling, reaching back to the balcony’s ledge

but the winds said, no.go.

i remember the longan trees waved

their arms rejoiced wide, i was

moonwalking above branch tops

below me, they looked

like any old shrub. can you believe it?

even the trees smaller than me!

i wondered if they would fruit next season.

far from the cacophony of the radios

i smelled eel sizzling from the sky.

& your grandmother. your mother’s mother

in the next town over, headed home from the fields with

a bucket of taro. she, too, 16 & shining. bobbed hair

beacon star of the town. about to drop her goods with

the rice husk sack slung across her shoulders.

i blew a cloud over her head, for cover. with

my gentle knees i kicked a spirit out from hiding

& sent them to soften her shoulders. with

her muscles relieved, she looked up to thank the gods

& only saw a black bird, my shadow.





MUSHROOM DEATH SUIT

TYRIEK WHITE

I sat in the soured corner of an emergency room because of what felt like my blood turning into salt, and Mama, filed down to the raw from the stress of me, in her loose pajama set under an old Lord & Taylor overcoat, short with the nurse’s aides because they couldn’t help, fed me ibuprofen in the meanwhile, and sought the doctor-on-call for Tylenol-3 or other painkillers. It was a waiting room in the child ward, faded sky blue walls and bleached designs, rainbow and sunshine chipped away. There were pockets of carpet that were shabby and worn, a knotty sofa, lumpy bean bag chairs sewn together a bunch of times over. There was a flatscreen on the wall that played NCIS reruns all night long.

“Asani.” My mother’s voice pulled me out of my trance. She never looked so tired—too tired to hold it together. It was a month until my thirteenth birthday, and ever since I could remember, Mama hid everything behind reassurance. The pain I felt was bone-chattering, a hungry fire. It was suffocating, clamped my lungs and ran liquid steel through my ribs. The marrow could have rotted away, and I’d feel no different. I didn’t feel at all like this body, its parts, the salt that flowed through it. I wanted out of my body, I did. My blood was turning against me. I curled up beneath my coat, forced the air in and out of my teeth, heaved my lungs up and over a jagged hill.

“How you holding up, champ?” Mama asked me, full of sweetness.

“I know every Women’s NCAA championship roster from the past twelve years,” I said. “Baylor, then that pandemic season, then Stanford—”

“Why do you know this information?”

“I was bored, so I’ve Googled every winner since I was born.”

“Your homework shouldn’t be a problem then.”

“You would make me do homework at a time like this?” I asked in mock disbelief. She rolled her eyes, had gotten out her phone and was FaceTiming someone. Grandma was a deacon at a small church with worn carpet, the middle of Highway 6, a muddy driveway before you turned off into Clarksdale. Mama used to be under the pew singing “Bread of Heaven, sent down from Glory.” She claimed she didn’t know the hymns the same, like it was lifetimes ago, but I caught her humming to herself when her mind wandered. I wanted to be wherever those songs lived, but she didn’t sing to herself anymore.

Mama had filled out paperwork hours ago. Told Grandma she was going to the front desk to yell at someone. Mama knew death was a slow, deliberate process. We were used to people left on hospital beds in hallways, the rooms with plastic curtains for false privacy. Khalia had gone through years of doctor-prescribed medication that turned the kidneys to brine. She shrunk away; a cold, spring evening. Like the harsh, white light to a newborn. Too many knives and machines and opening and closing. Stitching and restitching. Blood in and blood out.

I had met Charlie on accident when he told me about the atrophy in his legs. I was only half-paying attention, searching for a vending machine in the emergency room while Mama finished her phone call, and he kept saying ‘atrophy’ like ‘a trophy’ and I couldn’t understand why he would get a trophy for his legs. A wheelchair sat beside him with a stack of comics in the seat.

“So what you in for?” Charlie asked me.

“It’s not important.”

“You don’t like to talk about it.”

“I just don’t feel like it,” I said.

“Sickle cell maybe? Your eyes are yellow.”

“Can we not—?”

“You gotta talk about it, that’s how you deal with it. I’m open about my leukemia. I talk about my ups and downs, the vomiting after fucking chemo, why I’m in this stupid chair.”

“Cool, I get it.”

“I already know how I wanna go out,” Charlie said. Leaned back in his chair. “A mushroom suit.”

“The hell is that?” I said.

“Mushrooms are like the master decomposers of the planet. They clean toxins in the environment, can fight cancer, a whole bunch of things. I saw a talk about it. When you die, they wrap you in mushrooms and bury you. Breaks your body down into nutrients. It’s like you’re feeding the earth.”

“You’re weird, my dude. Why even think about that shit?”

“Dying?” he asked. “I mean, here—what else is there?”

The pamphlets said that folk with sickle cell, on average, lived until about forty. I’m not sure if there is a ribbon for it, or a color. There is a month—September—though there isn’t much awareness besides a couple of shared Facebook posts. There were about a hundred thousand people with the disease and about two million with the passable trait. I didn’t expect much of a march or a rally; none of the kids here did.

“What’s the first thing you’ll do when you get outta here?” Charlie asked me.

“Home. My mama would get us oxtails. I’ll see my friends.”

“It’s always been hard for me to keep friends. They all probably think I’m gonna go soon. They’ll post about me on my birthday for a few years. I’ll be the reason they don’t take life for granted.”

Beneath my coat, I was slick with sweat and my hands swelled around my phone. A sickness of the blood. It was the first time I considered everyone wouldn’t make it home. Felt like none of us would. I couldn’t think about it, couldn’t actually take in his dried skin, the pale lips, or how many times Charlie had to pause and cough up something from what sounded like a cold, hollow corner inside him. All of it just was.

I got woken up by nurses rushing someone out of the emergency room, a panicked message over the PA system to a surgeon on call. Charlie was nowhere in sight.

“It’s bullshit,” my mother was saying to a Jewish woman a few seats down.

“Grade A,” she huffed.

“No one believes us,” Mama kept saying. “No one believed me when Khalia was alive, and they still don’t.”

She went back to the front desk, only to be pulled aside by an officer and a doctor in a loose-fitting suit. Their voices were trapped underneath the murmur of the waiting room.

My sister, Khalia. Like me, she had jaundiced eyes that glowed like highlighters. She was older than me, but tiny, and bounced around the house with no house shoes. At her funeral, I wore a large suit and looked out of place. My mother refused to sit, just stood in the aisle and swayed from side to side. When I said goodbye, I stared into the casket until I burned it into my memory. Her small body filled out like a doll, and I wanted to stand there the whole morning and breathe but I kept moving toward my seat. I couldn’t understand it.

“So you think I’m trying to score pills?” I heard Mama cry out. The doctor bristled, continued in a low, even voice. I was trying to pull air into my lungs with all my might ’cause everything inside felt on fire. I couldn’t stand it any longer. The hard bench that was bolted down only scraped my bones. Mama came back with a crowd of nurse’s aides and a doctor, tears on her face, muttering every curse word I had ever heard, cursing everyone who listened.

“Look at him,” she said to no one and everyone, helped ease me to my feet. The waiting room was quiet. “Look at him.”

I shared a room in the county hospital where the nurses had pulled at my arms, pushed fluids into my blood, kept me under hard bedsheets. I had been here for nearly a week, and Mama and I had already settled into a routine. She read a Sistah Souljah novel by my bedside, or crocheted some hand warmers, kept a bright, purple hook and yarn in her bottomless purse. She stayed past visiting hours, sweet-talked the nurses, remembered their names, and went downstairs to the diner for red velvet cake (for me but offered the rest to the nurses’ station and some of my roommates).

When she finally did leave to get ready for work, she closed her eyes and said a prayer with me. I never closed my eyes when she prayed, just watched her as she called on the Lord and held my hand. It was the only time I really got to look at her.

“We’ve come this far by faith,” she began. She always blamed herself for what my life would be.

When visiting hours were over and the corridors were dark at the ends, I wandered the halls, pulling my IV along like a leash on a mechanical pet. The wheels were gummed up with old dirt, scuffed the flat vinyl tile which was cold and boring. There were rooms and rooms of kids on this floor, all with blood disorders, two or three to a room, kinky hair, thin from chemo or pneumonia or opioids. There was the damp smell of plastic bedpans and musk. Near the mop closet and bathrooms was enough ammonia and industrial bleach to make my eyes fill with water. The ebb of machines was constant beneath the murmur of nurses and, when I strained to listen, faint sobs. I looked out the sugary windows in my room. An empty freeway was like river water from up high, curled through the fog and flat strip malls. The hospital was near the airport and I could hear the planes leaving and coming into the city. Eventually, the medication runs its course and I fall asleep to the sound of departure.

I dreamt of water and sand. The kind mixed with dirt so you can’t tell sand from soil. Screen door led right out to the dirt road, smoke rising from a grill behind the trailer next door. Lost in them fields, or them swamps my uncle would tell me about. His ex-wife, who I called auntie still, brought over a basket of scupnun. We sat on the splintered porch, biting through a good enough pinch of the grape’s thick skin and squeezing till the pulp popped into our mouths. Tossed the skin in the patch of grass, spit the seeds out as far as they could go. Mama looked relieved. Khalia painted her toes white, sick of boys already, a bowl of ice on her lap to chew on. Unc with his hands caked in flour, the smell of whiting and hot grease. I was behind the pecan tree out back, surrounded by shells, some cracked open to the buttery seed. Dead undergrowth, branches and logs left from stolen pulpwood had atrophied (I was obsessed with the word) and blocked the path. On the shore of the lake, Mama said we should cool down by jumping in. My shoulders were ready, committed to descent. It is dead water, still. Praying for land, I don’t want to drown in what I really am. Mama hadn’t come up for air.

I kept tossing and turning, pulled awake by a cold sweat. I tried no blanket, then a half sheet, then no sheet. I still kept waking up with my gown sticking to me. I pushed the covers aside and got out of bed. It was damp. Outside there was no trace of sky, only darkness. When I turned on the lamp near my bedside, I was covered in blood. It had cooled against my warm skin, against my gown, had seeped into the white sheets, the shape of an open tree trunk. I screamed.

A nurse who looked like Cheryl Lynn rushed through the doorway. I kept looking down at the bed. The bloodspot. It looked like someone had died. The nurse said something, but all I could do was cross my eyes. Looking too far ahead.

“Your IV came out,” a voice said. The nurse.

“What?”

“Your IV,” she told me. “It must’ve slipped out while you were asleep. Looks like you didn’t tear your veins up, thank goodness. This happens all the time.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. I didn’t know why I felt the need to apologize.

“I’m gonna go get you new sheets and a gown. Just sit tight.”

She turned on the lights overhead and rushed out of the room as quickly as she came in. The tightness of the walls came back, the grime that crawled from under the beds and machines. The floor had a sticky film that couldn’t go away, no matter how many times the custodians scrubbed. I sat in the visitor’s chair my mother used every evening, the cushion tattered and split open at the bottom. The other kids who I shared the room with hadn’t stirred, were only half visible behind paper-thin curtains that sectioned them all off. Their bodies heaved and let go, squirmed and burrowed deeper into their bedsheets. I looked back down, blood in my lap, skin dry beneath the yellow hem of my hospital gown. Stared at the ruined sheets, all blotted with red. Like someone had died. I couldn’t think about anything else. Death was all around me, as inescapable as my own body.





WEEPING PILLOW

MICKIE KENNEDY

The sick cow chews a clarinet of stinkweed.

The cream on the grocery list curdles.

August is a river’s mouth opened too long for the hygienist.

A place to linger and count tadpoles.

The mathematician makes the sign of the plus.

The bed announces it is tired.

The saxophone of a swan’s throat begins to hum.

An oyster plays an oyster-sized trombone.

My bowl is filled with blueberries and milk.

The bright jostle of lemons.

The parts of the rain that remain dry.

A mule on holiday rides a burro down a mountain.

An olive goes shopping for boots.

Another dust mote adds itself to the mantle.

Touch me in my kitchen, begs the house.





DRIVING TO MEADVILLE

KATHRYN BRATT-PFOTENHAUER

20 miles outside Buffalo, I smell

smoke. A truck is stalled, dismembered

by the curve of the road’s shoulder, the parts

strewn about like freckles on a lover. The back half

is a constellation of flame. The driver, despondent,

is on his phone, calling, I imagine, a superior,

or calling, I imagine the police, the fire engines

that almost certainly won’t get there in time to save his cargo.

And when I arrive in Meadville, where my sister

studies stars and gamma rays and all things physical,

I will tell her about the truck, the man, how close

I came to burning. She will look at me with concern,

and shudder. And weeks from then,

after Christmas and New Years’ have come and gone,

there will be wildfires so close to my old neighbors’ home

they could be seen from the front porch,

and the wife will tell us a cell from her uterus has become

a comet, migrating to her liver, her lung, and begun the awful work

of metastasizing. And my mother just buried a friend

from college who died of a cancer in a matter

of weeks, and I am helpless in the face of all this grief,

its face so like the driver when he realized

he had lost everything.





VITAL SIGNS

RACHEL MANN

You wake to the sound of the nurse entering your room to take your vitals. Because you are, despite the fog of your brief early-morning sleep, still alive. Not that you’re aware it is morning. There is no day or night for you now, not since the rush of bloody fluid between your legs.

You are confined in a hidden wing of the maternity ward, down the hall from where the live babies are born. With a tight expression and few words, the nurse takes your temperature and blood pressure. Later, your husband tells you there’s a sign on the door reminding the staff of the solemnity of this room. You feel like an outsider, a foreigner, and not just because you’re an American living in London. You’re not supposed to be here, in the maternity ward—not yet.

There will be no happy cries, no rigorous infant howls. You know this because life, in the form of blood and fluid, has been leaking out of you for days. Your body is turning from an incubator to a tomb. There is nothing you can do to stop it. You can no more help your own flesh and blood from leaking out of you than you can stop your monthly bleeding from doing the same. Blood and fluid will go where they must.

It’s been less than twenty-two weeks. At intake, both of your hearts are beating. But the baby’s vitals are unstable. A fetus ejected from the womb now, just past halfway gestated, will not survive. Even if there is some way to keep it in for another couple weeks—to squeeze your legs, say, or to bargain with your God, who seems to have abandoned you—even then, the child will suffer. If it lives for a day or a week, it will suffer. If it lives for longer, it will suffer more.

You are bleeding. But, vitally, you are alive. Your temperature is elevated. Your uterus is contracting unevenly, as if frightened and confused. If the infection is allowed to spread, you could die. You are not a doctor. You don’t know the exact risks. You suspect the doctors don’t either. But you know you can’t die. You have two little girls at home. You beseech:

Make this end. Please.

You must sign a consent form. You do, without hesitation. In Jewish tradition, your life trumps the fetus’s. The doctor orders Pitocin, the same drug they give to a woman in labor, which is what you are.

The squeezing of your midsection intensifies. You can hardly bear it, though it is not nearly as intense as it will become. You know it will get worse, because you have given birth twice before. That you will have to endure the pain of childbirth without the joy that follows is almost too grotesque to fathom. There is no way for you to leave this hospital room without meeting your doomed offspring—ejecting it from your body, crying over it, holding it, stroking for a few brief moments its downy hair, red just like your own, before it will be put in a box and consigned to the earth. Will you survive this violence? You still have a pulse. Your vitals, at this moment, say you are very much alive.

Your uterus contracts again and you remember the other times—how despite the pain, there was laughter, too. A yellow onesie sitting inside the empty newborn car seat in the corner of the room. Joy and anticipation. The promise of new life.

You didn’t dare tempt the evil eye with too many purchases before the birth. Your Jewish mother taught you well: no baby shower, no gifts. Just one outfit, one car seat, and a secondhand crib: only the necessities. There’s no onesie in this hospital room.

It’s not that you need a third child. No one needs a third child. One child, definitely. Two, at the very least—a child deserves a sibling. Your two girls came almost too close together, just a year and a half apart. You luxuriated in your babies. You swaddled them and breastfed them and tied them to your chest with stretchy fabric. The third child is not a necessity, no. The drive has already been fulfilled. In fact, your husband didn’t especially want a third child.

“Wouldn’t it be better for the girls to start growing up so we can do more things together?”

“What things?”

“Museums, plays, travel, skiing, biking. Things that babies can’t do. Who wants to start all over again with diapers and sleep training and night waking?”

“I do.”

You wanted to. You knew, with your two girls growing up as fast as they were, that there is nothing like the smell of a warm baby on your chest. You wanted it, just once more, before you became the mom who manages moods and buys tampons and cautions about boys and drinking. You knew that mothering a baby is a fleeting experience, and that three is a good number, and—

“Maybe we’ll have a boy.”

You said this out loud to your husband, when you were trying to convince him. You didn’t actually care about the sex of the baby. You always preferred not to know. That’s why, at your other births, it was a yellow onesie in the car seat. Just hoping for a healthy baby, you would say to anyone who asked. You tried to convince him, but you didn’t have to try too hard.

“I want what you want,” he said.

But you could tell he had reservations. He liked the way your life was. He didn’t feel the need that you felt. Later, you will wonder if that was why. You will regret this thought, but you cannot stop yourself from having it: Maybe this child wasn’t wanted enough.

One thing you will feel, as fiercely as the contractions squeezing you now like a juicer, is that it will always be a different kind of loss for him. He might say, if he spoke about it, that he didn’t know this child. How can he mourn a person he didn’t even know? But before your babies were born, they were part of your own body. You knew them when an elbow or a hand jutted out of your midsection, or when they kicked you in the groin at the end of a long day. You knew them when their bodies took up so much of yours that you felt your stomach up in your throat and your vulva hanging low between your legs. His only introduction was a grainy white image on a black screen, at the twenty-week scan.

The girls are staying with a sitter. When he says he is going home to check on them, you let him go. You believe any pain he feels is not for his unborn child. His pain is for you, for your situation, and for the little girls at home, whom you have forbidden to visit you at the hospital. You can hardly think of them, your living children, even though it’s for them that you need to stay alive. You can’t tell them their sibling is dead. You will have to tell them, of course. But not yet.

Soon, you’ll have to tell everyone. You’ll have to get rid of the crib. You could kick yourself for buying that crib, for inviting the evil eye into your home, your womb. You gave away the girls’ crib years ago, long before you moved to England. So when only weeks ago you saw a simple, stained-oak crib listed on a mothers’ group at a bargain price, you jumped at it. Why wait? What was this, the nineteenth century? Of course you’d need the crib. The remaining weeks would fly by, and before you knew it, the baby would be sleeping in it.

You heaved the crib up the steps of your rented terraced house and placed the wooden slats beside the bed in the guest room—the room that would be the baby’s. Maybe it was the lugging, the overexertion, that sent the marble down the track. Maybe the crib really did kill the baby. Maybe you killed the baby, by buying the baby a crib.

Alone in the hospital room, you replay the last few weeks in your mind, searching for signs. It started with a little pink spot on your cotton underwear. A shade darker when you checked again an hour later. This had never happened to you before. You knew this could happen—was common, even. But never to you. This was new.

Maybe it was the rough doctor you saw at the public hospital where the midwife instructed you to go. The exam felt like knives in your vagina. You told him he was hurting you, but he did not apologize. He informed you that there was blood coming from your cervix, as if you didn’t know. He suggested a colposcopy, a term unfamiliar to you. You later looked it up: a cervical diagnostic test after a suspicious pap smear. He sent you home, bleeding more than before. That was three weeks ago.

Or maybe it was the baby itself. Maybe it thought: I don’t like that crib. I don’t like that room. I don’t want to leave this warm place. Maybe it thought it wasn’t a good idea to enter a world where there were already two loved children. How many times can a parent split their love? Or maybe the fetus thought its father would be disappointed because, as it turned out, it wasn’t a boy.

Time stretches, then races. Your husband returns from checking on the girls. He has showered and changed. You remain where he left you, in the hospital room at the end of the hall. The pain is escalating. It’s worse than either of your two prior births, which you managed with breathing and moving and dancing. You had a doula, a woman who looked in your eyes and told you it was all going to be okay. When you thought maybe your body would split apart, that you would be the first woman in the world to explode during childbirth, the doula knew it would be okay because she’d witnessed hundreds of births. She knew the rhythms of your breath better than you knew them. She recognized the historical and biological patterns. And when your babies were born, each weighing almost eight pounds, you did not split apart. In fact, you were up and walking within an hour. You were living proof that a body can do this miraculous thing, this lifegiving, godlike act.

This time, there is no doula. There is no one looking in your eyes and telling you it is going to be okay. This time, the baby weighs barely over two pounds, yet the pain is exponentially worse. You want the drugs they used back in the forties and fifties—the ones where you fall asleep and can’t remember anything after.

The nurse suggests gas and air. She puts a cup over your mouth and commands you to breathe. The air is cold; the cup is distracting. You squeeze your husband’s hand as the doctor shouts at you to push. You don’t want to push. You don’t want to do anything.

When you have already endured more than you think possible, more than a court would deem torture, at last it is over. And yet somehow, you still have a pulse; you are still alive.

You hold the tiny body, wrapped by the nurse in a baby blanket, for twenty minutes. You can only see her tiny face, her downy scalp. You are too afraid to unwrap her and really look. You’ve never held a corpse before.

You refuse to allow her to be dumped with medical waste. You call the rabbi, and he collects the body from the hospital in a box the size of a takeout meal, to be buried in the Jewish cemetery. There’s no shiva, no official mourning, for a baby that dies before thirty days of life. You insist on witnessing the internment in an unmarked grave for those souls, who, according to tradition, haven’t yet existed at all.

You give the crib to an organization collecting items for refugee families. You make the arrangements immediately, as soon as you get home. You drink tea with milk and honey, chew a piece of toast. You sleep without dreaming and wake up swollen, sweating, bleeding, breasts aching. Your milk comes in and you cry in the shower, expressing the sweet liquid down the drain in a swirl of hot water. Your parents fly in to help. Your daughters cling to you. You tell them you are fine. They run off to play, and their laughter sounds like it’s miles away.

The day after you get home, a postpartum nurse rings the doorbell, sent by the National Health Service. She’s come to check on the new mother, to offer breastfeeding support. Your mother, furious at the mix-up, sends the nurse away.

You would have invited her in. You would have asked the nurse if this is what it means to be alive, now. Though your arms are empty, your breasts are full. Though your lungs move breath, you struggle to speak. Though your chest is pounding, you can’t feel your heart.

You would have asked her to take your vitals.





THIS WEEK I’D PLANNED TO TELL MY MOTHER

RAGE HEZEKIAH

A pea-sized clot

drops from inside me—

the tissue clenched

in my palm streaked pink.

The nurse wants

anything but red,

the unblood of ten weeks,

six days. I itemize positive signs—

cravings for everything bagels,

the heat rash itinerant

along my growing breasts.

Tell us this will stick. I show

my wife the rosy streaks

in my underwear, she wants

Capricorn data, hard evidence.

My midwife says bleeding

is never normal, but it’s not

always a problem. Pregnancy

so urgent with superlatives.

Everything is too soon.





AMBIGUOUS LOSS

CEILIDH BARLOW CASH

It feels like holding a bird in one hand

and a bowling ball in the other.

At a caregivers support group, the facilitator

wears a grinch-green jacket

and leaves the discussion group twice

to vomit, audibly, in the next room.

I’m pregnant, she apologizes,

then folds herself back into her chair.

She names the bird & bowling ball phenomenon.

The only two others at the meeting,

two thin, bird-like wives of men

who suffered strokes

twenty years ago

fold their papery hands

on the linoleum table,

and clear their throats.





PLATES

TIM RAYMOND

Today I see on Instagram that Brandy is sick. It is the second momentous thing that’s happened since lunch. Earlier, my parlay on FanDuel hit, which means I’m already set for the next two months. Brandy is the person in high school who tormented me whenever my stomach decided to act up.

Her post is a picture of her lying in bed and a confessional caption lacking in detail. I’m scrolling through encouraging comments when I’m interrupted by notifications from my friend Sean, who occasionally accepts my betting advice.

“Windfall, baby!” he writes, and sends a screenshot of his FanDuel balance.

“Brandy is sick,” I tell him.

“Brandy from high school?”

“I don’t know what with.”

“Why are you following Brandy from high school?” he wants to know, but beyond curiosity on my part I’m not sure what the answer is. I never engage with her content, and my profile is all mountains, so it’s unlikely she knows it’s me.

“Good day for you,” Sean writes. “A nice payout and some karma.”

This isn’t how karma works, and anyway I wish chronic pain on nobody, not even ex-bullies. If I could DM anything to her right now, it’d be this: from one of the frequently bedridden to another, I am so, so sorry.

That’s a lie. If I could say anything at all to Brandy, it’d be the truth. I’d unburden myself of the secret I carry around, which is that I stole a special plate from her enormous living room senior year. She’d thrown a party that I was not invited to, which I attended regardless and, according to my own private fantasy, ruined. After nabbing the plate off the mantle, I slipped out the back, my shirt bulging, and pooped not by choice under their largest and most beautiful tree.

To Sean, I have now admitted everything.

“What do you mean, a plate?” he asks.

It’s Monday, and we are playing disc golf in the fields out behind Crossroads.

“I stole a plate,” I repeat.

“Yeah, I’m asking what that means.”

What I mean is that I’ve been eating spaghetti off a pilfered item that has sentimental value. As a child, Brandy made the plate in church for her mom, who served biscuits on it every Sunday for a decade. When her mom died last year, the plate became a lightning rod for Brandy’s grief. She crafted a very long post about what she’d do with it if she had the plate still or knew where it was.

“Man, that was fifteen years ago,” Sean says. “It’s no big deal.”

“I’m not saying it’s a big deal.”

“I know.”

He knows. My mind is obsessive and can wander from what’s in front of me. It is fascinated by the subtle echoes between things. Because Sean knows this, he doesn’t get annoyed when I throw my Frisbee and then walk in the complete wrong direction.

At home that night, my prop bets on Monday Night Football make me rich. Herbert and the Chargers have thrown for 400 yards on a team that can’t stop the run. “Freaking wild,” goes Sean’s text. Before me, the plate has sauce stains on it, while within me I sense tectonic shifts. How is it, I wonder, that I am afforded such privilege, when the pretty girl who called me disgusting in front of everybody and from whom I thieved is now apparently disabled? It has occurred to me that she is lying or exaggerating her pain in order to give herself an edge. Honestly, that seems improbable.

“Hey, it’s Colin,” I DM her, because for a second I can no longer tolerate our distance. “From high school. I’m so, so sorry.”

She doesn’t respond until Friday evening, which is when I have dinner with Mom and Dad at the Olive Garden. We have preserved this ritual through even the worst of the pandemic. To do this is unwise, I believe, but my parents insist, and I love and treasure my parents, their politics notwithstanding. Currently, they are telling me about Justin, who lives next door to them and occasionally mows their lawn. Justin is marginally younger than me and also autistic, which is a fact my parents remind me of on a monthly or so basis.

“Justin got a job at the Smith’s on CY Avenue,” my dad is sharing with me, as we sit in a booth at the restaurant.

I’m looking at my phone. “Sorry about what?” writes Brandy.

“Slinging produce,” adds Mom. “You know how he always liked to garden.”

“I have your plate,” I type.

“Colin, what are you doing?” asks Dad.

“Nothing,” I say.

“No, you fucking don’t,” Brandy writes.

“Honey, who are you texting?” Mom says.

“It’s the truth,” I write.

“So prove it,” challenges Brandy.

Thus, when I arrive home, I do. I send a photo of the plate and walk her through the story. After, I expect her to be angry. Maybe she will berate me via voice-note or post something negative about me. Maybe she will claim that the stress I’ve caused her on account of this lumpy ceramic has contributed to her weakened defenses, which ultimately folded in the face of The Disease, which she did mention is more likely to present in compromised individuals. Or she will say I’m a retard, like she used to do.

“This is unbelievable,” she writes to me instead. “You piece of shit :).”

Before I can apologize again, she asks me how I can get the plate back to her.

This is certainly something to think through. For one thing, I prefer not to return it to her. My preference is simply that she be aware the plate is safe and being put to use. For two, if I were to return it, I’d inevitably have to wade through innumerable untold potentialities regarding the process of delivery. I am a textbook overthinker who is functional only because I’ve built a life full of triggers that do not unmake me.

As much as I support the United States Postal Service, I would not trust strangers with something this precious. Nor do I trust myself to pack it correctly and manage the anxiety over whether it’d survive the trip. I could travel by plane, but I don’t fly. I could drive the sixteen hours it takes to get from Wyoming to Milwaukee, where she now lives, but my digestive tract is a Metroidvania, to use Sean’s term, and frankly she’s not worth it.

“Well, at least your honesty’s refreshing,” Brandy replies, once a few days have passed.

“So we’re good?”

“You mean Sean from high school?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s a Metroidvania?”

Metroidvanias are Sean’s favorite type of game. In them, you traverse a frightening and labyrinthine world, often underground. They feature a lone hero in whom darkness resides, and who spends the entire journey fruitlessly trying to piece their identity together. The path forward is never shown to you, and at any moment you might enter the lair of a boss you’re not ready for.

Sean works full-time at the indie gaming shop on McKinley and often uses genre or story to make concepts easier to discuss. Metroidvania for Crohn’s, for example. Or a Point-and-Click adventure for his ADHD.

“You have Crohn’s?” Brandy writes to me.

“Yeah.”

“So that’s why.”

“Why I constantly was shitting in high school?” I confirm. “Yeah, that’s why.”

Our first class together was PE sophomore year. On the spring bowling outing, I leaked mucus and a small amount of blood onto the carpet in front of the eight-pound balls, and Brandy never let me hear the end of it. After that, we were Chemistry partners, then French ones, then it was History.

“I am so, so sorry,” she tells me, and I’m pleased that this is how she’s phrased it. Perhaps she too is enamored with echoes.

In the weeks that follow, we share more of our new words. None of her 1,500+ followers is aware she was diagnosed with rheumatoid arthritis. But suddenly I am. When I was twenty-five-years old and a community-college dropout for the second time, I reveal, I was diagnosed as autistic. For Sean, autism is a vast open-world RPG, with so many items and quests it’s overwhelming. My grandfather had rheumatoid arthritis that went untreated well into his forties, which for him was too late. I haven’t asked, but I’d suppose Sean would deem that a kind of Beat ’Em Up. I haven’t had Covid yet, but Brandy has.

“Was it terrible?” I inquire.

“Yes.”

She’s had this idea recently that in the pandemic days everybody knows how it feels to be lonely and trapped. Depression and anxiety have become universal struggles. And yet, in the world of the chronically ill, all days are pandemic days.

“A very thoughtful observation,” I point out, “to have in your thirties.”

“If you’re bitter, you can just say so.”

I am genuinely not. For years, I blamed her for my shame and immense aversion to risks. My low self-esteem, I believed, was on her. Were it not for Big Brandy, I wouldn’t have lived so small.

My life now is good, and I say as much. I play Frisbee with Sean on Mondays, do detox yoga alone on Tuesdays and Saturdays, walk until I ache on Wednesdays, eat with Mom and Dad on Fridays, and fill all the cracks in between with football punditry, which I absolutely cannot get enough of. I earn so much money gambling that during some months I singlehandedly bankroll the organization downtown that assists adults with intellectual disabilities. I will forever remain anonymous on this front, for anonymity is the best defense I’ve found against sleeplessness.

Brandy’s penance is the plate, I posit to her, and thus we are good.

That Monday Sean comes over for football, and after the game we scour her Insta page. He doesn’t know it, but I’m searching for signs of her disease’s evolution. I study the shape of her fingers and inspect the redness in her eyes. I watch for indications of fatigue and a general dawning of malaise.

“She’s beautiful,” Sean says.

“Yeah.”

Upon finding nothing of substance, I retrieve the plate and obscure the family portrait she’s painted there with apple slices and soda crackers, at which Sean balks.

“We could shatter it?” he says.

“Nah.”

Not that I can tell him, but I have likewise observed something thoughtfully. Wherever her inflammation is concentrated, it must hurt her to be texting me as frequently as she does. Whether her hands, eyes, or neck, this friendship we’re constructing requires sacrifice on her part. The apple bits stick in my throat as Sean, beaming, checks his FanDuel account for the third time in ten minutes.

If she can, then I can. But more than that, I’m wondering if what I needed from the plate was evidence that our cataclysmic time together could result in something nourishing. With its size and slight curvature, the dish is perfectly suited to pasta, after all, which is one of the few filling meals I can consume that doesn’t shred my intestines. If what we’re constructing is in fact a friendship, then maybe like the lost and rotting souls in every Metroidvania I too can let go of earthly possessions. It’s in the letting go that these souls are freed.

“How’s Justin doing at the Smith’s?” I ask Mom and Dad on Friday.

“Killing it.”

“That’s what I thought,” I tell them, my thirst for inspiration quenched.

My car’s too old to be reliable on interstates, but over dessert my parents agree to lend me theirs.

Brandy is hesitant, but only for a few hours, after which we have plans. I will arrive in the evening in time for Thursday Night Football. I will sleep in the guest room and leave before dawn the following morning. I will remain open to conversation and a hangout, particularly if we take a walk around her neighborhood, but if at any time I wish to sequester myself or be confined to solitary then I will do so, no questions asked.

“In the guest room, you mean,” writes Brandy.

“Yes.”

“I have a couch in the living room.”

“That’ll be fine.”

I load the car with items for my quest. Imodium and vitamins in the glove compartment, adult diapers in the trunk, masks and tissues and wet wipes, the plate wrapped in towels and packed in a box on the passenger seat. I mount my phone on the dash and punch her address into the navigator.

For the first few hundred miles, it’s a grinding slog exactly like I thought it’d be. But then, once I’m out of Wyoming and into Nebraska, the mood shifts. No more must I stop at every rest area or gas station to relieve myself. The roiling spice beneath my left ribs and wet fullness in the hollow between my cheeks are neutralized. My head is awash not with panic about misreading the traffic signs but with crisp sunshine over infinite cornfields. Nebraska smells like sweet asshole, and this truth comforts me. By the time I reach Iowa, I’ve lapsed into the same kind of flow-state as when I’m considering the latest odds and spreads. When I stop analyzing the numbers, they begin to speak to me, at which point the house money is mine.

“About halfway,” I text Brandy, who leaves me on read.

She said she’d be busy during the day. I imagine her standing silently in the university library where she works until I’m firmly in Packer country. The air is moist, and I feel heroic, as though I’m backtracking to some origin. The crossroads where I left in the dust a person I could have been is rapidly approaching, and like before Brandy is set squarely in the center of it.

Her house is a dinky stucco thing in the Riverwest neighborhood of Milwaukee, about seven or eight blocks from Lake Michigan.

The sun is flaming out, and there she is, finally, looking nothing like her photos online.

“What’s up, stranger?” she says, from the porch. “You didn’t die, then.”

Or maybe I did, and this is where my next life originates.

“Rodgers threw for three tuddies in the first quarter.”

My bet was that he’d get four before half.

We’re inside now watching the game. We still haven’t touched each other. Unceremoniously, I hand over the plate, above which Brandy is sniffling. In person, I have discovered, her disease is more readily apparent. I can see the swelling in her knuckles and how she leans entirely on the heel of her hand whenever she adjusts how she’s sitting, which is often. I recognize in her a competent ability to conceal all winces and grimaces.

“Why’d you edit your pictures on Instagram?” I ask during a timeout.

“I didn’t edit them.”

“You know what I mean.”

She does. “A friend,” she tells me, “also asked me that.”

“A friend?”

“An ex-husband.”

I didn’t know this about her. It makes perfect sense once she’s said it. She has lovely, twisting hair and a minimalist attitude toward interior design. She comes from money and listens to you when you talk.

“Some things I prefer to share face to face,” she explains, “as opposed to online.”

“No, I get it.”

“But I have been thinking about doing more advocacy work.”

Advocacy work, what a thing to be thinking of.

“Like how autistic people share their stories and information on social media?”

Rodgers throws number four midway through their two-minute drill.

“There’s a lot to know about rheumatoid arthritis that’s not immediately accessible,” Brandy continues. “RA with Covid, RA and vaccines, treatment options and pain management. And the self-disclosure aspect could be powerful, you know? A librarian whose hands hurt. I mean, shit, think about it.”

“I have,” I tell her. “A lot.”

After which I add inexplicably that RA is Aaron Rodgers backwards.

At halftime, we go for the walk around her neighborhood. I do like her idea about advocacy. I have seen some of those autistic accounts she’s referring to. I like that she’s divorced and learning about things relevant to my identity. I like that she cried about the plate without narrating it and that we’re walking in the evening—that despite being in the land of Midwestern manners, she’s not asking me about the drive, proud of it though I am. On the cracked sidewalk, her steps are assured, but slow. My stomach gurgles as, possibly, my intestinal wall reacts to Wisconsin water and the semen smell of decaying leaves.

“How long have you been single?” she asks me.

Single. Does Sean count? I’ve never much been interested in dating or its attendant customs, but I do at my own expense invest time and energy into relationships that matter to me. Sean is absolutely indispensable, as are Mom and Dad. My companions.

“Have you thought about advocacy ever?” she says.

“Not once.”

“Just on Insta to keep up with me, then?”

“Not exactly.”

“Do you even like mountains?”

I love them dearly, actually, even if their current role in my life is minor. The last time I visited Casper Mountain, I got so nervous on the Bridle Trail loop that I suffered a flare-up right above the waterfall, its picture-snapping families in full view.

“Sorry,” Brandy is saying, “but I liked that you’ve been following me all these years. I guess that’s stupid, and of course I feel regret that I was so mean to you back then. But all the same, you watching me made me feel strong.”

“Well, I liked having your plate,” I admit to her.

A second, mightier gurgle.

“I want to ask you,” she says.

A third, under a hulking tree.

“Did you think coming here would mean you’d get to fuck me?”

I do not often laugh, about which Sean claims I’m an adventurer. You might count on one hand the number of times Link laughs through the whole of the Legend of Zelda series. Now, I cackle until it occurs to me that Brandy is posing a serious question. A serious and boring question.

“I didn’t think so or anything,” she’s saying. “I figured you were driving a plate halfway across the country because you’re atypical and your style is weird.”

“I’m not that weird,” I insist.

“It would have made a good story, though,” she muses. “To end up naked in the bully’s bed.”

“But you’re not a bully anymore.”

“What I’m hoping to express,” she relates to me, “is that I’m not completely opposed to it.”

Either this puts me over the edge or the leaves do. As we head back, I quicken our pace. She’s talking about the friend who assured her I was only looking to get laid, by which she means the ex-husband again, who’s not a garbage person but whose paranoia isn’t a treat to be around. I’d ask why they’re discussing me at all, but I have cashed in on my boundary regarding sequestration. Wordlessly, I enter her house, her bathroom, her overwhelmed toilet, her sullied shower.

Emptied totally out and clean once more, I return to the living room. We missed the third quarter, but the game’s a boat race at this point and my bets have all hit. Brandy is reclined back into the sofa and clacking her fingernails onto the plate, which like a partner has settled next to her.

“Are you trying to have sex with me to make an RA and sex post?” I ask her.

“What? No.”

“Are you trying to mess with me, then?”

“No.”

“Making fun of me for being a virgin?”

“Are you?” she asks.

“Yes.”

“Aren’t you curious?”

“No,” I say, to which she explains she’s lonely. Life post-diagnosis has been rough for her, as she sifts through the people in her network who are prepared to stick around. I must know that feeling of dissipation, she assumes, but my experience was in all manner the opposite. After my diagnoses, Sean and my parents flocked to me, it seemed, like deer after the Yellowstone wolves died.

Brandy hums, “Look, there’s no pressure. I like you and thought it’d be nice to touch and be touched. If it’s not in the cards, it’s not the cards.”

What might Sean deem this? I wonder. A side-quest or glitch? A visual romance novel or card-based Real-Time-Strategy, as proceeds the trend. I am in her bed in any case, my pants off and shirt pulled up, so she can see my chest. She’s topless too and bringing my fingers to her breasts. Her coin nipples, plus apparently she tastes like pennies. “Stop furrowing your brow like that,” she chides, but there’s no rancor to it. I’m not sure the occasion is quite momentous, but we’re having a lovely time. Her fingers are stiffening around my finicky, half-hard penis. Her choppy rhythm tells me her wrist and hand are in pain. Meanwhile, I’m carefully monitoring the machinations of my gut, the battles being raged there in the underworld, and am awaiting signs that we’re nearing a point of no return.

We understand comedy, and when abruptly I exit the room to run again through my bathroom routine, Brandy sighs in relief and says she’ll make tea.

It’s chamomile with honey and lemon. My phone has blown up with texts.

“Everything all right?” Brandy is asking.

Yes. Dad’s sick, though not with Covid, and Sean’s curious how things are progressing. Mom says dinner will be at their house tomorrow instead of at the restaurant.

“You could stay here longer, if you wanted to,” Brandy solicits, almost via whisper. “We could make that work, if need be.”

“No thanks,” I tell her.

“Well, it was just a thought.”

“I like my life and want to get back to it,” I say.

“I said it was just a thought.”

An hour and a half or so later, I’ve woken up dazed on her couch. I’m on my side, and Brandy is splayed out on her back against my shins. I desperately have to pee, but the truth is I don’t want to wake her. I want her to sleep more while I dream again of plates: friends and family served up to me on massive platters, shards of broken cookware piercing my armored plating, the word stretching out into an infinitely soft vowel that cradles us and never reaches the finality of tut. I enjoy ruminating in this way. It often soothes me. The TV is tuned to NFL Network, and, to incensed voices and deconstructed language, I doze.

The second time I’m startled awake, Brandy has vanished, and there before me is a boss whose lair I have rudely stumbled into. Is this a miniboss? She’s a kid, definitely not beyond elementary age.

“Good morning,” she’s saying to me. “I’ll be changing the channel now.”

“Okay,” I say, and rise, and at last go and pee.

In the kitchen, stone-faced, Brandy catches me up. She’s a mommy. The Kid was at a friend’s house, but called late and needed to be picked up. If Kid looked angry, Brandy adds, it’s only because she probably has another ear infection and the medicine hasn’t kicked in yet. She is plagued by ear infections, the poor girl, especially when the seasons change.

“I was, too,” I share.

“Yeah. Anyway, sorry not to tell you. I’m very protective of her.”

“No, I get it.”

“I know you do.”

She knows. I have overslept to a frightening degree, but despite this I find myself matching her slowness. Instead of rushing or panicking, I listen to measured cartoon voices pouring over a major mystery at the barber shop. I’m still leaving today, but not before I have some breakfast to fuel me. Not before I sit awhile with this family who’s quaked in my direction. This family I’ll miss, I can’t help thinking, and whom I can imagine investing in as new companions. I do want to see them again. We’re having spaghetti with butter and oil on it because Brandy remembers that it works for me. The Kid is delighted to be dining on evening food when it’s not even ten in the morning. Her name is Katie, I’m told, after which I suggest doing the next hangout at my place.





PHOTOTACTIC

MEGAN MERCHANT

I left the lights on, the other night,

and a flood of moths

draped the windows, their wings

batting glass

and, for the life of me, I couldn’t

remember how an ocean

gets its salt, or how I disappeared—

was it a slow erode, or did parts of

me linger? What is my body worth

under the weight of men’s hands?

I remember measuring my mother’s

horses in hands, beads of sweat along

their backs, muscled and alert, how

they’d run between the electric fence

and road, their hoofbeats pounding

like the tide. Could they have imagined

their own freedom? Did they want it?

Or the salt lick and hay, the stable roof

that held back the storm. I could never

be the one that chose for them.

When I stood by the glass watching

the moths, I wondered if it really

was the light, or if it was my body

they were drawn to—luminous with rage.





AFTER NEWS OF A YOUNG WOMAN’S DEATH

ELLEN JUNE WRIGHT

Just last week, we thought the cancer

that was burning up her blood, destroying her

from within, had relented like a fire outed

after months and months of treatment forced

into her veins as she lay sometimes in coma.

Just last week, we were sure she had beaten back

the ugly foe sent by the father of death,

and the faithful ask not why a young woman

with all the world in front of her is put to sleep

with no more tomorrows to have:

no ladder to ascend, no vows to take,

no travail of labor, no honeyed child to kiss,

no work to weary of—and all of life’s joys

and all of life’s sorrows closed with her eyes.

Among the things she’ll never do,

as autumn ends, and this sour news comes

with the longest night of the year,

she’ll never go apple picking again

and smell the scent of that ripe

red fruit nor feel its heft in her hand.





BE’ER GEHENNA

EFRAT RAPOPORT

After years of searching, weary and close to despair, I finally found a place where I could hide from death. I will not elaborate on the whereabouts of this place and the people who live there, but for the sake of the story let’s just say that it was a medium-sized town tucked in the Judean mountains, not too far from Jerusalem, but not too far from Tel Aviv either. A perfect location—convenient yet not too conspicuous. I shall call this town Be’er Gehenna.

In Be’er Gehenna I hoped to finally find peace. My life until that point was a dreadful whirlwind of worries and fear. Wherever I went, danger was snapping its sharp teeth at my heels. My life may have seemed normal, but it was nothing but a thin facade. To the world, I was another balding, pouchy-stomached physics teacher who retired too soon, living off his dead mother’s savings. But behind the scenes, I was leading a military campaign of utmost complexity, planning thousands of schemes to outsmart danger. An unleashed dog here, a deadly virus there, a fatal pollution above, treacherous stairs below, and worse of all—humans. They could all easily kill you. I feared death so much that I barely lived my life. But in Be’er Gehenna, the death record stands at a comforting mathematical zero.

In Be’er Gehenna things are safe and simple, just as they should be. The streets are wide and well lit. The traffic lights work in perfect sync, and bicycle riders are never seen without helmets. You don’t have to put your faith in heavens when you step onto the pedestrian crossing. The drivers are exceptionally kind, stick to their lane religiously, and honk just to say hello. You don’t have to walk with fear that at any moment a wild scooter rider will break the line of standing cars and run into you. In Be’er Gehenna, a red light is a red light. There’s no need to fear swaggering truck drivers, drunken teenagers, and swarming pedestrians with their eyes glued to wicked little screens.

The residents of Be’er Gehenna are impossibly nice and well-mannered. A husband will never attack his wife or neighbor with a long knife. Perverts and child abductors do not hide between the bushes in the playgrounds. The buildings are strong and well-built, and bricks do not fall on the heads of passersby. Not only this, but the residents of Be’er Gehenna have sound judgment. They do not fly on planes that crash, or board trains that derail. Their sons and daughters serve in the military, but go for safe, clerical roles and will never risk their souls for praise and glory in the battlefield. Should a war occur, as sometimes happens in our area, the residents of Be’er Gehenna are nimble and fast to find shelter from rockets and bombs. Everything is done patiently, pleasantly, and politely. It’s no wonder it’s impossible to die there.

I found a house in Be’er Gehenna; spacious, full of light, and built from Jerusalem stone. It was inspected for mold, fungus, spores, electromagnetic radiation, nuclear radiation, non-ionizing radiation, ammonia, lead, radon, and ghosts. Its former residents, a family with five children, had just left for an unknown destination. Rumor had it, and I got it confirmed by the mayor himself, that one of the children attempted smoking a cigarette, a good enough reason to be expelled from town. Needless to say, I had the house thoroughly aired before I moved in.

The acceptance interviews for Be’er Gehenna were very serious, as one would expect from such a highly regarded community. I had to go through a series of check-ups to prove, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that I would not pose a danger to myself or to others around me. My balance was tested, to assess the risk of slipping in the bathtub or the stairs. I went through arduous stress tests, and was systematically exposed to a range of allergens to evaluate my reaction to the local flora and fauna. A young lady with a broad smile inspected my car and joined me for a few rides around town, just to make sure I was an exemplary driver. Finally, I was requested to provide a full and detailed medical record and recommendation letters from five different doctors.

After this series of tests, I committed in writing not to touch food with artificial colors, as they are known to be harmful to your memory. I happily vowed not to charge my mobile device next to my head at night (it causes cancer), and not to stand next to the microwave while it’s operating (it is not unequivocal it doesn’t). I also agreed to install a camera and microphones around the house so that the town’s rescue teams would be able to monitor my wellbeing.

These restrictions were somewhat lacking, in my opinion. I made a couple of suggestions to the town council, including banning food with preservatives, as some of them could be extremely dangerous to one’s health. I also recommended limiting the usage of helium balloons in birthday parties, since their untimely explosion could cause hearing impairment. The council promised they would consider my requests with utmost seriousness, and I was appeased.

And just like that, I was reborn in Be’er Gehenna to a life of peace, quiet, safety and contentment. My overpowering fear of death could finally recede. My initial experiences in the town were indeed very satisfactory, and met my highest expectations. When I attempted to pet my neighbor’s dog, I was handed a pair of bite proof gloves to protect my hands. When I played basketball with my new friends, my rubber ball was politely replaced with a sponge ball. It did not bounce, true, but it was an excellent protection from injuries. Such cautiousness, such forethought and consideration for others. I felt truly inspired.

Here and there minor incidents occurred, but they were negligent. I do remember, for example, how sorry I was to find out that sharp knives could not be kept in Be’er Gehenna. This fact was revealed to me, of all times, when I was about to eat my first steak, juicy and roasted to perfection on my newly bought grill. A sharp knife means a short life, they said. Well, I could empathize with that. I also remember my astonishment when a member of the rescue team barged into my house while I was taking a bath at 42 degrees Celsius. After my initial shock, she justified her actions by explaining that a water temperature above 40 degrees Celsius is not healthy for one’s heart. After this unfortunate event, the first warning was filed in my personal file, but I could not blame the town council.

Out of all of these minor incidents, I will never forget the incident that happened the summer I celebrated a decade in Be’er Gehenna. It was late at night when I heard a knock on my door. I opened it to see my neighbors, a young couple, pale and frightened.

“We are so sorry about the hour,” said my neighbor breathlessly, not even pausing to say hello. “The baby is coming,” he continued, indicating his pregnant wife. “We have to get to the hospital, but our car won’t start.”

I was, by then, a longstanding, well-respected citizen of Be’er Gehenna. I knew my neighbors well. My impression was that they were serious, responsible people. I was truly amazed by their behavior, their sheer carelessness. I opened my mouth to scold them, but before I could do so the woman wailed and crumpled to the floor. I was seized by terror that she was going to die right then and there, soiling the town’s reputation and my doormat forever.

“Get into the car!” I shouted, cold sweat dripping from my brow.

We got into my car and started driving towards the nearest hospital. It was a chilly, heavily fogged night on the mountain; a night to stay sheltered in one’s home. But what choice did I have?

The hospital was located in Tifzoreth, a madhouse compared to Be’er Gehenna; a town full of winding, narrow allies, dead-end streets, and diabolical roads that chew and spit you out. Drenched in sweat, the woman’s screams turning my blood cold, I tried to navigate the car in the fog as fast as I could.

After what seemed like eternity, I finally saw the neon lights of the hospital gleaming in the distance. It was not the main entrance, but a back one, a fort of light looming from the mists.

A bright red no-entry sign stood at the entrance to the street. I stopped the car and squinted, as if the sign might disappear if I stared hard enough. A blood-chilling scream from the back seat jerked me from my fruitless efforts. There was no time to look for another entrance. The street was completely deserted. I looked to the left, I looked to the right, and in a swift motion kicked the gas pedal and crossed the no-entry sign with a jolt. I lurched to a stop at the entrance to the hospital and my neighbors rolled out and disappeared in a jumble of thanks, moans and cries.

The baby was born healthy and well, or so I was told. When I arrived at my neighbors’ house the following week to congratulate them, I was astounded to find the door barred and my presence unwelcome. After a few days, an official complaint was filed in the town council. It described how on the eve of the twenty-second of Kislev, the third month of the Hebrew calendar, I put the life of said neighbor, his wife and their unborn child at risk when I crossed a no-entry sign.

The complaint I myself filed against my neighbors on that very eve, accusing them of putting the life of their unborn child at risk by not readying their car in advance, was accepted, and I was eventually absolved. My neighbors were expelled from Be’er Gehenna, and I can only hope that wherever they went, they will show more responsibility when it comes to their vehicle and its maintenance.

I did not know it yet, but looking back, that event marked the turning point from which everything started to sour. The rare unpleasantries mentioned earlier started happening more and more often. One time, the neighbors noticed that one of the flowers I planted in my garden might be toxic if a child inadvertently ate it. Despite my public apology, written and published in Be’er Gehenna’s weekly newsletter, I could not ignore the suspicion and disdain that crept into the wide smiles of my friends. Some of them started avoiding me in the shopping center, slipping into random shops when I passed by.

Another time, I broke the little toe of my foot at the corner of the door, causing the rescue team in its entirety to rush to my house. This minor event would not have been so detrimental to my reputation if, at the very same time, the green grocer’s wife hadn’t choked on a prune and almost died. Fortunately, every citizen of Be’er Gehenna goes through comprehensive first aid training, and she was saved, despite the rescue team being tied up by my transgression.

I do not know how things went that wrong, but one day I was told by the doctor that I had a rare, grave illness. I decided not to share the sad news with my friends in Be’er Gehenna. My life went on as normal, with the exception of furtive visits to the hospital for experimental treatments. All of these proved useless. Being the first dead in Be’er Gehenna was not an option I enjoyed imagining. I’d put my faith in Be’er Gehenna that it would somehow protect me from this destiny that I didn’t deserve and that I tried to escape with all my might. In my dreams, a magical cure was found in the very tap water of Be’er Gehenna, but in reality I lost more weight, grew paler, and sometimes forgot the names of friends when I saw them on the street.

One evening, there was a short, sharp knock on the door. Long minutes passed before I managed to lift my tired body from the couch. After a minute of hesitation, I recognized the Honorable Mayor of Be’er Gehenna, him and no other, standing at the door. He was accompanied by three council members with grim faces. I shook his hand warmly, and he indicated that I should get into the black car in front of my house.

As the car glided down Be’er Gehenna’s main street and passed the town hall, I asked what was the matter and where were we going. The mayor turned from the front seat to look at me. He talked and talked but I couldn’t quite catch what he was saying due to the permanent fog in my head. I managed to grasp a sentence here and there—“we have seen your medical record, it’s for the best, it’s not personal”—and then I understood that I would need to continue my medical treatments outside Be’er Gehenna. I preferred not to leave my home, but I was a reasonable man, and in fact I admired the town council for finding a solution that protected its citizens from the illnesses of others, but still allowed for recuperation, even if one had to temporarily relocate. It was the least I could do to ensure that no one else would be adversely affected by my illness.

After a short drive the car stopped in a dark vineyard at the edge of Be’er Gehenna. The sugary scent of ripe grapes in the night air filled my lungs. It brought back long forgotten childhood memories, before the great fear of death had woken in me. Back then, I used to play in the fields with my siblings with no worries in my heart. These were sweet, happy days, and I almost forgot them completely until that very moment.

The mayor led me deep into the vineyard. His three companions followed us silently. “Well, here we are,” said the mayor. “This is the border of Be’er Gehenna.” Distant lights flickered in the night, emanating from neighboring settlements in Sde-Gidron municipality. A wisp of cool wind started blowing between the vines, gently shaking the leaves. “If you take just one step forward, you will be out of Be’er Gehenna.”

I listened to the mayor in silence. The line was invisible, arbitrary, but for me it was full of meaning. In many ways, it defined my life. I turned to the mayor to explain that this evening and the vineyard were charming, but that it was getting late and we should really get going. We were on our way, after all, to the place where I could convalesce.

“Ah,” said the mayor. clapping his hands once, “that place you are going to is right here. Just take a few steps forward and you shall see.”

I stepped forward with confidence, but suddenly I was filled with dread. I felt cold metal against the back of my head. It was the mayor, and he was holding a gun.

“What is this?” I asked, my voice trembling.

“Nothing to make a fuss about, my dear old friend,” said the mayor. “Everybody dies.”

“Not in Be’er Gehenna,” I protested. “Not in Be’er Gehenna,” I said again, my voice straining with the conviction that had brought me to Be’er Gehenna in the first place.

“That is true,” said the mayor, not without empathy. “Nobody dies in Be’er Gehenna.”

I nodded slowly, as the gun scraped against my nape. A strange sense of relief filled me. This would be it. “Can I make one last request?” I asked.

“Of course,” said the mayor.

“Once I’m dead, it’s fine to leave my body in Sde Gidron. But please remove my heart and bury it in Be’er Gehenna.” My home, I wanted to add.

There was a moment of silence. I guessed the mayor exchanged looks with his assistants.

He cleared his throat. “Look here,” the mayor said, his voice apologetic, “it would take hours—dissecting, extracting, digging, hiding the evidence. It’s a cold night, you see. We could catch a cold up here. Even pneumonia, God forbid.”

I blushed with shame. “You are right,” I apologized. “I should have thought about that.”

“It’s nothing, forget it,” said the mayor. “Let’s get on with it, then.”

I nodded and closed my eyes.

I heard a click, followed by a split-second of never-ending pain.

Then came a big, all-engulfing, final sigh. So exhausted I was from trying to escape Death, that I fell into its arms like a weary traveler finally finding his way back home.





FLIRTING WITH ATROPOS

MICHAEL J. GALKO

Back in the days of deep Dolor,

stuck in the neck of the bottle,

the world coming in through

three feet of dark plastic,

I got to know her well.

Here, hiking in the Dolomiti

you can always brush her hand,

approach the edge of any cliff—

another step and your thread

flaps easy in the breeze.

Then, we were almost half-selves.

When staring at the pistols arrayed

in rows at the sports shop her counsel

was circumspect. A classicist,

she has no fear of spilt brains,

but the brash brusque suddenness

of the bullet’s American unspooling

was not for her. More at home

in the garage, taking the measure

of a belt, a hose, or a plank

that may or may not hold one’s corpus.

The kinetic energy of gunpowder

for her was never a man’s own muscle.

But she always seemed to know

through the years of our tender

slow dance, as I poured through every

form of self-hatred, that Papa’s lonely

shotgun would not in the end be my fate–

and kicking up a blessed dust

in the mountains of his great war

would be. Somehow I lived. I stopped

browsing the Colts and Glocks, pacing

the hotel balconies of strange cities

with expensive designer cocktails.

The garage became a garage

again, not a place to swing. The plastic

melted. She left me a note I misplaced.

I found the lines in my head— Go there.

take your thread and walk it out.





MAD LOVE

ACAMEA DEADWILER

You don’t know hunger. Not like we did. You don’t know hunger that surpasses pain. When your body is too weak to send distress signals. When your organs have shifted from fight to flight, to surrender. When you don’t even have energy to fuel the aching. I’ve been there.

I’m there once again whenever my mind takes me back more than three decades, to the hardwood floor in the ground-level apartment with the bright red door. It’s a private entrance, no hallways or shared access points stand between it and the world that carries on without us. My baby brother and I watch The Care Bears Movie on a loop. Doing something we’ve always done tricks us into believing everything’s fine.

I lie there, long after the movie fades, watching the insides of my eyelids turn from black to burnt orange as cracks of light push through the opening front door. My eyelids manage to peel halfway back for the briefest of moments. Just long enough to know we’re no longer alone.

Hands hoist and gently stretch my tiny body along what feels like a bed. It starts to roll. Travel across the indoor/outdoor threshold is marked by a cool breeze that whisks over my face. I’d forget all the days prior spent waiting to be found. This day is upon us now though I am unappreciative as the sun sets on my suffering.

I remember what came before, spreading bacon on top of the heating vent to cook. That was after we’d devoured the raw hotdogs and any food that didn’t require preparation. It felt like hours waiting for each piece to warm, slowly curling into a darker shade of pink. Holding back any longer seemed impossible and we stuffed slimy fistfuls into our tiny mouths. When the bacon ran out, our time started to do the same.

I can revisit the dining room table where we sat on the day preceding those that led us here, anticipating what turned out to be the last meal our mother prepared for us in this apartment. It was Quaker Oats. The warm air was spicy and sweet and I knew she’d added cinnamon and raisins, just how I liked it.

My brother and I launched into our usual “time to eat” chair dance—a synchronized sibling routine the two of us developed before opportunities to perform it grew scarce. We stopped mid-bop when our mother emerged, wild-eyed and ashen-faced, from the kitchen holding the pot. She dug a spoon into the oatmeal, fixing her gaze inside the pot as though something there didn’t belong. Her body stilled.

All these years later I can see my eyes lifting to meet my mother’s. My eyes following her back into the kitchen where she scraped all the oatmeal into the trash. Then to her opening our refrigerator and scanning its contents before grabbing an armful. She paced from the refrigerator to the garbage can and back again. Dumping more and more items into the trash as if on autopilot, with the fever of a person carrying out an urgent mission. Back and forth she went, muttering about how “they” poisoned our food.

My lip quivered watching her, spoon still clutched in my fist. My brother and I stared at her, anticipating further instruction. We stared at each other when those instructions never came. We stared at the covered windows, at the slices of California sunshine forcing entry into our asylum.

I remember. I remember tiptoeing past my sleeping mother during the secret survival sessions that followed. Sessions of defiant hotdog eating and bacon warming. Voyages concluded with my brother and I taking turns atop our little bathroom stool, drinking water from the faucet.

Occasionally my mother opened her eyes. “What are you doing?” she’d ask, often in a voice almost too soft to hear. Without ever waiting for an answer, she’d tell us to come back and sit down.

But we soon realized that most of the time, even if she was looking in our direction, my mother didn’t see us. She was watching something beyond the realm of our existence. Only now and then did her awareness snap back toward our presence.

I see the three of us cramped atop couch cushions tossed to the floor because my mother believed spies were peering in from the canyon behind our building. She drew the blinds while instructing us to stay well below the windows that could offer them a line of sight. But then she announced that the floor was contaminated, and we couldn’t touch its surface for even a second or we’d absorb poison. Our living space compressed to the narrow airspace below the window sill and above the cushions buffering us from the hardwood.

When my brother or I needed to use the bathroom, our mother got on all fours and had us mount her back. She carried us, one at a time, to and from the toilet. It was like a pony ride at first. Everything seemed like an adventure as we rode her slight frame around the apartment.

We had to be extra still and quiet when Cee-Cee knocked on the door, though. She was my neighbor and best friend who came by almost daily to see if I could play with her outside. I melted into the cushions, made myself invisible until she gave up hope and left.

Trips to the bathroom became less exciting. My mother moved slower. Her knees squeaked as they dragged across the floor. I could barely stay upright for the rides and mustered only a sluggish sliding dismount from her back to a slumped position on the toilet seat.

She’d lie on the floor, waiting for me to finish so she could haul me back to our cushions. Upon returning, we’d collapse into a heap and rest. It always felt like night.

I’m back at day four without food. Or maybe it was day fourteen—the days bled into each other, the passage of time marked only by altered states. By stages of weakness. Everything looks blurry now. My legs wobbled when I tried to use them. Moving my body felt like a task I was not adequately equipped to perform. So, I ceased trying.

My memories stop and don’t start again until the red front door banged open. Until someone carried me away and I awoke inside of a hospital. Most else escapes me.

I forget that before separated by psychosis, my mother and I loved each other. I forget that she always took care of us until one day she didn’t. That she was still “mommy” escapes me a little more each day.

Until one day, a reminiscent journey takes an unusual turn. I remember that in the depths of her despair—when my mother was convinced our floor was contaminated and untouchable—she dropped to her hands and knees and crawled with us on her back. She touched the poisoned wood, so her children wouldn’t have to.





ONE DAY

KWAME SOUND DANIELS

I love you like food. I keep myself from you,

take the heat, leave you bare.

I deny you your baking. I put you in a pan instead.

How many times have you gone hungry?

When does the ache in your belly subside?

One day, I will love you like a meal.

I will love you like holding a spoon to your mouth.

I will love you like bread and cheese, like the sweet pop

of white grapes between teeth, like harissa on potato.

I will love you like setting a pot of pulao on the table.

Like a serving spoon knocking against the rim of a bowl.

One day, when we look in a mirror,

we will see a self that needs to be fed.

One day, we will be our own home.





I WASN’T THERE

SUBHAGA CRYSTAL BACON

Cancer came and took a lung,

then came and took the rest

of him. And I wasn’t there though

I’d spent more than my paid time off

to sit beside him as he lay

on the couch, often with my cheek

on his half empty chest, his hand

still large in the knuckles, on my head.

In his pain the night before, my mother

had given him the morphine, maybe

she gave him a little more. That’s how

grief can be: a pain so deep you

aim where you can for relief. The doctor

said he might not die peacefully in his sleep.

And he didn’t. He died after waking

for a moment to look at my mother,

naked in her love, and take his leave.





REVOLUTIONS IN TIME

ELIZABETH LEE

Rewind / Miriam

My mother looks so beautiful when she hasn’t yet birthed me. Despite the spotty glow of the traffic lights, her beauty is noticeable; she is still young and doesn’t know postpartum depression, sleepless nights shredded by my wails, white suburban mothers’ pursed red lips as she picks me up from school in her laundromat clothes.

She is so beautiful, refreshing, like cool water in parched summer heat. She is lovely, like dewdrops in early morning light. She is strong, like a waterfall in constant radiance. I lean against the bus-stop sign, watching her, waiting, aching. I want to touch her, the cuff of her work sleeve, the fifty-cent claw clip clasping her unruly hair, the solid warmth of her middle—hold her there, in the middle of the street, never let her go, Uhma I missed you, Uhma, it’s me, Miriam. I’m here to save you. Uhma.

It was rainy when she drove to pick me up from church. I had been behaving badly lately, sneaking out at night, drinking at parties, forgoing my homework, and it was showing under my eyes and on my report card. She caught me climbing back in through my window one morning and sentenced me to a month-long grounding and signed me up to volunteer at the Southern Virginia Korean Presbyterian Church fundraiser the following weekend. I was pretty sure she’d promised Moksanim my help anyway, and the punishment was just an easy excuse to force me into it.

I was on daycare duty in one of those tiny preschool rooms with bright Noah’s ark animals plastered on the walls so I wasn’t in the gymnasium, which was where it happened.

But it hasn’t happened yet; it won’t happen for seventeen more years. Right now, in the beforehand, when I don’t exist yet, she’s crossing the street to catch the bus home. She’s got a satchel that holds her sewing kit and an empty lunchbox. Her clothes are a baggy linen that falls limply on her thin figure, and her hands look ten years older than the rest of her. Seventeen years from now, when she walks into the church gymnasium, her face will have deeper lines and her cheeks will be sallow. The bags beneath her eyes will be on the front page of the national newspapers, which will be strewn across our kitchen table covering half-empty casserole dishes, and the inky print will be smeared with minutes-old tears.

But she doesn’t know that, not right now. She doesn’t know the man following her, who spends his nights browsing videos of Asian women with slim feet moaning about daddy. She doesn’t know that in five years he will be incarcerated for second-degree rape, but that will be too late for her and many other women. She will have a baby, mournfully, hatefully, lovefully. She will sing to the child and worry for the child’s safety, and the child will not care. She will hear a thump in the night as the child shimmies through the window, scantily clad and too drunk to know which way is up, and her heart will break in a thousand ways. She will look for her child at the fundraiser in the church gymnasium and instead find the barrel of a gun and the face of a man who has had a bad day.

I’m not supposed to be here, in this time, in the beforehand. The child doesn’t exist yet. But that man was not supposed to be in the church gymnasium, and this man is not supposed to follow my mother, and why are they allowed to exist?

I board the bus right behind her. I can feel the man’s presence behind me, his eyes shifting to me. I sit beside my mother, and she smiles politely at me, unable to make out in the darkness the contours of my cheeks or the roundness of my nose that the church aunties will say exactly matches hers. With tired creaks, the bus lurches into motion. I count the stops as she nods off. Her head bumps against my shoulder, and I straighten my torso so that her head shifts into the crook of my neck. I resist the urge to lean into her, even though every torn piece of me longs to draw closer.

When it happened, when we heard the gunshots and the yelling, we turned off the lights and hid under the tables. We told the preschoolers we were pretending to be David hiding from King Saul, and we had to be absolutely still. As we crouched in the dark, breaths low and level, I thought of my mother and how she said she’d pick me up. I thought, it’s too early for her to leave the laundromat. Then I remembered sometimes she leaves early on Saturdays. Another scream pierced the air, and I held a little girl close to me, her body soft and warm in my arms, and I remembered how my mother used to hold me this way. I told myself, Go find her, save her. But, I thought, I have to look after the kids. The girl was shaking, and as I pulled her closer, I realized I was the one who was shaking. I told myself she might be okay, she might not be here yet. She might be at the laundromat. God, I prayed, God, please let her be at the laundromat.

Before her stop I pull the cord, pretending to accidentally jostle her, apologetically, and she lifts her head and squints at the LCD screen. I let her pass before me off the bus. As I descend, I feel his presence behind me once again, a shadow. The distance between my mother and me lengthens as she walks, her strides solid and brisk, and I force myself to shorten my steps, linger. His eyes scan my silhouette, head to toe to head, and I tell myself to breathe. I tell myself, Don’t let him look ahead. Don’t let him see Uhma. I tell myself, This time, I’ll save her. I walk slowly, steadily, one foot in front of the other, down the alley, killing time.

Under the table in the preschool room, my breath shallow, I’d thought, God, if you take her away, who will I have left?

If it works, I won’t exist anymore. Or maybe I will be here, stuck in this time, nameless. They will ask for my identification in the hospital, and I will think of my driver’s permit in my desk drawer, issued seventeen years from now, Miriam Lim, age sixteen, brown eyes, but I will say I do not know who I am. Maybe I never did. They’ll gaze down at me and murmur, She’s traumatized, poor thing. They’ll say to me, Listen, there are options. There’s abortion. But, obviously, we don’t encourage it.

If it works, she will move to California. She will get an email from Joonho, Joonho from high school: I have a job here, you can too, we can have a life together. She won’t say, I have a child. She won’t say, Your mom wouldn’t like it, me having a child. She won’t stare at the child reproachfully, uncertain whether to hate it or save it. She will move, and she’ll never walk into the Southern Virginia Korean Presbyterian Church gymnasium on that day.

She’d yelled at me when she caught me crawling through the window. You could have been killed, she’d said. You don’t know what kind of people are outside at this time. Do you know what could have happened to you?

She has almost reached the other end of the alley now, where there are lights and people. I slow my pace. She’s turned the corner now; I can’t see her anymore. I’ll never see her again.

I drop my keys, and they clatter loudly on the pavement. My heart thuds as his fingers close around the jangly ring. His breath is hot on my neck as he rises behind me. Then he’s right beside me, his shadow looming as he offers the keys. If I look up now, I will see his face.

“Did you drop these?” he says.

Repeat / Lina

When did I become a woman? I think if I had to pinpoint a day, it would be when Baba brought home the record player. That was when I understood my parents for the first time—or at least, the first time I realized I understood them. Now, six years later, I sometimes forget there was a time when I didn’t understand.

I slip through the apartment door and slide the lock. Without piano lessons, I have less to do on Saturdays than I did in middle school, even with work and scholarship essays. Mama is still in the restaurant, counting stock in the mid-afternoon lull, and Jean’s at her singing lesson. I drink a glass of water and stare at the record player. I walk up to it and brush away the thick layer of dust that has gathered on the platter. I draw a large paper square from my backpack and slide the record from its sleeve. I fit the record and set the needle.

I’ll meet you at skyward crossing
When you fall fast asleep

Baba loved to sing. After dinner, he’d change the channel from the news to Austin City Limits and sway along. His favorite band that played was the Coincidentals. When they came on, he lifted Jean into his arms and twirled her around until she couldn’t breathe from laughter and nausea, and Mama said, “Ya, get over here and do the dishes. You’re not the only one who works all day.” Then Baba took Mama by the hand and swung her around the living room until she couldn’t help but smile.

On that day, the day of the record player, I was helping Mama with dinner and Jean was doing her letters at the table when Baba burst into the kitchen. He said, “Lina, Jeanie, look what I got!”

Jean said, “Baba, look at my sentences.”

Baba read Jean’s sentences and said you’re so smart, Jeanie, these are perfect letters. He said, “Now look, look what I got from Mr. Koo.”

“What is it?” Jean asked. I was washing lettuce with Mama, and she shook the leaves violently, spraying the sink in a shower of angry water.

Baba set up the player and put on a record.

I’ll meet you at skyward crossing, a voice sang, when you fall fast asleep.

Baba hooked Jean by her tiny hands and waltzed her around the room, singing along in his strong tenor.

“How much did that cost you,” Mama demanded. “Hm?”

“Not much,” Baba said. “Koo was clearing out his storage. I promised him my xiaolongbao at his church fundraiser.”

“You’re not even Korean,” Mama said, chopping at an onion. “Or Christian.”

No one’s sad at skyward crossing
No one ever weeps

Now I stare at the spinning disk, shocked the record’s resurrection doesn’t correspond to my shattered world. I watch the disk turn round and round, easily, continuously. The needle pulls inward, tracing a path toward the center. When the song comes to an end I move the needle back to the start, trying to find something new in the words of the song, something old in the record’s grooves. Every moment, I think, is a moment that will never repeat itself.

There’s a rumor here that I’m missing you badly
It’s just a thing that I’ve heard

“Not even Korean,” Mama said again. “Not Christian. You care about Koo’s family more than your own.”

“It’s a coalition,” Baba insisted. “Asians help Asians. Besides, he gave me this beautiful record player. What do you think, Lina?” he asked me. “Good deal, no?”

I smiled. I wanted to dance too, but instead I salted the soup.

“It’s a fundraiser,” Baba said. “At his church—the Southern Virginia Korean Presbyterian Church or something like that. They’re helping children with AIDS in India. It’s for social good. How can I withhold my world-famous xiaolongbao for a cause so worthy?”

“We’re your family,” Mama said. “We’re worthy.”

“It’s kind of a sad song, isn’t it?” I asked Baba.

In response, Baba sang, “Ooooooooooo.”

Tears fall down but I’m falling up
Nowhere to go but skyward

They used to fight all the time. I would hear them after dinner while doing homework in my room, over the sounds of dishwashing. The waterlogged tones carried down the hall—they thought speaking in Chinese rendered them inaudible. At first I thought it was about the record player, but later, I knew it wasn’t.

“They have to go to college,” Mama said. “I want them to go to college.”

“They will go to college,” Baba replied.

“You’re spending money like we don’t need it. Why are you buying silly things?”

“It’s not silly,” Baba said. “It’s music. Jeanie loves it. And it’s good for them. Good for the brain. Lina’s only twelve—we’ll have plenty saved for her by the time she goes to college.”

“I want them to be safe. I want them to have everything.”

“They’ll be safe. They’ll have everything,” Baba said. “School, a house, a car, everything. Husband, dog, three-ply toilet paper, record player—”

There was a broken porcelain sound, and the tap stopped running. “Aiya,” I heard Baba say. “Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?”

A long silence.

“I can’t get anything through to you.” Mama’s shrill voice broke the nighttime calm. “You don’t care at all! Not at all!” Another shattering noise, but not a dish.

When I left for school the next morning, I noticed a slice of record in the trash can that said Coinci and another that said dentals.

I’ve run out of words for loving you
Please kiss the kids for me

My phone is ringing. I lift the needle and answer.

“The restaurant is going to be busy soon,” Mama tells me. “We have lots of people coming for prom night.”

“I’m coming.” I hang up and place the needle back on the record. I go to my room and put on black slacks and a black top. I pin my hair in a bun.

Words that trickle down windows like rain
Fracture the time so it moves quickly

A week after the broken record, I came home from piano lessons and found Mama crying at the kitchen table. Mama, who never cried. She saw me see her and said, “Baba went to Mr. Koo’s church with his xiaolongbao.”

I pulled out a chair beside her.

“There was a shooting,” she said.

I sat down hard.

When did I become a woman? 4:16 p.m. on a Friday in ninth grade, when I passed by Victoria’s Secret after school with my friend and she said, Let’s go in and get measured. And we did, and I was a 32C, but I didn’t buy any bras because I was saving for college, and the ones at Target fit me fine.

When did I become a woman? 10:47 p.m. on a Wednesday in seventh grade, when I sat on the toilet and clutched my lower abdomen and felt the blood slide out of me and wished that this pain was the only kind I’d ever known.

When did I become a woman? Sixth grade, right after the “tragedy” as the papers called it, but at the time it still felt like an impossibility. Mama wouldn’t leave her room, so I cradled Jean in my arms and said, “Mama isn’t feeling well right now,” and Jean, who’d just returned from her singing lesson and hadn’t heard yet, said, “Will she feel better soon?” And I said, “I hope so,” but I thought, maybe never. And Jean said, “Maybe she’ll feel better if she listens to music. Baba always feels better when he turns on music.” And I said, “I don’t think that’s a good idea, not right now.”

Oh, silent woman, do not cry
Your grief won’t reach me

We went to the funeral and huddled on plastic chairs as people I didn’t know said words. Beside me, Jean was crying. On my other side, Mama sat straight with tight white lips.

No one’s sad at skyward crossing
No one ever weeps

On my way down to the restaurant I walk past the Koos’ door and see Sarah Koo bunched up in swaths of purple taffeta that trail out the doorway, leaning on Jason Lindstrom’s arm to support her wobbly five-inch heels, and hear Mr. Koo say, “When did my daughter become such a beautiful young woman?”

I’ll meet you at skyward crossing
When you fall fast asleep

After one week of Korean food brought by Mrs. Koo, Mama shook herself out of a bed-ridden stupor and dragged me to the kitchen table. She held papers out to me and jabbed her fingers at the numbers. “This is what we have saved,” she told me. “These are the bills. The apartment. The restaurant. The water. Electricity. Your lessons.” Another jab. “This is what we make.”

“You can cut my piano lessons,” I said. “Just don’t cut Jean’s.”

Mama looked at me for a long time. She said you know what this means right? And I said yes. She said, “You need to get a scholarship.”

I didn’t say, Mom, I’m twelve. I didn’t say, What about the college fund? Instead, I stared at the record player on the coffee table. I bit my lip and said okay.

No one’s sad at skyward crossing
No one ever weeps

“Dad, stop,” Sarah says, embarrassed and pleased. We used to be friends, Sarah and I; we watched cartoons at her place because her family had cable. After school, Baba would feed us extra xiaolongbao from the lunch hour. Now Sarah sees me pass by in my restaurant clothes, and she averts her eyes, staring down at her metallic shoes. Then Mrs. Koo, holding a Nikon, waves Sarah over to the fireplace to pose with her dad.

I think about Baba swinging Jean around. I think about them singing together, at the top of their lungs, to Bocelli, the most perfect duet. I think about Baba standing in the doorway at my piano recital, having raced over after the lunch rush. He’d brought me flowers and afterward said, “Is that my daughter? When did she learn to play so beautifully?” I grab an apron from the hooks on the back door of the restaurant.

When? In an unrepeatable moment.

Restore / Yuna

I saw Imo in a dream. I couldn’t really see her face, but I knew it was my aunt because she was smoking. The smoke flew out of her mouth in tiny streamers, and she said, “The thing I like about being dead is I can smoke without your mom nagging me.” When I woke up, it was 9:34 a.m.

I told Uhma about it while I was eating toast at 10:03 a.m. and she said, “You can’t smoke in Heaven.” My mom’s eyebrows were wrinkled up, and she was squinting at some papers in front of her, which meant she wasn’t actually listening very hard to me.

I asked her why not and she said God doesn’t condone smoking. She looked up from her papers and said that in Heaven, people are so happy they don’t need to smoke, and go get dressed, Yuna, we’re going to be late for the funeral.

I put on my black dress and sat on Yujun’s bed as he dressed. The clock on the bedside table said 10:21 a.m. I watched my brother button his shirt up and told him about what Uhma said. He said hmm and held out his cuff for me to button.

“Ohpa,” I said, pushing the button through the hole, and he said what. I said, “Does that mean Imo was unhappy?”

“I mean, yeah,” he said, reaching for his watch. It was real leather, and he was very proud of it. “Didn’t she always seem kind of unhappy?”

I leaned back on his bed and stared at the glow-in-the-dark stars stuck on his ceiling.

“Maybe you didn’t notice because she was always so nice to you,” Yujun said. “Imo liked you a lot.”

“She didn’t like you?”

“Not as much. Pass me my tie?”

I picked his tie off the pillow and held it up in the air. “Uhma likes us the same.”

He took it. “That rule only applies for moms, not for aunts.”

I counted eight stars on his ceiling, one for each year I’ve been alive.

“Do you think it hurts?” I asked. “When you die?”

“If it did, I don’t think it lasted long,” Yujun said. I could hear the tightness in his voice that meant he was trying to tie his tie. “They said the shot was clean and quick.”

I sat back up. He was staring at his knot in the mirror. He looked up and met my eyes. “Anyway,” he said, “she’s all right now. She’s in Heaven.”

We left the house at 11:05 a.m. instead of 11:00 a.m. because Uhma took a long time getting ready. She kept checking and rechecking her purse for her wallet and phone and papers. When we got there, there were a bunch of people from church and a bunch of other people I didn’t recognize. I told Yujun I didn’t know that so many people knew Imo, and he said they didn’t, they just felt bad for us.

We looked at the casket before the ceremony. Imo’s face was pale and powdery. There were those angry-looking lines between her eyebrows, the same ones that Uhma had, but Imo’s were always there and Uhma’s only came out when she was concentrating. It was weird to see Imo lying so still because she had always been very shaky and jumpy. I thought maybe if I touched her she would start shaking and get out of the box, but when I touched her arm her skin was cold and I ran outside.

Imo told me once that God and Heaven were outside of time. That was when she still believed in God and Heaven and went to church with us every week. She told me this when I was flipping through my flashcards, the ones that had clock faces on them to help me learn to tell the time. She said, “Isn’t that cool? What do you think it’s like, outside of time?” I thought it was kind of scary, the idea of not having time to do anything, but now I think that maybe everything is still going on for Imo even though she looks stopped to us. Time has stopped for Imo, but that’s because now she’s outside of time.

I saw Imo again during the funeral, at 12:42 p.m. Uhma was giving a speech about her, and for some reason I started crying. A lot of strangers offered me tissues, and Yujun put his arm around me. Then Imo said in my ear, “What are you crying about, Yuna, hm? Nothing to cry about, okay? You’re what, eight years old now? Such a big girl, you can handle anything.” And she took my head in her arms and stroked my hair.

Then everyone got up and looked at Imo in the casket. Imo had left my side by then, and when we walked up to the box again, she was there, cold and still.

At 1:49 p.m. we left the funeral place and ate fried chicken. A lot of the people who had been at the funeral came and ate with us. The chicken was hot and crispy, and I ate a lot. I told Yujun that Imo came up to me during the funeral, but he was playing Candy Crush so all he said was, “That’s crazy, Yuna.”

I got bored after a while, so Uhma gave us money to get ice cream at the store next door. The clock in the store said 2:54 p.m. I sat on the curb of the parking lot with Yujun and licked my cookies n’ cream and thought about Imo. She was really pretty, like Uhma, but in a different way. They had the same eyes, large and warm, but Imo had a pointy chin and thin cheeks, and Uhma had a rounder face. They were like that as people, too. I said that to Yujun, and he said he always thought Imo seemed “harsher.”

I remembered the last time that Imo and Uhma fought. They fought a lot. This time it had been about Imo living with us. They were out on the deck where they thought we couldn’t hear them, but they left the sliding door open, and I could hear some through the screen door. Imo was smoking, and Uhma was speaking Korean words. She also said “job security” and “seminary,” which was how I knew she was saying how useless Imo’s college education was. Imo shook her head and blew out smoke and said something short.

“You should try, at least,” Uhma said.

“You know I don’t believe that stuff anymore,” Imo said. “It’s all to keep women down. They don’t let you become a real pastor, you know that.”

Uhma launched into a long stream of words then. She grabbed Imo’s pack of cigarettes from the deck railing, and I thought she was going to throw them, but instead she shook one out and took the lighter and started smoking. “You’re basically saying I’m hopeless,” she said, puffing on her cigarette. “You know how much I put up with? I don’t even get paid as much as them.”

“I told you you should ask for more,” Imo said.

“I’ll ask if you do.”

Imo shook her head and laughed. “I’m not like you, Uhni,” she said. Whenever she said the Korean word for older sister, Imo’s voice went soft at the edges, like the harshness had been sucked out of her. “I’ll never be like you.”

Uhma looked at Imo for a long time, and I knew her face had gone soft in the same way Imo’s voice had. She blew out a long line of smoke, and when she spoke again her voice was softer too. She said something with “fundraiser” in it. She said “volunteer.” She said, “Show them you’re dedicated.” Then she flung her cigarette on the ground. “And quit smoking.”

Imo shook her head again. But on Saturday, she’d put on a dress and gone to the Southern Virginia Korean Presbyterian Church.

My ice cream was melting fast. Yujun had run out of lives and was reading something about a new Nintendo game. “Do you think Uhma feels bad?” I asked him.

Yujun looked at me, but I didn’t know what his face was saying. He looked back down at his phone. “Of course she does. She doesn’t sleep anymore, you know.”

I ate the last bite of my cone and wiped my sticky hands on the skirt of my dress. “How do you know?”

“I woke up to pee one time and I saw her in the kitchen. I think she was praying.” He opened Candy Crush again. “Like, really praying. She was rocking a lot, and she kept saying, ‘I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry.’”

“Maybe she was talking to Imo.”

Yujun shrugged. “Maybe.”

“What did you like most about Imo?” I asked him.

Yujun paused mid-swipe. Then he said, “One time, I failed my math test. Remember?”

I nodded. “Uhma yelled at you so much. She grounded you for a month and took away your allowance.”

Yujun glared at me. “Anyway, after that, Imo came into my room and said it was okay. She said it was just a test, and there were other things that mattered more. She said I was smart and would do well in life, but I had a good heart, and that mattered more.”

“She probably just said it all to make you feel better,” I said. “She tells me I’m smart all the time.”

Yujun shrugged. “Maybe.” Then he said, “What about you?”

Imo did flashcards with me after school. She cut up Asian pears and fed me slices and asked me about the times on the clock faces on the flashcards. If I got enough of them right, we got to eat ice cream after dinner. Imo always made sure we had cookies n’ cream in the freezer, which is the best flavor. She read with me before bed, and she let me read to her and helped me sound out the hard words. Whenever I got a hard word right, she said, “Yes! That’s my girl.”

“She gave really good hugs,” I said.

“She hardly ever gave hugs.”

“Yeah,” I said, “but maybe that’s why they were so good.”

I see Imo again three years later. Yujun is leaving for college, and I lean against the doorframe of his bedroom, looking at the empty spaces where his things used to be. I follow him outside as he carries the last box to the car, which he’s driving with his friend. Uhma looks at him worriedly, or maybe it’s just the wrinkle that has settled forever between her eyebrows. She goes up to him and tells him something, and that’s when Imo shows up. She pulls me into her side, and although I’m taller now, I fit exactly right in the dip of her waist like I always did. She kisses the top of my head and says, “It’s just you and your Uhma now—you know that, right? Will you take care of her?”

I turn my face into her stomach and inhale her scent. I wrap my arms around her and hug her for the last time.





WHAT TO BELIEVE

EVE HOFFMAN

What to believe this winter day

of life after death—

a warm muffled sewing room

rows of narrow tables

wrapped in unbleached muslin

from the ceiling over each

a single light bulb

Women

in dark ankle-length dresses

covered with long white bibb aprons

bend over the muslin-wrapped tables

fingers soothing

shards of sinew and skin

in stitches of fine thread

As final knots are tied off

stitches

begin to fade, girls and boys

of six and seven sit up, stand

up on the muslin-wrapped

sewing room tables

wearing outfits chosen for school

pictures. Hair brushed, faces scrubbed

this winter day at Sandy Hook.





THE LONELY RUNNER CONJECTURE

PONS MONTO

Besides its preeminent stature in the field of mathematics, The Lonely Runner Conjecture, at least to us runners in this experiment, remains something of a home, a frustration to endure. First posited in 1967 by the German mathematician Dr. Wills, it states that if a fixed number of runners, all running at constant though distinct speeds, continue for long enough on a circular track, each will eventually be “lonely” in that they will find themselves set apart from their peers. Its last true advance was made a half-century ago by a group of Mexicans led by number theorist and 1996 Fields medalist Dr. Niño-Mora who, by way of reducing the problem to a certain acyclic graph, proved theoretically—that is, without resorting to experimentation—the conjecture’s truth in the case of seven runners. Though we runners are rarely afforded information from without, we are each morning at the break of dawn notified through those high-mounted speakers surrounding our track (towards which we so seldom raise our eyes) that, notwithstanding the Herculean essays by the most formidable mathematicians of our generation, the conjecture in the case of eight runners remains impenetrable. Accordingly, the continued commitment of us eight runners (five men, including myself, and three women) to this most important of human experiments, in which we are actual participants, will be, from a historical point of view, appreciated.

Now, you wanted to know, fair one, in the first place, how it was my own and my fellow runners’ speeds were decided on. Is that correct? What I can say is that I am quite able to run faster, much faster, in fact, than the speed at which they have me. By this, I do not mean to suggest they are compassionate, that they have decided upon our speeds so as not to overwork us, like driving horses. Far be it from me, a mere runner, to guess at the intentions of the men behind the speakers. Indeed, it is not easy running for all of us runners, unfortunately. Old Josef, for example—ah, there he is now, coming around the bend, bound to pass us soon enough—old Josef was not assigned a speed apposite to his advanced age and audibly creaking body. They have him running faster than me. He never says a thing about it, mind you. Always he sports the most pleasant of countenances, issuing only the wisest of words. He, among all my fellow runners, I consider blessed. That they have assigned to poor Josef a speed just out of his reach is nothing short of a crime. Certainly, he will run on, committed to the conjecture as we all are, but we runners all know, whether we voice it or not, that at his speed ordained, Josef has at most a week, maybe two, of running left in him. It is shameful to admit, but, in the main, I hardly think about him. I have my own running on which to concentrate, you see, as we all do if we are to maintain our speeds, evince goodwill. It is not easy, I tell you. I am quite certain the others feel bad, worse than bad, for old Josef, but such is our fate. We do as our abilities allow.

The other day, out of the blue, I was asked by another runner my opinion on why we had been chosen. “Of all people—” she said, “the sad, the enraged, unsung—why us?” The question struck me as odd. Not because it was silly; on the contrary, I thought it very fine. What I found odd, rather, was that so basic a question had never come up in one of our “little interviews” as we playfully like to call our brief conversations as we pass each other. Why had we been chosen, or, more narrowly (for I never have been comfortable answering questions on behalf of others; scarcely am I comfortable answering on behalf of myself) why had I been chosen? Looking objectively at myself, from above myself, so to speak, there was to my mind nothing very special about me. I never was quick in body or brain; my memory, on a level with young children, can hardly extend beyond the calendar year, let alone to a time before my running. I would not be my first choice, as a runner, in short. A thing I do have in spades, though, now that I am on it, is my affinity for mindless repetition. By that I mean the more banal, the more inane, the more mindless and repetitive a task, the easier and more comforting I find its doing, and its staying power, nearly infinite. There are men I know, my father being one (it is a wonder I did not inherit his tendency), given not to repetition but to progression as the supreme means by which living is made tolerable. But I have never been so very charmed by tasks with definitive beginnings and middles and ends, tasks from which at any point during its doing one has only to cast up one’s eyes to gauge with unequivocal precision the progress made, the percentage remaining, which, of course, pushes such people onwards all the more, to complete their good work in the knowledge they have just now surpassed, say, the 5% mark. Already one-twentieth of the task complete! What joy! Such has never appealed to me. I was never a member of that clan, have always had a bent toward tasks of a quieter self-same sort.

Had she asked me instead: Why do I persist? Why do I continue in this way? Why not simply walk away, quit, halt this endless life of running? Had she asked me these instead, I would have said—well—perhaps the aforesaid.

This is not for you, fair one. I am sorry. I am not used to others so interested in my thoughts, which are in a jumble, I know. Perhaps you can return to them one day and unknot what you can, truss them with string. To return to your very reasonable question, Why do not I simply decamp from this eternal track, this unending running? Yes. A very reasonable question; not silly at all.

I have been running for so long, lifting and planting the soles of my feet at my assigned speed for so long, it hardly feels a demand on my person at all, certainly no more than, say, the beating of my heart or the blooming of my lungs, the skipping of my thoughts. Running about this track, while it may appear unbearable to you, is, after all, to me, one of the truly glorious means by which to ease the passing of time. Its soothing regularity, you see, partakes of the first regularity: the thrum of the womb. We, after having been expelled into the electric day, our nerves wretchedly exposed and put on fire, ever seek for the remainder of our days, even into adulthood, to re-create its pulse, its rhythms, its comforts. Besides, let me remind you what is at stake: if confirmed, The Lonely Runner Conjecture could burgeon an entirely new body of mathematics into which the efforts of mathematicians the world over would pour for the next half-century. What does it matter, said differently, the feelings, desires of one man, a mere runner, when compared to the greatest of mathematical conjectures?

(Speaking now of the conjecture, as a brief aside, before I forget, one thing that has bothered me now and again are the parameters by which the conjecture is tested. Now, I am no mathematician, but from what I can understand, the conjecture asserts that for any distinct speeds assigned to its runners, eventually one will become lonely. That our eventual loneliness must hold regardless of our speeds seems significant. For does it not stand to reason the speeds at which we currently run are merely a single instance of the problem parameters, one of an uncountable number of settings under which the conjecture may be verified? Must not, in other words, we eight runners run at every possible speed if the conjecture proper is to be confirmed or falsified? If so, owing to there being an infinitude of speeds (at this stage I am fully aware I have come to the limits of my rather limited mind) must not this experiment be configured and reconfigured in an innumerable number of ways, one for each unique combination of speeds, thereby rendering this experiment, in effect, indomitable? And while on the subject, what of The Lonely Runner Conjecture with more than eight runners? In its original formulation, the conjecture was posed for any number of runners, not just eight. Even if, therefore, the men behind the speakers could establish the conjecture in the case of eight runners, which, by the above reasoning appears unlikely, what of the still infinity of cases in which the number of runners exceeds eight? Clearly, I have no answers to these questions. I do not even have a clear sentiment toward my unclarity. Such are merely a sample of the questions that constitute my ever-looming cloud: Questions that emerge, then fall away.)

Sorry, what was that? Do I get scared sometimes? Yes. Some nights, after the sun has set and the hot humidity of the day turns to that cold clamminess of the sick, and the full moon, swarmed by orbiting clouds, takes on an unhealthy yellow and appears too large, too close to the earth—on some nights, like those, when I am passed by another runner, Josef, say, who by day is simply old Josef, the best man I know, but by night appears a grotesque hobbling thing from whom, owing to our fixed speeds, I can do nothing to escape, I wish, at those moments, to scream. Of course, I never do. If you were to film me at such times it would be a waste, a photograph would suffice, for you would capture a countenance of stone, no more changing than the tempo at which my feet tread over this asphalt. An odd anticipatory fear, I know. The moment he passes I want to jump out of my skin, my eyes become those of a terrified horse, all whites with pupils shivering to the sides, wanting to but also not wanting to look at what approaches from behind. Worse still is that barbaric knee-jerk response that follows, to bring violence to those who scare us. At such moments, when my mind is running wild, it is not my fellow runner, my Josef, who passes, but that which bottoms most fears: death itself; I want to haul him right off the track, stomp him bloody, to death. Barbaric, I know. But I should say, not to leave a trace of ambiguity on your mind, that there are no attacks, not even verbal altercations. In fact, at night, when Josef passes, perhaps sensing my consternation, perhaps knowing suchlike feelings when others pass him, he respectfully quiets during those five minutes we exchange positions. We do not, as is our wont under the sun, greet one another with smiles, picking up our little interview whence we last left it, comfortably falling into the old rhythms of old friends, but, rather, we remain quiet as he passes, as if there was nothing but the night, not even ourselves.

Ah, let us admit a short interlude, fair one—good Josef is approaching! Wave, smile if you would like. You are too small for him to notice.

“Hey! Good Josef!” (Always this way I greet my friend.)

“Franz, how goes it?” (And he me thus.)

“Beautiful day, Josef!” (I took this line from him; usually he says it. I must be nervous.)

“Yes indeed, another beautiful day.”

“We have been lucky.”

“How are your shins, Franz?”

“Still young, thank you. And yours, still troublesome?”

“At times. Though I may’ve found a new running technique to help. I’ll tell you about it next time round. Don’t worry yourself. We’ll see.”

“We’ll see.” (With pleasantries over, we begin now our little interview proper.)

“So, Franz.”

“Josef!”

“I passed Josephine on the way here.”

“Josephine! You passed her?”

“Yes, dear girl. Josephine isn’t doing so well it seems.”

“What did she say?”

“Nothing, really, Franz. Just a feeling.”

“Feelings are not mere things, Josef.”

“Well, I sure had a feeling after my little interview with her. I think she is planning to leave the track.”

“She said this?”

“Perhaps, in a way. I being a fast runner, and she a slow runner, we hardly have time to speak, Franz. You know this. We ran in the beautiful weather and she commented benignly on it, looking the entire time beyond the track to the bluey mountains, regarding them as if tracking a slow-moving floater inside her eye, guiding her over the landscape like the shadow of a butterfly. There was a small shift in her gaze and a tightening of her lips, then I saw her look past them, the floater, the mountains, through them even, and her eyes locked onto something. I tell you, Franz, seeing her that way, smiling, it made me so very sad. Sad like waking from a dream that brings strangely close, across the vast distances of time, your mother, who is calling to you some ways down the shore to come and see about a seashell she had found in purple sunset, the color you enjoy, smiling and pointing to it with her finger, her long silver hair whipping about from under a broad-brimmed hat while seagulls call and struggle against the wind high in the sky and the surf makes the lapping sounds of the bath water in which she washed you as a child—waking and all at once realizing that you were never there, nor she, and that she is gone and you’ll never see her again. That sad.”

“Until next time, Josef!”

“Franz.”

Such is the way our little interviews move from start to end. In truth, fair one, I have not a clue what Josef was going on about, only that it was about Josephine.

When it comes to Josephine, I do not so much know if I am in love with her or it is simply that, as is the wont of all men past a certain age, my yearning for companionship has become general. She is beautiful, certainly, and the only runner with whom I could imagine myself running away. And if you are wondering, Yes, whenever I pass her, that other beastly urge (distinct from the desire to kill death, though on the opposite side of the same coin, you could say) swells inside me. I am no longer me at such times, she, no longer my Josephine. Watching her lithe and vixen figure prancing away from me, her ponytail swishing back and forth in perfect metronomic andante, her pendular hips knocking side to side, snapping like a fist at the moment of greatest amplitude, I see this and am filled darkly by something orthogonal to companionship. She exists to be victimized. I, to catch and abuse her. (I am certain, by symmetry, Josef feels likewise toward me as he passes.) I can no more identify with such atavistic desires than a person can with the plethora of microorganisms that lie caged in their digestive tract. I have, though, come to accept such things are a part of me, come from inside me, my forebears. I would ignore them if I could. But always she looks back, my Josephine. Firstly, at my approaching shadow, then, directly at me, meeting my gaze with her singularly lovely green eyes, redolent of my motherland—Her grassy hills and holly yews—and those beastly urges vanish like a nightmare upon waking. She, my Josephine, must think me an idiot or near-idiot, for I never say more than a grunt and, whenever asked about myself, issue only a half-conscious smile. Only after passing her do I think back on the fool I have made of myself, that I have yet again wasted the chance to speak with her, tell her how I love her, how I wish to abdicate from my post, to slow down and match her speed that we may together away ourselves from this wretched track, her by my side, she understanding me, me her. I suppose with a supernatural effort I could share myself: my appetite for comfort and resistance to pain, or feelings of tenderness, of voluptuous longings, of vaguely blurred regrets. But such bravery is, I know, improbable in the extreme. (I have, by the way, already forgotten what I and Josef spoke about.)

Ah, look! Can you see Georg, the short bearded one, up ahead? He, like Josephine, is one of the slower runners; we shall be passing him soon enough. Indeed, I find it always a comfort, however small, to see my fellow runners at a distance along the track, seeing them near at a dream-slow pace. I wonder what little interview Georg and I will share this time around.

I have perhaps been inaccurate in calling this a “wretched track.” Someone, I cannot remember who, once asked me: “Running as you do, over the same circular track day in and out, each of you near-identical copies of yourselves, gazing across the circumscribed field hardly able to distinguish whether it is you approaching or the one being approached, do you runners not ever swap places?” At the time I did not know what he was getting at; in fact, I had the distinct feeling he was asking in coded language a secret question about himself. In any event, he clearly had no interest in what I had to say. Perhaps he had already found his answer and merely wanted it said in a different voice. What I said to him frankly, perhaps too boldly, was: “I no longer see myself as a self. I can hardly say I exist at all. I observe perhaps as the mountain goat observes, never knowing if he is in the midst of his goathood, or how much left of it there is to enjoy. He simply regards the world, in a condition of profound abstraction, as colorful thoughts alight and drink from the placid lakes of his mind then flit away, scarcely leaving a ripple. So, I. I run and thoughts stream right through me, coloring faintly, with a sort of melancholy hue, the time of day, the pitch of the earth as measured by the sun’s declining rays, the coolness of the breeze, the pain in my heart.” He began, after I answered him thus, muttering something to qualify what he had asked, as though to justify himself. I quickly replaced what I had said with: “Swap places? Yes, I believe so.” This seemed to allay whatever vexations he was suffering. Over his face spread a warm satisfaction as if he had just consumed a delicious meal. I ought to have been outraged at him using me so, but said nothing.

That was not you, fair one.

Ah, I see. You are not even here anymore. I have pushed you away. Speaking to myself again, carrying on my own conversation, out my mouth into my ears, both sayer and listener, as usual. Why not? I will fantasize about Josephine for the time being, our out-of-doors wedding. I wonder if this time upon that vast moorland hard-swept by a wild Newfoundland wind with the vaguely layered mountains beyond and the fuzzy music issuing from the old amplifier, if from among the smiling crowd towards which Josephine, held arm in arm by her father, her first love, walks, her lovely face stiff with make-up, her liquid eyes bravely shimmering like a harbor full of masts and pennants, her mind under the azure of the sky both immense and round perhaps swooning with that unreal feeling of a reeling dream as her father says in an audible whisper, “Perfect,” and she knows at that moment that that unspecified gravity which has heretofore kept her life from untethering has always been this moment wherein she may at last find peace, I wonder if upon that hill, from among the crowd, she will smile at me first.

I am still here; still here I am.

The trick, of course, has always been to push on, to continue even after having spent myself. It is not too unlike the lover who, after having arrived, goes on pleasuring his love, perhaps to a point of disgust. Indeed, there is something noble, necessary even, venturing beyond the beyond, reaching then surpassing that height you hitherto believed the absolute limit. Certainly, it is only natural to want to stop after mounting the first summit and declare it the principal peak, then relax. A young boy will, after receiving his first kiss, that pure and innocent exchange rendering forever his body blushed, transfigured, oft declare not a moment later that he could die. He has, to his mind, attained the apogee of human bliss and joy, that any feeling henceforth can at best be a pale echo of that first and only real thing. I do not know if there is another mountain on the mountain, I certainly do not continue my running in the hopes I will get there, for I know it was never meant for us runners, but I do know I shall keep running, that to do so is something, a thing that can be followed through; I move and I run and my heart goes on beating, like the sea wind who never stops combing the forelocks of laughing children generation after generation, for there is no place elsewhere he seeks, no place in the silent heights of memory he pines for, no place like that place where he was if he could only keep going all along because it is not there; my thoughts, I realize, are becoming frenetic, dithering out of bounds; but I do not so much mind that they fray, for their fraying is the true music of our existence, I believe, our thoughts and counterthoughts being the warp and weft of that ever-fraying fabric subject to its own kind of entropy that reveals to us, thread by thread, the material of which we are made; it is what I was made for, after all, to endure, not to suffer, but to endure, like a machine in a bedroom, to continue on mechanically, like an old man with a failing memory asking from time to time for news of the son he has lost, to be confronted by notions of the abyss, comforted by the motions and the movements of my legs, the pumping of my arms, the feeling of the passing air, the sounds of the birds perched high upon the speakers, and I will forget all this, then remember it all, confusing it all with something that I had read long ago or recently dreamed, forgetting and remembering, as my heart like water over a spinning wheel breaks forever, and my mind fades away like a discolored painting that can no longer be restored, succumbing to savage dreams of despair and of love and confusion and ever loneliness, which may seem like all too much, like drowning in a symphony of waves and wails of laughter mixing and spinning and spewing in purgatorial delight is all too much, but to endure it anyway, is a way, to endure.

Perhaps I have said this before; perhaps not.

And so, anyway, we eight runners (five men, including myself, and three women) shall keep running on our track, each of us, at our own steady speed, in our own distinct way, ever wondering if we will prove the conjecture: “At some point, continuing as we do, one of us (it does not much matter who) eventually will find themselves isolated, separate from the rest.”





ESSENTIAL

ALISSA M. BARR


The pandemic exposed the human cost

of the meatpacking industry’s power

—The Guardian, November 16, 2021




The dead keep working.

If you listen you can hear them.

—Brigit Pegeen Kelly



When the hospital pods were lined

with meat packers, their warm bodies

framed by cool metal, wires, and tubes;

a male nurse wondered if genetics

was to blame for this aimless suffering.

His face earnest and afraid, a man’s jaw

propped open between his palms.

I swapped the blood-clotted gauze

for fresh white folds. Sweeping

new rivulets out from under the tongue,

I thought of chimney swifts scraping

against stone. I thought of poverty,

the way it sings out from behind the ribs

but never leaves. My father’s hands

tanned by sun, burned by blue flames,

never let me feel this need. A sudden

mother smiles out from photographs

taped to an intravenous pump beside me.

I imagine her son, shoulder to shoulder

in line beside a conveyer belt, deftly

hacking cattle into pieces.

My mother cried

as she boiled lice off my hair bows,

the ghost itch of their teeth still thick

on her scalp. Her lips pale and pressed

into a soothing hum that pricks my skin

even now. A picture of this man’s son

watches as we excavate his father’s mouth.

All of us in this darkness, stuck

between two sets of teeth.





FRONTLINE

D. LIEBHART

My mother didn’t die of COVID, but COVID killed her. The stroke killed her, too. World War II killed her. My dad’s dementia killed her. The dogs killed her. Technically, she killed herself. But that makes it sound so different than what it was.

I was irritated when I arrived at work that Wednesday morning in mid-August, 2020. I usually listen to books on my commute, but my phone died and the only option in my twenty-year-old car was a crappy pop station crackling through the single speaker that partially works.

The message light on my office phone glowed red but I didn’t check it. I’m not the nurse you call in an emergency, not if you’re smart. I’m the nurse you call when you can’t find a policy or want to talk after your patient dies or you’ve made a mistake and need someone to remind you you’re a human being and that human beings make mistakes.

I run a nurse residency program, smoothing, as best I can, the transition between nursing school and the reality of the actual job. Our classes were supposed to be online except no one had planned for how bedside nurses with no offices, no computers, and no headphones would participate, so mostly the program was paused. It was the second peak of COVID deaths. We’d been in lockdown for months.

I plugged in my cell and the screen populated with calls and messages, some from my husband, multiple from my sister-in-law—always a bad sign. I played her message first: “It sounds like your mom is, maybe, having a stroke. Vince is on his way over there to meet the ambulance. I’ll call when I know more.”

I considered the situation. My mother would be in the hospital at least one night, maybe more. I live in Albuquerque. My mother and my brother Vince were in Los Angeles. With the pandemic, I wouldn’t even be able to visit her so why leave immediately? At least at work, I’d be distracted. At work, I could be useful.

Pandemic-wise I was feeling guilty. Lucky, but definitely guilty. I could see the frontline from where I stood but I wasn’t there. Colleagues were getting pulled to staff the hospital. Friends volunteered at the Navajo Nation where the pandemic was raging. I was in my office tasked with administrative work to prepare our hospital for the worst.

I’d developed a refresher training for nurses like me who’d been away from the bedside awhile and divided our RNs into groups by how many years it’d been since they touched an IV pump. I told a former resident, “When you see me working alongside you, that means all hell’s broken loose.” He thought I was joking.

I decided to stay at work and fly to California the next day. Vince called about thirty minutes later. Mom’s right arm and leg were slightly affected and her speech was slurred, but mentally she was totally herself. That sounded good; a minor stroke. She’d be discharged quickly. We’d do a couple of months of rehab, and all would be well. Or at least that’s what I thought. Two weeks later she was dead.

When I let myself into my mother’s house the next day, the first thing I noticed was the quiet, an intense and overwhelming absence. For fifteen years, entry into my mother’s home had been met by a flurry of yipping, yapping, and frenzied delight that put everyone in grave danger of tripping over her maniac Russell Terriers or at least getting plastered in dog hair.

I knew the dogs were dead—one died in February, the other in July. But until that moment I didn’t understand the emptiness they’d left behind. For years, my mother’s life revolved around three things: my father, his dementia, and those dogs. Then, it was just the dogs. My brother and I had talked often about what would happen when they died. We knew she’d be sad, maybe even depressed. I never thought she’d die.

My mother had been telling us she was feeling poorly for about five days. Normally she’d go to an urgent care but she was terrified of COVID. Sanjay Gupta was on CNN showing people how to wipe down their groceries and make masks out of socks. Vince was worried. He wanted to visit her in person but I said, “What if you visit and she gets COVID and dies? How will you feel?” She was 83 and that was a real possibility.

I didn’t think about the other side. What if no one visited and she died because of loneliness and depression? How would I feel when that happened?

Her medical complaints that week had been vague—the nerves in her legs were bothering her, she was tired. But San Fernando Valley temperatures were soaring into the 110s and she was texting us her daily step count. Without the dogs slowing her down—the chunky one could make a 20-minute walk take an hour—my brother and I worried she was exercising too much and eating too little. I ordered her protein shakes from Amazon. I had her check her temperature. On Sunday, I told her that if she wasn’t feeling better by Wednesday, she needed to go to urgent care.

I was thinking it might be COVID or maybe hyponatremia (which she’d been hospitalized with before) or, the worst-case-scenario I’d been dreading for years, her chronic lymphocytic leukemia kicking into high gear. When she’d first been diagnosed eight years earlier, the oncologist told her, “Something else will kill you long before this does.” She loved that oncologist.

What I didn’t think of was her severe paroxysmal hypertension. Every once in a while her otherwise well-controlled blood pressure would leap over 200. The last time it happened was more than a year earlier. She’d texted me from the doctor’s office, perturbed that they wouldn’t let her leave with a systolic of 220. She was sure it was just the doctor’s office making her anxious; they were sure she was at risk for a stroke. Commonly associated with childhood trauma, the condition is akin to the body having a panic attack without the conscious mind being privy to it.

When I first learned about it, I stupidly said, “But my mother didn’t have any childhood trauma.” I was thinking abuse. My husband looked at me, dumbfounded. “The war?” he said.

My mother grew up during WWII in Kent, one of the most heavily bombed areas of London. She came home one day, after hours in an air raid shelter with strangers, to a bombed-out house. She had no idea if her family had survived and wasn’t reunited with her mother and brother—injured but alive at a local hospital—until the next day.

I picked my mother up from the hospital late Thursday afternoon. I was too scared to hug her. I’d just flown on an airplane; I worried that I was exhaling invisible assassins out the sides of my mask.

A few weeks earlier my mother had called me in the middle of the day on FaceTime. I thought it was a mistake because she never liked to bother me at work. But after feeling the emptiness she was living in, I realized that it probably hadn’t been a mistake. As we drove, I thought of her alone in the house. No one to talk to. No dogs to walk. No friends to bowl with. She’d been trying to keep the silence at bay.

I looked over at her and said, “When I said you needed to go to the doctor’s on Wednesday, this isn’t what I meant.” She laughed.

My mother first talked about killing herself that night after dinner. Even the minor deficits from the stroke were going to necessitate life adjustments she didn’t want: help with meals, laundry, walks. She sent me to check her medicine cabinets for options. I went, despite being relatively certain I wouldn’t find a handy stash of opioids. There was only Tylenol, a few blood pressure meds, and her levothyroxine. No peaceful pill tucked behind the Q-tips. My mother had a penchant for tossing things. She’d thrown out her EpiPens a few days after they expired, even though she was deadly allergic to the bees that hovered around the feeders of her beloved hummingbirds.

“You got nuthin’,” I said as I sat down next to her, trying to shift the mood. “Maybe you could try to get stung?” My brother and I both inherited our mother’s distinctly British sense of humor. Sarcastic banter was a cornerstone of our relationship.

But she didn’t laugh. “I never should have let it get this far,” she said, making it sound like we were at the end of a long struggle not the beginning.

This topic of suicide wasn’t unfamiliar territory—we talked all the time about how my father would’ve killed himself if he’d known he’d face dementia for ten years. My mother even had a role model; her friend Ann killed herself after getting sick with cancer. My mother was the one who found her, a bag over her head.

There was a line I wasn’t going to be willing to cross but I didn’t know where it was. Could I hand my mother a bag? Help her get a prescription? Stay with her? “I’m pretty sure if you put a bag over your head, instinct will make you pull it off.” I hesitated, on the verge of tears. “I won’t hold your hands down.”

We sat quietly for a moment. My mother had always been a fairly classic British stiff-upper-lip perpetual optimist: You’ve still got four perfectly good fingers. Why are you moaning about that little one that got chopped off? I wasn’t used to this mother who wasn’t looking on the bright side of death like my brother’s beloved Monty Python.

“We aren’t there yet,” I said, confident any life modifications would be temporary. “Let’s do rehab for a couple of months and see where you are in December. You can talk to me about killing yourself at Christmas.” That got a smile.

December was four months away, enough time for research and a plan if we needed one, but I didn’t think she was actually going to kill herself. She was bummed because she’d had a stroke. Who wouldn’t be? Once she saw things were going to be okay, she’d perk up. Her stroke was minor. “You got off lucky,” I told her. I said those exact words.

I was sitting across from my mother at the dinner table the following evening, when I noticed the left side of her face drooping. We’d just had a great day of homemade rehab—she’d hardly needed the walker—plus a beautiful drive up the Pacific Coast Highway. I felt sick to my stomach. New side. New stroke.

I had her hold out her arms. The left one hung significantly below the right. In my best calm nurse voice I said, “I think you’re having another stroke.” I got her into the car. She was not happy.

“Everything’s going to be fine,” I told her. I believed it. “They can give you medicine because we’re catching this stroke early. Not like the last one.” As they rolled her away to the CT scanner for the second time in three days, I reassured myself. They’ll give her thrombolytics, dissolve the clot. We’ll only have those minor right-sided deficits to deal with. It will still be okay.

When they brought my mother back, the nurse pulled out a telestroke iPad. Like an idiot I thought cool. Tele-stroke allows a hospital with no onsite neurologist to manage strokes and we’d just got it at our hospital. I was going to get the patient-side experience. Then, they turned the face-in-a-box neurologist toward my mother and me and he said, “I don’t think this is a new stroke. I think it’s the same stroke crossing the midline.”

I didn’t even know what he meant. Strokes kill and run, right? They destroy chunks of tissue in one cataclysmic event then they’re done. How did I not know what he was talking about?

“If you aren’t going to give her thrombolytics, can I take her home?” I asked.

“No,” the neurologist said. “We want to observe her.”

If I’d been this patient’s nurse, I would’ve advocated for her. Or at least I like to think I would’ve. I would’ve found out why she wanted to go home, learned that she’d lived in the same house for sixty years. It was the only home she’d ever owned. It was where she wanted to die. But I was at a loss for how to advocate for us. I didn’t know what I was talking about. I didn’t seem to know anything.

I left my mother at the hospital and returned to the quiet, empty house, taking refuge in my parents’ upstairs bedroom where the ancient air conditioner valiantly fought the raging heat. I called a friend, a thirty-year critical care nurse, who said that my mother’s stroke was evolving, which made me see slithery creatures dragging themselves from the muck, wrestling each other for dominance. I no longer thought it would be okay. I called my husband and told him we’d have to buy a bigger house. My mother would be coming to live with us.

When I brought my mother home two days later, her left-sided deficits dwarfed the right. She could walk but was so unsteady I was afraid she’d fall and crack her skull. She was aspirating badly, coughing after every sip even though she dutifully tucked her chin like the speech therapist taught her.

Surprisingly, however, her mood was upbeat. A nurse in the hospital—a practitioner of tough love—had pointed to another patient and said, “That woman over there can’t move at all. You should count yourself lucky.” My mother complied. For a whole day, I had back the mother who was certain that every dark cloud had a silver lining, even one pounded so thin it was microscopic.

We did more DIY rehab. My mother sat in her armchair using her left hand to move spoons from one paper plate to another. She laughed when she dropped them, saying, “This is harder than it looks.” Our masks were gone; the battleground had shifted. The pandemic was outside. We were inside, alone.

That night we were watching some terrible doctors-doing-everything-they-don’t-actually-do-in-a-real-hospital show, when she tried to fling her left arm up from the shoulder. It hardly rose off the seat. The remnants of motor coordination she’d had a few hours ago were gone. Innocently, she said, “Look at this,” like it was a parlor trick, like it wasn’t the moment that would change everything.

“You’re just tired,” I said, but I could feel primordial mire swelling around our feet.

My mother decided to kill herself on Monday morning, five days after her original stroke. She couldn’t get up the stairs to her bedroom so she was sleeping in my childhood room, the second coolest place in the house. The afternoon heat was reaching the 120s.

Together we struggled to get her to the bedside commode, then out to the living room using the walker that her hand couldn’t hold anymore, the left side of her body only minimally responsive to the mental orders she was sending.

When she was in her armchair, I brought her breakfast. She took a single bite then put down her spoon. “This is stupid,” she said. “This is only going to make it last longer.”

I knew she meant to starve herself to death. We’d talked about it. When I’d told her I could get in trouble for helping her end her life, she’d said, “We can’t have that.” This path wouldn’t leave me culpable. This wouldn’t require more than I had to give.

I lifted her into a kitchen chair with wheels and rolled her back to the bed. There was no more reason to cajole her body to comply.

Once she was settled, I asked, “Are you sure?”

She said, “Yes,”

I said, “Do you want to come live with us?”

In a flicker, I saw her consider and dismiss the possibility of coming to live with me, my husband and her only grandchild. “No,” she said. “Not like this.”

“I love you,” I said.

“I know,” she said.

My mother was awake when I came downstairs on Wednesday morning, a week after that original call. Hospice was coming to enroll her. We’d get medicine to make her comfortable.

“Good morning,” I said.

“I’m still here,” she said, thoroughly annoyed. She’d decided it was time to go and expected the universe to get on with it.

Mostly she’d been sleeping, the oppressive heat an uncomfortable blessing. Every few hours she woke to remind me to review financial paperwork, check the safe, unlock the padlock on the side gate. I was taking care of her while she was taking care of me. We didn’t talk much. I laid with her, patting her hair, rubbing her arm, holding her hand.

I don’t think I’d do the same thing if I were in her position. But I’m not 83. I didn’t survive a war. I didn’t spend years caring for someone as they forgot our life together. I hadn’t just lost my beloved companions. I wasn’t looking at a future of dependency in an uncertain world.

A few weeks into the pandemic, when there was a run on toilet paper, my mother had texted me and my brother after a trip to the grocery store. “The shelves are bare,” she wrote. “It’s like the war.” I don’t know for sure but I suspect that Ralphs in Woodland Hills, California in 2020—no matter how empty the shelves were—was nothing like 1944 London. But how hard are you willing to fight when you don’t know what world will be there at the end of your battle?

It took a week for my mother to die. She and I were mostly alone. My brother Vince came a few hours each afternoon. He and his wife were juggling work and caring for her frail mother who lived with them and also had dementia. My husband offered to fly out but I didn’t want him to travel and I didn’t want him to leave or bring our daughter, who was already suffering enough with the school closures.

The hospice nurse came a few times. They’d offered an aide but my mother dismissed the possibility. She pointed at me and said, “She’ll take care of everything.”

And I did. I turned her every two hours. I swabbed her mouth. I diligently doled out the Ativan and morphine so she was comfortable and asleep like she’d asked. I was both her daughter and her nurse, saying things I’d never say to patients. “You’ll be with Pa soon.”

I thought the pandemic would test me a different way, take me to a different frontline, back to the ICU where too many times I questioned how far we were willing to go in our battle against inevitable death. I want people to know it’s okay for them not to go to the hospital, to fight to die at home, to decide when they want to go. But this was different. This was my mother.

Several times I thought the end was close but I was wrong. On what turned out to be the last night, I woke in the darkness and went to her. As I had each night, I laid with her, my hand on her back or side where I could feel her ribcage rise and fall. When my daughter was a baby, I sometimes put a hand on her the same way as she slept, to make sure she was alive. I know my mother did the same, terrified of losing me.

I stayed about an hour waiting for the stillness to come but the long pauses always ended with the rattle of one more breath. Finally, I had to leave. I was exhausted. I couldn’t sleep there. I couldn’t wake up next to her dead.

When I got up the next morning, I could tell from the doorway that she was gone. I felt guilty that I hadn’t been there at the exact moment, like somehow I’d failed her. I called my brother, then went into the room. I washed her face and closed her mouth, posing her to make her look at peace.

Then, I called the hospice. They asked, “Do you feel comfortable pronouncing her?” With the pandemic, they didn’t want to send the nurse back if they didn’t have to. They were asking if I was certain she was dead. I was, but I wasn’t comfortable pronouncing my mother. How could I be?

Vince had found a no-fuss cremation company—our parents never wanted fussing—and they arrived a few hours later. When we were little my mother made us go outside every morning to wave good-bye to our father as he left for work. It was a family rule. As they took my mother out of the house for the last time, my brother and I stood at the threshold. The wheeled stretcher wouldn’t fit up the steep old stairs so they carried her in a sling. We watched as they put her in their van and drove away. We didn’t wave but we waited a long time, held at the invisible line between home and not home. The line that had become my own frontline.





LETTER TO A DEAD MOTHER

MARTHA SILANO

Thinking of you as I pick up flecks of oats from the kitchen floor,

put them back in the container. You know, the five-second rule.

The floor shakes as the washing machine clicks to Spin,

and I consider how many loads of laundry, how many times

you got down on your knees to mop a floor. When you left,

you took nothing. We were your couldn’t children,

and you seemed fine with that, especially toward the end,

swallowing your come see me’s like brambles, like bees.

Kept your dying angels, your breaking-wave headlines

to yourself. If you could’ve had a last meal, if you’d made it past

the hallway to the kitchen that morning you took your last bath,

I bet you would’ve chosen leftovers: a soggy cup

of salad greens, the barley soup you’d combined with the lentils

from a few days before. Wherever you are, I hope there’s plenty

of legal pads, though maybe you’re writing your 15-page letters

with clouds, writing them onto the sky. And I hope they have books,

long ones by Dostoevsky, a good saga, six generations,

that it’s never quiet where you are,

that there’s always someone to share that joke about having 105 offspring

and not one of them comes to visit! When a comet shows up

without warning, I think of texting you I saw it

above the Columbia Tower! Yelled down to the kids, but it was just me

and this chunk of debris. Tonight, in your honor, it’s chicken soup

with dumplings, the way your mother taught me—

egg, flour, a little salt, just enough water so the dough is sticky, not too dry.

Plop them into boiling water until they float, until they float

like an unanchored vessel on a lake with no shore.





SNOW OVER HARTFORD

DAN POPE

Peering through the glass door into the ICU, Mulvaney recognized the kid instantly. He was twenty-two, according to the incident report, two arrests for possession, a couple of misdemeanors, breaking and entering. A thief, like all junkies, but still that same face, the sleepy brown eyes, the splash of freckles across the cheeks—a child’s face. Mulvaney had never forgotten him, one of the cases that he still pondered sometimes at night, even now, ten years later, though it hardly seemed that long ago.

The kid looked up from the bed when Mulvaney entered the room; his eyes flared in recognition, and he smiled, just a flash, but that same gentle smile.

“They sent you,” he said, his voice raspy.

Mulvaney turned on the recorder and placed it on the table by the bed. “I gotta read you this, Ronny. Is that okay?”

The kid cleared his throat, twice. “Go ahead.”

Mulvaney pulled the laminated card from his pocket and read the form. “Do you understand? Are you able to make a mark on the paper? I can see your hands are wrapped—”

“I can’t move them. I have no feeling.”

“But you understand your rights? And you wish to speak with me?”

“They just took the tube out. I need—”

“Water. Yeah, you sound hoarse. This will help.”

The kid leaned forward and Mulvaney put the plastic cup to his mouth, angling the straw so he could sip.

“I want to talk to you about what happened on Friday. Today is Sunday. You’ve been in the hospital for a couple days. You’ve had a couple surgeries, right? You remember that?”

“I guess.”

“You had that breathing tube in your mouth. You know that, right? You know why you’re in the hospital? You’re shaking your head no, but you gotta say it for the recorder.”

“I don’t remember.”

“You don’t remember? Okay. Were you shot by the police?”

“I’m gonna go with yeah.”

“How many times were you shot?”

“I don’t know. Nobody’s told me anything. You’re the first.”

“Do you remember being in Hartford? In your grandma’s car?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. What I want to know is what led up to that. I want to know how you ended up in your grandma’s car in Hartford.”

The kid blinked a few times with those hooded eyes of his, bloodshot. His arms and chest were wrapped in gauze, two IV lines attached to veins in his wrist, a larger blue tube leading under the blanket toward his stomach; his neck and upper torso were stained with a yellow-brown disinfectant, the skin pale. Under the sheet, his abdomen was wide open, the nurse had told Mulvaney, a midline incision packed with gauze and plastic wrapping to keep his intestines from spilling out.

Mulvaney refilled the water glass. “You’ve been staying with your grandma and grandpa. So on Friday morning, what happens? Walk me through your day.”

The kid took a long, raspy breath. “I was lying in bed most of the day. Then my girlfriend came upstairs and said, ‘Grandma said we can use the car.’”

“What time was this?”

“Afternoon, around four. And I said, ‘I’ll go warm it up for you,’ cause you have to warm it up before. I go warm it up. That was it. She came out and we left for Hartford.”

“Why’d you go to Hartford?”

“To cop drugs.”

“Do you remember where?”

“Evergreen Street.”

“You remember who you copped from? I see you’re shaking your head. Listen, Ron, I’m not here worrying about that, I promise you that. I can’t do anything about drug dealers in Hartford. I work in Manchester. You know that. I just want to get all this straight in my mind.”

“A guy named Juan.”

“Okay. What happened after that?”

“We went to Stop & Shop. Then the cops rolled up.”

“Where were you?”

“Sitting in the car. I went to pull out and the lights went on. I didn’t know what was going on. So I hit the gas and I remember hearing, Pop pop pop. Pop pop pop.”

“What happened after that?”

The door opened and a nurse came in. Mulvaney frowned. He had a rhythm, and he needed to keep it going, like a drum beat. He waited while the nurse checked the kid’s blood pressure. Pretty girl, Eastern European accent, Polish probably. She noticed the audio recorder on the table. “You’re not recording, are you? We’ve just taken out the breathing tube.”

“Yeah,” Mulvaney said, offering a weak smile. “We’re recording.”

“His chest is packed—”

“Yeah, I know.”

“He’s on heavy painkillers—”

“I know. Your supervisor gave me—”

She frowned, shaking her head. She took her time checking the kid’s vitals and meds. She went through some questions for him. Ever been in a car accident? Any metal in your body? Allergies to iodine?

Finally, she took her kit, giving Mulvaney a long look, shaming him. Sure, the kid was on painkillers, he probably wouldn’t even remember this conversation. But that was for the lawyers to work out later, that was their job; he was a cop, his job was to investigate. Hartford wanted answers, they wanted to get the kid on the record, and they’d called him at 5 a.m. on a Sunday.

When she left, Mulvaney took a deep breath, starting over. “You remember the last time we spoke, Ronny? Almost ten years ago now, wasn’t it? In your mom’s apartment? We talked about some pretty heavy stuff back then, right? I’m talking to you today because you’ve been about as honest with me as a person can be. Well, I need you to be that honest again. Okay? Let’s go back to the beginning. You’ve been staying with your Grandma. Why?”

“My mom kicked me out a couple of years ago. I stayed with Dylan for a while. But there wasn’t enough room after I met my girl. So we moved in with Grandma.”

“Okay. Tell me about your day on Friday.”

“I just did.”

“I know. But let’s start over. Try not to leave anything out.”

“I was lying in bed and my girlfriend says, ‘Grandma said you can—”

“Grandma doesn’t usually let you use the car, right?”

“No, she does. I’ve been using it for months. Ever since I moved in.”

“Okay. So your girlfriend—Elena, right?”

“Yeah. She told me to warm up the car. So I walked downstairs. I said, ‘Thanks, Grandma.’”

“Was Grandpa home?”

“Nah. He goes to work at three.”

“What time’s he come home?”

“Midnight. He works second shift.”

“Okay. You warm up the car. Elena comes out. Who’s driving?”

“Me.”

“Where do you go?”

“Hartford, like I told you.”

“Straight to Hartford? You sure?”

“Yeah. We go to Evergreen Street, like I said.”

“And you meet a guy named Juan.”

“Yeah.”

“You called him on your phone? So, there will be a record of you calling Juan, right?”

“Yeah, it’s under something else, but that’s his name.”

“How much did you pick up from him?”

“About a gram.”

“You had rigs with you?”

“Yeah. We wanted—we were trying to kill ourselves.”

“Trying to kill yourself? Why?”

“I’m a fucking junkie.”

“I’ve known you for a long time, Ronny. You and I go way back. You were only a kid then, but you got that creep off the street. He was hurting a lot of kids. And you were the one who stood up. That took a lot of guts. Now you want to kill yourself? That doesn’t make sense to me. Why?

“Let’s talk about this when you’re not recording.”

“Well, it’s pretty serious. Why don’t we talk now? We talked about that other stuff on a recording. That was tough as it gets, right?”

“Yeah. And I still feel—I still feel fucked on that deal.”

“Fucked, how? He’s serving time. And if he gets out, he’s gonna have a suspended sentence for the rest of his life hanging over his head. And he’s gonna be registered. And it was your work that put him there.”

“Yeah, I did what you asked and then everybody disappeared. I didn’t get no help. Nobody did a thing for me. Not a single thing. I’m just sick of living like this. And I want to die.”

The kid cleared his throat with a dry, hollow cough, like nails rattling around in his neck. Mulvaney passed him the water cup, directed the straw toward his lips. From the hallway he heard the yelp of a police radio—the Hartford cops, pacing the floor, waiting on him, drinking hospital coffee.

Mulvaney asked, “Did you tell anybody you wanted to die?”

“Just my girlfriend. We wanted to do it together.”

“Did you tell Dylan?”

“Can’t trust him.”

“He’s a good friend. He cares about you. I already talked to him.”

“You know, any other cop, I wouldn’t say shit.”

“I appreciate that.” Mulvaney let a few moments pass. “How long have you wanted to kill yourself?”

“A while now.”

“How were you gonna do it?”

“Gonna OD.”

“You were gonna OD.? You went to Evergreen, you got dope. After you got the dope, where’d you go?”

“We shot up in the park.”

“Is that where you wrote the note?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you remember what you wrote?”

“No.”

“Did you write it before you used or after?”

“After.”

“After? It’s risky, though, right? What if you OD’d right away?”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t really care. Obviously.”

“Then what? Where did you go?”

“Stop & Shop. For cigarettes.”

“You bought cigarettes at Stop & Shop. Then what happened?”

“We were sitting in the car in the parking lot. The cop rolled up. At first I didn’t think nothing of it. But I go to pull out and all of a sudden another cruiser comes out of nowhere, lights on. I panicked. I figured fuck it. I wanted to die anyway….”

The kid drifted off for a moment, his mouth falling open. Mulvaney touched his shoulder.

“Stay with me, Ronny. This is important. You took off. Where’d you go?”

“It was snowing. I took a turn and slid into a bank. And then that’s when they opened up on me.”

“Did you get out of the car?”

“No, I was in the driver’s seat. Like, literally, I hadn’t moved.”

“Were you thinking they were gonna fire?”

“No. I thought you guys had procedures.”

“And then?”

“Pop pop pop. Pop pop pop. That’s all I remember.”

Mulvaney refilled the water glass and held it out for Ronny, who shook his head. Okay, he thought. The nurse had thrown him off, spoiled his rhythm. And the kid was drowsy. They’d operated on him twice in the past two days. Five gunshot wounds. The girl had come away clean, not a scratch. They’d emptied fifteen bullets into the car. Three cops approaching the vehicle from the rear, one on the left, the other two on the right. And then they’d pulled the Keystone Cops routine, Hartford policemen, fifty years active duty between the three of them. The one on the left slipped in the snow and fell on his ass with his finger on the trigger, spraying bullets into the air. The other two, hearing the shots, opened up. How they didn’t kill him and the girl both, Mulvaney didn’t know. A total shit-show. Internal Affairs wanted to interview the kid, but Hartford had put them off until Mulvaney could get him on the record. 5 a.m., his day off, face-down in bed, hungover and drooling, and his beeper goes off. Ronald Leclerc, they tell him. The name ringing in his head, like he’d been expecting to hear it. What’d he do? he asked. He hit the jackpot, they say.

“Okay, Ronny. Take me back to Friday. What time do you usually wake up?”

“Lunchtime.”

“Okay. You’re up late and you sleep late. You’re stuck on that cycle with the dope. Were you able to get any on Thursday? We had that big blizzard on Thursday.”

“I had some from the day before.”

“So, when you wake up on Friday, how long has it been since you’ve dosed?”

“Late Thursday night, two in the morning.”

“Elena, too?”

“Her too.”

“How long do you usually go between doses?”

“Sometimes a couple of days.”

“You can make it that long? And you don’t get sick?”

“We do, but we can tolerate it.”

“So, you wake up in the afternoon. Who’s home? Was Grandpa home Friday?”

“No. He was already gone.”

“Okay. Where was Grandma?”

“On the couch. Where she always is.”

“She’s sick, right? Is she on medication? What’s she take? Fentanyl, right?”

“Yeah.”

“What else?”

“Blood pressure pills, stuff like that. She’s always on the couch, watching TV.”

“Did you text anybody during the day?”

“Dylan. I talk to him every day.”

“What were you texting him about? Did you ask him for a ride to Hartford?”

“Honestly, I don’t remember.”

“So you may have? You wake up, you talk to Dylan, you maybe ask Dylan for a ride. Where did you need a ride to?”

“Wells Fargo.”

“Why there?”

“’Cause I had a check for there. My girl did.”

“Elena had a check? Okay. You needed a ride to cash her check. All right. Let’s go over it again. You’re home, Grandma’s home. Was Grandpa home?”

“Yeah. I remember now. Grandpa was home. Cause I remember him yelling.”

“He was yelling? At who?”

“Grandma.”

“What were they yelling about?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where were you when this is happening?”

“In my bedroom upstairs. Where I always am.”

“Okay. You’re upstairs in the bedroom, Grandpa’s yelling downstairs. Walk me through it. What happens next? Don’t leave anything out, even stuff you don’t think’s important.”

“I had a rinse.”

“Just a rinse?”

“Yeah.”

“So, walk me through it, talk me through it like you’re explaining a TV show and I don’t know what’s coming.”

“We’re lying in bed, me and Elena. I’m talking to Dylan. Grandma and Grandpa are arguing downstairs. I’m like, ‘What else is new.’ They’re always arguing.”

“What happens next?”

“Elena says, ‘I’m gonna go down and use the bathroom.’ I just lay there. She goes down. She comes up. She says, ‘Grandma says we can use the car.’ And I say, ‘Really? How did you manage that?’ And she’s like, ‘I sweet-talked her.’ I say, ‘All right. Cool.’ So I take the key. I get dressed. I run downstairs. I go outside. I warm up the car.”

“Now, who’s in the house?”

“Elena and Grandma. Grandpa’s gone to work.”

“This is after three o’clock?”

“Yeah. So then Elena comes out and we go.”

“And you go right to Hartford?”

“Right to Hartford.”

Mulvaney blinked a few times. His eyes felt heavy, the right eyelid drooping like it always did when he was tired. He’d shared a bottle of wine with his ex-wife last night after dropping off his fifteen-year-old. The last of the brood. The four Mulvaney boys. He and Megan had brought them up right, despite their own problems. They’d ferried them back and forth to a thousand ball games, all four of them triple-lettermen, like their dad. Sure, the boys had had their moments, the eldest especially, like the time he’d totaled the Taurus wagon. Aidan calling from the side of the road at 2 a.m., Dad, don’t be upset okay, Dad, I know I fucked up. Mulvaney knew it was OK, because the call had come from his son, not Manchester or State Police. Mulvaney had counted twenty-four dead soldiers in the back seat, Corona Extra. Aidan had come away with a few bruises from the airbag, his best buddy with a broken arm in the passenger seat. Four boys, some sleepless nights, waiting for the cars to come home after curfew, but that was the worst of it, one totaled Taurus. Aside from that, a few broken bones on playing fields. Now the three were on their own—two working, one in college studying criminal justice. Never any real problems, only joy watching them and cheering from the sidelines. Never anything close to the heartache he’d felt that day with Ronny, the kid sobbing, hugging him, a boy who’d never known his own father. Christ. That same child’s expression looked at him now, a bit sheepish, because they both knew he was holding back.

Mulvaney sighed. Might as well get it over with, he figured.

“You’ve always been honest with me, Ronny. So I’m gonna ask you to be honest with me again. I know you might think that leaving stuff out is gonna help you or someone else, but it won’t. It’s Sunday. They’ve had two days to collect all the information as to where you and Elena were and what happened. Me coming here is not trying to add to your difficulties. Me coming here is trying to give you a chance to get out in front of this thing. You know that, right?”

“We went straight to Hartford.”

“You never went to Wells Fargo? Because I know you did.”

“Oh, yes, I did. I’m sorry, I forgot about that.”

“Why?”

“To cash the check.”

“Whose check?”

“My grandmother’s check.”

“Not Elena’s. Okay. Did Grandma give you the check?”

“I took it.”

“You tried to cash the check at Wells Fargo, but what happened?”

“They said the signature didn’t match.”

“What happened to the check?”

“They kept it.”

“And where did you go after that?”

“Hartford. That’s when we went to Hartford.”

“Okay. Keep in mind, I’ve already talked to pretty much everybody. I talked to Elena. And now I want to hear it from you. So you tried to cash one of your grandmother’s checks. Do you remember how much the check was for?”

“450.”

“Okay. And where was the checkbook?”

“In her room.”

“In her room? The checkbook wasn’t with you?”

“No, that’s right. I had her checkbook.”

“But you took it from her room.”

“Yeah. The day before.”

“How did you get in her room?”

“She has these inflammatory pills that I was taking for my hand. And I went in there and I was like, ‘Grandma, can I have some?’ She said, ‘Yeah.’ So I snatched the checkbook from the desk. There’s a pile of papers where she does the bills. It was right there on top.”

“So you took the checkbook on Thursday?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay. Let’s go back to Friday. You wake up, you text Dylan, trying to get a ride to cash the check. Elena goes downstairs and gets permission to use the car. Listen, I can tell you that nobody else in the family says you had permission to use that car. Grandma doesn’t want you to use the car.”

“We’ve been using the car for months. We just do.”

“Okay. Elena comes back upstairs and tells you she got permission. When you go downstairs, where’s Grandma?”

“On the couch as usual.”

“On the couch. And how do you know that?”

“I glanced over.”

“You glanced over and saw her?”

“I didn’t really look. I just kind of went down the stairs and headed toward the car.”

“When Elena came out to the car, did she lock the door?”

“I don’t know. I was on the phone trying to call Dylan.”

“What were you trying to call him about?”

“To see what he was doing. See if he wanted to come for a ride.”

“Did he want to go for a ride?”

“He didn’t answer. I called him, like, five times.”

The kid started coughing, straining to breathe. Mulvaney reached over. “You just gotta move the nasal tube.” He loosened the device on the kid’s face.

“I wish it was laced with enough candy to kill me.”

“Listen, Ronny, stay with me. Let’s get through this. You left the house. You went to Wells Fargo and tried to cash one of your grandmother’s checks. Then where did you go?”

“Evergreen Street, like I told you.”

“Did you pawn any jewelry on Friday night?”

The kid stared back at him with those droopy eyes.

“You see how this is working, Ronny? I’ve done all the legwork on this already. I know it all. I was kind of hoping that by seeing me, you’d just tell me everything on your own.”

“Yeah, I did tell you.”

Mulvaney gave the kid a look, the disappointed dad look, play-acting. He was letting him down, he was disappointed, he was sad. He felt like a shit doing it, a liar like all actors. You know the kid, Hartford had said at 5 a.m. You got the prior relationship. He trusts you. He’ll talk to you. All true. But was that any reason for him to do it? Mulvaney could hear them out in the hall: Hartford and I.A., their phones ringing and radios squeaking, their voices, their shoes on the floor. They were itching to get in here. Mulvaney, looking at his hands, figured maybe he’d let them take it, hand it over, let them try.

He felt himself frowning for real now, a true disappointment sinking over him. Disgusted with himself. At leaning over the kid’s hospital bed with a sippy cup in his hand. What the fuck was he doing? He didn’t need that pretty Polish nurse to shame him; he had shamed himself. Like he used to tell his boys: shame is you telling yourself that you did something wrong. Christ, he was tired. He put his head in his hands, lulled by the heat in the ICU. Let the boys in the hall sort it out, he figured.

Then came the kid’s raspy voice, startling him: “Is she alive?”

Mulvaney looked up. “Is who alive, Ron?”

“Grandma.”

“Why do you ask that, Ron?”

“I just wish I had some candy.” The kid tugged again at the nose tube. “I couldn’t take it anymore.”

“What couldn’t you take anymore?”

“The way she treated us. I couldn’t take it.”

“Explain that to me. How she treated you.”

“I was constantly being yelled at for stuff. Like, my grandfather would get drunk and then we’d get yelled at for him being drunk.”

“She’d yell at you and Elena for your grandfather?”

“Somebody would leave a drip of water in the sink and we’d get screamed at. Pretty much anything you could think of, we’d get screamed at.”

“Why would she scream at you so much?”

“’Cause she was miserable.”

“Why was she miserable?”

“I don’t know.”

“So Grandpa went to work…”

“Grandpa went to work. We went downstairs. Grandma was on the couch.”

“Was she awake?”

“I don’t think she really cared.”

“She didn’t care?”

“I don’t think so. I took a pillow from the couch and put it over her face. We strangled her. Then I got a bag and I put it over her head just to be safe.”

“Where’d you get the bag?”

“From the closet.”

“In the hallway?”

“Yeah.”

“What kind of bag was it?”

“A trash bag.”

“What color bag was it?”

“White.”

“Did it have a drawstring?”

“Yes.”

“What color was that?”

“Blue.”

“And you put it over her head? Did you tie the bag?”

“Yes.”

“Was Elena in the room with you when you did it?”

“Yes.”

“Did she help you with the bag? She did? When you had the pillow over your grandmother’s face, did Elena help you with the pillow? She did? What happened after you put the trash bag over your grandmother and tied it?”

“I cleaned out the safe.”

“What was in the safe?”

“Jewelry. And coins. Silver dollars. The big ones.”

“Was Elena in the room with you at this time?”

“No. I don’t know where she was.”

“Did you do anything else while you were in that room?”

“No.”

“Before that, when you put the pillow on your grandmother’s face, I’m assuming your grandmother pushed against it and tried to get the pillow off?”

“No.”

“No?”

“No. We just wanted to be safe.”

“Was she awake when you put the pillow on her face?”

“Yeah.”

“Her eyes were open?”

“Yeah.”

“Did she talk to you at all?”

“I said something to her. And then she said something to me.”

“Do you remember what you said to her?”

“Something about the weather.”

“You were talking to her about the weather? And what did she say back to you?”

“She said, ‘More fucking snow.’”

“What was that, Ronny?”

“‘More fucking snow.’”

“Is she making any noises or anything, do you remember?”

The kid shook his head, signaling no, or maybe he didn’t want to remember what Grandma looked like or sounded like at that point in time. Mulvaney refilled the water glass and held the straw for him. Just a couple of details to iron out, and he would be done for the day. “Ronny, when you left, did you lock the door?”

“Yes.”

“Did you leave by a window or did you leave by the door?”

“The window.”

“Why did you leave by a window?”

“’Cause I can’t lock the door.”

“You had to lock it from the inside? Okay. So, after you smothered your grandmother, you got in the car. Did you call Dylan?”

“Yeah, to see if he wanted to go.”

“Did you ask him if he knew of any pawn shops that were still open?”

“Yeah. It was like a gas station.”

“Did you tell him what happened?”

“Course not.”

“Going back to your grandmother on the couch, did you take rings off her fingers, or did Elena?”

“I did.”

“How many rings?”

“Three or four.”

“Where was Elena when you were taking the rings off her fingers?”

“Upstairs already.”

“She was already upstairs? But she was definitely in that room with you and helped you hold that pillow over her head?”

“Yeah.”

“Describe the pillow to me.”

“It’s a black pillow, a black cover on it.”

“After you put the bag on her head, did you put another pillow on top of her?”

“Yeah, I just threw it there.”

“Were you worried about somebody coming home and finding her like that?”

“No. Grandpa usually doesn’t get home till midnight.”

“Were you thinking about getting away?”

“No. I was thinking about dying.”

“About dying? So, your plan would have ended with the overdose?”

“Yeah. But it wasn’t good enough. The dope I copped. Either that or it wasn’t enough, I don’t know. And now I’m gonna go to jail for all those things.”

Mulvaney sighed. That pretty much summed it up. One more question.

“Ron, why did you kill your grandmother?”

“I got sick of her putting me down.”

“Why did Elena help you?”

“She didn’t help me.”

“Was she with you when it happened?”

“No, she was upstairs.”

“She was upstairs when it happened? Which one’s the truth, Ron?”

“I did it. Elena had nothing to do with it. Turn that off now, please.”

Mulvaney clicked off the audio recorder and tucked it in his pocket.

He went to the door. It was a mistake to look back, but he did it anyway, and there was the kid, watching him, his eyes half-expecting something more, some sort of help, a word of encouragement, anything. But Mulvaney simply went out into the hallway and signaled to Hartford, he was all theirs.

A couple of detectives rushed up to him. Did he talk? Did you get it? Mulvaney nodded. “I got it.”

Big smiles all around, a few slaps on the back. The lead investigator called to him as he headed to the elevator: “We sent the right guy.”

Mulvaney got into the elevator and pressed the ground floor button.

I didn’t get no help.

Mulvaney had tried. He really had. After the trial, he’d stopped by a couple of times to check in on the kid, driving out to that brick apartment building on his day off, ringing the bell. Once he brought him a vanilla sundae. He recalled Ronny sitting at the kitchen table, spooning up the ice cream, saying he couldn’t sleep at night, he kept having bad dreams. He kept seeing the janitor’s closet, the bare lightbulb hanging down from the ceiling on a string, the janitor closing the door behind him, the sound of that heavy bolt locking them in. The room smelled like ammonia, like cleaning supplies. The floor was hard tile. Mulvaney heard him out. Then he assured him that was all over now, he never had to worry again. We got him. You got him. You did it, Ronny. He’ll never hurt anyone again. Not you. Not any of the other kids from the neighborhood. No one. The twelve-year-old looking up at him with those brown eyes: But how can you be sure? Mulvaney told him he’d been sentenced to thirty years and the kid jumped up and hugged him, held him tightly and cried onto his uniform, and Mulvaney had patted him gently on the back and tried not to rush him, had told him everything was okay now, it would never happen again, he was clear of all that forever, it was over. He gave him his home number, told him to call any time. He gave the mother his card too. What else could he do? The professionals had his info, the social service people, they were going to follow up, they had the kid’s file, they had the resources, the skills, they would do the rest. Mulvaney was a patrol cop back then, that was his job, answering calls.

His job.

The job took everything, sooner or later. It had ruined everything, his marriage, his peace of mind, his sobriety. It left nothing but scars. The thing he’d done for this kid—the one good thing he’d done on the job, the one pure act—he’d just erased it.

He came out of the hospital into the late afternoon gray. The skies were opening again, the wind kicking up. His windshield was frosted white. Snow.

More fucking snow.





COUNTER-SHOCK

LUKE PATTERSON

We kick up caliche from the dry white web of county road spun out through the mesquite

and I wonder if inside you there are deeper veins, old ghosts silently waiting to kick a clot.

At the gate I gently brush aside the dark, beautiful latrodectus and while she skitters

madly I catch your eye, a deep and deadly blue, pupils still dilated and responsive.

The steps of the house are old, hard stone, and I think that after we die it will take perhaps

a hundred years before they become unrecognizable. I can count your pulse watching your neck.

Inside the house I think of how many strangers’ homes I’ve stomped into,

struggling through the web of the threshold so much like a caul, or a veil, or your skin.

In the quiet after I trace contours but can only feel the bone beneath. I hear your breath

and can only think of resuscitation. You are every ghost. I am undischarged electrons.





WHEN HONEY WOULDN’T DO

REBECCA BROCK

I used to think she was a miracle,

my mother, a light that turned off and on,

coming back to us, her smile pretty

without lipstick, and my father—his face falling

back to normal from the deep lines—

the way he’d hold her against him,

like something without bones

and say, damn you.

It was always surprising us,

happening in the middle of a movie,

or just after dinner. The honey sticks

made a mess in her purse, sometimes

she only needed a little bit

so we took turns, my little sister

and me, sipping the leftover.

But there were bad ones

when honey wouldn’t do—

she’d clamp her lips, thrust

her head, a child refusing.

I used to wonder where she went,

how far away a person can be

from someone else.

We didn’t always have to go

to the hospital in the middle

of the night in our pajamas.

When her sugar came up enough

she’d look at us like we were brand new

pennies, shining there, for her:

Oh, hi sweethearts, I didn’t know

you were all here.

And then, we’d barely stop

to wipe our eyes or breathe

or figure out what we had to do next.

Even Dad would start to crease

around his eyes. We were like people

in a movie when the car

almost drives off a cliff—

for a little while, beneath us,

we’d felt air instead of ground.





THE BABY MONITOR

SARA NOVIĆ

There’s something a little off about the baby monitor. You don’t notice at first, or at least for a while you can’t quite put your finger on what exactly is odd about the thing: the handset’s video screen darkens after three minutes and when it does, time freezes. But when you summon it back, it does not return to the present—instead, it lights up with the image it held before, then displays an accelerated version of the movements that have occurred as it catches up to real time. Like playing an old VHS tape on fast forward.

Initially, you’re surprised a monitor this pricey would have any quirks, never mind one so visible. It’s a top-of-the-line device, added to your registry on the advice of your childhood best friend, who has two kids and two sets of the thing. Purchased by your Aunt Millie and presented to you swathed in tulle at the kind of purpled, demonstrative shower you usually avoid attending. You arrive home from the event so tired you lay down on the floor and sob into your dirty area rug while Craig looks at you funny and pats your hand. You are, at that point, still trying to make things work with Craig. For the baby. The next day you wake feeling silly that you’d cried. An afternoon of swollen ankles and unwelcome belly touching is a small price to pay for the stockpile you accrued at the event, especially:


1.BB Optix 22 video monitor

2.Snuglite 360 infant car seat and carrier, with side impact protection

3.GoBaby graphite, ultralight collapsible stroller

4.crib



As a medical transcriptionist, you have a proclivity for inventories, and it is extremely satisfying to check off the top four necessities from your wish list like this. Your parents have an expression for it—it translates to something like “professional deformation.” Craig just calls you “OCD.” But it is neither a deformity nor a compulsion, really. Mostly your work feels like a relief—specific, numbered codes for each condition and cure. Tidy summaries of cases closed and filed away. No surprise that this has become your way of processing a disordered world. Especially as everything around you, in you, shifts.

Most of the time you don’t mind being pregnant. The morning sickness is terrible, but eventually it passes and you manage to rid your purse of the saltine crumbs. By the third trimester, you find the most important requirement of pregnancy is a touch of denial. You learn to ignore the plate tectonics of your ribs and hips, the upward crush of your organs, to pretend your body is still something over which you have control. Because when you stop to think about it, the stretching of skin and tendons, the bowing of your bones, well, better not to dwell on it.

Being with Craig is a bit like that. Once you decide to keep the baby, your togetherness feels inevitable and uncomfortable, and you overlook both in order to move forward. At times, he is dutiful: hefting the flat-packed changing table into the trunk of the car, applying a fresh coat of paint to the room that would become the nursery so you don’t have to inhale the fumes. But he never wants to feel the baby kick.

When you go into labor, he drops you in front of the ER’s automatic doors and says he’ll park the car and be right back. Does it count as a lie if he believes it?

What does “right back” mean in the grand scheme of things, anyway? Against the backdrop of:


1.1,440 minutes a day

2.201,618 hours of your own life already spent

3.200,000 years of modern human existence

4.4.54 billion years’ worth of spins around the sun



In any case, you don’t see Craig again for two months, and you labor alone for five hours before you cave and call your mother.

Your mother is a perfectly fine person, a good person, and you love her, but she is not the kind of person you wanted with you in labor. At six centimeters dilated, you are sweaty and hungry and cannot decide whether you want to lay down or sit up. You could use a little coddling, someone to feed you ice chips. Historically, your mother does not coddle.

On more than one occasion your mother has told you about the smell of war:


1.decay

2.her own acrid, hungry breath amid rations

3.the smoke as one night, her city’s 16 mosques were packed with explosives and razed to the ground



She’d been on the precipice of adulthood in Banja Luka when Serb forces arrived to reclaim the Krajina. The smell had clung to her hair, her clothes, burrowed into the fibers of the family’s living room set upholstery. Not that it would matter—they would have to leave it all behind anyway. They would be left with nothing but the clothes on their backs and the lingering refrain of how lucky they–and you—are.

Thirty years later, your grandparents are gone, but your mother is here, and you are glad to see her. At least her past means she doesn’t give you a lecture about Craig. She expects only the worst from the world, and knows, sometimes, there is nothing you can do.

Your mother never told you what it would be like to give birth. The woman at the hospital-sponsored birthing class who taught you some stupid fucking breathing exercises or how to squeeze your earlobe to distract yourself from a contraction definitely did not tell you what it was like to give birth. Even your best friend didn’t say enough to prepare you for this, though she’d had a C-section, and thus faced a different set of horrors. How did no one mention all:


1.the shitting

2.the vomiting

3.the one, weird triangular patch of abdomen the epidural does not reach, where all your pain accumulates now as if magnetized, Pain Concentrate

4.that already, before the baby is even born, you can feel yourself slipping away—while the nurse bends in close to adjust the EKG stickers to get a better read of your fast-beating heart, you think, forget about me, just turn the baby’s monitor up louder



Afterward, when you are moved to your postpartum room, you watch your mother hold the baby. Slowly, your own body’s transformation is moving in reverse—chills and cramps that jolt you out of sleep as your organs reclaim their territory. But your mother, too, is changed by this child. You see the good fortune of her survival that once haunted her now feels as good as she had always been told it was. You see her slacken her grip on the smoke. It’s the look in your mother’s eye that gives you the idea to name your daughter Amina—to feel at peace.

Amina, it’s clear right away, is perfect. Specifically:


1.the way her fingers grasp yours instinctively

2.how her tuft of hair forms a strawberry blonde fauxhawk

3.her tiny pink feet, bottoms still rounded, having not yet touched the ground

4.the way she nuzzles into the fold of your neck

5.the smell of her skin and the crown of her head, the scent of being new



But Amina does not sleep, and it doesn’t take long at home alone before you’re delirious. Delirious and angry. How dare those hospital workers let you waltz out of that place carrying a newborn—and with no instructions! Are you somehow just supposed to know how to keep her alive? What does it mean, for her, for you, that you can’t intuit it?

You try your best to research the basics online, record meticulous notes about when she ate or slept or was changed. You mentally lambaste yourself for not having set up some kind of system before she was born, when you thought you were busy but, as it turned out, were not very busy at all. Also, your googling and record-keeping only means more time spent not sleeping, and after a while everything hurts, right down to your nail beds and the roots of your hair. It becomes clear why stealing sleep is an effective weapon of war.

Your mother returns, this time with your father in tow, carrying stacks of Tupperware and a pair of round breads that, when you were little you used to call sunces—sun loaves. When you see the food you realize that though you track each time Amina ate, you can’t remember the last time you did. You tear at the bread with your hands and force it into your mouth, gulping it down dry. Your mother looks at you with the pointed stare she used when you were a teenager, and sends you upstairs to shower.

After those hazy first days, you get the hang of some things—soothing, feeding, diapering. At times, you even think you might be good at it. Things between you and your mother are good, too. Before Amina, she had a tendency to manufacture drama, attacks that caught you offguard and wounded you, an only child and a people-pleaser. Though the armchair psychologist in you knows these were bids to satiate her craving for that survivor’s high, your dislike of conflict meant you kept her at arm’s length. But your daughter—her beauty and especially her helplessness, holds your mother’s focus. Or that’s what you tell yourself; you aren’t about to admit that she’s caring for you, too. The thing is, though, you do need your mother. Because you are sore, and bleeding, and tired, so tired, like the tired they banned in Geneva.

Before your daughter arrived, you loved sleeping, and did it soundly. Now sleep is complicated by her mere existence, even when she is actually sleeping herself. Sometimes you stay up staring at the baby monitor, feeling dreamy and overwhelmed with love for the human you created. Sometimes you’re filled with a perverse guilty feeling that you’re not asleep when the baby is, that she’ll wake soon and want to eat and you will have wasted this time, and you clutch the monitor with one eye on the clock. Sometimes, you drift off only to be jerked awake by the 2:00 a.m. panic particular to new mothers. Of the limited information you did get from the hospital at discharge, most of it was a lesson in fear—infant sleep and the Sudden Death it might bear. SIDS was the cruelest of the syndromes you’d ever come across, and in your line of work that was saying something. Not only because of the brand-new life it ended, but because of the guilt. Even though its very definition was to be sudden and inexplicable, the purest of medical mysteries, everyone still secretly, or not so secretly, blames the mother. In lieu of antidotes, medicine can only provide an ever-changing list of rituals for governing infant sleep. Currently:


1.alone, with no blankets or items of comfort

2.on her back

3.in a crib with a firm mattress



The fact that the rules have changed in your lifetime—from stomach to side to back sleeping—instills no confidence, but given the alternative there’s little to do besides comply. The latest studies are promising, but there’s little mention of the how behind the efficacy of the guidelines. You realize later when you witness them in the dark of your own house—putting a newborn down alone on one’s back decreases the chance of SIDS by preventing her from falling asleep at all. And so, on the off-chance that both of you happen to doze off at the same time, it isn’t long before you’re pulled awake by the gullet-shrinking anxiety of wondering why you haven’t yet been woken.

This is usually when you begin to entertain theories about the baby monitor, the source of the delay between camera and handset. You wonder if it has something to do with the device’s technical specifications, the private transmission signal—FHHS on its own channel instead of a hackable WiFi connection. Maybe it’s just because the baby’s room is so dark, and the little green LED night vision creates the lag. Like the light trails you used to photograph back in high school, you and your friends, bored and high, roaming empty suburban parking lots.

Either way, you grow to like the delay, to depend on it. The security factor is certainly a relief, having read a few too many urban legends about creeps hacking into monitors and talking to babies in the night. Mostly, though, it eases a different kind of dread. You can rouse the screen and watch it play catch-up, displaying a quickened version of the baby’s positions—where she’d been when the screen first darkened, to where she is now, an arm thrust further out, or head turned a new direction. This calms you. The baby is breathing. The baby has moved. She is only sleeping.

A few friends come to visit and ask what it’s like. It’s difficult to describe—how you feel about your daughter, how her existence has transfigured yours. When you try you end up sounding maudlin. Given that the breadth of your love for her is like nothing you’ve ever experienced, it’s frustrating that all you can use to name the feelings are clichés. Your childless friends are unmoved by your descriptions of wonder and adoration; they are abstractions to them, particularly in contrast to the very concrete and harrowing detail you can offer with respect to diaper blowouts and chapped nipples.

And most times, loving your daughter doesn’t even feel like love. There is a sharpness to it. It’s expansive, and heavy. It isn’t altogether unfamiliar, though when you think about where you’ve encountered it before, you realize it’s not from the times you’ve fallen in love, or even how you feel about your parents. It feels more like rage, white hot and bottomless, and with no escape. No chance you would ever try.

Under the force of it, why is anyone surprised you choose to press onward? Yes, the night had been a particularly difficult one, and yes, you woke late and didn’t have time for coffee before you managed to get the baby fed and loaded into the car, and yes, you could have, should have asked for help. But consider what acts a man’s frenzy justifies—entire wars are waged upon this feeling. If you can just push through, an hour or two more, you can get Amina to her pediatrician’s appointment and return home buoyed with the knowledge of her ounces and centimeters. Assured that she is growing and healthy, you’ll lay down with an easy mind and finally follow that most tired advice: to sleep while the baby sleeps.

Except when you wake, you’re not home at all—you’re in a bright, cold room with your parents standing over you. Your father says something, but his words are jumbled, his voice too high. The only thing you understand is “accident.”

“Where’s Amina?” you manage after a moment, and you watch your mother’s face drain, that ash gray seeping back across her eyes.

You rip the IV from your hand, charge to the nurses’ station, and notice that you’re yelling only when you see the look of fear on the woman’s face before you. You cannot feel your feet, your arms end with a sharp tingle halfway down your forearm. The way you know something terrible has happened is that the woman you were screaming at is now apologizing to you.

At first you feel relieved that this baby in the little plastic bassinet is not your daughter. You quickly populate a list of reasons that prove definitively this has all been some horrible clerical error:


1.Your daughter’s skin is smooth and unmarred. She’s not old enough for skinned knees or bug bites. She hasn’t even been out in the sun long enough to get freckles, never mind this dark, purpled flesh.

2.Your daughter’s skin is warm. In fact, she runs hot. Nothing like the cool, slack skin of this infant. And she’s so ticklish, her body practically hums in anticipation of your touch. She would never let you run your fingertips the length of her arm like this. She would never be so still.

3.Because this isn’t the outfit you dressed her in this morning. She was wearing the teal onesie, with the matching headband. And the little white socks painted to look like saddle shoes—where are they?

4.Because you had followed all the rules, had spent days specifically on car seat research. And this one was the best, with a steel frame specifically designed to protect from side impact, and extra cushioning for the neck—

5.Because what will you do if it’s true?



You’re discharged a day later, handed only a pair of flimsy pamphlets for a support group to guide you through whatever the fuck comes next. You try not to think about the all-consuming joy and love you’d felt when leaving this hospital just a few months before, and how the grief you’re feeling now, like a photo negative of that joy, will be just as bottomless. Your parents offer to come over, but you want to be alone. Or at least, the baby with whom you want to be no longer exists. You spend most of the day on the couch, staring at the blank face of the television, before finally downing a sleeping pill and limping to your bedroom.

You don’t notice it at first. Only when you’re horizontal does the baby monitor’s little green “on” indicator bore into your vision.

For a while, you don’t want to touch it, just lie staring at the darkened handset, knowing the image that it holds for safekeeping. The curtains are drawn and you don’t know how much time passes. Your meds wear off, your body aches, and though you’ve begun to tremble from the pain, it’s a small price to pay to have her there beside you.

Then the little green LED begins to flicker red and you know it has to be now, your last chance to see her. You won’t lose her twice. Through the dark you raise a bruised hand to conjure up the display’s power. For a moment, on the monitor, it’s still yesterday, still dawn. You watch the image of your own arms lifting your daughter up into the morning light.





IN MEDIAS RES

DONIA SALEM HARHOOR

by the third delay, it is divine intervention. i go ahead anyway.

use a slow growing pearl as permission.

insist the mri’s impossibility lies wholly with the neuro-oncologist.

sarcophagize myself in the findings from a study of other pearl-culturing people

whose jewels doubled in size with the flush of hormones.

by the third delay it is divine intervention. i go ahead anyway.

what starts a pearl? what unsayable act irritates enough to

catalyze calcification? it is july. while i harden, while my breasts swell,

while i consider honesty, my vision softens rapidly.

later, after it is all done, the new doctor will want me to see a neuro-ophthalmologist.

by the third delay it is divine intervention. i go ahead anyway.

the first time, we wait on a bench in a hallway filled with other waiting bodies.

the technician tells me my math is wrong, that i have rounded down. i have not. they send me out.

the second time, i terrify the staff, make them afraid of proximity. of responsibility.

my father dragging his head across the tile floor, wrenching my jacket edge, serenading his dead brothers

names the third delay divine intervention. i go ahead anyway.





WHERE IS THE MERCY?

MAP OF HOPE AND SORROW

Helen Benedict & Eyad Awwadawnan (Footnote Press, 2022)

REVIEWED BY PETER BRICKLEBANK

Refugees disturb us. It’s unnerving to think of displaced peoples, of tyrannical regimes, of human traffickers, of insouciant, insentient governments. It puts in question how safe the self. Surely we can cheer that Western leaders are helping beleaguered, not-so-long-since bankrupt Greece provide entrée to the enlightenment beyond despots and religious fanatics? Are we not saying: “Welcome. We have shelter for you. You’ve reached a better place.”? Shuffling over a little to make room, does this not say we care? But we also know governments find ways to look proactive yet askance. Perhaps we’re not aware that European leaders are using those Greek islands as dolosse, sluicing this tide of fleeing humanity into backwaters, quietly channeling the displaced back whence they came.

We should question how we as a world—not continent, not nation—deal with spates of resourceless people fleeing autocrats and death squads and penury and sexual exploitation and repression. Mass migrations are the future of humanity, after all, once water and food become scarce, after economic meltdowns and social boil-overs shrivel patience and empathy, when climate inundates and our terra firma—as our politics—becomes corrupted and muddy.

So I suggest you might want to read this book by people who, in their own words, “were not born refugees.” It’s astutely organized by the co-authors, British-American journalist Helen Benedict and Syrian Eyad Awwadawnan, a man once about to attend law school who became a refugee himself after the dictator Bashar al-Assad barrel-bombed his own people. Benedict gives us context in an introduction, both authors add background detail to build our wider understanding, and useful thumbnail maps detail the harrowing trek of each asylum seeker. Awwadawnan speaks clearly and honestly of his survival and the authors present the experiences of five other men and women—people from Syria, Nigeria, Afghanistan, and Cameroon. We are shown life before flight, during its rigors, and in the far-from-Elysium afterlife as a custodial refugee. This approach reveals the humanity and bravery of these determined people.

But who voluntarily abandons their homeland? Asmahan, six months pregnant, leaves Syria’s turmoil because, among other things, a brother shouldn’t take four bullets when crossing the street to buy yogurt. Evans escapes extreme Nigerian homophobia by jumping from a window—his partner mercilessly beaten to death—only to later fall into the clutches of human traffickers and sold. Mursal witnesses her father, a doctor for Médecins Sans Frontières, thrashed by the Taliban for refusing to minister to their fighters.

Armed zealots fire guns in your driveway; you fear going to a shop for food; education becomes impossible. When a fanatical regime decides to send a road straight through the middle of your family’s house, leaving but one room to live in, would you remonstrate with ideologues or would you carefully decamp? When prison terms and whippings are part of the everyday landscape, might you abandon your home? When men signing up to be Daesh fighters receive 300 dollars and a house (taken from someone else) or a wife (forced against her will), might you flee?

On every journey, danger dogs the weary: starvation, hypothermia, rape. Refugees shuttle between traffickers who fail them, demand payment again, and fail again. Hasan endures such poor nutrition during his travails that his bone marrow no longer could produce blood. He’s later forced by traffickers to work his passage, piloting an overburdened, inflatable boat of forty-eight people to rescue in Greek waters, only to find himself charged as a criminal—his hand on the tiller—rather than seen as one fleeing them. There are few sharks in the Aegean but human smuggling is its own feeding frenzy.

Yet, to arrive in Greece at what would seem like the sanctuary of a refugee camp, one’s problems aren’t over. Europe, like us all, fears The Other. And Europeans have been perfecting camp incarceration for a while now. The housing might be tents, or shelters made out of sticks and blankets, or upside-down U-shaped pipes, or wooden cubes wrapped in blue tarp perhaps tapped into a nearby streetlight (even a goodish camp might have no electricity). A steel shipping container might be divided via blankets into thirty-nine spaces. Neither cozy nor safe.

A camp is a place of endless queueing to reach a functioning toilet, a shower, a meal, or the camp’s single doctor or nurse or psychotherapist. Imagine waking at 3:00 a.m. to queue six hours for breakfast, then onto the next line. Perhaps to obtain the five different identity cards a refugee needs to officially exist in Greece. (One, the Ausweis, employs the same German word for ID the Nazis used, which might give you a sense of our bureaucratic attitude towards these marooned people.)

The camps enforce a soul-sucking tedium while internees wait months getting, then constantly renewing, official paperwork. Some wait years. I’m put in mind of the medieval oubliette, where the unwanted were left to rot. Camps are filthy, garbage-strewn places of stasis and stagnation rather than refuge. The island of Lesbos hosts the largest refugee camp in Europe: Moria, a temporary reception area that boomtowned into “an open prison from hell” for 7,000 traumatized people. Members of a far-right party have greeted those sheltering there with bats, rocks, and salutations like “burn them alive.” When a refugee collapsed in a Greek street he was told there were no ambulances for Black people. “Where is your mercy?” he pleaded. Does this sound dismissible because seemingly distant? Or all too familiar?

Surely our governments have things in hand, no? Consider Camp Zervou, which holds 3,000 refugees with electronic bracelets and flying drones. It costs 38 million euros—surely caring generosity right there. Its tall metal fences are topped with barbed wire and a camera surveillance system tracks those inside. The EU has given 4.2 billion euros to Turkey to tend refugees, but the Taliban hunt down refugees there as easily as they do in Afghanistan. In any case, Turkey returns many of the refugees to the regimes they fled. How far might all this money have gone if used more positively rather than to curtail and corral? Do such large sums measure our deep compassion?

When an NGO sued a camp manager over the heinous conditions, the individual, with unblinking gall, countersued for defamation. The UN declared the same camp “a human rights catastrophe.” Many helpful NGOs have now been banned for the risible notion that they entice refugees to Greece in order to make money off them. So, indeed, where is the mercy?

Interviews with female refugees and adds a valuable section on the particularly vulnerable plight of women. Under refugee rules, special protection is supposedly extended to single and pregnant women, but human rights organizations fall pitiably short in safe housing, bathrooms, sanitation, and essential psychological care. A woman huddling in a flimsy tent with a tiny padlock between herself and male malevolence hasn’t much to believe in. Contrast this with the security measures of Camp Zervou itself.

But a more compassionate and effective response is possible for women and all displaced persons. In an epilogue, both authors suggest what is needed and what can be done, on the personal level all the way up to governmental initiatives. Putting aside our unwillingness to develop a deep sense of responsibility to our own species, we need practical approaches to the problem, and what’s offered here is sensible and sustainable, humane and sane.

This is not a work of history; the situations described here are ongoing as you read this. Some of those who tell their stories still languish. In 2022 there were 100 million forcibly displaced persons worldwide. Such numbers stun. They make the oral testaments of those who speak despite—and through—their fear all the more valuable and poignant. Map of Hope and Sorrow documents our spectacular inadequacy when facing the suffering of our own and in upholding the rights of all. It maps where we are and how we might get somewhere better. It’s a signpost of where we are going if we don’t find ways to care more. It’s also a testament to the resilience of hope. It’s a book for us all. While we wait in line.
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Caroline Spooner Pittman is a writer with work appearing in Beloit Poetry Journal, the Threepenny Review, the Baltimore Review, and Thrush Poetry Journal. She lives in Atlanta with her family.

Dan Pope is a graduate of the Iowa Writers’ Workshop. He has published two novels, In the Cherry Tree and Housebreaking. His work appears in the Bennington Review, the Gettysburg Review, McSweeney’s, the Iowa Review, Harvard Review, Crazyhorse, the Greensboro Review, Best New American Voices 2007, and the 2020 Pushcart Prize Anthology.

Efrat Rapoport is a social and technology entrepreneur and executive. She holds an MSc in Neurobiology (Cum Laude) from Tel-Aviv University’s Adi Lautman Interdisciplinary Program for Outstanding Students. Efrat was selected for the Forbes 30 Under 30 list in 2017, and since 2022 leads Salesforce’s R&D Center in Israel.

Tim Raymond is an autistic writer from Wyoming. His fiction has appeared in Conjunctions, Chicago Quarterly, and the Southeast Review. He lives in South Korea and posts comics about mental health on Instagram at @iamsitting.

Martha Silano is the author of five books of poetry, most recently Gravity Assist (Saturnalia Books, 2019). Her poems have appeared in Poetry, the Paris Review, the American Poetry Review, and the Best American Poetry series. Martha teaches at Bellevue College. marthasilano.net

Tyriek Rashawn White is a writer, musician, and teacher from Brooklyn with fellowships from Callaloo Writing Workshop and the New York State Writers Institute. He holds a degree from Pitzer College and an MFA from the University of Mississippi. He is the author of the forthcoming novel, We Are a Haunting.

Ellen June Wright consulted on guides for three PBS poetry series. Her work was selected as the Missouri Review’s Poem of the Week in June 2021. She is a Cave Canem and Hurston/Wright alumna and received 2021 and 2022 Pushcart Prize nominations.
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